
 

Jesus for Most People 
 
 
 

By Emanuel “Mike” Polioudakis  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2010, 2012  
 
 
Simply by being presented, this book is in copyright.  Mike Polioudakis asserts all rights.  Do not copy or 
disseminate.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Acknowledgments  
 
 
Mike Polioudakis alone is responsible for any errors or silliness.   
 
 
I thank my wife, Nitaya, for her patience and support.  I thank the staff of the Interlibrary Loan Office 
(Document Delivery) of Auburn University Library.  I thank the many people who have written such good 
works about Jesus.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Jesus for Most People  
 

Brief Contents  
 
 
PART 1:  Basic Statements  
 
PART 2:  General Background  
 
PART 3:  Hebrews, Jews, and Christians  
 
PART 4:  Jesus, and the Early Church  
 
PART 5:  Evolution, Morality, and God  
 
PART 6:  Essays  
 
 



Jesus for Most People  
 
 

Detailed Contents  
 
 
Pages are given for each chapter separately only.  Cumulative pages are not given. 
 
 
 
PART Introduction 
0.00 Introduction 12
 
 
PART 1 Basic Statements 
1.01 Background 11
1.02 Basic Beliefs 8
1.03 Continuation of Basic Beliefs 7
1.04 Religious Ideals and Practical Reality 13
1.05 Following Jesus in Fact 5
1.06 Intent, Mostly-Is, and All-About 10
 
 
PART 2 General Background 
2.01 Avoiding Common Mistakes 34
2.02 Natural, Popular, and Local Common Religion 14
2.03 Some Terms and Ideas 11
2.04 Some Alternative Religious Stances 14
 
 
PART 3 Hebrews, Jews, and Christians 
3.00 Introduction 2
3.01 Hebrews and Jews 1: Basics 20
3.02 Hebrews and Jews 2: Prophets 9
3.03 Hebrews and Jews 3: The Time of Jesus 20
3.04 Christian Variations 1: Classical to Protestant  16
3.05 Christian Variations 2: Enlightenment to Now  16
 
 



 
PART 4 Jesus, and the Early Church 
4.01 About Jesus 15
4.02 Illustrating Points about Jesus 18
4.03 Illustrating Additional Topics about Jesus 19
4.04 Early Church 1: Overall 22
4.05 Early Church 2: Groups and Directions  19
4.06 Early Church 3: Growth  9
4.07 Selected Illustrations from the New Testament  13
4.08 Paul  13
4.09 Jesus’ Intent, Mostly-Was, and All-About  10
4.10 Inside and Outside  5
 
 
PART 5 Evolution, Morality, and God 
5.01 Moral Atheism 11
5.02 God and Nature 9
5.03 Evolutionary Precursors to Morality  8
5.04 The Evolution of Religion and Morality 10
5.05 Moral Variations and Moral Logic 13
5.06 Implications, Especially about Jesus  11
 
 
PART 6 Essays  
6.01 Do-Gooding, Working, Citizenship, and Crusading 10
6.02 Human Nature and Some Sacraments  13
6.03 Relation to God: Submission and Prayer  14
6.04 Golden Rule, What to Do, and Other Topics  8
6.05 Contradictions  6
6.06 Justifiable Rebellion 7
6.07 Hard Cases 6
6.08 Jesus, Religion, and the State 11
6.09 Abortion  18
6.10 Gay Marriage  8
 
 
 
 Bibliography  20
 
 



1 
 

Introduction 
 
 
This book is about the message of Jesus.  This book is for people who believe in a higher power 
and think Jesus came from it.  You do not have to believe in formal Christianity.   This book is for 
people who think God used the Big Bang to create the universe and used evolution to make 
people, for people who are religious but not formally so, or who are spiritual but not religious.  
This book helps people feel better about what they believe and about what they do out of belief, 
resist the general attitude of looking down on belief, and resist bad ideologies such as militant 
atheism and religious fundamentalism.   
 
You are reading the revised Internet version from 2012.  It contains background material on 
religion in general, Judaism, the early Church, and formal Christianity.  The background material 
is separated out.  You can read as much or as little as you want of it without losing the thread.  If 
you skip all the background material, you will get a short focused book about Jesus.   
 
This book was not written by a religious scholar but by an ordinary person who thought it was 
time to figure out Jesus.  I needed some facts.  I had to see who wrote the Bible and how they 
“spun” the Bible to suit their needs.  I wanted to know if we could take Jesus as a prophet or if we 
had to believe in him as God.  I reread the Bible and read books about the Bible, Jesus, the early 
Church, Christianity, and other religions.  Eventually I understood that it is better to do as Jesus 
taught than to ponder theology.  This book gives what I discovered.   
 
Jesus’ message comes from his stories and from a few simple principles such as the Golden 
Rule.  The message is easy to understand.  It is hard to fully achieve in real life but we can all 
approach it and we can all do better.  We cannot run a nation strictly according to his teachings 
but we can use them as ideals for governing and can use them to make the state run better.   
 
Most people believe in something higher than themselves but these days are not sure what that 
higher power is, what relation Jesus might have to the higher power, and what they are supposed 
to do about it.  To deny your belief makes you conflicted inside, false to yourself, to other people, 
and to the higher power.  You can never find a way to figure out Jesus or what to do.  You have 
to find a way to live by your belief or you will hurt yourself and probably hurt other people too.  We 
need reasonable ideas about religion and about what to do.   
 
This book might be useful to moderate atheists, non-Christians who believe in a higher power 
including the Dharma and Tao, all believers who hold an open mind, and “red letter” Christians 
who stress the words and acts of Jesus.  This book might not be useful to strong Christians or 
strong atheists.  They might gain something from it but I do not want to engage them in argument.   
 
Summary.  I believe in a personal God, the God of the Judeo-Christian-Muslim tradition.  That is 
the “higher power” for me.  I also understand and respect the ideas of other religions.  You do not 
have to share my idea of the higher power to benefit from this book.   
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I do not think Jesus is God but I do not worry about it.  Even if he is God, Jesus cares far more 
that you follow his teachings than that you worship him as God.  If Jesus is God, but you do not 
think he is God, and you follow Jesus’ teachings anyway, you will do fine.  If you worship him as 
God but do not follow his teachings, you will do badly.   
 
When I was a child, we used to tease each other by asking:  “If God told you to kill your annoying 
sibling, would you do it?”  In other words, if God told you to do something bad, would you do it?  
The only acceptable answer is:  no.  We do what is right and good.  We don’t always know what 
is right and good.  If we think God said something is good, and his message does not contradict 
what we already know is good, then we are likely to do it.  Jesus’ message gives us a clearer idea 
of what is good.  If we get that, we don’t have to worry about other things.  If we are more likely to 
follow Jesus’ message because we think Jesus is God, then fine, that is how people work; but the 
best reason to do it is because we can see what Jesus said is good.   
 
Jesus called on us to work hard to build a better world.  We have to use what talents we have to 
build a better world.  Be proactive.  Include as many people as we can in the better world.  We 
cannot only look after our own interests.  Put yourself in the place of other people.  Follow the 
Golden Rule:  “Do unto others as you would have the do unto you”.  We cannot be perfect and 
God does not expect that.    
 
You do not have to do anything crazy.  You should not stand at the water cooler and grab people 
to force the “good news” down their throat.   
 
You do have to accept what you believe and act honestly.  You can carry on with business or a 
profession but you cannot hurt people without strong reason and you cannot hurt people for gain.  
You can serve as a lawyer, police officer, or soldier but you have to be honest and you have to 
carry out moral policies.  As a politician, you have to work hard for what is best and right.  You 
cannot use party dogma as a cover to gain power.  The best way to preach is through example, 
as did Saint Francis.   
 
Try to have a relation with God.  Try to pray.  Don’t worry if you can’t pray.  Do volunteer work.  
Swing a hammer for Habitat.  Volunteer for the Peace Corps when you retire.  Be open to other 
people who also believe.  Make a friend.  Adopt an animal.  Adopt a child who is older than an 
infant.  Support a homeless family.  Give to charities like the Red Cross, United Way, or Salvation 
Army.  Help people face to face.  Pay somebody’s rent for a month or a year.  Put somebody 
through college even if they are not an A student.  Give panhandlers a meal.  Give them money 
even if they might spend it on booze.  Understand the economic, social, political, and ecological 
issues of our times.  Be a good citizen.  Use politics to create a better society when it is the right 
tool.  Stop using politics when it is wrong.  Do not use the state as your moral agent.  Do not use 
moral activism as a cover for self-justification and self-gratification.  Never forget the poor and 
downtrodden.  Use your life in service to the law, medicine, science, or good governing.  Do not 
be afraid to live graciously but do not get seduced by consumption.  Write books like this one if it 
makes you feel better and you think it might help.   
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Against and Not Against.  It is easy to say we should follow Jesus without worrying whether he 
is God; but that plan is too simplistic.  Most people who follow Jesus are standard Christians in a 
standard church.  Most churches take as their main mission to worship Jesus as God.  The New 
Testament is still the best source of information about Jesus, church members wrote it, and they 
worshipped Jesus as God.  We can make up our minds about the Christian church only by 
learning about it.  We can only learn about Jesus by learning from people who believe Jesus is 
God and believe their primary duty is to worship him.  You cannot just read books like this one or 
just fling out ideas about Jesus-as-moral-teacher.  At least sometime, you have to read the Bible 
and read what standard Christians wrote.  We have to understand standard Christian ideas so we 
do not fight uselessly with standard Christians, we get the best from them, and we give something 
good in return.  We cannot understand Jesus without seeing how he got to be God in their eyes.  
We have to appreciate the reasonableness of church doctrine for its time and appreciate the good 
that standard Christians do.  We have to see how the teachings of the church helped to preserve 
Jesus’ moral message.  To follow Jesus’ ideas, you have to be confident in your own mind about 
what you think of Jesus as a person, moral teacher, prophet, and as God or not God; and to do 
that, you have to go through the standard church at least a little.   
 
On the other hand, you cannot spend years studying church history and theology just so you can 
make up your mind or so you can argue with zealots.  You need a basic idea of the issues, where 
to read more when you want it, and when to stop.  That is what this book is for.   
 
Standard Christianity.  I do not debunk standard Christianity.  That is not what this book is about.  
Standard Christianity is truly great.  Standard Christians do a lot of good, and I will not hinder that.  
Rather than argue if Jesus really fed a large crowd with a few magic fish, we should give non-
magical real tin cans of food to the hungry.  If you like to argue, and do no harm, then theology 
can be fun.  But don’t let arguing get in the way and don’t use it to hurt anybody.  If you already 
go to church, and the dogma is not too bad, then you should probably continue going.   
 
Spiritual Mistakes.  This book does defend reasonable belief against some hurtful errors of 
modern faith.  While guarding against mistakes, I sometimes argue against standard Christianity; 
but I do not intend to argue it away.  Some large mistakes:   
 
- “All you need is to believe in Jesus as God.  The main duty of a Christian is to worship Jesus as 
God”.  Too often, Christians merely go to church or “believe in Jesus” without doing what he 
wants.  Some Christians substitute “a personal relation with Jesus” for doing what he wants.  
Belief in Jesus as God can get in the way of doing what he wants.  The most important duty for a 
follower of Jesus is to do what he wants.   
 
- “Religion is not about doing good.  Even non-Christians do good.  You can never do enough 
good to satisfy God, justify yourself, and save yourself.  You have to force yourself to believe in 
Jesus as God.  If you do not believe in Jesus then you will go to hell no matter how good you are 
or what you do.  If you are not a member of a legitimate apostolic Christian church, then you will 
go to hell.”  Hell or heaven is not for people to decide.  Anybody, or any church, that says so 
usurps the role of God.  God decides.  God treats confused would-be do-gooders such as myself 
better than he treats staunch believers who cause trouble, do not help other people, and do not 
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make the world a better place.  It is not about feeling certain that you are justified, saved, or going 
to heaven; it is about trusting God enough to leave that to God, and then acting on Jesus’ 
teachings as best you can.   
 
- “I can justify myself, save myself, satisfy God, and go to heaven by crusading in some way such 
as against abortion or for Gay rights”.  You do not need to justify yourself and, in fact, you 
probably cannot justify yourself.  You do a lot of harm when you crusade to make yourself feel 
good.  People make themselves feel good by finding a cause without thinking through the merits 
of the cause and without thinking through their motives.  People think this way even when their 
church doctrine clearly says they cannot, on their own, achieve justification.  Often the damage 
they do crusading is worse than the hurt they want to heal.  People do not think how to best use 
their energy but primarily about their own satisfaction.  Too many people that crusade against 
abortion want to feel good about themselves more than they really want to help babies and 
parents.  They do not adopt babies or foster unwanted children.  They do not promote birth 
control.  Jesus did not want us to justify ourselves.  He wanted us to help others and to make the 
world a better place.  
 
- “Jesus is the god of modern family values”.  Jesus liked families but he was not the god of 
modern family values.  Family life is not the highest life.  Raising a good family does not thereby 
make you a successful follower of Jesus.  Many decent people do not live in stereotyped middle 
class families.  Nearly all religions extol a good family life.  If Jesus was special among religious 
leaders, it was not because he raised family life to the highest ideal.  Jesus was about a lot more 
than families.  The family in Jesus’ time was not like the idealized nuclear family in our time, and 
so the decent family that Jesus supported was not what modern people promote.  Standard 
Christians abuse Jesus so as to validate the way of life they want to live and to discredit other 
ways of life.  They use an unrealistic idealized version of the modern nuclear family as their 
symbol of the only decent way of life.  They use this ideal to browbeat people that cannot live up 
to it such as the poor.  Jesus would not like that.   
 
- “We want the upper hand in society.  We are the decent people, and the decent people should 
have the upper hand in society.  We deserve recognition and respect more than do other people.  
Our families are the only real families.  To get our power and respect, to protect society, and to 
protect families, we have to put down people that are not like us.  We have the right to put down 
other people because we are fully decent while they are not.”  People of all religions and political 
philosophies, Left and Right, Black and White and Tan, believers and atheists, and PC people, 
secretly think like this and act accordingly.  I do not need to critique this bad error here.  Decent 
people do need to work for a decent society but they have to be careful not to make the mistake 
of thinking they are the only decent people or they are entitled to the power of the state to use as 
they will.   
 
- “We will use the state to gain our dominance and recognition.  We will use the state to make 
sure that our decency prevails and that society does not go bad by becoming what we do not 
want”.  People argue this way despite the lessons of bad theocracy in the past and despite the 
ideal separation of church and state.   
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Militant Atheism and Militant Political Correctness.  I do not defend God against militant atheists 
and militant politically correct (PC) people.  Logically, atheists cannot be defeated.  No argument 
can prove God exists.  Believers do not need to prove the God exists to know that we need to act.  
Believers need to decide what to do as a result of believing.   
 
Many atheists and PC people are true believers in their own ways much like militant Christians.  
They make the same kinds of mistakes as fervent fundamentalists.  They feel that, if we are not 
on the side of their PC, then we are against them.  They need to feel justified and saved in their 
own way. They find justification in crusading for a cause no matter if they do more harm than 
good or if they could better use their energy another way.  Green trees and baby animals are to 
PC people what “the not yet born” are to anti-abortion crusaders.  In their own eyes, PC people 
are the only really good decent people.  They want recognition and they want the upper hand.  
They put down people that are not like them or not their allies, despite their ideology of tolerance.  
They use the state to get what they want.   
 
Thoughtful atheists do make a point that deserves respect, even though on the whole it is wrong:  
“Religions have caused a lot of damage.  Religions are at heart irrational and cannot be rational.  
Irrationality is more likely to cause harm than good.  We need less irrationality.  We need more 
reason.  If we got rid of religion, then we would eliminate a big cause of damage.  We might lead 
people to think reasonably and clearly.  We do not need religion for morality.  Morality stands 
better on its own without religion.  We need more rationality in order to know morality better and 
to act better.  If we got rid of religion, we would be more moral people and better people.”   
 
Religion sometimes does cause bad behavior but not nearly as often as atheists think.  Far more 
often, people use religion to excuse bad behavior that they do for other reasons such as poverty 
and fear of the modern world.  Even if we got rid of religion, people would still act badly and still 
find other excuses, as they did under Communism or as they do with PC.   
 
Whether it is true or not, religion is an evolved deep-seated trait of people like the desires for 
sweets and sex.  Without genetic engineering, we cannot get rid of religion any more than we can 
get rid of alcohol, art, sex, ice cream, or morality.  Both religious and non-religious people need to 
accept this fact and make the most of it.  Rather than worry about proving their religion, religious 
people need to be clear about what they believe and why they do what they do.  Within what they 
believe, religious people should shape their religion to always serve the good.  If non-religious 
people can serve the good anyway, then fine for them.  Most normal people mix religion and 
morality, and atheists should respect that basic fact of human life.  Atheists can help religious 
people find the true good in religion.  If some religious people believe ideas that lead them to do 
harm, such as religious terrorists, or PC bullies, then all of us have to fight them and we have to 
show how their ideas are wrong.  We need to uproot the underlying causes of acting badly.   
 
Morality can stand alone logically without religion; but they are linked in human nature.  So, in real 
life, we have to think about them together.  To get rid of religion we might also have to get rid of 
morality.  Trying to separate religion from morality would cause more damage than shaping 
religion together with morality.   
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Avoiding Our Religious Feelings.  Shame about religious belief keeps us from accepting ideas 
that were reasonable through most of human history such as that God exists.  Ordinary normal 
people feel ashamed to believe.  Reading this book will help you to see that ordinary people who 
believe in God are not alone, our situation is reasonable, and we don’t have to feel ashamed.  If 
feeling better makes ordinary people better able to act on their beliefs, that is enough.   Here are 
some reasons why ordinary people feel ashamed to believe in God.   
 
First, we feel anxious because we feel we should do something based on our belief but we do not 
know what to do.  We do not know how committed we have to be and what commitment entails.  
We might have to do something hard or embarrassing or that could undermine the welfare of our 
families.  Fundamentalists tell us we should act in ways that seem more hurtful than helpful such 
as not to use birth control or not to wear shorts.  Anxiety about what to do is perfectly reasonable, 
but we have to get over it without doing anything silly.  Only very few people have to do anything 
odd for religion.  Very few people are called upon to be Frodo and to throw the Ring of Power into 
the Lake of Fire.  Most people only have to be honest and try hard.   
 
Second, we know that traditional belief does not mesh with the modern world.  The miracles of 
the Bible make little sense now.  We know that the Earth goes around the sun, the world was not 
made in seven days, Moses did not part the Reed Sea (Red Sea), there are no demons to cast 
out, there was no Adam and Eve, and people evolved out of a common ancestor with other apes.  
How do we fit together science and belief?   
 
Third, common moral sense, common practical sense, and official teaching, often do not all 
coincide, and we do not know what to do about differences.  I once saw a martial arts school with 
the motto, “The Unity of Theory and Practice”, but that is hard to achieve.  Some social policy, 
such as welfare, might go along with religious teaching to be kind but the same policy also can 
undermine religious teaching that stresses personal responsibility.  Is the death penalty right or 
wrong?  Should we really forgive child sex molesters and let them back into our community?  Is it 
good to keep a mother who is terminally ill, half-comatose, and suffering on artificial life support 
when all we have to do is pull the plug?  How wrong is abortion?   
 
Fourth, modern academics take jaded atheism for granted.  They look down not only at traditional 
church-goers but also at ordinary people with reasonable belief.  Jaded academics make a show 
of diversity, but, even as they sit through a lecture by a Native American or a Muslim, they ignore 
the content.  It is always chic to snigger at Christians.  It is easier to be a “flaming” gay person on 
campuses than to believe in God.  It should not be hard to be either.  These “modernistic” 
attitudes cling to everyone who ever makes it through college whether they know it or not.   
 
Fifth, we are caught between religious zealots and modern jaded non-religious people.  The 
extremes spoil it for all the normal people in the middle.  Taking advantage of our confusion, 
fundamentalists tell us we will go to hell if we do not believe as they do, act as they act, and do as 
they say.  Nonbelievers look at all belief and all talk about religion as crazy fundamentalism.  If we 
only want to bounce our curiosity off a friend, if we only speculate out loud, then non-religious 
people think we are religious zealots while fundamentalist crazies think either we are one of them 
or a traitor.   
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Sixth, people that believe in modern “strange” systems such as New Age make the situation 
worse.  If we do not believe in standard Christianity but do believe in God or in some religion, 
then many ordinary people think we must be a New Age freak.  People think, if I believe in God or 
in any religion, I have to believe in something silly like “the Force”, “the Dark Side”, magic 
crystals, or harmonic virgins.   
 
Seventh, not only academic culture but also modern pop culture, especially rock and roll culture, 
disdains religion.  It is not cool to be religious, any kind of religious, except maybe some wrong 
notion of a Native American shaman.  It is hard to be both religious and a rebel, even though 
some rockers have tried it, and some famous bands, such as U2, depend on it.  The hero in a 
detective novel goes to church less often than he-she falls in love.  Many cool people do feel the 
need for some kind of religion but cannot accept any common formal religions, and so reject all 
religion.  Once long ago, John Lennon and Ringo Starr left Paul McCartney and George Harrison 
in India, and then eventually the band split up.   
 
Eighth, modern life does not support religion.  More than ever before in history, people now can 
avoid dealing with hard questions.  People can find perpetual distraction  in chasing sex, getting 
wasted, watching another DVD, watching TV, buying another toy, using social media, gaming, 
crusading for a cause, being cool, being in the vanguard, chasing business, or being a successful 
professional.  It can be hard to search out what we really believe and then act on it instead of just 
doing what gives us a jolt.   
 
Other Similar Books.  The last hundred years have seen huge advances in scholarship about 
the Bible, the real life of Jesus, Jews in the time of Jesus, and the early Church.  Scholars have 
written outstanding popular books that make some of their work accessible to a general audience.  
Their books go some way toward meeting the needs of the intended readers of this book but do 
not quite get there.   
 
Most of those books were written by former standard Christians who still follow Jesus but who 
realize that all the teachings of the Church could not be literally true.  To find what is meaningful, 
they sift tirelessly through data and dogmas.  They engage in a running argument with Christian 
orthodoxy and the Church.  In response, standard Christians do their own sifting to prove that all 
orthodoxy is true, and literally true.  Scholars use evidence about facts to argue indirectly about 
ideologies.  This book is not like those books because it does not sift through facts or engage in a 
running argument for or against orthodoxy.  Instead it goes directly after the message.  It takes up 
facts only enough so we can clear our heads to focus on the message.  It does not argue about 
facts as a way of indirectly arguing about ideologies.   
 
Below the surface of Christian scholarship lies a long battle:  “Standard Christianity is a seamless 
whole that stands or falls on the least detail.  If there is any flaw in any detail of the standard story 
of Jesus and the Church, then all of standard Christianity goes down, and we do not have to pay 
attention to the Church, Jesus, or his message.  To defend Jesus, his status as God, and the 
Church, we have to defend all of standard Christianity in every detail.  If we can prove lots of little 
details then we also prove the big assertions.”   
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Even in popular books, scholars take a lot of space to argue about details such as whether Jesus 
rode into Jerusalem on a donkey.  Critics of standard Christianity think they have debunked the 
whole thing if they find contradictions in the various stories of the empty tomb.  Critics think they 
have debunked it all because they find a non-canonical old gospel, such as of Thomas, a gospel 
that portrays a non-orthodox vision of Jesus and God.  Standard Christians rationalize to wriggle 
out of contradictions, and their squirming casts doubt on important issues such as whether early 
Christians called Jesus “Lord” and really meant “God”.  Even superb scholars who want only to 
investigate facts find that they operate in a war zone and are forced to take sides.   
 
So we get a lot of words and details without being sure what they imply for the message of Jesus 
and for our own actions.  Instead of many words and facts, we need a few facts and a sense of 
the core message apart from arguments about standard Christianity as a whole.  We need a 
sense of what facts are relevant:  what facts might support the message of Jesus and what facts 
might contradict it?  If Jesus really was not resurrected, does that negate his message?  No, it 
does not.  If Jesus was celibate yet did not like divorce, does his stance confirm or deny his whole 
message?  It is not very important.  If Jesus did not ride into Jerusalem on a donkey, does that 
mean he was not resurrected and we can ignore his message?  That fact is irrelevant.  Did Jesus 
say most of the Sermon on the Mount?  Likely he did, but not exactly as reported in the Gospel of 
Matthew.  Both Jesus’ sermon and Mathew’s treatment are important.  As much as we can, we 
need to figure out what Jesus really said.  We need to see Jesus apart from the Church without 
forgetting that Jesus founded the precursor to the Church.   
 
Distinctiveness of This Book.  This book differs from other similar books thus:   
 
First, I am like my intended readers.  I am not a priest, Biblical scholar, scholar of Christianity or 
Judaism, fundamental Christian, staunch rationalist, or politically correct person.  I believe in God 
but not in the doctrine of any particular church.  I would like to do things on the basis of my belief 
but I am not always sure what to do.  
 
Second, I am a scientist.  I am an anthropologist whose main roots are in modern evolutionary 
theory, called “Darwinism” or “sociobiology”.  My belief in science is about as basic as my belief in 
God and morality.  In this book, I give the background to understand arguments about science, 
morality, and religion.  One part of this book is about the evolution of the capacity for morality.   
 
Third, I look at the facts and the recent scholarship without worrying about standard Christianity 
as a whole.  I summarize material from recent scholarship not with concern about implications for 
or against standard Christianity but with concern for what Jesus was all about.   
 
Fourth, this book prepares the reader to go on to other writings, both other popular books and 
some scholarly books.  This book prepares you for books that are sympathetic to standard 
Christianity and critical of it.  This book prepares you to read about scientific atheism and to read 
about the evolution of morality.  After you read this book you should be able to work through the 
controversies with less bias and without fear of being prematurely swayed.   
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Qualifications and Motives.  I am not a priest.  I am not a professor who specializes in religious 
studies.  I have no particular qualification for writing this book other than some useful experience, 
lifelong interest in the issues generally, and recent intense study of these issues in particular.  For 
the aims of this book, I think not being a specialist is an advantage.  I cannot read Hebrew or 
Aramaic.  I can read a little Greek because my parents spoke it but I can barely struggle through 
small passages of the New Testament.  I have read the Old and New Testaments through several 
times in English translations but I do not read the Bible every day.  I like other religions.  I have 
read the basics of all major religions and gained a lot from them.  I have lived among academics, 
artists, various Christians, American West Coast Taoists, Buddhist farmers, Chinese who honor 
the family, and Muslim fishers.  I have studied the anthropology of religion.  Hopefully, all that is 
enough for this book.   
 
I have one unusual motive for writing this book.  Soon the world will change as drastically as 
science fiction predicts.  We really will have bottle babies, genetic engineering, nanites, and 
intelligent machines.  Men and women will not need each other to reproduce.  The world will have 
twelve billion people, all wanting to have many material things, and all wanting to reproduce some 
more.  America will have a billion people.  The planet cannot give all of us all that we will want.  
Neither traditional religion nor political correctness can deal with these changes.  We will get into 
a lot of trouble if we do not prepare ourselves.  We need a good religious and moral foundation.  
This book alone cannot provide that foundation but it can help if it gets decent normal people to 
think about what they really believe.   
 
Book Plan and Reading Advice.   
 
The first part of this book gives a synopsis of the issues and a synopsis of my beliefs.   
 
The second part is background on religion in general and on mistakes to avoid.  You can skip 
much of this part if you have the background.   
 
The third part is background on two topics:  first, Judaism and Palestine in the time of Jesus; and, 
second, how formal Christianity developed after about 350 CE (AD).  You can skip much of this 
part if you have the background.   
 
The fourth part summarizes the life of Jesus, the development of the New Testament, and the 
development of the early church.   
 
The fifth part reviews modern evolutionary theory as it is relevant to morality and religion.  This 
part is about science and belief.   
 
The sixth part discusses the teachings of Jesus as they might apply to modern life, including 
relations between religion and the state, and topics such as abortion.  Even though this material 
is largely my opinions, I hope it will interest people.   
 
To get only what I have to say about Jesus, read Parts One and Four.  I suggest reading only 
Parts One, Four, and Six to begin with.  Then read Part Five. Then skim through part Two and 
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Part Three for whatever interests you.  From Parts Two and Three, go back to Parts One, Four, 
and Six when you recall a connection.   
 
Suggested readings occur at the end.  I do not use citations in the main text because this is not 
an academic book.  Most of the suggestions come from the catalog of recent good popular books 
rather than from scholarly books.   
 
If this were a math book, I would tell the story straight through without repetition, but it is not a 
math book.  You should not have to go back to a previous chapter to review an idea that you 
need now.  Sometimes I repeat.  There is not so much repetition as to annoy you.   
 
I do not cite scripture very much because I cannot recall scripture.  Thumbing through a Bible to 
find a passage to support a point does not appeal to me and I do not trust that tactic.  I can recall 
the gist of what Jesus said on a topic, or the gist of a parable, but not the exact words or book, 
chapter, and verse.  I finally learned John 3:16 by seeing it on signs at football games on TV (“For 
God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son…”).  I do not distort the Bible, and I try 
to cite references when needed.   
   
Personal Story.  This book has a story behind it, and some real events spurred me on to finally 
write it.  The rest of this Introduction is not necessary but some people might find it funny.  
 
I was born in 1949 and grew up in Portland, Oregon, USA.  I was raised Greek Orthodox, and I 
was an altar boy for a while, but then I pretty much stopped going to church when I was about 
twelve.  About then, some people at a county fair swindled me into buying a set of encyclopedias, 
including a large beautiful Catholic Bible.  I paid for them with money from my paper route.  
Determined to get my money’s worth, I read that Bible all the way straight through.  I was bored 
by the same parts that bore everybody else, the genealogies and dietary rules, but found some 
parts really interesting, such as war, genocide, and sex.  I was really curious about the idea of a 
bargain with God.  The teachings of Jesus amazed me.  He seemed like the smartest person I 
had ever read.  Because I read the Bible from the beginning and so picked up Old Testament 
ideas first, the New Testament claims that Jesus was God, was resurrected, and somehow saved 
us just by being crucified and being resurrected, seemed odd and slightly blasphemous.  That 
attitude stuck with me despite my deep admiration for Jesus.   
 
In the next decade, I studied a lot of Western philosophy and a lot of Eastern religion, in particular 
the “California Taoism” that fueled the martial arts craze in the 1970s.  One summer I was waiting 
by the phone for long hours as part of a job with the Bureau of Land Management, so I read the 
whole Bible straight through again, this time the New English Bible with Apocrypha.   
 
By inclination, I was always a mathematician, logician, and scientist, interested in physics, 
evolutionary biology, and artificial intelligence.  I went into anthropology to use science to 
understand people and to help people.  I saw this choice as religious.  On the whole, I am a 
Libertarian with sympathy for the poor and for nature, like a lot of people of my age who came out 
of the Pacific Northwest.   
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During the 1970s and 1980s, I saw the rise of political correctness in academia, and saw it take 
over the minds of some brilliant people, pushing out common decency and practical policy in 
favor of self-righteousness and ideology.  I saw left wing leaders, and ethnic leaders, fix on self-
righteously feeling good by castigating straw-man enemies rather than provide good theories, 
useful policy, and true leadership for their people or for the needy.  Blacks hated Whites, and 
women hated men, and neither sought the truths of human nature that would make society 
workable.  I saw them ignore science or use it as a whipping boy.  For all practical purposes, PC 
is a nasty religion.  Then I saw the Right Wing backlash.  It was little different from PC despite 
any policy distinctions and despite claiming ties to God.  In acts, it was often worse.  America 
developed modest fascisms of both the Left and the Right.   
 
One of my interests as an anthropologist was development.  From 1995 until 2000, I was in 
Thailand studying shrimp farming and other aspects of ecology and economics.  Shrimp farming 
can hurt nature but it can also get along with nature, and its revenue is needed for development 
in Thailand, so we had to find ways to raise shrimp for long periods in harmony with nature.  The 
World Bank and other agencies began a program to certify responsible shrimp farms as 
environmentally and socially responsible.  Then came several disasters:  the Asian economy 
crashed, led by Thailand’s massive wallow in bad credit; shrimp farming boomed and degraded 
the coastal environment; the NGOs were more interested in adopting Western PC rhetoric and in 
conning money from agencies than in understanding real nature, the economy, and the real 
needs of local people; development programs sponsored by international agencies such as the 
World Bank were hijacked to become paper shells suitable for photo ops but not doing any real 
good; and shrimp farmers were able to collude with the national Thai government to avoid 
adopting any standards.  The shrimp farmers could see the virtue of sustainable farming, and 
many of them really did raise shrimp in a good sustainable way.  But they would rather do what 
they wanted and take their chances with nature than submit to any public guidelines.  The 
economic crash lingered on.   
 
Thailand has many decent people.  They can see what needs to be done but cannot overcome 
their own institutions to get there:  “you can’t get there from here”.  Mostly the Thai themselves 
are to blame.  Mostly Thai culture allows Thai people to get away with corruption and with short-
term gain at long-term cost.  A large part of Thai culture is their religion, Buddhism.   
 
I returned to the United States in 2000, taking a menial job at Auburn University.  Here I got more 
views on the interaction of culture, religion, and development.   
 
I began to reread the literature from the major religions of the world, including especially the Bible 
and Christianity.  I wanted to know what made successful regions of the world distinct, such as 
the West and Japan.  I wanted to know what made culture and religion important in good 
government and in development.  I wanted moral and social guidelines.  I tried to talk to religious 
people in the American South but I got nothing other than the naïve “huh” of normal church-goers 
and the annoying rhetoric of “bible bumpers”.  I had to figure it out on my own.   
 
Part of my job at Auburn was to contact Alabama catfish farmers.  I like them.  Catfish farmers 
are good examples of Southern culture.  They are independent.  They work hard, and know how 
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to run an efficient operation.  They love the outdoors.  They sound as if they should be good 
capitalist farmers but they are not complete.  They are not good at relations with the market.  
They cannot cultivate buying-and-selling links outside of a narrow circle and they do not know 
how to present themselves to the public at large.  They cannot organize as producers would in 
the Midwest.  But they can “gang up” when needed to pressure political officials to get protection.   
 
Alabama catfish farming is almost a model of ecological soundness, and, given the history of 
social problems in the South, Alabama catfish farming is a leader in social responsibility here too.  
Alabama catfish farming has not hurt the original ecology and likely has helped it.  The World 
Wildlife Fund is trying to get farmers all over the world to practice ecologically and socially sound 
techniques, and to certify that they do so.  WWF wanted to help Alabama Catfish farmers to get 
certified as good producers.  The catfish farmers understood but, like Thai shrimp farmers, 
instead catfish farmers fought certification or tried to twist it to their own ends.  For a while, they 
even got officials to block competing imports of similar species from Vietnam and China.   
 
Lately, the South has gotten foreign carmakers, such as Benz and Hyundai and their suppliers, to 
open plants here by offering them big tax breaks.  People here like having the jobs but they are 
wary of foreigners, and it is not clear that the influx of capital will go for long-term gain in 
education and infrastructure.  It is not clear that the South will develop generally.  Like the catfish 
farmers, Southern culture is still not “business minded” in general.  
 
Lee County, Alabama, where I live, had perhaps the highest ratio of people in the United States 
vote for George W. Bush and for John McCain, about 70% in both cases.  The vote fell on racial 
lines.  Bush and Cheney both came to Auburn University.  Like other “red” Republican states, 
Alabama is a net receiver of federal aid rather than a giver of taxes and aid to the country.  Under 
the religious conservative policies of the Republicans, the United States has not really promoted 
a free market and prospered.  It has floundered.  The crisis of 2008 was only the worst symptom 
of bad economic policy.  After what happened in Thailand, Alabama, and America as a whole, I 
had to wonder what role religion played in bad policy.   
 
Like other normal people, I could spend only so much time on figuring out religion because I had 
to get on with my life.  Yet I had to take religion seriously and had to be prepared to run the rest of 
my life according to whatever I found out.  When I thought it out as best I could, I wrote it down.  
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1.01 Background  
 
 
This chapter explains some ideas about Christianity.  Some ideas we will meet again and some 
are discussed here mostly to get past them.  If you do not know the bare facts of Jesus’ life, see 
Chapter 4.01.  “Standard” Christians are “orthodox” Christians, meaning “correct believing” 
Christians.  Standard orthodoxy is summed up in the Nicene Creed.  Most major churches are 
standard orthodox.  Standard Christians believe Jesus is God, was resurrected, and will come 
again.  They believe Jesus’ life on Earth had magical efficacy.  Because Jesus came to this 
world, was crucified, and resurrected, people automatically can be saved if they want.  Their 
primary attitude toward God and Jesus is worship, which can take many forms including following 
his message.   
 
Special Jesus.  Unless Jesus was special somehow, there is no reason to pay attention to him 
or his teachings.  Great religions claim something unique about their founder and message:  Jews 
have privileged access to the one and only God; Mohammad was the last and greatest of the 
prophets, so Muslims know the true will of God; Hindus see the unity of all with the deepest 
reality, and know how to behave as a result; Taoists see how the world really works and how to 
get along with it; and the Buddha saw clearly how to avoid suffering.  
 
Jesus might not have a unique message in the same way.  At first sight, Jesus did not teach any 
moral lessons that other religions do not also teach.  Because his teaching is not radically new, it 
seems there is no reason to accept that he is a special messenger of God and that we should 
follow his ideas or to accept that he is God and that we are saved by his having come to this 
world.   
 
Although Jesus does not seem radically new, I believe he was special enough so that we do have 
to pay attention to his message and we can accept him as a prophet of God.  He taught an image 
of a better world that is not quite the same as in other religions, and he urged followers to act 
vigorously to achieve the better world in ways unlike other religions.  His message extends 
normal tendencies in human nature, such as kindness, in ways that could not be done through 
biological evolution and that are not done in other religions.  I explain throughout the book.  The 
specialness resides in the message rather than in the messenger.   
 
Standard Christians do not have to worry about whether or not Jesus’ teachings were unique 
because they do not base their religion on his message but on his status as both God and man 
(human).  The specialness of Jesus comes in the person of Jesus.  Our salvation is guaranteed 
merely because he was God and human, was crucified, and resurrected.  I do not know how to 
engage this idea of how Jesus is unique.  I do not think this idea is important.  I think his teaching 
is more important than his status, and that his teaching is enough.  
 
The ideal for standard Christians is that the message and the status of Jesus require each other.  
If you understand what Jesus was, that he was God, then you have to appreciate his message 
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and follow it; if you understand Jesus’ message and feel its appeal, then you have to appreciate 
that he was God.  Despite many theologians trying to show how the two aspects of Jesus require 
each other, it is still not clear.  Most people focus on his status rather than his message because 
focusing on his status does not require a commitment to difficult acts.  It is enough to worship him 
and then carry on with life.  Many standard Christians selectively follow Jesus’ teachings, largely 
in ways that benefit themselves.   
 
Special Daily Life.  If specialness could be found in normal daily life then people would not need 
religion.  When people seek something special in a religion, at first they look outside of normal 
daily life.  Christians have Jesus the God-Man, Jews have direct ties with God through a line of 
prophets, and Hindus have direct experiences of a world more real than this world of ordinarily 
life.   
 
Although religions refer to something outside of normal life to ratify their truth and power, the 
average follower does not base his-her daily life on an experience outside of normal daily life 
even if he-she had such an experience.  Most people fear what they find outside of normal life.  
They accept that the founder of the religion had such an experience, and they can refer to the 
experience of the founder.   
 
Once people can refer to an experience outside of daily life in the lore of their religion, instead of 
living in that experience, the average person uses religion primarily to validate everyday life, to 
make daily life seem holy rather than tedious.  Average people do something token in daily life to 
refer to the truth and power of their religion, such as go to church or hang a cross; and that token 
reference allows them to feel that their daily life is special.  It allows them to believe their daily life 
is the proper daily life.  It allows them to do what they need to do to get along, and to consider 
that holy.  Some Christians use Jesus to validate family values.  Somehow belief that Jesus was 
God makes living in a middle class nuclear family holy.  Some Buddhists think chanting sutras 
makes riding the bus to work every day holy.  Some Jews and Muslims think the same of prayer.  
 
When people use the special experiences of their religion primarily to ratify what they need in 
daily life, they create a distinction between what is special in their religion versus their daily life; 
but they do not often feel the distinction.  Jesus said that his followers needed to disdain their 
normal family but “family values” Christians do not pay attention to that teaching.  It does no good 
to make fun of what normal people need and what they might do with the teachings of their 
religion.  We have to accept that what makes a religion special in official doctrine might not be 
what matters in the daily life of followers.  
 
We have to look at what really happened with Jesus, official doctrine about him, and what 
ordinary people make of him.  We have to consider what we make of Jesus, and we have to be 
careful not to make something of him only to use as an excuse to ratify our daily lives.  When we 
find something special about Jesus, we have to think how to modify our lives in accord with that, if 
we can.   
 
Universal or Particular.  Any religion that claims to be important also claims to apply to all 
people in all places.  It claims universality.  An important religion is not just a religion for Jews, 
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Hindus, or Christians but for all people.  The god of the Jews or Hindus is not just their god but is 
the God of all people everywhere.  Respect for life is not just true for Muslims or for Jews but for 
all people everywhere.  Jesus did not just save a few people; Jesus had the ability to save 
everybody.  
 
If Christianity claims to be important and to be about Jesus’ teaching as well as his status, then 
the teaching has to be universal.  It has to apply to everybody.  Jesus had to be a teacher of 
universal moral truths.  
  
Only a Teacher.  Some Christians object to seeing Jesus as a moral teacher because they 
object to seeing him as only a moral teacher.  They say seeing him that way reduces his status.  
It treats him as only a philosopher rather than as God.  They do not mind seeing him as a teacher 
of universal moral ideas as long as we do not forget that he was primarily God, and it is as God 
that he saves us.   
 
I understand their concern but I find it odd because I believe his importance lies in his teaching of 
universal moral ideas and that concern with his status can blind us to his teaching.  Concern with 
his status can lead us to go against his teaching.  I would rather wrongly take him for a 
philosopher and follow what he taught than rightly take him for God and overlook what he taught.   
 
Conquering Evil.  We can understand religions, and appreciate their differences, by seeing how 
particular religions explain evil:  where does evil come from, why does God allow evil, and what 
do we do about it?  People tend to think of death as evil, and so religions need to explain why we 
die, and, if death is not the last step, how we might overcome death.  If a religion cannot deal with 
the problem of evil, then it is incomplete.  I do not believe any religion deals with this question well 
enough so I think all religions are incomplete, including both the teachings of Jesus and standard 
Christianity.  Even so, we can hold to a religion while admitting it is not complete and while getting 
the best from it that we can.   
 
Traditional Christianity bears a special burden with the problem of evil because it has always 
claimed that Jesus conquered evil.  Standard Christianity could admit that the problem of evil is 
too much for humans to understand.  Standard Christianity had to develop an elaborate 
explanation of the origin of evil and of how Jesus defeated evil even though evil still flourishes in 
this world.  Standard Christianity sees evil as the direct result of demons contaminating an 
otherwise good creation of God.  Just by being born, dying, and being resurrected, Jesus 
conquered all the demons and Jesus put an end to evil and death.  Evil is tolerated for a while but 
will finally end when Jesus returns.  By all normal standards, this claim is false.  I do not believe in 
demons, and I do not think the coming, dying, and resurrection of Jesus put an end to evil.   
 
I have no explanation for evil.  I can explain how humans evolved the capacity to do evil acts.  But 
I cannot explain why God would have allowed the capacity to evolve in the first place, and so I 
have no ultimate explanation for evil.  In the end, I have to accept the presence of evil and just 
get on as best I can.   
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Salvation.  Standard Christianity claims something that other religions do not claim in the same 
way:  to save people.  This is why Jesus has a special status.  People are lost.  Without Jesus, 
they cannot be saved.  With Jesus they can be.  The mere existence of Jesus, apart from any 
message, saves people.  The most important message of Jesus is his mere existence.  I disagree 
with the need for salvation in this sense, and therefore I disagree that Jesus’ mere presence 
saved people, so I have to be clear about salvation.   
 
Most everyday Christians that I have talked to are not clear what it means to be saved.  Early 
Christians just after the time of Jesus thought three things.  First, Jesus was returning very soon, 
within months, to establish the Kingdom of God.  Second, if they died before Jesus returned, their 
bodies would be saved from normal decay, and they would be resurrected for the coming of the 
Kingdom in a special body but a real physical body.  Third, the Kingdom of God was a real 
physical Kingdom on this Earth rather than in heaven.  The Earth would be transformed, as were 
their bodies, but it would still be a real physical Earth.  They would be members of a physical 
Kingdom of God either while still alive or when resurrected after death.  Current ideas of salvation 
probably developed out of the early ideas but current ideas are not like early ideas.  I do not think 
early Christians would fully understand current ideas, and current Christians do not think in the 
same terms as early Christians.  Few people now believe in a physical resurrection as did the 
early Christians.  Christians think the Kingdom of God is not physical, and not on this Earth but in 
heaven.   
 
Most Christians now think the Kingdom of God is not physical, and is not on this Earth but in 
heaven.  Salvation means to be with Jesus in Heaven after death.  Some Christians think 
salvation means to be given special powers or to have a special non-corruptible body even in this 
life, and then to go to Heaven to be with Jesus after they die.  Some Christians think it means to 
have a special relation with Jesus in this life so that Jesus listens to them and helps them more 
than other people, and then to go to Heaven to be with Jesus after death.  Starting no later than 
Saint Augustine around 400 AD, and getting much strength from later Protestantism, Christianity 
developed the ideas that people had to be Justified to be saved, a person could not be Justified 
by any acts of him-herself, and God intervenes to Justify and Save certain people of his choosing 
only.  I think these ideas would not have made sense to Jesus or to early Christians.   
 
Contrary to popular belief, most standard Christians still are not clear on what they are saved 
from, why they need to be saved, and what they are saved to.  Early Christians probably did not 
worry about being damned in hell so much as about being left out of the real physical Kingdom of 
God.  Standard Christians now are saved from damnation in hell, but few people other than 
standard Christians and Muslims believe in hell or believe that all people will be divided into the 
two camps of heaven and hell.  Most people do not think an ordinary life of mixed modest 
goodness and badness is enough to warrant eternal damnation, so they do not know what they 
are saved from.  Beginning sometime after Saint Augustine, Christianity developed the idea of 
Original Sin to go along with the idea of Justification and to explain evil:  all people are damned 
because of Adam and Eve’s choice to disobey God.   As a result of Original Sin, all people now 
live irretrievably depraved lives.  Few modern people believe this, perhaps because most people 
do not live irretrievably depraved lives.  I doubt Jesus would have thought most normal are 
people automatically damned to Hell and I doubt he would have understood Original Sin.   
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Non-Christians often do not understand what they need to be saved from or what they need to be 
saved to.  In Thailand, I heard amusing conversations where standard Christians try to talk non-
Christian Buddhists or animists into believing they are first lost so Christians can then save them.  
Non-Christians do not understand that they already are lost and do not understand Original Sin.  
They know frustration, failure, tragedy, bad, evil, disease, obnoxious people, indecency, 
corruption, bad luck, and even their own role in negativity.  They understand the need for 
consolation, help, and hope.  They do not understand Christian ideas of depravity, the need for 
salvation, and Original Sin.  They do not feel inherently depraved.  They do not see how simply 
believing that Jesus is God can save them from inherent depravity.  Standard Christians have to 
talk people into feeling inherently depraved so they can then un-deprave them.   
 
Standard Christianity has to explain why people need to be saved and what it means to be saved.  
It seems that merely understanding the status of Jesus, his birth, death, and resurrection, leads to 
overcoming evil and leads to eternal life.  This answer does not make sense to everybody.   
 
Working directly for salvation, and worrying about justification, original sin, grace, hell, and 
heaven, does not often help people live according to Jesus’ teaching.  In fact, these ideas can 
have the opposite effect by frightening people or because people use them to control the hearts 
and deeds of others.  Rather than oppose these ideas directly, it is better to just ignore them and 
instead to focus on Jesus’ message.   
  
Special Universal Teacher or Only a Jewish Teacher.  Recently, scholars have done very well 
at seeing Jesus in terms of his time and place, in terms of his context as a Jew in the early 
Roman Empire.  This way of seeing Jesus sheds light on his ideas about the Kingdom of God, 
community, sharing, healing, non-violence, and other teachings.  This way of seeing Jesus helps 
to overcome two thousand years of prejudice against Jews, and helps to clear our heads of 
prejudice in general.  We have to see Jesus in this way to really appreciate him.  It is a good way 
to see him.  We will look at this material in the second part of the book.   
 
This way of looking at Jesus can seem to undermine his uniqueness and the universality of his 
teachings.  To many standard Christians, this way of looking at Jesus undermines his status as 
God.  If Jesus did not do something other than the Judaism of his time, and greater than the 
Judaism of his time, then Christianity would not have arisen.  It would not have been necessary.  
Jesus’ teaching or life must be distinct from Judaism in some way and must be better in some 
way.  The more we want to see him as Jewish, the less we seem him as special and universal.  
The more we want to see him as special and universal, the less we tend to see him as Jewish.  
For example, if, by “Kingdom of God”, Jesus meant something primarily for Israel, then the 
Kingdom of God cannot be the basis for Jesus being special, for universal moral ideas, for seeing 
him as divine universal savior, and for heaven.  If Jesus brought something new for all people, 
then he was not fully Jewish by the standards of his time, and what Jews then believed was not 
enough.   
 
Since the early Church, Christians have understood that Jesus must stand apart from, and above, 
the popular Judaism of Jesus’ time.  Unfortunately, standard Christians made Jesus special by 
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putting down Jews, often by denigrating and demonizing them.  They contrasted Jesus not just 
with the popular Judaism of Jesus’ time but also with a made-up unreal universal bad Judaism 
that few real Jews ever followed, but which later Christians understood to include all real Jews 
everywhere at all times.  Demonizing Jews flatly goes against the message of Jesus.  Christians 
cannot make Jesus more special by making Jews vile.  Jesus has to be special because of good 
qualities that are intrinsic to him and his message.  For Jesus to stand as tall as possible, he has 
to stand above other people that are tall.  For Jesus to be most special, he needs to be special 
among people that were special before him.  To lower Jews so as to make Jesus stand out by 
contrast really lowers the level from which Jesus stands out and lowers Jesus.  That kind of 
Jesus does not stand out among people in general.   
 
Jesus was fundamentally Jewish.  His moral message extended Jewish ideas and improved 
Jewish ideas.  Jews would have appreciated his message, and perhaps would have accepted his 
message, if historical events had not led to a split between Jews and Christians.  I hope to 
convey how Jews were special, see Jesus as Jewish, understand his message, see how his 
message extended Jewish ideas for the better, see how he was special, see how his message 
does not undermine Jews, and see how his ideas came to be universal.  I believe we can do this.  
Moses extended Jewish ideas and improved on them without denigrating Abraham or denigrating 
what had gone before.  In his time, Jews accepted Moses.  Even many non-Jews eventually 
accepted Moses.   
 
For a modern enlightened standard Christian who believes in Jesus as God, the ideal is both to 
see Jesus in his original situation, including his life as a Jew, and to use that knowledge to 
appreciate his unique identity as God and his unique mission as God.  I am not sure this can be 
done but many adept standard Christian scholars have made a good case.  Many modern 
scholars do it without denigrating Jews but it is not clear how far their ideas have gotten into the 
general population of standard Christians.  I review some of their arguments later in the book.   
 
No Theory of Prophets.  Nearly all religions recognize some special people that set up the 
religions.  It need not be only one person but might be several, such as the prophets of Judaism, 
the sages of Taoism, or the writers of the Upanishads.  In some cases, the particular identities of 
the founders were lost but it is still clear there were particular special people, such as with the 
earliest religious writing in India.  In some cases, the religions stem directly from folk tradition or 
courtly tradition without particular authors, such as Shinto in Japan.   
 
In Judaism, the key human figures were prophets, including the early prophets such as Abraham 
and Moses.  Judaism is clear that these people were human and were not in any way divine.  
They were not manifestations of God.  Judaism is also clear that God somehow did inspire them.  
If I do not wish to see Jesus as God, then I have to see him as a prophet.  I see great figures of 
other religions along the same lines, although Judaism might disagree.  I see the Buddha, 
Chuang Tse, Mohammad, and Francis of Assisi as great prophets.  I have no interest in trying to 
decide which is greater although I am biased toward Jesus.  We should look at the lives and 
messages of each, and then decide for ourselves how to act.  
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The problem is that I have no theory of why God needs to inspire some people rather than just 
clean up the whole human mess directly, how God can inspire people, why God inspires some 
people but not others, why God does not inspire everybody, and why God gives various 
messages to different prophets.  I have no theory of prophets or of special people in religion.  I 
have no good theory of why we have to pay attention to some prophets and some messages 
more than others.  Nobody has a good theory, not for Judaism and not for other religions.  
 
Skeptics deny there are special people in the sense that I make of Jesus, other Jewish prophets, 
and other major figures in other religions.  Skeptics are glad that there are people of unusual 
intelligence and insight, but we should not see the hand of God behind them or the breath of God 
inside them.  Natural selection just allowed for the chance that some people might turn out with 
unusual religious gifts.  I understand their point, and for the most part it is true, but I still cling to 
the idea of prophets.  Perhaps God set up natural selection so that it would produce prophets.  
Skeptics might gain insight into my view by looking in the ideological mirror.  Skeptics look on 
great scientists, such as Archimedes, Newton, Darwin, and Einstein as if they were prophets 
inspired by God.  They tend to look at great philosophers and great politicians in the same way, 
such as Plato, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln.  No matter how skeptics would like to 
look at such people as if they were only human, skeptics cannot hold back the pang of awe that 
normal people reserve for prophets.  I have seen this gleam in the eye of many Darwinists at 
conferences.   
 
Until we have a good theory of prophets, we cannot decide about Jesus as God, as divinely 
inspired prophet, or as merely human.  We cannot decide about the relation of Jesus to other 
prophets.  This book cannot wait.  In the meantime, I accept that God sends us prophets even 
though I cannot answer the questions this view raises.  I accept that Jesus was only human but 
also more than human because he was a great prophet, like other great prophets, without thus 
raising him to God and without implying anything about the rank of various other prophets and of 
their messages.   
 
Selecting from the Bible.  The Bible is not a scientific text.  It has many points of view and many 
moral teachings.  It sometimes even contradicts itself.   
 
Nobody follows all the Bible, not even the most pious Jew, Christian, or Muslim, no matter what 
they say.  It is not possible.   
 
People select from the Bible what to follow and what to discard, and interpret what they do follow.  
For example, some people follow the Sabbath, and some do not.  People that follow the Sabbath 
interpret following the Sabbath in different ways, so that some people allow themselves to do 
work at home that they enjoy while some people refrain from doing anything that could be 
interpreted as work.  Some people will cook on the Sabbath while others will not even reheat 
leftovers.   
 
People do not select and interpret at random; they have a plan; they have “an agenda” or “ulterior 
motives”.  The plan can be more important that the actual material from the Bible.  The plan 
reflects the real reason, spirit, and vision for their particular way of life.  The passages from the 
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Bible that they select and interpret only provide the material that fills in the plan and justifies the 
plan.  For instance, people that want to lead a strict sexual life can easily find passages to 
support that path.  Men that wish to have many wives and to use prostitutes can find support too.  
One of my favorite examples is the “Song of Songs”, a great poem about love and sex.  For two 
thousand years, the Christian Church interpreted the poem not as about love and sex but as 
about the close relation between Jesus and the Church, thus denying what was blatantly in front 
of their eyes in favor of the agenda of supporting the Church.  Liberals and conservatives both 
select and interpret so as to support their plans.  A plan for selecting from the Bible can be 
conscious or unconscious.  Usually it is unconscious, because that is how our minds work and 
because people do not like to think they select on the basis of ulterior motives.  When we try to 
understand any particular point of view, even one that seems to rely a lot on scripture, we need to 
look behind the scriptures to a way of life that we want for other reasons.   
 
Even Jesus was complex and inconsistent enough so that people can select from him to support 
their own preferred ways of life.  One reason to see Jesus as a Jew in his context is to get over 
the tendency to select from Jesus only what supports us.   
 
Christianity carries a special burden of selecting and rejecting.  According to standard 
Christianity, Jesus superseded the Old Testament, so Christians need not follow the Old 
Testament.  Yet standard Christians love to use the Old Testament to support their way of life.  
They clearly do not think Jesus eliminated the Old Testament entirely, and they quote Jesus that 
we do still have to follow Old Testament law.  But in using the Old Testament, standard Christians 
never use the entire Old Testament; they select and interpret to suit themselves.  They rarely 
offer coherent explanations for selection, rejection, and interpretation.   
 
Christianity has to come up with a clear explanation of what ideas it accepts or rejects, how it 
interprets the ideas that it accepts, and why.  Except for some of the major longstanding churches 
such as the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches, I have rarely read consistent 
explanations and I have rarely encountered Christians that could give them.   
 
As with using religion to validate daily life, the underlying plan for selection and interpretation is 
often about a way of life that supports the kind of family and community that is typical of the 
people selecting and interpreting, and the underlying plan is often about denying rivals the kind of 
family and community that they need.  Urban middle class Christians select from and interpret the 
Bible to support urban middle class nuclear families and to undermine the alternative expanded 
families of the poor.  Liberals select from and interpret the Bible to support personal choice and 
their political alliance with the poor, ethnic groups, and people of various sexual-gender lifestyles.  
Pro-market people select and interpret to support naïve unrealistic capitalism.  Nearly all 
Westerners, both liberals and conservatives, select from and interpret the Bible to make 
themselves feel justified, righteous, and saved, as if they had a special reason to be alive and a 
special importance to God.   
 
I also select according to a plan.  I have a generally liberal orientation with some streaks of 
Libertarianism, and I like modern capitalism and modern life.  I do not know how much my basic 
life orientation has affected my understanding of Jesus.  When I can see my bias, I point it out.   
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In fairness to standard Christianity and to other religions based on the Bible, all religions, all 
philosophies, and all political programs also select from their basic texts and interpret according 
to ulterior motives.  None of them take all their basic texts as wholes.  Even Darwinists select 
from science.  Some are worse than Christianity even when they make a public virtue of 
consistency.  I do not explore other religions in this book.   
 
Selecting and Interpreting Can Be Good.  Americans seek purity, and so we see any selecting 
and interpreting from a sacred text as bad.  Some selecting and interpreting is really bad, as ten 
minutes with a TV evangelist or one negative campaign ad can prove.  At the same time, 
selecting and interpreting are inevitable, so we have to see that it can also be good, and we have 
to try to make it good rather than bad.  
 
Selecting and interpreting the Bible allowed Christians to mix standard Christian doctrine with 
great moral ideas from the West such as from Greek philosophy and from Celtic and Teutonic 
mythologies (for example:  good citizenship, nature worship, and heroism in the face of certain 
disaster).  If we had not selected and interpreted, we would not be able to use ideas such as 
“greatest good” or “true moral rules apply to everybody equally”.  Selecting and interpreting allows 
us to mix ideas gradually so that we are not swamped by sudden insights that seem good in the 
short run but have some long-range odd effects, such as from existentialism, so-called family 
values, or worship of the free market.   
 
The Historical Jesus.  I include the New Testament when I say the Bible is inconsistent, self-
contradictory, and not a historical record.  Some sayings attributed to Jesus he did not actually 
say, and some actions attributed to Jesus he did not actually do.  The New Testament is as much 
about the writer’s ideas of Jesus as about the real Jesus.  The New Testament selected, rejected, 
and interpreted to support agendas.  On top of that, standard Christians then select, reject, and 
interpret from the New Testament to support their own additional agendas.  They make Jesus in 
their own image, to serve their own needs.  So, despite the fact that the New Testament is quite 
short and fairly clear, various Christian groups still cannot agree on basic ideas.  They argue 
vigorously over points of theology that leave ordinary people baffled and that have no relevance 
to the program of Jesus.  
 
Christianity needs an accurate picture of what Jesus really said and did.  Having an accurate 
historical picture of Jesus would also help place him in his Jewish context.  In the last two 
hundred years, there have been at least three major waves of research on the historical Jesus.  
Despite problems, scholars have made a lot of progress.  Some of the results back up standard 
Christianity and some support alternate views.  We can use these results as long as we do not 
also make up some self-serving idealized Jesus, or at least as long as we are honest about what 
we do make up.  I hope what I say in this book is consistent with the best results.   
 
Discard Scriptures but Keep the Plan?  If the plan behind selection, rejection, and 
interpretation is often more important than the Bible, then why not discard the scriptures entirely 
and keep only the plan?  Why bother with the hypocrisy of referring to an ancient outmoded 
sacred text only to mangle it and defile its sanctity?  In effect, this honesty is what many modern 
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people have decided to do.  That is why the vast majority of people, even standard Christians, do 
not read the Bible.  Some skeptics additionally argue that getting rid of a sacred text helps get rid 
of the kind of religion that only justifies prejudice, greed, oppression, killing, and war.  Getting rid 
of the Bible and the Koran would save a lot of grief.  I admire the honesty both of ordinary people 
who do not read the Bible and of skeptics who wish to ban it, but I do not agree with them.   
 
(1) People need to ground their actions in some kind of absolutes, some kind of values, which 
have no further rational basis.  Even atheists and agnostics have a set of rock-bottom values.  
We need something beyond logic, although we can use logic to support the set of values on 
which we rest.  Dr. Gregory House, from TV, is ultra-logical and claims to view cases only as 
intellectual puzzles, yet even he shows values deeper than mere puzzle solving.  He does the 
right thing because it is right, sometimes even when it hurts him.   
  
(2) There is a lot that is very good in the sacred texts, especially the Bible.  To discard the Bible 
entirely is to miss what has brought out the best in people for several thousand years and 
continues to bring out the best.  Having the Bible as a constant background helps us to gradually 
assimilate ideas and to test ideas thoroughly as we assimilate.  We just need to be clear about 
what we select and discard and interpret, and why, and about the relations between old ideas and 
new ideas.   
  
(3) I doubt that getting rid of the sacred texts will get rid of official religion, and I doubt that getting 
rid of official religion will get rid of prejudice, oppression, greed, killing, and war.  Religion, the 
capacity for goodness, and the capacity for bad, are all rooted in evolved human nature.  Religion 
can be a powerful rationalization to do bad but it is not the only rationalization, and people can do 
horrible things with no rationalization at all.  Unless we change human nature, getting rid of 
sacred texts will not get rid of religion, and getting rid of religion will not end evil.  Despite its 
occasional service for evil, on the whole religion is a net force for good, if only because it powers 
morality.  Getting rid of religion would subvert a force for good in human nature.  Because religion 
is a deep part of evolved human nature, trying to get rid of religion to stop the bad caused by 
religion is like trying to stop people from having sex.  The damage of repression outweighs the 
benefits.  Trying to get rid of religion will cause even more bad.  The right thing to do is to shape 
religion to promote good and to combat bad.  To do that, we have to face up to what we really 
believe.   
 
Managing Confrontation.  Few of us like to have Bible verses quoted at us.  When in that 
situation, ask the Bible “bumper” to list every moral teaching from the entire Bible that he-she 
both accepts and rejects, and to list all passages that describe each moral teaching both 
accepted and rejected.  Ask why each text is accepted or rejected.  Ask for a clear interpretation 
of each selected or rejected idea-and-text, and the reasons for the interpretation.  Open the Bible 
to the books of Deuteronomy, Leviticus, or Joshua, and then go through them passage-by-
passage to ask which passages are selected, which rejected, how interpreted, and why.  Make 
the person explain why each teaching is accepted or rejected, and why each passage is 
interpreted as it is.  Make the person explain why he-she overlooks any passage.  Ask whether 
each passage is in accord with the New Testament or not, and for detailed explanation.  You do 
not even have to know much about the Bible to do this.  The entire event usually lasts only a few 
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minutes until the “bumper” gets frustrated.  When you are done, think about what you would have 
done in the place of the Bible bumper.  What would you preserve, what would you make of it, and 
why?  
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1.02 Basic Beliefs  
 
 
This chapter describes the background to Jesus’ message and the message.  None of the ideas 
are new.  Many of the ideas are standard now for Americans.  They are still compelling.  I do not 
intend to be heretical but it still comes out that way sometimes.   
 
Essence.  We should be able to understand a religion in an hour.  If it takes longer, something is 
wrong.   This section is the essence of my religion.   
 
God created the world, including you.   
 
Life is basically good.  Rocks, trees, plants, animals, water, light, sounds, tastes, smells, sights, 
talking, thinking, morality, struggling, body, mind, interaction, community, science, and all aspects 
of the world are basically good.   
 
God wants us to enjoy life and to take care of the world.   
 
God loves his creation, and wants it to do well, including you in particular.   
 
Despite its basic goodness, sometimes the world can be a hard place.   
 
Don’t make life any harder.  Don’t hurt anybody.  Repent when you do.  Make up for it if you can.   
 
We all need help sometimes.  We all can afford to give help sometimes.    
 
So actively help each other.  Be more than passive.  Be active.  Be kind.  Be useful.  Do what you 
can.  Use your full ability.  Actively do for others what you would like them to do for you.  Try 
really hard.  Cooperate with other people.   
 
Include everybody.   
 
We can, and should, build a continually better world.   
 
You cannot try beyond your ability.  You are responsible for trying hard but you cannot carry the 
world by yourself.  God made the world.  In the end, God will decide what to do with the world.   
 
Idealism is not enough.  We have to mix idealism with practicality and with knowledge based on 
real world experience.  We can do this too.   
 
There is no magic formula for any of this.  Sometimes we make mistakes.  If we trust, and let go 
of fear, we can get along well enough.   
 
Science is correct.  To respect science is to respect a gift from God.   
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Some people are particularly good at reminding us what life is like and what God had in mind.  
When we find people like that, pay attention.  Jesus was an especially important person like that.  
 
Experience and Dogma.  What follows are ideas.  No ideas can compare with direct experience, 
no matter the source of the ideas, not even from the Church or from an intellectual atheist.  
Nothing is the same as seeing an Asian slum; seeing poor, sick, or sick-at-heart people; or seeing 
how hate distorts hearts.  Nothing compares to pictures from the Hubble telescope or the first 
time a child reaches out to give a piece of soggy cookie to a friend.  Any ideas about the Trinity 
become mere cartoons.  This book comes out of my experience but I cannot get that across fully.  
Other people have had similar experiences, some better and deeper than mine.  If I thought 
anybody else had written about this material in the way that modern people need, I would not 
have written.  When you read, do not think about formulas but remember what you have felt, and 
judge by that.  Trying to do what is good and what God wants is better than reading a thousand 
libraries but we still need the libraries.   
 
Basic Positive Beliefs.  Here are the details.   
 
Some people can be moral without being religious.  A person can act well without believing in 
God, the Tao, the Dharma, or even that the universe is intrinsically moral.  Saying “God wants us 
to do it” does not necessarily add anything to morality.  If you really get the idea, then morality is 
its own justification.  
 
The best morality applies to everybody equally, including me, my possessions, and my kin.  
Another way to say the same thing is the Golden Rule:  the best morality requires us to treat other 
people as we wish to be treated.  The best morality suggests that we “pay it forward” and work 
hard to build a better world.  The best morality feels objective; it feels as if it comes outside any 
one particular person so that it applies to all people equally.   
 
Although people can be moral without God, for the vast majority of people, morality is thoroughly 
mixed up with the ideas that there is a higher power and this higher power wants us to act 
morally.  The feeling that we should follow morality implies coherence and intelligence in the 
universe; that is, it implies God.  It does not prove God.  If we take morality seriously, then we 
have to take the implications seriously as well.   
 
God exists.  God is the higher power.  There is only one God.  God wants us to act well.   
 
I do not specify the relation between God and good.  I assume they coincide for nearly all 
purposes.  When they do not obviously coincide, such as when God allows children to have 
cancer, I have no explanation.   
 
Because I believe in God, I believe in the supernatural as well as the natural.  For nearly all 
purposes, the natural is vastly more relevant than the supernatural.  Still, we need to 
acknowledge our belief to remain honest with ourselves and to keep our bearings.   
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God is like a person.  God has a personality.   
 
God created the world.  People are created.  We are items of craftsmanship.  Everything else in 
the world is also God’s creation, including all of nature.   
 
Science is correct.  To respect science is to respect our senses and our minds, which are gifts 
from God.  To disrespect science is to disrespect God.   
 
The Big Bang and what followed is God’s way of creating this universe and the diversity in this 
universe.  Evolution is God’s way of creating life, and of creating sentient beings (people) who 
can appreciate the world and who have morality.  
 
Overall, the world is good.   
 
Enjoy the world if you can.  It is worthwhile living.   God wants us to enjoy his creation and to take 
care of his creation.   
 
There is hardship.  Some of the hardship comes because of the physical nature of this existence, 
such as hurricanes and mosquitoes.  Much of it comes from other people.   
 
We can relate to God.  God relates back.   
 
God intends people to have a relation with him, so whatever we need for a relation with God has 
to be simple enough for everybody to understand who is not severely mentally handicapped.  Any 
message from God has to be simple enough for nearly everybody to get.  You should not have to 
attend divinity school for ten years to have a relation with God and with other people.   
 
To relate properly to God, we have to submit to God.  Submission is not humiliation.  
 
Sometimes we hurt other people and nature, sometimes we offend God.  We “miss the mark”.  
We sin.   
 
Sinning blocks a good relation with God.  To restore a good relation, we have to accept that we 
have done bad things sometimes, and we need forgiveness.  We have to repent and ask for 
forgiveness.  Repentance requires that we stop doing the bad that we were doing.  God is 
generous in forgiving.   
 
You do not need to repent your limitations such as not being able to play Bach or not having the 
temperament to care for patients dying of leukemia.  Limitations are natural.  They are only bad 
when they lead us to act badly, as in over compensating.   
 
Much of the relation with God is reciprocal love.  God loves us and we love God.  We can rely on 
God’s love.  God’s love can be exacting.  God’s love is not simply “mushy” and accepting of 
anything.   
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As God loves us, we should love other people and nature.   
 
The Tanakh (Jewish Bible or Christian “Old Testament”) summarized all of this in two ideas:  love 
God and love our neighbor.  By “neighbor”, the Tanakh originally meant “fellow believer in our 
God”, that is, fellow Hebrew or Jew.  We should extend the idea to everybody.  Even before 
Jesus, many Jews had extended it, and they continue to extend the idea today.  Jews often 
treated foreigners and even animals with kindness.   
 
It is hard to love our neighbor as ourselves, so we need practical guidance.  Jewish teachers 
used the Silver Rule:  Do not do to others what you do not want them to do to you - or do not do 
to others what you find hateful.  The Silver Rule included positive actions too so that, in practice, 
it came close to the Golden Rule of “do unto others as you would have them do unto you”.  It is 
bad to neglect a person that needs aid and bad not to care well for animals.  You would not want 
them to neglect you.  So you have to help people and animals.   
 
In a relation with God, it is natural to pray.  Prayer is like conversation with God.  Formal prayer is 
not necessary.  You do have to open up.   
 
God can interfere in the natural operation of the world.  There can be miracles.   
 
Only rarely does God interfere in the natural order or grant wishes.  It is unlikely that God will cure 
your cancer, get you a job, end wart, end bad governments, stop a tsunami, or make people more 
polite.   
 
Many people feel that God guides them in daily living.  I do not know.  Some of it likely is true but 
not in the sense that God often grants wishes.     
 
We can, and should, work hard on our own to achieve the things for which we pray to God, such 
as by working through medical research and diplomacy.   
 
When we die, we face God for a reckoning.  We will get a lot of mercy but God will not forgive and 
forget everything.  After the reckoning, God decides what to do with us.  I doubt the most 
important options are heaven and hell.   
 
Some people have good ideas of what God wants or of what is right.  Hebrews called them 
“prophets”.   
 
The prophets codified the strong Jewish desire for social justice.  The idea of social justice is not 
something that is “tacked on” to the deeper idea of God; it is an intrinsic part of what it means to 
understand God and to have a relation with God.  If you cannot feel social justice, and do not act 
on your feeling for social justice, then you do not have a proper relation with God.  Jews strived to 
balance the ideas of personal responsibility and social justice.   
 
Jesus was a prophet.  Most points of his message already were in Judaism and many can be 
found in other religions too.  His message is unique not so much in specific points but in his 
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commitment, in the clarity of his vision, and in his stress of acting from the heart rather than from 
any formula.   
 
1. The Golden Rule:  actively do for other people as you would have them do for you. 
 
2. The Kingdom of God.  See below and later in the book.   
 
3. God loves us each in particular as individuals.  God loves you.    
 
4. We should love other people like God loves us, as much as we can. 
 
5. Trust God, other people, and ourselves.  Usually we can do what we need to do if we let go of 
fear and if we trust.  Usually we get what we need to get if we let go of fear and if we trust.   
 
6. Mercy.  Show forgiveness with few requirements.     
 
7. The importance of intentions.  Here is where we see an emphasis on the spirit of the Law.   
 
8. Include as many people as possible.  Include sinners and other marginalized people.   
 
9. Act on the basis of our ability, to the full extent of our ability.  Try hard.  You cannot do more 
than that.  God expects more from people with greater ability, wealth, and power.   
 
10. There is no magic ritual, formula, set of rules, or set of laws to establish and maintain a 
relation with God.  We must respect laws but we have to trust God more.   
 
11. Non-violence, with few exceptions.   
 
12. Allow other people to hurt us rather than that we should hurt them, even to defend ourselves, 
our family, what is right, or any property.  We should trust God to advance the cause of right if we 
cannot do it ourselves other than through violence.  
 
13. You should be willing to sacrifice a little bit so that the common good for everybody benefits 
even more.  If you sacrifice a little bit in this way now, you are likely to receive even more in return 
later as a result of society and life becoming better.  But even if you do not, be willing to give up a 
little for the common good.   
 
14. God is bigger than any ideology, program, law, or ideology.  God is bigger than evil.  God is 
even bigger than Jesus.   
 
15. God invites you to join the world and to enjoy it if you can.  Enjoy it in your own way but do not 
hurt other people.  Understanding that there is a God and that he cares about you can be a great 
joy.  Even when we are in distress such as when sick or in prison, we can sometimes take 
comfort from knowing that God cares about us and can feel joy in the world.  If you cannot join 
and enjoy because your own distress is too much, God still understands and still cares.   
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16. Individual people are precious.  Your integrity as an individual person is the most precious 
part about you, more precious to you than all the world.  Following the above points helps 
maintain your integrity.  Failing in any of the above points can undermine your integrity.  You can 
call your individual integrity your “soul”; but Jesus probably did not think of individual integrity, and 
even of the soul, in the same ways that the modern Christian term “soul” conveys.   
 
17. If you understand all the message, then sometimes you can cut through the silliness, personal 
problems, ill will, clinging, setbacks, and handicaps of yourself and the world to a sudden insight.   
 
I learned Jesus’ message more indirectly from his parables and actions than directly from his 
declarative teachings.   
 
Jesus intended some ideas differently than was understood by his immediate followers, the early 
church, standard Christianity, and as modern people understand him now.  For example, most 
Christians are not pacifists.  We have to try to see as Jesus did.  We have to go along with him as 
much as we can.  If we disagree with him, we have to accept that divide and make of the situation 
what we can. 
 
Jesus’ message is an extension of Jewish Law and upholds the spirit of Jewish Law.  Jesus’ 
message is also special in that it goes beyond any law, including Christian Church law.  We do 
not have to denigrate Jewish Law or any law to see this, and we cannot abandon all law when we 
do see this.   
 
Jesus’ message is an uncommon but logical extension of evolved human nature.  The foundation 
for his message is already in evolved human nature but it is rarely realized through human will 
alone.  Biological evolution can build the foundation and can take us up to the gate but it cannot 
lead us through the gate.  We needed somebody like Jesus to do that.  Jesus’ message could not 
usually be expressed through the normal working of society.  We needed something more to see 
the message and we needed an extra push to act.  Jesus was the “something more” that showed 
us the way and encouraged us to work toward the ideals.  Jesus woke us up.  Jesus’ ideals can 
be partly achieved once people see his message, use the abilities given them by human 
evolution, and use the institutions given by society, to work toward the ideals.   
 
Jesus’ ideals cannot be fully achieved in the real world but they can be achieved well enough to 
make it worthwhile to work toward them.  Even if they cannot always be achieved well enough in 
particular situations, there is still no better ideal.   
 
Jesus’ message was aimed at his people the Jews, his time, and his situation but it is also 
timeless and universal for all people.   
 
The idea of the Kingdom of God included:  Israel has political and military freedom, God leads 
Israel, all nations recognize God as the one and only God, Israel leads all nations, all nations 
accept the moral leadership of Israel, the Devil is conquered, evil is defeated, and social justice 
ends because evil is defeated.   
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Jesus intended to establish the Kingdom of God.  To do that, he set up a movement.  The people 
in the movement lived in accord with the ideals of the Kingdom, as if it were already here.  By 
doing so, they helped to bring in the Kingdom.  Jesus included more people in his movement than 
most Jews would have included, including tax collectors and prostitutes.  Originally Jesus did not 
include non-Jews although he probably did not exclude them.   
 
Understanding Jesus and his message can help us have a relation with God, submit to God, do 
well, repent, pray, love other people, and love nature.  We can have a relation with God even if 
we only act on Jesus’ message a little as long as we act as hard as we can with the ability we 
have.   
 
After Jesus Died.   
 
After Jesus died, his followers were afraid of authority, especially the Romans.  At first, people 
believe a general resurrection would usher in the Kingdom.  When that did not happen, people 
sought other ways to understand the Kingdom.  Eventually non-Jews took over from Jews in the 
movement, and Jews left the movement almost entirely.  To avoid problems with Rome, followers 
no longer talked of a political Kingdom and they avoided any military allusions.  The Kingdom 
became about behavior and community here.  The Church took the place of Israel as the site of 
the Kingdom and as the formal institution of community.  Although not a core of church doctrine, 
most people began to think of the Kingdom as going to heaven to be with Jesus after death.  
Eventually the Church declared that Jesus was God and was equal to God the father.  The 
Church stressed that Jesus was both God and a normal human being.  The Church extended 
membership to anybody who would accept the authority of the Church and its ideas about Jesus 
and his message.   
 
Along with ideas about Jesus’ divinity, the Church preserved Jesus’ message.  That is how we 
are able to know his message today.  By insisting Jesus was both God and man, the Church kept 
open the door for thinking about Jesus as human.  That is how I can write this book which treats 
Jesus as mostly human.   
 
By keeping Jesus’ message, stressing equal membership, extending membership to everybody, 
making the Church into a community rather than a political kingdom, and keeping the ideal of 
service, the Church created the feeling for following Jesus that we think of today.  The Church 
created the “Christmas spirit”.  The ideas of the Church and of Jesus fused with Western ideas of 
science, government, citizenship, philosophy, science, and art, to make Western civilization.  
Jesus’ message spread around the world.  The world understands ideas such as common 
humanity, and service to people and nature, largely because of Jesus’ message.  
 
I think Jesus would approve most changes begun by the Church except his deification.  In 
particular, he would approve of including everyone, the Golden Rule, and of service to humanity 
and nature.   
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The Church developed various ideas to explain Jesus’ identity, life, deeds, meaning, how he 
saves, relation to people, and relation to God.  I do not think Jesus would agree with most of the 
ideas but that matters less to me than that people act in accord with his message, especially his 
expanded message.   
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1.03 Continuation of Basic Beliefs   
 
 
Historical Development.  The original teaching of Jesus is the basis for traditional Christianity 
and for modern understanding of Jesus but it is not the same as official Christianity, what the 
average church-going Christian understands, or what non-church followers of Jesus understand.  
Ideas about Jesus changed between Jesus and now.  Even his first followers did not do exactly 
as he wished and did not understand him as he understood himself.  Some developments 
deteriorated from what he taught, such as by turning him into a magical god-hero.  Some 
developments improved on what he taught, primarily by increasing the scope of his program to 
include all people.  Some changes were part of building an institution, the Church, and were not 
necessarily related to what he taught.  No church is based only on the original teachings of Jesus 
or on his original view of himself.   
 
Modern ideas of Jesus as prophet and moral teacher are as much in the direct line of what Jesus 
taught as standard Church dogma, and they preserve the spirit of what he taught even if 
sometimes they are not the letter.  For example, the modern idea of “the Christmas spirit” is not 
what Jesus taught but it is a true, wonderful, and good development, and it preserves the spirit of 
his teaching.  Modern followers of Jesus could not live by what Jesus originally taught because 
our world is different than his world and because many of us are not Jews; but we can live by the 
spirit and by its modern development.  The world could not live by the letter of what Jesus taught 
but it can live by the spirit.  I like modern non-church ideas of Jesus.  
 
In later parts, this book explains both what Jesus taught and developments from what he taught.  
You can decide whether modern understandings preserve the spirit of what he taught, if you can 
rely on some church version of Jesus, or you have to develop your own version.   
 
Some More Specific Comments.   
 
Because it is hard to love anybody as we love ourselves, another way to think about it is to love 
our neighbor as if he/she were your close brother or sister.   
 
Jesus’ message is universal to all people but Jesus was a Jewish prophet.  Judaism generated 
Jesus.  When we can afford the effort, we need to understand Jesus in the context of his place, 
time, and religion.  
 
People can act on Jesus’ message if they come to understand it by themselves or come to 
understand it through the teachings of religions other than Christianity.  A person need not be a 
Christian in a traditional church to follow God and Jesus.  Gandhi is an example of following 
Jesus while not being a standard Christian.  Some people follow Jesus who never heard of him, 
or never learned his words.  Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Taoists, and Hindus can be followers of 
Jesus because of what they do.   
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It is necessary to understand the full message.  I do not know how much you have to understand.  
It doesn’t hurt to keep reading, doing, and trying.   
 
It is not enough just to be a nice person, a good citizen, confess God, submit to Allah, confess 
Jesus, follow Mosaic Law, go to church, know correct dogma, perform proper rituals, follow the 
Silver Rule, give alms, be decent, be righteous, be strict in sexual morality, support “family 
values”, be a rebel, flirt with moral ambiguity, be true to your existential stance, vote the right way, 
pay taxes for social programs, pay taxes for defense, feel general sympathy toward people, be 
cool, be hip, be aware of the most current artistic movements, succeed, or buy the right stuff.  
You have to actively help people and you have to actively try to make a better world.   
 
I do not know what all is required.  That is a matter between each person and God.  It is not 
useful to try to spell it out.   
 
It might be possible to act according to Jesus’ teaching but still believe in dogma that is not in 
accord with his teachings.  If so, any point of wrong belief should not interfere much with right 
action.  A Hindu might believe in a god other than the Jewish-Christian-Muslim God but still act 
according to Jesus’ teaching as long as the Hindu does not, for example, persecute Muslims.  I 
do not know where a person in that situation would stand in his-her relation with God but I think 
he-she would do well.  Nobody is perfect in dogma and so God does not judge us according to 
dogma.  I do not know much about God, so I probably have some wrong ideas; but my ignorance 
does not stop me from acting well, having good intentions, and thinking along basically correct 
lines.  The core message is simple enough so that dogma cannot screw it up, and simple enough 
to be consistent across religions.   
 
Mohammad was also a prophet.  He said many good things.  I can think of nothing that 
Mohammad said that necessarily negates Jesus’ message.  I can think of ways that people have 
used Mohammad, Jesus, the Jewish prophets, and the Buddha that are not compatible with 
Jesus’ original message.  No specifics given here.   
 
Once upon a time God chose the Hebrews as the way to bring his teaching to the world.  I do not 
know if the Hebrews (later Jews) were the only “Chosen People of God” but they were at least 
one Chosen People and probably the most important Chosen People in their time.  The special 
exclusive mandate for the Jews ended with Jesus.  No nation, people, or religious group took the 
place of the Jews.  Now there is no particular nation or ethnic group that has the special relation 
with God that the Jews once had.  “Chosen people” now are any people that act on the teachings 
of Jesus (the teachings of the Hebrew prophetic line), for as long as they act, and only as long as 
they act, without regard to church, ethnicity, country, gender, life style, or religious dogma.  Not 
even political beliefs matter as long as the political beliefs do not contradict the teachings of 
Jesus.  Christians are not the chosen people of God simply by being Christians.  Not even self-
declared followers of Jesus are chosen people except inasmuch as they really do follow Jesus.  
The United States is not the modern chosen nation.  Fundamentalist Christians are not the 
modern chosen people.  Muslims are not the modern chosen people.  Politically Correct people 
are not the chosen people.  No particular Christian Church, such as the Roman Catholic Church 
or the Greek Orthodox Church, is the only body of chosen people on Earth.  You do not have to 
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believe Jesus was God in order to feel that the exclusive relation of Jews with God ended and 
that the possibility for the relation is now open to all peoples.   
 
I hope Jews continue to remember the traditional Covenant in their ethnic identity; but what they 
do, and how they do it, is up to them.  I hope Jews continue as examples of a good relation with 
God, examples of what a modern chosen people should be, and of the highest morality; but what 
they do, and how they do it, is up to them.  Christians cannot tell them.  I mean all this in a good 
way.   
 
The Jews thought that God interferes in history to guide people, guide groups, and turn the 
direction of human affairs in ways that he wants.  We all wish this were true, but I do not know if 
God really does this.  Perhaps God did it for a while with them.  If God really does this, he does it 
only very rarely, and so subtly that I can find little evidence of it that a scientist would accept.  So, 
even if God does intervene in history, we need to work on our own to build a better world.   
 
There is good, bad, and evil.  Evil is qualitatively worse than bad.  Bad is an adult getting the flu 
while evil is a child being sold into prostitution.  Evil cannot be undone.   
 
There is no devil.  Religion is not about fighting the devil.   
 
Religion sometimes is about fighting evil.   
 
Evil did not come into the world only from rebellion of the devil.  Evil is part of the world.  People 
are able to do good, bad, and evil as an intrinsic part of being people.  This does not mean that 
good needs evil or that good and evil are intrinsically woven together.   
 
God must have foreseen and allowed evil.  I do not know why.   
 
There is more good than evil in the world in general.   
 
In the life of any one particular person, there might be more evil than good, or more bad than 
good.  I do not know why, and I cannot advise.  It does not help those people to try to explain 
away the evil or to point out that good outweighs evil in general.   
 
Jesus Was Wrong About Some Things.  Jesus was wrong about divorce and Satan.  Jesus 
was wrong about limiting the Kingdom of God to the Jews and wrong about the Kingdom of God 
coming right away.  Just because he was wrong about some things does not mean we can 
discard his message as a whole.  It also does not mean we can cherry pick what we want and not 
take all of it seriously.  We have to seriously look at each point, the way he meant it, to see the 
value of each point.  We should take the Kingdom of God seriously as long as we do not think it is 
right around the corner.  In that way, we can understand modern citizenship.   
 
Because of my religiosity as a child, I had a very hard time with the idea that Jesus might be 
wrong about anything.  I have grown to tolerate the idea.  Other leaders in other religions were 
wrong about some things too.  The idea that Jesus was wrong about some things is anathema to 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  1.03 Basic Beliefs 2 

4 
 

standard Christians who think that Jesus was God.  It makes Jesus merely human, and it means 
we have to think about particular points of his message and about his relation to God.  I do not 
think the fact that Jesus was wrong about some things is very important.  If it helps you to see 
Jesus’ message without any theological claptrap, then use the idea that Jesus was not perfect.  If 
his mistakes lead you to question his whole message, or lead you to get satisfaction from 
disrespecting standard Christians, then stop gloating, get over the idea that he was only human, 
and get on with better things.  
 
It is not only me and Liberals who do not go along with the letter of the New Testament.  
Everybody who lives in the real world, especially Conservatives, selects from the New Testament 
and interprets what they select to support their way of life and to control other people.  You very 
likely disagree with Jesus if:  you believe in using force to defend yourself, your family, or your 
possession; you believe we need armed forces and the police; you support the death penalty; you 
have ever filed a lawsuit; you do not support government policies to help the poor, widows, 
orphans, and the handicapped; you believe capitalism is inherently Christian; or you insist on 
harsh penalties against people who do not follow strict “family values” such as people who 
commit adultery, have abortions, or have babies out of wedlock.  You might be right in the sense 
that the real practical world requires some of these measures.  But you still contradict Jesus, and 
you should be honest about it and what it implies. 
 
God Used Jesus and Deceived Us.  Jesus was a good person, and his death did not 
automatically save everyone, yet God still let Jesus die horribly.  Jesus was not God and Jesus 
was not resurrected, but God let people think he was.  If Jesus was not God and was not 
resurrected, then God should not have allowed people to believe that.  If Jesus was God, was 
resurrected, and did somehow automatically save everybody, then Jesus and God should have 
made those points crystal clear rather than leave us in dogmatic muddle and leave us open to 
conflict based on silly theologies.  If someone other than God had set up this situation, we would 
say he-she lied.  That God allowed Jesus to be horribly murdered is bad enough, but that God 
then allowed us to believe lies about it is worse.  Of course, because people believed Jesus was 
God and was resurrected, they also kept alive his message.  Knowing human nature, there is 
probably no other way in which humans would have kept alive such an exalted message.  God 
allowed people to be deceived about something really important, the identity of Jesus and 
resurrection of Jesus, so God could get across Jesus’ message.  God used Jesus and deceived 
us.  He did it in a good cause and he did what he had to do; but, in the end, God still used Jesus 
and still deceived us.  Make up your own mind about God in this light.  This situation does not 
mean we can ignore Jesus’ message.  We still have to think about the whole thing and have to 
make up our own minds.  I return to these themes several times in the book.   
 
God, Modern Government, and the Planet.  Most of the core ideas given above and in the 
previous chapter find direct support in the Bible.  The ideas in this section do not, but I think they 
are important and I think they are in line with the Bible.  
 
God wants us to succeed in modern good government.  God wants us to succeed in self-
government and democracy.  We have to be more than just good citizens but we also have to be 
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good citizens.  Self-government is God’s institution for people now.  If we fail at democracy, we 
will have failed God.  
 
God wants us to succeed with social justice.  We cannot have an unjust democracy.  We cannot 
allow some people to live well and other people to continually hurt despite their honest best 
efforts.  Finding the balance between individual responsibility, social justice, taking care of 
people, and allowing people to take advantage of society, is not easy but it is something we must 
do.   
 
God wants us to be good stewards of Earth.  We can use the planet without destroying God’s 
creation.  If we do destroy biological diversity, harm the environment, and harm the climate, then 
we will have failed God.   
 
Over population, unemployment, poverty, bad education, and unequal development make it hard 
to be good citizens of our nation and of the world.   
 
God does not want a theocracy as was the goal of ancient Israel and is the goal of many 
fundamentalists now.  He wants good self-government along lines that are acceptable to people 
in general of all religions.  Within those general guidelines, we can be stricter and more observant 
depending on our particular beliefs.  We do not have the right to impose our beliefs on others.  
Government usually runs better, and more according to the ideals of God, if we do not impose our 
beliefs on others – paradoxical but true.  If generic self- government goes against an important 
belief of ours, then we need to think and we need to negotiate with other citizens.  For example, if 
the state permits the rich to exploit the poor or if the state permits abortion, we need to think 
about the best thing to do short of theocratic revolution.   
 
I do not know if God wanted institutions other than self-government and stewardship in past 
times, or if God will want other institutions in the future.  I do not know if God wanted kings to rule 
in the past and will want robots to rule in the future.  I do not know if the history of the Jews, the 
West, and the planet pointed us toward self-government and stewardship.  I do not know if 
striving for self-government and stewardship will eventually lead into other things and eventually 
serve an even greater plan of God.  I do not care.  I know that God wants this now, and that is 
enough for now.   
 
The problem of self-government is hard for me because I doubt the ability of people in general for 
self-government; that is I doubt democracy can work.  It seems odd that God would want us to 
succeed at self-government but would not give us the talent we need to do the job.  I comment 
more on this problem later.   
 
Jewish ideas about social justice and the Kingdom of God, along with Jesus’ idea of working hard 
as a member of the Kingdom of God, prepared us for our roles as citizens in modern 
democracies.  Even so, we should not view the modern democratic state as the only possible 
embodiment of the Kingdom of God, and view the modern good citizen as the only possible 
member of the Kingdom of God.  Jesus was setting up the Kingdom of God in the middle of the 
Roman Empire where there was no democracy and when only a few people had Imperial 
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citizenship.  The Kingdom of God, and membership in the Kingdom, are wider than any form of 
government or relation to government.  God wants us to be good modern citizens in self-
government as part of being members of the Kingdom of God, not as a substitute.  Besides 
working through government to achieve an approximation to the Kingdom of God, there are many 
other actions a person can take to be a good member of the Kingdom of God, such as directly 
helping people in need.  Even people that are not smart enough, too sick, too despondent, or too 
ignorant to be good citizens in a modern democracy still can be good members of the Kingdom of 
God.   
 
People need to see their everyday lives as holy, and people interpret their religions so as to make 
their everyday lives holy.  They interpret their religions so as to make crusades out of duties they 
should do anyway, such as be a good citizen or help the neighbor with a problem.  Being a good 
citizen does not automatically make you holy.  Having a well run democracy does not make a 
nation holy.  Working hard to make government work does not make you a saint.  Those tasks 
need to be done, and God very much wants us to do them; but doing them does not necessarily 
make us special, holy, justified in the eyes of God, or send us to heaven.  Seeing the situation 
this way takes some glamour out of political crusading, and might make average citizens less 
vigorous; but it is better to be clear about what God wants and how the world works.   
 
Creeds, Feelings, Experiences, and Acts.  The ideas of the previous chapter and this chapter 
are a creed, a list of points.  Creeds are not as important as experiences and acts.  Experiences 
include rituals such as baptism and feelings such as of the presence of the Lord.  Acts can 
include giving to charity, paying it forward, witnessing, speaking in tongues, casting out demons, 
going to church, following the sacred calendar, working with prison inmates, writing a book, or a 
ritual such as eating a Lord’s Supper.  I might have been more honest to standard Christianity if I 
had first described its common experiences and acts before listing my own creed.   
 
Here we need to focus on ideas and morality rather than on experiences or acts alone, for three 
reasons.  First, except for some positive acts in accord with the Golden Rule, the experiences 
and acts of nearly all Christians are not much different than the experiences and acts of most 
people in other religions.  Other religions have baptisms (washings), suppers, and powerful 
experiences of being with the Lord.  The experiences and acts of standard Christians would not 
be odd to many Hindus, Buddhists, and Taoists.  Readers of this book want to know what is 
special about Jesus.  That means understanding ideas of positive actions, the Golden Rule, the 
Kingdom, mercy, forgiveness, and inclusion.  
 
Second, acts include more than the usual stereotypical religious behaviors.  Acts include more 
than rituals, more than behaviors intended to make a person feel better such as the usual going 
to church, and more than isolated bouts such as speaking in tongues or casting out demons.  
Those acts might not be bad but they are not enough.  The readers of this book want to act so as 
to build a better world, and they want to feel that their actions are the most appropriate.  We need 
to be able to think about acts.  We need ideas about acts to guide us toward good acts.   
 
Third, many non-standard followers of Jesus have some of the same powerful feelings that 
standard Christians have, such as the presence of Jesus or the feeling that God does help us; but 
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non-standard followers of Jesus do not rest on those feelings alone as the basis for religion.  
They want to put their feelings in the context of morality, best actions, and reasoned ideas.  They 
need confidence that their understanding is correct and focuses on what is important.  Readers of 
this book might lack confidence in their ability to resist doctrinaire Christians who stress feelings, 
experiences, rituals, church membership, or isolated acts.  Readers might lack confidence in their 
ability to resist atheists and jaded modern people.  They do not know how to square their ideas of 
Jesus’ teaching with the practical needs of real life, personal freedom, and running a democracy.   
 
To connect actions and experiences to building a better world, we need to have good ideas and 
to be sure of our ideas.  That is why the statements of belief.   
  
Ideals for Tough Situations.  I know sometimes we just can’t act to build a better world, and that 
simply feeling God loves us can be the highest act possible.  People feel “stuck” this way when 
they are sick or when a loved one is sick and they cannot help.  People feel this way in a horrible 
place such as a prison or an internment camp (although even in a camp the prisoners do 
amazing things to build a better world).  People feel this way when they have done something 
bad and cannot easily make amends.  People feel this way when their lives have “gone to shit” 
and they do not know how to turn it around.  People feel this way when they think they have to 
make something of themselves but can’t.  Most people know that sometimes they cannot act as 
they would wish and instead have to just hope.  But most of the time this world is not a prison 
camp, we are not dying badly, and we do not have to save the world single handed.  So we do 
need to think about how to act there.  Just because normal religion has failed many modern 
people does not mean we should treat the real world as a prison camp.  Frank Zappa described 
modern life as, “concentration moon over the camp in the valley” but he was wrong.  “The Burbs” 
are not the apocalyptic world of “Mad Max”.  “The Office” is not a prison camp or a Kafka story.  If 
ever we are in a hellhole, then having learned first about being a good person in a better world is 
not bad preparation for making it through and doing what we can.   
 
I understand that many people cannot go much beyond just hoping for God’s love, especially in 
the modern confused world.  They do not know what to do.  Or they are afraid.  I am not much of 
a pastor, and so I cannot advise these people very well.  If all you can do is feel, prey, and hope, 
then do that.  I cannot fault people because they are not Saint Francis or Mother Teresa.   But 
even the hard-up people can appreciate the good acts of other people.  Even the hard-up people 
can encourage others.  Even they can trust God and can have a relation with God.  Those too are 
actions.  Very likely, for them those are acts enough.  The heavy-of-heart sometimes do what little 
they can better than people that are more capable but do less.   
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1.04 Religious Ideals and Practical Reality  
 
 
Jesus’ message is a superb ideal but it cannot serve as the basis for a practical real society or 
practical real government.  We have to think about what fails, how Jesus’ teaching points us in 
the right direction, what we need other than Jesus’ message, and how to bring the ideal and real 
closer together.  All major religions have long traditions of practical advice.  This chapter does not 
describe them.  This chapter describes the problems that we have to face in trying to hold ideals 
while making a real society in the real world.   
 
Practical Failure; No New Ideals; Standard of Standards.  I do not know any set of ideals that 
is both really ideal and something we can live up to everyday.  No people fully live up to any 
morality, religious teachings, or philosophy.  No good government was ever based only on moral 
or religious ideals, not even theocracies such as in old Israel or modern Iran.  No Christian nation 
ever ran primarily according to the teachings of Jesus.  We need ideals and we need real 
guidelines in addition to our ideals.   
 
When people realize the world cannot live according to ideals, they tend to get discouraged and 
sometimes they even do foolish things such as crusade.  It is better to admit the gap between 
ideal and real, and deal with it.  Only then can we get the best of the human situation and come 
closest to ideals.  Because human nature plays a large role in the gap, it is better to admit the 
realities of human nature and strive to manage human nature to achieve the best we can.  
 
It seems we should pick the best set of ideals, even if we cannot live up to them.  This way is 
tricky.  Ideals are what we use to measure the best.  We do not have ideals outside the ideal to 
compare ideals to see the best.  If we had a best standard, that best standard would be part of 
our ideals.  That standard would not be apart from our ideals by which we measured our ideals.  
The problem of a “standard of standards” recurs in various ways later in the book so please 
remember it.  
 
Despite the logical puzzle, it still makes intuitive sense to say we want the best set of ideals, and 
makes sense to use a general standard to judge particular ideals.  In fact, we do use several 
general standards already, such as the greatest good, right, applies to everybody equally, allows 
people to best get along, and is merciful.  We use general standards when we figure how other 
ethical systems can work with the teachings of Jesus, for example whether we can follow Political 
Correctness and Jesus too or can follow Conservative Republicans and Jesus too.  We use a 
general standard when we pick among items in sets of ethics, as for example choosing the best 
of both the Taoist advice to “let go” sometimes and Jesus’ advice to “hold on” sometimes.  We 
still do not have a single highest general standard that allows us to combine all various ideals into 
one set.   
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The teachings of Jesus offer the best set of ideals.  They best approach the general standards 
that we use to measure any set of ideals.  The teachings of Jesus give us ideals that we can 
realistically approach even if we cannot fully meet them.   
 
Best Practical Ideal.  If we accept both the impossible ideal and our realistic practical limitations, 
then it seems reasonable to combine them into a best practical ideal.  Instead of shooting for an 
impossible ideal, we set up an ideal that we might actually achieve.  In fact, this is what a lot of 
people do, and this is what I suggest.  This is what the practical traditions of most major religions 
struggle to achieve.  This strategy brings us back to the problem of the standard of standards but 
we just have to live with that problem.   
 
Unfortunately, people differ even on the best practical ideal.  Without going into a lot of argument, 
I think the best practical ideal now is the teachings of Jesus combined with pluralistic democracy, 
capitalism, the correct oversight of capitalism, social justice, and care of nature.  Making this all 
work is hard but might be doable.   
 
Good Self-Government and the Real World Again.  Self-government fails for many of the 
same reasons that ideal morality fails.  Even when we take into account that practical good 
government is part of what we need to supplement morality, democracy can still fail because of 
human nature.  We are just not good enough and smart enough to govern ourselves.  Again we 
face the problem that God gave us a task which he also ill-equipped us to carry out.   
 
Jesus Points the Way; Jesus Completes Human Nature.  People are a mix of good and bad.  
We can see what is good but we can never fully live up to it.  When we try to be perfect, we only 
make life worse.  We compound bad behavior with guilt and fear.  Our inability to find the best 
balance leads us into bad situations from which we cannot escape.  Sometimes the events of the 
world lead us into bad situations from which we cannot escape.   
 
Jesus’ teachings point the way toward the good without requiring us to be too good.  Jesus 
inspires us to be good without using goodness as another source of guilt, tyranny, and failure.  
Jesus’ teachings complete human nature without requiring it to be more than human nature too 
much of the time.  Jesus’ teachings can often lead us out of bad situations even if they cannot 
lead us out of every bad situation.  Jesus’ teachings can serve as the ideal toward which we lead 
real life and real government as long as we understand that we cannot get there right now.   
 
Jesus’ Morality Piggybacks Christianity.  Jesus’ teachings are not the same as standard 
Christianity.  Christians do not always carry out Jesus’ moral teachings, and Christianity has 
many ideas that are not found in Jesus’ teachings.  Jesus’ teachings ride along with official 
Christianity as a kind of “sub-message”.  Jesus’ moral message rides piggyback on the doctrine 
that Jesus is God.  Even from this subordinate position, Jesus’ message still gets through, 
teaches people, changes hearts and minds, and changes behavior.  Christianity is like the “carrier 
wave” for the core of Jesus’ teachings.  Jesus’ teachings are like a bottle of honey immersed in a 
bucket of scented water.  The core message operates within the official doctrine to make people 
better.   
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People want to believe in magic and miracles such as the virgin birth of Jesus or that the Buddha 
could walk and talk at birth.  When people believe in magic, they are more likely to go along with 
the morality that the magic packages.  When people believe in the virgin birth or the resurrection, 
they are more likely to go along with the moral teachings.  The moral teachings of Jesus are not 
easy.  Most people would not have gone along with the teachings if they did not also believe the 
magic, especially the magic that Jesus’ crucifixion absolved them of their sins and saved them, 
and the magic of Jesus’ resurrection and its promise of eternal life.  If people had not believed 
that Jesus’ death and resurrection were magically effective, we would not have hospitals, 
schools, capitalism, science, ethical business, workable democracy, and the Golden Rule.  If 
people were not self-interested so as to want forgiveness, salvation, resurrection, and immortality 
for themselves then we would not have the selflessness of the Golden Rule and we would not be 
working toward the Kingdom of God.  
 
Repeat Warning:  The Kingdom of God and the State.  In saying that the best practical 
realization of our ideals now is pluralistic democracy, I imply that pluralistic democracy is today’s 
version of the Kingdom of God.  In a way, that is true; but we should not get misled.  No kind of 
government is the same as the Kingdom of God.  The Kingdom of God is in relations of God, 
people, and nature.  Some particular kind of government might help those relations along but it 
cannot substitute for them.  The Kingdom of God is bigger than any real government of any type.  
Real governments only approximate the Kingdom of God.  Not the United States, a Libertarian 
minimalist state, a Christian fundamentalist state, any church, Israel, any Muslim theocracy, or 
any Hindu theocracy, is the Kingdom of God.  The state is not the same as God.  Conservatives 
of all faiths, and politically correct people, need to keep this in mind when they want the state to 
be the instrument of their morality and religion.   
 
Practicality.  People are not perfect, and cannot be perfect, but people are remarkably good and 
have done pretty well despite all the possibilities for failure.  The point of the list below is not to 
show that people are fallen, depraved, too selfish, or there is no hope.  The items below are facts 
that we have to face to get over discouragement.  Then we can see there still is much possibility 
for ideals and we can get to work.  You don’t need to read the whole list straight through.  Scan it, 
and then come back.  If you try to read it straight through, you will get needlessly depressed.   
 
No amount of religious or PC harangue can make us perfect.  We cannot base real institutions on 
unrealistic views of human nature, too good or bad.  We have to construct institutions to take 
advantage of our good abilities and to minimize bad.  All the points in the list have roots in our 
naturally evolved human nature.  Our evolved human nature both makes us pretty good and 
insures that we cannot be perfectly good.  Keep this in mind for Part Five and Part Six.  Do not 
blame yourself if you did not make people perfect and change the world.  We have all struggled 
and failed.  Do not blame Jesus if he did not succeed either.  Do not blame Jesus if his followers 
are not perfect.  It is easy to see the faults below in other people; they apply to us too.  All the 
points were bitter hard lessons for me from real life.  By accepting that people really do behave 
this way, we can see how the message of Jesus can make us better.   
 
(1) Some people are just stupid.   Plain talk is better here.  Nearly everybody, including people 
that are not bright, can understand basic morality and the teachings of Jesus, so this point is not 
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cynicism or an excuse.  Yet some people do have trouble understanding some ideas, and we 
have to be realistic about this human limitation.  
 
(2) Some people are morally stupid even if they are otherwise intelligent.  They do not see right 
and wrong clearly.  They are morally shortsighted.  They do not see that there is a greater welfare 
and that we should contribute toward it.  They do not see that a small sacrifice on their part 
provides a much greater benefit to the whole.  They think their little bit of benefit outside the rules 
does not make a difference.  They know they should not steal because they might get caught and 
punished but not because stealing is wrong.  They understand a hostile business takeover but 
they do not understand business ethics.  These people usually do not have bad intentions; they 
are just morally stupid.  None of us is perfect but some people are so morally “dense” that they 
make things break down.   
 
(3) Some people are bad.  Some people understand morality well enough to fake it and to use 
other people but they do not really get it in their hearts.  On the mild end, these are the people 
who will screw anybody to get ahead and cannot see the damage they cause.  They are the 
“users”.  They are the bureaucrats that delight in causing trouble just to show they have power 
over us.  In the middle, are sociopaths who do not worry about spreading venereal disease or do 
not mind socking somebody.  On the far end are the killers with the cold eyes or the killers with 
the fake warm eyes.  
 
(4) Some people learn to be bad and have great trouble unlearning.  Some people cannot unlearn 
badness by any normal human means.   
 
(5) Nature (evolution) gave to people many abilities that ordinarily would help them in their quest 
for food, mates, housing, children, and success.  These abilities include the ability to flirt, take 
risks, fight, tell stories, influence people, use force, share, tell the truth, lie, improve nature, and 
gain possessions.  These abilities include the capacities for morality and for belief in gods and 
God.  These abilities can be used for good or bad.  Some lend themselves easily to good uses, 
such as sharing, while others easily support bad uses, such as force.  All our abilities can be 
turned to bad ends, often by taking them too far.  Flirting in its place is fine but when it leads to 
habitual casual sex it hurts us and hurts other people too.  Moral rectitude is notorious for going 
too far.  Once we get on a bad track (item 4), we often find it hard to backtrack to better uses.  We 
easily get hurt by bad people and experiences; we learn to respond with bitterness and spite; and 
without realizing it, the bitterness and spite become a way of life.   Nearly all the rest of the items 
in this section are variations on the theme of this item but I do not usually draw out the 
explanation.   
 
(6) People are nearly always self-interested and sometimes selfish too.  Selfishness does 
undermine morality.  Self-interest can undermine morality but it does not always undermine 
morality.  Often self-interest supports morality.  We will see later that the capacity for morality 
evolved out of self-interest.  It is too easy to say that people are too selfish to be moral, cannot 
learn to love other people as they love themselves, or cannot learn to see that other people are 
people like themselves.  That kind of glibness allows us to avoid hard thinking about what really 
does undermine morality.  We need to be clearer about what kind of self-interest or selfishness is 
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at play and what it leads to.  We have to be specific about what is going on without getting lost in 
rationalizations for self-interest or selfishness such as “greed is good”.   
 
(7) For the very large majority of people, success is comparative and competition is comparative.  
This problem includes “keeping up with the Joneses” but the full scope of the problem is much 
more pervasive and has worse long-term results.  Most of us do not have an idea of success 
apart from what other people achieve.  We have to measure our success in comparison to the 
success of others.  We do not want only a comfortable house - we want a house that is a bit 
bigger than the average house.  We do not want only a car that can get us around reliably - we 
want a car that other people admire and that pushes us back in our seat while we accelerate past 
traffic.  Most importantly, we measure the success of our children and other family members in 
comparison to other families.  Our children must have a better chance of getting a good job than 
other children.  If we can afford it, our nieces, nephews, and grandchildren must have a better 
chance of getting a better job than others people’s kin.  To make sure we are doing at least as 
well as others, we easily learn to be selfish, to overlook rules, to bend rules, break rules, and 
forget about the greater welfare in the long run in favor of our own welfare right now.   
 
(8) Family overrides morality, especially family security.  This is the greatest arena of comparative 
success.  In many ways, this is the hardest category in which the ideal diverges from the real 
because it puts us in genuine contradictions that cannot be fully resolved.  We can grumble about 
people that are personally selfish but it is hard to fault a poor mother for stealing to feed her 
children.  We recognize that somehow morality arose from social life, and recognize that family 
life and social life are deeply mixed.  We do not know when family life should come before 
morality or the other way around.  On the one hand, we see people putting their families above 
general welfare or even using their families as an excuse to take advantage.  Business people 
often use their family as an excuse to work long hours and thus not see their family; or as an 
excuse to ravage other families.  We want to help poor mothers but some people abuse welfare.  
As I wrote this item, the country was enraged over the woman who already had six children and 
then had eight more.  On the other hand, we have to defend our families, sometimes with guns, 
and sometimes with legislation.  So we both see morality in acting for the family and see the 
breech of morality in acting for the family.  Clearly there are forces apart from morality that we 
have to take seriously.   
 
(9) The same issues as in item 8 arise also in community welfare or in national welfare.  Morality 
arises as part of group life but sometimes people put their particular group or even the whole 
general group above common decency.  Sometimes the motives are obviously self-centered but 
too often people can act this way out of misplaced purity of motive.  “My country, right or wrong” 
is not right and it is not good for my country either.  Sometimes people appeal to the common 
good as an excuse for abuse.  Sometimes people get confused about when to live by high morals 
and when to put aside high morals to defend the common good.  Americans are still trying to 
figure out how much personal liberty we need to give up for security against terrorists.  It is one 
thing to say Jesus preferred us to die rather than hurt another person, and we should trust God to 
protect what is right and to protect our families.  It is another thing to stare blankly while bad 
people destroy our way of life.  Somebody has to fight conservative reactionaries, terrorists, 
theocracy, or PC.  To help the poor, we have to mobilize against economic oppression, and 
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mobilizing against oppression often requires stepping on some toes.  These kinds of situations 
remind us that morality and group life have much in common but they might not reduce one to the 
other.   
 
(10) People use morality as a tool.  As an ex-teacher, I cringe when I hear “but that’s not fair” 
because I know what follows has almost nothing to do with fairness but I have to pretend anyway.  
Parents and politicians feel the same way.  A particular group usually appeals to the common 
good when it really cares about its own good regardless of the true common good.  In the 
economic crash of 2008, bankers appealed to the common good to save their own skins while 
over-committed home buyers appealed to the common good to save their fantasies.  It is easy to 
understand people who go after what they want without appealing to morality.  It is confusing 
when people use morality to get what they want because we are not sure what that implies for 
morality.   
 
(11) Crime pays.  Immorality pays.  Lying, cheating, stealing, nepotism, sexual display, 
selfishness, back biting, conniving, cronyism, in-group politics, betrayal, etc. pay.  If they did not 
pay, evolution would have cleaned any basis for them out of our nature.  If they did not continue 
to pay, people would quickly learn to stop.  People really do gain from amorality, immorality, or 
using morality as a tool.  Immoral people do not often enough get caught and punished.  Too 
often, they get away with it and flourish.  People use morality to get away with immorality.  Moral 
people pay the price for immoral people.  Too often we are not sure whether morality or 
immorality is more likely to succeed.  It is often easier to be immoral, so we try immorality, 
succeed, and repeat.   
 
(12) People will hurt other people to get what they want.  People will use morality to hurt other 
people to get what they want.  People hurt other people, and use morality to hurt other people, so 
as to compete with other people by putting them down.  Many drug laws in the United States are 
not about morality but instead use morality to control the poor to make sure the middle class 
stays on top.  Estate taxes have been used to hurt the rich rather than as a realistic way to gain 
needed revenue.  We demonize other people so that we can do what we want to them.   
 
(13) People delude themselves to get what they want.  People think they are entitled.  People 
believe they work harder than they do.  People believe the level of their personal exertion 
deserves much more reward than it really does.  People pretend they are the ones who have 
been hurt when really other people have been hurt worse.  I am good; other people are bad.  
People think they work hard for the welfare of their family when really they work hard to avoid 
their family – even stay-at-home parents take this attitude.  People firmly believe in their own 
innocence always, and loudly say so.  People have to delude themselves when they use morality 
as a tool.  When people delude themselves, they get strange inside, erect walls around their 
delusions, and tend to hurt others even more.  It can be very hard to break the fortress of self-
delusion, especially when the self-delusion is needed for security of self or family.   
 
(14) People are amazingly adept at offering rationalizations for what they do in whatever terms 
will work, including moral terms when those are what the audience wants or practical terms if 
those are what the audience wants.  I send my dog to shit on the neighbor’s lawn because she is 
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rich and hires illegal Hispanic workers at below fair wages.  We often say that what appears to be 
for our good is really for the greater good.  We want a bail-out for home buyers not because it 
saves our own over-extended ass but because it is good for the country.  Sometimes our 
audience is ourselves:  we delude ourselves with a rationalization that we buy on one level even if 
we know it is crap on another level.  The line between rationalization and self-delusion is hard to 
draw and they often overlap.  
 
(15) We do not give up a little now for more later.  Instead, they get more now and leave later for 
everybody else.  We do not give up a little ourselves for the greater good of everybody.  Often by 
giving up a little now we get more later.  Often by giving up a little to the community we get more 
back later for ourselves even if it is not directly obvious how we personally benefit, as in paying 
for public education.  Often a little loss on our part can lead to a much greater gain for the 
community as a whole regardless of whether we also gain, as when we refrain from partying until 
four in the morning so that people who need to get up to go to work can sleep.  Sometimes a little 
effort-with-loss on our part has the same effect, as when we pick up litter or care for nature.  
Sometimes we have to sacrifice for the community and we cannot always stop to go through 
refined prolonged exact calculations about it.  Usually the obvious rules are for our good and the 
common good.  Just do it.  Learn the habit of consideration for neighbors and nature.  Actually 
apply common decency.   
 
Unfortunately, too many people will not just do it.  They have to be forced into doing it.  
Everybody believes he-she is the exception to the rules.  Everybody wants to get away with 
something and is willing to make his-her neighbors pay the price of his-her indulgence, so we 
have howling dogs, dirty air, and sell out politicians.  Sometimes people do not see the 
connections, sometimes they do not care even if they do see.  Too often, mere words are not 
enough, and people have to be punished for not being commonly decent.  So we have laws about 
pollution, being a good neighbor, noise, littering, and sending your children to public school.   
 
(16) This case is a variation of 15.  If a small sacrifice on our part now always led to a greater 
reward for us later, then we would probably not have case 15 or this case.  A great aggravation of 
human life is that sometimes people really do gain by doing what they want now even when their 
benefit hurts the greater group, even when it hurts the greater group more than it helps them, and 
sometimes even when it might help them more later not to be selfish now.  Sometimes it really 
does pay to be selfish regardless of what happens to everybody else.  People put their welfare 
ahead of the total welfare even when they can see that the loss to the total welfare from their 
action far exceeds their gain.  People put their welfare ahead of the total welfare even when they 
can see that the gain to the total welfare would far exceed their small loss.  People seek gain now 
even when they can see they will lose even more later, and even when they can see that the 
group loses much more than they gain.  We are ruining nature for our benefit now; our children 
will pay and so we really will pay too; but we do it anyway.  A developer gets the town council to 
rezone a nice residential neighborhood into mixed business and residence, and then starts 
putting in professional office buildings and not-so-professional strip malls because a nice 
neighborhood appeals to those businesses; but in so doing, eventually the neighborhood goes to 
crap.   
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(17) It is easier to be moral when we and our families are fairly secure, when we feel that a moral 
act will not undermine our future.  It is hard to save an orphan in Africa by taking food out of our 
own child’s mouth.  It is easy to give a tenth of our income to charity when we make ten million 
dollars a year.  Unfortunately most of us never feel secure enough even when we are secure 
enough by any objective standards.  Partly people are just like this.  Partly we do not feel secure 
because we always judge our success and our security by others and we feel that if we give, 
even out of our abundance, we put ourselves at a comparative disadvantage.  A big part of the 
task of modern states is to make people feel secure enough to be moral.   
 
(18) Morality needs common trust.  It is easier to be moral when we can trust other people not to 
use morality to make claims that can undermine our security and when we can trust other people 
not to cheat or take advantage.  When people make superficially just but really unjust claims, 
such as when people sue us for a million dollars for tripping over our child’s bike, then we deny 
the claims to protect ourselves and our families even though we might know they are true.  Doing 
that makes us sick at heart.  I don’t care what you say, it could not have happened that way.  We 
need to feel that, if we give a little, then other people will give a little too, if not now, at least in the 
future.  What they give need not exactly equal what we give but they need to give something 
unless they are destitute or sick.  Especially we need to feel this way about giving for the good of 
the community.   
 
(19) It is easier to be moral when we feel that our partners in morality are members of the same 
group, community, or nation.  It is easier to trust other people when they are one of us.  People in 
our group are less likely to make damaging claims and are more likely to seek a balance of 
practical and moral reason.  It is easy to be moral with one of us.  It is hard to be moral to 
somebody outside our group and easy to be nasty to them.   
 
(20) It might sound grand to say that morality is only really morality when it is not easy:   we need 
to tell the neighbor that we superficially scratched his car even though he will make us repaint the 
whole thing and we won’t be able to pay the rent for three months; we have to let out our one-
and-only rental house investment to an immigrant who can barely speak English; and we have to 
give a job to a woman.  It is easy to say we should extend “us” to include everybody.  But that is 
not what human life is like most of the time, and it is not realistic.  We should not expect people to 
be heroically moral on a regular basis in the face of adversity and insecurity.   
 
(21) We need to create situations that lead people to be moral, and we need to avoid situations 
that lead people to be selfish.  We need to create communities of economic security and trust out 
of people who are primarily interested in their selves and families.  Even while protecting 
individualism and striving, we need to avoid selfish scrambles where nobody feels secure enough 
to trust.  To the extent that the state can help us to create those situations without ruining our 
lives, that is one good use of government.   
 
(22) In creating situations that turn bad into good, one of the most difficult cases is comparative 
success (comparative competition).  We need to create a situation in which people strive to beat 
their neighbors; the striving does not get out of control; the striving leads nearly everybody to do 
better; the striving leads nearly everybody to feel as if he he-she has enough; and, in the end, 
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paradoxically, the striving leads people to be satisfied with tying their neighbors rather than 
beating their neighbors.  We need to trick people in a good way.  Tricking people in this good way 
helps sustain good situations.  In modern successful capitalism, the middle class including the 
secure working class with good jobs get this trick played on them.  The results of the trick 
perpetuate the middle class and healthy working class.  Modern successful capitalism might not 
be the only way to create this situation but it is probably the only way the modern world will have 
for the next few decades.  We need to make regulated capitalism work.  When it does not work, 
we have a terrible mess with much bad and evil.   
 
(23) Sometimes people hurt others, or more often hurt the children of others, so they can retain 
security and so they can get the feeling of greater security that comes from being ahead.  Spite, 
revenge, and vindictiveness are real.   
 
(24) People crave unrealistic fantasies, often driven by comparative success.  People over-reach.  
They watch television and then wish they could live in a McMansion.  They want a trophy spouse 
and want kids that can read Dickens fluently at age two.  They have too many children that they 
cannot support, and then rely on public programs such as public school and welfare.  We cling to 
ridiculous self-serving political ideologies and religions.  We continue to believe in the end of the 
world where God floats down to solve all problems.  Many silly dreams are fueled by unrealistic 
ideas of what it means to keep up with neighbors and to give our children success.  We owe 
ourselves indulgence.  When we want too much, we cover it up with various rationalizations.  The 
public owes our children an education.  Saving our particular house is saving America.  We sue 
the neighbors for two million dollars when a good bandage on our knee would have been enough.  
We lie about the scratch on the neighbor’s car because we really want to go out to that new 
gourmet restaurant.   
 
(25) Once we act badly, we feel guilty.  To cover up feeling guilty, we delude ourselves and act 
even worse.  When we feel guilty, we do not back off, repent, and make good.  Instead, we act 
even more so.  We become stronger in our denials and accusations.  We cover up one bad 
emotion with a barrage of other bad emotions and actions.  Once we get into this situation, to 
repent even of one little part would require unraveling a big web, and so we are stuck.  The bad 
feeling spoils other parts of our lives that initially had nothing to do with the situation.   
 
(26) When we know that:  other people feel as if they are on the edge even when they are not, 
over-reach, will hurt us to protect themselves or to keep their fantasies alive, feel guilt, and act 
irrationally to cover up their guilt; then we cannot trust them even when we have enough wealth-
and-security, and they have enough wealth-and-security, so that we should trust each other.  We 
fear other people.  Out of fear, we become the kind of people that we fear.  It is really hard to 
overcome this fear.  It is really hard to trust somebody who might take away your house, your 
savings, and everything you have worked for and dreamed about.  When people fear, we act to 
make other people fear us.  The mutual fear increases the irrationality and digs deeper the hole.   
 
(27) So far, I have been talking about personal situations but the same dynamics apply to 
relations between groups or to relations among a lot of people in a group.  This is how we get into 
international “situations” that last for decades, of which the most obvious to Americans for years 
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have been race relations in our country and the Jews and Muslims in the Middle East.  I have 
lived my entire life in the shadow of race, welfare, badly managed capitalism, the Cold War, and 
the Middle East.   
 
(28) Switching gears:  some people are too good.  These are the opposite of people that do not 
seem to have enough moral sense.  They have too much moral sense.  It sounds odd, but being 
too good can actually interfere with being good enough.  The perfect is the enemy of the good.  If 
we have to worry about not taking home a paperclip, then we do not see the co-worker with a 
problem.  We have to think about how the right amount of goodness can emerge out of too little 
good or too much good.   
 
(29) Ideals are closely akin to emotions and to commitment.  Americans like emotions.  They like 
Captain Kirk and “Bones” McCoy as well as Mr. Spock.  We need to act sometimes when we 
cannot act on the basis of reason alone.  Emotions, commitment, and ideals get us to act when 
logic is not enough.  Yet emotions and commitment are not fine instruments.  It is hard to fine-
tune emotions to serve morality best.  We cannot always be mean to the dog and kind to the cat.  
It is hard to love family, spouse, and country sometimes but not other times.   
 
(30) Religion and morality require commitment.  Commitment and “sticking to your guns” is often 
admirable.  But people can over-commit.  People can blindly adhere to something so much that 
their commitment interferes with their ability to do good even when the code to which they adhere 
seems otherwise good.  (A) People over-commit to a group such as religious sects, nations, and 
military groups.  (B) People over-commit to a cause or a code, such as Political Correctness or 
Family Values.  Soldiers can feel the idea of a “band of brothers” too much, as when they cover 
up a bad deed; see “A Few Good Men”.  (C) People over-commit to a particular item in a code, as 
when soldiers “leave nobody behind” so that they sacrifice four men to get one man off a 
battlefield, or when an atheist destroys the spirit of Christmas to get one tree removed from a 
public place.  (D) Stubbornness is a kind of over-commitment.  When we refuse to evaluate 
ourselves, refuse to admit we might be wrong, refuse to admit the other person might be right a 
little bit, and we stick to our guns no matter what, we are not always admirable and we sometimes 
cause considerable harm.  
 
(31) People are susceptible to compulsion and addiction.  Even when they know that something 
is bad, or hurtful, they cannot stop doing it.  Lighting up another cigarette or clicking on a porn site 
is just too easy and too fulfilling in the short run.  Bullying, whimpering, or facilitating hurts in the 
long run but it gets the job done in the short run and so we cannot stop.   
 
(32) Zealotry is a lot of fun, and too often it works.  Zealotry is a combination of addiction and 
using morality as a tool.  It is not limited to religious zealots.  Political correctness is as big a force 
as religious zealotry.  People need commitment and vigor.  It is hard to keep commitment and 
vigor from turning into zealotry.   
 
(33) Too often actions have unintended consequences.  “The road to hell is paved with good 
intentions”.  The road to mediocrity is paved with the same bricks.  Sometimes people intend well 
and play fair yet still interact to make a bad situation.  Conservatives use welfare as an example.  
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Sometimes a situation goes bad even when people do not cheat.  A group of friends end up going 
to a mediocre restaurant that nobody prefers because they cannot agree on a better restaurant.  
Sometimes people do not get the best they could out of a situation because they are afraid of 
cheating or afraid other people will take advantage of them.  That is what happens when nobody 
will rake the leaves off his-her own lawn because they are afraid nobody else will either, and so 
everybody else’s leaves will blow back onto our lawn.  Mexican standoff is another example.     
 
(34) Regardless of how we feel about specific programs such as welfare, we have to see that 
people do tend to get dependent and they do rationalize to continue dependency.  People want 
other people to take care of them.  People want other people to protect them from the uncertainty 
of the world.  Dependency is a strong addictive drug.  When people can force the state to be the 
co-dependent partner, dependency is especially likely.  People do abuse welfare.  Business firms 
abuse corporate welfare, and abuse programs that were originally intended to provide jobs or to 
stabilize the economy for everybody.  Both people and business firms make up elaborate 
scenarios in which they are victims and therefore justified in staying dependent.   
 
(35) Once situations go bad, they tend to stay bad.  Once people or business firms get 
dependent, they stay dependent.  Once in a bad situation, it is hard to escape without help.  
Usually we need some intervening greater authority.  In modern democracies, and many world 
political hotbeds, there is no greater intervening authority.  Unfortunately, it is far easier for good 
situations to go bad than for bad situations to go good.   
 
(36) As a result of people using morality as a tool, we do not know what is moral and what is not.  
People want to keep the poor in line so people say stealing is bad when a mother takes garbage 
out of a dumpster to feed her children; but the same people excuse the “golden parachutes” of 
business executives who let a business firm go bust and let thousands of people lose their 
pensions.  So is stealing bad or not?  People often get the most moralistic just when they are 
using morality as a cover.   

(37) We need secular government.  Government has to use ideas that are not based in our 
morality.  The ideas in government not only come from outside our morality but also might 
contradict it.  The police compel a child molester to confess so as to get him off the streets or to 
save a child at risk now.  For the same idea from fiction, see “The Man Who Shot Liberty 
Valance”.   
 
(38) We need and admire secular heroes.  We need to admire public officers who use force, such 
as the police, soldiers, and even fire fighters.  We need to admire the person who protects his-her 
family by killing intruders.  We need to admire the small business owner who stands up to 
thieves, gangsters, and politicians.  We need to admire John Wayne and Jimmy Stewart in “The 
Man Who Shot Liberty Valance”.  
 
We have to be careful because we over-romanticize these people in the modern world of moral 
ambiguity; every would-be artist, writer, musician, critic, tough-guy, PC person, business person, 
and crusader for the Right or Left thinks he-she falls into this category but really very few do.  
Despite the danger of romanticizing, the people of this category are real, we need them, and we 
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do not always see how their actions fit Jesus’ teachings.  Often what makes these people useful 
to society makes them unable to fit into society.  We need them to sustain society but they cannot 
live in the society that they make for others to live in.  Winston Churchill could be tough as nails, 
and, in his time, that was what we needed; but he could not win a peacetime election.  Some of 
the best examples come from fiction:  the John Wayne role in many movies, especially Uncle 
Nathan in “The Searchers”.  Could Batman just lead a normal life in Gotham City?  The 
swordsman mouse from the Narnia books is a cute version of this problem.   
 
(39) We have to blend system and intuition.  Neither a system of rules alone nor intuition alone is 
enough.  This is a problem in all deep religions, and I have no solution.  This problem is strong for 
Christianity because Christianity developed its idea of intuitive faith by contrasting itself with 
supposed Jewish legalism and strict adherence to rules.  
 
(40) Real life is complicated and mixed up.  The movie “Amadeus” portrays Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart as an “idiot-savant”.  He can create beautiful music but he is really a crude bumpkin, a 
spoiled brat who never grew up and who still has “daddy issues”.  So where does real art come 
from?  If real art has to have some basis in truth, then how can somebody like Mozart create real 
art?  
 
In our own smaller ways, we are all like that.  We are a mixture of good and bad, and often we do 
not know where the good really comes from.  Ordinary people, or even otherwise bad people, can 
do good things.  Gangsters can go out of their way to protect abused children.  Even pious people 
have a streak of evil, as we know from suffering through the high school module on “The Scarlet 
Letter” or suffering through a slasher movie festival.  A man can visit a prostitute form time to time 
but still be a good husband and father; Ben Franklin did.  A wife can have children by a man other 
than her husband but still be a good mother and still otherwise be a good wife to her husband.  A 
drunkard can lead a nation; Winston Churchill did.  It is hard to base a systematic religion on 
people who are so mixed.   
 
(41) When Christianity works well, it seems too boring to be the proper religion for the mysterious 
God that made this amazing world.  Maybe the closest approximation to successful Christianity in 
the modern world is an affluent American middle class suburb whether the suburb is White, 
Black, Yellow, or Brown.  Affluent suburbs in other nations under other religions also come close 
to meeting the ideals of religion and family values in those lands.  Yet people in affluent upper 
middle class American suburbs have to drink and take drugs to make it through the day.  Children 
run away from there.  To find something to dream about, people there have to romanticize 
fashion, Asian martial arts, somebody else’s ethnicity, the ghetto, Zen, somebody else’s religion, 
rock and roll, sex, saving the world, ecology, protecting unborn babies, the capitalist market, 
terrorism, the American Satan, or anything else that gets you through the night.  Bored aimless 
people cause trouble.  Terrorist zealots often come from the aimless middle class.  People in 
boring neighborhoods go from reasonable religions to religious craziness.   
 
It seems Christianity is designed for a world of constant real problems, especially moral 
challenges, but where usually the problems are not so big that cooperation and a good heart 
cannot make them better.  Christianity needs to respond to more than the pain of a high school 
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crush but less than nuclear holocaust.  This world seems capable of endlessly inventing enough 
problems of the right scope so that most normal people do not have to worry about falling into 
boredom.  Even so, as we realize the dreams of success inherent in religion, we have to wonder 
if that is really what Jesus and God are all about.   
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1.05 Following Jesus in Fact  
 
 
Christianity and the Good Life.  So far, I have not made Christianity superior to other religions 
or to a moral life without religion.  That is about to change.  Because of Christianity, around the 
world, ideals, morality, and institutions have changed, grown, and come to resemble the ideals of 
Jesus.  The message of Jesus has spread both through formal Christianity and apart from it.  
Nations can develop economically without adopting the message of Jesus.  Yet nations that 
adopt capitalism and develop also tend to adopt many points of the message, including the 
integrity of individuals and the need for positive action to build a better world.  Nations that cannot 
accept these key points of Jesus’ message have a hard time developing even when they are 
formally Christian, such as in Latin America and the Philippines.  When capitalist nations that 
once were standard Christian lose formal religion, their people still hold to the message of Jesus.  
People in old Christian nations such as in Europe tend to stress the message of Jesus even more 
strongly when formal religion declines – do not be fooled by apparent rebellious glitz.  People in 
old Christian nations still want to be good and still want to be good along the lines that Jesus 
taught.  Their problem is not so much with the message of Jesus as with the gap between the 
message versus formal institutions and leadership, the gap between the message versus politics 
and the Church.  We still need to appreciate the role of Jesus’ teachings in the modern world and 
to appreciate Jesus.  
 
From at least 1900, simple followers of Jesus have been beset both by strident Christians and by 
strange alternatives spiritualities.  Their confidence has been eroded too because it is hard to use 
government to promote good ideals without going too far and without corrupting government.  
Followers of Jesus are ashamed to admit they follow Jesus even though other people are proud 
to follow militant nasty conservative Christianity or some other creed.  Followers of Jesus need to 
remember the great good that has come of Jesus’ teachings, admit to themselves they do follow 
Jesus, and be willing to say it.  Followers of Jesus can and should be proud too. 
 
Modern people would like to derive morality from abstract rules, such as “moral action is what 
leads to the most benefit for the most people”.  While we can see the general shape of morality 
using reason, we cannot derive all of morality through reason alone.  Especially we cannot find 
the force of morality in reason alone.  Reason alone is not enough to give us moral perception 
and moral action.  We need more.  Recall the donkey standing between two exactly equal piles of 
hay.  The donkey starves because there is no logical basis for choice and action.  The need to go 
beyond reason is a lesson from “Hamlet” and from the philosopher David Hume.  
 
We get the something more from religion, evolved human nature, and practical reality.  For now, I 
want to focus on religion, so I leave out evolution and practicality until later in the book. Religions 
can give us both good principles and bad principles.  I do not here argue about this problem with 
religion.   So I focus on the good points that we get from religion.   
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Religion supplemented reason to give the moral ideals by which people act, hope, and live.  
Religion supplemented ideas about practical life to give guidelines by which people act, hope, 
and live.  Without religion, people would be an evolutionary dead end as armchair philosophers.  
Without Judaism and the book of Ezekiel, we would not have justice that stresses the importance 
of the individual and we would not have the integrity of the individual that we find in Jesus.   
 
The key ideas of modern morality, first in the West and now the world, come from Jesus.  The 
power behind modern moral action comes from taking his message to heart.  Without Jesus, we 
would have no widespread Golden Rule; little freedom from ritual, magic, and bad formulas; no 
science; no democracy; no colleges; no liberal arts; no hospitals; no charities; few civic groups; 
no Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts; no YMCA or YWCA; no Blue Cross; no similar organizations in 
other religions such as Red Crescent; no extensive forgiveness; few dedicated professionals; no 
capitalism; no capitalism that is well-regulated and effective; no acceptance of interesting human 
differences; and no protection of nature.  We would not have political activism, for better and 
worse.  Without Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom, the importance of everybody in it, and the 
need for everybody to use his-her full abilities to build it, we would not have modern ideas about 
the proper relation of states to their citizens, and we would not have modern ideas about the 
active citizen working to build a better nation.  Without Christian churches and charities as models 
we probably would not even have Hillel House.  We did not come to these good institutions by 
reason alone.  Widespread acceptance of Jesus’ teaching is why ideas in previous chapters 
seem so familiar to modern people of all nations and creeds.  Christianity spread because Jesus’ 
teachings work as an ideal, as a guide to practical life and practical good government.  We owe a 
great debt to Jesus, and we owe a great debt to Christianity for spreading the teachings of Jesus.   
 
Just because Christianity and Jesus’ teaching are the historical foundation for much of modern 
morality does not mean we should force them down people’s throats, either by harangue or by 
using the government.  It does not mean that other cultures, religions, and institutions did not play 
a large role as well.  They did.  Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi was a product both of Hindu ideals 
and of Jesus’ teachings inherited through British Christian institutions.  The success of Jesus’ 
teachings does not mean Jesus is God.  Jesus’ teachings work best when not forced on people.  
When they are forced on people, they are no longer Jesus’ teachings.  That is also a reason why 
his teachings have done so well.  
 
On the other hand, if we think Jesus’ teachings are true, and we think they are the best ideals, 
then we should not be ashamed to say so.  We should not let modern people get away with 
thinking they can derive morality from reason alone or can avoid acknowledging Jesus now that 
they have gathered his fruits.   
 
Modern people are trying to adopt the best aspects of Jesus’ teaching, such as the Golden Rule 
and diversity, without calling it religion, and without adopting aspects of standard Christianity that 
they do not like:  the Jewish-Christian-Muslim God, so-called “family values”, the idea that Jesus 
was God, and support for the class structure.  Selecting can be good.  Yet, in selecting, modern 
people also avoid seeing the historical contribution of religion, standard Christianity, and Jesus, 
and they avoid calling what they adopt “Jesus’ teachings”.  For now, modern people might have 
to select ideals without fully appreciating the history of the ideals that we select.  I am sorry we 
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have to make ourselves blind in one eye so we can see from the other.  Maybe we can have 
bigger, more honest eyes later, and use both of them.   
 
Trust, Good Works, Decency, and Hope.  Above a threshold, trust, good works, decency, and 
hope sustain themselves and feed on each other.  A house of good roommates, a good 
neighborhood, or a good work environment, sustains itself. Below a threshold, trust, good works, 
decency, and hope disappear.  Instead suspicion and bad works sustain themselves and 
increase.  Above their bad threshold, suspicion and bad works sustain themselves while trust, 
hope, decency, and good works dwindle and die.  A bad house and a bad neighborhood are 
versions of hell – see the classic Twilight Zone episode “Monsters on Maple Street”.  Once below 
the threshold of trust, good works, decency, and hope, it is very hard to build back.  If ever people 
achieve a situation of trust, good works, decency, and hope, they need to work to keep it, and 
they need to fight suspicion and bad works.   
 
A situation of trust, good works, decency, and hope does not preclude fun, carousing, “kicking 
up”, social criticism, and rebellion.  In fact, it needs them.  A situation of trust, good works, hope, 
and decency is not sterile.  Any situation that is sterile is not fully good, and so we have to do 
better.   
 
A situation of trust, good works, decency, and hope requires some social order.  People need 
social reliability.  They need offices, duties, and responsibilities.  I am not sure what all is 
conducive to trust, good works, decency, and hope without also being stifling, so I do not go into 
details here.   
 
Jesus’ teachings help build trust, good works, decency, and hope, and help build the correct 
social order with offices, duties, and responsibilities.  We should follow Jesus because we think 
he is right, not because of the social results.  But we can appreciate the results.  We can see 
good results that Christians have had, and can try to reproduce them even if we do not follow any 
Christian church.   
 
Not all Christian ideologies lead to trust, good works, decency, hope, and the right society.  
Christian fundamentalism erodes them, as do strict dogmas from other religions.   
 
Most religions stress trust, good works, decency, and hope but not the same way as Jesus’ 
teachings.  I believe Jesus’ teachings give us the best basis for building and sustaining the 
communities we want.  I believe Jesus’ teachings give us the best ideals for good government 
even if they alone are not enough for good government.  Jesus’ stress on the Golden Rule, on 
forgiveness, and on positive activity helps to make a good situation, helps to keep a good 
situation, and helps to rebuild in case we fall into a bad situation.   
 
The state has to enforce some order.  It would be wonderful if the minimum of state-imposed 
order also led to trust, good works, decency, and hope.  But that is not true often enough.  Using 
the state to force us beyond the threshold of hope, decency, trust, and good works usually makes 
the situation worse.  A strong order of the modern fascist kind does not lead to trust, good works, 
decency, or hope.  It erodes them.  A strong order based on religious fundamentalism or political 
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correctness has backward effects.  We need religion as an independent set of ideals that people 
believe regardless of what the government says and that people act on regardless of what the 
government does.  When we have that, we can find the threshold of trust, good works, decency, 
and hope that the government can help sustain.   
 
De Facto Followers of Jesus.  Modern morality would not prevail without Christianity and the 
teachings of Jesus.  I do not think any other religion did lead fully to the ideals of Jesus, or could 
have.  Prevailing modern moral ideals lead people to act like followers of Jesus even when they 
are not Christians.  This is a good thing, and it does not detract from the religion of anybody, from 
the message of Jesus, or from Jesus himself.   
 
When anybody does unto others as he-she would have others do to him-her, and tries to make a 
better world, then that person acts as a follower of Jesus.  Even militant atheists, strident left wing 
activists, followers of other religions, standard Christians, and Christian conservatives, all can be 
followers of Jesus in this way.  When people act this way they do not act like Greek philosophers 
or Enlightenment philosophers, Romantic rebels, conservative saviors of family life and social 
order, or post-modern ironic pseudo-hipsters; they act more like followers of Jesus.   
 
This assessment will anger people who do not wish to be labeled as religious, or who might be 
religious but do not wish to be labeled a Christian.  I do not say that all de facto followers of Jesus 
are formal Christians.  You can be a de facto follower of Jesus and not be a Christian just as you 
can be a de facto follower of Gandhi and not be a Hindu, a de facto believer in the objectivity of 
mathematics without being a Platonist, a de facto believer in cause and effect and not be a formal 
Buddhist.  You can even be an atheistic college professor and a de facto follower of Jesus.  In our 
world, maybe most de facto followers of Jesus are not Christians.  But they are still de facto 
followers of Jesus.  I hope de facto followers of Jesus do not react to my assessment by denying 
similarities to Jesus or by negating the ideals of activism, justice, community, trust, decency, 
hope, and good works.   
 
I see why some people would be offended at being labeled a follower of Jesus, or accidentally 
being labeled a Christian, but I do not know what to say.  In the modern label world, it is hard to 
say “follower of Jesus” without also saying “formal Christian” even if they are not necessarily the 
same.  I said people should adopt Jesus’ teachings because they are true and work well, and I 
said people have adopted them whether they realize it or not.  I said that Jesus’ teachings are 
best regardless of great ideas in other religions.  When non-Christians say this about their 
religion, most Christians get offended.  As a follower of Jesus, when other people say this about 
their religion, I try not to be offended and I try to see what they are getting at.  I have to take 
seriously the good things in their religion.  I have looked at ideas from other religions and I still 
find Jesus’ teachings best.  Jesus’ teachings permit me to look at other religions to assess their 
value without feeling guilty and without trying to impose my values.  Not all other religions or 
ideologies allow this kind of graceful objectivity.  
 
In fact, I have picked up quite a few Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Taoist, and Hindu ideals.  I like it 
when people point that out in me.  Modern people act like Jews through love of justice and 
community or act like Hindus through their empathy and love of adventure.  Sadly, too many non-
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Jews and non-Hindus are offended by the idea that they act like Jews or Hindus.  Everybody who 
enjoys personal and social justice acts like a Jew to some extent.  Everybody who enjoys “Star 
Wars” has developed some Hindu sensibilities just as everybody who enjoys the “Matrix” trilogy 
or Batman movies has developed some Gnostic sensibilities.  I am not frightened by what I have 
picked up from other religions and cultures.  I am grateful.  I think other people in the world share 
this attitude of acceptance even if they do not like to think of themselves as acting in accord with 
Jesus’ teachings.   
 
Maybe it helps if people understand they can adopt the best features of Jesus’ teachings without 
adopting aspects they might not like such as the Jewish-Christian-Muslim God, or without 
adopting aspects of dogmatic Christianity they might not like such as the idea that Jesus is God 
or stereotypical American family values.  If de facto adoption of Jesus’ teachings without the 
religious “baggage” did happen, I would be happy enough.  I do not know how God would react.   
 
We need to be honest about where our values really came from, and be grateful to the people, 
religions, and cultures that gave us good values – especially the teachings of Jesus but even also 
institutional Christianity.   
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1.06 Intent, Mostly-Is, and All-About   
 
 
People see what they want to see in Jesus, often to serve their own ends, noble or selfish.  Some 
people see the dogma of the Church.  Some people see ideal versions of themselves:  clergy see 
a great pastor; soldiers see a spiritual warrior; liberals used to see a working class hero.  Many 
people see an excuse for what they want to do.  If they want to be a successful business person 
or successful crusader for the rights of workers, that is what they see in Jesus.  Some people see 
a powerful man whose example allows them to control others:  if they want to control the poor 
then they see in Jesus a person who urged us all to find jobs and to live only in middle class 
families; if they hate the rich, they see Che Guevara.  We can never free ourselves completely 
from seeing in Jesus what serves our own ends.  
 
People expect God, Jesus, prophets, religious leaders, politicians, and other great leaders to be 
completely consistent and to be infallible.  But Jesus was not.  Jesus was wrong about some 
things, such as the immediate coming of the Kingdom of God and about never getting divorced.  
Early Christians expected Jesus to return in a matter of weeks but he did not.  People make 
leaders completely consistent to augment the power of the leader and so to better use the leader 
to serve themselves.  
 
Seeing great people only as it serves us betrays the great people.  If we look honestly at the 
inconsistencies of great people, we can avoid seeing them only as we want to see them.  By 
seeing them honestly, warts and all, we can better appreciate why they were really great.  
Understanding why Jesus said people should not get divorced helps us to appreciate how he saw 
the Kingdom of God, how we might see it likewise, and how we might see it differently.   
 
Intent, Mostly-is, and All-about.  “Intentions” are what a person aims for, his-her goals, and 
understandings.  Intentions include self-understanding if a person has much self-understanding.  
“Mostly-is” is what other people say a person mostly-is in the situations that matter for him-her.  
Mostly-is is the character of the person in a certain situation.  For instance, readers of this book 
might say that I am mostly a thwarted mathematician trying to impose logic on childhood beliefs.  
“All-about” is the important outcome of a situation in the long run and it is a person’s role in that 
outcome.  Hopefully someone will say this book is all-about getting people to trust God and to do 
something good on that basis.  A motorcycle ad might say that motorcycles are really all-about 
freedom.   
 
What a person intends, what a person mostly is, and what a person is all-about are not 
necessarily the same.  In real life, with real people, those aspects of a person often differ.  People 
are not completely consistent.  People often are not aware of what they mostly-are and have not 
much idea what they are all-about.  Even great people often are not aware of who they are 
(mostly-is) or what they are all-about even if they have some strong intuitive feeling of “I am a 
great person”.  A drunk might truly have good intentions at heart but he-she is still mostly a drunk.  
Many musicians intend to be artists and think they mostly-are artists but really they mostly-are 
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listeners.  They want their life to be all-about creativity when really sometimes it is all-about 
washing dishes and sometimes it is all-about making people happy at weddings.  When Leonidas 
and the Spartans defeated the Persians at the battle of Thermopylae in 432 BCE, they saved 
Western civilization and probably saved democracy.  They were all-about saving a great way of 
life.  Yet the Spartans were not interested in Western civilization and were not at all democratic.  
They mostly were aristocratic warriors who intended to do their duty and to achieve immortal 
glory.  Their identity was in line with what they intended but it was not what we see them as all-
about.  Charles Martel and the Franks defeated the Muslims at Tours (Poitiers) in southern 
France, in 732 CE (AD), saved Europe from severe distress, and maybe saved Christianity and 
Western life.  The Franks also were-mostly warriors who intended to defend their territory from 
foreign conquerors.  They had no idea what they were all-about.  “Martel” means “hammer”, and 
Charles Martel was the grandfather of Charles the Great (Charlemagne).  Achilles was the 
greatest warrior of Greece but, in the end, that was not what he was all-about; he was all-about 
being a good citizen and a good man even if that meant overcoming his identity as a warrior.  
Southern American Black blues artists did not intend to change Western arts and they were not 
the folk heroes (mostly-is) they have become in legend.  Winston Churchill was a smart-mouthed 
drunk and also the great leader of a great nation.  He did intend to save a nation (all-about) 
despite who he mostly-was.  James Bond is a sociopath but he is also an agent of good and the 
exemplar of doing your duty.  He does not intend to save Western civilization but that also is what 
he is all-about.  From “The Lord of the Rings”, Merry, Pippin, Sam, and Frodo did not intend at 
first to save the world from Sauron, and they were not mostly warriors.  
 
The gap between aspects can be both logical and factual, each aspect has its own kind of 
evidence, and the relations between the aspects can get complicated and uncertain.  Not all 
warriors save Western civilization.  Not all drunks are great leaders.  Not all great leaders are 
drunks.  Not all artists have personality problems.  Not all losers with an imagination are great 
artists.  Not all great generals are Patton and not every Patton is a great general.  Not all peasant 
leaders save humanity.  Not all saviors are peasant leaders.  
 
Although it sounds like a contradiction in terms, sometimes a person can have more than one 
“mostly-is”, sometimes because people are just multiple, often because they change according to 
circumstances.  For convenience, we like to think there is a close relation between mostly-is and 
all-about, there should be only one all-about, and so there should be only one mostly-is.  Reality 
is more complicated.  Winston Churchill was a drunk, good soldier, literary stylist, good storyteller, 
and excellent statesman – depending on the situation.  John Lennon was a graphic artist, poet, 
rocker, songwriter, rebel, political activist, maudlin family guy, and writer of maudlin songs.  We 
have to consider how each mostly-is relates to the others, and how each mostly-is relates to 
intentions and to all-about.  Even if we can settle on a definitive single mostly-is, that information 
does not necessarily determine all-about.   
 
Sometimes all three aspects do coincide.  In “Lord of the Rings” again, Gandalf and Aragorn 
(Strider) did intend to save the world, they adopted the mostly-is identities necessary to carry out 
their roles in saving the world (wizard, king-in-exile), and saving the world is what they were all-
about.  Each had a slightly different public persona but there was little doubt as to what they 
mostly-were.  
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The unity of intent, mostly-is, and all-about usually happens only to characters from literature or 
mythology.  Frodo, Sam, Merry, and Pippin all became what they were all-about.  In “The Matrix” 
movies, Mr. Anderson is not at first unified.  He only becomes “Neo” after a process of unification 
in which he evolves a new mostly-is identity as the flying martial artist, he only slowly comes to 
realize his new all-about as “the one” savior, and his intent (“he is beginning to believe”) only 
slowly lines up with his new identity and new all-about.  His real all-about is peace between the 
machines and humans, largely through the defeat of Agent Smith.  When a character in real life 
or in fiction is merging his-her aspects we say that he-she is coming to accept his-her destiny.  
We tend to think that highly unified characters are somewhat divine or somewhat demonic.  
 
A lot of modern literature and cinema is about how people originate intentions, mostly-is, and all-
about, and about relations between the aspects.  It is about both unity and diversity.  It uses 
moral ambiguity to find diversity.  Some examples are the famous plays “The Iceman Cometh” 
and “Death of a Salesman”, the song “Pablo Picasso Was an Asshole” by Jonathon Richman and 
the Modern Lovers, and the movies “Amadeus”, “Spiderman” series, and “Batman” series.  The 
idea of a “secret identity” for superheroes is not only a device to let people fantasize as in “The 
Secret Life of Walter Mitty” but also a way to explore the diversity of intentions, mostly-is, and all-
about.   
 
Discrepancies can be confusing, so we try to ignore them or try to subsume all aspects under one 
aspect.  We try to focus on one mostly-is.  We see a person entirely in terms of all-about.  People 
like to see Winston Churchill entirely as the great leader and not in any other way.  Until the last 
days of his Presidency, many people wanted to see George Bush as the hard-headed crusader 
against terrorism and for American freedom.  We want to see doctors as saints.  It is really 
annoying to think that a silly adolescent might have created Mozart’s beautiful music.  Can a 
talented but whining wide receiver ever really be a good team player?  Instead we focus on the 
talented non-whiners such as Jerry Rice.  Movie stars are supposed to be always glamorous.  We 
do not want to know that movie stars eat raisin bran for breakfast and watch the same cartoons 
with their kids over and over.   
 
Explaining Away Through Mostly-is.  When people wish to diminish a famous person, they 
explain away that person by focusing on some unflattering mostly-was and ignoring all-about.  
They reduce the person to a flawed being while overlooking that flawed humans can still achieve 
worthwhile things.  People try to explain away John Kennedy or Martin Luther King as 
womanizers or plagiarists.  People try to explain away famous scientists as only Jewish or only 
Black.  People try to explain away great artists such as Beethoven as only neurotic.  People might 
have any of these identities but that does not explain what they were all-about.  
 
Part of the push to merge and glorify the intent, mostly-is, and all-about of great people is a 
defense against reducing them to some diminished mostly-is and thus overlooking all-about.  By 
making a person one whole hero, we force ourselves to appreciate his all-about despite any 
differences with intent or mostly-is.  Unfortunately, this tactic can backfire because, when people 
find that some real mostly-is does not live up to the idealized mostly-is, they incorrectly assume 
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that gap also undermines all-about.  We do not like idols with feet of clay.  When we find out 
Churchill drank, it spoils him.  The truth is the best guarantee of a correct all-around assessment.  
 
Most people do not know the standard orthodox dogmatic all-about of Jesus and most people do 
not fully accept it when they do know it.  When we cannot accept the all-about of a person, we 
change the situation by instead creating a mostly-is that we can accept and that serves our 
needs.  Most of us cannot understand what Einstein was all-about, so we focus on his charming 
character, finding in it what suits our needs.  Most conservatives cannot accept any harm that 
Ronald Reagan did so instead they focus on his character as a “great communicator”, healer of 
America, and supposed winner of the Cold War.  We do the same with Jesus.  We find a 
character in Jesus that makes sense to us, allows us to carry on the lives we want, allows us to 
control others, and inspires us in some way.  We use that as the basis for his all-about.  I 
mentioned some identities at the beginning of this chapter, such as Jesus as capitalist or as 
revolutionary.  People do not understand how Jesus saves so they simply focus on his glorious 
awe-inspiring identity as Son of God and leave it at that.  When people need comfort, they do not 
think about Jesus as the fulcrum of history but think of him as the Good Shepherd.  When I am 
boggled by the task of building a better world, I think of Jesus as prophet and moral teacher.  This 
way of engaging Jesus through his mostly-is is common among clergy, theologians, philosophers, 
everyday people, and even atheists.   
 
When people adopt a mostly-is to explain Jesus, they tend to overlook his all-about.  The best 
defense is to accept as much of his character as we can and to accept that his all-about might not 
be entirely implied in his mostly-is.  The best defense is to realistically accept that Jesus might not 
be supernaturally integrated.   
 
Jesus’ Intent, Mostly-is, and All-about.  We do not know for sure what Jesus intended.  Jesus 
might have intended to die or he might not.  He might have intended to extend God’s rule to non-
Jews or he might not.  He might or might not have intended to be the messiah or the prophesied 
“Son of Man”.  He might have understood (intended) the idea of messiah or Son of Man 
differently than most other Jews or the same as some other Jews.  
 
Jesus might have been mostly a prophet, Son of God, God, instrument of God, yogi, healer, 
magician, wandering cynic, holy man, moral teacher, representative of Wisdom, peasant freedom 
fighter, god of the hearth, god of so-called family values, god of good soldiers, or god of decisions 
and social responsibility.  He might have been any of those regardless of his intent.  
 
If saving the world is what he was all-about, that achievement might not be in line with his intent 
or what he mostly-was, or it might be.  Jesus might have known (intended) exactly what he was 
really all-about and might have adopted the identity (mostly-is) he needed to achieve what he was 
all-about, or might not have.  He might have intended one thing, adopted another identity (mostly-
was something else), and achieved results he never intended and that could not have been 
predicted from what he mostly-was.  
 
Recent scholarship on the historical Jesus has shown us more about his likely intent and mostly-
is.  Some of this new material is in line with traditional ideas about what Jesus was all-about but 
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some of it is not.  One reason for the many recent books about Jesus is to feel a way through 
implications that the new material has for discord and harmony in the three aspects of Jesus’ life.   
  
Orthodoxy.  Orthodox (standard traditional) conservative Christians insist that Jesus’ intent, 
mostly-is, and all-about are all completely in line.  Jesus knew what he had to do, and who he 
was.   He adopted the identity necessary to achieve his intent.  On earth, he really was that 
person, and only that person.  He really did achieve his goal.  He was like Neo from “The Matrix” 
movies after Neo came to understand that he was “The One” and began to act accordingly.   
 
Jesus’ intent was to save the world by doing the will of God.  The will of God was that he should 
suffer, die, and be resurrected.  In the Christian account after about 350 CE (AD), whether Jesus 
intended to set up the Kingdom of God on Earth is not clear but does not seem central to his 
intent.  No items of his message as I described it seem central to his intent.  Christians follow the 
message because it seemed important to Jesus and because it seems to have something to do 
with the Kingdom of God; but particular points of the message, such as the condemnation of the 
rich, do not seem integral to his intent and so often are ignored.  The traditional Christian account 
of intent, mostly-is, and all-about make it easier to be selective about adopting and interpreting 
the New Testament.  
 
Standard Christians use the cover phrase “Son of God, both fully man and fully God” to say what 
Jesus mostly-is.  Yet many regular people are not really sure what the phrase means.  The idea 
of the Trinity is not much help.  Average people are not sure how the fact that Jesus is the Son of 
God relates to the facts that he was also a carpenter, an itinerant preacher, got in trouble with the 
authorities, did not seem to like commerce very much, and liked to get tipsy at social events.  Are 
those aspects of his identity integral to his intent and what he accomplished?  
 
Standard Christianity says that Jesus was all-about saving the world, and that his intent and 
mostly-is fall in line with his mission to save the world.  Unfortunately, it is not clear what “saving 
the world” means, and the confusion over that all-about bleeds over into his intentions and 
mostly-is.  If we are not sure what he was all-about, we cannot be sure of what he was or what he 
intended.  Average people have trouble understanding what the mission exactly is and how his 
various characters conform to it.  How does it help to save the world to get tipsy at weddings?  
Most average standard Christians think that saving the world means going to heaven to be with 
Jesus when they die but that is not what the Church teaches.  What does that have to do with 
scolding the rich or being crucified?  Most standard Christians think saving the world means 
saving individual souls but some standard Christians think it means setting up a Kingdom of 
Christians to dominate this earth.  Will citizens of the new Kingdom have to be celibate as Jesus 
was?  No group of standard Christians can explain how their idea of all-about relates to getting in 
trouble with authorities.  
 
Some of the harmony in orthodox dogma is the result of creative interpretation by the writers of 
the New Testament and the writers in the early Church.  Some of it is really true of Jesus but we 
are not sure how much comes intrinsically from him because it is hard to see through the creative 
writing.  Conservative Christians want to interpret recent scholarship about Jesus in terms of the 
traditional concord of his intent, mostly-is, and all-about. 
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Conservative Christians sometimes recognize the discrepancies between mostly-is versus all-
about by saying Christianity is not about the real Jesus of history (intentions and mostly-is), about 
whom we can know little anyway.  Christianity is about the Christ of faith (all-about), about whom 
we know all we need from the New Testament and the doctrines of the Church.  Critics of the 
Church say the Church is interested more in the death of Jesus (all-about) than his life (his 
intentions and mostly-is). 
 
Suppose Jesus mostly-is the god of decisions and responsibility.  Was that his main intent in his 
mission?  What was he all-about then?  Was his main all-about to lead people to existential crisis 
or to a feeling of responsibility?  Was his main all-about to lead people to repentance and 
restoration?  It seems that his all-about is much greater than this.  A focus on this mostly-is as the 
god of decisions and responsibility obscures more important questions.  
 
The point is not to use discrepancies simply to discredit standard Christianity but use them to 
improve our own understanding and make up our own minds.   
 
Liberal Christians.  Liberal Christians also would like consistency in Jesus’ intentions, mostly-is, 
and all-about but they do not achieve it well.  Briefly, liberals are not sure what Jesus was all-
about so they fix on a particular mostly-is and use that identity as the key to his all-about and 
intentions.  Like standard theologians, they think his intentions conformed to his mostly-is and 
that he succeeded in the all-about that is implied in his mostly-is.  In fairness to liberals, they 
accept the inconsistencies more than do standard Christians.  They try to use the inconsistencies 
to deepen appreciation for what Jesus mostly-is, but they are not often convincing.   Because 
liberals do not offer a convincing mostly-is, to standard everyday Christians and to conservatives, 
liberals do not sound as if they are trying to be realistic but as if they are trying to explain away 
Jesus by reducing him to some unflattering mostly-is like a magician.   
 
If liberals think of Jesus as the Prince of Inclusiveness, then they also think that is what Jesus 
intended, and think he will fully succeed in the future.  Suppose Jesus was mostly a peasant 
rebel.  Then what were his intentions and what was he all-about?  Even if he was the Che 
Guevara of his time, what did he accomplish along those lines?  He did not start a revolution.  He 
did not inspire revolutionaries over most of the history of Christianity.  Even the American 
Revolution was not inspired directly by him.  If he intended the revolution, but did not succeed, 
then how do we understand his mostly-is and all-about?  Suppose Jesus mostly-is the god, 
avatar, symbol, example, or instrument of unconditional love.  What were his intentions and what 
is he all-about?  Did he still intend to save the whole world?  Then he did not succeed.  Did he 
intend to make everybody love everybody else?  Again, he did not succeed.  Did Jesus intend to 
make people who were receptive to the message of love feel good about loving?  That is possible 
but there is not much evidence for it.  Even if that was his intent, what was his all-about?  Was he 
all-about establishing a community of people that knew the value of love?  That did not turn out.  
Was he all-about establishing a Church such as we see now?  That outcome seems hardly 
consistent with the motives and identity of the god of love.  The various Christian churches are 
not the realization of a community of love, and many non-church groups seem to do better.  
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  1.06 Intent, Mostly-Is, All-About 

7 
 

Some liberal Christians acknowledge that aspects of Jesus’ life diverge.  Jesus’ life could have 
been like the movie “Life of Brian”.  Jesus could have intended just to be a useful person but was 
forced into the role of wandering teacher of wisdom, and then became magical savior of the world 
when he was crucified.  Jesus could have intended to become a freedom fighter but accidentally 
became savior of the world.  Jesus could have intended to be a Jewish teacher, mostly became a 
wandering Cynic philosopher, and accidentally was all-about saving the world because his 
actions led to that result.  
 
Sometimes the divergence seems like a contradiction.  Jesus declared that he was bringing not 
peace but a sword and was bringing anger between family members, despite his current 
reputation as being all-about the “Prince of Peace”.  Jesus advised people to disrespect their 
families by not burying dead family members, by leaving their families to follow him, and by using 
kin terms such as “mother” not for family members but for fellow followers of him, despite his 
current identity as being all-about so-called family values. 
 
Sometimes the gaps are just puzzling.  Jesus seems to be a particular mostly-is, and we do not 
know how to relate that particular mostly-is to being all-about the savior of the world.  Jesus was 
healer and exorcist.  Jesus liked to eat, drink, and be merry.  Jesus had a bad temper sometimes.  
Jesus tolerated the rich but he clearly favored the poor over the rich.  The idea of a messiah as 
developed in Judaism of his time might or might not be relevant to what Jesus intended and to 
what he was all-about.  What does any of that have to do with savior of the world?  
 
We have to accept any inconsistencies and make up our own mind.  I hope that realism about all 
aspects of Jesus is the best defense of his all-about.   
 
Methodological Note.  Confusion about Jesus arises because some people explain one aspect 
such as intent while other people explain another aspect such as all-about without realizing they 
are talking about different aspects.  Sometimes a writer uses evidence that is appropriate to one 
aspect (such as mostly-is a wisdom teacher) and applies it to another aspect (such as intent to 
save Israel).  People apply the same evidence to different aspects of his life.  People look for the 
same kind of evidence for different aspects of his life when different aspects might call for 
different kinds of evidence.   
 
Polytheism.  Before the historical rise of strict monotheism, Jesus’ various identities, abilities, 
concerns, motives, and achievements would have been filled by a variety of lesser gods.  There 
would have been a separate god for the rebel, the patriot, the yogi, the magician, the bon vivant, 
etc.  One god would have brought unconditional love while another god saved the world.  When 
people focus on one mostly-is that they like, really they re-introduce polytheism.  When some 
people see Jesus as god of the family while others see him as god of love or god of acceptance, 
all really are mild polytheists who worship slightly different gods.  This kind of mild polytheism is 
accepted in Hinduism and in some Buddhism.  Christianity tends to introduce tacit polytheism 
partly through the many roles of Jesus and partly through worship of saints and religious heroes.  
I do not mind Christian polytheism much because it is a mild form, probably less dangerous than 
the deification of movie stars and politicians.  Serious thinkers get beyond polytheism.  We should 
know what we are doing when we adopt a mostly-is for Jesus or speculate about Jesus.  
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Anticipation:  My View.  This section states a brief version of what I think so you know what to 
expect later in the book.   
 
Mostly-is.  Jesus mostly-is a prophet.   
 
Intent.  His main intent was to establish a Kingdom of God as described in previous chapters, 
both a real Kingdom focused on Israel and a spiritual Kingdom achieved through a changing of 
hearts and minds all over the world.  His message intended to make people better and to show 
them how to live better as well.  He intended to allow people to build a closer relation to God, and 
he gave them new ways to do it.  He did not intend to do that by dying and being resurrected.   
 
All-about.  Jesus did change hearts and minds.  He did give people the basis for living better 
when they follow his teachings.  He showed us the direction toward a better world.  By merging 
with Western culture, his teachings laid the basis for institutions such as science, self-
government, and free enterprise.  His teachings provide the basis for most of the moral attitude of 
modern people all over the world even if they are not Christians.  His teachings force us to 
consider ideals that developed in human biological evolution but that we cannot achieve through 
evolution.  If the world ever does achieve lasting peace and prosperity, if we ever do learn how to 
be good stewards of nature, if we do learn how to self-govern, then we can say Jesus was all-
about that success too.   
 
I have no trouble accepting as a prophet a man who was wrong about some things, even 
important things.  I have no trouble accepting as a prophet a man whom God might have used to 
get the message across indirectly by having him crucified and transformed into a god.  I do have 
a little anger toward God for using Jesus that way and for using us.   
 
Some Preliminary Results To Get Over.  It helps clarify Jesus’ identity to review ideas such as 
“Son of God” in light of modern science and the modern world view.  I do not ridicule here.  In the 
past, we could use formulas such as “Son of God” without worrying about biology or physics.  In 
modern times, we cannot.  We have to take the scientific implications into account.  I do not 
recommend that theologians spend time trying to find solutions.   
 
Jesus as Son of God.  The idea “Son of God” might not mean the same now as it did when the 
New Testament was written, and the discrepancy might matter in how we understand Jesus.  In 
the Classical World, the title “son of a god” was a label-and-explanation applied to an unusual 
great hero, like Heracles or Achilles.  Heroes had great powers attributed to them, and then the 
great powers were explained by saying the hero was a son of a god.  When Classical people 
wished to raise a person to unusual status, they gave him half-divine parentage and called him a 
son of a god.  The first examples were mythological such as Heracles but later real people were 
raised to the status of son of a god and given exceptional powers, such as August Caesar.  After 
the person was labeled the son of a god, then he usually acquired even greater powers in the re-
telling so as to validate the label.  The early Christians borrowed from this model when they called 
Jesus the Son of God.  Most Christians did mean that he was the son of a god in the Classical 
sense but probably did not mean The One-and-Only-Begotten-Son of the One-and-Only-God as 
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in later theology.  Jesus changed into the one-and-only son of the one-and-only-God only over 
time and out of theological battles.  
 
These days, if we want to know if somebody is the true “blood” son of a particular man, we get a 
DNA test.  If Jesus had only one human parent, then likely he had only one-half the usual DNA, 
the maternal half.  If so, it is unlikely that he could have lived.  If he could have lived with only the 
maternal half of human DNA, Jesus should have been a girl.  If Jesus did live with one-half the 
normal DNA, then maybe we could manufacture other people like Jesus by cloning humans using 
only maternal DNA.  I hope that is not possible.  If Jesus had the entire usual amount of DNA, 
then Jesus likely had a human father and likely God was not his father in the orthodox 
conservative Christian sense.  If Jesus had all the usual DNA, and half of his DNA did not match 
any human father at all, then we might say that God was his father and that God made some 
DNA to meld with Mary’s DNA to make Jesus.  Then we could, in theory, duplicate that unusual 
paternal DNA from Jesus and use it to make other babies like Jesus who also would be true Sons 
of God in the strict Christian sense.  I hope that is not possible either.  We could use that unusual 
DNA to argue about how to make attributes of God.  I do not think that orthodox Christians would 
like to make their case about Jesus being the unique begotten Son of God on the basis of 
unusual DNA, present or absent.  Yet, if they ignore modern ideas of biology, they run the risk of 
totally invalidating the statement from the Nicene Creed that Jesus was the only begotten Son of 
God and was both fully human and fully divine.  So, genetically, who was Jesus mostly, and what 
does that imply for what he was all-about?  It is best to accept that he was a normal human being 
with a normal human mother and father.  He got paternal DNA from some normal man.  I am not 
sure of the implications for a theological one-and-only begotten Son of the one-and-only-God, for 
what Jesus mostly-is, and for what he is all-about.   
 
Jesus as All-Knowing.  Jesus might not have been all-knowing.  Some Christians with whom I 
have talked insisted that Jesus knew everything and could never make a mistake in fact or 
theory.  He could easily have answered our questions about quantum mechanics such as about 
the duality of wave and particle.  He would know exactly how far any star was from the earth right 
now.  I think most Christians are more sophisticated.  They do not expect Jesus to know 
everything about everything but they do expect him to know what was necessary for his life and 
mission, and they expect him to have the basic outlook of a Jewish person of his time.  They 
expect him to think in terms of earth and water rather than in terms carbon, silicon, oxygen, and 
hydrogen.  They expect him to think in terms of spirits rather than in terms of viral infection.   
 
The second view is better but it still has problems for modern people.  Jesus believed in demons, 
Satan, and exorcism.  He believed that faith could work real cures, beyond what modern people 
ascribe to the power of the mind over the body.  Fighting evil by fighting Satan and demons was 
important to his intention and mostly-is.  He was just wrong.  Jesus expected that the world would 
transform into the Kingdom of God within his lifetime or shortly after but it did not.  Jesus was just 
wrong.  If Jesus was wrong about such important things, how do we understand his intentions, 
mostly-is, and all-about?  How can we believe that his intentions, mostly-is, and all-about could 
still remain together?  Do we insist that his intentions and mostly-is as a fighter of demons and 
evil determine his all-about as the messenger of God’s better world?  How can we think he might 
be right about other important things such as the Golden Rule or the Kingdom of God if he was 
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wrong about demons?  If he was right about other important things such as the Golden Rule and 
the Kingdom of God, do we then have to start taking demons seriously?  If Jesus could be wrong 
about demons, then how could he still be God or the Son of God?  Can we take seriously the 
intentions and mostly-is of a person who was wrong about fundamental aspects of his intent and 
mostly-is?  Can we select only those things from his intent, mostly-is, and all-about that we like?   
 
I believe Jesus was wrong about some important things such as demons and Satan but that we 
can still take seriously his intent, mostly-is, and all-about.  We have to stop looking for 
supernatural literary-type integration.  That Jesus held some wrong beliefs and odd (to us) 
intentions does not undermine what he mostly-is and is all-about.  Jesus could still deliver an 
important message from God and could still change the world even if he did mistakenly believe in 
Satan and in demons.  We can still take seriously the idea of the Kingdom of God even if Jesus 
was wrong about its exact nature and it timing.  We can select from Jesus’ intentions and mostly-
is if we are honest about what we do, and if we give reasonable evidence within the limits of our 
understanding.  We can live with some discrepancies in intent, mostly-is, and all-about.   
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2.01 Avoiding Common Mistakes  
 
 
This part of the book is only on the Internet.  I have not edited this material very much so it might 
be a little rough.  I intend to rework this material to put in a book (for the Internet) that compares 
religious stances and life stances.   
 
This chapter is a long list of common mistakes about religion.  You can skip it if you have a good 
background in philosophy, theology, or social science.  Skim it for anything that catches your eye.  
In later chapters I refer to some of these mistakes but I also provide enough background where 
needed so that you do not have to come back here to know what I am talking about.  The 
discussions here are fuller so, if you do come back, you might enjoy it.   
 
This list does not include every mistake.  Many are natural and hard to avoid.  Sometimes I 
commit these mistakes myself.  When I do, and I see it, I say so, and tell you why.  If we never 
commit any mistakes, we end up with an austere religion that is focused on moral behavior.  I do 
not expect most people to be so austere.  We can still make a few of these mistakes and not 
betray our better ideals.   
 
The Bible is Not Infallible.  This idea is self-explanatory.  The Bible is not an objective 
explanation of history, biology, physics, political science, or even of theology.  It is a collection of 
stories, some of which are based on real historic events, and some of which convey messages 
about morality, life, and God.  Some messages are good and some bad.  The Bible is not 
consistent, and it can be contradictory.  It is not self-evident.  It requires interpretation.  Various 
interpretations differ and cannot be reconciled.  It makes sense to say that God spoke through the 
Bible, but that does not mean we have to accept every line as literally true or as binding.  The 
Bible has a lot of bad stuff in it, such as genocide, which we cannot take as binding.  We have to 
evaluate every statement for ourselves.  The Bible does not speak to many modern issues such 
as cloning.  Many issues we have to decide for ourselves independently of the Bible such as 
whether or not to have national health care.  Even when the Bible is clear on some issues such 
as helping the poor, many Christians apparently decide for themselves not to follow it.  For issues 
that we cannot decide ourselves and on which the Bible does speak, we can fall back on the 
Bible as a reference.  In those cases, do not forget the potential for dispute.  If we really cannot 
decide for ourselves about divorce, we can fall back on the fact that the Old Testament allowed 
men to have more than one wife and allowed men to divorce women but not women to divorce 
men, or that Jesus seems to allow only monogamy and seems to forbid divorce, or that Paul and 
Matthew seem to allow both divorce and remarriage in some cases.   
 
Balance and Judgment.  We can avoid many mistakes by seeking a balance between 
tendencies, sometimes between two opposing tendencies, and sometimes between more than 
two.  We can be too strict with our children or too lax.  In law, we can seek the common ground 
between justice, mercy, and strictness.  So seek the balanced middle first to see if that makes 
best sense.   
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Passion.  Sometimes the balanced middle is not the best position.  We can be like the ass that 
starved to death because it stood between two exactly equal stacks of hay and could not choose 
between them.  That is what passion is for sometimes.  It can be better to make any choice, even 
a slightly wrong choice, than to make no choice at all.  When we decide, usually we should act 
with clear commitment and not vacillate.  
 
“No” to “Nothing But” and Reductionism; “Yes” to Essentialism.  People used to laugh at 
Freudianism because it seemed to say that everything was nothing but frustrated adolescent sex:  
cigars, football, striving at work, erecting tall buildings, etc.  Other “isms” have their own “nothing 
but” too.  Some religion sees human misery as nothing but the devil or nothing but a bad human 
will.  Bleeding hearts see all bad behavior as the result of curable misguidance, as when Riff in 
“West Side Story” says, “I’m depraved on account of I’m deprived”.  Batman movies and graphic 
novels are nothing but pop culture silliness.  Classical music is nothing but elitism.   
 
“Nothing but” “explains away”.  “Nothing but” reduces something so much that it loses its identity.  
We want to be able to explain but we do not want to explain away unless explaining away is right.  
It makes sense to explain by saying that something is an instance of something else but it can be 
misleading to explain away through “nothing but”.  Watching TV, golf, drinking, listening to music, 
watching trees sway, and figuring out a mathematical theorem are all fun but they are not 
“nothing but” fun.  Each is fun in its own way and each is something besides fun too.   
 
A dog is a large, complicated electrochemical machine designed by evolution but it also can be 
our best friend, a lot of fun, and it might even be a little soul.  Spot the dog is an electrochemical 
machine but is also more than “nothing but” an electrochemical machine.  People name their cars 
just because the car acts very much like it is alive and has a personality.  We do not want to 
explain away Spot the dog or Betsy the car.   
 
Of course, a big part of explanation is reducing, and sometimes reducing is the right thing to do.  
If we want to fix our car, we have to think of how it is made and how it works rather than its name 
and personality.  We have to think of it as nothing but nuts and bolts, at least for the present 
needs.  If Spot gets sick, then the veterinarian has to think of him as an electrochemical machine.   
 
Sometimes something is two or more things at the same time, and we are not sure which takes 
priority when or how to handle the overall blending.  American football is both a sport and a war.  
Social parties are both sport and war.  A walk in the woods is fresh air, exercise, appreciating 
nature, and a chance to see the principles of biology in the flesh.  A motorcycle is basic 
transportation, a great ride, and art.  A painting covers a spot on the wall and brings us to esthetic 
rapture.  
 
Sometimes we use “nothing but” when we want to get to the heart of a matter.  We might not 
mean to distort but we have to get things done, and we are willing to lose some detail to find out 
“what is going on” so that we can act or not act.  When we hear about a fight between the 
neighbors, we want to know that our car is not damaged, what they were really fighting about, 
who got hurt how, if they are liable to carry a grudge, and if the fight will spill over on to us.  We 
do not want to know if the shouting upset the dog for a while.  If they are really fighting because 
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somebody’s wife flirted with somebody’s husband, we want to know that; we do not care if they 
used the excuse that somebody’s bumper stuck out into the driveway.  We do not want to know 
what they were wearing or if the sky was overcast.  We do not even care if somebody called the 
police unless the police changed the basic situation.  Seeking the heart of a matter is called 
looking for the essence.  Looking for the essence is out of fashion now in philosophy and social 
science but people still do it because it makes sense.  Even social scientists that deny seeking 
the essence still see the essence of social relations in power.   
 
We seek the essential Jesus without reducing Jesus to “nothing but”.  Jesus might have been 
both a moral teacher and the Son of God who got crucified to save us from our sins, but we want 
to know which is more important.  We want to know what is really going on.  It might not be 
appropriate to seek the essential Jesus, but it is natural to try, and the trying often leads to good 
results that we did not intend.  We seek the essence of Jesus without reducing Jesus to nothing 
but some ideology or idealization.   
 
We have to look for all the possibilities, to look for the most important possibility if there is one, 
not to rest on our favorite alternative as the essence if it is not the essence, and to stress 
alternatives properly.  If one alternative is really the essence, then say so.  This kind of care in 
assessing takes practice, but a lot of people do it in their businesses and family lives because 
they have to.   
 
Philosophers have not decided when to insist on “nothing but”, when to insist on something 
besides “nothing but”, how to do both at the same time, and what we end up with when we do 
reduce or do not reduce.  Philosophers have not decided if everything has an essence, and, if so, 
how always to find the essence.  So we have to find balance for ourselves between seeing things 
in terms of parts or wholes, and how to see one thing as many things at the same time.  We have 
to decide if a think has an essence, if we can seek the essence, and if finding an essence is 
reducing the thing to “nothing but”.  Even if we can reduce something entirely to its parts and 
workings, it still might have an identity that we have to consider.  Even if something is clearly one 
thing at one time, it does not lose its ability to be other things at other times, and its total identity 
is not summed up in the one thing at the one time.  Sometimes morality is about doing the right 
thing, sometimes about following a rule, sometimes about the good of everybody, sometimes 
about rights, and sometimes about duties.  We have to decide which when how much.  We have 
to think about what religious realities we want to take seriously.  We have to think about whether 
or not we can reduce God, prayer, morality, and human relations to nothing but something else 
such as fear of life, and if we want to.  Even if we can reduce them to “nothing but” in one way, 
does that stop also seeing them as something in their own right in another way?  Even if religion 
is nothing but an evolved defense mechanism (like Spot the dog) does that fact mean it is not 
also true too?  Even if Jesus is nothing but a Jewish eschatological prophet does that mean he is 
not also correct?  I do not answer the questions now but you will see me dancing around them in 
the pages below, and I return to them in the part of the book on sociobiology.   
 
Animism.  People tend to see things as alive and as having intent even when we know they are 
not and do not.  Cartoons on TV are not alive, and we know they are not, but we prefer to see 
them alive anyhow.  If you shine two flashlight beams, and make one dot chase another, a 
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spectator will see the two dots as alive and as having a purpose.  You can make one dot hide, 
another seek, one jump up and down in panic, another jump up and down in joy, one tease, the 
other get angry in response, and so on.   
 
We tend to see the world this way.  Dragons hide in clouds hiding in them even when we know 
they do not.  Brooks murmur.  Trees sway.  A stick in the road is a snake, not just a stick.  
Thunder is god’s anger.  Hurricanes are god’s punishment.  
 
Of course, some things really are alive, and many living things really have intent and passion.  
Bears are large walking electrochemical machines but they are not only that.  They are alive.  
They have intentions.  They have passions.  They use their neural-chemical-mechanical abilities 
to express their life and passions.  We would be foolish not to think of them that way.  The same 
is true of other people and of our self too.  
 
It is a mistake both to make the world too lively and to make it not lively enough.  It is a bigger 
mistake to make the world not lively enough.  We can survive thinking a-stick-is-a-snake-when-it-
is-really-a-stick while we might die thinking a-snake-is-a-stick-when-it-is-really-a-snake.  It is a lot 
of fun to make the world lively as long as we do not go overboard.  
 
Sometimes we see God behind many things when really we should see other forces at work such 
as gravity for a waterfall, the diffraction of light for a rainbow, strategy for winning a war, and 
genes for causing cancer.  Sometimes God is behind some things even when other forces are 
obviously at work.  God might have used evolution to design the bear.  We need not rule out the 
possibility as long as we do not go too far and too often. 
 
We make a mistake if we see some kind of spirit behind everything that might be big, unusual, 
unique, powerful, fearful, cute, interesting, or generic.  People tend to see spirits behind big 
mountains, big rivers, big animals, waterfalls, the weather, the planets, or a species such as “the 
bear spirit”.  Even if there were more than one kind of spirit, we still have to think about what to 
best explain in terms of spirit and what to best explain in terms of physics, chemistry, and biology 
alone.  We can use both kinds of explanation at the same time as long as we do not get too 
confused.  
 
Scientists can explain almost anything in terms of only physics, chemistry, and biology, and I go 
along with them.  But I do not let their success rob me of seeing the world as alive when that is 
fun and not misleading.  It is only human to see the world both ways.  
 
We cannot explain God in terms of science or in the same terms that we would use to explain any 
lesser spirit such as the tree spirit.   
 
Divine Gift.  Between people, giving and taking mean something.  Even between animals, or 
between people and animals, giving and taking can mean something.  Giving and taking help 
make bonds and relations.  If I give something to somebody, I expect someday to get something 
back.  I hope we can keep up the giving-and-taking and the relation.  If I loan a friend a music cd 
of mine, I hope someday to borrow one of his.  If I give a biscuit to a dog, the dog takes me as a 
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friend and acts accordingly.  If the other person never gives anything back, then I know the other 
person does not want a relation with me.  If I never get my cd back, and never get the offer of a 
DVD, then I can give up on that person as a friend.  
 
If the other person is a lot bigger and more powerful than me, I might give the other person a gift 
so that I can get something from him-her that I could not get myself or could not get from anybody 
else.  If I give something to the big powerful person, and the big powerful person accepts the gift, 
then I have a pretty good hope that he-she will give me what I want.  
 
People that believe in spirits think we can get into a relation with the spirit by giving the spirit a 
gift.  Both attitudes are wrong.  There are not small spirits, so we cannot get into a relation with 
them by giving.  Even though there is a God, we cannot cajole God with gifts.  I could never 
understand why God might want a burned dead animal or even a wreath of flowers.  We cannot 
even give God something like a gift (not drinking beer for Lent), or a task (working for the 
homeless for a month), or a pilgrimage (going to Notre Dame Cathedral or the birthplace of 
Luther).  If we want something, we can just ask for it, but we should not be too hopeful.  
 
The only real gift we can give to God is a good heart.  The only benefits of a gift to God are that 
the gift might show our intent, and it might help us to understand our selves.  The gift is more 
about us than about God or our relation with God.  We can think of it as a gift to God as long as 
we do not get confused.  I say more about this topic in later parts of the book.  
 
No Negotiating.  Giving a gift to God in the hope of getting something good back is a kind of 
negotiating with God.  We cannot negotiate with God.  As Jim Morrison whined disrespectfully in 
the 1960s, “You cannot petition the lord with prayer”.  We cannot ask things like, “If you only save 
me from this sinking ship, I will say a special prayer everyday for all the rest of my life”.  We 
cannot even ask really laudable things like, “If you save my daughter Amy from cancer, you can 
kill me right now, or you can give me her cancer instead”.  In some cases, such as with a sick 
relative, it is impossible not to try negotiating like this, and I doubt that it hurts much to try.  But we 
should not expect to have our prayers answered, and we should not get angry when they are not 
answered.  I do not know what not being able to negotiate implies about the kind of relation we 
can have with God or about the place of prayer.  
 
One of my favorite passages in the Bible is in Genesis.  Abraham negotiates with God about the 
fate of Sodom and Gomorrah.  God says he will not destroy Sodom and Gomorrah if there are 
only twenty righteous men, but there are not.  Abraham quibbles about the number, saying, “well, 
if twenty is enough, how about fifteen?”  God says, “OK then, fifteen”.  By clever wheedling steps, 
Abraham gets God down to five.  The Bible does not say anything about righteous women.  
Unfortunately for the twin cities, there were not even five, so God smoked the place anyway.   
 
Abraham did negotiate with God in the Bible, but that does not mean it really happened, that we 
could do it, or that it applies in all cases.  Abraham did not negotiate to get something for himself 
or for a loved one.  Abraham did not give God a gift to butter God up.  Abraham negotiated on 
behalf of humanity, decency, and mercy in general.  We could do the same.  I am not sure if 
negotiating on behalf of the greater good would help but I see little harm in trying if we feel up to 
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it.  Abraham’s example shows us that we can have a relation with God and what a relation might 
be like.  Humor and irony play big parts.   
 
No Bookkeeping.  God does not assign points to good deeds and bad deeds.  There are no 
points.  So we cannot add good points or add bad points.  We cannot subtract bad points from 
good points.  We cannot use good points to overcome bad points.  We cannot use good deeds to 
make up for bad deeds.  Bad deeds do not erase good deeds.  We do not go to heaven if the 
sum of good points exceeds the sum of bad points.  We do not go to hell if the sum of bad points 
exceeds the sum of good points.  How long we spend in heaven or hell does not depend on our 
point total.  We should stop thinking of points at all.  God might have a long memory but he does 
not keep books.  The Buddhist idea of points is usually translated as “merit”.  There is no “merit 
keeping” either.   
 
No Transfer.  Since we do not have points, we cannot transfer points and we cannot get points 
transferred to us.  We cannot use our good points to ease our sick brother, or to get God to make 
our sister see the stupidity of alcoholism.  They cannot do the same for us.  We cannot transfer 
our good points to our dead mother to get her out of purgatory faster.  We cannot transfer our 
good points to our dead father to get him a better rebirth.  Everybody has to make do on his-her 
own.  
 
Better than Achilles.  As a Greek, I like Homer.  The lesson of the Iliad is the need to be a good 
citizen of both the human world and the moral world.  The movie “Troy”, with Brad Pitt as Achilles 
and Eric Bana as Hector, gets across the message well.  The Greeks came to besiege Troy.  
Achilles was the unstoppable warrior for the Greeks.  He had a huge chip on his shoulder, took 
nothing from nobody, and quickly avenged any slight.  Hector was Prince of Troy, a great warrior 
too, but, more importantly, a great man who put decency and the fate of his people over himself.  
Achilles thought that Hector had wronged him but Achilles was mistaken.  Achilles killed Hector 
and abused his body.  Hector’s father, King Priam, came to Achilles to beg for Hector’s body so 
as to perform the needed rites.  Achilles had to stop thinking that it was all about him and all 
about honor.  Achilles had to see that Hector was a better man than him even if Achilles was the 
better fighter.  Achilles had to realize that respect for the dead Hector, and for the religious beliefs 
of his kin, was important even if Achilles thought Hector had wronged him.  Achilles had to put 
decency ahead of honor, and he had to see that decency has a lot to do with social life.  Achilles 
became a good citizen.  
 
After returning Hector’s body, the gods arrange for Achilles to die.  Achilles did not die because 
he saw the greater good.  Being a good citizen does not kill the spirit within.  Being a good citizen 
does not necessarily prevent you from being a free spirit Romantic rebel salt of the earth in touch 
with the underbelly walking on the wild side.  Maybe Achilles died because there was no longer a 
place for the old Achilles in the better world of decency and good citizenship, as there was no 
place for Butch Cassidy or the Sundance Kid in the developing modern world.   
 
We have to go as far as Achilles, and then we have to go even farther.  We have to be good 
citizens in that we have to respect decency and normal social relations.  We also have to be good 
citizens of the Kingdom.  We have to strive for something better.  We cannot rest only with being 
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good citizens, with only voting, only voting the right way, paying taxes, or supporting the right 
political causes.  We have to think about right and wrong, and then we have to actively do things 
to advance right and wrong, at least in situations under our control.  We have to go beyond 
passive decency to active decency.  We have to go beyond Achilles to be the Good Samaritan.   
 
I do not know if being a good citizen in the way of Hector or Achilles impedes being a good citizen 
of the Kingdom of God in the way of the Good Samaritan.  I can imagine cases where it is more 
important to be a good citizen of the Kingdom of God than to be a good citizen of Troy or Greece.  
Jesus died because he was being a good citizen of the Kingdom of God rather than of Rome.  I 
do not know if being a good citizen of the Kingdom of God makes you a Romantic rebel and 
qualifies you to flaunt normal citizenship but I doubt it.  It does not give you the right to flaunt 
decency.  Most of the time being a good citizen in the way of Hector and Achilles is the best 
preparation for being a good citizen of the Kingdom of god.  Using the idea of moral superiority to 
indulge in romanticism about yourself is to go back to what Achilles was before he met Hector.   
 
Better Than Family Values.  Just as Jesus requires us to be more than good citizens, so also 
Jesus requires more than family values.  There is nothing wrong with family values nearly all of 
the time, and there is much right with them nearly all the time.  But family values are not the same 
as the teachings of Jesus, and they cannot substitute for the teachings of Jesus.  To substitute 
family values for the teachings of Jesus is the same thing as to substitute romantic self-
indulgence for the teachings of Jesus.  It is to come short of the mark.   
 
The Greater Good Undoes the Lesser Good.  Being a citizen of the Kingdom of God can 
require us to be a bad citizen of the civil state sometimes, as when we refuse to follow a bad law 
or refuse bad military service.  Being a member of the family of God can require us to be a bad 
family member sometimes, as when we allow a person to have freedom of choice even when we 
can see that the person might make a bad choice, and even when that person is our child or the 
child of a family in our community.  A greater good can sometimes undo a lesser good.  
Advocates of family values often can see the first case but not the second.   
 
This is really dangerous ground.  I do not know of any hard-and-fast rules here.  This is where we 
need both rules and judgment.  I cannot say more here.  
 
Not Morally Right Because It Is Useful.  I make this mistake a lot, as do most people that think 
they have the ability to tell other people about religion and social life.  We want to make good 
whatever we find useful.   
 
A quick way to see this mistake is through a particular version called “Pascal’s Wager”.  Blaise 
Pascal was a French mathematician and philosopher in the 1600s.  He pioneered the 
mathematics of probability, chiefly to help gamblers that asked him how to bet.  He also used 
logic to defend Roman Catholicism.  He said, “You are a gambler.  You do not know for sure that 
God exists or does not exist.  Suppose you bet that God does not exist by leading an indulgent 
life, and God does exist.  In that case, you lose a lot.  Suppose you bet that God does exist by 
leading a good life.  If God does exist, you gain a lot.  If God does not exist, you might lose a little; 
but you would not lose nearly as much as if God did exist and you led an indulgent life.  So the 
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smart thing to do is live as if God existed.”  Maybe.  I do not like his logic.  I do not want to believe 
in God because it is convenient.  I want to believe because of what is in my heart, because I think 
it is true.  If God does exist, I want to face up and do what is needed.  If God does not exist, I 
want to face up and do what is needed.  I do not want to run my life on hedges.  I want to make a 
commitment that reflects my belief.  
 
Moral logic is just different than strategic logic.  Yet the two are bound together.  I think moral 
logic originated historically (evolutionarily) from practical logic.  But they have since parted ways, 
and we cannot reduce one to another.  We have to accept the force of both, and see how they 
interact.   
 
A funny and poignant version of the mistake of this section shows up in the song “Santa Claus is 
Coming to Town” where children get a taste both of moral problems and of philosophical 
problems with omniscience.   
 
 “He knows when you are sleeping 
 He knows when you’re awake 
 He knows when you’ve been bad or good 
 So be good for goodness’ sake” 
 
The philosopher Arthur Schopenauer said, “We cannot will to will”.  He did not mean only that 
there are some actions that do not work on themselves, although there are some actions that do 
not work on themselves.  Schopenauer meant that there are some actions that are starting points 
in themselves that we cannot get beneath.  We can usually recognize foundation actions if we 
think of them in terms of willing.  Westerners think of deep emotions, tastes, commitments, 
values, and preferences this way.  When we will something, we just will it.  We cannot do 
anything to create a will for something.  We cannot love democracy just because we would like to 
love democracy if we do not really love democracy.  If we love democracy, then we just love 
democracy.  You cannot will to love Nancy because you should love Nancy.  Either you love her 
or you do not love her.  You cannot fake some actions.  “Willing” and “believing” are in 
themselves.  They work on something else but cannot work on themselves and nothing else can 
work on them.  We can will to climb a mountain but we cannot will to believe.  We can only 
believe in something because we think it is true.  We cannot will to believe the sky is green if we 
really think it is blue.  We cannot will to believe in Jesus’ resurrection just because to do so gets 
us to heaven.  We can only believe it or not.  Later in the book I break these rules somewhat but 
they are true enough for now.   
 
Another version of the mistake:  “We should judge an idea according to its social consequences.  
Even if an idea is a little bit wrong, we should judge it according to its social consequences.  
Whether God exists or not does not matter as much as the social consequences of belief or 
disbelief.  People that do not believe in God are much less moral than people that do believe in 
God, any God.  Non-believers are not as honest.  They cause a lot of crime and social problems.  
We cannot rely on them in business.  In contrast, believers fit into society better.  So we should 
promote the idea of God so as to make people behave better, make business prosper, and make 
society run better.”  This idea is common among politicians, business people, and religious 
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leaders.  I have even seen eminent economists suggest it, and even jokingly say that the state 
should pay the salaries of preachers as public servants.  
 
I do not like this version either, for the same reasons I do not like Pascal’s wager and for another 
reason too.  First, as against Pascal, I want to believe because I think what I believe is true, not 
because what I believe is useful for me or makes the city run well.  
 
Second, how wrong does an idea have to be before we have to see that truth is more important 
than social order?  When leaders want people to believe so as to promote order regardless of 
truth, then people who seek the truth regardless of social consequences become enemies of the 
state and they also become heroes.  The people that want the state to run well but bend reality to 
do so are necessarily bad guys.  The bad guys are the good guys, the good guys are the bad 
guys, all politicians must be evil, and the city does not work well after all.  See “’V’ for Vendetta”, 
countless movies on uncovering secret government plots, and Republicans on global climate 
change.  Maybe the way to make society better is not to try too hard to make it run better, or at 
least not to try too hard by bending the truth.   
 
Atheists and agnostics have their own version of this mistake.  They justify their morals not by 
saying their morals are objectively true but by saying their morals help society to work better.  “Do 
not murder” is morally true not because murder is wrong but because not murdering makes 
society run better.  A rule is morally true if it helps society run better and morally false if it does 
not.  Some versions would say a moral rule is true if it increases my reproductive success and 
false if it hurts my reproductive success, but we can avoid thinking about those versions until later 
in the book.  I do not count moral rules as true because they make society work better but 
because they are morally true.  I want to act on morals because they are right even if my actions 
impede society a bit.  The problem gets harder:  When I subordinate moral truth to the idea of 
making society work better, I really have no standard for what a better society is.  I cannot say 
that a better society is a more truthful society because truth is what works within society as 
society defines what works.  I cannot say a happier society is a better society because I have no 
standard to say that happier is better unless society tells me that happiness is better.  I need 
some moral standard outside of society to judge whether or not society is working better, and so I 
cannot establish my morality (my standard) by its results within society.   
 
We cannot always decide questions like the existence of God or whether some particular act is 
morally right or wrong, and we often have to act anyway.  When we do act, we should take into 
account the consequences of our actions.  But we should not try to back-think so as to convince 
ourselves that what we do is true because it is useful.  We need to think about whether it is 
independently right or not.   
 
Good God.  Good is logically different from God.  Something is not good just because God wills 
it.  If God willed something, I could be pretty sure God willed it, and doing it did not entail anything 
immoral, then I would try to do it.  But I would not be doing it because it is good.   
 
If I was sure that God wished me to kill an innocent child, or even an innocent kitten, I could not 
do it.  I cannot do something that is immoral just because God wishes me to do it.  Suppose that 
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we accept an authority over us.  Being willing to commit an immoral act just because that 
authority wishes it is a sign of depravity, not uprightness.  In the movie “Batman Begins”, Bruce 
Wayne leaves his mentor (Liam Neeson) because his mentor wants him to murder a defenseless 
man.  The man is a criminal, has evaded the law, and will not be punished unless by Bruce 
Wayne; but still the man is helpless, and Bruce Wayne refuses to just murder him.  Anikin 
Skywalker becomes Darth Vader when he learns to kill at the Emperor’s request regardless of 
who the victims are.   He learns this even before he becomes a machine.  Becoming a machine is 
only the final stage in his transformation.  David Webb becomes Jason Bourne when he willingly 
kills a helpless, bound, hooded man just because his CIA developer urges him to do it.  He 
begins to undo Jason Bourne when he cannot kill a bad man without also killing the man’s 
innocent daughter, and so he does not kill the bad man.  Suicide bombing of civilians is wrong 
even if God wills it.  Collective punishment of civilians because some among them are terrorists is 
wrong even if God wills it.  
 
We like to think that God would not do anything immoral or amoral or that God would not want us 
to do anything immoral or amoral.  The Book of Joshua might cause us to reconsider because 
God encourages the Hebrews to commit immoral genocide.  At least, God allows evil.  So God 
might not do anything immoral or amoral but there is no clear one-to-one relation between God 
and morality.  God created a world in which morality was very important, but he also made a 
world with a logical distinction between himself and morality. 
 
So we still carry the burden of having to think out the morality of acts and ideas for ourselves, and 
we cannot just rely on the opinion of a religious leader as to the mind of God.  
 
One of the most famous stories in the Bible is of Abraham and Isaac.  Isaac is Abraham’s only 
son.  God tells Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, and Abraham is willing to do it.  At the last minute, 
when God is sure of Abraham’s intent, God stops Abraham.  This is horrible, even if God did stop 
Abraham.  I can give this story a spin that makes it a bit easier to take, but I do not want to let 
spin distract me from my main repulsion.  It is wrong to ask someone to do something wrong.  
God would not do it.  It is wrong to do something wrong just because an authority asks you to do 
it.  God should not do it.  I get back to this story later in the book.   
 
God and Evil.  Evil cannot be reconciled with a god that is all-powerful (omnipotent) and all-
knowing (omniscient).  No theology I have read has bridged this gap.  Evil can only exist because 
God allows it.  If God allows it, then God is partly to blame for the evil.  
 
If free will cannot exist without the possibility of evil, and it is better to have free will with evil than 
to have no evil and no free will (see the movie “Time Bandits”), then God might be limited in his 
power.  At the least, God might have better prepared us for the combination.  If some evil was 
inevitable with free will, God might have found a way to limit evil to less than what we see in this 
world.  
 
Allowing a devil into the equation does not solve the problem.  The devil is less powerful than 
God, and so God could prevent the devil from doing too much evil, but God does not.   
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Limiting the power of God does solve the problem but it raises other problems, and it is not 
allowable under strict Judaism, Christianity, or Islam.  
 
Allowing multiple gods can solve the problem but that raises other problems and it is not 
allowable under Judaism, Christianity, or Islam.  In fact, the devil in the popular versions of those 
religions is another god, and so the popular versions of those religions are polytheistic and not 
correct.   
 
Calling God “the Dharma” does not solve the problem because the Dharma is intrinsically morally 
good and should not allow evil any more than does God.  Calling God “the Tao” does not solve 
the problem even if the Tao is only vaguely moral because the Tao does not allow for evil 
intrinsically within itself.   
 
God might explain this problem to people after they are dead but that solution does not help the 
living.  As far as I know, nobody has come back from the dead to solve this problem for us, not 
even Jesus.  So living people have no solution.  
 
We the living must learn to live with the problem.  Mostly we learn to live with it by fighting evil 
and by trying to reduce evil.  That seems reasonable to me under the circumstances.  
 
Not God of the Hearth.  People strongly tend to seek religious validation for their way of life:  
God loves businesspeople, or the working class, or intellectuals, or families.  God might love all 
those people but I doubt that he loves any of them in particular, or blesses their way of life in 
particular.  If he does, Jesus was wrong about diversity.  
 
People seem to need a god as the patron of family life in general, of their kind of family life in 
particular, and even of their own families.  In Rome and China, ancestors became minor gods 
who defended their descendants.  In traditional Mormon Utah, God wanted polygyny (one man 
with several wives).  In the Old Testament, God helped the Israelites proliferate in part by 
approving polygyny, and God tolerated prostitution.  Yet now in America, God wants us all to be 
strictly monogamous, to be celibate at marriage, to have only one sexual partner our entire lives, 
and never to use prostitutes.  Now in America, God helps the right families and punishes people 
that do not have the right families.  Now in America, for many people, as in many other religions 
of the world, that is the principal role of God.  
 
God’s principal role is not protector of family values, any kind of family values.  God is not 
primarily the god of the hearth.  God dislikes immorality, including some kinds of sexual 
immorality and some kinds of family immorality.  We should not have incest with our children.  
Still, God did not have only one kind of family in mind, and God does not take a highly active role 
in protecting that kind of family.   
 
Later in the book I talk again about the relation between God and families.   
 
No Rapid Punishment and Reward.  God does not punish and reward us now for our deeds in 
this life.  God might punish and reward us in this life sometimes, but, if so, it is beyond my 
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knowledge.  I know of no case that I can attribute to divine justice.  We do have to reckon with 
God after we die, but we do not reckon while still alive except in prayer.  If we murder our 
annoying neighbor with the yappy dogs, God does not punish us.  If he did, there would be much 
less murder.  If we save a drowning child, God does not reward us.  If he did, there would be 
many more heroic acts.  
 
The flip side of this mistake is more important.  If something bad happens to us, it is not because 
God is angry with us and has punished us.  That is called “blaming the victim”.  If something bad 
happens to a person, he-she should not feel guilty on top of the bad event, and should not search 
for some sin to make up for.  If a girl is raped, that is bad enough, and it did not happen because 
she provoked it.  If a hurricane hits Alabama, it is not because Alabama put the lottery up for 
decision by the voters.  If I get a flat tire on the freeway, it is not because I yelled at my wife.  In 
the same way, but in the other direction, if I win the lottery, it is not because I am especially good.  
If being good could win the lottery, I would be very good.  The movies sometimes have nuns 
winning a big bet on a long shot in a horse race to save the convent, but that does not happen in 
real life no matter how much we wish it would.  Health, wealth, and success are not rewards for 
being righteous, and we should not take them as signs that way.  Sickness, poverty, and failure 
are not punishments for sin, and we should not take them as signs that way.  
 
One version of this mistake is funny.  After a town in Pennsylvania decided to keep Creationism 
out of its school textbooks, Pat Robertson warned them that God would send disasters such as 
storms, earthquakes, and plagues.  Nothing happened, so maybe God approved of their decision 
and disagreed with Pat Robertson.  During the Bush administration, America has faced an 
unprecedented line up of natural disasters including Hurricane Katrina, drought in the Southeast, 
and fires in California.  In my head, I know this is only coincidence but sometimes in my heart I 
wish this were divine punishment for the arrogance and un-democratic conniving of the “Bushies”.   
 
One version of this mistake is sad.  People sometimes think that, if only they are good enough, 
then things have to turn out all right.  At the risk of being sexist, I have seen this attitude mostly 
among girls and young women aged about 10 to 30.  I do not know why.  People with this attitude 
try so hard to be good that they twist their lives.  If things do not turn out as they hoped, they 
blame themselves and they sift their lives looking for the tiny fault that provoked God.   
 
God does not primarily want to make you rich.  The “prosperity gospel” of the televangelists not 
only is false, it is also likely immoral.  According to the Old Testament, God did make some of the 
patriarchs rich as a way to promote their offspring and the Hebrews.  But he did not make all the 
patriarchs, judges, or prophets rich.  Most of us are not prophets and will not found a nation.   
 
Morality Does Not Require Reward and Punishment.  This mistake is related to the idea that 
people have to believe in God to be good for society.  Most people are mostly moral without 
fearing punishment for a bad deed and without expecting a reward for a good deed.  This is part 
of what it means to be an adult.  
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I am not saying that all people are saints and that we can do away with the courts and police.  
Everybody makes mistakes, and some people make a lot of mistakes.  Some people hurt other 
people.  Some people cannot control themselves.  We need the courts and the police.   
 
I am saying that no amount of courts and police would be enough to control the people if the 
people did not have a lot of self-control.  The overwhelming vast majority of bad deeds die as 
fantasies in the hearts of generally good people, and we need it to be that way.  People 
internalize morality and that is a good thing.  
 
The courts and police probably do discourage some people that are ordinarily moral but might 
transgress sometimes if they did not think they would be caught and punished.  I probably would 
kill my neighbor’s yappy dogs if I thought I could get away with it because I have rationalized 
killing them to the point where I do not think it would be immoral anymore.   
 
Some people think that people in general would be a lot less moral if people in general did not 
fear divine punishment or did not hope for divine reward, and so some people promote God as 
vindictive, as a giant mean ever-watching parent with a big switch in his hand.  Do not trespass 
on the church lawn or God will give you gangrene in your sinning feet.  I do not agree.  People 
just do not fear divine punishment the way they fear the courts and police.  Fear of divine 
punishment might stop a murder now and then but I doubt that it stops nearly as much 
embezzlement as does a good forensic accountant.  We do not need to hold up God as a giant 
mean parent with a switch in hand so that we can get people to act well.  I think people that say 
we need divine reward and punishment do so mostly because they claim to be able to specify for 
God just what behaviors we are to be rewarded or punished for, and so are able to control their 
fellows to their own advantage.   
 
People do not give to charity because they expect God to reward them in this life, and probably 
do not give because they expect God to reward them in the next life either.  They give because 
they know it is good.  
 
Some sin leads to its own punishment and some virtue leads to its own reward.  As Dickens so 
ably showed in several books, if we are mean to all our neighbors then we are liable to be 
miserable, and if we are good to our neighbors then we are liable to rest easy at night.  If we are 
good to our children, they are liable to turn out well.  They might even take care of us in our old 
age.  But we should not confuse these natural connections with divine intervention.  
 
Absolute Same.  In the movie “The Matrix”, Agent Smith is the devil.  The machines made him, 
but then he transformed, and now not even his makers can stop him.  His chief goal, and main 
technique, is his ability to make everyone exactly like himself.  When he has made everyone 
exactly like himself, then he no longer has to put up with the diverse smells and tastes of the 
pseudo-liquid-pseudo-organic matrix world.  Many stories in Western civilization have variations 
on this theme.     
 
Movements of all kinds, religious, political, and intellectual, are like Agent Smith.  They make 
everybody within the same.  Even worse, often they want everybody in the world, in or out of the 
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movement, to be the same too.  People that cannot be the same are condemned.  Despite 
declarations of diversity, among the people most determined to make everyone like themselves 
are some politically correct (PC) people I have met, including atheists, rock-n-roll bad girls, and 
liberal Christians.  Conservative Christians and Muslims are little different.  After the sociobiology 
movement gained strength, I realized I had some differences with it.  I had several unhappy 
moments with prominent leaders as they tried to “straighten me out”.   
 
So it seems as if the answer is some kind of real diversity and not merely the slogan diversity of 
PC.  But this cannot be quite true either.  Remember Achilles.  We want someone like Achilles in 
our world to protect us from the bad guys but not if he is out of control and hurts us.  Not if he 
becomes a bad guy.  I do not know about you, but I do not want people that are rude, trashy, 
dirty, loud, have yappy dogs, otherwise intrude on neighbors, or make it harder to live in the 
world.  I want people that get the idea of decency.  I want somebody like Achilles to force louts to 
behave decently even if they cannot get the idea of decency on their own.  Diversity is good but 
within some limits.   
 
Groups have an identity.  Even when people do not cause trouble through bad manners, it is 
important that they understand the group identity, conform to the group identity, and actively 
support it.  If they do not understand the group identity, they are liable to accidentally go against 
it.  If you sign up for Boy Scouts, you have to get the idea of a Boy Scout or you are liable to 
betray it.  People that do not really get the sense of a group cannot make up much of the 
membership or the group will fall.  
 
So within a group we want people that both understand basic decency and that get the group 
identity.  Whether we like it or not, any group has to be made up mostly of almost Agent Smiths or 
it will fall.   
 
Now we come to a basic problem of democracy.  A democracy cannot have too many louts or it 
will fall.  People that do not get the ideas of decency and democracy cannot make up most of the 
citizens or the democracy will fall.  But a democracy is not a voluntary organization.  If you are 
born in it, or immigrate into it, you are a part of it whether or not you are a lout and whether or not 
you get the idea.  If too many louts or stubborn people live in a democracy, it will fall.   
 
Christianity shares some of the same problems as a democracy.  It cannot have too many louts 
and the members have to really get it.  Not everybody is naturally accepting and forgiving.  
People do not always transform to be accepting and forgiving just because they happen to see 
the importance of Jesus.  Churches cannot have too many stubborn hard-hearted people or they 
fall.  On the other hand, if churches are too soft, they fall too.  People take advantage of diversity 
and forgiveness.  Non-Christians accept things from Christians but never give back, to the point 
where Christians can go broke supporting non-Christians.  Poor people become Christian in 
name so that they can get support from better-off Christians.  People do not always change after 
they have been accepted and forgiven.  Prostitutes do not necessarily stop “the life” just because 
somebody forgave them.  People that have been accepted do not necessarily extend the same 
kind of acceptance to other people.  Gamblers do not always accept and forgive alcoholics.  If too 
many people like this are part of the church, then the church will fall.  To keep the church from 
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falling, some members of the church have to turn all members into almost Agent Smith.  This was 
a real problem in the early Christian church.   
 
I do not know any sure way out of this problem that preserves both diversity and group identity, 
either in democracies or in Christianity.  I do not know how to draw the line between Stepford 
Wife and Queen of the Damned.  Lara Croft might be the modern idea of the unrealistic but 
attractive middle.   
 
Faith Is Not Enough.  As a young child, I participated in what was likely the greatest social 
psychology experiment ever.  A Disney TV program showed the adventures of Peter Pan and 
Tinkerbell the fairy.  One day, Tinkerbell was mortally wounded, I think poisoned.  The physical 
poison represented the spiritual poison that some children did not believe in fairies, even in 
Tinkerbell.  She would die unless all the children watching the program believed in her and 
believed she would recover.  Only overwhelming faith could bring her back.  I think we had to 
demonstrate our faith by clapping our hands at the right moment.  Tinkerbell would hear, know 
that the children believed in her, and know that they loved her.  The faith and love of the children 
would save her.  It must be true because she recovered.   
 
In “The Empire Strikes Back”, Luke is trying to levitate his star ship from a swamp as Yoda looks 
on.  Luke almost succeeds but not quite.  Luke obviously has the ability but lacks something to 
complete the ability.  Yoda tells Luke that he failed because Luke did not believe.  There is no 
trying; there is only absolute black-and-white faith with doing.  Either you believe and you 
succeed, or you do not believe and you fail.  Absolute faith is able to overcome any physical 
barrier.   
 
In the New Testament, Jesus is able to heal people because they believe.  If they do not believe, 
he cannot heal them.  Peter started out walking on water but sank when his faith in Jesus 
wavered.  Jesus says that faith as small as a mustard seed can move mountains.   
 
If only the power of faith were true.  Mohammad had a good idea.  He said, “If the mountain will 
not come to Mohammad, then Mohammad will go to the mountain”.   
 
Faith can be a powerful component in success.  It can push us over the threshold we need to 
succeed, as when we give a talk in front of people, we fight a disease, or try to make it as a rock 
band.  Self-confidence is good.  That is why people want to be able to will to will, to will to believe.   
 
But we cannot will to believe, and faith alone is not enough, and faith might not even be the most 
important thing.  Several times I had serious infections.  Faith alone could not have healed me.  I 
needed some powerful exotic antibiotics.  
 
Saying that faith alone is not enough does not kill Tinkerbell, deny the Force, condemn Luke 
never to finish his Jedi training, leave lepers and sick children to die, sink Peter in the water, or 
defy God.  Not having your prayers answered does not mean that you did not believe strongly 
enough and that you should believe more.  
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Trying to believe more is making the same mistake as in Pascal’ Wager above.  We cannot will to 
will.  We cannot believe more because we try to believe more.  We believe as much as we 
believe because we think it is true.  
 
Insisting that God do something for us because we believe is not a good show of faith but is a 
way of coercing God and defying God.   
 
Someday the Israelis will burn animals in the Temple again as an offering to God.  Many Jews 
hope the act restores the kingdom of Israel while many fundamentalist Christians hope the act 
brings the end of the world and the Second Coming.  Neither will happen.  Even if their faith were 
genuine, it cannot coerce God.   
 
I have faith, and often it is childish and foolish.  It is better to wait till later in the book to discuss 
the specifics.  It does not include mystic energy or forcing God, and it does include relying on 
science.   
 
Not Everything from Nothing.  The point of this section is that we can derive just about any 
silliness at all from nonsense, yet many religious fundamentals seem like nonsense, so we have 
to be careful.  If the next two paragraphs annoy you, skip them.  
 
Logicians have developed a formula to make sure their systems come out right.  An “if-then 
statement” is like this:  “If I let go of the ball, then it will fall”.  We can tell if the whole if-then 
statement is true or false by looking at the component parts to see if they are true or false.  If “I let 
go of the ball” is true and “it falls” is true, then the whole if-then statement is true.  If “I let go of the 
ball” is true but “it falls” is false, then the whole if-then statement is false.  Maybe the ball is really 
a helium balloon.  Usually assessing by parts makes sense even to people that are not logicians 
except when the “if” part of the if-then statement is stubbornly false.  Suppose the “if” statement is 
“If the sky is green” so that we have “If the sky is green, then the ball will fall”.  The sky is not 
green and we are not sure about the falling ball.  So then what do we know about the whole 
statement “If the sky is green, then the ball will fall”?  Logicians decided that, in cases where the 
“if “ is false, then the whole if-then statement is true regardless of the “then” statement.  “If the sky 
is green, then the ball will fall” is true as a whole even though “the sky is green” is false.  So the 
following if-then statement is true as a whole too just because the “if” statement is false:  “If the 
sky is green, then the moon is made of cheese”.  This result goes against common sense and 
logicians know it does, but this technique has the value of showing us how whole systems work 
and of directing our attention to problems and holes.  I do not show how.  
 
It is better to see this peculiarity where the “if” statement is undeniably false.  Some if-then 
statements have a pair of statements together as their “if”:  if ([I drop the ball], and [gravity still 
works]) can count as one “if” statement.  We can use these double “if” statements in a larger “if-
then” statements, such as the “if-then” statement above {if ([I drop the ball] and [gravity still 
works]), then the ball will fall}.  We can make sense of this because we can decide if the two-
inside-statements-in-one are together true or false.  But suppose the pair of statements that 
together make up the “if” statement are contradictory and so undeniably false:  if ([the sky is blue] 
and [the sky is not blue])?  Then what do we make of the whole if-then statement for which the 
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two contradictory statements together make up the “if”:  {if ([the sky is blue] and [the sky is not 
blue]), then the ball will fall}.  What do we make of this?  Logicians say this whole if-then 
statement is true anyway:  {if ([the sky is blue] and [the sky is not blue]), then the ball will fly}.  
This is just strange, and seems like justifying nonsense.   
 
Now resume the section.  The equivalent to this kind of weirdness in everyday life is an if-then 
statement based on an “if” that cannot be evaluated:  “If Jesus is God, then everybody that does 
not believe goes to hell”.  We cannot evaluate for sure whether or not Jesus is God, but we have 
to do something about the whole if-then idea anyway.  It seems like the whole if-then statement is 
true even if Jesus is not God, so it seems like we have to accept the “then” part.  It seems that we 
are going to hell if we are not careful, whether or not Jesus is God.  We get confused and make 
mistakes.  
 
With this logic, we can derive all we want from ideas that cannot be evaluated but have to be 
taken or rejected on faith.  Starting from nonsense, we can say whatever we want, nobody can 
contradict us, and it seems like our conclusions must be true.  In that case, we had better be 
careful what we say and what we accept.   
 
This is why scientists are so keen to make sure that statements can be evaluated true or false.  
They need to know what conclusions we can draw from the statements and if we are liable to get 
confused.  Since we cannot evaluate “If Jesus is God” then we have to be really careful about 
what conclusions we draw from it.  
 
This is why we have to be careful about reading the Bible.  It is self-contradictory and it says 
things that cannot be evaluated through experience or common sense such as that the earth 
stood still do help Joshua win a battle.  From its self-contradictions and its statements that cannot 
be evaluated we can derive just about anything we want.  This is why we have to be careful about 
faith and about thinking that faith alone is enough.  Faith cannot be evaluated and so we can 
derive from it anything we want.  We can make some pretty big mistakes by starting out “if you 
only believed enough”.  We find it hard to correct those mistakes.   
 
Some religious have as their basic ideas statements that we cannot evaluate or that really are 
just nonsense, such as “Jesus is God”, “the Dharma is everything”, “you and God are one”, or 
even, alas, “cultivate a relation with God”, and “Spot the dog is both only a machine and more 
than a machine”.  The statements might or might not be true, and they might or might not mean 
something, but we have to be careful even if we do think they are true and meaningful.   
 
To avoid the possibility of getting anything from nonsense, some groups fall back on very specific 
statements as a part of what you have to believe to “get it” and be part of the group, such as “You 
must be baptized to be saved, and you may have only one baptism for the remission of sins”.  In 
their own way, scientists do this, such as my belief that we have to explain in terms of parts rather 
than wholes.  
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Yet People feel constrained by specifics.  Even at risk of lapsing into nonsense from which we 
can derive anything, people want noble generalities that cover a lot of cases and that unify their 
worlds, such as “Do the right thing” and “God loves you”.  
 
People want specifics, feel constrained by them and so want generalities, but can be tricked by 
generalities.  In the end, we have to balance generalities which might be nonsense and from 
which we can derive anything versus specifics that cannot do justice to the world and our beliefs.   
 
No Magic Formula.  Now I give you some meaningful nonsense from which you can derive more 
nonsense if you wish, or from which you might get some insight.   
 
There is no magic formula for exactly what to do as a result of religion, for what to believe, what 
God is, or how to have a right relation with God.  There are always some guidelines.  Guidelines 
are necessary.  They are sufficient for most cases but not for all.  We need something more 
sometimes and we need to be able to change the guidelines sometimes.  The something more is 
trust.  We have to let go of absolute security, let go of fear, and then trust.  If I try to specify 
exactly what this is, then I try to provide a magic formula, and I negate myself.   
 
Trust does not mean that the world will turn out all right, that we only have to play our part, and 
God will do the rest.  For all I know, we can go along with God, do what we should, and the world 
will still go to hell.  For all I know, we can be right with God and our spouse can still die of cancer.  
Trust is not trusting in the world alone or trusting in God to magically save the physical world.  
Trust is trust.  Trust is “fear not”.  Trust is believing that we can be all right with God regardless of 
what happens in the world.   
 
Trust also extends to human beings but that is trickier, and I prefer to let that go until towards the 
end of the book.  
 
This idea of trust is similar to ideas of trust found in various religions, and I do not know how to 
draw a clear line between this version and other versions, or even if there are no real differences.  
This idea is like the idea of trust in the Star Wars movies, as in “Luke, trust your feelings”.  When 
we have no magic formula, then we cannot trust in any obvious logic, and so it seems as if we 
have to trust our feelings. Yet I do not want to say, “trust your emotions” because emotions betray 
us too.  Both the Jedi and the Sith trust their feelings but one turns out good while the other turns 
out evil.  Trust is not logic but it is not only emotions either.  Star Wars understood the problem, 
and the basic idea of trust, but offered only a pop culture solution.  
 
For a better solution, first we have to accept that we need the guidelines even if we cannot 
absolutely rely on them.  Great religious adepts continue to act morally even if they put morality 
into a greater context.  Jedi remain good.  After we see that we need guidelines yet we need 
more too, then we can move into trust.  This idea of trust is like what is found in some forms of 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism but the similarities and differences are too much to go into 
here.  
 
I do not know if trust is the same as love, and I do not speculate more here.  



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  2.01 Common Mistakes 

19 
 

 
It is possible to say that trust is the same as faith or grace, but I do not want to use that formula 
because I think Protestants have misused the ideas of faith and grace and Roman Catholics have 
misused the idea of grace.  Protestants think that:  we have faith; faith leads to God bestowing 
grace; grace makes us righteous, and righteousness leads to salvation.  Instead, I think we 
should not even think about righteousness and salvation.  Faith and grace become means to the 
ends of righteousness and salvation rather than something in themselves.  We need to think 
about a direct relation with God rather than about what God is good for and about the means to 
get it.  The differences will become more apparent later in the book after we learn more about the 
Protestant ideas of faith, grace, and righteousness, and learn more about what I have in mind 
with the term “trust”.   
 
Maybe it helps to say what this idea of trust is not.  We cannot think that we trust God and are all 
right with God if we are merely righteous, if we achieve righteousness through faith, if we achieve 
righteousness through grace, if we are perfect in following the Law of the Bible, if we understand 
the correct dogma of the Church, if we follow the sacraments of the Church, if we follow the 
correct festivals, if we seek holiness for ourselves, if we seek holiness through separation from 
sinners, if we seek holiness in the middle of living in the corrupt world (the “floating world”), if we 
seek holiness for our nation or our ethnic group, or if we follow specific commandments.  
 
Maybe it helps to look at what trust is liable to do to people that have trust, and what they are 
liable to do as a result of having trust.  People that trust follow Jesus’ teachings.  They do unto 
others as they would have others do unto them.  They are useful.  They actively try to build a 
better world.  They are merciful and forgiving.   
 
I can see how someone could think, “The idea of trust has no content.  I can make it mean 
whatever I want.  From it, I can derive almost any conclusion, and can derive almost any 
justification for what I want to do for other reasons.  The idea of trust is a potential goldmine of 
rationalization.”  The idea of trust can be abused like this.  Ideas that are potentially empty at the 
core can be both powerfully good and open to powerful abuse.  The ideas of Dharma and Tao are 
like this.  I cannot offer sure safeguards against abuse for the same reason that I cannot offer a 
magic defining formula.  We have to trust that trust will not lead to abuse most of the time.  We 
have to trust that our judgment can get us out of abuse when it happens, most of the time.  Unlike 
“willing to will”, we can trust in trust.   
 
Salvation.  Being saved is getting the ideas of Jesus and doing what he wanted to the extent that 
we are able.  I am not sure what it could be otherwise in Christianity.  Whether or not salvation 
leads to heaven is irrelevant.  Jesus asked us to follow him because it was the right thing to do 
and not so that we could go to heaven.  
 
Pure Morality.  Somewhere in the Bible it says that we should do good to our enemies so as to 
heap coals on their heads.  This idea is perverse.  It mocks the sense of good.  We do not do 
good for any personal end, such as riches or security.  Especially we do not do good so as to 
indirectly do bad, to our enemies or to anybody else.  Jesus said to do good to our enemies so as 
to do good to our enemies, not so as to hurt them or so as to help ourselves.  Morality is 
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something in itself.  Legions of philosophers have written reams to make this point, and I cannot 
make this point any clearer by saying it at greater length.   
 
Of course, real people mix morality with practicality.  We have to, or we could not get along, 
prosper, and raise families.  I cannot condemn the mixing of practicality and morality out of hand.  
I cannot ask for perfect people who might doom themselves out of their own perfection.  I also 
cannot excuse immorality.  Later parts of the book talk about relations of morality and practicality.   
 
A standard scenario in soap operas is second-guessing somebody who appears to go a good 
thing but might really be doing it for selfish motives.  Lady X gives a million dollars to charity but 
really does it as a tax dodge.  People can even fool themselves into thinking they act out of good 
motives by forgetting their own self-interest.  Lady X might overlook the tax dodge in her own 
mind.  We can spend a lot of time wondering whether the poor widow Y donated her only pair of 
Gucci shoes to Goodwill because she wanted somebody to benefit from them before she died or 
because they aggravated her bunions and she wanted a tax write-off.  At some point, it is better 
to stop wondering about the motives of others and of our selves, and to just take good at face 
value.   
 
Related errors are the ideas that something has to be hard to be really moral (“no pain, no gain”), 
if an action is not hard then it is not moral, and that if an action is hard then that action is really 
moral.  “It cannot be really moral to give to the poor if it is not hard.  The more it hurts to give, the 
more moral and virtuous.  Because it is hard not to have an abortion but instead bear the child 
and raise it, then it must be moral not to have an abortion or to raise a child in poverty.  Because 
it is hard to die for your country, it must be right.  Because it is hard to go against the big capitalist 
corporations and the conspiracy between big business and the government, it must be morally 
correct.  You have to do more than the easy thing.”  Morality often is harder than alternatives but 
hardness does not make right any more than might makes right.  Right makes right.   
 
Faith and Works.  (1) Suppose a person gets Jesus’ teachings but is poor, sick, and can do little 
about building a better world.  That person has faith but no works.  (2) Suppose a person is not 
sure about the divine source of Jesus’ ideas but does good things all the time, and is pretty 
selfless by any normal standards.  That person does good works but does not have standard 
faith.  (3) Suppose someone knows of Jesus and his ideas but thinks that believing that Jesus-is-
God-and-died-for-our-sins is enough to go to heaven, and does not do very much else to build a 
better world.  That person has faith but no works also.  (4) Suppose someone gets Jesus’ 
teachings but does good not to help people or to build a better world but to get to heaven.  That 
person has good works but does not rely on faith.  
 
Which of these people is right or wrong?  The best answer is:  “That is not my business.  That is 
between God and these individual people.”  I personally think the first two people are in much 
better shape than the last two.  
 
I doubt you can earn your way into heaven, or earn you way into a good relation with God without 
also having good intent.  I doubt you can have a good relation with God if you believe in God but 
do nothing about it.  It makes no sense to say that good works are enough or that faith is enough.  
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If we cannot absolutely look into the hearts of people then we cannot pronounce on the correct 
mix of faith and good works.  To echo passages whose citation I cannot recall:  Faith without 
works is sterile and works without faith can be cancerous.  Encourage a mix of the two.   
 
God Does Not Test Us.  I do not even argue about whether or not God knows us well enough so 
that he has to test us.  Even if God did not know us well enough, to test us by shoving us into 
hardship would be cruel and unworthy.  We are not hunting dogs so that God needs to see if we 
can stand the early morning damp and cold.   
 
Life is hard enough.  It provides enough obstacles.  God can find out enough about us from 
watching us slog through life.   
 
Thinking that God tests us is a way to explain the evil in life without accepting that it is really evil 
and without blaming God.  If badness is a test, and we get through it by faith, then God is even 
better than we thought.  But there is evil, and God allowed it, and God allowed it to happen to you 
or to a loved one even though you did not deserve it, and it is not a test.  I do not know why.   
 
Not Conducive to Being Useful.  Buddhists classify ideas in categories besides the usual true 
and false.  Some ideas might be true or false, and might be important if we could decide true or 
false, but we have a hard time evaluating them.  Heaven is one of these.  It might be important to 
know about heaven one way or another but we really cannot say one way or another.  The mix of 
faith and works is another.  We can waste a lot of time and energy on these ideas that might be 
better spent elsewhere, such as in being useful.  When we run into one of these ideas, we should 
stop thinking about it and get on to better ideas.   Buddhists call these ideas “not conducive to 
enlightenment”.  Following C.S. Lewis, I say “not conducive to being useful”.   
 
Free Will and Determinism.  The problem of free will and determinism, together with all the 
problems that go along with it, are not conducive to being useful.  The problem is interesting, and, 
if you have spare time on your hands and you like this sort of thing, or if your job requires you to 
think about this sort of things, then go ahead.  But being useful does not depend on solving the 
problem of free will.  
 
Being useful does not require solving the problem of predestination to salvation or to damnation, 
especially since I do not think there is salvation or damnation in the fundamentalist sense 
anyway.  We are not absolutely free.  We are free enough to recognize the teachings of Jesus 
and to follow them as best we can if we with.  That is as much freedom as most of us need.   
 
Saved and Damned.  This is another issue that is not conducive to being useful.  We cannot 
know for sure in this world if we are saved or damned.  We can know whether or not we get the 
ideas of Jesus and whether or not we intend to follow them as best we can.  Worrying about 
whether we are saved or damned only gets in the way of carrying out the ideas of Jesus.  Looking 
for signs of whether we are saved or damned especially gets in the way of following Jesus.  
Judging other people on the basis of signs about salvation and damnation that we make up 
directly thwarts following the ideas of Jesus.  Taking worldly success as a sign of being saved, 
and then treating people better if they are rich or powerful or famous or beautiful or athletic, 
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directly gets in the way of following the teachings of Jesus.  Ironically, looking for signs of 
salvation is likely to damn us.  Get over it and be useful instead.  
 
Not Merely in the Presence of the Lord.  In his book, “Till We Have Faces”, C.S. Lewis tells 
about a group of people that have serious questions for God about justice, duty, why we should 
strive in life against so much hardship, and about our how we have hurt other people.  The 
questions come right out of their hard life experiences and their roles as public servants.  They 
think they will see God someday because the sister of one of them has gone to live with God, and 
she promised to come back.  When she and God do come back, the people do not bother to ask 
God the questions that once seemed so urgent.  The mere presence of God is answer enough.  
Many real people outside of books have this experience, both in and out of Christianity.  Many 
real people feel the presence of the Lord, and it can be satisfying and fulfilling.  Many people who 
have had a near-death experience say that the stop worrying about the little things and go on to 
focus on enjoying life and on doing what is important in life.  The doctrinal expression of the idea 
that the mere presence of the Lord is enough might be “saved by faith alone”.  Orthodox 
Christians hope to induce a similar experience at Easter when they greet the risen Lord and act 
as if he is among them.  Some people feel this way at a Lord’s Supper.  Some people feel this 
way at a great natural sight such as the Grand Canyon. Some people feel this way when the 
trees sway, and I do not want to doubt the truth of their feeling.   
 
The trouble is, what next?  Now that the people have seen God and had all their questions set 
aside by awe, what do they do?  I would not have to ask this question if all people that had this 
experience were transformed in the same way, and all immediately understood Jesus’ teaching 
and acted to build the same better world, or all acted in accord with the Mosaic Law, or all acted 
in accord with all the teachings of Mohammad, or in accord with the Dharma.  But they do not.  
They act according to different religions, not all of which are compatible. They act in different 
ways even when they share the same religious background, such as when they are all 
Methodists.  They forget.  Even when they remember, they still seem able to act immorally such 
as by defrauding the poor.  A lot of good Christians who have felt the presence of the Lord do bad 
things.   
 
The presence of the Lord alone is not enough.  Devotion alone is not enough.  We need more.  
We need ideas that can guide our actions in accord with experience and morals.  We need to do 
what some people with near-death experiences do:  forget about little things, appreciate life, and 
get to work on what is important.   
 
In the high days of Hippies, people thought using drugs would be enough, usually strong drugs 
such as LSD, but even softer drugs such as marijuana.  They were wrong.  You have to have 
something to follow the experience.  
 
Some people do not even need the experience.  They can understand the ideas and act on them 
without the extra urging.  I think they are as lucky as the people that do have the experience.  
 
I am not saying that I would not be swayed by such an experience.  Listen to the Blind Faith song 
“Presence of the Lord”.  I have come close enough to this experience to know that it could 
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change my life and that I would act in accord with whatever I believed gave the experience.  If the 
God of Presbyterians thrilled me, I would be highly inclined to convert and to act like a good 
Presbyterian.  But what if I was not sure of the source?  Or what if I was a good Roman Catholic 
and I thought the experience came from the Hindu Shiva?  Or if I was a good Hindu and I thought 
the experience came from the Muslim Yahweh?   
 
A lot of people who have this experience but did not previously believe in any particular god, and 
do not associate the experience with any particular god, say that the experience changed their 
lives by making them appreciate life more, appreciate nature more, and be kinder and more 
peaceful.  The experience might be powerful, but we still have to evaluate it according to our best 
understanding of life, morality, and religion.  Devotion alone is not enough.   
 
God Does Not Harden Hearts or Abuse Innocents.  When the Hebrews were trying to get out 
of Egypt, God, through Moses, threatened Egypt with plagues if Pharaoh did not let God’s people 
go.  Pharaoh did not, so Egypt had to endure locusts, rivers of blood, and even the death of its 
firstborn male children.  It is natural to ask why Pharaoh did not let the Hebrews go given the 
penalties the Egyptian people had to endure.  The Bible says God “hardened the hearts” of the 
Egyptians (or at least Pharaoh) so they would resist God so that God could show how powerful 
he was, how much he controlled any nation, and how much he favored the Hebrews.   
 
This story is not obnoxious because God favored the Hebrews – that is their good luck and not 
our bad luck.  
 
This story is obnoxious on two other counts.  First, God should not use innocent people, the 
Egyptians, to make a point about how powerful he is.  If he did, he would be the devil, not God.  
Second, God should not harden the heart of an individual person because to do so would take 
away that person’s free will and take away the rationale for a lot of other teaching in the Bible 
such as the importance of intent.  I do not even know what it means to harden the hearts of a 
whole people apart from hardening the hearts of their leaders or hardening the hearts of each 
person individually.  This is another instance of self-contradiction in the Bible if we take the story 
literally.  To “harden hearts” is nonsense from which we can derive whatever we want.  As with 
the story of Isaac, it is possible to rationalize this story to make it less obnoxious but I think it is 
better to face the implications, overcome what is wrong, and seek something better.  
 
God Does Not Soften Hearts:  Grace.  The flip side of not hardening hearts is harder to see and 
not as directly obnoxious.  In fact, it is appealing:  God bestows grace on some people by leading 
them to believe and by saving them.  God softens their hearts.  Yet God does not soften hearts 
either.  If God softened the heart of anybody so as to make that person believe in him, then God 
would take away the free will of that person.  God would take away the soul of that person.  God 
would take away the very thing that God wanted to save.  He would “destroy the village in order 
to save it”.  By softening one heart but not another, God would act to favor one person but not to 
favor other people. God would put the other people at a disadvantage.  God would condemn 
some people by not giving them the help that he gave to a few special people.  
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The doctrinal slogan for saving a person by softening that person’s heart and then saving is 
“salvation through grace”.   
 
I do think that God helps people.  I think he helps some people more than others.  I think that his 
help can be crucial.  God sometimes helps people that do not even know of him or believe in him 
while he does not help sincere believers that ask for his help on important issues, and that might 
even need his help.  I do not know why. 
 
I do not think that God’s help is needed in every case where people get the teachings of Jesus, 
see the beauty of the world, see morality, or see the need to have a relation with God.  
 
I doubt we can fully understand this situation.  We face potentially contradictory statements, 
where we can derive whatever we want from nonsense, and we can get confused.  We can ask 
for help and grace but we have to be careful to think about the implications of whatever doctrine 
we might use to explain grace.  We should not invoke grace to explain events, such as 
conversion, just because it is convenient.   
 
Minimal Magic.  Magic works because we want it to work, mechanically without our having to 
understanding why.  We use it to coerce the world into doing what we want.  All we need to know 
is that we have a formula, and it works.  Magic is not the same as “magical”, imagination, a sense 
of wonder, or a sense of delight in the world.  In fact, magic can be the enemy of those feelings.  
Whether magic is White or Black depends on the nature of the process and on the intent of the 
magician.  Any process that requires the sacrifice of an innocent animal or child, or the truth, is 
Black regardless of the goal.   
 
Social scientists used to distinguish between magic and religion by saying that magic was a 
private thing, done in private, by an individual or small group, for private gain.  In contrast, religion 
was a social thing, done in a public group, for group welfare that might or might not benefit any 
particular person in the group.  This distinction is good to keep in mind but does not hold up when 
pushed.  A lot of groups perform public acts for the group but that are still best understood as 
magic.  Most Christians classify a Black Mass as magic even though it is similar to an ordinary 
Mass.  
 
Some everyday activities are like magic but we do not think of them that way because they are so 
familiar and because we think there is a mundane explanation behind them.  When I press F8 on 
my computer keyboard, things happen automatically, for my benefit, in private, and I do not know 
how; but that is not magic.  As every science fiction reader knows, the modern world would seem 
like magic to somebody from even only a couple hundred years ago.  Read “A Connecticut 
Yankee in King Arthur’s Court” by Mark Twain.   
 
On the other hand, a lot of religion is magic, even if the participants do not see it as magic and 
even if the original intent might not have been magic, especially rituals such as baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper (Eucharist).  Also counting as magic are acts or ideas we invoke even if the 
original conception was not magic, such as blind faith, the presence of the Lord, the idea that God 
will help us often, or that God will make us rich.   
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Magic often gets in the way of true religion, such as following the ideals of Jesus.  One goal of 
this book is to present Christianity with as little magic as possible.   
 
Near the end of the book “The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe”, the White Witch thinks she 
has defeated Aslan the Lion (Jesus) because she invoked a magical formula to the effect that a 
good character (Aslan) may be required to substitute for a bad character that committed treason 
(Edmund, who liked Turkish Delight too much).  Later when Aslan is resurrected, he reminds the 
Ice Queen that there is an even deeper magical formula:  whenever a good person willingly 
undergoes such a sacrifice, he-she will return even greater than before.  This is charming and we 
hope it is true.  But, if it is true, it is not magic.  Too often, it is not true.  When it is true, it almost 
never involves literal return from the dead as C.S. Lewis wrote about but instead involves keeping 
the spirit of a martyr alive in the hearts of followers, as with Wallace in “Brave Heart”.  It is true not 
because of magic but because of human nature and human imagination.  Perhaps God planned 
human nature and human imagination to work that way.  If that is magic, then it is not natural 
magic and not magic of the kind to found Christianity on.  Focusing on the magic of the 
resurrection and salvation through the resurrection can actually impede following Jesus.   
 
The Vehicle and the Message.  True or not, bad or good, people need magic.  Magic can be a 
lot of fun if we are careful.  Good religious teachers sometimes use magic as a vehicle to convey 
deeper ideas.  The stories about the voyages of Sinbad have magic but they have important 
messages too about friendship and honesty.  Parables are message in a magic wrapper.  
Sometimes people can only understand or accept a message if it is in a magic wrapper, as with 
the plagues that God sent against Egypt.  The problem is that people too often focus on the 
magic wrapper while forgetting the more important pearl of wisdom inside.   
 
I believe this is what happened with Jesus’ death and resurrection.  They are the magic wrappers.  
They should get people to think about Jesus’ teachings but instead people get stuck in the glitter 
of the wrappers.  By thinking that Jesus died to save our sins and thus we are saved without 
having to do much else, or that Jesus’ resurrection means that we too will to be resurrected and 
go to heaven if we only believe, we get distracted by the wrappers and forget the important 
message within.  What does it mean to be forgiven and saved if we do not contribute to Jesus’ 
mission?  What good would it do to be resurrected to a world where Jesus’ teachings do not 
matter?  This is a kind of pyramid scheme (see below).  To focus on the wrapper while forgetting 
about the pearl inside is actually a type of idolatry.  
 
Christianity is not the only religion where people get distracted by the wrapper while forgetting the 
pearl inside.  Christianity is not the only religion in which magic hijacks religion.  Other religions 
might do a better job of warning their followers of this danger and of providing good means of 
escape.  
 
Not About Justification.  People need to feel successful.  Especially in Indo-European (Western 
and Indian) cultures, and Judeo-Christian-Islamic cultures, people also need to feel justified.  
They need to feel they are basically correct, not guilty, their lives matter, and are “right with God”.  
People go to great lengths to feel justified.  They join causes such as “save the whales” or “pro 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  2.01 Common Mistakes 

26 
 

life”.  They stress single-issue politics such as energy independence or national “defense”.  They 
bomb abortion clinics.  They blow themselves up along with a lot of innocent people.   
 
Sometimes the need to feel justified can lead to social good, as it did when northerners agitated 
for the abolition of slavery in the United States.  But the need to feel justified is misleading and 
can lead to great social damage.  People hurt the poor because people go on moral crusades 
against welfare, gambling, abortion, or soft drugs so as to make themselves feel good without 
thinking about the freedom of other people and without thinking that the results might hit the poor 
hardest.  Seeking justification is an abuse of religion.  Jesus did not wish us to be active so we 
could feel justified about ourselves.  He wished us to be active so as to build the Kingdom of God, 
build a better world.  The teachings of Jesus are not about justification.  When seeking to feel 
justified gets in the way of getting the teachings of Jesus or building a better world, then seeking 
justification is wrong even if the cause it serves might be right otherwise.  People need to get over 
the idea that they can feel justified because they work hard in a cause that might be right 
 
We need to really think about whether we are acting primarily to do good or to make ourselves 
feel better by making ourselves feel justified.  We need to think about how we can be useful 
overall, and to pick where we can best help rather than where we might better chase justification.  
We need to think about what all needs to be done, and how we can best use our energy and 
abilities.   
 
Religion and Morality as Weapons.  Religion and morality are not fully objective.  Thus we 
cannot always agree about right and wrong.  People argue and disagree.  People give opinions, 
want to convince others, and want their opinions to prevail as the group norm.  When people can 
do this, then people use their opinions to get other people to do what they want other people to 
do.  People use morality and religion to get other people to do what they want the other people to 
do.  People use morality this way not because they really are right but because they can control 
people.  People use morality this way even when they know deep in their hearts they are wrong.  
Sometimes people do this for power and sometimes they do it so they can feel good by feeling 
justified.  People say it is wrong to have a beer after work not because they have thought it out 
but because they want to control the mood and behavior of others.  People want other people to 
feel as if they are always being watched and under control.  People say it is wrong to have sex 
except for procreation, and in any other way except missionary position, so they can “get into the 
heads” of other people and control the reproductive lives of other people.  
 
I especially dislike when people use morality to control the poor.  Ideas about sex, abortion, 
drugs, alcohol, gambling, and demeanor are important for a decent society but they are also ways 
to control the poor by “getting into their heads”, by setting up rules that make it hard for the poor 
to enjoy what little they have, and by setting up rules that make it easy for the police to harass the 
poor.  
 
We have to think really hard about why we think something is right or wrong, and, if we think it is 
wrong, how much we need other people to conform to our standards of right and wrong.  
Especially we have to think really hard about whether or not we want to use the state 
(government) to enforce our ideas of right and wrong.   
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No Simple Duality.  “Dualism” is seeing a situation in terms of two contrasting and usually 
opposite ideas: “good and bad”, “Red Sox and Yankees”, “East coast working class versus West 
coast smooth”, “classical versus pop”, “West coast jazz versus East coast jazz”, “realism versus 
naturalism”, “abstract versus representational”, “freedom versus oppression”, “rich versus poor”, 
“workers versus owners”, “country versus city” “Republicans versus freedom”, “Yankees versus 
Southerners”, “conservative versus liberal”, and “straights versus gays”.  
 
“Manichean dualism” is seeing most of the world, including especially religion, deities, and 
morality, in terms of opposition between the forces of good versus the forces of evil.  Usually the 
forces are personified into a good God versus a bad devil.  Western Christianity, especially 
Protestantism, tends toward Manichean dualism.  Republicans since Reagan live in Manichean 
dualism, of which the Bush-Cheney administration was a sad example.  Western arts use 
Manichean dualism as a framework and as a plot so much that giving examples would be 
wasteful.   
 
It is easy to make fun of dualism, and I will, but dualism can be useful.  It can be hard to see the 
forest for the trees.  In some situations, we need to simplify so that we can see enough to 
understand, and so that we can do something.  Dualism can help, as with the sports dualisms 
and pop culture dualisms above.  It helps to follow the NFL if you like some teams better than 
others, and if you see some teams as heroes and other teams as villains.  American arts of at 
least the last 100 years would have been fairly boring without dualism such as in most space 
movies, westerns, and spy movies.  We just have to remember that there are always important 
boundary cases and exceptions, we might have to let go of our dualism if it does not work or if 
another works better, and human judgment is more important than any dualism.   
 
I tend to see Christianity in terms of morality versus blind faith, with the good God lined up on my 
side and the deluding devil behind the blind believers.  Their blind faith allows people to do bad 
things that they would not do if instead they focused on morality, and allows people not do the 
good that they should be doing.  I am sure I am right, but I also know that it can be carried too far.  
My way tends to elitism and moralistic causes.   
 
We can never have only one dualism at a time, even in the same situation.  Even if we believe in 
simple good versus simple evil, are the poor always on the side of good or always on the side of 
evil?  
 
We usually have lists of dualisms that we take into a situation.  We then spend a lot of time and 
effort juggling and re-shuffling our various dualisms to make them line up.  Sports discussion 
programs (sports news) often are just a parade of dualisms with each speaker in turn offering his-
her take on the list and the priorities.  Panels at academic conferences often are little different.  
Sometimes when we juggle we try to minimize the contradictions so as to find the heart of the 
matter but mostly we try to make the various dualisms line up so as to make us seem right.   
 
Expansion Because.  It is easiest to explain this mistake if I describe how I came to see it.  In 
the 1960s and 1970s, Americans faced not only evangelizing Christians but also evangelizing 
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Buddhists, Hindus, and Taoists.  I recall facing a Buddhist in a strange sect.  What would happen 
if I joined?   I would feel good, and I would see the world as it really is.  I would go out and get 
other people to join.  Then what?  We would go out and get even more people to join.  Why?  
Because people in the movement are happy and have good lives and go to Buddhist heaven 
while people outside do not.  What makes you have a happy good life?  Seeing what the world is 
all about and getting other people to join.  This is another version of Agent Smith.   
 
For me, this does not work.  There has to be a point to the movement, like saving the whales or 
ending government interference in the free market.  If we think there is a magical experience that 
automatically makes people inside feel good and makes them want to go get other people into 
the movement, then really the movement is empty even if it goes on for a long time.   
 
Movements that feed on themselves do not need any content.  In fact, the less content the better.  
If that sect of Buddhism had promised me I would be able to levitate, and then I could not, then I 
would have quit.  By promising me nothing except a vague “wow” experience and the call to call 
others, the movement had nothing deniable, and could go on forever.  A great pyramid scheme.  
 
Even a modest private “wow” experience works almost as well as nothing at all, for example the 
social whoosh at a party or the warm feeling of yoga.  A modest private experience helps to get a 
person in.  By promising me a feeling of tranquility and the ability to see the world “as it really is”, 
the Buddhist sect was more likely to get me into the movement and keep me long enough. 
 
Once in, successful movements have methods to keep people in.  
 
This is the way that pyramid schemes and chain letters work.  “If you send this email on to ten 
other people, you will be sure to get your secret wish”.  
 
In fairness to Buddhism, most Buddhism is not like that, and most Buddhism has a definite 
concrete agenda after the “wow”, an agenda aimed at ending suffering.   
 
Unfortunately, a lot of Christianity is like that.  You have a “wow” experience in the presence of 
the Lord, in the presence of other believers, or at a ceremony in church.  You think that you are 
forgiven and saved just because Jesus died.  You think Jesus was resurrected, and that his 
resurrection has some cosmic importance, and so you will be resurrected and live forever in 
heaven too.  You go out to get converts so that you can continue your “wow” experience and 
share it.  The “wow” can be as explosive as sensing cosmic love, seeing angels, and then fainting 
or it can be as subtle as a sense that finally you now belong in the right group.  That’s it.  “Come 
with us and be saved.”  What happens after I get saved?  “You go out and save more people, 
who go to save more people, and so on.”  The church grows on itself, like the housing bubble of 
the early 2000s or like a chain email.  Most bubbles burst but some can go on for a long time, 
such as some forms of Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, or Taoism.  
 
Lots of religious groups have the “wow” experience.  The “wow” should not be too important.  
Whether or not the “wow” is true as far as it goes does not matter so much as what happens after 
the “wow” experience.  If growth of the group is based on what you do afterwards, such as feed 
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the poor, then it makes sense.  If growth of the group is based primarily on recruiting then it does 
not make sense.  “Try it you’ll like it, and then you can be a part of us too” works for religions as 
much as it works for junkies, sects, gambling, or for a particular style of sex.  For religion to be 
more than junk, it has to be more than “wow” and has to be more than “us ever expanding”.   
 
“Building a better world” has enough independent substance to it so that we can strive toward that 
for a long time as the basis for a religion apart from any particular “wow” experience or on top of 
any “wow” experience.  If ever we run out of the need to build a better world, and I hope we do, 
then we really can be happy, and we can look for another basis for religion.   
 
For some people, the “wow” is enough.  It is self-explaining and self-justifying, a “being in the 
presence of the Lord”.  For people that have such an experience and for whom it is enough, it is 
natural to want to share.  I do not want to deny the validity of this experience for some people, or 
their right to share it, or their joy in sharing it.  I only warn other people to be cautious, not to feel 
bad if they cannot have the same experience, and to go ahead doing your religion even without 
sharing in that experience or joining that group.   
 
Groups of people that have had the “wow” experience fall into two large camps.  The first kind 
does not depend on recruiting but only wishes to share the experience with other people that can 
appreciate it.  The second kind depends on recruiting, especially by trying to induce the 
experience in other people.  Enjoy the first kind of group but avoid the second.  
 
If religion were limited only to people that have the “wow” experience, then it would not be religion 
as I understand it or as I understand God’s intent.  Religion comes in many ways and gets 
expressed in many ways.  I have seen people do good things who have not had the “wow” 
experience but who have only simple faith.  Not everybody can have the same “wow” experience, 
people can have genuine religion without having that experience, and a full religion has to include 
more than that “wow” experience alone even if that “wow” experience seems to be enough for 
some people.   
 
Religion, Morality, and Evidence.  In science, the relation between facts and theory is usually 
pretty clear, scientists can usually decide if a fact is true or not, and scientists can usually decide 
if a fact supports a theory or denies a theory.  We can see whether or not an apple falls if we drop 
it, and we can decide if that fact supports Newton’s theory of gravity or not.  The relation is not 
perfect, and scientists use judgment to improve the relation between fact and theory.  The falling 
apple supports Einstein’s theory of gravity even better than Newton’s although that difference is 
not obvious.  
 
The relation between fact, morality, and religion is more complicated.  Ideally, we would like to be 
able to read right and wrong directly from facts.  We go to court so that we can decide right and 
wrong from facts.  But, as many thousands of lawyer shows on TV have demonstrated, facts do 
not speak for themselves, and we cannot always know if a fact supports a theory or denies it.  
Two men are sitting in a room, with guns on their laps.  One man lifts up his gun and kills the 
other man.  Is this murder or self-defense?  We cannot decide by looking at the facts alone.  Even 
with a film, we could not decide.  We have to know the intent, history, mood, and even physical 
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condition of the two men such as if they were high or not.  Even then, we decide what is right or 
wrong; the facts still do not speak for themselves.  The philosopher David Hume said that we 
cannot deduce “ought” from “is”.  We impose our ideas of rightness and wrongness of physical 
situations that have no right and wrong in themselves.  A lion kills and eats a gazelle.  One lion 
kills another lion in a fight over mates.  A male lion kills the cubs of a female lion so that she will 
go into heat so that he can be the father of all her children and so that his own children will have 
no rivals.  A person kills and eats a puppy.  A person kills his neighbor for driving around in a 
rolling boom box that shakes the dishes.  A man kills a woman’s boyfriend so that he can have 
her all to himself.  In one case she wanted him to do it and in another case she did not.  Which of 
these cases is right or wrong, where do we draw the line, and why do we draw the line?   
 
Yet facts are relevant.  We do want to know the intent, history, mood, and condition of the two 
men with guns, and at least some of those items are facts.  Suppose one man had substituted the 
bullets in his rival’s gun with blanks.  That is a physical fact, and it bears on our judgment of right 
and wrong.  When one man kills another for the woman who wanted him to, we want to know if 
her boyfriend abused her or not, how badly he abused her, and why she couldn’t go to the police.  
TV lawyer shows are not really about how hard it is to assess right and wrong from given facts 
but about how a previously-hidden-fact-but-now-suddenly-revealed-fact changes our assessment 
of what is right and wrong.  We do not have to judge; the facts judge for us.  Really, the shows let 
us off the hook.   
 
With science, there is pretty good theory about the relation between facts and theory.  With right 
and wrong, there is a relation between facts and theory but there is no good dominant theory 
about the relation between facts and theory.  We have to assess as we go along.  We just have to 
live with this situation until a great philosopher comes along.  We will return to this issue later in 
the book.  
 
This problem shows up in religion and morality because people cite facts to support or deny 
religion and morality.  Sometimes the facts might bear on the case but too often they do not.  Yet 
people continue to cite facts as if they did bear, and other people go along with it.  I find this 
situation rather strange.  It is one reason I studied the biology of people.  
 
Before looking at Christianity, it is better to look at Buddhism.  Buddhists use stories of the young 
Buddha to convey ideas.  In one story, to show that Buddha is really special, and that we ought to 
venerate him, even if we do not pay attention to what he says, the Buddha walks and talks since 
he was born.  If Buddha really did walk and talk since he was born, would that validate his 
teaching?  If Buddha did not really walk and talk since he was born, would that invalidate his 
teaching?  Some facts are relevant and some are not, no matter how spectacular.  A major tenet 
of Buddhism is that life might be interesting sometimes but on the whole it is not really worth it.  
Life is to be endured until over.  Endure life with grace if possible, but do not get too attached to 
life or you will suffer.  If we could find one happy person who found life really worth living and was 
deeply attached to life, would that invalidate Buddha’s teaching?  This is not so clear.  We have to 
argue further about whether the person is really happy, and what would happen if the situation 
changed.  If the situation changed but the person was not able to sustain his-her happiness, was 
the person really happy to begin with?  What if we could find a person that could sustain his-her 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  2.01 Common Mistakes 

31 
 

happiness even through changes?  If everybody in the world at one time were miserable, would 
that fact validate Buddhism?  I leave the reader to ponder.  
 
While I was writing this, I was reading theologians arguing about whether or not Jesus was really 
resurrected, so I will use that issue as an example, but the idea applies to other aspects of Jesus’ 
life such as the virgin birth, the miracles, and the magical ability of the crucifixion to forgive sins 
and save.  Suppose we can divide people into conservative Christians who believe in the 
resurrection, liberal Christians who deny the resurrection, and atheists.  If Jesus was resurrected, 
does that necessarily mean that he was also the Son of God, God, Lord, Messiah, and co-creator 
of the universe?  If Jesus was the Son of God, does that necessarily mean he was also 
resurrected, God, Lord, Messiah, and co-creator of the universe?  And so on for each term?  If 
Jesus was resurrected, does that validate conservative Christianity along with its entire social and 
political program, and invalidate liberal Christianity and atheism along with their entire social and 
political programs?  If Jesus was not resurrected, does that validate liberal Christianity or atheism 
along with their entire social and political programs and invalidate conservative Christianity along 
with its entire social and political program?  I can easily imagine a conservative Christianity that 
could survive the fact that Jesus was not resurrected just as I can easily imagine a liberal 
Christianity that could survive the fact that Jesus was resurrected.  I can easily imagine the 
resurrection energizing liberal Christianity while invalidating the social and political program of 
conservatives.  I cannot imagine an atheism that could survive Jesus’ resurrection, although I can 
imagine a social and political program held by atheists that could survive Jesus’ resurrection.  So 
we can see that facts are still relevant but we are not entirely sure how.  If Jesus really was 
resurrected, does that mean we all have to give up alcohol?  If Jesus was not resurrected, does 
that mean we all have to become homosexual and marry another homosexual?  If Jesus really 
said we have to hate our parents to follow him, does that mean we really have to?  We do not 
know what facts really support or deny Christianity in general, and support or deny conservative 
or liberal Christianity in particular with its particular social and political programs, or support or 
deny atheism with its social and political program.  Yet liberal and conservative Christians pick 
particular facts to argue about as if those facts somehow totally validated their kind of Christianity 
and totally invalidated all the alternatives.  They act like Perry Mason or Matlock.  They act like 
the lawyer on a TV show after he-she has revealed the surprise fact that should clinch the case.  
They act as if all other kinds of Christianity and all other religions were the poor DA who is proven 
wrong, utterly defeated, and banished to loser hell.   
 
It is hard to decide facts about the resurrection, the virgin birth, or the magical efficacy of the 
crucifixion.  Perhaps this is just as well.  Liberal Christians, conservative Christians, and atheists 
can continue to argue and to have a good time while avoiding other issues.   
 
If there were a good theory as to which facts did support or deny what, then we would still have to 
decide what the facts are.  That is what historians would be for.  If we knew all the facts, we 
would still have to decide what they mean according to our good theory of relevance.  That is 
what good minds are for.  If we had the theory and the facts, and had made all the decisions, this 
book would not be needed.  I cannot answer these questions.  All I can do is show you enough of 
the arguments so that you do not get lost or confused.   
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Other Grounds, Other Arguments.  Perhaps arguments about the virgin birth, the miracles, the 
magical efficacy of the crucifixion, and the resurrection are not conducive to following the 
teachings of Jesus.  In the end, if we decide that we cannot decide the facts about questions such 
as the resurrection, then we have to use other grounds to decide what to do.  We have to decide 
the validity of the conservative, liberal, or atheist social and political programs on other grounds.  
We need arguments based on morality, human nature, and human social life.  These arguments 
force us into questions about relations between the state, religion, morality, religious groups, 
social groups, political groups, and other interest groups.  In those discussions, the teachings of 
Jesus will still be key even though we cannot decide the facts about the resurrection and other 
magical episodes of Jesus’ life.   
 
The State as Our Agent.  People find it natural to use the state to support their religion and 
morality.  Liberals are more likely to blame conservatives but conservatives are correct that 
Political Correctness is as prone to using the state to enforce its morals as is any conservative 
theocratic agenda.  This is wrong.  It is right to use the state to uphold some moral positions, such 
as “do not kill”.  It is wrong to use the state to impose some moral positions that we want such as 
“do not commit abortion” even when we are sure that those moral positions are correct and even 
when we are sure that violating these moral rules hurts people.  
 
Not so long ago, people used the state to make sure that everybody went to the right church and 
that everybody had sex the right way.  Now we understand we should not use the state to do that, 
if for no other reason than that it can backfire on us.  If we use the state now to make everybody 
go to a Protestant church, in the future someone can use the state to make everyone go to a 
Muslim mosque or Buddhist temple.  If we use the state now to make sure everybody has sex in 
missionary position with the man on top, then some other group later can use the state to make 
sure everybody has homosexual sex regularly.  The ambiguities in morality and religion, and the 
tendency of people to use morality and religion as weapons, make it all the easier and all the 
more tempting to use the state.   
 
The early Christians disapproved of abortion.  They did not try to make their idea of supporting life 
the law of the Roman Empire.  They did not try to change the behavior of all non-Christians.  
Instead, they went along with the basic rules of the Empire, they did what they thought was right 
among themselves, and they tried to change the minds of people that were willing to listen.  They 
kept their own stricter rules within their group and did not try to impose their own stricter rules on 
people in general.  When Christianity became the official religion of the empire, and Christians 
tried to impose their morality, a lot of things began to go wrong, some of which still haunt us to 
this day, such as laws against divorce.   
 
We have to find which general moral rules we need the state to enforce, such as against theft and 
murder.  We need to find which rules we want to prevail in our group but which we do not 
necessarily want the state to enforce for us, such as rules against divorce.  We have to let people 
who are not like us do as they wish even if what they do seems immoral and self-destructive to 
us, such as allow homosexual marriage or not allow anyone in their group to get a divorce.  We 
have to not be obnoxious, such as by hurting the environment, being dirty, or causing loud noise.  
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It is not always easy to draw the line between what we need the state to enforce and what we 
want among ourselves but do not need the state to enforce.  Abortion is one of these cases.  
People that want to use the state to stop abortion genuinely believe they are protecting innocent 
children.  People that want to use the state to preserve the right to an abortion genuinely think 
they are preserving free choice and defending the need for a woman to plan her family life for the 
greater good of a greater family.  I do not argue any more about it here.  
 
Sometimes another group uses the state to impose its morality, thus violating the rule above.  
Sometimes that other morality hurts us.  Sometimes the other group intends to hurt us and 
sometimes they do not care.  Sometimes another group uses the state to support behavior that 
we think is detrimental to society in general or to us in particular even when the laws are not 
aimed at us, such as when conservative Christians think that liberals use the state to impose the 
acceptance of homosexual marriage.  Liberal Christians see using state lands for Christmas 
displays in the same way.  If we really feel threatened, then we might have to defend ourselves, 
and we might have to use the state to defend ourselves.  We might have to use the state to 
impose our ideas of morality so as to defend ourselves against a group that wants its ideas to 
prevail.  
 
Fortunately, I do not think this situation arises nearly as often as people fear.  Unfortunately, I 
think people invoke this situation to generate fear to get what they want.  I think people use fear 
to create artificial battlegrounds to get their own way.  This is part of using religion and morality as 
weapons.  I think most argument over abortion is more about getting your own way than about 
protecting innocent babies or preserving freedom of choice.  I doubt that allowing homosexual 
marriage or allowing Christmas scenes on the courthouse lawn will cause the heavens to fall or 
will corrupt all children.  So we have to be really cautious before deciding somebody else is using 
the state to hurt us, and we have to think hard about how to respond.  It is better not to impose 
our own morality if we can help it, and especially better not to use the state.   
 
Morality, Religion, and Human Nature.  The argument in this section has four parts.  
 
First, morality and religion have strong roots in human nature.  We cannot ask people to tell the 
truth, and not to lie, if people do not have a good intuitive idea of what is real and what is not, and 
what it means to conform to reality.  We cannot ask people not to steal if they do not have a good 
intuitive idea of “mine” and “yours”.  We cannot say, “God is like a person” and “God loves us like 
children” if we do not already have good intuitive ideas of what a person is and of love between 
parents and children.  We need to look for the roots of religion and morality in human nature.  
 
Second, even though morality and religion have deep roots in human nature, they transcend 
human nature sometimes.  “Do not lie” means, “Do not lie”; it does not mean, “Do not lie except 
when you feel like it or when you can gain”.  It is an ideal.  It is not how people act all the time or 
how we expect them to act all the time.  The same is true of stealing, murdering, adultery, and 
most of the common human moral ideals.  Moral logic is not the same as practical logic.  
Likewise, to believe in God is to believe in something we cannot sense.  To love other people is a 
clear part of human nature but to love our neighbor as ourselves is clearly beyond what could be 
expected in nature.  How anything beyond our nature can arise from our nature yet and be 
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sustained within our nature, and what that might mean for Jesus’ teachings, are questions for 
later parts of the book.   
 
Third, even though morality and religion transcend our nature somewhat, they cannot go too far.  
Everybody “borrows” paper clips, and we have to learn to live with that.  To live with that is easier 
than to massively police every desk in the world.  Nobody really can love his neighbor as him-
herself.  Or, at least, nobody can do that and have a normal human life such as a family.  Even if 
we want to love our neighbor as ourselves, we cannot love our neighbor’s children as much as 
we love our own children.  We cannot run society based only on religious and moral ideals, even 
if we appeal to ideals from time to time.  We have to take into account both real human nature 
and occasional leaps above human nature.  We can use the ideals of religion and morality to 
guide how we make the real institutions that guide real human nature.  We cannot expect to 
transform real human nature to conform to our religious or moral ideals or to our ideals of human 
society.  Moral logic, and religion, originated (evolved) out of practical strategy even if they 
diverged logically, and we cannot completely separate them.   
 
Fourth, we are correctly suspicious of people that insist on the ideals of their religion and morality 
even when we agree with the ideals of their religion and morality.  When somebody insists that 
we never steal, or that we love our neighbor fully and at all times, we should be suspicious.  We 
can suspect them of having ulterior motives and of using religion and morality as a cover for what 
they really want.  We should suspect people that want us to be too good.  When conservative 
Christians say that the poor should be harshly punished for stealing, then we should be 
suspicious, especially when liberal Christians use lobbyists as the means to steal from the 
government.  When liberal Christians tell us that we have to love everybody, we should be 
suspicious, especially when liberal Christians do not love conservatives and when they want to 
force us to give full moral status to people we do not like such as child molesters.  We have to 
think, “What do they really want?”  
 
We need to think about the balance of human nature and ideals without betraying our ideals and 
without betraying the need to make a living and raise families.  This is not easy to do.  Part of 
worthwhile life is trying.  
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2.02 Natural, Popular, and Local Common Religion  
 
 
“Natural” religion is not any particular real religion.  It is an idealized religious capacity.  Natural 
religion is what people have abilities to believe from having biologically evolved, such as the 
propensity to believe in spirits.  It is part of evolved folk physics-biology-psychology.  I list some of 
the characteristics of natural religion in a section below and list some of the abilities of evolved 
folk physics-biology-psychology in another section further below.  
 
Natural religion does not have much intrinsic content, such as “we must thank the spirit of the 
oak” or “there is one and only one supreme God”.  It has general categories into which we put 
specific content.  We fill in specifics according to how we earn a living, raise a family, our 
environment, technology, culture, society, and history.  For example, all people have the ability to 
believe in spirits but only some people in some societies believe in the particular spirits of trees, 
deer, cars, or football.  Only some people believe in angels or devils.  Only some people believe 
in one supreme omniscient omnipotent God, and do so only under certain conditions of culture, 
society, and history.  
 
Natural religion and natural morality go together and support each other, so that, for example, 
common moral precepts such as “do not steal” get religious backing while people also expect that 
the gods will not be mostly honest.  I do not go into this relation much here.  
 
Different societies fill up the contents of natural religion in different ways.  All the various 
particular real religions could claim to be “natural religion” but it is not very useful to think of 
religion that way.  Instead, it is more useful to create an abstract natural religion, and then to look 
at some of the patterns of how natural religion gets filled up into particular religions.  
 
During nearly all of the time humans evolved, we made a living as hunters and gatherers (or 
gatherers and hunters, or foragers).  Natural religion evolved in that kind of life.  So, in a sense, 
natural religion is the natural religion of hunters and gatherers.  Yet various hunters and gatherers 
differ enough in their particular religions so that even with them it is worthwhile paying attention to 
the characteristics of religion in particular hunter and gatherer societies, and not taking any one 
hunter and gatherer society as typical of all natural religion.  It is worthwhile making the distinction 
between the natural capacity for religion that all people share and which is similar in all people 
versus the realization of the capacity in any particular society, even a hunter gatherer society.  So 
I reserve the idea of natural religion to the general capacity that is similar in all people, and I treat 
any particular religion as that particular religion, even the religion of hunters and gatherers who 
live much as humans lived while we evolved.   
 
On the other hand, because conditions influence the content of natural religion, societies with 
similar conditions have similar contents of religion even if not exactly.  People that hunt and 
gather have similarities in religion regardless of their own culture, society, or history.  The same is 
so of people who raise grains (millet, wheat, rice, and maize) in large state societies such as in 
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Egypt, Babylon, China, India, or the Yucatan.  Judaism and Christianity developed in agrarian 
societies where people were peasants living by farming or fishing, and paid taxes to the military 
elite in a city, so this chapter describes some basics of their religious type.  This chapter also 
describes some basics of religion in modern states where people get a salary by working for a 
large institution, and pay taxes to the elite in a large city.  
 
Because Judaism and Christianity developed in agrarian states, the ideas behind the terms 
“popular religion” and “common religion” are useful mostly to understand religion in states, 
including modern states.  
 
For convenience, we can call “popular” religion the religion that is widespread in a society and 
that most people believe without consideration of official church doctrine.  Where there is no 
official church in a society, popular religion is simply the widespread religion of the people in that 
society.  Popular religion is natural religion as shaped by particular situations without considering 
any official religion.  The popular religion of most Native Americans before the Europeans came 
was just the common religion of any particular group, such as the religion of the Navaho or 
Shoshone.  In Thailand, China, and Korea, there is at least one “official” religion (Buddhism) so 
there is a difference between the official religion and the popular religion.  The popular religion of 
Thai, Chinese, and Koreans is based on ideas about fortune, spirits, fortune tellers, amulets, 
potions, and ways to improve fortune.  In China, the popular religion is largely a variation of 
“magical” Taoism.  In the United States, popular religion includes nature worship and worship of 
organized activities such as business, politics, and sports such as football.  There can be more 
than one popular religion in a large society.  Most major subgroups in a large society have their 
own popular religion or have a major variant of a dominant popular religion.  That is too much 
detail to go into here.  Popular religion can coincide with official doctrine or not; the point is not 
that they clash; the point is that popular religion is not a direct reflection of church doctrine.  
 
When modern people think of “natural” religion, they mistakenly think of popular religion of a 
particular circumstance, such as among particular Native Americans of the central plains.  
Modern people make up romanticized features of this religion and then attribute the romanticized 
features to all people as natural, such as the “Great Spirit” or “trickster”.  If you are inclined to do 
that, you have to practice not doing it.  
 
“Common” religion is usually a mixture of popular religion with some doctrines of official “church” 
religion.  Common religion consists of ideas that roughly accord with the doctrines of the official 
church but not entirely.  Usually people give their own “spin” to ideas of the church, leave out 
ideas of the church, and add ideas.  Common religion usually is the version of official religion that 
most people share.  Common Christianity is not the same as official dogmatic Christianity, 
especially in venerating saints (Francis) and heroes (Martin Luther, John Calvin, various Popes).  
 
Common religion can be fairly similar in different state societies even though the states have 
different official religions.  People in states need a kindly deity to trust and to get help from.  Many 
Christians trust Mary, and seek help from her, more than Jesus or God.  Mary is in official 
Christianity but is not supposed to be central.  Westerners and Hindus have similarities of 
common religion because they both developed in agricultural state societies; they differ in 
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common religion due to history.  Instead of Mary, Hindus might trust a version of female Kali, the 
consort of male Siva.  In China, Korea, and Thailand, people worship Lord Mother Kwan Yin 
(Kuan Im).  In ancient Greece, Hera was the wife of the supreme God Zeus, powerful herself; with 
a large devoted following; her name means “protector”.  In Thailand, common religion is a 
variation of Buddhism that stresses accumulating spiritual “brownie points” (“merit” or “boon”) 
through relations with monks and temples.  
 
Popular religion, common religion, and official religion can conflict.  Then, popular religion and 
common religion usually defeat official religion, as with Mary worship.  Many Christians believe in 
guardian angels and the direct intervention of saints even though those ideas are not in official 
religion.  Christians believe in animal spirit companions, and those are not any part of official 
Christianity.  Some Christians even believe a little bit in vampires, as the movie series “Twilight” 
showed.  Every year some strict Christians try to ban Halloween and fail.  
 
Philosophers and priests think of popular religion and local common religion as “superstition”. 
They fight them, dismiss them, or tolerate them.  Unless we can definitely say some belief is 
false, or causes more harm than good, there is no intrinsic universal standard by which to dismiss 
some beliefs as mere superstition and extol others as high reasonable religion.  All are human 
beliefs, even atheism.  Even so, we can apply some standards and come to some conclusions.  
We can assess beliefs according to whether they do more good and harm, by consistency, and 
by evidence.  It is reasonable to think there can be only one highest god who is pretty moral 
rather than many small competing gods with dubious morality.  I find little evidence of animal spirit 
companions.  Belief in witches leads to persecution.   
 
This chapter explains as much of natural, popular, and common religion as we need for 
background.  A fuller treatment is found in the anthropology of religion and in religious studies.  
Natural, popular, and common religions all show some of the mistakes described in the previous 
chapter.  That is not a concern here.   
 
The fact that much of religion can be reduced to the ideas of this chapter does not mean all 
religions are the same or all religions are false.  Just because we can see bits of The Force in 
Christianity or Taoism does not mean Christianity or Taoism are the same or are false.  Physics 
can reduce the flight of a baseball and the roll of a billiard ball to the same natural laws.  That 
does not mean there are no baseballs or billiard balls, baseballs are the same as billiard balls, or 
the different games are really the same game.  We cannot reduce various religions to “nothing 
but”.  That error was exposed in the previous chapter.  After we understand the ideas that make 
up religions, we have to decide what is distinct, true, and important.   
 
Natural Religion.  I do not say too much about this topic because I trust intuition to supply the 
gist of the matter.   
  
For most people most of the time, much of the world is alive.   
 
Most living things have not only a physical presence but a spirit.  Animals, trees, fish, insects, and 
even some plants have spirits.   
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Various natural things that we modern industrial people might not call alive are alive and/or have 
spirits.  Mountains, houses, places, the wind, and water not only are, they also are spirits and 
they might be alive.  
 
Not only do individual living things have a spirit, such as the spirit of Fido the dog, but types of 
living things have spirits, such as the spirit of dogs or of wolves.  The relation between the spirit of 
a particular thing and of the type is not always clear, and might vary between kinds.  The relation 
between Fido and Dogs might not be the same as between Gertrude and Cats.   
 
Most living things and nearly all spirits do things on their own such as walk and fly, have wants, 
and have intentions.   
 
Living things and spirits can enter into relations with themselves and with us.  We can have a 
relation with our next door neighbor, her dog, the spirit of dogs, the spirit of Mount Hood, or the 
spirit of Mobile Bay.   
 
Relations can include mutual trust and support.  We want to establish a good relation with spirits 
when we can.  We want to avoid bad relations.  We want to protect ourselves in case of a bad 
relation.  
 
Some spirits are superior to us just as some people are superior to us.  
 
Part of relations is giving back and forth.  The technical term for giving back and forth is 
“reciprocity” but I do not use that technical term for a while so you can get used to the idea rather 
than the technical term.   
 
Part of giving back and forth is giving and receiving different kinds of gifts in case of differences in 
status.  We give a different gift to the spirit of the whole forest than we do to the spirits of one kind 
of tree or one particular tree.  We expect different gifts in return from them.   
 
Sometimes the spirits just do things with no apparent reason.  That is what it means to be alive 
and to be self-actuating.  The spirits are not always friendly and they do not always care about 
human beings.  Sometimes we can placate them and get them to be considerate through giving 
back and forth.   
 
Some people have greater access to spirits than other people.  It is well to seek their advice and 
take their advice.  It is well not to anger them.   
 
Apparent coincidence often has some sort of hidden cause.  Sally did not hit that pothole and 
blow her tire completely by accident.  Sometimes the hidden cause lies in the spirit world.  
Sometimes the hidden cause lies in somebody using the spirit world to affect us.  Sometimes it is 
for good and sometimes for evil.  
 
It is not entirely clear why sometimes the spirits help us and sometimes they do not. 
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We try hard to avoid conflicts with other people and with spirits but sometimes conflicts happen.   
 
Sometimes we can enlist the aid of the spirits in conflicts.  It is not always clear why the spirits 
might help us or the other person, but the relation of giving-back-and-forth might be relevant.  We 
might be able to expect help from a spirit with which we routinely gave back and forth.   
 
We sense the identity of our group, especially in contrast to the identity of other groups. Our 
group can have a spirit too.  Any group can have a spirit.   
 
Sometimes conflicts happen between our group and other groups.  We also try to get the help of 
the spirits in these conflicts.  Again, the outcome probably depends on the quality of giving-back-
and-forth.  
 
Whether or not we are successful in our dealings with the spirits depends on our own condition.  
If we are in a condition that the spirits do not like, they are not likely to help us even if we are 
generous in our giving back and forth.  For example, the spirits generally approve of moral 
behavior and disapprove of immoral behavior even if they are not always moral by our standards.  
So if we have done something bad, they are not likely to help us unless we atone.  On the other 
hand, if we are morally pure, they are more likely to help us.   
 
Just as there is an “us and them” between different groups, people and spirits tend to respond 
better to people that are like them.  We can think of being morally pure as being more like the 
spirits, so they respond to us if we are more like them in that way.  The same might be true of 
other ways.  If the spirits like the color red, for example, and we dress in red, they might be more 
likely to respond to us than if we dress in blue.  We have to think of what the spirits are like so 
that we can be more like them so that we can have a better relation with them.  If a spirit is 
warlike, we have to approach that spirit with a warlike demeanor or with an attitude of 
supplication.  
 
People relate to the spirits not only as individuals but also as part of a group.  A Packer’s football 
fan relates to the spirit of Packers’ football (or the spirit of Vince Lombardi) not only as an 
individual but also as a member of Packers’ nation.   
 
Groups have symbols of their spirit and their identity as a group.  Sports teams have mascots 
such as eagles, bears, tigers, and lions.  When people think of the spirit and identity of a group, 
they think in terms of the symbol.  They relate to the symbol.  They give back and forth with the 
symbol.   
 
Having a religion in common is one of the strongest forces that make a group a group and that 
keep a group a group.  Denying the religion of the group is the same as denying membership.  
People form a group to act toward the spirits together, as when they conduct rituals, pray, and 
give gifts.  People tend to use religion for group welfare as much as for individual welfare.  The 
symbol of the group and the religion of the group tend to merge.   
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Morality is seen not mostly as an individual, philosophical, logical, or abstract code of conduct but 
as something that comes from the group, is above the individual, and is about the welfare of the 
group.  Morality leads both to individual benefit and to group benefit.   
 
Being cut off from the group can be a disaster.  Being cut off group can be expressed through 
bad relations to the spirit of the group and/or the symbol of the group.  When a fan is expelled 
from the current fans of a sports team, he-she should no longer wear clothes with the team colors 
and team symbol.   
 
Group level effects arose from individual action in the course of biological evolution.  Individual 
action can change the course of group level effects.  I do not explain what happened in human 
evolution or how that continues to happen in ongoing societies.   
 
Rituals, prayers, sacrifices, and ceremonies in general are a common and natural part of religion.  
I do not explain how they arose or how they work.  People can carry them out as individuals but 
more often people carry them out as groups.   
 
Knowing things like this is part of what makes a person an expert in spirits and religion.   
 
People evolved as hunter gatherers.  The ideas of this section are most “cleanly” seen among 
hunter gathers and some tribal people.  We can take the ideas here as typical of hunter gatherers 
and typical of people unchanged by later ways of making a living and making society such as 
agricultural people.  Later religious ideas in tribal and agricultural societies can be understood as 
elaborations and modifications of these basic ideas.  Even so, do not reduce to “nothing but” 
because modifications can be important.  For example, from basic ideas in hunter-gatherer 
societies, in later societies later we get levels of spirits, priests, sacrifices, and hierarchy.  We get 
the basic ideas of Christianity, Taoism, Hinduism, etc.   
 
The Force.  “The Force” as portrayed in the Star Wars movies is more typical of an agrarian 
society such as feudal Japan or a mercantile society such as modern California than it is of 
hunter-gatherer society, but it is close enough to get a basic idea across.  The Force from the 
Star Wars movie is a particular artistic version of an idea that is common among humans. Just as 
a force is associated with a strong arm, a big rock, a big tree, the wind, or a pregnancy, so the 
action of spirits can be understood in terms of a mysterious force.  Trees grow because of a 
mysterious force (“the force that through the green fuse drives the flower drives me”, “of which 
virtue engendered is the flower”).  Tree spirits embody the force, partake of it, use it to grow trees, 
and use it for various purposes other than growing trees such as beguiling forest wanderers. 
 
There seems to be one big force common to a lot of important things such as trees, stars, 
hurricanes, and lightning.  This one big force might be the only true force in the world, so that all 
other particular forces are merely variations on this one big force (much like there is one God, or 
like physicists seek for the unification of the four basic forces of nature).  The force can be 
available only to spirits, or it can be a general force that pervades all of creation.  Not only people, 
but also many aspects of creation, might know of this force and share this force.  What makes 
distinct aspects of creation distinct is how they manifest and use this force.  The deer is the deer 
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because it puts a deer spin on the force, and so also the bear, rose, and human.  Mid-twentieth 
century philosophy and popular American religion called this force “process”.  The force might 
normally be more available to spirits than people but it is also available to experts.  Now, 
Americans call them shamans, Jedi, Sith, “professor”, or “doctor”.  The force is available for good 
use and bad use.  It can be used for special events like levitating star ships or it can be used as 
part of otherwise normal activities such as flowering, howling, shooting a bow, hunting a deer, or 
finding a mate.  It plays a role in purity, holiness, and innocence, for which see below.  
 
Natural Types, and “On the Borderline”.  People are born with a sense that various individual 
things of the world come in different types.  We are not born with a large catalog of specific types 
such as for cats, dogs, lizards, roses, grasshoppers, etc.  We have a few types, some of which 
are listed just below.  Starting from them, we make other detailed types, such as “dog”, using 
experience and learning from people around us. We put the various individuals into those 
constructed secondary categories.   
 
We are probably born with ideas of a few large category types, such as material objects, 
movement, rest, location, inside, outside, behind, plants, dumb animals (un-talking and not too 
smart) animals, smart animals (potentially talking), intent, will, lying, persons, speech, a rule, kin, 
not kin, friends, neighbors, not friends, not neighbors, us, them, spirits, good, greater good, bad, 
right, wrong, force, purity, impurity, domestic, and not-domestic, same, different, similar, and type.  
We are born with general ideas (rules) about how types behave and interact.  For example, we 
know animals can move themselves and that smart animals sometimes can guess what we want.  
We fill up the types with specifics from our way of making a living, society, culture, and history.  
For example, we later fill up the plant type with roses and dandelions, the animal type with dogs 
named “Rover” and cats named “Spot”, the schemers category with people from “Dallas” and 
“Gossip Girl”, the good category with ideals such as “love your neighbor”, and the bad category 
with people that compete for our mates and jobs.   
 
We also create entities that are on borderlines and that have mixed traits, such as walking talking 
thinking trees (Ents), talking animals (many fairy tales), walking talking machines with a soul 
(Data and R2D2), people that fly (Superman and Neo), and people that do things to the physical 
world through will power (Ice Queen from Narnia and Lex Luthor).  Entities on borderlines with 
mixed features often have religious importance, including having access to a lot of the Force.   
 
Just being a strange entity on the borderline does not say how much Force the entity will have, 
especially in relation to other entities, whether the entity is good or bad, and whether we can 
relate to the entity.  Being on the borderline does not say what attitude the entity has toward 
human groups.  Those factors have to be worked out in the culture of particular groups.  
 
Evolutionary biologists call the major innate categories “folk physics”, “folk biology”, and “folk 
psychology”.  I add “folk sociology”.  Logically, natural religion is a result of being born with some 
basic types and the ability to later make other categories from them.  Natural religion comes out 
of folk physics, biology, and psychology.  Logically, natural religion should have come after folk, 
physics, biology, and psychology.  I introduced natural religion first because people usually have 
a better intuitive sense of natural religion than of folk physics, biology, and psychology.  Natural 
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religion is a good example of folk physics, biology, and psychology that helps introduce them.  I 
do not explain more here because the details are not clear even to scientists, and they argue.  
Even the terms are not clear.  I get back to the subject later in the book. All we need to know for 
now is natural religion.   
 
Religion and Social Organization.  Religion can be used to create, mirror, reinforce, change, 
dissolve, sustain, undermine, and reorder social organization.  Religion both is created by social 
organization and helps create social organization.  These relations are so complex and 
controversial that I do not go into them.  I mention this topic because, if I do not, any social 
scientist who reads this book will throw a fit.  If I live long enough, and have energy, I will write 
about these topics.   
 
Purity, Holiness, Innocence, and Being Like God.  People purity and holiness, and sometimes 
link them to innocence too.  People think the more pure a being is the more holy that being is, 
and vice versa.  People think innocent beings are both more pure and more holy.  Theistic 
religions often encourage people to “be like God” and to “imitate God”.  One of the most influential 
books in Christian history is “The Imitation of Christ”.  People keep purity and innocence, and 
imitate God, so they can be more holy and can be nearer to God.   
 
Americans have trouble understanding these ideas because we do not have an explicit system of 
purity, holiness, innocence, and the imitation of God.  Yet we do have an informal system.  
Americans say, “Cleanliness is next to godliness”.  Our idea of “clean” means more than “free of 
germs” because it is really about an idealization of purity.  We strive for impossible sterility.  Bob 
Dylan complained that Maggie “takes about sixteen baths a day”.  We wash our clothes long 
before they are dirty, and we do not allow any hint of body odor.  We iron out every wrinkle.  We 
scrape away hair and we use chemicals to stop sweat.  We think that animals are clean, pure, 
and innocent and so more holy and closer to God.  Anybody who ever worked with monkeys, 
baby seals, or koalas knows better.  We believe children are innocent, pure, and holy despite 
massive commonsense evidence to the contrary.  Because of their purity and innocence, children 
can see God, angels, and ghosts, and often have a heightened sense of justice, as in the movie 
“The Sixth Sense”.  If we wait too long to train children in the ways of the Force, so they have lost 
purity, they are likely to go over to the Dark Side.  We know that a dead body is only a body but 
still we are squeamish.  We feel we have to be careful around them.  We have to dress the right 
way at a funeral.  We should not socialize after a funeral except at a wake.  We should wait a 
while after a funeral before resuming normal social activities such as going to a bar.  We behave 
differently around babies.  We talk to them in strange ways even though much of what we say is 
meaningless to them.  We paint their rooms in particular colors which are meaningless to them as 
well.  We fill their rooms with objects that symbolize their sexual identities, and symbolize what 
we hope will be their interests in life.  
 
Some non-Americans, such as Polynesians, formalize their ideas of cleanliness, purity, and 
holiness, partly as a way to let people know what to do so people can stop worrying, relax, and 
get on with their lives.  Polynesians clearly mark out men, women, adults, children, babies, dead, 
chiefs, commoners, and other relevant social categories.  They know how to behave around each 
category.  They know bad behavior is impure and will offend the gods.  They know when people 
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are clean or not clean, and therefore holy or not holy.  They know when to go near people and 
when to avoid them.  They know chiefs are nearer to the force of the gods because chiefs are 
purer and more holy.  They can tell apart a dangerous force, such as from a ghost, from a good 
force that is under control such as from a happy ancestor.  They know what to do to cure a 
problem, such as with a woman after she has had a baby.  
 
Sometimes when people do not have a formal system of purity and holiness, people over-
compensate, and they worry too much about cleanliness, purity, innocence, and holiness.  That is 
one reason why Americans are among the cleanest people in the world.   
 
The Jews strove to be holy, and to be like God.  They thought that cleanliness, purity, and some 
kinds of innocence (such as virginity) were holier and more like God.  They required a degree of 
cleanliness and purity before a person could participate in ceremonies, festivals, and sacrifices.  
They formalized their system with ways to clean the self so as to be pure and holy such as 
through ritual baths and through well-defined offerings like a dove or some grain.  Their 
formalization actually set most people at ease.  The Law defined who and what was clean, pure, 
holy, and like God, or who and what was the opposite.  The Law told people what to seek and 
what to avoid.  The Law told people what to do to restore purity in case they had erred or in case 
they had to deal with an impure situation such as a death in the family.  
 
The formalization did open the door for some people to be compulsive about rules and for some 
people to abuse the system by making other people worry about purity, holiness, and errors; but 
those abuses were not typical of the Jewish Law as a whole and probably did not affect most 
normal people.   
 
Peasant Society and Uprisings.  A “peasant” is a farmer who lived in a society before 
industrialization and capitalism.  Those societies were run by military-religious elites that lived in 
cities.  If you have never read about these societies, you can get a biased but fun picture of them 
from “sword and sorcery” movies such as “Scorpion King” and “Conan the Barbarian”.   
 
The peasants usually had to pay about 30 percent to 60 percent of their income in taxes (not far 
off what modern people pay), and so they usually resented the military, the aristocracy, and the 
priests.  At the same time, the peasants looked up to the elites, and the elites felt a sense of 
obligation to the peasants (“noblesse oblige”).  The elites had the duty to make sure nobody 
attacked the kingdom, everybody paid his-her fair share, the weather was not too severe, and 
God liked the nation.  The elites knew all about the stars, moon, and cycles, and knew how to 
perform the correct ceremonies.  You can get a sense of the relation both for good and ill through 
the classic Errol Flynn movie “Robin Hood”, and the excellent remakes with Kevin Costner 
Russell Crowe.   
 
For reasons too much to go into here, peasants never felt as if they had enough land for all their 
family members, and always felt as if the lords took too much in taxes.  Peasants felt there would 
be enough land if only the lords would go away.  They told stories about a person rising from the 
land who would fight the lords so as to do away with the lords and to make justice prevail.  When 
the native hero won, everybody would have enough land all the time and everybody would have a 
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big successful family, as in the end of “Lord of the Rings” in the Shire.  The native conqueror was 
often an emissary from God.  I just mentioned Robin Hood.  The “Dune” books give a good sense 
of this myth, as do the various movies about Aladdin.   
 
Because peasant societies always included poor people without any land at all, they also 
included bandits.  The bandits sometimes borrowed from the myths of a native hero to justify 
themselves.  Sometimes the bandits even got popular support.  The bandits would play off one 
region against another by robbing from all regions except their home base.  At home, they were 
generous, so their “home boys” protected them.  You can get a sense of relations between 
bandits and peasants from the classic movie “Seven Samurai” or its remake “Magnificent Seven”.  
The lordly elite never had much sympathy for bandits except when it could use them against the 
peasants or against other enemies.  Bandits deprived the lords of their taxes and gave the 
peasants false hope that might cause trouble.  Usually the elites hunted down the bandits.  In 
truth, the bandits were usually horrible people.   
 
Peasants were not the poorest people in agrarian societies.  Some people had no land at all and 
had to work as tenant farmers or day laborers.  Some people managed to learn a craft, such as 
carpenter, boat builder, metal worker, or leather worker.  Some skilled labor could be fairly well off 
depending on the craft and times, but skilled laborers were always below the secure landholding 
peasants in status and wealth.  Merchants sometimes came out of the class of skilled labor and 
sometimes contributed their extra children back to that class.  Merchants could be small-scale or 
large.  Jesus probably came from the class of skilled labor.  
 
Peasants were in chronic debt, and often lost their land or children through debt.  Debt slavery is 
far from over, even in the modern world.  Children still get sold from Mexico to the United States 
to pay for debt, or get sold into prostitution in Asia.  Credit card debt in the United States is the 
modern version of debt slavery.   
 
In America, we are used to saying that everybody is middle class whether they earn $10,000 per 
year or $300,000 per year.  In an agrarian society, people were not all the same class and they 
knew it.  Perhaps no more than 10% of the population was in the military-aristocratic-religious 
elite, often less than 1%.  About 50% of people might have their own land, just enough land to 
raise a family.  The other 45% of the population was divided between merchants, landless 
tenants, landless laborers, and craftspeople.  When times were tough, the people that owned 
their own land might fall to 20% while the percentages of tenant farmers and landless laborers 
increased.  This is the situation that prevailed when Jesus was born.   
 
Magic and Religion.  The line between religion and magic is not always easy to draw but we can 
get a reasonable feel for it by being simple.  
 
Religion is usually a public activity aimed at the public welfare.  Whole societies practice a religion 
while individual people or small groups practice magic.  Religion tends to stress relationship while 
magic tends to stress technique.  Priests read from the Bible as part of a conversation with God 
while magicians use scripture verses, or other verses, for their intrinsic power to compel.  Religion 
goes along with morality.  Religion reinforces good behavior and punishes bad behavior.  Magic 
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is amoral and sometimes immoral.  Religion is aimed at the public welfare.  Magic is aimed at 
personal welfare regardless of the public welfare, even if getting your way hurts other people, 
even if getting your way hurts other people more than it helps you.  Sometimes magic is all about 
hurting others even if you do not directly benefit.  In religion, some things are proper for public 
welfare such as rain while others are not such as epidemics.  In magic, you can get whatever you 
want regardless of the public welfare.  You can get it any way you want if you follow the proper 
technique.  
 
In religion, usually we cannot compel God.  We ask.  We can purify ourselves and make 
ourselves more holy so that God is more likely to help.  We can perform the correct ceremonies 
so that God can be assured of our knowledge and intentions.  But still God has to make up his-
her mind.  In magic, we can almost compel the spirits.  If we use the right potions, say the right 
words, conduct the right ceremonies, give the right gifts, use the right procedures such as a 
correctly constructed “voodoo” doll, or believe the right things, then the spirits have to go along 
with what we ask, even if what we ask is bad. 
 
People dislike magic because they fear being compelled and because magic can get in the way 
of the moral messages of religion.  
 
Much of Christianity crosses the border from religion to magic even though it might not intend to.  
Christianity evolved among small groups of people in the context of other people not like them, so 
it tended to focus on techniques (baptism and other sacraments) and it tended to limit rewards to 
the in-group of believers.  It tended to emphasize what particular people can get out of a relation 
with God, and to see that relation in terms of “if I do this then God will do that”.  Even when 
Christianity later applied to whole groups and societies, it tended to emphasize mechanics.  For 
instance:  If you believe the right things, then God will save you and reward you.  If you worship 
Jesus, then you will go to heaven.  If you have a personal relation with Jesus, then Jesus will 
guide you, protect you, and reward you.  If you believe enough in Jesus, he will protect you and 
your family from disease, bad events, and bad people.  If you believe enough in Jesus, he will 
make you rich.  The mere facts that Jesus was born a human, crucified, and resurrected 
automatically saves all the people that believe even though no theologian has ever explained how 
that can happen.  If enough people in a society believe in Jesus, then that society automatically 
will become moral and prosperous, and will vanquish its enemies.  If not enough people in a 
society believe in Jesus, then that society might prosper for a while but eventually it will decay 
morally, become poor, and lose to its enemies.  Even the ideas about society are not about good 
for people but are about using techniques, including mind control, to achieve ends.  I believe the 
magic in Christianity obscures Jesus’ teaching.   
 
Demigods, Heroes, and Villains.  The following traits are more typical of agrarian state societies 
than of hunter-gatherers but all the major religions of the world developed out of agrarian 
societies so we need to take these traits into account:  power differences between gods, some 
gods much more powerful than others, high gods and low gods, wars between gods, parties and 
factions among the gods, demons, half-human half-gods, great heroes, gods that sacrifice 
themselves for us, gods that listen to prayers and have mercy on us, and terrible villains.   
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Hebrew-Jewish religion began with two scenarios of multiple gods:  Yahweh the most powerful 
storm god among other nature-and-military goods; and El, head of a council of gods much like 
their neighbors.  Hebrew-Jewish religion gradually reduced the pluralities to one-and-one-only 
god.    
 
The most important characters in typical agrarian religion for Christianity are the half-humans 
half-gods.  Jewish religion did not have as many hybrids as their neighbors because of the Jewish 
stress on monotheism.  Jewish religion probably borrowed some hybrids from their neighbors but 
transformed them into angels.  Sometimes the hybrids resulted from the mating of angels and 
humans.  In the book of Genesis in the Tanakh, some angels, the “watchers”, see human women 
as so desirable that they mate with the women.  From the matings come giants and unusual 
humans.  
 
In non-Jewish religions, heroes often started out as merely human with some outstanding 
attributes, gained more attributes and better attributes, gained super-human attributes, and then 
changed into hybrid half-gods.  Sometimes they took the last step to become minor deities.  
Jewish religion took the first steps (heroes) but was careful not to stray into deification of the hero.  
Often the hero gained a pedigree as the offspring of a god, unacknowledged by the parent god at 
first, but later accepted as his-her exploits grew – see the “Percy and the Olympians” movie.  In 
Greek myth, Herakles (Hercules), Achilles, Helen of Troy, and the Twins Castor and Polydeuces 
all had one divine parent.  Herakles and the Twins ended up in the heavens as deities 
themselves.  
 
Heroes, especially divine heroes, need appropriate enemies.  Heroes meet and vanquish other 
beings that might be semi-divine.  Herakles was the son of the highest sky god, Zeus.  The earth 
goddess was Gaea, from where comes “giant”.  Herakles had to pass one of her giant sons, 
tremendously strong.  Herakles killed the giant, thereby finalizing the victory of male sky gods 
over female earth goddesses.  The enemies often symbolized problems in life and thought.  The 
enemies did not often symbolize evil as such except in areas that received strong influence from 
dualistic religions such as from Persia (Iran).  
 
Moses, Samson, David, and Solomon all began as normal humans but gained attributes that 
other cultures would recognize as more-than-human.  Samson’s long hair was a thin disguise for 
the super-human strength of a hero.  Even today Jews revere those heroes much as other 
cultures revere their demigods or minor gods.  The mere names of Moses and David bring awe.  
 
Jesus began as a normal human being, developed the ability to perform miracles and fight 
demons, was acknowledged as the offspring of God, conquered death (evil) by being resurrected, 
and ended up in heaven as fully God and as Judge.  Jesus follows a progression typical of non-
Jewish neighbors of the Jews but his progression went farther down the road than Jews could 
follow.  
 
Heroes, especially semi-divine heroes, and maybe powerful evil villains, meet a need for people 
but it is hard to assess the needs and to assess how they are filled.  Hunter-gatherers have the 
ability to make up many kinds of characters, including semi-divine heroes and powerful villains, 
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but they do not seem to need the semi-divine heroes and evil villains as much as do people in 
agrarian societies, so we should be careful not to say that the need for semi-divine heroes and 
evil villains is a deep human need that has to be filled by religions.  That explanation is too easy.  
On the other hand, the ability to make up such heroes and villains really is a part of human make-
up.  We do not yet understand the ability very well.  Even if hunter-gatherers did not need semi-
divine heroes and powerful villains, agrarian people apparently did.  It is easy to speculate why 
peasants and other people in agrarian societies might have responded to semi-divine heroes and 
powerful villains much as modern people respond to Batman and the Joker, but it is not useful 
here to speculate.  We need to understand how the ability to make up characters generates semi-
divine heroes and powerful villains in agrarian societies but social scientists are not there yet.   
 
American Popular Religion and Local common religion.  Popular religion among peasants 
and modern people is usually about getting a reward, first here on earth and then later in heaven 
too.  In that sense, it relies heavily on magic such as giving to a TV evangelist now so as to 
become rich later.  The TV evangelist acts as an intermediary between God and the donor.  
Popular religion tends to be similar across major religions of the world.  Popular religion is really 
not so different in Iran, India, America, Europe, or even China.  
 
In local common Christianity (popular variation on the official religion), most Christians believe 
they will go to heaven when they die, be with Jesus, and live as a spirit forever.  According to 
official doctrine, they are wrong.  Instead of being in heaven with Jesus forever, they will be 
resurrected.  Official doctrine is not clear about what happens after that.  Most people believe that 
Jesus the Son is somehow subordinate to the Father, and that the Holy Spirit does not matter 
much – most people are de facto Arian heretics.  Many people believe that God adopted Jesus as 
his son and turned him into God when John baptized Jesus - another heresy.  People are usually 
surprised to learn that they do not believe in all points of official church doctrine, and that they 
believe in many ideas that their church holds to be false.  The differences are not so great that I 
make a point about them here.  That is a matter for priests, pastors, and theologians. The points 
here are just that popular religion and local common religion differ from official religion and that 
popular and local common religion often have more in common with each other than with official 
religion, often even across national boundaries and the boundaries of major faiths.   
 
Both popular religion and local common religion tend to be about the self, and not to be interested 
in social action except in times of general social unrest, so both tend to be de facto social 
conservative.  They are de facto social conservative because they rely on magic and not despite 
magic.  Magic diverts people’s minds from real issues and lets them think they can solve their 
problems on an individual basis.  Established churches and states reach an accord with each 
other, and with popular religion and local common religion, so they all mutually support one 
another, so the public is tractable, and so that nobody asks too many questions.   
 
Popular religion and local common religion are more important in daily lives than orthodox religion 
or than liberal alternatives.   
 
Any large complex society always has more than one local common religion, usually as many 
versions as there are important subgroups within the society, and it often has varieties that 
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correspond to different personality types.  Quiet people have their version of Christianity while 
boisterous people have theirs.  I like some versions of local common religion because they stress 
quietly following Jesus while I dislike others because they stress believing in God so as to get rich 
or to go to heaven.  There are too many versions to describe here.  In the example below, I 
ignore differences in local common religion.  I return to them in later parts of the book.  
 
Here are some points of popular and local common Christianity.  These ideas are typical of the 
religion of many groups in modern societies.  By changing “Jesus” to “El”, “Allah”, “Dharma”, 
“karma”, “Tao”, “Force”, or the “spirit of the universe”, the ideas could apply to societies other than 
Christian America but I keep the word “Jesus” because I want to emphasize how parochial the 
ideas can be.  I do not mean to mock.  I do mean to show how natural, popular, and local 
common religion mix, and how magic plays a role.  I intend to make clear that popular religion 
and local common religion can cause damage.   
 
-God is important, but he is too austere for us to get near.   
 
-Instead, we can approach Jesus.   
 
-Jesus is sort of like God only not quite as much God as God is.   
 
-Jesus loves us.   
 
-Jesus will take care of us.  Jesus will cure our illnesses, make sure we are fed, find houses for 
us, and find jobs for us.  Jesus will make sure that our car does not need too much repair, and 
that our business succeeds.   
 
-Just by being born, dying, and being resurrected, Jesus saved us from hell to go to heaven with 
him.   
 
-All we need to be sure that Jesus takes care of us is devotion to Jesus.  Jesus does want us to 
do some things, but it is not always clear specifically what we need to do.  So what is most 
important is that we are devoted to him. 
 
-We can show our devotion in specific ways as our religious leaders tell us.  If they do not tell us 
to do anything specifically, then we only have to remain devoted.   
 
-If we believe in Jesus, when we die, we go to heaven to be with Jesus forever.   
 
-Whoever does not believe in Jesus will go to hell forever.   
 
-Jesus will punish bad people.  
 
-Jesus keeps track of the good and bad deeds of people, like in a book.  Where people go after 
death depends on the ledger, and on Jesus’ mercy or his wrath.  
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-We should try to do as many good deeds as we can.   
 
-We can do good deeds and then give the reward to somebody else such as to our sick mother.  
 
-We can make bargains.  We can promise to give to the Church so that Jesus will heal our sick 
child.  
 
-We can even help the dead with our promises and good deeds.  
 
-If we cannot relate even to Jesus, we always have Mary and the saints.  Mary is God’s wife, and 
so she is like the mother of everybody.  She surely understands.  
 
-Jesus sometimes intervenes in this world to insure that justice prevails, the innocent go free, and 
the bad are punished.  
 
-When our people (us) argue with another people (them), our people are always right. Since 
Jesus defends right, Jesus is on our side.  In a war, Jesus is on our side.  In an internal conflict 
such as between Conservatives and Liberals, Jesus is on our side.   
 
-From time to time, bad nations or bad movements arise, such as communism, Islam, hippies, or 
terrorists.  They are “them”.  Jesus allows those movements to flourish for a time, probably to 
teach good people what not to do.  Then he punishes the bad people, and he makes sure the 
good people defeat the bad.  
 
-Jesus makes sure that history will go the right way in the long run.  
 
-In the past, God made some people rich and powerful such as Abraham.  As his followers now, 
Jesus wants us to be happy like the lucky people of the past.  So he is likely to make us rich and 
comfortable.  We have to know how to ask him and how to cooperate with him when he tells us 
what to do.   
 
-Because we are devoted to Jesus, and because people similar to us are devoted to Jesus, 
Jesus must like all the people like us.  Jesus likes people of our ethnic group, religious sect, 
national group, gender, or political party.  If we are poor and White, Jesus likes poor White 
people.  If we are middle class and Black, Jesus likes middle class Black people.  If we are Italian 
and Roman Catholic, Jesus likes Italian Roman Catholics.  If we are Episcopalian and rich, Jesus 
likes rich Episcopalians.  If we are working class, Jesus likes good hardworking people.  If we are 
trendy avant-garde artists, then the spirit of the universe likes us.   
 
-Jesus does not like the people that we do not like or that we fear.  If we fear the working class, 
Jesus does not like them.  If we fear the poor, Jesus does not like the poor.  If we hate the rich, 
Jesus despises the rich.   
 
-Whatever kind of family or social grouping we have, that is the natural way to live, and the way 
that Jesus wants people to live.  If most of our people live in small nuclear families with no aged 
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parents or out-of-work adult siblings, then that is the natural way to live, and Jesus wants us to 
live that way.  People that live in other ways, even if they have to live in other ways to get by, live 
perverted unnatural lives and Jesus does not like them.  
 
-Jesus rewards individuals and social groups with prosperity.  Jesus rewards them because they 
are faithful to Jesus and Jesus likes them.  People that are well off deserve to be well off.   
 
-If our group is not well off, it only seems that way.  Really we are well off because we are 
spiritually well off.  Other people can appear to be materially well off but really are spiritually poor.  
Because we are so faithful, eventually we will be materially well off and the other people that do 
not love Jesus will sink into poverty.   
 
-Just as Jesus rewards good people, Jesus punishes people that are not faithful enough or that 
are immoral.   
 
-Therefore people that are poor have only themselves to blame.  Jesus punishes them for lack of 
faith or for some immorality, such as living in the wrong kinds of families.   
 
-Jesus is really busy, so sometimes he uses angels to watch over us.  He also sends people to 
help us such as preachers.   
 
-Jesus tests us.  
 
-One test is giving.  If we give enough to the right people, we get back much more than we gave.  
Jesus will make us rich and comfortable.   
 
-There are some magical beings and magical agents in the world.  The Old Testament had some 
magical things in it, such as the magical staff of Moses or the magical serpent of Moses.  Some 
people now might be able to understand the magic of God and use it for us.  This world might still 
have magical manna, or pieces of the true cross, or the bones of saints, or the shroud of Jesus.  
Some of the TV people might have been sent by Jesus to help us this way.  
 
-There is a devil.  The devil causes almost all the problems in the world.  The devil is like a rich 
person or like a leader that rouses the poor.  We can fight the devil when we see him, if we have 
enough power.   
 
-Jesus sends people and angels to help us fight the devil.  In “The Lord of the Rings”, God sent 
Gandalf (an angel) and Frodo (a person) to help all the people of the world defeat Sauron.  
 
-The people and groups that we dislike serve the devil.  Sometimes they know it and sometimes 
they do not.   
 
-In the end, Jesus will defeat the devil and will make this world into the paradise it should have 
been from the beginning.   
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Routinization.  The term comes from the great sociologist Max Weber, who flourished in the 
early 1900s.  Routinization is how the ideas and practices of a religious founder get turned into 
common religion and popular religion.  The description here hits only the highlights.  
 
In its early history, to attract adherents, a new religion has to be special and distinct in some 
ways.  The pioneers of the religion might not call the religion a “religion” or think of it in the same 
terms as the old religion; they might call it a “way”.  The new religion has to appeal to at least 
some particular group in society if not to society as a whole.  Sometimes what makes the new 
religion distinct and appealing also makes it hard for the society as a whole to accept, and can 
make life difficult for the group of pioneer adherents.  Still, the benefits outweigh the costs for the 
pioneer adherents.  Often the group of pioneer adherents leads a distinct lifestyle, and the religion 
validates that lifestyle.  The pioneer adherents do not have to be bizarre, they only have to be 
distinct, such as cooperators in a society of self-sufficient people (Jesus), merchants in a society 
of camel herders (Mohammad), or aristocratic soldiers in a society of priests (the Buddha).  
 
Then transformations happen.  First, people join that do not want to face all the hardships and 
who follow a greater diversity of lifestyles.  Usually the new people are not as radical as the 
pioneer founders.  Newer believers find that they cannot live up to the original ideals.  People that 
have been in the religion for a while want real rewards, not just promises.  The believers in 
general begin to lead a lifestyle somewhat different than the founding pioneers and more like the 
lifestyle of people in general.  Religious ideals and concepts change to validate the lifestyle of the 
new people.  People substitute worshiping the founder(s) as divine beings or divine agents for 
following the message strictly.  The religion begins to become “devotional”, what the Hindus call 
“bakhti”.  
 
Second, the process snowballs.  When people in society at large see they can gain the benefits 
of the religion without changing their old lifestyle too much, the religion gets even more 
adherents.  It validates the lifestyle of a bigger group of adherents, so it validates the lifestyle of 
people in general.  It finds a way to validate the lifestyle of the families that are normal for that 
society, culture, and technology such as the nuclear families of urban craftspeople.  Whatever the 
new religion started out as, it becomes a religion of the family, the hearth, and social decency.  
The founders can become what the Romans called the gods of the hearth.  Devotion increases to 
take the place of acts or understandings.  People have a personal relation with the founders as 
gods.  Usually the religion finds a way to validate power and wealth both within the church and 
within the society at large.  It becomes the religion that validates the ruling class, the military, and 
the prevailing style of the state.   
 
The religion does not jettison all the original beliefs and practices.  But it begins to see the original 
beliefs and practices as something for people that are “really strict” or for specialists that are 
capable in ways that normal people are not.  The old ideas and practices can even contradict the 
new comfortable religion in many ways as long as the believers in general do not think they have 
to conform to the old practices and as long as people do not make a point of the conflicts.   
 
The founders become figures out of mythology rather than real people.  They become gods, 
angels, or avatars.  Comets, stars, and angels attend their birth.  Demons try to kill them in their 
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cradle.  Even if they remain fully human, such as the Buddha or Mohammad, they gain 
superhuman abilities.  The longer the process, the more powerful they become.  They walk and 
talk at birth, defeat demons and dragons, heal with a touch, see what we cannot see, and know 
the future.  In politics, Barry Obama becomes Saint Barack and Ronnie-the-actor Reagan 
becomes Saint Communicator.  
 
It seems the more that followers let go the ideals and teachings of the founders, the more 
followers deify the founders and mystify the religion.  The less that Taoists seek the middle way of 
Taoism the more likely they are to see Lao Tze as an immortal riding the winds and the more 
likely to seek the elixir of immortality.  The less Muslims seek unity and peace the more likely they 
are to see Mohammad defeating the Devil and to anticipate the bliss of heaven.   
 
Jesus and Christianity went through all this too, at least as much as other founders and religions.  
It began even before Jesus died.  What we inherited as Christianity is the end result of 
routinization rather than the original teachings, personality, and situation of Jesus.  Some of the 
features of the process are described in later parts of the book.   
 
The wonder is not so much that any religion goes through routinization but that so much of the 
message of the founders is preserved despite the process.  The core teachings of Jesus, 
Mohammad, Chuang Tze, the Buddha, Zen (Ch’an) masters, or the Upanishads have reached 
through the trappings of magic, local common religion, and routinization to improve the lives of 
their later followers.   
 
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  2.03 Terms and Ideas 

1 
 

 

2.03 Some Terms and Ideas 
 
 
This chapter presents some terms and ideas.  You can skim through it to read about what you 
want to know more about.  I introduce other terms and ideas elsewhere as needed.   
 
BC, BCE, AD, etc.  Modern politically correct people want a time reckoning system that is 
acceptable to all faiths, and which does not emphasize the role of Jesus while setting the zero 
point.  This desire is reasonable.  So the historical reference term “BC” became “BCE” while “AD” 
became “CE”.  “BC” means “Before Christ”.  “BCE” stands for “Before the Common Era”.  “AD” 
stands for “Anno Domini” or “in the year of our Lord”.  “CE” stands for “Common Era”.  The zero 
point is still the traditional year of Jesus’ birth, which is probably about 3 or 4 years after his real 
birth.  Thai Buddhists have a system for calendar time with the zero point set at Buddha’s death.  
Because Buddha lived before Jesus, you have to add 542 or 543 years to the BCE-CE year to 
get the Buddhist year (it depends on the year, and details do not matter).  I use BCE and CE, and 
sometimes I put “AD” in parentheses after “CE”.   
 
Hebrew, Israelite, Jew.  The term “Hebrew” covers a larger scope than the term “Jew”.  A 
“Hebrew” was an ancestor of the Jews.  The Hebrews were real but details about them are mostly 
mythical.  You can tell fact from myth in what follows.  In a myth accepted by Jews and Muslims, 
all Hebrews and Semites are descendants of Abraham.  In real life, Hebrews both came from 
Egypt and might have been traders and herders in what is now the Sinai, Palestine, and Arabia.  
In Egypt, Hebrews might have been a distinct ethnic and vocational group, rather like “Gypsies” in 
the United States or the modern Jews in many places.  The Hebrews overran Palestine beginning 
around 1500 BCE, eventually forming a Kingdom that was later called Israel.  Israel was the 
“Promised Land” of the Tanakh (Old Testament).  Traditionally, Jacob was the grandson of 
Abraham through Isaac.  Jacob added the name “Israel” to his name after an encounter with God 
or with an angel.  Jacob had twelve sons.  The Hebrews traditionally had twelve tribes, which are 
like Scottish clans, each traditionally derived from one of Jacob’s twelve sons.  The twelve tribes 
are called collectively “Israel” and the nation of the Hebrews came to be called “Israel”.  
Sometimes the people of Israel are also called “Jacob”.  King David flourished around 1000 BCE.  
For reasons to be explained in later chapters, after David, eventually the tribe of Judah dominated 
all Israel and the other tribes pretty much died out.  Then all Hebrews and Israelites came to be 
called “Jews” after “Judah”.  Israelites were not called “Jews” in the time of Kind David unless 
they were from the tribe of Judah or living in the area controlled by the tribe of Judah.  By the time 
of Jesus, most Israelites were called “Jews”.  Now, the term “Israelite” usually refers to a resident 
of Israel in the past.  The term “Israeli” refers to a resident of modern Israel.  I use “Hebrew” for 
an ancestor of Israelites and modern Jews, and use “Jew” for most people in Israel about the time 
of Jesus and for modern Jews.  For many people now, the terms “Jew” and “Hebrew” mean the 
same.  Hebrew was the language of ancient Hebrews, the Kingdom of Israel, and it is the 
language of modern Israel.  Modern Jews sometimes can speak Hebrew but often speak 
primarily the language of the nation in which they were born, such as English if they are from 
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America; or they speak a language related to both German and Hebrew, called “Yiddish”.  Many 
Israelis now speak predominantly Hebrew from having grown up where it is spoken.   
 
Semite.  The term “Semite” covers a larger scope than the term “Hebrew” or “Jew”.  In myth, a 
Semite could be any descendant of Abraham but was especially a descendant through Shem, a 
kinsman of Jacob, and through Jacob.  In modern understanding, a Semite is a Hebrew (including 
Jews), an Arab, or a member of related ethnic groups from the Middle East and North Africa that 
speak similar languages and likely share common ancestry.  Egyptians, Jews, Moors, 
Phoenicians (Lebanese), Saudis, and Syrians are all Semites.  “Arabs” are a branch of Semites.  
Sometimes Americans use the term “Arab” to mean all Semites except Jews, sometimes they use 
it to mean all Semites including Jews.  For Americans, “Arab” is a term of contrast with Jews, as 
when we talk of “Arabs and Jews, fussing and feuding”.  The term “Arab” used this way often 
indicates prejudice.  Not all Semites are Muslims; Lebanese are Semites yet many Lebanese are 
Christians, as were many Syrians and Iraqis.  Not all Muslims are Semites; the Iranians, Afghans, 
Kurds, and Pakistanis are Indo-Europeans and so are related to Europeans such as the Russians 
and English.   
 
Any ethnic or religious group can be prejudiced against any other group, but, because of the 
prevalence of prejudice against Jews and other Semites, and because many Semites are 
Muslims against whom many non-Muslims feel prejudice, it is useful to list out some patterns.  
The term “anti-Semitism” usually does not mean “prejudice against all Semites” but means 
“prejudice against (only) Jews”.  There are no simple terms for “prejudice against the larger group 
of Semites including Jews”, for “prejudice against all Semites except Jews”, or for “prejudice 
against particular groups of Semites other than Jews such as Syrians”.  In addition to prejudice 
against Jews, anti-Semites usually also dislike the greater group of Semites and dislike most 
Muslims too, as when some Americans dislike all “Arabs and Jews”.  People other than White 
Christians can be anti-Semitic (anti-Jewish) and can be prejudiced against the greater group of 
Semites too.  Black Christians are sometimes against Jews and other Semites.  It is useful to 
know that Iranians, Pakistanis, Afghans, Malaysians, and Indonesians are Muslim but are not 
Semites.  I have seen prejudice against Semites, including Jews and Muslims, in many places, as 
among Asians and Africans.  I have seen non-Semitic Muslims dislike Jews, Semitic Muslims, 
and Muslims who are not Semites.  I have seen Malaysians and Indonesians who are prejudiced 
against Jews and Arabs; I have seen Iranians who dislike Iraqis and Syrians.  I have seen Semitic 
Muslims prejudiced against non-Semitic Muslims as when Muslims of Semitic Middle Eastern 
ancestry (such as Egyptians and Saudis) show prejudice against Malaysian, Indonesian, or 
American Muslims or against Iranians.  Jews can show prejudice against other Semites.  Semites 
other than Jews can be prejudiced against Jews or against Semites other than their own 
particular group.  Egyptians are sometimes prejudiced against other North Africans.  Semites, 
including Jews, can be prejudiced against non-Semites as when Semites are prejudiced against 
Europeans, Christians, or Buddhists.  That is a lot to keep track of and a lot to get over.  Nobody 
is immune from stupid ideology.   
 
Torah, Tanakh, and “Old Testament”.  The basic meaning of the Hebrew term “Torah” is 
“teaching” or “instruction”.  It now has many references.  Its primary reference is probably the first 
five books of what Christians call the “Old Testament”, the books that were supposed to have 
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been written by Moses, called the “Pentateuch”, or “five books”.  It also refers to the entirety of 
what Christians call the “Old Testament”.  It also refers to the entire body of Jewish religious 
instruction including the Old Testament and commentary.  When used with “the”, as in “the 
Torah”, it can also refer to a scroll on which the Torah (usually the first five books) is written, as 
when somebody says, “handle the Torah with loving care”.  It can also mean “the Law”, as in the 
Mosaic Law of the Old Testament or the Mosaic Law and its elaborations with commentary.  To 
avoid confusion, I try to use the term “Torah” only to mean the first five books.  I use more 
elaborate phrases for its other meanings.   
 
The Hebrew term for what Christians call the “Old Testament” is “Tanakh” or “Tanak”.  The term 
is adapted from the first letter of “Torah” along with the first letters of two other Hebrew words that 
mean “Prophets” (“Navim”) and “Writings” (“K(h)etushim”).  “Writings” includes such books as 
Psalms and the Song of Songs.  In the same way, the word “Nabisco” comes from “National 
Biscuit Company” and the word “UNESCO” is pronounced “Yu-nesco”.  The order of books in the 
Tanakh differs from the Christian Old Testament.  For clarity and out of respect for the source, I 
use “Tanakh” to mean “Old Testament” and use “Old Testament” only when a specifically 
Christian meaning is needed.  The term “the Bible” usually means all of the “Tanakh” except 
when I also include the New Testament.  Jews are not entirely comfortable with the term “New 
Testament” because it implies that the Tanakh was made obsolete by writings about Jesus; but 
Jewish scholars now use that term, and there is no term better and widely known, so I use it too.   
 
Orthodox and Catholic.  The term “orthodox” originally meant “straight belief”, or “correct belief”.  
“Ortho” means “straight and correct” as “orthodontics” means “straight teeth”.  “Dox” means “idea” 
or “understanding” or “teaching”.  “Dogma” has come to mean “rigid inflexible ideas that are to be 
imposed on people” but originally it meant only “orderly and therefore likely correct content of 
thinking and belief”.  The “dog” in “dogma” is from the same root as the “dox” in “orthodox”.  
“Catholic” means “complete” or “whole” and is not limited to the Roman Catholic Church.  
“Apostolic” means “in the unbroken line from the original apostles”.  See below.   
 
Originally the Roman Catholic Church was also orthodox and the Eastern Orthodox Church was 
also catholic.  The mainline church as it developed after about 200 CE (AD) was called “orthodox, 
catholic, and apostolic”.  It only split later.  After the split, the term “orthodox” came to have two 
meanings.  “Orthodox” refers to the Eastern Orthodox churches after the split between the 
Roman Catholic and the Eastern churches around 1500, such as the Greek Orthodox Church and 
the Russian Orthodox Church.  The term “orthodox” also still refers to correct teaching.  For 
example, any Christian who believes in the Trinity is “orthodox” whether he-she is Catholic, 
Orthodox, or Protestant.  Incorrect teaching still is “unorthodox” or “heretical”.  The Orthodox 
Church still considers itself catholic (whole) but not Catholic (Roman Catholic).  I do not know if 
Protestants consider themselves catholic. Of course, they do not consider themselves Roman 
Catholic.  They consider themselves orthodox but not Orthodox.  What most Americans call 
simply the “Catholic Church” I call by the more complete term of “Roman Catholic Church”.  
 
Trinity.  “The Trinity” refers to God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit (Holy Ghost).  God is the Father 
while Jesus is the Son.  The Holy Spirit is not the brother of Jesus or another son of the Father or 
another God exactly like the father.  In orthodox dogma, the three members of the Trinity are 
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exactly equal and of the same “stuff” (“ousia” or “substance”).  None is any better or more 
powerful than the others.  They are the same, and not the same.  Each has his own distinct 
“personality” (they are usually male).  It is not clear whether they are manifestations of the same 
underlying thing (sometimes called “godhead”) but in orthodox dogma I think this idea is resisted.  
In theory, Jesus is not subordinate to God the Father even though in some passages of the Bible 
he talks and acts as if he was.  In theory, the Holy Spirit is not subordinate to either God the 
Father or Jesus but, in the Tanakh, God uses the Holy Spirit like an instrument.  The Orthodox 
Church has been careful to preserve the full equality of the Holy Spirit in the Trinity but the 
Roman Catholic Church adopted language in its version of the Nicene Creed that makes it seem 
as if the Holy Spirit is subordinate to God and Jesus – the “filioque” clause.  The identity and 
activities of the Holy Spirit have never been well developed in Christian thought.  Mary and Satan 
are not members of the Trinity, and they are not co-equal with members of the Trinity.   
 
Satan.  “Satan” originally meant “the adversary” as in a court case.  From being a persistent 
adversary as in the Book of Job, Satan developed into a persistent agent of evil, and then to the 
originator of rebellion and evil.  He had already taken this identity before the time of Jesus.  The 
name “Lucifer” means “bringer of light” in Latin.  Satan did not have that name, or the identity as 
an archangel, until the middle ages.  Satan is not the equal of Jesus or equally as powerful as 
Jesus.  Jesus is above Satan because Jesus is God.  If there is a counterpart to Satan among the 
group of “good guys”, it is probably Michael the archangel.  In Tolkien’s “Silmarrilion”, when God 
puts down Satan (Morgoth), God sends Michael, not Jesus.   
 
Ideas about Satan are probably related to ideas about an Egyptian god called “Seth”.  Seth was 
part of a holy family of gods, usually the highest holy family of gods, including Isis, Osiris, and 
Horus.  He was the “bad boy” of the family, causing problems through jealousy and intrigue.  He 
killed his father and/or brother, and was replaced by his father and/or brother, largely through the 
good-hearted diligent intervention of his mother Isis.  The details are not important.  In another 
book, the connections between Egyptian religion, Hebrew religion, and Christianity would be 
worth bringing out but I cannot do that here, and so I leave Seth pretty much alone.   
 
Messiah and Christ.  “Messiah” is the Greek transliteration (“sounding out”) of a Hebrew word 
that is spoken something like “meschiach” (or “massiach”), and means “anointed person”.  It 
originally referred to the act of pouring oil on the head of a person to signify that God chose that 
person for a special role.  Eventually “messiah” came to mean anybody chosen by God for a 
special role whether oil poured had been poured on his-her head or not, although it was good if 
he-she did have oil poured on his-her head.  All messiahs that I know of were men.  The term 
originally applied to many characters in Hebrew history, including prophets, kings, judges, and 
even one Persian king.  It was used as part of a title, or as a title in itself.  Eventually it came to 
refer mostly to the King of Israel, especially David or a king in the line of David.  After the fall of 
Israel from about 700 BCE (BC) onwards, at the hands in turn of the Babylonians, Assyrians, 
Persians, Greeks, and Romans, “the Messiah” came to mean the expected heir of the Davidic 
kings who would reunite Israel into a single free nation with its own territory.  I return to this idea 
later in the book when I talk about Jesus as messiah.   
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“Christ” comes from “christos” which is a Greek translation of “anointed person”.  It was originally 
part of a title, “Iesou Christos”, which in English should be translated as “Jesus the Christ”, not as 
“Jesus Christ”.  “Christ” is a title.  The word “Christ” is not a name to be used apart from referring 
to an anointed person.   “Jesus Christ” is not a name; it is not the same name as for example 
“Davy Jones”.  Strictly speaking, the term “Jesus Christ” does not make sense unless it implies 
“Jesus the Christ”.  When some Christians say “Jesus Christ” they do have in mind “Jesus the 
Christ”, where “the Christ” refers to the Davidic savior and the Christ of theology. But I think most 
Christians now do not understand this reference and instead wrongly treat “Christ” as if it were 
Jesus’ last name or the name of an important god, like “Apollo”.  Even within a few years after 
Jesus’ death, people already used “Christ” as a last name, maybe because it is similar to a 
common Greek name, “Chrestos”, which means roughly “good and faithful”.  Residents of the 
Empire used “Chrestos” to name a god in some of their mystery religions.  “Chrestos” can also be 
a slave name indicating the master’s hopes for the character of the slave.  Some residents of the 
Empire, including some Christians, might have thought of Jesus as “Jesus Chrestos” and thus as 
“Jesus Christ” with “Christ” as a name.  I do not know if the present use of “Jesus Christ” as a 
name comes from this use of “Jesus Chrestos” and “Jesus Christ” in the Empire.   
 
It is not proper to refer to Jesus as simply “Christ”.  Where I grew up, we could refer to a person 
by his-her last name only, so we could refer to “Davy Jones” as “Jones”.  So, to me, just saying 
“Christ” seems like shorthand for “Jesus Christ” as a first name and last name.  Some Americans 
wrongly use simply the one word “Christ” as a kind of shorthand for the longer phrase “Jesus the 
Christ”.  The term “Christ” can be shorthand for a theological idea:  “the key Christ among many 
lesser Christs, the one and only universal savior Christ who was incarnated as Jesus”.  Some 
theologians use “Christ” that way.  I don’t think most people who refer to Jesus as simply “Christ” 
have that high theological use in mind.  Most people who refer to Jesus as “Christ” seem to use 
the term as a reference to an important god.  
 
Just as there has been more than one President in American history, there was more than one 
Christ in Hebrew history.  I do not know if Jews refer to the expected Davidic Savior as “the 
Christ” (I think not) but Christians soon after Jesus thought of Jesus as the one-and-only 
expected Davidic Savior and referred to him as “the Christ” to show that.  From calling Jesus “the 
Christ”, Christians came to call him simply “Christ”, again as if it were a last name.  
 
When we use “Christ” we should indicate the particular anointed person to whom we refer as in 
“David the Christ” or “Saul the Christ”.  Ideally, we should not use “Christ” without “the”, as in 
wrongly saying “David Christ”.  To use “Christ” to refer to Jesus and only to Jesus is like using 
“President” to refer to Ronald Reagan and only to him.  To call Jesus “Jesus Christ” is like saying 
“Ronald President” so that “Ronald President” means “Ronald the President”, “President” 
becomes his last name, and no other President can be referred to as “President”.  To use the 
term “Christ” to mean “Jesus” is like using the term “President” to mean Ronald Reagan and only 
Ronald Reagan, and to insist that the term “President” can never be used to refer to any other 
President or any other person.  To say “President loves you” (“Christ loves you”) would mean 
“President Ronald Reagan loves you and you do not have to think about anybody else loving 
you”.   
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I do not believe Jesus sought out the title “Christ” or would have accepted it as American 
Christians use it now.  I believe modern Christians mislead in using “Christ” to refer to “the 
Christ”, the anticipated Davidic savior, and to refer to Jesus.  I think modern Christians are sloppy 
at best in calling Jesus “Jesus Christ”.  To avoid problems with the term “Christ”, I try to avoid the 
term altogether and I tend to say just “Jesus”.  When I need to include “Christ” I tend to say 
“Jesus the Christ” instead of just “Christ” or “Jesus Christ”; and I mean “one among many 
anointed persons” rather than “the Christ who was also the anticipated Savior”.  If Jesus was the 
Christ in that sense, then I am sure he will forgive me for not stressing that role, for trying to 
respect Jewish custom, and for trying to keep titles and ideas clear.  If you mean “Jesus”, then 
just say “Jesus” and do not get caught up in the titles and their implications.   
 
Aramaic and the name “Jesus”.  Jesus’ native language was Aramaic, which is related both to 
Hebrew and to the Semitic language spoken around the area of southwestern Syria.  Aramaic 
was the common business and political language in the Middle East during the time of Jesus.  It 
was well known even in Israel (Judea).  Thus Jesus’ native language was not the same as the 
language in the Tanakh (Old Testament).   
 
Jesus’ real name was spoken something like “Yeshu” or “Yeshua”, probably with a stress on the 
“shu”.  I think some modern Jews still use it as a given name and still say it “Yeshua”.  “Yeshua” 
is the same as “Joshua”.  The original full name was “Yehoshua” in the Tanakh.  The “Ye” part of 
“Yehosua” or “Yeshua” is of the same root as “Yahweh” or “Jehovah”.  The change from 
“Yehoshua” to “Yeshua” occurred with the original Joshua in the Tanakh, and was continued on 
afterwards.  Already by the time of Jesus, “Yeshua” had been further shortened to become 
“Yeshu” from which comes “Jesou” or “Iesou”.  If a similar change had occurred in English, 
“Jehoshua” would have become “Joshua”, then “Joshu”, and then “Josh”.  I do not know if Jesus 
was called “Yeshu” or “Yeshua”.  In Greek, Jesus’ name was originally rendered as “Iesou” or 
“(y)ee-ay-sou” without the final “a” of Hebrew “Yeshua” or the final “s” of English “Jesus”.  That 
would make sense if Jesus was called “Yeshu”.  The modern name “Jesus” comes from the 
English sounding out of the Greek version “Iesou” with an “s” added.  I do not know when the “s” 
was added or why.  If the “a” was originally present (“Yeshua”) and then dropped (“Yeshu”), I do 
not know.  Some languages, such as Spanish, did not add the “s” so that “Jesus” is still “Jesu”.  I 
use the term “Jesus” mostly because everybody knows it and because I do not want to impose on 
readers by using “Yeshu” or “Yeshua”.   
 
After the rise of Christianity, the name “Yeshu” or “Yeshua” was so stigmatized among Jews that 
it nearly dropped out of use among them for a while.  I think the name “Joshua” is acceptable now 
among Jews.  I think Christians use the name “Joshua” without understanding it is the same 
name as “Jesus”.  Christians from Northern Europe avoid giving their children the name “Jesus” 
although they do bestow the name “Joshua” or “Josh”.  Other Christians give their children the 
name “Jesus”.  In Spanish, the name is common and is pronounced something like “hay-sous”.  
Many Americans who do not understand Spanish hear “hay-sous” without understanding that it is 
the Spanish form of “Jesus”.   
 
Biblical Languages.  The original language of the Tanakh (Old Testament) was Hebrew.  The 
original language of the New Testament was Greek, although some of the people that wrote the 
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New Testament could also speak Hebrew or Aramaic, and likely had some Hebrew or Aramaic 
texts about Jesus for reference, or had lists of supposed quotations from Jesus.  The original 
language of any book in the Bible was not English.  The words in the King James Version are not 
the original words of Jesus, God, Moses, or anybody else in the Bible.  Jesus probably spoke a 
little Greek and maybe even some Latin.  Scholars debate whether or not Jesus was literate but I 
think that he was, and that he probably read the Tanakh.  
 
YHWH.  “YHWH” is how the name of God is rendered in the Tanakh when it is rendered at all.  
Written Hebrew did not use very many vowel marks, so we do not know for sure what the vowels 
were between the consonants, and so we do not know for sure how it was spoken.  It is 
sometimes written out as “Yahweh” or “Jehovah”.  I use “Yahweh” when I need to because I 
guess that is close enough.  I am not sure how YHWH would be best translated into English but I 
think something like “I am”, or “I am that I am” or “I am what (really) is”.  Hebrews and Jews did 
not like to say the name at all.  They tended to use substitutes, such as “Adonai”, which is 
translated into Greek as “Kyrios” and into Enlgish as “Lord”.  They also used phrases such as 
“Blessed One” or “Heaven”.  “The Kingdom of Heaven” meant “the Kingdom of God (YHWH)”.  
Not every instance of “adonai” in the Tanakh or in Jewish literature, or “kyrios” in Greek literature, 
means “Yahweh” but many instances do.  Scholars argue about which instances do and which do 
not, and what the various instances mean for ideas about God and Jesus.  They argue whether 
particular instances implied divinity for Jesus.  Some Jews still do not like to speak God’s name or 
even to write it, so I am not happy about using “YHWH” or “Yahweh” but I do not know what else 
to do.  Mostly I use “God”, which, for me, means “Yahweh” or “YHWH”.   
 
Biblical Names.  Most Biblical names have meanings, some of which are useful to know.  
“Adam” means “son (child) of the earth” or “of the earth”.  “Adam” could be used generically to 
mean “man” or “person”.  Apparently Semitic people are more elaborate in their daily speech than 
the English-speaking people I grew up with because they use flowery-sounding phrases 
sometimes for variety.  A Hebrew way to refer to any person is “son (child) of Adam”.  I do not 
about “daughter of Eve”.  A variant on this use is “son of man”.  Any person could be referred to 
as “son of man” or “daughter of man”.  In C.S. Lewis’ “The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe”, 
human children are called “sons and daughters of Adam”.  As we will see later in the book, the 
phrase “son of man” was also a title for a particular character in the book of Daniel from the 
Tanakh.  Jesus referred to himself as “son of man”, and scholars debate whether he meant 
“person” in general, the particular character from the Tanakh, or something else.   
 
“Angel” comes from Greek “angelos” and means “messenger”.  The Tanakh and the New 
Testament had several (probably) different non-human persons that came from God (I include the 
“Elohim”), some of which were messengers, some of which carried out duties without necessarily 
bringing messages, and all of which were referred to in Greek by the term “angels”.  By the time 
of Jesus, various groups of Jews had developed elaborate theories about non-human beings, 
including Satan, and about their relations to one another and to God.  Christians took over those 
ideas, and added ideas from other cultures as well.   
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The Greek word “evangelist” comes from “eu” (spoken “ev”), meaning “good”, and “angelos”.  It 
meant “messenger of good news”.  It now means a person intent on advancing orthodox 
Christianity, which is good news to him-her.   
 
Disciples and Apostles.  In Greek, a “disciple” is a follower, usually a follower of a teacher but 
also a follower of a way of life.  Greek has a different word for “student” (“mathetes”), and 
disciples were not primarily students originally.  Disciples were followers of the way of life of 
Jesus.  When a modern church calls itself “Disciples of Christ”, I think they have that original 
meaning in mind.  An “apostle” is an emissary, messenger, or ambassador.  An apostle had a 
close relation with Jesus.  Usually apostles had to be disciples first.  However, the exact meaning 
of “apostle” is tricky because Paul claimed to be an apostle based on a vision of the risen Jesus 
even though he had never seen Jesus (before Jesus died) and even though he was not a disciple 
in the original sense.  To insist that apostles be disciples first implies denying Paul the right to be 
an apostle.  Apostles were supposed to be the ideal examples of what people were like in the 
Kingdom and also were the teachers of the Kingdom and its way.   
 
“Apostolic succession” refers to getting the authority for being a church official directly in an 
unbroken line from an apostle, or keeping a church continuously in an unbroken line directly from 
a church founded by an apostle.  Apostolic succession confers legitimacy.  A person with 
apostolic succession may confer it on more than one other person.  All the original apostles were 
men.  All the people that received apostolic succession were men.  In theory, all bishops, priests 
and other similar officers of major churches have apostolic succession.  Major bishops all claim 
apostolic succession, such as the Bishop of Rome and the Bishop of Constantinople.  The Bishop 
of Rome claims apostolic succession directly from Peter.  At first (see below), a person that got 
apostolic succession became a bishop, and only bishops could confer apostolic succession.  I do 
not know the situation now in various churches.  In a church that depends on apostolic 
succession, only officials that have apostolic succession may set dogma.  One community 
(church) that had legitimate apostolic succession could confer the status on another community 
(church), usually when the bishop of one church “laid hands” on the bishop of another church.  
For example, an apostolic church in Corinth could confer the status of “apostolic” on another new 
church in Athens.  This is how the church grows.  This conferring often happened when a new 
“daughter” church broke off from a “parent” church.  When churches separated in a non-friendly 
way, both churches usually claimed apostolic succession for themselves while denying it to the 
other.  The Eastern Orthodox Church and Roman Catholic Church claim apostolic succession 
and generally recognize each other’s claim.  Some Protestant Churches claim apostolic 
succession but I do not know on what they base their claim, and I do not know if other churches 
accept it.  I think the Roman Catholic Church denies apostolic succession to most Protestant 
churches.  Some Protestant groups deny the claim of the Roman Catholic Church to apostolic 
succession.  I do not know what they think about the Eastern Orthodox Church.  Some Protestant 
groups deny valid apostolic succession to any church because they say that all legitimate lines 
were broken in the past and have not been re-established.  In that case, I do not know on what 
they base the authority of their church other than the Bible (which is a pretty good authority in 
itself).   
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Bishops, Presbyters, Deacons, and Priests.  It is convenient to think of the original church 
office as “bishop” and to see other offices in relation to the bishop.  Originally all bishops were 
men.  The term “bishop” comes from the Greek “episkopos” for “supervisor” or “overseer” but not 
necessarily in the sense of “boss”.  Bishops both carried out rites and made decisions about 
church personnel and policies.  They were a “justice of the peace” for the church community.  The 
religious duties of the bishop were like the religious duties of the Jewish “cohen” (I omit the high 
priests).  The Greeks would have thought of a bishop as a kind of “hieros”, their term for a 
religious functionary, and from which we get the term “hierarchy”.  A “presbyter” is from Latin, 
from Greek, and means “elder”.  Presbyters were helpers to the bishops.  Some presbyters 
assisted in both rituals and administration while others helped only in administrative duties.  The 
term “priest” comes from “presbyter”.  The office of priest evolved out of the presbyters who 
assisted the bishop in both his duties as administrator and as hieros or cohen.  Some presbyters 
came to be thought of as a “junior bishop”.  Even now, technically, when the priest carries out 
religious offices, he-she does so not entirely on his-her own authority but as representing the 
bishop.  In some Protestant churches, apparently the priest or his-her equivalent has independent 
authority.  I do not know the status of priest in all the various churches.  In English, the term 
“priest” expanded meaning so that Americans now use “priest” to cover all sacred functionaries of 
all religions, including even Buddhist monks.  This is how Greeks tended to use the word “hieros”.  
The word “deacon” comes from the Greek and means “one who has energy [to carry out tasks]”.  
Deacons were one of the original offices of the church, coming into being along with bishops.  
The deacons assisted the bishop in mundane tasks such as administration, and later assisted the 
priest after the office of priest developed.  Originally, most deacons were men although there 
were some women assistants that should be called deacons.  I do not know how common women 
deacons are now.  The order of authority is bishop highest, then priest, and then presbyter and 
deacon roughly equal.   
 
In the first three or so decades after Jesus died, groups of his followers did not have bishops in 
the modern sense although they did have specialists such as prophets, healers, and teachers.  I 
do not explain more here.  Certainly by 100 CE (65 years after Jesus died), the Church had 
recognizable bishops, presbyters, and deacons.  Priests evolved soon afterwards.  They were 
seen as natural and integral, not as different and imposed.  Each large or medium-sized city had 
its own bishop, and all bishops were roughly equal at first.  The only clearly dominant center was 
under James the Just, the brother of Jesus, in Jerusalem.  Originally all high offices in the Church 
were variations on the bishop, as the Roman Catholic Pope is the Bishop of Rome, and the 
Patriarch of the Greek Orthodox Church comes from the Bishop of Constantinople.  Later, 
Jerusalem declined, offices developed, offices were ranked, and places were ranked.  Rome and 
Constantinople came to be most important.  Now, for example, the head of the Diocese of the 
Greek Orthodox Church of Los Angeles seems to outrank the head of the Greek Orthodox 
Church in Portland, Oregon.  A “cardinal” outranks most bishops in the Roman Catholic Church 
while a “metropolitan” outranks most bishops in the Eastern Orthodox Church.  Some Protestants 
such as Episcopalians and Lutherans have similar differentiation and ranking.  I do not know how 
all Protestants handle differentiation and ranking.  All Protestants seem differentiated and ranked 
in practice even if they do not recognize the fact officially.   
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Original Church Organization.  From time to time, groups of Christians wish to recover the 
original way of Jesus by going back to the organization of the original Church.  Usually they 
denounce formal religious institutions, in particular the archbishops, bishops, priests, etc. of 
churches such as the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church.  They dislike too many 
offices and they dislike ranking between offices and between places.  They draw the line in 
various years and various ways between the genuine-upright-original Church versus the corrupt-
degenerate-later churches.  Sometimes they draw the line between followers of the early decades 
versus everybody else.  Sometimes they draw the line between the mildly differentiated and 
hierarchical church of 100 CE versus the strongly differentiated and hierarchical church later on, 
especially after Constantine about 400 CE.  They adopt various organizations instead of modern 
hierarchical churches.  Yet often they then evolve their own complex offices and hierarchies later 
on after having split off first as a movement to preserve simplicity and equality.   
 
I have no opinion to offer people who pursue this quest.  I am not sure we know enough about the 
organization of followers of Jesus during his lifetime and right after his death so we can have a 
model of proper organization for our time.  I do not know what organization would prevent 
complications and stratifying.  I am not sure that all groups of followers correctly understood and 
followed Jesus even when he was alive.  I am fairly sure that groups of followers changed their 
character within a few years after Jesus died, perhaps right after he died.  Groups of followers 
began to get centralized, hierarchical, and complex almost immediately after Jesus died; and so it 
is hard to draw the line.  It is not clear that a later version of the Church was necessarily less true 
to the ideals of Jesus than an earlier version.  I am not sure that the Church at 100 CE was less 
faithful to Jesus than his followers right after he died.  I am not sure the church at 300 CE was 
less faithful to Jesus than the church at 100 CE or than early followers.  I am not sure that 
organized hierarchical churches are less faithful to Jesus than egalitarian churches, especially if 
egalitarian churches are unrealistic, unsustainable, or hypocritical.  I am not sure that a 
sustainable un-hypocritical egalitarian Church would necessarily be more faithful to Jesus but it 
might be.  I have seen no sustainable un-hypocritical egalitarian churches in my lifetime.   
 
Church.  The original term for a group of Christians was the Greek “ecclesia” (“eh-klee-see-uh”).  
Greeks still use that term.  The term “church” developed later from variations of Greek “kyrios” or 
“lord”.  “Church” is cognate with the Scottish word “kirk” as in “James Tiberius Kirk”, Captain of 
the USS Enterprise.  I explain both terms, and their relations, more fully later in the book.  The 
term “Church” now can mean all Christian Churches in general or can mean one Christian church 
group in particular such as Methodists.  To scholars, “the Church” can mean the mainstream 
church before Constantine (early 300s), or before it split into Roman Catholic and Eastern 
Orthodox (1491), or can refer to the entire ideal community of Christians.  Yet even to scholars, 
the term “the Church” can mean the particular church to which they hold their allegiance and 
which they believe is the one and only true descendant of the original followers of Jesus.  Many 
Americans, even Protestants, use the term “the Church” to mean the Roman Catholic Church.  By 
“church”, Christians can mean both a physical location with buildings and a community of 
believers.  The community of believers can belong to one particular physical location or can 
include the general group of similar believers in several physical locations.  For instance, the 
church as community of believers can be the parishioners at one St. James Roman Catholic 
Church located at Vine Street and Holly Avenue in Springfield, or all the members of the Roman 
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Catholic Diocese of North America, or all the members of the entire Roman Catholic Church, or 
even all Christians.  Non-Christian religions tend to be clearer in that they usually have distinct 
words for a physical location and for the community of believers; but the Christian usage is not 
hard to learn.  The exact meaning should be clear from context.   
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2.04 Some Alternative Religious Stances 
 
 
This chapter describes some religious stances.  This material helps keep Judaism and 
Christianity in perspective later.  I do not point out the connections to Christianity here.  I do not 
comment on the connections even when they are obvious.  Skim through to read what seems 
interesting.  I use some of the ideas here in later chapters without repeating the explanations.  I 
reuse the material from “Deification” later in the book so you might want to read it here.   
 
Dualism.  Dualism is seeing in terms of two contrasting ideas, such as “good versus evil”, “light 
vs. dark”, “us vs. them”, “system vs. intuition”, “reason vs. feelings”, “organic vs. mechanical”, “low 
vs. high”, “right vs. left”, “cool vs. un-cool”, “hot vs. not hot”, “conservative vs. liberal”, “simple vs. 
complex”, “real American vs. phony liberal”, “real American vs. Tory conservative”, “angel vs. 
devil”, and “Sith vs. Jedi”.  
 
All people use contrasts and dualities to simplify complex situations and thus to get on with 
practical matters, so using dualities is not necessarily bad in itself.  We divide restaurants into 
“fast food” versus “sit down”, vehicles into “cars” versus “trucks”, and people into “friends” versus 
“acquaintances”.  We tend to link pairs of contrasts, as for example, “fast food “ links with 
“informal” while “sit down” links with “formal”.  In more harsh terms, “us versus them” links with 
“good versus evil” and with “light versus dark”.  
 
The problem comes when we see all people and all issues in dual terms, and line up all people 
and all issues in pairs of linked contrasts.  When we see the whole world in terms of “liberal and 
conservative”, and line up all contrasts along those two poles, then we go too far.  When we see 
all people in terms of “friend” versus “enemy” or “saved people of my religion” versus “damned 
non-believers”, then we go too far.  Scholars do not often use “dualism” for the practical dualisms 
for getting along in the world.  Scholars usually reserve the term “dualism” for complex religious-
and-political system built up with linked contrasts, and with the going too far that is a normal part 
of such systems.  
 
An especially bad kind of dualism sees the whole world in terms of “good versus evil”, with us 
always on the side of good and them always on the side of evil.  The good guys are like angels 
while the bad guys are like devils.  This kind of dualism is called “Manichean dualism” after the 
religious teacher “Mani”, (about 216 CD (AD) to 276 CE) for reasons I do not explain here.  
Manichean dualism is common with fundamentalists of all religions and political orientations.  It 
runs rampant among conservatives and the Right in America.  Political Correctness of the Left 
condemns Manichean dualism and indulges in it about as much as other fundamentalisms.  
Manichean dualism prevails during economic duress, such as during the Iraq war and in the 
recession of 2008.  In this dualism, we “demonize” other people, especially competitors, so we 
can do things to them that we might not otherwise do, such as torture.  We turn “them” into evil 
enemies.  The middle class and the rich sometimes demonize the poor this way, and use it as an 
excuse to oppress the poor.  
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I do not know if dualism prevails especially in hard times but it does prevail in hard times, and 
many religious ideas are born in hard times.  So dualism often is an important force in the birth 
and development of religions.  The early Christian Church incorporated some moderate dualism, 
such as an opposition between body and soul, but it also successfully fought even worse dualism 
such as Manichean dualism.   
 
Basic Gnosticism.  The Greek word “gnosis” comes from the same root as the English word 
“know”.  It means knowledge, particularly knowledge of obscure things that other people ordinarily 
do not know, especially knowledge of the way the world really is on the deepest level, how you 
are on your deepest secret level, and how to live true to your hidden nature in the deepest real 
world.   
 
“Gnosticism” is a system based on gnosis, often a religion or philosophy.  There are many kinds 
of Gnosticism.  They have enough in common so that we do not need to look at varieties here. 
 
Because not everybody can understand the obscure, Gnosticism tends to divide people up into 
adept versus inept, hip versus square, spiritual versus material, or people who get “it” versus 
people who do not.  For instance, devotees of modern painting see things that ordinary people do 
not.  Some ordinary people can learn to see as in special ways, but not everybody.  So 
Gnosticism is frequently elitist.  
 
The knowledge is not necessarily secret but it cannot be obvious and easily understood or else 
there would be no mystery and no point to any fuss.  That the trees are green and the sky is blue 
is a beauty and a wonder, and few people understand why, but nobody makes a big fuss about it.  
Secret knowledge works best.  People do make a big fuss about what will be the next fashion 
trend even though that is a lot less beautiful and important than trees and sky.  Gnosticism that 
uses such secrets has to explain why the knowledge is obscure and secret and why at least 
some people have access to the knowledge even though it is secret.   
 
Gnosticism tends to line up dualistically with success and power.  Knowledge is power, especially 
secret difficult knowledge.  There are winners and losers.  Successful people know something 
that losers do not.  Successful business people know things about trends in the stock market that 
ordinary people do not.  Ordinary people could be about as successful if they could only gain 
access to this secret knowledge.  Losers do not know or cannot know.   
 
Gnosticism goes along with the normal human yearning for secrets, and for being part of an “in 
group”.  I do not want to anchor Gnosticism in the genes, but it is common enough so that we 
have to take it into account almost as part of human nature.   
 
Religious Gnosticism.  “Gnosticism” has become a technical term that usually refers to a group 
of related religions based on secret knowledge.  That is why the term is usually capitalized.  Most 
Gnostic religions share these features:  deep secret knowledge about the world, how the world 
works, what spirits made the world, what good spirits want, about bad spirits, who might be our 
spiritual enemies, how to overcome our enemies, how to get back to our spiritual centers, how to 
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align with the makers of the world, and how to go home to our proper spiritual place with the 
ancient spiritual makers of the world.  Various Gnostic religions differ in details.  I go into a couple 
important variants below.   
 
Gnostic religions always have specialists that know the secrets.  The specialists usually want to 
share their knowledge.  They cannot share it with everybody.  They seek other similar people with 
whom to share.  People that are already adept recognize each other and recognize other people 
that are predisposed to join:  “it takes one to know one”.  The learners have to go through a 
process of learning and changing.  Sometimes the learners have to pay the teachers.  Often the 
learners have to pay a personal price, as when Odin the Norse God had to give up an eye to 
drink from the Well of Knowledge, Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden for eating the 
tree of Knowledge, or Luke Skywalker had to lose a hand.    
 
Professions, ethnic groups, and many non-Gnostic religions share much in common with Gnostic 
religions.  Graduate students need a chief advisor to initiate them into the secrets of the discipline 
and to protect them.  So do young workers going to work at a factory with a union.  In current 
terms, these guides are called “mentors”.  “It’s a Black thing”, means, “we are doing something 
that only we can understand and so you had better not even bother trying”.   
 
Emanation.  The idea of a completely good God is not compatible with the obvious evil and 
shortcomings of this world.  Partly to protect God from being responsible for evil, and partly 
because it is fun, people devised the idea of emanations:  The highest God did not make the 
world directly.  The highest God made another lesser god or a few lesser gods.  The lesser gods 
emanate from the highest God.  The lesser god(s) made the world.  The world in turn emanates 
from the lesser gods.  Because only the high God can be perfect, the lesser gods are not fully 
perfect, and the world created by the other gods must be imperfect.  Imperfection opens the door 
to mistakes and evil.  In versions of emanation, there are several steps between the highest God 
and the material world, with each step being more prone to error, imperfection, and evil. There 
might be steps below this obvious material world.  Those lower steps would seem like Hell or 
would be the equivalent of Hell.   
 
In common versions of emanation, one of the secondary but very high gods tries to take over 
what has been created.  Sometimes a lesser god but very high god creates the present material 
world, which he hijacks and turns to evil.  Although that secondary god is not the highest God, 
that secondary god can still be close to the highest God and can still be immensely powerful.  
That lesser god becomes what we think of as the devil.  In the “Silmarillion” and “Lord of the 
Rings”, the first rebellious god was Morgoth, who ceded his attempt to Sauron.   
 
The highest God does not like to get directly involved in creation so he creates at least one very 
good slightly lesser god who helps lesser creatures and who opposes the bad god.  This lesser 
but still very high god becomes the representative champion of the highest God.  Sometimes the 
champion god actually created the present world, which was then hijacked by the bad god.  The 
good champion opposes the bad hijacker and tries to redeem the world.  Sometimes the bad god 
created the present material world, and the good god has to rescue the world from the bad 
creator and turn it into a good world.  Sometimes the good god redoes the fallen world and 
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sometimes the good god destroys the fallen world so that a better world can take its place.  Often 
the champion is a goddess, maybe because people think of mothers as protective and nurturing.  
Some Mahayana Buddhists see Buddhas and Bodhisattvas in this way.  In Chinese versions, one 
champion is the woman Bodhisattva Kwan Yim.  In Thai versions of the same idea, it is Jaaw 
Mae Kuan Im, or “Lord Mother Kuan Im”.  For a satirical take on the idea, listen to the song 
“Bodhisattva” by Steely Dan.  In Hinduism, the champion lesser god comes in versions of the 
male Krishna.  In Western ideas, the champion secondary god often is associated with logic, 
words, and speech.  It is “the word” or the “Logos”.  
 
In the Near East at the time of Jesus, the champion god knew all the secrets of creation and was 
completely wise, so she was called “Wisdom” or “Sophia”.  She was the basis for several versions 
of Gnosticism.  Sophia played a large role in the two centuries before Jesus and for several 
centuries after Jesus.  According to some legends, she supplied the wisdom behind the Tanakh 
and inspired some of its writers.  Sometimes the books of Job, Proverbs, Song of Songs, and 
Ecclesiastes are attributed to her.  Some early Christians saw Jesus as a version of Sophia.  
Some present day Christians think of Jesus as a version of Sophia (ultimately wise) although they 
do not know the Sophia legends and probably would not use Sophia terminology.   
 
Avatar.  The term “avatar” comes from Hinduism but the idea is widespread.  An avatar is a 
manifestation of some god on this earth.  Usually the avatar comes to help people. Then the 
avatar is the material realization in this material world of the champion god.  The avatar does the 
work of the champion god here.  Rather than appear as a spirit in full power, the champion god 
prefers to appear in the flesh as a specific person at a specific time even with the limitations 
inherent in a finite person in the flesh.  The specific person who is the avatar might or might not 
know that he-she is doing the work of the champion god.  The specific person might or might not 
know that he-she is an avatar.  The specific person might or might not retain his-her specific 
identity.  Normal people perceive the avatar as a hero such as Alexander the Great and Martin 
Luther King or as the unusually adept sidekick helper of a hero such as Grant under Lincoln or 
Jesse Jackson under Martin Luther King.  When the gods are more like ideas than like people, 
the avatar is the physical manifestation of an idea and is the agent by which the idea works in this 
world now.  When Justice becomes an abstract idea and a force in its own right, then particular 
people can act on behalf of justice and can represent justice.  Many Americans feel this way 
about George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Bob Dylan, or Martin Luther King.  Some 
Americans felt this way about George W. Bush.  On the TV show “Andromeda”, Dylan Hunt was 
an avatar of an archetype, probably the archetype of Justice.  Conan the Barbarian became the 
avatar of good and light.  Krishna the Charioteer is the avatar of Vishnu the Sustainer in the 
Hindu epic, The Mahabharata.   
 
Many Christians see Jesus this way, as the manifestation and instrument of God the Father taken 
flesh.  I tend to see Jesus as an instrument of God but not as God in the flesh.  I am not sure how 
important the distinction is to an atheist.  In the orthodox Christian version, Jesus is not 
subordinate to God or distinct from God whereas in my version and in popular understanding he 
is both.   
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Combinations.  It is easy and effective to combine versions of Gnosticism, dualism, Manichean 
dualism, emanation, and avatars.  The good secondary creator god goes along with light while 
the bad usurper secondary god goes along with darkness.  The facts that there is a highest God, 
lesser gods, Sophia-Wisdom, a devil, levels of creation, and escape from it all, are aspects of 
secret knowledge.  When a person begins to understand how the world really is in all its levels, 
he-she escapes.  While he-she is waiting to escape, he-she knows how to act well to find some 
happiness in this world and how to bring some happiness to other lesser people.  Sophia brings 
the lucky people close to this understanding.  Some people act as helpers of Sophia, as teachers 
of Wisdom.   Teachers of Wisdom seek kindred souls to which they can impart secret knowledge 
and lead to release.  The reader should dream up interesting combinations, or practice seeing 
popular current fiction in these terms.   
 
Later and Modern Gnosticism.  The early Christian Church was infected with dualism and 
Gnosticism.  It rejected Gnosticism officially but did not reject all dualism.  As we will see in later 
chapters, Saint Augustine was dualistic and legalistic.  Elements of Gnosticism inevitably hung on 
with lingering dualism even after the Church rejected obvious Gnosticism.  Fully developed 
religious Gnosticism is not prevalent today but the ideas are still around and still powerful, as any 
short viewing of TV can show clearly.  Any group is Gnostic that claims there is secret knowledge 
or a secret force, which ordinary people can use to become extraordinary, especially to fight evil 
or in the service of evil.  Any group that claims you can tap into your secret inner nature and 
thereby overcome the limitations of a fallen world is Gnostic.  Any group that claims your secret 
inner nature and secret inner potential are kept locked up by a fallen, deluded, and deluding world 
is Gnostic.  Any group that allows you to think that you are really better than other people and so 
deserve more than other people is a little bit Gnostic.  Any group that claims to call on divine help 
or divine objects to get you “out of your rut” and into the prosperity you deserve is somewhat 
Gnostic.  TV evangelism is chock full of Gnosticism, especially when it sells magic trinkets or 
explicates mysterious passages from scripture; and so are “Star Wars”, “The Matrix”, and most 
movies about hidden government plots.  To me, Scientology seems like Gnosticism.  When 
strong proponents of the free market and Invisible Hand claim that it is a secret force and can 
right all wrongs, we can live our lives best in accord with its secret force, and they can teach us 
how to do so, then they are Gnostic.  Advocates of the mystic power of PC to change lives and 
society are Gnostic.   
 
Apocalypse.  The term “apocalypse” refers to “formerly hidden things that are revealed now”.  
The Book of Revelation in the New Testament is a book of revelation because it is a book of 
apocalypse.  The connections to Gnosticism and dualism should be clear enough because 
apocalypse claims to reveal the hidden core dualisms at the root of Gnosticism.  
 
Apocalypse usually also implies great change, with upheaval and reversals in social order and 
power.  The hidden truth that is revealed brings about great change or it is revealed as part of 
great changes in the world.  In peasant versions of apocalypse, the land-rich ruling class will be 
reduced to poverty and servitude while the land-hungry peasant class will have all the land it 
needs and plenty of food.  In the modern populist version, the workers will own the means of 
production and everybody will have a good job on which they can raise their families while the 
capitalist owners will finally have to work for a living.  In most Christian versions, the Devil will fall 
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from his place as the temporary ruler of this material world, and a spiritual being from God will 
serve as God’s viceroy in ruling the blessed world that replaces this world of woe.   
 
Eschatology.  The term “eschatology” means “(words) about end things”, in particular about the 
end of the world.  Apocalypse and eschatology combine when people think that large events will 
bring forth hidden truths and bring on the end of this bad world and bring the transformation to a 
new better world.  Originally the Tanakh had no apocalypse or eschatology except in the very late 
book of Daniel or maybe in Ezekiel.  For simplicity, because they often go together, and because 
they often combine in Christianity, I use both “apocalyptic” and “eschatology” to mean about the 
same thing.   
 
Among other versions, eschatology-apocalypse can refer to the end of all worlds, the end of any 
physical world, the replacement of this physical world by a spiritual world, or the replacement of 
this physical world by another better different physical world.  Usually the precise idea is not 
clear, and the ideas are mixed together.  I do not use any particular version unless I specify a 
particular version.  Probably the most common idea is that this physical world will end but not all 
physical worlds will end, and this world will be replaced by a better and more spiritualized 
physical world in which people live a long time, never get sick, never die, have a good marital life 
or a good sex life, and have many obedient children.   
 
Apocalypse and eschatology tend to have their own style of poetry, stories, art, and music, as in 
the “Mad Max” movies, Heavy Metal rock, and hip hop.  Apocalyptic writers tend to be vague and 
indirect.  They use symbols instead of saying things “straight out”.  Often they use multiple layers 
of symbols and/or symbols that do not have a specific referent.  The symbols are like a secret 
code that you have to unravel.  When you do unravel it, you feel that you know something that 
other people do not know and you feel that you are part of a secret group with an advantage over 
other people.  You feel this way regardless of whether any decoded message is true or not.  It is 
a classic case of getting something from nonsense, and of using attitudes instead of reasons.  So 
just reading and getting apocalyptic writing tends to confirm the ideas of secret-knowledge-of-a-
secret-world and that the reader is “in” on empowerment.  Using indirection tends to automatically 
recruit readers into the world of the apocalyptic writer and to perpetuate the idea of the world.  
Apocalyptic style writing has a power in itself whether it is true or not and whether the reader 
agrees or not, rather like Voldemort’s (Tom Riddle’s) diary had power over Virginia Weasly in 
“Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets”.  Usually an apocalyptic text has more than one 
interpretation so that groups of readers play games about which interpretation is the best and the 
most empowering.  These techniques can make it hard to say what people believed and how 
much their belief affected action.  I find post-modern (pseudo-)academic writers and their readers 
to be similar to apocalyptic writers and their readers.  I find much political rant of the Right and 
Left to be badly done apocalyptic.   
 
When the end of this world does not come on schedule, people that still want to believe in the end 
of the world tend to push the change on to another plane.  They divide existence into this bad 
world versus a good heaven.  Instead of this world changing some day soon, good people go to 
heaven when they die while bad people go to hell. Sometimes they also divide into inside and 
outside:  good people change hearts, change spirits, and change existence in this world as part of 
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preparation for the next world while bad people linger on in a state of desperation and confusion.  
Most religions that want the end of the world but have to face the continuation of the world 
combine two outside features:  (1) Until the world ends, good people go to heaven while bad 
people go to hell.  (2) Eventually, this world will end.  Then either (A) everybody, living or dead, 
will go to heaven or hell, or (B) this world will change to become better than heaven so that the 
people up in heaven can return to join the good people on the new earth in a new even better 
heaven here.  The new heaven is a continuation of the good attitude that good people had on 
earth.  The bad people, living or dead, still have to go to hell.  Hell is a continuation of the bad 
attitude that bad people had on earth.  This is approximately the view of most traditional 
Christians now.   
 
A person does not have to be a religious apocalyptic-eschatologist to think in terms of apocalypse 
and eschatology.  Groups that expect a revolution think in these terms, and use many of the 
same rationalizations when the transformation does not come as it should.  Capitalism should 
transform the world but that has not happened yet, and so the lucky few can live in the paradise 
of consumerism until it does come.  The Marxist-PC revolution is supposed to transform the world 
but that has not happened yet, and so the lucky few can live in academic enclaves cultivating 
Sophia, feeling superior, until it does come.   
 
(1) Mystery Religions (Mystery Cults).  Four stances prevailed in the Greco-Roman Classical 
world in the time of Jesus.  I cannot say much about them here, and they are not important to 
understanding Jesus in this book, but I need to mention them because you will encounter them in 
other reading.  “Classical” means, “pertaining to the Greco-Roman world” and does not mean 
“timeless” or “chic”.   
 
Some Classical people that lived in cities tended to join groups that we would think of as cults or 
as secret societies, like the popular idea of the Knights Templar, the Dan Brown portrayal of Opus 
Dei in “The Da Vinci Code”, or current odd ideas about the Free Masons.  The mystery religions 
had a particular god, goddess, or pair to whom they were devoted such as Bacchus or Isis and 
Osiris.  The god(s) were the source of secret knowledge.  The adepts of the cult taught the secret 
knowledge to initiates.  When the initiates had reached a certain level, they did not learn more 
through instruction but through experience.  They went through secret ceremonies.  The 
ceremonies changed the person.  The ceremonies brought external intellectual knowledge to life.  
Sometimes the god(s) at the focus of the cult were dying-and-reborn gods (see below).   
 
Civil authorities generally tolerated mystery religions because mystery religions did not cause 
much civil unrest and, except for some cases, mystery religions made their believers more willing 
to accept this world and to live under Roman rule.  Sometimes the ceremonies did involve 
sacrifices, drinking, sexual behavior, or even violence, and so did get out of hand.  In that case, 
the authorities cracked down.   
 
Jews generally did not join mystery religions because to do so would be heresy against God.  It 
would get them expelled from Judaism.  Also, people other than Jews knew that Jews did not 
appreciate god(s) other than God (Yahweh), and do did not often recruit Jews.  To many Jews, 
Christianity looked like a mystery religion disguised as worship of the one true God.  Perhaps to 
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some Jews, Christianity seemed a tolerable compromise between mystery religions and worship 
of God.   
 
(2) Dying and Rising Gods.  Jesus was not the only god to die and rise again.  He had many 
predecessors, often with female helpers, including Osiris and Isis, and Bacchus with Bacchus’ 
women devotees.  I do not describe the details.  Dying-and-rising is not uncommon in agricultural 
societies with experience of vegetation and annual seasons.  The dying of the god is like the 
changing of the seasons toward winter and like the planting of grain.  Unless you plant the grain, 
so that it dies in its present form, it cannot rise again as something more and better.  The rising of 
the god is like the changing of the seasons toward spring and like the sprouting of the grain.  The 
dying of the god allows for the fertility of the land and allows for the continuation of life.  They 
dying and rising of the god brings abundant life.  Unless the god dies, and unless the devotees 
consume the god in some way, there can be no new life and no abundance.  Eating the god 
allows devotees to participate in divinity and in new abundant life.  Wine often symbolized 
lifeblood and especially the blood of the god.  Even when it did not, wine was a symbol for 
regeneration of life and for the intoxication that comes with understanding life and participating in 
divinity.  The cult of Bacchus was famous for intoxication.  “Dionysius” was the Greek name for 
Bacchus.  Members of the rock group “The Doors” described life with Jim Morrison as “like 
partying with Dionysius”.   
 
In the early to middle 1900s, some scholars of religion thought that ideas of dying and reborn 
gods shaped Christianity, that Jesus was nothing but another dying and reborn god.  Ideas of 
dying and rising gods certainly influenced Christianity but I think it is wrong to think of Christianity 
as “nothing but” another religion of a dying and rising god.  It is better sometimes to look for what 
makes a religion unusual and what makes it itself rather than to look for similarities to other 
religions; and whether Jesus rose from the dead is not important to me; so I do not go into 
comparisons.  C.S. Lewis was much vexed in his youth by the idea that Christianity might be 
nothing but another version of a dying and rising god religion.  His devotion to Christianity came 
when he got over this problem, partly at the instigation of a former skeptic schoolmate, largely by 
seeing the dying and rising of Jesus as real while the dying and rising of other pseudo-gods were 
only myths.   
 
(3) Civic Religion.  Most cities in the Classical world had patron gods and had particular 
ceremonies for those gods.  Cities that were named after gods, such as Athens for the goddess 
Athena, were dedicated to their namesake.  Residents expected to participate in the rites and 
were expected to participate.  If residents did not, they were suspected of sedition.  Prominent 
residents were expected to help pay for the rites, including holding offices that required them to 
pay.  If prominent citizens refused, their business might suffer, and they were suspected.  At that 
time, there was no separation of church and state as we have in modern democracies.  The city 
was under the patronage of a god and had to respond.  There were no secular rites; all rites were 
religious.  Usually the obligations of a normal resident usually were not heavy, perhaps only 
lighting incense to the god at correct times of year.  Even people that did not grow up with the 
patron god, or that came from a different religion, usually had no trouble performing the services.  
Egyptians that lived in a Greek city had no trouble performing the rites to Poseidon or Athena, 
and Greeks in Egypt had no trouble with rites to Isis and Osiris.   
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Jews would not participate in civic rites because civic rites necessarily implied worship of a god 
other than God (Yahweh).  At first, Jewish refusal to participate led non-Jews to suspect Jews of 
sedition and to blame Jews when trouble befell the city.  It seemed as if the god was angry at the 
non-performance of the Jewish residents, and the god took it out on the whole city for not 
enforcing full participation.  This viewpoint might have helped begin the use of Jews as 
scapegoats.  Eventually, some places came to see that Jews were not seditious even if they 
would not participate in the civic rites.  They tolerated and accepted Jews.  I do not know how 
widespread and deep tolerance became.   
 
Civic rites have not disappeared, we just do not identify them with Classical civic rites and we do 
not always associate them with a patron god.  In the United States, the major holidays 
necessarily have civic rites.  The speeches of Memorial Day, the Fourth of July, Labor Day, and 
end-of-the-year holidays are not just hot air.  They are necessary rites.  So are fireworks and 
gifts.  Mom and apple pie are not just American, they are holy American.  It used to be common 
to invoke God and Jesus, and it is still probably done more often than not.  Groups that will not 
participate in those ceremonies are suspect.  They cannot be full Americans.  Americans have 
learned that full participation, including invoking Jesus, is not required, and that people can be 
good Americans without full participation including invoking Jesus.  But Americans are still 
happiest when immigrants finally “come around” and “get in the spirit of things”.  It is the same all 
over the world.  A resident in a Muslim country who does not acknowledge the Muslim holy days 
is not comfortable.   
 
(4) Deification (Sons of Gods).  Jesus was not the first or only human to be declared the “Son of 
God”.  In the Classical world, prominent people sometimes were raised to divine status, usually 
by declaring they were the child of an important god.  Heracles (Hercules) was the son of Zeus 
(Jupiter).  When Heracles died, he was give immortality and taken to heaven as a minor god.  
The same was true of other famous warriors such as the twins, Polydeuces (Pollux) and Kastor 
(Castor).  The Roman emperors became the sons of prominent gods, often, I think, like Hercules, 
of Jupiter.  Founders of a city, or prominent citizens of the past, might be raised to divine status, 
often as children of the patron god.  This happened to legendary Theseus of Athens.  When 
prominent people were raised to divine status, they became part of the civic rites, so they were 
worshipped along with the major city god.  Classical people were not silly about this deification.  
They did not give the Roman emperor the same status as Jupiter.  They were more likely to pray 
to Diana or Venus than to the reigning emperor.  But the emperor and other humans were 
granted divine status and were the objects of veneration and rites.   
 
As with civic rites, Jews refused to acknowledge the deification of people and refused to 
participate in any rites in which deified people were honored or worshipped.  The result was the 
same hostility toward Jews.  
 
Jews would not use many kinds of coins in the Classical world because Jews would not “traffic” in 
idolatrous images, and Jews were afraid that coins with any human (or sometimes animal) image 
were idols.  Jews would only use coins that had no human image, preferably only coins that had 
no images or only images of plants.  This is why the Second Temple in Jerusalem at the time of 
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Jesus had money changers, so Jews could use only acceptable money in transactions at the 
temple.  This attitude also led to hostility toward the Jews.   
 
Jews and non-Jews would have been confused by the early Christian claim that Jesus was the 
“son of God”.  To a non-Jew, the simple claim that Jesus was a god would not have made Jesus 
too special.  He was just another important person who was raised to the status of a god, or who 
was really the son of a god in disguise.  A problem only arose when Christians claimed that there 
was only one God, yet Jesus was the son of this God and also God, and that Jesus was the only 
person who could ever make this claim.  The problem became acute around the civic rites 
because, like Jews, Christians refused to participate in civic rites, yet Christians claimed to be 
distinct from Jews.  The claim that Jesus was the only person ever to be born of a god, or the 
only person ever to be raised to be a god, or the only god ever to come down to Earth, would 
have seemed like nonsense because there were other cases where the same thing had 
happened.  To claim that Jesus was the son of a god, and the only such person ever to be the 
son of a god, would have seemed like trying to have your cake and eat it too.  It was to claim 
there was only one God yet also to claim that somebody had been deified to become God too.  
Christians wanted the idea of deification but they also wanted to maintain that there was only one 
God and one deification.  To a Greco-Roman, if Jesus was deified, then other people had been 
deified too and the Christians should participate in civic rites that included worship of other deified 
people.  If the Christians would not participate in civic rites and continued to insist there was only 
one God, then Jesus could not be God, could not have been born of God, and could not have 
been deified.   
 
To a Jew, it seemed as if Christians were trying to infect Judaism with Greek and Roman ideas, 
and doing a bad job of it.  In Judaism, all Jews are the children of God in that they have the rights 
of inheritance and protection from God.  They are descended from the patriarchs and matriarchs, 
who were special in the eyes of God, and so it is as if Jews are the adopted children of God.  
Nobody else can have this status.  If that is all Christians claimed for Jesus, then it was nothing 
special at all.  It only meant that Jesus had an obligation to be a good Jew.  If Christians claimed 
more, then there was a problem, but it was not clear what more Christians could claim.  If 
Christians understood Judaism, then they could not possibly argue that Jesus was really God, or 
a son of God in any way other than by being a good Jew, or the only son of God, or born directly 
from God.  To make such claims would be to misunderstand God, not be a Jew, and therefore not 
be in a position to make such claims in the first place.  It would be to make a claim that 
undermined the grounds for making the claim.  If instead Christians claimed God adopted Jesus 
and deified him, then Christians were imposing Greco-Roman ideas on Judaism and so 
misunderstanding Judaism.  The Jews were right, the Greco-Romans and Christians were wrong, 
and that was that.  Any way you look at it, the claim did not make sense to most Jews, and the 
claim invalidated Christianity in their eyes.   
 
Yet clearly some Jews did make some similar claim and did mean it.  I will return to this topic in 
later parts of the book, where I will repeat these arguments.   
 
Wandering Cynics.  Now we return to general religious stances.  Always, not just in the time of 
Jesus or in modern times, some people have seen through the conventions of everyday life and 
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have sought something better, more direct, honest, and deep.  Usually their insight makes it 
impossible for them to live in normal society.  They tend to wander, having no fixed way to earn a 
living.  They tend not to marry.  They do not suffer poseurs or fools.  Sometimes they teach.  
Sometimes other people see they are special, and ask them questions.  Their responses usually 
are unsettling, especially if pressed.  They do not primarily explain; they try to get people to see 
through conventions, to understand for themselves, and do for themselves.  One school of 
philosophy in the Greco-Roman world especially tended to produce people like this.  The school 
was called “Cynic” from the Greek for “dog”.  Because of their skepticism, the word “cynic” has 
come to mean somebody that does not value ordinary life very much, thinks most people are not 
much good, tends to see the bad in a situation, and is hard to get along with.  That was not the 
original meaning of the term.  Originally it meant a wandering thinker and plain speaker.   
 
Cynics were not the only people that acted like this, and not even the only school of philosophy or 
religion that tended to produce people like this.  Buddhists, Taoists, and especially Zen Buddhists 
all tend to produce people like this, and they have nothing to do with Greek philosophy.  
 
Jesus had much in common with Cynics.  He was plainspoken, insightful, often rude, did not 
suffer fools, did not marry, and had no steady job.  Modern “family values” Christians would not 
have let Jesus hang out with their children.  But Jesus was not a Cynic.  He was not a trained 
philosopher. 
 
He might have picked up some ideas from Greek philosophers or thinkers around him but his 
ideas seem much more Jewish than Greek.  I think similarities to Cynics come because Jesus 
shared the same deep tendencies in human nature that produce that kind of person regardless of 
the culture, society, or situation.   
 
Anti-System.  Thinkers like Cynics tend to fall into a bind (which a true Cynic would only laugh 
at).  Convention is based on rules.  Overcoming convention seems like getting rid of rules.  Not 
having rules leads to chaos and confusion - not what was intended in the idea of overcoming 
rules.  To defend against chaos and confusion, people resort to more rules.  Christianity has a 
particular problem with this bind because of how it developed in opposition to imaginary Judaism 
(which I explain below) but it is not the only religion with this problem.  Hinduism and Buddhism 
both cast doubt on the ultimate reality of the self, of the world as we ordinarily see it, and on 
conventional rules.  There seems no reason why any person is, and therefore no reason why any 
person should follow moral rules.  Yet Hinduism and Buddhism insist the universe is intrinsically 
moral, that the universe rewards moral behavior and punishes immorality.  Both insist that 
followers act morally even if there is no self and even if some moral rules seem only conventional.  
Taoism has a similar problem in that it gives no ultimate status to any moral code but still insists 
that the universe (the Tao) rewards good behavior while it punishes bad behavior, and still insists 
that followers act well.   
 
The trick is to explain how a universe without ultimate selves and without normal rules still insists 
on morality.  Why is the universe intrinsically moral?  How does the universe generate morality 
and enforce morality?  What does the intrinsic moral nature of the universe say about God?  
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What does it mean for normal people?  I cannot answer these questions but I do meet them again 
in a later part of the book.  
 
Christianity developed by opposing itself to an unrealistic exaggeration of Jewish law.  In the 
Christian polemical exaggeration, Jewish law was supposed to be extremely detailed, stultifying, 
and conducive to hypocrisy.  Christianity liberated people from the law so they could encounter 
Jesus and God directly.  Instead of points of law, Christians had judgment and intuition.  Of 
course, this stance leaves a lot of normal people awash in a sea of relativity and leaves the way 
open for moral-intellectual pirates to hijack them.  In fact, early Christianity had a problem with 
Christians who claimed they were above not only Jewish law but also all law, even moral law, and 
could do whatever they wished.  Paul had trouble trying to control the “libertines” and trying to 
explain how Christians could be above Jewish law but not above civil law or above basic moral 
decency.  I do not here go into his answers.  
 I do not think the question is settled in Christianity or in Western life.  People still hear 
that Christianity liberates people from excessive legalism but that Christians have to be very 
moral and follow strict elaborate rules.  Conservative Christians are at least as constrained by 
laws and by feelings of guilt as any Jew in Christian polemics.  People still rebel against legalism, 
but now against Christian legalism.  Libertines still use the situation to do what they wish while 
saying they are above conventional law.  Rebels still drift in the sea of relativism and still are 
vulnerable to spiritual pirates.  After people cast off the legalism of standard Christianity, they 
panic at their relativistic freedom, and then grasp at whatever system offers them security.  
Paradoxically, by casting off convention people often bind themselves with bizarre cult.   
 
Existential Commitment.  This section does not explain Existentialism in general 
 
Christianity is about as prone to hypocrisy as other religions, in some ways more so because of 
its commitment to social action.  Christians should help the poor and should seek social justice 
but too often they do not.  They are content to go to church and to give a little donation.  Even 
when Christians do act, too often they act to make themselves feel righteous and superior rather 
than because they have thought through a situation and have done the most good.  Too many 
Christians do not “have Jesus in their hearts”.  They do not feel a commitment to Jesus and what 
he stands for.   
 
Suppose instead of worrying about fine points of morality (see above) we take as our standard of 
behavior genuine commitment.  What matters is not what you do but your motives in doing it.  
You are justified when you act in accord with your true self and true motives.  Hopefully, most 
people have good selves and good motives.  
 
A person acts correctly when he-she has a sense of what he-she is all about and acts accordingly 
to the best of his-her ability.  If a person is an artist, the person should be an artist with whole 
heart and whole mind.  If a person is a politician, the person should be a good politician with 
whole heart and whole mind.  We allow no poseurs, fakers, hypocrites, or wishy-washy half-
hearted efforts.  Even if a person is not exactly what we would like in a human being then we can 
still respect that person if he-she behaves according to his-her nature.  If a person is a biker at 
heart and likes meth, then we can still get along with that person as long as he-she is a good 
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meth-head biker and does not hurt innocent people or us.  The greatest sin is being insincere to 
yourself or to others.  I do not dwell here on whether your nature comes from society or if it 
comes from some deep spring of self.  
 
By modern American standards, it is better if your nature does not come from society but it is also 
better if your nature does not come from just being an animal.  Americans feel there is a self 
inside of you that is neither society nor biology, and your nature comes from there.  That is what 
you are true to.  This approach is similar to what the Bhagavad Gita of Hinduism teaches.   
 
So it seems that a sincere Christian is a true Christian and vice versa.  A true Christian feels what 
it means to commit to Jesus and is willing to make that commitment with all his-her heart and 
mind.  Christianity is not about understanding some ideas or assenting to some creed but about 
having a change of heart and then living according to that change of heart all the rest of your life.   
 
Three problems arise.  First, what does it mean to understand true Christianity and commit to 
that?  People have different ideas of what true Christianity is, and they demand different 
commitments.   
 
Second, what if we just cannot find our true selves?  What if we just cannot find true Christianity?   
 
Third, a bigger problem frames the first two problems because it is more general to the whole 
existential approach.  What if what we are is not very good?  What if at heart we are a serial killer, 
rapist, child molester, spouse abuser, hippy, Republican, frat boy, Valley girl, or slacker?  What if 
at heart we are superficial poseurs?  What if we cannot find a self that we like?  What if our self is 
so bad that other people do not like us and they want to stop us?  This is the stuff of TV crime 
dramas about serial killers or teen movies about mean girls.  Keep in mind there are no standards 
other than genuine commitment.  If we have a commitment and are true to it, then we are correct.  
But if we do not like what we are or want to be better, then we have to accept objective standards 
other than only our own subjective commitment.  If we accept standards other than genuine 
commitment, then we have to accept limits on our selves that do not come from our own true 
nature.  Then genuine action is not just action according to our selves but is also action according 
to objective moral standards.  We have to learn how to mix self with morality, and we have to 
figure out what morality to mix self with.  This is another version of the problem of anti-system 
from above.   
 
Americans think a sincere search for the true inner self automatically results in finding a true inner 
self that is both noble and acceptable to other people.  The advice to Hamlet was something like, 
“To thine own self be true, and it follows as night from day that thou cannot be false to any man”.  
No serial killers allowed.  Enthusiastic Christians think if they make a deep and genuine 
commitment to Jesus then he will lead them to a true self that is both in line with God’s plan and 
of service to others.  Both versions are charming and have more truth than we might expect but 
neither version is true enough so that we do not have to worry.  Hamlet found out that sincerity is 
not enough, and we all know some hearty Christians that meander or behave badly.  We still 
need objective references.   
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So we cannot accept that even a real commitment to some subjective Jesus automatically makes 
a person a real Christian.  We have to think about what makes a person a true Christian, and for 
that we have to look to moral rules such as helping the poor and promoting social justice.  We 
also have to think about what makes Christianity objectively true.  Does Christianity reflect the 
innate moral tendency of the universe or the commandments of the one true God, or both?  
 
When we think about objective morality and the objective truth of Christianity, we reopen the door 
to hypocrisy.  We adopt rules that people can follow superficially without understanding and with 
the intent of serving themselves.  We worry whether superficial adherence to the letter of morality 
is genuine Christianity, as in going to church and giving a little donation, being vocal at an anti-
abortion rally, or rallying for leniency in immigration laws.  By guarding against subjectivism, we 
reopen the door to phonies and hypocrites.  There is no easy way reconcile all this.  
 
From the 1940s through about the 1980s, the existential commitment approach to Christianity 
and the Bible was fairly common.  What mattered to ministers then was that Christianity was able 
to evoke a deep commitment.  This version of existentialism and Christianity is an extension of 
Romanticism although in part it was born out of a revolt against Romanticism.  You still encounter 
this idea in reading and among Jesus enthusiasts.  In Bible scholarship, it came across as the 
idea that the real Jesus, the historical Jesus, did not matter nearly so much as the “Christ of faith” 
(note the dualistic opposition of Jesus versus Christ).  What mattered was the ideal of a Christ 
and all that the ideal entailed rather than the historical Jesus, what he might have really said or 
really done.  It was never clear where the ideal of the Christ came from if it did not come from the 
real historical Jesus, why it should be true, why it is better than alternatives, and why it should be 
able to inspire a genuine commitment, especially to inspire a genuine commitment better than the 
real Jesus could.  Conservative Christians avoid this issue by insisting that the real Jesus and the 
Christ of faith are absolutely the same, and by merging the real Jesus into their version of the 
Christ of faith.  Normal people like me cannot be so sure, and so have to think it all out.   
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Part 3 Introduction: Hebrews, Jews, and Christians   
 
 
This part of the book appears only online as of early 2012.   
 
This part of the book is “Bible studies”.  It gives only as much as is needed to prepare you for 
reading the Bible yourself and for reading commentary on the Bible.  It does not offer new 
interpretations, and it does not pick out the definitive interpretation from among interpretations.  I 
give you the background, basics, and a few major interpretations, and then I guess about which is 
the best interpretation.  
 
Most people turn green at the phrase “read the Bible for yourself”.  It is not really hard reading, 
but it can be boring.  Even so, if you want to feel easier with your religious feelings, sooner or 
later you have to read much of the Tanakh (Old Testament) and all the New Testament.  You can 
skip a lot of the genealogies and really boring stuff.  What remains is not that long or that hard 
and often it is really fun.  
 
Holding the Tanakh in your hand is like looking at a forest from a helicopter.  At first the Tanakh 
seems like one continuous undifferentiated canopy of green archaic language.  Then you realize 
it only looks all the same because it is a big place with a lot of variations and a lot of resident 
species that interact.  It is a busy interesting place with conflict, heroism, sex, war, intrigue, 
magic, and drama.  Eventually, like a field biologist, you have to get down into the forest and 
meet the characters individually.   
 
Looking at the New Testament is like gazing at wispy clouds on a slightly windy day.  There is 
enough so that you can see just about whatever you want but not enough to see anything for 
sure.  Different people see different things in the same patch of sky.  It never sticks around long 
enough for you and your friends to agree for sure, “Oh, that is a whale”.  You can agree for a 
while, but soon enough the whale has become a rabbit or a deer or the rings of Saturn.  Usually 
people see what they want to see.  Often they see an idealized version of themselves.   
 
The Jewish Publication Society (JPS) offers an outstanding translation of the Tanakh.  You can 
find the JPS on the Internet.  Oxford University Press does the actual publishing.  The JPS 
translation comes in several “packages” at various prices.  Get a version with commentary and 
notes.  I have the Jewish Study Bible.  A good easy way to get the basics of Jewish history is a 
children’s Bible.  The JPS offers an illustrated Torah (first five books of the Tanakh) by Michal 
Meron that is excellent for the family.  “The Illustrated Hebrew Bible: 75 Stories”, by Ellen Frankel, 
tells you most of what you need in simple terms and with some great art borrowed from modern 
masters.  Many Christian groups offer versions of the Old Testament for children but there are so 
many I cannot recommend anything.  You can find them in thrift stores cheaply.  If you have read 
and enjoyed the Torah, go to the Prophets and other Writings in the Tanakh.  Many chapters, 
such as “Jonah”, are usually short, simple, and not laden with historical details.  Some of it is 
beautiful poetry.   
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You can use whatever translation of the New Testament you have.  The “King James” Version 
(Standard Version) is beautiful and is a pretty accurate translation of the text on which it is based; 
but it was based on a flawed Greek text and so is not fully reliable.  Many people find the dated 
language hard to read but I like it.  The Revised Standard Version (New King James Version) is 
better.  I try to use it as my source of quotes when I can because most people have access to it 
now.  I prefer the New English Bible but it is not widely available.  Recent versions such as the 
New International seem fine to me, but I am not an expert.  The New Testament is only about 200 
pages long.  If you are reading to only understand, and not to win an argument, you can read the 
entire New Testament in a few hours spread over one week.  
 
More has been written about the few pages of the New Testament than on any other single topic.  
The section in the library with New Testament commentary is the largest section of non-fiction in 
the library.  It is discouraging.  The bibliography at the end of this book gives some tips on what to 
read.   
 
If you have not read the Bible before, then you are in a bit of a bind. Ideally, you should read the 
whole Bible a couple of times, then read commentary, then go back and read the whole Bible 
again, and then read more commentary, and then read parts of the Bible again when you need to 
know something in more detail.  Yet nobody reads back-and-forth like that but divinity students 
and some really devout people.  Do what you can.     
 
The next three chapters in this part of the book are on the Hebrews, especially as the story of the 
Hebrews is relevant to Jesus.  The remaining chapters are on Jesus and the New Testament.  
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3.01 Hebrews and Jews 1: Basics 
 
 
This chapter and the next two, three in all, give background information about Judaism.  They 
focus on what is relevant to Jesus.  Even if you skip these three chapters, read this section.   
 
Jews are a group within Hebrews, who are a group within Semites.  Semites includes people that 
speak a language related to Hebrew such as Egyptians, Syrians, Lebanese, and Arabs.  The old 
nation of Israel was for the Hebrews.  Jews were one Hebrew group within the old nation of 
Israel.  Jews eventually took over Israel and took over Hebrew identity so that nearly all Hebrews 
came to be called “Jews”.  Sometimes I use the term “Hebrew” to refer to the Hebrew people 
before Jews dominated.  
 
Christianity developed in part by caricaturizing Judaism and opposing itself to a distorted picture 
of Judaism.  Jews were the bad guys while Christians were the good guys.  Christians attributed 
bad features to Jews so that Christians could be the opposite of Jews in those features and could 
be all good, like one child calling another “dirty and smelly” so that he-she can be clean and 
fragrant by contrast.  This tactic is common in ethnic-religious relations generally and not found 
just with Christians and Jews.  
 
Non-Jews too often misunderstand Jews and use bad ideas about Jews as an excuse to hurt 
Jews.  We have to keep the record straight so as not to repeat past faults and so as to end 
present mistakes.  
 
The biased portrait of Jews goes like this:  Jews murdered Jesus and so Jews are collectively 
responsible for his murder even now.  Jewish religion is overly legalistic, and many Jewish laws 
are arbitrary without any obvious value for protecting people or society, such as laws against 
eating pork and shellfish.  There are some good laws within Judaism.  But Jewish legalism takes 
away the benefit of good laws and it makes people feel they are constantly at fault.  Judaism uses 
layers of external mechanistic legalism to smother any life-giving interior spirit.  Christianity arose 
to advance the true interior life-giving spirit of God’s wishes without being subverted by external 
mechanistic legalism.  Legalistic Judaism is like machines, like death; spiritual Christianity is like 
organisms, like life.   
 
All this is wrong.  Actual practicing Judaism is not more legalistic than most religions in state 
societies such as Lutheranism in Germany or Roman Catholicism in France and it is not more 
legalistic than the case law tradition in America.  It is not more arbitrary.  Christianity did not arise 
primarily to correct faults found only in Judaism.  Christianity did arise out of Judaism and does 
have some contrasts with Judaism.  But the contrasts are not “across the board” and are not only 
with Judaism.  Christianity owes Judaism much.  It is wrong and bad to see Judaism as spiritless, 
mechanistic, external, and all in error while seeing Christianity as spiritual, full of life, internal, and 
all correct.  
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Like all religious and ethnic groups, Jews show prejudice too.  But they have seldom held the 
power and seldom done the damage.  Even if some Jews sometimes are prejudiced against 
some Christians, their prejudice is no excuse for Christians to hurt them or for anybody to hurt 
them.  We can be honest, objective, fair, and kind without falling into over-compensation, liberal 
guilt, or guilt over the Holocaust, and without giving blanket endorsement to Israel and to 
everything Jewish.  
 
The task is to see how Jesus was unique and universal without falling into bigotry, without 
painting Jews in dark colors so that Jesus stands out as a white speck.  We need to do this not by 
biasing the evidence but through seeing Jesus’ uniqueness and universality as truths that emerge 
from the evidence.  Because Jesus was a Jew, this task is harder.  If we wish to do justice to his 
Jewish identity then we risk losing his uniqueness and universality.  If we make Jesus stand out 
among Jews and make him universal, then we risk painting Jews in false colors that make him 
stand out.  It would be easier to make Jesus distinct if I believed that he is God because that 
alone makes him distinct and universal.  Since I do not believe Jesus is God but I do believe that 
his teachings are important, I have to see how his teachings were Jewish, not Jewish, and more-
than-Jewish.  Beginning in the 1930s, scholars have intensively investigated how Jesus was a 
Jew of his times and how he might have been distinct from Jews of his times.  Anything I say is 
only derived from their great work.  I list some of the work in the readings for this part of the book. 
 
Liberal Christian scholars that do not believe Jesus was God, or do not think it is key, are in the 
same boat that I am:  they have to make Jesus special and universal without insulting Jews.  
Since about 1980, they have responded by getting around the question of his Jewish identity.  
They have seen the intentions, mostly-is, and all-about of Jesus in a mostly-is that has little to do 
with his Jewish identity:  a Cynic philosopher, Indian guru, magician, revolutionary, peasant 
politician, or end-of-the-world weirdo.  Liberal Christian scholars are not put-off by his Jewish 
roots.  They enjoy the idea that Jesus was a Jew.  But they do not find his specialness and 
universality there and they do not always know what to make of his Jewish identity.  
 
Oddly enough, some conservative and orthodox Christian scholars that believe Jesus was God 
have actually explored Jesus’ Jewish identity thoroughly.  Jesus’ Jewish identity is no threat as 
long as they can believe that his “all about” is his identity as God.  They have come to like the 
idea that Jesus was a Jew.  They even see Jesus as a kind of “super Jew” who embodies the 
best of Jewish identity, discards aspects of Jewish identity that do not fit with Christian orthodoxy, 
adds to Judaism, and transforms Judaism for the better.  I do not know if this new attitude makes 
up for two millennia of orthodox Christians maligning Jews and overlooking the fact that Jesus 
was a Jew but I learned a lot from reading their material about Jesus and Judaism. 
 
Of course, Jewish scholars cannot accept the idea that Jesus was God.  Jewish scholars who 
tackle the question of Jesus tend to see Jesus as an exemplary Jew but not as a super Jew.  
They do not see him as qualitatively special or as beyond the limits of Judaism but as a good 
extension of tendencies that were already in Judaism.  Some Jewish scholars seem to accept the 
idea that Jesus is a prophet.  They seem to like the idea that concepts within Judaism lend 
themselves well to being universal.  They vary on what they do with the Kingdom of God.  I often 
agree with them, and sometimes I do find it hard to see Jesus as absolutely unique.  I repeat that 
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it might not be necessary to see him as absolutely unique as long as we can see the value of his 
ideals.  
 
Historical Synopsis.  Judaism did not start out as it is now.  It had at least four distinct currents 
contribute to it and it went through half-a-dozen distinct phases.  I do not think it makes sense to 
say all this was one religion.  I think the major phases within Judaism are about as distinct from 
each other as Judaism was distinct from the religion of Egypt.  Many Jews would disagree with 
me.  They see Judaism as a single attitude toward a single God even if it is expressed differently 
in different historical conditions, and you should keep their attitude in mind.  It does not matter 
much for this book as long as you get a sense of what contributed to Judaism.  If each current 
was distinct and each was limited to one historical period then the story would be easy to tell but 
contributions were not distinct and the influence of one trend often extended across periods.  Still 
you can get a sense of the identity in each period and of the overall development to modern 
Judaism. 
 
According to legend, all Semites began with the man Abraham.  God told Abraham to go west 
from Ur in Babylonia.  Abraham eventually settled in what would become southern Israel or 
northern Arabia.  Abraham had Isaac, the son that God told Abraham to sacrifice but that God 
later spared.  Abraham had other children, who became ancestors of other Semitic groups.  Isaac 
had Jacob, who added “Israel” to his name so that eventually Hebrews came to be called 
Israelites.  Jacob had twelve sons, who were ancestors to the twelve tribes of the Hebrews.  
Jacob’s most famous son was Joseph, who went to Egypt and became an assistant to Pharaoh, 
and thereby began the Hebrew residence in Egypt.  The residence in Egypt ended with a mass 
exodus into Palestine under the leadership of Moses.  
 
From legend, now we move to fuzzy facts.  At least some of the ancestors of the Hebrews lived in 
Palestine and northern Arabia as herders and maybe traders.  Egypt had a group of crafts people 
and merchants that might have been another contributor to the Hebrew grouping.  Some of the 
mobile traders and herders in northern Arabia and southern Palestine might have been related to 
the people in Egypt.  The name “Hebrew” might come from an Egyptian term for the crafts 
people, merchants, traders, or herders.  At first, any or all of these people might have been as 
much an occupational group as a single ethnic group, and they might have been made of several 
loosely related ethnic groups.  Later, they seem to fuse into one ethnic group.  The Hebrews 
probably were related to other Semitic groups found in northern Arabia, Palestine, the area of 
modern Lebanon, and perhaps in Syria and western Babylon (Iraq).  
 
After 2000 BCE (4000 years ago), the Hebrews overran what is now Palestine.  At the time, they 
called it “Canaan”.  It is not accurate to say they invaded because they were probably always 
already there along with other groups.  Eventually the Hebrews became the most numerous and 
dominant group.  Immigrants from Egypt, perhaps other Hebrews, might have helped the 
Hebrews in Palestine overcome the other residents.  Immigrants from Egypt might have induced 
the conflict by putting population pressure and economic pressure on the area.  The influence 
from Egypt might have generated myths about an exodus.  In tradition, Moses led the movement 
out of Egypt and through the desert, and then Joshua conquered Palestine.   
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Early Politics.  Now we come to better facts.  While they were mobile, the Hebrews had only mild 
social hierarchy and no formal permanent political institutions.  They did have a hereditary 
priesthood and some hereditary leadership.  As they conquered Palestine, they settled down into 
agriculture, and developed what anthropologists call “chiefdoms” in which a single family or group 
of families has hereditary rule over areas of land and the people living on the land.  The Bible 
calls these leaders the “judges”, which is a good description of their role.  Scottish “lairds” or 
English “lords” were similar.  As in Scotland, eventually a few Hebrew families gained more 
power, developed the office of king, and supplied the hereditary kings.  They did this partly in 
response to developed chiefdoms and states around them.  See the movie “Brave Heart”.  The 
first king was traditionally Saul, who came to power around 1050 BCE.  David succeeded Saul.  
David flourished about 1000 BCE.  
 
The early history of Israel is typical for tribes, chiefdoms, and nascent states.  The chief religious 
literature of Israel, the Tanakh (the Old Testament), also is not unusual for groups going through 
that kind of development.  We see similar development and ideas among the Sumerians and 
Babylonians, Indians, and Chinese.  The Tanakh often is a rationale to excuse conflict between 
Israel and her neighbors.  The Tanakh excuses Israel dominating neighbors, taking their land and 
women, and even murdering them.  It excuses the development of class differences in wealth and 
power within Israel.  The Tanakh excuses priests and the aristocracy taking land and people.  It 
provides a rationale for a near theocracy.  It is a classic example of religion in the service of 
power and privilege.  Yet the Tanakh also fights abuses and strives for social justice.  The 
Tanakh also is an instrument of good and it sometimes contradicts the stereotype of religion as 
mere ideology.   
 
Israel was located in a multiple crossroads, and so in a position either to become wealthy and 
important or to be used.  Egypt lay to the southwest.  Babylon and Syria were to the east.  Further 
east were Persia and Media (together now Iran).  To the immediate north was Lebanon with its 
wooded hills, fertile small valleys, and skilled sea-going traders.  Even further north was Anatolia 
(Turkey) with its huge fertile plains and Hittite empire.  The sea was on the west.   
 
Israel reached the height of its power during the Davidic line, which began with Kings David and 
Solomon around 1000 BCE.  The territories on which Israelites lived never extended much 
beyond the boundaries of modern Israel including the Gaza strip, the Golan Heights, and the 
“Occupied Territories” but traditional Israel did sometimes exert commercial control over a wider 
area.   
 
North, South, and Temple.  Solomon built the first temple to God in Jerusalem.  It is called “the 
first temple”.  That temple became the focus of Israel’s identity, Jewish nationality, and Jewish 
religion, and has remained so in idea ever since.  It is more important to Jews than structures like 
Notre Dame in France, the Kremlin in Russia, or the Imperial compound in China, are to their 
people.  Americans have nothing like the temple as a focus of our identity.  Later successor 
temples carried on the same role.  The idea of a temple carried on the same role even when 
there was no physical building.  Priests conducted regular ceremonies at the temple so as to 
maintain Israel’s close relation with its God.  Ideally, every Israelite should go to the temple three 
times a year for specific religious festivals, especially at Passover to celebrate the exodus of the 
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Hebrews from Egypt.  In practical reality, most Israelites were happy to go to the temple a few 
times in their lives, during which pilgrimages they were awed. 
 
Israel had always been divided in two, a north and south, because of differences in political 
organization and religious ideas.  The south consisted of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin while 
the north consisted of the other ten tribes.  The southerners were well organized and centralized, 
including a hierarchic priesthood centered on the temple in Jerusalem, and with a powerful king.  
Jerusalem was located on Mount Zion, and so was the original “shining city on a hill”.  The 
northerners were decentralized and more egalitarian, with ceremonies at various centers, but 
especially at Mount Gerazim, which was a rival to Mount Zion and the temple in Jerusalem.  
Northerners did not recognize Mount Zion as the one dominant religious mountain but insisted 
that several mountains and cites in the north had equal claim to religious salience.  Their priests 
had no clearly superior hereditary leaders.  They did not have a powerful king.  The parts of the 
Bible written by southerners disparagingly call the northern ritual centers “the high places”, assert 
that northerners were idolatrous, and assert that ceremonies at the high places of the north are 
blasphemous rituals to other gods.  The southern area came to be called “Judea” or “Judah” after 
its dominant tribe.  The term “Israel” ideally refers collectively to the Hebrews and to their 
homeland but its use in practice can be confusing.  Sometimes the north alone was called 
“Israel”, and that might have been its original meaning. Sometimes both areas together were 
called “Israel”, and that came to be its widely understood meaning.  Modern Israelis think of Israel 
as the two areas together.  The north and south were united politically, but not culturally, under 
Saul, the king who preceded David, probably around 1050 BCE.  The south dominated the north 
politically and militarily.  After the north disappeared as a separate entity after about 722 BCE 
(see below), the term “Israel” applied to the south and especially to its dominant tribe of Judah.  
Because Judah dominated, all Hebrews and all Israelites came to be called “Jews”.  The term 
“Jew” superseded the term “Israel” except in ideals, at least until the establishment of the modern 
nation of Israel.  The ideal of an Israel that includes the north continued on in Jewish culture and 
politics, even with all Israelites, and later all Israelis, called “Jews”.   
 
Neighbors Pick Israel Apart.  Under Rehoboam, the grandson of David, the kingdoms formally 
split politically in 922 BCE.  Israel’s neighbors saw their chance to divide and conquer, and so 
went after Israel in the North.  The first invaders were the Assyrians in 722 - 721 BCE, who 
engulfed the northern kingdom but spared the southern kingdom.  The Tanakh says the 
Assyrians took the ten northern tribes and the tribes never fully returned.  Although the Assyrians 
did take people, most of the remaining population was still Hebrew.  It was not non-Hebrew as 
southerners sometimes assert and as some Christians seem to think.  The north lost its separate 
tribal identities but reconstituted with regional identities.  The area of the northern kingdom 
became Samaria and Galilee.  After that, the area of the north is not often called “Israel” 
anymore, and so the term “Israel” comes to mean “Judah” or “all the Hebrews that once were in 
the dual kingdoms but now look to Judah”.  The term “Jew” came to mean “Israelite” and came to 
include both the southerners and the northerners that remained.   
 
The idea that the northern ten tribes were taken away but are still somehow “out there” became 
important in later Jewish thinking.  Eventually after all of Israel, even the Jews of the south, were 
scattered out of the homeland, after about 200 CE (AD), the idea that Jews were “out there” but 
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waiting to return fueled Jewish imagination and politics.  Israel the nation could only be fully 
recovered when all twelve tribes, including the lost ten, were fully recovered and when the entire 
territory was fully recovered.  The restoration of all twelve tribes is a sign that collective Israel is 
once again right with God.  It is a goal about which Jews dreamed and toward which Jews 
worked.  It is a sign that the world is changing and that God will restore Israel to be pre-eminent 
among nations again and to lead nations.  Keep this in mind for later chapters on Jesus.   
 
Restoration Yet Continued Division.  In 587 BCE, the Babylonians defeated the Syrians; defeated 
the Israelite southern kingdom; destroyed the first temple; and took crafts people, scribes, priests, 
and other skilled Israelites to Babylon.  This is the famous “Babylonian Captivity” about which 
reggae artists sing so well.  It seemed Israel was doomed.  Then suddenly the Persians defeated 
Babylon, and in 538 BCE allowed the Jews in Babylon to return.  Two centuries later, in a 
process that culminated in a great battle, Alexander the Great of Macedonia (Greece) defeated 
the Persians in 333 BCE.  His successors took control of the Persian territories including Israel, 
took some land in Israel, and built cities in Israel, but did not really occupy it.  In a process 
completed under Mark Antony (Anthony) around 33 BCE, the Romans defeated the Greeks and 
took over the Alexandrian empire.   
 
When the Jews returned from Babylon, they built the “second temple”.  This temple became even 
more the focus of Jewish religion and identity than had the first temple under Solomon because 
there was not a strong office of king to share the burden of Jewish unity and identity; the temple 
alone carried Jewish unity and identity.   
 
After Assyria destroyed the northern kingdom, the two kingdoms did not reunite again until 
recently under modern Israel.  Gradually after Assyria, the two areas became even more 
culturally, politically, and linguistically distinct.  When southerners returned from Babylon, they 
held themselves apart as a superior elite.  The returning southerners took control of the country 
and of Jewish identity. They imposed their ideas of religion, government, and culture, including 
ideas that they had picked up in Babylon.  Their way of life created the basis for the modern 
Jewish way of life.  After the elites from Babylon returned, all Hebrews and Israelites became 
Jews and have stayed Jews since.  The returning elites looked down on the common people that 
had remained even in the south and especially they looked down on all Hebrews in the north.  
The people from the north might have connections to old Israel but the people of the south no 
longer thought of them as Israelites.  To some extent, the returning elites also looked down on all 
farmers and herders, whom they called “people of the land” (“am ha’aretz”).  Northerners began 
to speak a language called “Aramaic” that was related to the language of western Syria and was 
the common commercial language in the Middle East of the time.  Eventually Aramaic even 
displaced Hebrew in the south.  
 
People of the south looked at people of the north as idolaters who did not really know God and 
who did not worship God properly, much as Muslims, Christians, and Jews look down on each 
other or as urban and rural American Christians look down on each other.  The southern view 
was wrong.  Northerners began to look to the temple in Jerusalem much as southerners did.  
They did not look to it quite as did southerners, and especially they did not accept the southern 
priesthood in the same way; but they recognized the same God and only that God.  Northerners 
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were just as Hebrew even if not just as Jewish.  Differences in northern and southern belief were 
more a question of attitude and stress than of content.  Also keep this in mind for later chapters 
on Jesus because Jesus was a northerner.   
  
Guiding Myth of Restoration.  That Israel could be re-born after it seemed annihilated under the 
Assyrians and Babylonians was as important as the return of the ten tribes.  The Israelites 
interpreted the situation thus:  God wanted a close relation with Israel.  When Israel behaved 
badly, God used foreign powers to punish Israel.  If Israel repented and returned to God, God 
would restore Israel to unity and to greatness, even on the brink of extinction.  As long as some 
Israelites worked with him, God would restore and improve any damaged relation.  God could 
even make new Israelites of stones or bones.  Israel would someday become the leader of the 
world and a light to all nations as the representative of God.  Israelites had to keep strict 
observance of the relation with God.  Israelites looked for signs that God was again “on the move” 
for them and that Israel would be fully restored.  Every time the Jews are “down”, they recall this 
scenario.  Every time they are down and something happens to give them hope, they remember 
God and his promise, and they anticipate another rising up and return.  This is how some of them 
saw the idea of a messiah in later centuries, for which see later chapters.  Keep this in mind for 
later chapters on Jesus too.  Do not make fun of dreams of restoration.  Nearly all nations that 
have once been great have dreams of restoration.  Living in Alabama, the idea that “the South will 
rise again” is no idle slogan; Southern Americans took President George W. Bush as a sign of 
God’s favor on the South.  England, France, Italy, Greece, Persia, Egypt, Iraq, China, and India 
all dream this way.  Chinese policy has been fueled by this dream at least since about 1970.   
  
More Foreign Domination and Culture Shock.  After the Greeks conquered much of the Middle 
East, most people began to adopt Greek language and Greek customs as a way of having a 
language and practice in common.  At first this process went well, but some Greek customs and 
some Jewish customs did not mix.  Greeks made fun of Jewish men because Jewish men were 
circumcised.  Greeks considered circumcision as genital mutilation, the way Americans used to 
think of garish tattoos and piercings.  Greeks never understood Jewish monotheism and the 
Jewish refusal to acknowledge any other gods.  Jews thought Greeks were idolatrous and 
sexually lax.  Jews wanted to keep their ethnic and religious identity.  They maintained dietary 
rules and purity rules that kept them from some social activities with Greeks, such as dining.  
Pork (not beef or lamb) was the staple meat of most of Europe and Asia, but Jews would not eat 
it, and so could not eat with most non-Jews.  Greeks ate food that had first been ceremonially 
offered to one of their gods, much as Americans “say grace” before a meal, but Jews could not 
eat any food like that either.  Greeks did not understand why not.  The Greeks took some land 
from the Jews to give to Greek military leaders and politicians.  Taking the land dispossessed 
some Jews and thereby put population pressure on the Jews that kept their land.  
 
Israel was part of an area ruled by the Greek dynasty called the Seleucids.  The Seleucids tried to 
push the Jews into Greek practice.  Part of the push included trying to establish worship of foreign 
gods in the temple at Jerusalem.  The Jews label the king Antiochus IV Epiphanes (Mithridates) 
as the worst offender because in 167 BCE he tried to set up an altar to Zeus in the temple.  He 
might not be as bad as portrayed, but, in any case, the Jews revolted.  A rural priest, a 
Hasmonean, named Mattathias, began the open revolt against Antiochus IV after Mattathias 
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killed a Jew who had tried to offer a sacrifice to an idol at the temple.  He and his five sons fled to 
the wilderness where they led a guerilla war.  The eldest son, Judah, soon took over after his 
father died.  Judah was also called “Maccabee”, which might mean, “hammer”.  Later the family 
was called “the Maccabees” and their dynasty is often called “the Maccabees” although it is more 
properly called the “Hasmonean” dynasty.  They rededicated the temple in 165 BCE, an event 
commemorated in the festival of Hannukah.  They effectively won in 160 BCE when the rest of 
the Seleucid empire agreed to grant them religious freedom and a fair degree of political freedom.  
The Maccabees reintroduced some Jewish leadership, and gained control of temple worship and 
the priesthood.  Jews still use the phrase “Hebrew Hammer” to describe a strong Jew, sometimes 
with typical Jewish irony; see the very funny film of that name.  
 
According to a legend, which is probably based in history, during the revolt, a woman and her 
seven sons all preferred to die rather than surrender to the Seleucids.  Their actions inspired 
other Jews to victory.  Normally Jews tended to see deliberate martyrdom as a sin, as suicide, 
which is prohibited under the Law, and is denying the sanctity of life.  But Jews at that time 
reinterpreted the action of this woman and her sons not as suicide but as a sacrifice to God for 
the greater good.  A small group of good people, or a good individual, can offer themselves as a 
sacrifice to cleanse the sins of other people and thus restore a good relation with God.  These 
were new ideas in Jewish thought, and became popular during the Hasmonean and Herodian 
dynasties.  Jews looked to some exemplary Jews among them to follow the example in fighting 
corrupt Jewish leadership or the Romans.  Later Christians adopted this group of martyrs as 
prefiguring Jesus and as establishing the ideas that somebody can die for the good of the people, 
to expiate the sins of the people, and to restore a good relation with God.  They saw Jesus in the 
same tradition, as the person who did this first for Jews and then for everybody.  
 
About 150 BCE, the Hasmoneans destroyed the northern central temple on Mount Gerazim.  
They did to the northerners what they did not want others to do to them.  In doing so, they 
permanently sealed the animosity between northerners and southerners.  From then on, in effect, 
only Jews were Israelites, and all Israelites were Jews.  
 
The Hasmoneans fought among themselves.  Hasmonean rule ended in 37 BCE when Herod, 
the First, the Great, of Idumea, south of Judea, came to power and then allied with Rome.  Herod 
astutely foresaw the rise of the Romans and allied with Roman leaders as they came to power.  
Herod kept the Romans from asserting direct rule.  The Romans ruled through the Jewish 
leaders.  Jews retained autonomy of religion and of most politics.  Jewish leaders paid taxes to 
the Romans, allowed Romans access to the land, and supported some Roman military actions.  
The Romans did not occupy Israel through a large military presence.  Mostly the Roman 
administrators and soldiers stayed in modern towns near the ocean.  The Romans did take some 
Jewish land for estates as the Greeks had done.  The Romans did not collect taxes directly.  The 
Roman occupation of Israel was less intrusive than the American occupation of Iraq after 2003.  
 
Herod the First rebuilt the second temple into one of the greatest structures and compounds in 
history anywhere.  Herod died in 4 BCE.  Herod’s temple is what Jesus saw as the temple.  
Herod was probably the king when Jesus was born.  When he died, his sons split his kingdom.  
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His sons were kings when John the Baptist was active and when Jesus died.  His sons were 
called “Herod” too and so the casual reader has to pay attention to which Herod is meant.   
 
Away from centers of political unrest, the Romans brought peace, prosperity, and contentment.  
Contrary to popular opinion now, Roman soldiers did not walk the streets looking for ways to 
debase and harass Jews.  Many regions of Israel did not even see a Roman soldier for months at 
a time.  Galilee had few Roman soldiers.  In many ways, and for a long time, Roman rule was 
better than anything that had gone before, including much Jewish self-rule.  Proponents of law-
and-order in modern American would likely be on the side of the Romans.  
 
Usually Roman taxes were not high by prevailing standards.  Jewish leaders under Rome were 
not particularly bad by world standards then, and sometimes were good leaders by those 
standards.  Except for court intrigues and acute paranoia toward the end of his life, even Herod 
the Great was generally quite a good leader.  But the leaders could not make the Jews and 
Romans get along.  Sometimes both Roman and Jewish leaders repressed the Jews.  
Sometimes both Roman and Jewish leaders called for heavy taxes to support military actions and 
building projects.  In areas of political unrest and heavy taxes, the people were unhappy. 
 
Roman customs and religion were similar to Greek ones, so Romans also had trouble with the 
Jews.  To the Romans, the Jews were not devout ethical believers in one supreme God but were 
anti-social atheists.  Their “one god” was merely a cover for not accepting divine grace in general.  
Their ethical rules were not about good morals but about finding a way to maintain a divide 
between themselves and others.  Romans never fully understood Jewish monotheism or desire 
for ethnic identity.  The Romans did learn to leave the temple and priesthood alone, and did learn 
not to interfere in festivals except in case of disorder.  The Romans kept the peace strictly.  The 
Jews agitated sometimes, and the Romans punished them harshly as a group when they did, 
much as the Israelis do now to the Palestinians.  Beginning in 66 CE, Jews rebelled, the Romans 
had had enough, and so the Romans waged harsh war against the Jews.  In 70 CE, the Romans 
sacked Jerusalem and destroyed the second temple.  The destruction of the temple devastated 
Jews because Jews had expected God to intervene for them and because the temple 
represented the relation between God and Jews.  The destruction of the temple seemed to mean 
that God had abandoned the Jews and had severed the relation, the “Covenant”.  The Romans 
did not try to kill off the Jews in Israel, but many Jews fled then just as after 1948 Palestinians fled 
when Jews invaded Palestine.  Where before the Romans had required only token observance of 
religious ceremonies that were designed to support the state, after 70 CE the Romans required 
fuller Roman style civic worship and they forbade circumcision.  The new policy would be like 
requiring everybody in the United States to eat a ritual meal of pork at Christmas in a church, 
requiring everybody to burn incense to the President, and forbidding men to wear pants.  The 
laws made it hard to be a Jew.  These new Roman laws set the pattern for later persecutions.  In 
130 CE, the Jews revolted again.  This time, the Romans destroyed Jerusalem and forced all the 
Jews out of the city.  That completed the destruction of Israel and the dispersion of the Jews.  
 
After the Romans ravaged Israel and the Jews dispersed, the people of the north merged with 
their non-Jewish neighbors and eventually disappeared as an ethnic group.  The people of the 
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south, especially under the Pharisees (see next chapter), eventually became what modern people 
think of as Jews with the system of rabbis (teachers) and synagogues.  
 
Jesus lived while Rome dominated Israel, northerners were still part of greater Hebrew identity, 
and yet southerners looked down on people of the north.  Jesus died before the Romans 
destroyed the second temple in 70 CE.  To better understand his world, we need to look at the 
development of Jewish religion.  Before that, we need to look more at some general human 
religious ideas.  
 
Monotheism, Covenant, and Ethics.  Jewish religion has features that distinguish it from other 
major religions.  Although other major religions have some version of these features, the Jews 
stress these features and so we need to understand them.  We cannot understand them just by 
looking at how the features survived into Christianity but have to see them in their Jewish setting.  
I do not discuss these features as they appear in other religions such as Egyptian religion, 
Babylonian religion, or Islam, or discuss how the Jewish version differs from the version in other 
religions.  Jewish religion took a long time in the making, was hard to achieve, and hard to 
maintain.  Jews become nervous when non-Jews point out that Jewish religion did not spring full 
blown and isolated from Jews but emerged out of ideas, beliefs, myths, and practices that Jews 
held in common with their neighbors and had borrowed from their neighbors.  The story of the 
creation of Jewish religion is truly fascinating, and sheds much light on Jewish religion, but it is 
too much for here.  Please see the suggested readings.   
 
Monotheism.  Philosophers perfected the idea of monotheism in which there is only one god, and 
that god is all-knowing, all-powerful, all good, and only good.  But common people do not listen to 
philosophers.  The Jews rightfully have the credit for pioneering monotheism as a religion for a 
group of ordinary non-philosophers and have the credit for spreading that religion around the 
world.  
 
In theory, ever since Moses, Hebrews (including Jews) believed in monotheism.  In practice, 
monotheism even among Hebrews was not consistent until at least after the Assyrian invasion.  
Until then, Hebrews held various ideas in which one God dominated but was not necessarily 
alone and was not necessarily all-powerful, all-knowing, or all good and only good.  Until then, 
individual Hebrews varied in their beliefs so that not everybody was a monotheist.  It is not useful 
to go into various beliefs and groupings.  Modern Jews vary in how closely they to hold ideal 
traditional Jewish monotheism but I think most of them adhere quite closely or else they believe in 
a modern version of a single God that has been influenced by philosophy.  Some modern Jews 
are atheists.  Very few Jews converted to other religions until recently when some Jews 
converted to Buddhism.  Jews consider orthodox Christianity with the Trinity as not truly 
monotheistic.  
 
Some people over-stress how unique the Hebrew idea of monotheism is, so it is useful to point 
out that the first Hebrews shared their basic religious ideas, myths, and practices with their 
Semitic neighbors and that originally the Hebrews believed in a group of gods, collectively called 
the “Elohoim”, or “the gods”, or “the children of god”.  At first, Hebrews accepted that other 
peoples had other Gods; they only insisted that their God was more powerful than other gods.  
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They did not think their God was all-powerful or all-knowing.  Philosophical speculation about God 
did not come up.  Thus the first Hebrews were not ideally monotheistic.  Over time, the original 
small group of gods got narrowed down, God gradually came to be more powerful and more 
knowing, and the gods of other peoples came to be considered false - all for reasons that are not 
clear.  
 
Before and after the narrowing down to one God, Hebrews have always used two names for God 
that point to different personalities:  “Yahweh” and “El”.  Yahweh and El were two different gods 
originally but by the time Hebrews began to write about them, by the time of the earliest before 
about 1300 BCE, they already had begun to merge, so I call them “godly persons” rather than 
distinct gods.  
 
“El” means something like “God” while “Yahweh” might mean something like “I am what (really) 
is” or “I am that I am”.  Scholars dispute over the exact meaning of “Yahweh”.  Yahweh originally 
might have been a storm and military god much like Zeus, Odin, Thor, or Indra.  “Elohim” is the 
plural of “El” although it was not always used like a plural.  In the beginning, El might not have 
been a single god alone but the leader in a council of gods.  El began with a wife and probably at 
least one son.  Some angelic figures from the Tanakh, and even the Holy Spirit, might have come 
from the idea of a group of gods under one leader.  “Elohim” originally likely meant both group 
and leader, then came to mean primarily the leader, and then only the leader.  Yahweh was tied 
more with the south while El was tied more with the north.  The Tanakh duplicates many stories, 
such as the Creation, because it preserves a story from the perspective of each deity and from 
the perspectives of the north and south.  Names for people, angels, and places that have “el” in 
them, such as “Micha-el” and “Beth-el”, derive from the “El” title.  Some names have the “Yah” or 
“Ja(h)” root in them such as “Johannes” or “John”.  The name “Elijah” means something like, “My 
God (El) is Yahweh”.  It is fun to look up these names to see what roots they come from and what 
they mean.  The term “El” might be related to the Arab word “Allah” and the Semitic word “Baal”.  
I do not know what modern Jews make of the distinction between El and Yahweh.  Out of 
respect, Hebrews since about the time of the judges have referred to God only by roundabout 
terms, such as “lord” (“adonai” or “mara(na)”), “the blessed one”, or “heaven”.  This practice can 
make it hard to sort out the precise identity of God and precise ideas about God in Hebrew-
Jewish history.  The phrase “Kingdom of Heaven” in the New Testament, particularly in Mathew, 
is a polite way of saying “Kingdom of God”.  
 
In addition to Yahweh or El, Jews recognize a force that emanates from God by which God acts, 
called the “breath” of God, or the Holy Spirit.  It is not clear how this force relates to God and how 
important this force is for modern Jews.  Jews sometimes feel the presence of God, as in 
worship; they refer to the presence as the “Shekinah”.  The proper response to the Shekinah is 
awe.  
 
I do not know the official Jewish theological formulas that precisely relate El, Elohim, Yahweh, the 
Spirit, and the Skehinah.  Regardless of any fuzzy edges or the fact of more-than-one term, most 
Jews since the return from Babylon have been quite strictly monotheistic by world standards.  I 
take the terms “Yahweh”, “El”, “Elohim”, “God”, “Allah” and the “Holy Spirit” all to refer to the same 
thing; and I take the term “Shekinah” to refer to the presence of that one thing.  When I say “God” 
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I do not mean just “El” but mean all the referents to the Hebrew-Jewish-Christian-Muslim 
supreme and only deity.   
 
Covenant and Law.  God made a deal with the Hebrews.  If the Hebrews recognized him as the 
one and only God, and kept the Law that he gave them, then he would help them out as a nation.  
God chose the Hebrews as his special people.  This deal is called “the Covenant”.  The Covenant 
refers to the relation between God and the collective people the Hebrews, the Hebrew nation.  
 
The original sign of the collective Covenant is the Law that God gave to the Hebrews.  The Law is 
not a physical thing such as the tablets but is a set of ideas for right living.  Eventually the Law 
came to imply some institutions too, such as the festival cycle of the Jews, the temple, the 
priesthood, the sacrifices, purity, and customs.  The best example of the Law is the Ten 
Commandments.  I do not often refer to other points of the Law when talking about the Law in 
Jewish life because I am ignorant about most other points of the Law.  
 
The first physical signs of the Covenant were the tablets of the Commandments and the Arc in 
which the tablets were kept, made famous by Indiana Jones movies.  The tablets resided in the 
temple until the Babylonians looted the first temple.  Then they were lost.  After the temple was 
rebuilt, the temple itself became the most important physical sign of the collective relation to God.  
After the second temple was destroyed, any copy of the Torah could be a physical sign of the 
Covenant but old Torah scrolls are the most revered such signs.   
 
In men, the definitive personal sign of belonging to the nation of the Covenant is circumcision 
(“cutting round away”) of the foreskin of the penis.  The Egyptians practiced circumcision, well 
before the first Biblical writings, so some scholars assume Hebrews got it from Egyptians.  I am 
not sure why Egyptians practiced it.   
 
For all Hebrews (Jews) keeping the customs and festivals is a physical sign of keeping the Law, 
the Covenant, and a relation with God.  It is a behavior sign that is roughly equivalent to the 
bodily sign of circumcision and the material sign of a Torah and the temple. 
 
Although the Covenant pertains to a relation between God and the Hebrews as a nation 
collectively, in some cases, God also helps individual people, particularly people that he asks to 
do tasks, such as Abraham, Moses, and David.  Probably not anybody can make a personal deal 
with God but I do not know the rules.  God does not call just anybody, and God does not bless 
just anybody.  
 
It is not always clear what God does for his chosen people.  Often he tells them when they are 
doing right or wrong.  He corrects them and makes them better.  At first, God helped the Hebrews 
leave Egypt, get a land for themselves, set up a priesthood, and set up leaders.  He sometimes 
helped them in wars with their neighbors.  I think most Jews think that God helps them to 
maintain their identity and their relation to God even outside of Israel, and even when they do not 
have access to the traditional temple and ceremonies.  I think most Jews think God helps them to 
maintain their festivals and customs and identity.  I think some Jews think God helps protect them 
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against hostile groups, and helps preserve physical signs of the Covenant such as scrolls of the 
Torah.  I think some Jews think God helped establish the modern state of Israel.  
 
Sometimes individual Jews that are successful in business, a profession, or family life, feel God 
has blessed them.  Whether these people feel they deserve the blessing according to the Law, or 
in addition to the Law, depends on the individual.  Whether they think this kind of blessing is part 
of the Covenant, I do not know.  I think officially this kind of blessing should not be seen as part of 
the Covenant but can be accepted as a gift from God.  Most successful Jews seem about as 
humble or as proud as other successful people I have met.  I do not know any definitive 
theological analysis based on the Covenant or Law of why God would bless particular people.  I 
am not sure if Jews in general would take worldly success as a sign of God’s blessing them 
personally as Max Weber said Protestants did, but I think at least some Jews take it that way 
because it seems only human nature to do so.  
 
Acknowledging another God, or worshipping a person, is a sign of abandoning the Covenant.  It 
is idolatry.  It signals that a person is not a Hebrew or is not a Hebrew any longer.  Because 
Hebrews do not wish to inadvertently worship another god or a person, Hebrews had to be 
careful about participating in civic rituals that focused around a god, such as the festivals of 
Athena or paying respect to the Roman Emperor; and had to be careful about participating in the 
festivals of other ethnic groups such as New Year.  Deliberately breaking the Law also signals 
that a person is not a Hebrew (Jew) or is not a Hebrew any more.  The Law has provisions for 
accidentally breaking it.   
 
Relation.  The people of Israel have a relationship with God.  They can talk to him.  He 
sometimes talks back.  They have permission to feel that he helps them collectively and 
personally.  They can complain to him, and he might do something about it.  This is true not just 
of priests, prophets, or kings but even of individual common people if they are in good standing 
with the Law and with God.  God does not necessarily bless individuals as he does the nation but 
he does guide individuals.  This is the sense of a relation with God that came into Christianity.  It 
is probably not good to see this relation as a personal covenant but I do not know Jewish thinking 
on the topic.   
 
Ethics and Monotheism.  The Law is not so much about particular points but about the right way 
to live.  The Law is not so much about how far you can walk from your house on the Sabbath as 
that the Sabbath gives people, animals, and the land a needed rest.  The Hebrews and Jews 
were clear about deep understanding of the Law as goodness and ethics.  Much of what God 
wants the Hebrews to do is ethical and good.  God wants Jews to do the right things, to do 
morally good things.  God, goodness, and rightness all go together.  
 
The link of God to morality in Hebrew thought is important because the link is not as clear in other 
religions.  We take the link for granted because we have inherited the Hebrew way of looking.  
Gods in other religions are not usually morally horrible but often they are not morally consistent 
and sometimes they do bad things.  Religions with more than one god often have at least one 
god that is a troublemaker such as Loki in Norse Mythology or Kali Durga in Hindu mythology.  
People that imitate the gods do not always act well because they sometimes imitate a 
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troublemaking god.  It is not conceivable to a Hebrew that God would not be good or would not 
want good.  When atheists say ethics and morality are intrinsic to human life, and say people can 
be moral without God, they unknowingly echo the Hebrew idea that morality and the core of 
existence intrinsically go together.   
 
The idea that God is good seems to go along with the idea that God is one.  It is possible to have 
many gods and for them all to be good, or for them all to show various aspects of goodness, but 
this system is hard to keep up.  To some extent, the Greeks did this with gods that had good 
personalities with distinctive good traits, such as Apollo and Athena.  To some extent, the Hindus 
do this with gods that have a good personality and distinctive good traits, such as the various 
incarnations of Vishnu like Krishna.  But if you really want your god to be consistently good, then 
your god usually is one god and only one god.   
 
I do not know how Jews deal with the fact that God did encourage their ancestors to do bad 
things, even bad things such as genocide that the Jews now feel deeply as wrong.  I do not think 
this problem makes Jews any more hypocritical or less ethical than any other people.   
  
Great Gifts.  Perhaps the greatest gift of the Hebrews to modern life are the associated ideas that 
there is one God, that God has a relation with people (the Covenant), and that God and good go 
together so that God wants us to be good.  I cannot stress the value of these ideas enough by 
adding more words.   
 
Students of religion say that the Hebrews (and Jews) developed the ideas of “covenantal 
monotheism” or “monotheist ethics” or “covenantal ethics”.  They put the three major gifts 
together in pairs depending on which relation the see as key in general or to a specific situation.  
Students of religion do not always refer to the philosophical use of these ideas but sometimes 
refer to the specific way the Hebrews used the ideas in their history, such as the historical 
development of the idea of the Covenant.  Still, the importance of the ideas is not any less.  We 
will see that Jesus’ teaching depends on the ideas.   
 
Legal Particularity.  It is true that some particular points of the Law do not have any obvious 
practical purpose, some points came from the past, some points seem odd to people that came 
afterwards, and some points just seem odd such as the prohibition against eating shellfish.  Still, 
the particular points of the Law are important because Jews think they are part of the right way to 
live.  The connection between the particular points of the Law and the spirit of the Law might not 
always be evident but often the connection can be found.  For instance, restrictions against work 
on the Sabbath seem annoying when somebody has to get something done but they also 
cultivate the right attitudes and they keep people from rationalizing the Law and thus eroding the 
main spirit of the Law.  Usually particular points are not hard to keep, so, even if somebody now 
cannot see the relation between a particular point and the spirit of the Law, it is not a great 
hardship to keep the particular point.  It was not hard to avoid shellfish in the hills of Israel.  It was 
harder to avoid pork but not too hard if a family also kept sheep and goats.  Unless it was abused, 
legal detail was not seen as a stumbling block to the spirit of the Law but was considered an aid.  
People could usually tell when somebody was abusing the details of the law and would not go 
along with such abuse.   
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As with many modern non-Jews, I try to understand the spirit of the Law while not worrying about 
most of its particular precepts such as the prohibition on shellfish.  I do not look down on people 
who do follow the Law as long as they do not look down on me too much.  I find following the Law 
admirable.  I respect modern Jews who try to follow the spirit of the Law without worrying too 
much about points that no longer make sense or that inhibit life too much.  I do not think a Jew 
who sometimes eats ham does great and irreparable harm to the Law as long as he-she 
understands the spirit of the Law and works to keep that.  The Law, in all points, has a long 
tradition and a continued meaning for Jews.  I do not see how respecting that diminishes me.   
 
The Jewish Law has about 613 main points with sub-points of interpretation.  Surprisingly to 
many people, the Jewish law is not particularly detailed and rigorous by modern standards.  
Every town in the United States has far more laws and ordinances than the Jewish Law.  Most 
Americans now know as many laws and ordinances as most Jews knew points of the Law in the 
time of Jesus.  The Roman Catholic laws are more extensive than Jewish Law, and probably the 
same is true for the rules of Episcopalians, Orthodox churches, Lutherans, and the Churches of 
Christ.  A mere glance at United States tax laws is enough to show which is vastly heavier in 
pounds and on the soul, and the tax laws are only one book out of many in the American legal 
system.  The Jews had lawyers but not like Americans do now.  We should not let puzzlement 
over a few laws such as about bathing and about not eating pork mislead us into missing the 
basic foundations of the Jewish Law in doing the will of God, in promoting right living, and 
promoting abundant living.  Keep in mind that Jews could summarize the entire Law in the two 
main points of “love God” and “love your neighbor”.   
 
Prosperity and Holiness.  A nation that accepts God and the Law should also prosper.  There is a 
link between God, accepting the Law, and prosperity.  God blesses obedient Israel.  This link still 
survives in Jewish thought and Christian thought.  It is not always clear what prosperity means 
but usually it means being wealthy and having large healthy families.  It can mean being politically 
free and not being under the dominance of other nations.  It can mean having citizens that are 
respectful, kind, and that uphold the Law.  It can mean widespread social justice.  To some 
people, it means being a powerful nation and controlling other nations.  
 
Nations that uphold the Law are more prosperous.  Nations that are prosperous usually have an 
easier time to uphold the Law (unless their prosperity leads them into indulgence and into 
breaking the Law).  Regardless of specifics about the nature of prosperity, upholding the Law and 
prosperity reinforce each other.   
 
Nations can try to achieve prosperity by trying to be more holy and pure.  If they are holy and 
pure, they can expect God to reward them with prosperity.  It is not clear if this possibility exists 
for nations other than the Jews but Christians certainly have acted as if this relation did exist for 
them too.   
 
It is not clear if there is a link between God, the Law, and prosperity for individual people.  Jews 
know quite well that a particular person can be good but not prosper in the usual ways.  They 
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know that bad people can prosper.  Like many of us, Jews hope that bad people cannot get away 
with flaunting God and the Law forever and hope that God rewards good people somehow.   
 
For Jews, being holy and pure means upholding the Law.  If Jews wish to have God’s blessing 
and prosper, they need to uphold the Law.  The more they uphold the Law, the more they will 
prosper.   
 
The idea that greater strictness in the Law means greater prosperity can be abused to result in 
extreme legalism, but, again that happens only in certain situations with certain people, and most 
Jews have been able to see through this trap in the long run.  
 
Collective Punishment for Transgression.  The flip side of prosperity is punishment.  At least since 
the time when Hebrews originally overran Palestine, and strongly since the Assyrian invasion, 
Jews have interpreted national problems as punishment from God.  During the wars in Palestine, 
defeat was a sign that the Hebrews had done something wrong and that God was no longer on 
their side.  The Assyrian invasion was a sign that Jews had not been strict in upholding the Law 
and especially that Jews had worshiped other gods.  Jews turned to other gods because Jewish 
men had married non-Jewish women who turned them astray.  The pattern is:  Jews do 
something to anger God, so God uses plagues, famines, and outsiders as a way to punish the 
Jews and to restore the Jews to right behavior.  Usually the crime is inattentiveness to worship of 
Yahweh, in particular laxity in observing the Law and in performing the rites and ceremonies, and 
laxity in letting people worship idols and other Gods.  Sometimes the crime is laxity in social 
justice, as when good people and officials allow the rich to take advantage of the poor or when 
officials take advantage of the poor.  The cure is greater attentiveness to the Law and to worship 
of Yahweh, or greater diligence in social justice.   
 
Jews understand that not all problems are the result of bad behavior but there is no clear line 
between problems that are God’s way to correct behavior versus problems that arise from other 
causes.  This is one reason why God sends prophets, to warn the Jews, to explain the problems, 
to explain what needs to be done to avoid punishment, to describe what punishments will likely 
befall in case the Jews do not amend behavior, and to point to better ways of life.   
 
The fact that punishment falls collectively raises questions.  Jews expect good people to remain 
even among a nation that has gone wrong. They understand that any collective punishment is 
likely to fall on the good as well as the bad and that the good do not deserve to be punished in 
this way.  This is the major theme in the story from the book of Exodus in which Abraham 
bargains with God over how many good people have to remain in Sodom and Gomorrah before 
God will refrain from destroying those cities.  It takes only a few good people among thousands to 
keep punishment away.  If there were no good people remaining to interpret events then bad 
people would not know they were being punished, why they were being punished, or what to do 
about it.  Jews hope that God rewards good people for their endurance with prosperity later when 
the nation returns to God and returns to prosperity.  
 
Even now, nations other than Israel think of national events in these terms.  Even non-Jews and 
non-Christians ask what people did wrong when a tsunami happens, and ask how God could 
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allow that to happen to the good people that live among the bad.  The Chinese felt that Heaven 
would punish and reward the nation for bad behavior and good behavior, and I think some 
modern Chinese still think like this.  There is still no good answer.   
 
Christians assume that they have inherited this part of the relation with God, so they tend to 
interpret prosperity in terms of diligence in Christian morality and bad times as the result of lax 
morality.  This is why Pat Robertson can threaten Pennsylvania when a town does not teach 
Creationism.   
 
The fact that laxity in the Law leads to punishment can also reinforce overly strict adherence to 
the Law and can lead to neurotic behavior.  It is a mistake similar to “I do not have a girlfriend 
because I am not a truly good person.  If I am only good enough, everybody will like me, and I will 
succeed in my job, romantic life, and social life”.  I doubt that the Jewish Law leads to this 
mindset much more than do rules and ideas in most other religions or societies.  
 
Looking Down on Others.  Nearly all ethnic groups see their own group as superior, purer, holier, 
nearer to god, and more ethical than other groups.  They see other groups as ranging from 
slightly inferior to generally depraved.  How widely people see the gulf, and what people do on 
the basis of this ethno-centric view, depends on the groups and the situation.  In some situations, 
ethnic pride coupled with looking down on other groups helps your group to maintain identity and 
keep its people alive.  In some situations, it excuses exploitation of other groups.  Even after 
decades of work to improve ethnic relations in the United States, many Whites still look down on 
Blacks, and many Blacks still look down on Whites.  Yes, minority and oppressed groups are 
about as prejudiced as the dominant or powerful groups but do not have the chance to express 
prejudice in the same way.  Ethnic pride and disdain for other ethnic groups excuses terrorism.     
 
So it should come as no surprise that Jews looked down on non-Jews and non-Jews looked 
down on Jews.  Jews saw non-Jews as dirtier, less pure, less holy, and not able to have a 
relation with God.  Non-Jews saw Jews as having the same faults, and, in addition, as a threat to 
the social and religious order because Jews would not participate in the simple ceremonies of 
normal civic life such as burning incense for the welfare of the Emperor.  Non-Jews tended to 
blame the Jews for a plague or natural disaster such as an earthquake because the gods were 
angry at the impiety of the Jews.  Even now in the United States, fundamentalist Christians blame 
secularists for natural disasters, as when non-Christians refuse to honor Christmas and later we 
have a bad hurricane or the stock market crashes.  When Jews and non-Jews lived together 
without conflict over material resources, power, and mates, sometimes they could overcome 
ethnic bias to learn the best features of each other’s culture, religion, and history; but that story is 
too much for here.  
 
Now we come to a touchy point.  When the Tanakh said, “love thy neighbor”, it did not originally 
mean, “love everybody of all ethnic groups and religions”.  A neighbor was a fellow Hebrew.  A 
non-Hebrew was not originally a neighbor.  Non-neighbors could be exploited, including taking 
their land and enslaving them.  When the Tanakh prohibited getting interest on loans it did not 
prohibit getting interest from any loan to anybody but only on loans by a Hebrew to a Hebrew.  A 
Hebrew could loan money at interest to a non-Hebrew.  As time went by, the interpretation and 
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the actual practice differed from the early parochial ideal.  Jews began to charge interest to other 
Jews as well as to non-Jews.  Jews began to see non-Jewish neighbors as humans, and began 
to extend common Jewish courtesy to them as well.  They allowed non-Jews to glean from fields.  
They helped a non-Jewish widow or orphan.  Several books of the prophets deal exactly with this 
kind of extension and they offer praise to non-Jews.  I do not know how much kindness really did 
extend across ethnic boundaries but the fact that it did extend at least a bit is important.  
Christians, non-Jews, and critics of religion, today point to the narrow idea of neighbor in the early 
Tanakh as evidence that the Jews were especially ethnocentric and that all religion is a moral 
cover for selfish behavior.  Neither idea is correct.  The Jews could be quite ethnocentric 
sometimes but in daily practice they were likely not much more ethnocentric than most groups.  
Religion can justify ethnocentrism and other bad behavior but bad behavior usually does not need 
much religious justification.  Religion does not often cause bad behavior but religion does serve 
as the justification for bad behavior too often.   
 
Whether or not Jesus deliberately overcame Jewish ethnocentrism is a matter of debate, which 
debate itself is usually an indication of ethnocentrism or of religious bias among the debaters.  
What Jesus actually achieved does not matter as long as we see the need to overcome 
ethnocentrism and we know how to do it.  I say more about this problem later in the book.   
 
Transcending Legalistic Selection.  This subsection repeats points made in an earlier chapter on 
practical reasons why we cannot follow ideals.  Every once in a while on the Internet, a list 
circulates of practices that are in the Bible but that people do not follow anymore, including:   
 
-Men can divorce their wives at will but women cannot divorce their husbands 
-A man can have more than one wife 
-People may own, buy, and sell slaves  
-People can become slaves through debt  
-Parents may sell their children into slavery 
-You may try to buy a child  
-Prostitution is not illegal  
-Every seven years, debts are forgiven and land reverts to its original owners 
-We may attack our national neighbors, taking their land, and taking them as slaves 
-We should kill an animal and burn parts of it as an offering to God  
-We may kill and burn only perfect animals  
-If a neighbor kills and burns blemished animals, we must stone him to death  
-Only if sacrifice accompanies prayers can prayers be effective  
-We should stone to death all male homosexuals  
-We should stone to death all adulterers  
-We should stone to death all people that do not keep the Sabbath strictly  
-All men must be circumcised or they are not neighbors  
-We owe the priests 10% of our income for their upkeep  
-Priests may not own land or work land  
-Priests may come only from the tribe of Levi  
-We may not collect interest from a neighbor, ever  
-We may not eat pork or shellfish, including we may not eat shrimp or lobster   
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That is enough to show that nobody follows these rules to the letter, and many rules were 
abandoned entirely.  Not even strict Jews and Muslims follow these rules to the letter.  We 
abandon, select, emphasize, de-emphasize, and interpret.   
 
Jews and Muslims developed guidelines about which rules have to be followed, to what extent, 
the exceptions, and what to do in case of confusion.  The spirit of the guidelines is something 
apart from the Laws.  The spirit of the guidelines may be a logical extension of some Laws, such 
as the idea of loving our neighbor, but the spirit of the guidelines cannot be just the Laws or we 
would not need selection or interpretation.  I have no trouble with the idea that we use principles 
other than the Laws to select from the Laws and to interpret the Laws but some people do have 
trouble with this idea.  Because the Tanakh and New Testament are not entirely self-consistent, 
and are sometimes are self-contradictory, we cannot avoid selection and interpretation.  
 
Christians have an added problem because they want both to keep the Law and to jettison the 
Law.  They want to have their cake and eat it too.  Officially, Christians say Jesus made the Law 
obsolete, and that his teachings take precedence over any specific points of the Law.  Christians 
took this position early in their history when they wished to attract converts from outside Judaism, 
and knew that some laws would keep away non-Jewish people, such as the laws requiring 
circumcision of men or against eating pork.  Yet many Christians quickly invoke old laws when 
they wish to condemn something they do not like, such as homosexuality.  They do not invoke all 
the laws, or do not invoke all the laws equally.  They do not require burnt offerings and they do 
not stone their fellows for working on the Sabbath.  They do not forbid the collecting of interest.  
They invoke and emphasize the laws that support their social-political-economic outlook.  They 
select and interpret for reasons outside the Law.   
 
This is why we need to be explicit about all the ideas that go into our religious viewpoint.  
Thinking about which laws we accept, reject, or modify is a good way to examine ourselves to 
see what we really think and why.  If we find contradictions within ourselves, we need to think 
about how we can hold those contradictions, why we might want to hold them, and what would 
happen if we abandoned them.  We need to think about our central stance, our key guidelines, or 
the core spirit we use, when we select, reject, modify, and interpret laws.  What are we really 
about?  Can we see our core principles as consistent with particular points of the law, such as the 
ideal of loving our neighbor?  Can we see our core principles as a good extension of particular 
points of the law, such as extending the idea of “neighbor” to include people outside our religion, 
race, nation, class, or gender?  Why are we strict about some things?  Do we support a social, 
economic, or political agenda?  Are we suppressing the poor?   
 
If we use principles from outside the Law to select from the Law and to interpret it, then why 
bother with the Law at all?  Why not just revert to the principles as basic, derive specific 
behaviors from basic principles, and dispense with the Law?  In effect, this is what most people 
do, usually implicitly, including fundamentalists who believe they follow the Law and only the Law.  
Modern atheists do this explicitly, for which I give them credit.  I can think of several reasons to 
keep the Law in mind.  Many principles that we use developed from the Hebrew Law, and so it 
helps to keep the Law as a reference for the source of our basic principles.  People usually do not 
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think up principles on their own but learn them from other people.  When learning, it helps to see 
more than one set of principles and to think about which to adopt.  We can use both the Hebrew 
Law and Greek philosophy.  The Law makes a good reference set of beginning principles that 
can guide us in our adoption of all principles.  The Law has coherence to it even if it has some 
silly points.  We can learn about coherence from it.  We can use not only the Law of the Hebrews 
as a touchstone but we can use the laws of other peoples, such as the Hindus or Chinese.  When 
we accept the value of one set of laws, such as from the Hebrews, but do not get “hung up” on 
that set, it is easier to put in perspective the laws from other nations and to see the relation 
between the laws of all nations and the deeper principles we seek.  If we discard the Hebrew 
Laws, then it is hard to say why we should pay any attention to the laws of any other peoples.  If 
we discard all traditional law, it is hard to say why we should pay attention to our supposed basic 
philosophical principles either.  We need to start with some set of laws, and the Hebrew Law is a 
good place.   
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3.02 Hebrews and Jews 2: Prophets  
 
 
This chapter gives extracts from the prophets to show what they were like, to show their concern 
with social justice, and to stress that the Tanakh was more than just religious propaganda 
validating the power of the military and the priests and validating the right of Jews to dominate 
neighbors.  Social justice was an integral part of God.  
 
For legal reasons, these extracts are not taken from any current translation of the Tanakh.  They 
are paraphrases that I made up out of several different translations.  If any particular copyright 
holder thinks I have taken too much from his-her version, please contact me; likely I will retract 
this version from the Internet and redo it.  Please consult your favorite translation of the Tanakh to 
make sure that I have not strayed too far.   
 
Contrary to popular misunderstanding, a prophet was not a fortuneteller.  Prophets were analysts 
of their socio-political-economic-religious situations.  They were commentators on their times.  
They sought to guide politicians, soldiers, priests, and common people toward a better way of life 
more in tune with God’s will.  They sought to avoid the wrath of God.  Sometimes to achieve their 
ends, they anticipated the future much as pundits on TV do today:  “If you do not heed I what say, 
and do not heed God’s will through my words, then a terrible disaster will befall you.  If you do not 
repent, then Assyria will smite you and the Chinese will out-produce America.  If you do heed me, 
then you will be saved and prosperity will return.  If you heed me and do God’s will by worshiping 
only in the temple of Jerusalem according to the correct rites, voting for the right party, using the 
right drugs, having the right sex, and watching the right movies, then the Babylonians and 
Romans will go away, the Pakistanis will become truly helpful, we will defeat Al Quaida, the stock 
market will climb, everybody will get a job, we will out produce China, and all ethnic groups will 
get along.”  I think most of the Biblical prophets were more astute and better people than most 
modern pundits.  
 
Some prophets, or people that claimed to be prophets, did make predictions much like a 
fortuneteller.  Some prophets made predictions designed to please the rich and powerful, such as 
predicting a military victory in the face of overwhelming odds.  This was not so with the best 
prophets, what the Jews back then, and we today, would call “true” prophets.  
 
Prophets had two major criticisms of current affairs.  First, the people were not diligent enough in 
worshiping God.  In particular, the people might worship other gods such as when men married a 
non-Jewish wife they might worship her gods in the house setting.  Today, a Jew or a Christian 
might marry a Hindu woman and worship Vishnu at home with her and the children.  Or a Hindu 
man might marry a Christian woman and go to church with her and the children.  
 
Second, social injustice prevailed while state officials, the priesthood, the rich, and even the 
common people did nothing about it.  The prophets were strong advocates of social justice.  The 
prophets were strong critics of the rich and powerful.  They could not see how to have correct 
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worship of God without social justice.  They took seriously the twin commands to love God and to 
love your neighbor.  
 
My selections here from the prophets are not representative.  They reflect my concerns, in 
particular social justice and individual responsibility.  To get a better idea of the prophets, read 
them.  I list the total chapter and verse before a quotation.  I do not mark chapter and verse within 
a passage.  Sometimes I provide a little background before giving the words of the prophet; my 
background selections do not begin with an asterisk (*).  Excerpts begin and end with an asterisk 
(*).  Usually the asterisk means the prophet is speaking directly and not quoting anybody right 
now.  Double quotation marks (“) within a passage can surround speech, usually the speech of 
God or of the prophet.  Single quotation marks (‘) indicate a quotation within a speech; usually the 
prophet cites God or cites somebody else’s words.  Who speaks usually is clear from the 
passage.  Sometimes it is not possible to clearly distinguish the voice of God from the voice of the 
prophet but I do not untangle them here.  Three little dots (…) mark elisions, places where I left 
out words.  My interject comments are in square brackets [].   
 
SECOND SAMUEL 11.26 to 12.14: David, Uriah, Bathsheba, and Nathan. 
 
Saul was the former king of Israel and Judah.  David used to be his soldier, but Saul came to 
dislike David and wished to kill him.  God rescued David from Saul and made David king in Saul’s 
place.  Nathan was the chief prophet of Israel.  David had a skilled and faithful soldier named 
Uriah.  Uriah’s wife was Bathsheba.  David and Bathsheba had an affair.  To get free access to 
Bathsheba, David sent Uriah to the front lines to die.  It was murder by proxy.  At the end, God 
kills an innocent child so as to punish David and Bathsheba; I do not like this method of 
punishment.  The line “You are than man!” is one of the most famous lines in the Tanakh and 
perhaps in all of literature.  God is angry both because David disobeyed his commands (about 
honoring the roles of husband and wife) and because David did something intrinsically wrong.   
 
* 
When Bathsheba heard that Uriah was dead, she mourned for him.  After the official time of 
mourning was over, David brought her to his palace.  She became a wife and bore him a son.  
 
But Yahweh was angry at David’s conduct, and so Yahweh sent Nathan to David.  Nathan told 
David a story:  “Once two men lived nearby, one rich and the other poor.  The rich man had large 
flocks of sheep and herds of cattle but the poor man had only one little female ewe lamb [with 
which he hoped to start his own herd].  The poor man tended the lamb, and it grew up with his 
children.  The lamb used to share the man’s piece of bread, drink water from his cup, and sleep 
on his chest.  It was like a daughter to him.  One day the rich man had to entertain a guest but 
was too stingy to use any of his own sheep, so he illegally seized the poor man’s lamb and had it 
grilled for the guest’s meal.”  [Not only did the rich man take the poor man’s only property, he took 
the poor man’s love and his future].   
 
David was furious.  He said to Nathan, “As Yahweh lives, the rich man deserves to die.  He 
showed no pity.  He will pay four times the cost of the lamb.”  Nathan said straight to King David, 
“You are that man!  Through me, Yahweh the God of Israel says:  ‘I rescued you from Saul the 
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former king who wanted to kill you, and I made you king of Israel instead.  I gave you Saul’s 
house and wives.  I gave you Israel and Judah.  If that were not enough, I would have given you 
twice as much.  Yet you were not satisfied but took what was not rightfully yours, and destroyed 
an innocent loyal man to do it [Uriah].  Why did you openly break God’s command and did what 
makes him angry?  You killed Uriah the Hittite, and you took Bathsheba his wife as your wife.  
Because of that, you will live always in fear of the sword and violence.  I will bring disaster to you 
from within your own family.  I will give your wives to another man right in front of you, and he will 
have sex with them here in your palace.  You acted secretly but I will do this openly for you to see 
and for all Israel to see in broad daylight.’”   
 
David said to Nathan, “My God!  I am guilty before you.”  Nathan replied to David, “[Because you 
accept responsibility and repent, and because God used to love you] God has partially forgiven 
you.  You will not die.  But because you insulted God by your acts, the first child born to you and 
Bathsheba will die.”  
*  
 
EZEKIEL 18: 1 - 23.  Personal Responsibility.   
 
Ezekiel lived during the “Babylonian Captivity” when many people of Judea and Israel were taken 
to Babylon.  He had an intense imagination.  His writing comes close to apocalyptic before the 
apocalyptic style became common after the Roman dominion.  
 
Ezekiel made a clear move away from collective guilt, punishment, and reward toward assessing 
action according to individuals only.  In agrarian and pastoral society, whole families or whole 
groups had to be responsible for the actions of their members.  Children had to pay the debts of 
their parents.  Israel had suffered and had been taken to Babylon because, in the past, the 
ancestors in Israel had not followed the Law well enough.  The Jews in Babylon wondered if they 
could be forgiven and return to Israel if they followed the Law, despite what their elders had done.  
Ezekiel assured them they could be forgiven and that they would be judged on their own merits.  
Although the idea of individual responsibility originally applied to Jews in Babylon, I think we scan 
safely generalize it to all individuals everywhere.  Many ideas from the prophets originally applied 
only to the Jews but were correctly extended to everybody, including the idea of “love your 
neighbor”.  The term “eaten on the mountains” means to have eaten the meat sacrificed to 
variants of El or Yahweh on the “high places” of the north, and thus to have committed idolatry in 
the eyes of the southern priests of Judea.   
 
*   
I felt God say to me:  “What do you mean using within Israel this proverb:  ‘Parents eat sour 
grapes yet their children’s teeth rot?’  I am the living God of life.  This proverb will no longer be 
spoken among Israelites.  All lives are mine to dispose of.  I look over the life of the parent and 
the lives of the children.  Only the person who sins will suffer.  If a man is righteous and does 
what is just and right, if he does not eat on the mountains, raise his eyes to the idols that beset 
Israel, does not have sex with another man’s wife, does not have sex with a menstruating 
woman, has not wronged anyone, has returned the collateral for a loan, has not stolen anything 
or defrauded anyone, has given bread to the hungry and clothing to the poor, has not done 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People    3.02 Prophets 

4 
 

anything wrong and has carried out true justice for all people, has acted honestly, has followed 
my laws and rules, then he is righteous.  This kind of man will live fully.”  That is what God said to 
me.   
… 
God continues:  “If a man has obeyed my rules and laws, he will not die for the wrong of his 
parents but will live his own life.  Be clear that the father personally, because he defrauded, 
robbed his brother [fellow man], and bullied his kin, the father did die for that.  But now you ask, 
‘Why isn’t the son guilty too?  Why shouldn’t the son be punished too?’  Because the son did 
what is right and just, and carefully kept all my laws.  That is why.  The son will live.  The sinner 
alone will die.  A child will not share a parent’s guilt or be punished for a parent’s crime.  The 
goodness of a righteous person will go to him alone, and the evil of a bad person will go to him 
alone.  If a bad person repents of all his sins, keeps my laws, and does right, then he will live.  He 
will not die.  None of his sins will be held against him.  Because he repented and acted rightly, he 
will live.  Do I really want a bad person to die right away?  No.  I would rather a wicked person 
repent and live.”  
* 
 
AMOS 5, much of the chapter.  Social Justice.  
 
The “gate” was the place in town where people went to seek public justice.  It would be the county 
court in traditional America or England.  Prominent people of the community kept court at the 
gate, and were expected to judge cases impartially there.  If a person could not find justice on a 
personal level, the person would go to the gate.  Poor people, widows, and orphans went to the 
gate because they had little other recourse.  Anyone who could not find justice at the gate could 
only appeal to God.  The warning to people that have built fine houses but will not be able to live 
in them now is particularly suited to the housing crisis of 2008 and after in America.   
 
* 
Listen you who pervert justice into bitter white powders 
And stomp on righteousness!  
Seek God.  
Who made the stars and the star people?  
Who blossoms dawn through the darkness  
And folds the flower of daylight into night?  
Who lifts the vapor out of the ocean  
So that it will fall back as rain on the earth?  
His name is Yahweh!   
He overthrows London, Moscow, Peking, and Washington  
So that world powers crumble into humble beggars.  
 
Connivers hate plain justice at the gate 
And despise an obvious just case.  
Be sure of this:  
Because you unfairly tax the poor,  
Because you pass a sales tax on food [and clothing],  
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Even though you have built your eco-mansion of stone,  
You will not live in it.  
You may travel to chic vineyards 
But your guts will curdle on their wine.   
Through me God sees your budding selfish crimes, 
Sees how uncountable are your sins.   
You are enemies of simple righteous people, 
You take bribes in devious ways,  
You subvert the simple justice at the gate of common sense,  
You make more desperate the needy.   
Alas in such a world and evil time  
A prudent man shuts up to save his own skin.   
 
Seek good and not evil  
So you might live 
And so that God, the commander of the armies of life,  
Might really guide you.   
Hate evil while loving good,  
And give true simple justice to the weepers at the gate.  
Maybe then God, the commander of the armies of life, 
Will embrace again the remaining children of Joseph.  
… 
 
I detest and avoid your festivals, 
Your patriotic upsurges and days of commitment and remembrance.  
Your churches, congresses, and prayer meetings do not move me.  
You may offer me burnt offerings, meal offerings,  
Or any sacrifice;  
I refuse them all.   
I ignore your gifts of fatted cattle and public devotion.  
Spare me the hymns and fancy speeches.   
[Spare me your TV evangelists and mega-churches.]   
I cannot stand your grand chorales  
Or your religious pop songs.  
Instead let justice pour out into small glasses like cool water,  
And let righteousness be an unfailing cool stream to quench thirst.  
*  
 
JONAH 3 and 4.  Extending God’s Domain.   
 
The book of Jonah is very short.  Most Christians know Jonah because he was carried inside a 
large fish for three days, which Christians take to be a sign of Jesus lying dead for three days 
before being resurrected.  I think that is the least important part of Jonah and it is not a “pre-
figuration” of Jesus at all.  Jonah was a Jew.  The Assyrians had just conquered Israel and 
destroyed the northern kingdom.  Nineveh was their capital.  God told Jonah to go preach in 
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Nineveh.  Jonah refused because, as a Jew, he hated all Assyrians.  To keep God’s grace from 
Assyrians was the greatest punishment Jonah could inflict on them, and to give them God’s grace 
was the greatest reward.  Jonah did not want to help Assyria.  God forced Jonah to go to Assyria 
by punishing Jonah with the fish.  Finally Jonah went, and what happened is as below.  Jonah’s 
story is a powerful statement of generalizing God beyond any immediate chosen people, or 
beyond any people who think they are the new chosen people such as some Christians in 
America; and a powerful statement of repentance and forgiveness.    
 
*   
Growing impatient, Yahweh said to Jonah for a second time:  “Go right now to the world capital 
Nineveh (Washington, Peking, Moscow, Paris, or London), stand on street corners, and tell them 
what I have told you.  So reluctantly Jonah went to Nineveh out of obedience to God’s 
command…  
 
After walking a day, Jonah set up in Nineveh and began to declare, “In only forty days, God will 
overthrow Nineveh”.  Amazingly, the people of Nineveh believed Jonah.  In repentance, they 
declared a fast, and everybody put on sackcloth.  The king too believed and joined the mourning, 
even taking off his robes and sprinkling ashes on himself.  He sent criers throughout Nineveh 
saying:  “The king declares that neither man nor beast will eat or drink.  Animals will not graze or 
water.  Men and beasts will put on sackcloth.  People will pray loudly to God.  Everyone must 
repent and quit doing evil and injustice.  Maybe God will change his mind and relent.  He might 
not punish us so that we might not all die.”    
 
God saw what they did, how they changed their hearts, and how they quit doing evil and injustice.  
God lifted the punishment and spared them.   
 
Jonah was disappointed and angry at God.  He prayed to Yahweh, saying, “O, Yahweh!  Isn’t this 
just what I said when I was still in Israel?  That is why I ran away first to Tarshish and would not 
go to Nineveh.  For I know that you are a compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, full of 
kindness, quick to lift punishment when people repent in their hearts.  Please, Yahweh, kill me, 
for I would rather die than live to see the enemies of my people become good themselves, 
receive your grace, and have a relation with you.”  Yahweh replied, “Are you really so unhappy 
that my goodness might come to a people other than yours?”  
*  
 
God continued to educate Jonah and Israel but I do not relate the lessons here.  Please read the 
short book of Jonah to see for yourself.   
 
ISAIAH.  More Social Justice.   
 
Isaiah is probably the most influential prophet and the best-known prophet.  As with other books 
of the Bible ( including books in both the Tanakh and New Testament), the book of Isaiah was 
written by more than one person, in this case at least two people, and probably at least three.  I 
do not go into whether this multiple authorship is a kind of “lying” and I do not go into implications 
for what is to count as the inspired word of God.  People can select from Isaiah to support many 
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points, some conflicting.  I select to support the ideas that God wanted social justice, and that 
God would not accept any standard worship unless Israel had first achieved minimum standards 
of social justice.  Doing the will of God through social justice is more important than correct 
worship.  These topics are relevant to Jesus and to the modern world.  The “mount” is where 
Jerusalem sits.  The “house” is the temple and all that it symbolizes.  The mount is called “Zion”, 
which term also means Jerusalem, Israel, or the Hebrews.  Isaiah addresses Israel as if it were 
Sodom and Gomorrah, that is, a bad and rebellious place; he does not literally mean Sodom and 
Gomorrah.  Many images and phrases from Isaiah have become part of common speech without 
people knowing where they come from, much as with images and phrases from Shakespeare.  I 
did these passages on Monday 29 September 2008, just as Congress approved the bailout for 
the financial crisis that was caused by government mismanagement and by the greed of 
financiers and house-buyers.  The much shorter book of Micah also condemns greed and social 
injustice.     
 
Isaiah 1: 10 - 23.   
*  
Hear the word of Yahweh,  
You leaders of Sodom.   
Hear God’s teaching,  
You common folk of Gomorrah.  
Yahweh says,  
“Do you think I need all your sacrifices and outward piety?  
I am sick up to here with burnt offerings of rams, 
The suet of fatted animals,  
And the blood of bulls.   
I can’t stand your lambs and billy goats.   
Who asked you to present your face to me?  
Sully my courtyards no more.  
Your gifts are useless to me and to you.  
Your incense stinks.  
Your new moon and Sabbath festivals are 
So much clang and clatter to me.  
Pomp, ceremonies, and obligatory  
Congressional sessions that perpetrate official thievery,  
Sicken me.  
I can’t stand them or you anymore.  
When you raise your hands to me 
I turn away my face.   
If you prayed for a week straight,  
I would not listen.  
Instead, destroy your evil instruments  
In my sight, 
Stop doing evil,  
Learn to do good,  
Devote yourselves to justice,  
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Aid the needy and the victims, 
Support orphans, widows, [children, and the homeless]. “ 
 
God invited the Israelites,  
“Come, let us understand each other”.  
 
“Even if your sins are red as blood,  
I can turn them white as snow. 
Even if they are as red as dyed wool,  
I can turn them back to natural fleece.  
I you agree and act sincerely,  
You will eat from all the goodness of the earth. 
But if you refuse and disobey, 
Violence will eat you inside and outside”. 
Those were the words of Yahweh.  
 
“Jerusalem (Washington) has become like a cheap whore  
Where once she was like a faithful wife   
Full of judicious advice,   
A city where once lived good wise people  
But is now the hideout of murderers.     
Your shiny cars, shiny houses, and new streets  
Now are covered with rust, slime, and dust.  
Your wine is cut with water.  
Your leaders are gangsters  
Who cover up for thieves,  
Every one with a hand out for more  
And greedy for something under the table.  
They never bring aid to the orphan  
And the widow’s cry never tingles their deaf ears.   
*  
 
Isaiah 2:  2 - 4 .   
* 
Someday and for ever after,  
The mountain of Yahweh’s temple  
Will stand above all other mountains [nations]  
And above all other hills.  
All nations and peoples  
Will look on it with joy.   
The many various peoples will say:  
“Come together to the house of the God of Jacob 
Where he will teach us how to live 
And we will follow as he teaches.”   
Teaching will come from Zion,  
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A message from Yahweh out of Jerusalem.  
He will judge disputes among the nations. 
They will re-forge their spears into electronic games.  
No more will one nation aim a gun at another’s heart.  
War will be forgotten forever. 
*  
 
Isaiah 56: 6 - 8.  
*  
Some foreigners  
Believe in Yahweh,  
Tend to his ceremonies, 
[Observe his Laws as they can],  
Serve him openly,  
Keep the Sabbath openly and do not conduct normal business on the Sabbath, 
And seek constantly a tight relation with him through his Covenant.  
“I will lead them to my sacred mountain,  
And let them join us in the joy of prayer.  
Their burnt offerings and sacrifices  
[Their donations of service and wealth]  
Will be welcome on my alter.  
People around the world will call 
My temple a house of prayer for all ethnicities [and religions].”  
So spoke Yahweh.   
“As many as the leaders of Israel gather back the dispersed people of Israel,  
As many or more will I add to what they gather.”  
* 
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3.03 Hebrews and Jews 3: The Time of Jesus  
 
 
This chapter continues the previous chapters, focusing on the time around Jesus. It has three 
major sections:  ideas, groups, and social and economic relations.   
 
Additional Ideas Around the Time of Jesus.  In theory, all of Jewish culture rests on the 
Tanakh by itself but in practice additional ideas entered Jewish culture from their neighbors or 
developed on their own in Jewish culture.  These ideas influenced the situation at the time of 
Jesus.  Here I elaborate on some ideas from earlier chapters in the book.  The Jews got some of 
these ideas from various groups that were in Babylon while the Jews were there.  To describe 
which group might have introduced what ideas is too complicated and not clear.  These ideas 
later spread among all Jews because the returning Jews had high prestige, wealth, and power.   
 
The “Bad Tendency” and Original Sin.  I assume readers know about Adam and Eve in the 
Garden of Eden.  Eve and Adam erred in eating fruit from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, 
and God punished them all their lives.  Their children inherited the punishment, so now everybody 
has to work for a living and women have to bear children with pain.  But that is not the same as 
the ideas of a fallen world and of original sin as developed by Augustine and by some later 
Christians.  
 
In the Jewish view, people are not born wholly corrupted and wholly bad.  Once upon a time 
some people, Adam and Eve, made a mistake, and ruined what they had then, so that now we all 
have to make due with the leftovers.  Adam and Eve caused some bad and evil to be mixed in 
with what been all good.  Now everybody has to think in terms of good, bad, evil, holiness, and 
purity.  That is all.  That does not make all of us all bad.  Accept the past mistake and get on with 
life.   
 
In Jewish thinking, people have both a tendency towards good and a tendency towards bad.  All 
people are tempted by bad and sometimes everybody gives in.  The large majority of people can 
learn to control their own bad tendency.  We all sometimes need the help of other people and of 
social institutions to control our own bad tendency.  Some people are more tempted, easily led 
astray, and find it hard to return once led astray.  Really bad people, or people that have fallen 
into really bad habits, have to be avoided and controlled.  Not everybody is like that by nature so 
that we all have to be beaten into acting good.  People are not utterly fallen.   
 
The world is not as good as Eden was, but it is still good on the whole.  It might be fallen from the 
paradise it once was but it is not wholly fallen.  It is not so that all things in the world have a 
hidden twist to make them turn out bad.  Some things really are as they seem and do turn out 
good.  I do not know a consistent theory of why some things turn out well while other things do 
not, and of God’s role.  
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Over their history, toward the time of Jesus, as the Jews found themselves often under the power 
of a non-Jewish group, the outlook of some Jews did change toward the idea of a necessarily 
fallen and bad world.  Some Jews began to think of this world as radically distinct from heaven 
and from what this world should be.  They began to see this world as hopelessly fallen.  They 
thought that some groups really did have enduring inborn bad will, usually non-Jews but 
sometimes corrupt Jews.  The Essenes apparently thought this of the Sadducees (see below).  
Gradually more Jews thought that “material world” necessarily meant “fallen world” and this 
material world was necessarily a fallen and hopeless world.  I think most Jews in general did not 
feel this world was irretrievably bad and fallen, and did not connect the sin of Adam and Eve with 
the bad situation of Jews under Rome and with the bad situations of this world in general; but at 
least some Jews did.  This new worldview affected Christianity.   
 
Satan.  The idea of Satan developed through Jewish history, partly as a literary device to tell 
dramatic stories, partly due to influence from neighbors, and partly from the need to explain evil.  
 
The Tanakh does have a serpent that tempted Adam and Eve but it does not have Satan as we 
know him.  The serpent in the Tanakh was not Satan as we think of him now and probably was 
not Satan at all.  It is not clear what the serpent symbolized. The relation between the serpent 
and Satan is not clear.  The relation between God and the serpent is not clear.  The term “Satan” 
comes from the Hebrew “Set” which might be related to the Egyptian “Seth” or to similar words in 
other Semitic languages.  In Egypt, Seth was the enemy of the hero deities Isis, Osiris, and 
Horus.  Among Hebrews, Set was not originally an enemy in that way.  “Set” meant merely an 
“adversary” such as in a court case or with whom one argues.  In America now, it would mean 
“opposing counsel”.  Set was an angel who talked over situations with God and who offered 
various opinions for debate, in particular contrary opinions.  God might have used Set sometimes 
as an instrument to carry out decisions.  Set might not originally have been one particular angel 
but instead the term might have been used to describe any angel used in this role.  
 
Gradually Set (Satan) became one personality, then an angel with the power to tempt apart from 
any assignments from God, then a force of mischief, and then a force of evil.  Steps in the 
transition can be found in the book of Job.  Gradually Set came to have more power over this 
world.  As people saw this world as fallen and as necessarily non-heaven, this world became the 
domain of Set while Heaven became the domain of God.  Dualism set in.  By the time of Jesus, 
Set had become what we call the Devil:  an evil angel that controls the material world, and that 
uses wealth, power, and sex to control people here.  The conquerors of the Jews were 
instruments of Set (even if they were also instruments of God at a further remove).  The Romans 
were simply Set’s tools.  To follow God was necessarily to oppose Set.  To follow Set or any 
worldly non-Jewish power such as Rome was necessarily to oppose God.  To tolerate Set or any 
worldly non-Jewish power such as Rome was to collaborate and therefore necessarily to oppose 
God.  For God and Israel to return, Set must be defeated, so the Romans and other tools of Set 
also must be defeated.  Set could be fought through becoming holy and pure and like God, and 
thereby showing God that we are worthy of his aid; or Set could be fought through direct military 
confrontation; or both.  Any individual person or ethnic group that was too successful was 
suspected of being in league with Set and his puppets unless the group could clearly show that 
they were pure and holy.  Even successful Jews were suspect.  Anybody who collaborated with 
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Set’s tools was suspect, even Jews who helped in good government.  As far as I know, by the 
time of Jesus, there was still no clear idea of what the Devil wanted or why the Devil did what he 
did.  From the Rolling Stones:  “What’s puzzlin’ you is the nature of my game”.  We can still see 
this overall worldview in Christian and Muslim fundamentalism.  This vision of Set, his puppets, 
Set’s opponents, and all the relations to God, does not appear in the Tanakh.  It all came later.   
 
George Lucas might have taken the name “Sith” from the terms “Set” or “Seth” but I do not know 
how to confirm or deny this speculation.  
 
Continued Exile.  By the time of Jesus, the Jews had long returned from exile in Babylon and had 
re-constituted the kingdom of Israel.  Even so, many Jews during the time of Roman domination 
felt that exile had not really ended.  Business was left unfinished.  Israel was still in spiritual and 
political exile even if not in obvious physical exile.  Israel would only fully return from spiritual and 
political exile under these conditions:  a Davidic king returned, the kingdom was re-established, 
the temple rebuilt, a Levite priesthood performed the rites, in particular the priesthood offered 
animal sacrifices to God, God was in the temple, and God ruled Israel by giving instructions 
through the Davidic king and the Levite priests.  Jews felt lost in the then-modern world of the 
Roman Empire.  They wanted to return to the idyllic world in which God ruled through his viceroys 
the king and the priests.  To return, they had to conquer the conquerors, including both Satan and 
the Romans.  This worldview still is found among fundamentalists of Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam.   
  
New Sacrifice.  Modern people have trouble understanding ritual sacrifice, in particular animal 
sacrifice.  In the Classical world of Jesus, it was common.  Nearly all peoples killed animals for 
their gods.  The Jews killed thousands of animals a year in the temple in Jerusalem.  We need to 
put aside our modern feelings and to just accept this idea for now.  Both social scientists and the 
people that perform sacrifices offer many accounts of sacrifice, which we do not need to go into 
here.  We only need two ideas:  (A) sacrifice as atonement, and (B) suffering as sacrifice.   
 
Christianity familiarized the idea of sacrifice as atonement through the idea of a “scapegoat”, a 
goat that is driven off carrying the sins of the community.  Through one animal taking the sins of 
the people, all people are made clean, pure, and holy.  Jesus was the scapegoat of the world.  
We need to keep this idea in mind but I will not make much of it in this book.  
 
Everybody understands the idea of giving up something valuable now to get something better 
later.  In modern life, we invest.  Jews had the same idea but in terms of collective suffering now 
so as to get even greater blessing later.  Collective suffering was seen as a new kind of sacrifice.  
Jews sacrificed themselves rather than an animal, and they did so not usually by dying but by 
suffering the indignity and hardship of foreign rule.  Jews assumed that such hardship was 
punishment, and that the punishment was deserved for sins.  If the Jews “took it like a man” now, 
faced up to punishment, endured it, figured out what they had done wrong, remained true to God, 
and corrected their bad behavior, then God would reward them with greater prosperity and 
happiness later.  When the suffering had lasted long enough and had been severe enough, the 
exile would be over, Israel would return, and God would return to Israel.  
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This kind of sacrifice was usually collective, of the whole nation for the whole nation.  Sometimes 
it was personal:  a person sacrifices him-herself and the immediate family, as in the book of Job.  
It was not usually of one person or a small group for the nation, although it could be that way in 
the case of military-political activists and martyrs.  
 
Later Christians merged the idea of a scapegoat with the idea of suffering as a sacrifice by saying 
that Jesus took on the suffering of the world so as to end the sins and guilt of the world, and to 
lead the world back to God.  Jesus was the martyr for the world.  I do not agree with this 
interpretation, and this interpretation also does not figure much here.  Usually Christians think of 
this kind of sacrifice as personal:  Jesus for the world.  Sometimes they also think of it as 
collective:  When Christians suffer persecution, the world will benefit.   
  
Dualism and Gnosticism.  The Tanakh has its share of good and bad guys, good and bad 
situations, and moral ambiguity.  Yet the Tanakh does not divide the world up neatly into good 
and bad that oppose each other.  There is no rebellious Satan or any angels who take his side in 
a battle with God.  The world is not divided into Light and Darkness.  There is no dualism 
between matter and spirit.  Matter is not entirely bad while spirit is entirely good.  There is no 
mutual interdependence between divided poles of good and evil.  The world will not end in a 
dramatic final battle between good and evil.  The world is not completely divided into friends and 
enemies.  There are no secret agents of good and evil prowling this world to protect it or to 
subvert it.  All that came later.   
 
Although elements of Gnosticism had been around in Israel at least since the return from 
Babylon, Gnosticism did not develop as a distinct religious alternative until about the time of 
Jesus or a little after.  Elements of dualism and Gnosticism influenced Jewish ideas about history 
and the end of the world.  Gnosticism had become a powerful religious force by about 100 CE 
and continued to grow in power during the first few centuries that the Christian church developed.   
 
Apocalypse and Eschatology.  By the time of the Romans, a large minority of Jews had become 
deeply pessimistic.  They despaired of returning to freedom and prosperity within this world.  
Instead, they waited for God to overturn this world and to start a new world in which all Jews 
would be free, have their own nation, and Jews would dominate the new world.  They turned to 
apocalypse (revealing hidden truths) and eschatology (the end or transformation of this world).  
Apocalyptic writers flourished in the century before Jesus and the century after.  Jewish rabbis 
and Christian clerics did not accept most of the writings as authoritative but the writings still 
influenced the people, such as the book of Enoch.  They were much like the “end time” books of 
our age.  
 
Pessimistic Jewish writers “mined” the Tanakh for any passages that might be interpreted as a 
sign.  They interpreted the prophets, proverbs, and wisdom writing in ways that were not obvious 
to a casual reader and that seem odd to me.  Later Christian writers adopted some of these 
unusual positions and elaborated them.  
 
Some people that resisted Rome thought their actions would help to end this world and to bring 
the next better world.  Some rebels justified their brigandage in this way, as some do now.  
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Political agitation, including violence, often goes together with eschatological visions.  For this 
reason, the Romans were highly suspicious of change-of-the-world prophets, and often dealt with 
them harshly including crucifixion.  
 
Some Jews thought they could induce God to end this world and to bring the next better world by 
being pure enough and holy enough.  They adhered strictly to the Law.  They wanted other Jews 
to do the same because they thought God would not act unless enough Jews were holy enough 
and pure enough.  Some groups that stressed holiness and purity gave up on getting the majority 
of Jews to be holy enough and pure enough, so they tried to get their own group to be holy 
enough and pure enough in the hope that their achievement would be enough to get God to 
transform this world.  Some of these groups separated from normal Jewish society.   
 
Life After Death, and Resurrection.  The Tanakh says little about life after death.  It allows for the 
possibility but does not offer details.  The original Hebrew emphasis was on morality in this life 
and on the quality of this life rather than on an afterlife.  Most Jews I have known keep that 
orientation.  I do not know official modern Jewish thinking on this topic.  The Tanakh did have 
people rise from the dead, and it has a story in which God makes people out of bones, but the 
idea of life after death was not a strong motivator in the Tanakh.   
 
By the time of Jesus, many Jews had come to expect both a life after death and a resurrection.  
Most Jewish ideas then about life after death were fuzzy except that it was somehow better than 
this life.  Some particular groups had more definite ideas but it is not worth going into that here.  
Some Jews specifically denied the ideas of a life after death and of a resurrection but I will get 
into that later.   
 
Resurrection is not always the same as life after death because resurrection implies a physical 
body, either the reconstitution of the old physical body in a better form or going into a new better 
physical body.  People that already died would be resurrected into a new physical body.  People 
that were alive at the time of resurrection would have their body transformed into the new better 
physical body.  
 
Some Jews had come to expect a resurrection.  Some Jews expected both a resurrection and a 
life after death.  The ideas of resurrection, life after death, and the transformation of the world 
often were mixed.  Some Jews thought resurrection would occur before the transformation of the 
world and would be a sign of the transformation.  Some thought it would be a part of the 
transformation of the world and the setting up of the next world.  Some thought only Jews would 
be resurrected, or even only people of their particular Jewish sect.  Some thought there might be 
a general resurrection that included even good non-Jews.  Some thought the new bodies would 
be pretty much like the present bodies while other versions varied on a continuum from improved 
physical bodies to purely spiritual non-physical bodies.   
 
The idea of the resurrection became a political issue because some Jews linked the idea of a 
resurrection with the idea of Jewish restoration and the downfall of foreign power, especially the 
downfall of Rome.  I do not think some Jews thought dead Jews would come back en masse to 
form an “unholy” army to defeat the Romans, as in the army of the dead in The Return of the King 
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or the sown dragon’s teeth in Jason and the Argonauts.  Probably the resurrection was a sign of 
the transformation that would restore Jewish power and end Roman power.  The resurrection 
became a symbol of the rise of Israel and the Jews, and elimination of foreign power.  People that 
wanted to believe in the restoration of Israel also believed in the resurrection as a symbol of the 
restoration.  People that denied any resurrection did so as a way to say “focus on this life now 
and do not waste your life on dreams of a political restoration”.  People advertised their general 
political affiliation by their ideas on the resurrection much as people do now on issues such as 
abortion or gay marriage.  
 
The Pharisees believed in the resurrection but that did not necessarily make them political-
military activists.  Rather, Pharisees believed in the restoration of Israel and were willing to work 
for it in their own ways.  In contrast, the Sadducees denied the resurrection.  They valued the 
situation as it stood now, and they did not want to disturb their situation too much by overt 
military-political action.  Some Sadducees might still have worked through political-military means 
in the background.  Groups that did not believe in the resurrection suspected groups that did 
believe of being secret freedom fighters and/or bandits.  Groups that did believe in the 
resurrection suspected groups that did not believe of not loving Israel enough and of aiding the 
Romans.  This is an example of how political and religious ideas get linked.  
 
Oral Tradition.  Written texts are never enough to govern all aspects of daily life and to settle all 
arguments, especially when life changes.  The Jews developed a large body of oral traditions to 
interpret the Law and augment it.  Groups varied in the content of their oral traditions and varied 
in the emphasis they put on oral tradition versus written Law.  The Pharisees valued the oral 
tradition while the Sadducees pretty much dismissed it (see below).   
 
Messiah.  Eschatological speculation began after the return from Babylon and reached a peak 
before the Romans destroyed Israel.  Even in the early days of eschatological speculation, before 
Jesus, the idea arose that a Messiah would come to re-establish the traditional kingdom of Israel.  
The Messiah would be from the line of Davidic kings.  Over time, the Messiah became more like a 
Babylonian or Roman emperor who would control the world with Israel as the core nation, much 
as Rome was the core nation of the Roman Empire.  The Messiah was both a sign of the end and 
an instrument of the change.   
 
Christian commentators often write as if the idea of a messiah was widespread among the Jews 
of Jesus’ time, as if every Jew understood the same thing by the idea, and Jews had exactly the 
same idea then that the Christian commentator had later.  To the extent I understand, the idea 
was not widespread among Jews of Jesus’ time, it was not at all well known among northerners 
such as Jesus, it did not mean the same thing to everybody, and it did not mean what later 
Christians took it to mean even a few years after Jesus died.  It was not a well-developed idea 
then.  It developed more after Jesus than before him, especially by Christians rather than by 
Jews, who used it to support their interpretations of Jesus.  Around the time of Jesus, to hail a 
person as “messiah” probably would have confused people as much as stimulated them to follow.  
This does not mean the idea has no merit and that Jesus was not the prophesied messiah, it only 
means that the idea probably did not work in real life then as it was portrayed in the New 
Testament.  Later, Muslims called the messiah the “ma’ud dib”.  People claiming to be the ma’ud 
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dib sometimes caused unrest, for which see “Khartoum” with Charlton Heston and Lawrence 
Olivier, or read the Dune books by Frank Herbert.  
 
Some people believed in an evil anti-Messiah.  An anti-Messiah was in Jewish thought even 
before the antichrist was in Christian thought but was not very developed and his relation to God 
and Satan was not clear.  For many Jews, the Roman Emperor was the anti-Messiah, especially 
bad emperors such as Caligula.   
 
“Son of Man”.  Jesus used the term “son of man” to refer to himself, as in “the son of man has no 
place to lay his head”.  It is not clear what all Jesus meant when he did this.  In Jesus’ time, the 
term was not a title and it was not a common phrase.  Other people of the time that were 
recorded in books did not speak like this, and common people likely did not speak like this in the 
way recorded in the New Testament.  Mainstream Christian writers have taken “Son of Man” as a 
title that indicates Jesus’ dual nature as both God and human while other Christian writers 
disagree.  I also do not think it was a title, did not mean Jesus was God, and did not mean Jesus 
claimed to be the exalted messiah.  I think the term is a red herring.  But the herring is still 
flopping on the deck, so it is worth taking some time here on the term.  
 
Christian writers say the term comes from the Book of Daniel, Chapter 7, the only place it occurs 
in the Tanakh (something like the idea can be found in places in the book of Ezekiel).  In Daniel, 
the “son of man” was a mysterious person that was to come on the clouds about the time God 
restores Israel.  He did not necessarily come down from heaven on the clouds; he might even 
have arisen out of the water on the clouds; he just appeared on the clouds.  If anything, the “son 
of man” is like “Ba’al the storm rider” from other Semitic myths about divine figures, although 
Christian and Jewish writers likely would not like that connection.  It is not clear if the “son of man” 
was an agent in the defeat of Israel’s enemies, like Michael defeating Satan in some apocalypse, 
or was an agent in Israel’s restoration like the priests returning from Babylon, or if the “son of 
man” was going to administer the new Israel like the returned king, or all three, or what.  It is not 
clear if the “son of man” is a human or an angel, and what his relation to God might be either way.  
It is not clear what the “son of man” might be if he is not just a human or just an angel.  It is not 
clear that the “son of man” is also the son of God or God, but very likely not.  It is not clear if the 
“son of man” is also the messiah, but very likely not.  The “son of man” and the messiah were 
probably two different figures that only later got put together in Christian lore.  There is little 
evidence that Jews used the term “Son of Man” around the time of Jesus, would have recognized 
it as a title, or would have given it any specific content that would have helped them to recognize 
Jesus’ use as claim to a title. 
 
Some Jews used the term in ordinary speech without supernatural overtones.  “Son of man” 
could mean something like “son of Adam” and in that way could also mean “any person” or “any 
person including especially me”.  It could also mean something like “every mother’s son” or 
“working stiff”.  In that case, it meant a group of people and it included the speaker too because 
he was part of the group of people.  It was an indirect way of saying “I” or “me” as exemplar of a 
larger group.  Usually the group was under duress.  For example, when Jesus said, “the son of 
man has no place to lay his head”, I could paraphrase him as saying, “a poor working stiff has no 
place to lay his head after a hard day’s work, and that includes especially me”.  In speaking thus, 
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he means both working people and me.  In this way, the phrase sometimes meant “I” but it was 
not a common way of saying “I” or “me”.  I think Jesus did use “son of man” as a roundabout or 
flowery way to say “I”, to emphasize his feeling of being distinct and all that happens to a distinct 
person.  In that case, “the son of man has no place to lay his head”, meant “poor hard-working 
prophets from the people are always misunderstood, find no kindred spirits, and usually can’t 
even find a decent place to sleep for the night”.  The phrase did not mean anything special other 
than that, and it was not a title.  I think most of Jesus’ uses in the New Testament are of these 
“lonely me” or “this group-and-me” uses and do not indicate he applied it as a title to himself or 
that he was referring to Daniel.  
 
The epistles were written sooner after the death of Jesus than the gospels, and the term “son of 
man” does not appear in the epistles (as far as I can tell).  So it is not likely that Jesus used “son 
of man” as a title in any way that the people closest to him remembered.  Probably the use of the 
term in the New Testament to resemble a title is an artifact of translation that Christian writers 
later picked up and made too much of by linking it to Daniel, apocalypse, and eschatology.   
 
Kingdom of God.  As there are several versions of the apocalypse, there are several versions of 
what happens afterwards.  In most versions, the transformation of the world restores Israel, and a 
Messianic Davidic king rules Israel, but the king does not rule entirely alone or entirely in his own 
right.  The king rules as viceroy of God.  The end of this world, and the restoration of Israel, also 
establishes a Kingdom of God.  The idea of a Kingdom of God became shorthand for the rising of 
Israel, the restoration of justice, and the restoration of all good things.   
 
Even the idea of a restored Israel under God comes in versions.  Politically, it could mean the 
defeat of the Romans and other foreign powers only within Israel, so that Israel would be free but 
the rest of the world would be on its own.  It could mean that Israel would defeat all foreign 
powers and take over their empires.  Or Israel could defeat all foreign powers and foreigners 
would accept the rule of God in some way but not necessarily under the political rule of Israel, 
usually under the moral rule of Israel. 
 
The role of God varied even within the restored Israel.  Some Jews felt that God would rule Israel 
directly from the rebuilt temple.  Even during Roman times, Jews felt that God was present in the 
temple but they also felt that God did not always speak to the priests or the people and not 
everybody could feel his presence.  After the Messiah had restored Israel, God would clearly be 
present and would clearly communicate his wishes, probably through a purified and efficient 
priesthood.  Other Jews felt that God would guide the king and the priests, but not necessarily 
that he would speak from the temple or be present in the temple in the same way that foreigners 
thought their gods were present in their temples.  For example, prophets might return to speak for 
God to king, priests, and people.  
 
In any case, the Kingdom of God would be completely just and fair.  The poor would have enough 
to eat, and might have enough land to sustain them.  People that did not have land would be able 
to find jobs.  Widows and orphans would not have to worry.  Taxes would not be excessive, and 
would be collected from people in a fair way, such as by ability to pay.  The rich would not be able 
to avoid taxes or avoid public labor.  People that had a lawsuit would not have to bribe the judge.  
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Witnesses would all tell the truth.  Everybody would get a fair hearing.  The state would not take 
any land or goods without just compensation.  Police and other officials would not bully the 
people.  Police and other officials would act quickly against robbers and gangsters.  In times of 
hardship, the state would be able to do something to alleviate suffering.  The modern world still 
shares many of these longings.  
 
In the Kingdom of God, Israel would have relations with foreigners but again there were 
variations.  Some Jews felt that roles would reverse and that Israel would be like a new Rome or 
a new Babylon dominating the subjugated foreigners.  Other Jews did not worry much about 
other peoples and felt that Israel would forever retain complete independence.  
 
The most appealing idea to me is that Israel would “serve as a light to the nations” (from Chapter 
11 of the prophet Isaiah).  God would reside in the temple, and Israel could speak for God to the 
other nations.  Non-Jews would no longer be really foreigners because they would accept the 
Jewish God and seek a relation to him similar to what Jews had.  Non-Jews would not only 
submit to Israel but would eagerly learn from Israel about God and about the right way to live. 
Jews would teach other nations about God and morality.  Many of these ideas came from the 
prophets.  Jews sometimes described the Kingdom of God as like the Roman Empire but with 
God as the Emperor, Jews as the Romans, and the Law taking the place of force.  
 
John the Baptist and Jesus seem to have kept the idea of a Kingdom of God, the importance of 
Jews in the Kingdom, the role of the Law, and the real but lesser role of non-Jews, but they seem 
to have changed the nature of the Kingdom by allowing many people access and by diminishing 
the role of the temple and priests.  Neither John nor Jesus saw the Kingdom primarily in political 
terms.   
 
Major Groups in Jewish Society Around the Time of Jesus.   
 
Priests.  It helps to start with the historical background of the priesthood.  The Jewish priesthood 
has at least seven roots that I know of.  I do not know the definitive relations among the roots.  (1) 
When Moses came out of Egypt to the area of Palestine, he met a native priest named 
“Melchizedek”.  The God of Melchizedek is the same God that had called Moses and so is the 
same as Yahweh or El.  Melchizedek gave his daughter to Moses as wife.  Melchizedek 
represents the native priesthood of the land, a priesthood that is somehow in touch with God 
directly.  This scenario is important because later Christians claimed to derive their nearness to 
God directly from native priests like Melchizedek, thereby bypassing the need for ratification 
through Jewish lines, through the hierarchical Christian bishops and priests, or even through 
apostolic succession.  (2) and (3) All official priests should come from the tribe of Levi; they are 
“Levites”.  Moses and Aaron were Levites.  Even so, separate groups of Levite priests claim their 
charter in descent from (2) Moses and his brother (3) Aaron.  Sometimes these distinct Mosaic 
and Aaronite priests were active around the temple and in court, and sometimes were active at 
local shrines and among the people.  They were often rivals, and disputed each other’s 
legitimacy.  I think Mosaic priests were more active in the north and Aaronite priests were more 
active in the south.  (4) The temple had its own particular groups of priests, including the high 
priest, all of whom might have ancestry from Melchizedek, Moses, or Aaron.  The offices are 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  3.03 Time of Jesus 

10 
 

supposed to be hereditary, so that successors are the sons, nephews, or grandsons of office 
holders.  (5) When Solomon was King around 1000 B.C.E., he took the line of high priests away 
from the families that had it then and he invested the offices in Zadok and in Zadok’s family.  (6) 
When the Maccabees (Hasmoneans) took over the temple in 165 B.C.E., they suppressed the 
line of Zadok and instituted their own line of high priests.  Some Jews never accepted the 
legitimacy of that line, and yearned to re-establish the line of Zadok.  (7) Local areas had men 
who carried out ceremonies including circumcision and sacrifices.  I think the term for them is 
“cohen”, which became a last name among Jews.  When the Romans finally destroyed Israel, the 
Jews of the South came to dominate all Jews and give their identity to Jews in general.  Aaronite 
priests dominated in the South.  Thus, I think, in theory, a cohen is from the line of Aaron, and so 
is an Aaronite priest and a Levite.  However, I am not sure if all cohen trace their descent to 
Aaron or wish to do so.  I am not sure if all cohen at the time of Jesus would have thought of 
themselves as Aaronite.  I think they all thought of themselves as Levites.  The term is also 
spelled “coen”, “cohn”, “caen”, “caan”, etc.  The Jewish term is related to similar Semitic terms 
that indicate a similar office among other Semitic groups, such as “cahen”.  I do not know what 
this linguistic and cultural similarity implies for Aaronic descent.  
 
Most of the priests were not allowed to own land directly or to earn their living off the land directly.  
The original priests of Melchizedek might have owned land but I do not know how many were left 
in Israel or how big a role they played.  In theory, all priests were supported by a tax of ten 
percent of the earnings of all Jews.  In practice, who paid the tax and how much he-she paid 
varied.  In addition to the original tax to support the general priesthood, Jews had to pay specific 
taxes for upkeep of the temple and upkeep of the high priests, and had to pay for offerings.   They 
also often paid for the services of local cohen for particular acts such as a circumcision; some 
cohen adjusted the fees by ability to pay.  Thus in theory Jews had to pay four priestly taxes.  
 
All priests should carry out the Law where they live and should be able to teach the Law to 
everybody there.  This is part of their identity and part of what they were paid for.  The local 
priests (cohen) were the major teachers of the Law in the small towns and villages.   
 
Aristocracy.  Even though the power of the Israelite aristocracy had diminished under various 
conquerors, it had not gone away.  Whether or not Israel had a true king under the Romans is a 
matter of debate but it did have central rulers that governed the whole country or parts of the 
country.  The soldiers and police of the key Jewish rulers were the primary instruments of 
everyday official power.  When ordinary Jews faced ruling power, usually it had a Jewish face 
rather than a Roman face.  The aristocracy owned land.  They got their wealth from their land, 
from taxes, and from controlling commerce.  They knew not to stifle farming or commerce, and 
sometimes they tried to aid farming and commerce, especially commerce under the Romans.  
Herod the Great helped build a large port that clearly increased Jewish prosperity.  The rulers in 
Jerusalem worked with the high priests.  Since the Maccabees, the rulers in Jerusalem usually 
appointed the high priest but they could not appoint just anybody they wished.  They had to pay 
attention to the family background and affiliations of a candidate.  The aristocracy used their own 
large military force to control the people, and sometimes to wage war among themselves or with 
neighbors.  If the conflict threatened Roman rule or Roman taxes, the Romans suppressed it and 
then punished the instigators.  The Romans borrowed the local military force when they had to 
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augment their own forces or when the Romans had a claim on the local aristocracy for help in 
Roman campaigns.   
 
Sadducees.  The Sadducees were the party that developed around the high priests and the 
aristocracy.  They supported the aristocracy that developed from the Maccabees, and they 
supported the priests that the Maccabees had established.  Many of them were high-ranking 
priests, and the high priests mostly came from Sadducee families.  They were “the rich and 
powerful”.  They saw religion in terms of the temple in Jerusalem and the rituals there, much as 
officials in an established church now look toward ceremonies at a large central cathedral.  The 
Sadducees were not much concerned with local religion or people, and they were not usually 
hostile to them.  They were only hostile if local people threatened them.  They opposed belief in 
resurrection.  They believed that life was about living now, God would provide for his people in 
this life, and wealth in this life was a sign of God’s approval.  They were much then as many 
wealthy Christians are now.  They felt that belief in resurrection was a distraction from affairs of 
this world.  They were suspicious of people that believed in resurrection because those people 
were active against Rome and against them.  The Sadducees denied the importance of any oral 
tradition and instead emphasized the Torah and the explicit written laws of the kingship and 
priesthood, just as many Christians now insist on only the Bible and deny the authority of the 
Church.  After Rome destroyed the temple and overran Palestine, after 66 C.E. (A.D.), the 
Sadducees disappeared.  Compared with out times, Sadducees are like the established 
churches, churches whose members are fairly successful, and the “high” churches.  They are like 
people who use church to maintain business and political relations, and who consider power 
carefully.   
 
Pharisees.  The term “Pharisee” probably comes from “pharashim” or “purishim”, or “purim” which 
all are about the same here and all mean roughly “the set apart people”, from “pharash” (“pur”) 
and “-im”.  “Pharash” means “set apart”.  Scholars dispute the precise implications of “set apart” 
here but it probably means “the self-set-apart and therefore the more pure and holy”.  The term 
“pharash” or “pur” is not cognate with English “pure” but with “set apart”, although the end result is 
like English “pure” in this case.  The ending “-im” is a plural that means, “the people that are like 
this”, as in “Hasidim” below.  I think the “-im” ending in Hebrew got changed to an “-ee” ending in 
Greek, which endings mean about the same thing here, so “pharashim” first became 
“pharashees” and then “Pharisees”.  “Purim” can be a Jewish family name but I do not know if it is 
related to this meaning.  
 
The Pharisees first appeared at around the time of the Maccabees, when they were politically 
active and perhaps militarily active.  I am not sure of their social roots then.  They might have 
derived from the Hasidim (see below).  They tried to influence succession to the priesthood and 
to aristocratic offices but mostly they failed.  They tried to influence the aristocracy through 
advice.  Sometimes they succeeded but not well enough to keep them in power.  
 
After their failures in politics, they progressively retreated from the political and military arenas to 
focus more on purity-and-holiness.  I think, at first when they began to concentrate on purity-and-
holiness, they thought they could induce God to restore Israel if they were pure enough, God 
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would look to them as an example of what Israel could be if it were restored, and so would restore 
Israel.  
 
After the Romans destroyed the temple in 70 CE (AD), the Pharisees focused on the purity-and-
holiness of the individual and small local groups, and on influencing people around them who 
would listen.  This is when they came into their own and began to lead Israel.  This is when they 
became the core of later rabbinic Judaism.  It might not make sense to speak of one single 
Pharisee group until after 70 CE when various people of this general mindset united to lead their 
people; but the term “the Pharisees’ has become established, so I follow it.  
 
In the interval between the Maccabees and the destruction of the temple in 70 CE, including the 
time of Jesus, it is not clear how much the Pharisees stressed collective political-military action 
versus collective purity, and how much they stressed the collective purity of the Jewish nation 
versus the purity of the individual or of small local groups.  We do not know the emphases in the 
thinking of the Pharisees at the time of Jesus, so we do not know what Jesus might have 
encountered.  Also, at the time of Jesus, the Pharisees still lived largely in Judah and Jerusalem, 
so few Pharisees lived in Galilee to encounter Jesus despite the fact that the New Testament 
seems to indicate they were there.  Jesus did go to Jerusalem several times, so it is possible that 
the New Testament stories refer to meetings with Pharisees during those trips.  More likely, most 
stories conflicts in the New Testament about conflicts between Jesus and the Pharisees are really 
about conflicts between Christians and Pharisees after Jesus died, using him as a protagonist to 
represent later Christians. 
 
At the time of Jesus, the Pharisees were all city people.  I do not know what occupations the 
Pharisees came from generally but I do not think they came from the urban poor or from 
occupations with high risk and low return.  I do not think most were rich.  I think some were 
moderate business people (merchants) and skilled crafts people.  Paul (Saul) said the he was 
originally a Pharisee.  He was a skilled leather worker (and perhaps tentmaker), which at the time 
implied the ability to oversee others and to run a shop.  This is also the same urban, social, and 
economic group from which most of the early Christians came, so competition between Christians 
and Pharisees for members might have been intense.  
 
I do not know what the Pharisees thought about the temple in theory.  They did mistrust the 
aristocracy and the Sadducees, but they also upheld the Law and they actively participated in 
temple activities.  They were active in synagogues and in rituals in towns outside Jerusalem.  
They were teachers (rabbis).  One of the greatest was Gamaliel.  Some founded schools.  Some 
of the most famous from around the time of Jesus were Shammai and Hillel.  If you have a 
chance, read about them. 
 
The term “set apart” does not mean they withdrew from normal life or interaction with common 
people but means only that they strove to keep away from sin and from anything that might 
reduce their purity and holiness.  They strove for the purity that was only expected of temple 
priests and was not expected of common people.  Because everyday life was necessarily 
polluting, they cleaned themselves often, perhaps daily.  For example, the Pharisees took regular 
ritual baths with full immersion, washed their hands before meals, and washed their clothes often, 
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all for purity.  The common people could do none of this, and so were usually impure, and so 
could pollute Pharisees and undo all the careful work.  Some Pharisees did keep away from 
normal life and everyday people because everyday life and normal people were almost inevitably 
polluting.  I think some later ideas of Christian cleanliness, that later made their way into the 
West, might have come from the Pharisees.  
 
The Pharisees were self-appointed and self-taught experts in the written Law and the oral 
traditions of the Law.  They gave advice and they taught.  They supplied at least some of the local 
clerks, lawyers, and Jewish officials.  I do not know if they got most of their income from advising 
and teaching or from other sources.  
 
The Pharisees were somewhat like strict Christians and Muslims of our time who focus on their 
own church and their own people, hold themselves as better than others, keep aloof from others, 
conduct business with other people but do not interact much otherwise, and feel vaguely ill at 
ease with other people.  
 
Even so, many common Jewish people looked up to the Pharisees as an ideal.  Many common 
people accepted the teaching of the Pharisees on the Law, and accepted their leadership in local 
synagogue activities and ritual activities.   
 
In contrast to the Sadducees, they stressed the resurrection, although most of them did not stress 
it to the point of neglecting affairs on this earth.  It is not clear if their stress of the resurrection 
also implied anti-Roman activity but I think that is not likely.  Their version of the resurrection 
probably aimed at an idealized Israel that would lead the world politically, militarily, and morally, 
but which would come into being primarily through the intervention of God.   
 
They had as little to do with the Romans and with Roman officials as they could, but it was not 
possible to avoid contact altogether.  
 
They seemed to have looked down on the common people, in particular farmers and small crafts 
people; but this point is not clear and might not have been distinctive of all the Pharisees.  Most 
urbanites look down on farmers and small crafts people.  Nearly all the Jews that earned their 
living in some way other than by farming or small crafts looked down on farmers and small crafts 
people.   
 
After Rome overran Israel, the Pharisees became the basis for Jewish identity, religious 
continuity, ethnic continuity, and economic survival.  Pharisaic Judaism is the basis for modern 
Rabbinic Judaism.  Christian churches owe some of their structure, coherence, and ideas to the 
Pharisees.   
 
The Sadducees were somewhat like the established Roman Catholics at the time of the early 
Reformation and the Pharisees were somewhat like early Protestants.  Luther’s dislike for 
peasants and his obsession with the Law reminds me of the Pharisees.  The reliance on 
technique of the Pharisees reminds me of early Methodists.  The analogy fails in that the 
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Pharisees stressed the oral Law while the Sadducees stress the written Law yet Protestants 
stressed the written Law and disparaged tradition.   
 
The Sadducees and Pharisees opposed each other more than they cooperated.  They would not 
have cooperated to oppose a wandering minor preacher like Jesus on points of Law.  They would 
only have cooperated to dispose of Jesus if he were a public danger.  Christians that lump 
together all Jewish groups as opponents of Jesus, and see Pharisees-Sadducees-Scribes as bad 
while early Christians were good, should keep this in mind.  The New Testament is misleading in 
this regard.  
 
Christians look at the Sadducees and Pharisees as forces of evil opposed to Christians as the 
force of good.  They demonize Sadducees and Pharisees as a way to extol themselves.  This is 
wrong.  Both Sadducees and Pharisees were fairly reasonable groups given their time and place, 
who expressed reasonable if divergent points of view, and did a lot of good from their particular 
positions.  Most Christian churches, including small churches, are like Sadducees and Pharisees.  
Small churches are like Pharisees.  Sadducees, Pharisees, and Christian churches are the kind 
of people and organizations you expect in states.  All are more concerned with the welfare of their 
organization than anything else even if many do much good as well.  Certainly within a hundred 
years of Jesus, most Christian churches resembled more the Sadducees and Pharisees than any 
activist groups during the time of Jesus, and that is still so.  If modern Christians wish to see good 
in their churches then they have to see the good in Sadducees and Pharisees and have to quit 
living in the false polemics of the time after Jesus died.  
 
Hasidim, and Other Prophets and Holy People.  I tend to see a Hasid person somewhat 
romantically.  “Hasid” is an adjective meaning “pious”.  A “Hasid” person of Jesus’ time had great 
religious piety.  The “Hasidim” are “the people that are ‘Hasid’” or “the people that are associated 
with a Hasid person or practice”.  The Hasidim were sometimes like a political party but usually 
were more like a community movement.  They originated at the time of the Maccabees but were 
distinct from the Pharisees.  They were quietist and they taught by example.  They were gentle.  
Some were charismatic.  They prayed and fasted a lot, and some performed miracles.  They were 
not well organized.  They remind me of hippies and folkies.  Jesus was like a Hasid, but more 
outgoing and active.  Most social groups have people like the Hasid; the personality type and the 
ideas are not limited to Jews.  Sometimes societies recognize the Hasid among them as a distinct 
type while sometimes not.  Sometimes societies revere the Hasid among them while sometimes 
not.  The Hasidim of Jesus’ time should not be confused with the Hasidim of Poland from the late 
middle ages onwards although they share much in common.  Those Polish Hasidim are the 
ancestors of the modern Hasidim.  There are many good Hasidim but I cannot relate their life 
stories here.  The Hasidim show that, in the time of Jesus, it was not unusual to hear a person 
ask the Jews to return to God and to piety, and to see a person lead by example, including 
healing and miracles.  
 
Zealots.  The Pharisees and Hasidim were not violent but some other Jews were.  Their goal was 
Jewish independence and the restoration of Israel.  Some violent groups were well organized.  
They assassinated Jewish leaders and tried to assassinate Romans.  The general term for these 
groups is “Zealots”.  They were much like the violent groups of some Palestinians and some Jews 
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now.  The aristocracy, Sadducees, and temple priests all opposed them in public but might have 
given them support in private.  The attitude of the Pharisees is unclear but I do not think the 
Pharisees supported them.  The Romans suppressed them viciously as the Israelis do now with 
militant Palestinians and as Americans do with Al Queda.  
 
Essenes.  The Pharisees and Hasidim were unusual, and they rejected everyday normal Jewish 
society, but they were still a part of Jewish society and they still hoped to reform it from within.  
The Essenes gave up entirely on mainstream Jewish society and lived apart.  They denied the 
validity of the Maccabean priesthood and the Maccabean state.  They wanted to return to the 
priesthood of Zadok.  They said they were in the direct line of Zadok priests.  They maintained a 
large compound by the Dead Sea away from other centers of Jusaism.  They dressed differently 
and had their own versions of Jewish rites.  They were strict and very pure.  They were 
apocalyptic and eschatological, and believed in the general resurrection of the dead.  They made 
themselves as holy as possible in hope of getting God to end this world and to restore the rightful 
Jewish world.  They were like the Branch Davidians of our time in America.  I do not say more 
about them here but the reader should know about them because they were important and some 
other writers dwell on them.   
 
Some scholars believe that Jesus, John the Baptist, and Paul were all Essenes or had trained 
with the Essenes.  I doubt that Jesus and John were Essenes or trained with them.  Paul might 
have stayed with them.  I do not make anything of this theory in this book, so the reader may set 
it aside now.   
 
John the Baptist.   John was a prophet who peaked at the time Jesus was just starting out, 
around 25-32 CE (AD).  At first, the movement around John was much larger than the movement 
around Jesus.  Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great, killed John in about 29-32 CE.  (John was 
killed a year or two before Jesus.)  John’s followers kept on after his death.  John still has tens of 
thousands of followers in the Near East, known as Mandeans.  John was the teacher and the 
predecessor of Jesus.  For more on John, see Part Four on Jesus.   
 
Israel’s Society in Jesus’ Time.  Regardless of how well the ideas of a social thinker apply 
outside his-her time, all ideas about society and morality are rooted in the time, place, and society 
of particular people.  Jesus is no exception.  I believe Jesus’ morality does transcend his situation 
but it is still a good idea to have some idea of his society.  This issue is touchy for me because, 
as an anthropologist, I think some recent writers have gotten the ideas wrong about agrarian 
society in the time and placer of Jesus.  They are not too far wrong, and I will not correct them 
here, but in the future we might have to revise their ideas a bit.  
 
Town and Country.  Society in the time of Jesus was predominantly rural but it was not like 
modern American farms or like idealized farms of Europe in the 1800s and 1900s.  Cities then 
were not like cities now, and the relation between cities and the country was not like it is now.  
The situation then was a lot more like it is in the Third World or Fourth World (“developing world”) 
now.  If the reader has traveled outside the developed world, he-she should use that experience 
as a point of reference.  
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Probably 80 percent to 90 percent of the people lived in the countryside.  Most of the farms were 
small, usually just big enough to just barely support an extended family of two or three 
generations.  Siblings did not live together unless they were lucky enough to own land nearby.  
Probably about half the rural people owned land but likely not too many more than that.  Perhaps 
half the rural population had no land but had to make a living anyway.  When the Greeks and 
Romans took land, they displaced some farmers and increased population problems.   
  
Taxes.  People paid about 30% to 60% of their total income in taxes.  In theory, Jews had to pay 
10% of their income to the temple, and 10% more to support local priests and other religious-
political functionaries.  Then they had to pay taxes to Jewish aristocracy and to the Romans.  The 
total is already up to 40%.  Some people paid less because they were too poor or because they 
had suffered a recent hardship.  Tax collectors might reduce taxes in case of hardship.  This total 
tax burden is about the same as for people in the United States now, and it seems to be the 
upper limit under most state societies. The Romans and the Jewish aristocracy did not usually 
collect taxes directly.  Instead, they contracted it out.  The people called “tax collectors” in the 
New Testament were not government officials but were private people that agreed to pay a 
certain amount to the Romans or to the Jewish aristocracy “up front” so as to get the authority to 
collect as much as they could.  They kept whatever they collected in excess of whatever they had 
agreed to pay to the Romans or the Jewish aristocracy.  These people could be decent or could 
be harsh.  We should keep this example in mind when a modern zealot pushes for privatization of 
all government activities.   
  
Social Classes.  Society tended to divide out into fairly rigid classes with little movement between 
classes and little intermarriage between high, middle, and low.  The classes are somewhat 
familiar from “sword and sorcery” literature or from reading about Medieval Europe:  aristocracy, 
including upper level priests; politicians outside the aristocracy, including the politicians in the 
local towns; soldiers; well-to-do merchants; farmers that owned enough land to raise a family and 
to buffer against a bad year; local religious people; skilled craftspeople; daily workers; unskilled 
craftspeople; widows, orphans, and the other lowest poor.  There was little middle class as know 
it.  The class of comfortable merchants and comfortable farmers was not large while the 
percentage of workers and the poor was much larger than we would tolerate today.  People 
debate about which class Jesus fit into. He probably came from the class of skilled craftspeople.  
Probably he was poor but not of the lowest poor.   
  
Patrons and Clients.  Even more than in America, people got along, or got ahead, because of 
who they knew.  People could not be secure without some patronage for protection, for economic 
help in case of bad times, and for political help in case a person had to go to court or had to deal 
with state officials.  People could not do any of this on their own.  An Oregonian would be 
disgusted at the idea of not being able to stand on his-her own and of having to go to 
“connections” for many normal activities of life.  A patron at one level was a client at another level, 
and vice versa.  People at one class level sought a person of a higher class level as their 
connection.  Workers looked to their boss as their connection.  Merchants looked to priests, 
soldiers, or local politicians.  The poor looked to anybody that would help but often the poor could 
find no help.  People without a connection were about like animals without an owner.  People that 
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wished to act as patrons had to have their own patrons above them and they had to look out for 
people beneath them.  
 
Patrons did things for clients but also clients had to do things in return.  The poor client of a rich 
landowner might be used as a thug to terrorize moderate landowners into sharing water or 
allowing the goats of the rich to graze on their land.  A rich merchant in the city might use a poor 
craftsman as a thug to terrorize lesser merchants or crafts people into paying protection or into 
limiting their business.  We all know about this kind of activity from cowboy movies and gangster 
movies.  
 
People had to pick their patrons and clients, and had to apportion their efforts, so as to get the 
most out of their patrons and their clients.  A patron that could do favors but never did do favors 
was not really a patron.  A patron that did so many favors that he ran out of “juice” with his 
superiors also was not a patron.  A client that could not see ways to please his-her boss was not 
useful.  In the play “Julius Caesar”, Caesar laments that one of his henchmen did not just on his 
own kill Caesar’s rival Pompey but instead wanted overt permission from Caesar to do it.   
 
This is the system that Americans overcame in order to have political freedom and real justice.  
We do not want to rely on connections to get things done or to be able to get justice in the courts.  
We do not want to be at the mercy of “our betters” when we want to worship, run a business, 
speak our minds, or get justice in the courts.  We do not want to fear gangsters.  This kind of 
system is oppressive, and I feel sorry for people that have to live under it, as does most of the 
world.  It is a noble ideal to seek freedom from this kind of system.  But Americans fool 
themselves if they think they have full freedom from this kind of system and if they think they do 
not use connections.  As an Oregonian, especially living abroad and dealing with various State 
Departments, this idea has been hard on me.   
 
Religion and Patronage.  Religion can work like the patronage system.  People that have to worry 
about a living and have to work with their hands not only have less power, they also feel less pure 
and holy.  People that have more leisure and power also can be sure they are ritually pure and 
publicly holy.  To get pure and more holy, people have to work through priests.  Depending on 
priests does not have to be like depending on rich people, politicians, and gangsters.  Part of the 
spirit of the Law is its independence from too many offices and its promise of a direct relation to 
God without too much mediation.  Anybody that keeps the Law can be “right with God”.  But often 
feeling good religiously does depend on connections.  Part of Protestant rebellion against Roman 
Catholicism was because the Roman Catholic hierarchy interposed between the individual 
worshiper and God.  Jews felt this same problem when they realized God lived in the temple in 
Jerusalem and the average Jew needed a priest to feel really clean, pure, and holy.  Jews felt this 
problem when urban Pharisees claimed to know more about the Law than average Jews and 
claimed to tell average people when they were pure or impure, just as later Protestant preachers 
manage the “righteousness status” of congregations despite Protestant objections to Roman 
Catholic priests.   
 
Food.  As everywhere in the world, food was not only fuel it but also symbolized status, security, 
success, and social relations.  People ate with their families and ate with people like themselves.  
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When people ate with non-equals, people preserved relative status even in meals.  People 
sometimes allowed their inferiors to eat with them or to serve them at meals.  People were 
sometimes lucky enough to get invited to eat along with the retinue of a superior.  To eat together 
meant to be together in some way.  To offer food was to offer hospitality and protection.  To avoid 
eating together meant lack of trust and lack of being together.  
 
To eat freely together meant to be equal.  To share food equally was not just to share fuel, it was 
to share life chances, information, cooperation, promises, and hopes.  It meant, “You are one of 
us.  We understand what you are going through.  We promise to support you, just as you promise 
to support us”.   
 
Towns.  Towns were nice places only for the rich.  For everybody else, towns were bad.  People 
went there because they had no chance in the countryside.  Towns did not have parks and nice 
public swimming pools even though they might have had public baths.  People dumped garbage 
and human waste in the streets.  Animals peed and defecated in the streets.  Water was usually 
dirty, even if you had your own private well.  Severe disease broke out almost every year and 
lasted for months.  Soldiers usually lived in garrisons outside of town.  Soldiers went into town to 
collect taxes or to suppress the people.  Some large towns had small nice neighborhoods and 
temples with art but those were not available to the people.  Towns dominated the countryside 
with blunt force when needed.   
 
Separation of Men and Women.  In the pre-PC times of the Classic world, women and men lived 
largely different lives, and women were subordinate to men in all aspects of public life.  Men and 
women were not equal.  Inequality showed up in social connections, the Law, all kinds of 
behavior such as modesty, and in life chances.  For example, men could divorce women but 
women could not divorce men except for gross public abuse.  Women could not travel alone.  
Women had to be under the protection of a man.  Many urban women of all classes and most 
well-to-do rural women lived within the walls of a house compound all their lives.  Some women 
never traveled more than a kilometer from the place they were born.  
 
Modern people often do not understand that this asymmetry was not mostly to oppress women 
but largely to protect them.  Those were different times then, calling for a different way of life to be 
successful, as Lou Reed said of “Sweet Jane”.  Those were harsh times.  In modern safe 
America, it is hard to understand, and harder to feel, what it means to be at risk personally.  It is 
one thing to see it on TV in some bogus cop drama, and another to feel it for real when you walk 
out the front door.  It is hard for American women to understand how ancient Jewish women at 
personal risk might welcome an unequal system that protected women and that allowed women 
some freedom to work out their lives within protected limits.  I do not advocate a return to gender 
asymmetry.  I only want modern people to give ancient people the benefit of the doubt, to assume 
that they were not stupid slaves to cultural ideas but adopted those ideas and lived with those 
ideas for practical reasons.  Only a strong program that offered women a great deal could get 
them to overcome the practical benefits of gender inequality.  That was what Jesus offered.  
 
Religious Transformations.  Christianity transformed Judaism, as we will see in the rest of the 
book.  Christians see this transformation as more true to the idea of one God, and the idea of 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  3.03 Time of Jesus 

19 
 

Yahweh, than the Rabbinic Judaism that developed around the time of Jesus; Jews definitely do 
not see it that way.  I do not wish to dispute this question here.  When thinking about this 
question, try to take the following into account.  
 
Judaism itself had already go through several large qualitative phases, each of which required a 
major transformation:  the religion of Semite neighbors that included both El and Yahweh and 
other divine forces too; the original religion of Abraham; the religion of Judges; the religion of the 
First Temple; the fusion of El and Yahweh; and the religion of Nathan and the Second Temple.  
From there, it transformed into the religion of Pharisees and Rabbis; and then, after about 500 
CE, it transformed into the Rabbinic religion centered on the Talmud and Torah.  The prophets 
lived mostly around the time of Judges and the First Temple but their ideas pervade nearly all the 
phases and are qualitatively distinct.  Whether this was all one religion, I do not know.  Jews 
argue that the spirit of the religion and the relation to God remained the same regardless of the 
external ways of expression.  
 
Whether the teachings of Jesus represent a transformation of Judaism greater than any that went 
before, or represent a transformation that cannot lie within the spirit of Judaism, I do not know; 
but I doubt it.  I think Jesus is part of the “mainline” of Judaism.  Whether formal Christianity 
represents a transformation of Judaism greater than any that went before, or cannot lie within 
Judaism, I do not know; but I think so.  I think formal Christianity is outside the mainline arc of 
Judaism, at least to a Jew.  Formal Christianity is part of the mainline Jewish arc only when it 
adheres to the moral teachings of Jesus without stressing his divinity.  
 
Even if Christianity is a bigger change than any other change in Judaism, that alone does not 
mean it is either false or true, any more than one phase in Judaism necessarily invalidates any 
other phase even though they do not appear the same in spirit.  In effect, Jews declare modern 
Rabbinic Judaism that relies on the Talmud as true, and overlook qualitative differences between 
phases, when they accept the Talmud rather than try to return to the religion of Abraham.  (In 
fact, some Jews do reject the religion based on the Talmud and, I think, try to return to a religion 
based more strictly on the Torah alone.)  Because I am on the outside of Judaism looking in, if 
pressed, I could say which phase of Judaism I consider true best and which aspects of any 
phrase I consider true and best.  Other than admiring the prophets, I do not offer any judgment of 
any phases of Judaism here, and would not if asked.  I can evaluate the teachings of Jesus for 
truth and value, and not only whether they are a transformation of Judaism similar to prior 
transformations.  I can evaluate formal Christianity in terms of truth and value, and not only 
whether they are a valid transformation of Judaism or Jesus.  This book does give those 
judgments.  
 
In any case, I let myself take the best of any phase or any teachings without worrying too much.  
That seems to me an integral part of Jesus’ teachings too.   
 
Writing of the Tanakh.  This section repeats prior material.  The Tanakh was not written all at 
once.  The first five books of the Tanakh were not written by Moses.  The book is an 
amalgamation of various authors with various points of view.  Some of the stories had no authors 
but were taken from folk stories or from general belief.  Most writers were court scribes who used 
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stories to justify their particular political situation and point of view.  Besides the original writing, 
most of the Tanakh was edited several times, often severely, and often to change the point of 
view of a passage to suit the editor.  It was assembled as a whole about the time of the Second 
Temple, perhaps 500 to 400 years before Jesus.  Even then, the content varied somewhat.  
Books were added later as well, after the Tanakh was first complied as a whole, such as Wisdom.  
The story of the Tanakh is too much to tell here so I refer the reader to suggested readings.  The 
writing and assembling of the New Testament was just as much influenced by politics and points 
of view as the Tanakh.  The reader has to judge if the obvious role of human self-interest in the 
creation of the Bible means that either book is less the word of God.  I cannot take either the 
Tankah or New Testament literally but I can take them seriously.   
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3.04 Christian Variations 1:  Classical to Protestant  
 
 
This chapter and the next describe some stances within Christianity.  For the chapters on Jesus 
later, you can get by without these chapters, but, if you meet terms there that you do not know, 
you might have to return here.  This chapter goes from the classical statement of standard 
orthodox Christianity through Protestantism.  The United States has 30,000 Christian divisions.  I 
am not interested in some differences that people find important, such as whether or not to 
baptize children.  I am interested in how the magic of Jesus-as-God-coming-dying-resurrecting-
returning took over from the moral teachings of Jesus as the basis for a Christian life.  The next 
part of the book looks at the Bible and at early Christian history.  The term “teachings” includes 
teachings, sayings, parables, the implications of Jesus’ actions, and his program for the Kingdom 
of God.   
  
From Jesus to Nicea.  Christian beliefs were standardized at a council in 325 CE (AD) (see 
below).  A lot happened between Jesus’ death and the Council.  For now, I skip over what 
happened in between to jump directly to orthodoxy.  I cover Jesus’ life and the events after his 
death in the next part of the book.   
 
Classical Orthodoxy:  the Nicene Creed.  The Nicene Creed declares what orthodox Christians 
believe.  It grew in a process starting in 325 CE (AD).  It was pretty much completed by 381 CE 
(AD) in a Council at Nicea in what is now Turkey.  The original was in Greek.  The Greek 
Orthodox Archdiocese of America translated it into English as below.   When I went to church as 
a boy, every week the entire congregation recited the Nicene Creed in both Greek and English.   
 

I believe in one God, Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth, and of all 
things visible and invisible.  And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son 
of God, begotten of the Father before all ages; Light of Light, true God of true 
God, begotten, not created, of one essence with the Father through Whom all 
things were made.  Who for us men and for our salvation came down from 
heaven and was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became 
man.  He was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried; 
And He rose on the third day, according to the Scriptures.  He ascended into 
heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father; And he will come again with 
glory to judge the living and dead.  His kingdom shall have no end.  And in the 
Holy Spirit, the Lord, the Creator of Life, Who proceeds from the Father, Who 
together with the Father and the Son is worshipped and glorified, Who spoke 
through the prophets.  In one holy, catholic, and apostolic Church.  I confess one 
baptism for the forgiveness of sins.  I look for the resurrection of the dead and the 
life of the age to come.  Amen.   

 
The Creed was shaped by theological disputes that are not as intense now so it might not be 
apparent why all the clauses are there.  In the phrase “Who for us men and for our salvation”, I 
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think the Greek term translated “us men” (“tous anthropos”) is really gender neutral and includes 
both men and women.  I translate it “we people” to yield “Who for we people and for our 
salvation”.  “Catholic” does not mean “Roman Catholic” but means “entire” or “whole” or 
“complete” and applies to all Christian churches that accept the Nicene Creed.  Originally all 
Christian churches were catholic in this sense but not Roman Catholic.  The Eastern Orthodox 
Church and the Roman Catholic Church use different versions of the Creed that emphasize 
different relations between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Different versions played a role in 
the separation between the Eastern and Western Churches.  The details are not important here.  
I think most Protestant churches use the Roman Catholic version, or a modification, because the 
Roman Catholic version shows the influence of Augustine, and Protestant churches generally 
follow Augustine; but I did not check each church.  Specific churches modified the Creed for their 
particular needs.  For other versions in several languages, see Wikipedia.  The Council of 
Chalcedon in 451 clarified the ideas from Nicea, in particular the divinity, humanity, and dual 
nature of Jesus.  Those two councils defined orthodoxy for Christians from then up to the present.  
Chalcedon is now part of Istanbul, Turkey, but was then an outlier of Constantinople.   
 
Key Ideas.  Notice some ideas the Creed asserts, sometimes through only a word or phrase:  
 
Rather than Jesus’ teachings, the church stresses the special status of Jesus as God and 
stresses his special life events.  The expected return of Jesus, the “Second Coming” is added to 
the special events of his history.   
 
The Trinity   
 
The preexistence of Jesus as God  
 
The existence of Jesus as both divine and human  
 
The fact that Jesus preexisted as God and then became human suggests the magic of his birth, 
especially suggests the virgin birth.  
 
The crucifixion has magical efficacy.  It is not clear what all the crucifixion does but it is generally 
taken that our sins are forgiven and we are saved.   
 
The resurrection 
 
The necessary return of Jesus  
 
Jesus had some kind of physical body during his life and at resurrection  
 
The importance of rituals such as baptism  
 
The importance of a single verified Church (apostolic succession)  
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The distinction of the prophets from God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit so that Jesus was not merely 
a prophet but fully God  
 
The main results of Jesus’ activities are to produce a world divided between salvation and non-
salvation, and to allow for salvation.  The chief relevance to this world of Jesus’ actions is to 
create the possibility of salvation.  There is only salvation and non-salvation.   
 
Salvation has to do only with Jesus coming, dying, being resurrected, and returning.  
 
The Kingdom begins after Jesus returns and it is an entire world order like a state.  It is a real 
kingdom in whatever kind of reality prevails after Jesus returns.   
 
No intrinsic role for Mary or the saints  
 
Implications of the Nicene Creed.  
 
The resurrected Jesus was not a disembodied spirit or a re-animated corpse.  He had a physical 
body that normal humans would recognize as a physical body, though his body was better than a 
regular body.  Jesus’ resurrection was the first in a mass resurrection and renewal of the world.  
Christians expect to be resurrected in quasi-physical bodies sometime after they die.  If Jesus 
returns when they are still alive, then their bodies will be changed into the better physical bodies 
of the saved.  
 
This idea was not as strange at the time of Jesus as it is to us now but it was not a common idea 
even then and it was not easily accepted.  Non-Christians then did not think of being resurrected.  
If they did think of life after death, they would become a spirit without a physical body at all.  The 
Christian idea of a real physical resurrection was part of what made Christianity unique and so 
hard for some people to accept.  People that did accept Christianity had to leap from their old 
religious base; they had a “conversion experience”.  Not everybody then understood the physical 
resurrection in the same way as do modern theologians but it was still an odd idea.   
 
Salvation is not a question of getting Jesus’ teaching.  You do not have to understand anything or 
to do anything other than accept Jesus of the Creed and accept the Church.  No items of Jesus’ 
teaching are in the Nicene Creed.   
 
None of the teachings of Jesus, his program, or any behavior expected of a Christian in accord 
with the teachings or program, are mentioned in the Creed.  Critics of orthodoxy sometimes say 
the Church is interested only in Jesus’ death and resurrection while it is not interested in his life.  
The Creed allows the Church to select from Jesus’ teaching what it wants to stress and to 
overlook what it wishes to ignore.  Other statements of dogma recall Jesus’ teachings but they 
might not have the status of the Nicene Creed.   
 
Jesus’ coming, dying, resurrection, and expected return were not intended to change this world 
but to allow for salvation out of this world.  The new world of the Kingdom might be a new world 
entirely or it might be a transformation of this world but it is not just this world.   
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The Church controls the rituals and the content of faith.  The Church controls access to salvation.  
 
Salvation comes in two steps and only two steps:  by Jesus’ action as God and by accepting the 
Church.  Salvation comes automatically to some people as a result of Jesus coming, dying, being 
resurrected, returning and by their accepting the Church.   
 
Salvation is a magic result of Jesus’ coming, dying, resurrection, and expected return.   
 
Theologians have spent much effort on explaining the magic, in particular how Jesus’ death 
automatically caused original sins to be forgiven, other sins to be forgiven, and caused people to 
be saved.  I do not think they have succeeded.   
 
Part of the explanation for the magic of salvation through Jesus includes just exactly who Jesus 
was as messiah, his status, especially as messiah.  If we can figure out how Jesus was special, 
then we can figure out why the magic works.  Theologians have not figured this out either.   
 
It is unclear if there is room for a relation with God or Jesus or the Holy Ghost apart from 
accepting the magic of Jesus’ coming, dying, being resurrected, and expected return.  If there is 
room, it is not clear what role a relation with Jesus, God, or the Holy Spirit might play in salvation, 
and what the character of the relation might be.  
 
Because the Kingdom is not of this world, it is not a state of mind in this world, and it is not made 
out of a subgroup of people that follow Jesus’ teachings about this world.  It is apart from this 
world even if it comes from this world and even if the inhabitants are people with physical bodies.   
 
Of course, the Church is a subgroup of people in this world.  It is in this world for now, although 
some theologians describe is as in both worlds.  The situation with is as if a branch of the 
Kingdom opened here first.  The members of the Church Kingdom here are defined in that they 
believe in Jesus as God (coming, dying, resurrection, and return) and they believe in the authority 
of the Church.   
 
But the Church is not necessarily any group that follows a particular teaching apart from this core.  
The Church is not intrinsically an agency to promote “do unto others”, social club, socio-economic 
class, soup kitchen, victims’ compensation agency, state agency, private agency, immigrants’ 
legal agent, family values promoter, anti-abortion activist group, business booster, or rich 
person’s club.  
 
More Orthodoxy.  Within the above points there is room for interpretation and variation.  Here 
are some additional points decided by the Church.   
 
Like Jesus after his resurrection, the residents of the Kingdom are not just disembodied spirits 
although they are more spiritual than we are.  The residents have real physical bodies.  Their 
bodies are not subject to all the physical limitations of current bodies, and are somehow 
“improved”, but they are still physical.  (The West has wonderful ideas about body-ness and 
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sensation that figure into ideas about what it means to be human rather than a computer or an 
angel; but I cannot go into it here.  See “City of Angels” with Nicholas Cage and Meg Ryan, and 
the Star Trek TNG movie “First Contact” where Data kills the Borg Queen.)  
 
Contrary to popular ideas, neither the Creed nor the Bible says Christians go to heaven when 
they die so as to “be with Jesus” forever as spirits.  The Creed and Bible do not say what 
happens to people when they die.  We only know we too will be resurrected at last.  For the 
people that die before Jesus returns, neither the Creed nor the Bible says what happens to them 
after they die but before they are resurrected.  There is a heaven but neither the Creed nor the 
Bible says what role it plays.  The people that die before Jesus returns might reside in heaven 
temporarily or they might not.   
 
To the extent that there is a Kingdom on this earth before the Second Coming of Jesus 
transforms this earth, that Kingdom is the Church.  
 
The Church acts as representative of Jesus.   
 
The Church has the right to decide who will go to the Kingdom and who will not, that is who will 
be saved and who will not.  As representative of Jesus, the Church judges the living and the 
dead.  There is no salvation outside the Church.   
 
Bishops are the backbone of the Church.  Other offices that have grown out of bishop, especially 
that are higher than bishop, such as Pope or Patriarch, are the major bones in the backbone.   
 
The Church mediates any possible relation between people and God or Jesus.  People cannot 
have a direct relation with God or Jesus apart from the Church.  
 
Different churches have defined and explained relations with God and Jesus differently, and the 
experiences of their members have differed.   
 
In theory, Jesus died for our sins and so we should be saved automatically unless we persist in 
bad sin.  In practice, and by special delegation from Jesus through Peter, the Church actually 
decides whose sins are forgiven and what sins are forgiven.  If salvation depends on having sins 
forgiven, then the Church decides on who is saved or damned.   
 
It is not clear if Jesus died for everybody’s sins and saved everybody, or died only for believers, 
correct believers, members of the Church, or members of the Church who are also correct 
believers.  Early Christians interpreted it various ways.  The Church decided that people could 
only be saved through the Church, so it seems as if Jesus died only for Church members.  I do 
not know if members also have to believe correctly or not, and how far they may deviate.  
 
The Church developed many kinds of institutions for many kinds of temperaments and abilities, 
including lay monks and nuns, confirmed monks and nuns, ascetic monks and nuns, lay helpers 
of all kinds, married priests and celibate priests, bishops, higher level officers with various duties, 
and a powerful hierarchy.  This complex of institutions was able to keep nearly all people within 
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the Church for about 1500 years, and is still able to keep in nearly all people who are born in.  
The closest approximation outside of the Christian Church would be if Hinduism were formally 
institutionalized.   
 
From the beginning, at least some Christians have been concerned with helping people beyond 
the usual social norms of helping.  The Church usually provided institutional means for 
expressing this desire, such as the means to help during widespread illness, to give to the poor, 
and to found orphanages, hospitals, and schools.   
 
Officially the Church remained neutral in politics, and remained neutral between the rich and the 
poor.  
 
The sources of authority for the Church are:  the Bible, the traditions of the Church, and apostolic 
succession including the authority of the bishops and higher officers.  It is not clear which of these 
three contributors has highest authority in all cases.  In practice, the bishops and higher officers 
decide.  The bishops and higher officers really do put a lot of emphasis on the Bible and on 
traditions, and the actual weight varies in particular cases.  The Church tends to well-document 
and well think-out decisions.   
 
My Bias.  I offer a warning before I talk about Roman Catholics and Protestants.  I do not think 
any church properly represented Jesus or his teachings, even at the start of Christianity; so what I 
say here does not reflect any allegiance to any Church.  I have not considered myself Greek 
Orthodox since I was about 13 years old although my early training still colors my view now.  The 
Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church split before Protestant churches split 
from Rome or each other.  The Roman Catholic Church and Eastern Orthodox Church split 
mostly due to cultural differences between East and West, and for political reasons.  To me, the 
Roman Catholic Church separated from the original Church in the first of a series of schisms of 
which the West seems to be prone.  Later Protestant separations from Rome seem only a 
continuation of the Western tendency to schism begun by Rome.  The first Protestant schism 
came about 150 years after the official separation of Rome and the East.  Whether the line of 
schisms is for good or bad depends on your analysis.   
 
Augustine.  Probably the greatest influence on all Church doctrine has been various 
interpretations of Paul.  Interpretations of Paul have been more important even than the teachings 
of Jesus.  I think Paul has been misinterpreted since shortly after he wrote in about 40-60 CE 
(AD).  Probably the greatest single influence on Western church dogma has been Saint 
Augustine of Hippo (354 – 430 CE (AD)), especially as he used Paul.  He was one of the 
smartest people in the history of the world, but I still reject his ideas.  Before he was a Christian, 
he was Manichean dualist and in training to be a lawyer.  I think he remained a dualist of good 
and evil, and a lawyer, after he became a Christian, and he strongly increased those tendencies 
in Western Christianity.  His ideas:   
 
Original Sin.  Christianity is about being saved or being damned.  To explain why we are likely to 
be damned but can be saved, Augustine remade the idea of Original Sin.  Due to Adam and Eve 
accepting the Forbidden Fruit from Satan, all people are now evil and the world is irretrievably 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  3.04 Christianity 1 

7 
 

fallen.  We all inherit the taint of Original Sin, and the taint affects our personalities.  All of us are 
born damned, and we naturally seek to do only evil.  We are not just a mixture of good and bad, 
we are all evil.  We cannot look for good within ourselves.  We can only be saved by a power 
apart from ourselves.  The evil of Adam and Eve spread from them to the entire world.  The world 
might have started out good, but is good no longer.  Even animals and plants are more selfish, 
cunning, ruthless, poisonous, less useful, harder to tend, and more evil than when God originally 
made them.  
 
As far as I can tell, the idea of original sin, especially the idea that original sin is passed on from 
Adam and Eve to all of us, is not in the Tanakh.  The idea that the world is irretrievably fallen and 
overall evil also is not in the Tanakh.  The Hebrews had ideas of an inherent human tendency to 
do bad and to resist good but that tendency was not the same as original sin or as the idea that 
we are all evil.  I mentioned this topic before and I will say more on it later in the book.  
 
Justification and Legalism.  Augustine had a typically Western legalistic interpretation of relations 
among God, Jesus, people, church, sin, and salvation.  To be saved, we have to be justified.  
Jesus saves by justifying first.  It is not entirely clear what “justification” is.  Paul used the term 
“justification” but Augustine took over and modified the term far from Paul’s original use.  To me, it 
is as if each person is on trial both for original sin and for all the sins that he-she committed in life.  
God is both judge and sometimes prosecutor; Jesus is both defense lawyer and prosecutor; and 
the church is sometimes jury, defense lawyer, and prosecutor.  To be saved means to be cleared 
of our crimes, including the crime of Original Sin, even if we did not personally commit the crime 
of Original Sin.  We really do have crimes and we really have to be cleared of our crimes.  We 
have to be justified to God.  Jesus’ coming, dying, resurrection, and expected return are a kind of 
legalistic courtroom dramatic ploy (rather like Matlock) to somehow counteract our guilt and to win 
us a “not guilty” verdict, or to win us a good plea bargain, even in the face of clear evidence 
against us.  
 
A legalistic view of life and religion does NOT come from the Jewish idea of the Law.  As far as I 
can tell, it comes directly from European culture, and is thoroughly a part of American culture.  
America does not have the most lawyers per person in the world (by far) because of some 
inheritance from Judaism but because Americans and Europeans are litigious by culture.   
 
Nobody can justify him-herself.  No actions can make up for original sin and the ongoing 
depravity of human nature.  Nobody can change his character enough to make up for original sin, 
or even to make good preponderate over bad apart from original sin.  On the basis of strict 
judgment alone, we are doomed.   
 
Only Jesus or the church can justify us to save us.  Jesus already did it magically by coming, 
dying, being resurrected, and promising to return.  The Church continues to have the power to 
bestow or withhold Jesus’ gift.   
 
Grace.  Nobody can even choose by his-her own free will to accept the justification and salvation 
offered by Jesus and the church.  People can be justified and saved only if God softens their 
hearts through Grace.  Salvation comes through God’s grace.  The Church can play a role in 
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helping us achieve God’s grace but it is not entirely clear what the role is.  If the Church is 
necessary for God’s grace, then, in effect, acceptance by the Church takes the place of God’s 
grace.   
 
Predestination.  People are predestined to be saved or damned even before they are born.  
People can freely choose to accept or reject God’s grace but God already knows beforehand 
what choice they will make.  The people that God chooses to be saved are called “the Elect”.  
This idea is not very important in this book but it is so commonly known that I could not leave it 
out.   
 
Church.  We participate in the justification offered by Jesus and the grace offered by God only 
through the church.  
 
Filioque.  Augustine accepted the Filioque Clause of the Nicene Creed in which the Holy Spirit 
comes from Jesus and the Father, and so is subordinate to Jesus rather than co-equal with Jesus 
and the Father.  Perhaps Augustine wished to stress the role of Jesus in justification, salvation, 
and this world.   
 
The Roman Catholic Church Lightens Up.  Augustine was not nearly as influential in the East 
as in the West.  The Roman Catholic Church accepted Augustine’s ideas but also realized how 
severe they were, and realized they would dismay the average person.  It modified his stand to 
allow people to feel better and to participate in a wide variety of church institutions.  It allowed that 
actions can show intent, and so actions do play a role in justification and salvation.  The most 
important actions are sacraments done under the auspices of the Church such as baptism.  
 
In theory, we cannot know God’s will and thus cannot know for sure if any person is justified and 
save.  In practice, the Roman Catholic Church can certify that a person is justified and saved.  
Any church member who believes correctly, practices sacraments such as confession, and 
participates in the institutions of the Church can feel fairly sure that he-she is justified and saved, 
and so need not fear much.  The proprietary role that the Church takes in bestowing Jesus’ gift 
and God’s grace becomes not a threat but a way to more widely give the gifts and a way to give 
people reassurance.   
 
Protestantism.  I think the two main reasons for the rise of Protestantism are:  
 
(1) The rise of nationalism.  The various folk within Europe no longer wished to be under the 
control of any power far away, religious or secular.  
 
(2) The rise of capitalism and of business people.  Business people felt in charge of their own 
fate, did not feel damned in the way taught by the Roman Catholic Church, wished to keep and 
use their riches, and did not wish to be under distant authority.  The Roman Catholic Church did 
not keep up with the modern world of the times and with the needs of its new people.  The 
Roman Catholic Church did not keep up with the new forms of capitalism and the social groups 
that resulted.  
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  3.04 Christianity 1 

9 
 

The Roman Catholic Church had created institutions in the past to accommodate most forms of 
human nature and social life but it “missed the boat” in this case.  I do not know if the oversight in 
this case is because some aspects of human nature and social life cannot be accommodated 
within Roman Catholicism or because of this particular historical situation.  Roman Catholic 
officials might not have been “swift enough” in this case.  In the Counter Reformation, Roman 
Catholic officials made up for many earlier oversights.   
 
High school textbooks say that the Reformation began when Martin Luther objected to the 
general corruption of the Roman Catholic Church, and in particular to the sale of the alleviation of 
punishment for sins (“Indulgences”).  That is a vast oversimplification, into which I do not go here.  
It is better not to think of it in these terms.  
 
Protestantism was a complex movement with many kinds of participants:  nobility that wished to 
maximize their power and to keep the tax revenues from their territories, large-scale town 
capitalists, small-scale town capitalists, and groups of small-scale artisans and merchants.  Not 
all had the same motives, and not all got the same things by joining the new movement.  Not all 
formed the same kinds of institutions (churches) to accommodate their desires.  Instead of 
diversifying institutions within a single main home church and so keeping unity, Protestants tend 
to break into different churches each of which has its own kind of parishioner and its own 
character as a church.  The various Protestant churches do have doctrinal differences, but, to me, 
it seems as if the doctrines are more the means of establishing and keeping boundaries and 
group identity than are items of theology that parishioners really understand and care about.  
 
Established Protestant churches such as Lutherans and Episcopalians hardly differ from the 
Roman Catholic Church in rituals or in what the average member believes (regardless of official 
doctrine), so it is probably better to see those churches as having arisen and become strong 
because of the desire for regional autonomy.  Even many more “extreme” Protestant churches 
got a lot of their impetus from regional autonomy, including Calvinist Reformed (Swiss and 
Dutch), Baptist (Eastern Germanic), Methodist (English), and Presbyterian (Scottish) churches.  
 
Small churches, such as the associated “Churches of Christ”, can differ from Roman Catholic 
worship although they do not necessarily differ that much from some allowed special groups 
within the Roman Catholic Church.  I think these small churches were primarily about similar 
people giving each other financial, political, medical, social, intellectual, legal, and other help.  
Having a small church, and using a particular theology in the small church, kept similar people 
together and excluded dissimilar others so that mutual help could do the most good and would 
not be wasted.  I know from seeing for myself that is still how Protestantism recruits and keeps 
many people in the Third World.  I do not deny that doctrine and practice can be important to 
these church members but we also have to keep in mind the greater social context.  
 
The resulting mix of Roman Catholicism and Protestantism is not much different than the diversity 
of Hinduism.  If all Christian churches could be brought together in one comprehensive 
organization it would be like institutionalized Hinduism.  Protestantism is like to the Roman 
Catholic Church as Buddhism is to Hinduism, and for many of the same reasons.   
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Protestant Ideas.  Some key doctrines, practices, and beliefs of Protestant churches are as 
below.  The Roman Catholic Church recognizes some points of criticism but denies it made any 
fatal errors.  Protestants are not faultless and they do make some of the same errors.  The reader 
has to decide.   Much of Protestantism seems like a return to strict legalistic Augustinianism.  
 
Degeneration of Rome and Return to Original Christianity.  Protestants believed that the Roman 
Catholic Church had become corrupt, and did not represent Jesus.  The Roman Catholic Church 
had lost apostolic continuity and authority.  Opinion varied as to when the break occurred but 
some modern Protestants say it happened when the Emperor Constantine made Christianity the 
official religion of the Roman Empire about 313 (the Edict of Milan only officially made religious 
tolerance policy but it also de facto made Christianity the official religion too).  Protestants felt the 
Roman Catholic Church could not be cured but had to be abandoned.  To cure their religious 
selves of Roman diseases, Protestants wished to return to the correct beliefs and institutions of 
the early Christian Church as evident in the Bible before Rome dominated.  It is harder to specify 
these beliefs and institutions than you might think.   
 
Scripture Alone (“sola scriptura”).  The Roman Catholic Church founds its authority on the Bible, 
the traditions of the Church, and the decisions of Church officers.  Protestants say they found 
their authority on the Bible only.   For Protestants, all items of belief and all institutions have to be 
founded on passages of the Bible.   
 
The Roman Catholic Church counter-argues that the Bible nowhere declares itself to be the only 
foundation for Church belief and practice.  The sole authority of the Bible is not in any Biblical 
passage and thus it is not a Biblical doctrine.  To say that the Bible is the sole authority is 
somewhat idolatrous.  The earliest Christians used traditions and the opinions of officials as 
foundation for beliefs and practices from the beginning, as is evident in passages of the New 
Testament.   
 
Faith Alone (“sola fide”).  Only faith in God and Jesus can lead to salvation.  Faith alone does not 
insure salvation (see below) but it is necessary to salvation.  Nothing else can substitute for faith, 
including sacraments, church membership, or good works.  There is nothing bad in those as such 
but they cannot substitute for faith, and to think they can is to make a fatal mistake.   
 
Protestants argued in this way to insure the Roman Catholic Church could not gain control over 
people by specifying and controlling any acts aimed at salvation, such as confession, penance, 
praying for the dead, giving donations, etc.  Protestants did not want the Roman Catholic Church 
to set up any institutions for control.  
 
To solidify this position, Martin Luther wished to remove the letter of James from the New 
Testament because James states clearly that faith without works is not enough, works are to be 
done, and works are not to be despised.   
 
In stressing faith over works, Protestants fell back on an old Western dichotomy between the 
inside and outside, with the inside better than the outside.  This dichotomy goes along with other 
dichotomies such as between spirit and matter, intention and law, organic and machine, and 
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person and institution.  Although Protestants intend to stress the first pole of all those 
dichotomies, and believe that Roman Catholics have stressed the second pole of those 
dichotomies, we will see that Protestants ended up stressing the second poles about as much as 
Roman Catholics.  Protestants ended up depending on institutions and outside appearances 
about as much as Roman Catholics.  Religious reformers say that they seek the balance between 
these dichotomies but I have not seen too many that actually achieve it.   
 
Grace Alone (“sola gracie”).  Faith opens the door to salvation but only God can step through the 
door or only God can pull us through the door.  Faith is necessary but not enough.  Intellectual 
knowledge of God alone is not enough.  Demons have faith in God in that they know he exists but 
they are damned because they reject God.  Membership in a church is not enough because (at 
least some and perhaps all) members of the Roman Catholic Church are not saved.  God decides 
to whom he will extend grace or to whom he will deny grace.   
 
If faith alone could produce salvation, then we could compel God to save us by believing in him.  
We might be able to force God to save us by believing in Him even if we were not very good 
people or if we did bad things.  Faith alone could make up for a bad will or could make up for 
original sin.  Demons could compel God to save them just by believing in him.  None of this is 
acceptable.   
 
Thus no set of criteria that we could meet could possibly be enough for salvation because then 
we could compel God by meeting that set of criteria.   
 
So nothing we can do can save us; but, if we have faith, and do not follow faith with bad behavior, 
then there is a good chance God will extend grace and will save us.  
 
Again, this attitude helps to prevent any church from establishing ideas or institutions that can 
intervene between God and any person, and that can bolster the power of the church.  This 
attitude eliminates any need for the church, although the church can still be useful.   
 
Do not disparage this attitude.  This attitude speaks to deep powerful feelings in most human 
beings.  We all feel helpless sometimes.  We all know that we need help sometimes.  We all 
know that just to wish for help is not enough, and that just needing help alone is not enough.  We 
all know that we have a lot of bad in us and that we are not deeply worthy even if we have a good 
side.  Someone has to reach out to us.  This Protestant attitude acknowledges these human 
realities and gives people hope in the face of these realities.  If you have not felt something like 
this deeply at least sometime in your life then you have missed out on something truly human.  
 
Christ Alone (“Solus Christus”).  Since Jesus, the only way to God’s grace is to accept Jesus’ 
coming, dying, resurrection, and expected return.  There is no other way to God or God’s grace 
except Jesus.  
 
We can and should establish a personal relation with Jesus by accepting who he is and what he 
did for us.  This point sets up the idea of a personal relation with Jesus that is common among 
modern evangelicals.   
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In the early Church, this idea of salvation only through Jesus likely was aimed at Jews who did 
not accept the idea that Jesus was God.  Since the rise of Protestantism, I think the primary 
target of the idea has been the Roman Catholic Church.  The Roman Catholic Church cannot 
substitute for God or Jesus.  We have to have a direct relation to Jesus-God.   
 
Glory to God Alone (“Solo Deo Gloria”).  Protestants felt that the respect people gave to the 
Roman Catholic Church, its officials, its institutions, Mary, and the saints, was a kind of idolatry.  
At the least, respect to humans or to institutions gets in the way of giving proper respect to God.  
Unless we focus on God alone, we can get diverted.  To get diverted from God is to lose hope of 
grace and of salvation.  So we should worship God alone.  God includes Jesus.   
 
Biblical Inerrancy.  If you base religion on the Bible alone, then the Bible had better be accurate, 
infallible, complete, self-explanatory, free of contradictions, without need of hard interpretation, 
and without possibility for conflicting opinions.  Not all Protestants claim all this for the Bible but 
many do.  They claim that any limitations, contradictions, or variant interpretations are the fault of 
misguided people, limited human intelligence, or bad intentions.  If we only pay attention to the 
Bible, it will tell us all we need to know without confusion.  The way to express these ideas is to 
call the Bible “the inspired Word of God”.  The Holy Spirit inspired the writers.   
 
Of course, Protestants do conflict, the Bible is not internally consistent, and the Bible is not an 
accurate scientific portrayal of the world.  Many Protestants just deny these simple facts in a kind 
of blind holding action.  
 
If Protestants were to accept the limitations and true character of the Bible, then they could not 
use it alone as the basis for faith and institutions.  They would have to allow the need for 
interpretation, traditions, and institutions.  In other words, they would come over to the general 
Orthodox (including Roman Catholic) position, although they could still disagree on many 
specifics.   
 
Of course, in actual practice, Protestants do offer different interpretations, and do appeal to 
tradition, authority, and institutions.  That is why the United States has 30,000 different Protestant 
groups.  Protestants keep their interpretations as much as possible within the bounds of the core 
Protestant ideas listed above, and they try to appeal only to accepted Protestant sources of 
tradition and authority such as Paul, Augustine, Martin Luther, John Calvin, the Lutheran Church, 
and the Reformed Church.  Few Protestants accept an interpretation of the Bible other than that 
given by the church into which they were born or into which they converted.   
 
Two casualties of this attitude are science in general and Darwinian evolution in particular.  It is 
possible to offer a logically coherent alternative to science and to Darwin but it is not at all 
convincing to anybody with open eyes.  It amazes me how much some Protestants twist the truth 
so as to fight science and to preserve the Bible in their own eyes.  Roman Catholics did the same 
in their time as well.  They are wrong, and they betray God’s work in creating our intellect and our 
senses.  The Roman Catholic Church now accepts most of modern science, including Darwinian 
evolution.   
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The Roman Catholic Church rightly points out that allowing anybody or any church to interpret the 
Bible inevitably calls forth a multitude of personal interpretations, invites schism, and makes 
ordinary people confused and open to bad ideas.  Without central authority, the Church inevitably 
breaks apart, even when it has a single common central text of God’s inspired Word.  Protestants 
rightly respond back that accepting somebody else’s interpretation is to give up personal integrity, 
makes ordinary people confused, makes ordinary people open to somebody else’s bad ideas, 
and intrudes somebody or some church between a person and God.  It substitutes grace from an 
institution for grace from God.  The Roman Catholic Church rightly points out that most 
Protestants do accept the interpretation of somebody else, in their case the opinions of some 
people within their own particular Protestant church rather than the opinions of the Roman 
Catholic Church.  Few people even read the Bible, even Protestants, let alone interpret it for 
themselves.  The Roman Catholic Church points out that, if we begin to allow traditions, 
authorities, and institutions, then we have to go back to the earliest obvious ones, and that path 
very likely takes us back to the Church and to the Bible as understood by the pre-split Roman 
Catholic and Orthodox Churches.  
 
I say that all groups, Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant, use standards to interpret the 
Bible other than the Bible; use authority, traditions, and institutions; and use standards in addition 
to authority, traditions, and institutions.  They use additional standards even when they say they 
work only within a Biblical framework, or even when they say they use only the traditions, 
authorities, and institutions of their church or of the early church.  Additional standards include 
ideas of fairness that prevail in their culture, any biases and prejudices that prevail in their culture, 
fear of power, desire to appease power, desire for power, and ideals of Western morality as in the 
great works of literature and philosophy.  Because the Bible is not accurate, infallible, complete, 
self-explanatory, free of contradiction, easy to interpret, and free of possible conflicting 
interpretations, there is no logical way out of the dilemmas.   
 
Direct Relation With God and Jesus.  Protestants emphasize a direct relation with God and Jesus 
unmediated by any large church.  Some Protestant groups call this “having a personal relation 
with Jesus”.  Partly they do this out of inner feelings and partly they do this to minimize any 
possibility that the Roman Catholic Church can define the content of religion and so control 
worshippers.  Protestants recruit (evangelize) by encouraging people to cultivate their own 
personal relation with Jesus.   
 
I do not judge what people call a personal relation with Jesus.  I made having a relation with God 
part of my beliefs, so I appreciate the importance of having a personal relation with Jesus.  
 
I do point out that Protestants deny this relation can happen within the Roman Catholic Church 
but insist it can happen within their own Protestant church.  In fact, the Protestants I have known 
who have a personal relation with Jesus seem to need to share this relation with other people of 
the same church and seem best able to express this relation within the context of church activity 
and church doctrine.  They seem to need their church to have a personal relation with Jesus as 
much as Roman Catholics need the church to fulfill their religion.  I have met Roman Catholics 
that seem to have a personal relation with Jesus and who see no problem in showing their 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People  3.04 Christianity 1 

14 
 

personal relation with Jesus to other Roman Catholics or expressing their personal relation with 
Jesus through the activities of their church.  I have seen Hindus who seem to have this kind of 
relation with some manifestation of Vishnu or Shiva.  I have known Buddhists who have this kind 
of personal relation with “Lord Mother Kuan Im” (in Chinese, “Kwan Yim”), the high Goddess, a 
future Buddha.  She is very like Mary Queen of Heaven.  I have seen animists have personal 
relations with various spirits such as the spirit of a great tree, and these spirits are not demons to 
their devotees.  For a while, many Americans had a real relationship with a personal animal spirit 
companion such as Eagle.  Protestants need to think about why their relation with Jesus might be 
genuine and why the relation of other people with Jesus or with other deities might be false, and 
they need to think about the role of social context in the creation and shaping of this special 
relation with Jesus.  All Christians need to think about why a personal relation with Jesus is 
different than the devotion to any personal deity such as found in some kinds of Hinduism 
(“bhakti”); but that is another topic.   
 
Simplifications.  Protestants simplified many features of Christianity, partly to aid church members 
in cultivating a direct personal relation with God and Jesus.  Protestants see simplification as a 
return to the early church that arose after Jesus died.  The church and the institutions that 
remained after simplification became quite strong.  
 
Most Protestant churches eliminated private confession, although some small churches 
reintroduced public confession.  
 
Other sacraments were eliminated, leaving only baptism, marriage, sometimes Holy Communion 
(Eucharist or the Lord’s Supper), and sometimes confirmation.  The sacraments that did remain 
mostly have to do with the “family values” that are needed for success and with church solidarity.  
 
Some churches reduced the clergy to deacons, presbyters, and a church leader such as a 
minister.  Perhaps to stress distinctions from Rome, some churches avoid the words “priest” and 
“bishop”.  Instead they use “minister”, “pastor”, “reverend”, “preacher”, etc.  Often I cannot 
remember what to call a church official.  Small churches and fewer clergy ideally lead to less 
hierarchy and to more equality between members, that is, to more social justice within the church 
but the actual practice varies by church.   
 
Married Clergy.  After Luther, many churches allowed the clergy to marry.  In this too, they 
believed they were returning to the early church, and point out that Peter and other important 
early church leaders were married.   
 
After Luke defeats the Emperor in “Star Wars”, he institutes reforms to minimize the possibility 
that another Sith might arise.  Among the reforms was allowing marriage for the Jedi.  I think Luke 
had a family.   
 
Ecstatic Practices.  Protestants are more likely to speak in tongues, lay on hands, and prophesy.  
I do not go into this topic here.   
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Unity of Church and State.  John Calvin was one of the most important founders of Protestantism 
in the 1600s.  Calvin merged the government of Geneva, Switzerland with the Protestant church 
there (even if the union was not declared in law).  Since then, many Protestants see the ideal 
state as a theocracy, where the church controls the state.  In the 1600s, Protestants almost 
succeeded in setting up a theocracy in England.  Several of the early American colonies were 
church states.  Protestants work to build theocracies even though they blame the fall from early 
pure Christianity on the union of church and state under Constantine, and apparently they do not 
see the contradiction.  Maybe they think they can do better.  It seems as if they think of a unified 
church-and-state as a version of the Kingdom of God on earth, or as one real manifestation of the 
Kingdom of God, despite the fact that the Kingdom of God is not supposed to be of this world.  
This idea of a unified church-and-state is strong in American fundamentalism despite denials by 
fundamentalists.  I disagree totally with the unification of church and state.  I insist on separation 
of church and state.  
 
Attitudes.  Where Roman Catholics emphasize rituals such as confirmation, Protestants 
emphasize attitudes and associated experiences such as having a personal relation with Jesus 
and being “born again”.  Attitudes are key in Protestantism, even among groups that seem to 
wish to suppress many normal human emotions.  
 
The combination of stressing attitudes but suppressing emotions seems odd and hypocritical to 
people outside of Protestantism, and it can have odd effects on social relations and institutions.  
The combination of attitudes and emotional suppression is a common theme in a type of 
American literature as represented by that perennial high school classic, “The Scarlet Letter”.   
 
Protestant Inside and Outside.  This section describes a Protestant dilemma that Max Weber 
made famous in his explanation of the role of Protestantism in capitalism.  This section shows 
how Protestants tend to return to the outside pole of the inside-outside dichotomy.  Once people 
believe they are either saved or damned, they cannot rest ignorant of God’s judgment.  People 
need to know if they have received God’s grace or not.  Officially in Protestantism, there can be 
no signs.  Unofficially, Protestants use signs.  The signs of God’s grace are also the signs of 
success in the world such as wealth, power, prominence, a good business, an office such as 
town mayor, a good marriage, and a good family including what biologists call “reproductive 
success”.  If you have one or more of these traits, you are saved.  Otherwise you are likely 
damned.  Members of the community have to respect the saved and have to go along with the 
saved, that is, with the rich and powerful.  In contrast, members of the community may disrespect 
and otherwise exploit the damned, that is, the poor and weak.  Eventually it became hard to tell 
whether people wanted wealth and power because those were signs of God’s grace or because 
those were good in themselves and gave a license to exploit.  Religion became the way to 
validate worldly success, an ironic inversion of the original goal of Jesus and a return to what 
Protestants had disliked about Roman Catholicism.  Protestants once again became the 
caricature of the Pharisees that Christianity had condemned in its early development.  Christianity 
once again lapsed into contradiction.  
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As an anthropologist, I think the actual direction of causes was likely backwards from the story 
told above:  successful people got the church to validate markers of success by taking over the 
ideology of justification and salvation.  I cannot go into the question any more here.   
 
Much of the reaction against Christianity and religion in the modern West has to do exactly with 
this hypocrisy.  It seems very hard to root out this hypocrisy.  I think it is based in human nature.    
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3.05 Christian Variations 2: Enlightenment to Now  
 
 
This chapter continues describing major stances within Christianity.   This chapter goes from the 
Enlightenment to Romanticism to the present.   
 
Enlightenment. The Enlightenment covered most of the 1700s.  I do not say much about it in 
particular because my beliefs reflect Enlightenment ideas so you get the Enlightenment through 
the rest of the book.  Some Enlightenment thinkers would insist I prove the existence of the 
supernatural, which I cannot do.  Some Enlightenment thinkers, called “Deists”, would accept 
God but think that God hardly interferes with the world after he made it.  Albert Einstein thought a 
bit like a deist.  Most founders of the United States were Enlightenment thinkers, such as 
Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson.   
 
The opposition of Reason versus Emotion is old in the West but takes a different form in each 
historical period.  With the Enlightenment, we see the opposition between Reason and Emotion 
that still prevails now – watch any episode of the classic Star Trek.  This opposition is simplistic 
and misleading, but people do believe in it, and sometimes it is useful.  The Enlightenment 
stressed objective reason (logic), science, experiment, and the natural world.  It downplayed 
emotion and mere opinion without reasons.  It required evidence.  If we cannot find evidence for 
the supernatural world, then we should not take it seriously.  At the same time, the Enlightenment 
highly valued morality.  It did not wish to give up morality even though it relied on the natural 
world and would not rely on the spiritual world.  It wished to ground morality in nature, human 
nature, and logic.  It did pretty well but did not succeed entirely.   
 
The Enlightenment began the point of view which analyses the Bible as a secular text than as the 
revealed word of God.  Modern understanding of the Bible began in the Enlightenment.  The 
studies clarified meanings in the Bible and helped some modern people to greater faith.  Modern 
fundamentalists do not like some of the methods and results.   
 
Some Enlightenment thinkers denied Jesus was God, and denied the magical aspects of Jesus’ 
life such as the virgin birth, the miracles, and the resurrection.  They wished to find as much 
historical truth about Jesus as possible so they could discard the magic and save what was best.  
Enlightenment thinkers stressed the moral teachings of Jesus and the need to really act on the 
basis of his teachings. They set up the modern idea of Jesus as primarily a teacher of universal 
moral truths.   
 
I disagree with some Enlightenment thinkers in that I accept the existence of God and so I accept 
the existence of the supernatural.  I agree with Enlightenment thinkers in that I downplay 
supernatural intrusion into the natural world except to teach morality and to show the need for 
positive action to promote the good.   
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Romanticism.  Events in the late 1800s and early 1900s forced people to see that a large portion 
of us, likely the large majority, were not guided primarily by Enlightenment style logic and could 
not work for the smooth progress of humankind.  The American Revolution gave hope to rational 
progress but the French Revolution and the wars that followed overturned the hope.  Democracy 
did not end all social evils but instead brought a new set of evils.  Idealized capitalism promised 
prosperity; and a large minority did benefit; but we also got crushing poverty, slums, vast wealth 
detached from human sympathy, the business cycle, and another expansion of the state as 
business and state grew closer.  People acted not by using their energy rationally to build a better 
world but on other grounds.  Whatever those other grounds were, we had to take them into 
account and try to harness them to build a somewhat better world – if even that reduced goal was 
possible.   
 
Eventually Enlightenment logic came up against the limitations of logic itself.  Enlightenment 
thinkers realized that logic alone cannot provide a basis for morality and cannot even get people 
to act on practical daily affairs.  Recall the donkey stuck between two exactly equal piles of hay.  
The donkey starves because it has no rational basis for choice.  People need emotion and 
commitment as well as logic:  Go into battle decisively.   
 
Romantic thinkers founded their world on emotion and commitment.  Modern people are more 
children of Romanticism than of the Enlightenment.  We inherited the Romantic stress on emotion 
and commitment, as in the Star Wars movies:  “Trust your feelings”, that is, commit to your 
feelings.  These are the other grounds that we have to take into account.  The Enlightenment 
accepted emotion but tried to keep it under the control of reason.  The Romantics subordinated 
logic to emotion.  Logic was merely the servant by which emotion most effectively got whatever it 
wanted.  Whatever emotion wanted was what it wanted; ultimately there could be no further 
account.  The heart has its reasons which the head cannot know.  Because people are all 
emotional beings, as one emotional being, we can sympathetically feel the desires of other 
emotional beings, but we cannot explain them further.   
 
All the ideas of the Romantic period appear in all other periods.  There is not necessarily anything 
radically new.  What differs is the entire assemblage of ideas, and the stress put on some ideas 
rather than others.  Some ideas from the Romantic period were truly great.  On the whole, 
though, Romanticism has been a disaster.  Because modern life continues Romanticism, we 
continue the disaster, as in the polarization of American culture and politics after 1970.  Jedi 
balance feelings and logic.  Sith give over entirely to feelings; and we know what happens then.  
Feelings are only good as long as we can guarantee they are good feelings, and we cannot give 
that guarantee when feelings are entirely their own world.  We have a lot of bad feelings; watch 
the science fiction classic “Forbidden Planet”.   
 
I cannot evaluate the Romantic period.  All I can do is list a few ways in which Romanticism 
affected Christianity.  Romantic ideas are not all consistent, any more than they are in any other 
era.  I will not point out inconsistencies.  Modernism and post-modernism are manifestations of 
Romanticism.  Existentialism could have escaped Romanticism but ultimately succumbed and 
became a version too.  I do not treat them separately.  
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Ethnic Politics and the Spirit(s).  In Romanticism, distinct ethnic groups each had their own spirit 
and identity, as for example the Irish, Jews, Italians, Germans, or Jews.  This idea can lead to 
good and bad results.  It is good when it leads people to search for their historical roots and 
common identity, and struggle to be better.  It is bad when it leads one group to feel superior, 
when it leads other groups to look down on one group such as Jews, and when it leads to refusal 
to understand.  Just as the heart has its own reasons, different spirits are not comparable.  You 
cannot compare the Italian spirit to the German, and you cannot derive the German spirit from the 
Italian.  You cannot even derive the Italian spirit from the ancestral Roman spirit.  Eventually the 
idea of ethnic spirit bolstered nationalistic wars of the 1800s and 1900s, and contributed to the 
Jewish Holocaust.  It still drives how we see conflict, as for example as in the Cold War between 
America and Russia.   
 
The same idea applies to religions and to Christian sects.  You have to feel from the inside what it 
is like to be, say, a Baptist or a Muslim.  Unless you become, say, a Lutheran, you cannot know 
what it is like, and you cannot know the truth of being a Lutheran.  You cannot compare Roman 
Catholics and Methodists.  You cannot even talk about them in the same terms.  You cannot 
compare points to see who might be more historically accurate or more spiritually correct.  There 
is no compromise.  There is no search for the greater truth of which each might have a partial 
vision.  There is no chance that our group might just be wrong on some points.  You have to 
belong to one sect or the other.  If one sect feels as if another is intruding, then there is no choice 
but to compete until one sect or the other is eliminated.  In these situations, almost always, 
eventually, groups begin to feel competitive, and then are locked in mortal combat.  They feel as 
if there can be no mutual coexistence.  Often groups get to the point where their own identity is 
tied up in having an adversary.  They do not cohere on their own without an opponent.  In 
America now, Christians feel as if Liberals in general are “waging war” on Christians, in particular 
on Christmas, while strong Liberals fear Christians all want a theocracy.  
 
Truth Lies in Attitudes not Facts.  If the truth of religion cannot be proven in logic starting from the 
Bible, maybe it can be found in attitudes.  From the Romantic point of view, the truth of the 
Resurrection is not in whether Jesus really walked around in a physical body after he died but in 
the attitudes that arise in people when they hear about Jesus being raised:  what people believe, 
how they feel as a result, especially any commitment they feel, and what they do on the basis of 
belief and commitment.  The same can be said of any event in Jesus’ life such as the virgin birth 
and crucifixion. Truth lies in the attitudes that it generates.  The same is so of any sacrament.  
The truth of baptism is not in some mysterious thing that God does but in the attitude we have as 
a result of being baptized.  It does not matter if God creates the attitude during our baptism or we 
get the attitude as a result of some human propensity during rites.  All that matters is attitude.  It 
is better if scripture is literally true but not needed.  It is better if Jesus really was resurrected in a 
physical body but not needed.  It is better if God does something to us at baptism, but if we 
change our hearts according to the attitude that God wants then it does not matter.  Any debate 
that causes us to worry about whether or not scripture is really true instead of allowing scripture 
to generate the correct attitude in us, blocks the spiritual truth.  It is better to have attitudinal truth 
than literal truth, so, if needed, we can cover up the literal truth to preserve the attitudinal truth.   
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Truth, Power, Words, and Society.  The West has always been impressed by power, by the 
power of words in particular, and Romantic thinkers elevated language to about the same status 
as attitudes.  The way we talk determines how we think, determines reality, and determines what 
people do.  The way we talk determines attitudes and commitment.  People learn words and 
thinking in society, so social life determines reality and behavior.  Words are just as able to move 
people as real facts such as the climate or wealth.  If we want to control behavior we can control 
the words that people use.  If we want to control words, we can look to society.  We can develop 
a new attitude (“new attiii-tuuu-ude”) and a new vocabulary, and plug into a support network.  
“Anti-abortion” is now called “pro-life” while “tolerate abortion because we have to” is now called 
“pro-choice”.  Since 2001, all rich people are “job creators”.      
 
The problem is that words are not reality.  Reality exists apart from words even if we can only 
access it through words and even if we can only ever access it partly at any one time.  We always 
learn language in some particular society but that does not mean society fully determines words 
or reality.  If you do not act in accord with reality then a change in attitude or words does not help 
very much for very long.  If you called bigotry against gays in the military “discrimination against 
queers” or called it “don’t ask, don’t tell”, the end result was just about as bad.  If you thought 
giving money to rich people would create more jobs every time, you deserve what you got.   
 
With Protestantism, the Bible became “the Word” in close to the modern sense, as something 
self-subsistent with a power in itself rather like magic incantations.  The Bible did not need a 
church to interpret it or to manifest its power.  (I think even few Jews have this attitude toward the 
Tanakh.)  Romanticism validated that attitude, and made the Bible another tool in the differences 
between incompatible sects.  It gave a rationale as to why the Bible might be magic.  
 
To a large extent, to an outsider like me, wars between Christian sects are wars of words.  Wars 
about translations of the Bible are a good example.  The Bible had to be literal truth or else its 
power would have been merely the same as any magic spell.  That the Bible is both literal truth 
and magically efficacious makes it unique.  To keep its power and uniqueness, the Bible has to 
be rendered exactly as God rendered it.  The sect that renders it correctly controls its power just 
as the magician who knows the correct version of a spell has its full power.  Thus various sects 
have to claim to be the only ones to correctly understand and render the Bible correctly.   
 
The Artist.  Under Romanticism, creation and novelty became the most powerful forces in the 
universe.  The artist became the most powerful being in the universe.  The artist is the human 
creator, the closest analog to the creative power of the universe.  Rather than the aristocrat, the 
priest, the soldier, or the farmer, the artist became the ideal person, a position he-she holds to 
this day as evident from the veneration we give to musicians, movie stars, and TV stars.  Coming 
in second is the “natural” person, as in “Mother Nature” or as in the “noble savage”, an image that 
holds even in the social sciences where the myth of the noble non-capitalist native still prevails.  
Both artist and nature can be combined into one, as with some rockers, country and western 
musicians, some actors, or White witches.  Actors who promote nature do well.  Some women 
can get a high rank because all women are supposed to have the potential to be both more 
natural and somewhat creative.  The creative witch theme shows up on TV as with “Bewitched”, 
“Jeannie”, “Sabrina”, and “Charmed”.   
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Nations that have accepted Western Romanticism are famous for coming up with new art and 
technology.  America is the outstanding example.  This can be one of the good aspects of 
Romanticism.  At the least, it often gives those countries an economic advantage.  With its art, 
America almost conquered the world.   
 
There is true art and there is imitation (“posing”).  Real artists are creative while imitators are 
merely clever.  God is the original true artist.  God creates through nature (even I share this point 
of view).  The Devil might be clever, and, in his own way might be much more creative than any 
mere human, but, in the long run, the Devil is merely an imitator of God.  All evil art is imitation.  
All imitators who attempt to pass off their work as real art are evil.  All imitation is evil unless it is 
openly acknowledged as imitation and its original source properly respected.  Thankfully, any 
imitator who accepts his-her limits and acknowledges that he-she merely imitates can be a 
successful honest minor artist.  When the Devil creates a “human”, he merely imitates in some 
way a human that God already created through nature.  The Jewish “Gollum” is an imitation.  
“Gollum” in Lord of the Rings was an artistic creation based on this idea, and quite effective.  In 
Lord of the Rings again, Goblins (orcs) were devised by Morgoth out of elves and men as 
imitations of elves and men while trolls were imitations of Ents.   
 
Since its formative early councils, Christianity has stressed that Jesus created the world, he did 
so as The Word, and he did so through The Word because he is also fully God.  Romanticism 
strengthens this image of Jesus by recognizing again the fusion of creativity and words.  See the 
opening of the Gospel of John.  The Gospel of John is probably the most important gospel in 
modern Christianity.  Jesus’ creation of the world was true creation, and Jesus was the original 
true and greatest creator-artist.   
 
What does Jesus create now?  What makes him a true artist now?  It depends on your view.  
Jesus continually re-creates the Church, the most important work on Earth.  Jesus continually 
saves; a kind of great creation and re-creation.  Jesus watches over us.  Jesus inspires.  
Indirectly, but in an important way to artists, Jesus created the great religious art when he 
inspired the artists.  I am sure Bach and Handel would be happy to give Jesus co-credit for their 
religious works.  Jesus brings into being the most important attitudes and most important 
institutions of your sect.  To a Conservative, Jesus created family values and he re-creates them 
every generation.  To a Liberal, Jesus creates the great community of acceptance, love, and 
progress.  To me, if we ever succeed at self-government and at taking care of the Earth, I am 
perfectly happy to give Jesus the credit for having created (with some help) the ideas and 
institutions that succeeded.   
 
The Resurrection.  The Resurrection combines Jesus’ continued creativity with the emphasis on 
attitudes.  The truth of the resurrection might not be in Jesus’ rising in a new physical body but in 
the changes that the idea of a resurrection made in human history and society.  We do not know 
if Jesus really was resurrected into a physical body.  Nobody since Jesus has been physically 
resurrected as expected.  That does not matter because people, society, and history have been 
spiritually resurrected.  They have been changed radically because now a lot of people believe in 
God, have hope, and listen to the Church.  Jesus’ real resurrection is his new body in the lives of 
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people, society, history, and the Church.  That resurrection is real and powerful regardless of any 
trivial physical resurrection.  To confirm that Jesus was never physically resurrected would not 
contradict the idea of a spiritual resurrection.  We do not need a physical resurrection to confirm 
the idea of a spiritual resurrection, and focusing on the idea of a physical resurrection can 
confuse us about spiritual resurrection.  Similar things can be said as to whether or not Jesus was 
born of a virgin, was God, died for our sins, and performed miracles.  Whether or not Jesus’ death 
caused God to forgive our sins does not matter as much as that we think it did and we act 
accordingly en masse.  The same is true of feeling the presence of the Lord or having a relation 
with God.  What is important is how God (the Spirit) uses, as an artist uses marble, to express 
himself in the world, and how people use religion to impose their nature on the world.  
 
This way of looking at the scriptures tries to reconcile orthodoxy and science by finding a truth 
that can be observed in human hearts and society.  But it is also a way of having your spiritual 
cake and eating it too, and of avoiding questions about the truth of the scriptures and about the 
true intent, mostly-is, and all-about of Jesus.   
 
It might seem as if I go along with Romanticism when I say the objective truth of the resurrection 
does not matter as much as our moral action.  I hope I do not.  I hold to objective standards of 
morality that would have been apparent to Enlightenment thinkers more than to Romantic 
thinkers or modern thinkers.  Suppose you are on a train and discover it has caught fire (my 
thanks to the Lotus Sutra).  It would not matter if the train is a freight train or passenger train, 
what color it is, who owns it, how fast it is going, how long it is, or even how the fire started.  It 
matters only that everyone is safe.  It only matters what we do.  That is why I don’t care about the 
Resurrection, not because I think the truth can be found in attitudes.  I am not after only a change 
in attitude but also after fundamental moral principles, and I want to act according to those 
principles to do the most good in the real world.  I do not want the “wow” experience of a new 
attitude from people so much as I want their determination to “do unto others” and to work 
rationally to build a better world.  We can think about the other Romantic stuff later.  
 
Other Religious Stances.  Romanticism reasserted Gnosticism, Dualism, Emanation, Wisdom, 
Culmination, underlying structure or underlying process, the importance of small details in a 
grand plan, and the importance of seemingly small characters.  The best way to see these effects 
is to endure a great epic of the 1800s, such as Wagner’s Ring cycle – if you can stand it.  The 
Lord of the Rings is a 1900s version of similar ideas, including the importance of Frodo and 
Gollum.  The Nutcracker ballet is milder version but still gets across most of the ideas and is more 
enjoyable.  You can make a child happy if you go see her or him dance in it.  As I was re-writing 
this chapter, the TV show “Once Upon a Time” was airing; it has every ingredient listed here.  The 
story of the Spirit by the philosopher G.W.F. Hegel is the best example of modern Emanation, 
Gnosticism, Dualism, and the overcoming of Dualism, and it is not all that hard to read.  Nearly all 
modern comic books are a celebration of Dualism and the importance of hidden truths.  When 
comic books have an elaborate “back story”, we usually see an example of Emanation in how 
good and evil came to be, how evil at first gradually took over, but how good will, finally, take 
over.  If you don’t read the comic books (I stopped in late adolescence) you can see the movies 
based on them.  Graphic novels are similar and more tolerable by adults.  Americans see history, 
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and now see real current events, as the unfolding of good and evil, the battle of good and evil, 
with the gradual eventual victory of good.   
 
“Culmination-ism” is the idea that unfolding history has reached a crisis in our time, our time will 
decide the outcome of the process of history, and we each might be able to play a small part in 
this great culmination.  Our age is the age in which it is all decided; our age is the age to end all 
ages.  The idea of culmination always goes along with Emanation.  Again, Hegel is a clear 
version of both.  Communism was a version.  Capitalism has been developed by Republicans 
and Libertarians into this kind of a vision to take over from the Communist version.  It is the 
system to end all systems, the system to put it all right automatically.  At least since World War 1, 
the “war to end all wars”, all large current events have been seen this way.  Nearly all religious 
and philosophical movements style themselves as the movement to end all movements.  I cannot 
count how many times I have heard “the end of the world is near”.  
 
I can only mention a few ways that these ideas affected modern Christianity.  As inspiring as he 
might be, Aslan (Jesus in disguise) of the Narnia books owes more to Romanticism than to the 
real Jesus.  Aslan’s constant enemy is the White Witch, the false creator of stone statues and 
beguiling treats, or is another version of the ultimate evil from which she comes such as the fog.  
Aslan’s chief role is to fight evil.  The same is true of the various “mostly-is” of Jesus in the Lord of 
the Rings:  Frodo, Aragorn, Gandalf, Elrond, Treebeard, etc.  Christians call “history” as “his 
story”.  Jesus is the force of history as it unfolds and especially as it culminates in the great battle 
of good versus evil somewhere in our very own time.  Jesus has a plan for all of us both in our 
daily lives and in the final showdown.  We can all contribute a bit to the great victory.  Because 
sects of Christianity are not mutually comprehensible, to know a sect is like having a secret 
knowledge that can only be conveyed by experience.  But once you have this secret knowledge, 
it sets you free, and lets you merge into the unfolding of the great historical drama.  
 
There are upsides to these ideas in Romanticism.  We would not have nearly so much adventure 
without them, including some great adventure novels and movies.  In “Waverley”, Walter Scott 
consciously has Romanticism taking over the adventure story, with good moments in which 
characters are rationally assessed and we see the scuffle between logic and attitude.  The 
process is further along in “Kidnapped” by Robert Louis Stevenson.  We would not have the 
modern detective story, born around 1840, for which Edgar Alan Poe usually gets credit.  I prefer 
the detective story to straight Romantic epic because in it there is the dance of logic and emotion.  
A short funny wonderful satire of modern Romanticism, especially its narcissism, is “Pale Fire” by 
Vladimir Nabokov.   
 
Modern and Post-Modern Relativism.  Romanticism is fun but also dangerous.  We cannot stop 
the train once we get rolling on the Romanticism track.  The eventual end is relativism.  There are 
no objective standards for attitudes as there are with logic and facts.  There is no intrinsic reason 
why helping a hungry child is any better than eating the child while there is still some meat left on 
its bones to ease our own hunger (see Swift’s “Modest Proposal”).  There is no intrinsic reason 
why a new attitude, and the success that might go along with it, is any better than the old attitude, 
better than the old failure, better than being an office slave, or better than subjugation as a 
housewife with wine-pills-and-rock-n-roll to keep you in line.  There is no reason why the 
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Resurrection is a promise of God’s love rather than the gateway to an exclusive club for God’s 
pets.  We can hope that contemplating the Resurrection leads believers to the proper attitude of 
awe and worship but there is no intrinsic reason it should.  Any attitude to which it leads is a truth 
of the Resurrection.  If the Resurrection makes believers into spoiled children, then that is also its 
real truth.  If it leads people to become serial killers because they are setting their victims free to 
certain rebirth in heaven with Jesus, that makes sense as well.  There are no standards, 
especially for morality.  In the end, we can use scripture and logic to validate whatever we want 
for other reasons.   
 
Obvious relativism is both an obvious powerful tool and obvious trap, so Christian sects want to 
have the cake of their own truth and deny the same cake to rivals.  You have to join our sect to 
know the real truth of our sect but even if you become a member of another sect you do not know 
the real truth of that sect, or any real truth, because that sect has no real truth; it has only 
delusion.  We are true artists; they are false imitators.  There is no objective standard by which to 
assert this, we just know it.  Relativism leads to an odd mix of relativism and dogmatic anti-
relativism.   
 
Because of its clear statement of Jesus’ intent, mostly-is, and all-about (Nicene Creed), it would 
seem as if the Church could guard against relativism about Jesus, but that is not entirely so.  
Normal people cannot feel satisfied with the official creed.  They need in addition various mostly-
is and even various all-about.  I won’t repeat them here.  The point is that Romanticism gives 
normal people license to adopt various mostly-is and all-about.  
 
To counter the relativism of “other sects”, “our sect” adopts the position that they and their view 
are “nothing but”.  Somewhat counter to what we might expect, relativism leads to quite a bit of 
nothing but.  Jesus was nothing but a zealot who got caught.  He was nothing but an advanced 
hippie.  He was nothing but a Cynic philosopher who was a Jew too.  Jesus was nothing but a 
peasant reformer who did not understand real world politics.  Jesus was nothing but a Jewish 
sage who got caught up in politics.  Jesus was nothing but a moral teacher.  Jesus was nothing 
but a prophet.  Jesus was nothing but the one and only Son of the one and only God.  Jesus was 
nothing but God incarnate.  Christianity is nothing but the crucifixion and resurrection.  Jesus is 
nothing but material instantiation of his father’s will.  
 
The “nothing but” of relativism allows us to explain away.  If we can put a person in a social 
arena, socio-economic class, historical trend, or ideology, then we can explain away his-her ideas 
entirely in terms of setting.  We do not have to decide about the truth of his-her ideas.  If there is 
truth but we do not like it, we can say that the truth is “nothing but” a product of the arena.  We 
can say, “That truth might be good for some people but it is not general truth and it is not good for 
us”.  For example, if some people do think that Jesus was resurrected but we do not, then it is 
true for them but not for us.  We do not have to think about whether it is really true or not, only 
how it might be true for them but does not have to be true for us.  If conservatives insist Jesus 
was resurrected, then fine; it is true for them but not for us.  If Jesus said to take care of the poor, 
that is true for him then but not for us now.  If liberals insist Jesus said we have to take care of the 
poor, then fine; it is true for them but not for us.  If we think Jesus was not resurrected, we do not 
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have to think about whether he really was or not, we can say what matters about the truth is how 
people think about it.  
 
We can pick and choose among truths.  If Jesus said we should help the poor but a TV evangelist 
tells us God really wants us to be rich, then we can decide that being rich is more important than 
helping the poor, and feel good about it.  
 
What people think about truth is more important than truth.  If we really do not like a truth, and 
can find ways to get around it, then our interpretation trumps the plain truth.  Jesus said it is hard 
for rich people to get into heaven, but people want to be rich.  Suppose we say that rich people 
are really stewards of God’s bounty, allowing God’s bounty to be used effectively to make 
everybody’s life better off.  If all rich people really are job creators, I wish they would actually do it.  
A rich person can get into heaven as long as he-she shares a little bit or as long as his-her greed 
leads to jobs.  Then what we think to serve our own benefit takes over from the plain truth.   
 
The only good way to defend against relativism is to be clear about your morality and ideas.  
State your morals and ideas.  That way, we have clear and open ground for argument.  In the real 
non-Romantic world, groups of reasonable people do not split into qualitatively distinct sects 
unable to communicate.  People share enough morality so we can work to reach understandings 
and better mutual ends.  If not, then at least we will know what we really are fighting about.   
 
Moral Relativism, Ambiguity, Inversion, and Hypocrisy.  Probably the worst kind of relativism 
is moral relativism.  Romanticism did not invent moral relativism but did give it a big boost.  The 
basic issue is simple.  We need moral rules but we cannot have a tiny rule for every tiny situation, 
and it is not always clear how to apply rules in all situations.  We have to use judgment.  
Judgment opens the door to moral relativism.  Sometimes the same rule varies in application 
according to people and situation.  We understand when a poor person takes a few apples off a 
tree he-she does not own so as to feed his-her family.  We do not understand when a rich person 
takes apples without permission from a neighbor’s tree because he-she feels like it.  We 
understand when a poor person traps a rabbit on a rich person’s land for dinner (see “Robin 
Hood” with Errol Flynn).  We do not understand when a rich person takes the last lamb of a poor 
person to make a feast for guests (from the history of King David).  We understand the need for a 
modest home for a family but not the lust of some house buyers or the greed of banks that led 
them on.  Most of us have a good enough sense of these situations as long as ideology and 
religion do not confuse us.   
 
Romanticism, democracy, capitalism, and Protestantism cloud the issues.  They give us 
expectations that were not met.  With democracy and capitalism, we expect governments to seek 
equal justice between rich and poor, powerful and weak; but they fall short.  The Protestant 
Church is supposed to be “of the people” and to have a more direct relation with God, and so is 
not supposed to favor the rich over the poor, or favor the powerful over the weak.  A reformed 
Roman Catholic Church is supposed to be similar.  But in fact both favor the rich and powerful 
and both support the institutions of the state that favor the rich and powerful.   
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When aristocratic institutions exploited the people there was no hypocrisy.  When democratic 
institutions say they are “of the people” but continue to exploit, then there is hypocrisy.  When the 
Church supports exploitation, there is an added layer of hypocrisy.  People revolt against this in 
spirit.  
 
There is moral inversion.  If we cannot find the good guys among the supposed good guys then 
maybe we can find them among the bad guys.  So the bad guys are all really good guys and the 
good guys are all really bad guys.  
 
People in past times certainly understood moral ambiguity but they did not think moral ambiguity 
symbolized how the world really works.  Modern people often do.  The best place to see moral 
ambiguity at work is detective novels, “films noir”, and recent movies such as the Batman series.  
Rock-n-roll is full of it, often comically so without intending, as with the Bob Dylan song “Tangled 
Up in Blues”.  A character in a film or TV show cannot possibly be good unless he-she is also 
flawed just enough to prove he-she has just enough bad to be good.  Only a cop with a drinking 
problem can be honest.  The musician with a drug problem is really a modern creative archangel.  
Anybody in a nice suit is a demon.  
 
When a prosecutor puts a 14-year old girl in jail for stealing a TV dinner while letting a corporate 
officer embezzle millions with no jail time, people get confused.  When the Church says the 
prosecutor is right, people get more confused.  People turn from the Church to movies, TV, 
novels, comics, and illustrated novels for guidance.  Thankfully, I think we get pretty good 
guidance from art, at least from shows that are not intended primarily to exploit moral ambiguity.  
We get really good guidance from some shows that do exploit it a little, such as from “CSI” and 
the various incarnations of “Law and Order”.  We learn from them how to control moral ambiguity 
and how to draw the line between right and wrong.  “Harry Potter” has it all:  the wizard as artist, 
inversions, moral ambiguity, and good moral lessons about friendship, loyalty, honest, hard work, 
keeping to the rules, and breaking the rules.   
 
Conservatism Continues.  Even before Christianity became the official religion of the Roman 
Empire under Constantine, it aligned itself with conservative deference to official authority rather 
than with any social action that might undermine authority.  We clearly see the trend in Paul’s 
letters.  Christianity has been conservative this way since shortly after Jesus died.  Official 
Christianity emphasizes the divine status of Jesus so it can overlook his teachings and his 
program for a better world.  
 
When capitalism first dominated society it shook up society, fracturing society along lines such as 
between peasants and lords or between lords and capitalists.  It was not always clear which side 
Christians would take, and sometimes they did take the side of the peasants against the lords or 
the poor against the rich.  Yet as society adjusted to capitalism, Christianity again became 
conservative.  By the middle 1800s, capitalists had supplanted the old aristocracy as the primary 
source of political and economic power.  Churches aligned with the new capitalist authorities and 
the governments that the new capitalists controlled.  Some of the new Protestant churches were 
open in doing so, such as Luther and the Lutheran churches in Northern Europe and most of the 
churches in England.  The churches of the revivals in the northern states of America (see below) 
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openly supported the Republican Party.  I think Baptists and Methodists aligned with slaveholders 
in the American South.  Christianity continued side with the powerful and rich against the weak 
and poor.   
 
Modern Life.  Despite all the potentials for badness, I like modern life.  I like the painting and 
music, the houses, the parks, capitalism and business, pretentious academics, and pretentious 
rockers.  Despite the disaster it has been, I like Romanticism and its modern incarnations.  I like 
that people try to have wild youth but settle down into good citizens.  I love that most of us are not 
afraid of diversity and we want different kinds of people to get along.  I love that we see the value 
of nature, and want to steward it as best we can while still making a living.  I like the politics, 
wrangling, and contention.  I like that many different temperaments can get along.  I love space 
sciences, physics, biology, math, and computers.  I love that we have facts in our science and 
fantasy in our arts.  I think God approves of most of modern life.  If you need to feel that life is 
worthwhile, listen to American music throughout the century of the 1900s.   
 
Usually a way of life is not the expression of one particular group in society but is a compromise 
between various groups in which most groups get along better in society than they would out of 
society.  One group often dominates but rarely does one group so dominate that society is simply 
an expression of it.  Even among hunters and gatherers, women and men, young and old, artists 
and drudges, all had to get along and none got its way entirely.  Priests and the military 
squabbled and cooperated in Egypt.  Capitalists and workers do the same now.  Modern society 
is a compromise in which a lot of groups get along so each does better in than out.  This spiel is 
not an ad for PC diversity.  This argument is a warning that when one group really dominates 
society, or tries, then we are in trouble, even in the modern world.   
 
Modern life really is more seductive.  There are many lost souls in modern life, as you can see in 
bars, malls, office buildings, factories, sports teams, churches, and universities.  Seduction of 
your soul is bad enough but what really counts is reproductive seduction, being seduced away 
from successfully raising a family to carry on.  When parents worry about seduction this is what 
they really worry about.  If our only daughter Susie drinks a glass of wine everyday to wash down 
her Valium but sill has two kids and does a decent job with them, she is tolerable.  If our only 
daughter Susie never gets married and never has kids, makes a lot of money, and lives in a big 
apartment where she practices yoga happily, that is almost as bad as a crack whore.  I don’t go 
into Tommy the Slacker.  It is fine to be a rock and roll star as long as you are not a rock and roll 
bimbo.  Parents fear this kind of seduction, and are willing to use church, state, and schools to 
protect their children.  Parents will squash ideals of freedom and democracy to make sure junior 
does not become a pot-head living in the basement playing video games.  Parents use Jesus to 
condemn mini-skirts so that young Brittany does not have a baby before she has her degree.   
 
We should not worry as much and we should not use religion and the state to make sure our 
children have families.  Despite early experimentation, the large majority of modern young people 
do not lose their souls or their reproduction.  Most young Americans still have families.  I know it 
is hard for parents to be calm about the dangers when they only have one or two children, and, if 
one or both get lost then all is lost.  But parents still need not to distort religion and society just to 
insulate Jack and Diane from modern life’s little ditty.  Life in other times and places was even 
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harder, and people made it through that too.  Even George W. Bush and his daughters eventually 
settled down to get along.   
 
Some modern trends in Christianity (and other religions) are better understood if they are seen as 
a reaction against the seductions of modern life and Romanticism while still borrowing ideas from 
Romanticism.   
 
Fundamentalists, Evangelicals, and Charismatics.  These groups share the same basic 
orthodox view the divinity of Jesus, and the magic of the incarnation, crucifixion, and the 
resurrection.  
 
When I came back to the U.S. in 2000, I wanted to know about the differences between Christian 
churches.  I asked a few people to explain to me how their church was doctrinally distinct.  Almost 
nobody could do that.  They would tell me how good people at their church were, how much love 
they had, how much God loved them, how inspiring their priest was, how much fun were church 
events such as picnics, and the good works they did.  Some people might mumble something 
about baptism and some might even say other churches were wrong.  But I never understood 
why these people had to split up into different churches.  
 
I do not fully understand differences between fundamentalist, evangelical, and charismatic 
Christians.  The distinction has to do less with doctrines than with the history of groups and the 
temperaments of members.  I have read the founding documents of the groups but I do not think 
that is what matters.  So, by “fundamentalism” here I mean all three groups unless I need to 
distinguish them.  
 
I have to be careful because I tend to see fundamentalists as reactionaries who use religion to 
advance their agenda of security, family security, wealth, power, and keeping the poor in line.  
They are that but they are more than that, and I have to seek the more.   
 
Roman Catholicism had internal fundamentalists even well before Protestantism.  Usually the 
Roman Catholic Church found a place for them.  Mel Gibson is a member of a group of Roman 
Catholics who are fundamentalists.  The idea of fundamentalism seems intrinsic to Protestantism 
so, when Protestantism arose, it was inevitable that strong groups of fundamentalists would arise 
within the movement.  There are Jewish and Moslem fundamentalists too.  
 
Modern fundamentalism began before most people realize.  It is the flip side to the Romantic 
reaction against the modern world.  The two movements share much in common although they 
differ in their overt theology.  Many people cannot get along in the world of science, reason, 
capitalism, and personal freedom.  They seek greater institutional security and religious security 
than is offered them on the truly free market and in democracy.  Along with the Enlightenment 
and Romanticism came religious revivals that stressed a return to an earlier simpler idealized 
Christianity based on the fundamentals of Roman Catholicism or Protestantism.  Contrary to 
popular belief, during the time of the American Revolution, few Americans went to church.  Maybe 
only 18% of Americans went to church regularly, similar to attendance in “godless” Europe now 
and in “godless” regions of America.  Christian thinkers were not the main force behind the 
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Revolution although Revolutionary thinkers did use Christian ideas.  In the early 1800s, as 
America settled down and the market pervaded society, came a religious revival led mostly by 
Presbyterians, Methodists, and Baptists.  It swept the South and Midwest, leading to the high rate 
of church attendance in those areas now.  The lingering results of that revival are what people 
mistakenly think was the original religious condition of America.  The revival was a social and 
attitude backlash against the confusion caused by political freedom, the rise of science, and the 
rise of the market; and it was a way for beginning small capitalists in America and England to 
protect themselves by banding into groups.  It was one Christian version of Romanticism.  
Modern fundamentalists continue this movement.  
 
Attitudes were an important part of this movement.  This movement was not primarily about 
ideas.  People understood doctrine.  People did not need doctrine read to them.  Instead, people 
held revivals.  They swooned in tents.  They found a personal relation with Jesus.  People felt the 
love of God.  They healed.  Hundreds of people got baptized at a time.  Women marched against 
demon rum.  People fought slavery.  The argued about which was the best path to God.  That is 
why this revival movement is the Christian version of Romanticism.   
 
Beginning in the 1920s, groups of Christians began to react against the theology that was taught 
in the major seminaries.  I do not go into what that theology was, but it was either too relativist (a 
gift of “mainstream” Romanticism) or it was similar to what I outlined as my personal beliefs 
(Enlightenment rationalism).  They also reacted against the lifestyle of the “jazz age”.  They 
thought that lifestyle was bad and would inevitably seduce their children into damnation, or worse, 
into bad reproduction.  They stressed a return to Christian fundamentals, in particular the Nicene 
Creed and a literal reading of the Bible.  The fundamentalism of today comes directly out of 
groups from the 1920s.  For Fundamentalist groups of today, the jazz age has become the rock-
n-roll age and the age of “liberal Hollywood”.  The 1920s fundamentalists wanted the emotionality 
of Romanticism but they did not want the inevitable relativism.  They had to find a way to ground 
their attitudes in something objective.  For that, they used the Nicene Creed and the Bible.  
 
At about the same time, for similar reasons, other Christians felt that they could have spiritual 
gifts and could feel a personal relation with God.  “Spiritual gifts” includes speaking in tongues, 
exorcism, healing, and prophecy.  The term “charismatic” comes from the Greek “charism”, which 
is based on a metaphor and means “a gift”.  It is a gift from God of special powers.  Some 
Christians felt God had promised spiritual gifts to all true Christians and that, as Christians, they 
were entitled to special gifts, rather like apprentice Jedi expect special powers that come from the 
Force.  They felt that spiritual gifts connected them to the pure early church.  They needed to 
replicate the pure early church now in order to fight off the degeneracy of modern times.  They 
wanted to share these feelings with other similar people, and they wanted to encourage other 
people to find these feelings.  They wanted to set up communities of people with spiritual gifts 
and who had a personal relation with Jesus.  They stressed the feeling of a personal relation with 
God and Jesus by calling it being “born again”.  These are the basis for modern evangelicals and 
charismatic Christians.   
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Some small Christian churches stress fundamentals but insist that spiritual gifts ended with the 
apostolic age a few decades after Jesus.  They do understand the idea of a personal relation with 
Jesus.   
 
Evangelical Christians “preach the good news”.  They want to lead other people to true 
Christianity as exemplified in the Nicene Creed and in the early church so that other people can 
share in the joy of God’s love, so that people will act better, so that better acting people will form 
a better society, and so that a nation composed of true Christians can be a better nation.  
 
Fundamentalists, evangelicals, and charismatic Christians share a lot.  It is hard to be an 
evangelical without grounding your message in fundamentals.  It is hard to be a fundamentalist 
without accepting the possibility of spiritual gifts, the idea of powerful feelings that go along with 
accepting Jesus as Lord, and without wishing to share the good news.  It is hard to be a 
charismatic without believing in the literal word of God and his promise in the Bible, so it is hard to 
be a charismatic without being a fundamentalist.  It is hard to be “born again” and have a 
personal relation with Jesus without appreciating the role of attitudes.     
 
Some Necessary Stereotyping.  Fundamentalists believe in most of the Nicene Creed but they 
also adhere to aspects of popular religion and local common religion rather than only the Nicene 
Creed.  They insist that Jesus is God.  They are dualists.  If a person believes that Jesus is God 
then that person will go to heaven to be with Jesus and with other believers forever.  Especially 
they anticipate seeing family members in heaven.  If a person does not believe all this, then that 
person will go to hell.  They believe Jesus has ordained their social-political agenda, such as 
state support of the idealized nuclear family, no divorce, no abortion, no intoxication, and strict 
enforcement of laws.  Anybody who does not support their social-political agenda is going to hell 
whether or not that person also believes in Jesus as God.  Their social-political agenda is as 
important as their theology. 
 
In theory, orthodoxy and fundamentalism do not have to come together with a typical 
conservative political view such as supporting business, the free market, and strong military 
action.  They could go along with helping the poor and making peace.  But in fact, 
fundamentalists are almost always politically and socially conservative.  Fundamentalist 
Christians have continued the tradition of conservative Christianity 
 
Fundamentalists want to merge church and state.  They want to recreate their own group as 
Israel in the time of Solomon.  They believe they are the modern chosen people of God, 
supplanting Jews and modern Israel.  If they are Americans, they see America as the modern 
true Israel.  If they are European or South America, they might see the West as the modern true 
Israel.  Otherwise, they might see the Christian Church as the modern true Israel.   
 
As with Israel in the past, fundamentalists expect God to punish the nation when it deviates from 
purity and holiness, and to reward the nation with prosperity if it is holy enough and pure enough.  
They do not heed the lesson of Abraham bargaining with God.  They do not think the presence of 
only a small minority of righteous people is enough to keep God from punishing America.  They 
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think the large majority of the nation has to believe in God correctly as they do, and believe in 
their social-political agenda, to keep the entire nation under God’s protection and direction.  
 
They must carry God’s word to all other people both privately and through the state.  Not to carry 
God’s word would be selfish and would betray God and our fellow human beings.  
 
They expect opposition but they also expect to prevail.  
 
They think the state cannot be neutral between ideologies and religions, and that one ideology or 
religion has to dominate.  It has to be them or they will be destroyed.  If they do not dominate, 
then another group will dominate, and that other group will seek to destroy them.  A nation either 
has to run according to Biblical principles or it has to be run by Satan against God’s people.  They 
do not accept neutrality.  As in ancient Israel, either we are all on the side of God or else God’s 
instrument of wrath will destroy us for lack of faith.  
 
They do not see modern society as arising from a compromise but as always being dominated by 
some power group.  They proclaim allegiance to democracy but do not see that their view is not 
compatible with democracy.  They think people who believe along Enlightenment lines as I do are 
not a different kind of believer but are foolish and are really secular.  Many suspect people like 
me of being pawns of Satan.  
 
They see the secular state as waging war on Christian institutions such as Christmas and on the 
nuclear heterosexual family.  They cannot allow the state to support some limited inadequate set 
of common morals while they live both according to the common morals and according to their 
own stricter morality too.  They cannot live and let live.  When the state permits abortion, the fact 
that other people have abortions is not neutral, or is not only a sin by people who commit 
abortions, but is a direct assault on the families of good Christians.  Any homosexual relations are 
not a private matter between consenting adults but are an assault on the families of Christians.  
They cannot tolerate behaviors that are not in line with their own morality even if they are not 
forced to participate in those behaviors.  They cannot tolerate homosexuality even if they are not 
forced to be homosexuals.  They cannot accept that other people smoke marijuana even if they 
are not forced to do so.  
 
There can be only one morality, it has to apply to everyone all the time, and the state has to 
enforce it.  If the state permits any immorality, they are sure their children will not be able to resist 
the immorality and so their children must be seduced into evil and into bad reproduction.  They 
need to control the state so as to stamp out immoral behavior and thus save their children from 
damnation and bad reproduction.  They fear poor people as threats to their own jobs, family 
security, and reproduction.  They use morality and state power as a weapon against the poor.  
They blame all poverty on the poor, and they seek to control the poor through vigorous laws 
against small crime, soft drugs, drunkenness, and prostitution.  
 
They see themselves as champions of decency, the only champions of decency of the only 
conceivable decency, and they do not understand why other people do not see them the same 
way.   
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More Attitudes.  Fundamentalists stress attitudes.  They seek the same experiences as did 
revivalists of the 1800s.  This is what I found when I began to ask people about their churches.  
Church life was about experiences and attitudes.  
 
Fundamentalists wish to ground their attitudes in the objectivity of the Bible and in the reality of 
the incarnation, salvation by Jesus’ sacrifice, and the resurrection.  They want an objective 
validation for their attitudes.  They seek the hidden fact that swings the court case in their 
direction and that reveals their opponents as the true criminals.  In their stress on attitudes, their 
appeal to magic facts, and the demonizing of opponents, they are like Romantics and relativists 
even though they dislike the relativism that came along with Romanticism. 
 
Something Extremely Admirable.  On the other hand, fundamentalists genuinely love life, as long 
as another style of life does not threaten theirs.  Life is a gift from God.  As with the early 
Christians, they do help the poor, the sick, and people in jail.  They do it directly face-to-face, and 
not indirectly through taxes as do most Liberals.  When they see a problem, they go out and work 
on it, they don’t think of starting a government program to take care of the problem so they don’t 
have to get their hands dirty.  They oppose abortion not only as a way to keep down the poor but 
also because they really do value life and want to protect innocents.  They do not want people to 
use drugs or alcohol, to gamble, or to engage in meaningless sex, because those activities 
debase life, degrade the integrity of the individual as taught by Jesus, and detract from the 
possibility of better success.  They put themselves on the line.  They give a lot to charity, and not 
to buy their way into heaven.  I would guess that fundamentalist Christians give a much higher 
percentage of their income to charity than any other group.  In all this, they truly imitate Jesus.  
They truly live in a version of the Kingdom.  They show each other active love in a way that is 
hard to find from people in other groups.  They respect the truth as much as they can.  They try 
not to lie or steal.  They are truly decent people in many ways.  They even know how to have fun.   
 
Political Correctness.  Although I agree with many of the policies of PC people, and find it easier 
to talk to them than to talk to fundamentalists, still, the feeling I get from PC people is much like 
the feeling I get from fundamentalists.  Their stress on doctrine, and their willingness to use the 
state to make people do what they want people to do, is exactly like fundamentalists. Their stress 
on attitudes, words, and social determination is much like the fundamentalist stress even if 
particular attitudes, words, and societies are not the same.   
 
 



Jesus for Most People  
 
 
 
 

PART 4: Jesus, and the Early Church  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People   4.01 About Jesus 

1 
 

 

4.01 About Jesus  
 
 
The story of early Christianity is at least four stories:   
 
(1) What Jesus really said and did, what really happened in his life, and what he thought about 
his mission here.  We cannot know the majority of this story now, including some that is most 
important.  This part of the book gives as much as I have been able to figure out from reading the 
latest scholarship.  
 
(2) How the prophet Jesus became the god “Christ”.  Whether or not Jesus was really God, we 
need to know how the idea got across to Christians, how various Christians and non-Christians 
understood it, and how it developed.  We need to know how the idea of Jesus-as-the-god-Christ 
came to overshadow his message, and how his message was preserved along with the idea of 
his divinity.   
 
(3) The early Church modified the history of Jesus, the message of Jesus, and relations among 
followers of Jesus, all to suit its needs.  For example, it went from egalitarian and not-very-sexist 
to stratified and patriarchal.  The changes might or might not have been in line with what Jesus 
wanted.  The third story is what happened, in particular (a) how the Church guided the change of 
Jesus into the god Christ, (b) how early Christians lived ordinary life after they realized that a 
great world change was not imminent, and (c) how the early Church shaped the New Testament.  
 
(4) What happened between Christians and Jews, in particular why they came to be opponents, 
how Christians came to denigrate Jews, and how attitudes about Jews shaped the writing of the 
New Testament.   
 
Each of these tasks would require several books.  I focus on the first task while making a few 
comments on the other topics that are relevant to the first topic.  
 
The real story of Jesus differs from the New Testament.  The differences are not huge but they 
are enough to matter.  I repeat that debunking traditional faith is not my intent.  My intent is to 
offer a reasonable version of Jesus’ history to modern people who accept their debt to his moral 
teachings.  I tell the story by selecting from the New Testament and from related literature of early 
Christianity.   
 
The New Testament.  The New Testament was written in Greek, not English, Hebrew, Latin, 
German, or French.  The King James (Authorized) Version is not the original version of the Bible.  
Some parts of the New Testament were derived from lists of the sayings and acts of Jesus; some 
lists were originally in Aramaic (a language similar to Syrian and related to Hebrew).  Jesus spoke 
mostly Aramaic.  
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The New Testament is not literally “gospel truth” nor was it originally intended to be literal truth.  
Jesus died around 30-36 CE (AD).  Paul’s letters were probably written in the decade of 50-60 
CE.  The gospels were not written until after 65 CE, and none of the writers had known Jesus 
personally.  Other parts of the New Testament were written as late as 120 CE.  The gospels and 
the letters were written at a time when groups of followers were arguing among themselves, and 
when followers of Jesus were arguing with Jews.  Because Jesus spoke Aramaic, none of his 
words in the New Testament are original to him (unless he actually said some few phrases in 
Greek).  It is not clear how close his words in the New Testament are to what he really said.  
Jesus did not say all that comes out of his mouth in the gospels.  Of what he really did say, it is 
not clear if the New Testament Greek reflects the original Aramaic well.  He said important things 
that are left out.  The gospel writers edited almost everything they used even if the sources 
originally were Jesus’ words.  His words were cut short, and other words added.  His words were 
taken out of context.  His words were put in new contexts.  Jesus is credited with acts that he did 
not do.  Acts that he did do were not reported or not reported accurately.  Events were retold to 
reinforce whatever point the writer wished to make.  The order of events was changed to serve 
the writer so that real events did not happen in the order given in the gospels.  The gospels 
disagree on the order of events and on what happened within events.  The writers have Jesus 
claim things about himself that he never claimed.  Rather than reflecting conflicts that Jesus had 
with Pharisees, Scribes, and other Jews, most episodes of conflict in the gospels have more to do 
with disputes among followers of Jesus, and disputes between Jews and followers of Jesus.  
There is not a single clear unambiguous basic text for the New Testament but instead many 
variant texts that agree in most places but not all places.  Many passages are hard to understand 
in the original Greek and hard to translate with one clear meaning, so that several variant 
meanings are possible in translations.  That is why there can be many English versions.  Any 
reading of the New Testament, in Greek or in translation, is also an interpretation.  We have to be 
careful when citing the New Testament as evidence.   
 
Modern scholars have to assess each phrase.  Did Jesus say those words?  If he did, what was 
the original context?  If he said approximately those words, can we guess at the real words, real 
meaning, and real context?  If he did not say those words, is the idea still in line with his style, 
probable intent, mostly-was, or all-about?  If he did not say those words, why did the writer put 
them in his mouth?  The same warnings are true about his acts.  What point was the writer 
making about Christianity and Christians?   
 
Some of the words and acts in the New Testament that are not from Jesus still express his intent 
and/or express good religious insight.  I almost cried when I learned that Luke rather than Jesus 
might have originated the parables of the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son; but they are still 
great examples of what Jesus is all about and still among the best statements of religion ever 
written.  I believe Jesus said something like them.  Even if he did not, they express great truths 
that belong now to Christianity and to the world.   
 
This use of Jesus by New Testament writers was not lying by the standards at the time.  It was 
accepted then to put words in the mouth of a great person, to use his-her words out of context, 
and to invent contexts and incidents, so as to make a point that the writer considered important.  
For at least the first hundred years after the gospels were written, at least some readers would 
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have taken them in that light rather than as literal truth.  Ancient practice is like using an idealized 
Curt Kobain to explain the 1990s.  Think of “biopics” such as “A Beautiful Mind”, “The Doors”, or 
“Ray”.  We should not judge New Testament writers by our standards but rather take them in their 
context and work with that.   
 
For a few hundred years after Jesus, influential writings about him included more than is now in 
the New Testament.  The early Church did not distinguish between what we now call the New 
Testament versus other important writings about Jesus.  The early Church did not take any of the 
writings as literally as do modern standard churches.  It did take the writings more literally than I 
do.  Gradually the early Church took the writings about Jesus as almost literal, probably to thwart 
people who used the writings to launch strange speculation.  The Church became committed to 
treating words as literal that were not meant literally.  The Church tried to find the proper balance 
between allegory and literality but for safety it erred on the side of being literal.  The New 
Testament was assembled out of a mass of existing writings in that climate.  The Church selected 
some writing to serve as the basis for the new religion.  It declared those writings, and only those 
writings, to be the product of the Holy Spirit.  We should use our judgment in how literally to take 
the New Testament and how to interpret it.   
 
Scholars argue a lot over these topics.  The suggested readings at the end of this book give you 
a range of books, many of which assess particular passages so that you can decide for yourself.  
A few books give lists of what Jesus said, might have said, and did not say, the contexts, his acts, 
and his possible intent.   
 
I do not argue as a biblical scholar.  I do not assess evidence.  That is another kind of book.  I use 
passages that I think are from Jesus, reflect his style or intent, or show an important truth even if 
they came after Jesus.  I avoid misleading passages.   
 
Even though the New Testament is not literal truth and was not intended to be literal truth in the 
modern sense, it might still be true enough and still be the Word of God.  It might be what God 
wanted us to know.  It might be the words that God wanted us to have about Jesus.  It might be 
what the Holy Spirit guided into creation.  If you want to think of the New Testament as the Word 
of God in this sense, then you need to understand the history of the New Testament and you 
need to explain the meaning, consistency, and inconsistency of all passages in the New 
Testament.   
 
John the Baptist.   John was a prophet who reached his peak at the time Jesus was just starting 
out, around 25-32 CE (AD).  The movement around John was much larger than the movement 
around Jesus while Jesus was still alive.  Herod Antipas, the son of Herod the Great, killed John 
in about 29-32 CE, a year or more before Jesus died.  John’s followers continued on after his 
death.  John still has many tens of thousands of followers in the Near East, known as Mandeans.  
 
John was the teacher and predecessor of Jesus.  We cannot understand Jesus unless we first 
understand John.  Jesus stayed with John probably for at least several months, perhaps a year, 
probably not much more.  Jesus started his own mission right after he left John.  Probably 
outsiders originally saw Jesus’ movement as a breakaway from John’s movement.  Some modern 
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writers think Jesus and John might have argued but I see little evidence.  Jesus’ followers might 
have argued with John’s followers over who was the true herald of the Kingdom of God and about 
the correct behavior of the herald and his followers.  
 
John was sure the Kingdom of God was about to arise, and wished as many Jews as possible to 
be part of the new Israel.  I do not know exactly what he thought about the Kingdom of God.  
John probably did not have any well-structured plan for the Kingdom of God.  He likely did not 
think of it in political terms as an alternative to the Jewish aristocracy and the Romans.  
 
John called on Jews to repent their sins, probably both to bring in the Kingdom of God and to 
allow Jews to participate in the Kingdom when it arrived.  To show their repentance and freedom 
from sin, John ritually washed repentant Jews, sometimes in the Jordan River.  Ritual bathing 
was part of Jewish tradition but had never been used on a large scale as John used it, never to 
wash away sins with as little preparation as John did, and not to bring in the Kingdom of God.  
Until John, people thought they needed priests and particular rituals to be absolved of sin and to 
become ritually pure again.  John allowed people to feel clean and pure without need of priests or 
elaborate rituals.  John gave all the people direct access to holiness and to God. 
 
John taught people to be honest and forthright.  Officials should only carry out their duties and 
should not use their office for gain.  Tax officials should only collect the right amount of taxes.  
Soldiers should not bully.  If everyone behaved properly, the world would be changed into the 
Kingdom of God.  
 
John sustained the Law but John did not promote mainstream ideas about Jewish ethnicity and 
Jewish privilege.  The New Testament reports that some Jews challenged John once, saying that 
Jews did not need John to achieve holiness, purity, or the Kingdom of God because they were 
Jews, children of God, heirs of the covenant, and guaranteed God’s privilege.  John retorted that 
God could make Jews (children of Abraham) even out of the stones if he wished.  John did not 
expect God to make new heirs out of stones.  Rather he meant that Jewish identity alone was not 
enough, and the normal channels to holiness and purity were not enough.  People needed to 
repent in their hearts and to act as God wished.  Any Jew who repented and who acted as God 
wished would be holy enough and pure enough to enter the Kingdom.  That person would be a 
true child of Abraham, true Jew, and true child of God.  Thus John stressed intent over ritual 
action.  
 
People got the mistaken idea they would enter the Kingdom of God if they were baptized but 
would be denied entry if they were not.  I doubt John taught this idea or Jesus taught this idea 
either.  I do not know if Jesus baptized people after he left John but Jesus’ followers did baptize 
much as John had done.  Christians later took up the idea that baptism meant entry while not 
being baptized meant denial but changed the idea to mean that proper baptism meant salvation 
while not being baptized meant damnation.  I believe any mechanical-magical reliance on 
baptism, and the Christian interpretation of baptism, are both mistakes.  I find it hard to 
understand the mistakes when John and Jesus were so clear about the role of intent and so clear 
that God would not rely on external ceremonies.  
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John was austere.  He fasted often, ate simple food, and wore simple clothes made from coarse 
local material, rather like Gandhi or like an Indian “ryshi”.  He called people away from everyday 
life, at least for a while.  In contrast, Jesus did not think that austerity alone was enough or even 
necessary.  Jesus ate reasonably well; drank wine; laughed; consorted with rich people, 
prostitutes, and other sinners; and went to parties.  Jesus wanted to find holiness and ritual purity 
in the middle of everyday life.  If people could not find holiness in everyday life, then there was 
little hope for the Kingdom.  I do not know if this difference with John caused Jesus to leave John.  
I do not know if Jesus became discouraged with John’s idea of the Kingdom because John had 
had his chance in his way and his way had not worked, so Jesus wanted to try another way.  
 
Jesus was like Siddhartha the Buddha when Siddhartha denied the need for strict asceticism and 
instead took the Middle Path.  In seeking to find holiness in the middle of everyday life, Jesus is 
like a Taoist adept or some Mahayana Buddhists.  I do not stress any of this similarity here.  
 
John probably did not think he would be the one to usher in the Kingdom of God or to control the 
Kingdom.  John did not think of himself as the prophesied messiah.  He did not see himself as a 
political messiah.  John likely expected someone to come after him who would usher in the 
Kingdom and would administer the Kingdom as an agent of God.  It is not clear if he thought his 
actions prepared the way for the coming person(s) or how his actions might prepare the way 
other than by the repentance of the Jews.  It is not clear if John thought of the coming person as 
a messiah, as the Davidic messiah, or in terms of any messianic ideas.  It is not clear what role 
the “Son of Man” might have played in John’s ideas but I have seen no evidence the “Son of 
Man” played any role.  John’s followers might have thought John was the coming person or the 
messiah.  During the time that Jesus was with John, Jesus might have gotten the idea that he, 
Jesus, was the coming person but I see no clear evidence.  Jesus’ understanding of the situation 
might have been part of any argument between John’s followers and Jesus’ followers even after 
both of them were dead.  
 
The Jewish aristocracy killed John from fear of his popularity.  They did not kill John because 
John offered the people direct access to God and so bypassed the clergy, putting the clergy out 
of work; the clergy never thought John’s movement would erode the devotion of the people to the 
Temple and them.  John was not a threat to organized religion.  John was a possible threat to the 
normal socio-political calm necessary for power relations.  John was a peaceful man who had no 
interest in hurting the Jewish or Roman governments.  But John was not under control.  So 
although John was peaceful, his popularity might have led to public disturbance, might have led 
Rome to suppress the disturbance and his movement, and so might have led Rome indirectly to 
hurt the Jewish aristocracy.  If Rome acted against John, the people would blame the Jewish 
aristocracy for not defending John.  If John’s movement caused a disturbance, Rome would 
blame the aristocracy for allowing John to flourish; then Rome would kill John and punish the 
aristocracy, and the people would still blame the aristocracy anyway.  The aristocracy figured it 
was better to kill John before he became a problem.  Probably the same thing happened to 
Jesus.   
 
The Story of Jesus.   
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Jesus was born between 8 BCE and 3 BCE in the last days of King Herod the First. 
 
Jesus died between 30 CE and 38 CE in Jerusalem.  He was crucified.   
 
Jesus was born in Galilee.  Jesus was not born in Bethlehem.  Joseph and Mary did not go to 
Bethlehem to take part in a census.  Herod did not send soldiers to kill the children of the village 
in the hope of killing the future king.  Joseph, Mary, and Jesus did not flee to Egypt and return.  
Mary was not related to Elizabeth, the fictive mother of John the Baptist.  Jesus and John the 
Baptist probably were not related.   
 
Jesus was the first child of Mary.  Mary and Joseph were not married when Jesus was born.  
Joseph likely was not the father of Jesus.  We do not know the human father of Jesus.  If Jesus’ 
biological father was God, we face other problems that I talked about in previous chapters.  God 
was not Jesus’ biological father.  Thus it makes no sense to talk of Mary as a virgin except as a 
virgin when she first had sex with the human father of Jesus.  All the birth legends in the New 
Testament were made up based on motifs of semi-divine heroes; we find the same motifs in 
stories about Moses, the Buddha, and Lao Tze.   
 
Jesus had four brothers and some sisters.  The siblings were real “blood” younger siblings of 
Jesus through his mother Mary, and were not cousins of Jesus.  So Mary did not remain chaste 
after Jesus was born.  If Joseph was Jesus’ father and the father of Mary’s other children, then 
the siblings were full siblings to Jesus; otherwise they were half siblings through Mary.   
 
Jesus spent his childhood and early adult years in Nazareth, a small town in Galilee.  Jesus 
spoke Aramaic as his first language.  Jesus might have known some Hebrew to read the 
scriptures and might have known a little Greek to carry out business.  I think he could read 
Hebrew well but the question is not clear.   
 
Galilee lies well north of Jerusalem, around what would now be the “Golan (Galilean) Heights” of 
Syria and Lebanon.  Galilee was generally prosperous and had a diverse economy.  Like 
Samaria, Galilee was once part of the Northern Kingdom of Israel as opposed to the Southern 
Kingdom of Judea with its capital at Jerusalem.  Galilee had been separated from Judea for at 
least 500 years.  Judeans looked down on Galileans and Samaritans as not fully Israelite, as rude 
bumpkins, and as not fully understanding the religion of God.  Galileans looked down on Judeans 
as snobs, rather like northern Californians and Oregonians think of southern Californians.  Galilee 
did not have many Pharisees and did not show much interest in that approach to Judaism.  After 
the time of Jesus, when the Romans ended the Kingdom of Judea and eliminated Samaria and 
Galilee as Hebrew districts, some Galileans took on a Syrian or Lebanese identity; but most of 
them probably joined the movement that led to what is now dominant rabbinic Pharisaic Judaism, 
what most Americans think of as Judaism.   
 
In Greek, Jesus’ occupation was “tekton”, which means “craftsperson” (from the same root as 
English “technician”).  Jesus might have been skilled, semi-skilled, or unskilled.  All carpenters 
are tektons, but not all tektons are carpenters, so Jesus might have been a carpenter.  His family 
probably did not have much land.  They might have been poor or prosperous; we do not know.   
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Jesus did not marry and did not have children.  A son then should, especially a first-born son, so 
his non-marriage might have made Jesus seem odd, and probably annoyed his family.  We do 
not know if Jesus had sex outside of marriage but probably not.  I see no evidence that Jesus 
was homosexual, heterosexual, bisexual, asexual, or anything else.  If “stereotypical heterosexual 
but chaste outside of marriage” is the default then we should probably assume that.   
 
Jesus was in his late twenties or early thirties when he left his family to follow John the Baptist.  
Jesus was subordinate to John.  It is not clear how long Jesus stayed with John but likely about a 
year.  John baptized Jesus.   
 
Jesus and John agreed on most points but disagreed on some points, for which see above on 
John.  Jesus set out on his own mission.   
 
I gave the content of Jesus’ message in earlier chapters.  I will illustrate some points of the 
content in later chapters with selections from the New Testament.   
 
Preaching the Kingdom of God, and bringing about the Kingdom of God, was the chief goal of 
Jesus’ mission.  At first, his movement was a movement entirely within Judaism, aimed at Jews.  
It was something like the revival movements we see among Christians, as for example in the 
early 1800s in the United States.   
 
Jesus said the Kingdom of God was both already here and also coming.  He announced the 
Kingdom in two ways, as an external Kingdom to be ruled by God and as a kind of community 
made up of people who “get it” and act according to the message.  He felt the two implied each 
other.   
 
When the Kingdom of God came fully, all the world, all the persons, and all the nations, would 
change in accord with Israelite expectations.  But the world and everything in it would not end 
entirely.  Jesus was an eschatological prophet of the end of the normal world and the coming of 
the Kingdom of God in this world instead, but he was a limited eschatological prophet.  Jesus did 
not proclaim any secret knowledge, despite some New Testaments passages to that effect; he 
proclaimed the Kingdom openly and fully; so he was not an apocalyptic prophet.  He thought that 
everybody should be able to see, understand, and participate in the Kingdom if they only wished 
to do so.   
 
Jesus thought he was the person appointed by God to bring in the Kingdom of God.  He might 
have thought he was also appointed by God to administer the Kingdom for at least a while until 
God solidified the new arrangements of the Kingdom, maybe something like an acting general 
manager or acting CEO.  He might have expected to cooperate with the Temple priests, as 
something like a prophet-consultant.  
 
Jesus differed in two ways from other people who tried to bring in the Kingdom of God.  First, 
Jesus was not only a harbinger or a doorman, he was the instrument by which the Kingdom 
would come and he had a large role to play in it.  Second, his idea of the Kingdom was not 
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primarily military or political.  He did think there would be political and military changes in that 
Israel would return to its former glory and would have an even bigger world role than ever before.  
But probably he did not think it was up to people to bring military or political changes.  God would 
do that.  People would go along.  What people were to do in the meantime, and the nature of the 
Kingdom, are both topics for later chapters.   
 
The traditional kings of Israel came from the House of David.  It is not clear if Jesus expected a 
Davidic King shortly, eventually, or at all.  He did not think he was the next king of Israel in the 
sense of a Davidic king or any other kind of king.  It is not clear what he thought of relations 
between the Kingdom of God, his role, the messiah, and the next Davidic king.  He might have 
thought of himself as a non-military or non-Davidic messiah in the sense of an active prophet.  
There were many such in the Tanakh who were not kings.  He might have labeled himself as a 
(non-Davidic) “messiah” either directly in words or indirectly by using symbols from the Tanakh 
such as riding into Jerusalem on a donkey.  Jesus definitely called himself the “Son of Man” but 
he did not mean anything more than “me”.  
 
The Kingdom of God was not an alternative political kingdom to that of the Jews or Romans.  
Jesus was not a secret militant freedom fighter.  Jesus was probably non-violent, perhaps nearly 
a pacifist.   
 
In standard Judaism at the time of Jesus, there was only one God, God had no rivals, and no 
human being could participate in divinity at all.  To think of a human as divine was blasphemous.  
Whatever Jesus thought of his status as a human being or as God is not evident, even from the 
New Testament, but very likely he went along with Jewish thinking.  I doubt Jesus thought of 
himself as God or god-like at all.  He would have considered such ideas blasphemous.  During 
Jesus’ life, there was no idea of the Trinity and of the second person of the Trinity.  If somebody 
had asked him, “Are you the second person of the Trinity?” he would not have known what the 
person was talking about.  If Jesus thought of himself as a son of God, it was in the same sense 
that all Israelites (Galileans, Samaritans, and Judeans) were Children of God, or as any person 
adopted by God was a Child of God, such as Abraham.  He did not think of himself as the only 
begotten Son of God.  He did not even think of himself as a son of (a) god in the way that the 
Greeks understood heroes such Heracles (Hercules) or Achilles to be sons of divinities; even that 
little was blasphemous to a Jew.   
 
Jesus limited his activity to Israel, mostly Galilee.  He went to Jerusalem several times, primarily 
to participate in religious festivals, and not primarily to preach or to carry out his mission.   
 
He did not seek non-Hebrews (non-Jews) and at first he did not welcome them.  As time went by, 
and some non-Jews showed interest, he probably tolerated them.  It is not clear that he treated 
them equally with Jews but I hope he did.   
 
Jesus taught in rural areas and small settlements of Galilee but not in cities.   
 
Part of the mission was healing.  At that time a person could not be fully healed without also 
being forgiven of any accumulated sins, so Jesus served as the conduit by which God forgave 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People   4.01 About Jesus 

9 
 

accumulated sins.  To forgive sins in this way, as a conduit of God, for the purpose of healing, 
was not wrong or blasphemous.  Other Jews did it.  Jesus’ healings were considered miracles 
caused through God’s intervention using Jesus, and were not the cause of controversies.   
 
Jesus believed in demons and Satan, as did most Jews then.  It is not clear if Jesus thought that 
all evil originated with Satan, but he did think Satan and demons caused a large share of evil, and 
he used Satan and demons to represent all evil.  Jesus intended to defeat evil.  He thought he 
had already defeated evil to a large extent through his own realizations and his own actions, and 
he thought that all evil would be defeated during his mission.  The biggest evil was social 
injustice.  To defeat evil meant to end social injustice.  To end social injustice meant that evil had 
been defeated.  If social injustice persisted, then evil had not been defeated.   
 
Jesus exorcised demons.  Exorcism was probably not central to the mission in the same way that 
teaching good behavior was or healing was.  But defeating evil was central to Jesus’ mission, and 
exorcising demons was part of defeating evil.  If Jesus and his followers could not exorcise 
demons then they could not defeat evil.  Some people thought Jesus healed and exorcised 
demons because he used black magic or had some direct connection to demons.  He did not.   
 
Jesus called followers.  It is not clear how many he called or how many followed him at any one 
time.  Jesus had some constant followers that followed him around most of the time, and likely 
relied on the mission for support.  Jesus had some people that followed him around sometimes 
but probably did not follow him everywhere he went, and did not rely on Jesus’ mission for 
support.  Jesus had some people that supported him and his followers whenever he was in their 
vicinity, and who might have given them support to travel on as well.  His mission had a support 
network.   
 
Jesus extended ideas of personal integrity and equal respect to women.  Jesus treated women as 
full human beings.  Jesus listened to them.  Jesus acknowledged that they had the authority to 
make decisions and to confer respect.  He acknowledged when they showed respect to him, as 
when a woman poured oil on him in a symbolic anointing of him as an important person.  To 
anoint a person means to label that person a “messiah” but not necessarily a Davidic king 
messiah.    
 
Women were prominent among the supporters and followers.  Some individual women were 
widely known as important in the movement.  They were administrators, leaders, and teachers.  
Their particular identities are largely lost now.  Mary Magdalene (“from Magdala”) was one.  
Public action by women was unusual, especially among Hebrews but even among non-Hebrews.  
For women to openly follow Jesus, go around with him, go out publicly, and teach publicly, even 
with proper men as companions, even if they kept all proprieties, was a serious scandal.  The fact 
that women did so openly shows their commitment to Jesus and their importance in the 
movement.  Some women were called “apostles” and had status equivalent to the highest ranking 
male followers such as Peter and Paul.  The facts that their identities are lost, they are not called 
apostles now, and women’s activities were downgraded in scope and importance after Jesus 
died, do not show that women did not have status originally but show a change from what Jesus 
originally did and taught.  These facts show that the position of women changed back to what it 
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had been before Jesus, and that the record was edited to conform.  Jesus was not a feminist in 
the modern sense but respected all persons regardless of sex (gender) or status.   
 
Any of the followers or supporters might be called “disciples” or might not.  At the time, the word 
meant “follower” or “serious student” of a person.   
 
Probably within a short time of starting his mission, Jesus began to attract large groups of people 
to hear him speak, to benefit from his healings, and to watch him heal.  This aspect of the mission 
bothered the authorities, as it had with John.   
 
Jesus liked to socialize.  Especially he liked to eat with people and to go to social events such as 
weddings.   
 
Jesus ate with just about anybody, including disreputable people such as tax collectors, 
prostitutes, rich people, poor people, and soldiers.  Eating with people showed that you accepted 
them into your society, so Jesus accepted into his society people that strict Jews then would not 
accept and he accepted people that many upright Christians now would not accept.  Eating 
together probably both symbolized the Kingdom and was an instance of the Kingdom.  By 
accepting all kinds of people with him, Jesus accepted them into the Kingdom of God.   
 
Jesus supported the Jewish Law, and condemned deliberate breaches of the Law; but he was not 
much concerned with fine points.  He probably did not get into disputes about following the Law 
or interpreting it as we see in the New Testament; he probably did not care enough about those 
technical matters to dispute them.  He stressed the intent and spirit of the Law over the letter.  In 
this, he was similar to other Jewish religious leaders of his time, including some Pharisees.   
 
Jesus probably was little concerned with purity.  He did acknowledge some of the strong major 
pure or impure conditions, such as when a person died; but otherwise probably did not worry 
much.  Except for major purity situations, he did not worry about whether the purity conditions of 
people would prohibit them from contact.  He did not try to keep himself ritually pure all the time.  
In this, he was like most regular Jewish people, even most educated or rich regular Jewish 
people, and like a Galilean peasant.  He differed from strict Pharisees, who were concerned with 
purity and did try to keep pure at all times; but he did not differ so much as to cause serious 
dispute.   
 
In eating with all people, not worrying about purity, exorcising demons, healing, and acting as an 
instrument for God to forgive sins, Jesus did bypass the regular priestly system including the 
Temple.  Jesus offered the people direct access to God and to a feeling of power not mediated by 
the regular power brokerage system of “who you know and do favors for”.  I am not sure what the 
Pharisees offered Jews in the time of Jesus, so I am not sure if he also bypassed the Pharisees, 
but I doubt it.  Jesus was like John.  Like John, offering direct access would have made Jesus 
popular and contributed to the external show of his movement, just as it does with charismatic 
preachers today.  Also as with John, somebody offering direct but temporary access to God did 
not worry the priests and Temple authorities very much and was not the basis for conflict.   
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In the gospels, Jesus speaks of twelve apostles.  Jesus had an inner circle, which might have 
consisted of about twelve men.  If there were exactly twelve, then they represented the twelve 
tribes of Israel - that is how the later Church portrayed them.  The rosters of the twelve apostles 
vary a bit in the New Testament but on the whole the lists are pretty consistent, and the followers 
of Jesus likely knew these special individuals well.  There might really have been twelve, at least 
sometimes.  The New Testament calls them “the twelve” for short.   
 
Jesus had a special mission for the twelve.  He sent them to Israel to give his message and to get 
people to act accordingly so as to begin the Kingdom of God.  Sending them in that way was both 
a symbol of the reunification and restoration of Israel, and the first concrete step in the 
reunification and restoration.  He did not send them to non-Jews.  Although they had some 
success, on the whole they did poorly.  Jesus was disappointed at the failure.  The mission lasted 
at least a few weeks, probably a few months.  It likely did not last several years.  The twelve 
probably did not go forth alone but went in pairs or in small groups.  It is not clear if one apostle 
was paired with another apostle or if each apostle had his own companion or companions.   
 
No women were among the twelve.  It is not clear if some women went on the special mission of 
the apostles.   
 
Jesus ate many meals with his close followers, including the twelve but not limited to the twelve.  
As with some Jewish meals and some pagan meals, Jesus’ meals with his close followers 
probably had some ritualistic aspects such as breaking and blessing bread and blessing wine.   
 
Jesus went to Jerusalem with some of his followers several times, maybe as many as five times.   
 
Jesus’ ministry lasted at least one year and maybe as many as four years.  The Gospel of John 
indicates about three years.   
 
At some time, Jesus had an altercation at the main temple in Jerusalem.  He severely interfered 
with the vendors on one of the major porches.  It is not clear if this altercation happened several 
years before he died, one year before, or a few days before.  Mark, Matthew, and Luke report it 
as a few days before he died.  John reports it as at least one year before he died.   
 
Pharisees tended to live around Jerusalem, so Galilee had very few Pharisees.  Jesus probably 
did not encounter many scribes and Pharisees, so he probably did not argue often with them.  
The stories of arguments with scribes and Pharisees reflect conflicts that the early Church had 
rather than conflicts that Jesus had.  Pharisees might have looked down on him and dismissed 
his religious importance but more likely they just did not pay much attention to him.   
 
Sometime in the decade 30-39 CE, Jesus went to Jerusalem for Passover for the last time.  
Maybe around that last visit, Jesus caused the general disturbance at the temple.  
 
Jesus had a final meal with the disciples.  It is not clear that this meal was distinctive or was in 
any way different than other meals with his close followers.  The words about his body and blood 
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might have been from this meal or from any meals before this time but were reported as having 
been stressed at this particular meal.   
 
Jewish authorities arrested and questioned him.  It is not clear if the Jewish or Roman authorities 
instigated the arrest but probably the Jewish authorities did.  The Jewish authorities would not 
have spent much time on Jesus, especially because they were busy with Passover.  It is not likely 
that the high priest would have spent any time with Jesus because of his duties elsewhere at the 
time but he might have spent some time with Jesus.   
 
The Romans were aware of Jesus’ group and unhappy about it.  With the consent of Jewish 
authorities, the Romans executed Jesus by crucifixion, outside Jerusalem.  Both Roman and 
Jewish authorities wished to eliminate Jesus to prevent any possible public disorder.  It was like 
swatting a fly to stop the buzz, even before any biting.  The Jewish authorities did not have the 
power to execute anybody; only the Romans could execute anybody.  The decision to kill Jesus 
was a mutual decision by the powerful people of two ethnic groups and two religions.  It is not 
clear if Romans or Jews made the decision first; probably they made it together in a joint effort to 
preserve beneficial public order.   
 
The Romans officially executed Jesus as a political prisoner, specifically as a pretender to the 
throne of Israel.  It is not clear why the Romans thought Jesus was a political threat or pretender 
to the throne of Israel other than that Jesus led a public movement and that some followers likely 
hailed him as messiah.  The charge against Jesus might have been founded on a distortion of his 
idea of his role in the Kingdom of God, and might have been merely a pretext.   
 
Jesus was not killed because of his ethnicity, religion, or religious innovations, because he 
preached the Kingdom of God, called for repentance, healed, offered interpretations of the Law, 
broke the Law in minor ways, forgave sins, ignored purity, allowed people direct access to God, 
bypassed the official priesthood, claimed to be God, opposed the Pharisees, opposed the 
Sadducees, partied with disreputable people, or was a secret freedom fighter.  If Jesus had only 
preached the Kingdom of God without also heading an obvious public movement, likely he would 
have been hailed as a saintly ineffectual minor prophet.  He was killed to prevent any public 
disturbance, almost regardless of what he taught, even though his movement was obviously non-
violent and often socially useful.   
 
The apostles, disciples, and other followers fled when Jesus was arrested.  They did not witness 
his trial and so did not know what really happened.  Some women followers probably stayed in 
Jerusalem and might have seen his crucifixion and burial, perhaps because the authorities did not 
consider women dangerous.  The authorities did not pursue the followers that fled.  After Jesus 
died, the authorities no longer considered the movement or anybody in it as much of a threat.   
 
Jesus’ body probably was not recovered after he was crucified, especially since his followers fled.  
Jesus’ body probably was not put in a tomb, and therefore it was not resurrected out of a tomb.  
We do not know what happened to his body.   
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Right After Jesus.  The stories by the women witnesses became the major source of stories of 
his death.  After he died, some followers saw Jesus.  The people who saw Jesus incorporated the 
stories of the women witnesses into what they said they saw, and elaborated the stories to 
include his burial, tomb, empty tomb, and resurrection.  It is not clear exactly what they saw; they 
did not always see a physical body or a physical body with normal traits.  Some followers really 
did see something; and many of their reports were sincere.  People that claimed to see him 
gained little except attention or status from a minor stigmatized group, and they might have put 
themselves at risk from authorities.  Still, I found no strong evidence that Jesus really did rise 
from the dead.  Some stories are contradictory, and several stories can be explained as 
allegories that were not originally intended as literal reports but were later taken as literal reports.  
If you wish to think of Jesus as resurrected in some spiritual way but not in the obvious physical 
way, and wish to use the stories as proof, you can do so.   
 
The idea of the tomb, the variant stories of the empty tomb, what happened while Jesus was 
dead, variant details of the men at the empty tomb, and some appearance stories, are all later 
ideas of the early Church told to bolster dogmatic points or factional claims.   As a result of some 
people seeing Jesus, and of other people believing the people who said they saw Jesus, some of 
his followers came to believe Jesus would return to restore Israel, found the Kingdom, and begin 
a general resurrection.  His resurrection was the first in the general resurrection.   
 
Not all of Jesus’ followers believed in his resurrection.  I think, at first, that most followers did not 
believe in the resurrection but I do not have much evidence.  The followers that did not believe in 
his resurrection eventually died out, and the followers that did believe came to dominate.   
 
Many followers continued the movement on the basis of what they had learned and what they 
had done while with Jesus.  Both followers that did not believe in his resurrection and followers 
that did believe continued his movement until the ones that did not believe in his resurrection 
dwindled away.   
 
All followers believed in both the message of Jesus and the coming Kingdom of God.  Members 
of the movement awaited the restoration of Israel, reunification of Israel, rise to dominance of 
Israel, and the Kingdom of God.  They used baptism and the Last Supper as an initiation ritual.  
Many followers also awaited Jesus’ imminent return and the resurrection of the dead.  Many of 
these beliefs are in line with strict orthodoxy but differ from what most Christians believe now.   
 
Some followers did not believe that Jesus was a son of God or a god in any way.  Some 
followers, probably a majority, believed Jesus was divine in some way.  The followers that 
believed in his resurrection also tended to believe he was divine.  The two ideas go together.  
After stories of his resurrection became current, it was hard to believe in one without believing in 
the other.   
 
People that believed in his divinity also stressed the magical efficacy of his birth, death, and 
resurrection.  They believe that somehow the mere facts of his birth, death, and resurrection 
changed the world and continue to change the world.  Somehow they bring about the Kingdom of 
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God.  This subgroup came to dominate the Jesus movement, so that the people who did not 
believe in some divinity for Jesus disappeared.  Jesus the prophet had become a god Christ.  
 
Within the subgroup of followers that believed in Jesus’ divinity, a sub-subgroup believed he was 
divine in a lesser way rather than in a high way like God the Father.  Within the subgroup of 
followers that believed in Jesus’ divinity, another sub-subgroup believed he was divine in a high 
way, either very much like God the Father or exactly like God the Father.  Eventually the sub-
subgroup that believed in high divinity for Jesus dominated the Jesus movement.  Jesus the 
prophet had become the God Christ.  The movement had become the Church.   
 
At first, followers of Jesus were largely Jewish and they aimed their work only at Jews; but 
gradually more non-Jews joined, and eventually non-Jews dominated.  Non-Jews came to 
dominate the part of the movement that believed in a high divinity for Jesus and in the magical 
power of his birth, death, and resurrection.  That does not necessarily mean those ideas were 
weird to all Jews, imposed on Jews, or non-Jewish.  It does not mean those ideas are wrong.  
Divinity for a human is blasphemous in standard Judaism now; and was blasphemous among 
priests or well-educated Jews in the time of Jesus; but it might have been more tolerated among 
common Jews then.  Some Jews could have believed in his divinity and the magical efficacy of 
his birth, death, and resurrection.  The picture is not clear.  Non-Jews did strengthen the ideas of 
divinity and magic.   
 
“Non-Jews” means not just Greeks but also Syrians, Babylonians, Iranians, Romans, and other 
ethnic groups.  The followers of Jesus that stressed his divinity as the God Christ were first called 
“Christians” in Antioch in Syria, where they formed a big group.  The Christians at Antioch exerted 
much influence over all the early Church.   
 
Groups of Jesus’ followers argued among themselves about all the issues, probably in particular 
his divinity and the degree of his divinity.  Groups of his followers were mostly still Jews, and 
hoped to recruit Jews.  As a result, groups of Jesus’ followers argued with Jews about these 
issues too.  Even after non-Jews dominated the movement, they still argued about these issues.  
The New Testament was written while all these people were still arguing, mostly around 70-90 
CE.  The controversies in the gospels have less to do with conflicts that Jesus had with 
Pharisees, Sadducees, scribes, and other Jews than with conflicts that followers of Jesus later 
had with them.  The New Testament reported about Jesus but did so in ways to support the point 
of view of the writers.   
 
Some non-Christian Jews harassed followers of Jesus.  It is not clear if non-Christian Jews 
harassed all followers of Jesus or harassed only followers of Jesus who stressed his divinity.  
Jews tolerated fairly well some followers of Jesus in Jerusalem who did not believe in the divinity 
of Jesus, the party around James the Just, the brother of Jesus.  It is not clear in what ways Jews 
harassed Christians that believed in the divinity of Jesus or how severely.  Probably harassment 
was quite mild until after the Romans destroyed the Temple and most of Jerusalem from 70 CE 
onwards.  After then, Jews needed to be strong in their ethnic identity, and the split between Jews 
and Christians became intense and irrevocable.  Later, Romans also persecuted some 
Christians.  The Roman persecution also was usually mild except for some isolated atrocities.   
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When Christians later gained the upper hand, Christians persecuted Jews, more severely than 
Jews had persecuted Christians.  When Christians persecuted Jews, many Christians did so.   
 
After Jesus died, his followers feared the Romans and sought peace with the Empire.  After non-
Jews dominated the movement, and after the movement split from most Jews, followers stopped 
thinking of the Kingdom in terms of Israel.  Followers of Jesus stopped seeing the Kingdom in 
terms of any political state and started seeing it in terms of peaceful non-Jewish communities.  
After Jesus did not return for several decades, and nobody else was resurrected, followers 
stopped thinking in terms of a resurrection and began thinking of alternatives.  Church dogma to 
this day still focuses on a resurrection but most common Christians came to think of the Kingdom 
as going to heaven to be with Jesus after they die.  The Church replaced Israel as the institution 
of the Kingdom.  Membership in the Church replaced Jewish identity as a criterion for 
membership in the Kingdom.  Carrying out the ideas of the Church, and especially the message 
of Jesus, became what people do as Christians just as Jews had the Law. Good standing with the 
Church replaced a good relation with the Jewish God.   
 
Within a hundred years after Jesus died, the Church was less egalitarian and more hierarchical, 
with regular offices.  Men dominated the offices, and women were relegated to traditional roles in 
the home, to minor roles, or to subgroups for women with limited power.  Christians interpreted 
the ideas of Jesus so as to validate the Church and their normal lives in the Roman Empire.  
People used the identity of Jesus as the god Christ to validate the changes and their normal lives.   
 
Some Christians still felt the call of Jesus’ message, often urgently, but they usually acted on it 
within the framework of the Church, the Empire, and Tradition.  Jesus also had acted within the 
framework of Jewish Church, Jewish tradition, and the Roman Empire.  You have to decide for 
yourself if you think there is a difference.   
 
My Take:  The Message Again.  I think Jesus’ original message, that focused on a Jewish 
Kingdom of God, was changed slightly into the better message that I described in the first part of 
the book:  a relation with God as Jews had in the Tanakh, the Christmas Spirit, the Golden Rule, 
love your neighbor, include everyone, forgive, value your soul-spirit-self, value the soul-self-spirit 
of everybody, love nature, and try hard to build a better world.  We put all this in the context of 
realistic human nature and practical self-government.  I cannot be sure Jesus would approve but I 
think so. The early Church can take much credit for this beneficial shift in Jesus’ message.   
 
Reminder:  Paraphrases.  Most of the Biblical citations in this part of the book are from the New 
Testament.  The citations are not direct quotes from a widely-accepted version of the Bible but 
are paraphrases that I made up mostly from the King James (Authorized) Version, which is public 
domain.  I did this to avoid problems with copyright.  I encourage you to check against your 
favorite translation; somebody who believes in the inerrant literal word of God has to check.  Each 
paraphrase begins and ends with an asterisk (*).  Double quotation marks (“) indicate speech 
within a paraphrase, usually Jesus speaking.  Single quotation marks (‘) indicate a quote within a 
speech, often Jesus speaking the words of a character in a parable.  My comments and additions 
are in square brackets [].  I apologize for typographical errors.  
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4.02 Illustrating Points about Jesus  
 
 
This chapter and the next two chapters use selections, mostly from Mark, Matthew, and Luke, to 
illustrate points about Jesus’ message and life.  I illustrate as many points as I can from his 
message but I do not cover all:  some points are self-evident; and some are implied by other 
points.  I note what I do not explicitly cover.  To decide if my treatment is fair or not, you have to 
read the New Testament for yourself.   
 
The goal in using passages from the New Testament is to show that the modern American view 
of Jesus is compatible with most of the New Testament.  This view is as valid as the conservative 
orthodox Christian view and the atheist view.  You do not have to worry that the modern 
American view of Jesus is not supported.    
 
Proof Texts.  Beforehand, I need to explain why I seem to use a technique that I dislike.  A “proof 
text” is a short passage from the Bible that somebody cites supposedly to prove a point, such as 
that God hates homosexuals or that we must give all our possessions to the poor now.  Usually 
the text is given incomplete and out of context, sometimes the text is based on mistranslation, 
and so often it does not support the point.  People who use proof texts call themselves Biblical 
literalists so, to them, every text should be equally a proof text.  In fact, they do not treat every 
passage as equally true and binding.  They select and interpret passages to suit their agenda 
while they overlook passages that go against it.  People use proof texts as a weapon to defeat 
opponents rather than out of respect for God’s word.  Proof texts get in the way of good 
understanding rather than show good understanding.  Real scholars avoid them.  Real scholars 
cite texts fully enough to show the intent of the text and they explain alternatives even if 
alternatives do not accord with their argument.  I seem to use proof texts but I hope not.  I use 
texts as short illustrations of points and I invite you to go to the whole context to see what I have 
left out and to decide for yourself.   
 
Jesus’ Style.  In many of the passages that can be attributed firmly to Jesus, we see a distinctive 
style.  Jesus was clever, blunt, funny, did not suffer fools, and did not give people much “wiggle 
room” to get out of doing good.  For example, when asked how often we should forgive, he said in 
effect, “Always.  No limit.”  Jesus wanted to shake people out of their normal mindsets and 
wanted them to see clearly the simple truth at the heart of a matter, so he used verbal and mental 
tactics.  He was like a Zen master.  Jesus did not speak like that all the time.  He could be patient, 
kind, and even sweet.  Sometimes he just talked ordinarily.  He used images from everyday life, 
especially the lives of farmers, workers, and householders.  Jesus was not an ideologue.  He did 
qualify situations.  He was not a black-and-white fundamentalist.  Most passages that show 
Jesus’ distinctive style are from him; some passages might still be from him that do not show his 
style but are in line with his intent and do not contradict his style; many passages that do not 
show his style are from the writers; and passages that do not show his style and do not follow his 
intent likely are not from Jesus.  The lines are not easy to draw.   
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The Message.  Here again is Jesus’ message.  Some points are so simple they need no 
explanation and little support from scriptures.  In the explanatory sections below, I do not cite 
passages for each point, and I combine some points.  Some points do not come out in any single 
passage of their own but emerge from a combination of many passages, so it is not possible to 
cite all the necessary passages.  It is not hard to read the Gospels with these points in mind, and 
that is the best way to verify them.   
 
1. The Golden Rule:  actively do for other people as you would have them do for you. 
 
2. The Kingdom of God.  See below and later in the book.  
 
3. God loves us each in particular as individuals.  God loves you.    
 
4. We should love other people like God loves us, as much as we can. 
 
5. Trust God, other people, and ourselves.  Usually we can do what we need to do if we let go of 
fear and if we trust.  Usually we get what we need to get if we let go of fear and if we trust.   
 
6. Mercy.  Show forgiveness with few requirements.     
 
7. The importance of intentions and purity of heart.  
 
8. Include as many people as possible.  Include sinners and other marginalized people.   
 
9. Act on the basis of our ability, to the full extent of our ability.  Try hard.  You cannot do more 
than that.  God expects more from people with greater ability, wealth, and power.  
 
10. There is no magic ritual, formula, set of rules, or set of laws to establish and maintain a 
relation with God.  We must respect laws but we have to trust God more.   
 
11. Non-violence, with few exceptions.   
 
12. Allow other people to hurt us rather than that we should hurt them, even to defend ourselves, 
our family, what is right, or any property.  We should trust God to advance the cause of right if we 
cannot do it ourselves other than through violence.  
 
13. Be willing to sacrifice a little bit so that the common good benefits even more.  If you sacrifice 
a little bit in this way now, you are likely to receive even more in return later as a result of society 
and life becoming better.  But even if you do not, be willing to give up a little for the common 
good.   
 
14. God is bigger than any ideology, program, law, or ideology.  God is bigger than evil.  God is 
bigger even than Jesus.   
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15. God invites you to join the world and to enjoy it if you can.  Enjoy it in your own way but do not 
hurt other people.  Understanding that there is a God and that he cares about you can be a great 
joy.  Even when we are in distress such as when sick or in prison, we can sometimes take 
comfort from knowing that God cares about us and we can feel joy in the world.  If you cannot join 
and enjoy because your own distress is too much, God still understands and still cares.  
 
16. Individual people are precious.  Your integrity as an individual person is the most precious 
part about you, more precious to you than all the world.  Following the above points helps 
maintain your integrity.  Failing in any of the above points can undermine your integrity.  You can 
call your individual integrity your “soul”; but Jesus probably did not think of individual integrity, and 
even of the soul, in the same ways that the modern Christian term “soul” conveys.   
 
17. If you understand all this, especially if you understand God’s love and you trust God, then 
sometimes you can cut through all the silliness, personal problems, ill will, clinging, setbacks, and 
handicaps to a sudden insight.   
 
The Golden Rule and Loving Your Neighbor.  Although everybody knows the Golden Rule, it is 
well to cite the passages.  In Matthew, it is part of the Sermon on the Mount; in Luke, it is in the 
parallel Sermon on the Plain.  The famous words from the King James Version are:  “Do unto 
others as you would have them do unto you”.   
 
Matthew 7:12.  * “Act toward other people as you would like them to act toward you; that is the 
root of the Law and the prophets.”  *   
 
Luke 6:31.  * “Act toward other people as you would like them to act toward you.”  *   
 
Luke does not say this phrase summarizes the Law and the prophets.  
 
Mark 12:28 – 12:34.  * At a break in the discussion, a lawyer who apparently approved of Jesus’ 
answers asked him, “Which commandment is most important?”  Jesus answered, “The First is:  
‘Hear, O Israel:  the Lord our God [Yahweh] is the only Lord [God]; love God with all your heart, 
soul, mind, and strength.’  The second commandment is:  ‘Love your neighbor as if he were you.’  
There is no other commandment greater than these two.”  The lawyer said, “Well said, Master.  
You are right.  God is one and there is no other god.  To love God with all your heart, mind, and 
strength, and to love other people as if they were you - that is far more than any burned offerings, 
sacrifices, [rituals, or dogmas].”  When Jesus saw that the lawyer spoke sincerely and understood 
too, Jesus said to him, “You are at the door of God’s Kingdom.” *  
 
The saying that begins ‘Hear, O Israel…’ is called the “Shema” (“Hear”) and is perhaps the most 
common and basic prayer of Judaism.  To cite the beginning words is to imply the entire prayer.  
The message of this passage accords well with rabbinic (Pharisaic) teaching at the time of Jesus.  
The words of the lawyer refer to Isaiah, and are designed to show the astuteness of Christian 
understanding.  At the same time, the words do not “put down” any other groups.   
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Matthew 22:34 – 22:40.  * The Pharisees heard that Jesus had defeated the Sadducees in 
discussion, so they conspired to get him.   A Pharisee went to Jesus to ask:  “Master, what is the 
greatest commandment of the Law?”  Jesus said, “’Love God with all your heart, soul, and mind’ 
is the greatest commandment.  The second greatest has a similar root:  ‘Love your neighbor as if 
he were you.’  Everything in the Law and from the prophets comes from these two 
commandments alone.” *  
 
Matthew makes this situation a controversy with the Pharisees rather than a simple productive 
discussion with a lawyer.  Matthew uses Jesus to justify the Christian stance against a contrived 
stance of the Pharisees.  The words of Jesus likely are from Jesus but Jesus probably never had 
such a dispute with a Pharisee.  He did not say the words in that context.  The Pharisees did not 
conspire to get Jesus.  Matthew puts Jesus’ words in a context to make them mean more than 
the original in a way that supported Matthew’s position and the position of the early Church.   
 
Matthew 25:31 – 25:46.  * When the Son of Man comes in glory with the angels around him as an 
army, he will sit in state on his throne, with all the people of the world, from all the peoples of the 
world, gathered at his feet.  He will divide individual people into two groups, on the left and right, 
much as a shepherd sorts sheep on the right with goats on the left.  King Jesus will say to the 
people on the right, “You have the blessing of God my Father.  Come, enter, and possess the 
Kingdom of God.  It has been ready for you since [before] the world was made.”  Jesus 
continued:   
 
“When I was hungry, you fed me.  When I was thirsty, you gave me water.  When I was a 
stranger lonely and afraid, you took me into your home.  When I had no clothes, you gave me 
shoes and a coat.  When I was sick, you nursed me.  When I was in jail, you visited me.”  Then 
the decent people [on the right] will ask, “Master, when did we see you hungry and feed you, 
when thirsty and gave you water, when a stranger that we took in, when shivering so that we 
clothed you, when ill so that we nursed you, and when in jail that we visited you?”    
 
And Jesus the King will respond:  
 
“Understand my words:  Anything you did for any of my humble brothers and sisters on this Earth, 
you did as much for me.”   
 
Then Jesus will say to the people on his left hand, “You are cursed.  Get out of my sight.  Go to 
the eternal Hell that is waiting for you, the Devil, and his angels.”   
 
“When I was hungry, you gave me nothing to eat.  When I was thirsty, you gave me nothing to 
drink.  When I shivered, you gave me nothing to wear.  When I was ill, you gave me no care, 
[medicine, or insurance].  When I was in jail, you increased my time. [You found rationalizations 
to deny me, overlook me, and hurt me.]”  
 
The indecent on the left will retort:  “Lord, when did we see you hungry, thirsty, unclothed, 
shivering, a stranger, ill, or in prison, and did not help you?”   
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Jesus will declare, “Hear me.  Whenever you ignored or denied any other person, no matter how 
small, you ignored and denied me personally.”   
 
And the indecent will go to Hell’s punishment eternally.  But the decent people will have eternal 
life. *  
 
This passage shows Matthew’s editing, how hard it is to separate what Jesus said from what 
Matthew had Jesus say, yet how important to think about the problem.  The portion in italics 
(and/or in red) likely belonged to the original event, and it reflects the words of Jesus although the 
words are not an exact quote.  Jesus likely did say that helping any other people, especially the 
most humble, is like helping him, God, a prophet or teacher, or yourself.  This passage also 
shows that Jesus did not pay much attention to personal situation or social station and that he 
intended to include many people.  
 
Matthew added the other words to make a situation, put spin on Jesus’ words, and make points 
that Matthew cared about but that Jesus did not obviously care about.  The words attributed to 
Jesus but that are not in italics are not in the style of Jesus but are in the style of a scholarly 
religious commentator.  Matthew makes Jesus a king, and has Jesus publicly accept his status as 
a king.  Matthew condemns to hell people who were not kind enough (Pharisees), and sends to 
heaven kind people (Christians).  It is not likely that Jesus believed in heaven and hell in this 
manner.  Jesus would not send people to hell for this kind of non-action, and Jesus would not 
have condemned Jews while saving non-Jews.  Rather, Jesus wanted all people to see what 
doing unto others, and loving others as yourself, meant.  Jesus would accept truly decent people 
into the Kingdom of God and would shut the door on the indecent.  Jesus wanted people to do 
good primarily because it was good and because it was what the citizens of the Kingdom of God 
do; not for rewards such as heaven or hell.  Jesus did not speak of “coming in his glory”.  
Common listeners of Jesus would not have known what that image meant but literate readers of 
Matthew would know if they shared Matthew’s ideas about the Book of Daniel, ideas that came 
only after Jesus (Daniel was before Jesus but Matthew’s ideas about Daniel came after Jesus).  
Matthew created the situation and gave words to Jesus to validate the new Christian position on 
Jesus as Lord, God, king, and judge; show that Pharisees and Jews were selfish; bolster 
Matthew’s arguments against opponents; and change the Kingdom of God into heaven and hell.   
 
Kingdom of God.  I illustrate this topic in the next chapter.   
 
God Loves Us Each Individually.  See below under “Trust God” and “Individual Integrity”, and 
see the Gospel of John in Chapter 04.07 on illustrating the Gospels.   
 
Trust God.   
 
Mark 4:21 – 4:23.  * Jesus said to them, “Do you turn on the light switch but unscrew the bulbs?  
Surely you turn on the light switch to see.  Nothing is now hidden that will not be understood.  
Nothing is now covered up that will not be revealed.  If you have ears [and a brain], then use 
them!” *  
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Matthew 6:19 – 6:21.  * “Don’t go crazy stuffing your bank account and adding rooms to your 
tacky mansion.  Thieves steal your identity, your counter tops turn radioactive, and you have to 
buy a hybrid to replace your gas-guzzling SUV.  Instead, store up treasures in heaven [God’s 
mind] where there are no thieves, no decay, and things always work.  Wherever your focus is, 
there also will be your heart [and soul].” *    
 
Luke 12:33 – 12:34.  * “Don’t fear.  The many ordinary people among you who follow God should 
not fear.  Your Father has decided to give you the Kingdom.  Sell what you have and give to 
charity.  You will find ATMs without limits and accounts that never empty in heaven, where 
thieves have no access and nothing wears out.  Wherever your focus is, there also will be your 
heart [and soul].” *  
 
Matthew 7:7 – 7:11.  * “Ask, and God will give; seek, and you will find; knock, and the door will 
open.  Everyone who asks, gets; everyone who seeks, finds; and to everyone who knocks, the 
door will open.  Would any parent among you give your child a stone if the child asks for bread, or 
give a snake when the child asks for a fish?  If you, bad as you are, know how to give your 
children good things, how much more will your heavenly Father give good things to the people 
that ask him!” *  
 
The parallel in Luke is 11:9 – 11:13.  
 
Matthew 6:25 – 6:33.  * “Stop worrying about food, clothes, [houses, and IRAs].  Life is more than 
food, clothes, [wealth, and security].  Look at the robins and wrens; they do not write resumes or 
make monthly contributions yet God your Father feeds them.  You are worth more than birds!  
Can any man by worrying make himself into an athlete or any woman by worrying make herself 
into a model?  Then why worry about clothes?  Look at the wildflowers.  They do not work, they 
do not shop outlet malls, and yet the Queen of England in her full regalia never dressed so well.  
[The wildflowers decorate the otherwise plain hay of the fields].  If that is how God clothes the 
hay, which is here today and gone tomorrow, will God not clothe you even better?  You have so 
little faith.  Do not whine:  ‘What will we eat?  What will we drink?  What will we wear?  [Where will 
we live?  What about old age?]  These are for the crude heathen non-believers to chase, not for 
you.  God your Father knows that you need them.  Focus on God’s Kingdom and his justice first, 
and then everything else that you really need will come to you as well.  Don’t worry about 
tomorrow; tomorrow will take care of itself.  Each day has its own troubles enough.” *  
 
The parallel text is Luke 12:22 – 12:34.  
 
If you are a Biblical literalist, and have not yet given up all you own, then these passages should 
cause an immediate and total change in your life.  Of course, the problem with faith alone is that it 
is not enough.  It does not lead to food and clothes.  It is not enough on which to raise a family.  It 
cannot serve as the basis for good government.  If we are not fed and clothed, then it is hard to 
do positive good things.  There is no solution to this problem for average people.  We can hope 
that God provides enough even if he does not make us rich and secure.   
 
Mercy and Forgiveness.  Many passages here also show the importance of intentions.   
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“Casting the First Stone.”  The following famous passage is disputed.  Some early texts of the 
New Testament do not have it at all.  Some have it at John 7:53 – 8:11.  Some place it after John 
7:36, John 7:52, or Luke 21:38.  In the New English Bible it is on page 193 of the New Testament.   
 
* The crowd went away, and Jesus went to the Mount of Olives.  At dawn, he was in the Temple 
again, and a crowd gathered around him.  He was sitting teaching the people when lawyers and 
Pharisees dragged in a woman caught in adultery.  They made her stand in the middle of the 
crowd.  They said to Jesus, “Master, we caught this woman right in the act of adultery.  The Law 
from Moses said to stone her.  What do you say?”  The legalists and Pharisees wanted him to 
contradict the Law so that they could frame him.  [If he said to release her, he would contradict 
the Law.  If he said to stone her, he would seem harsh in the eyes of the people.]  Jesus bent 
over and wrote in the dirt with his finger.  They kept badgering him.  Suddenly he sat up straight 
and said, “Whoever among you has no fault [has never committed a sin] should throw the first 
stone.”  Then he bent over again to write on the ground.  With his words in their ears, one at a 
time they slipped away, beginning with the eldest.  In a few minutes, Jesus and the woman were 
alone there.  Jesus looked up again and said to her, “Where have they gone?  Has nobody 
condemned you?”  She replied, “Nobody, Master”.  Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you.  You 
may go.  But you must not sin again.” *   
 
Again, Jesus probably said and did something like this but probably not as a response to a test by 
“‘lawyers and Pharisees” but because people dragged a woman in front of him.  I can imagine a 
good-hearted Pharisee coming to the same conclusion that Jesus did, although probably not in 
this dramatic way.  Some commentators cite this passage as evidence that Jesus could read and 
write.   
 
Matthew 7:1 – 7:5.  * “Do not judge other people and they will not judge you.  As you judge other 
people, so will they judge you.  Whatever standards you apply to other people, they [and God] will 
apply those standards to you.  You always notice the tiny flake in your neighbor’s eye [his-her 
small difference of opinion with you] but never see the log [of bias] floating in your own.  How can 
you say to your neighbor, ‘Hey, I can clean that dirty eye of yours’ when all the time your own log 
makes you blind?  First haul the log out of your own eye, and then you will be able to see clearly 
enough to dab the flake out of your neighbor’s.” *  
 
Luke 6:28 – 6:31.  * “Love your enemies.  Be good even to people that hate you.  Bless people 
that curse.  Pray for people that show spite, [bitterness, and vengeance].  When a man hits you 
on one side of the face, turn your head to let him hit you on the other side as well.  When a man 
begs for your coat or sues you for your coat, let him have your shirt as well.  Give to everybody 
who begs or asks.  When somebody takes your tools, money, car, clothes, MP4 player, smart 
phone, tablet, or laptop, do not ask for it back.  Treat other people as you want them to treat you.” 
*    
 
Matthew 18:21 – 18:22.  * Then Peter asked Jesus, “Lord, how often do I have to forgive 
somebody if he keeps doing the same bad thing?  Do I have to forgive him seven times?”  Jesus 
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said, “Not just seven times.  I say you have to forgive them seventy times seven [that is, always]”. 
* 
 
“Seventy times seven” did not mean exactly 490 times but meant “a gazillion” or “so many as to 
be without limit” or “every time, always, without exception, no matter how many times”.  Jesus 
meant to shake Peter out of any kind of simple rule so that Peter had to use his judgment and his 
heart.   
 
Luke 17:3 – 17:4.  * “If your brother-or-sister wrongs you, then tell him-her.  If he-she repents, 
then forgive.  Even if he-she does the same bad thing seven times in one day but comes back to 
you seven times saying, ‘I am [really] sorry’, you still have to forgive him-her.” *  
 
The qualification that we forgive only if our brother repents probably comes from Luke rather than 
from Jesus and probably shows a problem in the early Church with applying the absolute 
teaching of Jesus to daily life.  There is still no solution.  
 
Matthew 18:23 – 18:25.  * “Think of the Kingdom of God this way:  Once a king decided to settle 
with his servants.  The first man that the king saw had run up debts of billions.  He could not 
repay, so the master ordered him sold along with his wife, children, and all that he had.  The men 
fell on his face begging:  ‘Be patient with me and I will pay the debt.’  Pity moved the master to 
release the man and forgive the debt.  No sooner was the man out the door than he ran into a 
fellow civil servant who owed him only a few dollars.  The first man grabbed the second man by 
the throat and said, ‘Pay all you can right now’.  The second man fell at the first man’s feet 
begging for mercy saying, ‘Be patient with me and I will pay the debt’.  But the first man refused 
and had the second man jailed until the second man [his family] could pay the debt.  The other 
civil servants were shocked when they saw, [and feared for themselves too], so they told the 
master the story.  The master sent for the first man.  The master said, ‘You scoundrel!  I forgave 
your whole debt when you begged me.  You were honor bound to show your fellows the same 
pity that I showed you.’  The master condemned the man to torture until the man could pay the 
whole debt.  That is how God my father will treat you unless you forgive your brothers and sisters 
from your heart.”  *  
 
God extends to all of us great mercy.  We are bound by honor to extend to other people mercy 
just as God extends mercy to us even if we can never extend as much mercy to others as God 
extends to us.  If we do show mercy to others, we are in the Kingdom of God.  If we do not, we 
are in Hell.  In Jesus’ time, a king could torture a man for bad debts.  It is not clear Jesus really 
said God would torture us.  In traditional high Christian theology, the worst torture consists of 
separation from God.   
 
Luke 13:6 – 13:9.  * Jesus told this parable:  “One day a man came looking for figs on one of his 
fig trees but found none.  So he told the gardener, ‘Hey.  For the last three years, I have come 
looking for figs on this tree but found none.  Cut it down.  Why should it go on taking up space 
and robbing the soil?’  But the gardener said, ‘Please leave it for one more year.  I will trench 
around it, drain it, and manure it.  If it bears, then well and good.  If not, I will cut it down.’”  *  
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Again Luke allows qualifications on mercy and he tries to establish some reasonable guidelines in 
practical life.  He also shows that we need to invest in our relations with other people to expect 
anything from them, we all need a little patience sometimes, and people can really change.   
 
The next story contrasts with the story above and it puzzles scholars.  Why would Jesus be so 
unreasonable and spiteful?  I do not know.  Matthew removed the reference to fig season to 
make Jesus seem justified.  Matthew probably added the part about the tree withering to make 
Jesus seem magically powerful.  In Matthew, the story sounds like a simple lesson about 
unproductive people.  For one-and-the-same-event, Mark and Matthew do not report the same 
literal words for Jesus, so the New Testament cannot always be the literal words of Jesus.  The 
gist is the same, and sometimes that is all we can hope for.   
 
Mark 11:12 – 11:14.  * Next day, after leaving Bethany, Jesus was hungry.  He saw a fig tree in 
leaf in the distance, so he went looking for fruit.  When he got there, he saw no figs because it 
was not fig season.  He cursed the fig tree, saying, “May nobody ever eat any fruit from you 
again”.  His disciples heard all this. *   
 
Matthew 21:18 – 21:20.  * Next morning on his way to the city, Jesus felt hungry.  He saw a fig 
tree on the side of the road so he went up to it but he found nothing.  He said to the tree, “You will 
never bear any fruit again” and the tree withered immediately.  The disciples were amazed at 
what happened. *  
 
Intentions, Purity of Heart, Consistency, and Not Deceiving Yourself.  See the story above 
about not casting the first stone.  See passages about not judging so that you are not judged.  
See personal integrity below; you cannot have personal integrity if you deceive yourself.   
 
Mark 7:1 – Mark 7:8, Mark 7:14 – Mark 7:23.  * A group of Pharisees and lawyers from Jerusalem 
met Jesus.  They noticed that some of Jesus’ disciples were eating food with “dirty” hands – that 
is without washing their hands first.  Jews in general, and Pharisees in particular, never eat 
without first washing their hands, following an old tradition.  When they go to the public square 
with the market, they never eat without first washing their hands.  They follow traditional rules too 
on many other points such as washing cups, pitchers, and copper bowls.  So the Pharisees and 
lawyers asked Jesus, “Why do your disciples flaunt old tradition but instead eat with dirty hands?”  
Jesus answered, “Isaiah was right when he said about you hypocrites, ‘This people pay me lip 
service but in their hearts they ignore me.  Thus their worship is in vain.  They teach as God’s 
doctrine the commandments of men.’”  Jesus resumed, “You neglect God’s commands so as to 
keep your own merely human traditions”… 
 
Another time, Jesus called the people to say, “Listen.  Nothing that goes into a man from outside 
can make him dirty.  No, it is what comes out of a man that makes a man dirty.”… 
 
When Jesus had left the people to go outdoors, his disciples asked him about what he had just 
said.  He replied, “Are you as stupid as the rest?  Can’t you see that what goes out of a man does 
not make him dirty because it does not go into his heart but goes through his stomach, out his 
butt, and into the gutter?”  In so saying, Jesus in effect declared all foods clean.  “Yet from inside 
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a man, from his heart, come evil thoughts, acts of lust, stealing, murder, adultery, merciless 
greed, malice, cheating, envy, slander, arrogance, and stupidity.  These evil things come from 
inside a man.  They make him dirty.” *  
 
“Dirty” did not mean “contaminated with germs and soil” but ritually impure.  Washing did clean as 
we think of cleaning now in terms of removing germs and chemicals but more importantly it 
cleaned in another spiritual sense.   
 
Jesus’ did stress what is inside.  Most of the rest Mark made up.  Jesus did not care much about 
ritual purity but about purity of heart.   
 
Bands of Pharisees and lawyers did not wander up from Jerusalem into Galilee-of-the-rebel-
boondocks, and, if they did, they had more important business than to test Jesus.  Mark was 
writing to non-Jews.  Thus Mark also had to explain the rules of ritual purity and of washing.  Mark 
stretches this incident to cover the food laws, and by further extension, all the Law.  Mark uses an 
incident that is really about intention to exempt non-Jewish Christians from Jewish Law.  Mark 
thus accentuated the difference between (non-Jewish) Christians and Jews.  Jesus did not 
declare all foods clean, and he did not do it by emphasizing the importance of right intentions.  
Simply having a good heart does not automatically release people from food rules and does not 
release people from the Law in general.  The parallel passage in Matthew is 15:1 – 15:20.   
 
The gospels tend to develop the idea of intent in terms of system-versus-intuition:  you can either 
be on the side of a bad external system of Jewish Law or of good internal Christian intuition; you 
cannot have both; if you follow intuition then you must be right while if you follow the Law you 
must be wrong.  That simple opposition does not hold up.  A person can both follow the Law and 
have good motives.  A lot of people follow their intuition into bad paths.  The Law does not usually 
advise people to do the wrong thing.  Sometimes people do use the Law for bad reasons, and 
Jesus condemned such misuse of the Law; but that is another topic and should not be mixed up 
with the idea that intent is good and automatically does away with all bad Law.   
 
Matthew 5:27 – 5:30.  * “You have been taught that our ancestors were told, ‘Do not commit 
adultery’.  But I declare this:  If a man looks at a woman with lust in his eye, he has already 
wronged her in his heart.  If he is married, he has also already committed adultery in his heart.  If 
your right eye leads you to think badly or act badly, then rip it out and throw it away.  It is better 
for you to lose a part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into the trash pit.  If your 
right hand is the instrument for you acting badly, then cut it off and throw it away.  It is better for 
you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to throw into the trash pit.”  * 
 
Matthew 5:16 – 5:24.  * “In the same way, when you fast, do not look disheveled and depressed 
like the hypocrites.  They make their faces look like zombies so that other people will know that 
they are fasting.  They have their reward already.  When you fast, wash your face and hair, and 
comb your hair, so people can’t tell you are fasting, but only God your Father, who lives in your 
secret heart, can tell.  Your Father, based on what he sees from his secret vantage point, will 
reward you.  
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Do not think about worldly goods by adding to your bank account and your toys.  Thieves steal 
your identity and toys wear out.  Store up treasure in God’s mind where there are no thieves and 
nothing ever wears out.  Where your treasure is, there your heart and soul will be too.  
 
The eye [understanding] is the light of your body.  If your eyes are fine, you will have light for your 
whole body.  If your eyes are bad, your whole body will be dark.  If the only light you have is 
darkness, then you are in a double darkness.   
 
No servant can serve two masters.  He will hate one while loving the other, or he will think the 
world of the first while despising the second.  You cannot serve both God and money [power] too.  
[You must choose.]” *    
 
Probably Matthew put this argument in terms of where you get your reward, and in terms of a 
treasure, but the gist goes along with Jesus’ emphasis on intent.  The eye and heart are 
metaphors for intent.  “Part of the body” does not mean only literal parts of the body such as the 
eye but means bad thoughts as well.  If your desire for power, sex, fame, tobacco, alcohol, 
wealth, etc. causes you to lose the way, it is better to give those up entirely than to lose your 
whole soul.  The parallel is Luke 16:13.   
 
Matthew 7:21 – 7:23.  * “Not everybody who calls me ‘Lord, Lord’ will get into the Kingdom of 
God.  Instead only the people that do the will of my Father God in heaven will get into his 
Kingdom.  When that day comes, many will say to me ‘Lord, Lord, didn’t you see us prophecy in 
your name, cast out devils in your name, and do many miracles in your name?’  Then I will say to 
their faces, ‘You were not mine.  Get your selves and your conniving wicked ways out of my 
sight.’” *  
 
Matthew 21:28 – 21:32.  * Jesus said to the assembled people, “What about this:  A man had two 
sons.  He said to the first son, ‘My son, go work in the vineyard today.’  The boy said, ‘I will, sir’, 
but never did.  The father said the same to the second.  The second son said, ‘I refuse’, but then 
he changed his mind and did go work.  Which of these two sons did as the father wanted?” “The 
second”, said the people.  Then Jesus said, “I say this:  even tax-men and whores will get into the 
Kingdom of God before you do.  When John came to show you the right way to live, you did not 
believe him, but tax-men and whores did.  Even when you had seen how tax-men and whores 
changed their lives, you did not change your minds and believe John.” *  
 
These passages have been guides throughout my life.  It is better to do as Jesus taught than to 
worship God and Jesus without doing as he taught.  The second passage is one of my favorite 
stories because I am like both sons.  Parents want a son who agrees to work and then actually 
does it, but we all know that son is not always what we get, and then we have to think about how 
best to deal with the real son we do get.   
 
Inclusiveness.  See directly above about tax-gatherers and whores listening to John the Baptist 
and doing the will of God.   
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Luke 14:12 – 14:24.  * Once at a dinner party, Jesus said to his host [so that everybody could 
hear], “When you give a party, do not invite [only] friends, family, rich neighbors, [your boss, or 
influential people].  They will return your invitation, and then you will be fully repaid.  When you 
give a party, ask people who are poor, crippled, lame, blind, [and losers].  In that way, you will 
become happy.  They cannot repay you [so you cannot look for any reward in the normal terms of 
this world].  You will be repaid [by God] when good men arise on resurrection day.”   
 
One of the guests heard this and said to Jesus, “The guests who sit at the feast in the Kingdom of 
God will be truly happy”.  Jesus continued with another story.  “A man was giving a big dinner 
party and sent out many invitations.  To remind the invitees, at dinner time he sent a servant to 
their homes to say, ‘Please come, everything is ready’.  The invitees all excused themselves.  
One said, ‘I just bought some land, and I have to go inspect it, so I’m sorry’.  Another said, ‘I 
bought five yoke of oxen [a brand new hybrid car], and I really want to try them out, so I’m sorry’.  
The next said, ‘I just got married.  You can see I have something more important.  I’m sorry.’  
When the servant returned, he reported all the excuses.  The master got angry.  He told the 
servant, ‘Go out right now into the dirty alleys of our town to bring the poor, crippled, lame, blind, 
[and losers].’  The servant went and returned quickly.  ‘Sir, I have called all as you ordered, and 
still we have more room at the table’.  The master added, ‘Then go out to the highways and the 
county roads.  [When you meet a traveler, farmer, or person of foreign land,] make them come in 
because I need my house to be full.  Alas.  None of the people I originally had invited will taste my 
banquet.’”  *  
 
Unfortunately, some readers of Luke would have understood “those who were invited” to mean 
“the Jews”, and the “foreigners” to mean non-Jewish Christians, so that Jews had refused Jesus 
and were excluded while non-Jews were invited instead.  Fortunately, the meaning is wider than 
that, and we can rest on the better broader meaning.  It is about including anybody, Jew or non-
Jew.  The parallel is Matthew 22:10 – 22:10.  Matthew differs dramatically in that the master does 
not only ignore the guests that ignore him, the master sends soldiers out to kill the bad guests!  
Matthew had a grudge.   
 
Luke 15:1 – 15:4.  * Another time, the tax-men and other thieves were jammed around Jesus 
listening to him when the Pharisees and lawyers began whining, “This man opens his arm to 
sinners and actually eats with them”. *  
 
Matthew 9:10 – 9:13.  * One day when Jesus was eating at somebody’s house, many tax-men 
and other yahoos were seated with him and his disciples.  The Pharisees said to his disciples, 
“Why does your master eat with tax-men and sinners?”  Jesus heard and said, “Healthy people 
don’t need a doctor.  Sick people do.  Go and learn what this text means, ‘I require mercy, not 
sacrifice.’  I did not come to invite spotless people but sinners.” *  
 
Matthew 11:18 – 11:19.  * “John [the Baptist] came, with fasting, neither over eating nor drinking 
liquor, and they say, ‘He is possessed [by a demon]’.  The Son of Man [me, Jesus] comes eating 
and drinking [normally], and they say, ‘Look at him.  He is a glutton, a boozer, and a friend of tax-
men and sinners’.  In the end, God’s wisdom is proven right by its outcome.” *   
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Below, a centurion is a Roman soldier, head of 100 soldiers.  He is not Jewish (Israelite) and so 
should not have faith and should be excluded.  Ideally, a Roman should never need help from a 
Jew.   
 
Matthew 8:5 – 8:10.  * When Jesus entered the town of Capernaum, a centurion came to him to 
ask for help.  He said, “Sir, my son is at home in bed paralyzed and in agony”.  Jesus said, “I will 
go cure him”.  But the centurion replied, “Sir, who am I to have a man like you in my house?  You 
need only speak and he will be cured.  I know because I have been trained to follow commands 
and I have soldiers under me who follow my commands.  To one soldier, I say ‘go’ and he goes.  
To another soldier, I say ‘come’ and he comes.  To a servant, I say ‘do this’ and he does it.”  
Jesus listed with amazement.  Jesus said to the crowd, “I tell you this, nowhere, not even in 
Israel, have I found faith like this.”  *   
 
The Church likely did not create the next story just as a way to ratify appealing to non-Jews 
because the story shows Jesus in a harsh light, as the Church would not want him to be seen:  he 
calls non-Israelites “dogs” and he means it.  Even so, the story shows that Jesus could learn from 
sinners and non-Jews, and could “open up”.  “The children” means Israelites.  The parallel text 
from Matthew is 15:21 – 15:28.   
 
Mark 7: 24 – 7:30.  * Then he went to the area around Tyre [in Lebanon].  He found a house and 
would have liked to stay for a while in peace but this was impossible.  Right away a woman heard 
about him, came to him, and fell at his feet because her young daughter was possessed by a 
dirty spirit.  She was a Gentile, a Phoenician [Lebanese] of Syria by her birth.  She begged him to 
drive the spirit out of her daughter.  Jesus at first said, “Let the children eat their fill first.  It is 
unfair to take food from the children and throw it to the dogs.”  She replied, “Sir, even the dogs 
under the table eat the scraps from the children.”  He said back, “For saying that, go home happy.  
The dirty spirit has gone out of your daughter.”  Indeed, when she returned home, she found the 
child calm in bed because they dirty spirit had left her. *   
 
The people that we include we call “neighbors”.  So we need to know who our neighbors are.  
The next story of the Good Samaritan is well known.  The amount of money cited is considerable, 
probably the equivalent of several month’s wages.  Recall that a Levite is a member of the Jewish 
priestly clan.  Luke specifically cites them as a way to look down on Jews and on various strata of 
Jewish society.  Jews looked down on Samaritans and usually had nothing to do with them, so 
this story is another reversal in which despised outsiders (Christians) are better than Jews.  Some 
scholars think Luke originated this story.  I hope the original came from Jesus even if Luke edited 
the original.  Even if it all came from Luke, it is worth repeating here anyway because it is 
certainly in the spirit of following Jesus.   
 
Luke 10:29 – 10:37.  * A man who had overlooked his duty wanted to excuse himself so he said 
to Jesus, “Well then, who is my neighbor?”  Jesus answered, “A man was on the road from 
Jerusalem to Jericho when robbers attacked him, stripped him, beat him, and left him half dead.  
A priest was going along the road.  When the priest saw the man, he went past him on the other 
side of the road.  A Levite did the same.  But a Samaritan traveler saw the man and had pity.  He 
cleaned the man’s wounds in oil and wine, and bandaged them as best he could.  The Samaritan 
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put the man on his own horse, took the man to an inn, gave the inn-keeper two silver pieces, and 
told the inn-keeper, ‘Look after the man until he recovers.  If you spend more than this, I will pay 
you on my next trip by here.’  Which of these three men was the neighbor of the victim?”  The 
man who had been making excuses to Jesus answered, “The one who showed kindness”.  Jesus 
said, “Go and do the same thing”. *  
 
Work Hard to Get Results.  The passages also support trusting God.   
 
Mark 8:34 – 8:38.  * Jesus called his disciples and the people.  He said, “Anybody who wishes to 
follow me must leave behind his ego.  He must take up his cross and come along with me.  
Whoever cares for himself and his security will lose his self.  But if a man lets himself be lost for 
me and my message, that man will be safe.  What does a man gain by winning the entire world at 
the cost of his true self?  What price can he pay to buy back his true self?  If anybody is ashamed 
of me, my message, and my followers in this world (where people deny God and act wickedly), 
the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when the Son of Man takes his rightful place with God 
and the angels.” *  
 
Most of this passage is from Mark rather than Jesus but I think there is a core message that 
needs stressing:  the value of the soul is greater than the value of the whole world.  This was the 
meaning of the James Bond movie, “The World is Not Enough”.  If you believe in Jesus’ 
message, then be willing to say so.  If you deny it, then you undermine your self-integrity.  You 
have to be willing to let go at least somewhat to get something that is more important than 
security.  
 
In Jesus’ time, there was no Gospel yet; ‘take up a cross’ was not a common saying, and nobody 
would have known what Jesus was talking about if he did mention a cross before his death; all 
this must have been added later.  Jesus did not talk of coming into the glory of his Father and the 
holy angels because nobody would have understood that either while he was alive, so it must 
have been added later too.  The parallel in Luke is 9:23 – 9:27.   
 
The parallel passage in Matthew 16:24 – 16:27 adds 16:25:  “but if a man will let himself be lost 
for my sake, then he will find his true self.”   
 
Matthew 25:14 – 25:30.  * “Once a rich man traveled overseas and did not know when he would 
return, so he gave portions of his capital to his servants according to the ability of the servant:  to 
one, five bags of gold; to another, two bags; to another, one bag; and so on.  The man who had 
five bags right away invested them in business and made a profit of five bags on top of the 
original five.  The man with two did the same.  But the man with only one bag buried it in his 
backyard.  Years later, the master returned, and quickly settled accounts.  The man who got five 
bags said, ‘Master, see, you left me five bags and I made five more on top of that”.  The master 
said, ‘Well done.  You are a good and trustworthy worker.  Because you did so well with this 
modest task, I will put you in charge of a big project.  Be happy along with me.’  The man with two 
bags said, ‘Master you left two bags with me, and I made two more.’  The master told him the 
same, and gave him another project in accord with his talent.  Then the one-bag man said, 
‘Master, I know you are strict and hard.  You reap where you have not sown, and you gather 
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where you have not scattered [you find goodness even where people do not expect and where 
you have not obviously laid the ground work].  I am afraid.  So I buried your one bag in my 
backyard.  Here it is back, exactly what you gave me in trust.’  The master fumed, ‘You are lazy, 
not careful.  You know that I reap where I have not sown so at least you should have put my 
money in a bank where I could have earned some interest.  Take the bag of gold from him and 
give it to the man with five bags.  To any man who already has wealth, I will give even more until 
he has enough and beyond.  From the man who has little, I will take it all.  Throw the useless 
servant into the dark alley where the poor wail and grind their teeth.’” *  
 
The parallel is Luke 19:12 – 19:24.  
 
Matthew 7:21 – 7:23.  * “Not everybody who calls me ‘Lord, Lord’ will get into the Kingdom of 
God.  Instead only the people that do the will of my Father God in heaven will get into his 
Kingdom.  When that day comes, many will say to me ‘Lord, Lord, didn’t you see us prophecy in 
your name, cast out devils in your name, and do many miracles in your name?’  Then I will say to 
their faces, ‘You were not mine.  Get your selves and your conniving wicked ways out of my 
sight.’” *  
 
It is not enough to do nothing or to be safe.  We have to actively work to make the world a better 
place.  We have to work to the best of our ability.  We have to yield results to the best of our 
ability.  We have to use our energy to best account so that it yields the best result.  We cannot 
only seek our own satisfaction.  That is part of the Golden Rule too.  
 
We have to be careful with this passage.  God does not demand results; he demands that we 
really try.  Only evil people demand results “or else”, such as movie villains that are out to take 
over the world, cruel business people, and the Russians in old Cold War dramas.  God is not like 
that.   
 
No Magic Formula.  This message is implicit in what has gone before.   
 
Non-Violence.  See loving your neighbor as yourself in the section above on mercy.  
 
Matthew 5:5.  * “People of a gentle spirit are already blessed.  In the end, they will take control of 
the earth.” *  
 
Matthew 5:7.  * “People who show mercy are already blessed because other people will show 
mercy to them.”   
 
Matthew 5:9. 5:11. * “People who know how to spread peace are already blessed.  God adopts 
them as his sons.  People who suffer persecution for a good cause are already blessed because 
they already live in the Kingdom of God.  You are already blessed when you suffer insults, 
persecution, and disaster for my sake.  Accept it.  Be glad about it.  You have a rich reward in the 
Kingdom of God.  Remember that they ignorant treated the prophets in the same way before 
you.” *  
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Some parallels can be found in Luke 6:12 – 6:22.   
 
Jesus also said that he came not to bring peace but a sword, and that he would cause dissension 
even among close kin.  These two sayings about swords and dissension seem to contradict his 
stress of non-violence.  I do not think they do but an argument over the issue is out of place here.  
Jesus was realistic about what would happen; it was not something he hoped for or approved of.   
 
Willing to Allow Self to Die Rather than to Do Bad.  I do not cite specific texts.  The message 
comes from Jesus’ crucifixion and from the texts on non-violence.  The stories in the gospels are 
not fully accurate, but assume they are approximately true.  If so, then Jesus knew he was in for 
trouble.  Rather than run away, or resist, he accepted that he had to face the situation, and that 
he might even die.  Sometimes it is better to allow harm to come to yourself than to do harm to 
others.  For Jesus, the stakes were higher than himself.  If Jesus was human, he could not have 
known that his mission, and the Kingdom of God, would go ahead anyway after he died.  He had 
to take the chance that his mission and the Kingdom of God might die with him.  Jesus did not 
only risk himself rather than not do harm, he risked what must have been the most important 
things in the world.  Jesus trusted God to advance the cause of right even though Jesus might not 
be there to see it through and even through Jesus did not fight for right.  Maybe it is better to risk 
not only yourself but also what you love rather than to do wrong by harming other people, 
resisting, or running away.   
 
This issue is important for modern people who will do harm to make sure their own ethnic group, 
religious group, or nation, survives.  It is easy to argue against crazies such as suicide bombers 
and the IRA.  It is not right to do that kind of evil even to make sure your group survives.  The real 
question comes when standard Christians have to fight to preserve their group.  If Jesus was 
willing to die, then how can Christians fight against Nazis, Communists, or terrorists?  If Jesus 
was willing to die, then why should anybody fight for his-her family?  Why should the French fight 
the Germans to preserve France, Americans fight terrorists to preserve America, and Roman 
Catholics fight to preserve the Church against Protestants?  Why should the Politically Correct 
oppose the Religious Right or vice versa?  We should trust God to preserve good and preserve 
our family, or to cause goodness and our kin to rise again if they fall.  We should trust God rather 
than do harm.  Yet, along with standard Christians, I believe it is right to fight to preserve some 
things.  It is very hard for a normal human being to trust God to preserve family and group, or to 
bring them back again.  I have a hard time justifying my thoughts in light of what Jesus did and 
must have believed.  
 
Personal Integrity.  See also “Trust God” and “Work Hard” from above.  
 
Mark 8:34 – 8:38.  * Jesus called his disciples and the people.  He said, “Anybody who wishes to 
follow me must leave behind his ego.  He must take up his cross and come along with me.  
Whoever cares for himself and his security will lose his self.  But if a man lets himself be lost for 
me and for my message, that man will be safe.  What does a man gain by winning the entire 
world at the cost of his true self?  What price can he pay to buy back his true self?  If anybody is 
ashamed of me, my message, and my followers in this world (where people deny God and act 
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wickedly), the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when the Son of Man takes his rightful place 
with God and the angels.” *  
 
Matthew 16:24 – 16:28.  * Jesus said to his disciples, “If anybody wishes to follow me, he must let 
go of his self.  He has to pick up his own cross and walk with me.  Whoever cares more about his 
own safety is already lost.  If a man will let himself by lost to the normal world for my sake, then 
he will find his true self.  What does a man really have if he owns the whole world at the cost of 
his true self?  Out of the whole world, what could he give to buy back his true self?  Someday the 
Son of Man [I] will come in the glory of his Father, with a retinue of angels, and then he will give to 
each man the reward for what that man has done.  I say this:  some of you standing here will not 
die before you have seen the Son of Man bring his Kingdom.” *  
 
Matthew 4:1 and Matthew 4:8 – 4:11.  * The Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness so that Satan 
could tempt Jesus…For a final temptation, Satan took Jesus to a high mountain from which they 
could see all the kingdoms of the world in their glory.  Satan said, “I will give you all these if you 
will only fall down and honor me [according to the power that I truly have.]”  But Jesus said, “Get 
lost, Satan, you enemy!  Scripture says, ‘You will worship the Lord God and only him.’” *  
 
Matthew 6:1 – 6:7.  * “Be sure not to parade your religion.  If you do that, then God will not 
recognize you in heaven [because you have received enough reward here on earth already].  
When you help somebody or give to charity, do not make a big deal about it like the politicians, 
celebrities, and televangelists do on TV, and the hypocrites do in the churches, so people will 
admire them.  They already have their reward.  Instead, when you do something good, don’t even 
let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.  Keep your good deed secret.  Your Father 
who knows everything, even secrets, will reward you. When you pray, do not be a hypocrite.  Do 
not stick out your hands in the middle of the office, in the break room, or on the street corner, so 
that other people admire your piety.  People like that already have all the reward they are going to 
get.  When you pray, go into your room all by yourself, shut the door, and talk to your Father who 
is in every secret physical place and secret personal place.  He sees you and will reward you.  
When you pray, you can be short and to the point.  You don’t need to use a lot of words like 
people who chant and babble and who imagine that the more they say the more likely they are to 
be heard.” *  
 
Matthew 13:44 – 13:46.  * “The Kingdom of God is like a buried treasure in a field.  One day, a 
man accidentally finds it.  With joy in his heart, he sold everything he had so he could buy that 
field to get the unforeseen treasure.  Here is another way to think about the Kingdom of God.  A 
pearl merchant was always on the lookout for good ones.  One day he found the best pearl he 
had ever seen.  So he sold everything he had, including all his other pearls, so he could buy that 
one perfect pearl.” *  
 
The original ideas are in Mark.  Matthew repeats the ideas but adds a bit about the role of the 
young Church.  The part in Matthew 16:24 – 16:28 that begins “For the Son of Man” is Matthew’s 
addition to promote allegiance to the cause.  The passages about being tempted by Satan show 
the emerging theology and cosmology of the early Church.  Still, Satan can stand for any 
seduction of integrity and so the passages are true even if there is no literal devil and Jesus really 
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was not tempted in the wilderness; that is the point of the James Bond movie.  The passages 
about Jesus coming back soon caused enormous problems in the early Church, and still cause 
problems today.  Matthew mars some of the passages with snide comments about Jews, and 
seems to show some ignorance.  Matthew takes Jews as (false) examples of what to do wrong, 
and so started a trend that continues to this day.  Praying in public and giving alms in public was 
also seen as an act of asserting Jewish identity and of defiance toward Rome, although, of 
course, people did use it as self-advertisement.  It was not always bad, it depended on who did it 
and why.  It would be like reciting rap (hip-hop) on a street corner now.   
 
The Christian idea of the self did not emerge in a vacuum; there were many Hebrew precedents 
in, for example, Abraham’s dialogues with God, Moses’ dialogues with God, the Book of Job, and 
the Book of Ezekiel where the foundation for modern individualist justice was laid.  An idea of the 
self similar to the Christian idea of the self is also in other religions, as for example in the 
Upanishads (Hinduism), non-reductionist Buddhism, and the upbeat Taoism of Chuang Tzu.  Still, 
the Christian idea supported individualistic justice and ideas of the individual that are not as well-
developed in other religions and cultures.   
 
Jesus’ idea of the preciousness and integrity of individual people does not necessarily mean the 
standard dogma that is taught in standard Christianity. God made us and God can do with 
ourselves as he sees fit.  As far as I can tell, Jesus just did not think in the terms of standard 
Christianity where people have an immortal soul, people face eternal damnation or salvation as 
the only options, and their primary (rather selfish) concern is to save their soul.  God decides all 
that when you die.  Standard Christianity substitutes salvation of the eternal isolated soul in place 
of Jesus’ teaching about being a citizen in the Kingdom of God.  Heaven usurps the Kingdom of 
God.  The metaphysical immortal isolated soul usurps the integral self.  Jesus did not teach any 
of this standard dogma.  He would have seen it as a distortion of his teaching, a distortion that 
diverts people away from the true message of participation in the Kingdom of God.  Jesus did not 
think of the integral self in the same way that Christian theologians developed the idea of the soul 
or as modern people think of the soul.  Immortality of the soul was not important for him, and he 
does not raise it.  I do not know if Jesus thought the soul is immortal.  Eternal salvation in heaven 
likewise was not an issue.  I doubt Jesus thought heaven could take the place of being a member 
of the Kingdom of God.  Jesus thought people could suffer greatly due to separation from God 
and the Kingdom, and degradation of the integral self; but he did not think of that in the same way 
modern people think of being damned in hell.  Rather than worry about your immortal soul, 
heaven, or hell, think instead about being a useful citizen of the Kingdom of God, which includes 
your integral self, and the rest will take care of itself.   
 
Sacrifice for the Common Good.  This point is derived from everything above.   
 
Sudden Insight.  This point is derived from everything above.  
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4.03 Illustrating Additional Topics about Jesus  
 
 
This chapter continues to use selections from the gospels to illustrate particular topics about 
Jesus and Christianity.  These points are not in the list of items in his message.  The last sections 
illustrate the Kingdom of God and show that Jesus felt the Kingdom was coming soon.   
 
Jesus and God.  By the early 100s, the Church had solidified the ideas that Jesus was God and 
he was roughly equal with God the Father.  The Church had good reasons for aggressively 
holding this position.  It wanted to stave off other mistaken ideas that led believers far astray.  For 
its time, the Church likely did the best thing.  Yet in going down the road of “Jesus is high God”, 
the Church went against some passages in the gospels and the Church contradicted Jesus 
himself.  I do not argue with any church.  I only show that alternative views of Jesus are 
reasonable.  Our era no longer requires this dogma.  To accept that Jesus is not God does not 
undermine the message of Jesus.  To insist on his status as God while overlooking his message 
undermines both his message and his status as God.   
 
Mark 10: 17 – 10:18.  * As Jesus was about to begin a journey, a man ran up, kneeled, and 
asked, “Good master, what do I have to do to get eternal life?”  Jesus retorted, “Why do you call 
me good?  No person is [fully] good.  Only God is [fully] good.” *  
 
The parallels are Luke 18:18 – 18:20 and Matthew 19:16 – 19:18.  Luke follows Mark fairly 
closely but Matthew alters Mark to avoid the implication that Jesus is not equal to God.  Already 
by 70 CE, doctrine had developed to the point this topic was sensitive.  Matthew writes:  * Jesus 
said, “What about good?  Why do you ask me about good?  One [person] alone is good.” *   
 
Mark 13:29 – 13:32.  * “In the same way, when you see all these things happen, you will know 
that the change is near, at your doorstep.  Listen:  this generation will live to see it all.  Heaven 
and earth might crumble but my words will endure.  But about the exact day, nobody knows that, 
not even the high angels in heaven, not even the Son [Jesus] but only the Father.”  *  
 
The parallel is Matthew 24:34 – 24:36.   
 
Mark felt he could get away with calling Jesus “Son” but not with making Jesus equal to the 
Father in all respects.  Jesus likely insisted he was subordinate to the Father, and to make Jesus 
equal to the Father was too much against Jesus’ intentions even forty years after he died.   
 
The Gospel of John is not a reliable source for what Jesus actually said but it is a good source for 
Church ideas about Jesus and God.  Chapters eight and nine are especially rich.  John wanted to 
elevate Jesus as high as he could without making Jesus fully equal to God the Father.  John’s 
statements that subordinate Jesus to God the Father would now be heretical if taken at face 
value, so the churches now have other interpretations.  John is not consistent.  His struggle was 
great.  The end result is often beautiful.  Take him as you will.   
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John 5:19 – 5:30.  * To this accusation Jesus replied, “The truest truth I can tell is this:  the Son 
cannot do anything by himself alone.  He does only what he sees the Father has done.  The 
Father does first, and then the Son does it.  The Father loves the Son and shows the Son all that 
the Father has done and does now.  The Father will show greater in the future, so as to fill you 
with awe.  As the Father raises the dead and gives them life, so [as the acting agent of the Father 
who has taken over for the Father here], the Son gives life to men as he [the Son] decides.  The 
Father no longer judges anybody but has given full authority to the Son to judge.  It is the will of 
the Father that everybody now should honor the Son as they already honor the Father.  To deny 
honor to the Son is to deny honor to the Father who sent the Son.  In deepest truth, anybody who 
listens to what I say and trusts the Father who sent me already has his hands on eternal life.  He 
will not come up for further judgment.  He has already overcome death to gain life.  In truest truth, 
I say that a time is coming, in fact is already here, when the dead will hear the voice of God’s Son 
and will come back to life.  As the Father was the source of all life, so now the Son is the source 
of all life.  He has this from the Father as a gift.  As the Son of Man, the Son also has the right to 
judge souls.  Do not boggle at this because the time is coming when the dead in their graves will 
hear his [the Son’s] voice and arise.  The dead who have done right will rise to life while the dead 
who have done wrong will hear their doom in their ears.  I cannot act by myself.  I judge as God 
the Father bids me.  My pronouncement is just because my goal is not from my own will but only 
acts out the will of God who sent me.”  *  
 
This passage also shows that early Church followers believed in a general resurrection not only 
of Jews and of the just but of everybody.   
 
John 8:19.  * They asked, “Where is your father?”  Jesus retorted, “You do not know me and you 
do not know my real Father either.  If you really knew me you would know who my real Father 
was too.”  *  
 
John 8:28 – 8:29.  * Jesus said to them, “When you have lifted up [crucified] the Son of Man, then 
you will know I am what I am.  I do nothing on my own.  God the Father taught me everything that 
I say.  He who sent me is here with me now, and has never left me by myself…” *  
 
“I am what I am” refers to one meaning of “Yahweh”, that is “I am that I am”, or, in Greek 
philosophical terms, “I am the ground of being”.  It is John’s way of identifying Jesus with God for 
learned people.   
 
John 8:58.  * A disputant asked, “How can you personally have seen Abraham [he died long 
before you were born].”  Jesus replied, “In full truth I tell you, before Abraham was born, already I 
was [and still am].” *  
 
John 9:37 – 9:38.  * If I do not act as God my Father would act, then you [should] not believe me.  
Even if you do not believe my words, then accept the evidence of what I do, so you can see the 
Father acting through me, know that he is in me, and I am in him.” *  
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John 12:44 – 12:50.  * So Jesus explained loudly [like a man urging a child in danger from him-
herself], “When you believe me, you believe in God who sent me rather than in me.  When you 
see me, you see God who sent me.  I have come into this world as a light so that anybody who 
has faith in me [heeds me] does not have to live in darkness.  But if anybody ignores me, I 
personally do not have to judge him.  I have not come to judge the world but to save the world.  
The message in my words sets up a standard that judges automatically at the end of days.  I do 
not speak out of my own authority but God the Father who sent me gave me the words to speak.  
I know that in his words is eternal life.  What God the Father said to me, that is what I say to you.” 
*  
 
John 14:6 – 14:12.  * Jesus replied, “I am the way, I am the truth, and I am life.  No person comes 
to the Father except through me.  If you knew me, you would know my Father as well.  In fact, 
from now on, you do know him because you have seen him.”  Philip said to Jesus, “Lord, show us 
the Father and we won’t ask you for anything more again.”  Jesus said, “Philip, have I been 
among you all this time and you still don’t know me?  Anyone who has seen me has seen the 
Father.  Then how can you say, ‘Show us the Father?’  Don’t you believe that I am in the Father 
and the Father is in me?  I am not on-my-own the source of what I say to you.  The Father who 
lives in me does his own work in having me speak.  Believe me when I say that the Father is in 
me and I am in the Father.  If you do not believe my words, then believe my actions.  In deepest 
truth, I tell you, whoever has faith in me will do as I have done.  He will do even more than I have 
done because soon I will return to the Father [die in this world].  In fact, whatever you ask for in 
my name I will do for you, so that the Father will be honored through the Son.  If you ask anything 
[sincerely] in my name, I will do it [for you].”  *   
 
Jesus and Non-Israelites.  “Israelites” usually meant Judeans although sometimes it included 
Samaritans and Galileans.  See the previous chapter with the passage on the woman from Syria-
and-Phoenicia where Jesus calls non-Jews “dogs”. See “Kingdom of God” below.   
 
Matthew 7:6.  * Don’t feed dogs what is holy.  Do not spread your pearls [on the ground] for the 
pigs [to admire].  The pigs will only trample on your pearls, and then turn and tear you to pieces.” 
*   
 
Modern people sometimes do not know what to make of this passage because we are not sure 
what the pearls are and who the dogs and pigs represent.  To Jesus and to other Israelites, 
pearls were words of the Law while dogs and pigs were non-Israelites.  Jesus was saying, “Don’t 
extend God’s grace to non-Israelites because they are too base to appreciate it.  They will only 
ruin God’s grace and then hurt you.”  Jesus meant the Kingdom of God first for Israelites.  Non-
Israelites were to have only a subordinate role.  I disagree with Jesus.  Jesus seems not to have 
understood the Book of Jonah with God extending his grace to the Assyrians.  I am glad the 
Church kept this passage in Matthew, and that the Church forgot the restriction to Jews and the 
prejudice against non-Jews.  I am glad the Church interpreted this passage to mean that God’s 
wisdom should not be given to fools of any ethnic group and I am glad the Church extended the 
invitation to all people.  I hope Jesus would agree with the change.  But we have to see what the 
passage meant originally and we have to accept that we might disagree with Jesus.  
Unfortunately, some early Christians interpreted pigs and dogs to mean Jews because Jews 
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rejected Jesus.  That is just as bad.  I am sorry prejudice against non-Jews by Jews changed into 
a prejudice against Jews by Christians.   
 
Matthew 10:5 – 10:8.  * Jesus sent out the twelve [apostles] with these instructions:  “Do not take 
the road into gentile [non-Jewish] lands, and do not go into any Samaritan town.  Go only to the 
lost sheep of Israel.  As you go, say clearly, ‘The Kingdom of God is already here for you.’  Heal 
the sick, raise the dead, cure lepers, and cast out demons.  You received [a great treasure] 
without having to pay for it so you have to give without charging anybody.” *   
 
Jesus, Satan, and Demons.  Jesus believed in Satan and demons.  He believed that Satan was 
responsible for much of the evil in the world.  He believed that demons are able to possess a 
person, even against the person’s will.  I do not know if Jesus believed in the “heavenly rebellion” 
version of Satan and demons as in “Paradise Lost” by Milton.  I believe none of this about Satan 
and demons, so I disagree with Jesus.  People cause most of the evil in the world.  Most cases of 
possession can be explained psychologically or socially.  Jesus probably did go alone to the 
wilderness and did think he struggled with Satan and evil; but the story of Jesus being tempted by 
Satan before his mission is entirely made up by gospel writers so I do not cite it or comment on it 
here.   
 
Mark 1:32 – 1:34.  * Just after sunset, they brought to Jesus all the people who were sick or 
possessed by devils.  It seemed as if the whole town was gathered at the door.  He healed many 
people who suffered from a variety of diseases, and he drove out many devils.  He would not let 
the devils speak at all because they knew who he was [and he was not ready yet for other people 
to know]. *   
 
Mark 3:13 – 3:16.  * Jesus went into the hilly country where he called the men that he wanted.  
Those men he called joined him.  [Of the men he called], he named twelve as his particular 
companions.  He sent them out to proclaim his message and to drive out devils. *   
 
Mark 5:1 –5:20.  * They crossed the lake into Gerasa.  As Jesus stepped ashore, a man rushed 
at him from the tombs where the man had been living.  A dirty spirit possessed the man.  Nobody 
could control him anymore.  Often he had been beaten and chained but he shook off the beatings 
and broke the chains.  Nobody was strong enough to defeat him.  Day and night without break, 
the man would wail among the tombs and in the hills and would cut himself with sharp rocks.  
 
When the man saw Jesus, even at a distance, he ran and fell before Jesus.  Jesus [immediately 
saw that a demon possessed the man], and began to say “Out dirty spirit, get out of this man”.  
The demon, through the man, screamed “What are you going to do with me, Jesus, Son of the 
Highest God?  In God’s name, please do not torture me.”  Jesus asked, “What is your name?”  
The demon said, “My name is Legion because there are many of us”.  In fact, there was not one 
spirit but many.  The demons begged that Jesus would not send them out of Gerasa.   
 
There just happened to be a herd of about two thousand pigs eating on the hillside.  The demons 
begged Jesus, “Please send us to the pigs and let us go into them”.  Jesus gave permission.  The 
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dirty spirits went out of the man and went into the pigs.  The entire herd rushed over the edge of 
the cliff, fell into the lake, and drowned.   
 
The swine herds took off running.  They told the people of the town and the surrounding 
countryside.  All the people came to the site to see what had happened.  They saw Jesus and 
saw the former lunatic of many devils sitting calmly, clothed, and sane.  The people who had 
actually seen the events related the story.  The local people were afraid.  They asked Jesus to 
leave Gerasa.   
 
As Jesus was leaving, the man who had been possessed begged to go with Jesus.  Jesus 
refused and said to him, “Go home to your own people and tell them what God in his mercy did 
for you”.  The man went off and told the people of the Ten Towns all that Jesus had done for him.  
The people were amazed.  *  
  
The gospels writers have the demons know that Jesus is the divine Son of God even though 
Jesus’ disciples do not.  This motif is part of a larger theme of only gradually revealing the secret 
identity of Jesus.  It comes from the Church rather than Jesus.  I return to it in later chapters. 
 
This episode looks down on Romans, and likely on non-Jews in general.  There was no personal 
name “Legion”.  The term referred to a particular grouping of Roman soldiers and so meant 
“Romans” in general.  Jews did not raise pigs.  Jews looked down on pigs.  Pigs were a symbol of 
foreigners.  To send the demons into the pigs only confirmed the identity of all foreigners as “dirty 
foreign devils”.  That the pigs rushed into the sea to die is the death that Jews wished for the 
Roman army in particular and sometimes to all foreigners.  Jesus probably did not intend such 
racial overtones, or at least did not intend them so harshly, so likely Mark took a real incident and 
added on to it to suit his own desires.   
 
Luke 10:17 – 10:19.  * The seventy-two came back overjoyed.  They declared [to Jesus] how, “In 
your name, Master, even the devils submit to us”.  Jesus said, “I watched as Satan fell, like 
lighting, out of the sky.  Now you know that I have given you the power to crush snakes, 
scorpions, and all agents of the enemy, and know that nothing will ever harm you”.  *  
 
Jesus sent either twelve or seventy-two disciples on a mission to bring in the Kingdom of God 
immediately, which included defeating Satan and his agents.  “Seventy-two” is half of twelve 
times twelve, and it can mean “a sufficiently large group”.  Both twelve and seventy-two refer to 
the idealized twelve tribes of Israel.  To see Satan fall out of the sky means that Jesus saw the 
end of Satan’s reign over this world.  Luke declares that Jesus’ mission had succeeded in one of 
its main goals, to conquer evil.   
 
Wealth.  Evil has not been conquered as long as social injustice remains.  Jesus did not like the 
rich and powerful.  Jesus did like the poor.  He seems to have thought the poor were morally 
better than the rich.  His attitude does not make full sense because Jesus got support from some 
rich people and he “hung out” with rich sinners such as tax men.  You have to decide if Jesus was 
hypocritical.  The early Church sought support from the rich so it could not afford to condemn the 
rich and it modified Jesus’ condemnation of the rich.  Standard Christians today usually seek 
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prosperity and they consider prosperity a sign of God’s favor, so they are in the same bind.  I do 
not see how they can rationalize away Jesus’ dislike of the rich.  If they disagree with Jesus, they 
need to say so.  
 
The vast majority of people cannot be happy if they are not reasonably secure and have a 
reasonable amount of wealth on which to raise a small family.  The normal pursuit of wealth 
within limits is a good thing.  Even supervised capitalism is a good thing because it allows for 
many people to have moderate amounts of wealth.  I do not know how to fit in these facts with 
Jesus’ teachings.  Rationalizations of all capitalism as in line with the New Testament are wrong.  
Maybe we should not take wealth an idol and we should share when we have enough.   
 
Luke 6:20.  * “You poor people are already blessed because the Kingdom of God is yours now”.  *  
 
In the King James (Authorized) Version, the text is clearer:  “Blessed are the poor”.   
 
Keep the above text from Luke in mind for comparison with Matthew 5:3.   
 
Luke 6:21.  * “You hungry people are already blessed because your hunger will be filled and you 
will be satisfied”.  *   
 
Luke 6:24 6:26.  * “Too bad for you rich.  You had your period of happiness.  Too bad for you with 
full bellies.  You will go hungry.  Too bad for you who laugh smugly now.  You will cry-and-cry and 
feel sorry for yourselves”.   
 
Mark 10:17 – 10:31.  * As Jesus was about to begin a journey, a man ran up, kneeled, and asked, 
“Good master, what do I have to do to get eternal life?”  Jesus retorted, “Why do you call me 
good?  No person is [fully] good.  Only God is [fully] good.  You know the commandments:  ‘Do 
not murder, do not have wrongful sex, do not steal, do not lie, do not cheat or steal, and honor 
your father and mother.’”  The man replied, “But master, I have kept all these rules since I was a 
child.”  Jesus looked directly at him for a while.  Jesus’ heart understood the quest in this man.  
So Jesus said, “You only have one more step to take.  Go, sell all you own, give the money to the 
poor, and thus you will have riches in heaven, and you can follow me.”  When he heard Jesus’ 
words, the man’s face fell to the ground and he stumbled away with a heavy heart because he 
was rich.  
 
Jesus looked at his disciples and said, “It is really hard for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of 
God.”  The disciples were disturbed that Jesus would say this but Jesus pushed further, “My 
young followers, it really is hard {for people who trust in wealth} to enter the Kingdom of God.  It is 
easier for a camel to walk through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of 
God.”  The disciples were fully discouraged, and grumbled among themselves, “Then who can be 
saved?”  Jesus looked at them and said, “For men it is impossible but not for God because for 
God everything is possible.”  *    
 
The man runs up to Jesus to ask about a spiritual journey just as Jesus is starting on a leg of his 
own journey.  Mark added the last comment about everything being possible with God.  Jesus did 
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not say it.  It is a way to keep rich people in the Church.  The passage in curly brackets is omitted 
by some texts.  In my paraphrase, the sentence does not follow unless the omitted passage is 
included, so I included it.   
 
Mark 12:38 – 12:44.  * A big eager crowd surrounded Jesus.  He taught them, “Watch out for 
lawyers, [doctors, and professors].  They love to walk around in long robes, get respectful nods 
from people on the street, have the front seats in synagogues [churches and temples], and have 
the place of honor at banquets.  They gobble up the little house of a widow while they say long 
prayers to look good [they live on public salaries while they give speeches about development 
and about how other people have to work hard].  God will give them the harshest sentence.”   
 
Once Jesus was standing next to the temple treasury box watching as people dropped their 
donations [and temple taxes] into the box.  Rich people gave obviously large amounts.  
Eventually a poor widow slipped in two tiny coins which together would not buy a soda.  Jesus 
gathered the disciples right then and there to say, “Listen up.  This poor widow gave more than 
anybody.  The other people gave out of what was left over when they felt they had enough.  But 
she hasn’t even enough to live on and she gave all that anyhow.”  *  
 
This story choked me up as a boy, and still gets me now.  It is a powerful statement of the 
importance of intent and commitment.  Jesus did not originate this story.  It was told all over the 
ancient world by various religions.  In the version I heard, the village church had a giant bell that 
could not be rung by human hands.  When a donation large enough was given, an angel would 
ring the bell.  Rich people and great kings came from afar to try to ring the bell but with no 
success.  Then one day, without thinking of ringing the bell, a widow dropped in the little penny 
she had been trying for years to save, and the bell rang for days.  I have heard that bell ring but 
not from anything I ever gave.  In the movie “The Magnificent Seven”, peasants that want to save 
their village from bandits give the leader of some hired guns as much money and jewelry as the 
whole village could scrape together.  The leader of the hired guns is moved.  He says he has 
been paid a lot before by rich men but has never before been paid everything.   
 
Luke 12:33 – 12:34.  * “Don’t be afraid, my little band of followers.  Your Father [God] decided to 
give you the Kingdom [and to use you as the instruments of setting up the Kingdom].  Sell what 
you own and give to charity.  By doing that, you will buy wallets that never go empty.  You will 
have never-ending bank accounts, where no identity thief ever gains access and no inflation ever 
devalues.  Where your treasure is, there also will by your self.” *   
 
Luke 12:15 – 12:21.  * Then he told the crowd, “Look out!  Fight greed of every kind.  Even when 
a man is rich enough, his wealth does not give him life.”  Then Jesus told this parable:  “Once a 
man started a chain of low-cost retail stores that did really well.  As his business grew, he 
thought, ‘Demand for these goods is heavy.  My current facilities are not enough.  I have to build 
larger warehouses.  I can use them as receiving facilities for cheap goods from overseas, cut my 
holding time, and make more profit.  Then I can say to myself, Hey good man!  You have plenty 
of goods stored up for many years’ business.  You can live well on what is in your own 
warehouses.  Take life easy:  eat, drink, and be merry.’  But God said to the man, ‘You fool.  You 
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die tonight.  You made the money.  So who will get it now?’  That is how it goes for the fool who 
amasses wealth alone but remains poor in God’s sight.” *  
 
Divorce.  This section fits in with discussions of “Family Values” below.  Jesus seems to clearly 
deny any possibility of divorce.  I do not think he did so, but, if he did, I disagree with him.  In 
Jesus’ day, in practice, only men could initiate divorce.  Men used the threat of divorce to control 
their wives and children.  Men often divorced and abandoned a wife when she became middle 
aged.  So divorce was a legal weapon for men.  Men had to give their wives a formal note of 
divorce.  The note supposedly helped women because it allowed them to have sex or remarry 
without being accused of sexual sin (adultery) – a very serious crime.  In fact, the note was only 
another part of male weaponry.  Waiving a note of divorce in front of your wife could be a kind of 
cruel joke.  Apparently women did not want equal rights for divorce as much as they wanted to 
stop men from using divorce as a weapon.  To stop that, women wanted to end the easy legal 
basis for divorce.  But divorce did have a basis in the traditional Mosaic Law; and sometimes 
women needed to divorce a bad husband.   
 
Mark 10:2 – 10:12.  * To get him, some disputants asked:  “Does the Law allow a man to divorce 
his wife?”  Jesus asked, “What did Moses [the Law] command?”  They replied, “Moses allowed a 
man to divorce his wife if he gave her a written formal note to that effect.”  Jesus educated them:  
“Moses set up this rule for you because your souls were narrow and closed then.  Instead, look at 
it this way.  In the beginning, God made all big creatures male and female.  Because male-female 
gender is basic to us, [at the right time,] a man leaves his parents to seek a wife and to become 
one with her [and a woman does the same with a man].  The two separate bodies become one 
person.  Do not use temporary legal convention to rip apart what God fuses together.”  When 
Jesus and the disciples were apart, the disciples asked Jesus about divorce.  Jesus said, “Any 
man who divorces his wife and then marries another woman commits sexual sin against both 
women.  Any woman who does the same to her husband commits the same sin. [Or, any woman 
who is divorced by her husband and then marries another man commits sexual sin against both 
men.]” *  
 
Luke 5:18.  * “Any man who divorces his wife and then marries another woman commits sexual 
sin.  Any man who marries a divorced woman commits sexual sin.” *    
 
Matthew 5:31 – 5:32.  * Jesus spoke, “[In the past], [the Law] told people, ‘A man who divorces 
his wife has to give her the correct legal note.’  But I say instead, if a man divorces his wife for 
any cause other than adultery, then [if she has sex with another man even if she marries the 
other man] the original husband has forced his wife into sexual sin.  Any man who marries a 
divorced woman commits sexual sin.” *  
 
See also Matthew 19:3 – 19:12.  Matthew 19:11 – 19:12.  * The disciples said to Jesus, “Well, if 
that is what it means to get married, then it is better never to get married.”  To this, Jesus replied, 
“Not everybody can accept this strictness of relationship but only the people that God wants to 
get married.  Some people are incapable of marriage because of their natural temperaments.  
Some men cannot get married because they were castrated.  Some people renounce marriage 
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for the sake of the Kingdom of God.  Let only people accept marriage who can really deal with all 
it means.” *  
 
Jesus is clear in Mark and Luke.  Matthew has Jesus allow an “out”:  if a woman has sex with a 
man other than her husband, the man may divorce the woman.  He does not say that a woman 
may divorce her husband if he has sex with another woman.  Matthew likely allowed an out 
because of pressure from Church members living in the real world.  Previously the early Church, 
including Paul, had provided this out.   
 
We can say that Jesus’ ideals of marriage and divorce actually protect women - like Mohammad 
allowing a man to have only four wives instead of twenty.  Jesus’ rule rights the balance by 
making men live by the same impossible standards as women.  This is true, but it is also an 
evasion.  It allows marriage only for some small minority of ideal humans.  
 
Jesus romanticized marriage.  His attitude might be typical of someone thirty years old and still 
celibate (see “The 40 Year Old Virgin”).  It is a good ideal, but it is not realistic and it is not for 
everybody.  We need rules that treat men and women equally but that do not trap them in 
unrealistic ideals and stereotypes.  Modern ideas about divorce and marriage are working their 
way toward that difficult goal.  The alternative to forbidding divorce is not inevitable promiscuous 
sex.  It is responsible behavior based on real human nature.  
 
When Jesus’ style tended toward absolutes, it was usually to open minds and correct an error.  I 
think Jesus did not really demand “no divorce ever” but said that to wake up people and to correct 
an imbalance in which men dominated.  I am not sure what Jesus would have said if he had lived 
and had to face real couples with problems.  I cannot make a case from gospel materials, so you 
have to decide.   
 
Family Values.  Before citing passages, I explain why this issue annoys me.  “Family values” is 
not really about families but about political power.  People that promote stereotyped “family 
values” really promote an idealized version of the family into an idol.  They worship the idol rather 
than worship God.  They use worship of the idol to avoid correctly worshipping God and following 
Jesus’ message.  They use worship of the idol as a way to get the state on their side and to 
attack their enemies, including the poor.  It is their Golden Calf.  The liberal other side does the 
same in its way when it promotes the poor and non-Europeans just to gain allies, and when it 
promotes non-stereotypical families without knowing why those families might be adaptive in their 
situations or why those families might be bad.  All this is blasphemous and hurtful.  We need 
realism and kindness.  We need standards of good family behavior regardless of the composition 
of your family, such as do not have children as a teen, do not have too many children, and 
personally take good care of all the children that you do have.   
 
We need to believe in higher values than the family sometimes.  Thinking of Jesus and 
Christianity as primarily about family values, and thinking of Jesus as god of the hearth (family), 
blocks the need for higher values and greater achievements.  Even if we have to risk sometimes 
making mistakes about the family, to worship it inevitably limits us in the way that all idolatry limits 
us.   
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Jesus was single and very likely celibate.  He was not a family man.  He seemed to like children 
and family life but that does not mean he considered them the only way to be human or the best 
way to be human.  Jesus was waiting for the Kingdom of God.  While waiting, apparently he 
thought celibacy was the best way to live, and many of his followers thought so too.  Many early 
Christians were celibate.  Early Christians had to be talked into having families.  Jesus did not 
think people would have the same kind of sex life and families after the Kingdom as they did 
before.  Jesus likely thought people would have real physical bodies of some kind but not as they 
were then.  The new bodies would be transformed and more ethereal.  It is not clear if the new 
bodies would have sex, have children, and live in families.  It is not clear what Jesus would have 
advised people about family life if he knew the Kingdom was to be delayed for a long time.  It is 
even less clear what Jesus would have advised people if he knew that the Kingdom as he wished 
it might never come.  Almost certainly, he would not have raised the family to an object of 
worship.  Definitely, he would not have raised the family to an object of worship to use as a 
political tool.   
 
Luke 14:25 – 14:26.  * Once he told a great crowd:  “If anybody wants to follow me but does not 
hate his father, mother, children, brothers, sisters, and even his own life, he cannot follow me.” *  
 
Matthew 10:37 – 10:39.  * “Nobody deserves me if he cares more about his father or mother than 
about me.  Nobody deserves me if he cares more about son or daughter.  Nobody deserves me if 
he does not take up his own cross [overcome his greatest desires and greatest fears] and walk in 
my footsteps.  By keeping his life, a man loses it.  By losing his life for me, a man will gain it.”  *  
 
Again, Luke is probably closer to the original while Matthew softened the words to make them 
more acceptable.  The reference to “take up his cross” would have been nonsense in Jesus’ time.  
It only makes sense as a comment Matthew added later to give power to his version.   
 
Mark 3:31 – 3:35.  * [Once while Jesus was in a big house], his mother and brothers arrived but 
could not get in because of the big crowd around the house, so they sent a message to Jesus 
inside through the crowd.  A man said to Jesus, “Your mother and brothers are outside asking for 
you.”  Jesus retorted, “Who is my mother?  Who are my brothers?”  Glancing at the people 
around him, he continued, “Here are my mother and brothers.  Whoever does as God asks is my 
brother, sister, and mother.” *  
 
The parallel passages are Matthew 12:46 – 12:50 and Luke 8:19 – 8:21.  
 
Luke 12:51 – 12:53.  * “Do you suppose that my mission on earth will bring only peace here?  Not 
at all.  My coming will bring division.  From now on, a family of five will be divided three against 
two or two against three, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and 
daughter against mother, and mother against son’s wife and son’s wife against her husband’s 
mother.” *   
 
Matthew 10:34 – 10:36.  * “Do not think that my mission here will bring only peace.  My mission 
brings not only peace but also the sword.  My coming will set a man against his father, a daughter 
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against her mother, a son’s wife against her husband’s mother, and a man will find bitter enemies 
even in his living room.” *   
 
Kingdom of God 1.  Jesus understood the “Kingdom of God” as below.  Most of the ideas are 
taken from Isaiah.  Most Jews at the time shared about half the ideas, up to the point indicated.   
 
-Israel would be free of political control by any other state or nationality.  Israel would not 
necessarily dominated other nations but no other nation could dominate Israel, and God would 
aid Israel in case of conflict.   
 
-God would run Israel.  Likely God would run Israel through the Temple priests with the 
cooperation of the aristocrats.  
 
-Other nations would look up to Israel for moral, religious, and political guidance.  Other nations 
would acknowledge God as the one god, and acknowledge the special relation of God with Israel.  
Other nations would not feel lessened by being under the dominion of God and the leadership of 
Israel but would be glad.  
 
-War would end, at least as concerns Israel but probably everywhere.  
 
-Social injustice would end.  Some wealth and power differences would continue but no person 
would be injured by them.  Everyone would have a chance.  Nobody would fall into hardship 
through the conniving of another.   
 
-Most disease and poverty would end.   
 
-The Devil would be defeated.  The main sign of the defeat would be the end of social injustice.  If 
social injustice persists, the Devil is not yet defeated.   
 
Not all Jews would have agreed with the following points.   
 
-It is not clear if Jesus expected a resurrection of prominent Jews or the past such as Moses, 
David, and Elijah, and/or a general resurrection of all Jews, or no resurrection.  He did not make a 
point of it.  
 
-It is not clear if Jesus expected himself to be resurrected in case he should die before the 
Kingdom came fully, but probably he did.  
 
-People would not die any more.  
 
-People would be transformed to be more spiritual than they are now but not to lose their physical 
bodies entirely.  
 
-It is not clear if he expected people to continue to feel sexual desire, get married, and have 
children.  I think not.  
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-People, especially Jews, would change their thinking and behavior to accord with the new way of 
life of the Kingdom.  They would change in accord with Jesus’ message.  This is the most 
important point about the Kingdom.   
 
-Jesus expected to be the major instrument by which God would start the Kingdom, and he 
expected to play a major role.  He did not expect to be King but he probably expected to be the 
major prophet speaking to the Temple priests.  
 
-Anybody who followed Jesus and acted as if the Kingdom were here would already be in the 
Kingdom and would be like Jesus as an instrument that brought in the Kingdom.  Followers would 
change their behavior to be like they were already in the Kingdom.  It is not clear if their bodies 
would change before the full coming of the Kingdom.  Followers both already lived in the Kingdom 
and brought it in for other people.  This is the second most important point.  
 
-All Jews would participate simply by being Jews.  It is not possible that any Jew would see the 
changes and not wish to participate fully as a good Jew.   
 
-The Kingdom was primarily for Jews.  All of Jesus’ original followers were Jews.  Non-Jews 
could participate as much as they accepted God and the leadership of Israel.  They did not have 
to convert to Judaism, but, if they did not, some benefits were not available, such as close 
communication with God through Temple priests.  I am not sure what all benefits were available 
or not available to non-Jews.  Non-Jews could fully belong by converting to Judaism.  
 
-If any non-Jew did not fully accept the changes, he-she would be excluded.  It is not clear what 
exclusion meant but probably it meant social ostracism, isolation from God as had happened to 
King David, and then death without possibility of resurrection.   
 
-There was no Hell in the Christian sense.   
 
Jesus was wrong about some of these points, for which see below.  The Church changed many 
of these points, for which see the next three chapters.   
 
Kingdom of God 2.  For Matthew, “Kingdom of Heaven” is the same as “Kingdom of God” 
because “heaven” is a euphemism for “God”.  See the end of this chapter for a few more words 
on the Kingdom of God.  
 
Jesus saw the Kingdom of God two ways.  First, the Kingdom was the restoration and rise of 
Israel.  The various groups of Hebrews (Israelites) reunite.  Israel becomes free.  At least some 
Hebrews are resurrected.  All people recognize Yahweh as the one true God, turn to Israel for 
guidance, live according to the Law as interpreted by Jesus, live according to the Golden Rule, 
and love their neighbors.  All people are neighbors.  Second, the Kingdom exists already in 
people’s hearts, ideals, and current behavior.  When people see the ideal and began to act on it, 
already they are in the Kingdom of God even if the rest of the world is a mess.   
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To me, the Kingdom also happens in two ways.  First, internally, when people understand that the 
world could be a better place and people actively work to make it better, they are already in the 
Kingdom.  People act according to the message of Jesus.  The real world does not have to 
become a perfect world to reach the Kingdom of God.  Whenever a person understands the idea 
and begins to work toward the idea then that person already has entered the Kingdom of God.  
Second, externally, as the real world approaches the ideal, it becomes the Kingdom of God.  For 
Jesus’ ideal in which Israel leads the world, I substitute the ideals of a better world and good 
nations.  In our times, I think of good nations as pluralistic democracies.  When pluralistic 
democracies work as they should, with decent people, real freedom, and reasonable prosperity, 
they are as close to the Kingdom of God as we get on this earth.  When most people live 
according to the message of Jesus, then we are in the Kingdom of God whether or not Israel has 
been restored and even if a lot of dead people are still not resurrected.  
 
I do not believe in any second coming or massive change in the world as in standard Christianity.  
I disagree with Jesus.  Any change in the world will be through science, politics, prosperity, and 
change in the environment.  I hope that change is for the good but it need not be.   
 
People probably will never achieve the ideal as it exists in human minds, and likely should not.  
The ideal is different in God’s mind.  If we approach human ideals we also hope that we approach 
God’s ideals at the same time.    
 
Jesus often talked of the Kingdom of God in terms of being invited to a feast.  This might be a 
third way of thinking about the Kingdom.  This way of understanding the Kingdom of God has 
some problems.  It is best to defer talking about it until Part Six of the book.  In the meantime, this 
way of thinking about the Kingdom of God can be taken as a variation on the other two ways.   
 
To begin, a passage on the external Kingdom:   
 
Mark 13:28 – 13:32.  * “Learn from the fig tree.  When its soft new shoots are breaking into 
leaves, you know that summer is near.  In the same way, when you see all that I have talked 
about happening, know that the change is near, even at the door.  Listen to me.  The present 
generation will live to see everything.  Heaven and earth will crumble but my words will never 
fade.”   
 
“But about the exact hour, nobody knows for sure, not even the high angels in heaven, not even 
the Son [me], but only the Father.” *  
 
Parallels are Matthew 24:34 – 24:36 and Luke 21:32 – 21:33.   
 
Now we see the internal side:   
 
Luke 17:20 – 17:21.  * The Pharisees asked Jesus, “When will the Kingdom of God arrive?”  
Jesus said, “You cannot tell by looking at external things when the Kingdom of God has come.  
You cannot say, ‘Oh, look at that!  It is here now!’  In fact, the Kingdom of God is already here 
among you [in your hearts and relations].” *  
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Luke contrived the setting of the Pharisees but the gist about the Kingdom is still true.  The two 
passages contradict each other if they refer to the Kingdom of God in the same way.  Only if we 
see the Kingdom as both inside and outside are they compatible.   
 
You can get a sense of the interior view from the movie “Casablanca”.  A friend of mine once was 
annoyed after seeing the movie because people gave Rick (Bogart) so much credit for “seeing 
the light” and going off to fight oppression while people overlooked the French freedom fighter 
who had been doing that already for years.  My friend missed the point.  Once a person gets the 
idea then he-she is fine.  We do not think a lot about people that already understand.  We rejoice 
when a new person gets the idea.  Getting the idea and starting to work is as much the Kingdom 
as any end point.  This conclusion is implied in the stress on intent and in the (contrived but 
useful) contrast between the rigid, external Jewish Law (system) versus Christian intuition.   
 
Luke 15:1 – 15:10.  * Once tax-men and other criminals were pushing in to hear Jesus when the 
lawyers and Pharisees saw the criminals and so started slandering him.  They said, “This guy 
welcomes sinners and actually eats with them.”  
 
Jesus answered them with a parable.  “If a person owns a hundred sheep and loses one of them, 
he will leave the ninety-nine behind in the [safe] open pasture while he searches for the one lost 
sheep until he finds it.  When he does find it, he is happy.  He puts it on his shoulders, and goes 
around to all his friends and neighbors, showing it off, saying, ‘I found my lost sheep’.  [On my 
authority], I tell you there will be greater joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 
ninety-nine righteous people who do not need to repent. 
 
Likewise, if a woman has ten golden earrings [as the basis for her personal wealth and 
independence] but loses one of them, she will turn on the light, carefully sweep the rug and under 
the furniture, and look in every nook and cranny until she finds it.  When she finds it, she will call 
up her friends and neighbors to say, ‘Come have some wine with me.  I found my lost earring.’  
[On my authority], I tell you God and the angels feel such joy over one sinner who repents.” *  
 
The parable of the Prodigal Son follows in Luke immediately.  
 
See the “Widow’s Gift” above.  When the widow throws in her two coins, she is already in the 
Kingdom of Heaven, and so are any people who understand her and are moved to do likewise, 
even if they not as well.  When a few people act correctly, they can stimulate a change in their 
society.  This is the chief way in which the Kingdom grows.  
 
Mark 4:30 – Mark 4:32.  * “How can I describe the Kingdom of God?  It is like the tiny mustard 
seed.  [In the beginning] when it is first planted, it is the smallest of all seeds.  But after it sprouts, 
it shoots up and grows taller than any other garden bush.  It has branches so big that even the 
birds can settle happily in its shade.” *  
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Luke 13:18 – 13:19 repeats the parable of the mustard seed, then goes on with Luke 13:20 – 
13:21.  * “What can I compare the Kingdom of God to?  It is like the spoonful of yeast that a 
woman mixed into the half-a-hundred weight of flour until all the flour was leavened [rose].” *  
 
Half-a-hundred weight is a lot of flour.  Yet a little yeast takes care of it all.  In modern terms, this 
is the idea of a “cell” of dedicated people, focus groups, consciousness-raising, radicalizing, 
networking, good PR, and “staying on message”.   
 
Notice that Jesus tells two versions, one for men and one for women, each story based on what 
would be clear simple personal experience.  Neither version is any better than the other and 
neither showed either gender in a better light.  This duplication was not to keep men and women 
in their own separate worlds but to bring both men and women into his one world on an equal 
basis.  In his time, this equality and inclusion of women was not unheard-of but was rare.  The 
previous chapter used the parable of the wedding banquet to describe inclusiveness but it can be 
repeated here to describe the Kingdom of Heaven.  
 
Luke 14:12 – 14:24.  * Once at a dinner party, Jesus said to his host [so that everybody could 
hear], “When you give a party, do not invite [only] friends, family, rich neighbors, [your boss, or 
influential people].  They will return your invitation, and then you will be fully repaid.  When you 
give a party, ask people who are poor, crippled, lame, blind, [or losers].  In that way, you will 
become happy.  They cannot repay you [so you cannot look for any reward in the normal terms of 
this world].  You will be repaid when good men arise on resurrection day [by God].”   
 
One of the guests heard this and said to Jesus, “The guests who sit at the feast in the Kingdom of 
God will be truly happy”.  Jesus continued with another story.  “A man was giving a big dinner 
party and sent out many invitations.  To remind the invitees, at dinner time he sent a servant to 
their homes to say, ‘Please come, everything is ready’.  The invitees all excused themselves.  
One said, ‘I just bought some land, and I have to go inspect it, so I’m sorry’.  Another said, ‘I 
bought five yoke of oxen [a brand new hybrid car], and I really want to try them out, so I’m sorry’.  
The next said, ‘I just got married.  You can see I have something more important.  I’m sorry.’  
When the servant returned, he reported all the excuses.  The master got angry.  He told the 
servant, ‘Go out right now into the dirty alleys of our town to bring the poor, crippled, lame, blind, 
[and losers].’  The servant went and returned quickly.  ‘Sir, I have called all as you ordered, and 
still we have more room at the table’.  The master added, ‘Then go out to the highways and the 
county roads.  [When you meet a traveler, farmer, or person of foreign land,] make them come in 
because I need my house to be full.  Alas.  None of the people I originally had invited will taste my 
banquet.’”  *  
 
The previous chapter used the parable of the unmerciful servant but it also can be used here to 
describe the Kingdom of Heaven.   
 
Matthew 18:23 – 18:25.  * “Think of the Kingdom of God this way:  Once a king decided to settle 
with his servants.  The first man the king saw had run up debts of billions.  He could not repay, so 
the master ordered him sold along with his wife, children, and all that he had.  The men fell on his 
face begging:  ‘Be patient with me and I will pay the debt.’  Pity moved the master to release the 
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man and forgive the debt.  No sooner was the man out the door than he ran into a fellow civil 
servant who owed him only a few dollars.  The first man grabbed the second man by the throat 
and said, ‘Pay all you can right now’.  The second man fell at the first man’s feet begging for 
mercy saying, ‘Be patient with me and I will pay the debt’.  But the first man refused and had the 
second man jailed until the second man [his family] could pay the debt.  The other civil servants 
were shocked when they saw, [and feared for themselves too], so they told the master the story.  
The master sent for the first man.  The master said, ‘You scoundrel!  I forgave your whole debt 
when you begged me.  You were honor bound to show your fellows the same pity that I showed 
you.’  The master condemned the man to torture until the man could pay the whole debt.  That is 
how God my father will treat you unless you forgive your brothers and sisters from your heart.”  *  
 
The story of the Kingdom below is my favorite because it reinforces lessons from the movie 
“Casablanca” and from optimistic American culture.   
 
Matthew 20:1 – 20:16.  * “The Kingdom of Heaven is like this.  A landowner went out early in the 
morning to hire labor for his vineyard.  After agreeing on the standard daily wage, he sent the 
men off to work.  About nine in the morning, he saw some more un-hired workers, so he said, ‘Go 
out in my trucks to work with the others in my vineyard and I will pay you a fair wage’.  That was 
their best deal, so they went.  At noon, he did the same thing, and then again at three in the 
afternoon.  One hour before quitting time at sunset, he found another group of men who had not 
worked all day.  He asked them why they were still standing around at the end of the day, and 
they said because nobody [was interested in them and] would hire them.  So he did the same for 
them that he had done with workers earlier.  [They were happy to go to get in wages whatever 
they could, even for an hour’s work.]  At dusk, at quitting time, the landowner had his foreman call 
in everybody to get paid, starting with the last and ending with the first.  The landowner paid 
everybody the same no matter how long they had worked.  The ones hired in the early morning 
expected a bonus but didn’t get it.  They were not happy, saying ‘Hey!  You pay the Johnny-
come-lately workers as much as you paid us, and we have been sweating out here in the hot sun 
all day long!  [How about a bonus to recognize our hard work and to show how much you value 
us?]’  The owner turned to the leaders and said, ‘My old friends, I am not unfair.  We had a 
bargain didn’t we?  And I lived up to it, didn’t I?  If I choose to pay the others the same as you, 
that does not mean I pay you any less.  I can do with my money what I want.  You should not get 
angry because I am big-hearted.’  In the same way, in the Kingdom of God, [among the 
Christians and Jews], the last will be first and the first will be last.” *  
 
To get some bad reminders out of the way first:  Some original readers of this passage saw the 
first workers as the non-Christian Jews while the later workers are Christians.  Other original 
readers saw the first workers as the pioneer followers of Jesus, Galileans and Jews, who built the 
Church and did the hard work while the later workers are the second or third generation 
Christians, many non-Jews, who took over an established movement and re-shaped it to what 
they wished.  Jews had an agreement with God, the Covenant, and God had lived up to his end.  
If God wishes now to let non-Jews into the Covenant and to treat them as well as Jews, out of 
kindness, how has God cheated the Jews?  Christians have a right to full benefits while non-
believing Jews do not.  Likewise, the early Christians had the example of Jesus and the martyrs.  
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They knew how hard the job would be and what they could expect.  They have no complaints if 
later Christians get the same reward without all the danger and fighting.  
 
Hopefully now we see:  The vineyard is the Kingdom of God.  To work in the vineyard means to 
work for the Kingdom and to be in the Kingdom.  There is only one wage for working in the 
Kingdom, which is the highest wage that can be paid.  Whenever in a person’s life he-she gets 
Jesus’ message and decides to work for the Kingdom, that is when the person is entitled to the 
full pay, and that is when the person receives the full wage.  Whenever in your life you 
understand the Kingdom of God, then that is when you enter the Kingdom fully.  Whenever in 
your life you understand an idea from math, science, politics, religion, or environmentalism, then 
that is when you get the idea, get it fully, and cannot get it any better.  Whenever in your life you 
get the Tao, the reality of human existence, the participation of all beings in all other beings, or 
Enlightenment, you get it, and you cannot get it any better.  It does not matter if people before 
you got it too.  People that already understand have no reason to feel jealous of people that just 
understood.  Among people that have been in it for a while, enthusiasm might have faded and the 
work might seem hard.  Among people that have just come in, enthusiasm is high and the work 
seems like play.  But really the work and the reward are just the same and it is what they 
expected all along.  Make yourself useful and do not worry about the reward or about what other 
people get.  
 
Eschatological Jesus; Big Change is Coming Soon.  Jesus did think there would be a big 
external change of the world and the change would come soon.  As time passed and the big 
external change did not come, Christians substituted an internal change and membership in the 
Church for the external change, forgot about the external change, and forgot how quickly it was 
supposed to come, except when they used it as a threat.  The passage about the fig tree 
continues as below in Mark 13:30.  The “abomination of desolation” likely refers to a statue of 
himself that the Roman Emperor Caligula tried to put in the temple at Jerusalem and which 
helped start another severe conflict.  Jesus could not have used that event as a reference 
because it happened after Jesus died.  I have seen churches in the South put an American flag 
up above the altar, so I know how some Jews must have felt when Caligula did this.   
 
Mark 13:30 – 13:31.  * “I say:  the present generation will live to see all of this.  Heaven and earth 
will crumble away but my words will last forever.” *  
 
Mark 13:14 – 13:19.  * “When you see the ‘abomination of desolation’ seizing a place to which it 
has no right (you the reader should understand), then Judeans must flee to the hills right away.  If 
a man is sitting on his deck, he should not go back into the house to get anything.  If a man is in 
the yard, he must not return for his coat.  Alas for pregnant women in those days and for women 
with nursing children.  Pray [to God] that the big event does not come in winter.  Those days will 
see anguish that has not been felt since the beginning of the created world and will not be felt 
again.” *  
 
Luke 12:35 – 12:40.  Jesus speaks to his disciples:  * “Be ready for action, with boots on and the 
light shining.  Be like firemen waiting for the bell to ring.  Happy are the pilots and crew when their 
commander returns to see them ready for action.  The commander will lend his own hand, 
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prepare their rations, and suit them up even if it is in the middle of the night or just before dawn.  
Remember, if the house owner had known when the burglar was coming he would not have gone 
out and would not have let the burglar break in.  Keep always ready because the Son of Man will 
come when you least expect him.” *  
 
Luke 12:49 – 12:53.  * “I have come to set the earth on fire and how I wish I could set the match 
to it now!  Do you think I came to bring universal peace?  Not at all.  I came to divide people.  
From now on, in one family of five, three will oppose two and two will oppose three.  Fathers will 
oppose sons and sons oppose fathers.  A mother will oppose her daughter-in-law and a wife will 
oppose her son’s mother.” *  
 
Luke 20:34 – 20:38.  * Jesus said, “The [ordinary] men and women of this world go ahead and 
marry.  But the people whom God has judged worthy of a place in the other world and to be 
resurrected from the dead do not marry.  They are not subject to death any longer [so why should 
they marry and how could they marry].  They are like angels, they are like children of God [Elohim 
from the Tanakh] because they will be resurrected [and so have eternal life of a different kind].  
The truth of resurrection comes out in the story of Moses and the burning bush.  Moses calls 
God, ‘the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob’.  Those people were alive.  God is not God of the 
dead but of the living.” *   
 
Jesus probably did not quote scripture like that.  Luke probably added the quotation to emphasize 
the point.  Jesus likely did make the point about people being resurrected and about not having 
regular physical bodies.   
 
Kingdom of God 3:  Useful Images.  This section is not formal theology.  It does not try to 
interpret Jesus or God.  It only offers images that might make more intuitive sense of the 
Kingdom of God for modern people.  These images do not come from Jesus but from modern 
imagination.   
  
Groundhog Day.  In the movie “Groundhog Day”, Bill Murray eventually realizes it is better to be 
useful and to do good than to keep up a bitchy attitude and annoy people.  It takes him a long 
time to learn how to do good but eventually he really makes people feel better.  He saves himself 
in the process.  He quits hating himself.  He becomes a loved and useful member of the 
community.  Realizing this is getting into the Kingdom of God.  Just the realization and a sincere 
effort are enough.  You are automatically fully in when you see this.  You have to try hard once 
you get it, but you don’t have to be superman.  Just getting it makes the trying not so onerous.  In 
one case, Murray tried to save an old drunk derelict but could not.  That does not matter.  It 
matters that he tried and that he felt the death of another human in his heart.   
 
“Groundhog Day” focuses on the personal level, and a lot of it is maudlin.  Many of us could not 
be content with only doing good deeds like fixing a flat tire.  Some of us want to work on a more 
systemic level such as curing poverty or saving nature.  That is fine too.  If you feel the need to 
work on a system level, but you do not yet know how to work on that level, you should try to find 
out how.  If you feel the need, and you see how, then you should do it.  If you do not feel it or see 
how to do it, do not worry.  The point is to see and feel the importance of being useful.   
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Contentious Angels.  Imagine a group of angels still in heaven, bragging about how successful 
they could be in any created world.  They brag that they could be like Bill Murray no matter what 
world they were put in.  No matter what the world was like, they would discover morality, act in 
the best way, and act only in the best way.  They might be selfish for a little while but they would 
soon come to their senses, learn how to do good in that particular world, overcome their 
selfishness, and then do only good.  God calls them on their brag.  He makes a world for them.  
But God is smarter than they are.  He wants to teach them that they really can fail so they know 
how hard success is and so they really understand their fellows who succeed and fail.  What kind 
of a world would God put them into?  In that world, what would life be like for the angels who did 
succeed in coming to their senses?  Our world is like the training world that angels would need to 
get the chip knocked off.  The Kingdom of God is like the society of angels that come to their 
senses.  I return to this image later in the book.   
 
Video Games.  People tend to project their world into metaphysics and theology.  I do not 
remember who said that, if horses had gods, they would look like horses.  “Gulliver’s Travels” 
uses this idea.  This subsection does too.  That does not mean it is bad.  Since the rise of 
computer simulations, many people have said this world is like a simulation and God is like a 
programmer.  I am not always sure of their point but often enough it seems to be that God and 
morality do not matter so much after all.  The world is not really real.  Someday our character will 
end, and that is that.  I can see the point but I disagree.  While you are in the game, the game is 
real.  No matter what video game we were in, morality would still be similar.  The point is to do 
well in the game you are in.  The point is to play the game as well as you can by the best morality 
that you know in that game.  Just because the world is a game does not mean it is less real.  As 
far as you are concerned, it is as real as real gets.  Unless you are God, there is no reality other 
than the subordinate reality of particular games.  If we could discover a greater reality for sure, 
and we knew what morality was supposed to prevail there, then we could import that morality 
here.  Gnosticism and the “Matrix” movies try to do that.  Until then, though, this world is reality 
even if it is only a video game and we are only characters in the game.  While we are here, our 
task is to play the game by the best morality we know how.  Just because it is a game does not 
mean we can stop playing the game or play by a different morality.  Even in the matrix, unless we 
were Neo, our task would be to act like Bill Murray or Trinity.  If in the end our character just ends, 
then we will not have lost anything by playing it that way.   
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4.04 The Early Church 1: Overall   
 
 
This chapter and the next four, five in all, describe the early Church and the change in the image 
of Jesus.  I do not illustrate with passages from the New Testament because that would take too 
long; some passages are cited in Chapter 04.07.  Earlier chapters summarized what happened 
after Jesus died.  These chapters fill in some details.  These chapters are not a history of the 
early Church.  The main goal is to allow you to read more books about the early Church, and to 
be able to deal with the point of view of the authors.   
 
It is easy to say that the story of the Church is the familiar tale of a great person taken over by an 
institution.  The story is that; but it is also bigger, more interesting, and more important.  Please 
keep an open mind and pay attention to the bigger story.   
 
Agrarian Hero.  For reasons that I do not fully understand, the people in early large agricultural 
states, such as Babylon, Egypt, India, and China, over 2500 years ago, liked to have a divine or 
semi-divine hero.  Usually the hero is a young man, but sometimes the hero is a young woman, 
as with Kwan Yim (Jaaw Mae Kuan Im) in China and Japan.  The hero rescues the people from 
everyday life and makes everyday life more meaningful.  The hero allows the people access to a 
better life either in another spiritual place, like heaven or the “Western Lands”, or allows them 
access to a better life in a future birth.  The hero listens to their troubles, and often intervenes in 
this life to make it better.  The hero absolves them of their sins.  The hero saves them.  The hero 
performs miracles, often from the time he was a child.  The hero mediates between the highest 
God and the people.  Usually the hero is more graceful, kind, and ethereal than the average 
person or average deity.  The hero is a perfect person.  Although the hero is noble, the hero 
relates to the common people more than to other aristocrats.  The hero gives the common people 
their own version of the abundant good life that had been confined to aristocrats.  Often the hero 
has a family and a band of followers who help.  Often the hero dies and is reborn, or appears in 
this life as the result of many previous deaths and rebirths.  Usually the hero is killed by enemies 
of the people and the true spiritual life.  The dying and being reborn reflect the seasons and 
symbolizes eternal good life, as a seed has to die so as to be reborn a young healthy beautiful 
sprouted plant.  The proper attitude toward the hero is faith, devotion, and worship.  The proper 
attitude brings the proper rewards.  In Egypt, the family was Isis, Osiris, Horus, and Set.  In India, 
it was mostly Vishnu, his human incarnations, and the figures around him.  In Buddhist countries, 
the hero has been various Bodhisattvas.   
 
Jesus clearly falls into this pattern.  Some among the early followers of Jesus gave him some of 
the attributes of an agrarian religious hero, and later followers eventually added the entire set.  
Modern states are the heirs of early agricultural states.  People in modern states like to believe in 
a semi-divine hero as much as our ancestors did.  Most Christians today know Jesus’ stereotyped 
attributes more because they adopt this mythic pattern than because they understand theology – 
just like followers of other religious leaders.  Likely, today, people still convert to Christianity as 
much because they are attracted by these attributes as from any deep understanding.  
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All religions use these attributes, especially miracles, to argue that they validate their particular 
hero and their particular religion.  If all religious leaders had these mythic attributes then they 
cannot be used to validate any one leader or religion.  Christians call this pattern “mere myth” 
when it applies to non-Christian religious figures yet say it is literally true when it applies to Jesus.  
C.S. Lewis said that Jesus was the only true case of these attributes, and other religious leaders 
had these attributes through a kind of metaphysical imitation of Jesus, even if they came before 
Jesus.  Atheists debunk this myth as a way to discredit bad thinking and to force people to their 
views.  Whether Jesus really had these attributes is not a question I can answer definitely.  I think 
he did not.  I think nobody really had these mythic attributes, but I don’t care much.  Whether the 
myth is literally true in any particular case is not very important.  Seeing the main message of the 
religious leader is important.   
 
If these attributes certainly got in the way of the message of great religious figures, then it would 
be necessary to debunk the myth harshly – Zen does some of that.  But I have found that is not 
the case with most believers.  Some people can respond only with devotion and cannot respond 
much to a deep message anyway, so trying to debunk the myth is useless.  Some zealots insist 
on the attributes for their hero and no others; it is best to leave them alone.  We can only hope 
that devotees and zealots do little harm.  Most traditional believers cannot let go of the myth but 
are receptive to the main message as long as you do not attack the attributes of their hero.  That 
is mostly what I do in this book.  Some open-minded believers are curious about the myth, how it 
has shaped ideas about their leader, and about other religious heroes.  Sometimes they can see 
beyond the myth to the messages.  Then it is worth explaining the situation and comparing 
religious heroes without forcing any conclusions.   
 
This chapter and the next two chapters explain how Jesus got some of the attributes, in particular 
the ones that are most in contention today such as his divinity.  The point, as always, is not to 
discredit but rather to clarify.  I aim to calm people down so they can see the reasons on the other 
side, and do the right thing.  The right thing is the message of Jesus.   
 
Kind Words about the Early Church.  Besides becoming a large institution with the appropriate 
divine hero leader, the early Christian Church also served as the vehicle that carried Jesus’ 
message, preserved it for us, and made sure that it could be offered to all people.  Throughout 
Christianity, many followers have found Jesus in his message rather than in formal institutions.  
They could find his message only because the formal institutions carried it.  The early Church 
was run by what we now call radical middle compromisers.  The Church leaders took into account 
reasonable interpretations of Jesus and then sought the middle ground of likely truth, as some 
people today take into account the reasonable world religions and seek the middle path of truth in 
them.  Within about forty years after Jesus died, most Christians tended to see him as God and to 
overlook that he was a man.  The early Church insisted on seeing Jesus not just as God but also 
as fully human.  This stance would have been the liberal humanist viewpoint of its time.  The early 
Church lost converts and patronage because of this stance but the early Church stuck to it.  
Modern liberals owe their ability to see Jesus as a man to the stubbornness of the early Church.  
If you can work through a bit of early Church history (not only in this book) you might better feel 
Jesus’ message even if you do not like what standard Christianity did to him.  You have to know 
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what Christianity did to appreciate the Jesus behind the institutions.  I repeat this point often 
because I want to be sure it gets through.   
 
Method and Ideology.  This section prepares you to read other books.  The earliest Church was 
not one thing; it was a mixture of groups, individuals, ideas, and practices.  If each group had a 
distinct signature, a distinct idea or practice or place, then it would be easy to trace the history 
Jesus’ image in the earliest Church.  That is not the case.  The earliest Church was more like a 
stew than a neat box of classified chocolates.  So, modern scholars developed methods to tell the 
meat from the potatoes.  
 
Conservatives see the package of the standard orthodox Nicene Church already clearly defined 
in the earliest groups of Christians.  They assume groups that showed later standard dogma got 
their dogma directly from Jesus while he was alive and that they dominated the early Church from 
the beginning.  They assume that the standard package comes as a whole directly from Jesus via 
those groups.  They dismiss other groups as heretical.  
 
In contrast, liberals see the earliest Church as not dominated by any dogma about divinity but as 
a diverse movement of people all following the Golden Rule and all working to change society 
according to modern liberal ideals.  Within that early mass movement, a deviant group arose later 
that stressed ideas such as the divinity of Jesus and deviant practices such as the Lord’s Supper 
and paranormal spiritual gifts.  That odd group did not represent Jesus’ intent or the true spirit of 
his all-about but it did come to dominate the movement and the Church.  The message of Jesus 
persisted despite the arising of standard dogma rather than because of it.  
 
I agree with the liberals but the situation is complicated.  Ideological battles complicate the story 
of the Church.   
 
(1) The first battle has been mentioned:  Standard Christians feel their package must be taken as 
a whole or not at all.  Any criticism of any part is seen as an assault on the whole.  If we deny the 
right of the Church to interpret the bread and wine, then we deny all Church authority, deny Jesus 
was God, was resurrected, died, had a message, or even lived.  If we say Jesus was only a 
prophet but not God, then we deny it all.  In the same way, if we say Jesus had an important 
message, then we accept the whole package including the divinity of Jesus, the magic of the 
birth, death, and resurrection, the democracy of Bishops for the Orthodox Church, the Pope for 
Roman Catholics, and the rebellion against the Papacy for Protestants.  I think we can accept 
what points we think are true without attacking the whole package of any church and without 
accepting the whole package either. 
 
(2) The second ideological battle runs as a theme in the background of recent books on Jesus 
and the Church:  The earlier in the literature we can find some idea or practice, the truer it is to 
Christianity, the more likely that many followers believed it, and the more likely it came from 
Jesus himself.  If a writer wishes to validate an idea about Christianity, he-she looks for a scrap of 
evidence that it appeared as early as possible, regardless of other considerations.  Unfortunately, 
this assumption is not true.  It would be true only if we had direct access to all of what Jesus said 
without any filtering by any enthusiasts later.  Think of Presidents Kennedy and Reagan, or of 
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dead rock musicians.  What devotees thought in the first decade after famous people died is less 
accurate than the truth that got sorted out later.  Many exuberant fans did not even understand 
stars well but substituted their own ideas of the star’s cosmic meaning.  The loudest fans are not 
always the best representatives of the charismatic dead.  We have to take evidence as we find it.  
 
(3) The early followers of Jesus were a mixture of people with various ideas, just like early rock-
and-roll.  We find Fats Domino alongside Jerry Lee Lewis.  We find high divinity along with lowly 
carpenter.  An idea or a practice might be in the early literature but might not represent what early 
followers of Jesus thought in general and what Jesus thought.  The song “Strawberry Fields” is a 
“psychedelic” song but it does not represent the whole 1960s.  The song “Smells like Teen Spirit” 
by Nirvana might or might not represent 1990s punk revival or Curt Kobain.  Particular ideas 
come from particular groups of early Christians but those ideas do not necessarily represent what 
was going on and do not necessarily represent Jesus - even if those ideas later prevailed – but 
they might.  We have to think about what groups were present among early followers of Jesus, 
and how they imposed their “spin” on what followed.  
 
(4) “The victors write the history”.  What we see as the practices and ideas of the Church is what 
survived because the group that prevailed carried them on.  They won, so what they thought and 
did became standard.  The winners did not always represent Jesus or the general followers of 
Jesus.  They did not necessarily win because they were like Jesus.  In my experience, subgroups 
that prevail within movements are not at all Jesus-like, and usually are not like the spirit of the 
original movement.  The leaders of the Republican Party now are not like the people that began 
the Conservative movement and not like Lincoln or Eisenhower.  People now think swing music is 
the core of jazz or bop is the core, but jazz was not those at first.  Swing and bop represent jazz 
to because they prevailed among the public (swing) or hipsters (bop), not because they 
accurately represent early jazz or because they are better.   
 
(5) The same fuzziness with groups, ideas, practices, and doctrine applies not only right after 
Jesus but also through the whole history of the Church.  Just because the Christians in Antioch 
around 100 CE were influential does not mean the entire Church followed them and does not 
mean their ideas and practices are correct – but it might.  Just because the church in Rome 
believed some things in 150 CE and eventually won the war does not mean the entire Church 
was like that or that those ideas and practices are correct – but it might.  Just because grunge 
jam bands played their way does not mean all punk revival was like that and does not mean 
original punk was like that or that all punk should be like that.   
 
(6) Not every distinct idea or practice necessarily represents a distinct group.  Not every group 
had its own distinct ideas and practices.  Ideas and practices span groups.  Punk, heavy metal, 
and folk rock actually share a lot in common.  We have to be careful if we say that a certain 
practice represents a certain group, a certain group represents Jesus, a certain group represents 
all of Jesus’ followers, a certain group came to impose its will on all followers, or a certain group 
that used to represent Jesus and his authentic followers died out.  Trying to write a history of the 
early Church is like trying to write a history of jazz without any evidence except a lot of “cuts” on 
old records from which all the labels have been removed.  
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In sum, consider four cases made of two options.  We can like or dislike an idea, and the idea can 
be present or absent in the early literature.  (A) Just because we like an idea, and it is present in 
early writings, does not mean Jesus endorsed it or the majority of early followers endorsed it.  (B) 
Just because we like an idea, and it is not present in early writings, does not mean it used to be 
present, and it did represent Jesus and his early followers, but some subgroup squelched it later.  
(C) Just because we do not like some idea, and it is present in early writings, does not mean 
either that it does represent Jesus and his followers or that some later group imposed it.  (D) Just 
because we do not like some idea, and it is not present in early writings, does not mean it was 
never there.  It might never have been there, or might have been there and got deleted.  If an 
idea or practice is present in early writing, we have to deal with that and any possible links to 
groups.  If an idea or practice is not present, we have to deal with that and any possible links to 
groups.  This is why people want a simple, clear, consistent text such as the idealized New 
Testament, and a simple roster of clear-cut groups with typical ideas and practices.  
 
Diaspora Jews and Gentile God Fearers.  “Diaspora” means “cast about” as with seeds; 
“spora” means “seeds”.  Applied to Jews, the term means the Jews who moved away from Israel.  
There were three large Diaspora.  The first Diaspora took place over centuries and might have 
involved the most people.  It was just the continual movement of Jews into the Greek and Roman 
empires, mostly to cities.  By the time of Jesus, many Jews lived in cities all over the Roman 
Empire, and many had adopted some Roman ways.  The second Diaspora came after 70 CE 
when Rome sacked Jerusalem.  The third occurred after 130 CE when the Romans overran 
Israel and forced many Jews out.  From then on, most Jews lived away from Israel.  Some 
Diaspora Jews tolerated the ways of non-Jews around them while some were critical.  Some did 
not keep the old Jewish ways while some became even stricter.  Some traditions could not be 
kept while away from Israel, such as animal sacrifice by priests at the Temple.  All Jews 
contributed to the rise of Rabbinical Judaism.  Some of them contributed to Christianity.   
 
Almost as soon as Israel was incorporated within the Greek empire after about 300 BCE, some 
non-Jews discovered Jewish religion, respected it, and tried to follow it.  The idea of a single good 
God goes along with the best ideas of Greek thought.  Some non-Jews identified Yahweh with 
one of their old major gods, such as Zeus, while others left native their religion to practice 
Judaism as best they could.  They followed a less strict version of the Law that is based on rules 
from Noah rather than Moses.  Not many non-Jews fully converted to Judaism and Mosaic Law 
because to do so required male circumcision.  Some converted their children.  Non-convert 
followers of Judaism were called “God Fearers”.  How well Jews accepted God Fearers 
depended on the situation.   
 
When Christians sought converts, they went after Diaspora Jews and God Fearers.  Scholars use 
Diaspora Jews and God Fearers to explain how following Jesus changed into worshipping Christ.  
Scholars argue that both these groups were already used to the idea of a divine son of (a) god.  
Both groups played more of a role than Jews in Judea but it is really not clear how much of a role 
either played.   
 
Defining Crises.  Eleven crises helped define the Jesus movement, and helped build the early 
Church.  As a result of these crises, groups of Jesus’ followers began to use ideas not in standard 
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Judaism as we see now.  The next section describes some of the ideas.  The crises are in rough 
time order but not exact time order.  Because now we focus on the Church instead of Jesus, I 
switch from “Kingdom” to “kingdom”.   
 
(1) Jesus’ Death.  Jesus probably did not predict his death although he likely sensed he could get 
into serious trouble as leader of a movement.  If he did anticipate his death, he did not forewarn 
followers enough so they expected it.  The predictions of his death in the gospels were all added 
later to rationalize his death, the ignorance of his followers, and the impact of his death.  Jesus’ 
death was a great shock to his followers, both the fact of his death and the method.  Crucifixion 
was deliberate humiliation.  Until Jesus’ death, followers would never have believed the messiah 
could die before he restored Israel or the messiah could be crucified.  They could not understand 
how God could allow Jesus to die, or, if God arranged for Jesus to die, what purpose Jesus’ 
death by crucifixion could serve.  It seemed evil had beaten Jesus and God.  Jesus’ death was a 
greater shock and greater inversion of good-to-evil to his followers than the change of Annikin 
Skywalker into Darth Vader was to Obiwan Kenobi.  Jesus’ followers had to account for the role 
of Jews and Romans in the life and death of Jesus.  They explained Jesus’ death by saying it was 
really part of God’s larger plan, a plan that had been secret until Jesus’ death revealed it.  
Followers had to explain how Jews could be the chosen people of God in the long run and yet aid 
evil in the short run.   
 
(2) Jesus’ Resurrection.  The resurrection was both a solution to the problem of Jesus’ death and 
the cause of another problem in itself.  It does not matter if Jesus really rose from the dead or not.  
It matters that some people believed they saw him after death, some people convinced 
themselves they saw him after death, and other people believed them.  Followers had to decide if 
they believed in his resurrection.  Followers that did not believe separated from those that did.  
Eventually followers that did believe dominated.  Followers that believed then had to make sense 
of his resurrection within the constraints given by the problems below.   
 
(3) The Delay.  At first, followers who believed in Jesus’ resurrection expected other dead people 
to rise soon and expected the Kingdom to come right away, certainly within a few years.  Jesus 
did not necessarily say the Kingdom would come within a few years but he did make the coming 
seem soon, and his followers expected it soon.  Followers expected that leaders, such as Peter, 
Thomas, John, Paul, and Jesus’ brother James, would not die until the general resurrection had 
come.  As time went by, other people besides Jesus did not rise from the dead, the Kingdom did 
not come, and the leaders died.  Then Christians had to revise ideas about Israel, Judaism, the 
Kingdom, Jesus, time, history, faith, salvation, and what it meant to follow Jesus.  As a result, 
followers’ ideas about the Kingdom differed from Jesus’ ideas.  
 
(4) Not Offending the Romans; the Kingdom.  Because Jewish and Roman authorities killed 
Jesus as a pretender to the throne of Israel, followers of Jesus made clear they did not want any 
standard political-military kingdom.  Yet they still had to go along with the kingdom language that 
Jesus had used.  So they had to explain how Jesus’ followers had a kingdom with a head-and-
ruler but the kingdom was not political or military, not populated by resurrected people, and not 
bounded by any state.  The kingdom came to mean many things and still does:  community, 
church, heaven on earth, heaven not on earth, the planet, family values, an internal attitude 
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regardless of the external world, self-control, and the striving for a better world regardless of 
whether it is achieved.   
 
(5) Jesus as Human and God.  Some followers did not think of Jesus as any kind of god, and did 
not want other people to see him that way.  Mainstream strict Jews would have resisted seeing 
Jesus as god way but I suspect some non-Jews also resisted.  Some followers thought of Jesus 
as a minor god, more likely the son of a god, like Herakles (Hercules) or Achilles.  Mainstream 
Jews would not have thought this way but some non-strict Jews might have.  Most people who 
thought this way were non-Jews.  Some followers thought of Jesus as a strong high god, likely in 
line with Gnosticism and some form of emanation.  Most of these followers likely were non-Jews.  
Some followers thought he was a mix of human and god, high god or otherwise.  Some followers 
thought he was purely god and only used human likeness as a disguise to get the job done while 
here on Earth.  It is not clear what difference these ideas about Jesus would have made in 
practices and in community relations.  Likely some followers with strong ideas about Jesus as not 
god could not get along with other followers who insisted that Jesus was pure high god, and so 
the two groups formed separate communities.  The early Church eventually had to settle on one 
consistent version.  Ideas of resurrection and of Jesus as some kind of god go together and likely 
reinforced each other to the exclusion of other options.   
 
(6) Reinterpreting Rites and Making Rites.  Christians took over baptism from John.  They did not 
want to be seen as merely an extension of John’s movement, so they had to interpret baptism in 
their own way.  They made baptism a secret initiation rite.  They also started the ritual of the Last 
Supper, for which they had two versions.  The first version was a communal meal for all followers, 
and did not stress conversion of the wine and bread into body and blood.  The second version 
was a secret initiation rite too, along with baptism, and did stress conversion.  Rituals like this 
help groups to keep solidarity, especially in the face of opposition.  
 
(7) Salvation.  Because Jesus died before the Kingdom came, Jesus did not offer membership in 
the traditional Jewish Kingdom of God.  Yet following Jesus had to offer something.  It offered 
salvation and insisted Jesus was the instrument of salvation.  Salvation is the final entering into 
the non-political kingdom.  There are many ideas of salvation and of how Jesus saves, and I do 
not go into them here.  None make much sense to me.  Ideas of salvation, resurrection, and have 
to conform to each other, and do tend to reinforce each other.  It is easier to say a god saves than 
that a man saves.   
 
(8) Growing Importance of Non-Jews.  Jesus had aimed his mission at Jews, although he 
probably did allow minor non-Jewish participation.  The important early followers were all Jews, 
and they aimed their mission at Jews too.  Some of the issues listed above prevented Jews in 
general from going along.  Some Jews-in-general did not believe in resurrection at all.  Of Jews-
in-general that did believe in some kind of resurrection, many did not think that Jesus was 
resurrected and did not think his life and death were the prelude to a general resurrection.  The 
idea of Jesus’ resurrection soon led Christians to give Jesus semi-divine or divine status.  
Consent to Jesus’ resurrection meant also accepting his divine status.  That, most Jews could not 
do.  Membership shifted to non-Jews, including non-Jews that were not God Fearers and might 
know little about Judaism.   
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(9) Split From the Jews.  It would have been possible for Christians to have a movement that did 
not include Jews, even one based on a Jew, without Christians and Jews being hostile, just as 
Buddhists split from Hindus but Buddhists and Hindus are not hostile to each other. Yet Jews and 
Christians did split and become hostile.  Why this happened is less important than what resulted.  
Both groups hurt each other.  They demonized each other.  Which group got hurt the most 
depended on which groups was in power.  When Christians finally gained the long-term upper 
hand, they hurt Jews over centuries.  The greatest tragedy is that Jews and Christians could not 
recognize Jesus as a prophet and mutually benefit from his message.  The second greatest 
tragedy is that Christian ideas formed in false opposition to the Jews, such as denigration of 
Jewish Law, distorted Christian thinking for centuries.   
 
(10) Eligibility, Citizenship, and Benefits.  People understood citizenship and its benefits in the 
Empire of Rome, the state of Israel, or the Jewish Kingdom of God but people did not 
automatically understand citizenship and benefits in the Christian kingdom of God.  Membership 
among Jesus’ followers also meant citizenship in the Christian kingdom of God.  People needed 
to know what that meant.  As long as recruiting was aimed primarily at Jews, and before the rift 
with Jews, citizenship in the kingdom of God, and the benefits, were not issues.  Any Jew was 
eligible for citizenship and would receive full benefits, whatever those might be.  Non-Jews were 
not eligible unless they accepted God and the pre-eminence of Jews.  After resurrection and 
divinity became key issues, and it was clear the kingdom was not coming soon, then eligibility, 
citizenship, and benefits became problems.  Who was eligible and who not?  If a person was 
eligible, what more did he-she have to do to achieve full citizenship?  Were non-Jews eligible 
without doing anything further such as getting circumcised and without following the Law?  Was 
God Fearer status enough or was more required?  Did they have to follow the full Law or only 
some of it?  Before, citizens got the benefit of resurrection and the eternal good life implied by 
resurrection.  Now it was not clear what benefits they could expect.  The most common benefit 
cited was salvation, but salvation has it problems; and other benefits were cited too, such as 
eternal life, heaven, and abundant life.  The various benefits had to be sorted out.  Eligibility, 
membership, and benefits depended on what kind of kingdom followers could expect.  That, in 
turn, depended on who Jesus was, and what his death and resurrection meant.   
 
(11) Multiple Communities:  Multiple Interpretations of Jesus and Everything.  Various groups of 
Jesus’ followers separated into communities with distinct points of view.  Although there was 
blending, the distinctions were hard enough so they could not be reconciled and so they caused 
trouble.  The next chapters list and discuss the communities.  The communities developed their 
versions of Jesus’ life, his status as god or man, and of various rituals such as Baptism and the 
Eucharist.  They used their doctrines and rites as initiation ceremonies, as ways to keep the 
group coherent, keep others out, and compete with other groups.  The controversies in the New 
Testament are as much between these groups of Jesus’ followers as they are between Jesus’ 
followers and Jews.  Eventually, one group had to emerge as dominant.  That is the group that 
gave us orthodox Christianity and the Church up to about 1100 CE (AD).   
 
The Church as Solution.  A kingdom needs some order, and real people need a visible 
organization on this material earth even if the theoretical kingdom is spiritual and even if the 
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eventual reward is in heaven.  Whatever organization gives order, controls access, certifies 
members, excludes non-members, controls relations between members, and gives ideas, 
becomes the de facto kingdom.  By becoming the kingdom on this Earth, the Church settled the 
early crises.   
 
Jesus explained how followers were not just waiting for the Kingdom of God but actually lived it 
while they waited.  That is the basis for the communities of followers.  Early Christians really lived 
in communities that were distinct from neighbors and often better.  The Church used the-
community-of-followers-as-the-kingdom as a way to become the kingdom when it was able to 
decide who was in a genuine Christian community.  At the same time, the Church did urge people 
to live in the appropriate lifestyle that Jesus established as typical of the Kingdom of God.  That 
was how the Church perpetuated Jesus’ message.   
 
The Church became the New Israel so the “old Israel’ was no longer relevant, and questions 
about the kingdom that revolved about the old Israel were no longer relevant.  Because Christian 
communities were the kingdom, and the Church controlled Christian communities, the new 
kingdom had, in fact, already arrived; it began with the Church, the New Israel.  The Church took 
the place of Jesus’ idea of the Kingdom, as a practical matter for now, a theoretical entity, and 
long-term institution.  The Church defined salvation, and what people had to believe and do to get 
saved.  Membership in the Church was equivalent to salvation, and salvation could not happen 
apart from the Church.  The Church declared that Jesus was God, and was resurrected.  The 
Church asserted that Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection did save and did establish the kingdom 
(the Church).  The Church explained why the idealized promised kingdom did not come right 
away, what the problems were with Jews, and why Christians had split from Jews.  The Church 
explained relations between salvation, heaven, resurrection, kingdom, eternal life, and abundant 
life.   
 
The Church sought validation retroactively in the sayings and acts of Jesus, in the controversies 
reported in the New Testament, and in bits of passages from the Tanakh.  The Tanakh became 
the “Old Testament”.  Church writings, and writings that supported the Church, became the New 
Testament.   
 
The fact that the early Church did all this does not necessarily make it right or wrong, and does 
not necessarily mean Jesus is God or is not.  Just because a formal institution acts like an 
institution does not necessarily mean it is wrong.  The statuses of Jesus and the Church have to 
be decided on other grounds; see below.   
 
Other Movements.  Other movements besides Christianity have done much the same things as 
did the early Church, including religious movements such as Buddhism and political movements 
such as the Religious Right in America and Marxism in Russia and China.  That does not make 
those movements right or wrong either, and it does not make Christianity necessarily suspect just 
because it is like other movements.  No movement is right or wrong because it is a movement.  
As with the early Church, the correctness of all movements has to be decided according to the 
substance of their ideas rather than their similar form as human movements.   
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Political Synopsis.  We need some dates for reference.  Followers of Jesus tried to recruit 
primarily from among Jews during the first 40 years or so after Jesus died, until about 70 CE.  
They had some success but not much.  The New Testament materials from before about 80 CE 
show arguments of Jesus’ followers with Jews about Jesus, particularly the status of Jesus as 
divine.   
 
After the Romans overran Israel and destroyed the Temple in 70 CE, there was no basis for the 
traditional Israelite religion centered on the Temple.  Samaritans and Galileans became totally 
irrelevant and eventually assimilated to non-Jews.  “Israelite” came to mean only “Judean” or 
“Jew”.  There were no Israelites other than Jews.  Other Israelites either became Jews or became 
non-Israelites and non-Jews.  Jews needed a focus for identity and religion other than the Temple 
and the priests, which they found in Pharisees.  From then on, Pharisees were the leaders of 
Jewish communities, identity, ethnicity, politics, religion, and culture.  Pharisees became the basis 
for later rabbinical Judaism centered on the synagogue.  
 
After 70 CE, Pharisees and Christians became increasingly hostile toward each other.  Non-Jews 
increasingly took over from Jews in the Christian movement.  By 100 CE, the movement had few 
Jews.  What had begun as a pro-Israel movement in Galilee-Israel was transformed into a 
movement among non-Jews with strong tones of hostility to Jews.  
 
The Jews revolted against Rome periodically.  After 132 CE, the Emperor Hadrian decided to end 
the problem.  The Romans overran Jerusalem, destroyed it, rebuilt it as a Roman city, renamed it, 
and forbade Jews to enter it.  They forced many remaining Jews out of Israel.  From then on, 
more Jews lived out of Israel than in Israel.  Romans took over the territory of Israel, ending Israel 
as the Jewish homeland until 1948-1950 CE.  
 
The Christian Church grew regularly if not rapidly.  By the time of Constantine in the early 300s 
CE, the Church was a major institution but it was still not the dominant religion; traditional 
religions such as “Paganism” and Isis worship still dominated most areas.  Constantine granted 
full tolerance to Christianity.  Because he was himself a Christian, his decree of tolerance in effect 
made Christianity the official religion.  Through consistent growth among urban people in general, 
more than because it was the official religion, Christianity became the dominant religion after 
about 500 CE.  By then, the Church long since had the bishops, presbyters, deacons, priests, and 
formal hierarchical structure that Americans think of as “Roman Catholic”, “Eastern Orthodox”, or 
“high church”.  A series of creeds and statements of dogma after 320 CE, including the Nicene 
Creed, formalized Church ideas of Jesus as God and human.   
 
Literary Synopsis.  Within a few years after Jesus, people wrote his sayings and doings into 
lists.  None of the lists survive in their original form except as fragments.  Jesus’ first language 
was Aramaic (close to Syrian and like Hebrew).  Followers composed hymns but scholars have 
not reconstructed any hymn books; hymns are known from quotations of them in the New 
Testament.  As far as I know, all the sayings that scholars know of are in Greek, so are not as 
Jesus spoke them.  Although in Greek, it is easy to see that some sayings originally were in 
Aramaic and then translated into Greek.  Scholars argue which were from Jesus and which were 
added later.  
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Within about three years after Jesus died, probably no later than 40 CE (AD), Saul-soon-to-
become-Paul had an intense experience about Jesus, and began his activity in the movement.  
Paul wrote the earliest material that later became part of the New Testament, his letters to other 
churches, called “epistles”.  Paul wrote from about 45 CE to about 60 CE.  Paul quoted some 
even earlier hymns that he did not write.  Paul had secretaries who edited his letters.  His letters 
were later edited again as they went among churches.  Later people wrote letters in Paul’s name 
so as to use his authority, much as writers attributed words to Jesus to use his authority.  About 
half the letters attributed to Paul were really by Paul.  The letters of Paul are among the best 
evidence for the beliefs of the earliest Christians.  
 
Mark wrote the first gospel, probably after 65 CE but probably before 75 CE.  He might have 
known of the first destruction of Jerusalem after 70 CE, or might only have suspected great 
trouble; but he does not make a point of it.  He used at least one book of sayings for a source.  
Mark might have been an associate of Peter, and might have used Peter as an oral (not written) 
direct source.  
 
Matthew and Luke wrote the second and third gospels independently, around 75-85 CE, after the 
Romans sacked Jerusalem.  They knew of the sacking of Jerusalem and used that in their 
polemics against Jews.  They likely did not know of each other’s work.  Both knew of Mark and 
based their work on his gospel.  Both also used at least one source book of Jesus’ sayings and 
doings, very likely the same source book, now called “Q”.  They augmented Mark and Q, and 
rearranged the events of Jesus’ life, both to serve the needs of their particular Christian 
communities and to get across their points of view.  Scholars have been able to recover much of 
Q from their gospels.  Both likely also used a separate source book(s) that he had but they other 
did not have.  Their own particular sources have not survived other than in their gospels.  Thus 
both Luke and Matthew had at least three sources for their work:  Mark, Q, and their own 
independent sources. Luke wrote Acts of the Apostles as part of his gospel.  Originally the two 
books were one book but, for convenience, were split into two and re-edited. The gospels of 
Mark, Mathew, and Luke are called “synoptic” because they follow the same plan (“are together 
to the eye”).  
 
John wrote the fourth gospel sometime between 90 and 110 CE.  The writer was not the disciple 
John as claimed in the gospel.  We do not know the relation between John the disciple and John 
the writer of the gospel.  John the writer might have known the disciple John and/or might have 
borrowed his name and identity.  Although the writer of John likely knew of Mark’s gospel, John’s 
gospel is not based on Mark; and the writer of John probably did not know of Matthew or Luke.  
John’s gospel does not follow the same plan as the synoptic gospels.  It is not clear if he had 
independent source books of the sayings of Jesus but probably he did.  His account of Jesus 
differs in sequence and emphasis from the synoptic gospels.  For example, the ministry of Jesus 
lasts for three years rather than one year, the disturbance at the Temple occurs at the beginning 
of the ministry rather than at the end, and the last supper is not a Passover meal.  His view of 
Jesus is different than Mark, Matthew, and Luke, more philosophical.  Somebody other than the 
main writer of John added the last chapter, Chapter 21.  
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A person who called himself John wrote the book of Revelations (apocalypse) sometime after 100 
CE.  It is not clear if this is the same John that wrote the gospel of that name or if it was 
somebody who wanted to use that name for its fame.    
 
People other than Paul wrote additional epistles around the time of the gospels or after. 
 
Much of the New Testament shows evidence of arguments among Christians, between Christians 
and Jews, and between Christians and non-Jews.  The writers edited the sayings of Jesus and 
the story of his life to promote their point of view.  Mark disputes bitterly with Jews but thinks of 
reconciliation if they will come over to his view.  Matthew and Luke have largely given up on Jews 
and write mostly for non-Jews, perhaps for God Fearers.  Matthew is very angry at Jews, and 
condemns them.  Luke overlooks Jews to aim at non-Jews.  John largely overlooks Jews to 
dispute with at least two groups of Christians:  one which saw Jesus as not very divine and one 
which saw Jesus highly divine and hardly human.  
 
None of the gospel writers, and few of the epistle writers, knew Jesus in person.  Mostly the 
gospel writers relied on the books of sayings and doings of Jesus.  
 
Within a short time after Jesus’ death, followers differed in how they understood his life, death, 
and meaning.  Some followers formed distinct communities in which ideas about Jesus were 
similar within the community but different from other groups.  Scholars can reconstruct some of 
these groups from their writings.  
 
Within decades after Jesus’ death, the Church had bishops, elders (presbyters), and deacons.  
Within a few more decades, it had priests.  It developed higher and lower offices along with 
formalized offices.  It is very difficult to recover the organization of any original church before it 
began to look much like the organized Church.  The best view is contained in the Didache (see 
below).  
 
Besides the now-standard material in the New Testament, other people wrote about Jesus.  For 
instance, there are at least twenty distinct gospels or large fragments of gospels, and fragments 
of many more.  The early Church revered some additional material and the Church almost 
accepted some of the additional material into the New Testament, such as “Teachings of the 
Twelve Apostles” (“Didache”) and “Shepherd of Hermas”.  Some additional material is found in 
the “Apocrypha” that often accompanies versions of the Bible.  The New Testament is only a 
small selection of material from the time.  The selection indicates the point of view of the Church, 
but, on the whole given the alternatives, I think it was a very good selection.  
 
Some other additional material gave a different view of Jesus than the view held by the early 
Church, such as the Gnostic-Emanation view of Jesus or the view of Jesus as Wisdom-
Emanation (Sophia).  The early Church eventually condemned most of the other additional 
material as heretical.  Some of the battles over these ideas were really spectacular as far as 
battles over ideas go, and contributed to the later orthodox view as in the Nicene Creed.  Most of 
the heretical material originated after about 150 CE, well after the material that the Church later 
accepted as the canonical New Testament; so non-canonical material probably does not 
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represent ideas about Jesus that were current during the time of Jesus.  The non-standard 
material probably does not represent ideas of very early followers of Jesus.  It might represent 
ideas of fairly early followers that were not written down until later, perhaps especially Wisdom 
interpretations of Jesus.  More likely it represents non-Jewish later religious ideas that used the 
story of Jesus as a focus to be more concrete in their own speculations.  Whether or not the ideas 
of the early Church about Jesus more accurately represent Jesus than such well-developed 
alternatives as Gnosticism is another issue that cannot be taken up here.  In the 1970s to 1990s, 
the non-standard material received much popular attention because scholars thought it might 
represent views of Jesus that were more accurate or more compelling that what later became the 
standard Church view of Jesus.  The story of what got into the New Testament as the standard 
Church view, what did not get in but is revered, and what was rejected as heretical, is too much to 
tell in this book.  Textbook histories of the Church are full of it.  
 
No one single book containing the works that we now call the New Testament appeared until after 
400 CE.  The works of the New Testament were not bundled as a unit until after 400 CE.  Until 
then, even great scholars used bundles that did not contain all the later canonical books.  Their 
bundles also contained some non-canonical books.  The Council of Carthage in 394 produced a 
list of books that later served as the basis for the Latin Vulgate.  At the same time, the similar 
Eastern Orthodox Church list did not contain Revelations but did contain 1 Clement, Barnabas, 
and the Shepherd of Hermas.  The idea that the Bible is a self-ratifying unchanging inerrant 
document on which alone the Church was founded was not current until long after the early 
Church was firmly established and long after the Church had ratified the Bible. Widespread 
practices of the Church, and general ideas about Jesus and Christianity fostered in the Church, 
predated the New Testament.  I wish Relations had not been included in the New Testament but 
the Didache, and perhaps the Shepherd of Hermas, had been included.  
 
The Christian community “routinized” as followers adapted ideas and practices of Jesus to the 
needs of regular life and politics.  People began to believe and to do what made them feel good 
about their particular families and their particular ways of earning a living.  They sought 
justification for their particular way of life in Jesus and the Church.  They standardized ideas of 
Jesus as a divine or semi-divine hero, and as the patron of various activities that were important 
to their lives.  The Christian community developed formal theology to back up early ideas of 
Jesus as divine and the development of Jesus as a divine hero.  Early offices such as bishop, 
deacon, presbyter, priest, and monk were elaborated and then standardized.  The Church 
became the organized, centralized, and hierarchical Church that we see today in various 
denominations.  Ever since, it has been closely linked to official power, and has been used to 
validate and keep government and common order too.   
 
Before and After.  The remaining sections are optional but fun.  The phrase “before Christianity” 
means “before these ideas were developed by some followers of Jesus” while the phrase “after 
Christianity” means “after that”.  The phrases do not imply that Jesus held the ideas.  I think he 
did not.  The changes began among some followers a few years after Jesus died but did not take 
hold until at least twenty years after.  The ideas are related and support each other, so it is hard 
to present them in any order.  These changes are typical of the divine hero of early agricultural 
states.  Similar changes occurred when Mahayana Buddhism supplanted Theravada Buddhism.   
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Before Christianity, Jesus’ message was aimed primarily at Jews and at Gentiles who had 
adopted a nearly-Jewish way of life.  The message had to do with a real this-world Kingdom of 
God oriented around Israel, with the proper way to live under that Kingdom, and with the proper 
way to live so as to bring in that Kingdom.  After Christianity, the message extended to include 
everybody.  The Kingdom of God was the community of people who understood Jesus and his 
message.  Eventually, though, the Kingdom of God came to be pretty much the same as the 
Church, and membership was extended only to people who could accept the doctrine and 
authority of the Church.  Still, the ideas of universality and the right behavior for the Kingdom 
were not lost, and continued to drive the Church, its members, and other followers of Jesus.   
 
Before Christianity, the idea of a messiah was not that important, it did not always mean a 
particular descendant of David coming to save Israel, and it was not the same as the “Son of 
Man” in Daniel.  After Christianity, it did mean all that, and it meant Jesus; Jesus was all those 
things.  Changing the meaning of “the messiah”, and then making Jesus into the new kind of 
messiah, was a way to make Jesus special, and to combine his human and divine identities.  
Many Jews did not accept Jesus because they did not think of a messiah in the way that Jesus’ 
followers developed the idea.   
 
Before Christianity, Jews had souls but they did not worry about them too much.  Life was about 
what happens here.  Few people were so good or so bad that they expected anything special 
after death.  People did not worry about an entirely spiritual soul that is separable from a body.  
People did not worry about eternity.  People did not worry about eternal reward or punishment.  
Jesus very likely did have an idea of the soul as a kind of pure person that was very much more 
valuable than any treasure on this earth, and that could be lost through confusion; he believed in 
personal integrity; but he probably did not have the idea of a soul that was later developed in 
Christian theology.   
 
Before Christianity, Jews had few ideas of heaven and hell, and their ideas were not consistent.  
In Judaism at the time of Jesus, I am not sure what happened to normally (merely) good people 
or to really good (saintly) people.  If you were a bad person, you were discarded after death, 
symbolized by the smoking garbage pit that was often found outside towns (“Gehenna”).  You 
were not tormented.  Ideas of Hell developed after contact with other people, especially Iranians, 
and were not much developed until about two hundred years before Jesus.  After Christianity, you 
went to heaven or to hell as we know them now.   
 
Before Christianity, sin was a problem for Jews but it was solvable.  Jews had recourse through 
the Law to become clean.  After Christianity, sin was much deeper and more corrupting.  It was 
part of human nature.  It was degradation of the soul.  It could not be cleansed through the Law.  
It needed something deeper and stronger.  This idea of sin was more like the idea of deep 
confusion and corruption that is a problem for Greek and Hindu philosophers or for Gnostic 
mystics.   
 
Before Christianity, Jews recognized that all people carried within them tendencies to do both 
good and to do bad.  People can spontaneously do both good and bad.  Jews did not expect that 
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either tendency had to dominate.  Jews expected that the tendency to do bad could be controlled 
and the tendency to do good could dominate for nearly all people.  The Law, society, friendship, 
and a relation with God were all forces that could bring the tendency for good to the fore and 
control the bad tendency.  Jews recognized the original sin of Adam and Eve but did not think that 
it left an eradicable taint on the human soul, it only explained burdens such as having to work for 
a living and the pain of childbirth.  After Christianity, evil was the basic character of people.  
Christians changed the tendency to do bad into the tendency to do evil.  There was no innate 
tendency to do good.  Not even training or the Law could eradicate our evil nature.  Only God’s 
grace could control our evil nature while we lived and eradicate the taint of evil after we died.  
Paul opened the door for this idea through using the original sin of Adam and Eve to explain why 
Christianity was needed but not accepted, and Augustine developed the idea into what we know 
now.  They blended the idea of original sin with the idea of soul degradation.  Now Christians 
carry an odd and extreme form of guilt.  It leads to such odd and bad ideas as that people can 
never do any good on their own but that all good, even down to feeding the cat, comes only from 
God.  All human action not guided by the grace of God must result in evil.  All people are 
condemned to hell unless saved by the grace of God.   
 
Before Christianity, individual people were not saved and salvation did not mean what it does 
now.  Israel as a nation was already saved through its ongoing relation with God, and would be 
saved even more when it was restored.  Salvation meant the restoration of Israel to its rightful 
place.  After Christianity, individual people were saved, not nations, but, oddly enough, it was not 
clear what salvation is.  The confusion actually makes salvation a more powerful ideology, 
especially for use by churches.  For a few centuries after Jesus, salvation was Resurrection into 
the Kingdom.  Then Salvation was going to heaven after death to be with Jesus forever, much as 
it is now for many Christians.  Then Salvation was about the right attitude (sometimes faith, 
sometimes trust in a church, sometimes love, sometimes something else).  You could not go to 
Heaven to be with Jesus if you did not have the right attitude even if the right attitude alone was 
not enough without God’s grace.  You had to be justified to be saved.  As an attitude, as taught 
by theologians, salvation is like the idea of enlightenment for Greek philosophers or Persian 
mystics.  It is salvation from deep confusion and degradation of the soul caused by original sin 
and subsequent sin.  To people who could not get this obscure idea, the only path was to do what 
a church told them to do, and hope to get into heaven with Jesus that way.  Although salvation 
now is for individuals, salvation cannot happen outside a church.  Some church always defines 
what salvation means and who gets it.  Only a church can help you approach justification to be 
saved.  Individuals are both independent of institutions (formerly, being Jewish) and yet still 
deeply dependent on institutions (a church).  All these ideas of salvation go far beyond Jesus’ 
(Jewish) idea of the integrity of the self, and seriously distort his idea.  I believe the Christian idea 
of salvation is a fundamental error, Jesus would not understand it, and it has seriously hurt many 
people.   
 
Before Christianity, Jews had people that were adept, strong, smart, cunning, beautiful, heroic, or 
nearly sinless under the Law; but Jews did not have the ideal of a spiritually perfect person.  That 
would have been a bit blasphemous because only God was perfect.  Even great prophets such 
as Moses, and great leaders such as David, were not perfect and were not expected to be 
perfect.  Jews did not try to be perfect like God even if they did try to be as sinless as possible 
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and even if they worked toward a kind of perfection under the Law.  After Christianity, people 
carried the burden of perfection.  Jesus became a flawless, sinless, perfect man potentially adept 
at everything.  Jesus was more like the philosophical ideal man, like a Buddhist Arahant or 
Bodhisattva, or the Platonic King, than like a Jewish leader.  If you could not be perfect like Jesus 
then you were not worthy of Jesus and of his salvation.  This is part of the taint of original sin.  
Christians felt a kind of guilt that Jews had not.  Progress through the Christian life was idealized 
as a continual cleansing and perfecting of the soul - but toward a goal that no mere human could 
ever reach.  Christians had forgiveness, but that was not the same as cleansing through the Law, 
and it did not make up for being imperfect.  Christians blamed Jews for trying to reach purity 
(righteousness) under the Law.  Yet, ironically, Christians substituted unreachable spiritual 
perfection for reachable purity under the Law.  Having to work toward an unreachable goal 
creates mental problems that plague Christianity and are the source of much Western literature.  I 
do know of legendary Jewish guilt, and of the idea that no Jew can ever be good enough for his-
her parents.  I do not know how Jewish guilt relates to Christian perfection, imperfection, 
inadequacy, and guilt; but I do not think that it explains Christian ideas.   
 
Before Christianity, the idea that a single person by himself could save Israel was just not 
available.  A single person might act as the instrument of God, but that single person would need 
an army of Israelites for help, and God would do the actual saving, even in battle.  Not even 
Moses, Joshua, or David saved Israel single-handed.  Even before Jesus, peasants around the 
world often developed the idea of a savior, a “white knight” who rides into the village to clean up 
the mess and to restore justice and the good life.  After Christianity, followers combined in Jesus 
the idea of the peasant savior with the idea of the messiah.  The messiah saved not villages or 
nations but individuals.  He saved them not from corrupt lords or corrupt bosses but from sin and 
degradation of the soul.  Communities of the saved could then form saved communities.   
 
Before Christianity, the idea that an instrument of God saved the whole world rather than the 
nation of Israel would have seemed bizarre because the idea of salvation could only apply to 
Israel.  If the world wanted to go along, it could be saved too in a derivative way.  If non-Jewish 
individuals wanted to go along, that was up to them.  If neither wanted to go along, that was not 
the problem of Israel.  After Christianity, Israel was no longer at center stage.  The whole world 
was the arena, and salvation had a different meaning.  Israel was saved when the whole world 
was saved.   
 
After Christianity became established, it was not clear what it meant to save the world, especially 
because salvation applied primarily to the souls of individuals.  In Christianity, Jesus inherited the 
role of a national hero as Jewish messiah, and that role then expanded into the role of global 
hero, especially after Christianity included non-Jews and Jesus became God.  At the same time, 
Christians wanted to appear non-political to Rome, so salvation, what Jesus did, had to be limited 
to individuals.  It is not easy to put together the two ideas of saving individuals and saving the 
world.  If you want to save individuals, you can save the world, and saving the world means 
saving everybody in it, then why not first just save the world with everybody in it, and be done 
with it?  That plan goes against free will.  If saving the world means giving each individual the 
chance to be saved one-at-a-time, then we can keep free will and it is possible to put together the 
two ideas, like Buddha does in Theravada Buddhism.  But Christianity wants “saving the world” to 
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be more than plinking down individuals one-at-a-time – probably due to the original “glow” of 
Jesus being an international hero divinity, rather like a Bodhisattva from Mahayana Buddhism.  If 
saving the world means changing the world into the Kingdom after enough people are individually 
saved, then it is possible to put together the two ideas (I think along these lines); but a lot of 
people have already become Christians and the world does not seem to be better enough to say 
Jesus saved it, and the world does not seem likely to get better enough soon enough.  If saving 
the world means setting up for the final battle of good and evil, then I don’t know what to say.  
Like the idea of individual salvation, the idea of saving the world is confused, the confusion 
serves institutions while hurting people, and the idea is not what Jesus had in mind.  People are 
better off not thinking of salvation but instead thinking of being useful.   
 
Before Christianity, the idea of a devil had already developed but not all Jews had fully accepted 
the idea or used it to explain all evil.  Stuff happened.  In the Tanakh, Satan was usually a plot 
device to move along considerations of the human condition and of God’s role.  Jews did not 
need to find an explanation for all the bad in the world.  After Christianity, the world was not just 
bad sometimes but infected with evil, the evil had to be explained, and the devil was the source of 
all evil.  The savior had to defeat the devil in order to save individuals, nations, or the world.   
 
Before Christianity, Jews had trust in God, had ways to express trust in God, and had acts to 
express the relation to God.  After Christianity, Christians had faith in the person of Jesus.  That 
faith alone was supposed to be enough.  That faith had many chores to perform.  In theory, in dire 
straits, faith alone has to be enough.  In practice, faith alone is not enough, so practice has to 
conflict with theory; but that sequel belongs to the history of Christianity rather to contrasts with 
Judaism.   
 
Before Christianity, Jews worshipped God and had a relation with God.  The relation was based 
on mutual respect, as when Abraham bargained with God for the lives of the good people in 
Sodom and Gomorrah.  After Christianity, Christians worshipped Jesus, were devoted to him, and 
sometimes had a relation with him.  The character of any relation changed.  After Christianity, the 
relation was more like the devotion an employee has to a charismatic CEO, a faithful henchman 
has to his-her gang leader, a fan has to a rock star or movie star, or the devotion some confused 
lovesick person has to somebody who loves the devotee as a friend but “not that way”.  It is like 
the devotion toward a god that Hindus feel in “bhakti” worship or like the devotion some Buddhists 
feel toward a favorite Bodhisattva.   
 
Before Christianity, instruments of God did not necessarily have to die to serve God or to achieve 
their goals.  In fact, most of the major figures of the Tanakh lived to old age and had a fairly 
successful family life, including Moses.  The story of Abraham not sacrificing Isaac teaches that 
death for God is not usually required.  Living for God is better.  After Christianity, the instrument of 
God achieves his success through dying.  The martyr becomes the model for the instrument of 
God, a problem that plagues us to this day.  Followers have to explain how the martyr’s death 
succeeds in carrying out the mission from God.   
 
Before Christianity, the idea that a death in itself was effective would have seemed a bit weird.  
Jews understood the idea of willingness to die for a cause or a people.  There was no shortage of 
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heroes among Jews; Samson is a good example because he made it into the movies.  Death as 
a self-sacrifice would not by itself be effective, especially since God ended human sacrifice after 
he had Abraham release Isaac.  There were no ideas available as to how a death alone could be 
effective.  Even the idea that the death of the messiah could somehow automatically save the 
world did not make sense unless it was the first step in a general resurrection – and that 
interpretation had to be dumped when a general resurrection did not happen.  After Christianity, 
Jesus’ death and resurrection somehow themselves saved the world.  Christians had to explain 
how Jesus’ death and resurrection saved the world.  Christian theologians have never solved this 
puzzle and still do not agree.   This problem is why C.S. Lewis uses “magic” for the saving ability 
of Aslan’s death in the Narnia books.   
 
Christians had to explain how Jesus’ death and resurrection defeated evil and defeated the devil, 
especially since evil continued on after Jesus’ death and resurrection, and people in general were 
not resurrected.  In part, Christians said people would have eternal life in another world, but that 
explanation did not always make sense and did not always satisfy people.  It might be that some 
people have an eternal good life in some other world but why did Jesus have to die and be 
resurrected for that to happen?  Theologians still have not settled this issue either.  This problem 
is one reason why the idea of an Armageddon caught on after Jesus; the devil is still not fully 
defeated, and must be fully defeated at the end in a real battle.  Even in the Narnia books, even 
after Aslan is resurrected, saving Narnia and defeating the Ice Queen requires a real battle with 
real weapons and real blood.   
 
Before Christianity, Israel and the Kingdom were external.  They were about birth, the annual 
rituals, the Law, accepting the authority of the priests or rabbis, and sometimes about conversion.  
After Christianity, Israel and the kingdom were largely internal.  They were about beliefs and 
attitudes.  External situations or acts could signal allegiance or rebellion but they were only 
signals.  What really mattered was what went on in your soul.  As we will see, running an internal 
kingdom in this world is quite difficult, and so the ideal internal kingdom was soon externalized.   
 
Christians had to reconcile the idea of salvation as an inner thing with the idea of Jesus defeating 
the devil and evil.  Really, the question here is free will.  If salvation is internal, then what 
difference does defeating the devil make?  If defeating the devil makes a difference, then how 
can salvation be internal?   
 
To explain his death and resurrection, some followers of Jesus reinterpreted his life in terms of 
his death and resurrection.  His death is what his life was really all-about.  His death and 
resurrection became more important than his life and teachings.  Those followers subsumed his 
life and teachings into his death.  His life prepared for his death and resurrection, made his death 
and resurrection more effective, and gathered a core group of people to carry on.  God staged all 
this as a roundabout way to defeat evil and to instigate good.  Some other followers likely did not 
interpret his life in terms of death and salvation, and tried to stick to his moral message as most 
important, but those other followers did not leave lasting texts and a lasting church.   
 
The ideas that Jesus’ death and resurrection somehow automatically save, and that his life and 
message were really a preparation for his death and resurrection, are more convincing if 
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believers think of Jesus as divine.  Thinking that way allowed believers to connect Jesus to other 
strains of thought such as emanation, Wisdom, Gnosticism, dying-and-rising gods, one-with-God 
mysticism, and types of Platonism.  The problem of Jesus’ death stimulated ideas of Jesus as 
messiah, suffering servant, sacrifice for atonement of sins, dying-and-rising god, Son of God, 
second Adam, remover of original sin, and non-political King of Jews and of the world.  Early 
Christian writers combed the Tanakh for validation for this point of view.  Eventually the group of 
followers that thought along these lines came to dominate Jesus’ followers.   
 
Before Christianity, the idea of a dying-and-rising god was known to Jews but not very popular.  It 
did not fit in with ideas about Yahweh.  The Egyptians had a version in the myth of Isis and Osiris, 
and the Greeks had a version in Dionysius, whom the Romans called “Bacchus”.  The dying-and-
rising god represents the annual cycle.   A symbol of the dying-and-rising god is the seed, which 
must die and be planted in the ground like a corpse, before it can come to life again and rise 
again.  Death automatically causes salvation and getting better.  Unless some person is willing to 
die for the sake of others, like a seed, the world cannot come to life again, renewed and better.  
Later philosophers used the idea of dying-and-rising-again-even-better as a metaphor for the 
spiritual journey.  Many charming versions occur in the books of Joseph Campbell.  C.S. Lewis 
uses this idea in Christianity when he says that people have to give up bad habits, vices, and 
short-term kicks to progress spiritually.  Bad habits have to die for good habits to be born.  After 
Christianity, followers of Jesus had a dying-and-rising god whose death automatically saved, 
brought eternal life, and brought abundant life.  They still had to come up with explanations for 
how it worked but at least they could fall back on the basic myth that it did work even if we do not 
understand how.   
 
Before Christianity, the idea that an instrument of God would remain celibate throughout his-her 
whole life, and could be pure only by remaining celibate throughout life, would have contradicted 
the basic idea of living life here as life is here.  Jews sometimes did remain celibate temporarily to 
be ritually pure temporarily, which was sometimes needed to carry out a duty like burying a 
relative or to carry out a special mission such as battle.  But ritual purity was not expected to last 
beyond temporary need.  Even a person whose life was dedicated to God, such as Moses or 
Joshua, was not expected to stay ritually pure in that sense, and to stay celibate.  A person might 
choose to be celibate for personal reasons but that was a personal choice and not a condition of 
being an instrument of God throughout a lifetime.  After Christianity, celibacy became the ideal, 
and the celibate martyr for God became the model.   
 
Before Christianity, the reward of being a faithful Jew was being a faithful Jew, feeling confident in 
the favor of God, and having a reliable relation with God.  The punishment for not being a faithful 
Jew was cutting the relation, as happened to David in his old age.  Sometimes the reward was a 
rich and happy life now.  Sometimes the punishment was making a person sick, poor, and alone.  
After Christianity, the reward was an “abundant life” but “abundant life” could not mean the same 
relation with God as Jews had, and did not mean being rich and normally happy.  Christians knew 
that many fellow Christians were poor and so could not hold up the expectation of wealth as a 
normal part of the Christian life, as some mega-churches do now.  The new abundant life had to 
be filled with something else that was good-in-itself and made life worthwhile.  That something 
else is not so easy to specify but eventually Christians settled on a multi-tier approach.  
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Theologians settled on the idea of a close relation with God.  Normal people began to understand 
the reward as being in heaven with Jesus.  Some Christians began to expect the reward here as 
a good family life, early “family values”.  Some Christians did expect wealth and comfort, as in 
mega-churches now.  Some Christians expect the abundant life to mean the ability to do 
supernatural things here on earth, such as prophecy, heal, exorcise, and speak in tongues – like 
getting their dose of “the Force”.  See below.  Even now, Christians disagree on what abundant 
life means.   
  
This paragraph specifies some of the changes that happen when the Church becomes the 
Kingdom of God.  Before Christianity, the Kingdom of God was centered on Israel.  Israel was the 
Kingdom of God and other nations were vassal states.  After Christianity, no actual state or nation 
was the Kingdom of God.  The Kingdom of God was made up of believers in Jesus’ divinity.  
Israel was no longer Israel.  “Israel” was now the people that believed.  The people of God were 
no longer the Jews.  They were the people that believed in Jesus.  Membership no longer 
depended on birth or conversion.  Membership depended on belief and practice, and in the 
willingness to go along with what previous members taught.  Anybody could become a member 
as long as they believed properly, acted properly, and accepted the authority of previous 
members.   
 
Before Christianity, Jews had special people with special spiritual gifts, including healing and 
prophecy, but these gifts were not expected for Jews in general and were not part of the idea of a 
good life.  People that claimed the gifts were restricted to a community of prophets, and 
sometimes had to undergo tests to prove the gifts were genuine.  People that had the gifts were 
better than other people in some sense but they were also under a heavy burden because of the 
gifts.  They were not generally better.  They did not necessarily expect greater wealth, power, or 
approval.  Some prophets lived miserable lives.  Some lesser prophets did benefit from these 
gifts, and some people did try to claim these gifts as a way to improve their fortunes.  But it was 
not something that the people in general sought or needed.  After Christianity, the average 
Christian did expect access to spiritual gifts.  The average Christian seemed to think that having 
spiritual gifts proved he-she was a real Christian, and that being a real Christian entitled some 
Christians to “Jedi powers”.  The average Christian got the idea that gifts were part of the 
abundant life.  Spiritual gifts made people better than others.  People sought gifts so that they 
could feel better than other people and so that they could feel saved.  These ideas still prevail 
among some Christians now.   The early Church fought hard both to allow the possibility for the 
gifts but not to make gifts part of expectation for the abundant life and to limit expression of gifts 
so that order was maintained in the community.  Paul’s letters have some funny passages on this 
problem.   
 
All these changes amount to a great reinvention of a religion.  Jesus became the focus of a 
devotional religion of dualism, fallen evil, salvation, justification, redemption, revival, worship, and 
gifts.  If the new religion had not arisen by scuttling Judaism, it would be a magnificent artistic 
achievement.   
 
Might Be True.  Long before Jesus, long before Judaism was standardized around worship at 
the Temple, Judaism was not one thing but a mixture of ideas, practices, opinions, and 
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subgroups.  Hebrews shared many similar ideas with related neighbors, such as the flood and the 
god El, and they borrowed some ideas such as the dragon (“Tiamat”) as the reigning monster of 
the deep and the symbol of chaos.  El was not originally alone but had a wife and son, and 
probably he chaired a community of gods (“Elohim”).  Yahweh originally was a storm and warrior 
god who was more powerful than other gods, not the only God.  Only gradually did El and 
Yahweh merge.  Only over time did the merged God Yahweh-El become the only God rather than 
the most powerful among gods.  During most of their history, Hebrews were not strict monotheists 
as Jews are now.  Original Hebrew religion changed into Judaism over time; I could do a “before 
and after” with Judaism as I did above with Christianity.  I do not think Jews would argue that this 
invalidates Judaism.  I agree.  We take Judaism as it is now, as a final religion, and consider its 
truth in that form.  Buddhism arose from, and vastly changed, Hinduism; yet I do not think 
Buddhists would argue that invalidates Hinduism or Buddhism.  Because Christianity changed 
some elements of Judaism, Christian ideas were similar to ideas of some non-Jews, and 
Christians made a church, does not mean Christianity is wrong.  Christianity argues that Jesus 
had ideas about himself as God that would have been quite odd for a Jew, but even that does not 
necessarily mean Christianity is wrong.  Even more strongly:  just because Christianity might 
have changed the status of Jesus to something he would not have understood himself while alive, 
into God, does not mean Christianity is wrong.  You have to take ideas and practices as you find 
them, and judge for yourself.   
 
New Israel.  Suppose a powerful group of people that are not of British stock decide that they will 
become the New Britain.  They decide that nobody can be British by birth any more.  All “old” 
British immediately lose their citizenship, so, if you were born old British, you in particular cannot 
become New British.  You have to call yourself something else now.  The New British are the 
people that love what they think is important about Britain.  They select what they think is 
peculiarly British such as Arthur, Celtic folklore, and a strong sense of fair play.  Only the New 
British can carry out those practices and ideas with purity and success.  Any other group might 
have a pale imitation of those ideas and practices but their version cannot be true, full, lasting, 
and satisfying.  Another group might have a sense of fair play, but not like the New British.  Not 
even the Old British can live up to the way of life that they created.  The New British pick a new 
regent.  Almost anybody except an old Britain can become a citizen of New Britain if he-she 
memorizes what is important about the identity of the New British, does what a New British 
person is supposed to do, and swears allegiance to the new king or queen.  Most New British live 
in America but they do not have to.  They can live anywhere as long as they join New Britain.  
New Britain is an ideal country rather than a real country limited to a real place.  Still, to make 
sure old British do not form a counter movement to New Britain, the Old British must leave the 
British Isles to settle anywhere else, maybe in old British colonies such as India, where, hopefully, 
they will be absorbed into local culture and disappear as a race.  New people move to live in the 
British Isles, some of whom are New British but most of whom are just people of any non-British 
stock looking for an available place to live easy.  The British Isles get filled with people from 
Jamaica, Haiti, Norway, Lebanon, Thailand, and Crete.  Now imagine that Russians do this to 
France; that Palestinians do this to Lebanon; or that Muslims, Asians, and Africans do this to 
America.  That is about what Romans and Christians did to Israel.   
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This is a dismal story.  The bad effects go beyond the Christian Church usurping the identity of 
old Israel.  Using this logic, a series of countries in the West claimed to be the New Israel, and 
claimed the right to conquer and to oppress their neighbors.  Using this logic, Europeans claimed 
the right to conquer and civilize the world.  Americans fall back on this logic when they exert 
power.  In effect, Muslims claim to be the New Israel when they claim to have superceded Jews 
and Christians, claim to fight Satan all over the world, and wish to impose their idea of proper life 
all over the world.   
 
To avoid seeing this story as only dismal, I rationalize and romanticize.  This romanticizing is not 
a way to re-assert New Israel under a different gloss but it is a way to salvage some good out of 
the situation.  Allow that the Jews really are the people of God if not the only people of God.  It 
makes sense to say that a person is a person of God not because his-her parents were people of 
God but only because he-she is worthy through his-her own actions.  That is a core message in 
the Book of Ezekiel.  Even Jews say that a person who does not act like a Jew is not a true Jew, 
as American Blacks say that a person who does not “act Black” is not really Black, and 
Americans say a person that does not act American is not American.  A true follower of Jesus, a 
true Christian, is not somebody who got sprinkled with water once but who acts on the message 
of Jesus.  It is wrong to call even true followers of Jesus the “New Israel”; it is an insult to Jews.  
We should stop doing that, and should stop thinking with that ideology.  But we should not give up 
the idea that Christians, followers of Jesus, or anybody who acts on ideas from the prophets, is a 
real person of God regardless of nominal religion.  People that call themselves the people of God 
have to act like true people of God, and have to never use the labels “New Israel” or “People of 
God” as an excuse to do harm.   
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4.05 The Early Church 2: Groups and Directions   
 
 
This chapter goes into some details of the story of the early Church and the shift from Jesus the 
prophet to the God Christ.  Followers of Jesus were not originally called “Christians” but were 
called followers of the “way” of Jesus.  They were “wayists” like Taoists or like followers of the 
Way in the sci-fi TV shows “Andromeda” and “Star Trek”.  Non-Christians first called them 
“Christians” in Antioch in Syria when non-Christians heard them using the term “Christ”, probably 
in the 50s CE.  Let us call all the people that followed Jesus the “movement”.   
 
Early and Continuing Deification; Jesus as Divine Hero.  Within a few years after Jesus died, 
some followers already began to speak of him as semi-divine and as like a Mediterranean hero 
such as Herakles (Hercules) or the Twins Kastor (Castor) and Polydeukes (Pollux).  Jesus did 
miracles, was wise, fought terrible villains, died young to save us, had one divine parent, and was 
divine himself.  His power, heroism, divinity, the size of his sacrifice, and efficacy of his sacrifice, 
all grew with the telling.  His real humanity faded and he became primarily a divine hero, most 
important son of the highest God.  Unlike other Mediterranean heroes, Jesus’ Father had no rival 
gods, and Jesus had no rival gods, although Jesus did have rivals of nearly divine ability such as 
Satan (Lucifer) the Devil.  
 
Within two hundred years, Jesus became more than a Classical semi-divine hero; he became like 
a Hindu avatar or like the Mahayana Buddhist Bodhisattva for his era of the world.  These figures 
might have begun as human but they became fully God, they created the world, sustain the 
world, guide the world, save the world, lead all sentient beings to salvation, sacrifice themselves 
to do this, dualistically fight against evil, and monastically rise above evil and duality.  Jesus’ early 
character as superhero and his early semi-deification paved the way for his later change into full 
Godhead Bodhisattva.   
 
The problem is how much of Jesus’ character as superhero and deity might really be part of his 
original personality and his real identity, and how much has been added later.  Liberals think 
almost all the divine attributes were added later while conservatives see almost all the divine 
attributes as factual.  
 
The problem is worsened according to what subgroup of Jesus’ early followers might have done 
the embellishing, and what we get when we strip away the gloss.  At least some of Jesus’ Jewish 
followers began to see Jesus as more-than-human right after his death although they likely did 
not see him as fully God equal to God the Father.  When non-Jews took over, they continued the 
development of Jesus as more-than-human.   
 
(A) Orthodox standard Christians take the early Jewish ideas about Jesus as evidence that Jesus 
really was more-than-human, and take later non-Jewish embellishment as further evidence.  
Orthodox standard Christians tend to see these ideas as not coming from mere humans but as 
coming through divine inspiration from God the Holy Ghost.   
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(B) Assume that early Jewish followers of Jesus already had ideas of him as semi-divine or 
divine.  Assume that later non-Jewish ideas are unjustified elaborations.  It still seems reasonable 
to give the early Jewish ideas of Jesus as more-than-human a lot of weight.  Just because non-
Jews later might have fantastically turned Jesus into divine superhero does not mean he was only 
human.  He might really have been divine.  Even if we remove later non-Jewish embellishments, 
we have to be careful not to remove a true divine core that lies underneath, for which the early 
Jewish ideas might be evidence.   
 
(C) On the other hand, even if a residue of Jewish ideas remains after we remove later non-
Jewish embellishment of Jesus as divine superhero, that remainder does not necessarily mean 
the early Jewish ideas of him as semi-divine are correct.  Likely the early Jews who thought of 
Jesus as somewhat divine were a non-typical minority.  Early Jewish ideas of Jesus as semi-
divine might be wrong, and later non-Jewish elaboration might be wrong too, so Jesus might 
really be only human.  This is the liberal position.  I am close to this position.   
 
(D) Suppose we accept that later non-Jewish embellishment of Jesus as divine is distinct from 
earlier Jewish ideas of Jesus as divine.  This understanding does not mean that early Jewish 
ideas are right or wrong or that later non-Jewish ideas are right or wrong.  The early Jewish 
followers might have gotten it half-right, and then the later non-Jewish followers built on the basic 
early Jewish insight to get it all right.  Both groups were right about Jesus’ divinity, each in their 
own ways.  The two sets of ideas complement each other to make a correct fully rounded picture 
of Jesus including his full divinity.  Of course, the later non-Jewish ideas about Jesus’ divinity had 
to avoid going too far such as by seeing Jesus as only-divine-and-not-human-at-all; but they did 
manage this feat.  This is roughly the position among standard Christian scholars and might have 
been the position of the early Church.   
 
(E) The early Jewish followers, or the later non-Jewish followers, might both be right or wrong; but 
that does not matter.  Jesus loves us whether we think he was God or not; God loves us whether 
we think Jesus was God or not.  What matters is not Jesus’ status as any kind of god but his 
message.  This is my position.  I think all ideas of Jesus as divine are very likely wrong, Jewish or 
non-Jewish, and are due more to human mythic imagination than to revelation or facts.  Even if 
Jesus is divine, we do not understand his divinity well enough to make a big deal out of it.  We do 
understand his message well enough to act on it.  I trust Jesus and God to be kind on this matter.   
 
“Lord”.  Within a few years after Jesus died, even before Paul began to write his letters about 
45-50 CE, at least one large group of Jesus’ followers already began to see Jesus as more-than-
human, and began to institute practices accordingly.  We can look at some practices of the early 
Church to see the transformation.   
 
Even before Jesus died, likely some followers already called him “lord”.  For Jesus, the term “lord” 
probably started out meaning (1) “respected human”.  It soon moved through (2) “mixed divine 
and human” to (3) “A god” to (4) “THE God, the same as the one and only God Yahweh-El”.  The 
shift in meanings was allowed because of overlap between the Greek term “kyrios” and the 
Hebrew term “adonai”, both of which are translated as “lord” but do not mean fully the same thing.  
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The Hebrew term can apply to both people and God but not at the same time.  When it applies to 
people, it can only mean “aristocratic superior lord” and cannot mean “God”.  It is often used as a 
euphemism for God.  It cannot apply to any mixed being because Jews do not allow mixed 
beings.  When it is used as a euphemism for God, Hebrews always keep in  mind that it is only a 
euphemism and that using the same term for people and God does not mix people and God.  The 
Greek term can have all four meanings, and Greek thought does allow mixed beings.  The New 
Testament is in Greek.  Where the Hebrew term “adonai” occurs, it is translated by the Greek 
term “kyrios”.  What is not permitted in Hebrew happened in Greek.  Jesus started out as a 
respected human but ended up as co-equal to the one and only God Yahweh.  The same thing 
probably happened in the spoken languages before the New Testament was written, at least 
among followers who spoke mixtures of Greek and Hebrew.  
 
Even though fuzziness of language helped the shift in meaning for the term “lord” (adonai) as 
applied to Jesus, the shift likely did not depend primarily on fuzziness of language.  The shift 
indicated something going on in how people thought.  Unfortunately, this long after the original 
events, it is hard to be clear about what people thought and how they expressed it.  People can 
subdue linguistic fuzziness when they want; and they accept changes allowed by fuzziness only 
when they want the changes independently of the fuzziness.  “Dude” did not originally mean all of 
what it does now, and “dude” did not have to shift in meaning if people did not want it.  People 
can use the fuzziness of “dude” to mean either a man or woman – I find “dude” applied to a girl 
funny - or can clarify with the term “dudette” if needed.  Likely some early Jewish followers did call 
Jesus “adonai” and meant some kind of divine lord.  Fuzziness between Greek and Hebrew 
helped allow a shift in meaning that some speakers already intended.  Fuzziness in language did 
not alone cause the shift.  Why some Jewish followers did mean “divine” when they used “adonai” 
is not clear.  Other Jewish followers who did not think of Jesus as divine did not necessarily go 
along with them; this group used “adonai” to mean only “respected human”.  The way of speaking 
of the group who thought of Jesus as divine did win out finally:  “Lord (Adonai) Jesus” now means 
much more than “Lord Byron” or even “Lord Buddha”.   
 
Messiah.  Followers of Jesus probably speculated on him as a messiah or as the Davidic 
messiah even while he was still alive but I see no evidence that he embraced that role or that 
term.  He certainly did not make a point of it.  Probably within a few months after he died, people 
did call him the messiah, meaning the Davidic messiah, meaning a unique human-divine person 
with a unique relation to God.  Although an idea of a messiah was available in Jewish culture of 
the time it was not this idea.  I think early followers of Jesus who stressed this kind of messiah did 
not use the idea as it was found in Jewish culture then but instead shaped what was available 
into the new idea that we see in the New Testament.  I cannot prove my interpretation.  Giving 
evidence would take us too far out of the way.  The New Testament idea of Jesus as this new 
messiah went along with the idea of him as Lord.  It is possible that non-Jews would have 
reshaped Jewish ideas in this way but it is more likely that early Jewish followers of Jesus began 
the reshaping of available Jewish ideas.   
 
Eucharist; the Last Supper; the Lord’s Supper.  “Eucharist” means “good gift” or “good grace”.  
“The Last Supper” refers to the supper that Jesus had with his disciples just before he was 
arrested.  “The Lord’s Supper” refers to the sacramental practice that developed out of the Last 
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Supper.   “Eucharist” was the original Greek name for the sacrament.  See below for passages 
about the body and blood.  See Chapter 06.02 for further comments on the Lord’s Supper.  
 
The “Lord’s Supper” played a role in early Church organization.  The Lord’s Supper symbolized 
Jesus’ divinity, and the relation of believers to Jesus as God.  Jews consider consuming blood a 
sin.  Jews identify blood with the life force.  The life force of any being belongs to God, so the 
blood belongs to God, and so humans may not drink liquid blood or eat congealed blood.  In the 
Temple in Jerusalem, the blood from animal sacrifices was poured out to God.  Jews do not 
sacrifice people.  Jews accused their neighbors of human sacrifice, with some reason; they 
looked down on their neighbors for it; and they used the contrast to support ethnic distinctions.  
Recall from the Tanakh that God told Abraham to sacrifice Isaac but later relented.  Perhaps the 
major point of the story is not that God ordered the sacrifice of human Isaac but that he relented 
and then stopped the sacrifice.  In relenting, God abolished human sacrifice.  To Jews, eating 
Jesus’ body and drinking his blood, even as bread and wine, was doubly blasphemous as both 
human sacrifice and drinking of forbidden blood.  Yet the practice was in fact set in among some 
early Jewish and non-Jewish followers of Jesus, they interpreted it as participating in the divinity 
of Jesus, and they interpreted it as necessary if they were to be resurrected and have eternal life.  
This view was revolting to Jews that were not in the movement, to many Jews that were in the 
movement, and to many non-Jews as well who thought that Christians were drinking real blood 
rather than symbolic blood.  Among non-Jews, there is precedence for drinking the blood of a 
god, usually in symbolic form such as wine.  Still, I do not see how Jews could come to this 
practice, not even if they considered Jesus God, and especially if they considered Jesus God.  
 
I think Jesus wished people to eat bread and drink wine in memory of him and in celebration of 
the Kingdom of God.   I do not think Jesus interpreted eating bread and drinking wine as eating of 
his body and drinking his blood.  
 
The standard interpretation of the Eucharist in the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches is:  
the bread is the literal body of Jesus, the wine is his literal blood, and we have to literally chew 
and gulp if we want eternal life.  We really eat a real body and we really drink real blood.  We 
cannot get eternal life if we do not chew and gulp.  If we believe, and do not commit heinous sins, 
then the act of chewing and drinking almost guarantees eternal life.  It is Christian magic.  It 
seems like black magic.  The Roman Catholic and the Orthodox Churches use passages from the 
New Testament to support their interpretation.  I disagree with their position but I do not strongly 
disagree with their interpretations of the relevant passages.  Instead, I reject the passages.  
 
Not all early followers of Jesus interpreted the practice as standard Christianity does now.  
Something like the standard Roman Catholic and Orthodox interpretation only won out after 
several decades.  The victory was part of one group taking control of the Church.  That group 
edited his words after Jesus died so as to support their position.  I do not believe the passages 
accurately reflect the words or intent of Jesus.  Passages in the New Testament that describe the 
activity of ritual eating and drinking accurately report some of Jesus’ words as support for the 
position of the winning faction; but the passages also attribute ideas of the winning faction to 
Jesus as a way for that one group of early followers to justify itself.  The act of eating bread and 
drinking wine, and the now-standard literal interpretation as chewing and swallowing, became 
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part of a secret magic ritual for advanced followers that brought them to innermost membership in 
one faction of the early Church.  The Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches are the heirs of the 
winning faction and its practices, as is standard Orthodox Christianity.  
 
Some other people of the time who wished to follow Jesus could not accept this magical meaning 
of the practice.  Some followers of Jesus left the early Church when they reached the stage 
where they learned of this idea and of the secret ritual.  I do not know of clear alternative non-
standard interpretations of eating and drinking from the early Church.  I think alternatives were 
suppressed by the winning faction.  There is not much point in guessing.  I do not want to seek 
validation for my point of view by projecting it backwards.  The winning faction distorted Jesus’ 
words so as to create a magical ceremony that would separate them from other kinds of believers 
and would thus make their faction a strong in-group.  They succeeded.  
 
Some Protestants disagree with the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches, and give 
interpretations of the passages to support their own ideas.  In effect, Protestants say the practice 
is not a literal eating of meat and blood but uses meat and blood as a metaphor.  It is not always 
clear what the meat and blood symbolize.  I agree with Protestants somewhat in their ideas about 
the practice but not with their use of the passages.  They are reverse-editing passages to support 
their position while I simply discard the bad passages.   
 
Lord’s Supper (Eucharist) Passages.   
 
In Mark, the passage is simple, and suggests Jesus had symbolism in mind, although Mark does 
not explain the symbolism.  The words are not entirely from Jesus but are Mark’s reworking to 
bolster the magic of Jesus’ death.  “The covenant” means the new Christian covenant to replace 
the old Jewish covenant.  Jesus very likely would not have used “covenant” in that way.  The new 
Christian covenant is instituted when Jesus dies, so the passage refers to his sacrifice.  As far as 
I can tell, the passage does not intend literal body or blood.  This passage also shows that Jesus 
expected the big change to happen quickly.  Eating bread and drinking wine meant more then 
than it does now, especially eating the first piece or “breaking bread” (literally tearing a piece off a 
loaf).  Breaking bread and drinking the first wine was a minor ritual that said “now this meal is 
underway, now this meal is will successfully complete, and with it so our lives with our family and 
friends”.  When Southeast Asians open the rice pot and spoon out the first rice of the evening 
meal, the feeling is much the same.   
 
Mark 14:22 – 14:25.  * During supper he broke bread, said the blessing, and gave some bread to 
the assembled disciples.  He added these words, “As you take this bread, you also take my 
body.”  He took the first cup of wine, offered thanks to God, and then gave some wine to the 
disciples.  They all drank from the cup.  As they did, he said, “As you drink, you also drink my 
blood, the blood of the covenant.  It is spilled for the sake of many people.  I tell you I will not 
drink the fruit of the vine again until the day when I drink it in the Kingdom of God.” *  
 
About thirty years later, John offers a more elaborate scenario.  Jesus is describing himself to 
some Jews and to his disciples.  In doing so, Jesus creates a rift within his disciples.  The scene 
does not take place at the dinner just before Jesus died but long before.  It is a turning point in the 
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movement.  At first in this scene, John suggests that Jesus means not his actual body but his 
words, his ideas, and his message; probably as was originally intended in Mark.  Then John 
changes to mean Jesus’ actual body.  In Greek, the word for “eat” is more like “chew” and the 
word for body (“sarx”) is literally “flesh”, so the shift is clearer in Greek.  John purposely mixes up 
symbolism with literality, so eventually we have to take the symbolic as literal.  At first we think 
that, “the bread which I give is my own flesh” refers to the fact that Jesus will sacrifice himself to 
save others but then we see it means Jesus literally gives his own flesh for eating.  As usual, 
John embeds all this in a philosophical discourse in which he makes Jesus divine even if not yet 
quite fully equal to God the Father.  The actual dispute among followers that John reports came 
decades after Jesus died, not at an altercation with the Jews while Jesus lived.  John took the 
terms of a later dispute and rewrote it to get sanction from Jesus for John’s group.  Jesus is the 
first speaker.   
 
John 6:46 – 6:66.  * “No, nobody has seen the Father directly except the one who came from God 
the Father, and only him.  In deepest truth I tell you, [you do not have to see directly, you only 
have to believe because] believers already have eternal life.  I am the bread of life.  Your 
ancestors ate the manna in the desert but they died anyway.  When I talk about the bread of life, I 
mean the bread that comes directly from God.  If a man eats that bread, he will never die.  I am 
that living bread from God.  If anyone eats this bread, he will live forever.  In addition, the bread 
from me, which I give, is my own flesh.  I give my flesh for the life of the world.”    
 
This explanation led the Jews to argue.  “How can a man give us his own flesh to eat?”  When 
Jesus was teaching in a synagogue in Capernaum, he explained further.  “I also give you my 
blood to drink.  In deepest truth I tell you, unless you eat the flesh and drink the blood of the Son 
of Man [me], you will have no real life in you.  Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood will live 
eternally and I will resurrect him on the last day.  My flesh is real food and my blood is real drink.  
Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood lives always in me and I live always in him.  As the 
living God [of life] sent me, and as I live because of the Father, so whoever eats my flesh will live 
through me.  My flesh is the living bread from God.  It is not like the bread that your ancestors ate 
and yet died eventually anyway.  Whoever eats this bread [of my flesh] will live forever.”  
 
When they heard this further explanation, many of the disciples objected.  “This is more than we 
can stomach.  We won’t listen to this stupid talk”.  Jesus knew some of his disciples were 
disgruntled, and so continued.  “Does this [modest knowledge of the divine] amaze you?  What if 
the Son of Man levitates back to the place where he came from?  The spirit alone gives life.  The 
flesh alone cannot do it.  My words have both spirit and life.  Yet still [despite the blessing of 
hearing my words] some of you have no faith.  That is why I told you before that nobody can join 
me unless the Father has given that to him as a gift.”  Jesus knew the whole time who would find 
faith, [who would drop out of the movement], and who would even betray him.  From then on, 
many disciples left the movement and no longer followed him. *   
 
I doubt Jesus said any of this in these words.  The phrase “more than we can stomach” is John’s 
little joke.  The phrases “whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood will live eternally” and “you 
can have no real life in you” remind me of vampire movies such as “Bram Stoker’s Dracula”.  
John has Jesus institute the practice while Jesus still had much work to do yet the other gospels 
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have Jesus institute the practice at the Last Supper before Jesus’ death.  John emphasizes the 
divisive character of the idea of the literal body and blood while the other gospels emphasize its 
holiness, probably as symbolic body and blood.  It cannot be both times and both ways.  The 
different times show their different concerns and show how gospels writers felt free to retell a 
story to suit their needs.  I think John was more correct than the other gospels about the timing.  I 
think Jesus used bread and wine symbolism long before the Last Supper to mean the meat and 
blood of his message, and I doubt his poetry caused this much controversy.  The gospel writers 
other than John impose the idea of literal body and blood into the Last Supper, and make a big 
deal of it there, to gain extra ratification for a new tradition that arose after Jesus died.  Some 
groups within the movement had accepted the new tradition while other groups had not.  John’s 
group had already accepted the idea of literal body and blood to such an extent that John did not 
have to re-write the timeline to gain extra support for the idea among his group.  Although Jesus 
did not speak these words, John has Jesus as the speaker because John emphasized the 
importance of “the Word”, John needed Jesus’ words to explain a rift within the movement, and 
John needed Jesus to back up John’s group in the rift.  John needed to reinterpret Jesus’ words 
and he needed to institute the practice of the Eucharist before the time of the Last Supper.  In the 
end, the Church rejected John’s timing while it did accept the timing found in other gospels and 
John’s dramatic use of Jesus’ speech.  I do not know what the Church makes of John’s timing.   
 
Resurrection Stories.  Ideas of Jesus’ resurrection likely began right after he died.  Resurrection 
itself need not make Jesus divine because many Jews expected a general resurrection.  As the 
first person in the general resurrection, Jesus would be special but not necessarily divine.  As the 
resurrection of other people did not come, followers had to explain why Jesus was resurrected 
but other people were not.  That delay makes sense if Jesus was not just anybody but was a 
special divine person who prepared the way for a later resurrection.  Probably various ideas and 
terms (lord, messiah, body and blood) of Jesus’ divinity and stories of Jesus’ resurrection came 
shortly after he died, arose roughly at the same time, and fueled each other.  Probably visions of 
him resurrected occurred for several years after he died but not for decades.  
 
“Them” below refers to disciples.  A disciple is not necessarily an apostle.  There were many 
disciples but only a few apostles.  The time is three days after the crucifixion.  Then there were 
only eleven apostles because Judas left the group after betraying Jesus.  “Simon” refers to Peter.   
 
Luke 24:13 – 24:35. * On the third day itself, two men who had been interested in Jesus were 
walking on the road to Emmaus a few miles outside of Jerusalem.  Jesus himself started walking 
alongside the men but something prevented them from recognizing who it was.  Jesus-in-disguise 
asked, “What are you talking about with such intensity?”  Both looked really down.  One man, 
Cleopas, said, “You must be the only man in Jerusalem not to know what happened the last few 
days.”  Jesus-in-disguise said, “About what?”  The men said, “About Jesus from Nazareth.  He 
was a powerful prophet both in what he said and in what he did.  We were hoping he was our 
Liberator.  But instead our head priests and rulers contrived a death sentence for him and then 
crucified him.  Curiously, though, this is the third day since he died, and some women in our 
group told a story that shocked everybody.  They went early in the morning to his tomb but didn’t 
find his body.  They said they saw some angels who told them Jesus was alive.  So some of our 
group went to the tomb and found it disturbed as the women said but they did not see his body.”  
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Jesus-in-disguise said, “You are really not bright.  You refuse to believe all the prophets said.  
They told you that the Messiah had to suffer like this before he could return in full glory.”  Then 
Jesus-in-disguise began with Moses and explained to them all the texts from the Tanakh that 
referred to him as the Messiah.  By that time they were at Emmaus, and Jesus-in-disguise started 
to go his own way.  The two implored him to stay with them.  “Stay here [for the night] with us 
because it is almost day’s end.”  So Jesus-in-disguise went in with them.  He sat down at evening 
table, took bread, said blessing, broke bread, and offered it to them.  As he did that, suddenly the 
eyes of the two men were really open and they recognized him.  As soon as they recognized him, 
he disappeared in front of them.  Both exclaimed, “Whoa!  That is why our hearts burned as we 
walked along the road and he explained scripture to us.”  Instantly they jumped up and ran all the 
way back to Jerusalem where they found the Eleven and the rest of Jesus’ group, and they told 
their story.  The group also said that Jesus still lived.  They told their own story of how Jesus had 
appeared to Simon, and told how they too had recognized Jesus when he broke bread.” *  
 
Originally this story did not include the elaborations such as the theological explanations, the jibe 
at the Jews and authorities, and the reference to the foretelling of Jesus in the Tanakh.  In this 
version of the resurrection, unlike other accounts in the New Testament, only women see Jesus 
at the tomb, and an angel has to explain to them what it is all about.  If Jesus had just arisen, 
some women had only just seen him that morning, the women did not tell many disciples, and the 
disciples they did tell did not believe them, then it is very unlikely that the event is already the talk 
of the town, everybody already believes in the resurrection, and two travelers from Jerusalem 
already are obsessed with the events and their meaning.  Those elaborations became typical of 
stories about Jesus as the Church went along.  Notice how Jesus is changing from a prophet that 
wanted to restore Israel into a Messiah (Christ) with a bigger agenda.  The center of the story is:  
two men meet another man along the road; they begin to talk about important matters, including 
Jesus; they share a meal, as Jesus once did with people; as they share a meal and talk about 
Jesus, they realize they have understood each other and “bonded” as they could not have done 
otherwise; even though Jesus is dead, it is as if he were still alive with the people that “get” him, 
and he is still changing their hearts; especially when people share meals as he used to do, it is as 
if he were still alive and helping them.  In this sense, it is true that Jesus is still alive and still with 
the people that will listen.  The message of the story is to trust other people and share with them, 
especially food.   When you do, you will be in the Kingdom of God as if you were still with Jesus 
when he was alive.  
 
As more people told this story, they changed “it was as if he was really there with us” to “he was 
really there with us and was really alive”.  It is like the game “telephone” or like a chain of gossip 
in which imagined details become real and then take over the story.  Jesus’ imaginary presence 
overcame the message.  Eventually the metaphysical glamorized version displaced the real 
version; the magic displaced the message.  The message was lost.  This happens with seeing 
Elvis Presley too.  
 
John Shelby Spong argues that many stories of Jesus’ resurrection are like this, and that other 
stories about Jesus might be like this too.  People tell stories to explain what it means to 
understand Jesus and to follow him.  They tell stories to explain his life and message.  The 
stories feature Jesus as if he were still alive.  Jew has used this kind of story before with other 
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characters in the Tanakh, such as Moses, and would continue to use this kind of storytelling 
throughout their history.  This kind of story was so common among Jews that it has a name, 
“midrash”.  Jews understand clearly the difference between “as if” and “really was”.  Yet during 
the telling from one Christian to another, the stories featuring Jesus changed so that they became 
not “as if” but “really was”.  Fun words spoken to stimulate the imagination became the literal 
Word of God.  Later on, the Church inherited the stories.  It had to defend its position and its 
sacred texts, especially the gospels.  To defend itself, it asserted that the stories are literally true, 
not just “as if”.  The stories were never meant literally but they were taken literally and defended 
literally, and that can cause a lot of trouble.   
 
Superman.  Probably because of when I was born (1949) and how I misspent my youth, the early 
deification of Jesus reminds me of the transformation of Superman.  His true Kryptonite name, 
“Kal-el”, is a mix of Greek and Hebrew, and, I think, means “good” (“kallos”) from Greek and 
“God” (“El”) from Hebrew.  When Superman first arrived on the literary stage in the 1930s, he was 
not who we know now.  He “was able to leap tall buildings in a single bound”, “faster than a 
locomotive”, and could not be pierced by a needle to receive a vaccination (the movie “Superman 
Returns” makes a visual joke out of this early comic book problem).  He could run fast and jump 
far but he could not fly, and he was not able to fly faster than the speed of light so as to reverse 
time.  I think he did not have heat vision or x-ray vision although he did develop them quickly.  He 
could not withstand nuclear bombs because there were no nuclear bombs in the 1930s.  He was 
not smarter than all the scientists put together.  He was not especially brainy.  He fought bank 
robbers rather than Lex Luthor or other super villains.  Kryptonite did not exist.  He aged normally.  
There was no super dog or super girl.  There was no city in a bottle.  All the extra powers came to 
him as the writers allowed their imaginations to roam to provide what people wanted.  Once he 
gained a power, he never lost it.  Once a power stepped up in scale, such as flying speed, it 
never reverted.  Once his story gained a situation, such as Bizarro World, the situation returned 
again and again.  Originally he did not think of sacrificing himself for the greater good.  He wanted 
a girlfriend.  Now Superman can never live a normal life but always has to be available to make 
our lives better.  Superman started out as “super jock”, an extension of teen fantasies, and ended 
up as something qualitatively different.  At first, he was more like the Hulk than the Superman we 
have now.  Eventually he became like a Mahayana Bodhisattva.  In whatever religion it appears, 
the god-hero who sacrifices himself to save other people, to give us life at the cost of his own, fills 
a deep need.  To quote the movie Spiderman (not Superman, but it fits):  “With great power 
comes great responsibility” – if you are a good guy.  As Jesus was deified, he began to fill the 
need.  To better fill the need, he was deified, purified, and expanded more and more.  Eventually 
the character and the need matched well enough to endure.  Similar transformations happen to 
other heroes even if they do not go as far, even to heroes that expressly do not have any super 
powers, and, these days, especially to heroes that have a dark side.  Batman and Conan clearly 
became the instruments of light and good for their time and place.   
 
Church Organization.  Within a decade of Jesus’ death, his followers divided into two levels.  
Not all subgroups had both levels, but both levels were in the subgroup that eventually dominated 
the movement.  The first level included regular followers who met together, sang songs, and 
helped each other.  The second, deeper level included initiates who knew secret ideas and had 
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secret practices such as baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  Eventually the secret practices became 
open, so the distinction between the two levels blurred, but in the early years it was important.  
 
Regular followers of both levels met together and sang together.  The songs were like hymns, 
and the songs taught about the movement or taught doctrine about the movement such as the 
lordship of Jesus.  Singing was not a Christian innovation; Jews had done it for a long time, as 
with the Psalms.  Christians adapted the Jewish practice.  From what I have seen, singing is a 
great recruiting tool.  
 
Already while Jesus was alive he ate regular meals with his followers.  Probably the meals were 
not like the Last Supper or like the Lord’s Supper of modern churches.  The meals had bread and 
wine, but that was true of all meals if participants could afford it.  Soon after Jesus died, followers 
began to have regular meals together, and the meals were remembrances of him.  Those meals 
became ritualized.  
 
Probably as soon as Jesus died, followers ritualized the communal meal.  The meals might have 
included disreputable characters such as tax-collectors, prostitutes, and the poor.  People 
probably pooled resources for the meals.  The meal might have been a big source of support for 
poor followers.  I think this is like large church suppers even now in American churches, often 
held after services or in the evening on Sunday.  In addition, some followers modified the general 
meal to make a second kind of meal that was a secret meal for the in-group.  The in-group meal 
included a re-enactment of the idealized Last Supper in which the in-group followers ate bread-
as-body and drank wine-as-blood.  They discussed doctrines they did not want other followers 
and the public to know, such as about Jesus’ body and blood.  When pagans later criticized 
Christians as cannibals, they had these secret meals in mind.  
 
Baptism was an important initiation rite into the deep level.  At first, not all followers necessarily 
were baptized although I think most persistent followers were baptized.  Baptism indicated a 
commitment to the movement where people went from being casual followers to being real 
followers, maybe as it does today.  Members of the in-group had to be baptized but just being 
baptized might not necessarily have made a follower a member of the in-group.  I do not know 
what it took besides baptism to be a member of the in-group.  I think Jesus did not baptize his 
followers but some of Jesus’ disciples did baptize the followers they recruited.  Baptized followers 
considered themselves to be in a direct line from the baptizing disciples of Jesus.  I think baptized 
members of the in-group felt they then had a right to baptize others and to continue the line.  
People got the idea that you had to be baptized to be resurrected, and, later, to go to heaven.  
What I just described seems to preclude infant baptism but the practice of infant baptism arose in 
the decades after 70 CE, so I do not take a stand either way.  
 
Churches kept doctrinal disputes internal and tried to keep all other disputes internal as well such 
as over inheritances or marriages.  Christians did not like to go to court.  Influential members of a 
church tried to get the parties to agree privately.  If that did not work, a group of church members 
met with the rivals.  Among Western Americans and among many Christians I have known, this 
attitude persists now.  Westerners used to consider court shameful.  
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Partly to keep the peace, and partly to keep purity of conscience, members went through public 
confession of sins and faults.  After confession, other members decided what to do with the 
sinner.  I do not know how lenient or harsh Christians were.  I have seen films of this practice 
among modern people but I have never seen it in real life.  It looks unpleasant.  Sociological 
works on modern cults refer to it as a form of mind control.  This practice kept people out of the 
movement, maybe especially rich and powerful people.  Eventually the Church replaced this 
technique with private confession to a priest or bishop.  Later on, Protestant churches dropped it 
altogether.   
 
These relations and practices imply at least some officers and hierarchy.  They do not necessarily 
imply the full spectrum of offices and hierarchy of elaborate churches such as the Roman 
Catholic, Orthodox, or Episcopalian.   
 
The Game:  Jesus Slowly Reveals Secrets to His Idiot Disciples.  Jesus did not take on the 
role of messiah, and Jesus did not expect to die and be resurrected.  If he had, he would have 
made it openly clear, his disciples would have known, and it would have been a big part of the 
movement even before he died.  Yet it was not.  Beginning with Mark, the earliest gospel, the 
writers made up a story to explain why it was not.  As in the resurrection story above, the gospel 
writers have Jesus play an odd unrealistic game with his disciples, who look stupid.  The reason 
nobody knew about Jesus identity as Messiah and the need for his death was not because Jesus 
did not try to tell people but because his disciples were too stupid to get it.  At first, Jesus keeps 
his identity and the future secret.  He lets the secret out bit-by-bit, and he makes the disciples 
guess at his identity and at his upcoming death and resurrection.  Demons know Jesus’ secret 
identity, and what will happen, because Jesus has been around since before time and demons 
have been around since at least the dawn of time.  Jesus commands demons not to reveal his 
identity, not even to his disciples, but sometimes demons let it slip anyway.  People in general, 
not his disciples, cannot know who Jesus is until his death and resurrection, but must know after.  
Jesus wants his disciples to know even before but he does not want to tell them directly.  He 
wants them to guess.  So Jesus asks questions, performs miracles, and drops hints; but no 
disciples get it.  Finally Peter does get it, but not quickly and not well (see below).  It is not clear 
how well the other disciples get it even when Jesus explains, although they seem to pick up on 
the idea that Jesus is divine.  Not until after Jesus is killed and resurrected do they seem to fully 
get it, and even then only slowly.  
 
If Jesus did play this game, that might explain why nobody knew in advance who he was and 
what was going to happen, but using this game to explain general ignorance is a stretch.  This 
game is out of character for Jesus.  Jesus would not talk like this or act like this.  It is not clear 
why Jesus would hide his identity or the upcoming events of his death and resurrection from 
anybody.  If he did hide them from his followers in general, it is not clear why he revealed them to 
the disciples, or why he revealed them through this game rather than directly.  If he did reveal the 
truth to his disciples, it is not clear how they could be so stupid.  I do not see how keeping 
everything a secret from everybody but his disciples would have made his death and resurrection 
more effective.  If Jesus had revealed the future to a general audience, the revelation would have 
helped the movement.  The gospel writers are skillful at dramatizing the game but it is not clear 
why readers-listeners would go along with it.  
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Not all the original followers of Jesus’ Way had in-groups.  One subgroup that did have an in-
group invented this game.  This game explains the death of Jesus in a way that gives power to in-
groups.  This game explains why they know of Jesus’ divinity but other followers do not.  This 
game might be one reason why the particular subgroups within the Jesus Way that had in-
groups, secret baptism, wine-as-blood, and bread-as-body eventually prevailed over followers of 
the Way that did not.  Followers that did not believe in magic, did not believe in this game, and did 
not have magical in-groups, could not compete, and so died out.   
 
Early Church Groups.  The Jesus movement split into at least three distinct major subgroups. 
These are not the same subgroups that I mentioned before, that split along the lines of Jesus’ 
divinity; but there is considerable overlap between the two groups of three.  As with the other 
group of three, the lines between these three groups were not sharp.   
 
(1) Jerusalem Church.  James the Just led the first group.  James was “the Just” because he 
strictly adhered to Jewish Law and apparently he had a noble personality.  He lived in Jerusalem.  
He interacted often with Pharisees and Jewish authorities, and they got along well.  James was 
very likely close kin to Jesus, likely Jesus’ half-brother through Mary.  According to standard 
Church doctrine from about 200 CE onwards, James might have been Jesus’ cousin but could 
not have been his brother because Mary did not have children after Jesus, and Joseph was not 
Jesus’ father.  In contrast, the early Church right after Jesus did seem to recognize James as 
Jesus’ half brother.  James was the accepted leader of the entire Jesus movement with all 
subgroups while he lived, held in regard even above Peter and Paul.  Meetings of the movement 
were held in Jerusalem under his auspices.  He claimed the right to set doctrine and judge 
disputes.  He would have been like a first Pope or Patriarch if those offices existed then.  In 62 
CE, a Jewish official, acting on his own, killed James.  Other Jews were shocked and they had 
that Jewish official deposed.   
 
The church in Jerusalem under James is called the “Jerusalem Church” and sometimes “the 
Nazarenes”.  The Nazarenes and the Jerusalem Church might not always have been the same 
group, so the reader should be careful in attributing facts about the Nazarenes to the Jerusalem 
Church under James.   
 
James insisted that all followers had to adhere to the Mosaic Law including the dietary laws, and 
men had to be circumcised.  In effect, he required followers of Jesus to be Jewish or to convert to 
Judaism, and to maintain Jewish identity.  James saw the Jesus Way as the new direction of 
Judaism and not as anything apart from Judaism.  James did not allow followers of Jesus to be 
only God Fearers following a Law less strict than Mosaic Law.   
 
Further beliefs of the group in Jerusalem have to be inferred from a group that might have 
descended from the group in Jerusalem, “the Ebionites”.  After James died in 62 CE and the 
Romans destroyed the temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE, the Jerusalem Church did not continue 
long.  It might have contributed to another group called “the Ebionites”, which means “the Poor” in 
Aramaic, and who lived in Syria or Jordan.  Their poverty was voluntary.  They endured for a few 
hundred years, and then died out.  The later Church that became the standard Church 
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considered the Ebionites heretics, what we know of them is only from reports of the standard 
Church, and so the information probably is biased, but the information is probably reliable 
enough.  The Ebionites believed that Jesus was a normal human being born naturally of a man 
and woman; was not divine; observed the Law assiduously; that God made him a prophet, maybe 
when John baptized him; and that Paul had distorted Jesus’ teaching.  The Ebionites did not like 
the Hellenists (see below) and Paul was a clear Hellenist.  Some Ebionites might have believed 
that Jesus started out as a normal man but was adopted by God and made semi-divine; probably 
when he was baptized.  When the Jerusalem Church and the Ebionites disappeared, this line of 
thinking about Jesus nearly disappeared as well.  
 
The Jerusalem Church left no particular documents.  The Ebionites wrote at least one gospel, but 
it has survived only in fragments or in quotes from other sources, and cannot be considered in 
this book.  The letter of James in the New Testaments might or might not be by James the Just 
although it is attributed to him.  For current thinking on the status of that letter, go online.  Even if 
the letter was not entirely by James it likely represents his thinking.  
 
(2) Hellenists.  The second group is called “Hellenists”.  It is better to think of them as moderate 
Hellenists.  Some writers call them “hellenizers” because this group wanted other people to adopt 
their ideas.  To many Jews of Jesus’ time, “Hellenists” was originally a derisive term, like 
“Yankees”, a term that stuck and got less derisive over time.  “Hellenes” was the Greek term for 
themselves.  A “Hellene” was a Greek or, more often, any person of any ethnicity who had 
accepted basic Greek ideas even if he-she also observed the customs of the society-culture of 
birth.  To accept the Greek way of life was to “Hellenize”.  Romans were Hellenized.  Many 
residents of Syria were Hellenized.  Paul was a prominent Hellenist.  Christian Hellenists directed 
much of their missionary activity to God Fearers, Diaspora Jews, or even to ordinary residents of 
the Empire that were neither Jews nor God Fearers.  They probably did not try to convert Jews in 
Judea.  Christian Hellenists were called that because of their personal roots in Greek culture and 
because of who they focused missionary activity on, not necessarily because their beliefs about 
Jesus came out of Greek culture or reflected Greek beliefs.   
 
(Many ideas that are called “Hellenistic” did not derive from Classical Greek culture or philosophy.  
True, the ideas are Indo-European as opposed to Semitic but the ideas are more akin to ideas 
from Iran and India that had spread throughout the Middle East, and had been taken up by some 
philosophers and religious leaders.  These ideas are part of later middle Platonism and Neo-
Platonism that in turn became the basis for ideas of the Church.  There is no equivalent to the 
Indian Bodhisattva or Iranian devil in Greek culture.)   
 
In general, the Hellenists stressed the divinity of Jesus and the magical efficacy of the birth, 
death, and resurrection.  At least at first, the majority likely did not think that Jesus was divine in 
the full sense of God the Father.  They thought Jesus was divine but at a subordinate level or in 
some other way.  Only gradually did the faction that believed in the full divinity of Jesus, and that 
the divinity of Jesus is identical to the divinity of God the Father, win out.  Hellenists did not think 
followers needed to convert to Judaism, be circumcised, or follow the full dietary laws.   
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Necessary fussiness:  Some Jewish followers of Jesus did not believe in his divinity.  Some 
Jewish followers of Jesus who were not Hellenized might have believed in his divinity.  Some 
Jewish followers that were Hellenized did believe in his divinity while some did not.  Some 
Hellenized followers of Jesus, Jew or non-Jew, did not believe in Jesus’ divinity while others did.  
I do not know:  what ratio of Jesus’ followers were Jews or non-Jews at particular times; what 
ratio of Jews (followers of Jesus or not) were largely Hellenized; what ratio of non-Hellenized 
Jewish followers of Jesus believed in his divinity; what ratio of Hellenized Jewish followers of 
Jesus believed in his divinity; and what ratio of non-Jewish followers of Jesus (mostly Hellenized) 
believed in his divinity.  I do not know the ratio of various beliefs among Jews in Jesus time, such 
as for example the ratio of Jews that believed in Heaven or did not.  
 
The Jerusalem Church and the Hellenists argued strenuously over what was required of followers 
of Jesus.  James the Just and Paul did not get along.  Paul called himself an apostle yet James 
did not accept Paul as an Apostle.  James did not accept claims that non-Jewish followers of 
Jesus did not have to follow Jewish Law.  James and Paul argued openly over dietary rules and 
over the requirements on non-Jews.  For the most part, the Church as a whole accepted the right 
of James to decide, at least until the Jerusalem Church was destroyed after the fall of Jerusalem.  
 
The Hellenists were not uniform in belief and they formed subgroups that argued among each 
other.  They ranged from modest Hellenists such as Luke, to fervent but orthodox Hellenists such 
Paul, to orthodox but metaphysical Hellenists such as the author of the gospel of John, to 
extreme believers in the divinity of Jesus such as the Gnostics.  If you do not know much about 
Paul, see the chapter on him later in this part of the book.  Some Hellenists felt that Christians 
were completely free of the Jewish Law and should deliberately not follow it so as to make a point 
of not being under it; Paul argued against them, saying that Christians should follow the Law 
when they could even though they knew they did not have to.  When I grew up, Greek parents 
even in the United States did not circumcise their sons so as to make a point of contrast with 
Jews.  Even now, Americans eat pork on religious holidays such as Christmas so as to continue 
to emphasize differences with Jews – some Americans do not know that is why they eat pork 
then.  Some Hellenists followed the lesser law of the God Fearers and would not eat food that 
had ever been offered to any other gods, even the household gods.  Some respected the Jewish 
Law almost fully.  
 
The letters of Paul (45 – 60 CE), the gospel of Luke, the Acts written by Luke (both after 70 CE), 
and the gospel of John (around 100 CE), are classics of Hellenistic Christianity.  From them we 
can see the variation in Hellenistic ideas.  Other documents show forms of Hellenism that more 
strongly stress the role of Jesus as philosopher or as spirit, such as the gospel of Thomas, but 
they were not accepted in the New Testament.  Hellenist documents that were taken into the New 
Testament tend to show elements of compromise (see below) and so the Hellenistic elements do 
not always stand out.  Even though John argues strongly for the divinity of Jesus (see later 
chapters), passages from John can be seen as arguments against even more metaphysical, 
spiritualized, and non-corporal explanations of Jesus by more extreme Hellenistic groups with 
whom John’s group competed.   
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(2B) Radical Hellenists or “Heretics”.  Aside from the moderate Hellenists was an assortment 
of other groups that were more radical, especially radically non-Jewish in that they stressed the 
divinity of Jesus without much consideration for his humanity, for example some Gnostics.  I do 
not consider these groups much here because there are too many, they are too diverse, and the 
early Church gradually purged their ideas.  They contributed some ideas to Christianity but the 
ideas were filtered through more moderate Hellenists, and this book cannot consider that topic.  
Today we know some as early “heretics”.  The next chapter briefly describes two, Marcion and 
Mani.  The chief rivals of these radical Hellenists were probably other moderate Hellenists.  The 
moderate Hellenists argued with these groups and tried to contain them.  In the Gospel of John, 
John argues with at least one group that saw Jesus as only divine and as not human at all.  That 
is why John stresses the incarnation of the Word.  Radical Hellenists were important for keeping 
the moderate Hellenists moderate, for clarifying why the Church needed to compromise for unity, 
and for clarifying by contrast the lines along which the Church needed to come together.   
 
(3) Compromisers.  The third group was a de facto compromise group, originally led by Peter.  
Peter was active in Jerusalem, Galilee, and neighboring areas, maybe especially Syria.  Peter 
represented the apostles and apostolic authority, at least after the fall of the Jerusalem Church 
after 70 CE.  One incident shows the character of Peter and the compromisers, even though the 
incident is reported by Luke, a sympathizer of Paul.  Paul and the Hellenists allowed non-Jewish 
Christians to eat what they wished.  James insisted that all Christians “eat kosher”, especially no 
pork and no food that had been offered to any idol, even a household god.  While James the Just 
was still alive, before 62 CE, Peter dreamed that God showed him a big sheet on which were 
many animals, and told him that he could eat of any animal without being unclean.  Peter and 
many members of the Church interpreted the dream to mean that the dietary laws no longer 
applied to non-Jewish (at least) Christians.  Due to this dream, Christians adopted a compromise 
in which Jewish Christians continued to follow the full Mosaic Law while non-Jewish Christians 
could follow the less strict version of the Law (from Noah) typical of the God Fearers.  Non-Jewish 
Christian still could not eat food that had been offered to an idol but they could eat pork if it had 
not been offered to any idol.  Really the Jerusalem Church and the Hellenists agreed to leave 
each other alone, with Peter brokering the deal.   
 
The first gospel, of Mark, around 60-70 CE, is an example of a compromise text, especially if 
Mark was the secretary of Peter.  It is a somewhat angry book, written as an argument against 
fellow Jews, but still with the hope of coming to an accord with Jews and bringing them into the 
fold.  Mark was probably a Hellenized Jew but might have been a learned God Fearer Christian.  
Mark is angry because he seems to believe that Jews would come to Jesus if only they would 
relax and open up.  Mark accepts some divinity for Jesus but does not stress his divinity.  In its 
original version, Mark did not even report the resurrection or appearances of the risen Jesus.  
That might not have been important in the Jesus mythology at the time, or many followers still did 
not accept the resurrection.  The gospel of Matthew, from shortly after 70 CE, does accept the 
magic of the birth, death, and resurrection even though Mathew is steeped in Judaism.  Matthew 
was deeply familiar with the Torah.  He used proof texts, fairly and unfairly, to argue strongly 
against Jews.  He might also have been arguing with the strict group of James the Just.  Matthew 
might have been a learned Diaspora Hellenized Jew.  Matthew seems to have given up on 
bringing in any more Jews to the movement, and now wants primarily to justify his wing of the 
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Jesus movement, and to bring in any God Fearers that might be open to his arguments.  He 
seems to refer to the burning of Jerusalem and seems to say that it was the fault of the Jews for 
not accepting Jesus. That might be the first serious instance of blaming the Jews.   
 
Blending.  When the Romans sacked Jerusalem and destroyed the temple in 70 CE, Christians 
outside the Jerusalem Church took that as a judgment by God against Jews for not accepting 
Jesus.  I do not know if Christians outside the Jerusalem Church also took those events as a 
judgment against the Jerusalem Church for not accepting the ideas of the Hellenizers and 
Compromisers.  What happened between Hellenizers and Compromisers after 70 CE is not clear.  
It seems the Hellenists absorbed the Compromisers so that a moderate Hellenist position 
eventually dominated, approximately the position of Paul, augmented by the high Christology of 
John (almost full divinity of Jesus).  “Apostolic authority” is the special authority of the closest 
followers of Jesus who knew Jesus personally, originally “The Twelve” and probably including 
James and his group.  They were all Jews; none were Hellenists.  The Hellenists wanted both to 
keep their position of not being Jews and not being subject to Jewish Law while also taking the 
apostolic authority of the Jewish Christians.  
 
They accomplished this in three ways.  First, Paul insisted he had met Jesus in a vision, and so 
he really was an apostle and really had apostolic authority even though he had never met Jesus 
while Jesus was alive.  Second, other Hellenists insisted that apostles had baptized them and 
that the apostles had laid hands on them.  These acts gave the second generation, the 
Hellenizers, the direct authority of the apostles.  It also meant only they could continue the chain 
of charismatic power; only chosen successors of the Hellenizers could continue the authority of 
the apostles.  Third, they could both be Hellenistic and appear Jewish at the same time by “co-
opting” Peter, the chief of the apostles.  The gospels start with Peter as an idiot yet have him first 
to understand that Jesus is God and that Jesus must die and be resurrected to fulfill his mission.  
Even while the gospels paint Peter as a stooge unable to get the hints of Jesus, they also paint 
him as the leader of the apostles, brave, true, and astute – a contradiction that can lead to 
unintended humor.  In painting him both ways, they can use a well-known and respected figure as 
a dominating authority for their own ideas about the divinity of Jesus and the mission of Jesus.  
 
In his association with Paul, Luke was a Hellenist, but his gospel seems more like a compromise 
attempt to bring together Diaspora Jews, Hellenized Jews, and general members of the Empire.  
It has anti-Jewish rhetoric but not as much and not as strong as Matthew or John.  It does not 
constantly refer to the Tanakh and it does not subvert traditional Jewish understanding, as did 
Matthew.  It broadens the roots of Jesus to make him appear part of the “family of people” rather 
than as just a Jew (see next chapter).  For example, the Three Kings (Three Wise Men or Three 
Magi) that come to visit Jesus represent the whole world, not just Jews.  
 
By the time of the gospels of Luke, Matthew, and John, the Church had bishops, had developed 
the idea of apostolic succession, and developed the idea that apostolic succession might come in 
distinct lines from particular apostles.  The bishops that could clearly link their office to particular 
apostles, and especially to Peter, carried great weight in discussions of policy and practice.  For 
example, the Bishop of Rome claimed that his office descended directly from Peter and so carried 
the greatest weight; eventually the Bishop of Rome became the Pope.  
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Galilee disappeared as a center for the followers of Jesus.  The Way of Jesus, and later 
Christianity, moved almost immediately from the country and from peasants to the cities and to 
small business people and working people.  It altered the message to appeal to these new 
people, such as by stressing the need to bypass courts.   
 
Modern Takes.  Conservative Christian writers such as Larry Hurtado and N.T. Wright see at the 
heart of Christianity the early subgroups that stressed the divinity of Jesus (the Christ) and that 
had a separate in-group.  I am not sure, but I think they argue: (a) some of Jesus’ earliest 
followers thought he was strongly divine; (b) some of the earliest followers were Jewish; (c) so 
some of the earliest Jewish followers of Jesus saw him as strongly divine; (d) Jews would not 
think a human being was strongly divine unless he really was strongly divine; (e) and so Jesus 
really must have been strongly divine.  They turn the aversion of traditional Jews for mixing the 
human and divine into an argument for the strong divinity of Jesus.  Their view is not necessarily 
wrong but it requires clear evidence that some early traditional Jewish followers did think Jesus 
was strongly divine.  Their view supports the idea that the standard Christian package comes as 
an indivisible whole.  
 
In contrast, liberal Christian writers such as Marcus Borg, John Dominic Crossan, and John 
Shelby Spong think the original Jesus Way was made up mostly of common people with no 
hidden programs or in-groups.  They see as deviations the subgroups that stressed the divinity of 
Jesus and that used in-groups and mystery rites.  The divinity of Jesus was not an important idea 
in the early Way.  We do not have to take the standard Christian package as a whole.  Elaine 
Pagels points out the role of Gnostic alternatives to the standard orthodox position in the early 
Church.  Gnostics believed in the divinity of Jesus but not in the standard divinity.  The 
prominence of Gnosticism in the early Church shows that even people who believed in the divinity 
of Jesus did not all agree on the nature of the divinity and its significance, and thus the standard 
orthodox Christian position does not have to be the only position.  We can believe in a divine 
Jesus without necessarily taking the entire standard package as a whole; or we can believe in a 
Jesus that was not divine.  Indirectly she supports the idea that the Jesus movement did not at 
first consist mostly of people that insisted on the divinity of Jesus.  I agree with liberal writers in 
most respects, so here I go into the liberal position a bit. 
 
The problem with the liberal Christian view is how it sees the original Jesus Way.  Suppose the 
original Jesus Way did not have a standard divine Jesus and did not believe in the standard 
magic of the birth, death, and resurrection.  Liberals prefer idealized populism to the kind of Big 
Change that Jesus preached.  The original Jesus Way comes across as the first arrival of 1960s 
peace-and-love, of modern 1970s-1990s New Age, or of academic intellectual post-modernism.  
The followers of Jesus come across as intoxicated proto-hippies sharing a whole-grain organic 
dinner, wine, and their gently used clothing with the good-hearted misunderstood poor.  I think the 
real mass followers were more like the crowds at a modern mega-church or at the traveling show 
of a televangelist.  They wanted to know what Jesus and the disciples could do for them. They 
were hungry, sick, and needed clothes.  They were not in the mood for rationality or too much 
mush.  In the movie “Phenomenon” with John Travolta, the lead character gets mild super 
powers.  At first the public fears him.  But when they think he can heal, they jam sick children in 
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his face.  They get angry when he cannot cure everybody for free.  In theory, liberal thinkers do 
not overlook what Jesus said about the end-of-the-world-as-we-know-it and the restoration of 
Israel.  In practice, they do.  Without change-of-the-world ideas, the Way can appear like a klatch 
of Socratic philosophers or a group of drunken Taoists.  To Jesus, the point was the Big Change, 
the restoration of Israel and everything that went along with it.  To his mass followers, 
eschatology mattered because it meant they would be healed, fed, healthy, and have an eternal 
abundant life including food, clothes, spouses, children, and status; they wanted to know how to 
get that for themselves for sure now.  
 
Liberals still want to see Jesus as secretly divine and therefore consistent in all his aspects.  As 
long as liberals insist on seeing the Jesus Way in their terms, and insist on an absolutely 
consistent Jesus that reflects the idealized divine Jesus, they will focus on some idealized mostly-
was of Jesus while neglecting his all about in the real world.  They will not be able to address his 
all-about properly.   
 
The closest analog to a good version of the Jesus Way that I have seen with my own eyes is the 
non-militant wing of the Black Panthers in Oakland, California in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
before the police destroyed the movement.  The Panthers fed, housed, and clothed people, 
helped people get medical care and jobs, fixed buildings, cared for oldsters, and educated 
children; all without state help.  They did not see an end of the world or a complete transformation 
but they did see a big real change.  They knew any change depended on them.  They did not let 
populism get out of hand.  They were not the blood-drinking anti-capitalist revolutionaries of 
conservative nightmares; the Black angels of contemporary Black revisionist history fantasy pep 
rallies; the goo-goo dolls of liberal longings; or even the Black knights of their own self-image; but 
they worked.  They did not deify (divinize) their leaders, even when their leaders were killed or 
imprisoned.  I doubt most of their followers understood the rhetoric, cared, or followed because 
they did understand.  That didn’t matter either.  The Jesus Way was much less fierce but might 
have been similar.  With less strident tones, the Salvation Army and the Volunteers of America 
also are similar.   
 
Peter.  Peter was probably about the same age as Jesus.  He was a fisherman.  His original 
name was “Simon”.  Jesus renamed him “Cephas” in Aramaic, which means “rock”.  During their 
lifetimes, Jesus called him either “Cephas” or “Simon”.  In Greek, “rock” is “petros”, which in 
English becomes “Peter”.  “Rock” in Latin is “lapis”.  Jesus did not call him “Peter”.  Peter likely 
moved to Rome when he was old to live among Diaspora Jews there.  He might have been killed 
there in one of the persecutions.  He was a charismatic person, brave, true, astute, and bold 
when needed.  He helped hold the early Church together.  It is not clear what relation he had with 
James except that, while James lived, Peter was under the authority of James.  It is a shame the 
gospels painted him as a stooge in the game of guessing Jesus’ secret plan so that the gospels 
could use him to validate Jesus’ divinity.   
 
A famous passage in Matthew shows how both Peter’s astuteness and dullness were invented to 
bolster claims of Jesus’ divinity and Church authority.  This passage is typical of invented 
passages where Jesus plays the game of slowly revealing the secrets to his idiot disciples, and 
typical of added passages that ratify Church authority.  Roman Catholics cite this passage as 
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evidence the Bishop of Rome comes directly from Peter, the Roman Catholic Church has 
authority even over heaven or hell, and so the Roman Catholic Church has very great authority.  
Protestants deny that this passage validates the authority of the Bishop of Rome; but their denial 
rests on twisting the meaning of the passage from its face value.  I consider the passage as 
added later and not the words of Jesus.  I think it has little to do with the real Peter.  So I do not 
accept Church claims to authority based on this passage, or the claims of any particular church.  
It is hard to have it both ways:  Peter as idiot stooge and Peter as the judge of creation.  If Peter 
(the Church) did not understand then what it takes to achieve what God wants, I wonder if the 
Church understands now.  
 
Matthew 16:13 – 16:23.  *When the band got to the area around Caesarea Philippi, Jesus asked 
his followers, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”  They responded, “Some people say you 
are [the Son of Man is] John the Baptist [returned], some say Elijah, some say Jeremiah, and 
some say one of the prophets.”  Jesus asked, “What about my followers?  Who do you think I 
am?”  Simon Peter said, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.”  Jesus declared, 
“Simon son of Jonah, you are a lucky man.  You did not learn this from any ordinary mortal.  My 
Father God told you that.  I add this:  You are Peter [Cephas the Rock], and upon this rock [Peter, 
Cephas] I will build my church.  The power of death will never defeat my church.  I will give you 
the keys to the Kingdom of God.  What you deny [forbid] on earth will be denied in heaven, and 
what you permit in earth will be permitted in heaven.”  He then strictly ordered his disciples not to 
tell anybody he was the Messiah.  From that time on, Jesus started to explain to his disciples that 
he had to go to Jerusalem; suffer much from the elders, chief priests, and lawyers; be put to 
death; and rise up again on the third day.  When Peter first heard what would happen to Jesus, 
Peter grabbed Jesus’ arm and began to plead, “God [the Father], please, no.  No, Lord [Jesus], 
this can never happen to you.”  Jesus turned directly to Peter and said, “Get out of here, Satan.  
You are now an obstacle in my way.  You think as men think, not as God thinks.  [You do not 
understand what it will take to achieve what God wants.]” *    
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4.06 The Early Church 3: Church Growth   
 
 
This chapter begins with an illustration of heretical alternatives to standard Christianity.  After that, 
it switches to its main topic, the growth of the early Church and the changes that came along with 
growth.   
 
Heretics.  Just to show that the early Church was sensible for its time about Jesus’ identity, and it 
more often had to defend Jesus as a man than as a god, here are two foes of the early Church, 
one in the Church, one a rival religion.  
 
Marcion of Sinope (about 85 – 160 CE).  Marcion might be the favorite heretic of every writer on 
early Church history.  He might have lived earlier than the usual given dates.  Marcion was 
probably a bishop, and was a well-known commentator (theologian) of the early Church in his 
lifetime.  He thought the life and teachings of Jesus were not compatible with nearly all of the Old 
Testament (Tanakh), in particular with the idea of Yahweh.  Yahweh was too parochial, crude, 
and cruel to be the Father of Jesus.  Instead, there must have been another original God, whom 
Jesus called “Father”, and whom modern theologians might call “Godhead”.  The Father created 
Yahweh, who then usurped some of the authority of the Father to use to arrange life on earth, 
with the Jews as his instruments.  To shape the behavior of the Jews, Yahweh rewarded and 
punished them.  The Father sent Jesus to straighten things out.  Jesus was pretty much an avatar 
of the Father and only used a human body for convenience.  Marcion thought Paul was the only 
apostle to have understood correctly.  Marcion rejected all writings about Jesus except ten 
epistles of Paul and most of the Gospel of Luke.  He rewrote the Gospel of Luke to emphasize 
Jesus’ ties to the Father and Jesus’ purity.  He rejected works that today the Church finds 
inspired such as the other Gospels.  He pretty much condemned Jews.  Marcion was a dualist in 
that he divided the Father, Jesus and saved people on one side versus Yahweh, Jews, and crude 
humanity on the other.  He was also Gnostic in using levels of divinity, seeing Yahweh as a 
usurper, and thinking the true story was a secret that liberated people from the misrule of 
Yahweh.  Most histories of the Church label him a Gnostic but he was not a fully developed 
Gnostic.   
 
Marcion was very popular.  He was a “rock star”, including his own groupies.  When other 
theologians rejected his ideas, he and his followers carried on their own Church.  In the official 
version, he split from the “real” Church.  In his version, the church split from his “real” Church.  
His church was about as popular as the now-official Church for about a hundred years.  Even 
now, many people like the ideas that Jesus is too good for the god of the Old Testament, and that 
the religion of the Jews based on Yahweh is inferior and vulgar, although they do not say it out 
loud much.   
 
Before Marcion, Church leaders did not think much about which works should be considered holy 
and authoritative, that is canonical.  Because of him, Church fathers had to decide what books to 
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include and exclude, and why.  The reaction to Marcion began the process that eventually led to 
the New Testament.  
 
Mani and Manichaeism (210 – 276 CE).  Mani might have been born in what is now Iraq but he 
flourished in Persia.  Mani was an almost Classic Gnostic.  The world is divided into the forces of 
good and light versus the forces of evil and darkness.  They do not sustain each other in some 
kind of overarching Hegelian Romantic symbiosis but are plainly at war.  It is not clear that the 
forces of good and light will win.  Spirit tends to be good and light while anything material tends to 
be bad and dark, including the human body and all animal urges.  The leaders of the forces of 
darkness are spiritual too, so I am not clear on the full relation between spirit, matter, good, and 
evil.  Later versions of this kind of strong dualism gave the forces of light and the forces of good 
each their own highest leader.  The idea of the leaders of the forces of darkness and evil was one 
origin of the Christian devil.  
 
Humanity is the main battleground.  Just because it is a non-material soul, the human soul is 
supposed to ally with light, but it can be corrupted to the dark side.  Temptations of wealth, power, 
emotions, and of the body can lead the soul down the wrong path.  The body is a danger because 
it is material and so tends to sink the soul into bad and dark.  Sometimes a champion of good and 
light arises.  Although the champion appears to have a human body, really his body is irrelevant.  
What matters is that his soul is entirely of light and entirely on the side of good.  (I do not know if 
there were ever any women champions.)  People need to see the original nature of their souls, to 
purge their souls of material, dark, and evil, and so return to the light.  Champions show the way.  
Jesus did not figure in all versions of Manichaeism but when he did he was one such champion of 
good and light.  
 
Manichaeism was very popular in its time.  It was a religion unto itself, and also influenced all the 
major religions, including Christianity.  It lasted for about a thousand years, and spread as far as 
China.  Eventually the mainstream Christian Church saw Manichaeism as a serious rival and 
condemned it.  Reaction to developments such as Manichaeism eventually led to the Nicene 
Creed.  Islam tolerated Manichaeism but did not promote it and officially viewed it as un-Islamic 
although unofficially it seems to have had quite an influence on Islam.  Saint Augustine was an 
official Manichean until he converted to Christianity.  Despite orthodoxy, I think Manichean 
dualism still pervades much of Christianity and Islam.  Even though Augustine tried to purge 
Manichean ideas from his own thinking and writing, I think Manichean ideas were still strong in 
Augustine and are still strong in Church doctrine that comes from him, especially his views of 
Paul and views of Paul that follow him such as of Luther and Calvin.  Manichean dualism lives on 
today.  Manichean dualism supports ideas such as that all Muslims are terrorists and servants of 
the devil, or that the United States is the agent of Satan (Great Satan) in our time.  You should 
recognize Manichaeism in many movies such as in the Sci Fi, horror, slasher, and serial killer 
genres.  “Star Wars” and “The Matrix” are almost Manichean texts.  You should see Manichaeism 
in Right and Left Wing slanders of each other, and in policies of the recent Bush administration.   
 
Family Values Again.  Early Christians did have a different sense of the family, and did behave 
differently toward spouses and children, than many people in other religions.  Christian ideas 
have roots in Jewish values, which contrasted from neighbors, but Christian ideas also differ from 
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Jewish values.  Christian attitudes helped the growth of the early Church.  Modern so-called 
Christian family values are related to the family values of the early Church but are definitely 
different too.  The practices of Jews and their neighbors often had a basis in adaptation to 
ecology, economy, politics, or society but I do not discuss that here.  I do not evaluate in terms of 
political correctness or anti-political correctness.  I do not cite texts for support for each point.  
General support is in the lists of readings.   
 
Non-Jewish Sexual and Family Behavior.  I do not distinguish between various Jews and 
between various non-Jews.  I use simplistic dualism.  Groups of Jews differed, and some adopted 
behavior like the non-Jewish behavior listed here.   
 
-Non-Jews might have allowed human sacrifice, including child sacrifice.   
 
-Non-Jews allowed abortion and infanticide.  In particular, non-Jews exposed baby girls, or even 
girl children, so that they would die.  In some cases, this practice might have been viewed as 
child sacrifice for the welfare of the remaining members of the family.   
 
-Non-Jews allowed multiple wives and/or families for the same man.   
 
-Non-Jews allowed fairly easy divorce for the man.  
 
-Non-Jews allowed extramarital affairs by both husband and wife, but primarily by the husband.   
 
-Non-Jews allowed or encouraged homosexual relations between males or between females, 
including boys, men, girls, and women.   
 
-Non-Jews allowed prostitution, and allowed married men to visit prostitutes without stigma.  
Prostitution included homosexual prostitution.   
 
-Non-Jews sometimes institutionalized prostitution, sometimes in religious temples, sometimes in 
guilds protected by the city, sometimes just by tolerating it.  
 
-Non-Jews discouraged celibacy in the family.   
 
-Non-Jews allowed suicide for the good of the family, the city, the country, or for the peace of 
mind of the individual.  They emphasized quality of life as much as quantity of life.   
 
Jewish Sexual and Family Behavior.  I do not distinguish between various Jews.   
 
-Jews did not allow human sacrifice, including child sacrifice.   
 
-Jews discouraged abortion and infanticide.  They would not have seen it as sacrifice for the 
welfare of remaining members of the family.   
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-Jews also allowed a man to have multiple wives and families, and to divorce his wife (wives) 
without too much trouble.  
 
-Jews rarely allowed a wife to divorce a husband, and almost never allowed a wife to have 
extramarital affairs.  
 
-Jews discouraged homosexual relations and they looked down on male homosexuals (gay men) 
and/or transvestites.   
 
-Jews allowed prostitution and allowed married men to visit prostitutes.   
 
-Jews did not institutionalize prostitution.  Jews were fastidious in separating sexuality from 
worship and so disliked the idea of temple prostitution.   
 
-Jews wanted family continuity and family increase.  They discouraged celibacy either within the 
family or without the family.   
 
-Jews felt that women wanted sexual activity more than men.  If women did not get sexual 
satisfaction within marriage, they would look for it outside of marriage.  If a man did not satisfy his 
wife, then she might have an extramarital affair.   
 
-Jews held a strong “double standard” on gender matters, at least in public.  Women were 
subordinate to men.  Men had to control the women under their jurisdiction.  If a man and a 
woman committed a sexual offense, the woman was usually punished more harshly than the 
man.  For adultery, a man might go free while a woman might be stoned.   
 
-Jews did not oppose the mind to the body, or sexuality to mentality.  They did not look down on 
sexual activity or physical activity.  They did contrast obvious bodily functions, including sex and 
death, to religious grace; but the opposition was usually temporary for the purposes of a ritual 
duty.   
 
-Jewish ideas about the family have their roots in the idea that life is good and holy, and that it 
should be respected and increased.  Life is precious and should be taken care of.  
 
-Jews did not allow suicide.  It is simplistic to say that they emphasized quantity of life over quality 
of life but they did not want short-term rationalizations to undermine the reverence for life.   
 
Christian Ideas.  Christians were much like Jews, with the following modifications.  For non-Jews 
to adopt Jewish ideas would have been quite a change and would indicate strong forces at work.  
 
-Christians had the same ideas about abortion, infanticide, suicide, homosexuality, and the value 
of life.  
 
-Christians did not allow divorce except for adultery by the wife.   
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-Christians did not allow multiple spouses.   
 
-Christians did not allow prostitution or visiting of prostitutes.   
 
-Christians allowed people to be celibate.  Christians allowed people to be celibate even within 
marriage.  At first, many Christians extolled celibacy over married life.  Christians thought of 
celibacy as being like Jesus.   
 
-Christians encourage people to marry so as to have an outlet for sexual desire, rather than to 
visit prostitutes.  This was true for both mean and women.   
 
-At first, Christians discouraged marriage and having children, especially when they still thought 
the end of the world was near.   After they realized the end of the world was not near, they 
allowed people to marry and have children.   
 
-Christians did not stress family life until later.   
 
-Christians at first were much more equal between men and women than Jews.  Women were 
powerful in the early Church.  They supported early Church activities financially and by giving use 
of their houses.  Women acted as disciples and apostles even if they were not called that.  
Women were deacons.  Women spoke in church.  Women were probably not officially bishops.  I 
do not know if any women carried out the duties of a bishop without the name but I suspect so.  
Within a few decades after Jesus died, the Church began to push women back into traditional 
Mediterranean and Jewish roles.  Nearly all the written evidence we have, such as the New 
Testament, comes from after the time when women were already being pushed back, so we have 
to be careful reading it.  The notorious advice by Paul about keeping women in their place should 
not be read as the attitude of the original Church or of Jesus but as the later attitude of returning 
to earlier times.   
 
-Christians were nearly pacifists.  They did not resist violence and they did not resist authority.  
They did not engage in righteous rebellion against the oppressors.  
 
-Christians did not allow their sons to join the military until after the time of Constantine in the 
middle 300s.  Some allowed sons who were drafted to fill out their conscripted terms but did not 
allow them to voluntarily re-enlist.  Early Christians avoided the military and looked down on the 
military (I do not know how they felt about individual soldiers).  In sharp contrast, modern “family 
values” Christians revere the military, praise their children who join, and too often glamorize 
violence.  I see no way to reconcile the two attitudes.   
 
Church Growth.  Christianity was not the most popular religion even after it became the official 
religion of the Roman Empire under Constantine in the 300s.  Other religions held on for 
hundreds of years afterwards, including Greek and Roman paganism.  Christianity became 
dominant only after the Empire had trouble and people lost faith in traditional religions and the 
other alternatives to Christianity.  
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The Christian Church only had to grow a few percent per year to reach the size estimates for the 
Church at particular times in the history of the early Empire, less than 5% per year would do 
easily if it were steady.  That growth rate is less than the growth rate of some modern churches 
such as the Mormons (Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints), the “Moonies” before about 
1990, the mega-churches, and New Age.  The Church did not immediately appeal to all the 
masses and immediately lead to a general “call to Christ”.  It grew for many reasons.  I do not 
know if it grew because some people wanted the charismatic gifts of Christians, so I do not 
discuss that topic.  
 
Whether or not true faith was always the biggest reason for the growth of the early Church, it 
certainly was a big reason.  Christianity appealed to people.  Jesus as both God and man, who 
sacrifices himself for us, meant something to people.  The ideal drew people to the Church, and 
still does.  
 
On a more worldly level, I have personally seen the biggest reasons for the growth of Christian 
churches, especially in the Third World, and I think the early Church grew for similar reasons.   
 
(1) The need for order fuels growth of any institution that can supply order, especially in a 
changing world.  People in America in the 1970s were lost.  They went back to Jesus, or went to 
New Age, or found Marx, Political Correctness, the free market, or Reagan and the Right, 
because they needed any kind of real order in their lives.  This is sad.   
 
(2) Growth arises from mutual help.  Churches in the Third World operate as social security and 
financial security agencies.  They give social opportunities and financial opportunities.  They 
educate children that would otherwise remain ignorant and without a certificate.  The give medical 
care to people that would otherwise die or remain maimed.  They allow children to survive. They 
give food.  They allow employers and employees to find each other.  They allow people to make 
business deals with some assurance of honesty.  The same benefits apply in many churches in 
Western countries but the power of the church is more important in the Third World because the 
Third World does not have the other social controls of the West such as a reliable general police 
force.  Many people that join do not understand the dogma of the church but their children grow 
up with it and accept doctrine without thinking.  Some people do understand the doctrine.  People 
are theologically sophisticated even in the Third World.  I heard the Thai call joining a Christian 
church “selling your soul” (“khai winyan”), and that is true in many cases, but joining a church is 
not always that cold.  A lot of Western people cultivate church membership with more calculation 
than Thai people, and we do not always look down on calculating Americans.  Benjamin Franklin 
held membership and prominent pews in at least three churches at the same time, and he did not 
believe in standard dogma.  It is possible to be a personal friend and a business associate at the 
same time and it is possible to be a real church member and to benefit from membership at the 
same time.   
 
These practical reasons would be important in the countryside but they would be even more 
important, maybe vital, in towns and cities.  In the country, people still know each other, know 
reputations, can check reputations, and can badger kin in case somebody does not come 
through.  In the countryside, land can be used as a capital base, if you own land.  In the city, 
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these safeguards do not exist and people often do not have any capital base.  Members of the 
working class and the small business class need something, which church membership provides.  
That is why Church membership shifted to the city and why it grew so well in the city.  
 
(3) The Church was not the only mutual aid society.  To use mutual aid to explain growth, we 
need to appreciate how the aid offered by Christians differed from the aid offered by other groups.  
Listing and evaluating alternatives would require a social science book but maybe one example 
illustrates mutual aid:  funeral societies.  People would pay a little bit every month so that their 
funeral would be covered when they died.  In the meantime, members had the right to borrow 
from the mutual funeral fund to help with their business.  This kind of society funded the 
beginning of jazz in New Orleans.  The early Church differed from other mutual aid societies in 
the variety of its work, and the depth of its commitment.  Christians really did give aid to the sick 
and poor.  They really did go to prisons.  They really did help bury people.  They even helped 
people that were not Christians, although I think aid tended to get aimed more at Christians as 
the movement grew.  Cities of the Roman Empire were unhealthy.  Only somebody who has lived 
outside Europe or the United States can know what a Third World slum smells like and how hard 
it can be to find a clean glass of water.  People got sick and died.  The equivalent of a major flu 
epidemic happened every year.  Infant mortality was over fifty percent.  Unlike the non-Christian 
rich, Christians, even rich Christians, did not flee the cities with the annual plagues and they did 
not have safe houses outside the city.  They did not shun the houses of the sick.  They stayed to 
save lives.  They really helped out.  They were like “Doctors Without Borders” or like Red Cross 
volunteers in disaster zones.  This was hands-on work, even by rich Christians.  Rich Christians 
opened their houses as schools and hospitals.  Modern Christians should take note.  Non-
Christians saw this devotion and were deeply impressed.  Pagan philosophers of high moral 
caliber were deeply impressed.  Even authorities that might otherwise be suspicious of Christians 
or persecute Christians were impressed.  So the Christian movement grew fast enough to 
eventually dominate the Empire.   
 
(4) Christian family values appealed to peasants, the working class, and the modest middle class 
of cities.  Especially Christian family values appealed to women.  A family that was not large and 
wealthy had trouble making it unless it stayed together.  It could not afford to waste resources on 
prostitutes, side families, or sideline affairs.  Men had to use their energy and wealth on primary 
wives if they wanted to reproduce and carry on the family.  Even homosexual affairs would 
undermine a working class or middle class family on a tight budget.  If you had only one son, and 
he was homosexual, then the family could not so easily carry on.  Celibacy could be confined to 
family members that would not have reproduced anyway because they were too poor to find 
spouses or to raise children, such as extra girls.  These family members could be honored while 
at the same time they contributed to the other family members that would reproduce.  Families 
that lived by Christian values endured and slowly grew while families in similar situations that did 
not live by Christian values often dissipated.  Non-Christian families saw the success of Christian 
families and emulated their ideas and practices; sometimes they even converted to Christianity.   
 
The success of Christian family values at that time does not mean the values are from God or are 
absolutely right.  The success of Christian family values at that time does not mean we have to 
live only by those values and that we cannot find somewhat different successful values now.  
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Modern “family values” Christians do not live by those values; they have selected, rejected, and 
interpreted to seek their greatest success under their modern situations.  The success of 
Christian family values then does not mean that stereotyped Christian family values now are from 
God, or are correct, or even that they are the values most conducive to success for all families.  
The success of Christian family values then does mean we have to think about the roots of those 
values and we have to think about our own values.   
 
Divine Jesus as Warrant.  Would Christians have acted so well in managing resources, helping 
neighbors, and in their family practices, if they did not believe Jesus was Christ the God but 
instead believed he was only a prophet?  That question is impossible to answer.  Probably some 
Christians needed to believe that Jesus was God to act as well as Christians did.  I do not mean 
to sound cynical.  Sometimes we need to bolster our courage with divine backup.  Some 
Christians then might not have believed Jesus was God yet still acted well.  Not all Christians 
then believed in Jesus’ full divinity, or that he was divine at all, yet still acted morally, bravely, and 
to uphold strong family life.  Many people today do not believe Jesus is God yet still act according 
to the high standards set by Jesus and followed by Christians.   
 
The Original Church Again.  To people questing for the original essential pure early Church, or 
the original essential pure early Jesus Way, the real early followers of Jesus the prophet and 
Christ the God are not homogenous enough to be a sure guide.  The original followers were 
various groups held together by overlapping ideas, experiences, and codes of conduct but not 
necessarily by any single set of ideas, experiences, or code – not even belief in the resurrection 
of Jesus.  Whether the early group of followers is one enough for standard Christian doctrine now 
is unclear.  If you want to pick an early subgroup to serve as justification for your practices now, 
you are free to do so, and I hope you give good reasons; but other people need not follow you.   
 
Nor can the New Testament alone serve as a guide.  At the very least, the New Testament 
requires Church tradition for its validation.  When any author of the New Testament speaks of 
“scripture” it does not mean the New Testament because that did not exist then, the author 
means the Tanakh, the “Old Testament”.  Nowhere does the New Testament say it is the one and 
only source of ideas about holiness and truth, above Church tradition, even apart from Church 
tradition.  The New Testament was never ratified in a singe meeting of the early Church.  Instead, 
it was accepted gradually over about the first four hundred years in the hierarchical Church.  So 
Church tradition is as much the basis for the New Testament and its validity as the New 
Testament is the basis for Church tradition and its validity.  Of course, it is not a good idea to try 
to justify by using tradition any church doctrine that clearly goes against the New Testament.  It is 
also not enough to argue against any church doctrine by saying it does not have a clear warrant 
in the New Testament.  Old traditions deserve respect.  History really did make a contribution.   
 
The message of Jesus is clear enough so that we do not have to worry too much about finding 
authentic scripture and practice in some version of the pure essential early Church.  If your 
present church does not get in the way of doing what Jesus taught, you get along well enough in 
your church, and you do not have to do anything against its dogma, then do not worry too much.   
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I offer a warning to people that seek egalitarianism in the early Jesus Way, in the early Christian 
Church, or in some early subgroup of followers.  These ideas arose and matured along with 
Church offices and stratification:  Jesus was God; Jesus is all about salvation, whatever that is; 
and the magic of his birth, death, and resurrection.  I think you cannot nurture these ideas except 
in a stratified organization.  The hierarchical organization of the Church is an old part of its 
tradition.  Any church larger than a couple dozen people has to have some un-egalitarian 
organization.  Large scale, hierarchy, and ideas about divinity and magic go together.  If you want 
divinity and magic, you almost have to have hierarchy and organization or you will have chaos.  
The development of Church hierarchical organization is as logical, reasonable, and balanced as 
development of ideas about the divinity of Jesus and ideas about the Trinity.  Ideas of the divinity 
of Jesus, or his identity as the emissary of Love and Acceptance, go along with hierarchy and 
institution.  I do not endorse elaborate organized hierarchical churches but I think they cannot be 
dismissed as non-Christian without also questioning all Christian doctrine including the divinity of 
Jesus, salvation, the magic of his birth, death, and resurrection, and his modern roles such as 
emissary of Love and Acceptance.  If you want a totally egalitarian church, you have to consider if 
a divine Jesus would want a totally egalitarian church.  If a totally egalitarian church implies at 
least some chaos and dissension, then you have to think if a divine Jesus would want a totally 
egalitarian church.  If you want a divine Jesus and/or the emissary of Love and Acceptance, then 
you have to think about what kind of hierarchy you want in the church.  If you want many 
followers of Jesus, that is a large church, then you have to think about what kind of hierarchy you 
need, and what any hierarchy inevitably does to the content of belief.   
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4.07 Selected Illustrations from the New Testament  
 
 
This chapter illustrates ideas about the New Testament by using selected passages, mostly from 
the Gospels and the letters of Paul.  This chapter does not try to give a sense of the New 
Testament as a whole.  It does not defend arguments from previous chapters point-by-point.  This 
chapter introduces the gospel of John, and it explains the increasing accommodation of the 
Church to everyday life.   
 
Jesus Through the Editing.  Recall that the gospels edited Jesus’ words, including using them 
in settings in which he did not originally say those words.  Some of the intent was to argue 
against the rivals of the early Church, the Pharisees.  Some of the intent was to use Jesus to 
declare the identity that the Gospel writers wished for him, such as Messiah, King, and divine Son 
of God.  The passage from Matthew below appeared in an earlier chapter but is reproduced here 
as a good illustration.  The parts in red and/or italics are words that reflect the genuine intent of 
Jesus even if they are not his exact words.  The other words attributed to him are from Matthew 
and probably do not reflect his intent or self-image.    
 
Matthew 25:31 – 25:46.  * When the Son of Man comes in glory with the angels around him as an 
army, he will sit in state on his throne, with all the people of the world, from all the peoples of the 
world, gathered at his feet.  He will divide individual people into two groups, on the left and right, 
much as a shepherd sorts sheep on the right with goats on the left.  King Jesus will say to the 
people on the right, “You have the blessing of God my Father.  Come, enter, and possess the 
Kingdom of God.  It has been ready for you since [before] the world was made.”  Jesus 
continued:   
 
“When I was hungry, you fed me.  When I was thirsty, you gave me water.  When I was a 
stranger lonely and afraid, you took me into your home.  When I had no clothes, you gave me 
shoes and a coat.  When I was sick, you nursed me.  When I was in jail, you visited me.”  Then 
the decent people [on the right] will ask, “Master, when did we see you hungry and feed you, 
when thirsty and gave you water, when a stranger that we took in, when shivering so that we 
clothed you, when ill so that we nursed you, and when in jail that we visited you?”    
 
And Jesus the King will respond:  
 
“Understand my words:  Anything you did for any of my humble brothers and sisters on this Earth, 
you did as much for me.”   
 
Then Jesus will say to the people on his left hand, “You are cursed.  Get out of my sight.  Go to 
the eternal Hell that is waiting for you, the Devil, and his angels.”   
 
“When I was hungry, you gave me nothing to eat.  When I was thirsty, you gave me nothing to 
drink.  When I shivered, you gave me nothing to wear.  When I was ill, you gave me no care, 
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[medicine, or insurance].  When I was in jail, you increased my time. [You found rationalizations 
to deny me, overlook me, and hurt me.]”  
 
The indecent on the left will retort:  “Lord, when did we see you hungry, thirsty, unclothed, 
shivering, a stranger, ill, or in prison, and did not help you?”   
 
Jesus will declare, “Hear me.  Whenever you ignored or denied any other person, no matter how 
small, you ignored and denied me personally.”   
 
And the indecent will go to Hell’s punishment eternally.  But the decent people will have eternal 
life. *  
 
Blessings and Woes.  Matthew and Luke have different versions of the “Beatitudes” (blessings).  
In Matthew, they are part of the Sermon on the Mount while in Luke they are part of the Sermon 
on the Plain.  Matthew softens Jesus’ blunt style, and he changes the focus from simple life 
situations to complex relations with God.  Matthew sounds like a polemical theologian while Luke 
sounds like Jesus.  In addition, Luke has a section of “woes” that Matthew omits.  Luke’s list of 
Beatitudes is shorter.  Most scholars believe the wording in Luke is older and more accurate, and 
that the “woes” were part of a set of Jesus’ sayings that was compiled before Luke and Matthew 
wrote in 70-80 CE.  Within only 40 years of Jesus’ death, already Matthew changed Jesus 
considerably.  Some of what Matthew has Jesus say is good in itself but it is not what Jesus said 
or intended.  This case shows how we have to think not just about what Jesus really said or 
intended but also of logical extensions of his ideas and of religious ideas from other people that 
have become part of Christianity.  The Beatitudes are not always easy to understand.  Even if we 
think we understand them, we are not sure how they could apply to real life.  I do not try to 
expound them here.  
 
Luke 6:20 – 6:38. *  
 
“How blessed already are the poor and needy because you will own the Kingdom of God.  
 
How blessed already are hungry people because you [will be fed and] satisfied.  
 
How blessed already are people who cry now because you will laugh [and smile].   
 
How blessed you already are when men hate you, when they use the law to prosecute you and 
force you out of society, when they insult you, when they ruin your reputation so that your name is 
like a curse, all because you follow the Son of Man.  On the day when you realize your suffering 
comes from following me, be glad and jump for joy because then you will have a rich reward from 
God.  In the past, the ancestors of the people that persecute you treated the prophets that way 
[the prophets they now adore].  
 
Too bad for you rich because you have already had your period of happiness.   
 
Too bad for you over-fed gourmands because now you will go hungry.    
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Too bad for you who smirk now because you will cry and feel sorry for yourselves.    
 
Too bad for you when you have a good reputation and everybody praises you because that is 
how the ancestors of your flatterers treated the false prophets of the past.    
 
[You misunderstood the Law before] so instead I say to anybody with the wit to hear and 
understand:    
 
Love your enemies.  Do good even to people who hate you.  Bless the people who curse you.  
Pray for the people who are spiteful and vindictive.  If a man smacks you on one cheek, offer him 
the other cheek too.  If a man sues the coat off your back, offer to give him the shirt along with it.  
Give to anybody who asks you.  If somebody takes your car or your cell phone, don’t demand it 
back.  Treat other people the way you want them to treat you.  If you love only the people that 
love you, how does that make you a good person and a force for good?  Even hateful people do 
that.  If you give to people only when they are well-off enough to give back, how does that make 
you a good person or a force for good?  Even greedy people lend to people who can repay 
[because the greedy people know they risk nothing].  You have to love even your enemies and do 
good [to them and all other people].  Give without expecting to be paid back.  Doing that, God will 
reward you well.  You will become children of the highest God.  God is merciful and kind even to 
sinners and ungrateful people [so he certainly will be to you].  Be merciful and kind just like your 
Father.  Don’t judge other people and they won’t judge you.  Don’t decide other people are 
worthless, bad, or stupid and they won’t see you that way either.  Let other people get by [with 
their needs and foibles] and they will let you get by.  Give, and other people will give to you.  You 
will get a big, dense, honest measure of fun, joy, and useful material goods because that is what 
you give to other people and they will give it back to you.” *    
 
Matthew 5:3 – 5:12.  * 
 
“How blessed already are people who know how much they need God and in what ways they 
need God because they already live in the Kingdom of God.”  
 
How blessed already are the unhappy, depressed, and sorrowful because they will get 
consolation.  
 
How blessed already are people with a gentle spirit because in the end they will control the world.   
 
How blessed already are people who yearn for justice like a deep hunger and thirst because they 
will get justice and be satisfied.   
 
How blessed already are people who show mercy because mercy will be shown to them.  
 
How blessed already are people with pure hearts [intentions and outlooks on others] because 
they will see God [in the workings of the world and in their intuition].   
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How blessed already are people who know how to make peace and who work to make peace 
because God will take them as his children.   
 
How blessed already are people who suffer abuse for justice and good because they will get the 
Kingdom of God [and help run it].” * 
 
Matthew twisted Jesus too much, and Matthew did it for bad reasons.  The Kings James 
(Authorized Version) translation from Luke is succinct about the poor:  “Blessed are the poor”.  In 
Luke, Jesus’ phrase for the poor (“the poor and needy”) becomes in Matthew “those who know 
how much they need God”.  Luke’s “poor” became in Matthew “the poor in spirit”.  Matthew 
completely subverted Jesus’ meaning and intent.  Jesus gave the poor hope, and he wanted his 
followers to help the poor.  Jesus meant the real poor, people without enough food, clothes, 
shelter, land, or capital.  “People who know how much they need God (the poor in spirit)” are 
another group entirely.  By looking at them, we lose sight of the real material poor.  Without a 
philosophical guidebook, we are not even sure who the poor in spirit are.  Matthew’s wording 
opens the door to a lot of odd interpretations.  Matthew’s words must have made middle class 
and wealthy would-be followers of Jesus breathe easier but his alteration of Jesus is wrong.   
 
Luke says the hungry will be satisfied, will be fed.  Matthew changes “the hungry” to be people 
“who yearn for justice like a deep hunger and thirst”.  He does the same thing with the hungry that 
he did with the poor.  He changed a category of real physical people with real physical needs into 
a category of metaphysical people with abstract needs.  He subverted Jesus so as to serve the 
needs not of people who hunger and thirst, or even who hunger and thirst to see justice prevail, 
but of people who want to avoid the issues altogether.   
 
In his woes, Luke condemns the rich clearly.  He condemns people that have enough to eat while 
others go hungry.  He condemns people that laugh first, maybe because they tend to be the 
powerful; so indirectly he condemns the powerful.  These words would offend the people that 
Matthew tried to recruit, so maybe that is why he left them out.   
 
Some of the remaining sections of Luke follow Jesus fairly closely, such as the famous “offer the 
other cheek”.  Some of Luke’s words drift away from the likely words of Jesus but the intent still 
follows Jesus.  Luke is a clear and beautiful statement of ethics in its own right.  Matthew has no 
parallel to Luke.   
 
The Prodigal Son.  Like Matthew, Luke also put words in Jesus’ mouth.  Here is a famous story, 
and the subject of many gospel songs and blues songs.  It comes right after the stories of a man 
who had a hundred sheep but lost one and looked until he found it, and a woman who had ten 
coins but lost one and looked until she found it.  Jesus narrates.   
 
Luke 15:10 – 15:32.  * “I declare to you, the angels of God feel great joy over one sinner who 
repents.  Once a man had two sons.  The younger son said, ‘Father, give me now my share of 
your property that I would inherit anyway.’  So the father divided his estate between the two sons.  
In a few days, the younger son liquidated his share of the estate into cash and left home for a city 
in a faraway land.  There he quickly squandered his wealth in booze, gambling, drugs, women, 
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bars, cars, and bad living.  After he had spent it all, the economy of the country collapsed, 
unemployment shot up, and he could not find any job or support.  So he went out to the 
countryside where he found a pig raiser that gave him a job.  He did not get paid much and there 
was no food allowance.  Many days he would have been happy to eat the melon rinds and 
leftover grits out of the pig troughs but nobody gave him even that much.  One day all the drugs 
and foolishness wore off, he came to his senses, and said to himself, ‘My father’s servants get 
paid well and they have more than enough to eat, yet here I am sweating blood and almost 
starving to death.  I will go to my father and plead with him, “Father, I have sinned against God 
and against you.  I am not worthy to be your son.  Please hire me and treat me as only one of 
your other paid servants.”’  So he went back to his father’s house.  Even while he was still a way 
off, his father recognized him, and the father’s heart went out to the wayward son.  The father ran 
to greet him, threw his arms around the son, and kissed him.  The son said, ‘Father, I have 
sinned against you and God.  I am no longer fit to be your son.  [Please hire me and treat me as a 
servant.]’  But the father said to his servants, ‘Right now go get some new jeans, a shirt, and 
some shoes for my son out of my own closet.  Go kill the fat calf that we had been saving for a 
special feast and let’s have that feast tonight.  Until now, this son of mine had been dead to me 
but he has come back to life.  I had lost him but now I have found him.’  No sooner said than the 
servants clothed the son and the celebration began.  
 
Just when the younger son returned, the older son was out working in the fields.  As the older son 
came back to the house, he heard the music and saw the commotion.  He asked one of the 
servants what was going on.  The servant said, ‘Your brother came home, and your father killed 
the feast calf to celebrate because your brother returned safe and sound.’  The older brother was 
angry and refused to go join the celebration.  The father came out to see what was wrong and 
pleaded with the son.  The son whined in retort, ‘You know that I have worked hard like a slave 
for you for decades.  I never once disobeyed you.  [I never asked you for anything.]  After burning 
up what you and I had earned on drugs, gambling, and whores, now this delinquent son shows 
his face again, so what do you do?  You kill the feast calf for him.’  The father explained, ‘My son, 
you have always been with me and always will be.  Everything I have is yours and will be yours.  
But how could we not help celebrate this happy day?  Your brother was like the dead and has 
come back to life, was lost to us and now is found, [was stupid but now sees].’” *  
 
Jesus probably did not really tell the story, Luke did.  I do not know if Luke adapted a story from 
Jesus but no other gospel says that Jesus told this story.  If Luke did make up this story and put it 
in Jesus’ mouth, it is easy to forgive Luke because the lesson is fully compatible with Jesus’ ideas 
and the story is a great piece of religious education.   
 
Most people think the story ends after the first long paragraph.  Originally it might have ended 
there and had been closer to something Jesus said but I do not know for sure.  The last 
paragraph has a critical message.  The original readers of Luke would have understood 
immediately that the father is God, the older son is the Jews, and the younger son is the Gentile 
followers of Jesus.  A distant country is anywhere but Israel, anywhere foreign, where “they” raise 
disgusting pigs and “they” get little reward for their honest labor.  Original readers of Luke would 
have thought:  “Now that Gentiles have seen their mistake and have come back to God through 
Jesus, why can’t the Jews accept the return of the Gentiles and join in their joy?  Why do the 
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Jews sullenly refuse to join the party by not accepting Jesus?”  I think it is good that modern 
readers do not see the story this way anymore.  They interpret the characters according to their 
own experiences.  Most people think of some sullen member of their family who was brought 
back into the family fold through the kindness of other family members; some people think of an 
alienated workmate; some people think of old-fashioned Christians and new-fashioned Christians.  
We probably do not see it in terms of Jews and Gentile Christians anymore not out of any 
progress toward greater enlightenment but because Jews have “dropped off the radar” for so long 
that we forget to think of them in these terms.  That is good enough for now.   
 
Fundamental Hymns.  This section shows early ideas about Jesus as the Christ by using small 
excerpts, mostly from Paul.  Scholars think these excerpts are hymns that Paul and others quote 
but nobody knows for sure.  Unfortunately, their character as hymns does not come out in 
translation.  These pieces show ideas that predate Paul and the gospels, and thus already were 
current in the decade or two after Jesus died.  They were used for instruction and might have 
been used in rituals such as baptism.  I do not point out all the ideas in each excerpt that might 
indicate a divine Christ or might show how Christ saved.  Sometimes Christ is clearly a Gnostic-
emanation figure or a Wisdom figure; I do not point out those cases either.  Just because some 
early followers of Jesus saw him as God or saw him in other exalted ways does not mean it is all 
true or all false; but it does mean we have to think about how Jews and God Fearers could have 
thought this, and we have to think about our appropriate response either way.  I think the best 
response either way is to do what Jesus asked.   
 
Paul:  Romans 3:25 – 3:26a.  * God crafted Jesus as the master tool to cut away sin, for all who 
believe, through Jesus’ death.  God overlooked the sins of the past in the same way that a master 
woodworker finds a way to use inferior wood, and God needed us to see in Jesus the justness of 
his skill. *  
 
Paul:  Philippians 2:5 – 2:11.  * Make your behavior towards one another come out of your new 
life in Christ Jesus.   
 
[Full] Godliness was in Jesus from the beginning 
But Jesus did not cling to equality with God [the Father]  
[From everything], Jesus made himself into nothing  
Taking on the nature of a slave, taking on the appearance of a human,  
Showing himself in human form, he humbled himself 
In full obedience [to his mission and his dual nature] he accepted even death on a cross 
For his obedience, God raised him from the depths to the heights  
And made sure his name would be first of all names 
At his name all knees would bow, in heaven or earth, and in Hell,  
And every mouth acknowledge “Jesus Christ is Lord”  
All to the glory of God the Father.  * 
 
The hymn probably begins with the sentence, “[Full] Godliness was in Jesus…”  
 
Paul:  Colossians 1:15 – 1:22.  * 
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Jesus’ form is our image of the invisible God  
He is primary over all created beings  
In him, heaven and earth were created  
Not only what we can see [with our eyes]  
But also the invisible spiritual beings that rule over the created world  
Everything was created through him and for him  
He was before anything was 
All things continue on through connection to him  
He is head of the body of human life, of the church  
He founded the church 
He was first to return from the dead 
Through him, all of God, by God’s own choice  
Came to live among us 
Through him God chose to make peace with and reunite all of creation to himself  
He made peace and unity through his blood that was shed upon the cross  
All things in heaven and earth were brought to God through Jesus and his blood alone 
 
In the past, you were separated from God.  You opposed him in your hearts and minds, and so 
what you did could come to nothing but evil.  But now because of Christ’s death in his body of 
flesh and blood on the cross, you can stand before God as voluntarily choosing God, dedicated 
men, free of stain, and innocent in his sight. *   
 
If you know the Nicene Creed, note the similarity of this passage to it.  The phrase “Through him 
God chose to make peace with and reunite all of creation to himself” (“Through him God chose to 
reconcile the whole world to himself”) is justly famous.  
 
The second paragraph likely does not belong to the hymn.  It fuels the terribly wrong and hurtful 
idea that people can do only evil and that all good comes from God and God only.  This idea 
predated Paul and Augustine but they made further use of it.   
 
Paul:  Colossians 3:16 – 3:17.  * 
 
Invite the message of Christ to live with you in all its wealth 
Teach and correct each other along by following greatest Wisdom  
Sing to God with thankfulness in your hearts 
Sing psalms and songs that express the Holy Spirit through you  
Whatever you do, however you speak, however you act  
Do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus  
Giving thanks to God the Father through Jesus *  
 
The following is definitely a hymn because Paul quotes it as such.  Paul introduces it.   
 
Paul:  1 Timothy 3:16.  * The mysterious truth of our religion is certainly great and profound:   
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“The person who came in a body  
Was proven true and good as a spirit  
Was seen by angels  
Was taught to all peoples of the world  
Led people everywhere in the world to believe in him  
Let him be glorified in the highest realm of God”  *  
 
Paul:  Ephesians 5:13 – 5:14 and Ephesians 5:19. * When the light comes, then it shines on 
everything, bathes everything, and makes everything visible.   
 
“Awake sleeper,  
Get up from your death  
And Christ will shine on you”  * 
 
In Paul’s name:  Hebrews: 1:2 – 1:4.  *But in this final age God has spoken to us in the Son, the 
Son to whom God gave the whole world, and through whom he had already created all levels of 
existence.   
 
“The Son is the emanation of God’s power  
And the die-mark of God’s deepest being  
[A stamp of evidence both on his own body and through him on all creation]  
The Son sustains the world by his word of command power  
When the Son had cleaned all sins  
The Son took his seat at the right hand of Glory on high  
Raised [by God] far above all angels  
Because the rank he inherited was greater than that of any angel” *  
 
(Pseudo) James:  James 5:13.  * 
 
“Does trouble follow anyone among us?  
Turn to prayer and so turn away from trouble.  
Does a joyful heart beat in anyone’s breast?  
Let the joyful rhythm spread by singing songs of praise. * 
 
The Gospel of John.  See the section on “Jesus and God” in chapter 04.02 on “Illustrating 
Particular Topics About Jesus”.  The seed that was planted in the pre-Pauline hymns, and 
nurtured in Paul and the gospels, blooms in John.  The Gospel of John was written about 100 CE 
(AD), likely near Antioch in Syria.  I comment on it after giving some content from it.  John did not 
write for Jews in Israel but for Diaspora Jews that had little Aramaic or Hebrew but did know 
Greek and Greek ideas, and for God Fearers and Gentiles.   Already by the time of John, his 
mission has given up on Jews in Israel and his mission had transformed accordingly.  John wrote 
in controversy with (at least) Jews who were more conservative (Jesus could not be really God) 
and with Jews and Gentiles who were more extreme (Jesus was fully only God and hardly 
human).  It would take too much space to show how John’s arguments with those groups shaped 
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his theology and how John’s theology anticipated later Church theology.  You will get the gist of 
what you need to go on.   
 
The best introduction to John that I can give is John’s own opening, which is a long hymn to the 
Christ.  This hymn is not as early as the hymns above but probably predates the Gospel of John.  
John might have reworked it.  He did an amazing job.  It is quite a piece of both philosophy and 
poetry.  The paragraphs about John the Baptist are likely not part of the original hymn.  They are 
cleverly woven into the hymn so that they do not disturb it much.  Try reading the piece both with 
the paragraphs and without them.  In the first paragraph about the Baptist, some passages about 
light might be derived from this hymn or other similar hymns.   
 
John 1:1 – 1:18.  * At the start of creation, the Word [Jesus] already existed.  The Word lived in 
God.  God existed and the Word existed.  So the Word existed in God at the start, and through 
him [the Word] all things opened into existence.  Not one thing was created without the Word.  All 
created things shared the life of the Word.  The life of the Word is the light of all people.  The light 
pierces the dark, and the darkness has never beaten it.  
 
Then John arrived, sent from God.  John came to proclaim the light so that all people might 
believe in the light because of John’s own words.  John was not himself the light, he only came to 
proclaim the light.  The real light that illuminates all people was at the time of John just forming for 
itself a body for this world.   
 
He [Jesus, Word, Light] came into the world but the world did not recognize him even though he 
had created the world and the world depended on him for its being.  To all people who did 
recognize and receive him, to all who transferred their loyalty to him, he bequeathed the right to 
become themselves Children of God, no longer dependent on human birth, and not limited by the 
thinking and desire of the body, but the true Children of God himself.  So the Word became flesh.  
The Word came to live among us.  We saw the glory of the Word, the glory that can surround only 
the Father’s son, fully of grace and truth.   
 
Here is what John proclaimed about him.  John shouted, “This is the man about whom I said, 
‘Although he comes after me [in time], he far outranks me.  Even before I was born on this world, 
he already existed in the greater world.’”  
 
From his abundance of grace we received layers of grace.  The Law came through Moses but the 
Truth came only through Jesus Christ.  No person has ever seen God but only God’s Son has 
seen him.  God has revealed to us his Son who is nearest to God’s heart. *    
 
Jesus almost certainly never spoke like this, and I doubt that he thought like this.  This passage is 
really not about Jesus at all but about an idealized Christ.  It is beautiful and it is inspiring to some 
people but it is probably not about the person from whom we want to learn morality.  For all its 
beauty, it makes me sad because it leads people away from Jesus to an unreal Christ.   
 
The term “Word” translates the Greek “logos”, which is the same root as “logic”, and is the “ology” 
or “ologist” in terms such as “anthropology” and “sociologist”.  It means something like “the logical 
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structure of being, about which we have faith that it comes from a benevolent mind, and about 
which we have faith that it can be captured in orderly human speech”.  Notice that:  word equals 
being equals light equals an-emanated-level-of-God equals life equals creation equals fullness 
equals governance equals grace equals truth equals child of God.  I do not try to point out what is 
in all these connections.  Modern people would not immediately understand that the real Word, 
Jesus incarnate, is now a substitute for the Law, derived from Judaism.  The Jewish Law was 
divine words.  If Christians can find words that are even more divine, they overcome and 
subsume the old divine words of the Law.  By making the Christ into the Word, the Christ takes 
the place of the former divine words of the Jewish Law.  The new abstract Word takes the place 
of the concrete practices of the old Jewish Law.  Christianity absorbs Judaism.   
 
There is nothing here about Jesus’ message.  The Word is not Jesus’ message or anybody’s 
message with any particular content.  The Word is an abstract entity that means “knowledge of 
knowing” but not knowledge about any real thing in particular.  Christians had a lot of leeway to fill 
the Word in with whatever details suited particular groups.  This Word is all about the status of the 
Christ.  Belief and devotion are enough.  This text is a basis for the Nicene Creed.   
 
Several passages from this hymn are famous and now stand alone, such as “So the Word 
became flesh; he came to dwell among us”.  The most well-known phrase is probably the 
opening, in the King James:  “In the beginning was the Word.  The Word was with God and the 
Word was God.”    
 
Almost no words that are attributed to Jesus in the Gospel of John are really from Jesus, an odd 
development considering that Jesus’ prime identity there is the “Word”.  If words were so 
important, John might have stuck more to the books of sayings that claimed to have captured 
Jesus’ words and that formed the basis for the other three gospels.  Probably the real words of 
Jesus would not support what John wanted to make of Christ.  The easiest way to defend this 
argument about John is to give samples of Jesus’ speech in John that you can compare to any 
passage of Jesus quoted in previous chapters.  In John, Jesus gives impossibly long speeches 
like a middle-Platonic philosopher trying to show how close he already is to God, and trying to 
bring others along his exalted path.  I do not choose the most philosophic speeches because they 
can be boring.  I choose speeches that convey the appeal of standard Christianity.   
 
John 14:6 – 14:12.  * Jesus replied, “I am the way, I am the truth, and I am life.  No person comes 
to the Father except through me.  If you knew me, you would know my Father as well.  In fact, 
from now on, you do know him because you have seen him.”  Philip said to Jesus, “Lord, show us 
the Father and we won’t ask you for anything more again.”  Jesus said, “Philip, have I been 
among you all this time and you still don’t know me?  Anyone who has seen me has seen the 
Father.  Then how can you say, ‘Show us the Father?’  Don’t you believe that I am in the Father 
and the Father is in me?  I am not on-my-own the source of what I say to you.  The Father who 
lives in me does his own work in having me speak.  Believe me when I say that the Father is in 
me and I am in the Father.  If you do not believe my words, then believe my actions.  In deepest 
truth, I tell you, whoever has faith in me will do as I have done.  He will do even more than I have 
done because soon I will return to the Father [die in this world].  In fact, whatever you ask for in 
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my name I will do for you, so that the Father will be honored through the Son.  If you ask anything 
[sincerely] in my name, I will do it [for you].”  *   
 
John 16:31 – 17:19.  * Jesus replied, “Do you believe now?  Pay attention.  Soon, in fact already, 
you will all be scattered.  Each will flee to his own home.  You will abandon me alone.  Of course, 
I won’t be completely alone because my Father is with me.  I tell you this ahead of time so that 
when it happens you will be prepared, not fear, and find some peace [in what has to be].  In this 
world, trouble for you is unavoidable.  Have courage.  Regardless of what happens, I have 
already won.  I have already conquered the world.”  
 
Then Jesus looked up to God and said, “Father, it’s time now.  Glorify your son [me] so that your 
son might glorify you.  You have made the Son king over all peoples so that all peoples [that 
receive him] might have eternal life.  Eternal life is to know [have a relation with] you who alone 
are true God, and to know Jesus Christ whom you sent.  I honored you by completing the work 
that you sent me to do.  So, now, Father, honor me in front of your face with the glory that has 
attended me since the world began.  I taught men your name, the name that you gave to me from 
beyond this world.  You gave me all the peoples of the world as my charge, and they obeyed your 
commands.  Now they know that all my powers have come to me from you.  I taught them all that 
I learned from you and they listened to all I taught.  They know for sure that I came from you.  
They had faith enough to believe that you sent me.  I pray for them.  I do not pray for the whole 
world but only for the ones that you gave me because they are my charge.  All that is mine is 
yours, and what is yours is mine.  Through them [that you gave to me] my glory shone forth.  I am 
going to you.  I have to leave the world now but they are still in this world.  Father, protect by the 
power of your name the ones that you gave me so that they may be one [among themselves] as 
you and I are one.  When I was with them, I kept them safe by the power of your name.  Not one 
of them is lost except the one man who had to be lost to fulfill the scriptures.  Now I have to go to 
you but while I am still here I say these words so that they [our people] might be as full of joy as 
they can.  I taught your word to them.  The world hates them because they are not a part of the 
rest of the world, just as I am a stranger to the world.  Please, don’t take them bodily out of the 
world but do keep them from the Evil enemy.  They are strangers here as I am.  Make them 
sacred [and protect them] with the truth.  Your word is truth.  As you sent me into the world, I 
send them into the world.  For their sake I now dedicate myself so that your truth can make them 
sacred.” *  
 
Some passages of John are famous and convey an important message whether Jesus really said 
them or not.   
 
John 3:16 – 3:17.  * God loved the world so much that he gave his only Son so everyone who 
believes in him does not die but has eternal life.  God did not send his Son into the world to judge 
the world but so that through his Son the world would be saved.” *   
 
John 4:19 – 4:26.  * She said, “Sir, I see you are a prophet.  Our fathers worshipped on this 
mountain but you Jews say the true temple of God’s worship is in Jerusalem.”  Jesus said, 
“Believe me; soon you will not worship the Father on this mountain or in the Temple at Jerusalem.  
You Samaritans worship without really knowing what you worship while we Jews do know what 
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we worship.  Salvation comes from the Jews.  Very soon, in fact already, real followers of God will 
worship the Father in truth and in spirit.  Those are the kind of worshippers the Father really 
wants.  God is spirit, and the people who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth.”  The 
woman said, “I know the Messiah (that is, the Christ) is coming.  When he comes, he will explain 
everything to us.”  Jesus continued, “I am he, the Messiah.  I who speak to you now am he.”   
 
If the woman was a Samaritan rather than a Jew, then Jesus was not a Jew in the sense of the 
word at the time of Jesus but a Galilean.  Only later when the Romans had ruined Israel and 
“Jew” meant “all descendants of Jacob and Israel”, would Jesus become just a “Jew”.  So, when it 
is convenient to be a Jew, John makes Jesus a Jew.  John had to translate the term “messiah” 
because his intended readers, mostly non-Jews by then, would not have understood it.  Too bad 
Christians and Jews did not pay more attention to the phrase “Salvation comes from the Jews”.  
Too bad everybody has not paid more attention to the idea that God is spirit and truth.   
 
People often say that Christianity is about universal love but usually they cannot say why.  Here is 
one passage to that point.  Unfortunately, after a good start, John makes friendship conditional:  
he says that people are his friends only if they do as he tells them.  I think Jesus cast a wider net.  
I think of it as “you are my friends because you try to follow my message”.   
 
John 15:9 – 15:17.  * “As God the Father loves me, so I love you.  Live in my love.  If you listen to 
me, you will live in my love as I listened to my Father and have lived in his love.  I have talked to 
you like this so that the joy I feel might be in you and so your joy [in life] will be complete.  This is 
my command:  Love one another as I have loved you.  A man cannot show any greater love than 
to die for his friends.  You are my friends if you do what I tell you.  I no longer call you servants.  A 
servant does not know why his master does what his master does.  I call you friends because I 
have told you everything I heard from my Father [and now you know why].  You did not choose 
me; I chose you.  I charged you to go out into the world and to bear fruit, fruit that will endure.  
When you carry out your charge, God will give you all that you ask in my name.  This is my [final 
and highest] command to you:  Love one another.” *   
  
Chapter 21 of John is not by the same person who wrote the first twenty chapters.  I do not 
speculate on why somebody felt the need to add.  Chapter 21 does add something that the 
regular John does not appear to have, specific instructions on how to carry out the commandment 
to love, including an idea of who to love.  For the modern world, to the message of Chapter 21, I 
add, “Give them clean water, clothe, house, and educate them, make sure they use birth control, 
and give them medical care, old age care, and responsible limited voting rights, and make sure 
they do not abuse the system”.  But food is the necessary beginning.  I am not sure if Simon is 
the son of John or Jonas.  
 
John 21:14 – 21:17.  * This time was the third appearance of Jesus to his disciples after Jesus 
returned from the dead.  After breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you 
love me above all else?”  Simon answered, “Yes, Lord, you know I love you.”  Jesus said, “Then 
feed my lambs.”  Jesus asked a second time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?”  Simon 
replied again, “Yes, Lord, you know I love you.”  [Jesus repeated] “Then tend my sheep”.  A third 
time Jesus asked, “Simon son of John, do you love me?”  Peter was hurt that Jesus asked him 
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three times about his love, so Peter retorted, “Lord, you know everything so you know that I love 
you.”  Jesus said again, “Feed my sheep.” *  
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4.08 Paul  
 
 
This chapter is optional if you do not worry much about Paul.  Please do read the last section on 
anti-Semitism and making Jesus special.  Paul was the biggest figure in Christianity after Jesus.  
He led Christians to focus on a life of church, devotion, and piety.  This chapter cannot cover all 
his influence so it focuses on his idea of Jesus as the divine Lord Christ and on a problem that 
centers on the term “justification”.  Because of Paul’s writing style and the complexity of his 
topics, it is dangerous to quote him in small snippets.  You have to read large chunks or whole 
letters.  This chapter cannot quote large chunks so it does not quote at all.   
 
His Life.  Most facts about Paul come from the Book of Acts by Luke.  Dates for Paul are about 
0-5 CE to 62-67 CE, half-a-generation younger than Jesus.  Paul was a Diaspora Jew, born or 
reared in Tarsus, a city now in Turkey near Lebanon and Syria.  Originally his name was “Saul”.  
He said he was a strict Pharisee and a Roman citizen by birth.  To be a Roman citizen by birth, 
his father had to be a Roman citizen, unusual for a Jew.  He went to Jerusalem when a young 
man, where he sought to study with Pharisees but ended up working for the Jewish authorities as 
a spy, provocateur, and hunter of Christians – work he later regretted.  To do that work, he would 
have had to ally with Sadducees, unusual for a Pharisee, and also unusual because Pharisees 
and Sadducees did not spend a lot of resources hunting down Christians.  Some writers think 
Paul’s claim to be a strict Pharisee who hunted down Christians is an exaggeration to dramatize 
his change and to dramatize the situation of Christians.  
 
About three or four years after Jesus died, in the late 30s CE, Saul was on the road in Syria, 
probably on the way to Damascus, when a light blinded him and he fell.  Saul “saw the light”, 
which is probably how that phrase got into Western idiom.  His companions did not see the light.  
While semi-conscious, a voice spoke to him.  The voice identified itself as the Risen Christ, and 
told Saul to stop hurting Christians.  Altogether, Saul had at least two such “out of body” 
experiences, perhaps more, the matter is not clear.  In at least one experience, Saul was taken to 
a middle level of heaven where he saw some aspect of God-Jesus and learned some of the 
secrets of existence.  In the first experience, on the road, when he was blinded, the voice told him 
to go to Damascus to stay with a particular Christian, where he would get advice.  On later 
accepting Christ, Saul’s sight returned and he was renamed “Paul”.  After a while, Paul went to 
northern Arabia to study, where he stayed for as long as three years.  After returning to 
Jerusalem and Antioch, he worked tirelessly for the Christian movement.  Paul worked almost 
entirely away from Jerusalem, mostly in Turkey and Greece among Diaspora Jews and God 
Fearers.  He worked from about 42 CE up to his death.  He founded some churches and helped 
many others.  His letters are the earliest documents of the New Testament and might be the most 
influential documents in Christianity, as much as the gospels.  He suffered many hardships, 
including whippings and beatings, and had many adventures.   
 
About 60 CE, the Romans arrested him.  The governor had the option to send Paul to Rome for 
trial, and did.  Paul planned to continue to Spain after his trial to work more.  Instead, he died in 
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Rome.  Legend says he died in a persecution.  Legend also says Peter and he were in Rome 
together, which might be true.  True or not, the stories fuel the Roman Catholic argument that the 
Bishop of Rome (Pope) represents the truest apostolic succession and thus is the highest 
authority in Christianity.   
 
Paul did not get along with James the Just and appears not to have gotten along with Peter while 
they were in Syria together.  As related in the Book of Acts, James found out that some Christians 
in Antioch were not following the dietary laws and sent representatives to inquire and to force 
compliance if needed.  Peter went along with James until Peter had his dream.  Eventually James 
and Peter compromised to allow a dual standard, one for Jewish Christians and one for non-
Jews.  Paul accused Peter of backing down to James and of forcing Christians to revert to 
Judaism.  The truth is more complicated, and it seems to me that Paul backed down, got run out 
of town, and then projected his own cowardice onto Peter.  How various writers see this case 
depends on their opinions about the standard Christian package.  Writers that sympathize with 
the divinity of Christ, and with the mission to the Gentiles (non-Jews) based on the divinity of 
Christ, tend to see it Paul’s way.  
 
Paul insisted that non-Jewish Christians are not bound by any Law in the Old Testament 
(Tanakh).  He also insisted that all Christians should follow the Jewish Law and the civil laws 
anyway as much as possible so as to avoid any confusion or bad feelings.   
 
Justified in the Risen Christ.  Most of Paul’s explanations of Christianity were done in the 
context of fixing squabbles in churches.  Paul had a difficult if sometimes beautiful writing style.  
He was very smart.  He was a great theological innovator.  If he had not been breaking new 
ground in theology, and did not have to write in the context of fixing squabbles, he would have 
been a great systematic theologian.  Unfortunately, his ideas about Christ, God, Church, and 
Law, are in bits and pieces between passages in which he admonishes or encourages 
congregations.  It is important to take him in context but it takes a lot of space to do that properly; 
so I do not quote here him.  It is better just to write about him than to misquote him.   
 
Christians anguish over Paul, primarily because of passages that have to do with an idea called 
“justification”.  I cannot explain Paul here but I can provide enough so that the reader does not 
have to anguish and can go on to other reading.  Paul sought the answers to “Why did Christ 
have to die?”, “Why did Christ have to be resurrected?”, and “How does Christ’s death and 
resurrection work to save?”  It helps to stick to a few simple facts and ideas:  
 
-Paul never knew Jesus personally, unless we include the brief episode on the road in which 
Christ spoke to Paul through the light.   
 
-Paul had that experience.  That experience dominated his life and changed his ideas.  He had to 
make sense of that experience in terms of Christ, what he often calls “the Risen Christ”.  He did 
not start with a systematic theology.  He did not have knowledge of Jesus.  First he had an 
experience and then he shaped available ideas to make sense of that experience.  For Paul, 
experience of the Risen Christ is what makes Christianity special and utterly distinct from 
Judaism.  Nothing else rivals that experience for making Christianity special.  To Paul, this 
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experience was the “rock and roll moment”; all the rest is only the “mags” and “fanzines” that 
follow in the wake of the experience; all the rest is only disco or soft rock.   
 
-We will see that the problems came when Paul opposed that experience to the Jewish Law and 
when he sought ultimate validation for that experience.   
 
-The key to Christ and to the experience was in his death and resurrection.  Christ’s death and 
resurrection does everything.  Christ’s death and resurrection automatically magically does 
something special for all believers.  Everything else had to be seen in terms of Christ’s death and 
resurrection. It is not clear exactly what they do and how they do it.  That was what Paul had to 
figure out.   
 
-Paul was almost completely uninterested in the facts of Jesus’ life or in Jesus as a person.  He 
never mentions anything about Jesus’ life that does not have to do with Jesus’ death and 
resurrection.  Because of that, in most of this chapter I do not refer to Jesus but to “Christ”, “the 
Christ”, or “the Risen Christ”.  
 
-Paul was not interested in Jesus’ message apart from Jesus’ death and resurrection or apart 
from the experience of the Risen Christ.  Paul clearly understood aspects of the message such as 
the importance of love.  One of the most beautiful passages in the New Testament is from Paul 
on love.  But he did not seem to care about other aspects of the message.  He almost never 
mentions parables or lessons from the parables.  He mentions divorce only because it is a 
problem in a church.  Likely Paul took for granted that people knew the message of Jesus and 
was more concerned with how to select from it, interpret it, and live it in light of Jesus’ death and 
resurrection.   
 
-Paul almost never calls Jesus by his name.  To Paul, Jesus is almost always and only the 
“Christ” or especially the “Risen Christ”.  “Christ” is a technical term, the name of a divinity.  
“Risen Christ” is the key to the identity of the god.  
 
-Paul probably started out expecting a general resurrection and the restoration of Israel as part of 
the Kingdom of God but he moved from that to an idea of the Church on earth as the Kingdom of 
God that matters.  He talks little about the general resurrection except as a background matter of 
doctrine that everybody takes for granted.  Jesus’ death and resurrection were no longer primarily 
the prelude to a general resurrection but were something magically effective in and of 
themselves.   
 
-Paul accepts Christ’s divinity, Christ’s resurrection, baptism for the removal of sins, and the 
Lord’s Supper as givens of the Church that he got from other Christians.  He does not invent 
these ideas and practices, and he does not modify them as far as I can tell.  These ideas and 
practices predate Paul and they were part of the meaning of Christ that Paul had to work into his 
ideas.  If Liberal Christians now see the deification of Christ as the betrayal of Jesus, that betrayal 
does not begin with Paul.  Paul made sense of ideas that other people had already advanced.   
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-For Paul, non-Jewish Christians did not have to follow Jewish Law.  Partly this was a recruiting 
stance, partly this stance might have been based on Paul’s experience as a Diaspora Jew 
somewhat apart from other Jews, and partly this stance was how Paul understood the efficacy of 
the Risen Christ.   
 
-For most Jews other than Paul, just by being a reasonably observant Jew, any Jew was pretty 
well OK in the eyes of God.  Jews did not have to do anything special other than be reasonably 
observant.  To Paul, after Christ, that was no longer true.  Being a fairly observant Jew was no 
longer enough.  Now both Jews and non-Jews had to believe in the Risen Christ.  
 
-Why was being a Jew now not enough?  Before Jews had the Law, so it must be the Law that is 
now not enough.  Paul had to do three almost incompatible things:  (a) find a lack in the Law now, 
(b) explain why the Law was enough before, (c) and explain why it had still to be revered.  
Whatever Christians have now has to make up for whatever the Law lacks.  Whatever Christians 
have now must be non-Law and more-than-Law.  We can understand whatever Christians have 
now by contrasting it with the Jewish Law.  This is like understanding true rock-n-roll by 
contrasting it with pop.  Understanding something good by contrasting it with something else is 
dangerous.  It tends to make the other thing (the Law) bad even if you do not mean so.  It leads to 
misunderstanding what we do have.  Paul took both missteps with the Law.   
 
-Before, being a reasonably observant Jew insured that you would be resurrected and would 
participate in the restoration and ascendancy of Israel.  Now, being a Christian took the place of 
that.  So what did being a Christian insure you?  Belief in a general resurrection coming soon was 
fading, so Paul could not rely on general resurrection as the goal of Christian life.  Paul said that 
being a Christian gave you salvation.  It saved you from death and perhaps something worse, 
although how was not quite clear.  Later generations would say that it allowed you to go to 
heaven to be with Jesus.   
 
-Before, being a reasonably observant Jew insured that you got whatever reward you deserved.  
Now, Christians had to do something like being reasonably obedient, but not exactly like being 
reasonably obedient, so as to get their peculiarly Christian reward.  What did Christians have to 
do be sure that they got the reward that was due to them, salvation from death?  What was there 
about Christian life that was parallel to being reasonably observant yet that contrasted enough so 
that Christians could be distinct from Jews?  What was parallel to the Law but not exactly like the 
Law and that could bring the particularly Christian reward?   
 
-When a person follows any system of law, including Jewish Law, we say that person is a “just” 
person.  That person is “justified” in the law.  Following the law justifies that person.  So, even 
though whatever marks a Christian is not about the Jewish Law, let us borrow the term “justified” 
to describe what a Christian has that is both like and unlike the Jewish Law.  Christianity justifies 
Christians.  A Christian is justified before God.  Justification brings a Christian salvation and the 
reward of eternal life.   
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-Jews get justified by being reasonably observant.  How do Christians get justified?  The answer 
is justification by grace though faith.  Justification by grace through faith is the big experience that 
explains the Christ and that gives Christianity its distinctiveness to the Jewish Law.   
 
Continuing:  Justification, Faith, and Grace.  Paul has to find out what Christian justification is, 
what feature of Christianity brings justification, and how that feature works to bring justification.  I 
do not think Paul is clear about this matter.  A lot of what we think is in Paul was put into him by 
later people such as Augustine and Martin Luther; but we are so used to their later terms and 
ideas that we now read it into Paul automatically.  If you have heard sermons about Paul or read 
about Paul, likely you got a good dose of Augustine and Luther too without realizing it.  I try to 
explain enough so you can decide for yourself if you ever read more.   
 
-I think Paul did not really care about justification that much.  It was only a tool to allow him to 
validate experience of the Risen Christ, allow a contrast between Jews and Christians, allow him 
to emphasize the magic of the death and resurrection of Christ, and emphasize faith in Christ.  He 
never meant justification, faith, or grace to become the technical terms they are now.  He never 
meant faith to stand in contrast to works.  Church members needed to know what faith in the 
death and resurrection gave them, especially in contrast to what Jews used to have.  Paul offered 
them handy terms.  Paul said faith opened the door to grace, grace really gave you justification, 
and justification gave you access to Jesus, God, the Church, and heaven.   
 
-Sometimes Paul is like children who first understand Jesus’ message, new Christian converts, or 
some Taoist idealists.  Christian children and “newbies”, and simplistic Taoists, cannot see why 
everybody doesn’t just “get it” and be good spontaneously, why the true good nature of people 
doesn’t just well up to overcome the bad, why people continue doing bad, and why people are still 
hurtful.  They cannot see why people need rules.  If we get the idea and we become good, then 
why do we need rules to make us Good?  We just are good and act well.  Good is bigger than 
rules.  If we have Good, we can forget about rules.  This is why Paul had such a difficult time with 
churches where members acted badly and/or squabbled.  It was just nonsensical.  To correct 
those churches, Paul had to invoke both the Law and the good that transcended the Law as 
revealed in Jesus.   
 
-Jews had the Law to justify them.  Now Christians have faith to justify them.  Faith in what?  And 
what is faith?  Christians have an experience of the Risen Christ, faith that the Christ really did 
rise, and faith that the Risen Christ saves.  Faith is the experience of the Risen Christ and his 
efficacy to save, the experience that Paul had.  If you believe that faith can save, then faith can 
save.  If you believe that faith in the Risen Christ can save, then it can.  The experience justifies 
itself and produces justification automatically.  Many modern Christians still feel this way, cultivate 
this experience, and advise other people to seek this experience.   
 
-How does faith justify?  It might make sense to say that faith saves directly but Paul says that 
faith saves by justifying first.  That seems odd.   
 
-Paul needed to sustain his contrast between Jews-with-Law versus Christians-above-the-Law.  
Here Paul does something odd to save his argument, especially for a Jew, and even for a 
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Pharisee concerned with ritual purity.  If Jews could have been justified just by being reasonably 
observant then the Law would have been enough and there would have been no need for the 
Risen Christ.  If jazz were enough, there would have been no need for rock and roll.  Paul had to 
put down pop so as to raise up rock and roll.  Paul had to laugh at Paul McCartney so as to 
crusade with John Lennon.  Paul argues that Jews were not justified by being Jews and by being 
only reasonably observant but needed to be absolutely completely pure observers of the Law to 
be justified.  Just being a Jew and being pretty good at observance was not enough.  Paul knew 
that neither Jews nor anybody else could ever be good enough and pure enough.  So although 
the Law held out the promise of justification, it never really justified.  The Law could never be 
enough because nobody could live up to it.  In fact, by pointing out the inability of humans to be 
perfect, the Law in effect accused us all and condemned us all to death.  The Law promised 
justification but really produced condemnation.  We need to be above this trap.  We need to have 
faith in Jesus.  Only faith in Christ justifies and brings eternal life despite the Law.   
 
Based on what I have seen among all the normal Jews I have ever known, based on my meager 
knowledge, even allowing for legendary Jewish guilt, this argument about needing to be perfect in 
the Law is really odd.  Jews do not feel trapped by the Law.  Many Jews feel liberated by the 
guidance of the Law.  No sane Jew expects to be absolutely perfect.  That is why the Law allows 
for absolving and purifying.  That is why God is merciful.  That is why the Law can be summarized 
as “Love God, and Love Your Neighbor”.  When Paul overlooks the fullness of the Law including 
forgiveness and love, he steps out of Judaism into an artificial hyper-logical world designed to 
validate his arguments.  Paul forced Western Christians into the duality of bad system versus 
good intuition-faith-grace, from which they have both suffered and benefited ever since.   
 
-(Paul elaborates on the relation between the Law, death, Original Sin, and innate evil in the 
human soul, but it would take too long to go into those issues here.  Augustine used this aspect of 
Paul heavily.  Paul’s elaborations are useful to show how any system might lead to confusion and 
stultification, especially that of Augustine, but that is not the main point in this chapter.)   
 
-Ultimately the Law does not justify even though we need the Law to understand the idea of 
justification.  Faith does justify, but how?  Faith cannot justify by itself or we would have anarchy.  
People could say they believe and are justified by their belief, and then do anything they wanted.  
In fact, some Christians came to exactly this conclusion and began to fornicate and break the 
Roman law.  Paul had to argue vigorously against Christians that abused faith.  So faith does not 
justify by itself.   
 
-Instead faith opens the door to God’s grace.  God sees particular people that sincerely believe, 
and he chooses from among the sincere believers the special people to whom he will give the gift 
of justification, salvation, and eternal life.   
 
-Nothing we do, including believing really hard, can induce God to save us.  We have to have 
faith first, but faith is not enough.  Even if we have that experience of the Risen Christ, that 
experience is not enough.  Even demons know that Jesus is the Christ who will rise.  God 
chooses among the faithful who will be saved.  God alone chooses who is to be saved and who is 
to be damned.  If God has criteria for choosing some people rather than others, we cannot know 
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those criteria because then we could follow them mechanically to induce God to save us, and that 
kind of procedure would be the Law and would not be faith.   
 
-How do we tell sincere faith, real faith, from faith that is not strong enough, fake faith, or faith in 
the wrong things?  This part of the argument is sad:  Even though we started from the special 
experience of the Risen Christ, that experience alone is not enough.  There can be guidelines but 
there can be no ultimate objective criteria that humans can know because, if there were, we 
would have the Law again.  Only God can tell real faith from substandard faith.   
 
-Depending absolutely on God opens the door to the issue of predestination.  Some people are 
designated from before time to be saved or to be damned regardless of what they do.  
Predestination was a horrendous bad step allowed by the artificial argument of Paul, but I will not 
go into that question here.  
 
-Again Paul is in an odd position.  Rather than doing what Jesus wants, salvation is now the goal.  
For salvation, Christians must have faith.  But a declaration of faith is not enough.  Even having 
the experience is not enough.  There can be no objective criteria for faith.  So how do Christians 
know if they have real faith and are saved?  They cannot.  By seeking to explain how the Risen 
Christ saves in opposition to the Jewish Law, Paul actually undermined hope in the Risen Christ.  
This dilemma opened the way for other abuses, such as using wealth and status as indicators of 
God’s favor and of correct faith, and using poverty as indicators of God’s disfavor and of bad 
faith.  To Paul, the Law promised justification but produced condemnation.  Paul then substituted 
a faith that promises comfort and salvation but produces anxiety and damnation.  These problems 
plague everybody even now when rich and middle class Christians look down on the poor, an 
inversion of Jesus’ message.   
 
Comments So Far.  Paul condemns systematization when he accuses the Law.  He raises faith 
and grace to a kind of anti-logic.  Yet he forces a logical system onto ideas about the Risen 
Christ, Law, justification, faith, salvation, life, death, and grace.  We have to be careful when we 
use logic to condemn the Law (to condemn logic) and use logic to extol escaping logic.  It can be 
done, but not as Paul did it, and not as did later elaborators such as Augustine.  
 
I understand the need to encourage faith and the need to point out that a set of external rules is 
not enough.  We need inspiration too.  We stress that jump of inspiration all the time with athletes 
and children.  Even mathematicians rely on faith to be creative, and we encourage business 
people to “think outside the box”.  I understand how a belief in a risen God would lead Paul to put 
faith on the side of life and to put any firm system on the side of death.  I have trouble with Paul in 
general because I disagree with him in some basic points about Jesus and Christ.  Paul erred in 
focusing entirely on the divinity of Christ while overlooking the message of Jesus.  He erred in 
thinking that the magic of the death and resurrection was enough.  He erred in focusing on the 
Risen God Christ while overlooking the living prophet Jesus.  He compounded his errors by 
deliberately mistaking how Jewish Law worked so that he could bolster his experience of the 
Risen Christ and his belief in the efficacy of faith.  He did not originate emphasis on the divinity of 
Christ but he did give it the kind of systematization, like the Law, that he condemned.  We do not 
need to follow him in his errors. 
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Standard Christians get caught in a trap of seeking an “out of body” experience, not being sure it 
is true or enough, trying to make the experience even more intense to make sure, never being 
sure, falling back on ritual and points of dogma, arguing about when to get baptized and whether 
sprinkling is enough or if you have to get dunked, and so on – somewhat like drugs, fashions, 
gadgets, success, or New Age.  Particular groups develop criteria for a true experience versus a 
false one, and for true faith versus false faith, but nobody trusts their criteria other than 
themselves.  The Roman Catholic Church has Confirmation.  Many “born again” Protestant 
groups look for a particular shining moment such as when Paul “saw the light” - without that 
particular moment, you cannot be a real Christian no matter what you do or what you say; lifelong 
study of Jesus is not enough; going to church is not enough; Confirmation is not enough.  They 
want to be able to heal people, do miracles, or experience abundant life to be sure they have had 
a true experience and really are saved.  For people who should just believe in Christ and get on 
with it, a lot of Protestants spend a lot of time worrying about what they have to do (acts) to get 
into heaven.  Rather than freeing Christians from Law, Paul enslaved them to worry.  
 
The best antidote to Paul’s bad arguments is not to get involved.  Do not worry about strong 
experiences, the divinity of Jesus, justification, faith, Law, being saved, grace, what it takes to be 
saved, and damnation.  Instead follow the message of Jesus and be useful.  If you want a “kick-
ass” religious experience to go along with being useful, to make sure you are abundantly alive, 
then volunteer for “Doctors Without Frontiers”, a good non-religious group, or something similar.   
 
Faith and Works.  Paul’s contrast of faith versus the Law established another parallel contrast of 
faith versus works.  This contrast too is misleading and has caused a lot of damage.  My advice 
also is to ignore it.  You will run into it if you read more, it is a keystone of Protestantism, and it 
bothers a lot of Americans even now, so I briefly describe it here.  
 
As we have seen, already by the time of Paul, some Christians got the idea that they were above 
the Jewish Law and above all law; they could do whatever they wanted as long as they believed 
in the Christ.  Paul correctly said, “no”, and reminded them that a true believer could never do 
anything immoral.  It seems the solution to this dilemma is to have people also do acts of faith 
such as help the poor, especially since they had to go through rituals of faith such as baptism that 
are clearly acts.  Paul did not allow that option because to do so would be to allow the Jewish 
Law back, especially if we take the Law according to its best version, which blends intent (faith) 
and works.  Some Church Fathers, in the four centuries after Paul, such as Augustine, also 
insisted on faith above works, even though they were strict about rituals such as baptism and 
strict about the need not to succumb to persecution.   After them, the problem became 
unimportant for a thousand years as the Church found a balance between faith and works.  
 
As the Roman Catholic Church aged, it slipped into some bad practices.  The infamous selling of 
“indulgences” is a bad practice that helped spark Protestantism in the 1500s and after.  The 
details are not important.  Essentially, the Roman Catholic Church said:  “If you do this, then we 
guarantee you will go to heaven eventually.  Of course, you have to have faith first, and you must 
be sincerely contrite about any wrong you might have done, but we assume you already do have 
faith and are sincerely contrite, or you would not be inquiring of the Church; so that issue does 
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not come up.”  In effect, the Church put works before faith, and provided a list of specific works 
that would guarantee salvation.  
 
Luther and Calvin were outraged.  Their response was a vigorous return to Paul, Augustine, and 
the primacy of faith.  In their turn, they overdid it.  To get a sense of how far they overdid it, think 
of Luther’s reaction to the Epistle of James.  James advocates balance between faith and works.  
We need both.  In my terms, James says both to have faith and to be useful.  In a beautiful 
phrase, James says that faith without works is empty.  Luther prepared a new version of the Bible 
just for Protestants.  He wanted to omit the letter of James from his new Bible because it 
disagreed with him on this issue, and so it must be wrong, not of the Holy Spirit, and not 
canonical.  Luckily, better people prevailed and James remains in the Bible. 
 
I am not sure why Protestants remain so agitated over the question of faith and works.  They use 
this issue to keep up a contrast to the Roman Catholic Church and this issue gives them a point 
that they can use as a test of commitment.  I think their version of Roman Catholic thought on this 
issue is just wrong, and they maintain a wrong view primarily to sustain a contrast between 
institutions.  Once you think in these terms, it is hard to get out, and you want everybody else to 
think like this and share your dilemma.  This way of thinking hurts people.  People that get lost in 
this mindset are susceptible to other odd points of doctrine.  Often people that are already in this 
mindset make other people lost in this way too so they can control the other people.  If you begin 
to think in terms of this dilemma, you will get lost, and will be susceptible.  Again, the best tactic is 
to avoid the trap.  
 
The Paradox of Faith, Law, and Institutions.  It seems as if an emphasis on faith coupled with 
arguments about the insufficiency of Law would undermine the authority of institutions, including 
the Church.  Some Christians did take it that way, and Paul sternly corrects them.  Romantic 
rebels still take it that way.  In fact, for most people, a reliance on faith alone without 
corresponding actions leads to the paradoxical opposite:  it makes them depend on institutions; it 
strengthens the power of institutions over people.  Faith alone is ethereal and a little weird.  Most 
people cannot live with that.  They want more structure and security.  The less structure and 
security they get from faith alone, the more they need it from an institution.  The more they hear 
that they have to rely on faith alone, the more they want to rely on the institution that tells them 
they have to rely on faith alone and tells them what faith to rely on.  The closest parallel to this I 
have seen with my own eyes are New Age, Asian religious, and Christian groups that stress 
belief and that live apart from mainstream society, that is cults.  Any sports team that says, “you 
gotta believe” is a little like that.  The early Church was a little like that - maybe all new groups are 
- but I do not want to paint the early Church as a weirdo cult to make this point because, on the 
whole, it was not a weirdo cult.  
 
Did Paul stress faith alone as a way to break down connections with other beliefs and institutions, 
weld people into the Church, and strengthen the Church?  Was Paul something of a cult leader?  
Probably, yes; but he was not Charles Manson and he did not hand out any poison.  He was a 
strong leader who knew how to use ideas to build a strong institution.   
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The Epistles.  We do not know Paul’s native language.  Probably it was Greek.  He also knew 
Aramaic from growing up in Tarsus and knew Hebrew as a student.  In any case, the epistles 
were written in Greek.  As was common then, he did not write the epistles himself but dictated 
them to a secretary.  The secretary edited for clarity before sending the letters.  For having been 
dictated, the letters have good overall structure.  They also sometimes ramble and they often 
read as if they are recorded speech.  Most epistles were edited again even after the secretary 
edited them.  Scholars argue about the extent of editing and the identity of possible additional 
editors.   
 
Traditionally, Paul had credit for fourteen epistles, as below.  Of the fourteen, scholars accept 
seven epistles as coming largely from Paul, as below.  Of the seven disputed letters, some are 
likely not from Paul while some are unclear.  I do not divide the seven disputed letters into 
“definitely no” and “maybe”, except for one.  It is better to find the latest ideas by going on the 
Internet.  The epistle called “Hebrews” definitely was not from Paul.  It was passed about as if 
from Paul; we would call this practice “forgery” today but that word is too strong for ancient 
practice.  The ideas in this letter about the Law have been incredibly influential in Christian history 
and, tragically, this letter is also biased against Hebrews, including especially Jews, and the bias 
helped form the basis for later persecution of Jews.  The epistle has to be read carefully.  I 
disagree with much of it.  If Christians accept all of the New Testament as coming from the Holy 
Spirit regardless of who wrote or edited any piece, then they can accept Hebrews as from the 
Holy Spirit; but they should not continue to give it the weight of Paul’s authority and they should 
think about just what kind of stuff can come out of the Holy Spirit.   
 
Pauline Epistles.  The seven accepted epistles are listed first.    
 
Romans  
1 Corinthians  
2 Corinthians  
Galatians  
Philippians  
1 Thessalonians  
Philemon  
 
Colossians  
Ephesians 
2 Thessalonians  
Titus 
Hebrews  
1 Timothy  
2 Timothy 
 
Misconceptions.  Both standard and non-standard Christians have misconceptions about Paul.  
It is a good idea to clear up a few.  
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-“Paul introduced radically new ideas into Christianity, such as the divinity of Jesus”.  No, he did 
not.  He, along with others such as the John who wrote the gospel and many thinkers around 
Antioch, stressed new ideas and systematized new ideas, but the ideas were around before Paul 
and came from people other than Paul.  Paul originated some ideas, promoted new ideas, and 
was important in the success of some new ideas over competing ideas; but he did not originate 
them alone.   
 
-“Paul’s ideas were all non-Jewish and all purely Greek.  Paul Hellenized Jesus.”  That is not true.  
Some of Paul’s ideas were Jewish and some were Greek.  It is hard to say which are which.  
Jewish and Greek ideas were well mixed well before Jesus and Paul, so the distinction might not 
make full sense.  To me, Paul seems more a mediocre Greek philosopher than a good Jewish 
prophet but I am not a competent judge.  Paul did promote a general shift in worldview from 
Jewish to Greek, and Paul did promote some ideas that went better with the Greek worldview, 
such as the divinity of Jesus.  But Paul did not originate these ideas and he did not accomplish 
the shift single-handed.   
 
-“Paul founded all the churches outside the Holy Land.  When the Jerusalem Church fell, the 
remaining Christian churches had all been founded by Paul, and thus the Church was Paul’s 
Church.”  No, he did not.  Churches existed in many cities where Paul had never gone.  Paul is 
clear that he never went to Rome until the end of his life, yet Rome already had a large thriving 
Christian community, probably made up of Diaspora Jews.  Neither Peter nor Paul founded that 
community originally.  Nobody knows who founded that community originally.  A thriving Christian 
community developed all over Egypt, and Paul had nothing to do with Egypt.  Whether or not 
people wish to see Paul as the real founder of Church communities depends on whether people 
like Paul and whether they like the original Church after Jesus.  If you like both, you want to see 
him as the founder of it all, of course continuing in the spirit of Jesus.  If you like neither, you 
blame him for it all, of course betraying the spirit of Jesus.   
 
-“Paul returned women to a subservient role”.  No, he did not.  After Jesus lifted women out of 
subservience, the Church in general returned them.  Paul was both following and promoting the 
reactionary trend.  Paul wanted peace in churches.  If suppressing women could give superficial 
peace, he, as a man, was willing to pay that price without worrying too much about what price 
women paid.  This return to subservience for women violates the teachings of Jesus but Paul is 
not alone to blame.   
 
-“Paul condemned homosexuality and thus began the Church tradition of condemning any non-
stereotyped gender roles”.  It is not that simple.  Jews and early Christians both were 
uncomfortable with non-stereotypical gender roles including homosexuality, promiscuity (sex 
outside of marriage), and prostitution.  People then were probably not as squeamish about 
homosexuality as people now but that does not mean all people openly accepted it.  Paul 
condemned promiscuity and prostitution most.  He condemned homosexual promiscuity and 
homosexual prostitution.  He probably did not think about homosexuality as such very much but 
saw it as promiscuity because it was sexual activity outside of marriage.  Neither Jews nor early 
Christians would have understood homosexual marriage even though (I think) it did sometimes 
happen in that world.  I do not know if Paul would have condemned homosexuality if done 
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tastefully as in marriage, done without a sense of promiscuity or prostitution, and done so as not 
to hurt any existing marriage.  He seemed to condemn any sex outside of heterosexual marriage.  
I do not know if Paul was more fervently against non-stereotypical gender roles than the average 
early Christian but I doubt it.  Whether or not you agree with the view of Paul and early Christians 
is up to you but this view did not originate with Paul.  Whether or not you think the view of Paul 
and early Christians is against the spirit of Jesus’ message is also up to you.  Bishop John Shelby 
Spong thinks Paul was a repressed gay man and that Paul’s condemnation of homosexuality 
comes out of self-dislike.  Paul might have been gay and he might have been repressed, but his 
advice against promiscuity, gay or straight, did not have to come from there.   
 
In our time, we think of promiscuity as sex that is not aimed at a relationship, is  not aimed at 
gaining beneficial experience, does not make up for loneliness, or hurts an existing relationship. 
We condemn promiscuity, gay or straight.  Allowing for these small differences, we are not far off 
the view of Paul and early Christians.   
 
-“Paul changed the direction of Christianity away from the social service of Jesus’ message and 
away from expecting a change of the world towards Church membership and towards inner 
piety.”  Again, Paul did not do this alone.  He was part of a general trend among followers of 
Jesus that happened because Jesus was crucified, Israel was not restored, and there was no 
general resurrection.  The new idea of Christianity that focused on piety within a strong institution 
was congenial to Paul’s personal outlook, he did promote it, and he likely speeded it up quite a 
bit; but he did not start it.  This kind of shift toward institutions and to inner attitude in the context 
of an institution happens all the time to all kinds of movements.  Moreover, Christians did not stop 
social action and did not stop following the message of Jesus’ just because they became pious 
members of a church.  The leaders did not write about that kind of beneficial external activity so 
we do not see it as much in the historical record but that kind of activity was still probably the 
most important aspect of following Jesus for the average member.   
 
-“Paul was a Jew-hating Jew and a powerful instigator of anti-Semitism.”  See below.  Paul might 
or might not have come to dislike Jews as he battled with them over Christ and Christianity.  I 
doubt that he did.  That is not as important as the fact that he had to “put down” Judaism in order 
to “raise up” Christ.  I do not think that Paul intended to put down Judaism in the modern sense of 
denigrating it or demonizing it.  He needed to show it was less than Christianity, and so he had to 
put it down in that sense.  He takes pains to show that Jews were the darlings of God, and to 
show the virtue and sensibility of the Law, at least until Christ came and until faith in Christ 
superceded the Law.  I do not think he was an anti-Semite of the sort that plagued the West.   
Unfortunately, his ideas could be used to denigrate and demonize Jews and the Law, and have 
been used that way.  When reading him, try to think of how Americans sometimes laugh at the 
English, or how the English think about their overseas cousins, or how Americans or the English 
sometimes feel about the French or the Germans.  Then think about the Irish and the English, or 
sometimes the French and Germans.  What starts out as a contrast can get out of hand and can 
serve other ends.   
 
Paul was the right man, at the right time, to push the Church along toward becoming a strong 
institution, serving a particular range of people, whose members had the right attitude for life in an 
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institution in a male-dominated family-dominated Empire, including the paradoxical emphasis on 
faith.  He created a convincing theory of the right attitude based on ideas that were available at 
the time.  He did not create the problems.  
 
Paul, Special Jesus, Anti-Semitism, and Us.  If you respect Jesus, it is natural to want to make 
him and his message special.  Jesus developed out of Judaism.  If you want to make Jesus 
special, you have to contrast him with Judaism.  You have to find something about Jesus that 
Judaism was not.  As much as we do not want to put down Judaism, in order to make Jesus 
special by contrasting him with Judaism, we imply that Judaism was inadequate.  That was what 
Paul did.  We all become Paul when we want to make Jesus special.  Unfortunately, that way 
does lead to anti-Semitism.  At the same time, when Jews think, even without saying it, that 
Judaism is superior to other religions, and Jews are superior to other peoples, they do the same.  
Most ethnic groups, religious groups, and countries do the same.  That does not excuse the 
practice.  We have to be careful about what we do to extol our leaders.   
 
Probably there is no good way to handle the situation but the best I can think of follows.  If we 
read Paul with an open mind and do not look for anti-Semitism, what follows in this paragraph is 
similar to what Paul did in his work.  Judaism is as good as any system can be that is based on 
laws.  It is as good as Indian Shastras, Chinese state piety, Greek philosophy, English case law, 
or French rationalism.  It is as good as most constitutions of most nations.  Judaism is an 
excellent representation of the Silver Rule and of how far the Silver Rule can be taken as the 
basis for government, society, and life.  But we need something more than the Silver Rule.  We 
need something more than constitutions or law books.  We need something clearly positive.  That 
is what Jesus gave us.  Other people might have stated the Golden Rule before him but Jesus 
made the Golden Rule a mission.  He made it above and beyond the state and the laws.  It is not 
a denigration of Judaism that Jesus came out of Judaism, and pushed Judaism to its spiritual 
peak, but an honor to both Jesus and Judaism.  Jesus does not put down Jewish Law or any 
other system because he does not offer another system.  There is nothing wrong with good 
systems such as Judaism as far as they go; but we need more.  To appreciate that we need 
something more, we have to contrast Jesus with what came before.  That is all.  This explanation 
does not distinguish Jesus from some other trans-rule religions such as Buddhism, Taoism, and 
some strains of Hinduism, and it does hold in high regard the many good deeds that Jews and 
other peoples do on top of their Law; but those are other topics.  This version of Jesus is not 
metaphysically special but hopefully it is special enough.  
 
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus FMP  4.09 Intent, Mostly-Was, All-About 

1 
 

 

4.09 Jesus’ Intent, Mostly-Was, and All-About  
 
 
Review.  A person’s “intent” is his-her own goals for his-her own program.  “Mostly-was” is how 
other people understand that person’s identity regardless of how the person might see him-
herself.  Of two high school teachers, one mostly-is a disciplinarian (“Mr. Woodcock”) while the 
other mostly-is an inspiration (“Mr. Chips”).  “All-about” is what the person does and the person’s 
long-lasting effects.  George Washington was all-about setting up a country of free self-governing 
people with realistic institutions, staffed by honorable honest self-limiting leaders.  A teacher can 
be all-about his subject, or all-about shaping young people, or sometimes all-about both.  The 
Blues Brothers were all-about two things:  a mission from God to save the orphanage and 
spreading the culture of the blues.  Often “all-about” can be decided only in retrospect.  We do not 
yet know what Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama are all-about.   
 
Real people are inconsistent in their intent, mostly-is, and all-about.  Unlike normal real people, 
characters in literature, mythology, religion, history, and the news are unusually consistent 
because the people that tell their story make them so.  The story tellers put consistency into 
stories so that the stories convincingly say what the teller wants them to say.  Republicans speak 
of Ronald Reagan as if he always knew what he was doing, had exactly the necessary character 
to do it, and the world turned out just as it should have under his guidance - far from truth.  
Democrats say the same about Franklin Roosevelt and John Kennedy.   Many people see Martin 
Luther King so.  After George W. Bush, Republicans pretended he knew what he was doing all 
along, was-mostly a defender of freedom and decency, and was all-about making the world safe 
from terrorism.  Usually high consistency indicates that a story has been heavily edited and it is 
not realistic.   
 
Christians edited the story of Jesus to make him consistent in intent, mostly-is, and all-about, and 
to make Jesus’ story consistent with what people want to get out of it.  Not just standard 
Christians, but nearly everyone that tells the story, or has strong ideas about Jesus, edits his 
story to make him consistent so they can use him to validate what they want.  I do that too but I 
try to do it as little as possible.  This chapter does not force consistency and it tries to deal 
honestly with inconsistency in the story of Jesus.   
 
This chapter summarizes my ideas about Jesus’ intent, mostly-was, and all-about.  I do not 
repeat conservative or liberal ideas.  I do summarize some liberal ideas as a way of mild critique.   
 
Jesus’ Intent to Change the World.  Jesus intended to restore Israel, including features that 
have been explained in previous chapters:  resurrection of the deserving dead, return of the 
twelve tribes, rebuilding of The temple in Jerusalem yet again after Herod, restoration of the 
proper boundaries of Israel, the leaving of all foreign powers from Israel, the presence of God in 
the temple, God speaks through the priests to all of Israel and all the world, Israel takes moral 
leadership of the world, all the peoples and nations of the world recognize Yahweh as the one 
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and only true God,  all the peoples and nations look to Israel for leadership, and everybody’s 
heart and mind changes in accordance with the new Kingdom of God.  
 
An integral part of the intended Kingdom of God was a change in the hearts and minds of people 
and in their resultant social relations.  Jesus wanted people to follow the Golden Rule, love their 
neighbors, and recognize everybody as a neighbor.  He wanted the rich to stop acting badly and 
to start helping the poor.  He wanted people to see the effects of their own intentions and to start 
controlling their minds.  He wanted people to see their own hearts, the bad and the good within 
them, and to correct their own bad before they went after another person.  He wanted men and 
women to have only one spouse and to love that spouse all their lives.  He wanted all officials to 
carry out the duties of their office fully and to do only that.  He did not want to eliminate all 
differences in people but he wanted justice to prevail despite differences.  Jesus intended full 
social justice.  
 
The change of the world and the change in hearts and minds would go along together.  The 
change in the world did not depend on completing the change in hearts and minds first.  The 
change in hearts and minds could occur in some people before the general change of the world.  
The change in hearts and minds in some first people would start the general change in the world, 
and the special first people would serve as examples for everybody else during the change in the 
world.   
 
Jesus’ intentions would certainly bring an end to the world as we know it.  They would not bring 
an end to the physical world.  They would transform the physical world into something more 
spiritual.  Human bodies would change.  It is not clear if people would still be gendered and have 
some kind of sexual activity but Jesus said they would not marry and have children as before.  All 
these changes indicate not just a change of hearts and minds but something much bigger.   
 
While the world was waiting for the Big Change, believers would live according to what life would 
be like when it arrived.  They would form communities to act as models of the Big Change and to 
help instigate it.  People in the communities have to act toward non-believers as if non-believers 
are members too or else the ideals are meaningless.  Jesus likely expected the communities to 
be focused around local Jewish temples, but not to interfere in normal Jewish religious life.  He 
saw no conflict.  I do not think Jesus intended full equality of wealth and status but he did insist on 
equality of person and on mutual respect, and he did insist that the rich help the poor.  He did not 
want everybody to be alike; he wanted everybody to be useful, helpful, and respectful.  Jesus did 
not intend sameness between men and women but he did insist that men and women treat each 
other with respect and that women have opportunities equal to men when it was safe.  For 
example, Jesus likely sent women out as teachers, something ordinarily only men would do.  I do 
not think Jesus intended the communities to become like modern churches or like any big 
Church; I do not know if any church has to go against Jesus’ intentions just because it is any 
organized institution.   
 
Jesus intended to defeat all evil.  He thought at least some evil already had been defeated; more 
evil would be defeated while people were waiting for the Big Change; and any remaining evil 
would be eradicated with the Big Change.  Jesus might have felt that he defeated Satan in some 
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kind of personal struggle, and felt that his victory began the end of evil but had not yet wiped out 
all evil.  It is not clear what evil meant to Jesus but probably it meant mostly social injustice.  As 
long as any social injustice persisted, then evil had not been fully defeated.   
 
Jesus enjoyed life, and intended to enjoy life.  He wanted other people to enjoy life as well.  He 
wanted people to enjoy life even before the Big Change.  He understood that people could be 
hurt by life, and he did not expect people to be frivolously happy in the fact of hardship.   
 
Obviously the Big Change of the world based on the restoration and leadership of Israel did not 
happen, at least not as Jesus intended, or not on his schedule.  Jesus was wrong about at least 
this much.  Obviously Jesus did not defeat evil fully, and much evil remains for our time.  Jesus 
was wrong about evil too because he was wrong about Satan being the source of the worst evil.   
 
Jesus did not intend to save the world by dying and being resurrected.  I doubt he would have 
understood how that would save the world.  
 
Jesus did know that his mission would attract the attention of the authorities, and he probably 
knew he would have to deal with that someday.  Because his mission was so peaceful, he 
probably thought that aura would deflect most harm.  For a time, it did.  He knew he might get in 
trouble although it is not clear he knew he might die.  I think he did not anticipate being crucified.  
I do not think he went to Jerusalem, and picked a fight with the vendors, so the authorities would 
kill him, so he would be resurrected, so the Big Change would come.  I think he went to 
Jerusalem out of frustration and out of hope that doing something dramatic there might 
encourage God to start the Big Change soon.  
 
I do not know if God used Jesus’ enthusiasm to get Jesus crucified, so people would believe in 
him as resurrected and divine, so the message of Jesus would ride on the new religion.    
 
Mostly-was.  This gives my version of who Jesus mostly-was and then lists some of the many 
ideas about who Jesus mostly-was.  People use ideas of who Jesus mostly-was to validate their 
way of life.  They project onto Jesus a particular kind of person, usually the kind of person they 
wish to be or that they wish other people to be.  They think that kind of Jesus would approve of 
how they live and of how they treat other people.  Sometimes they make Jesus represent an 
ideology, as when pro-capitalists call Jesus the first real capitalist or when Liberals see Jesus as 
the first Liberation theologian or first feminist.  I find some ways of seeing Jesus funny.   
 
My Version.  I rest on the idea that Jesus was a great prophet, and that his identity as a prophet 
is determined by his message.  Jesus was what his message says he was.  He had the 
personality characteristics that are evident in the New Testament where he tells stories and 
interacts with common people.   
 
I do not know if Jesus thought he was the Messiah because I am not sure what Jews at the time 
of Jesus thought of the Messiah or what Jesus thought of the Messiah.  If the Messiah had to be 
from the House of David then it is very unlikely Jesus was the Messiah because Jesus was not 
from the House of David regardless of the contrived genealogies in the New Testament.  If the 
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Messiah was the person who restored Israel and changed the world to go along, but did not have 
to be from the House of David, then Jesus might have thought he was the Messiah and did 
convey that idea to some of his close followers.  If the Messiah had to succeed in exactly that 
task, then Jesus was not the Messiah.  It does not count as succeeding in that task, toward 
Jesus-as-Messiah, if Jews restore Israel two thousand years after Jesus, in particular because 
they have not restored it as Isaiah prophesied.  If the Messiah did otherwise change the world, 
such as by calling for the institutions of good self-government, then Jesus might be the Messiah 
but not the Messiah of prophecy in the Tanakh, the Messiah as understood in the New 
Testament, or as understood by the Church for many hundreds of years after Jesus.   
 
Views of Jesus.  Which Jesus is most important varies by group and changes from time to time.  
The crusader of the middle ages is less important than the business man of our times.  These 
characters blind us from seeing Jesus as he really was, including mistakes and limits.  If you are 
a standard Christian and believe Jesus did not make mistakes or have limits, then these 
characters blind you from seeing Jesus.  If you think Jesus was the first feminist, then you 
misunderstand both Jesus and feminism.   
 
Rabbi (“teacher”, not exactly like a rabbi in current Judaism, but close)  
Buddha  
Bodhisattva  
Zen master  
Yogi  
Ryshi (rushi or roshi)  
Wandering Cynic philosopher 
Magician  
Avatar  
Precursor of Mohammad  
Communard  
Messiah 
The Christ   
Complete and Perfect Son of God  
God  
Lord  
Founder of the Church 
Defender of the Church 
Son of Mary, Queen of Heaven, and her worldly instrument   
Prince of Peace  
Divine Warrior and Defeater of the Devil  
Crusader against any injustice  
Hyper moralist  
Wrathful Judge  
The Man With No Name in the Clint Eastwood movies  
Any of many modern fictional characters who combine wrath and honor  
Merciful judge who warns us not to judge  
King  
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Elder Brother  
Ideal Son  
Kindly Father  
Prototype monk  
Rejecter of the physical world  
Rejecter of politics and worldly power  
Person who says “yes” to life and the world  
Ecstatic mystic  
Perfect man  
Second Adam  
Opposite of the Devil  
God of commitment, decisions, and consequences  
God of the hearth, of family values  
Anti-Jew 
Super Jew  
Forerunner of capitalists  
Condemner of the wealthy and powerful, friend of the poor  
Revolutionary freedom fighter  
Patron of our country, but not of other countries  
Patron of the New Israel, which is now made up of Christians  
Patron of our kind of people, our class, our country, our race, our gender   
Consoler to the lost, forlorn, imprisoned, and sick  
Carrier of secret knowledge about God, creation, and existence  
Embodiment of the archetype Wisdom  
Son of Divine Wisdom and her Representative  
 
All-about.  What Jesus is all-about to particular groups of people usually depends on a vision of 
an ideal world that the people have or on a reaction against the bad world they believe this world 
to be.  Jesus is all-about bringing in the ideal world.  Ideal worlds do not often reflect real human 
nature and real social life.  The ideal people that represent ideal worlds and bring them about are 
not realistic either.  People use the ideal world to justify their way of life, and what they do to 
neighbors, in this real world.   
 
My Version.  Jesus did not bring about his vision of the restored Israel and the Changed World.  
Jesus did give us the best available ideal.  I do not repeat the specific points of his message here.  
 
Jesus made possible a merger of Jewish ideas of the person, state, and social justice with 
Western ideas of the same things and with Western religion, science, and philosophy.  He laid the 
foundation for the important institutions of our time, including democracy and science, even if he 
was not a scientist and he had no idea of democracy in the modern sense.  He gave us the 
modern idea of building a better world, and he convinced us that we each have a role in building 
the better world.  He began the fusion of thoughts that led to today’s ideas of the concerned good 
neighbor and the involved citizen.  At the same time, he made clear that good neighbors and 
involved citizens are not intrusive self-righteous secretly self-serving busybodies.  He increased 
the scope and urgency of tolerance and inclusion.  He instituted the practice of judging people by 
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their minds and their moral content rather than by superficial conditions and alliances.  He began 
the fusion of ideas that led to today’s idea of serving the world through our job, our profession, or 
our role in government.  He began the reflective pro-active citizen.  He began the chain of ideas 
that lead to all kinds of activism, and, when needed, to rebellion for social justice and to civil 
disobedience for social justice.  At the same time, he made clear it is alright to accept help and 
alright just to be a decent person.  Without him, we would have no modern schools, hospitals, 
charities, animal helpers, and organizations fighting for nature.  
 
Even if you do not live in a society where you can work through government to build a better 
world, if you live in a tyranny, if you live in malignant religious ignorance, Jesus is still all-about 
building a better world in the scope that you can.  You can be a better neighbor, build a better 
community, help animals, take care of nature, feed the hungry, visit prisoners, tend the sick, and 
enjoy life as much as possible.  You can keep alive the ideas that are needed for a clear and free 
mind, hopefully ideas that one day are used to build clear and free institutions.  You can be 
decent.  You can stop poisoning other minds with stupid ideas, ignorance, and bad attitudes.  You 
can be useful.  Other religions teach similar ideals but Jesus laid a general foundation that can be 
used in various settings, to end some bad situations, and to build good situations.  
 
Jesus brought hope and trust to many people.  Jesus emphasized the idea that enjoying life is 
good under God.  As a result, many people now enjoy life who might not otherwise.  
 
Jesus laid the groundwork for common modern personalities:  crusader for social justice, moralist, 
enthusiastic enjoyer of life, person who is not concerned with strong moral judgments, quiet 
tolerant forgiving person, ordinary Joe or Jane getting along with other people and living decently, 
giver of help, and receiver of help.  These types do not fully blend.  We cannot always find the 
right mix of these personalities in ourselves.  Not everybody should have the same mix.  Jesus 
recognized differences, and he would not want everybody to be the same.  Different situations 
require different kinds of people and different mixes in the same person.  I do not know how 
Jesus would advise people about all this.  We should not find in Jesus only the kind of personality 
that we wish to be.  
 
People now follow his message even when they do not realize they follow his message and who 
might even dislike standard Christianity.  
 
Whether or not the world will turn out alright in the long run as a result of Jesus’ life, I do not 
know.  Definitely it has turned out better in many ways.  Whether or not God used Jesus to 
achieve the good ends by having us believe in Jesus as divine so that we would carry his 
message, I also do not know.   
 
The world might turn out alright not primarily because of Jesus.  The big force in the world turning 
out alright might be Greek philosophy, British Romanticism, Taoism, a scientific discovery, a lot of 
hard work by human beings with an evolved nature, or even the whine of moralistic atheists.  
Jesus still will have contributed something necessary even if Jesus is not the decisive factor.  If 
the world does turn out alright, we probably will never know the decisive factor, so people will 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus FMP  4.09 Intent, Mostly-Was, All-About 

7 
 

credit whatever suits them, including Jesus, science, or PC.  If the world does turn out alright but 
not because of Jesus, I am not sure what that implies for his all-about.   
 
Non-Standard.  The standard orthodox version can seem a bit bleak, and so people do not 
usually rest content with that.  For example, they supplement it with the idea that Jesus is all-
about bringing comfort to the world, and so he has a big heart.  Or Jesus is all-about taking good 
believers to heaven with him when they die.  I cannot review all the ideal worlds and ideal Jesus’ 
that people dream of so as to make sense of this world and to validate their lives.  What follows in 
subsections below are only a few examples.  See also above on the identities of Jesus where 
each identity can imply an ideal world.  
  
Perfectible World.  I tend to go along with this vision.  The world has a lot of faults but it is getting 
generally better and it is perfectible.  We can have a world where people have enough material 
goods if they are not too greedy and do not want large families, with justice, and with reward 
according to ability and effort.  We can sustain science and the arts.  This is roughly the world of 
Thomas Jefferson, Star Trek, and Star Wars before the Sith Lord.  Jesus is the person who gave 
us the basic tools to build this world.  He was all-about laying the foundation for this kind of world.   
 
Return of the Righteous King:  Restoring Peasant Justice.  Somehow the world has gotten out of 
whack.  Honest people are poor and powerless.  Disgusting bad people of the world are rich, 
powerful, and successful.  Evil rules.  A good king will return someday to set it all straight.  When 
he gets power, he will not succumb to temptation and become one of the bad people.  It is not 
clear how he will get power.  After he does get power, then every honest person will have enough 
land to raise a family and throw a party now and again.  Every honest tradesman and laborer will 
have work enough to stand equal with landowners.  Nobody will cheat or rob or rape.  Jesus is a 
combination of the major characters in “Lord of the Rings”, in particular Aragorn, Frodo, and 
Gandalf.  That is why the third book is called “Return of the King”.  Even citizens of a democracy 
tend to see their leaders in these terms too and to have unrealistically high expectations as a 
result.  In most legends before modern times, the King was a man.   
 
Opportunistic Avenger in a Fallen World.  The world has gone to shit and there is not much we 
can do about it.  Every once in a while, we can clean up a particular situation but bad situations 
will still prevail.  Sweetness, peace, and light do not work.  We need cunning and decisive action.  
We need a hero for an hour.  This is Clint Eastwood and Arnold Schwarzenegger as Jesus.  This 
is the hero who stumbles into a bad town, gets caught up in it, gets unfairly accused and 
punished; but then cleans up the whole mess – and then moves on to the next one.  This is the 
rebel girl.  This image is so common in popular culture that it does not require elaboration.  The 
only surprise is that some people do not realize this myth long predates Jesus, how much this 
myth colored the story of Jesus in the New Testament, and how much the story of Jesus told in 
the New Testament colors the retelling of the myth for our modern times of unsolvable social 
problems.  In the first Clint Eastwood spaghetti western, the man with no name rides into town on 
a donkey and then disrupts the town money changers.  The woman’s version is “The Quick and 
the Dead” with Sharon Stone.   
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Decency.  The world is not a decent place now but it could be a decent place.  People could have 
decency in their hearts instead of selfishness.  Jesus is all-about converting people to decency 
and thereby making a decent world.   
 
Family Values.  The world is all-about raising decent families among other decent families.  The 
world is all-about children, kin, neighbors, and community.  We have perverted natural drives 
such as sex so that they no longer serve decent family values.  If you do not have a family, then 
you are not a real person and are not saved.  Having a family saves you; especially it saves men 
and teenage girls, who otherwise would be wild and bad.  Jesus is all-about restoring decent 
family values.  Jesus is all-about setting up strict monogamy and marital fidelity.  That is why he 
denied divorce and why he preaches to children.  He did not condone adultery when he told the 
accusers of a woman adulterer, “he who is without sin may cast the first stone”; he told the 
woman to stop committing adultery.   
 
Effusive Love.  “All you need is love, everybody”.  Love can cure everything.  If we only love other 
people enough, they will love us back just as much.  Love applies to everyone equally.  Then 
everybody would love everybody else.  If we only understood how much we are alike, how much 
everybody is in everybody else, how nature is all of a piece, then we would all behave very well to 
each other.  There would be no competition, no divisions between people, no groups, no 
excluding, and no pain.  Jesus came to teach us all this.  He is all-about universal love.  He is the 
agent of love, and he will build a loving world.   
 
Immanent Transcendent.  God made the world; the world is not the same as God.  Yet God loves 
the world.  God wants to appear in the world that he made.  God wants to show what godliness is 
like to creatures that cannot experience full godliness directly.  God wants to come into the world 
some way.  God wants to be both creator and created.  Jesus is all-about the incoming of God in 
the world.  After God, through Jesus, shows himself in the world, everything changes.  Love, 
intelligence, decency, beauty, science, self-consciousness and many other wonders come into 
the world when God comes into the world in the person of Jesus.  For a quasi-scientific version of 
what happens when an author (creator) appears in his own book (creation), see “Godel, Escher, 
and Bach” by Douglas Hofstadter.   
 
Liberal Social Justice.  The main problems of the world are social and economic but they can be 
solved.  We need social justice.  God commanded social justice.  Jesus is all-about making sure 
social justice prevails in this world.  He gave us standards, and he will not let us forget those 
standards until we have achieved enough social justice.  The people that block social justice, or 
that benefit from injustice, either will have to convert or they will be condemned and cast aside.   
 
Jesus as Capitalist.  “Greed is good”.  Selfishness can be harnessed under the right socio-
economic-political system to provide the greatest good automatically.  Under this kind of system, 
people automatically learn responsibility and other good virtues.  Under this system, justice 
automatically prevails.  This system is called “capitalism”.  It would save the world if only we 
would allow it to run rampant.  This is what Jesus is all-about.  He came to teach capitalism, and 
to found the institutions that capitalism needs to flourish.  We can see this in his parables in which 
he teaches people to work hard, and in which he says that God expects a return on efforts above 
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the initial investment in those efforts.  We can ignore any faults of capitalism.  We can ignore 
what Jesus had to say about the rich and the poor.   
 
God of Decisions and Commitment.  Some ideas of mostly-is and all-about particularly reflect 
their times.  The stress on Jesus as God of the hearth (family values) reflects that people now 
have few children but invest a great deal in each child.  Each child is “my precious”.  Anything that 
might undermine success for each child, including competition from the poor, must be blocked off.   
 
Recently I have had many people explain Jesus to me as the god of decisions, commitment, 
responsibility, and consequences.  Christians understand responsibility.  They understand that 
other people rely on them.  They understand what happens when they let other people down, 
such as by having pre-marital sex.  Jesus as the god of commitment etc. might be a peculiarly 
modern character, around only since about the late Renaissance and the beginning of capitalism.  
He is a god for business people, professionals, skilled laborers, soldiers, professors, doctors, 
teachers, and other people who have to make decisions and live by the results.  He is a god for 
the proud working class, the middle class, and the upper middle class.  A recent version is the 
“What Would Jesus Do” movement.  This is the god that parents invoke when they lecture their 
children about the dangers of marijuana and sex, and of the bad consequences to themselves 
and others, such as pregnancy, low test-scores, and an unfulfilled life.  
  
Theological Imagination.  I have fun choosing a character for Jesus (mostly-was) and imagining 
what society would be like if that character dominated, or what kind of a world people want who 
believe in that kind of character.  What do people really want when they see Jesus as the Divine 
Warrior who conquers the Devil or as the god of commitment, decisions, and consequences?  
What kind of a world do family values people really want when they make Jesus the god of the 
hearth?  What kind of a world would we have if Jesus were the prototypical monk and everybody 
had to aspire to be a monk as well?  It is fun to go the other way around too.  What kind of a 
world (all-about) would be wanted by a business person, middle class family, Gen-X family, 
habitual rebel, or PC person?  What kind of Jesus (mostly-is) would he-she imagine to justify that 
world?  People create a mostly-was to support the all-about and to support their way of life.  What 
kinds of Jesus would people exclude from any “mostly-was” so as to protect their all-about?  The 
Jesus’ of family values cannot really also be the Jesus of the poor, so the Jesus of family values 
is often also the Jesus of capitalism but not the Jesus of Luke’s blessings and curses.   
 
More seriously, what kind of world, and what kind of Jesus, would people want that have real 
trouble in this world?  Is it unrealistic to think Jesus might really be like what they want or might 
really be able to imagine what they need?  What kind of world and what kind of Jesus do the 
victims of ethnic discrimination want?  As an Asian woman in the American South, my wife has 
been the victim of discrimination from Blacks and Whites.  Is it unrealistic to think Jesus might be 
able to understand what the victims of discrimination need?  I cannot dismiss ideas about Jesus 
because they do not entirely fit in with my picture above.  
 
Brief Argument With Liberals.  Orthodox or not, the traditional (Conservative) Christian 
understanding of Jesus’ intent, mostly-is, and all-about are fairly straightforward and easy to get.  
The idea of being magically saved is a bit mysterious, and it is not clear what Christians think will 
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happen to the world; but those are quibbles in the overall framework.  I disagree with 
traditionalists, and I strongly suspect their motives, but at least I know where they stand.   
 
In contrast, the Liberal view is murkier.  To the extent they are clear, liberal ideas of intent, 
mostly-is, and all-about might be inspiring but are not very realistic.  I do not get a clear sense 
from liberals of what Jesus was all-about.  Waiting around for the incoming of God to convert 
everybody to universal love does not seem a good prospect.  If the only ways we can get social 
justice are through revolution or through waiting for Jesus to wander in and clean up the town, 
then we are in trouble.  It might be that Jesus wants us to crusade for the rights of illegal aliens, 
gay people, women, and the poor, but that cannot be all he is all-about.  Since Romanticism of 
the late 1800s, and especially since the middle 1900s, liberals have been against science, and 
they have not found ways to use our institutions to solve deep problems of social justice.  They 
have not accepted the realities of capitalism, both benefits and faults.  I think we have to work 
through politics, science, and business to achieve the kind of world that Jesus is all-about.  When 
Liberals cut off normal political institutions and cut off science as ways to achieve social justice, 
inclusion, and love, then they really obscure what Jesus might be all-about.   
 
Because Liberals are not clear what Jesus is all-about, instead they often stress his mostly-was.  
They stress identities such as the incoming mystic shininess of God or rebel revolutionary.  They 
try to find evidence that he was a feminist, gay, the incarnation of the Gnostic Sophia-Wisdom, or 
a misunderstood magician.  Liberal scholars do so in part because, as honest scholars, they have 
to focus on real evidence, and historical evidence is not usually clear on all-about.  Liberal 
theologians do it to provide backing for their particular agendas – just as Conservatives do.  They 
substitute the latest “ism” for common sense and then make out Jesus as the original 
spokesperson for that “ism” all along.  His mostly-was becomes his all-about.  Without a clear 
idea of what Jesus is all-about, these pictures of mostly-was are unconvincing and unbelievable.  
For example, if Jesus was all-about universal love but universal love does not work, then what?  
What does it mean to say that Jesus was the incoming shininess of God?  To push the point for 
clarity:  If Jesus was gay, then what?  Does he want everybody to be gay?  Does his idea of 
universal love and acceptance come only because he was gay?  Do all gay people automatically 
think like Jesus?  If we are not gay, then are we unable to believe in universal love?   
 
I strongly encourage liberals to get a good sense of the realities of the world and human nature, 
the strengths and weaknesses of capitalism, the truth of science, and of how our political and 
economic institutions work.  You do not have to lose your idealism or your zeal when you find out 
facts.  Get a clear idea of what Jesus is all-about for this kind of world.  Then tell us.  Lead us.  
We need good leadership from people who have a clear sense of what Jesus is all-about for this 
world.   
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4.10 Inside and Outside 
 
 
This chapter did not appear in the published book.  It has not been carefully edited.  This chapter 
evaluates the idea of salvation as an internal idea.  It returns to this theme:  Do not worry about 
salvation, justification, works, faith, grace, saving the world, personal level, or grand scale.  Do 
not get caught in traps.  Instead, just do what you can.  Work toward a better world.  Change as 
did Bill Murray in “Groundhog Day”.  If you are only comfortable working at a personal level, then 
do that.  If you can work toward a better world through your job, then do that.  If you are informed, 
have a vision, and are comfortable with politics, then do that.  If you sit hunched over a keyboard 
writing, then do that.  If we people do save the world, then good for us.  If we do not, then God will 
explain it after we die.  If you are sick, miserable, in prison, or in an evil place and cannot do 
much of anything except trust and hope, then do that.   
 
On the one hand, getting this idea is purely internal.  You can become a member of the Kingdom 
of God just by wanting to be.  You only have to want to be useful and a good neighbor.  You do 
have to really try, but you do not have to accomplish much.  You do not have to save the world.  
Bill Murray did not save the world.  You do not even have to be a sweet person.   
 
On the other hand, purely internal ideas of Jesus invite abuses.  If we substitute faith and 
salvation for getting the message of Jesus, we invite abuses.  Instead of being a good member of 
the Kingdom of God, we can sit at home.  We go to church to light a few candles while ignoring 
the food donation box by the door.  We can dispute theology while children need medical care.  
We can just declare that now we are members of the Kingdom of God and have changed the 
inside while our behavior on the outside remains the same old selfish person.  We can even fool 
ourselves.   
 
Shortly after Jesus died, early Christians interpreted Jesus’ message to be about salvation and 
justification.  The internal idea became a matter of correct belief.  If you believed the right doctrine 
then you had the right internal idea and you would be saved.  As time went by and theology 
developed, it became clear that many people could not understand the correct doctrine in its full 
complexity, so the right idea became the right attitude.  If you had the right attitude, then you had 
the right internal idea and you would be saved.  Since the time of the Reformation, the right 
attitude has been simply faith.  Of course, to make sure people did not believe silly things, 
theologians insisted that people have faith in the right doctrine.  Even so, except for horrible 
episodes in which dogma was used as a tool (such as the Inquisition or the Witch Hunts), 
theologians have mostly been content to insist only that people have the right attitude of simple 
faith and consent on the outside to what their church teaches.  
 
With Romanticism after about 1760, the content of the attitude did not matter so much as simply 
having an attitude and having a stance to go along with the attitude.  The attitude is the secular 
faith while the stance is the secular ritualistic expression of that faith.  You do not need faith in 
God; you need a conviction about life and a stance that acts out your conviction.  Since 
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Romanticism in the 1700s, a plethora of attitudes and stances have been acceptable.  It would 
take a large book simply to list the attitudes and stances that modern people accept as indicators 
of living a valid life and being saved.  For example, a right attitude and its expression can consist 
of being a cavalier highwayman; the stuff of romance novels.  Now it is necessary only to “have 
an attitude” in the sense of being snotty without necessarily having a particular attitude such as a 
belief in democracy.   
 
A long time ago, before the Renaissance, Reformation, Enlightenment, or Romanticism, shortly 
after Jesus died, early Christianity had already gone through a similar process.  People then 
came up with imaginative ways in which the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus could save 
them through changing their attitude.  Some of those ideas were dangerous such as that Jesus 
had released everybody from all sin and all law, and so people could do as they wished, including 
adultery and incest, without incurring any guilt or punishment.  Paul and the early Church Fathers 
fought the silly dangerous ideas, which we now call “heresies”.  Many of the silly ideas are mental 
and spiritual traps.  They are rationalization for selfishness.  Once into them, it is hard to get out.  
It is hard to stop thinking that way, especially after we do something shameful.  This is why the 
Church Fathers insisted on orthodox dogma to go along with faith.  Modern people are 
rediscovering the traps that people can fall into when they believe that attitude alone can save 
you if we do not also pay attention to the content of the attitude and if the attitude does not have 
expression in particular kinds of activities such as charity.    
 
Jesus Fails, and Internal Salvation.  The move to thinking in terms of internal ideas rather than 
an external kingdom, to thinking in terms of salvation, faith, and attitude, came largely as a result 
of disappointment over Jesus’ program and over his death and non-return.  We need to be honest 
and clear about this.  
 
Jesus failed in many ways.  Jesus aimed his program first at Jews, did not claim divinity, and did 
not teach salvation except as resurrection.  Jesus was probably wrong about the Kingdom of God 
as he saw it.  Early Christians expected Jesus to return within a few years.  Jesus was not 
resurrected, did not restore Israel, did not bring about most of the changes he aimed at, and still 
has not returned 2000 years later.  Jesus did succeed in changing hearts and minds, did create 
an image of the Kingdom of God much wider than the Kingdom of Judah, and did succeed in 
giving the world a shot a real success.  
 
One group of early followers turned toward the inside.  They developed the idea of salvation apart 
from membership in the Israelite Kingdom of God, and they claimed that Jesus saved the world in 
that way despite the apparent failures.  The ideas of the Kingdom and of salvation became 
internal.  If you have faith and are a good member of a church, then eventually you go to heaven 
to be with Jesus.  The Church took the place of the returned Jesus.  Membership in the Church 
set membership in the Kingdom.  You had to believe what the Church declared.  Theologians 
developed elaborate ideas of how Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection saved believers, but only 
believers.  People had to believe all this even though Jesus never taught this kind of faith or 
salvation.  Put this bluntly, it sounds like brain washing.  It was not.  We have to recall the 
disappointment that believers felt and of the wacky and dangerous ideas that were circulating at 
the time, and we see this was the safe sane middle of the road approach.  While the early Church 
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stressed belief in correct doctrine, it never forgot that people also needed to act on their faith.  
The Early Church was a powerful force of charity and social relations.   
 
Maybe It Worked After All.  Because of Jesus, the world is a different place, and, on the whole, 
better.  Jesus allowed other countries, peoples, and groups to become like Israel as instruments 
of God to teach and to lead.  There is not one new Israel now but many new Israels.  As one of 
the Israels, Jews have continued to give knowledge, wisdom, beauty, and leadership to the world.  
They became something like what Isaiah foresaw even if not as they understood Isaiah and as 
Jesus understood Isaiah.  Did Jesus really succeed in his original program after all?  Does all this 
amount to a success according to Jesus’ program?  Is this a valid Big Change even if not exactly 
the Big Change Jesus intended?  Is this the real Kingdom of God, or as close as real people are 
ever going to get?  Did Jesus really save the world after all even if not as he intended and not as 
standard Christianity teaches?   
 
This situation might amount to a success for Jesus if we could be sure the world would continue 
to get better for everybody and would surely succeed as a prosperous, free, healthy, and 
ecologically sound place.  If so, then Jesus did create a Kingdom of God, create new Israels, and 
save the world, even if not quite as he originally intended.   We are far from the point where we 
can declare this kind of success so we cannot claim that Jesus somehow fulfilled his mission 
even in this indirect way.   
 
Until we do succeed in this external way, we have to fall back on understanding membership in 
the Kingdom of God as much as a question of intent as a question of actual external success.  
We cannot deny membership in the Kingdom of God to all the people that get the idea and really 
try just because humanity is too stupid or too vile to succeed in the end.  How do we understand 
membership in the Kingdom of God as largely an internal matter without screwing up?   
 
Personal Salvation Through Belief in the Divine.  People that are not sure about how to 
contribute to a better world still look to Jesus for personal salvation through the feeling that Jesus 
loves them and God loves them.  This has to be enough for some people.  If so, does this count 
as a success for Jesus too?  I am not sure but I hope so.  Does this count as salvation?  I still am 
not sure but I do not worry about it very much.  It is not my problem.  Does this idea of salvation 
undermine the people that get Jesus’ full message and work toward a better world without 
necessarily achieving it?  No.   
 
People need to put the divine into their ordinary lives.  People that look to Jesus for connection to 
the divine tend not to be able to rest with the idea that Jesus was only a prophet or only human.  
They have to believe that he was fully God.  Jesus was not God but a lot of people can only 
connect to the divine if they believe he was God.  This is likely the single biggest reason that 
people continue to believe in Jesus as the divine Christ and the Son of God without being fully 
sure what that means and without avoiding heresy.  They are not guided by Church dogma but by 
their need for internal salvation.   
 
Standard Christians are often shocked to learn that other religions offer people an incarnation of 
the divine, a connection with God, a personal savior, and a relation with their savior, even a 
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personal relation with their savior, although other religions are not also usually monotheistic.  
What people want and get is not confined to Jesus or to Christianity.  If so, does this still continue 
to count as a success for Jesus?  Again I do not know.   
 
Salvation as Church Member.  Some people can conceive of a relationship with Jesus only 
through their Church.  Salvation amounts to Church membership and vice versa.  Church 
membership seems like an external act but it amounts to an internal act of faith.  
 
If their story went only that far, there would be no problem.  They would do their thing, we would 
do ours, and we would both rest happy at each other’s success.  But their train of thought goes 
further to undermine our position, and we have to put up mental barriers for protection.  If people 
can get saved outside of church membership, then the people that need their church to be saved 
could not logically depend on their church for salvation.  They would have to worry that being a 
church member did not really save them.  They cannot allow a point to following Jesus other than 
their kind of salvation, and they cannot allow salvation outside their church or they undermine the 
reasons to go to church.  So, salvation is what Christ is all about, and only what Christ is all 
about, and salvation can only be given by their church.  People outside their church are damned.  
Christ was all about founding the right Church.  I do not know what to say about this view except I 
doubt Jesus came primarily to found the Church, their church, or any particular church.  
 
Most churches do good work and I do not want to deride them but I doubt that church 
membership it is the only way to God.  No church by itself is the Kingdom of God on earth.  No 
church takes the place of getting Jesus’ message.  No church takes the place of working hard 
toward a better world.  So I cannot say Jesus succeeded because the Church was founded, any 
church.   
 
Faith versus “Getting It”.  Both faith and getting the message of Jesus are internal ideas of 
what Jesus was all about.  Neither one absolutely requires any external action.  Even so, I want 
to keep them distinct, and I think standard Christians would want to keep them distinct as well but 
for different reasons.  To me, “getting it” is the bigger category.  Faith cannot take the place of 
“getting it” if you do not get it.  Faith does act as a substitutes for “getting it” among people who 
cannot get Jesus or will not get Jesus, especially if they have given up trying.  Faith is a poor 
substitute for people that want to have the benefits of salvation but do not want to do as Jesus 
taught.  Getting the idea of Jesus involves understanding some fairly clear goals while having 
faith seems to have no object except a relation to the Church or sometimes a subjective personal 
relation to Jesus as Savior.  I do not wish to undermine faith but faith has to be about more than 
correct dogma or “Oh, Wow”.  There has to be a change of heart and sometimes there has to be 
a change in behavior too.  The standard Christian churches recognize all this in their own ways 
but do not insist on it too much because it drives people away from the church, undermines need 
for the church, and seems to place works above faith.   
 
It does not make sense to say that we “get it” if we do not also have some faith in something.  
The very idea of “getting it” implies that we have faith in what we get or in what lies behind what 
we get.  The difference is that getting it does not require much in terms of specific articles of faith 
but does require a change of heart and a commitment to acting if possible.  It is hardly necessary 
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to believe in Jesus is God and in the magical power of the crucifixion-and-resurrection in order to 
follow him in building a better world.  You just get it and do it.  You can abuse the idea of “getting 
it” by saying that you get it and then doing nothing, or by then working hard to get rich by 
screwing the poor.  Other people will not believe you, and I doubt God will believe you either, but 
there is no absolute logical grounds to argue with you if you insist.  I do not worry about that case 
in the same way that a priest has to worry about somebody who passes catechism but then sins 
daily.  The idea of “getting it” is not proof against mental and physical traps but it is better than 
most versions of standard faith in Christianity or in most other religions.  
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5.01 Moral Atheism  
 
 
This chapter does two things.  First, it lists the main points for this part of the book.  Second, it 
presents the arguments of moral atheists and my counter-arguments.  I do not argue that the 
capacities for religion and for morality evolved.  I take it for granted that those capacities evolved, 
and then assess the implications.  I focus on morality.  I wrote more fully about the evolution of 
morality elsewhere; I will put that work on the Internet.   
 
PART 1: Main Points for this Part of the Book  
 
-Evidence from the history of the universe and the evolutionary record points to a God behind it 
all.  This book gives a taste of the evidence.  The evidence is suggestive only; it cannot be used 
to prove the existence of God.   
 
-The cosmic and evolutionary record is full of chaos, violence, badness, and even some natural 
evil that is not caused by people.  So, the same record that indicates a God also makes us 
wonder about his-her character.   
 
-Atheists use the evolutionary record to argue against a planner God.  They correctly point out 
that everything can be explained using natural laws, including morality.  At the same time, they 
insist on following morality.  I show why the evolutionary of morality is strong (but not conclusive) 
evidence for a planner God.   
 
-Morality is not one thing.  It is a bundle of distinct but still mutually dependent qualities, like the 
various components in the sense of taste.  The components include good, greater good, should 
and should not, rules, right and wrong, and duties and rights.  We cannot see how morality works 
without also seeing that it is both one and many at the same time.   
  
-Morality very often, but not always, follows practicality.   
 
-Even though morality often follows practicality, morality has its own logic apart from how it might 
have evolved and how it serves practicality.  This logic holds together the components of morality.  
The logic is based on the idea of “applies equally to everybody including me and my kin”.  It is 
also expressed in the Golden Rule and in loving your neighbor as yourself.  The logic of morality 
makes morality feel objective, not something we make but something outside of us that we apply 
to ourselves.  Natural selection can put into us a feeling that a system is outside of us, and can 
put us in touch with a logical system that is outside of our subjectivity.   
 
-Evolution gave us the capacity for morality.  By the same process, evolution insured that we 
could not be perfectly moral.  We can see moral ideals but we cannot live up to them.  No 
harangue can make us perfectly moral.  Jesus’ message goes along with the inner logic of 
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morality as that logic developed through evolution.  Jesus pushes us to be better even if he does 
not expect us to be perfect.  Jesus completes the direction in which evolution began us.  
 
-Morality and sentience evolved together in the context of group life.  Whenever sentient beings 
evolve, they would also evolve morality, and it would be morality much like ours.  Whenever 
moral beings evolve, they also have to be sentient.  Morality, sentience, and group life always go 
together.  This book focuses on morality.   
 
-Because morality and sentience appear together in group life, people (not usually Darwinists) 
mistakenly think the group created morality or the group determines the content of morality.  That 
idea in turn often leads to moral relativity.  Evolution works through individuals.  I see no evidence 
from evolution for moral relativity.  We need to feel how morality and sentience evolved together 
in the context of group life so we can be clearer and avoid relativity.   
 
I borrowed ideas from major Western thinkers on morality, including Plato, Aristotle, Thomas 
Aquinas, John Locke, David Hume, Immanuel Kant, G.E. Moore, and John Rawls.  I do not credit 
their specific ideas.  I do not give their works in the Bibliography.  Their works are often collected 
and are readily available.   
  
I boil down various scenarios about how morality evolved to the one scenario that morality helps 
moral people to succeed in group life.   
  
I do not repeat in detail arguments about the evolution of religion and morality that you can find 
elsewhere.  I do explain the arguments, and give you enough so you can read other books.  What 
I say using Darwinism is my version, and should not be taken to represent science in general.  I 
do not distinguish between having genes versus learning.  I do not distinguish between trait, 
ability, capacity, behavior, sentiment, feeling, emotion, attitude, intent, intellect, idea, quality, etc.  
I do not distinguish between God, Dharma, Tao, or the Universe; “God” covers all.   
 
PART 2:  Skepticism and Moral Atheism   
 
Atheists are more than neutral or uncertain about God; they are sure there is no God.  I use the 
term “militant atheists” for people who are not only cautious about belief but also attack religion.  
“Moral atheists” say we can get rid of religion entirely but still keep morality.  Usually they are not 
clear why we should be moral, whose morality they have in mind, and why that morality.  Most 
atheists I have met are moral atheists.  Some moral atheists are not militant but most tend toward 
militancy when engaged, as religious people do.  I think nearly all militant atheists are also moral 
atheists.  As far as I have seen, moral atheists are indeed moral.  Atheists seem more moral and 
honorable than the average.   
 
Some atheists use Darwinism as a tool to undermine religion.  They say religion is only an 
evolved delusion, and a dangerous delusion.  They do not say why morality is not an evolved 
delusion, another dangerous delusion.  Among famous atheists, Richard Dawkins and Daniel 
Dennett represent Darwinian militant atheism while Christopher Hitchens and Bill Maher 
represent militant atheism that is not overtly Darwinian but is similar in spirit.  I admire much 
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about them but I cannot agree with their intense dislike of all religion.  References to their work 
are in the Bibliography.   
 
Militant moral atheists often see themselves as skeptics.  From staunch skeptics, militant moral 
atheists borrowed arguments that undermine all belief.  They apply the arguments to religion.  
Militant moral atheists lie between strong real skeptics and theists.  To put both moral atheists 
and theists in perspective, we have to look first at skeptics.   
 
People think of skepticism as the attitude of “show me”, as debunking what annoys us what is 
silly.  I see that kind of mild skepticism as a useful hobby.  Real skepticism is much stronger.  A 
real skeptic believes and disbelieves almost nothing about anything.  Real skeptics are scarily 
value neutral.  In contrast, almost all of us believe much for which we have no evidence and no 
good arguments; even staunch atheists do so.  We all take stances that are not based only on 
empirical evidence.  For example, most of us believe in morality although we cannot sense 
morality and cannot prove it is valid.  Every stance means we believe in more than the simple 
obvious material world; we believe in the supernatural (metaphysical or transcendental).  Valuing 
morality means you believe in the supernatural.  Moral atheism is such a stance too.  So, moral 
atheists believe in the supernatural even if they do not believe in a god.  Clear minded Buddhists 
understood this conclusion.  This section only hits highlights of the issues.  I put a longer version 
of the dilemma on the Internet.   
 
“Everything means less than zero”.  A strong skeptic does not privilege any action over any other 
action, any person over any other person, even him-herself, or any value over any other value – 
not without a strong reason.  What is, is.  People do what they do.  There are no absolute values 
or judgments inherent in the world, in human action, or in one person rather than another.  There 
are values.  We impose them all the time.  That is one of the things that people just do.  But no 
value is ultimately any better than any other value.  We have no ultimate warrant for imposing any 
values, not in morality or evolution.  Giving your spouse a nice card and some flowers on 
Valentine’s day is no different than killing her and eating her.  Feeding orphans is no better than 
eating them for dinner – for which example I thank Jonathan Swift and the Irish famine.  To burn 
my fingers on the stove accidentally is the same as if I made and ate a tasty omelet.  My 
pleasure, pain, morality, or power is no more important than those of the bum on the corner; and 
his-her are no more so than mine.  A moral act is no better than an immoral act, and vice versa.  
For my neighbor to hit me on the head with a golf club is no better than if I were to hit him or if he 
were to give me tickets to a good concert.  A tiger is no better than a tape worm.  A human is no 
better than a tape worm.  A strong skeptic does recognize that pain hurts and pleasure feels good 
but denies any intrinsic reason to think one better or mine more important.  This position is hard 
for most people to imagine.  I doubt that most moral atheists have worked their way through this 
position.  Sometimes Buddhism, Hinduism, and Taoism use a position like this for instruction.   
 
“I, me, me, mine”.  Most people can understand the following position even if they think it bizarre.  
Call it the “selfish” skeptic.  I am.  What I want is what I want.  I and my wants are all that matter.  
There is no intrinsic reason why I am better than anybody else; but I am not anybody else; I am 
me; I cannot know other people; I can know me; what I know is what I want; and so what I want is 
what I want.  Even if I can have sympathy for other people; still what I want is what I want.  There 
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is no intrinsic reason why some things are better than other things; but still I want what I want.  
There is no intrinsic reason why I should respect either morality or immorality.  The existence or 
non-existence of other beings does not matter except as I care about it.  They have to prove their 
value to me; that is their existence.  If I want to work hard for a comfortable retirement, fine.  If I 
want to race motorcycles and die in a painful crash while I am still young, fine.  If I want to eat 
healthy wholesome tasty meals, tasteless crap, junk food, or poison, that is what I want.  If I want 
to give to charity, fine.  If I want to rape, torture, and murder, fine.  I can watch a child drown in a 
pool or I can lower my hand to pull him out.  If other people want to be moral, that is fine as long 
as they don’t get in the way of what I want.  If they do want to get in my way, the stronger will win, 
and that is all.  I will be moral when I want and immoral when I want.  This is skeptic’s version of 
“the pursuit of happiness”.  Sometimes movies and TV portray characters like this.   
 
The selfish skeptic takes a supernatural stance when he asserts he is a single integrated person, 
with clear wants, is more important than others, his wants are important, and his wants somehow 
define him.  It is a parody of the economic view of the person.  Another version of selfishness is 
when society defines our identities and wants; social scientists are prone to this error.  Buddhists, 
Hindus, and Taoists use the strong skeptic position to attack the selfish position in both personal 
and social forms, and to attack complacency about everyday life.  
 
Most Westerners think of the following mild skeptic as the paradigm of all skepticism.  This 
position is what some people think of as “rationalism” or what I call “determined rationalism”.  It is 
near moral atheism:  Do not believe in anything supernatural.  Believe in only what is objective 
and what can be tested.  Everything can be explained by natural laws if only we look hard 
enough.  If we look hard enough, we can debunk any claim based on God, gods, or the 
supernatural.  Also, at the same time, we can be moral.  We should try to do good.  We should 
use our rational knowledge of natural laws to do good including stewarding nature and governing 
well.  The use of nature to debunk religion and superstition is why this group is called “skeptics”.  
These mild skeptics usually are proud of their intellect, rationality, and disbelief in religion.   
 
In fact, though, the belief that everything can be explained by natural laws, and the act of 
adhering to morality, are not rational.  They cannot be tested and they are not objective in the 
same way that an eclipse of the moon is objective.  Still, most rationalists go along with them and 
most people think they are part of rationalism.  I too go along with them but not as easily.  I 
accept belief in natural law and I accept morality but I see that they are outside of rationalism, 
they are supernatural (metaphysical or transcendental), and I accept the results of that as well.   
 
When we see that belief in natural laws and in morality lie outside of rationalism, we are forced 
either to fall back on a stronger skeptical position or are forced to accept some supernaturalism.  
Not even a moral atheist wants to fall back on a stronger version of skepticism (although some 
flirt with namby-pamby forms of Libertarianism).  At the same time, they refuse to accept 
supernaturalism.  So they get murky, and they tend fall back on attacking religion as a way to 
really feel rational.  They try to have their moral cake and eat their skeptical rational cake too.  I 
accept supernaturalism but I try to keep it as much in line with rationalism as I can.  I don’t know if 
what I do is trying to have my cake and eat it too.  The rest of this chapter explains.   
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Some forms of supernaturalism are generally accepted although most people don’t see them as 
supernaturalism.  Most people, including moral atheists and myself, adhere to some standards 
other than simply what is and other than themselves and their wants.  Most people recognize 
virtues such as bravery, recognize beauty, recognize the public good, and recognize morality 
such as helping other people.   
 
Most people recognize self-interested practicality.  People recognize that many things can 
contribute to practicality such as friends, good food, a lover, power, financial security, and 
hobbies.  They know that each of these separate goals can take on a life of itself, but, at the 
same time, they know the separate goals must be balanced so as to contribute to self-interested 
practicality and not to undermine it.  A little hard work helps practicality but too much hard work 
cuts us up.  Movies and TV commonly present characters that are out of balance and that pursue 
some goal very efficiently but oddly; serial killers are a strong type of this character.   
 
Eventually, I will define “self-interested practicality” as “evolutionary success”, but, for now, we 
can work with an intuitive understanding of practicality.   
 
Practicality differs from virtues, beauty, and morality in that we can pretty much evaluate how well 
we are doing when we pursue it, the standards for practicality are pretty much public, and the 
standards are pretty much the same for most people.  In contrast, it is hard to compare different 
beauties, different virtues such as bravery and temperance, different acts even of the same kind 
of virtue such as bravery, and different good things.  It is hard to say if good is more important 
than beauty or virtue.   
 
When somebody takes a stand on practicality, we can still say that they stand in this world.  We 
can evaluate their performance according to what we can see, hear, and measure.  People can 
objectively evaluate practicality.  We can evaluate how well a person reaches a particular 
practical goal such as comfortable retirement and we can evaluate how well a person reaches 
general all-around practicality – in most cases a happy and healthy family.  
 
In contrast, when somebody takes a stand on virtue or beauty, we can’t do that.  We make 
judgments that can’t be directly sensed, can’t be measured, and about which people can’t fully 
agree.  Yet virtue and beauty are there.  We feel they are objective to some extent.  Even if we 
feel beauty and virtue are objective, and even if somehow they really are, we can’t fully capture it.  
A lot of people think this about morality as well, that it eludes direct sensation, measurement, and 
objectivity.   
 
Virtue, beauty, and morality are not in this world in the same way rocks and trees are in this 
world, and in the same way that what is done, practicality, what I want, and I, are in this world.  
Virtue, beauty, and morality require judgments.  The judgments require the judge to take a stance 
not on what can be sensed or measure and objective, that is, on something not in this world.   
 
Morality probably does elude direct sensation and measurement but there is a way in which it is 
objective.  Morality follows the ideas of the Golden Rule and “applies equally to everybody 
including me, my kin, and my stuff”.  (Those two ideas are really the same idea, but most people 
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learn them differently, and so it is useful to refer to both.)  If we want somebody to do something, 
then we have to do it ourselves.  If we want all people to tell the truth, then we have to tell the 
truth too.  If we want people to always be fair, then we have to be fair ourselves.  If we want all 
people not to do something, then we have to not do it.  The rule “do not steal” applies not only to 
other people and their stuff but to me, my kin, and my stuff too.  If we want them not to steal, I 
have to not steal.  This is objective.  This situation can be reasonably clearly seen and reasonably 
clearly evaluated.  If it could be perfectly seen and evaluated, and was perfectly objective, we 
would not need courts; but it is close enough.   
 
The skeptic who says “what I want goes” is not necessarily impractical.  If her goal is to do what 
she wants, and she has to take into account what other people will do just as she has to take into 
account how long it takes apples to ripen, then she can be just as selfish as ever.  The relation 
between selfishness, self-interested practicality, beauty, and virtue is less clear.  It seems not to 
make sense to say that a person is selfish and brave at the same time but some people do argue 
that we are brave as a way to show off, get admired, and get other people to help.  Here is not 
the place to dispute this topic.   
 
The relation between selfishness, self-interested practicality, and morality also is not entirely 
clear.  There is overlap between the three.  Selfishness and morality do not go together well.  
Contrary to popular opinion, practicality and morality do go well together and are closely related.  
Here is not the place to go into this problem either.  Here I only say that, even if practicality and 
morality go together often, they are not exactly the same.  Morality has its own distinct logic, 
given above as the Golden Rule and “applies equally to everybody”.  Sometimes we do not do 
what is self-interestedly practical when we act morally, even if overall we do act practically when 
we also act morally.  When we accept morality, we accept its logic, its objectivity, and that it is not 
entirely in this world.  We accept something supernatural.   
 
Most people would much rather accept that virtue, beauty, and morality are supernatural than to 
accept the fall-back positions of the extreme skeptic or the selfish skeptic.  Yet when we accept 
one thing as supernatural, we necessarily open the door to wondering about other things 
supernatural.  We do not have to accept other things as supernatural, but we have to wonder 
about them, and we have the right to wonder about them.  We can think about gods.  We do not 
have to accept that God gave us morality, what is good is only what God says, God and morality 
are the same, God is entirely good and we are entirely bad, or any other dogma.  We do have the 
right to wonder and it is hard to not wonder.   
 
It does not matter that any of these abilities evolved.  It does not matter that skepticism, 
selfishness, self-interested practicality, virtue, beauty, or morality evolved.  It does not matter how 
they came into this world.  It matters only that they are in this world now and yet that some human 
capacities – for beauty, virtue, and morality – are not entirely of this material world.  To me, to say 
the abilities for beauty, virtue, and morality evolved, makes even stronger the argument that they 
are not entirely of this world.  What is important is not how they came about but how we evaluate 
them and what we do with them.  It does not matter how morality came about but only how we 
are moral.  It does not matter how belief in God came about but how we evaluate the belief.   
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The strong moral atheist says this:   
 
-We cannot prove the existence of any god.  We can explain everything, including all human 
behavior, by natural laws.  Therefore we do not need to refer to god.  What we do not need for 
clear thinking, we should avoid.   
 
-Religion on the whole is necessarily bad. Sometimes religion does some small good but the 
small good never makes up for the overall bad.  Sometimes religion causes real bad, such as 
burning books, allowing one ethnic group to slaughter another, and in justifying slavery, suicide 
bombing, and vast differences between the rich and the poor.  Yet even if a religious person is 
usually moral and does not do anything obviously crazy, religion clouds the mind, limits us, and 
so is necessarily bad.   
 
-We can be moral without religion.  Morality is, by definition, good and not crazy.   
 
-There is no supernatural.  Nothing points to the supernatural.  
 
-Morality and religion evolved.  They were not given to us by God.  Morality and religion can be 
explained entirely by natural laws.  We do not need God to explain morality or to explain religious 
belief.  Assuming God exists and using God on that basis to explain morality and/or religious 
belief only clouds our real understanding of how nature works, and clouds our real understanding 
of religion and morality.   
 
-Therefore we should get rid of religion but keep morality.   
 
-Religion is an evolved delusion, like thinking we personally can be a great sports hero or top 
model, or thinking we personally could run the country better than any leaders now.  Religion is 
an especially bad evolved delusion, like the need for more and more money and power.  We can 
overcome delusions, especially if we know they are only evolved.  We should overcome the 
evolved delusion of religion.   
 
-Morality can be explained entirely by natural laws, like religion, but we should not get rid of it, 
unlike religion.  Morality evolved too but it is not an evolved delusion.  It is probably not a delusion 
at all except when distorted by religion.  If it is a bit irrational sometimes, it is still a good delusion, 
like believing in ourselves so we work harder and succeed in the end.  
 
All this makes a lot of sense.  I agree that we can explain everything by natural laws, and we 
cannot prove the existence of God.  Religion and morality evolved.  Sometimes using God to 
explain religion and morality does cloud reasoning and lead to error.  Religion sometimes leads 
people to do bad.  On the other hand, religion does not have to be a bad delusion and we should 
not try to get rid of it.  Religion does not have to be a source of great bad.  We should use 
morality and all our abilities to lead us to better religion.  We should use all our abilities to debunk 
and reject bad religion.  
 
I have six responses to the argument of the moral atheist.   
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First, if we accept morality then we have to accept its supernatural status.  The fact that morality 
evolved does not mean it does not have supernatural status.  The fact that it has a special logical 
structure that makes it seem objective (Golden Rule and “applies equally to everybody”) does not 
mean it has no supernatural status.  The fact that morality is usually practical does not mean it 
does not have supernatural status.  If we accept supernatural status for morality, then we have to 
be cautious about trying to get rid of religion just because it is obviously about the supernatural.   
 
Think of the strong skeptic and the selfish skeptic.  If we make any distinctions between items, or 
between actions, on grounds other than “that is the way it is”, then we are not a skeptic and we 
accept some supernatural status.  If we say apples are better than pears for reasons other than 
“that’s what I like”, then we impose a supernatural structure on the world.  If we say being kind is 
better than being cruel, then we impose a supernatural structure on the world.  Any judgment, 
including “I like morality” starts us down the supernatural trail.  If we have to go down that way, 
then we better bring a lantern, and we might have to accept animals other than morality.   
 
Second, the moral atheist cannot use evolution to debunk religion unless she also does the same 
to morality.  If both morality and religion evolved, then there are no grounds within evolution to 
say one is different than the other or one is better than the other.  We have to think about them in 
similar terms, and we have to judge them in similar ways.  If we think about them differently and 
judge them differently, we have to say why in terms entirely within evolution and in terms that do 
not imply the supernatural.  Both eyes and ears evolved.  What, in evolution alone, makes eyes 
better than ears?  If we cannot say why in terms of evolution alone, then we cannot say one is 
better.  If we use evolution to discredit religion then we have to use it equally to discredit morality.  
If we use evolution to discredit religion but not morality, then we say morality is better than 
religion, and we give morality a supernatural status.   
 
Suppose morality is more practical in some way than religion.  That does not necessarily make 
morality better than religion; it only makes it more practical.  If we want to say morality is better 
than religion because it is more practical, then anything that is more practical than religion is 
better than religion, and anything that is more practical than morality is better than morality.  
Sometimes food and sex are more practical than religion or morality, but that does not make them 
better, it only makes them more practical.  Sometimes conniving business strategies are more 
practical than morality or religion but that does not make them better.  When we say morality is 
better because more practical, we really only say it is better while using practicality as a cover for 
not having another reason.  We should just say morality is better and accept the implications.  
When we say morality is better, we use a frame, and we judge, in ways that are not accessible to 
the senses, are not measurable, and are not objective.  We make morality supernatural.   
 
The facts that morality and religion evolved, and morality often is practical, make the case for the 
supernatural status of morality even stronger.    
 
Third, just because religion evolved, it is hard to get rid of.  Religion is natural, and it is big and 
important.  Trying to get rid of religion would be like Prohibition.  The liking for alcohol is based on 
evolved chemistry of the body and brain.  The sociability that often goes along with alcohol is 
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based on evolved chemistry of the body and brain.  We might not like the abuse of alcohol but 
trying to get rid of it leads to worse results than all the abuse.  The same is true of fatty foods and 
bad political opinions.  The same is true of sex.  From time to time, some religious groups try to 
get rid of sex or try to govern it in ways that go against its evolved underlying basis.  The results 
are horrible.  The same is true of religion.  If we try to get rid of religion, it will be like trying to get 
rid of sex.  The fact that religion evolved does not mean we can get rid of it.   
 
Fourth, people do bad things without religion.  People do more bad things, and worse things, 
without religion.  Some of the bad things are really bad like child prostitution and mass murder.  
When people do bad things in the name of religion, usually they would have done the bad things 
anyway; they only use religion as an excuse.  Religion does make an effective excuse.  Because 
religion evolved and it is in our nature, it is hard to do really bad things without finding a religious 
excuse, such as kill off all your neighbors of a different ethnic group.  But terrible evil without 
religion has been done, and will be done again.  Even when religion is used as an excuse, it does 
not cause the badness, it only goes along with it.  Stopping religion would not stop badness.  
Stopping religion would not end very much badness, and it would cause some more of its own.  
Stopping religion would not even end much of the badness that is done in the name of religion.  It 
would only lead to badness without an excuse or, more likely, finding another excuse to do 
badness, such as politics or ideology.   
 
Sometimes religion does cause direct badness, as when people withhold medical care out of 
stupid belief, or when people camp out in the woods waiting for God.  But so does politics, booze, 
sex, drugs, and rock and roll.  The trick is to sort out the bad from the not bad, not to suppress 
anything that might lead to badness.  
 
Fifth, not all evolved perceptions (“illusions”) are delusions even when they are not a perfect 
mirror image of the world, and not all delusions are really bad.  Most perceptions involve a little 
illusion.  The distortions are usually for our benefit.  We are not nearly the coherent individuals we 
think we are, but we need to feel that way to get things done.  Other people are not coherent 
either but we need to think they are to interact with them.  We better think of a leopard as a 
coherent purposeful entity if we are to survive.  We are not nearly as important as we think we 
are, but feeling important often helps us succeed.  As physics teaches us, solid objects are not 
really solid.  But we see them that way, and our illusion serves us.  Even some delusions are 
useful.  Love is a terrible delusion, but most of the time it turns out well, and sometimes it turns 
out really well.  Not all evolved illusions are delusions; we cannot say religion is a delusion just 
because it is an evolved illusion.  Even if religion is a delusion, whether a delusion is bad or good 
does not depend only on whether it evolved but mostly on other criteria; we cannot say religion is 
a bad delusion just because it is an evolved delusion.  Of course, it is good to know the world “as 
it is” as much as we can, and good to think we can overcome delusion when we have to.  It would 
be good to be able to strip away bad delusion from religion when we should.  But those are other 
questions.  They apply to all delusion, not just to evolved illusion, delusion, and religion.  The 
ability to believe stupid political ideology evolved, and we need to be able to undo that.  Simply 
knowing that the ability to be fooled by politics evolved might help a little, but what really helps are 
calm persistent doses of the truth.  
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Sixth, suppose we can get rid of religion but still keep morality.  Whose morality do we keep?    
For example, ideas about how much women should cover themselves are not just religious, they 
are primarily cultural.  If we get rid of both Christianity and Islam, I suspect people with a formerly-
Christian (European) heritage will allow women to uncover about as much as women dare while 
people with a formerly-Muslim (mostly Semitic with some Indo-European) heritage will insist that 
women cover as much as possible.  As far as I can tell, there is no purely logical-moral basis to 
settle this dispute.  It would be great if we could all live by the Golden Rule, love our neighbors as 
ourselves, never commit violence, see the whole world in ourselves, and see ourselves in the 
whole world.  But we can’t.  It is not practical, and it goes against the grain of human nature.  
Some nasty people would try to hurt our families, and then we would fight back.  We have to 
choose some other more specific moral code even if we look to “applies equally to everybody” 
and an ideal.  As far as I can tell, most outspoken atheists, such as Bill Maher and Christopher 
Hitchens, are not pacifists, and enjoy when bad people get killed, as when American soldiers 
killed Osama Bin Laden.  In theory, it might be possible to construct a high moral code of actual 
behavior out of a combination of the ideals of the major religions with reality, but I have never 
seen this done, and I do not hold out hope.  I work toward this goal, but, along the way, I had to 
accept that I had to start from the teachings of Jesus, even if I later brought in ideas from other 
religions.  That is why I wrote this book.  Moral atheists need to be much clearer about their moral 
basis and the relation of their moral basis to the great religions and philosophies of the world.   
 
Here is bonus point that moral atheists do not make (as far as I can tell) but is important generally 
and for this book.  The argument is a little “airy fairy” but it is not too hard to follow.  Morality (1) 
has its own logic, and (2) the logic makes it objective.  Religion has no such logic and does not 
feel objective in the same way as morality (religion feels objective in its own way but that is not as 
powerful as the objectivity of morality through logic).  Does this make morality not supernatural?  
Does this give enough reason to keep morality while dumping religion?  On the other hand, if this 
does give reason for keeping morality while getting rid of religion, does the fact that both morality 
and religion evolved weaken this basis for separating morality and religion?  Immanuel Kant 
thought up the argument about the logic and objectivity of morality, in the late 1800s.  He did so 
against real skeptics (the “straw” David Hume), and he did so in part to give us grounds for 
keeping morality regardless of what we did with religion.  He was religious in his own way, and 
also tried to develop a more solid basis for religion.   
 
This argument about the logic and objectivity of morality makes me think God planned evolution 
so it would turn out this way, so it has the opposite effect on me that it might have on a moral 
atheist.  The argument is good grounds for preferring morality to religion, and for making sure that 
religious belief does not lead us to do anything that goes against universal morality.  I take it that 
way.  The argument is not necessarily grounds for dumping religion while keeping morality.  A 
moral atheist might push it in that direction.  I do not.  The fact that both morality and religion 
evolved does weaken using the logic and objectivity of morality to keep it while dumping religion, 
but not fatally.  Somebody who wants to keep morality but dump religion still has to explain why 
morality is so special just because it has its own logic and feeling of objectivity.  He-she has to 
explain what it means that evolution can develop an ability (morality) with its own logic and sense 
of objectivity.  I am sure that some Darwinian moral atheist someday will combine the argument 
with evolution and push it that way.  I doubt I will be convinced.   
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Summary.  The correct attitude toward religion is not to debunk all religion but to follow our 
senses of wonder, joy, and awe, and to discredit bad religion.  We need to make religion follow 
good morality.  We can do that better if we think about what good religion is.  The same can be 
said for all ideologies.  This book tried to understand Jesus in terms of how own best moral 
teachings, and tried to take him as he was as much as possible.  Most people, including me, 
really can’t make do without some religion, so let us have it but make sure it follows the best 
ideas of the best prophets.   
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5.02 God and Nature  
 
 
We want to use our sense of wonder with religion and we want religion to go along with morality.  
We want to know if we can use the wonderful complexity of the world to prove the existence of 
God.  If we believe in God regardless of whether we can prove God, we would like to know about 
his personality.  We would like to know if God is all good.  This chapter addresses those issues.   
 
PART 1:  ARGUMENT FROM DESIGN  
 
The Argument from Design.  Complexity in nature suggests a planner behind it all just as a 
wedding or a wristwatch suggests a planner.  This idea is at least several thousand years old, 
and is “natural” in that somebody will think of it eventually and most people will go along with it.  It 
is called the “argument from design”.  If it were true, it would settle a lot of argument; but it is not 
true.  Complexity can suggest a planner but cannot prove one.  Everything in nature, all its 
complexity, can be explained entirely by natural laws without reference to any god.  This does not 
mean there is no god; it just means the complexity of nature cannot be used to prove a god or to 
disprove a god.  If we don’t need a god to explain anything, then there is no point to assume a 
god except to satisfy our curiosity and feed our sense of wonder.  I think that is a good enough 
reason but most atheists disagree.  To show how natural law can explain everything would take a 
lot of space, and I won’t do that here.  The best way to get the idea is to watch “nature shows” on 
TV and to read about evolution.  See the Bibliography.   
 
Strongly religious people sometimes push a misuse of the argument from design called 
“intelligent design”.  The substance of the two arguments does not differ, only the name has been 
changed.  Contrary to clear facts, proponents of intelligent design think they can find features of 
organisms that could not have evolved, and they use these features to “prove” that God exists.  
Every feature they have found can be explained in terms of evolution.  Nothing they have found is 
beyond natural law.  So I disagree with intelligent design.  As far as I can tell, proponents of 
intelligent design do not know the evolutionary record and do not understand evolutionary theory.  
If they willfully ignore science and the intellect, then they insult God.  Their arguments just do not 
stand up; their arguments are a kind of wish fulfillment.   
 
Anthropic Principle.  I do endorse another variant of the argument from design called the 
“anthropic principle”.  It does not depend on features of organisms, or on natural wonders like the 
rings of Saturn, but on natural laws, in particular the settings of natural laws.  Briefly, the 
conditions under which sentient-moral life can evolve are rare.  We need just the right natural 
laws, and the laws have to be set in just the right ways.  That (1) we have the laws, and (2) the 
laws are set just right, imply a planner.  These facts cannot prove a planner.  The term “anthropic” 
is from Greek for “human”.  In this case, it means “sentient-moral evolved being”.  The argument 
says sentient-moral evolved beings are rare, and can only evolve with the right natural laws set 
the right way, so we are justified in using that fact to wonder about God.   
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The unusual physical conditions of life suggest some planner who set up the universe so that it 
would lead to life through evolution.  They also suggest that, after starting the universe, the 
planner pretty much left the universe alone to do just that.  This view is a variation on a view from 
the Enlightenment called “deism” except that this view takes evolution into account.   
 
Life as we know it needs some unusual conditions to thrive:  at least a dozen elements such as 
carbon, oxygen, nitrogen, hydrogen, sulfur, phosphorus, etc; a limited range of heat from about 
400 degrees Kelvin to about 500 degrees Kelvin; water as liquid; not too much pressure; 
incoming energy, usually in the form of infrared radiation, light in the range visible to humans, and 
mild ultraviolet radiation; and gravity that is strong enough but not too strong.  With recent 
telescopes, we have seen hundreds of planets within our sight that come close to these 
conditions; but still that is not very many places out the millions of places that we see.  The way 
the universe works had to be set just right to generate the conditions to evolve life and sentient 
life.   
 
At the time of the Big Bang, probably only one major physical force ruled the universe.  Soon 
after, the one force split into the four forces that rule the universe now.  The first two are gravity 
and electricity- magnetism.  Scientists count “electricity and magnetism” as one force.  Electricity 
and magnetism keep electrons near the nucleus of atoms, allow atoms to share electrons so they 
can bind into molecules, and thus allow the molecules needed for life.  The “strong” force binds 
particles together in the nuclear center of atoms.  The “weak” force sometimes breaks apart 
particles and the nucleuses of atoms; it causes radioactivity; and causes change.  Now scientists 
think there might also be a kind of anti-gravity, or a variation on gravity, that pushes things apart.  
It is not clear if this should be considered a fifth force or a variation on gravity, like the positive 
and negative in electricity.  All the other forces that we might think of, such as in friction, pulling a 
rope, or throwing a ball, can be explained in terms of these four forces.  All the more complicated 
events in the world, such as in chemistry and biology, in theory can be reduced to these four 
forces.  We can imagine a world without one or more of these four forces but it is hard to imagine 
that world with life.  We can imagine a world in which a force was stronger or weaker (set 
differently) but it is hard to imagine that world with life as we know it.  
 
Without gravity, the universe could still have been born and could still exist but not as it is today.  
The universe would have expanded much faster so that everything would quickly be too far apart 
to make much difference to anything else.  There would have been no stars, galaxies, planets, 
moons, or comets.  Likely there would be only hydrogen and helium dust without even very much 
light to see it by.  At the Big Bang, only hydrogen and helium were created (the very light 
elements 1 and 2).  All other elements were cooked up out of hydrogen and helium in the core of 
stars.  Without gravity, there would be no stars, no other elements, and no life.  
 
Not only is gravity necessary, but it has to be the right strength and the strength has to vary the 
right way.  It is easier to understand how gravity varies by feeling first how heat varies.  If you can 
find an old hot light bulb, or a newer “curly” light bulb, turn it on and SLOWLY move your hand 
closer to and further away from the bulb (LEDs do not work well for this stunt).  The bulb feels 
cooler as you move away, and feels hotter as you move in; but not directly.  It gets cooler faster 
than the distance gets longer, and it gets hotter faster than the distance gets shorter.  More 
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precisely, heat varies as the square of the distance rather than directly with the distance.  If you 
start from 12 inches away and go to 6 inches away, it does not get twice as hot, it gets four times 
as hot.  If you start from 4 inches away and go to 8 inches away, it does not get one half as hot 
(twice as cold), it gets one fourth as hot (four times as cold).   
 
Gravity works the same way.  Gravity is four times as strong when you get half the distance 
(twice as close) to the sun, and it is four times as weak (one quarter times as strong) when you 
get twice as far away from the sun.  Here is why this is important:  planets, like the Earth, go in 
orbits around stars like the sun.  The orbits are nearly circular; technically they are “ellipses”, 
which is like an oval.  If the planets did not orbit, and if the orbits were not nearly circles, 
conditions on the planets would vary too much to sustain life.  If the planets did not orbit, 
conditions would be wild, and most of the time planets would be frozen hard.  If the planets did 
orbit but the orbits were not circular, sometimes the planets would be too close to the sun and 
thus too hot while other times the planets would be too far from the sun and thus too cold.  
Because the orbits are nearly circular, the planets vary a little bit in temperature and light but not 
too much.  Because they do vary a little bit, life faces different conditions during the year, and 
thus evolves more rapidly.  If gravity varied directly with distance, planets could not form orbits, 
or, if they could form orbits, the orbits would not be nearly circular.  What kind of orbits the planets 
would make under different conditions of gravity is too technical to go into here but one kind gets 
the point across:  the planets might form complex spirals in which the distance to the sun would 
get continually larger or continually smaller.   
 
Without electromagnetism, the universe could still have been born but would not be as it is today.  
Light is an electromagnetic particle, so there would be no light.  It is not clear if electrically 
charged particles such as the proton and electron could still exist without a charge, but, if they 
could, they would have little attraction to each other.  Electrons would not circle around protons in 
the atomic nucleus, and so atoms could not form.  Particles that are now in the nucleus, such as 
protons, neutrons, and quarks, might still exist and interact but they would not form stars, 
galaxies, planets, or anything else we know of today.  Most heat is carried by a kind of light.  
There would still be heat in movement of the “nuclear” particles but the heat would move around 
much more slowly than it does now.   
 
Similar problems arise when we change how electromagnetism varies as when we change how 
gravity varies.  We saw that electromagnetism (including heat and light) varies not directly with 
distance but with the square of distance.  If we changed that setting, electrons could not orbit 
around the nucleus of an atom in any way that makes sense now.  It is possible to imagine other 
orbits, like the weird spirals that arise out of altered gravity, but to explain them would be too hard 
here.  Most likely, there would be no orbits of electrons at all, no atoms, no molecules, and no life.   
 
Because heat from a star (electromagnetism from a star) does not vary directly with distance, but 
with the square of the distance, there is a band around the star that is just the right temperature to 
support life.  Around our sun, and around most stars, this band is fairly wide.  Around our sun, the 
band extends from Venus to Mars.  If heat did not vary as the square of the distance, the band 
would not form, or the band would not be right to support life.  If heat dissipated quicker, the band 
would be small and variable, probably hovering only near the sun, around Mercury.  If heat 
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dissipated slower, the band would be wider but also less variable.  The area too hot to support life 
would extend far from the sun, probably as far as Earth now.  Conditions would be nearly 
constant within the band, as they are on Venus, and tend to stay too hot, again as on Venus.  Life 
would not face the challenge of variety, and so would evolve too slowly.   
 
Without the strong force, we would have few of the particles that make up an atomic nucleus such 
as protons or neutrons because there would be nothing to hold them together.  Even if we did 
have the familiar “nuclear” particles, nothing would bind them into atomic nucleuses, and we 
would not have atoms, molecules, or life.  Without the strong force, hydrogen and helium could 
not combine in the middle of stars to make other elements for life.  The heat of stars arises when 
hydrogen and helium combine.  Without the strong force, there would be no heat from stars.  
Stars would be merely very dense, cold, dark, gigantic globs of dust; or they would be black 
holes.  If the strong force were a bit stronger or weaker, then hydrogen and helium might combine 
too slowly or too quickly, and so stars would burn too fast or too slowly for life.  If the strong force 
were a bit stronger or weaker, stars could not cook up just the right elements that are needed for 
life.   
 
The weak force causes radioactivity.  It seems as if radioactivity has little to do with sustaining life 
within the right limits, but it does.  Most of the heat within the Earth does not come from the sun 
but from the radioactive elements inside the Earth.  The Earth is a big slow nuclear reactor.  
Without radioactivity, the Earth would be too cool to support life except for maybe a few pockets 
on the surface that got regular exposure to intense sunlight.  If there were more radioactivity, the 
Earth might be too hot.  Even if the Earth was not too hot, additional radioactivity would 
destabilize the complex molecules that life needs.  The circular orbit of Earth does keep it within 
the narrow band of proper heat from the sun but even that narrow band sometimes fluctuates 
enough in temperature to endanger life.  The heat from the radioactive furnace of the Earth 
serves as a secondary heat buffer to make sure that the Earth does not get too cool for too long 
by accident.   
 
The lessons of water are a good way to sum up the effects of cosmic laws and their settings.   Ice 
is a crystal.  A crystal is like a flower lattice.  A crystal is made up of linked nodes in particular 
relation to each other.  Each node is a molecule or a small cluster of molecules.  Ice is a lattice 
made up of linked nodes of water molecules in particular relation to each other.  The relation 
determines how far apart the molecules are, how dense the crystal is, and how heavy the crystal 
is.  The shape of the molecules, and the relation of the molecules to each other, is determined by 
the play of two major forces:  the strong force and electromagnetism.  The crystal is like a big 
Tinker Toy assemblage.  Each node is like a wheel in the Tinker Toy set.  The spokes coming 
from the wheel are like the two forces.  How far apart the wheels are, and the relation of the 
wheels, is determined by the connector pieces (the forces).   
 
Ice is the solid form of liquid water.  Almost all solid forms of matter are denser and heavier than 
their liquid forms.  Solid iron sinks in liquid iron.  Solid mercury sinks in liquid mercury.  But solid 
water, ice, is very unusual because it floats on liquid water.  It floats on liquid water because of 
the setting of the two forces that make up the molecules and the arrangement in the ice crystal.  If 
the two forces changed even just a little bit, solid ice would not float on liquid water but would 
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sink.  If solid ice sunk in liquid water, life would be pretty much impossible.  Liquid water would 
continually form ice and sink.  Ice that was under liquid water would never melt.  The oceans 
would gradually fill up with ice.  Snow on land would melt more slowly than it does now.  Rain that 
fell on the snow would not melt the snow but would float on the snow to freeze as ice.  All the land 
would gradually be coated with ice.  We owe sentient-moral life to the presence and exact setting 
of the strong force and electromagnetic force as they make up water.   
 
We also owe the stability of life to the exact setting of the weak force that causes radioactivity.  
Water is made of hydrogen and oxygen.  In most of their natural forms, oxygen, and especially 
hydrogen are hardly radioactive at all.  The basic building block of life is hardly radioactive at all.  
It is a strong stable platform on which to build.  If the weak force were even a little stronger, or if 
the strong force caused hydrogen and oxygen to be made even slightly differently, then water 
would not be stable enough to serve as the basis for life.   
 
To repeat:  these facts suggest a planner God but they do not prove a planner God.  A 
determined skeptic has several rejoinders.   
 
The imagination of Mike Polioudakis is limited.  Just because I can’t imagine how life would 
evolve with different laws or with current laws set differently doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen.  It 
might be that life would evolve better and faster with different laws or with current laws set 
differently.  Life might even evolve better sentient-moral beings or might evolve them faster.   
 
Just because we have these laws and they are set as they are doesn’t mean the situation was 
planned.  It is likely this universe is not the only universe that ever was or ever will be.  Other 
universes might have different laws, or other universes might have the same laws we have but 
set differently.  Some of the other universes might have less life or worse life, and some might 
have more life or better life.  
 
Just because there are other universes with different laws or different settings doesn’t mean there 
is a planner God.  Universes might come and go just like hair colors.  Sooner or later, one 
universe will have the right laws set the right way so that sentient-moral life evolves.  In that 
universe, the sentient-moral beings (people) will imagine that a God caused it all.  They would be 
wrong but they can’t help thinking of God anyway.  We just happen to be in that universe and we 
just happen to be those people.  
 
Logically this is all correct but it seems contrived.  If I gave evidence in a court of law similar in 
strength to what I gave above for a sentient planner god, for example, evidence that the spouse 
of an atheist is a cheater, or that the brother of an atheist is an embezzler of family funds, even 
the atheist would convict.  Suppose my neighbor invited me to dinner, I went, and he-she had 
ready a delicious four-course dinner with soup, salad, and dessert.  If anybody said my neighbor 
was not sentient and did not act on intent, every reasonable sane person would say the doubter 
was crazy.  Suppose over two weeks, a well-ordered vegetable garden appeared on my 
neighbor’s property.  If I gave evidence similar to the above that my neighbor was a sentient 
being with intentions, and that he-she had made the garden, every reasonable sane person 
would go along.  If anybody did not go along, we would say the doubter was crazy.  The evidence 
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for a sentient planner God is not logically perfect but it is strong enough to stand up in a court.  
Yes, there is always logically possible doubt, but there is not reasonable doubt.  Eventually the 
counter arguments sound like attorney whining.  We might want to consider what a reasonable 
case for a planner god might be rather than a logically perfect case – always keeping in mind that 
we could be wrong.  
 
PART 2:  EVIL IN NATURE 
 
Chaos, badness, and evil exist, even in nature, even apart from human choice, and I do not see 
any way the chaos, badness, and evil can be accommodated with simple belief in an all-good and 
all-powerful God.  The presence of evil suggests that either God is not all good, or not all-
powerful, or that we cannot understand.  I do not find any theology about God and evil 
convincing.  In the end, we just have to accept a certain amount of chaos, badness, and evil 
without being able to explain.  I do not know if this would make moral atheists happy or sad.   
 
Among explanations for natural evil that do not lean on traditional theology, maybe the best 
explanation is that God has to endure a certain amount of chaos, badness, and evil in order to set 
the stage for evolution to produce sentient-moral beings, and God has to endure a certain amount 
of chaos, badness, and evil within evolution to reach the same goal.  God has to endure some 
chaos, badness, and evil to produce beings with free will.  The beings with free will have to 
endure it too.  This argument is probably true but it is not fully comforting.  See the movie “Time 
Bandits”.  This argument suggests again that God is limited.  Even if we accept this argument, we 
cannot know God always makes sure that only the most limited necessary amount of evil arises.  
It seems to me there is more evil in this world than is strictly necessary to produce sentient-moral 
beings.   
 
The best way to convey the problem of chaos, badness, and evil in nature is through a few sharp 
examples, primarily examples of evil in nature that is caused by the action of organisms, is not 
caused by people, and is not caused by purely physical events such as a tsunami or a hurricane.  
I could offer dozens of other examples.   
 
“Oxygen Catastrophe”.  Geologists use this phrase for an amazing transformation of the 
biosphere that occurred about 2.4 billion years ago.  Originally the atmosphere of earth had little 
free oxygen.  The atmosphere was mostly nitrogen and methane, much like the atmospheres on 
Venus, Jupiter, and Saturn.  Most of the oxygen was locked up in compounds of iron, carbon, or 
silicon, and so was not available for life.  Carbon was not widely available as carbon dioxide but 
was locked up too.  The original organisms on earth did not breathe oxygen as do animals now, 
and did not even use carbon dioxide as do plants now.  The original organisms were anaerobic, 
neither plant nor animal.  They used energy in gases or heat, used some sunlight, and “ate” 
methane.  Leaving aside life forms that we cannot well describe now, probably the most similar 
modern life forms to original life forms are prokaryotic bacteria.  The atmosphere then did not 
block harmful sunlight very well, and it stored a lot of heat.  Earth was like Venus but much 
cooler.  Land life could not have existed.  Animals as we know them could not have existed 
because animals need a lot of energy that can only come from burning food with oxygen, and 
there was no available oxygen to burn.  
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Then some carbon dioxide became more available; I do not explain why.  Then some organisms 
evolved the ability to transform carbon dioxide into carbon and oxygen, keeping the carbon but 
releasing the oxygen.  Some of the organisms might have used heat or chemical energy to do the 
job at first but eventually some of the organisms that used carbon dioxide also developed the 
ability to photosynthesize, to use light from the sun to do the job of “eating” carbon dioxide.  As 
they ate carbon dioxide, they released oxygen.  They were the first plants.  They flooded the 
atmosphere with oxygen so that the composition of the atmosphere changed to be similar to what 
we have now but with even more oxygen.  This was massive biological pollution on a scale seen 
never before or since, far surpassing the pollution that people cause now.  We think of oxygen as 
a good thing but at that time oxygen was corrosive poison.  The vast majority of world life died 
because some organisms selfishly used carbon dioxide and left poisonous oxygen as a 
byproduct.  We do not know how many species died out because they were soft organisms that 
left few fossils.  Even some photosynthesizing species died out because the amount of carbon 
dioxide dwindled while the amount of oxygen increased.  Some of them literally polluted 
themselves to death.  Nature turned on itself.  Not all of nature is necessarily good.  
 
At the same time, the new atmosphere cooled the surface of the earth, and it also created the 
ozone layer to protect against some of the harshest rays from the sun.  With the new high levels 
of oxygen, a large amount of energy was available for species that could use oxygen to burn 
food.  Animals could evolve in the sea.  With plants using carbon dioxide to make oxygen, and 
animals using oxygen to make carbon dioxide, life developed the cycle that we find now.  Under 
the protection of the new atmosphere, the new cycle became stable, and plants could move onto 
land.  Animals followed the plants onto land, and a bigger version of the cycle then became stable 
on land.  Nature had overcome its turning on itself.  A new road opened, which led eventually to 
people and morality and ideas about God – but only at a huge cost.  If you wish,  you can say 
God overcame evil (oxygen poison) to find a greater good (plants, animals, natural cycle, 
evolution of sentient beings); but this opinion comes from looking at things from the human point 
of view; and the organisms that had to die to allow the overcoming of evil would not agree with 
this point of view.   
 
Great Extinctions.  The end of the dinosaurs about 65 million years ago was a big extinction of 
big animals but it was hardly the biggest extinction ever on earth.  After the oxygen catastrophe, 
there were at least three, perhaps five, massive “extinction events” that led to the end-of-life-as-it-
was-then-on-earth and to the arising of new kinds of life.  I give some ideas about the causes for 
the events but nobody knows for sure.  Life did not evolve gradually in a series of small polite 
steps in which the “lower” aided the “higher” but through a process more ugly and perhaps more 
beautiful too.   
 
Cambrian-Ordovician-Silurian Extinction Events.  This was a series of events taking place about 
540 to 450 million years ago.  Life was still in the seas.  The amount of oxygen in seawater 
depleted, and perhaps glaciers covered much of the earth.  Maybe animals were using oxygen 
faster than plants could make it – not unlike what people are doing to the Earth now.  When 
oxygen depleted, it might have triggered off the cold.  The combination of low oxygen with cold 
temperature killed plants even in the ocean.  The lack of plants then killed animals.  Because 
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animals died, the level of oxygen increased again until the usual plant-animal-carbon-dioxide-
oxygen cycle began again.  Plants and animals might have gone through several cycles like this 
until they evolved a reasonably stable long-term balance.   
 
Permian-Triassic Extinction Event.  This was a single massive extinction, the greatest in earth 
history other than perhaps the oxygen catastrophe, about 250 million years ago.  It wiped out 
maybe 96% of all species at the time.  Paleontologists call it the “Great Dying”.  Most life was still 
in the seas.  Perhaps the Great Dying began when stored gases such as methane and carbon 
dioxide were released from the sea floor, upsetting the cycle of carbon dioxide and oxygen.  
Probably shortly after the decline began, the greatest volcanic eruption in “modern” history 
occurred (in this framework, ancient history is history in the first billion years after the initial 
formation of the earth), maybe in what is now Siberia; that eruption finished off the process of 
massive short-term death.   
 
Triassic-Jurassic Extinction Event.  This was about 200 million years ago, probably caused by 
changes in the balance of oxygen and carbon dioxide, and by fluctuations in temperature.  Life 
had already moved onto land.  Plants moved onto land first.  It took a long time for animals to 
follow.  Maybe the plants on land created oxygen without yet enough animals on land to restore 
the balance between carbon dioxide and oxygen.  The imbalance likely caused other effects such 
as widespread glaciers and cold.  Death spread across the land and into the sea.  The extinctions 
at this time did begin the era of “middle life”, the Mesozoic, and led to the development of modern 
fishes, amphibians, and reptiles.  
 
The Cretaceous-Tertiary (K-T) Extinction Event.  This was the extinction of the dinosaurs about 
65 million years ago.  It separated “middle life” (Mesozoic) from “modern life” (Cenozoic).  The 
extinction of the dinosaurs allowed mammals to diversify, proliferate, and dominate, and so 
eventually led to humans.  The cause was a large meteor that just happened to hit the Earth.  
Suppose we say the extinction of dinosaurs was necessary for the rise of mammals and the rise 
of humans with morality, so the extinction of the dinosaurs was part of God’s plan or Nature’s 
plan.  Still, this seems like a terrible waste, and an immoral way to reach a higher morality.   
 
Tarantula Hawks.  Spider wasps are a group of several species of wasps that live by preying on 
spiders, often by leaving their larvae in spiders as a parasite.  Tarantula hawks are a type of 
spider wasp that specializes in tarantulas.  A tarantula is a big spider that is itself a hunter.  It digs 
a burrow or builds a nest in a tree, and then comes out to capture other animals.  Sometimes they 
are big enough to capture lizards, birds, and small mammals.  They do not bite people without 
provokation, and some people keep them as pets.  Tarantulas fear little but they are terrified of 
tarantula hawks.  Tarantula hawks are solitary wasps; they do not live in colonies like bees.  The 
female hawk looks for a female tarantula outside of her burrow.  The female hawk seeks a female 
tarantula because females are bigger, meatier, and juicier than males – so much for sisterhood 
and the natural sanctity of shared motherhood.  The wasp stings the tarantula, which sting 
permanently paralyzes the spider but does not kill it.  Although the wasp is smaller than the 
tarantula, it drags the spider back into the spider’s own burrow.  The wasp lays a single egg on 
the tarantula.  From the outside, it seals up the tarantula’s burrow to insure the safety of its egg 
and the egg’s meal, the paralyzed tarantula.  Then it flies away.  When the egg hatches into a 
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larva, it eats its way into the still-living paralyzed tarantula.  It eats inside the tarantula for days.  
The larva avoids the vital organs, eating first the muscle and other organs, to keep the tarantula 
alive as long as possible.  When the tarantula begins to die, the wasp larva eats it all.  It finally 
leaves a dried out husk.  Then the larva transforms into a wasp, digs its way out of the burrow, 
and goes to seek its own tarantula.  If people are like tarantulas, then tarantula hawks are like the 
“aliens” from the movie series “Alien”.  If nature is like tarantulas, then people are like tarantula 
hawks.  I do not see how this process can be called anything but evil even if it happens between 
spiders and wasps.  It long predated people, I do not see how the devil could have caused this 
evil to appear in nature, and the rising of people did not in any way overcome and transform this 
evil.   
 
Comments.  My ideas about chaos, badness, and evil are necessarily from the point of view of a 
limited being who evolved within the system and evolved to dislike too much chaos, badness, and 
evil.  Still, I stick to my judgment.  I can’t do anything else.  
 
I do not accept the existence of the Devil, and so I cannot use the Devil to explain away evil.  
Because some of the evil is in nature apart from humans, I cannot use bad human will to explain 
away all the evil.  We are just stuck with some evil.  
 
If all this chaos, badness, and evil is part of God’s plan, then that level of planning is beyond me.  
Being eaten by tigers and being eaten by cancer are both natural.  I can accept the idea of 
predators-and-their-prey-with-an-even-chance-for-the-prey (tigers and deer) but I cannot accept 
the idea of a child being eaten alive from the inside by cancer.  I cannot accept debilitating 
diseases such as arthritis, malaria, and elephantiasis.  We might have to tolerate some evil and 
we might even benefit from some evil but God could have arranged the universe to evolve 
humans without evolving as much hard evil along the way.  I can see how facing evil that is 
created by humans might be part of God’s plan and might be part of growing up for humans.  I do 
not see how natural evil can be explained that way.  I do not see how excess evil, human or 
natural, against which no reasonable person could prevail, could be useful or how it could be part 
of God’s plan.  I do not see how child abuse that results in a warped and abusive adult can be 
part of God’s plan.  I do not see how turning children into raping, murdering guerrillas can be part 
the plan.  I do not see how destroying most of the biodiversity on Earth now by supposedly moral 
sentient beings (humans) can be part of God’s plan, even if it resembles the oxygen catastrophe, 
even if it leads to a higher form of life later.   
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5.03 Evolutionary Precursors to Morality  
 
 
This chapter explains background points about evolution that we need before we can get to how religion 
and morality evolved.  You will think of a few questions that are not answered here.  To answer them 
would require too much more about how evolution works.  See the Bibliography and see my other 
materials on the Internet. 
 
About Evolution.  Genes are important in evolution but how they are important is too much to go into 
here.  Think of genes as the bits of information that individuals carry that lead them to have features.  
Genes lead some individuals to have brown eyes and some blue, lead some birds to have longer wings 
than other birds of the same species, or lead some cows to be able to digest loco weed better than other 
cows.   
 
The most important focus in evolution is the individual.  We understand how evolution works by looking at 
the evolutionary success of individuals.  We do not look at the species as a whole.  We understand 
groups in terms of individual interactions.  We do not assume that the group or the species can control 
individuals to make the individual do what is “best”.  Individuals always do what is best for them.  That is 
not usually narrowly selfish, as we will see.   
 
The best way to think of evolutionary success is as long-term reproductive success.  Successful 
individuals have the biggest families over many generations.  Successful animals out-reproduce their 
fellows over the long run.   
 
A feature is any aspect of an individual that can influence its success:  height, weight, eye color, how well 
it digests starch, length of wings, length of beak, how well he-she speaks in council, etc.  A feature is 
practical, or “well adapted”, if it leads to evolutionary success for individuals, if it leads to long-term 
reproductive success for individuals.  That is what I meant by “practical” in previous chapters.  Compared 
to brown hair, white hair is practical and adaptive for polar bears because it allows them to hide in the 
snow, eat more seals, and have more grandchildren.   
 
Evolution is an automatic process, driven by reproduction.  Some organisms that have a feature in a 
particular situation automatically out-reproduce other animals that do not have the feature, and so the 
animals with the feature automatically come to predominate.  If a big bear is better than a small bear at 
finding food, staying warm, and reproducing, as in the cold north, then big bears automatically become 
the standard bear where they reproduce well.  If a small bear is better at finding food, staying cool, and 
reproducing, as in the tropics, then automatically small bears become the normal type of bear there.   
 
There is no best feature everywhere.  There are only better features in particular situations.  Natural 
selection through differential reproduction automatically selects what is a better feature in a particular 
situation.  Sometimes big, fierce, fast, and cunning is best and so automatically becomes the norm – but 
not nearly as often as you might think.  Sometimes small, cautious, slow, and straightforward works even 
better and so becomes the norm.   
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Evolution depends on competition.  Natural selection by reproduction is competition.  If robins with red 
breasts had not competed against robins with green breasts, and out-reproduced them, there would be 
no red breasts today.  If robins had not competed with crows over the past few millions years, and won 
sometimes, there would no robins today.  If coyotes and wolves did not compete, neither would be as 
they are now.   
 
Evolution depends on comparative competition.  It is not enough to just get by; you have to do better than 
your fellows of the same species.  The most successful deer are not the ones who just live through the 
winter but the ones who live through the winter and are ready to breed next spring.  The most successful 
eagles are not the ones who catch a few rabbits, but the ones who catch enough rabbits to feed many 
chicks well and so get all their chicks started quickly and surely on new families.   
 
The importance of competition, especially comparative competition, can lead to situations that middle 
class Americans don’t like, such as when male lions kill the cubs of rival males.  It leads to “keeping up 
with the Joneses”.  Mostly, though, competition is not horribly ugly.  Mostly it is a race for food, mates, 
and places to hide.  The beauty of nature, and other benefits of evolution, could not have come without 
competition.  Without competition, we would not have eagles, deer, tigers, and beautiful glowing but 
poisonous jellyfish.   
 
Cooperation and group life are two of the benefits of competitive evolution.  Some animals cooperate so 
as to better compete against other animals that do not cooperate.  For example, ants cooperate to better 
compete against insects that do not.  Wolves cooperate in packs to hunt large game and so compete 
against coyotes, which do not cooperate.   
 
Morality evolved in the context of group life, which evolved because of competition. Odd as it might seem, 
we owe the presence of morality to some animals cooperating with each other to better compete against 
other non-cooperators, as we will see.  The next few sections describe some processes in evolution that 
we need to understand to appreciate how competition leads to group life, cooperation, and morality.   
 
Smearing Individuals Across Families:  Inclusive Fitness and Kin Selection.  The terms “inclusive 
fitness” and “kin selection” have slightly different meanings but the difference is not important here.  Here 
I describe what is common to both.  Remember both terms in case you see them elsewhere.   
 
Individuals are the most important focus when trying to figure out the evolution of any feature, including 
morality and religion, but they are not the only focus.  The edges of individuals are not absolutely clear-
cut.  Individuals are “smeared” a bit among their kin because genes are shared among kin.  The more 
closely related, the more that kin have genes in common.  It is easy to see that what affects children also 
affects parents because children are the reproductive success of their parents.  It is not too hard to see 
the same thing for grandchildren except that now we have two sets of two grandparents who indirectly 
share genes through grandchildren.  Just as parents and children are linked, siblings are linked too 
because they share many genes in common; they all come from the same genetic origin.  What happens 
to one brother affects his brothers and sisters, and vice versa.   
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In fact, a brother can succeed well enough in evolution without having any children of his own if he helps 
his siblings with their children.  A person can succeed through nieces and nephews, because his nieces 
and nephews carry many of his genes, as old maid aunts and old bachelor uncles have done for a long 
time.  It is harder to see that this effect spreads across all people that are related to each other such as 
third cousins and great grand nephews.  
 
The key to detailed understanding is that people are not related to other people equally.  The closer the 
kinship is between two people, the closer the potential success through another person.  So the closer 
the kinship is, the more likely two people are to be concerned about each other and to help each other.  
Parents help children more than nieces or nephews, and siblings help other siblings more than they help 
cousins.   
 
Sometimes quantity can overcome quality.  Suppose a man can help six nieces and nephews go to 
college but can help only one childless sister with her medical problem.  In that case, he is better off 
helping the many nieces and nephews.  The arithmetic of these comparisons is not too hard in theory but 
in practice can get complicated, so I do not go into it here.   
 
Competition is always comparative.  Because people are smeared throughout families, the arena of 
competition and comparison is not only individuals but whole clusters of related individuals.  People 
compete with, and compare themselves to, their peers not just as individuals but as whole sets of their kin 
to whole other sets of kin.   
 
Families compare themselves to other families.  If our family is doing about as well as the average, or 
better, then we feel good and we tend to keep doing what we are doing.  If our family is not doing as well 
as the average, then we feel bad, and we seek something else.  We can try to get our whole family to 
follow the lead of other families.  This is really keeping up with the Joneses.   
 
The idea of inclusive fitness does not lead to the idea that the group is more important that the individual 
or that the greater good of the group can override the needs and actions of particular individuals (except 
in the short run).  
 
Inclusive fitness (kin selection) does force people to consider how their actions affect other people.  It 
forces them to consider not just how their actions affect particular other individuals but whole groups of 
kin.  It forces people to consider not just how one person affects other individuals or groups but how 
groups of kin affect other individuals and groups.   
 
Inclusive fitness lays part of the foundation for group cohesion and for the evolution of morality.  In loose 
terms, it gets animals to see themselves in others to think of their welfare as tied to the welfare of others, 
and to think that the welfare of them affects the welfare of others.  Inclusive fitness gets animals to think 
in terms of their life in a group, how they affect others, how others affect them, and how they are all tied 
together.  This is the start of “do unto others” and “applies equally to everybody”.  On the basis of 
inclusive fitness alone, animals would think only of their kin in these terms.  Yet once the basis has been 
laid in terms of kin, it can be extended to lesser kin and even non-kin under the right conditions.  In 
stereotypical terms, family life lays the foundation for group morality.   
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Commitment.  Evolving organisms strive to survive and reproduce over the long haul.  Usually the best 
strategy is prudence tailored to the situation.  It makes little sense for a house cat to chase a buffalo even 
if the buffalo might provide a thousand meals because the buffalo is likely to step on the house cat.  
Evolution is usually reasonable.  Many emotions are prudent, such as fear of large animals with big teeth, 
and friendliness toward somebody who is friendly to us.  Some emotions seem not so prudent, such as a 
burst of anger against a person twice our size.  Moral sentiments often seem non-prudent or anti-prudent:  
if we saw that not stealing was in our strategic best interests then we would not need somebody to tell us 
not to steal.  If we saw that telling the truth was in our strategic best interest then we would not need to be 
taught to tell the truth.  So we need to think about how seemingly non-rational action could actually serve 
self-interest as well as can prudence.   
 
Sometimes commitment seems irrational in the short run but it can help us in the long run if it does not kill 
us now.  In the movies “The Seven Samurai”, “The Magnificent Seven”, and “The Thirteenth Warrior”, 
poor villagers cannot stand any longer to be milked by bandits, even though the bandits leave the 
villagers enough to get by.  So the villagers hire warriors to fight the bandits, and the villagers participate 
in the fight.  The villagers have a lot to lose; but if they win, they are forever free of bandits, and so they 
have a lot to gain as well.  During the preparations, the warriors make sure the villagers understand that 
they must be committed; there can be no wavering.  Wavering does not mean return to the original 
condition, it means total defeat.  In “The Thirteenth Warrior”, the “hired swords” had to kill a villager to 
make the point.   
 
Some emotions are the same way.  As many a teen TV show has taught, standing up to a bully is scary, 
but, if you do, even if you do not win this fight, you are forever free of the bully and forever earned self-
respect.  If the bully knows you will fight, he-she also knows that sooner or later you will win the fight, and 
the bully backs off.  Getting married means committing to one person and foregoing other people.  
Foregoing other people is a lot to lose, but sticking with one person means a better chance of raising a 
family and succeeding in the long run, and so is a lot to gain in exchange for what is lost.  People that can 
commit despite the short term temptations do better overall.   
 
Not stealing means to miss out on a lot of short-term opportunities but it also means to gain stability in our 
lives, loyalty from others, and friendship.  A commitment to honesty might mean some short term loss but 
can mean greater long term benefit.  The old adage “honesty is the best policy” is really true often 
enough.  For a man, commitment to one wife might mean missing the chance to produce a few stray 
bastards, who might not even be your children, and who have poor chances to start their own families; 
but it also means a good chance to raise children, who likely are your own, and who have a good chance 
to grow up to start their own families.  For a woman, commitment to one husband might mean missing the 
chance to get “good” genes from some passing hot stud.  On the other negative hand, it also means 
having a few children that nobody will help you to raise, who likely will not survive to have their own 
families, and missing the protection of a man for you and your family.  More positively, missing out on the 
stud in favor of a solid man means a good chance to have a husband who will help you raise your 
children by him, children who likely will survive to start their own families.   
 
Commitment can be morally and practically good.  Most morality requires a certain feeling of commitment.  
Most commitments produce a moral feeling.   
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Morality has other practical benefits than those that come through commitment but often it takes a 
minimum commitment to gain those other benefits.   We need a sense that a charity is really committed to 
good works rather than administration before we donate.  We need to be able to trust our fellow office 
workers when we leave our valuables in our cubicle.  We sense the force of the commitment through the 
idea of “should” and “should not”.   
 
Reciprocal Altruism.  “You cover my back and I’ll cover yours; you scratch my back and I’ll scratch 
yours; you give me some of your apples and I will give you some of my pecans; you give me some of your 
pecans now in the fall and I will give you some of my raspberries next spring”.  “Reciprocal altruism” 
means to give something now in expectation of getting something else now or in expectation of getting 
something else later.  The item exchanged can be physical such as an apple, or can be an act (service) 
such as covering my back.  The exchanged “item” can even be a human, as when I give my daughter to 
your son for marriage.  The return does not have to be the exact same kind of item.  The values given 
and received should be about equal over the long run although the values do not have to be equal over 
the short run.  This is what people think of as a neighborly relation or friendly relation.  It is the relation 
that should hold among kin outside of the immediate family.   
 
The term “reciprocal altruism” is a bit misleading because it does not necessarily involve what we think of 
as altruistic sacrifice.  It means to trust someone enough to help them now when they need help in hope 
that he-she will help us later when we need help.  The “altruism” refers to the fact that the payback is 
delayed, so we do not get something right away, so technically we give without receiving right away.  In 
fact, we do receive eventually or we would end the relation and it would not be “reciprocal”.  The 
“reciprocal” means that you do it for each other.  A circular version of this relation has “A” help “B” who 
helps “C” who helps “D” who helps “E” who helps “A”, and potentially so on.  The basic idea is still the 
same.   
 
Many non-human animals engage in reciprocal altruism so reciprocal altruism does not necessarily need 
a sense of morality to carry on.  When pack animals hunt, they engage in both helping kin and in 
reciprocal altruism.  Sometimes animals sound warnings to indicate that a predator is near, and so 
endanger their lives to warn others.  In doing so, they show reciprocal altruism and kin selection because 
they hope some other animal will do the same for them later when the other animals see the predator 
first, and the animal they help now might be kin.  A crow cawing when it sees a man coming engages in 
reciprocal altruism with other crows.  Sometimes tolerating other animals at a feeding site is a version of 
reciprocal altruism as when bears tolerate other bears on a stream during salmon run.   
 
Reciprocal altruism builds a basis for morality because the delay between getting and receiving invites 
moral interpretation and moral rules.  All parents teach their children to share now so that siblings will 
share with them later, and even to share with non-kin so that non-kin will share with them later.  This is a 
moral feeling.  The possibility that somebody might not give back after we have given, or might give us 
less than we gave him-her, attunes us to cheating and the need for enforcement.  This is a moral feeling 
too.  Effects from reciprocal reciprocity and from inclusive fitness (kin selection) often go together.   
 
Generalized Reciprocity.  Generalized reciprocity is a special kind of reciprocal altruism in which we give 
to (one or more members of) a group, and we do not expect to get a return necessarily from the particular 
person to whom we gave but can get a return from anybody in the group.  We might get a return from that 
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particular person but we do not have to as long as we get a return from some person in the group within a 
reasonable time.  The trading cluster can be one group with a lot of members who trade among 
themselves, one person who trades with a whole group, two groups who trade among themselves, or a 
whole cluster of groups who trade among themselves.  Often the group is a family.  I had a school mate 
who lived across the street.  If I helped anybody in Larry’s family, I could expect help in return from 
anybody else in the whole family or from the family as a whole.  Larry’s closest friend in our family was my 
brother Dino.  If anybody in Larry’s family helped Dino or me, I could help anybody in Larry’s family in 
return.  Larry’s whole family was in a good exchange relation not just with Dino but also with me and with 
my parents too.   
 
Generalized reciprocity is common among people.  It appears also in non-human animals that live in 
groups, such as monkeys, wolves, and birds; but it is not clear how common it is with them, and it is not 
clear if we can best understand exchange among them as true generalized reciprocity.   
 
Generalized reciprocity is especially prone to cultivating morality.  The biologist Richard Alexander (see 
readings) stressed this.  We see connections within whole groups of individuals, and between whole 
groups.  We see in terms of what we do, what they do in response, what we do in response, what they do 
again, and so on.  When we trade generally within our group, everybody in our group becomes equivalent 
to everybody else.  What applies to one person in our group applies to everybody almost equally.  When 
we trade with another group, from our point of view, what applies to one person in that group applies 
equally to all people in their group; and, from their point of view, what applies to any one person in our 
group applies equally to all people in our group.  Groups tend to become “generalized others”.  We think 
of everybody in a group as equivalent, so the group becomes one big person with whom we interact 
rather than a whole bunch of particulars.  We think of the group as having a code, and we think of the 
group as enforcing the code on members.  Reputation becomes a way of assessing individuals within our 
group and of assessing whole groups of other people.  If one person in our group does a bad thing, other 
groups will think we are all bad.  So we police all the people in our group because we don’t want to suffer 
as a result of what somebody else in our group does.  We expect other groups to do the same.  If we 
can’t police our group, nobody will exchange with us, and we will fall apart.  If other groups can’t police 
their members, nobody will trade with them, and we expect them to fall apart.  If groups can police their 
members, then we think of them as especially moral, and want to exchange with them.   
 
Selective Attachment Through Natural Selection.  People live a long time, have excellent memories, 
have extensive kin ties, have extensive interaction patterns that are based on kin ties, have friends and 
enemies, and have extensive interactions that are based on relations with friends and enemies.  Acts of 
inclusive fitness include sharing, protecting, nurturing, teaching, guiding, cooperative hunting, help in 
conflicts, etc.  People have the most extensive reciprocal altruism in nature.  Reciprocal altruism can 
include most of the same acts although not always to the same degree.  Natural selection makes sure 
that people aim emotion, commitment, acts of inclusive fitness, and acts of reciprocal altruism toward the 
people and situations that best serve our evolutionary (reproductive) success.  Natural selection makes 
sure we avoid showing emotion, commitment, acts of inclusive fitness, and acts of reciprocal altruism 
toward people and situations that do not help our evolutionary success or might hurt it.  Natural selection 
fine tunes the degree to which we show emotion, commitment, acts of inclusive fitness, and reciprocal 
altruism so our actions help us as much as possible while hurting us as little as possible.  These ideas 
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have been verified in many well-done academic studies.  These ideas apply to humans as well as non-
humans.   
 
Morality, Religion, Kin Selection, and Reciprocal Altruism.  Most books on the evolution of morality or 
religion see morality and religion as growing out of kin selection and reciprocal altruism.  Exactly how is 
not always clear but maybe something like this:  Kin selection and reciprocal altruism take individuals 
beyond themselves.  They tie individuals together.  Kin selection and reciprocal altruism require 
individuals to consider others.  They require individuals to see that what individuals do to others can help 
individuals, and vice versa.  Selfishness and isolation can work to some extent but they do not work as 
well as kin selection and reciprocal altruism.  People have unusually large systems of kinship and 
reciprocal altruism.  When people had to consider their kin, they naturally were led to consider their 
partners in reciprocal altruism.  When people considered their kin and their partners in mutual altruism, 
they natural were led to consider a lot more people.  Eventually people were led to consider everybody.  
Of course, people could not behave toward everybody as if he-she were kin or were a partner in 
reciprocal altruism, but the idea would extend outward anyway.  The extension of the idea outward is 
morality.  It is morality of a kind that works well with religion.  When our ancestors found themselves living 
in groups (for whatever other reasons), kin selection and reciprocal altruism served as the basis for 
religion and morality to evolve.  Various writers see different key triggers in the process, some stressing 
reputation, enforcement, pro-sociality, group hunting, fire, and various technologies.  The sticking point is 
to figure out why people differ from other animals, and what triggered of the cumulative process for 
people alone.   
 
All this is true, and kin selection and reciprocal altruism did play a big role in the evolution of religion and 
morality.  Although most writers have correctly identified most of the ingredients in the mix, I do not think 
any writer has gotten the recipe quite right.  As long as scientists think of morality is one thing and think of 
it in contrast to altruism, I think they will not be able to get the recipe right. To argue would take us too far 
off track.  For here, we have most of what we need to know; the exact mix, exact process, and particular 
trigger do not matter.  We do not need to know why people differ from other animals.  We only need to 
know that religion, morality, and sentience evolved together in the context of group life, the above factors 
were important, and that it was a mutually supportive cumulative process.  If other particular points 
become relevant later, I bring them in.   
 
Mutually Beneficial Balances of Strategies.  Because of comparative competition, not all individuals 
can fully succeed at the same time.  To live in groups, we have to compromise.  Usually the benefit from 
living in a group exceeds the cost.  Not everybody benefits equally.  Because of the compromises, not 
everybody does as well as they possibly ideally might have, not even the members who get the most.  
The group can still persist even though even though members can see how they might have done better 
in an ideal situation or might have done better if they had been at the top.  Some members might be so 
dissatisfied, and suffer so much in group life, that they think they could do better outside the group.  That 
might be true if they were not even more vulnerable to predation and starvation outside the group.  
Sometimes the group can persist when most members are satisfied with their success and the members 
who are not fully satisfied still have to put up with the situation because their alternative - ostracism, 
banishment, and failure - is even worse.  In natural selection, the compromise is based on reproductive 
success – the measure of “currency” of the situation is reproductive success.  Everybody gets to have at 
least a little reproductive success, or at least a reasonable chance at some reproductive success, even if 
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reproductive success is rarely equal.  Most of us have worked in offices, factories, or crews where the 
situation is the same but success is measured in money, status, power, privileges, and sometimes sexual 
access.  In evolutionary life, those treasures are means to reproductive success.  Many TV shows are 
based on the dynamics of strategic balance, such as the famous show “Dallas” or the modern “reality” TV 
versions such as “Survivor” and “Big Brother”.   
 
Among social animals, a mutually beneficial balance of strategies is the basis for social organization.  All 
the forces of group life described above play a part.  Biologists explain the social organization of baboons, 
macaques, chimpanzees, bonobos (“pygmy” chimpanzees), gorillas, wolves, wild dogs, hyenas, lions, 
and many other animals in these terms.  Among humans, the same was true while we still lived as hunter-
gatherers.  The same is still largely true among us now but the picture is complicated by the sheer 
complexity of human life and because humans go after intermediate goals such as money and power in 
themselves without obviously using those goods to go after reproductive success.   
 
The features of the balance depend on the situation.  This is a large field of study in itself, particularly in 
economics and political science, where academics use “game theory” as a tool for analysis.   
 
Usually it takes a while to set up a new balance, as when a new high school opens up or a new type of 
business starts on a large scale in a new location.  Once the balance is set up, people do not like to fool 
with it very much.  Nearly all people lose during a transition period, and the amount they lose during the 
transition is likely to be more than they might gain in a new later balance.  When somebody is sure to gain 
more than he-she loses during transition, then he-she might still stir the pot.  That is also a theme on TV 
shows.  When somebody important dies, the balance necessarily changes, and then turmoil often ensues 
as people vie to see who gets the best out of the new balance.  That is the “back story” behind much real 
life dynastic history and behind the elaborate funerals and elaborate weddings of real life from poor 
people to dynasties.  In the words of Louis Armstrong, to make sure the balance does not swing too far 
too fast, a person might arrange to have two valuable coins put on his-her eyes at his-her funeral “to 
show the boys I died standing pat”.   
 
A mutually beneficial balance of strategies usually approaches the greatest total practical good that can 
be achieved in a situation even if it rarely achieves that goal.  Any change is likely to result in a loss for 
many people, at least temporarily.  Thus, a mutually beneficial balance of strategies takes on a moral 
tinge or even holy tinge.  Finding it and keeping it are more than practical goals, they are moral goals.  
Rules that preserve it take on a moral character.  People who disrupt it are cheaters and villains, or they 
are rebellious heroes who have overturned repression so as to instigate a new balance with new justice 
for us.  Along with kin selection and reciprocal altruism, a mutually beneficial balance of strategies is one 
of the forces to sustain the evolution of the capacity for morality.   
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5.04 The Evolution of Religion and Morality  
 
 
This chapter describes how religion evolved and describes more of the conditions that led to the evolution 
of morality.  This book does not explain fully how morality evolved but it does give the basic idea.  I go 
into details elsewhere.  Technically, the capacities for religion and morality evolved.  Religion and morality 
do not evolve biologically although they change historically and vary by culture.  “Religion evolved” and 
“morality evolved” mean the capacities evolved.  A change in the content of religion (Roman Catholic or 
Lutheran) or of morality (“pro life” versus “pro choice”) is not biological evolution.  The capacities for 
religion and morality are the same in all people and all cultures, and do not change with changes in 
content.  Thai people do not have a different capacity for religion than Greek people although Thai people 
stress different aspects.  I am not concerned with change in the content.   
 
Religion.  The evolution of religion is fairly simple if we ignore links to morality and social life.  From an 
old Hindu parable:  Imagine you are walking down the road, reach a shallow bend, and see a squiggly 
dark line a few feet away.  You can’t quite make it out.  It could be a twisty stick or a poisonous snake.  If 
you over-react by taking the stick for a snake, you feel a bit foolish for having a lively imagination, but you 
live, and you pass on your genes for a lively imagination.  If you under-react by taking the snake for a 
stick, you die, and your genes for stodginess end.  Often it is better to over-react than to under-react.  
This over-reaction is part of not exactly mirroring the environment and part of having distinct mental 
organs.  Life situations often are not symmetrical.  Situations are biased toward lively imagination, and the 
bias accumulates.  Because of cumulative asymmetric bias, all people would gradually tend to see the 
world as livelier than it might really be.   
 
When people have a choice between seeing a situation as mechanical or as lively, nearly all people see it 
as lively.  We “go for” lively in nearly all pairs of contrasts.  When we can see animals as mute or as 
having speech, we imagine they can talk.  When we think that animals can understand us or not, we think 
they can understand us.  We personify.  We even think of inanimate objects or events as having a 
personality, such as Betsy the rifle, Betsy the car, or Bob the hurricane.  Mountains are alive and have 
their own spirit.  Trees are alive.  Each tree has its own spirit, and each kind of tree has a spirit peculiar to 
that kind.  The woods are full of Ents, but, alas, no Ent wives.  Get two flashlights, one with a white light 
and the other with a colored light.  Shine them on a wall, and make one spot chase the other.  Everybody 
will see a chase, yet two light spots chasing each other is impossible.  With three lights, you can make 
one light give something to the second, and the second one return it.  That is even more impossible yet 
that is something we are primed to see.  We do to the natural world what group life has done to us and to 
our minds.  We see the world in terms of speech, intention, others, giving, reciprocity, generalized other, 
and all the other mental abilities.   
 
Already this is religion.  The particulars of religion depend on the particulars of each group n its own 
environment, with its culture, social organization, and history.  The liveliness of the world, the human 
imagination, and social dynamics, all interact to form the particular religions of particular groups at 
particular times.  How this happens is too much for here.   
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People tend most to make lively what is materially tangible, what they can see, feel, and hear.  We do not 
tend as much to make lively what we do not immediately experience; but we will do that too under the 
right conditions.  We make the wind alive and we also make the change in winds with the seasons alive.  
We make the trees alive and we make the forest alive although the forest is not any one particular tree.  
Individual tigers have a spirit and there is also a spirit of tiger kind.  This is how we have invisible and 
intangible spirits.   
 
Originally, human religion among hunter-gatherers contained many various living, lively, and spiritual 
things.  Probably original religion did not have a strict order and hierarchy among the many lively things.  
The spirit of the elm was not necessarily higher than the spirit of the otter.  Later when people lived in 
societies with centralized power, strong clear order, and hierarchies, they projected that onto the spirit 
world.  Then the spirits of the bear, the oak, and the bull might be greater than the spirits of the gopher, 
the willow, and the deer.  Eventually people developed the idea of one all-powerful all-knowing God.  The 
idea of one God is probably not an original long-standing idea but a derived idea.  The fact that the idea 
of one God is derived does not make it true or false.  The fact that the idea of an airplane is derived from 
birds does not make it true or false, and does not make any plane fly or crash.  Whether the idea of one 
God is true or false is another issue to be decided in other ways.   
 
(As many pet owners know, dogs and cats respond to moving light spots.  On TV, I saw a group of four 
penguins, in unison, as if their heads were on linked swivels, follow a moving spot of light.  It is not clear if 
pets see the light spots as really alive, see the spots as imitation alive, simply respond to moving spots of 
any kind, know it is a game, know particular games have guidelines, know games have players (have 
others with intent), know the game is with a trusted person, guess the intent of the other player, know the 
game is about a thing that is life-like but not really alive, know how to pretend, or something else.  I think 
many dogs and cats know they are playing a pretend game, about something life-like but not really alive, 
with a trusted friend, know the basic intent of the friend, and know there are guidelines.  Because I think 
all this, most biologists say I give animals too much credit.  It is hard to prove any alternative to the 
exclusion of others.)   
 
Not only do we see the world as lively, we also see the world in terms of categories that are features of 
the human mind, such as “inert” (rocks), “passive” (plants), and “active” (animals).  We put active things 
into categories such as “can move but has little mind” (caterpillar), and “can move and has a mind of its 
own” (cats), “material”, “not material (spiritual)”, “living”, or “more than living”.  Most things, most of the 
time, stay in their one proper category but sometimes something straddles categories such as a flying 
benevolent pig spirit.  Those borderline beings we tend to see as powerful, dangerous, funny, concerned, 
malevolent, or a combination.  There is a relation between how we see the world and our social lives, 
especially between social lives and beings that straddle categories.  A talking tree could be very important 
to a family that makes its living hunting in the forest or cutting wood.  The subject of natural categories is 
a big, new, and exciting in anthropology now and will become increasingly important.  Unfortunately, it is 
not clear-cut enough to go into here.  For here, the idea of a lively world is enough.  If other ideas are 
needed, I introduce them where they are needed.   
 
It is important to see that I have not explained away religion.  Religion could be true or false regardless of 
whether the capacity for it evolved.  Just because something has a biological basis does not mean it is 
true, false, an illusion, or a delusion.  Just because some evolved capacity gives us comfort, does not 
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mean we are under a delusion.  Even if the thing is an illusion, that fact does not mean it is entirely false 
or wrong.  Probably we are evolved not to think of particular trees so much as to think of types of trees; in 
fact, we are probably evolved to think at about the level of genus rather than the level of species or 
individual:  we think of “oaks” rather than of “live oaks” or of “this particular live oak that I can see from my 
window”.  That does not mean there are no genuses or species.  Just because we evolved to think of 
some sticks as snakes does not mean all sticks are snakes or that there are no snakes when we see a 
snake.  We evolved to take comfort from love and friendship but that does not mean those are delusions.  
Even if they are not entirely reliable, that does not mean they are bad illusions.  We do not judge an idea 
as true, false, valid, or invalid, because the basis for it evolved.  We judge on other criteria.  We do not 
judge the validity of scientific method just because the basis for it evolved; we judge it on other criteria.  
We do not judge whether God exists only because we evolved the basis to believe in God but on other 
criteria.  The same is true of morality.  We do not judge the objectivity and validity of morality according to 
whether it evolved but according to other criteria, similar to scientific method.   
 
Groups and Morality.  This section describes how group life “calls forth” morality.  I call this path to 
morality the way of “self-selected groups of good guys”.   
 
(1) Start with a bunch of people who are selfish.  A bunch like this can hardly form a group.  They pilfer 
from each other.  They lie about how much they hunted or gathered, or how long they worked at the 
office, so they can claim to contribute more and are entitled to more.  They cheat on their spouses when 
they can.  They use violence when they want something and somebody else will not give it.  Morality 
hardly makes sense here.  We can hardly say there is any reciprocal altruism or commitment of the kind 
that leads to morality.  I have seen groups of housemates that come close to this horrible situation, and I 
have seen neighborhoods in cities that come close.  People leave when they can.  
 
(2) Now imagine the exact opposite.  All the people in the group are kind, considerate, helpful, generous, 
and trusting.  Everybody shares.  Everybody tells the truth.  People give according to the need of others, 
take only according to true need, and contribute according to ability without considering the contribution of 
others – somewhat like Marx’s idealized communism.  There is always enough to go around even if there 
is not enough so that everybody is rich.  Oddly, this situation hardly feels moral either.  People could not 
get to this situation without a prior feeling of morality, but, if this situation ever gets going, people are so 
good that they don’t have to think about being good.  Nobody suffers much hardship so there is not much 
to be really moral about.  “Love your neighbor as yourself”, “Do unto others as you would have them do 
unto you”, and “treat everybody equally” truly prevail.  Some situations of really good roommates, and 
really good families, actually approach this condition.  Otherwise, it does not happen.   
 
(3) More realistically, people face occasional problems.  We never have and we squabble over bones 
such as sexual jealousy.  People feel the need for sharing and forgiveness.  They are not always quick to 
do it, but they do come around, and eventually they do it.  They forgive, help out, and get back on good 
terms.  They learn they can trust over the long haul.  This is when we feel the need for morality, when 
morality works, and when morality does good works.  This is the situation among groups of friends that 
we see on TV, among households of real people, and in some religious groups.  It can even develop 
among neighbors and workmates.   
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(4) Now begin with an imperfect but overall pretty good situation.  Then a bad family moves into the 
neighborhood.  They borrow stuff without returning it, or return it damaged.  In effect, they steal food or 
tools when they say they are only borrowing.  They never loan anything out.  They always ask for help 
with house repairs, car repairs, or lawn work but never give any help in return.  They make noise, litter, 
and leave broken bikes all over.  If you run over one of their toys, they say you broke it and make you 
replace it.  They smoke and drink, and give cigarettes and booze to our kids.  Their lawn is covered with 
butts.  They borrow money when their house payment is due.  If you don’t help, they complain they will 
become homeless, and that a worse family will move in instead.  Their sons seduce your daughters.  The 
husband tries to seduce the neighborhood wives.  Their daughters seduce the neighborhood husbands.  
The wife tries to seduce the neighborhood sons.  The daughters blackmail the neighborhood husbands 
for big gifts such as cars, and they don’t care if they wreck homes.  Their men mug people at night, and 
they have beaten up men from other families who crossed them or tried to expose them.  Their daughters 
forcibly take food, cosmetics, and boyfriends from our daughters.  People are afraid of them.   
 
Quickly, good people have nothing to do with bad neighbors.  People stick hard to the proven neighbors 
that they can trust.  We stop our wives, husbands, sons, daughters, and friends from consorting with bad 
neighbors both from fear they will be victimized and fear they will become like the bad neighbors.  People 
band together to force bad neighbors out or to protect against bad neighbors.  The people who band 
together to follow, and to enforce, reliable mutually beneficial behavior are the “self-selected group of 
good guys”.  Morality means a lot more as it comes to be not only a practical support but also a mark of 
who you can trust, who is really helpful, and who is “like us” or “not like us”.  With several bad neighbors 
in the neighborhood, the neighborhood would divide up into moral people “like us” versus immoral people 
“like them”.  Groups become important, and groups line up along feelings about morality.   
 
(5) The real situation throughout most of human evolution was a combination of all these situations but 
more like a combination of the last two.  People recognized their own group as their own group, and were 
as good as they could be among their own.  People recognized other groups as others.  They gave other 
groups a chance, but, if other groups did not show their high moral quality quickly, our group treated them 
like bad neighbors.  
 
Any group of generally good people is always vulnerable to bad people exploiting the group, at least at 
first.  Bad people can come from outside.  Good people on the inside can succumb to temptation.  Good 
people on the inside can turn bad.  In the movies, the good people are the peasant village invaded by bad 
bandits.  On TV, good people who turn bad include the husband who becomes an alcoholic and abuses 
his family and the neighbors.  They include the housewife whose husband leaves her for a young bimbo, 
so she takes to pills, booze, borrowing, conning, and seduction.   
 
Because morality is vulnerable to invasion by badness from within or without, morality can only succeed 
(evolve) under particular conditions.  Morality has to be done among a group of people who act morally to 
each other but do not necessarily act morally toward others.  Moral people have to recognize other moral 
people.  Reciprocal altruism prevails within a moral group but not between a moral group and bad others.  
Moral people feel almost like kin to each other and act almost like kin.  Moral people also have to 
recognize bad people.  Moral people have to aim good action toward good people and they have to avoid 
bad people.  If necessary, they have to punish bad people.  They even have to punish good people who 
aid bad people, might aid bad people, might become bad people, or are not zealous enough in separating 
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out and punishing bad people.  For morality to succeed, sometimes it needs enforcers like John Wayne or 
Jimmy Stewart.  Morality depends on being able to label good people and bad people, and being able to 
separate into distinct groups of good us versus bad them.  Moral people have to feel moral indignation 
sometimes.  All this is sad sometimes, but it is a fact.  
 
Within a self-selected moral group, people approach the moral ideal.  “Do unto others” and the other 
ideals make sense.  But they only make sense because they are limited in scope.  People do not, and 
cannot, extend the idea of loving your neighbor as yourself to bad neighbors.  If benevolence does extend 
naively to bad neighbors, not only do good guys get hurt personally but their children get hurt as well.  If a 
moral teacher such as Jesus or the Buddha tells us to extend the ideals beyond the boundaries of our 
moral group, either he-she thinks the other people are moral too and we can merge to become one bigger 
moral group, he-she thinks extending ideals can actually make the other group change to live toward the 
ideals, or he-she is naively insane.  It would be great if other people were always really moral but just 
appeared not moral to us because of small superficial customs – like Catholics and Protestants.  But it is 
not always so.  It would be great if being nice to bad neighbors turned them into nice neighbors - but we 
know that is not always so.  It is hard to turn a drug gang into nice people by being nice to them first.  We 
can keep moral ideals in mind, especially if we know their evolutionary basis, but we have to assess how 
well we can apply them in particular situations.  The ability to make that judgment also has an in our 
evolved nature.   
 
In the previous chapter, we saw how commitment, kin selection, and reciprocal altruism support group 
life.  They lead to groups of mutually helpful members.  When commitment, kin selection, and reciprocal 
altruism combine with “self-selected good guys”, groups can become quite stable and the moral rules of 
the group can become strong and lasting.  Something like this very likely happened in human 
evolutionary history.  Social scientists are trying to understand better how it did happen and are trying to 
find evidence for it in the artifacts left behind by our ancestors.   
 
The Big “Us” and “Us and Them”.  Groups of self-selected good guys need ways to think about the 
group, their relation to the group, their relation to the people not in the group, and their relation to other 
groups.  This need is one of the big forces in the evolution of sentience.  Here I can only mention one 
way, and some of the results  
 
Just as we personify wiggly sticks, mountains, and the weather, so we personify our group and other 
groups.  We think of the group as a big person with its own personality.  We find symbols for our group 
and our relation to our group, much as colleges have athletic teams with mascots.   
 
To better relate to our group, we tend to split ourselves into two inside.  This sounds counterintuitive, but 
it works and it happens.  We have an “I” that is more like our personal selves, and a “me” that is like the 
part of me in the group.  We identify the “me” with the group.  We carry on an inner dialog between the “I” 
and the “me” that is like the dialog between “I” and the group, and that helps us deal with the group.  The 
“me” helps me know what the group wants and what I can expect from the group.  This inner dialog adds 
to the feeling of having a conscience.  
 
Almost by definition, the people in groups of self-selected good guys are good to each other.  They are 
not always so good to other people outside their group and to other groups.  The members are “we”, 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People   5.04 Evolution of Morality 

6 
 

other people are not.  We think of us as “us” and think of anybody not in our group as “them”, as “other”, 
and as not quite up to standard.  Not only are the others not in the same group as us, they are morally 
different too.  They are not quite right.  They are not fully moral.  Sometimes they do bad things, and they 
are especially likely to do bad things to us.  Sometimes they talk and dress funny.  They have strange 
ideas about dating, sex, family, marriage, and spirits.  We need to be careful in our dealings with them.  
Especially we need to be careful about marrying them.  Our relation with a group of them can too easily 
turn into lasting hostility.   
 
These feelings of otherness and hostility are part of what Jesus and other religious leaders try to get us to 
overcome.  These feelings are what bad leaders tap into and promote.   
 
Some Darwinists see the great importance of group effects in morality and argue that morality could only 
develop when groups control individuals.  This view contradicts a long strong position in Darwinism that 
individuals are key.  I tend to side with traditional Darwinism.  Other than what I just said, I do not enter 
into this conflict.   
 
Moral Logic, Practicality, and Moral Evolution.   
 
On the one hand, if morality were exactly the same as practicality, if morality were always practical, then it 
would not be necessary.  It would be redundant.  It would be like telling a lion that she should chase a 
gazelle or telling a mouse that he should run from the cat.  If morality were always practical, we would 
only need to do what is practical.  Since we do have morality, moral logic cannot be exactly the same as 
practicality.   
 
One the other hand, if morality were not usually practical, then evolution would never have sustained it.  
Evolution cannot get us to do what is not in our better interests for very long.  Organisms that do what is 
against their better interests lose the race of comparative competition with organisms that do what is in 
their own better interests.  Only organisms that do what is in their better interests leave many offspring to 
make up the character of the species.  We are the descendants of the ancestors that did what is in their 
better interests.   
 
In some cases, morality does lead us to do what is against our better interests, such as when we do not 
seduce our neighbor’s spouse even when we would not get caught, or do not cheat on our own spouse 
even when we would not get caught.  On the whole, though, most moral acts are practical.  Honesty really 
is the best policy.  The gain we get from being moral most of the time more than makes up for the loss we 
suffer from sometimes going against moral logic.  That is why evolution sustains moral logic even though 
moral logic is not always practical.  If this were not the case, morality could never evolve.  From now on, I 
take it for granted that this was the case, and this is how morality did evolve.  I also take for granted that 
usually it still is the case.  Usually morality is still practical.  So, (1) moral logic is not the same as 
practicality, but (2) moral logic and practicality very often coincide because morality evolved.  These facts 
are so important that I recall them at the beginning of the next chapter.   
 
Now we need a feel for what moral logic would be sustained by evolution in a group, what logic would be 
both practical-most-of-the-time but not-exactly-practical.  Suppose we have a successful group of self-
selected good guys in which commitment, kin selection, and reciprocal altruism are important and are 
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directed at people who are reliable.  We need rules to guide particular relations between members, such 
as rules about food, clothes, fires, and other “stuff”.  What kind of rules would have to prevail?  In original 
human life, people did not differ by status, wealth, power, and achievement as much modern Americans 
do (they did differ; they were not egalitarian).  In those conditions, only a rule that carried with it the idea 
of “applies equally to everybody” would be acceptable to everybody and would prevail.  Only a rule that 
applied equally to everybody could serve as the logical basis for morality.  In the original human condition, 
any people that were not treated equally under a rule would simply leave.  Only “applies equally to 
everybody” could get all self-selected good guys to stay in the group.  No other rule could so clearly serve 
as the basis for labeling people who did not follow the rule as “bad” and excluding them.  If we do not 
want other people to steal from us, we cannot steal from them.  If we want them to share, we have to 
share.  If we want them to tell the truth, we have to tell the truth.  There is no other logical simple basis for 
rules that can apply to the whole group.  We have to do unto others as we want them to do to us, or else 
we get cut out of the group of self-selected good guys.  That is the logical basis for morality.   
 
Rules that carry the feeling of “applies equally to everybody” carry a moral feeling.  We can say “should” 
or “ought” about them.  All rules that we want to apply to everybody have to carry the feeling of “applies 
equally to everybody”.  People that feel this sentiment seek out other people like themselves, interact with 
others like themselves, and prevail.  Despite any short-term small disadvantages, overall they do better 
than people who cannot feel this moral feeling.  This is natural selection at work.  Eventually most people 
in a group of self-selected good guys feel the moral feeling and sense it is tied to the idea of “applies 
equally to everybody”.  People who cannot feel it are excluded, and do not do as well.  Eventually most 
people come to feel the call of morality, and they sense that it depends on the logic of “applied equally to 
everybody”.  This is how natural selection established morality among humans. The people that felt moral 
feelings and responded according to the logic of “applies equally” were the ancestors of us all.   
 
Morality has other aspects to its logic besides “applies equally to everybody”.  The other aspects have 
roots in sentience and group life too but I cannot get into that in this book.  The other aspects go along 
with “applies equally”.  The next chapter goes into them.   
 
Mixed People.  Of course, it is not that simple.  The basis story is correct but there are complications we 
have to take into account to make sense of Jesus and other prophets.  People are not perfect saints and 
cannot become perfect saints.  We are all a mixture of good and bad.  Only when we accept this can we 
take advice from prophets as to what to do about it.   
 
Helping kin (inclusive fitness and kin selection), reciprocal altruism, extending kinship behavior to non-kin, 
extending reciprocal altruism to non-neighbors, and self-selected good guys, all are natural behaviors in 
that the capacity for them is in our genes.  All our various emotional behaviors and moral behaviors are 
natural in the same sense.  Sharing, kindness, honesty, loyalty, honor, helping, integrity, protecting 
neighbors, protecting the weak and helpless, feeding the poor, and many other good moral traits are 
natural in the same sense that they have a basis in our genes due to our evolutionary history.  Good 
behavior succeeds a lot of the time.  The people who live in moral groups succeed most of the time, and 
so the ability for good behavior is passed on to their descendants.  They were our ancestors.  Most 
people like the idea that our goodness has a natural basis in our evolutionary history.   
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On the other hand, bad behavior is also naturally in our genes.  Whining, stubbornness, lying, cheating, 
stealing, betraying our spouse, seducing people, beating up people, bullying, plundering, rape, and even 
murder are also natural in that they have a basis in our genes and we can learn to do them in the right 
circumstances.  Bad behavior succeeds well, too much of the time.  Nearly all groups of good people are 
vulnerable to bad behavior, and so bad behavior can succeed at least to the extent that it can parasitize 
good behavior.  Wherever we have good neighbors, sooner or later some bad neighbors will show up, 
and they can succeed for a while.  As long as good neighbors keep down the ratio of bad neighbors to a 
minimum, paradoxically enough, the minimum of bad neighbors actually can persist.  People defend their 
kin even when their kin are bad.  Even among good people, some bad boys and bad girls succeed.  
Because bad boys do succeed sometimes, many girls romanticize bad boys.  The willingness of good 
girls to consort with bad boys means that bad boys succeed even more, in a kind of feedback.  Boys also 
are attracted to bad girls and romanticize them, and also seek to have commitment-free sex.  Real groups 
need enforcers.  Enforcers can go bad.  Sometimes bad boys now become enforcers later, another 
reason why girls might like them.  There are many ways in which bad can persist among good.  I do not 
show all the ways but you should be able to imagine it well enough.  When bad behavior does succeed, 
people with the genetic capacity for that bad behavior leave descendants in the population.  Their 
descendants are among our ancestors.  Bad behavior that succeeds leaves the capacity for bad behavior 
in human nature.  Bad behavior is also natural.   
 
Unlike good behavior within a successful group of self-selected good guys, bad behavior cannot run 
rampant in any group.  If a group had only murderers, then everybody (but one) would be dead 
eventually, and no genes would pass on.  If a group had only slackers, then nobody would get any food, 
everybody would starve to death, and no genes would pass on.   
 
Because good behavior ideally can persist without bad behavior, but bad behavior cannot flourish without 
good behavior, and humans evolved in groups that supported a lot of good behavior, people in general 
tend to be pretty good.  We are surprisingly good compared to some of our near relatives such as chimps 
and baboons.   
 
How natural selection determines the mix of good and bad is a big and fascinating topic in evolutionary 
theory now.  I cannot go into it more here.   
 
Everybody is a mix of traits.  Everybody has natural dispositions.  The actual traits that any person 
develops depend on his-her original natural dispositions and on his-her personal history.  We are all 
moral mixtures.  We are mixtures because of both nature and nurture.  We should not expect everybody 
to be pretty much alike in his-her moral sensibilities and in his-her moral actions.  This is a lesson of Jane 
Austen novels.   
 
Society is a mixture of mixed people.  Sometimes particular kinds of people prevail in particular kinds of 
societies, as when we hope that the honest and brave prevail in democracies and we say conniving 
cowards prevail in totalitarian societies.  Yet even in societies that have a dominant theme, we can find all 
kinds of people because of varying underlying natural dispositions that show up even in conditions of 
strong social learning.   
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People see different lessons in the fact that people are mixed and societies are mixed.  Some people see 
the handiwork of the Devil while other people see the amoral kaleidoscope of natural selection.  Some 
people see God giving us an opportunity to exercise real morality, an opportunity we would not have if 
somehow everybody were fully good.  If we want to believe in God but not in the Devil, then what we 
make of the situation depends on whether we think God foresaw the situation.   
 
Feedback Cycles.  Good deeds call forth good deeds while bad deeds call forth bad deeds.  If we really 
want people to be better, and we want to live in a better world, we need a sense of how to break the bad 
cycle to restart the good cycle.  If morality did not have its own independent logic apart from its service to 
practicality, probably there would never be a way to break out of bad cycles once we fell into them.  
Because morality is logically independent of immediate practicality, we can use moral logic to take non-
practical leaps and so break a cycle of bad.   
 
Suppose we are in a good relation of reciprocal altruism with our neighbor by lending him tools while he 
gives us barbecued food and eventually returns our tools.  One day he stops giving us barbecued food 
and does not return an expensive tool.  We stop lending him any more tools.  He starts playing loud 
heavy metal head banger music or loud obscene hip hop music in his back yard on weekends.  We start 
turning on the sprinkler when it is time for he and his wife to go to work and to come back from work.  We 
set up our kid in a rock band in the garage.  We have all seen this on TV and in many movies.   
 
Paradoxically, moral indignation, which should serve to weed out bad acts and so avoid bad situations, 
can actually make bad situations worse once the bad situation sets in.  The most famous world example 
is relations between Jews and Muslims.  A more familiar example in the United States is relations 
between Blacks and other ethnic groups.  Once the bad situation sets in, people use moral indignation 
not primarily to point out bad behavior, including their own bad behavior, but as a tool to accuse other 
people and try to control other people.  A reliable sign that moral indignation is being misused is that the 
moral fault is hardly worth the fervor of the indignation.   
 
We have also seen how it ends.  Somebody has to break through the crap.   Somebody has to stop with 
the bad deeds and start with a great big good deed.  Sometimes it takes a real need to make us see how 
foolish we are.  Suppose I get cancer and our neighbor now wants to help by doing some of my chores.  
Suppose he loses his job and I start feeding him and his family barbecue.  Then all the other annoyances 
stop too.  If I get over my cancer and he finds a job, then we are even better friends than we were before.   
 
Most people are basically good despite the potential for bad.  People who are successful at living in some 
group likely have at least a minimum of good in them.  If we can reach across unfortunate events or 
surface groups differences, we might be able to contact the good in them and so expand the good that is 
available to us all.   
 
To successfully reach out, we have to act on the feeling of goodness without immediate concern for 
practicality.  Rarely can practicality alone cause us to reach out.  Goodness has to compel us because it 
is good and not because it is practical.  Sometimes we need to take a chance.  Morality needs its own 
logic apart from practicality.  We need a feeling-logic of morality apart from practicality for morality to 
reach its best practicality.  
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This is what lot of religion is all about.  Jesus, and other religious leaders, taught us to do good for the 
sake of doing good and to avoid doing bad because it is bad.  Jesus and the other leaders also realized 
that doing good for its own sake would break cycles of bad and would institute cycles of good, both moral 
good and practical good.  Some of their teachings seemed specifically aimed at doing good to others, 
such as the parable of the Good Samaritan and the admonitions to forgive and forgive and forgive.  This 
part of the book aims to show why their teachings really do make sense and why it makes sense of their 
teachings to think that God might have put us in an arena where we can use their teachings.    
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5.05 Moral Variations and Moral Logic   
 
 
People think of morality as one thing but it isn’t.  It is several distinct but related and mutually dependent 
components.  Plato devoted much of his philosophical life trying to subsume all moral ideas under the 
category of “the Good” but failed.  This chapter describes the major aspects of morality.  This chapter 
describes the major components of morality in terms of how they might have evolved but does not build a 
strong case; I hope to do that elsewhere.  The major components of morality are listed below.  “Good” 
and “greater good” come as a pair but not in the same way as “should and should not”, “right and wrong”, 
or “rights and duties”.     
 
Good and Bad  
Greater Good  
Rules and Principles  
Should and Should Not  
Right and Wrong  
Rights and Responsibilities (Duties)  
 
Logic of Morality.  Morality has an underlying logic.  The underlying logic does not make morality one 
thing although it helps morality feel like one thing.  The logic of morality can be expressed in several 
ways, listed below.  The fact that the underlying logic can be expressed variously does not make the logic 
one thing or many things.  The logic of morality is not necessarily diverse in the same way that morality is 
diverse.  I don’t go into the logic of morality here except to note as much as we need.  No one aspect of 
the logic of morality necessarily goes along with any one aspect of morality.  Exactly how the underlying 
logic of morality relates to the parts of morality is not definite and I don’t go into it here.   
 
If you want only one aspect of the logic of morality, use “applies equally”.  The other aspects of the logic 
are variations of “applies equally” when “applies equally” is used by sentient beings.  The logic shows up 
clearly in the idea of moral good, which is why I describe that aspect of morality first.  Empathies 1 and 2 
probably can be fused but it is easier for now to separate them.   
 
(0)This point is a precondition to the other ways of expressing moral logic.  It underscores that morality 
and sentience evolved together.  Morality and sentience are intimately linked among all evolved beings 
(people).  Morality is about sentient-moral beings (people) being in the world.  Morality is about relations 
between beings that can have a relationship.  In particular, morality is about relations among sentient-
moral beings (people to people, people to spirits, and people to God); relations of sentient-moral beings 
with near-sentient-moral beings (many animals); sentient-moral beings caring for non-sentient beings (all 
life, and special places); and sentient-moral beings taking care of nature.  Relations between sentient-
moral beings come first logically .  They are set up by evolution.  Sentient-moral beings generalize out the 
relations to other players such as animals.   Often when “person” or “people” occur below, you can add 
spirits, animals, special places, nature, and extra-terrestrial sentient-moral beings.   
 
(1) Any rule or idea applies equally to everybody including me, my kin, and my stuff.  
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(2) The Golden Rule:  do unto other people as you would have them do unto you.  
 
(3) Empathy 1:  I am like that person, that other person is like me, and most people are alike in deep 
ways that are relevant to the issues at hand.  “Love your neighbor as yourself”.  “Everybody is holy”.   
 
(4) Empathy 2:  “There but for the grace of God goes me”. “Walk in the other person’s shoes”.  It is not 
enough to understand we are all alike; we have to know what deep similarity implies.  What happened to 
he-she might have happened to me, and what happened to me might have happened to he-she, good 
and bad.  We have to act on the basis of “might have been the other person”.   
 
(5) Respecting Similarity and Difference.  People are similar and different.  Differences can be interesting, 
and can matter.  We should not always think of people as the same even though we have to treat them as 
equal often.  The balance of similar and different depends on situations.  The balance should be worked 
out in accord with the principles listed above.  “Everybody is still holy”.   
 
Reminder:  Morality and Practicality.  Moral logic differs from practicality but moral action coincides 
with practicality most of the time.  Many people mistakenly think morality can’t be true unless impractical; 
real morality has to hurt.  In fact, most morality is practical, as in the old adage “honesty is the best 
policy”.  Following moral logic does sometimes lead us to a practical loss, as when we do not steal or lie 
even if we would not get caught.  Still, on the whole, acting in accord with moral logic leads to overall 
gain.  In the original condition in which humans evolved, usually lying and stealing hurt us.  If following the 
logic of morality did not lead to overall gain, morality could not be sustained by evolution, morality could 
not have evolved.  I always assume that acting in accord with moral logic leads to an overall gain, so 
morality could have evolved, and morality did evolve in that way.  I do not specify in detail how morality 
evolved that way and I do not argue the issue.   
 
Optional Technical Note:  Wrong Essentialist Thinking.  Here I do something I don’t like because the 
need for brevity forces me.  I write as if conditions “call forth” morality, as if morality is the obvious best fit 
to meet human needs in a set of conditions.  I write as if morality had a single “all about” and I could 
specify that “all about” exactly.  This kind of explanation is called “essentialist”, and it is normal, but, in 
most cases of evolution, it is misleading.  When thinking about the evolution of morality, essentialism 
usually reinforces the wrong idea that morality is one thing.  Correct arguments take a lot of space.  By 
being careful, I avoid saying anything wrong or too misleading.   
 
Sense of Taste.  We think of morality as like the sense of sight in which there is one unified view, all the 
parts fit exactly together, and there is no overlap unless one thing is in front of another.  Thinking of 
morality as like sight probably led philosophers astray.  Morality is more like the sense of taste.  The 
sense of taste has five major flavor components:  salt, sour, sweet, bitter, and “umami” (the flavor of 
amino acid, like the taste of miso soup).  Despite overlap and fuzziness in tastes of various foods, from 
these five distinct flavors, we can distinguish and/or put together thousands of different tastes.  We can 
tell the taste of one fish, trout, from the taste of a closely related fish, salmon.  We can tell apart two 
similar fruits, oranges and tangerines.  We can tell when two different fruits are still both fruits.  We can 
tell when two different foods sometimes taste alike, as with mushrooms and tofu.  Probably we can do 
this only because the sense of smell is not like the sense of sight.  Likewise, with a few moral 
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components, we can apply moral judgment to thousands of different situations.  We recognize there is 
overlap and fuzziness but we can proceed anyhow.   
 
Original Human Condition.  For this chapter, except where noted otherwise, assume a group of people 
in the original human condition of hunting and gathering.  These were not stupid “cave people”.  These 
people were just as smart as you and I (many had larger brains on average than modern humans).  They 
were more like the idealized stereotype of Native Americans (American “Indians”) where they lived by 
hunting and gathering alone, especially on the plains and deserts of the United States West or Northwest 
coast of the US.  They were sophisticated, with fully modern language and art.   
 
Good and Bad.  Assume a group of people with small differences in status, wealth, power, strength, 
vigor, kinship ties, fertility, knowledge, and special skills such as musical ability, but differences don’t 
matter much.  Differences in gender and age don’t matter much.  This is a group of self-selected good 
guys.   
 
Practical good is what aids reproductive success:  health, food, mates, good weather, relief from stress, 
friends, etc.  “Bad” is the opposite of “good”.   
 
All languages that I could find out about have two related but distinct ideas of “good”:  practical good and 
moral good.  When we say, “it is good to read to your sick brother Mike”, we mean both kinds of good.  It 
is typical of human talk that we usually don’t distinguish between the two.  Languages have ways to make 
the two distinct when necessary.  Compare “Mike feels good now” with “you are a good son to read to 
your sick brother Mike”.   
 
Moral good is likely based on practical good and evolved from it.  Moral bad is the opposite of moral 
good.   
 
Moral good is what we do to aid the practical good of others, and also is in accord with the basic logic of 
“applies equally to everybody”, the Golden Rule, and “put yourself in their shoes”.  Not only is it practically 
good to share with others when we have and they have not, it is also morally good.  Once moral good is 
established, moral good is also what we do to aid the moral good of others based on the ideas of “applies 
equally” etc.  It is morally good to teach children not to lie or steal (to be honest) even when they are not 
doing anything bad right now.  Moral good is what we do for others, and we would want them to do it for 
us as well.   
 
Moral good comes from seeing other people as similar to us and seeing us as similar to other people.  
Moral good does not require seeing others as exactly like us, but it is easier to make the jump from 
practical good to moral good if we feel other people are similar to us and are one of us.  So moral good 
arises from seeing everybody pretty much like us, seeing everybody as pretty much like everybody else, 
and seeing us as pretty much like everybody else.  This happens first in a self-selected group of good 
guys.  We do not see everybody as one totally homogenous person without differences but see 
everybody as benefitting in the same ways, benefitting from aid in the same ways, benefitting from 
relations in the same ways, being able to give to us even if not equally, or having the sincere intent to 
treat us as we treat them.  Moral good is doing unto others as we would like to have done to ourselves.  
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Because this is a self-selected group of good guys with no differences that really matter, moral good 
applies equally to everybody.   
 
Examples help clarify.  We treat old people well now when we are young because one day we will be old 
someday and want to be treated well then.  Treating old people well now is good practice for people our 
age so we will be ready when the time comes.  We really will be like the other fellow eventually.  Besides, 
old people are not useless even when they are really old.  They know and understand, not only about the 
physical world but about the social world as well.  We treat all children well because we want other people 
to treat our children well.  Remember we are not limited to our own thin bag of skin but are also present in 
our kin.  We share with people who had a bad day hunting and gathering because we know that someday 
they will share with us when we have a bad day.  It is both good and practical to share.  The fact that it is 
both good and practical is not against morality but is a key point about morality.  We help people who 
have been hurt or even crippled for the same reasons we help old people.  We might get hurt someday 
too, and we don’t want to be abandoned in a ditch.  Even hurt, we would have value.  We want people to 
develop the logic of consideration so they don’t overlook our value in case something happens to us.   We 
do not steal, even when we could get away with it, because stealing goes against the spirit of what we 
feel and threatens to undermine all the practical benefit of morality and of living in a self-selected group of 
good guys.  It is hard keeping track of lies and thefts.  It is easier to be honest most of the time:  “honesty 
is the best policy”.   
 
Seeing in terms of “applies equally to everybody” and the Golden Rule can cause us small losses but 
overall it is beneficial, and it is a mental posture and mental habit too.  Once we know it is beneficial, we 
are bound to follow its internal logic.   
 
Greater Good.  Now assume there are some differences that matter a bit, such as in natural ability, 
learned skills, experiences, or familiarity with a particular place to hunt or gather.  The “welfare” of a 
person is the reproductive success of that person.  An increase in the greater good leads to an increase 
in the overall sum of welfares (reproductive successes) of the group.  An increase in the greater good 
leads to an increase in the total sum of the welfares of all the individuals in the group.  The greater good 
might not lead to an equal increase for everybody.  The greater good might even lead to some people 
losing a little in welfare while others increase.  The total increase should still be more than the total 
decline.  For example, the group might decide to follow and hunt a herd of cattle so as to have a steady 
supply of meat.  Following the herd means giving up some of the best local places to gather vegetables 
and fruits for now, such as near the creek where pecans, blackberries, and leeks grow.  People that are 
adept at gathering, but not adept at hunting cattle, might complain because they do not expect to do as 
well.  Still, overall the group will do better, and so the group goes.  People who would prefer to gather 
near the creek still go with the group as a whole because the group offers them security and because 
they hope they can get enough extra meat to help compensate for the lost vegetable food.  They do not 
want to break up the group of self-selected good guys from which they benefit so much.   
 
Sometimes we cannot increase the greater good but we can preserve it.  In that case, the greater good is 
whatever preserves the total sum of welfares (reproductive successes) of all the individuals in the group.  
Sometimes we cannot even preserve the total welfare but can only minimize the reduction, or minimize 
the damage.  Then, the greater good is what leads to the least reduction in the total sum of welfares of all 
the individuals in the group.  In the second Mad Max movie, the “tribe” had to move to preserve their 
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greater good.  The moving tribe encountered marauders.  Then, they had to sacrifice some members, 
almost including Max, so as to minimize the damage and keep as much as they could for as many as 
they could.  We get both these themes in wartime.   
 
When an idea about the greater good really does lead to the greater good without hurting any subgroup 
too much, then the greater good carries with it not only a feeling of practical good but of moral good too.  
The greater good is not only practically good but morally good.  We feel morally good about successful 
ideas that make most people better off.  This is an extension of the logic behind moral good.   
 
The idea of the greater good is easy to understand but hard to carry out, and is open to abuse.  The bad 
scenarios should be familiar to anybody who has suffered through office politics or church politics.  How 
can anybody be sure that there will be more meat, and enough more meat to compensate for the lost 
gathered cabbages and mushrooms?  Even if there is enough more meat on the whole, people can’t be 
sure that there will be enough more for everybody to compensate.  Even if there might have been enough 
more for nearly all people, if some people actually get less total food than before, even though the group 
as a whole, gets more, then the people who get less will not go along.   
 
Sometimes an unscrupulous subgroup will suggest a plan for the greater good because they know it will 
favor them regardless of the real effect on the greater good.  Suppose the Cheval family wants to follow 
the herd and hunt cattle because they are good at it, and don’t really care about other families?  An 
unscrupulous subgroup can suggest a plan that favors them comparatively because it hurts their rivals, 
like the families in the “Godfather” movies who wanted to sell heroin not only because they knew they 
could make money but also because they knew the Corleone family would not go along at first.  What if 
the Cheval family wants to follow-and-hunt the herd because they are rivals with the Grangers, who are 
good at gathering vegetable foods in valleys, and adept at hunting small game, but are not adept at 
following herds?  A switch to hunting herds would give the Cheval family the upper hand.  In this case, the 
Granger family will complain about fairness.  Then somebody has to figure out what really is better for the 
group as a whole.   
 
Suppose the greater good really increases but some subgroup suffers so much that it really does seem 
unfair?  Suppose following the herds really does increase total welfare but the Granger family will be all 
but wiped out?  Even if the Granger family does not split the group, even if a mutually beneficial balance 
of strategies somehow persists, this still seems unfair.  We would not want to be the Grangers even with 
an increase in the greater good.  If we would not want to be them, then we go against the logic of moral 
good, and so something is wrong.   
 
If we could know absolutely for sure when the sum of successes increased, who it hurt and how much, 
and who it helped and how much, then we would not have to worry about somebody pushing the greater 
good too far (economists struggle to achieve this ideal of complete knowledge or to find ways around 
problems with it).  In real life, we can’t be sure, and people do push the idea too far.   
 
Good and Greater Good Together.  Clashes between the good and greater good show they cannot be 
exactly the same.  By itself, neither the greater good nor the good would sustain itself in human life.  Only 
together, and yet only because they are different, can the greater good and the good remain a part of 
human life.  They are distinct but sometimes supportive.  By itself, neither the idea of the good or of the 
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greater good could have evolved.  Together they could evolve.  To have evolved, they had to be similar 
but slightly different, and similar-but-different enough to be mutually sustainable.   
 
It hurts when aspects of morality clash, especially when different groups use an aspect for their side, and 
each group carries both a grain of truth and untruth.  Philosophers have sought one morality so as to 
avoid such conflicts.  I think the conflicts are inevitable, if usually manageable.  The clash cannot always 
be resolved in any simple logical way.  In the long run, these conflicts help us sustain both the good and 
greater good.   
 
Start with some modern conflicts to bring home the point:  Americans say it is morally good to love your 
neighbor as yourself, and to help your neighbor as you would your own family.  Yet when helping leads 
neighbors to become dependent on help, to abuse help, and to distort the help system, we say that the 
good is the enemy of the greater good.  The abuse is not confined to individuals and families abusing the 
usual welfare system.  Business firms abuse the system of corporate welfare.  Then, helping out a firm 
hurts the greater good.  All enabling is bad.  Leaders say “Don’t let the best be the enemy of the good”, by 
which they mean don’t let moral ideals get in the way of the practical greater good.  After the terrorist 
attack of 9/11, the American government captured people that we thought were terrorists, and some 
were.  We detained them illegally, and we tortured them for information.  Some information helped stop 
future attacks.  It was for the greater good.  Yet Americans condemn illegal imprisonment and torture as 
evil.  Accepting imprisonment and torture even in this case undermines all sense of morality.  We might 
be able to find an acceptable compromise for a while but there is no logical way to fully settle this conflict.   
 
The idea of the good can keep the idea of the greater good from going too far.  In the example above, if 
the Granger family were hurt too much by changing strategies to follow the herds, we could use the logic 
of “we are like them” to see that pursuing the greater good sometime is morally wrong.  Suppose it made 
some sense NOT to help old people, hurt people, or other people’s children.  We serve the greater good 
by being hard-hearted.  This is not so far-fetched.  Conservatives today routinely counsel us not to have a 
heart too big.  The only way to find out is to try.  Stop helping.  But if we try and fail, then we broke up the 
group, hurt a lot of people, set a bad example, and whoever remains with us is likely not to help us in our 
time of need.  To exclude the old, hurt, and children from help without a clearly compelling reason is just 
morally wrong regardless of any minor impracticality.  The idea of the good slows down the idea of the 
greater good until we can be more astute about it.  When we have real doubts about the greater good, it 
is better not to go against the logic of “applies equally to everybody” and “that could be me”.  Calls for 
urban development too often destroyed old  neighborhoods in favor of merchants who did not need help 
nearly as much and whose increase in prosperity did not really lead to an increase in greater good.  Then, 
a dose of moral logic and moral good would have been better.   
 
On the other hand, the idea of the greater good can sometimes overcome self-interest masking as the 
good.  In a peasant village, people discover they can make a good living raising fish, but they need a few 
fairly big ponds linked together to do it right.  Nobody wants to donate his-her land, for good reasons, 
even though, by getting a share of all the production, he-she would certainly gain more than lose.  They 
appeal to the idea of the good to stop the pond.  In this case, unlike as with urban development, the 
project really benefits everybody, even eventually the landowners who sacrifice some of their land.  In the 
end, people will see through “not in my backyard” and build the ponds.   
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When both the ideas of the moral good and greater good are available, and people think about them a 
little before acting, both can be a part of successful social life.  When we use only one idea, we fail, the 
idea fails, and the idea disappears from successful social life.  
 
Should.  It seems people would go along with good, right, greater good, or practical, or with most rules, 
especially with rules they themselves helped to make, but this is not always so.  Why it is not so is not 
important here, only that we see it is not so, and see the need to do something about it.   
 
The most obvious cases in which people don’t do what they ought to do are compulsions and addictions, 
such as gambling, sex, alcohol and other drugs, and a bad temper.  Even when we see we are destroying 
ourselves and loved ones, we keep on.  Less disgusting but sometimes just as damaging are not eating 
right, not exercising, not seeing the doctor, being too concerned with appearance, being too concerned 
with sports or other entertainment, etc.  Strangely, people do not go along with rules and practicality even 
when the path is clear and the penalty for straying obvious.  People do not balance their accounts 
(balance their checkbooks) or pay their taxes.  People buy things when they know they don’t have the 
money to pay just because the credit card successfully makes it through the swipe machine.   
 
We need a boost sometimes.  “Should” is where we get the boost.  “Should” provides the power behind 
what we ought to do, so as to make us do it most of the time.  Other people can appeal to “should” to get 
us to do something if practical appeals are not enough.  “Should” does not always work but it works 
enough so that susceptibility to it has become part of human nature.   
 
“Should” can be used with any of the other moral aspects.  We should do moral good, should seek the 
greater good, should follow rules, should do our duty, and should respect rights.   
 
The facts that “should” puts the power into morality, and that “should” can be used with any aspect of 
morality, lends mistaken credence to the idea that morality is one simple thing.  It might have led to 
misunderstanding among philosophers and biologists.   
 
Rules.  The deep guiding logic of morality is “do unto others”, “applies equally to everybody”, and “I am 
like him-her”.  This is too abstract for most daily life.  From here, we have to go through logical steps to 
get to “do not steal”.  Along with these deep principles, we also need some clear rules for more concrete 
situations.  On the other hand, we can’t have a rule for each particular situation with all the quibbles too.  
We can’t have this rule even if it is true in practice:  “Do not steal on Sundays, and not from anybody 
helpless, weak, holy, important, or powerful.   You can steal from your brother when you are pissed off at 
him“.  We need moderate rules, such as simply “do not steal”.   
 
So far, most people in the original human group have been similar enough.  Here I change that condition.  
Now people do differ in abilities, achievements, wealth, power, and connections although not as much as 
in modern life.   
 
We need rules because people differ.  If everybody were similar, it would be easy to feel the life of other 
people and easy to see the validity of “do unto others”.  It is harder to understand the life of somebody 
more talented than us or in greater poverty than us, and hard to extend ourselves so we can “do unto 
others”.  We need more specific guidelines.  With a rule like “do not steal” we know that it extends even to 
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people not like us.  It extends to cover situations in which we might be tempted to behavior that is not in 
accord with “applies equally to everybody” as when we a poor person steals from a rich person or a rich 
person steals from a poor person.   
 
We need rules because good and greater good do not always coincide.  We need formal guidelines for 
when to go with one or the other.  We need a rule like “help old people even when they do not know who 
you are and even when their kin group is small”.  We need a rule like, “help all children when they are too 
young to know better, even the children of your enemies”.  We need a rule like “don’t rape even the 
women of neighboring bands”.   
 
Rules and “should” go together.  A rule is something we should follow.  A rule implies an end toward 
which we (should) go, a way along which we (should) follow, or a pattern that we (should) extend.  When 
we should do, we should do something.  A rule tells us what it is that we should do.  It is hard to “should 
do” a principle like the Golden Rule but it is possible to “should do” a mid-level rule like “you should give a 
week’s pay per year to charity”.   
 
Right and Wrong.  Recall that competition is comparative and recall the balance of mutually beneficial 
strategies in a group of self-selected good guys.  We do not want to destroy the balance.  Anything that 
strongly spurs the sense of comparative competition might upset the balance.  We have to have some 
competition but not too much.  Also, our group of good guys likely has neighbor “others” that are not-so-
good.  Our group might not be so good to other neighboring groups either.  We are always afraid of bad 
people arising within our group, especially if comparative competition gets nasty.  We need to be able to 
focus the goodness of our group and guard against any non-goodness by others.   
 
Now change conditions again but keep the idea of a self-selected group of good guys with a mutually 
beneficial balance of strategies.  Now everybody is not alike, not even within our group.  Differences are 
still not as large as in modern society but differences are not likely to disappear in short order, so that we 
are not likely to become like other people who are not like us already.  We cannot easily see what it would 
be like to be someone else who is not already quite a bit like us.  When we help someone who is not like 
us, we are not helping a reflection of ourselves at some other time and we are not indirectly helping 
ourselves.  The rich are not likely to get poor right away.  A boy is not likely to turn into a girl in this life.  
Although the group is still “self-selected”, it is less free in reality than ideally.  It is hard to leave because 
the alternatives are not great.  The fact that it is hard to leave allows some subgroups to dominate others, 
such as some families dominating others.  Subgroup dominance is a part of the lives of the primates 
(apes and monkeys) from which we evolved, so it has been a part of human life too from the beginning 
but it was not important in this story until now.   
 
Under these conditions, “applies equally to everybody” and “the greater good” are not so clear.  In terms 
familiar to modern Americans, are all rich people really “job creators” and is it really for the greater good if 
we absolve them of taxes?  If a rich family gives to a poor person, poor people will be knocking on the 
door for weeks.  Any rule that upsets the mutually beneficial balance of strategies is likely to undo the 
group, shrink the greater good, and lead to a morally bad practical fall for a lot of people.  Yet to preserve 
the greater good too much opens the door to the same abuses as with the greater good.  In hunter-
gatherer terms, you should share a large kill or large berry patch with your neighbors regardless of family 
differences.   
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We need ideas or rules that meet the following requirements:   
 
-The rule should apply equally to everybody within any subgroup that is made up of similar people, such 
as a family, specialized gazelle hunters, or gardeners.  In other words, the rule should follow the ideal of 
“applies equally to everybody” and the Golden Rule at least within relevant subgroups.  This ideal can 
serve as the standard by which other ideas can be judged even if it cannot apply in all cases.   
 
-The rule should ideally apply equally to the whole group regardless of differences.  This is an idealized 
extension of the rule above following the basic logic of morality (“applies equally to everybody”).   This is 
what would have been the case if there were no lasting differences between people.  This requirement 
cannot be met in practice.  Still, it is good to hold as an ideal even if it can’t be met in practice.   
 
-The rule does not upset the mutually beneficial balance.  The rule both preserves differences between 
kinds of people and the relations between different kinds of people, enough so that the mutually beneficial 
balance is not upset.   
 
-If a rule might lead to a shift in mutually beneficial balanced strategies, the shift should be clear, it should 
be toward the greater good, and/or it should serve a deep moral principle such as “applies equally to 
everybody”.   
 
-A rule should not serve one subgroup at the expense of others or serve as the tool of one subgroup in its 
relation with other subgroups.   
 
-A rule should be in accord as much as possible with reciprocal altruism (in all variations) and inclusive 
fitness.   
 
-In the original human situation, even with help from kin and friends, people largely determined their own 
fate, and reward was roughly proportional to effort and ability.  That is what it means to say that natural 
selection is an automatic process.  No rule should change the basic relation between reward, ability, and 
effort.  Rules can soften the effect, at least briefly.   
 
-In a situation where people are not all the same, the equivalent of “applies equally to everybody” and the 
Golden Rule is “there but for the grace of God go I”.  That is what empathy means in a social situation 
where people differ.  Ideals and rules have to reflect this feeling.  The best way to reflect this feeling is to 
apply the Golden Rule and “applies equally to everybody” outside your closest reference subgroup.  
Although different kinds of people (hunting specialists, gathering specialists, rich, poor, fierce, artistic) 
might not expect to share exactly the same fate, they do share some general fate, their children might 
become like the neighbors, they might have been born otherwise, they can imagine what it is like to be 
like their neighbors, and sometimes things do change.  Immigrants to the United States often rise in the 
socio-economic hierarchy.  Hunters sometimes have to settle down to learn how to plant potatoes.  In 
many Western movies, the old cattle barons had to learn to put up with spud farmers and new fences.  
Moral feelings can only evolve with sentience; one necessary component of sentience is empathetic 
imagination; and so moral beings have to be able to feel even for people unlike them.   
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Whatever idea, rule, or principle meets these ends is “right”.  Whatever idea, rule, or principle subverts 
these ends is “wrong”.  It is possible to say that whatever meets these ends is both good and right; and 
vice versa for bad and wrong.  We can say that what is “fair” is “right”.  We should expect overlap in moral 
ideas, especially because all share the same deep underlying logic of “applies equally” and the Golden 
Rule.  I do not quibble or straighten out differences here.  If we want a distinction, “good” refers to 
applying core moral principles under all conditions while “right” refers to what fits with core moral 
principles under particular conditions where people differ consistently.   
 
These ends are not all compatible, any more than the good and greater good are always fully compatible, 
so the idea of “right” has some contradictions even within itself.  If “right” had no contradictions, most 
social and moral problems would have been solved by now, and we would all understand perfectly the 
single essential meaning of “right”.  Spike Lee would not have had to make a movie about doing the right 
thing.  Still, because the various meanings of “right” share something in common, we can think about 
diverse situations in similar terms and we can work toward the right thing in diverse situations.   
 
If “right” did not have several somewhat different meanings, it is unlikely that we would need and idea of 
right and unlikely that the idea of right would have been sustained in human evolution.  This is the same 
relation as between “good” and “greater good”, and probably between all the moral components.  That is  
a topic for elsewhere.  
 
Rights and Responsibilities (Duties).  The idea of “applies equally” tells us what to do and how to make 
rules.  It does not guarantee that, if we do to other people as we would like them to do to us, they will do 
to us as they would like to have done to them.  It does not guarantee a return of good behavior.  The idea 
of rights and duties does guarantee at least some back-and-forth good behavior (reciprocity), especially 
with the force of “should” and the threat of enforcement behind the idea.  The idea of rights and duties 
completes the other moral ideas by making sure they stay part of a mutually-reinforcing system.  It ties 
morality into one whole system.   
 
American English uses one word for two ideas.  “Right” can mean “fitting” as above.  “Rights” can also 
mean “what I can expect to do and what I can expect other people to let me do”.  “Responsibilities”  or 
“duties” are “what I should do based on what I am, who I am, or what position I hold, in relation to other 
people (beings or nature)”.  I think Indo-European languages, such as English, generally have one word 
for the two ideas but I don’t know enough to say for sure.  Americans understand there are two ideas, and 
we can always distinguish the two ideas in use when we have to.  Other languages use two or more 
words for the distinct ideas.  Thai has “thuuk” for “right”, “sit” for “rights”, and “naathi” for “responsibility”.  
So we can accept that there are distinct important ideas even though we use the same word.   
 
The ideas of “right and wrong” and “rights and duties” depend on distinct roles and situations.  The ideas 
refer back to some distinct natural types.  The roles and situations are a combination of natural types with 
what happens in the mutually beneficial balance of strategies in a self-selected group of good guys.  The 
idea of “rights” depends on the natural type of a person.  The idea of rights depends on the presence of 
different natural kinds of people (persons) in a group.  A person has rights in the group in relation to other 
people in the group, especially people that are similar but not exactly the same.  A member of the Smith 
family has rights against members of other families.  A mother has rights as a mother, and she has duties 
towards her children and toward other members of the family just because she is a mother.  The Smith 
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family has rights and duties against the Jones family, especially if some of their children have recently 
married.  The link to natural types might be why some cultures get by with the same word for both “right” 
and “rights”.   
 
The ideas of “right” and “rights and duties” are not limited to pure natural types.  Potters and tanners are 
not natural types but both might have rights and duties toward each other.  In the long distant past, the 
rights and duties might have been modeled after natural types such as “siblings” but can grow beyond the 
original model to be a relation in their own terms.  That is partly what human imagination is for.   
 
In some cases, a person can have rights but not duties.  A small child has rights but has few or no duties.  
Sometimes children are happy when they first get duties because it means “I am big now”.  In the large 
majority of cases, “rights” strongly implies “duties”.  “I got a right to sing the blues.  I got a right to feel low 
down”.  “Yes, but only if you really got hurt, only if you don’t ‘cry wolf’, and only if you think your song can 
really make us feel better rather than worse”.  Usually rights and duties are symmetrical if not exactly 
mirror images.  A mother as a mother has duties and rights too but her duties are mostly toward her 
children while her rights are mostly between her and other adults.  As her children grow older, they too 
will have duties to her, and she will have rights (expectations) from them.   
 
In the large majority of cases, rights and duties imply one another.  In the case of rights and duties, it is 
easy to see how we cannot have one without the other, and so why one could not have evolved without 
the other.  If all moral ideas were like rights and duties, then the general argument about morality being 
made up of distinct but mutually dependent components would be easy to make.  The relation between 
moral good and the greater good is like the relation between rights and duties but not exactly alike and 
not as obvious.  The same is true of all the components to each other although I do not elaborate here.   
 
The close tie between rights and duties is evident when one is stressed to the neglect of the other.  Since 
the 1970s, Americans have strongly cultivated rights while forgetting the necessary companion idea of 
duty-responsibility.  We have gone too far in one direction.  Only with children or handicapped people can 
it be a one-way street.  When we invoke rights, we should think also about what duties go along with our 
rights.  If we cannot live up to the responsibilities, we should not expect the rights.  Especially as citizen in 
a democracy, we have duties that go along with rights.  Simply being a person does give us some rights 
but it also gives us some responsibilities.  If we invoke the idea of rights without also living up to our 
responsibilities, then we necessarily treat ourselves as children and should expect other people to treat 
us as children too.   
 
If people in the original human setting were able to abuse rights and duties flagrantly for their own benefit 
to the harm of others, or were able to abuse any of the other major components of morality, then none of 
the components could have evolved.  Of course, people do abuse almost everything a little bit but other 
people keep us within working limits.  We can assume that all the components of morality, and morality as 
a whole, were a net benefit despite some minor losses sometimes.  Otherwise, they could not have 
evolved.  This is why morality and practicality usually coincide, and why it is wrong to think of them as 
contraries opposed to each other.   
 
Natural Types.  The link of natural types to right and wrong, and rights and duties, raises issues for the 
evolution of morality.  I don’t think the issues invalidate the analysis I have given here but I need to 
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mention them.  Some anthropologists do not recognize natural types at all (I am not sure how many 
biologists recognize them).  Some anthropologists say all types are given to us by our culture or society 
only.  I am not sure but I think some anthropologists would say that even the ideas of “moral good”, 
“greater good”, “should”, “rules, “right and wrong” and “rights and duties” are not natural types but are 
present only in some cultures.  I disagree.  Some natural types have firm grounding in the evolved lives of 
social animals, and, on top of that, some natural types have firm grounding in the evolved social life of 
early humans.  See the Bibliography.  The ideas of “male”, “female”, “mother”, “child”, “mother and child”, 
“young”, and “adult” are likely hardwired into most mammalian brains.  I think the major aspects of 
morality were hardwired into human brains by evolution.   
 
Of course, even if we do accept some natural types, culture and society clearly modify natural types and 
add types of their own that take on a status like natural types.  I think it would not be possible to make up 
types unless we began with at least some natural types as a base.  As humans accumulated technology, 
they developed types that had to do with specific ways of making a living and specific orders of power.  
The idea of “mother” is similar across most cultures and situations but not exactly the same.  A mother in 
America is not the same as a mother in China or in Thailand.  A mother is similar among most peasants 
but ideas about her vary according to whether the peasants raise wheat or rice.  The idea of a leader is 
present in all cultures but the leader is not the same in India as in America.  The leader is not the same in 
democratic Iran as in theocratic Iran.  The ideas of “hunter” and “gatherer” likely were almost hardwired 
into the brains of early humans but the idea of “farmer” certainly was not, yet farmers around the world 
have traditional rights and duties.  The rights and duties of farmers are both similar and different between 
America, France, England, Japan, China, and Thailand.  It is hard to separate out what might be natural, 
what comes from the strategies of making a living and of power, and what comes of culture.  Even so, we 
can still sense that the ideas of right and wrong, rights, and duties, depend on types and that some of the 
types have a firm grounding in our basic evolved nature.   
 
Fairness etc.  I don’t know if the aspects of morality given so far are all the core major aspects.  There 
are other ideas in morality, such as fairness and justice.  I don’t know if other ideas of morality can be 
made up from the aspects given so far.  By pushing, we can get some.  “Fairness” is allotting resources, 
including attention, according to type and according to aspects of the current situation that might modify 
considerations of type.  It is “only fair” to allot cookies to children almost equally but with some concern 
given to age and weight.  It is “only fair” ideally to allot attention to children without regard to age, weight, 
and personality; it is not possible to do this in practice.  I found that the ideas above let me work my way 
through many moral issues.  I am not sure it is worth trying to force all of morality into one minimal set as 
with postulates and theorems in mathematics, especially if the situation is more like the sense of taste 
than of sight.  Worrying about this issue kept me from writing down anything for well over a decade.  Here 
is not the place to go into it.  This concern also does not invalidate anything said here.   
 
Mixed Moral Beings Again, Impassable Gate.  
 
Even self-selected groups of good guys have people of mixed moral aptitudes.  The fact that morality is 
not one thing but several makes the situation more mixed.  Some people have a strong sense of “applies 
equally to everybody” while other people see in terms of the Golden Rule or feel empathy.  Some people 
feel moral good and are adept at seeking it while other people are adept at the greater good or at the 
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feeling of right.  How the compound nature of morality complicates the mix in self-selected groups of good 
guys has not been very well investigated yet.   
 
Evolution can bring us to see moral ideals but it cannot make us live up to them fully.  Evolution leads us 
to understand “applies equally to everybody” and the Golden Rule but it also makes sure that we cannot 
fully comply.  Evolution leads us to understand the idea of “do the right thing” but also makes sure that we 
do not always do the right thing.  Evolution brings us to a great gate through which we can see another 
world but then makes sure we cannot walk through the gate.   
 
Our mixed moral aptitudes complicate self-perpetuating situations, both good and bad.  When people are 
in the middle, as we are most of the time, our mixed moral aptitudes probably help keep us in the middle.  
It is hard for one personality type or one idea of goodness to dominate and to swing the entire group over 
to thorough goodness.  People are not good enough to become too good.  In the same way, luckily, also 
usually we are not bad enough to become too bad.  Normal people might do bad things from time to time 
but few of us want to become thoroughly bad, and most of us can be led to correct our behavior.  Most of 
us can see where bad behavior leads and so veer off before we get too far.   
 
It might be nearly impossible to sustain a very good situation (at least outside the affluent suburbs) but 
unfortunately it is possible to sustain some very bad situations.  Our mixed moral aptitudes sometimes are 
not enough to pull us back.  In fact, our mixed moral aptitudes can be turned to the “dark side” as when 
righteous indignation does not serve primarily to ferret out bad behavior but as a tool in attacking other 
people.  We know that “applies equally to everybody” can serve to bring people together and so we know 
when violating it can humiliate and subjugate people, as when one ethnic group finds ways to apply laws 
unequally so as to disgrace and dominate another ethnic group.  In a scene made famous in a Bruce Lee 
movie and in several later Chinese remakes, a foreign subjugating power had posted a sign at a park in a 
Chinese city that said, “No dogs or Chinese allowed”.  Adept bad people fully understand “divide and 
conquer”.  Always I am reminded of ethnic relations in America and the fault on all sides.  The desire for 
the greater good is one great support for fascism.   
 
Despite a few dark episodes, all in all, people are pretty good.  We are usually more than good enough 
for normal situations and problems.  We just need sharp clear reminders every so often.   
 
Unfortunately, our evolved moral skills are probably not good enough for the most important challenges 
we face today and in the near future.  I am not sure our innate human decency is enough for the future.  I 
think evolved human skills are not enough to handle the complexities of modern participatory democracy 
on a planet where population is growing, expectations skyrocketing, resources dwindling, and nature is 
devastated.  It is unlikely we will sink into post-apocalyptic barbarism but we probably will lose the charm 
and grace that is core to being human.  
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5.06 Implications, Especially about Jesus    
 
 
This chapter points out implications of the previous chapters, and comments on Jesus.  
 
Altruism as Perfect Morality.  Contrary to misconception, morality is not all about altruism.  Sometimes 
altruism can serve morality.  Morality is about getting along so we can all do well and live decently. We do 
that when we follow the logic of morality.   We cannot live up to the ideals but we can see the ideals and 
we can try hard.  Here is some good advice about trying hard that is often misunderstood and abused.  If 
you don’t read too much into it, you get the real point clearly enough.  
 
John 3:16 – 3:17.  * God loved the world so much that he gave his only Son so everyone who believes in 
him does not die but has eternal life.  God did not send his Son into the world to judge the world but so 
that through his Son the world would be saved.” *   
 
John 15:9 – 15:17.  * “As God the Father loves me, so I love you.  Live in my love.  If you listen to me, you 
will live in my love as I listened to my Father and have lived in his love.  I have talked to you like this so 
that the joy I feel might be in you and so your joy [in life] will be complete.  This is my command:  Love 
one another as I have loved you.  A man cannot show any greater love than to die for his friends.  You 
are my friends if you do what I tell you.  I no longer call you servants.  A servant does not know why his 
master does what his master does.  I call you friends because I have told you everything I heard from my 
Father [and now you know why].  You did not choose me; I chose you.  I charged you to go out into the 
world and to bear fruit, fruit that will endure.  When you carry out your charge, God will give you all that 
you ask in my name.  This is my [final and highest] command to you:  Love one another.” *   
 
Jesus did not say most of this but it does show his intentions and his all-about:  Jesus has told us what to 
do.  We now know as much as he does.  He took us to the gate and showed us what lies beyond.  Now 
we know to love our neighbors.  That is the same as doing to them what we want them to do for us, and 
“applies equally to everybody”.   
 
Jesus probably did prefer as friends people that followed his teachings about the Kingdom of God and 
who were otherwise interesting.  Jesus did not take as friends only people that did his commands.  The 
early Church invented this restriction so as to divide people into in-group and out-group and thus to 
maintain in-group cohesion.  By 100 CE, when this passage was written down, the early Church was 
already deciding what Jesus’ commands were.   
 
Moral and Natural.  Much of what Jesus advised is moral but not necessarily natural, such as that his 
mission is more important than family.  Too often, especially in the modern world with romanticized ideas 
of nature, people use the ideas of natural and moral more as tools to influence other people than because 
they have thought through the issues.  To get clear about Jesus’ use of morality we first have to get past 
the misuse of natural and moral.   
 
People like to think that natural and moral coincide completely.  When both ideas can be used to judge 
behavior, people feel the judgment strongly and are likely to go along.  If we can label a behavior both 
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natural and moral, then we feel people really should do it.  Taking good care of your kids is natural and 
moral, and you better do it.  If we can label a behavior both unnatural and immoral, then we had better not 
do it.  Child molesters die in jail.  Intermediate cases are annoying and we would like to exclude them.  
When an unemployed single mother steals to feed her children, or when an experienced sixteen year old 
girl seduces an inexperienced twenty year old man, we get edgy.  People want to use both ideas together 
so as to better influence other people.   
 
Although natural and moral coincide much of the time, they do not coincide all the time.  If evolution has 
cases of natural evil, nature and morality cannot coincide all the time.  If evolution leads us to see moral 
ideals but makes sure we cannot live up to ideals, then nature and morality cannot coincide all the time.  
People on all sides of issues and all hues in the political spectrum like to invoke nature to bolster their 
positions.  People use nature to attack the moral positions of their rivals.  The easiest way to get clearer is 
to see a few confused ideas.  
 
People think nature is always benign but that is not true.  Apple seeds contain cyanide.  Cancer is natural, 
although it can be induced by manufactured chemicals.  Long-term exposure to sunlight also can cause 
cancer.  Crocodiles and snakes are natural but they can kill you.  Poison oak and poison ivy are natural.  
Fire ants are natural but horrible.  Some natural chemicals are poisonous.  Chocolate kills dogs.  Because 
herbal tea is natural does not mean it is all good or can’t harm you.  No tea cures cancer.  Caffeine from 
tea can make you just as jittery as the caffeine in “energy” drinks.  Yerba matte tea contains a high dose 
of a chemical that acts like amphetamines.   
 
Just as not all natural things are good, not all made things are bad.  Recorded music is good except when 
it is abused by people by being blasted out of cars.  I love brownies from a mix.  Modern people cannot 
live without smart phones now.   
 
Some people mistakenly think all diseases come from unnatural conditions, and that nature can provide a 
cure for all unnatural diseases.  If we didn’t live badly, we would never get sick.  If we do get sick, we can 
always find something in nature’s vast benevolent storehouse to cure us.  Few people who think like this 
have in mind that our natural way of life was hunting-gathering.  Usually they have in mind a gardening 
way of life without realizing gardening is unnatural (not practiced by original humans) and agriculture led 
people to malnutrition, famine, stunted growth, disease, and organized war.  People who live absolutely 
natural pure lives still get cancer and still catch the flu.  There is no natural cure for allergies, leukemia, 
cervical cancer, or prostate cancer.  There is no natural cure for depression other than some chemicals 
we get in what we eat.  Postpartum depression can be all natural, and sometimes it is best treated with 
made chemicals.  Whether we get any of the diseases just mentioned seems to depend as much on our 
natural genes as on what we ate, drank, breathed, wore, or did.  Exercise and a balanced diet are more 
effective at prevention than any “natural” quick fixes.   
 
We label behavior that we promote as natural and moral even though it might not be fully either, such as 
large-scale interventionist national defense.  We label behavior that we dislike as unnatural and immoral 
even though it might not merit full condemnation, such as drug use or welfare aid to poor people.  The 
biggest problem with natural versus moral comes with behavior that is at issue in the American “culture 
wars”.  People invoke natural and moral together to gain the strongest possible support for their position 
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in the culture wars.  People on one side say homosexuality is unnatural and thus immoral while people on 
the other side say homosexuality is natural and thus moral.   
 
In truth, sometimes we think acts are natural but also think they are immoral and we don’t want people do 
them.  We don’t want people to steal, especially from us.  Sometimes we think acts are moral but not 
natural and we want people to do them anyway.  We want people to help strangers in the city, especially 
lost children.  Natural and moral are not the same.  Sometimes we have to choose.  It is likely natural for 
healthy young women to begin having children when they are about 16 years old but it is not responsible 
to have children until you can fully support them, for sure, all their lives, by yourself, in the real capitalist 
world, and so it can be immoral to do what is natural.  Prostitution, drug use, and gambling are a bit 
immoral, but mild indulgence is probably natural, and it is more immoral to try to suppress them, so, in this 
case, natural wins.   
 
We should guard against people who say that natural and moral are the same, and so we don’t have to 
think but only have to do what they advise.  This is how both Right Wing and PC warriors approach the 
question of gay marriage, abortion, drugs, family life, and relations of church and state.   
 
If you want to use nature to assess morality, or morality to assess nature, then you should know enough 
about both nature and morality.  If you know something about nature, maybe it can help you assess what 
is moral, but, at bottom, you have to decide about morality on the basis of moral logic.  You have to give 
reasons.  Then you have to decide what is better, natural or moral.  When making the assessment, it 
helps to recall what other people have done and what the great teachers have said.  
 
Evolution Aims at Sentience, Morality, and Goodness.  Wherever sentience evolves, morality also will 
evolve, and vice versa.   In the future, it will be possible to make artificial sentient organisms, or write 
computer programs, without morality, or with a different morality than humans have; but it is not possible 
under natural selection.  Both sentience and morality can evolve only in a group made of persons that see 
themselves as persons and that see other group members as persons and as group members.  When the 
conditions are ripe for one to evolve, the other will evolve as well.  I believe morality and sentience are 
mutually dependent, like the aspects within morality, and so can only evolve together, but I did not make 
that point in this book.   
 
Because morality evolves, evolves under similar conditions whenever it evolves, and evolves in similar 
ways, morality will be similar among all evolved sentient-moral beings.  All evolved morality will have 
“applies equally”, the Golden Rule, empathy, and respecting similarity and difference.  All evolved 
morality will have moral good, the greater good, rules, should, right and wrong, and rights and duties.  
The balances need not be all the same for all evolved moralities.  If bears evolve morality, they might feel 
a greater sense of moral good or a greater sense of the Golden Rule than we do.  If cats evolve morality, 
they might have a lesser sense of rules than we do; but they will still have a sense of rules.  Science 
fiction makes a point of the fact that other beings evolve a morality similar to ours but not exactly like 
ours.  Klingon morality is different than Terran morality but also similar enough so we can see each 
other’s moral stances and deal with them.  If dolphins and whales have evolved a morality, it will be quite 
a bit like ours but not exactly like ours.  All evolved moral groups will have mixed moral personalities.  All 
evolved moral groups will have the ability to rationalize exploiting other moral groups, just as humans did 
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among themselves.  Let us hope we all go further toward the logic of “applies equally” and the Golden 
Rule before we all meet.   
 
Evolution “aims” toward the development of sentience and morality, at least in a few species on a planet 
with the right conditions.  Because all evolved sentient-moral beings understand good, seek good, and 
avoid badness, and all evolved sentient-moral beings are likely to be good more often than bad, we can 
also say evolution “aims” toward goodness while avoiding badness.   
 
We can say evolution “aims” at sentience, morality, and goodness together; but we should not make too 
much of this situation.  Use it to spark your imagination but don’t make anything too metaphysical out of it.  
Evolution also seems to aim at predators and parasites, and we don’t want to raise them to demigods.  
Evolution aims at sentience, morality, and goodness in the same sense that it aims at complexity, five 
senses, locomotion, sexuality, a central nervous system, mouths, arms and legs, trophic levels, ecological 
communities, and warm blood (thermoregulation).  Evolution aims at any trait in the same way an 
avalanche aims downhill or a planet aims to orbit around a star.  Under the right conditions, that particular 
trait has a high chance of developing.  That is all.   Evolution does not aim at any trait in the sense that 
everything else is a preparation for the trait, the trait is the highest trait, it is the culmination of evolution, it 
is the culmination of any logical progression, or the trait is inevitable.  Sentience and morality were not 
inevitable on Earth.  Even goodness was not inevitable on Earth.  Parasitism was more inevitable, and do 
we really want to say that tape worms are the ultimate form of life toward which God aimed?  Maybe 
sentience, morality, and goodness are only preparations for another coming trait that will be even higher, 
such as telepathy, the ability to shape reality directly with our minds, or escape from our bodies.  Once we 
understand the danger in saying that evolution aimed at sentience, morality, or goodness, then we can 
think about how inevitable we see them, how high they are, and how much we can see them as the 
culmination of evolution and of God’s plan.  We can use our imagination without mistaking our desire to 
raise ourselves to divinity as some kind of logical certainty.  
 
Selective Attachment.  Morality has been perverted to serve immoral ends.  To pervert morality, a bad 
person convinces people to feel moral about acts that most people, under normal circumstances, would 
consider immoral, such as killing a child.  If morality can be perverted easily, then it is hard to argue a link 
between God and morality.  It is hard to argue that God gave us morality through evolution.  Instead, 
morality is just another evolved feeling, like pleasure, that can be attached to acts so as to get organisms 
to do what needs to be done when other feelings might not be enough.  If morality can be attached easily 
to any act, that fact seems to block any special status for morality, especially any link to God.   
 
I can’t remember who said that, if ants had morality, then killing a rival queen would be a virtue.  We can 
add similar cases:  male lions would say killing the cubs of a previous male is a sacrament; tarantula 
hawks would say stinging a tarantula is holy; and the aliens in the movie “Alien” would say sticking an egg 
down a human gut is blessed.  This is wrong.  If ants could feel morality, they would have had to evolve 
sentience along with morality.  Ants are not sentient, so they cannot have morality as humans do.  The 
can have no moral feelings about killing a queen or any organism.  If ants did evolve sentience and 
morality together, then they would understand why killing a queen might not be moral.  They might find a 
rationalization to do it anyway, but they would understand the moral dilemma.  The same is true of lions, 
tarantula hawks, and aliens.   
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I accept that morality can be perverted but I don’t think this means moral feelings can be attached to just 
any act, morality has no special status, or there is no link between morality and God.  Almost any ability 
can be perverted.  That does not necessarily discredit the ability.  It depends on how often and how badly 
the ability can be perverted.  It depends on whether the perversion completely discredits the underlying 
logic of the ability.  In modern America, eating has been perverted.  How morality is perverted actually 
shows its underlying logic, and that, in turn, bolsters the special status of morality, and the idea that God 
gave us morality through evolution.   
 
Moral feelings cannot easily be attached to any acts such as murder, and they are not usually attached to 
mundane acts such as a quick lunch at the local counter.  Most of the time, moral feelings attach to 
actions and rules that we want to apply to everybody equally, and that we can do for them as we want 
them to do for us.  When bad people pervert morality, they convince other people that an act is really for 
the greater good even when the act does not seem good, that an act is something other people would 
want us to do generally but we just don’t know it, or that an act is really an extension of a rule we already 
accept.  People use one aspect of moral logic to pervert other aspects.  They cannot attach moral feeling 
wherever they want or however they want but only in accord with underlying moral logic.  When a child, or 
a political interest group, says “but that’s not fair” purely to advance self-interest, still they have to appeal 
to an underlying idea of fairness.  In appealing to the underlying idea of fairness, they actually bolster the 
idea of fairness, and prepare us for other better uses.  The underlying idea of fairness exists apart from 
particular bad uses of it, and supports other good uses.  It is up to better people and better thinkers to 
expose how bad people misuse moral logic, and to put us on a better track.  It is up to better thinkers to 
use moral logic correctly.  Practicality gives rise to morality but does not engulf morality.  Morality can only 
be perverted because it has a deep underlying logic.  The fact that morality has an underlying logic does 
allow it to be perverted some of the time but also keeps it from being perverted the vast majority of the 
time.  The logical drift of morality shows through despite the fact that morality evolved, usually goes along 
with practicality, and can be perverted.  Jesus understood the logical drift of morality, and pushed in the 
direction of morality’s logical drift.   
 
The argument that morality evolved, so moral feelings can be attached to any act, and, therefore morality 
has no special status, not only undermines any link between morality and God, it also undermines any 
special status for morality.  This argument also undermines moral atheism.  If moral atheists want to keep 
any special status for morality, they have to counter this argument.  To counter this argument, they have 
to resort to the underlying logic of morality.  In resorting to the underlying logic of morality, they show the 
slight gap between morality and practicality.  If they want to keep this argument, then they have to explain 
how moral feelings can attach to any act but morality is still special.  I don’t think they can do that.  I think 
any attempt to keep morality special leads back to the idea that God gave it to us, and all sentient beings, 
through evolution.   
 
Evil Does Not Begat Good.  Evolution is messy, ugly, amoral, and sometimes immoral.  Sometimes it 
works through mechanisms that middle class people officially dislike, such as self-interest, nepotism, 
favoritism, coalitions, conniving, betrayal, strong people dominating other people, and the weak going 
along with the strong.  Paradoxically, without amorality, sentient-moral beings would never have evolved.  
Because morality evolved in self-selected groups of good guys, most of us are mostly good.  Even so, 
even among good guys, all of us have some bad in us.  We are all mixed.  If we did not have to watch out 
for bad tendencies and bad people trying to invade the good guys, our goodness would not be so strong.  
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A group of good guys almost invites badness, like a pond of sitting ducks.  Bad and evil often are more 
fun than goodness.  These points together raise two question, to both of which the answer is “no”.  (1) Are 
good and evil locked together in some kind of symbiosis, so that we cannot have one without the other?  
Don’t we need evil to create good?  In some way, isn’t evil the same as good, or just as good as good?  
Aren’t Jesus and the Devil the same?  (2) So, isn’t it alright to do evil, or at least to do just exactly what I 
want?  By doing evil, or doing what I want, aren’t I really helping good?  By being an agent of selfishness 
and evil, aren’t I really being an agent of good?  This position is a re-assertion of bad ideas from ancient 
dualism.  Variations on this position are used to excuse bad abuses of capitalism; and, amazingly, people 
accept the excuses.   
 
Evolution gives no excuse for badness, including evil.  Amorality is not the same as immorality.  Self-
interest is not the same as selfishness.  Self-interest has served the evolution of morality but selfishness 
rarely has.  Evolution punishes selfishness as much as it punishes too much goodness.  You do not serve 
morality by being persistently selfish.  Evil is like unrelenting selfishness.  Evolution usually discards evil 
just as it discards unrelenting selfishness.  Without implying anything too metaphysical, it is fair to say:  
when evolution makes sentient-moral beings, then evolution consistently produces goodness; it endures 
badness, including evil; evolution only sometimes makes badness as a by-product; and it does not aim at 
badness.  Good and evil are not locked in metaphysical twin-hood.  Whether you serve morality by being 
appropriately self-interested depends on the institutions in which you live.  If you want to serve goodness 
indirectly rather than just do good yourself, then you can work to create the right institutions.  Serve 
democracy.  Strive for enlightened well-regulated free enterprise.  Strive for enlightened environmental 
regulation.  You can serve goodness by being bad in some cases only because other people are good.  
Yes, it is possible to be too good in this world.  But normal people so rarely make this mistake that you 
don’t have to worry about it.  You need not seek to right the balance of too much goodness over badness 
by being bad yourself.  Seek to find the right balance between good and self-interest.  Don’t raise evil or 
selfishness to metaphysical principles just for excuses.  Evil and selfishness are what they are on their 
face.  So is goodness.  This situation might be why God did not want Adam and Eve to learn about Good 
and Evil while in Eden; just do well naturally and don’t cogitate too much; Taoists and Buddhists would 
approve of just doing good without too much navel-gazing.   
 
Right Response.  We live in a world where we feel morality but we cannot live up to the ideal, and, in the 
meantime, people suffer.  What is the right overall response?  The major world religions and philosophers 
have given us the right response.  Jesus gave us the best response.  Our parents and grandparents gave 
us the right response.  Novelists, playwrights, TV writers, and movie writers have given it to us.  Be 
useful.  Try hard to be honest and to help.  Help people and nature.  Do to other people as you would like 
them to do to you.  At least, do not hurt them.   Pay it forward, more than once.  Enjoy life if you can.  
Strive for justice and against injustice.  Be honest in your job, carrying out its full duties, showing no 
favoritism even to kin, but showing mercy to the needy.  Accept that you will suffer some loss if you are 
honest.  Use your mind to figure out what is the best government.  Use your mind to figure out the best 
use of your time and energy.  Work hard for a cause if you feel the urge but be careful with zealotry.  Be a 
good citizen.  Don’t be selfish.  Don’t be a fool.  Accept your limitations and work around them as best you 
can.  Accept human frailty and put it into contexts where it will do the least damage and the most good.  
Don’t allow institutions to encourage bad behavior.  Learn when you can count on human strength.  Don’t 
ask more than people can give.  Found democracy on good institutions rather than on unrealistically ideal 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People    5.06 Implications 

7 
 

humans.  You can add more details.  These slogans do not make the problems go away.  But we have to 
start here.   
 
Jesus.  Jesus was not a systematic philosopher so there is no point combing through scriptures looking 
for quotes to support my ideas about morality, the evolution of morality, or God’s role.  These points stand 
out.  
 
Evolution leads us to see moral ideals but cannot get us to act fully in accord with the ideals.  Jesus 
pushes us to act better.  He gives us the shove that we need in the right direction of empathy and the 
Golden Rule.  It is not clear if his teachings will be enough to get us to act well enough to save the planet 
and the quality of human life.  If they are not, it is hard to see what would be enough.  In combination with 
realistic practicality and good ideas from other religious teachers, it might be the best chance we have.   
 
Jesus’ teachings are effective in getting us to act better because they go along with the deep underlying 
logic of evolved morality.  Jesus completes evolution (don’t take this phrase too seriously; see below).   It 
would take too long to go through each of Jesus’ teachings, exemplified in passages, to show how they 
continue the logic of evolved morality.  I invite the reader to do that from the points cited in Part Four of 
this book, and then to go to a New Testament to look further.  Maybe a few points here can carry the 
case.  I explained evolutionary moral logic primarily through “applies equally”.  Many people think of the 
Golden Rule when they think of Jesus.  The Golden Rule is fully in line with “applies equally”.  “Applies 
equally” is another way to say the Golden Rule, and vice versa.  If we adopt one then we have to adopt 
the other.  If we apply all rules equally to everybody, then we have to do what we want other people to do, 
and we expect them to act well toward us too.  Jesus also preached universal love.  If we love everybody 
then we love everybody about equally, including sometimes ourselves when we need it.  Jesus preached 
the value of the self.  If we value our true self more than any power or possessions, and we see other 
people as like us, then we value them in the same way too.  His teachings build on the empathy that is an 
intrinsic part of evolved sentience and evolved morality.  That is what it means to see other people as 
ourselves and act toward them as we want them to act toward us.   
 
The morality that Jesus urged on us is not completely natural.  It is not natural to love your neighbor as 
yourself or really to treat all people exactly as you would like them to treat you.  It is not natural to give 
away all your possessions in the uncertain hope of attaining the Kingdom of God.  It is not natural to put 
Jesus ahead of your family and country.  It is not natural to let another person commit violence against 
you and your family without trying to protect you and them.  It is not natural to let bad people destroy a 
good society in the hope that God will rebuild another similar good society later when he feels like it.  
Family values might be perfectly natural but it is not what Jesus was all-about.  All these ideas might be 
an extension of ideas based in evolution but they are not an extension allowed by evolution.  Yet some of 
us still urge these ideas on all of us, or at least urge us to find a compromise with reality that is more in 
accord with the ideals than normal.  We all have to decide how much we accept of the ideal and the 
natural, and where to draw the lines.   
 
Jesus was a victim of the greater good, just as Harry Potter was.  The Roman and Jewish authorities 
killed Jesus to prevent public disturbance; they killed Jesus for the greater good.  Anybody who reads the 
Gospels with an open mind can see this is so regardless of attempts by the Gospel writers to blame Jews.  
Officials acted out of genuine concern for the greater good, acted within their authority, and did what 
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many people considered for the greater good at that time and would consider for the greater good in our 
time.  The Roman and Jesus authorities were as human as we are, and so we likely would kill Jesus for 
the greater good too.  I have met deeply Christian church goers, police officers, soldiers, and government 
officials who would not understand they would kill Jesus too if he appeared today.  Jesus’ death is a hard 
lesson that people use the greater good to sustain their own ideas of order, and that people make miss 
the mark even when they really mean to do good.  A friend told me that Mel Gibson used his own hands 
to drive the nails into Jesus’ hands in the movie “The Passion of the Christ”.  Maybe our flawed tendency 
to squash good people in the name of the greater good is one reason why Western people are so 
suspicious of authority and of people that claim to know the greater good.  Jesus’ death is a clear lesson 
that we have to think hard about the moral good and general good so we can salvage both the true moral 
good and true general good.   
 
Jesus taught a strenuous morality but he was not an absolutist.  He appreciated the difference between 
the moral good and the greater good.  He understood that all moral ideas can cause trouble.  He did 
promote the Kingdom of God, and thought it was the vehicle for the greater good in his time.  But the 
Kingdom of God ultimately was to be run by God.  I doubt Jesus would have crushed anybody’s real 
moral good or anybody’s right in order to achieve the greater good even of the Kingdom of God.  Jesus 
refused dominion over the world, and he insisted on the integrity of each individual.  It is not clear from 
scripture how God would run the Kingdom nor what Jesus’ agenda would have been if he had lived 
longer.   
 
Jesus urged people to do practical and moral good regardless of any connection to the greater good or to 
any official structure of the greater good.  Stop thinking about the Kingdom of Israel; stop waiting for the 
Kingdom of God.  Just help people.  Just love.  Just treat people as you wish to be treated.  Make realistic 
plans for this world.  If you do that much practical and moral good, then the greater good will follow and 
most rightness will follow.  With luck, the Kingdom will follow too.  This is what makes Jesus seem naïve 
but it is also part of his appeal and power.     
 
Usually Jesus pushed in the evolved direction of the underlying logic of morality, including most moral 
aspects such as good and greater good.  The idea of rights and duties seems like a bit of an exception.  
Jesus wanted us to carry out our duties and to seek rights for all people in accord with moral logic.  But 
he did not want us to insist on our rights, especially if we did not also do our duties, and if we did not feel 
the correct reasons behind our rights.  He did not push rights and duties completely.  He would stress 
duties as much as rights.  He would like us to carry out our duties not just because they were duties but 
because we understood the rightness and goodness behind them.  That is not really an exception to 
following moral logic toward its endpoint but it is a variation that we have to be clear about.  As long as we 
are clear, I don’t see any problem.  (Some Protestants worry a lot about this point.  Despite stressing faith 
[underlying moral logic] more than acts [duties], some Protestants seem to have raised duties [acts] to a 
higher level than other moral aspects and other moral logic [faith].)   
 
Jesus clearly understood the vicious circles that result when we return bad for bad and when we hold a 
grudge.  Jesus understood the evil regimes that result from pursuing the greater good.  Jesus understood 
using good as an excuse to get your way and to undermine the greater good.  His teachings help us get 
out of terrible situations of blaming and revenge.  They give people the courage to cut the cycle.  They 
help us ratchet up the levels of practical, moral, greater good, and rightness, and to keep them there.  His 
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teachings start a new higher cycle.  They help us get into a pattern where good acts sustain good acts 
and the greater good really increases naturally.  His teachings start the ball of “pay it forward” and keep 
the ball going.  Forgiveness is not only good-and-right in itself but creates further good and supports the 
greater good by erasing bad and by promoting good further along the line.  Jesus’ teachings will not cure 
all bad situations by making enough people in them good.  If people had that much potential for good, 
then bad situations would never arise or would be cured easily.  Jesus’ teachings help us see the 
situations more clearly and help us do as much good as we can within bad situations.   
 
When we follow Jesus’ teachings enough to get us up a level, we feel better about ourselves and others.  
We feel more comfortable.  When we feel comfortable about other people and when we do not fear falling 
too far backwards, we are better judges of the greater good and of all morality.  We do not need as many 
schemes for the greater good, and we are better judges of the schemes that do come along.  When we 
are comfortable, we can afford to make mistakes because we feel we can recover.  We are receptive to 
plausible ideas about the greater good, as Americans were in the 1960s and 1970s.  We are also better 
judges of what can go wrong with schemes; as Americans were in the 1990s.  Jesus’ teachings move the 
good, the greater good, and the right closer together without merging them mindlessly.   
 
A human being cannot strive to meet the ideals of Jesus and still succeed in this world.  You have to be 
too honest and too open to exploitation.  Jesus was correct when he told the rich young man to sell all his 
possessions before the rich young man could follow Jesus into the Kingdom of God.  Whether a person 
can reasonably well follow Jesus and reasonably well succeed in this world at the same time is a matter 
of debate.  Churches and sects gain followers by telling them they can have their world cake and eat their 
spiritual cake too but the churches and sects are wrong.   
 
Jesus and Evolution Again.   
 
Now I have the makings of a metaphysical theological thriller.  We have at least six distinct but related 
moral qualities (good, greater good, should, rules, right and wrong, and rights and duties) that cannot be 
reduced to any one quality but need to work together and need to be resolved, like the seemingly 
contradictory initial evidence in a spy movie.  Evolution takes us to the gate but cannot take us through; 
Jesus points the way.  Jesus takes us where mere biological evolution can lead us to but cannot go.  
Jesus embodies the culmination of evolution.  Because sentience and morality have to evolve together, 
would have the same features wherever they evolved, and would have features much like what Jesus 
urged us toward, we can say that Jesus is the agent of a principle that is universal in this world.  We can 
see Jesus as a metaphysical cosmological principle and a savior, the embodied force, for our world, of 
usually-spiritual goodness.  He is an avatar of God, and maybe God himself.  We could hail Jesus as the 
greatest Buddha and/or bodhisattva.  I could easily devise a scenario wherein Jesus could play this role.  
We could have a modern pseudo-Orthodox variation on the old stories of Gnosticism and Emanation.  We 
could even re-introduce the twin-hood of good and evil.  While tempting, and while this story would sell 
more books, it is better to say “no”.  Jesus did not resolve all problems with morality although he made us 
more aware of them and he gave us the right advice so we can carry on with a better life as normal 
people.  He gave us real advice for a real world where all advice is bound to come up short of solving all 
problems perfectly.  What he did is a lot, and enough.  It is much better not to sully his real achievement 
by cranking Jesus up to our imaginary self-serving heavens.  If you can make a metaphysical theological 
thriller out of the story, then go ahead, but it would be better if nobody listened to you.    
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Before the rise of Darwinian ideas about evolution in the late 1800s, there were ideas about other kinds of 
evolution, mostly what we now would call ideas about progress:  the world moved in directions, mostly 
higher and better, guided by the invisible hand of a hidden spirit.  Every once in a while we can see the 
spirit behind the plan.  The spirit looks like a human person.  To “seal the deal”, sometimes the spirit 
takes on a body and lives among us.  For reasons I do not fully understand, people ever since agriculture, 
including modern people, have felt deeply happy to believe this scenario.  Even atheists have a version 
(great thinkers and the progress of the human spirit).  I was infected too but I tried to find some residual 
truth despite the infection.  People feel good to believe they can link up with the guiding spirit, especially 
the embodied form.  People who want to think of Jesus as the embodied culmination of cosmic planning 
and directed biological evolution are not being guided by a clear idea of Jesus but really are being guided 
by the older odder need for an embodied spirit of world advancement.  Their understanding of biological 
evolution will be distorted by the need for an embodied personal spirit.  That distortion is more likely than 
that their theological stories are guided by a solid understanding of real biological evolution.   
 
So, the cure is:  just say “no” to bad religion and bad use of the imagination.  Just don’t see Jesus as a 
cosmological theological principle.  Take him as he is.  If you want to speculate, that is good, that is part 
of human nature.  Be sure to get the facts straight first and to stay well-ground in facts.  Find out if any 
hidden ideas from the dim mists of history and human longing are secretly guiding you.  Know that any 
silliness you spout can mislead people.   
 
I doubt it offends Stan Lee to say the X-Men are an example of a good way to think about non-Darwinian 
evolution, spiritual superiority, and morality.  Magneto clearly is a step forward in evolution but he is also a 
very bad paradigm for Jesus.  Evolved talents too often lead to a sense of separation, superiority, and 
entitlement rather than to a sense of connection and obligation.  Even if we have been abused for our 
talents, as was Magneto and Jesus, we should not let the abuse force us down the dark path.  Too many 
Christians follow Magneto.  Dr. Xavier is a better paradigm for Jesus because he does not believe he is 
entitled and he thinks mutants and normal people (“muggles”) are basically similar.  But even Dr. X is not 
much better as a role model for us because he is obviously super too.  We can actually be X-Men, and 
women, without needing a Magneto or even a Dr. Xavier.  All people already are “mutants” because all 
people already share evolved moral ability.  It is a matter of how they use it.   
 
Jesus pointed beyond the limits that natural selection puts on morality toward the conclusions inherent in 
the logic of morality.  He did it not to theorize about better people or a superior ghost world but to get real 
people to really build a better this-world by really being better.  By pointing toward the logical conclusion 
of (evolved) moral capacities, he expects us to behave more in accord with ideal morality than usual.  He 
expects us sometimes to get beyond the limits that nature put on moral action.  He expects us really to 
act toward everybody else equally as if they were us, to do for them what we would like them to do for us.  
That is all.  He does not expect us to be supernatural like a Jedi or magician.  Any more is too much 
temptation.  He is not the culmination of evolution-as-a-cosmic-principle and he is not the super-natural 
principle that evolution was seeking all the time.  In their ways, great scientists and great artists also go 
beyond normal human limits by pushing evolved capacities, and we do not extol them as the culmination 
of cosmic evolution and as gateways to the metaphysical beyond.  See Jesus the same way as we see 
great scientists and artists.  Seeing Jesus as a transcendent principle undercuts his main message rather 
than supports it.  
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Seeing Jesus as a principle that transcends nature and evolution is dangerous in the bad old way that 
Christianity has always been dangerous.  If Jesus is beyond physical evolution and he is the culmination 
of cosmic spiritual evolution, then what are the Jews?  Again the Jews become the merely physical, 
merely legal, merely animal, merely natural, the physical dregs that Jesus as Spirit goes beyond.  Again 
the Jews become stooges in a propaganda play.  Again they are fall guys and scapegoats.  Again we 
have an excuse to denigrate Jews and hurt them.  I do not want Jews turned into Magneto’s followers, the 
partly-holy recidivist force of badness, with Christians turned into X-mas-Men, the fully-holy guiding force 
of goodness  (I know Magneto was a Jewish boy in a ghetto).  Jesus’ ideas were Jewish ideas.  Many 
Jews shared the ideas even if they did not express them as well as Jesus and did not put them in the 
context of making a better world.  Many people of other religions share the same ideas even if they too 
did not put them in the context of making a better world and even if other religions did not bring the ideas 
into world history.   
 
Some Due Credit.  
 
As far as I know, nobody else has treated the evolution of morality as I did, with morality as a bundle of a 
few distinct but mutually dependent features, and with evolution showing people ideals but not allowing us 
to live up to them.  I do not claim much originality; the idea is not hard.  I only want to show that I did not 
steal any ideas, and to explain why I do not offer citations for this particular idea.  
 
I think James P. Hurd is an orthodox (standard) Christian.  I apologize if I am wrong.  To my knowledge, 
James P. Hurd is the first orthodox Christian who both fully understood modern Darwinism and likely had 
the idea that Jesus completed biological evolution.  As far as I can tell, he had this idea without infusions 
of odd non-orthodox ideas about evolution and progress.  He and I had this idea independently, in our 
own versions.  He had it without any prompting from me.  He should get some credit for any credit due 
this idea.  His version likely would differ from my un-orthodox version but that does not matter for 
purposes of giving him due credit.  I only know of any of his ideas because of brief talks with him at 
conferences in the early 1990s.  I did not learn the substance of his thought.  I do not know if he holds the 
idea now.  I do not know if any of his colleagues also had the idea.  Search him on the Internet, especially 
for his good ethnography on American religious communities.  As far as I can tell, the work cited below 
does not explain the idea of seeing Jesus as completing evolution.  James Hurd is a sincere good person 
who puts his religion into practice.  He kindly mailed me a copy of his book for free when I was stuck in 
the field.  I have had ideas stolen from me, and it hurts badly.  I do not think I stole this idea from him 
because I had it independently before I met him, and I knew of non-Darwinian and non-Christian versions 
too.  Hearing him mention it at conferences did spark my imagination and did spur me on to do the 
necessary thinking out when I had the time.  I want him to get all the credit that he deserves.  I hope I am 
doing him justice here.  He is not to blame for any of my errors.   
 
Hurd, James P. (editor). 1996. Investigating the Biological Foundations of Human Morality.  Continuing 
Symposium Series Volume 37. Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press  
 



Jesus for Most People  
 
 
 
 

PART 6:  Essays  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People    6.01 Do Good Citizen 

1 

 

 

6.01 Do-Gooding, Citizenship, Working, and Crusading  
 
 
This part of the book offers essays to help normal people feel better about invoking God and Jesus in 
their lives.  I am not a pastor and am not comfortable giving advice.  I have broken every Commandment 
except “Do not murder”, and most of my life was misspent, so I have no license to advise.  Worse yet, my 
sins and my life are boring.  I am not a romantic heroic sinner bad boy.  I did not have a dramatic 
conversion experience.  So focus on any realistic content that I get across and then judge for yourself.   
 
Four Arenas of Advice.  Modern people need advice in four arenas.    
 
(1) Personal feelings:  accepting God, morality, Jesus, and other major religious teachers and moral 
teachers into your life.   
 
(2) Personal action:  what to do as an individual person on the basis of the feelings in number one.  
Except for people in prison, sick, or living in bad places, usually you can act.  You can act toward other 
people, small groups of people, animals, and the environment.  In acting, you feel personally involved.  
You interact with the people or animals that you help.  You forge relations with people and animals that 
are part of your relation with God.   
 
(3) How to act on Jesus’ moral teachings on a larger scale, usually through institutions, such as through a 
Church, charities, or being a good citizen in a democracy.  You can do this privately or through the 
government (see Point Four below).  This arena is relevant even if you live under a government that is not 
a democracy as long as you can act through some institutions such as the Church or Red Cross, or if you 
take part in popular causes such as to promote Gay rights or to oppose abortion.  Sometimes the most 
efficient use of time, energy, and money is through institutions rather than through local personal action.  
The disadvantages are that we lose the feelings of personal involvement and responsibility, and we lose 
the sense of personal relations.  When we lose the sense of personal human relations sometimes we can 
lose a sense of a relation with God.   
 
(4) Using the state (government) to carry out our moral and religious ends.  This is a dangerous method 
but people usually resort to it, as when they use the state to promote Gay rights or to oppose abortion.  
Sometimes we have to act through the state to promote common decency and order, or to oppose a large 
moral wrong that can only be righted through the state such as slavery.  In a democracy, we naturally, yet 
wrongly, feel that any serious concern of a large group of people is the business of the state and that we 
should pursue major projects through the state.  We have to draw the line between morally motivated 
action that is best done through the state or otherwise.  We have to be careful not use the state as the 
instrument of any one morality or religion, and we have to be careful not to abuse the state.   
 
Each arena requires several books.  My main concern in this part of the book is arenas one and two 
although I comment on arenas three and four in later chapters.  This chapter covers a couple of problems 
that get in the way of personal action, and then looks at various kinds of personal action.   
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Gaga and Manipulation.  This section describes the first problem.  Some people see religion as an “Oh, 
Wow” experience.  They see the beauty and interconnectedness of the world, and feel God behind it all.  I 
feel this myself.  Many people that have this feeling do not also move from this feeling to the moral duties 
that come with it and to their role as a citizen in a modern state.  Some people cannot, and I have no urge 
to push them.  But some have to think what their feelings mean to them as a member of the Kingdom of 
God instead of just reveling.  Religion means more than just gazing even if it does not mean we have a 
personal obligation to right all wrongs and to save the world.   
 
Sometimes it is better that people who go gaga over religion do little else in the name of their religion.  
Some of the most annoying conversations I have had were with people who gave me this basic spiel:  
“God is great.  God made the world and everything in it.  God made you.  It is all good and beautiful.  You 
can participate in the world.  God loves you.  All you have to do is believe in Jesus and you will be saved.  
Can’t you feel the love?  You’re one of us now.  Uh, and by the way, because you now feel this intense 
love and beauty, you have to do a few things.  You have to vote the way I tell you, get mad at the people I 
tell you to get mad at, and support the people I tell you to support.  You have to get angry or feel love the 
way I tell you to get angry and feel love.”  Many people in many belief systems, including academic 
atheism, have their own versions.  They seduce with beauty, awe, moral fervor, or the need to belong.  
This tactic is a version of using morality as a tool to control other people.   
 
When we feel the beauty of the world and the joy of a relation with God, we have to be careful to evaluate 
the moral implications and we have to be dead sure before we think that our feelings give us license to 
manipulate other people.   
 
The Bad Side of Salvation and Justification.  This section describes the second problem.  The ideas of 
salvation and justification have plagued Christianity almost since the beginning.  Rather than think about 
getting saved, or being justified in order to be saved, we should just be a good citizen of the Kingdom of 
God.  Justification and salvation then take care of themselves.  If we try to get saved directly, too often we 
stop being a good citizen in the Kingdom of God.  Especially if we seek justification through grace or 
through certification from our church, we stop being a good citizen in the Kingdom.  It is hard to let go and 
just be a good citizen in the Kingdom of God but that is what we have to do and it is all we have to do.  
 
To Jesus, the most important thing was membership in the Kingdom of God, and Jesus did not think of 
the Kingdom of God in terms of salvation and justification.  He just did not think like that.  As far as I can 
tell, he did not use the terms “salvation” or “justification”, and certainly he did not use the term 
“justification” as Christianity does.  He was not interested in the battle between faith and works; he 
assumed both.  Being a member of the Kingdom is like realizing one day that you should be a good 
neighbor, being friendly, patching up feuds, doing small favors, accepting overtures, and protecting 
against bad guys.  It is not like joining a club with a secret code, handshake, and initiation ritual.  You do 
what you can as best you can.  You can be Sam the Gardener or Aragorn the King, whatever suits you 
and whatever you have to do.  There is no special way to know you are a neighbor (saved) or to know 
everybody accepts you as a neighbor in good standing (justified).  You just are.  The more you worry, the 
less you are able to just do.  Just do it and don’t worry about it.  
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Seeking salvation directly instead of just becoming a member of the Kingdom of God is like trying to be 
an official member, with a certificate, of a pickup baseball team instead of just playing baseball; or like 
trying to be an official member, with a certificate, of a regular dinner party among friends instead of just 
eating dinner with everybody; or like trying to be declared an official ecological good guy instead of just 
picking up trash, recycling, cutting down on waste, and helping animals.  Becoming a member of the 
Kingdom of God is even easier than baseball or the dinner party because you do not have to join or be 
invited, you just do it.  If you seek salvation directly, you get confused and you waste time that you could 
have spent enjoying baseball, dinner, or nature.  Membership in the Kingdom of God is best attained by 
not pursuing it directly, like Nirvana or being cool.  Seeking membership directly in the Kingdom of God is 
like trying to grab water instead of just drinking it.  Seeking membership directly through Justification and 
Salvation almost guarantees that you will not get it and that you will cause problems for yourself and 
others.  
 
Just to get over improperly using the term “salvation”, for now, call membership in the Kingdom of God 
“salvation”.  Whether you seek salvation (membership) directly or indirectly, you still have to work hard at 
doing the job well.  You cannot seek salvation without doing the job well of being a member in the 
Kingdom of God.  For example, if you want to make music, you have to practice, really understand the 
music, and have a musical “vision”.  If you want to be a good boyfriend, you have to know what the girl is 
really like in herself, really care about the girl as she is, use your imagination, watch a few romantic 
comedies, and do things together.  The same is true of a good girlfriend.  If you want to be a good monk, 
you pray and meditate.  If you want to be a good dinner guest, you bring a salad or a six-pack of good 
beer, whatever is in your best ability.  
 
If you go after most big goals directly, including salvation, then usually you do not do all the hard work 
that lies behind real achievement but instead you look for signs of status.  The signs are deceptions that 
prevent you from actually doing the job.  If you seek to become a writer instead of trying to write well then 
you put on a tweed coat or you put on a leather jacket.  Do not seek to be a “writer” directly.  Instead, 
have something to write about, have a good story to tell, work to say it as best you can, and then write it.  
Whether or not you are a writer is less important than writing well.  Don’t try to be a musician, instead just 
make the best music you can.  All the same is true of salvation.  
 
Justification is one sign of salvation.  Justification is the spooky unreal certificate that you seek for joining 
a pickup baseball game.  It does not make sense.  It might feel great to get an award for being an actor 
but the best reward is satisfaction in your body of work, your intent, and your efforts over many years.  
Many good actors never got the statues they deserve but their work is no less great, and students of film 
will be studying them as long as actors who did get statues.  There is no way to ratify that you are a good 
parent or a good child.   
 
If we seek justification instead of membership in the Kingdom of God, then too often we carry out another 
kind of selfishness, often in disguise of public service.  In seeking something for ourselves we might do 
good work along the way but that is always secondary to seeking justification for ourselves.  We want the 
red badge of courage more than we want to be a good soldier.  If instead we do not worry about the 
certificate then we are more likely to do the good work that would earn us a certificate.    
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Activism, “Do-gooding”, and Justification.  Because I lived through the rise of PC on the Left and 
political-religious fundamentalism on the Right, I see the bad effects of the quest for justification mostly in 
misguided political zealotry focused on single causes such as abortion and “big government”.  Briefly:  
people from the Western Christian heritage do not act spontaneously to help but instead crusade so as to 
feel justified and feel good about themselves.  Sometimes they do good along the way but too often they 
do more harm than good.  The fault does not usually lie with the causes.  Many causes are good.  Rather 
than abandon all causes to avoid the harms of self-serving justification, we need to calm down, examine 
our situations and our motives, and then act vigorously to help without regard to our justification.   
 
Christianity and Islam are activist religions.  Christians and Muslims tend to want other people to believe 
as they do, and tend to intervene to make other people live as Christians and Muslims want.  Jesus wants 
us to build a better world.  That task implies actively doing good and sometimes getting into people’s 
lives.  Misunderstood, the task excuses abuse.  Christianity and Islam are easily prone to the problems of 
salvation, justification, success, signs, and heroic crusading.  Sometimes active “do-gooding” can be the 
right thing but it can also cause a lot of harm.  We need to be clear about doing good and the pitfall of 
imposing on other people.  We need to do good without also doing harm.  Nearly all political activists, 
academic atheists, a-religious community activists, supposed small-government conservatives, advocates 
of family values, and advocates of get-rid-of-religion-but-keep-morality also interfere in the lives of other 
people in the name of doing good.   They have inherited the culture and the mindset even if they have lost 
the overt theology.   
 
Even misguided crusading might not be so bad if people really did good along the way.  We could put up 
with zealotry if it did more good than harm, especially if it did little harm.  But people act without 
considering the full results of their actions.  They act without considering if their acts bring more good than 
harm, without thinking if their energy might be better used elsewhere, and without realizing they really 
seek their own feelings of justification and salvation more than the goals of their crusade.  They use 
apparent good to secretly control other people.  The need for justification is more important to them than 
actually doing good, and too often the need for justification leads them to do great harm in the name of 
small good.  
 
The problem is not confined to the West and to Christianity but shows up among other people in other 
religions and other political systems.  Anytime a strict ideology demands action to achieve unreasonable 
goals, you get this kind of craziness, as you do with Muslim extremist terrorism.  
 
Jesus came to get us out of traps like this but history turned his message upside down so that now his 
message serves to reinforce the traps.   
 
Terrible traps happen on a lesser scale than grand social crusading.  Many people who are depressed, 
TV addicts, shopaholics, substance abusers, or caught into keeping up with the Joneses, are plagued by 
the duty to succeed for justification.  They feel they can never succeed enough.  Their lives can never be 
justified.  Those of them who finally realize they cannot justify themselves have to face failure.  Too often, 
failure crushes them.  I have seen many people give up doing a lot of good on a small scale because they 
could not do good on a big scale.  I do not excuse them and I do not blame society either.  I merely point 
out the sadness of this trap.  If we did not frame success in terms of justification, and justification in terms 
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of success, if we allowed that it was enough to merely do good without saving the world, appreciate God’s 
handiwork in nature, or God’s handiwork in the human arts, then people might be able to contribute in 
small but real ways and might be able to feel worthwhile.   
 
“The first casualty of war is truth”.  The worst casualty of self-serving zealotry is good causes.  We need 
social justice, need political action to achieve it, and need personal action to achieve it.  When people use 
a grand sounding zealotry to make themselves feel justified, they pervert good causes, discredit good 
causes, and keep decent people out of good causes.  They channel good people into bad causes and 
keep them out of good causes.  Bad motives turn good causes bad.  Saving the environment, finding 
good health care, alleviating poverty, making sure that people have decent families with appropriate role 
models, promoting honest business, finding a way to make capitalism work, seeking sustainable 
development all over the world, and even giving modestly to a decent charity, all become bad jokes.  We 
are all the worse for it.   
 
These causes often serve self-centered justifying zealotry:  People on the Left save the environment 
while people on the Right save unborn babies.  People on the Left work to win unrealistic health care 
while people on the Right work to stop realistic health care by raising the fear of made-up socialism.  
Academic feminists work to give women what they say women need without bothering to find out what 
real working women want.  Conservatives tell women what they want without bothering to find out what 
real working women need.  Black leaders mislead their people by catching White people in small crimes 
of political incorrectness while the Black leaders commit greater crimes of not working hard to make 
needed basic changes in Black culture and in the society as a whole.  Instead of working to make sure 
every Black child earns a genuine and respected school certificate, Black leaders catch Whites misusing 
Black slang.  White people move their children out of public schools into Christian academies instead of 
forcing all schools to give Black, White, Yellow, Red, and Brown kids the education that they all need and 
that would truly serve God and country.  Whites and Blacks in general go along with it all because, in the 
short run, it feels better, and in the long run you don’t have to do anything real – drinking wine to forget 
you drink whisky.  Conservatives want government out of business but want to use government to 
regulate our sex lives, marital lives, drug, and gambling.  Liberals want government out of our private lives 
but want government to regulate business.  This all is a misuse of our talents.  This is what the New 
Testament tells us not to do.   
 
Go Crazy.  In attacking self-centered zealotry, I do not undermine all determined action.  I do not want 
people only to bake cookies and smile.  Vigorous action can be great as long as it does more good than 
harm and we do it for the right reasons.  I want people to think about what they do and why.  Then, if you 
still feel like going crazy, do it.  Do not always add pluses and minuses.  Sometimes just do.  Sometimes 
we only get anything done if we go crazy.  There would have been no American Revolution without a lot 
of semi-crazies.  But back off if the project feels wrong.  Then assess and try again.  Do not give up on 
social justice just because one cause goes wrong or gets hijacked by self-serving zealots.  Do not allow 
good causes to be the greatest casualty of self-serving zealotry.  On a more personal level, if you want to 
write, if you want to be a writer without being a “writer”, even if you have no particular story in mind right 
now but know you will, then go ahead.  If you want to be a photographer even if you don’t have any 
particular shot in mind right now, and you can’t imagine doing anything else, then go ahead.  If you want 
to be a physicist without worrying about the practical value of a grand theory of everything, then go 
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ahead.  If you want to figure out the business cycle, then go ahead.  If you want to win the Super Bowl 
five times, then go ahead.  If you want to bake some brownies for neighbor kids, then go ahead and don’t 
worry about your motivation, if it is enough doing good, or what other people think.  The point is not to 
stop being human or stop being possessed but to stop being possessed by the demons of salvation and 
justification, and to stop causing harm as a result.   
 
Jesus’ World and Our World.  Part of doing harm while trying to do good comes because our world is 
not like Jesus’ world.  Jesus’ world had a lot of poor people that needed help just to get by.  In Jesus’ 
world, compared to our world, people of various statuses saw each other more often and more clearly.  
Poor people saw rich people and vice versa.  When they interacted, their status always played a part.  
People knew status differences and paid attention to them.  These days, we might see people but not 
recognize that they are poor and we have no idea of their needs.  We might see wealthy people but not 
know they are wealthy and so not know they are able to give.  In America, we pretend that the janitor has 
the same status as the executive.  In Jesus’ world, both the poor and the rich were more obvious.  Jesus’ 
world was more like the modern Third World than like a typical American town.  In Jesus’ world, the 
government did not arrange as much order as today.  The state hardly regulated commercial life except 
when the rulers did it for their own benefit.  The streets, water, and air in towns were all filthy, and people 
got seriously sick often.  Thieves hit regularly.  Bullies ruled street corners.  Bandits ruled the roads.  
People did not need computer aided graphics to visualize a wounded man in the road.  In those 
situations, Jesus’ advice made sense.   
 
Jesus’ advice was originally about person-to-person situations.  Jesus clearly wanted people to see other 
people as people and to interact with other people.  Jesus rarely taught about institutional life and rarely 
gave institutional rules.  After the Church became a regular institution, it had to make rules about 
institutional life and it had to manage meetings between members of different status so that they did not 
bother each other.  After Christians took over whole governments, Christians had to make rules about 
whole states and whole classes of people.  People who are Christians now have to run whole 
governments even if they do not administer as Christians but as citizens.  Followers of Jesus had to frame 
rules so that people could do good through institutions as well as through direct personal conduct.  Rather 
than give directly to a poor person, widow, orphan, or sick person, rather than go visit somebody in jail, 
Christians could give to the Church, which would arrange something on their behalf.  Today, we have the 
same choice to act directly with people or to act indirectly through institutions such as Red Cross, 
Volunteers of America, WWF, Goodwill, or St. Vincent de Paul.  We can try to do good on a personal level 
or we can try to do good by forging good institutions such as state health care or a free market.  Most 
modern people would rather work through institutions.  I see nothing wrong with that as long as modern 
people really do more good than harm and as long as they know they are missing out on personal 
relations.   
 
In modern developed nations, institutions such as economic development, the market, science, and the 
political process have done the work of Christianity.  People in general are now at a level of wealth, 
security, and independence that people of Jesus’ time only dreamed about.  Except for the minority of the 
chronically under employed and unemployed, these institutions have freed the large majority of people so 
they do not need help of the kind Jesus had in mind.  Even people that seem as if they have trouble such 
as an overextended mortgage really do not have trouble by the standards of human life over the last few 
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thousand years, especially if they have a steady job with benefits.  Many people in modern life make their 
own trouble by over reaching their means.   
 
It makes no sense to help most people in modern developed nations in ways that Jesus had in mind.  
People do not need that kind of help as often and they usually resent that kind of help even when they do 
need it.  It makes no sense to look out for people waylaid by bandits in a modern American working class 
neighborhood where most residents have steady jobs with benefits and have clean safe houses.  Trying 
to help people in those neighborhoods that way is more likely to cause trouble even when some few 
people could use help.  Recall comparative competition from Darwinism.  People that are not in bad 
trouble, but might be in a little trouble, want to appear as if they are no in trouble at all.  People that aspire 
to middle class life have to appear as if they have already made it and as if they do not have any trouble 
even if they do have a little trouble.  They do not want anybody to know they cannot make the house 
payment or the heating bill this month, and they resent it if a do-gooder finds out and tries to help.  They 
do not want somebody else buying their kids school clothes.  They will not go to thrift stores.  The same 
attitudes prevail even in rural areas where some Americans are obviously poor even by world standards 
and yet cannot gracefully accept help.   
 
Modern day do-gooders know this.  They know that they cannot do good mostly in the personal ways 
Jesus had in mind.  So they look for other ways to do good.  There is nothing wrong with accepting the 
truth and doing good on the basis of a changed reality if we accept that reality fully.   
 
Of course, some people always need help, and there are always ways to do good.  We have to make 
sure we really do more good than harm.  We have to not offend people and we have to do them real 
good.  We have to make being useful our first priority, not doing good.  We do more good when we try to 
be useful than when we try to do good.  That sounds paradoxical but it is not, as we will see later in this 
part of the book.   
 
Doing Good, Receiving Good, and Normal Life.  For everybody who does good, somebody has to 
receive good.  We cannot all be do-gooders all the time.  Jesus expected most people to receive good 
most of the time rather than to give good.  Receiving good is a valid thing to do.  You should not be 
ashamed to receive good.  You should not think that only do-gooders have a role to play.  To be ashamed 
to receive good is to be ashamed of God’s normal action through people.  Sometimes it is better to 
receive than to give.   
 
What happens in most of Jesus’ stories after somebody helps somebody else?  The people who got the 
helps “pay it forward” when they can but mostly they carry on with a better normal life.  The restoration of 
normal life, on a better level, is what doing good aims for.  Normal life does not mean being always on the 
lookout for doing good in advance.  It does not mean hunting down the bandits even before the traveler is 
assaulted and needs help from the Good Samaritan.  It means being willing to do good when the need 
arises.  Normal life has a lot of cares already.  People leading normal lives have their hands full already.  
If you lead a normal life and the need to do good arises only seldom, do not worry about it too much.  
 
Working for Jesus. In Jesus’ world, there were few doctors, no hospitals, most of the lawyers worked for 
rich people, the policemen were soldiers, all the soldiers worked for the rulers rather than for the people, 
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and teachers taught only students who could pay.  These days, people can do a lot of good through their 
work.  Not only obvious professional people such as doctors do good through their work but so do honest 
civil servants, people who work on the roads, people who install and maintain cable, and a lot of others.  
When everything depends on everything else, and when most jobs contribute to the general welfare as in 
modern capitalism, then just working a normal job truly helps everybody.  I think most people who do 
honest work in their normal lives can be happy with how they contribute to society and help others.  This 
is a basic teaching from John the Baptist again.  Of course, many good working people are not satisfied 
with only contributing through their jobs this way and they look for doing more such as through volunteer 
work or church work.  I commend them.  This is good as long as they really do more good than harm.   
 
I don’t know if doing good through your work is enough.  If you cannot see other ways to do good, and 
you really put yourself into your work, then maybe it is enough.  If you can see other ways but you use 
your job as an excuse, then it is not enough no matter how well you do your job.  In the end, you have to 
work that out with God.   
 
The more difficult case for me is people who start their lives thinking they can use their profession to do 
good but who wind up serving themselves and doing little good.  This is what caused me to live on the 
edges of academia.  I saw too many people who called themselves Leftist radicals in the 1970s go on to 
be professors and to teach unrealistic ideas from the safety of tenure.  I saw too many religious 
Conservatives with hearts of stone, who believed far more in some imaginary version of capitalism than in 
Jesus or in the real existence of poor people, and who use imaginary capitalism as a tool to oppress the 
poor and to increase the rich.  Too many professors think they will do good through research but go on to 
worry more about how to keep the big grants coming than about the content of their work.  Too many 
lawyers start off thinking they can help women find freedom but end up fleecing husbands in divorce 
cases.  Too many doctors and dentists end up living in mansions wondering how to protect their 
investments and scheming to stop public health care.  Too many business people tell themselves that 
capitalism is good as a system, so they really follow Jesus by working to be rich.  Pumping the political 
process is part of that game and part of “serving” Jesus that deluded way.  They massage their feelings 
by giving the right amount to charity.  I think these people are largely lost.   
 
Following Jesus, serving God, and serving your fellow creatures through your particular service work is 
good.  I hope people keep doing it.  A lot of people do a lot of good through their everyday work – not just 
obvious service people such as police officers and teachers or obvious creative people such as musicians 
but many people who do their work honestly such as bakers, clerks, and librarians:  standard Christians, 
non-standard followers of Jesus, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, and all people of all religions.  This idea 
again comes from John the Baptist and from Jesus because of John.  These people do not think of 
themselves as citizens in the Kingdom of God but they are; it is likely better if they don’t realize that they 
are but just keep on doing what good they can through their work and personally.  This does not 
necessarily make their ordinary everyday mundane lives holy but it helps.  
 
You have to stick to it.  If you find yourself worrying more about your investment portfolio than about how 
to help a sick person then you have failed.  You are using your profession not to follow Jesus but to fool 
him.  God knows it too.    
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A lot of good-hearted Joes and Janes start out by trying to be a good police person, social worker, or 
teacher; aiming to do good and to make a modest living at the same time.  They willingly take a low salary 
so they can work in a service profession.  But then they get lost in the system and end up just 
maintaining.  This is a common theme on TV, and I have seen enough of it in academia.  They stop doing 
much real good through their jobs.  By the time they get home from work every day, Jane and Joe do not 
have the extra energy it takes to volunteer or to serve their church (mosque, temple, etc.).  I have more 
sympathy for these people than for deluded highly paid professional people such as doctors and lawyers 
and for politicians.  These people are not lost in the same sense as the professors who fool themselves 
but these people are not found and they are not happy either.  If they were ordinary people who did not 
think of their jobs as a public service, like plumbers or computer techs, then we could expect more of 
them on top of their jobs such as volunteer work.  When their calling does lapse into just a job, then they 
should expect more of themselves.  It seems a “double whammy” that a (1) dedicated person’s 
underpaying job becomes just a job rather than a calling, and then (2) we expect the dedicated person to 
do something more such as volunteer work.  But such is life for people who want to good along the lines 
of Jesus’ teachings.  Maybe their experience in public service can make them better judges of how to do 
good outside the job.  Maybe they can reform the system.  I do not know what to make of their situation 
but I do not want to make the lives of these people any harder and I do not think God would want that 
either.   
 
Governing for Jesus.  I am not concerned here with civil servants; as long as they are honest, they are 
like the police people and social workers of the section above.  I am concerned here with politicians and 
with people who use the political process, and in particular the people who use the political process 
ostensibly to do good.  I am concerned here with political activists, and with people who “vote a cause”.  I 
used to give politicians the benefit of the doubt until the rise of Leftist and ethnic politics in the 1970s 
followed by Conservatives in the 1980s.  Many politicians did, and still do, sacrifice for the public good.  
Many did, and still do, try to find out what really is in the public interest.  Many really do think they serve 
God when they also have a public office.  Many sacrifice income and privacy by serving.  But many 
politicians, especially Conservatives, are hypocrites who serve special interests, and who use ideology 
and God only as a cover.  They really do not think out the best public interest.  Political action committees 
make sure that modern politicians live as well in office as in business.  Politicians have to search 
themselves.  In the end, God will let them know but I doubt he will be pleased with most of them.  I cannot 
be explicit about particular people and causes or I would get sued.   
 
In a modern state, a citizen is one of the governors of the state.  A good citizen does good for his-her 
community and nation by knowing the issues and by voting with care.  A good citizen does good by 
selective activism and by selectively not being active.  If you do not know the issues and are not 
prepared, then don’t vote, and don’t speak, email, or twitter.  I do not know how to separate doing good 
as a good citizen from doing good in the ways that Jesus wanted of us.  I do not know if doing good as a 
good citizen is enough.  I do not know if doing good as a citizen mixed with the readiness to do extra 
good on a personal or community level is enough - but I hope so.  Working a job that serves the public, 
being a good citizen, and doing good on a personal level seems a lot.  
 
Certainly doing good only as a citizen can be a way to avoid the extra effort that Jesus calls for.  It can be 
a way not to meet people face to face and a way to feel comfortable by merely voting.  Most people 
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merely vote their self-interest, vote out of ignorance, and follow some bizarre political fantasy that they 
heard on talk radio or saw on cable TV.  That is not enough and God will not forgive them.   
 
Particular Policies.  The proof is in the pudding, and we know a tree by its fruits.  It is easy to give 
platitudes or easy to encourage personal warm do-gooding.  In contrast, some people have to take on 
hard issues such as poverty.  We need to see specific links between faith, morals, the state, and 
particular issues such as welfare and immigration.  We need to see what to do given that we take Jesus’ 
seriously.  This is what it means to be both a member of the Kingdom of God and a good citizen in a 
modern democracy.  After making up your mind about Jesus, then you also have to know enough 
economics and politics to make up your mind about issues, or you have to accept your ignorance and be 
willing to let some issues alone.  These political-cultural issues divide believers in God more than issues 
of theology.  I touch on particular topics later in the book.  I have written about the topics in other places.  
You can find out by searching my name on the Internet where I give my particular policy suggestions.  
Hopefully that will be enough to show that I have thought through the practical results.  I do not expect all 
readers to agree with me.  Where they disagree, I expect them to be able to give good reasons.  
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6.02 Human Nature and Some Sacraments  
 
 
This chapter and the next two chapters, three in all, focus on questions for individual believers.  
This chapter urges us to accept real human nature and to follow Jesus on that basis.  It is not all 
sweetness and light.  Part Four described the role of the Eucharist, Crucifixion, and Resurrection 
in the development of the early Church.  This chapter describes what they mean to me.  
 
Accept the Truth.  People lose faith because of the gap between ideal and real.  They seem to 
feel the gap between ideal and real more with Jesus than with other cases.  The best antidote is 
to face up to what people really are, to face that ideals just do not work, and then to seek what we 
might really do about it.  Accept the implications of Part Five that we are mixed beings.  We have 
ideals but we can’t live up to them.  Often our best work comes not from striving for ideals but 
from striving for family, community, friends, and country.  Mold religious and political institutions to 
take advantage of strengths while allowing for weaknesses.  Don’t expect too much but expect as 
much as we can.   
 
We are evolved animals.  We are evolved social animals.  We are about half carnivores, so we 
will kill to eat, and we know how to kill.  Sometimes we show signs of intelligence but usually only 
in moderation.  Do not confuse talking with intelligence.  Just because people talk does not mean 
we are all philosophers and saints.  We are about as altruistic as other social killers such as dogs 
or killer whales.  We are self-interested.  We live in a short-to-medium time frame.  Self-interest 
wins out over general interest most of the time and even beats our own long-term better interest 
most of the time.  Our competition is comparative.  We dwell on overt signs of success and 
promise such as wealth, youthful appearance, fame, talent, job, rank, and power.  People do not 
want to do evil.  But they will not take the chances and make the effort to create a good society.  
We can expect people to be heroic and good intermittently but not consistently.  Most of the time 
people do not understand socio-political-economic problems or have genuine solutions but they 
blather on anyway.  
 
We cannot turn people into good Christians through harangue or severe laws.  Christian revivals 
work for a while but mostly they create a mob of self-righteous people who will impose their 
unrealistic vision on everybody else.  Even in the United States, Christian revivals have more in 
common with China of the elder Mao or with strident fundamentalist Islam than with Jesus’ 
mission.  
 
We cannot use reason alone or ideals alone to overcome the desire for worldly success.  We can 
use force but only at great cost.  The best way to get people to act well is to keep them out of 
situations in which they act badly and to create institutions that channel self-interest to serve the 
greater good, as in ideal capitalism.  Even this tactic will not create angels out of pack hunters but 
it is probably good enough.  The sooner we accept this situation the better we will be able to work 
for it.  
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Part of being evolved social animals is having pretty good capacities to get along such as to talk 
out problems, share, not kill each other right away, and to feel morality.  This gets us much farther 
than an observer from space might have guessed about social carnivores descended from apes.  
We can use these capacities in planning institutions even if we cannot rely on these capacities 
alone.   
 
Children, new converts to good religions, and idealists everywhere, think other people will 
become good if only we are good to them first and sustain being good to them long enough.  
There are some valid evolutionary reasons to take this approach, into which I cannot go.  It even 
works sometimes.  When it does work, it is like a miracle.  It does not work often enough to base 
a society on.  We can still use a smile as our first approach but we have to accept that we need a 
backup plan.   
 
Part of the problem with letting go of the ideal is that the backup plans all seem so mundane, 
sordid, dreary, and animalistic.  They are not the first level of falling away from the ideal but the 
third or fourth level of falling away.  We need police, armies, laws, courts, jails, punishment, 
schools, teachers, socialization, evaluations, meetings, votes, power blocs, procedures, and all 
the rest of it.  We have to endure ex-politicians on the Sunday talk shows.  We have to endure all 
those things that good Taoists despise.  The institutions themselves go wrong about as much as 
they go right, and we end up with another layer of disappointment.   
 
Most of us now live in towns and cities where most people do not know each other but have to 
interact anyway.  Think about walking through a shopping mall.  The huge majority of people are 
not assholes, at least then and there.  People get along.  People even help each other with small 
problems.  People look out for old people and children.  I worked with monkeys, wolves, 
raccoons, and gerbils.  If I put a big group of unrelated animals in a tight spot like a shopping 
mall, the floors would run red with blood.  People are a lot better than the animal average.  This is 
enough to build on but it is not the end in itself.   
 
Divine Intervention.  If we could expect God to intervene on our behalf regularly then it would be 
easy to follow Jesus.  God almost never interferes in this world.  I think God has interfered in my 
life but not in any way that would impress other people.  Probably there are a few cases of real 
divine intervention in the many cases where people feel like God lent a hand but I find no pattern 
in it.  People that seem really worthy do not get any obvious help, and people that seem only 
faintly worthy seem to get a lot of help.  Except perhaps for the early Hebrews, I am almost 
certain that God does not intervene to help whole nations, even in cases of clear worthiness such 
as World War II or with the fight against terrorism.  So I offer no advice on when to ask God or on 
how to make yourself more likely to receive.   
 
For about a year, my wife and I worked in a Muslim fishing village in Southern Thailand.  I asked 
some of the men what they said when they prayed, in particular what they wished for.  They do 
have stock prayers, and some people said they prayed for help with particular problems.  Nobody 
admitted to asking for a winning lottery ticket but I suspect they did.  I was pleased to learn that a 
common prayer was for guidance.  They did not ask for guidance about buying a particular used 
car but for guidance in bigger things such as how to help their children go to school, keep children 
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off drugs, deal with socio-economic problems in the village, or deal with a central government that 
treated them poorly.  They did not want God to banish their problems, because they knew that 
some problems cannot be solved forever and that life on this Earth includes problems.  They 
wanted God to give them advice on what to do now to make things better if not ideal, and how to 
provide a future.  That seems reasonable to me.  
 
I think I have gotten help from God.  The help I got from God is guidance too.  God did not guide 
me in finding a lucrative and secure career because I never had that.  God did not help me find 
the right dentist, a good mechanic, or a decent reasonably priced house.  I haven’t won the lottery 
yet.  God guided me toward experiences that helped me understand how the world works, how 
people work, how the world might be better, and how the world might not get better.  Sometimes 
God steered me toward people that I needed at the time.  When I did not understand, I found the 
right person or book to help.  God steered me toward the right books to read to understand Jesus 
and to prepare for writing this book.  When I needed to be alone to work things out, God let me be 
away from obligations.  When I needed friends, sometimes a person popped up, although not 
often enough.  God helped me stay away from traps including traps of employment, career, 
society, intellect, and spirit.  I do not think God ever sent a bad person or a bad situation as a 
challenge; those came up on their own.  I have met a few bad people but I have not died yet from 
bad people or bad situations.  God never “provided” in the sense of making sure I had wealth; my 
jobs have been crappy but enough to live, support my mind, and enjoy life.  I don’t know how big 
a role God gave in finding get-by jobs.  He gave me sense enough to take the opportunities to get 
by when they came up.  God gave me the sense to know when I was done avoiding traps and so 
could get on with life.  God never tested me in the sense that the Tanakh (Old Testament) says 
he did with Abraham, Isaac, and Job.  None of this help sounds like much but it has made all the 
difference in my life.  I say a bit more on what God did for me in the next chapter.   
 
What God Wants for Us.  We want God to give us family, health, wealth, long life, joy, freedom 
from oppression, and the other benefits of a good human life.   We want God to deliver us from 
evil that befalls us, our families, or our nation.  Yet most people do not live a prosperous life.  
Many people are truly poor.   A lot of bad things happen to good people, and God does not 
intervene.  God does not give us what we think we need.  So his view of the situation has to be 
different than ours.   
 
God is not interested in whether or not you get wealthy, powerful, stereotypically happy, or even if 
you are healthy.  Prostate cancer does not mean much to God.  God is not interested in whether 
or not you have a large and healthy family.  God is interested in your development as a human.  
He wants you to be a better person.  “Better” does not mean “saintly”.  He might want you to be 
wiser, braver, fiercer, calmer, more creative, more stubborn, or more helpful.  God is not a version 
of the 1960s human potential movement or a sci-fi movie in which we evolve into radiant angels.  
God does not expect us to live up to our full capabilities, only to try hard and to get better.  God 
does not think we can be fully happy if we somehow do live up to our full abilities.  God does not 
expect us to find bliss on this world, just opportunities.  
 
When you ask for help from God, he might not give you help directly with the problem you have in 
mind.  He will not cure your headaches or find a way to pay the mortgage on your stupidly big 
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house.  That is what doctors, prudence, and regret are for.  He is more likely to use the problem 
to help you become a better person.  What you think of as a problem, such as a lawsuit or a 
treatable illness, God might think of as a situation to use to let you find a way to get better.  You 
have to be open to what God has in mind, and willing to give up what you have in mind.  I don’t 
know what God has in mind about problems that totally overwhelm us.   
 
Why Bother With God.  God does not care if we succeed in normal ways but instead wants us to 
succeed morally or as small-time heroes.  God rarely intervenes in this world.  We cannot expect 
God to bail us out.  It is not possible to make a world in the image of religious ideals.  Trying to do 
so makes the world worse, as with the Taliban, Al Queada, Christian fundamentalists, or PC 
fundamentalists.  Ordinary people cannot live fully according to religious ideals or their families 
will be at a comparative disadvantage to other families.  People distort religious ideals so as to 
sanctify their competitive way of life.  Sometimes we can find a compromise between religious 
ideals and the needs of ordinary life but that leaves us in uncertainty.  God and religion do not 
seem to do a lot for us.  So why bother?  A lot of the time, I get discouraged too.   
 
This is where Christian apologists try to prove the existence of a good God, prove that this good 
God is the God of the Bible and is Jesus, and prove you can have the blessing of a good God 
while you live your ordinary ambitious life and go to church.  I can do none of that, and I don’t 
want to.  If you get the message of Jesus, you get it, and I cannot explain it further.  If you do not 
get Jesus’ message, I cannot lead you to it through arguments here.  This part of the book is not 
about that.  It is about letting believers feel good about believing despite the problems, and it is 
about how to behave well.   
 
Even though believing in God, having a relation with God, and trying to follow Jesus puts us at a 
comparative disadvantage often, it also gives a lot of satisfaction.  Getting occasional advice and 
guidance from God is enormously worthwhile even if it does not add to our bank account or get 
us elected mayor of Casterbridge.  If you act on the basis of belief to make a better world, you 
feel very good.  If you cannot act very much, but only believe that God still loves you and will take 
account of your situation, that is good enough.  If you are in prison, sick, or afraid, then belief in 
God is a lot of help.  
 
The satisfaction we get from believing in God is probably the result of evolved capacities to 
believe and to keep hoping as long as we are alive no matter what - but so what?  Many things 
that we evolved to believe turn out to be real enough.  I do not have to claim to be absolutely 
correct on all points, and I am sure I am wrong about some things.  I only claim to be correct 
enough to make normal belief reasonable, and it is.  I will find out for sure when I die.   
 
Last Supper.  This section and the next three are not my theological speculation about 
sacraments but my imaginings about some common Christian issues and experience.  I do not 
want to be a theologian.  These sections help you to see Jesus in the modern world and they help 
inoculate you against rigid dogma.   I had these ideas first as a child, long before any New Age 
and long before I began reading for this book.  
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The Last Supper (Eucharist) consists of drinking wine and eating bread, and the interpretations 
that go along with the practice.  The standard interpretation in the Roman Catholic and Orthodox 
Churches is:  the bread is the literal body of Jesus, the wine is his literal blood, and we have to 
literally chew and gulp if we want eternal life.  We really eat a real body and really drink real 
blood.  We cannot get eternal life if we do not chew and gulp.  If we believe, and do not commit 
heinous sins, then the simple act of chewing on them almost guarantees eternal life.  It is 
Christian magic.  It seems like Christian black magic.  The Roman Catholic Church and the 
Eastern Churches use passages from the New Testament to support their interpretation.  Some 
Protestants disagree with the Roman Catholic Church and Eastern Orthodox Churches, and give 
their interpretations of the passages to support their own ideas.  In effect, some Protestants say 
the practice is not a literal eating of meat and blood but uses meat and blood as a metaphor.  It is 
not always clear what they are a metaphor of.  I agree with the Protestants somewhat but I do not 
go into details of what various groups of Protestants believe so as to support my version.  
 
Not all early followers of Jesus interpreted the practice as standard Christianity does now.  
Something like the standard Roman Catholic and Orthodox interpretation only won out after 
several decades.  The victory was part of one subgroup taking control of the whole Church.  
Passages in the New Testament that describe the activity of ritual eating and drinking do 
accurately report some of Jesus’ words; but the passages also attribute the ideas and words of 
the winning faction to Jesus as a way for that subgroup of early followers to assert itself.  The act 
of eating bread and drinking wine, and the standard literal interpretation, became part of a secret 
ritual for advanced followers that brought them to innermost membership in the Church (along 
with Baptism).  
 
Some other people who wished to follow Jesus could not accept this meaning of the practice.  
Some followers of Jesus left the early Church when they reached the stage where they learned of 
this idea and secret ritual.  I do not know of other interpretations of ritual eating and drinking from 
the early Church because alternatives were suppressed and forgotten.  There is not much point in 
guessing because I am too likely to project my own ideas backwards.  The winning faction 
distorted Jesus’ words so as to create a magical ceremony that would separate believers from 
non-believers and thus make their faction-Church a strong in-group.   
 
Here is my interpretation.  My family when I grew up never said a blessing at meals so I never 
say one.  But I always love when other families say a blessing, and I love when people come to 
dinner and say one at our table.  In Jesus’ world, bread and wine together meant a complete 
meal and thus meant satisfaction.  That is why the Kingdom of God is like a banquet.  To me, the 
bread and the body of Jesus mean the solid and fairly unchanging things of this world, such as 
hills, trees, animals, good ideas, rigorous logic, and good institutions.  The wine and blood of 
Jesus mean the liquid, flowing, changing, adapting things of this world, including water, life, 
blood, rain, fog, wind, free imagination, and not clinging.  The solid and liquid together represent 
all the world.  Eating the bread and wine, or eating any meal, means being in the world, 
depending on the world, and interacting with the world.  It does not mean something romantically 
stupid such as “say ‘Yes’ to Life”.  Jesus used bread and wine because of their role in his culture.  
People can use rice, fish, vegetables, and water if they wish, or can use pizza and beer, or hot 
dogs and cola, if those get across the idea.  Jesus made every simple meal a ceremony.  Jesus 
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put into simple ceremonies an invitation to think about his teachings and his life, and an invitation 
to his banquet.  Jesus did not disdain the official rituals that gave indirect reliance on God but he 
wished to supplement those rituals with direct reliance on God and on what God gives us.  He set 
up as reminders simple rituals such as a common meal.  Jesus augmented finding God in grand 
places such as the Temple in Jerusalem with finding God in the simple food, drink, acts, and 
relations of everyday life.  Jesus did not mean to do away with ceremony or man-made 
institutions but wished to make us think about the higher level even in ordinary life.  He did not 
mean to establish a secret rite with a bizarre interpretation.  If any Taoists read this, they can 
think that Jesus teaches Taoism with every bite and swallow.  It is sad and ironic that the early 
Church turned Jesus’ words into a secret ritual, to mean almost the opposite of what I think they 
originally meant.   
 
Crucifixion, and Failure.  To me, the Crucifixion shows that God is one of us and that God 
knows what we go through, including sometimes failure.  I do not speculate on how much God 
can or cannot be one of us, and can or cannot know what we go through; I only say he can do it 
enough.  The Crucifixion does not mean Jesus sacrificed himself for us, that he was a sacrificial 
lamb, a scapegoat, took Adam and Eve’s sin upon himself, took our sins upon himself, or offered 
himself to the Devil in our place.  I do not even know what most of those interpretations mean.  If 
Jesus was God offering himself for us, it was through the work of Jesus’ life, not in his death.  The 
Crucifixion meant that, if God were human, he could get chewed up by empire, politics, formal 
justice, injustice, expediency, betrayal, and being abandoned, like any of us.  He could feel pain.  
He does not only see through our eyes when we look at a sunset or a healthy child but also when 
we see the scowling official and when we read “malignant stage four no hope”.  We do not have 
to explain a lot to God or explain like a poet because God already gets it.  When you are actually 
in pain, I am not sure how much comfort this argument can be but I hope it is some comfort.   
 
Failure and Evil.  The Crucifixion shows that failure is real and that failure can be evil.  We can fail 
externally, as for example when a business we have worked on all our lives goes bankrupt or an 
idea we had been working on for years does not pan out.  We can fail internally as when we lose 
will, lose faith, or descend into despair or addiction.  We can have failure of the body and of the 
spirit.  Failure of the spirit hurts worse.  
 
Apologists for capitalism like to say real failure has to be a part of real success.  Where there is 
no genuine risk there can be no genuine success.  That is true not just of capitalism but also of 
life in general.  It was true long before capitalism arose.  
 
Yet usually only people say this who succeed.  We do not ask the opinion of people who fail in 
spirit.  Failure breaks people.  Broken people do not talk unless they are great blues artists.  
Failure can be a lesson too hard for the people who fail in spirit.  People who fail in spirit are too 
broken to learn many lessons.   
 
I do not know if failure is necessary to appreciate success.  I do not know if failure and success 
are mutually related as some people think that good and evil are mutually dependent.  If so, it 
seems as if some failure is too hard to learn the lesson, so hard that it breaks us and makes us 
unable to learn any lesson.  Maybe the Crucifixion was a sign that God knows this too.   



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People    6.02 Human Nature 

7 
 

 
Too many bad people fare well.  Too many good people, with real talent, and a big heart, fail.  
Too often bad people succeed on the backs of good people.  There really are “mute inglorious 
Miltons” - people with talent but who never find a way to develop it or never get the chance to 
show it.  People fail not just because they shoot themselves in the foot but also because bad stuff 
happens and bad people take advantage of good people.  People fail because sometimes crap 
comes so fast that nobody could adapt.  We cannot blame every failure on the victims.  Not every 
failure is a useful lesson that produces more good out the other side.  If it were, there would be no 
idea of evil.  To get sick, to see your children sick, or to get old and poor, is painful in a way that is 
rivaled only by cancer or war.   
 
Some early failure does give you an appreciation for later success and it does give you more 
sympathy for other people.  People who have not been poor or sick really cannot understand 
people who are.  Some early moderate failure is really a prelude to success.  Not all failure is like 
that.  You have to be able to recover for early pain to be a benefit and for you to appreciate the 
pain of other people.  Sometimes the pain goes on far longer than needed to open eyes or teach 
lessons.  Hard pain early in life or long pain teaches bad lessons.  Sometimes early failure is so 
hard, or goes on for so long, that the pain cannot be erased and you lose your ability to give 
sympathy, build a bridge, or even get up in the morning.  Even when people are partly 
responsible for their own failure of this kind, we cannot blame them entirely.   
 
Usually you get little help when you fall into in the hole of failure and usually you have to try to 
climb out on your own.  Hopefully God helps you.  
 
Not all people climb out of failure.  People cannot climb out of failure on a ladder of platitudes.  
Some people deep in the hole can climb out only if other people see that the failure and pain are 
real.  When Jesus said we need help, he was not just being a good teacher.  Other good people 
cannot pull all the failed people out of the pit but at least successful people can give people in 
pain the recognition that the pain is real.  We can do this without promoting the culture of 
victimization that is so common now in the United States.  The abuses of help are no excuse to 
deny help.  
 
Hopefully the idea that God knows what you are going through helps.  Yet even when people 
understand the message of the Crucifixion and Resurrection, that might still not be enough to 
soothe the hurt of failure or to give hope in this life.  We cannot blame people for that either.  
They do not reject God; they just do not have enough heart left to admit God.  I do not know what 
to say other than Jesus understands because he went through some of that too, and God 
understands because Jesus understands.  That is not enough but it is about all I can say.  
 
The Resurrection.  When I wanted to get my ideas about Jesus straight, I read about Jesus, and 
I reread the New Testament.  I was surprised how afraid I was not to believe in the real physical 
Resurrection.  I had not thought of it for years.  I had never worried much about it.  I did not think I 
would care much if Jesus was resurrected or not, but I did.  I do not like believing in miracles, and 
yet I felt I had to believe in this one.  I had to think, worry, and pray a lot before I understood and 
then accepted that it did not matter.  What matters is following Jesus’ message.  If we do that, 
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then whether or not Jesus was really physically resurrected is not important.  God could turn the 
world to green cheese if that would make people better.  But a green cheese world would not do it 
and neither will raising Jesus from the dead if we do not understand and follow his message.  
Once I saw the primacy of the message and the irrelevance of miracle, I could see meanings in 
the idea of the Resurrection that do not depend on Jesus being actually raised from the dead.  
We will get to those shortly.  
 
One reason the Resurrection got to me so much is the persistence of belief from my childhood.  
The Resurrection was drilled into me as a child.  In the Eastern Orthodox Church, the 
Resurrection is more important than Christmas in the West.  To deny it is to deny something 
fundamental in my childhood.   
 
Another reason the Resurrection got to me was the stories of it from the New Testament.  Some 
of them can be dismissed as glorified rumors or glorified wish fulfillment but some of them seem 
as if they come from sincere simple people who had little to gain by pushing ideas of Jesus’ 
Resurrection.  The first people who saw Jesus were neither stupid people prone to hysteria, nor 
con artists.  They were hard-headed peasants, urban workers, and small merchants.  Talking 
about Jesus’ Resurrection was not liable to get you big bucks from a cheering mega-church 
audience but liable to get you laughed at, beat up, or stoned, cost you a job, or cost you trade.  
Early witnesses had little to gain and a fair amount to lose.  They had no theology to explain the 
Resurrection, they had not theology to defend, and they had no elaborate institution to perpetuate 
by clinging to the idea that Jesus was still alive somehow – that all came later.  I still have no 
good explanation for all the stories.   
 
I can point out some contradictions.  Jesus appears as a pure spirit, as a spirit that should not be 
touched by mere mortals, as a spirit-like body, as a normal body hungry to eat fish, and as a 
normal body who vanishes at mealtime.   I doubt he was all these at once and I doubt all the 
variations are compatible.  The versions of Jesus reveal later elaboration by early Church “idea 
men” (or women) for ideological needs.  But the contradictions are not complete proof against 
some of the simple stories.  
 
One reason the Resurrection got to me was the need for magic in the lives of ordinary people, 
including me.  If I knew for sure that somebody had come back from the dead, I would much more 
likely pay attention to what that person said and to what he-she required of me.  I would feel 
much more comfortable about going along with that person, even if going along meant a 
departure from ordinary life.  This is the reason that other religions attribute miracles to their 
leaders, including rising from the dead.  It is hard to let go of that source of certainty.   
 
Another reason is that denying the Resurrection felt like a betrayal, whether Jesus really rose 
from the dead or not.  Jesus gave up a lot for us.  God wanted us to pay attention to Jesus.  
Maybe God raised Jesus from the dead so that we would pay attention to him.  Denying the 
Resurrection was not like asserting our God-given senses over magic but like refusing to get 
God’s message and refusing to go along with God to make the world a better place.  It was like 
denying God.  It is not a big thing to believe in one resurrection from among the many billions of 
people that have lived and died.  Why not let go of common sense in this case if letting go means 
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siding with God and feeling better?  Why cling to common sense if a breach in this case feels so 
bad and if a breach in this case does not erode common sense in general?   
 
In the end, I put the questions aside.  The Resurrection came to mean endurance and hope, even 
a “New Hope”.  When we give up something, we really do get something better back.  We can 
endure the sickness and death of a loved one.  Some abused kids really recover.  Some victims 
of ideology wake up.  Democracy did really arise in this nasty world.  Freedom of religion arose 
too.  Sometimes capitalism escapes the rich and really does become the kind of free enterprise 
that serves the people.  Sometimes free enterprise gets along with nature.  Medicine finds cures.  
Slums develop.  Poor people learn skills and find jobs.  Politicians accept the real problems of 
capitalism and actually do something for all the people.  Political prisoners go free.  The 
immigrant learns the value of his-her new home and learns the true burden of neighborliness, 
citizenship, and freedom.  The Hubble telescope got rescued and served science beautifully for 
twenty more years.  Science keeps going deeper and deeper.  Darwin and Einstein come along.  
Rock and roll evolved.  
 
The Resurrection means that, no matter how bad things get, they will get better.  No matter how 
bad things get, God will make them better.  If these plans fail, we can always make new plans 
about something else.  Even if we die, or our plans die, new people will be around to carry on, 
and somebody else will make a new plan.  If I do not publish this great idea, somebody else will.  
If we do not defeat this tyrant now, somebody else will defeat him-her later.  By working hard, we 
personally might prevail after all.  But we also need to see beyond ourselves and our present 
circumstances to other people in other circumstances.  All of these are Jesus’ Resurrection.  
There is no better Resurrection, not even if Jesus really floated out of his tomb.  We resurrect 
Jesus every time we do his work, every time we hope, every time we endure, and every time a 
good thing rises out of the ashes.   
 
I do not know if this hope is borne out by facts.  I do not know if this is the kind of hope that leads 
people to work harder and so to make things work out and so to justify the hope.  I do not know if 
this hope is a self-fulfilling prophecy.  I hope so.  But I do not care about the mechanisms right 
now.  Hope is not always stupid and irrational.  Jesus’ Resurrection says that some hope is good 
and useful.   
 
I know the capacity to hope evolved as part of natural selection.  I know too often hope is not met.  
Sometimes failure breaks people and that some people lose hope.  We want hope to apply to us 
and our family, and not to other people who make plans, get well, become famous, or find 
freedom.  Sometimes tyranny goes on for a long time and ruins lives.  Nazism or Communism 
might have succeeded and might have corrupted the Earth forever.  Unbridled pseudo-capitalism 
still might destroy the world that took God eleven billion years to make.  Some pseudo-religious 
fundamentalism of the Right or Left might yet do the same.  Still we need to struggle and hope.  
 
If God wanted us to interpret the Resurrection in terms of hope then it seems he would have 
made sure the Resurrection was true and would have made sure everybody could easily verify it.  
Even if the Resurrection is true, the stories in the New Testament do not do the job of verification 
and publicity.  It seems Jesus should have appeared to more people, not just to followers, and it 
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seems that non-followers should have written clear consistent accounts of his return.  If God 
wanted us to see the Resurrection as the basis for hope then not to really resurrect Jesus and not 
to make it clear seems like lying.  It is odd to use an imaginary event, or a lie, or a half-ass job, as 
the basis for real hope.  We do not want to base hope on a lie.  If so, then maybe the 
Resurrection really is true just so that God will not be a liar.  Maybe we have to believe in the 
Resurrection because God would not lie to us or allow Jesus’ followers to lie to us.  This 
reasoning can make sense but I do not want to make anything of it.  It is a step backwards.  I do 
not like thinking that God used us, or used Jesus’ followers, or that God lied to us, so as to get us 
to believe Jesus’ message and to act on hope; but I would rather face up to that possibility than to 
believe in a miracle just to achieve consistency and theological splendor.  I can still have hope 
and follow Jesus’ message even if I do not fully know God’s character, if I do not think Jesus was 
really raised from the dead, and I think God might have used the human desire for miracles.   
 
Jesus as God.  See the section on Jesus as Son of God in the last chapter in Part One.  
Because, as a child, I read the Old Testament (Tanakh) before the New Testament, it was not as 
hard to let go of the idea that Jesus has to be God as it was to let go of the idea that he was 
resurrected; but it was surprisingly hard.  Letting go of the idea that Jesus has to be God also felt 
like a betrayal of God, Jesus, and the Church.  It helped to know that, when early Christians 
talked of Jesus as Son of God, Jesus was not the only son of a god.  It helped to know how the 
early Church changed Jesus the Prophet into a son of God, then to The Son of God, and then 
into God.  It helped to know that God would judge me more according to what I did to carry out 
Jesus’ ideals than by whether or not I had a correct orthodox belief in Jesus as God or as Only 
Begotten Son of God.  It helped to know the biological problems in the idea of Jesus having a 
mother as his only human parent while having God as a father.  But I still had trouble.   
 
If you have been raised in the belief that Jesus is God and you cannot let go of that belief, then 
probably you should not force yourself to try.  That belief in itself is not as important as what you 
do about it.  If you act on that belief by following the teaching of Jesus then you are respecting 
Jesus as God.   
 
If you believe that Jesus is God then you will necessarily be at odds with Jews and Muslims.  If 
you believe there is only one God, Jesus is him, and God did not manifest himself in any other 
historical persons such as Karl Marx or John Lennon, then you will be at odds with some 
Buddhists, Hindus, and Taoists.  I advise not to push or to push back.  Be able to state your belief 
clearly.  Do not try to force your belief on other people.  Do not undermine their belief.  Do not 
argue with them if they try to undermine yours.  Argue for fun if you want.  Point out how you act 
on the basis of your belief to follow the teachings of Jesus, and ask other people what they do on 
the basis of their belief to build a better world.  If they give you a positive account, respect their 
sincerity and admire their achievements.  
 
Maybe the root of the problem about Jesus as God is that we have no good theory of prophets.  
We feel that people like Moses, Lao Tze, Chuang Tze, Siddartha the Buddha, and Mohammad 
were both human and more than human, and they somehow expressed the will of God to us; but 
we have no explanation for what they were or how they could know the will of God (the Truth) 
better than anybody else.  Depending on our faith, we want to feel that our particular religious 
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leaders were more “that way” than anybody else’s religious leaders.  We want to feel that our 
prophet was most special.  I certainly feel that Jesus’ teachings were “the best” and that 
somehow he was smarter, wiser, and nobler than other prophets.  It is hard for me to be 
objective.  I do not know of any theology or philosophy that can make sense of this.  Until we 
have one, probably people will continue to cling to their particular prophets, and some people will 
continue to see their particular prophets as divine.   
 
People seem to need a connection with God through a person that is somehow both human and 
God.  Hindus, Buddhists, and Taoists can understand how Christians cling to the idea of Jesus as 
God by looking toward avatars of Vishnu or Siva, toward the transformation of the Buddha into 
God, the transformation of a male bodhisattva into the divine mother Kwan Yim (Jaaw Mae Guan 
Im), or the transformation of Lao Tze into the Son of Heaven.  Jews might gain insight into the 
Christian attitude by thinking of the status not of Moses but of David.  Although Jews revere 
Moses as a greater prophet than David, it seems that Jews have a special love for David.  They 
appreciate his joie de vivre, creativity, skill in fighting, and skill as a ruler; and they take his 
attributes as the ideal for Jews.  They envy his close relation to God when he still did have a 
close relation to God.  They understand the pain of his separation from God.  David was quite 
talented, but he was also a rebel, conniver, murderer, seducer, wanton, guerilla, usurper, and 
might have killed his own king.  He traded on the love of Jonathan, the son of King Saul, to put 
Saul in a horrible position.  David had a man killed to get that man’s wife.  While he was King, 
David ordered men murdered in cold blood.  He then killed his own assassin to keep it quiet.  He 
might have written a few psalms but he certainly did not write even a small fraction of the psalms 
attributed to him.  The Tanakh rationalizes many of David’s sins toward the family of Saul and 
rationalizes David’s sins in general.  For a Jew to admit all this of David is about what it would 
take for a simple Christian to admit that Jesus might be only a prophet.  Maybe the most we can 
ask of people raised to believe in Jesus as God is that they also act on Jesus’ ideas to build a 
better world and that they do not condemn us out of hand.  Jews should feel free to stress that 
Jesus is not God but a prophet, and I hope they also ask how to implement his teachings.  
 
Kingdom of God as a Banquet.  Jesus often spoke of the Kingdom of God as a big banquet or 
party to which everybody was invited.  People that came were happy.  People that did not realize 
the importance of the party did not come, and were sorry about it afterwards.  It is easy to 
misunderstand this image.  The question eventually comes down to the joy of following Jesus’ 
message.  To enter the Kingdom is to feel a kind of joy.   
 
On the negative side, the Church tended to see the people that did not get the idea of the 
banquet as the people who did not understand the importance of Jesus’ crucifixion and 
resurrection, and did not understand the significance of the Church.  They were people who 
would not join the Church.  So, for standard Christianity, to be left out of the party was to be cast 
into Hell for not joining the Church.  I doubt Jesus was this severe about people who did not come 
to the party.  He seems to have looked at them more as idiots who could have no idea of what 
they were missing, and were to be cut off forever from the Kingdom of God and from a good 
relation with God.  In philosophical Christianity, Hell is just exclusion from God.   
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There are several positive interpretations of the Banquet, none of which, I think, Jesus had in 
mind.  For the standard Christian Church, joining the banquet was joining the Church, and the joy 
of being at the banquet is the joy of belonging to the Church.  Many standard believers now 
identify the Kingdom of God with heaven, so that going to the banquet for them is going to 
heaven to be with Jesus.  At the level of crass pop culture, Jesus is inviting everybody to the kind 
of joy that is promoted by televangelists, spiritualists, drug dealers, leftover hippies, condo 
developers, and upper middle class gourmet trippers.  Better versions think of the joy that comes 
from being a good citizen, good parent, or good neighbor, or from having a group of good friends 
to have dinner parties with; the banquet is made up of those kinds of people.  Yet, in the Bible, 
those are just the kinds of people who excluded themselves.  In more sophisticated versions of 
the party, people reach ecstasy by “saying ‘Yes’ to life”, or by discovering the deep irony of 
postmodern Life.  Mystics think everybody is a part of the banquet whether he-she knows it or 
not:  It’s all alright.  Mystics also think every breath can be full of joy.  People in other religions 
might think of the joy that comes from enlightenment in Hinduism or Buddhism or that comes from 
finding and following the Tao.   
 
The problem with the joy of following Jesus is that it does not hold up for very long by worldly 
standards.  Real life contradicts the promise of joy.  The banquet seems to be serving TV dinners.  
The party eventually ends.  We wake up the next morning with a hangover.  Most people feel the 
joy for a little while but then the real world intrudes to remind us.  People that seek Jesus to get 
ecstatic joy might find it for a while but then their girlfriend or boyfriend dumps them and they 
dump Jesus.  When that happens, some people turn to philosophical substitutes such as the joy 
of being a good person, of taking responsibility, or of saying “Yes” to Life.  These joys are not 
unique to Jesus, they are not very satisfying for most real people, and they do not hold up very 
well in the long run either.  
 
This problem is a version of what happens to people when they submit to God.  Submission does 
bring joy but it does not solve the problems of living and it also brings its own worldly hardships.   
 
Jesus had something in mind, so I will speculate on what.  I do not know what to say to people 
that are in a bad situation from which there is no way out, so I say what I can to normal people in 
normal situations.  The trick is not to look for ecstatic joy but to look for a deeper more persistent 
enjoyment, and to look for other people that can feel the same thing.  The banquet is serving 
neither TV dinners nor gourmet food but instead is serving fresh fruit and vegetables, nuts, and 
fresh caught fish.  My version comes off like any average middle class person saying “make the 
most of life while you can” while he-she enjoys an imported beer; but it is more than that.  I don’t 
know how to get across the more without sounding like one of the shallow philosophical versions.   
 
Jesus would not deny real world intrusions nor would he ask people to be joyous in the face of 
car accidents, cancer, and war.  He would not expect you to live constantly in the kind of joy you 
get when your child wins the Nobel Prize.   
 
Jesus accepted the Tanakh idea that creation is good.  Creation is mostly good even after natural 
selection evolved beings that can do both good things and bad, and that have a moral sense – 
even after the Fall.  Jesus would disagree with Augustine and Calvin.  Jesus saw that God is 
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bigger than evil, bigger than any theory, law, ideology, or theology, and bigger even than Jesus 
himself.  God is bigger than any present nation of the world.  The world is already as the world is.  
We might as well enjoy it while we can.  Not to enjoy it is an insult to God.  Enjoy it the way that 
suits you as long as your joy does not hurt other people.  A big part of the joy of the world is the 
joy of other people.  Accept that also to the extent you can.  It is especially fun to be at a party 
where other people “get it”, even if what we all “get” is being at the party where other people get 
it.  But it is not necessary that all the people at the party get it.  A lot of people never fully 
understand what kind of party they are at but they contribute to the overall party just the same.  
Jesus was inviting us to this party.  It is like having a job that you actually like and that contributes 
to the world as well.  It is like being a citizen of a free country that works and that contributes to 
the world too.  These ideas are simple but people usually forget them and get caught up seeking 
a different joy.  Jesus forcefully reminded us, and he forcefully reminded us of how bad we feel 
when we pass up his party.   
 
We cannot expect to feel a “party high” all the time, not even from Jesus’ party, not even in the 
limited version described here.  It comes and it goes.  Be thankful when it comes.   
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6.03 Relation to God: Submission and Prayer  
 
 
I know what Christians mean by “a personal relation with Jesus” or “accept Jesus as my personal 
savior” but it still seems odd to me.  It seems off the mark, as if they get half the idea but not the 
whole idea, and they blow up the half they do get to make up for the half they don’t get.  So this 
chapter is not about accepting Jesus as your personal savior.  It is about having a relation with 
God if you can.   
 
Submission.  If you believe in God, then what do you do?  Believing in God leads people to want 
to acknowledge God and their belief in God, at least to themselves.  To acknowledge God is to 
accept that God is bigger and smarter than you, and implies you should follow his guidance.  To 
accept all this amounts to submitting to God.  Not to think in terms of submitting is contradictory 
and is to fool yourself.  Many people acknowledge God and yet cannot submit to him.  Submitting 
is a hard step.  Many people cannot take this step, especially people who think it demeans their 
independence, intelligence, or integrity, or who think submitting makes them like servants.  It is 
hard to value political-personal freedom as do Americans and to submit to religious authority too.  
When people think of submitting, they fear they have to follow all the rules of an established 
church, even rules that they do not agree with or cannot follow, such as not using birth control.   
 
People want to think of their relation with God as like that between an adult child and a respected 
elder parent.  They do not like to think the relation is like that between an adult to minor child, 
boss to employee, slave to master, or even professor to student.  God sent us out on our own 
and he expects us to make our own decisions, even if we are wrong sometimes.  God expects 
adults, not simple-minded minor children.  People expect the kind of relation with God that goes 
with the expectation by God for us that we are adults.   
 
This idea of the relation with God as between two adults owes a lot to modern middle class ideals 
under successful self-government and successful capitalism.  We are citizens under God, not 
subjects under God.  We get our ideas of our relation with God from the world we live in.  Even 
so, I think this idea of a relation with God is largely correct.  Just because we get our ideas about 
God from our other social and natural relations does not mean the ideas are wrong.  The problem 
is that this idea of a relation with God can mislead us about our own abilities, nurture pride, block 
a deeper relation, and prevent us from seeking help that we need.  So I want to place this modern 
idea of a relation with God as a relation between two adults in the context of the bigger relation 
that I call “submitting”.   
 
Jesus spoke of God as “Father”, and he used the familiar-respectful term “Abba”, like “Dad”, 
when talking to God or about God.  (Jesus was not overly-familiar and did not use terms that 
trivialize God, such as “daddy”).  Submitting to God is like accepting that your parents can help 
even adult children in a tight spot.  Sometimes even adult children need help with the mortgage, 
hospital bills, or legal fees.  Even if parents cannot help with money, and even if they cannot bail 
you out entirely, parents can help in other ways.  They can make sure you do not get lost.  If you 
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are lost, they can help you find your way back.  They can give advice based on their greater 
experience.  Eventually, submitting to God leads you to feel you are in touch with something 
much bigger even than cosmic parents.  When you do submit to God, the submission will not 
frighten or demean you, and you can accept the idea of submitting without fear.   
 
I do not think God condemns to hell people that want to follow Jesus but do not know how to 
submit or cannot submit.  I do not know what God does with people like that but I am pretty sure 
they do okay.   
 
To submit to God is a hardship but it does have rewards, so it is worth the effort if you can do it.  
For both the hard part and the rewards, see below.     
 
Other religions require submission.  “Islam” means “submission”.  A “Muslim” means a person 
who submits to God, the same God as for Jews and Christians.  Even non-theistic Buddhists go 
to the Buddha, Dharma, monks, and the fellowship of other Buddhists for refuge and guidance.  
Hindus have to recognize something greater than themselves even if they also think they are 
identical to that greater being eventually.  The idea of “karma” entails the idea of submission.  
Taoists seek the Tao because it is greater than themselves and they want to go along with it.  
New Age people with animal spirit companions submit to that idea.  Many ideologies, including 
Marxism, Political Correctness, feminism, Gay Liberation, and “the free market solves everything” 
require submission.  Secular groups, even academia, require submission, often to a greater 
extent than God does.  I would much rather submit to God than to any secular organization or 
ideology.   
 
Standard Christians call submission “finding God”, “accepting God”, “coming to God”, and 
“making a relation with God”.  Those terms are fine as long as we know that we do not have to 
accept the standard Christian idea of the Trinity when we submit to God and we do not have to 
accept the teachings of any particular established church.  At the same time, keep in mind that 
standard Christians are not all half-crazy because they “find God”.  As in other religions, they 
might be on to something too.   
 
Submitting to God is not like Abraham willing to sacrifice Isaac.  If God asked that of me, I would 
say “no”.  It is not like agreeing to have sex with somebody to get them to quit annoying you.  It is 
not like the movie “The Good Girl”.  It is not like “ratting out” your best friend to save your own 
skin.  It is not like kissing the ass of a bully or of your boss.  It is not like selling your soul to your 
job.  If you ever read “The Story of ‘O’”, it is not like that.  Submitting to God is much less 
demeaning than other submitting we often do, and submitting to God can go a long way toward 
helping us not to do the other worse kinds of submitting.   
 
Usually people recognize God and submit to God when they realize they are not self-sufficient, 
when they are in pain, need help, are sick, or when somebody they love is sick.  That is fine.  I 
see no reason why that should disincline God to accept you.  It is too bad we have to wait to be in 
pain to submit but people are like that.  I hope the relation continues beyond the immediate need.   
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I was a combination.  I had strong allergies and asthma as a child, so all along I recognized my 
insufficiency.  I also probably have a predisposition to feel the presence of imaginary spirits, and 
that trait supported my childhood belief in God.  The childhood belief never went away.   On the 
other hand, I am arrogant about my intellect, as a youth I quickly adopted Western diffidence to 
religion, and I tried to convince myself that God was not important.  Seeing the hypocrisy of many 
standard Christians kept me from submitting.  Living with Buddhists and Muslims did not incline 
me one way or the other although it did help me to see that traditional religious people can be 
okay despite some hypocrisy.  I faced hard events during which I called on God and God seemed 
to answer.  Just after my wife, Nitaya, and I were married, she was diagnosed with cervical 
cancer.  With surgery, she survived.  I learned you cannot make bargains.  A year or so after, I 
had to accept that I could not tolerate academia yet academia was the only job option open to 
me.  At the time, academia was a mental trap for me, and I needed a way out of the trap but had 
none.  I told God I would accept any guidance he would give me on that problem and on any 
aspect of my life.  The combination of cancer and academia led me to submit.  After that, I faced 
other hard events but they led more to confirmation than to new submission; I do not recount 
them here.   
 
I do not know what my submission implies for other people being able to submit.  I intensely 
dislike authority that does not live up to its own standards and I will not submit to it.  I grew up 
among the least submissive people in the world:  Western Americans (not Reagan-ite imitations), 
Oregonians, working class Americans, and Cretan Greeks.  Many among us would rather die 
than submit to any person.  Western Americans might be spiritual but are not religious, take pride 
in being non-religious, and sometimes are hostile toward organized religion.  Submission is not 
part of their spirituality unless it is submission in some New Age sense or to a martial arts 
teacher.  I learned typical academic diffidence, and typical rock-and-roll diffidence, toward any 
religion.  Religion was for un-cool idiots.  Even so, when I understood what I really believed and 
that I had to be consistent with myself, the next steps followed naturally.  My case is not “If I can 
do it anybody can do it” because I do have a childhood history of religious feeling and I do have a 
tendency toward religious experience.  Nor was I ever staunchly anti-religious and so had a “flip 
over” kind of conversion.  But I am not the most likely candidate, and a lot of people like me 
cannot submit to God.  So, if I can do it then you probably can do it too.   
 
Accept First.  I don’t know how to advise people who are thinking about believing but are not 
sure.  I don’t want to argue with atheists.  Never do what is not in your heart.  Never believe 
because you think it is the right thing to do or you think religion is socially useful.  Believe only 
because you think the religion is true.  You cannot believe so as to save your soul if you do not 
independently think what you believe is true.  You cannot believe because you think it is good for 
society.  You cannot believe because it would make your parents happy or your partner happy.  
Never make a contradiction in yourself.  Never replace one contradiction with another.  Better to 
live with the true contradiction that is in you than to replace it with a contradiction you get from 
theology, hipness, politics, the culture wars, or somewhere else.  Honest atheism is better than 
dishonest belief.  God is much more likely to forgive an honest mistake than to forgive dishonest 
self-serving orthodoxy.  
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People that do not believe sometimes have trouble stepping over the line because they intuitively 
know that belief implies submission, and they intuitively understand submission - maybe better 
than people who have always believed and who never consciously had to submit.  Non-believers 
hesitate, not for the intellectual reasons that atheists raise, but, because, in their gut, they do not 
want to submit.  Think of it this way:  Believing in God is like accepting that we live under the rule 
of law when we live in democracy.  We give up the right to be the final authority on some matters.  
Some laws we do not like, such as against marijuana, but we obey them anyway because they 
are part of the package.  Most people who live in democracies don’t want to accept all the laws; 
they don’t want to submit to the idea of a democracy even though they gain the benefits of living 
in a democracy.  The problem with not submitting to God when you really do think there is a God 
is that you divide yourself and make yourself sick.  Not believing when you really do believe is 
worse than having to give up a few egotistic things.  It is much worse than submission.  
 
Don’t worry about submission right away.  Think about accepting first without thinking about 
submission.  Read books by people like you, by people like you but not exactly like you, by 
atheists, and by tortured Christians who no longer believe in orthodoxy and so search the gospels 
for every little detail that might guide them.  Read books by sincere people who have to come to 
faith as adults.  Don’t dive into books by zealots and Bible bumping conservatives.  Think about 
what is right and wrong.  Think about what might change if you did believe in God.  Does God 
want you to do anything wrong?  If you understand the lessons of Jesus and accept those, then 
you will worry less about believing or not believing; then belief will either come naturally or it will 
not.  Submission might come after that or it might not.   
 
Warning:  Hardship and Growth.  The relation that grows out of submitting to God is bigger 
than the help you get for any particular crisis and a lot bigger than any bargaining.  You get more 
than you bargain for, both easy and hard.  The growth that comes through submitting is one of 
the best ways to have a relation with God, the only way I discuss in this book.   
 
The Hard Part.  Contrary to the great expectations pushed by popular evangelists, some people 
who submit find their lives get harder.  This topic is odd because it smacks of divine intervention, 
testing, and initiation rites; it is not like that.  So it is worth clarifying the hardship that comes from 
submitting, first by dismissing what seems to be hardship but is not.  Hardships often come with 
rewards, so this subsection mixes in description of some rewards along with the hardships.  The 
next subsection deals more directly with the rewards.  
 
Submitting to any religious authority often causes people to act “more moral”; greater moral 
behavior usually annoys somebody; and the somebody can make your life harder - but that is not 
an important hardship that submitting leads to.  Submission to an institution causes you to follow 
the ideas of the institution, and other people outside the institution get annoyed at you for that.  
Even rebel rockers conform and submit when they adopt the rebel code, and people make fun of 
rockers for that.  People make fun of believers in God.  That is not an important hardship that 
submitting to God can lead to.  
 
The biggest hardships come because you might need to make internal changes and do some 
reordering.  In submitting, you have to decide and you have to commit.  After submitting, you 
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have to keep on making decisions.  Some people have never made critical decisions or 
commitments before in their lives.  Submitting to God forces you to understand decisions and 
commitment in general.  (Which does not mean Jesus is the god of commitment and 
responsibility.)  You realize that a big part of being human is to decide and commit sometimes.  I 
think submitting is like becoming a parent of your own identity.  You have to take other people 
seriously as people, not just as means to your ends.  You have to take all creation seriously.  You 
can still be normal and have fun but you cannot be mindlessly selfish.  
 
Unlike as with having children, your life can become simpler.  You might give up some friends or 
situations.  It is not a question of giving up bad influences; you just lose interest in some things 
while gaining interest in others.  You want to give up things that you once used for diversion.  You 
don’t have to get “wasted” anymore just because you are bored, have nothing to do, and can find 
no better satisfaction.  You can get wasted when you really want to.  You do not need people just 
for distraction.  It gets harder to look at porn because you see actors in it as people.  You see that 
some people are bad for you, even if they are fun, as Sandra Bullock finally did in the movie “28 
Days”.  You might change direction in your career.  Other people give up on you even when you 
still share much in common.  
 
I don’t think you can submit to God just as a way to cure a problem such as alcohol although I 
might be wrong.  Maybe wanting to cure alcoholism can lead you to submit, and then submission 
might help.  But there are alcoholics who sincerely believe in God and who submit to his authority 
but still can’t stop drinking.  I think God will help you with a problem if you ask, and you do not 
even have to submit to get the help.  That happened to me.  God does seem to help some 
alcoholics stop drinking.  Don’t blame yourself or God if you submit to God and then can’t stop 
drinking.  It is not a case of “I just don’t believe hard enough”.  Sometimes things turn out that 
way.  Some problems are really hard.  I don’t know why.  
 
After submitting, you are honest with yourself and you see other people more clearly.  The 
honesty leads to greater clarity and consistency.  The honesty with yourself leads you to be more 
honest with others.  You cannot exploit people much anymore.  I do not think a normal person 
can be completely honest or consistent so you do not get weird about it, just somewhat simpler.  
 
Honesty can be painful, not just a little painful, but really painful.  Sometimes it makes your 
stomach hurt and makes you gasp.  You do not quest for perfection but you do see a lot of faults 
in yourself and you want to correct what faults you can.  It is hard enough to do something about 
the faults that you can do something about, and harder to bear the ones that cannot be corrected, 
especially the ones that hurt other people.  It does not make you crazy; you learn to live with it.  
 
The honesty did not lead me to be too much more forgiving.  Probably that is a flaw in me.  I still 
see idiots, liars, users, and selfish people as they are.  They are not saints in beggar’s clothing, 
saints who do not know it yet, or instruments of God sent to strengthen my faith.  They are just 
obnoxious.  I still dislike people that I used to dislike.  I still don’t know how to make them behave 
any better.  Probably other people become more forgiving and kinder than me.  
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The honesty and clarity do not lead you to know exactly what to do all the time.  Submitting does 
not make you able to get out of every situation on top, or even to be able to get out.  It does help 
with many situations.  
 
God gives some rare people projects after they submit.  The projects are like the tasks in “Joan of 
Arcadia” or “The Blues Brothers”.  They do not require you to be a busybody, and they almost 
never require you to build an ark.  You do not hear voices that give you assignments.  You just 
see things to do that you did not see before.  You also give up projects that waste your time and 
annoy the world, such as fighting to get religious scenes off public land or fighting to get religious 
scenes on public land – see “Charlie Wilson’s War”.  You are not called upon to solve every 
problem that ever was and to save the world single-handed.  It becomes harder to ignore 
situations such as hungry children or a disaster.  Giving to charity does not seem cheesy.  You 
might start recycling.  You might volunteer.  You might actually talk to people that are stupid or 
ignorant or not chic.  In one of my self-given projects, I had to find out if social science could 
really help with the problems of the world – I found out it can help, but not as much as social 
scientists think, and probably not enough in time; and I found out I was not able to help hardly at 
all.  Another self-given project was to write this book for anybody who might benefit.  You do not 
always succeed well.  Sometimes you fail.  That is alright. 
 
Despite the projects, you do not necessarily gain a purpose in life or see the core meaning in life.  
You just know you have work to do.  You stop worrying as much about the grand meaning and 
purpose of life.  
 
You gain a greater feeling of integrity and some more confidence but you do not necessarily gain 
a stronger notion of yourself.  You gain better perspective on yourself, and that makes you both 
more confident and less like a braggart.  If you are really smart, talented, athletic, or good in 
business, then you see that you are not special, and that even you can make only a modest 
contribution.  If such modesty helps you see, then you do gain a stronger notion of yourself 
through that.  Some people only realize they have an eternal soul when they submit to God but 
submitting had the opposite effect on me.  It made me realize I am created and finite, and that I 
am eternal only if God wants me to be.  You are what you are, and you have to make do with 
that.  
 
You worry that you are causing hardship for the people that you love and even just for the people 
around you.  That understanding might be the biggest hardship.  You try not to cause people 
trouble if you can help it.   
 
The Rewards.  I do not know if being a parent is as satisfying as all the horrible annoying post-
1980 parenthood movies paint it but submitting to God is satisfying.  That makes up for some of 
the hardship.  
 
Honesty is painful but it is also useful and satisfying.  Consistency is easier than self-delusion, 
rationalizing, and covering up contradiction.  You come to accept that you cannot have your cake 
and eat it too.  You get to know better what you want and you do not feel bad about going after it 
as long as it is ethical.  If you want to stay home from work, you do not have to make yourself sick 
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first and then miraculously recover after the phone call; you just stay home from work.  If you 
want a drink for fun, you drink; but you also stop when drinking is no longer for pleasure.  After 
you realize that stealing from work is not revenge against “the man”, you give up stealing; but you 
also don’t miss the booty.  Laughing is more fun, laughing at anything.  
 
You clearly realize that it is not all about you, that you are not the most important thing in the 
world, and you should shut up and be useful.  The insight is not stultifying but moderately 
liberating.  You realize the importance of working together.  People who still think they are 
important seem funny, sad, and hurtful.  The fact that people in general cannot work together well 
seems sad.  You understand better the balance of competition and cooperation.  Advocates of 
both unbridled capitalism and do-gooder socialism seem selfish and stupid.  Understanding your 
limitations does not preclude you from asserting yourself or being a leader if you have to.  It only 
means that you assert yourself for a reason other than to promote yourself.   
 
You do feel that God is watching over you but not that God is watching out for you.  I never felt 
particularly protected.  You still are subject to accidents, disease, the bad actions of bad people, 
and poverty.  You have some greater ability to deal with those problems but they do not become 
non-problems shrunk into nothingness by a sea of blissful godliness.   
 
You get guidance.  God gives you insight, advice, and sometimes he gives you the means to 
finish projects.  God teaches you, although I am not always sure how, and I am not able to 
explain.  You learn more from what happens in life, both good and bad.  You see more, so you 
learn even from what does not directly affect you.   
 
In some ways, the best thing is that you have somebody to talk to when you pray, for which see 
below on prayer.  
 
Even though you are energized to follow Jesus and to try as hard as you can to be useful, the 
burden of saving the world is lifted from your shoulders, for which see below.   
 
When you find other people that understand, you also have other people to talk to; but that 
happens not as often as I would like.  It is hard for me to make friends, and it has not gotten any 
easier.  Finding people who understand, even if they don’t see it just like you do, is like finding 
somebody who “gets” the music you like or the drama you like.  Formal religion tends to blind 
people so they do not seem to understand submission.  Many Christians that talk about “giving 
yourself to God” or “having a personal relation with Jesus” have no idea what I am talking about.  
Belonging to a liberal church does not always help.  Sometimes spiritual but non-religious people 
have better insight.  Some religious people get caught up in the idea of a mission from God, and 
that is just creepy.  Real submission is more like the “Blues Brothers” or “The Unforgiven” than 
like a movie about Jesus or like Jedi fighting Sith.  After submitting, other religions become 
clearer.  Zen, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Taoism make more sense.  Determining which religion is 
most correct seems less urgent.  I appreciate more the sister religions to Christianity:  Judaism 
and Islam.  I appreciate philosophers, poets, and some mystics more although I still see a lot of 
that as self-indulgent and misguided.  I can understand their struggle to make sense of life-as-a-



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People   6.03 Submission 

8 
 

whole.  I understand mystic experience such as “we are all one” and “I am God too” but I do not 
think it is correct or that we can live our daily lives that way.   
 
God and Me Again.  After I told God that I needed help with academia, I think I got help, but it 
was not fun and it was not easy.  I never did well in academia.  I dislike authority too much.  I 
think professors should be priests of the truth, and they are not.  I was always too much the 
Oregon hick.  When I tried to be a professor, I did not get tenure.  Yet my wife and I stayed 
around academia and we kept trying to help with issues of ecology and economic development.  
We also stayed poor.  In the long run, failing at academia has been good because I did not turn 
into a nice excusable version of someone that I do not like, and my intellect remained alive 
outside academia as it never would have inside academia.  The choices I had to make helped me 
understand my situation better and helped me be more decisive in general.  Rather than take my 
intellectual, existential, and daily order from academia, I had to create them for myself.  Having to 
do that was a great blessing.  It was also painful, sometimes very much, usually more for my wife 
than for me.  It is hard to grow old poor anywhere but maybe especially hard in America if you are 
formally well educated but have few marketable skills.   
 
God did not deliberately made it hard for me to get a job in academia so I would grow spiritually 
and become more aware of world issues.  My own personality caused my lack of material 
success.  If God lent a direct hand, maybe it was in these two ways.  First, some activities are 
highly worthwhile in themselves but require a strong commitment of time and mental power to the 
exclusion of other activities, for example working on the environment, development, pop culture, 
theoretical analysis such as formal biology or anthropology, doing martial arts, doing some 
spiritual practices such as Zen and meditation, having children and a family, or having a big group 
of entertaining friends.  It would have been easy for me to pursue one or more of these, even 
outside of academia, and get lost.  To get lost in them might have been wonderful if it did not also 
stop me from working toward other insights that are more important, such as in this book.  In the 
right place, such activities are blessings but in the wrong place they are traps.  Until I “got my 
head on straight”, for me, they were traps.  I kept out of traps, and God helped me to keep myself 
from traps, until I did think straight.  Second, God helped keep me from totally self-destructing 
until I could figure things out.  He helped keep me from isolation, despair, drugs, and debilitating 
illness.  I had some medical problems, and God helped me heal before I died from them.  How 
much you wish to see the hand of God depends on your preconceptions.   
 
Clever Divine Planning.  I think what happens is something like this:  God has already set up the 
world so we can learn a lot from it and so most of us can get by if we are not too ambitious.  God 
did not set up the world so we can be assured of finding happiness here, but only so we can 
probably find ways to be useful and to continually grow.  When we submit to God, we become 
more aware of the ways in which we can learn from the world and can be useful.  We use what 
was already here without expecting it to bring us bliss.  We realize we will make mistakes, 
mistakes will hurt us and other people, and we can only learn some lessons of life from mistakes.  
That hurts.  Even so:  “Seek and you will find; knock and the door will open for you”.  When we go 
through all this, we feel as though God is carefully guiding us personally in a tailor-made personal 
training program even though it is really only a generic program for anybody who submits.  If God 
adjusts the program for me personally sometimes, that is great, but likely not necessary, and I am 
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not sure how I would know.  Even if the program is generic, it is good enough for we humans, and 
we can still feel that God watches over the process with satisfaction.  Eventually you stop feeling 
the need to have God baby you through the business and you feel confident about using the 
world to get something good out of it and to give back too.  The process can take years or 
decades, so be patient.   
 
An atheist can argue that the feeling of personal growth might be real but it has little to do with 
God.  The projects come from our own sense of morality and from the real needs of the world.   If 
God does not obviously intervene to protect us, and we do most of the work on our own, then the 
idea of God (dharma-karma or Tao) adds little, and the illusion of God (dharma-karma or Tao) 
only opens the door to confusion.  I cannot logically overcome this argument.  I know all that the 
atheist says but his-her argument still does not feel right.  I know I evolved to feel God is a part of 
the story whether he is or not but I still feel that way.  To leave God out of the story would make 
me feel self-contradictory.  The feeling of a relation with God is not like the feeling when I pursue 
an intellectual project or when I wonder about the morality of bank bailouts.   
 
God’s Plan.  I have met many people who think God has a plan for the world, the United States, 
and for them in particular.  Especially people feel this way after they have “found God”.  They like 
to point out the many ways in which God has guided their lives such as by helping them buy the 
right car, get the right occupation, and find the right spouse.  This is a comforting feeling.   Most of 
us would like a divine parent.  I have felt this way many times when something good came along 
unexpectedly or something unlikely worked out.  When you and your spouse really get along, it is 
easy to feel that God brought you together.  I can make up reasons why people evolved to feel as 
if God micromanages their lives but those reasons are not very relevant to whether this feeling is 
true.  I wish it were true but I doubt very much that it is.  God set up the world so we can make 
some good use of it, enjoy it, help out, and make ourselves better.  It is unlikely God set up the 
world so you can feel right about becoming a dental assistant or about your petunia bed.  I recall 
an old couple who found a puppy, didn’t want it, asked me to find a home for it, and then changed 
their minds because they felt God had sent the puppy to them.  They were alcoholics, and would 
not have taken good care of the puppy, so luckily the puppy had a good home somewhere else 
before they saw the hand of God wagging the puppy’s tail.  I can’t guess what the puppy thought 
about God’s plan.   
 
Mostly we feel this feeling because it gives us energy to go ahead and do what needs to be done.  
If the feeling works that way, and does little harm otherwise, then I see no reason to fight against 
it.  It is like fighting human nature again.  Talking about it can be charming, and it does make you 
wonder.  On the other hand, if you pick your friends only among the people who think God has a 
plan for you, them, your country, and the world, and who share with you the details of how God 
helped you pick the right vacation spot, then you should reconsider.  If you pick your friends only 
among people who want to crusade violently for God’s plan, then you should stop.   
 
Not Getting Rich.  In the Tanakh (Old Testament), God gave to some people worldly success, 
material wealth, big families, love, and power.  I doubt God ever really did that.  I think the people 
who had their scribes write the Bible made sure their scribes said that God gave their ancestors 
those gifts and God gave them those gifts.  This idea is a powerful recruiting tool, and is used by 
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most religions.  Whether God ever really did that in the past is not relevant now because God 
does not do that now.  I don’t know if the coming of John the Baptist and of Jesus changed God’s 
ideas about worldly success for followers but I am certain God does not give worldly success to 
his followers now.  God does not reward you with worldly success if you love him enough, and 
only if you love him enough.  If you have done well, I doubt God led you to make a good real 
estate deal, buy gold, buy stock in Apple, buy the winning lottery ticket, or get born in the ruling 
family of a country that sits on a puddle of petroleum.  I doubt God will do anything like that for 
you in the future.  I am certain success is a not sign that God loves you in particular, your church, 
or your political party.  I wish God did give worldly rewards to his followers and that he would 
single me out for a big gain; it has not happened yet.  If it does happen, I doubt I will see the hand 
of God, but I will be thankful.   
 
If thinking that God gives worldly success helps you to do good, does not make you arrogant, 
does not lead you to harm nature or society, and does not lead you to look down on others, then 
thinking this way is probably natural, not bad, and does some good.  It is good to be thankful to 
God for benefits, realize the large role that luck played even if you have genuine skill, and realize 
how deserving other people are.  Yet thinking that God gave you what you have, especially that 
he gave it to you because you are such a sincere deserving believer, inevitably leads to serious 
errors.  Think carefully when you find yourself thinking this way.   
 
Some Christian televangelists refer to the Old Testament, say God wants to make his believers 
rich, and say they can get God to make you rich if you only give the televangelists a donation as 
proof of your belief and as seed money.  They provide testimonials.  All this is wrong.  If there is a 
hell, then these televangelists likely will go there.  You should stop thinking like this.  If you have 
some spare money, donate to a food bank.   
 
Prayer.  Prayer can help with submission if you do not think of it as stereotypical prayer.  As a 
child, I prayed in my own way, and I never thought of how other people pray.  I never took the 
standardized prayers at Church to be the best prayers or the only way to pray.  As a young man, 
when I began to meet traditional Christians, I was disappointed to learn that many of them prayed 
primarily with standardized prayers and could not pray any other way.  I never pray in 
standardized prayers.  I think that odd.  I have read prayer books, and I think many of the ideas in 
the prayers are great, but I could not memorize the prayers just to make sure I got the ideas.  The 
only standardized prayer that I know is the “Lord’s Prayer” or “Our Father”.   
 
Think of prayer as conversation.  You do not have to ask for anything.  You can talk about what a 
nice day it is.  You can complain that your bunion hurts without really expecting God to do 
anything about it.  You can ask for advice without always asking for a solution.  You can ramble 
on, and very likely will.  You can pray to clear your mind and order your mind.  Do not worry about 
what to say or how to say it.  Begin “Hello, God, it’s me here” if you want.  It does not matter.  Just 
begin and ramble about anything at first.  You do not have to pray only for other people or only to 
end world hunger.  You can ask for advice about what car to buy, although I doubt you will get 
much of an answer to that question.   
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A good way to start is by venting a problem.  If you are angry at your boss, at a fellow employee, 
your brother, your spouse, your children, or the President, then just blow up and vent to God.  
God probably won’t do anything about it, but you can vent anyway.  After you calm down, you can 
think about other things.  Feel very free to ask about sick relatives and friends, or with help with 
an illness or a problem.   
 
You do not have to be on your knees, especially if your knees hurt.  You can sit down, lie down, 
or stand up.  You do not have to stick out your hands like antennas.  There is no special time.  
You do not have to do it at the same time every day.  You do not have to do it before you go to 
sleep.  You can do it at work for five minutes when nobody knows what you are doing.  You can 
do it instead of watching a spot of mindless TV.  You can do it during a long run of commercials.  
There is no minimum or maximum time.  Three minutes to begin is a lot.  You might not want to 
do it for more than twenty minutes until you get really comfortable doing it.    
 
Anybody who has ever meditated will see that prayer is a lot like meditation, and I do not think 
there is anything wrong with that.  I have no desire to distinguish them or to say that one is 
always better than the other.  I am pretty sure you can do both because I have, although not at 
the same time.  I think they help each other.  You need something that will clear your mind, get 
you to think straight, and help put you in perspective.  I think prayer is better than meditation for 
that, and I think meditation can actually divert you from that goal; but I do not push the issue.   
 
Prayer can be like meditation too in another way, especially if you use prayer to vent, and for this 
you need a warning.  Your mind will empty out during prayer, and you might have some unusual 
thoughts.  Strangely enough for being connected to all-good God, you might have bad thoughts 
during prayer.  If you are venting at your boss, you might suddenly realize how much satisfaction 
it would give you to bury the claw end of a hammer in the top of his-her skull.  You might realize 
you have a crush on a fellow employee.  If you are a man, you might realize you envy women, or, 
if you are a woman, you might realize you envy men and have a crush on another woman.  This 
is all normal.  Just because you feel these things does not mean you have to act on them.  This is 
part of being a mixed human being.  This is part of what you get guidance about.  Just let them 
pass, and go on to more pressing issues.  
 
Feel free to get angry at God.  Yell at him about how miserable the world is, and how bad a job 
he is doing.  Tell him how to do it better.  Think through the issues as you argue with God.  How 
would you really do it better?   
 
Try thanking God for a good job too.  You can count your blessings as in the old Depression era 
songs, and you can also thank God for things that have nothing to do with you and that you might 
not even enjoy, like fly fishing or tuna casserole.  Thank him for all the children that get well even 
if you do not know them.  Thank him for all the self-indulgent crazy academics that do not believe 
in him.   
 
Most of the time, your prayer will not frighten you.  It will bring you satisfaction and peace.  You 
will learn how to return to what you think is important.  God will likely guide you to return to what 
he thinks is important.   
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You do not have to submit to pray.  If you are angry at God at first, then it is not likely you will 
submit to him, although you do have to acknowledge him to get angry at him.  If you keep praying 
over many weeks, eventually you will see what submission is all about, and submission will not 
be so hard.  But you never have to submit just because you pray.   
 
Some people pray but feel no connection to God through prayer even though they might believe 
in God otherwise.  I am not sure what to say because I never had that problem.  You probably 
should try at least twenty times before you give up entirely, and you might want to come back to it 
again after waiting a few months.  Even if you feel no connection with God through prayer, you 
might want to pray as a method of therapy or mind training.  There are a lot worse methods of 
mind training.  If you really cannot get anything, then you might want to try meditation and forget 
about prayer.  If meditation and prayer don’t work, try art, sports, or current events.   
 
It is not necessary to pray to have a relation with God or to submit to God.  I think a lot of people 
go through life like that.  People that cannot pray have to use intellect and gut feelings for 
everything.  They have to use reason more than most people do.  They have to decide what is 
right or feel what is right, and hope that God intervenes indirectly in their decision making process 
without being asked.  I am not sure how long you have to try praying before you give up on prayer 
and decide to take this path.   
 
Praying to Jesus.  I think many standard Christians pray to Jesus.  I pray only to God.  I talk with 
Jesus.  I sometimes ask Jesus for advice.  I do not pray to him as to God.  The attitude is 
different.  Jesus is like a sibling, like Wally from “Leave it to Beaver”.  He is not like “Big Brother” 
from the novel “1984”.  God can and will respond to you directly, and you should not be afraid.   
 
This is a touchy point.  You should be able to have a direct relation with God.  If you do not, or 
cannot, something is wrong.  You might not be able to overcome what is wrong, you will not go to 
hell if you cannot, and you might have a good relation with God anyway even if you pray primarily 
to Jesus; but still something is wrong.  To use Jesus as a god, or as an intercessor, is wrong 
because it blocks a direct relation with God.  If you have to do it, do it, but try to get directly at 
God.  At least once a month, try praying directly to God and only to God.   
 
Protestants make the same point toward Roman Catholics by saying that Roman Catholics 
should not use saints as intermediaries, that praying to saints is like praying to lesser gods, it is a 
kind of idolatrous polytheism, and it blocks a far more important direct relation with Jesus.  
Roman Catholic arguments that saints are mere go-betweens, like a loving mother to a hard 
father, and that saints are always officially only human, do not carry weight with Protestants 
because people might know all that in their heads but are carried into the error of idolatry anyway.  
I apply the Protestant argument to anything that is not God, and Jesus is not God.  At the same 
time, I know that I am only human, I have faults, and there is no point in kicking people to force 
them to do what they cannot, especially if forcing them to do what I think is right keeps them from 
doing what gives them greater benefit.  I do not pray to Jesus but I do like to talk to Jesus 
sometimes.  Understand the situation, and then do what you can.   
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Hero Mouse.  People are afraid that believing in God will turn them into a wimp.  That might be a 
little true but it is not mostly true.  Believing in God settles an internal conflict, which tends to unify 
you and give you more energy, which tends to make you braver, more confident, and more 
effective.  If you have been bullying other people as a way to make up for insecurity, or if you 
have been using self-righteousness as a way to bully people, then believing in God can make you 
less a bully.  Believing in God can make you more empathetic but it does not mean that your 
feelings are always subordinate to other people’s feelings.   
 
In C.S. Lewis’ Narnia books, one of the heroes is a mouse who is highly skilled with a sword.  
You can see him in the second of the Narnia movies, “Prince Caspian”, and the third, “Voyage of 
the Dawn Treader”.  He is a miniature D’Artagnan from “The Three Musketeers” (“Musketeer” 
sounds like “mouse-ke-teer”).  The sword-wielding cat “Puss in Boots” in “Shrek” is a variation on 
the same theme.  The mouse has a big chip on his shoulder.  He imagines insults where there 
are none, and challenges anybody to a duel at the drop of a handkerchief.  He is annoying.  He is 
also loyal, honest, brave, dependable in a fight, and knows teamwork.  If he is wrong, he admits 
it.  He will not do what is not honorable.  The ship “Dawn Treader”, sails metaphysical seas 
searching for heaven.  When they find it, not all are allowed to enter right away.  The first allowed 
into heaven is not the captain, wise person, or ruler, but the mouse.  A good heart can be more 
important than a good head.  Part of having a good heart is being an active person when you can 
to the extent you can.  That is what believing can change you into, not into a “mousy” mouse but 
into a brave mouse.  Lewis certainly romanticizes the story, and his version owes as much to 
Homer and to Mother Goose as to the Bible, but the basic idea is true enough.  
 
God Bears the Burden.  It helps to know that you do not have to save the world all by yourself if 
you submit to God.  All you have to do is to try really hard at the best things you can think of.  If 
you do that, and a lot of other people do the same – whether they believe in God and Jesus or 
not – then the world will get better, and you might save the world.  If you do not save the world, it 
is not your fault.  When we feel Jesus’ message, the whole world becomes our family.  If we do 
not save the whole world, it is like letting our family be ravaged by bandits.  Even if we tried really 
hard otherwise on other good projects, we could not bear to see our family ravaged, and our guilt 
would not go away.  That is the burden of the bodhisattva in some kinds of Buddhism.  But it is 
not really our burden.  In the end, it is God’s burden and his problem.  If other people do not act 
decently, it is not your fault; it is their fault and God’s fault.  
 
We are not spared the burden of saving the world because Jesus already saved the world or 
because God will make sure the world does not fall into evil.  If Jesus did already save the world 
in some way, he did it by showing enough people what to do so that they will collectively save the 
world through their efforts – whether they believe in him as God or not.  Jesus did not save the 
world by magic.  If we do not save the world by acting on Jesus’ message then Jesus did not 
save the world either.  The world might not get saved in the end.  The world really could fall into 
evil for a long time.  That is part of the real risk we face by living in the real world.  God will not 
intervene to stop Nazis, Communists, fascist capitalists, PC people, Family Values people, 
various religious fundamentalists, terrorists, or to stop overpopulation and ecological abuse.  If it 
gets done, we have to do it.  If we do not do it, it will not get done.  God wants us to do it for 
ourselves.  If we do not do it, he will not do it for us.  He will let us lie in our own bed.  But if the 
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task is too much, and we fail even though some of us genuinely tried, then the fault is not ours but 
God’s.   
 
Fortunately, we might be able to save the world if we all pull together, and if we learn how to 
design institutions so that people seeking their own self-interest eventually serve the welfare of 
the whole.   
 
Apparently some Christians are burdened with great guilt because they cannot save the world 
and convert everybody.  Some liberals have the same guilt although they do not think of 
converting everybody to Jesus but to some other belief system.  I went through some liberal guilt 
when I was young, and I am still frustrated that people do not see simple truths of shared 
humanity and nature.  But I do not feel guilty like I used to and I do not feel the urge to convert 
everybody to my point of view.  I would be happy if people would just act a bit better.  Maybe part 
of the “good news” of Jesus is that we do not have to feel guilty like that anymore.  
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6.04 Golden Rule, What to Do, and Other Topics  
 
 
Golden Rule.  People think the Golden Rule means we should always return kind words for bad, 
go out of our way to help, be a Good Samaritan even at the cost of our own family, be a Good 
Samaritan even to stupid people, be sweet, never put our interests above the group, and let bad 
people ride roughshod over life.  In less kind words, people interpret the Golden Rule as, “Be a 
Doormat”.  In some cases, maybe that is so, but not usually.  The Golden Rule says to do for 
other people what we would like them to do for us.  I want other people to do what is best for me.  
For another person to lie down as my doormat is not best for me.  It is not best for them if I lie 
down to be their doormat either.  It can be hard to figure out what is best, but, if we can, that is 
what we should do.  
 
Once when I was about fourteen years old, I was hitting balls on the city golf course driving 
range.  Every time I hit a bad shot, I swore, which was often.  The man standing next to me was 
much better.  I asked him for advice.  He said, before I could cure any problems with my swing, I 
had to cure a bad habit with my mouth.  I did, and to this day I still do not swear too much.  
Sometimes the best thing for us is not sweetness but the truth.  If it is good for other people to tell 
me the truth then I it is also good for other people if I tell them the truth.  
 
We want God to do what is best for us, not what is easiest.  
 
Often to do what is best for a person is hard both for the doer and the recipient.  Yet that is the 
real Golden Rule, and I think that is what Jesus had in mind.  It is hard to tell a friend that he-she 
is selfish or has a drinking problem but sometimes that is what we have to do.   
 
We should not use this version of the Golden Rule as an excuse to be cruel or to hurt other 
people.  This version is not a blank check to be the evil schoolmistress as in the movie “Matilda”.  
“You have to cruel to be kind” is not an excuse to torture.  Be the other person, and then think 
about what would really help you.  Then try to do that and only that.  If you hit people with the 
naked truth because you think you are doing them a favor then someday somebody will hit you 
with the naked truth that you are abusing the Golden Rule to be a self-indulgent bully.   
 
Sometimes it is hard to help other people because even mildly intrusive behavior is still intrusive 
and often potentially obnoxious; it might not work; the recipients might resent it; or they might 
retaliate.   It is hard to tell somebody he-she is a moocher and he-she needs to start carrying his-
her own weight.  The saintly action is to do it anyway.  If you are really uncomfortable doing 
something intrusive, even if it might help, probably you should not do it.  Do what you can do.   
 
The Golden Rule can tolerate some white lies.  Sometimes we all need to hear, “Oh, yeah, that 
really looks good on you” or “Wow, what a good recovery”.  Being honest in these cases is not 
what the Golden Rule is all about.  If you abuse it this way, it will carry no force when you really 
need it.  Use your good judgment.   
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Forgiveness and Enabling.  I am bad at forgiving.  This section is not a pep talk to get readers 
to forgive everything from everybody.  It recognizes that some things or some people cannot be 
forgiven, and then seeks the implications.   Forgiveness comes in flavors.  Sometimes we forgive 
to let go, so that primarily we heal ourselves.  Sometimes forgiveness aims to heal the group and 
so get on with life.  The New Testament has many passages on that kind.  Both these kinds of 
forgiving are important but this section is not about them.  Mostly this section is about what to do 
when the person does not deserve forgiveness.  Jesus talked about all kinds of forgiving and it is 
hard to tease out the various flavors, especially since we have to think about whether the 
teaching comes primarily from him or from the Church, so I will not try.   
 
It is easy to forgive some things:  accidental mistakes for which the doer is really sorry and tries to 
make up; acts for which we do not expect the doer to have control, as when a four-year-old child 
takes the last ice cream bar out of the freezer; and acts done out of emotion for which the doer 
recognizes fault and tries to make up.  It helps if there is little damage.   
 
It is harder to forgive some things but we can still see that forgiving is a good idea, and we can 
try:  somebody accidentally runs over our bicycle or our cat; a friend votes really badly in an 
election; a friend supports a bad policy due to passing patriotism or anger, such as the invasion of 
Iraq to the neglect of Afghanistan; a friend supports a rival at work because the rival is more 
powerful although our project is better; or a rival steals our idea.   
 
Other things are hard to forgive even when the other person is genuinely sorry, such as adultery, 
hurting a child, or stealing an idea from us that might have made a big difference in our lives.  
 
Some things I find hard to forgive not because the act is so big or the damage is so big but 
because the act shows the person’s bad character, and the person is likely to stay in character 
and to keep on doing it.  The clear examples are alcoholics, addicts to other drugs such as 
nicotine or meth, gamblers, emotional users, and sexual users; but life is full of lesser sins that 
are just as bad because they spoil the world.  People that push “boompa whoompa” out of their 
cars do not just want to hear bad music played loudly, they want to force it on other people.  It is 
assault.  Forgiving them does no good, for them or anybody.  People that stole my ideas would 
have done it again if I let them.  People that do not pull their weight at work now likely never will.  
People that jump lines likely will always jump lines.  People that smoke are likely to do it until they 
die of cancer.  The compulsive chronic liar who hit my wife’s car will keep on lying, even when 
someone catches her boldfaced as we did.  Even worse, she will teach lying to her children, and 
they will probably become liars as well.  Thieves keep on stealing.  It does not matter if people 
were born with the bad trait or if they learned it.   
 
We act badly toward normal decent people when we put up with assholes.  It is not a laudable act 
of forgiveness on our part.  It is not acting on the Golden Rule.  We owe it to the good people, to 
ourselves, and to society, not to forgive assholes.  We only make the situation worse, for 
ourselves and others, when we forgive out of a sense of duty yet we know that the other person 
will do more harm.  We only make the situation worse when we feel guilty about not being 
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forgiving enough when we know that forgiving is not the best thing in this case.  I am not sure 
what Jesus would do about bad people and the safety of society.   
 
To be a follower of Jesus means not to be a tightly strung miserable moralist who holds a grudge 
against the world.  This is where forgiveness is as much about us and society as it is about the 
person forgiven.  Jesus said to give people the benefit of the doubt.  See what happens first 
before giving up on a particular person or giving up on the world as a whole.  Forgiveness can go 
a long way to getting people to get along.  It can go a long way toward lessening our own tension.  
 
I have no idea how long to keep on forgiving, or exactly what to do when we stop forgiving.  I do 
not know if we should stop forgiving when forgiving no longer makes us feel better and begins to 
make us feel worse.  I do not know if we should stop forgiving just at the point when forgiving 
begins to undermine social relations, or if we have an obligation to go further, and how much 
further.  I wish honest Christian ministers would take up this topic and give us some real advice.  
 
Sometimes an act of forgiveness can make a real difference in somebody’s life.  An act of 
forgiveness can turn a life around.  I have never had to forgive anybody on this scale, and I do not 
want to offer examples for which I have no personal experience.  
 
Sometimes when people are forgiven, they do not have to face themselves, do not become better 
people, and continue to hurt other people.  Sometimes we have to be forced to fact ourselves 
before we can change.  If other people continually forgive us, then we never have to see 
ourselves and never have to change.  If we always forgive the person who takes over the meeting 
and bullies everybody else, then he-she will never understand and never get better; and other 
people will never have a chance to speak.  If we continue to forgive a chronic thief, then he-she 
will never understand what he-she is, and never understand the damage done.   
 
I have been treated badly in academia several times, the details of which I had better leave out.  
When I was young, I did not forgive being treated badly so much as overlook it.  I was stupid and 
naïve then; and horrible behavior usually freezes me in my tracks like a deer in headlights.  Later 
on, I did not forgive the people involved because they never took responsibility.  I did not confront 
them then because it would have been too stressful for me.  I probably would have hurt them 
physically.  Maybe I should have told them how bad they had been just so that they might have 
seen themselves and had a chance to get better.  Maybe I should have told them how bad they 
had been because I might have been able to forgive them.  Once one of my best friends 
murdered another of my best friends.  The two were also best friends at the time.  The murderer 
felt he had to do something drastic to protect himself and his family from financial ruin at the 
hands of his friend, but likely he did not have to murder.   The son of the murderer warned me, 
with guns in hand, not to seek revenge.  The murderer was miserable.  He had to live in a little 
shack behind the main family house because his wife kicked him out and because he did not 
want revenge aimed at him to fall on his family.  I felt sorry for him.  He never really repented but 
he would have appreciated knowing that somebody forgave him.  He died before I could tell him I 
forgave him, and that is too bad.   
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I have also seen forgiveness as enabling bad behavior, and I have seen enabling as a hidden 
form of passive aggression.  I have had friends with drug problems, attitude problems, or ideology 
problems, and forgiving them does not help.  It enables them to carry on with bad behavior.  
Really, it hurts them.  If you want to hurt them tacitly without overtly hurting them, then keep on 
forgiving them.   
 
I do not know what to do if you try forgiving, people do not respond, and you have to keep on 
putting up with assholes.  I do not know what to do when you forgive the person who never 
cleans up the microwave at work, and the person doesn’t change.  You find yourself becoming a 
grudge-laden semi-bitter moralist.  This is when we need to forgive and to let go not because the 
other person deserves it but to preserve our own integrity.  Grudges really do hurt us more than 
the wrong-doer more often than not.  Poor people get forced into this situation of having to put up 
with crap.  It is one of the biggest prices of poverty.  Poor people have to forgive the selfish boss, 
landlord, loud drunk, noisy neighbor, or neighbor who makes passes.  We need divine guidance 
for dilemmas like this.  
 
Sometimes people do not understand what they have done and do not take responsibility but they 
really do not have a bad will or bad character either.  They just do not get it now.  Sometimes the 
dink at work who never does his-her share does not see that he-she is not getting away with 
something but is really hurting the other people that have to make up for him-her.  Sometimes 
they get it after somebody tells them what is really going on.  Sometimes they don’t.  Hopefully 
they will get it when they die and face God.  Sometimes they are just too stupid to get it and 
sometimes they are so caught up in their own troubles that they just cannot see straight.  This is 
what happened with my friend who murdered my other friend.  We forgive them in the same way 
that we forgive a child.   
 
Really Help People.  This section is more upbeat.  This section does not aim to get Americans to 
quit giving to any charities.  When I re-wrote this in the holiday season of 2011-2012, all charities 
desperately needed contributions.  This section is primarily for people who can afford to give a lot 
sometimes.  
 
For good reasons, people of different wealth and social rank do not meet in ways that allow them 
to understand each other.  Instead even Christians of different class avoid each other, even 
though cross-class meetings seem to have been part of Jesus’ program and part of the early 
Church.  In the modern world, the people that have money do not know who the poor people are 
or what the poor really need.  So the people that have money give to charities.  The charities re-
give the donation the best way they can given that they are an institution:  in little amounts to a lot 
of people so that a lot of people can get by.  There is nothing wrong with that, and a lot right with 
it, but I want to suggest an addition.  
 
If you can possibly afford it, give a large gift to somebody.  Give enough so that it makes a 
permanent difference in their lives.  Do it anonymously if you can, but do it anyhow.  Also as I 
wrote in 2011, some saintly person was dropping gold coins into the Salvation Army buckets, and 
many saintly people were paying off the lay-away for people they had never met.  For a while, 
forget that people have to “learn life’s lessons the hard way”.  Give enough to a college so that 
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the college can fund a student through an entire four-year education.  Better yet, give enough 
directly to a student, or several students, for four years of college and four years of graduate 
school.  Buy a young couple a house, a real house, not just a box - all at once, free and clear.  
For a young couple not to use up a big chunk of their income on a house but instead use it for 
more education, living, their kids’ college, or a vacation, can mean everything in the long run.  
Maybe they will do the same for somebody else someday.  Buy somebody a car and pay the 
insurance on it for a year too.  Pay the rent for somebody for an entire year or for five years.  Pay 
the heating bill for somebody for an entire year or for five years.  Pay off somebody’s student 
loans – they do not even have to sleep with you as in “The Shop Girl”.  Help somebody start a 
business and do not ask for interest on the loan, or do not ask for a return at all.  If the business 
succeeds, you will help not just one person but possibly dozens of employees too.   
 
I do not know how to advise you how to find somebody to help.  Co-workers and employees are a 
good hunting ground.  The recipient does not even have to be the poorest person you will ever 
meet, it just has to be somebody who can make good use of the help.  Of course, sometimes you 
will pay the rent for somebody for a year, and they will just use their leftover extra money on 
cocaine, but don’t worry about it, all you can do is try.  
 
Charities are not set up to handle this kind of giving, so you might have to meet the recipient face-
to-face, or the recipient might find out who you are; and that can be awkward.  It might tempt the 
recipient to try to forge a relation with you, or it might tempt him-her to ask for more later on.  You 
might have to push them away, and that might seem as if it undoes the good that you did.  That is 
a chance you have to take.  Mostly these bad scenarios never come to pass.  I have seen how 
much good a big gift can do, and it is worth the risk.   
 
When people get a gift large enough to change their lives, often it does not just change their lives 
in the obvious way but it changes their hearts too.  They see what giving has done for them and 
they want to pay it forward.  Now they have the means to pay it forward.  At the right time, they 
pass along the gift.  They probably can’t give as much as they got, but they can make a larger gift 
than otherwise, and their gift too can make a big difference to somebody else.   
 
Once I knew a Frenchman from Brittany, who had served in the French Navy and had seen North 
Africa.  He became an executive in a large drug company, and worked mostly in the Far East.  As 
far as I can tell, he was not religious at all.  But he had seen hardship and he knew how to help 
particular people in ways that they needed.  When he helped, he helped a lot, such as by getting 
people out of war-torn areas to safety.  Sadly, he died fairly young of brain cancer.  I hope God 
treated him quite well.  
 
Force.  People of the American South are trying to do two incompatible things.  On the one hand, 
they want to be orthodox Christians.  They want to emulate the early Church in all its supposed 
purity.  On the other hand, they romanticize the military and violence.  They think the military is 
among the highest callings for a Christian.  They join in large numbers, and are the backbone of 
the military in the United States.  Jesus was not a soldier.  The fact that he tolerated soldiers, felt 
for them, helped them, and treated them like people, does not mean he approved of the military 
or that he wanted his followers to be soldiers.  Jesus did the same for tax collectors and 
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prostitutes, and he did not want his people to live that way.  The Roman military killed Jesus.  
Christian propagandists paint the Roman military in horrible terms as the precursor of all fascist 
death squads, but really Roman soldiers were professionals who carried out their jobs efficiently 
and usually only with necessary cruelty.  Often they were a boon to local law-abiding people.  The 
American military wants to see itself the same way.  No military is really much better at heart than 
the Roman military.  In those days, the military were the police, so we can say the same about 
the police.  Early Christians were pacifists or near pacifists.  They did not join the military.  They 
left the military after their term of conscription was over and did not re-enlist.  If Jesus and the 
early Christians did not want to join the Roman military, they likely would not want Christians now 
to join any military.  How the early Christian attitude changed to extolling the military is a long 
story that cannot be told here.  In any case, you cannot romanticize violence, the military, or 
police, and be a fully faithful follower of Jesus.  Why Southerners keep this contradiction is a long 
story that cannot be told here either.  
 
Yet in the real world, we need the police and military.  They are not the same as tax collectors 
and prostitutes in Jesus’ time.  Without them, Christians would have no safe shell within which to 
operate.  Even the early Church needed the Roman military for protection.  It needed for 
protection an occupation that it looked down on.  I am not sure if the attitude of the early Church 
toward the military was hypocrisy.  So what attitude should we now in the modern world take 
toward the use of force and toward the military and police?  This question has a long history in 
the West, and I do not review the history here.  How do we have an effective police-and-military 
without romanticizing them and without overusing them?  America did a pretty good job until 
recently.  Even recently, the overuse of military force has not been due to soldiers but because 
civilian political leaders did not understand the world well enough.  Abuse of the police has not 
been due to the police so much as because of bad economic, social, and drug policies that led 
people outside the law.  Maybe the best corrective is to learn about the real world, real Jesus, 
and real early Christians, and to actually think “What Would Jesus Do?”  Maybe the best 
corrective is good, realistic, human policies.  When you realize you cannot do as Jesus ideally 
might have done, then you can get on with what needs to be done without romanticizing it and 
without overdoing it.  A lot of soldiers and police understand all this more than we give them credit 
for, more than people that call out for swift official violence, and more than unrealistic well-
meaning pacifists.   
 
Jesus as Historical Fulcrum.  I was amused in a good way when I first learned that some 
Christians think of “history” as “His story”.  Because of Jesus, Jewish ideas of God and of history 
fused with Western ideas of science and government, resulting eventually in democracy, free 
enterprise, and modern science.  The world changed permanently as a result of Jesus.  Jesus is 
a key turning point in the history of the world.   
 
Not all other religions agree fully with this assessment but they do accord Jesus much respect – a 
fact Christians tend to ignore.  Mohammad thought Jesus was one of the greatest prophets, on a 
par with Moses, and would judge all souls.  Hindus see him as a great avatar of love and truth.  
This is more than Christians usually accord to great figures in other religions.   
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I do not care who is most correct.  I only want to think about the fact that Jesus changed history, 
and what it might imply.   
 
Even if Jesus did change history, and God sent Jesus to change history, that fact does not 
overturn the attitude toward Jesus that I have developed here.  Following Jesus is not like waiting 
for the inevitable proletarian revolution.  You cannot sit back and wait for God and The Rapture.  
History will be made by people who do things every day for the good reasons of that day to make 
a better world.  If you can, you are obligated to work hard to make a better world.  You cannot 
rest in the comfort that Jesus already has done it for you.  If your work results in historical 
changes, so much the better for you.  If not, do not worry about it.   
 
People want their names in the historical record.  People strive harder when they have ideals and 
they think they will be recognized.  People built democracy, worked in science, and fought Hitler, 
from a combination of personal and public reasons.  This is all great.  I have no problem with this, 
and encourage it.  We almost have heaven on Earth when personal striving leads to public 
benefit.   
 
God must have known that Jesus would change the world.  I doubt Jesus knew that he would 
change the world as he did.  So again we have to face the idea that God used Jesus, and 
Christians, to bring about changes that neither foresaw.  Again I do not know what this says about 
God or about stupid stubborn people.   
 
God used Jesus to change the world for the better.  God interfered in the world to change it for 
the better.  Then why not interfere more often?  Why not make sure that the world gets on a good 
track and stays there, rather than allow the world to run on a track where we might fail?  Why not 
interfere to prevent horrible individual tragedies such as cancer and burned children?  Why not 
make sure that nobody reaches old age poor and alone?  It makes little sense to accept the idea 
that God would send Jesus to change the world and yet to accept also that God will not intervene 
in other ways to make the world a better place.  If God wishes us to use free will alone to manage 
this world then God should not have sent Jesus.  Jesus was not the only prophet.  If God wishes 
us to use our free will then why does God send, or need to send, any prophets?  I do not know 
any answers to these questions.  
 
It might be that the world is bad enough that humans cannot take care of it alone but good 
enough so that it is manageable with a little help.  We are like children about thirteen years old 
who are venturing into their first jobs and social life.  We can handle most of it but we cannot 
handle all of it without a little help.  With only a little help we can learn to handle it all.  We should 
not get too much help, or too much help will spoil us and defeat the purpose of growing up.  So 
God sends prophets and Jesus.  This sounds good but it does not explain cancer, parasites, 
wars, and burned children.  Unfortunately, it is the best I can do.  
 
Living and Dying for Jesus.  The Church did not spread primarily because people were willing 
to die for Jesus but because people found a meaningful and successful way of life within the 
Church as an institution.  People lived for Jesus, or lived for the Church.  Even so, some people 
have been willing to die for Jesus, and their sacrifice has helped to sustain the Church and to 
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spread Jesus’ message.  In our time about as much as any time, around the world, people suffer 
persecution for the sake of Jesus and the Church.  When Christian soldiers die, they die not just 
for their buddies, families, and country as do all soldiers but also for Jesus and for his truth and 
freedom.  We should not overlook their sacrifice.   
 
The Jesus that most people die for is not the Jesus-of-a-message that I have portrayed in this 
book but the Jesus-as-God-who-died-for-us, the God that sacrificed himself for others.  In their 
way, the people that die for Jesus repay in the same coin what Jesus already paid.  They are the 
few who give up much so the many others might have decent lives.  Would the Jesus of this book 
inspire such faith, willingness to endure hardship, and willingness to sacrifice self?  Would people 
die for the message of Jesus as much as for his identity as God?  Would people work to build a 
better world at much personal risk if they did not think Jesus was God?  I do not know.  I am not 
brave so I do not think I could endure for the message of Jesus what many standard Christians 
have endured for their God.  I am not sure what that says for the truth except that I doubt we 
should judge truth by the willingness of people to die for it alone or to kill for it alone.  Too many 
people have been willing to die, and to kill, for idols and lies.  I hope the view of Jesus given in 
this book inspires people to live for him.   
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6.05 Contradictions 
 
 
Religion has always given advice on how to deal with life problems.  If it did not, most people would 
ignore it.  Modern life has its problems but modern religion offers few suggestions for how to deal with 
them.  The lack of guidance leads people away from religion.  Problems in modern life appear as 
contradictions in our institutions and our lives.  This chapter describes some of the contradictions.  Later 
chapters describe how people respond to them.  We get confused if we do not face up to contradictions.  
We cannot work toward Jesus’ message if we do not feel how we can get twisted up in the modern world.  
All social situations, all nations, and all types of government have contradictions and hypocrisy.  This 
chapter is not about contradictions in general but only about contradictions in modern democratic states.  
Children have a hard time dealing with contradictions but adults have to.  When we refuse to recognize 
contradictions we treat ourselves as children.  Children cannot self-govern.   
 
(1) People really are mixed in their moral talents.  We really cannot fully live up to moral ideals.  We do 
pretty well but not really well.  People vary in their moral abilities.  Some people are moral bricks while 
some people are moral mud.  Neither our religious or political leaders will come to grips with this fact and 
tell us what to do.   
 
(2) Religion played a role in the founding and running of nearly all nations that are still around today, 
including not just classic states such as Egypt and China but modern states such as the United States, 
France, England, and Thailand.  All nations need a core set of ideas that are not negotiable and on which 
the state is founded.  These ideas are sacred in all senses of the word except the ideas might not be 
overtly tied to a particular religion.  Modern ideas include respect for individuals and the rule of law.  In the 
United States, some of the core ideas are expressed in our founding documents such as the Declaration 
of Independence and the Constitution while some are widely and tacitly understood such as the right to 
privacy.  Originally, basic ideas were intimately tied up with the religion-and-morals of the nation even 
among modern states that do not express a tie to any particular religion.  Modern states require respect 
for each other and the law, and require good institutions to carry out good laws.  Christianity was a key in 
the making of the modern state, its core ideas, its basic institutions, and the underlying attitudes, even 
among nations that are not Christian.  Other religions now provide additional important ideas such as the 
role of the Buddhist Middle Path in Thailand.  These ideas might play an increasing role on the world 
stage in the future.  Yet the modern state cannot privilege Christianity or any other religion, and cannot 
rest its core ideas on any particular religion.  States need sacred ideas at their core; religions provided the 
original core ideas for most states; one religion, Christianity, was a key to the birth of the modern state; 
other religions provide other key ideas; yet no state can privilege any religion.  
 
(3) The problem of the secular state founded on a religious tradition is acute for states arising in the 
Judeo-Christian-Muslim tradition.  In Jewish tradition, to which Christians and Muslims owe their ideas, 
the state is holy.  The state is from God, and it exists to express God on this Earth. (This relation of 
“heaven” and the state is true in other traditions too in slightly different ways, as for example in China and 
India).  Rulers rule only as instruments of God.  Subjects are not under the authority of officials as mere 
people but under the authority of God; rulers are only instruments to carry out the will of God.  Laws come 
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directly from God’s word.  A breach of the Law is not only a breach of the civil order or of agreements 
among people but is a breach of the will of God.  Offices are held in trust from God.  A breach of God’s 
Law or God’s obvious intent, as God’s obvious intent is shown through morality or through the prophets, 
is enough to remove a ruler from office.  Every citizen is not just a resident of the state but is an actor of 
God’s will and is like a small official of God’s holy state.  The constitution of Israel came directly from the 
scriptures.  Christianity took over this tradition.   
 
Yet the modern state cannot be like this, not even states founded directly in the Judeo-Christian-Muslim 
tradition.  So we have a contradiction at the core of our political life.  This is not necessarily fatal any more 
than the contradiction between free will and determinism.  When you have to accept a contradiction, it is 
better to face up to it and come to a livable resolution than to hide it.  We have to accept a core set of 
basic principles that came out of one religion but then we have to put those principles into practice in a 
secular state with many beliefs.  My personal resolution of this contradiction is that God put us in this 
situation and wants us to succeed in self-government and social justice in a secular state.   
 
(4) An intrinsic part of the state (and of any relation with God) is social justice.  The state has failed if any 
honest hard working people cannot get by.  The state has failed even if people other than hard-working 
honest people do well and even if the state is a world power.  Because of the Jewish stress on social 
justice and Jesus’ emphasis on social justice, followers of Jesus have a special responsibility to strive for 
social justice.  
 
To get true social justice in the modern state, we might have to work through the state.  Unfortunately, at 
the same time, it is only human nature to abuse state help.  People are lazy, dependent, and lose 
personal integrity when the state helps.  Business firms, including the officers of business firms, are much 
the same when they get state help.  The Golden Rule says we should not help people if by doing 
something for them we actually hurt them.  We have to balance state action for social justice against the 
normal human tendency to abuse state help.  The state does not owe anybody prosperity or a family.  
The state does not owe any business support.  Not all business firms are “job creators” and we cannot 
fool ourselves into supporting business in general on that basis.  We cannot use the state to right all 
wrongs or to promote all growth.  We have to develop a sense for what issues we can use the state, and 
for what issues we should use private action.   
 
(5) Despite serving us well in many ways, capitalism really does have intrinsic failings that call out for 
social justice; contrary to Christian apologists for capitalism, it is not Christianity on Earth until Jesus 
returns.  Capitalism is not just as good as Jesus; it is not the modern equivalent of the Church.  
Capitalism has inevitable minimum unemployment so that even qualified willing people cannot find jobs.  
In the United States, the inevitable minimal rate used to be about four percent but now is closer to eight 
percent.  Capitalism also has inevitable minimum poor employment so that even adept willing people can 
find jobs with only poor pay and no benefits.  In the United States now, about twenty percent of people 
have poor jobs.  Of course, some unemployment and poor employment results from laziness, stupidity, 
and ignorance, but the problems would still exist even without those contributing causes.  The problems 
arise from the intrinsic nature of the system.  The flaws in capitalism reinforce racism, sexism, ageism, 
and socio-economic classes.  They reinforce the other contradictions of modern life.  They give the need 
for justification a tool by which to bore into modern brains.  They make rebelliousness inevitable but also 
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silly.  All nations now are necessarily part of world capitalism even though some nations are not 
developed or do not thrive.  We are all part of one world system.  People in power deny the failings of 
capitalism because they do not know what to do, are not willing to do what it takes, or benefit from the 
failings.  All major political parties participate in the denial.  When ordinary people see that their leaders 
will not face up to reality, they know their leaders are not decent people following the core set of 
principles, and then ordinary people do not feel bound either.   
 
(6) A democracy assumes that the large majority of people are competent to self-govern.  Not only are 
most people of mixed moral competence, most people are not competent to be citizens in a democracy 
either.  Yet we have to try anyway.  Some people are too stupid, ignorant, lazy, or morally inept.  Many 
people are maimed by ideology and religion.  Even many professional people and business people are 
too busy to be informed and therefore too ignorant to be good citizens.  Even if all the people who could 
be prepared were prepared, still a large minority of residents would be too stupid, morally inept, bad, or 
ruined by ideology; and their incompetence severely distorts politics.  Pretending that everybody is 
automatically competent to be a good citizen only gives scoundrels opportunity and undermines 
democracy for the people that are competent.  But to deny a large group of people participation because 
of widespread human failings would re-institute tyranny.  If modern states did not have other deep 
problems such as with capitalism, we could probably overlook this contradiction by letting a select group 
of officials run the state, but we do have deep problems, the problems stir the people, and the people do 
not always solve the problems well.  We have never found how to limit citizenship to qualified people so 
as to preserve democracy without also undermining democracy at the same time.  We have never found 
how to run a real-world democracy so as not to undermine itself.  Even the people that are not qualified to 
be good citizens can sense this trap and sense they are their own victims.  Even bad citizens have been 
burned by other bad citizens and so know.  Qualified good citizens resent the damage that the herd does 
in the service of bad leaders.   
 
(7) In telling us that we are the depraved heirs of Original Sin, standard Christianity also says that we are 
not competent for self-government.  The same is true for any religion that finds deep failing at the core of 
humanity such as Buddhism or Islam.  Christian churches supported kings when kings claimed only they 
were competent to rule.  Yet now churches support democracy.  We cannot believe both that we are so 
depraved that we must be ruled by kings and that we are now suddenly competent for self-government.  
One or the other belief must give way.  If we believe some people are competent for self-government but 
others are not, we do not thereby automatically also believe in Original Sin; in fact, the idea that some 
people are competent for self-government even while many other people are not competent is a strong 
argument against Original Sin because it denies that Original Sin could be universal.  People gave up the 
idea of Original Sin when they wanted democracy.  When people gave up the idea of Original Sin, they 
also had to give up many of the ideas of standard Christianity that had been merged with the idea of 
Original Sin, such as the divinity of Jesus.   
 
(8) Jesus has not come back for 2000 years.  He will not come back tomorrow.  The promised messiah 
has not appeared for Christians, Jews, or Muslims.  I have never met a bodhisattva, at least as they are 
described in Mahayana sutras.  The major Christian churches refuse to accept the obvious fact of Jesus’ 
absence.  One implication of his obvious non-return is that we need to act on Jesus’ teachings without 
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worrying about whether or not he will return.  We need to get on with realistic democracy rather than wait 
for an alien visitor to save us.   
 
(9) John the Baptist stressed honesty in life, occupation, and in carrying out an office.  This we can take 
directly from religion into modern citizenship.  Unfortunately, people only really do it in a few nations, 
mostly those in Western Europe or descended from them such as Canada.   
 
(10) For Jesus, membership in the Kingdom of God was perhaps the most important goal of this life.  With 
the rise of modern states, and especially democracy, we mix the idea of membership in the Kingdom of 
God with citizenship in the state.  We make the state holy, partly as a way to make our own normal lives 
holy and partly to use the state to control other people.  This is part of the legacy of the old holy Jewish 
state but we have to be careful because the modern state is not the same.  To the extent that being a 
member of the Kingdom of God first then leads us to be good citizens later, the mixture can be good.  
When we put the state first, and then see the Kingdom in terms of citizenship in the state, we err.  When 
we substitute citizenship in the state for membership in the Kingdom, we cross the line.  When we 
substitute the state for the Kingdom and we make the state holy, we cross the line.  Rather than make the 
community like the Kingdom, we make the state holy.  Conservatives in particular do all this, often without 
realizing it.  PC people have their own version.  Being a good citizen and being a member of the Kingdom 
of God can support each other but the two roles are not the same and cannot be made the same.  Being 
a good citizen is something we do apart from being a member of the Kingdom of God.  Many good 
citizens are not religious.  Many religious people are not adept citizens.  In particular, we cannot use the 
state as the primary instrument of our religion or our morality.   
 
(11) Being a good citizen is hard work and takes a lot of time.  We hope that being a good citizen also 
automatically satisfies whatever strenuous effort toward building a better world that Jesus expects of us.  
We do not want to have to be a saint on top of being a good citizen.  In some cases, such as people who 
devote themselves to public service, being a good citizen is likely enough.  For many of us, it is not 
enough.  We have to be a good citizen and we have to do more in accord with what Jesus wanted.   
 
(12) Where do good citizens come from?  Schools are important but schools alone are not enough.  We 
need a culture of good citizenship.  We need good citizens as role models and to mold more good 
citizens.  Religion was the original source for producing good citizens, and religion can still play a part, 
but, in the modern world, religion alone cannot produce the culture of good citizenship.  Good citizens 
who are also religious can use their religion to promote good citizenship but they cannot use their religion 
as a filter to limit good citizenship only to fellow believers.       
 
Despite the value of good citizens to the state, and the value of religion in creating good citizens, the state 
should not use religion to produce good citizens.  The need for good citizens should not call forth any 
alliance between religion and the state.  If the state can create citizens only by calling on a particular 
religion then it has failed.   
 
Good citizenship does not preclude disagreeing with the state and does not preclude even 
rebelliousness.  In fact, it can require disagreeing sometimes.  A good citizen is not a mindless robot of a 
holy state.  A good religious person, such as a follower of Jesus, is not a mindless robot of the state even 
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when the state calls itself Conservative and says it is devoted to minimal government or even when the 
state says it is the guardian of social justice.  Mindless robots of the state are neither good citizens nor 
good followers of Jesus.   
 
(13) Because democracy is of the people, democracy has fostered the false hope that the state can and 
should do everything for us.  If we cannot solve problems through our own state, then how can we solve 
them?  Who else is there?  Government can serve us better in some ways than it has recently in America, 
such as with realistic limited universal health care and with oversight of economic institutions.  The state 
is the natural agent for big systems such as roads.  But the state cannot solve all problems and it cannot 
do everything for us.  Sometimes the state causes problems when it attempts to solve problems.  The 
state should quit interfering in some ways in which it already does too much, such as with drugs and sex.  
Many problems have to be handled through private action, through charity, and through living privately to 
a higher moral standard than what is enforced by the state.  We need guidance about where to draw the 
lines.   
 
(14) When faced with deep endemic problems such as with capitalism, we naturally turn to the state, and 
the tendency is stronger in a democracy.  Such problems seem beyond the power of private action, even 
dedicated organized private action based on a religious commitment for social justice.  The state likely 
has to be the primary agent to take care of the problems caused by unemployment and under 
employment.  But even then we should not expect the state to take care of every aspect of every 
problem.  The state can give unemployed people food and health care but it cannot give them the means 
to raise families.  We have to balance our zeal for social justice with caution about working through the 
state.  Again we need guidance about where to draw lines.   
 
(15) The quest for social justice lends itself to problems of justification and zealous crusading, especially 
because many problems are deep and do not have obvious solutions.  Problems of justification and 
zealous crusading lend themselves to abuse of religion, social relations, the state, and the balance 
between state and church.  The situation leads people to join groups to serve their own needs for 
justification rather than because the groups do real good.  Because the problems are deep and have no 
easy solutions, groups do not agree, and oppose each other.  Because the zealots often take their cues 
from religious ideologies, we get intrusion of religious groups into the state, and we break down the 
separation of church and state.  Groups try to capture the state to use as their weapon in fights with other 
groups.  People feel they must join a group, especially when other people join a group or when other 
groups gain control of the state.  We get gangs of zealots focused on one issue rather than clusters of 
informed citizens doing what is generally best.  We have to strive for social justice and at the same time 
not lapse into self-serving, hurtful, self-righteousness, crusading, and religious power groups.  This is not 
easy.  We need guidance in the issues and in how to address the issues.   
 
(16) Religion is not only about giving to charity; it is also about the right kinds of institutions and the right 
kinds of leaders - even if no religion may determine the institutions and leadership of a democracy.  We 
need guidance about our institutions and leaders.  Even in a tyranny, we would need guidance.  In a 
democracy, we need more guidance because ultimately we are the leaders and institutions.  Religion has 
to guide us without taking over the state.  Even with religions that are concerned profoundly with personal 
issues rather than social issues, such as Buddhism and Hinduism, religious leaders have to give the 
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people guidance.  Unfortunately, our religious leaders have given us little good guidance.  Usually they 
avoid questions.  Sometimes they urge us on a crusade while at other times they effectively urge us to 
seize the state as a theocracy.   
 
If the state ran well all the time and had no contradictions, this issue probably would not matter much.  
But the state does have to deal with deep problems.  So we need guidance even more, as long as the 
guidance does not urge zealotry or theocracy.  
 
When we don’t get good guidance, we mistrust religion in general.  We think that religion is not good for 
anything.   
 
(17) Christian leaders have a special duty to be clear about social justice and the contradictions of 
modern life because of the Jewish tradition of social justice and Jesus’ emphasis on social justice.  Most 
people feel that modern religious leaders have failed in that duty except to support an occasional crusade 
or to support the state.  Their failure amounts to complicity in making the problems worse.  We need more 
than just projects for crusades; we need more than advice to support the state; we need education, 
clarity, good advice, and good models.   
 
(18) Christian leaders fail more profoundly than neglecting to give us good advice.  Much too often, 
churches support civil authority even when civil authority does not serve the people and even when it is 
wrong or corrupt.  Official Christianity too often ignores the endemic problems of the modern state and of 
democracy, and the chain of problems that arise such as racism and sexism.  Official Christianity chooses 
which issues to address and which to ignore not on the basis of merit but on the basis of alliance with 
power or with interest groups.  Churches too often need the backing of the state, if not actively through 
money and power then indirectly through tax exemptions.  When religious leaders owe civil leaders then 
religious leaders are complicit.  In that case, all religion is undermined.  When the churches and the state 
collude to mis-serve the people, the people feel lost and abandoned.   
 
(19) In the character of its ideology, its fervor, its tendency to crusade for Justification, and its abuse of 
the search for social justice, PC is essentially a religion.  To the extent PC does not understand endemic 
problems of the modern state and capitalism, or selects which problems to address and which to ignore 
on the basis of alliance to power, then it acts like any other church.  PC people act much the same as 
Conservative Christians in many respects.   
 
Before this train of thought becomes a blanket condemnation of institutional Christianity, I want to repeat 
that standard Christianity does much good and I do not want to debunk it.  Some churches advise their 
members on what the issues are and on how to get informed about the issues without dictating to their 
members how to think.  Many churches devote considerable effort to helping the poor, handicapped, and 
victims of tragedy.  The least of their service is much more than I have done by writing this book.  I hope 
church members carry on without worrying about the issues here.  That is one way to be a good member 
of the Kingdom of God.  But these issues need to be raised and faced so that we can avoid problems.   
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6.06 Justifiable Rebellion  
 
 
This chapter and the next are about responses to the contradictions and hypocrisy of modern life.  The 
contradictions invert normality and they confuse anybody who is just trying to live according to the 
message of Jesus.  This chapter does not cover all responses but focuses on rebellion as a way to 
understand inversions.  That is enough to clarify other responses taken up in later chapters.  
 
Some people have a hard time accepting any religion.  This chapter is not a roundabout way of talking 
somebody into religion.  That is a bad idea.  It is better if people make up their own minds and find their 
own religions.  Sometimes people can find a religion if we remove the blinders and seductions.  That is all 
that this chapter and the next few try to do.   
 
Response by a Follower of Jesus.  Rather than present the dilemmas first and the reasonable response 
later, it is better to give the reasonable response first so as to have a background by which to be clear.  
The response sounds like platitudes but sometimes those work.  Most people on their own overcome the 
dilemmas to adopt pretty much this solution but it is worth stating the obvious.   
 
-Don’t worry about what group you fall into.  Don’t worry if you are a follower of Jesus, standard Christian, 
Buddhist, Muslim, Jew, Hindu, Black, White, Asian, Native American, cool, nerd, jock, artist, rebel, decent 
person, “rude boy”, etc.   
 
-Learn to understand the situation with the world and your country as best you can.  Learn to recognize 
the problems and contradictions of modern life.   
 
-Learn to recognize the situations of specific groups of people, such as the poor, unemployed, the old, 
animals, nature, working people, business people, and professionals.   
 
-Think about what needs to be done.   
 
-Think about your talents.  
 
-Think about what you can actually do.   
 
-Work hard to do it.   
 
-If you can help through your special talents, such as through being a scientist or comedian, try doing 
that.  If you feel you can help through your work, such as by being a police officer, try that.  If you feel you 
should do even more, then go ahead as long as you don’t burn out.  
 
-Find likeminded people to work with without become crazed zealots.   
 
-Learn the tactics of zealots and other bad groups so that you are not taken in.   
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-Work against bad guys when you have to.   
 
-Try to find the right line between private action and public action, between what we can expect the state 
to do and what we have to do ourselves.   
 
-Try to keep the big picture in mind so you can assess how the world is getting along and so you can 
change directions if you need to.   
 
Band Aids versus Systemic Cures.  Before getting into rebellion, it helps so see something that modern 
people rebel against.  People naturally can handle the following situation:  A problem comes up.  We find 
a solution - at least so that the bad effects almost go away and the problem will not recur very often.  If it 
does recur, we can always use the same solution, or a similar solution, to address the problem again.  
This can be like buying a new car or like getting a flu shot.  It might hurt at the time but we can live with it.  
Even if we do not avoid the flu fully but do get a milder case, we can live with it.   
 
In contrast, people naturally dislike band aids.  A problem comes up.  We cannot find a way to completely 
solve it.  We can find ways to soften some of the bad effects but not to cure the bad effects so much that 
we cure the problem.  The problem never goes away.  The bad effects always simmer just below the 
surface.  They always threaten to erupt again.  We always have to devote a piece of our minds to the 
problem.  This way to soften the bad effects, by using band aids, is more a curse than a blessing.  This is 
more like having a dog with chronic diarrhea than a dog with one bout of constipation.   
 
Religion all too often is a band aid.  It can be worse than a bad aid because it enables exploitation.  Poor 
people never go away.  Tending to the poor is a never ending job.  Tending to the poor only allows the 
rich to exploit the poor more and to get richer because they know other good hearted people will be 
around to clean up their mess.  The solution intensifies the problem it was designed to cure.  Christianity 
is especially prone to this trap.  
 
Who would want a religion that is only a band aid or worse?  Who would want a religion that indirectly 
spurred the problems and aided oppressors in the name of goodness?  This is a legitimate complaint 
against Christianity.   
 
All I can say is that this is a short-run view.  In the long run, we have made progress.  We have cured 
problems.  Maybe we did not cure problems directly through aid to the poor but we did cure problems 
indirectly through science, research, development, and democracy.  Indirectly those all helped the poor 
enormously.  Without Christianity, and without its band aid measures, we probably could not have done 
that.  With Christianity, in the long run, we are more like the first problem situation than like band aids.  I 
know it is hard to help poor people with handouts when you know that a real job for them in an honest 
economy would be a lot better.  It is hard to help poor people when you know the job they really need is 
denied them so wealthy people can make even more money.  But the poor need to stay alive in the 
meantime until we can find a real economy that will give them a job.  It makes sense to give comfort to 
cancer victims until we find a cure for cancer.  Unless we do comfort to cancer victims, and experiment on 
them while doing so, we will not find a cure for cancer.   
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If you can figure out how to make structural changes that will permanently cure problems and save 
people, then do it.  If you can figure out how to cure core contradictions and hypocrisies, then do it.  If you 
cannot participate in band aid measures, then don’t.  If you can’t participate in band aid measures, then 
figure out something else to do with your insight, talent, and zeal, something that is genuinely useful.  If 
you think exposing hypocrisy will help, even though people already know what you are exposing, then do 
it.  On the other hand, if you see that merely exposing hypocrisy rarely gets people to change or to do any 
better, then I understand.  In the meantime, don’t look down on the people who are willing to work hard to 
help in any way they can and don’t look down on people that help one case at a time.   
 
Inversions.  When people have to live with contradictions and hypocrisies, they seek ways to turn the 
world right side up, in their dreams if not in everyday life.  Too often they turn the world sideways instead 
(Marx said they (Hegel) had turned it upside down, and Marx’s job was to turn it back right side up).  What 
follows is so common now in popular culture that I won’t bother to point out examples.   
 
When we feel that religion and the law cannot serve decency and often serve indecency, then we feel that 
decent people have to live outside the law and outside religion.   
 
When decent people have to live outside, then we begin to think that everybody who lives outside is 
secretly a decent person forced to live outside by power and corruption.  We look at every outlaw as a 
saint.  We look at every bad boy and bad girl as really an angel in disguise.  We give selfish people, rude 
people, scoundrels, demagogues, and ideologues too much benefit of the doubt.  We lose the ability to 
recognize bad people or to recognize bad tendencies in good people.  We lose the ability to acknowledge 
the bad in us.  We lose the ability to tell the difference between bad-on-the-outside-but-good-on-the-
inside versus just plain bad.   
 
We begin to look at all people within the law and religion as necessarily the servants of corruption and 
vice, as necessarily deluded and rationalizing, or as intrinsically bad.  We look at all civil servants and 
business people as if they were corrupt members of an evil conspiracy.  We look at the entire world as if it 
were “V for Vendetta”.  We forget how much we need good leaders and civil servants, and how often they 
do a good job.  We lose the ability to see a good person when that person is within the law and religion.   
 
When we cannot see a good person within the law or religion, then eventually we cannot see a good 
person at all.  We get really confused.  
 
Worst of all, because of our self-perpetuated confusion, the real bad guys win.  We lose the ability to see 
the root contradictions clearly.  We lose the ability to deal with the problems.  We get fake versions of the 
problems, which blind us to the real versions.  Instead of seeing bad government and bad religion clearly, 
we get lost in conspiracy theories.  Bad people, preachers, and political commentators lead us on a wild 
goose chase against made-up bad government and made-up bad religion to keep us from seeing real 
bad government and real bad religion.  Pop culture fantasies serve real bad government and bad religion 
by letting us rest content in our moral indignation over made-up unreal bad government and bad religion.  
Pop culture serves bad government and bad religion by letting us feel justified as bad boys and bad girls.  
We clean up the imaginary corrupt town on TV instead of cleaning up real mundane problems of poverty 
and pollution.   
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People   6.06 Justifiable Rebellion 

4 
 

The cure is to see the problems clearly, see why people need inversions, see the basis for the inversions 
in human nature, and then not to get sucked up into traps.  We can’t fully trust the system and the 
leaders.  Simple realism requires a good dose of rebellion.  But we can’t live there.  Left wing programs 
flounder because they cannot find an alternative system that works any better than the old system:  “Meet 
the new boss, same as the old boss”.  
 
History of Well-Adjusted Rebellion.  A little history helps us to understand even rebellion.  In the middle 
twentieth century (1900s), people realized:  the world is tending toward one whole; the one world has a lot 
of good to offer, more good than bad for most people; but also the one world has intrinsic flaws that make 
it hard to enjoy.  Maybe this is the modern notion of the Fall.  Even if you are well off, it is hard to enjoy 
life if you think that, in the end, everybody is in this world is all together, yet many people are bad off.  
Hunger, violence, poverty, unemployment, racism, sexism, bad health care, the maiming of nature, and 
the emptiness of suburbia, tarnish the world.  People sense that much of the problems come from intrinsic 
flaws of capitalism and that capitalism is now the world system even with its flaws.  The fact that people 
who suffer often do contribute to their own suffering through bad attitudes does not justify the situation or 
make the underlying problems disappear.  It does not mean there are not problems that would persist 
even if the sufferers were angels.  It does not allow us to blame the victims only.  It does not allow us to 
enjoy our affluence with unconcern.  It only adds another level of complexity and frustration.   
 
In the 1950s and 1960s, with the rise of affluent middle class America, the response to the problems was 
largely on a personal level rather than on the level of social justice.  This was so despite all the 1960s 
social activism that we read about.  People sought to “be well adjusted”.  They figured there was more 
happiness than misery.  If you were financially well off but still felt unhappy, something must be wrong 
with you personally rather than with the world.  You might as well get your piece of the happiness pie.  If 
you could not do anything about problems, you should ignore them or blame the victims.  There was 
enough wealth to go around, so anyone who suffered financially was lazy.  You could get help through 
therapists, alcohol, prescription drugs, schools, groups, or your church.  While you were getting well 
adjusted, somebody else could suppress the people that had problems to make sure their discomfort did 
not spoil your well-adjustment.  To be well adjusted was to be justified and saved.  
 
At about the same time, we got existentialism.  Existentialism is like an intellectual version of the work 
ethic.  One version of the work ethic finds fulfillment through our calling.  Existentialism sees fulfillment in 
our “project” and in being honest to ourselves in our project.  Being honest in our project is the existential 
equivalent of justification that leads to salvation.  If we become a doctor, banker, bank robber, private 
detective, or samurai, we can find salvation-and-justification in seeing out our project to the end and by 
living up to the code of our project.  Samurais have to live by the samurai code.  Private detectives have 
to live by their code, as “The Maltese Falcon” pounds into us.  That might sound romantic and great, but 
that is not how it works in practice.  Whatever existentialism might be as a high philosophy, for most 
people, existentialism is about merely changing attitude.  It is a pretentious version of getting adjusted.  
Whatever your project, even if it is bad, even if it ignores social problems, even if it hurts other people, 
you are saved as long as you are true to your project.  Existentialism is about self.  Social justice is 
irrelevant unless social justice happens to be in your project.  The arena is you, not the world.  You can 
change your life if you change your attitude and you make yourself feel good about yourself.  Elaborate 
rationalizations replaced drugs and therapy as the props to sustain adjustment.  If the world seems 
crappy, that is because you are not committed enough to your project.  Existentialism goes along with 
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some theologies in which salvation is entirely internal; and it fed modern poses of the victim, artist, rebel, 
rock and roll, confidante, crusader, teenage angst, celebrities, and politicians.  It allowed people to dress 
up self-indulgence.  
 
Unfortunately, cinema, TV, and popular music too often enabled the need of people to get well adjusted 
and to rationalize it with existential stances.  Fortunately, enough art did not entirely buy this crap.  For 
example, just because you feel good and feel honest working as a gigolo, prostitute, or corrupt politician 
does not make you a saint.  Just because you feel good and feel honest about sticking up small stores 
does not make you a saint; although modern fiction does say it is OK if you rob banks instead of 
convenience stores and if you have a sense of style at the same time too.  Some artists figured out you 
cannot feel truly good unless you also face up to the problems of the world, even if you don’t solve them, 
including the problems of other people and nature.  It is not just you, it is the world too.  See the movie 
“The Hustler”.  The novel “Catch 22” shows how someone (Yossarian) felt who could sense problems but 
could not get other people to believe what he saw and could not get other people to do anything when 
other people did see.  Other people were too interested in getting what they could in their own little 
project.  The problems were with the world, not the hero.  No amount of self-adjustment could solve 
problems that were outside of you rather than in you.  When you understand this, you understand that 
dissatisfaction is not always asocial, amoral, or crazy; sometimes it is justified, moral, and completely 
sane.   
 
Pseudo-philosophical rationalizations allow people to use contradiction to further their own ends, so 
people actually cultivated the contradictions described in the previous chapter as a way to feel good 
about caring while not really doing anything.  For most people, the problems were not specific such as 
hunger next door but were a kind of general angst.  
 
Dissatisfaction leads to rebellion.  If rebellion really serves social justice then it can be good; but rebellion 
too often is a stance that allows us to feel good about ourselves without really doing anything.  Especially 
rebellion works that way when combined with philosophical rationalizations.  As long as you stay 
superficially true to the rebel code, and show off the rebel attitude, you are saved without having to 
confront real problems.  Righteous rebellion is the drug and the media are your therapist.  
 
Rebellion feels good, especially in America.  Rebellion got entrenched and romanticized.  A simplistic 
version of Tom Sawyer fused with a simplistic version of Huck Finn.  Already by the time rebellion 
featured in teen movies in the 1950s, it was a major romantic force.  You could symbolically solve difficult 
world problems by cleaning up the corrupt town singlehanded or by being the hero’s girlfriend or sidekick.  
You were rebellious, justified, and saved if you wore jeans-and-a-tee-shirt and pouted hard.  It does not 
take much to see through this pose.  Even rock-n-roll had enough insight to satirize its own fantasy, as 
early as Dion and the Belmonts in the early1960s:  “I got my two fists of iron but I’m goin’ nowhere".  
 
The rise of Political Correctness in the 1970s and Conservatism in the 1980s are further elaborations on 
the theme of getting self-satisfaction while appearing to care about problems, but not really doing much 
about them that is not also in your own best interests.  Both PC and Conservatism combined pseudo-
moral strictness with rebellion; amazingly, the idea of the rebel Conservative caught on.  As I revised this 
chapter in December 2012, Tea Party Republican House members had once again managed to shut 
down the country so as to serve their self-image as beleaguered Conservative rebels.  Several other 
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developments in the decades since the 1950s show the same signs.  It would not add much here to go 
into the details.   
 
Justified Rebellion.  In a world of endemic contradictions, attendant problems, social injustice, and 
hypocrisy, any religion, especially Christianity, seems like part of getting well adjusted, taking care of 
yourself first, seeking personal justification-and-salvation, and pretending to care about social justice.  
Christianity is especially prone to being used this way because of its emphasis on social justice and its 
historic ties to the godly state.  Liberal and Conservative Christians each have their own versions but both 
are variations on the same theme.  You can find comfort in your version of salvation and in people like 
you.  Everybody else is a loser going to the appropriate poetic hell.  You do not have to feel personally 
guilty anymore about the bad in the world, and so you do not have to think about it.  You can easily 
overlook problems or can blame victims:   “Blacks cause their own poverty.  Whites are all corrupt 
oppressors; they hold authority not because of ability but because of conspiracy.  Conservative fascists 
run the state and ruin it for everybody.  Liberals tax everybody to support their clients.”  Anybody can 
simmer away in his-her own version of salvation.  Jesus becomes another drug, like alcohol, “downers”, 
therapy, existential stance, or rebellion.   
 
Because the contradictions and hypocrisy are real, some rebellion against churches, formal and informal, 
against Christianity, and against any simple version of Jesus’ message, is actually justified.  It makes no 
sense to follow a version of Jesus that leads us to avoid real problems in the world or that leads us to see 
them as a threat against us, our families, and the people like us.  It makes no sense to follow a version of 
Jesus that does not lead us to real cures, that just covers up the problems or makes the problems worse.  
Better to live without Jesus than to accept a version of Jesus that requires us to be blind.  Jesus would 
not have accepted a version of himself that allowed such self-indulgent hypocrisy.  Unless you want to 
accept some sort of quietism, if you are alive, you have to feel a little rebellious.  You have to feel some 
anger.  You have to want to do something.   
 
While doing something, you have to avoid getting sucked into the traps that use your feeling of rebellion 
to neutralize itself.  You have to make sure rebellion is not the band aid that you were trying to avoid in 
being rebellious.  You have to make sure that rebellion does not become just an attitude or a pose without 
any real results.  You have to make sure that you don’t just rebel to feel righteous, to feel justified and 
saved.  Some rebellion is justified but romanticized self-serving rebellion is the antithesis of what is really 
needed.  Ridiculing the posers is justified but don’t merely take a pose in ridiculing the posers.  Get angry 
about the stupidity in the world, and then really do something about what you can understand and can 
really do something about.  
 
Do what you think Jesus would want you to do.  Act on a personal level if you can.  Act through the 
programs of your church if you believe in them – many Christians also feel the problems and have 
developed programs in their churches to address the problems.  Act on a political level if you think you 
know what you are doing.  Get strongly involved in causes if you understand the causes and think they 
are the best uses of your talent.  Do not take any drugs, chemical or ideological, that let you get well 
adjusted if you think getting well adjusted covers up reality.  Do not take any chemicals or ideologies that 
let you wallow in rebellion, righteousness, attitude, existential stance, or victimization as a form of 
justification.  Don’t bother to put on attitude.  People that actually do things don’t need to put on attitude.  
Take the energy from your attitude and put it into something useful.  Learn about the real world, and 
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measure Jesus’ ideal message by the standard of the real world.  I don’t know how justifiable rebellion 
meshes with Jesus’ tendency toward sweetness and light but I am pretty sure they do get along 
somehow.   
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6.07 Hard Cases  
 
 
This chapter continues the series on responses to the contradictions of modern life.  Some of us have a 
hard time accepting any religion, any comfort, and especially any comfort from religion.  Try to understand 
what I say here without romanticizing.   
 
Bad Decisions.  The movie “Bar Fly”, roughly about author Charles “Bucky” Buckowski, offers a toast to 
bad decisions.  Making bad decisions, waking up in bad situations, and being forced to face some of life’s 
bad shit, can lead to some wisdom and to a deeper appreciation for life.  It also leads to much pain.  Too 
often, bad shit does not lead to wisdom.  Too often, any wisdom gained does not tell us how to get out of 
the bad situations or the pain, and it does not make up for the pain.  Pain does not always make us wise.  
Pain does not always make us grow spiritually, make us better people, or teach us how to help others.  
Sometimes pain just makes things worse.  Sometimes you just have to endure.  Sometimes you have to 
stay in a bad marriage until the kids get old enough.  Sometimes you have to stay in a bad job with a brat 
boss because you cannot find a better job and because your family needs money.  Sometimes you stay 
in a motel room with a bottle and cable TV.  
 
Finding God can help, but it too does not always make up for the pain and the feeling of being trapped.  
Sometimes finding God helps us to endure, and sometimes not.  Sometimes seeing God makes it worse 
because it makes us feel acutely the gap between what is and what might realistically have been (the gap 
between reality and the unreachable ideal usually does not hurt as much).  Call the Kingdom of God 
“Jesus’ banquet” or “Jesus’ party”.  It is where people understand and accept each other, help each other 
out, and get along most of the time.  People that have made bad decisions often understand the idea of 
the party much better than people that have only cruised through.  Sometimes we get the idea of Jesus’ 
party but we feel we cannot go to the party because we are trapped by bad decisions and bad events.  In 
that case, we feel worse than if we had never known about the party.  Jesus’ invitation was supposed to 
get us out of bad situations into a party that anybody could go to and feel better; but it does not always 
work out that way.  To think that Jesus’ invitation always magically takes away the weight of bad 
decisions and bad situations is only to set people up for some big disappointments.  Pretending that 
religious magic can make anybody rise up out of the grave is just an insult to people that have to endure 
real life, and betrays the people that do rise up and do find something better.  
 
Thankfully, a lot of the time, an invitation to the party can do the job.  People have been saved out of 
depression, alcoholism, addiction, zealotry, and bad ideology sometimes just by realizing that God loves 
them.  But that does not always work.  When you meet somebody for whom it does not work, it is better to 
accept that it does not work for them than to keep poking them with the stick of God’s love.  When it does 
not work, I am not sure what to do.   
 
Somebody once said Jesus had it easy by dying so quickly and so young, especially so quickly after he 
realized life could betray us.  He would have known a lot more about human life if he had lived, married, 
eked out a bad living under a bad boss, had kids that took drugs and got pregnant at fifteen, and endured 
all that for forty more years.  Maybe that is true but that is not what happened, it overstates the case, and 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People    6.07 Hard Cases 

2 
 

seems to cut off hope.  It leaves us wallowing in bad decisions and bad situations.  Jesus is too idealistic 
but that is part of the point.  Jesus gives us something to shoot for.  We cannot reach his perfect ideal but 
most of us can reach a better condition here on earth.  At least some people can go to his party even if 
not everybody who gets the invitation can accept it.  We can help people get to the party.  Limping into 
the party is not always enough when we feel really bad but it is usually enough and it is about all I can 
offer.   
 
Future Perfect.  All major religions aim at their own demise.  If they succeed, the moral calling for the 
religion disappears.  Suppose the teachings of Jesus prevail, or of any major world religion prevail, 
people are well off, and there is not much for a dedicated do-gooder moralist to do.  Suppose well-
regulated capitalism and sustainable development really achieve for all people what world religions have 
dreamed of.  The entire world becomes like an American middle class suburb, a European upper middle 
class complex, or a walled “village” in Asia, India, the Near East, or Latin America.  
 
This is not paradise.  Too many people that already live this way go nearly crazy.  If everybody lived this 
way, we would have “Brave New World” in which people have to take drugs, have mindless casual sex, 
play tennis with square balls, and watch movies about abducting innocent pneumatic young people – 
much like what we have now.  People would not live in accord with stereotyped family values.  People 
would not be good at finding useful lives.  The arts would not have the same meaning then as now.  Not 
everybody would become a scientist and devote him-herself to nature’s mysteries.  Only so many people 
can be fascinated by the life of asteroids or the extravagance of sexual selection.  Modern people in this 
less-than-perfect world already are bored with blurred genders, gay-ness, transgender, and backlash.  I 
am not sure what to do in the apparently perfect world of successful religion and successful development.   
 
The world will change much in the next few decades, and humans will have to deal with intelligent 
machines, bottle babies, genetic engineering, long lives, etc.  Perhaps some people will find new meaning 
in that new world.  Some people will cooperate with machines to do science, do new kinds of art, and 
develop new kinds of societies.  Unfortunately, most people will not find new meaning in that new world 
and will not find anything to do.  They will not starve.  They will not fight in a heroic war between people 
and machines as in the “Terminator” movies because there will be no such war.  More likely, they will live 
on “people reservations” where their material needs will be met but where they will not reproduce.  They 
will not have much reason to live.  I have no idea what to suggest for that life, and I have no idea what are 
the implications for the teachings of Jesus or any other religion.  Maybe the world is not just for humans 
or even primarily for humans, and that is part of God’s plan too.   
 
Moral Ambiguity.  Coolness is like heaven or nirvana.  The best way to get it is not to work for it.  If you 
work for it, you will never get it.  Violence is not cool.  I saw violence and its effects in real life and at a job.  
Once I worked in a hospital where I saw hurt people.  Friends have been murdered.  It is not romantic.  At 
the same time, I also like action movies, detective movies, films noir, and movies about moral ambiguity.  
 
Just as some Americans worship violence, others worship moral ambiguity, often as part of a pose of fake 
coolness.  Too many people combine moral ambiguity with violence, and worship both, as in many of the 
movies that give me guilty pleasure.  People think that reveling in moral ambiguity is a way to get cool.  
They are wrong.  
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The cure is the same for worship of both violence and moral ambiguity:  accept it and deal with it.  Don’t 
romanticize it.  Move on.  There is violence.  We have to deal with violence, sometimes by using violence.  
That does not change the ideal of getting along.  There is moral ambiguity.  The existence of moral 
ambiguity does not undermine moral ideals and the need to strive for moral ideals.  Even when we break 
some morals, we do it to achieve other ideals that we recognize as higher.  Some morals contradict other 
morals.  We want to save America from terrorists but we must not torture.  People have to obey the law 
but sometimes poor people have to steal to feed their kids.  If we do not romanticize moral ambiguity, 
usually we can cope.  You just deal with it.  We do it with regret and with a clear eye on our own fault.  
Still, we do it.   
 
We all know people like the “Church Lady” from Saturday Night Live.  We all know people that insist on 
moral absolutes in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, mostly so they can use moral 
absolutes to browbeat other people and so get their own way.  We all know that sometimes poor people 
have to steal.  We all know that some people deserve to die, and we might be better off if we could kill 
them.  We all might be better off if we could forget about the law sometimes.  By now, a lot of us know 
that the illegality of some drugs is worse than the drugs themselves.  There are ethical dilemmas in the 
world.  So what?   
 
Being able to recognize moral dilemmas does make you more astute than other people, but not that much 
more astute.  Being more astute than other people means you have more responsibility than them.  It 
does not make you better.  It does not mean you have the right to feel superior.  To pose in moral 
ambiguity is to act like a shopping bimbo who thinks she-he is better than other people because she-he 
knows what “puce” means or knows the right brands of watches.  Being able to see moral dilemmas 
should make you more sympathetic and helpful but I have never noticed the people that use moral 
dilemmas as a way to coolness really are cooler, helpful, or sympathetic.  Recognizing moral ambiguity 
becomes as much a tactic as the Church Lady’s moral absolutes.  People that use moral ambiguity to 
assert their superiority imply that there are standards by which they can step outside moral ambiguity to 
judge moral ambiguity, and imply a different higher level of moral absolutes, but they do not specify their 
new standards.  The lack of clarity helps them to manipulate other people and to sustain a pseudo-
mysterious image.  Not only whining students do this, people from all walks of life do this when they think 
that other people cannot possibly appreciate the tough decisions they have to make in their jobs and 
lives:  teachers, housewives, house husbands, parents, soldiers on a peace keeping mission, Jack 
Nicholson in “A Few Good Men”, rock and roll singers, rock and roll fans, and religious writers.  People 
have enough trouble already with moral dilemmas so that they do not need to suffer both from Church 
Ladies and their mirror images.   
 
Stop using moral relativity as a way to be cool.  Be useful instead.  Weigh alternatives, make a decision, 
live with it, and don’t feel puffy.   
 
Modern Ennui.  This section is not for people who rebel because they can’t find anything better to do.  It 
is for people who put Lou Reed or Sarah McLachlan on endless repeat.   
 
In American pop culture now, Justification comes by creativity.  If you are not creative, if you are not an 
artist, then you cannot be Justified and you cannot be Saved.  Artistic creativity is the surest sign of 
Salvation.  If you are a creative artist, then you are Justified and Saved.  
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Some sad people are cursed to find meaning only in activities for which they have no special creative 
aptitude themselves.  If they cannot create in a medium they find meaningful, then they cannot find much 
meaning.  They can find some meaning in appreciating what other people do but usually not enough 
meaning.  They are like people that have made bad decisions except they are trapped by their nature and 
culture rather than their history.   A lot of chronically depressed people are like this.  
 
Some people are fairly smart and pretty good at understanding literature, music, song, and painting but 
do not have much talent themselves.  To appreciate without also being creative is not enough.  To 
appreciate without also being creative is not a joy but is the salve that allows a tortured body to heal only 
to be tortured again.  Some people see that politics is important but do not know what to do because they 
cannot accept any particular party.  They can see through most ideologies such as family values but have 
no better ideology to offer.  Some people do not mind making money but they do not want to lose 
themselves in making money, and it seems that nearly every occupation requires that they lose 
themselves.  Some people see only band aids; they cannot believe that trying hard to do good will make 
any lasting difference.  They understand the idea of a better world but they do not feel that their action 
makes any difference in getting there.  
 
When these people have something to do that they believe in, such as the latest big thing in art or the 
latest political cause, they can be a lot of fun.  But because they often have nothing creative that they can 
do personally, they use up a lot of their lives in bars.  Often they rebel, or drift into romanticizing the 
underbelly of society.  In the long run, that diversion bores them as well.  To fight boredom, they play 
games of artistic holier-than-thou or PC holier-than-thou.  These people are Elvira Madigan (see the 
movie) in Goth drag, alterna-rock drag, or post-modernist drag.   
 
I have no idea what to say even though I have often been like this myself.  Probably my childhood 
religious faith saved me.  Probably the basic human tendency to get over it and to have a family saves 
most people.  You either get it or you do not.  Not everybody gets it.  You cannot explain it so that people 
get it any more than you can talk people out of a history of bad decisions or out of depression.  
 
It is alright to appreciate without being creative yourself.  It is alright to work for a political cause even if 
the cause is not perfect and will not save the world.  Most honest jobs contribute to the well-being of 
everybody even if they do not save everybody and even if they continue the innate flaws of capitalism.  
Just because you see the innate flaws of capitalism does not mean you may not earn a living.  Maybe if 
following Jesus meant more than doling out food at a local shelter, then modern bored strangled people 
would be more receptive.  If there were some way to follow Jesus that also meant something to these 
people in itself, and for which they had an aptitude, then they would get the message and do it well.  If 
they could do “art for Jesus” and believe it, they probably would, even if their art was not radically new.  If 
they could do “politics for Jesus” without feeling sleazy, and without expecting to save the world 
tomorrow, they likely would.  If they could be a “housing loan manager for Jesus”, as in “It’s A Wonderful 
Life”, then they might be happy.  You cannot talk people into feeling those options are possible, that those 
options do not betray their pseudo-heroic stance, or that those options are satisfying.  You can only hope 
that people stop looking to silly role models and figure it out themselves.  
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Lonely.  “All the lonely people, where do they all come from?”  The world is full of external problems such 
as poverty, sexism, racism, oppression, and the destruction of nature.  We can all do something about 
them, if not personally then by giving to an agency.  If that is enough for you, then fine.  Those problems 
are outside the daily lives of most Americans.  In the daily life of most Americans, the biggest problem is 
probably loneliness.  Even people that help solve other problems can still feel deeply painful loneliness.  
Millions of us sit lonely in front of the TV every night when all it would take is to sit in front of the same TV 
with friends.  I do not belittle the damage caused by big outside problems such as sexism, but I think 
loneliness causes more total pain.  To help a lonely person is a great service, a great way to carry out the 
message of Jesus, a great “mitzvah”.  Curing loneliness would drastically cut down on medication.  I am 
really bad at helping out lonely people, and I suffer from loneliness too.  I do not know how to help the 
lonely people in the modern world.   
 
Media such as Facebook help but I don’t think those by themselves are really enough, and not everybody 
has access to them now anyway.  Telling lonely people to join a church to meet other lonely people can 
work, and it is quite common in the American South, but it does not work well enough even here.  I want 
to join a church because I agree with its beliefs, not because it is a social club.  Socializing with people 
just because they are there works if you grew up with the people but it is hard to do when you did not 
grow up with the people.  It feels artificial and unsatisfying.  You want to socialize with people with whom 
you share common interests.  Sometimes you can develop interests so that you can socialize with people 
that have the same interests, like developing an interest in comic books or in guns.  But mostly we want 
to have natural interests that show our true selves, and then find people that share those same interests.   
 
Unluckily, in the modern world, many natural interests we can enjoy alone even though we used to need 
people to carry them out.  The greatest interest of most people is probably some kind of art, like the 
drama on TV and movies, or music.  We used to have to get together with friends to play music, go to 
concerts, or go to the theater to see plays.  Now we can just sit there alone and turn on the TV.  The TV 
makes us feel temporarily better even while in the long run it reinforces our isolation.  We can download 
tunes and insert little ear buds.  Even people that go shopping can be alone in a shopping mall full of a 
hundred thousand ghosts.  I am not saying this is evil, or that the modern world is bad; I like the modern 
world.  I am just saying that our technological servants only reinforce our loneliness, like rich people of the 
past trapped in giant ornate castles with only their dumb servants.   
 
Ironically, reading about religion and thus realizing the religious roots of working to build a better world 
actually reinforced my loneliness – at least in the short run.  If I were a good propagandist, I would 
suppress this confession, but I would rather tell the truth.  What I believe keeps me out of most churches.  
What I believe keeps me separated from most academics.  I think a very large number of Americans 
agree with what I believe but there is no church for us and no way for us to meet.  We walk past each 
other on the streets and up into our living rooms with the TV sets without ever knowing.  There are no 
common institutions where we can show our views and help each other figure out what to do, a kind of 
Salvation Army Hall where normal people can get together to do what good they can.  I do not know how 
to build institutions to help people; I have not the skill of Luther or Calvin or Billy Graham.  Maybe as a 
result of writing this book, people that feel similarly will be able to find other people and will benefit.   
 
Crawl Out of Your Hole First.  Sometimes religion can inspire us to overcome depression, loneliness, 
substance abuse, the leftover debris of a bad relationship, the perfidy of the world, the selfishness of 
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humanity, the dead certainty that “it’s all screwed up”, or just feeling like crap.  Sometimes religion only 
makes it worse.  If we feel like shit, we don’t usually like to hear about working to build a better world.  We 
don’t want to hear that working to help others paradoxically gets us out of our shell and saves us at the 
same time too.  That might be true if you are not too far down in a hole, or if you are a lucky person; but if 
you are too far down, and for many regular non-lucky people, it doesn’t work.  Then, banging the religious 
drum just makes a bad headache into a throbbing ringing blinding pounder.   
 
The only advice I can give is take care of yourself first any way you can.  Don’t worry about Jesus or 
about contributing to the world.  Stop all the crap if you can.  Crawl out of the apartment and walk around 
the block once.  Do it every day.  Get self help books, even the crappy ones written by self-serving get-
rich-quick artists.  Try to find genuine books by people that went through what you are going through.  Go 
somewhere you can just look at people where you don’t have to interact or even say “hello”.  Meditate for 
one minute a day until you can do more.  Don’t worry if you “do it right” or if you only breathe.  Pray if you 
can.  When you have to, roll up in a ball and shake and moan until it stops.  Then unroll and try again to 
get better.  Do whatever it takes.  When you feel better enough about yourself, you can try saying “hello”.  
The standard advice is to seek professional help but sometimes you have to work up out of the hole on 
your own just to get to the point where you can even think about getting some help.  Jesus will not send 
you to hell because you have to look at the world through a moldy shower curtain.  You are the one who 
needs help, not the one who has to give it.  When you can give help, you will.  Good luck.   
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6.08 Jesus, Religion, and the State    
 
 
This chapter asserts that church and state should be kept separate.  Nearly all modern people 
live in a state and practice religion in a state.  Like it or not, we have to think about how to live in a 
state.  We have to think about how to live our religion in a state.  For example, nearly all people 
depend on the state for religious security.  We have to think about how to follow Jesus within a 
state.  Too many people use the state as the tool of their self-interest, religion, and morality.  In so 
doing, they corrupt the state and corrupt all religion including their own.  We have to learn how to 
follow our religion within the state without making the state our tool.  This chapter omits questions 
of international relations.   
 
Synopsis.  Even though some major religion played a role in the foundation of all major states 
(including Communist states and political correctness), modern states should aim to be secular.  
The domestic duties of a modern state are to maintain order, maintain a basic level of common 
decency, and enforce some morals that all people agree on such as “do not murder” and “do not 
have sex with minors”.  For example, the state may ban smoking in public places because smoke 
is a threat to health.  Often the morals that everybody agrees on are also needed for basic order 
and common decency, such as “do not murder”.  The state may carry out projects that lead to 
general benefit, without creating greater cost than benefit, and without leading the citizens into 
dependency, such as a system of national roads or regulated banking.  The state may address a 
systemic problem, especially if the problem touches general moral sense.  For example, because 
capitalism has unavoidable minimum unemployment even among willing workers, the state may 
help people that are inevitably unemployed or poorly employed, such as by providing welfare and 
health insurance – as long as the state does not encourage too much dependency.  This chapter 
does not enter debate about the general role of the state.   
 
The state should not enforce all morals, not even morals that everybody agrees on such as, “do 
not lie”.  The state is one agent of general morality but the state is not the primary moral agent of 
life.  Some morals do not need to be enforced by the state because people enforce them on their 
own (do not commit adultery), some are too hard to enforce (do not get drunk), some do not 
contribute much to general order or to common decency (sexual acts), and some represent 
particular groups (Sabbath laws for Jews, Christians, and Muslims).  The state should not enforce 
any morals that are not needed for general order, not needed for common decency, are hard to 
enforce, not generally agreed upon, or generate other hard problems.  When the state enforces 
any morals, it intrudes into life.  When the state enforces some morals unnecessarily, it intrudes 
into life too much.  The state should never serve as the moral agent of any one group, such as 
religious fundamentalists or strident PC people.  When the state serves as the agent of one 
group, it necessarily oppresses other groups and intrudes too much into life.  Trying to enforce 
morals inevitably leads the state to extend its power too far.  Once extended, the state rarely 
withdraws power.   
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Jesus’ teachings fostered the active participation that is needed by citizens in a modern 
democracy.  That attitude toward citizenship and good government is now a part of the political 
culture of the West and the structure of Western nations.  Having been exposed to this role, non-
Western states, and religions other than Christianity, adapted the role to their needs and ideas.  
They made it theirs.  While it is useful to know the roots of modern citizenship in Jesus’ teachings, 
it is not useful to stress the roots if to do so annoys people, makes them lesser citizens, or turns 
them against Jesus and Christians.   
 
If you feel the laws of the modern secular state are too lax for your group, then you should live by 
stricter laws yourself.  Do not try to push your laws on others through the state.  Do not expect 
your children to feel as you do.  If you feel that secular-based laws, as they are now, do not 
support general order, general morality, or common decency, then you can try to change the laws 
as long as you remain within the scope of secular.  If you feel that secular-based laws can never 
be good enough, and must be lifted to the standards of some religion, then you should consider 
moving.  If you think that secular-based laws are never good enough, and that the moral code of 
your particular religion would make the laws good enough, then you should think about moving.  If 
you think that secular-based laws are never good enough, some religion has to uplift the laws, 
and religions have to compete to see which takes control, then you should think about moving.  If 
you try to impose the laws of your religion beyond what is needed for general order, morality, and 
decency, then you should expect to be thwarted.   
 
Jesus and Christianity.  The classical Jewish idea of church and state was theocracy.  God, 
state, and the people were one.  The priests and the aristocrats administered the state in God’s 
place.  Whether they administered the state for the good of the people was irrelevant as long as 
they did what God said.  Fortunately, God did insist on social justice.  Because God collectively 
rewarded obedience and punished disobedience, if the rulers did as God bid, the state as a whole 
should do well.  If the state did well, the people should do well.  There was no idea of modern 
citizenship except as the people participated in the theocracy of the Temple, all people adhered 
to God’s Law, and all people were rewarded or punished.   
 
This is not the idea of a group that was current in the original human hunting-gathering way of life.  
There was no state in the original human way of life, so there were no ideas about the state and 
about the relation of people, religion, morality, and the state.  Jewish ideas of the state, God, and 
the people are typical of agricultural states in general.  They also differed in important ways.  How 
Jewish ideas are typical and distinct is important but I cannot go into it here.  Although modern 
states are not agricultural, they inherited their ideas from their agricultural precursors, including 
that the state is collectively punished or rewarded for behavior and the state should implement 
the morality of a particular religion.  Only within the last 300 years have states changed that old 
basic attitude to the modern secular attitude.  Exactly how modern non-agricultural states differ 
from agricultural states and from Israel is another large topic.   
 
Jewish ideas of God, state, rulers, people, and Law did bring significant advances, such as 
modern ideas of morality, law, persons, and history.  This is an important topic.  Please refer to 
the Bibliography.   
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People    6.08 The State 

3 
 

You cannot argue out of the conclusion that Israel was an aristocratic theocracy.  It is a fact.  You 
cannot argue around it by saying the Jewish version was the true version, was the best version, 
or was necessary for modern ideas of the state.  Traditional Jewish ideas of the state cannot 
serve as the model for modern states although they can contribute key ideas, and have.  Modern 
states changed from the basic model of Israel.  Instead of trying to “get back to Israel” in various 
devious ways, we should think about how to run the modern state.   
 
Jesus accepted the Jewish ideas current in his time.  In some ways, he was right.  But in some 
ways, he was just wrong, at least as the ideas apply to our times.  I think it is better to face what 
he was right and wrong about.  Christians cannot accept that he was wrong about anything so 
they try to avoid this dilemma.  To do so, you have to redefine Jesus in ways that I do not believe 
Jesus would recognize or approve.   
 
Jesus was right that God had used the Israelites to develop ideas of God and to develop a simple 
and useful morality.  Jesus was right in seeing a shift away from collective reward and 
punishment to a focus on individual responsibility.  I hope Jesus was right in seeing Israel as a 
great moral leader that would inspire other nations to follow the best in religion and morality.  
 
If Jesus felt that Israel would dominate the world politically and militarily, then he was wrong.  If 
Jesus felt there would be a dramatic series of events which would lead to the dominance of Israel 
and the rule of God then so far Jesus has been wrong.   
 
Jesus was wrong about the close relation between religion and the state.  It is possible to have a 
good state without necessarily having a single religion, especially without necessarily having 
Judaism, Christianity, or Islam.  It might be that most of the people in the state are good religious 
people, and most of them might even be Jews, Christians, or Muslims, but that does not mean 
the state should be a religious state based on one of those religions or should be a theocracy.  In 
fact, the state works best, and religions work best, when the state does not try to be the agent of 
God and when no religion tries to make the state its tool.   
 
I think history has directions, and I think God foresaw the course that life would take on a planet 
such as ours, but I do not think God has been rewarding and punishing people in general to make 
them carry history in particular directions.  If God did that in the past with Israel, he is not doing 
that now with any particular nation and he is not doing that now with humanity as a whole.  There 
is now no longer any particular chosen nation leading humanity toward a certain historical point.  
Now, we have many nations trying to do better and trying to lead their people toward understood 
goals of freedom, responsibility, and economic security.  At any particular time, some particular 
nation might take a brief leadership role but no particular nation has that role now as Israel might 
have had it in the past.  
 
God probably does not intervene much in our lives to teach us proper behavior.  He probably 
does not reward and punish us.  He set up the world so that it would do so for him, and then let 
the world do its job.   
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The fact that Jesus was wrong about the relation of state and religion, and wrong about a big 
change in the world, does not mean that Jesus was wrong about what is good and bad.  Jesus 
was still a great leader and great prophet.  His message is still valid.   
 
Christian Citizen.  Jesus had an unusual idea of the relation of a follower to his-her group, of the 
relation of a follower to the movement that Jesus himself began.  The roots of Jesus’ ideas are 
not clear, and I do not speculate here.  Jesus had more in mind than the usual relation between 
an Israelite and the state of Israel.  Jesus had more in mind than the usual resident-citizen in an 
Eastern nation such as in Egypt or Babylon.  To Jesus, as with the Pharisees, each person in the 
movement was almost like a citizen-ruler-priest, almost like a priest of the Temple.  Each person 
was equal because each was holy, and vice versa.  As long as we do not think this automatically 
entitles us to run a state along the lines of our own morality, as if we are an instrument of God, 
this is not such a bad way to think of ourselves and our relation to other people.   
 
When the Church began to organize after Jesus died, it took over his idea of a strong relation 
between members and the Church as a whole.  Every member of the Church was like a priest of 
the Jewish Temple.  I am not arguing that the Church should not have a clergy or that every 
Christian is a bishop.  I am stressing that the relation of Christians to the Church was stronger 
than the relation of most members to their religious organization or state at the time.  (A similar 
relation might have prevailed between members of “cults” and their “churches” of the time but I 
cannot go into that here.)  Jesus’ idea was a relatively new idea.  Because it was new, the exact 
terms of the strong relation, and the exact status of the individual, were not clear, and had to be 
hammered out over the next two thousand years.  
 
One way in which the ideas became clearer was to mix them with the idea of a citizen in a Greek 
city state.  All members of the Christian Church were like the ruling members of the aristocracy in 
a Greek city state.  All members participated in the Church rites, all had a voice in governing, and 
none was too superior to others.  The Church was not absolutely egalitarian, not even at the start, 
and so Church members did not expect that.  But the ruling aristocratic citizens of a Greek city 
state were not absolutely equal either, and so it was easy to see parallels.  The office of Bishop 
was powerful but it was not hereditary, like the temporary ruler of Greek city states.   
 
Ideas of membership in the Church merged with ideas of being a citizen in a Greek city state.  
There the ideas slept until they were revived from time to time, as whenever the West fumbled 
toward democracy.  When the West did fumble toward democracy, it could look toward semi-
egalitarian relations in the Church as models.  As long as we understand that this Christian model 
does not commit us toward identity between church and state, then this is a pretty good model of 
citizenship.  It is another legacy of Jesus’ good teachings.   
 
Modern Bad Versions of Ancient Israel.  The developing Church did not rest with Jesus’ ideas 
of a close relation among members of the earliest Church but naturally also took over ideas of 
Israel and its close relation with God.  The developing early Church thought of itself as the New 
Israel.  The biggest difference was that the Church, at first, could not hint at any military-political 
takeover of the world, and could not stress a close relation between church and state.  It had to 
be very careful of those points in the Roman Empire.  Later as Rome diminished and Christianity 
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took over the West, the Church could claim a close relation between church and state, and it 
could claim that one day the Church and its states would take over the world.  It then transferred 
Jewish ideas about God, the priests, the Temple, and the state to the Christian Church and its 
political states.  That is about where we stand now.   
 
I am not clear about the official doctrines of major churches now such as the Eastern Orthodox, 
Roman Catholic, Episcopalian, Lutheran, Methodist, and Presbyterian Churches.   If they still see 
themselves as the new Israel, then they have to see a close relation between church and state, 
and have to look forward to the Church and its partner states taking over the world.  The 
churches have to look forward to God collectively punishing any nation that does not vigorously 
try to follow morality as the particular church defines morality.   
 
If you listen to Right Wing religious leaders in the media such as Pat Robertson, and listen to 
Right Wing not-so-religious leaders in the media, such as Rush Limbau and Glenn Beck, this 
ideology of the new Israel, including politics and the military, seems alive and well, even if it is not 
stated outright in so many words.  I still half-laugh and half-cry when I think of Pat Robertson 
expecting God to send storms and earthquakes against any city in America that supports the 
teaching of evolution in its schools and/or supports the “gay agenda”.  I can only cry when I think 
of churches picketing the funerals of dead American soldiers because they think America is going 
against God’s Laws against homosexuality, and are trying to forestall the collective punishment 
that they are sure must follow.   
 
America and Christianity are not the only culprits.  Almost every European nation has thought of 
itself in these terms.  Many Muslim nations, or Islam collectively, thinks of itself in these terms 
now.  America, Europeans, and Muslims, have done, continue to do, and will do, bad things as a 
result.  This is what makes atheists condemn religion.   
 
Early Christians would not participate in the civic religions of the particular city states or the 
Roman Empire or the general civic religion of the Empire.  Yet the United States now has the 
equivalent of a civic religion, the Christian churches here enthusiastically embrace it, and they 
demand of Christians that they participate.  The United States does not require that citizens offer 
a sacrifice to a god but we, the people of the United States, do everything in civic religion short of 
that demand.  Our civic religion consists of Mom, children, business, labor, apple pie, the flag, 
cars, electronic devices, celebrity, pledges of allegiance, wearing flag pins, extolling the military, 
and holding elaborate ceremonies on civic holy days such as the Fourth of July.  We sacrifice to 
our civic gods on those days through our parades and gifts and taxes.  As long as we carefully 
make sure people understand the state is not holy, all this civic religion need not be so bad.  But 
people do not understand the state is not holy, and the active participation of the churches in civic 
religion does not make the distinction clear.  I think early Christians would have see what 
Americans do as civic religion and would be very wary of it.  Christians now embrace what early 
Christians feared and shunned.   
 
Sacred Secular States. The material in this section appears to contradict my desire to keep the 
state and religion distinct but it does not.  It faces some points of reality about human nature that 
we have to go through to keep our balance.   
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Much as we might like to found the modern state on a purely rational basis, we cannot.  Much as 
we might like to found morality on a purely rational basis and then use rational morality to found 
the state, we cannot.  All states ultimately rest on a core set of ideas that are sacred and are not 
up for discussion.  These ideas might make some rational sense but that is not why we accept 
them.  We accept them because they make sacred and moral sense.  For a modern state, the 
ideas include democracy, rule of law, individual rights, individual responsibility, privacy, freedom 
of speech, etc.  Even when we can find some rational basis for one of these sacred ideas, as we 
find a rational basis for the Golden Rule in equality under the law, usually we did not get the ideas 
through rationality but through a religious teacher.  We do not accept ideas such as the Golden 
Rule because it is so rational but because Jesus taught it to us.  We do not accept equality under 
the law because it is self-evident but because it is an extension of a deeper moral idea that some 
great teacher taught us, in this case the prophets of Israel who were concerned with social justice 
and individual responsibility.   
 
This fact does not mean that every state is a hidden theocracy or every state should become an 
open theocracy.  Once we have the deep underlying moral idea we do not have to accept all the 
tenets of the religion that gave it to us.  We can accept the Golden Rule without also accepting 
that Jesus will return from Heaven to lead a never-ending Jewish state.  We can accept the Silver 
Rule as a basis for good government without also accepting circumcision.  We can accept that 
God leaves signs for us through his creation without also making a pilgrimage to Mecca.  We can 
accept democracy without also having to give offerings to Athena.   
 
We have to do just what political philosophers have been telling us to do since Classical Greece:  
look at our values, try to harmonize the values, be sensitive to the contradictions, and do the best 
we can.  It helps to be honest that they are values and to acknowledge the source of our values in 
history and religion.  
 
I believe the values of the modern secular state largely coincide with the large general points of 
moral logic that evolved as part of human sentient-moral nature:  applies equally, the Golden 
Rule, empathy, and respect similarities and differences.  Modern states do not ideally embody 
those values but they do best represent those values in our times.  Future times might see other 
situations.  I doubt that any particular religion, religiously based morality, or church, shows these 
values better than a successful modern secular state.  I am not saying that evolution aimed to 
produce the modern state in some kind of metaphysical plot, or that the modern state is the 
physical embodiment of evolution as Jesus is supposed to be the physical embodiment of God.  I 
do not praise the modern state in this chapter because it goes along with my ideas of the inherent 
tendencies of evolution but because I have used my evolved mind to figure out what seems best 
to me in the conditions under which I live.  I do not think I surreptitiously projected my ideals of 
the modern secular state backward into evolution so that I could find them again and use them to 
praise the modern secular state.  I cannot go further into this topic here.   
 
Ideal Moral Groups.  The state is not a giant band of hunter-gatherers.  The state is not a giant 
small community.  The state is not the family or household writ gigantic.  The state is not a giant 
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church.  The state is something else.  We need to be careful using images of ideal communities 
to guide our thought about the state.  
 
In the original human condition, human communities approached, but did not achieve, groups of 
self-selected good guys.  Even now the human ideal of community is much like a group of self-
selected good guys.  It is only natural to think of the state as a giant community of self-selected 
good guys.  We can use that image as one ideal to think about the state but the state is not a 
giant community of self-selected good guys, and we should keep in mind how they differ.   
 
Religious-moral-political-economic small subgroups within states think of themselves as self-
selected good guys, as better than the state in general, and as better than nearly all other small 
groups within the state.  “We are good; we are the best; everybody should try to be like us; and 
the state should be us writ large.”  Their tendency to think that way, and some of the tactics they 
use to get that way, were probably inherited from original human groups but have been intensified 
by life as a subgroup within a larger modern state.  The way of life of a subgroup within the state 
is not the same as the original human life as self-selected groups of good guys and is not the 
same as the state as a whole.  We should not follow them as models of the state.  We should not 
think of the state as a labor union, church, business firm, business organization, political party, 
PAC, or any other group writ large.   
 
People in original human groups of self-selected good guys liked to think they shared enough of 
morality, religion, and ideas so that they could always understand each other and could always 
get along.  They were not as diverse as a modern secular state but they were not all alike in 
ideas, ideals, morality, or religion.  I guess that nearly all original human groups were more 
diverse than most small churches in the United States, and might have been more diverse than 
the official doctrine of any large church too.  Original humans wanted people to think alike enough 
to be get along but they just did not care about making people think uniformly in the same way 
that modern groups do.  The modest tendency toward uniformity in original human groups might 
give power to the tendency toward uniformity in subgroups in a modern state but we should not 
let our natural tendency toward uniformity in small groups drive our image of uniformity in the 
modern state.    
 
Original groups had, and small groups now have, enforcers of behavior.  The enforcers took an 
active role, likely more active than we would like modern people to play.  Probably they did not 
enforce much through physical force but mostly through gossip, suggestion, behavior, inclusion, 
and exclusion, much as we have among small groups today.  Modern people inherited the role of 
enforcers, and we intensify the role in subgroups in the state.  Modern states also need agents to 
look after general order, decency, and morality; but we do not need moral police or the thought 
police.  The modern state should be more lax than small groups.   
 
Fighting Bad Invaders.  Recall that self-selected groups of good guys are vulnerable to bad 
people within them and bad people without.  It is easy to take advantage of people who always 
play by the rules and who give everybody the benefit of the doubt many times.  Taking advantage 
is what people do who wish to use a successful secular state as the tool of their religion.  Using 
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morality itself as their tool, they invade the state from within, like bad people invading a group of 
self-selected good guys.   
 
When the state already is primarily secular and already reasonably successful, then the advice 
given above to be open-minded still stands.  But that is not the case as much as we need.  Too 
often, the state already has been invaded by self-interest groups that use morality and religion.  
Too often, the subgroups already wield enough power so they cannot be controlled by rational 
decency.  Since the early 1960s, and especially since the 1980s, this has been so in America.  
What then?  I can’t give much good advice.  
 
Unfortunately, craziness often works against other craziness.  Commitment works, and craziness 
is a kind of commitment.  When we face crazy people with some power, we become crazy too.  
We push our religion and morality to the exclusion of other ideas and without compromise.  We 
use the state as the tool of our way of life.  We see all compromise as betrayal.  We redefine 
common good, common decency, and general morality to coincide with our view of morality and 
to exclude other views.  We say we are only promoting the general good when really we promote 
our ideas in the fight against others.  Probably, the other groups, the invaders, have already done 
this.  We see them as immoral invaders, and that is how they see us.  Even if people point out our 
fault, we still feel justified because other groups already did it first.  As I wrote in late 2011 and 
early 2012, several times the Tea Party had brought the United States to a halt based on this 
mentality.  
 
Jesus advised us not to resort to forceful craziness.  He advised using kindness even in the face 
of craziness and power, even if kindness got you killed and even if it temporarily set you’re your 
group and your cause.  He relied on God to set things right in the end if kindness did not work 
now.  You have to decide if you can follow Jesus here, and, if not, what you and your cause will 
become.   
 
State as Kingdom of God.  Throughout this book, I have urged people to be good citizens, and I 
sometimes implied that being a good citizen was one way to act properly in the Kingdom of God.   
That is true, but it tends to foster some mistakes, and I need to make sure nobody makes them.   
 
First, the state is not the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of God is not the state.  That is what I 
have argued throughout this chapter.  A good citizen of the Kingdom of God does not aim to 
make the state a theocracy.  We cannot turn the state into the Kingdom of God.  We cannot turn 
the Kingdom of God into a political state.  All that thinking is idolatry.  We should not think that the 
Kingdom of God has a right to use the state.  The Kingdom of God is something apart from the 
state.  A good state would have many of the same goals as the Kingdom of God and would tend 
to breed the same kind of people as would want to live in the Kingdom of God, but, even so, the 
state and the Kingdom are not the same.  The state would do well to learn from good people in 
the Kingdom of God, Christians and from other religions too, but the state cannot pattern itself 
after those people only.  Get clear about the Kingdom first and then you can more easily get clear 
about its relations to the state.   
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People    6.08 The State 

9 
 

Second, we should not think that being a good citizen of the state is always enough to make us a 
good citizen of the Kingdom of God.  Sometimes it is, but often it isn’t.  This is another version of 
identifying the state and the Kingdom of God.  Just because we are an informed rational voter 
does not mean we are automatically a good citizen of the Kingdom of God and that we don’t have 
to do anything else.  Just because we have spent a lifetime in service to the state does not have 
to mean we have also been a good citizen of the Kingdom of God, although I am inclined to think 
God would be favorably disposed to seeing it that way.  You have to assess your situation, and 
the situation of the state, to decide what is best.   
 
Third, we should not think that being a good citizen of the Kingdom of God automatically makes 
us a good citizen of the state.  Plenty of people with good natures make lousy citizens of the 
state.  It is two different skill sets.  Find out what you are good at, work at what you need to make 
better, and make up your mind.   
 
Morality Tales.  About the time of Jesus, the Roman Emperor Augustus (Octavian) Caesar 
declared that people had to live in stereotypically standard Roman families and had to behave 
according to unrealistic idealized Roman family values, much like idealized stereotyped modern 
family values.  Urban Roman citizens were not marrying and producing children as they had in 
the past, and Augustus Caesar was worried that the noble Roman way of life would die out under 
the wave of modernization and new radical religions.  People had to get married, have children, 
and live in the right kind of family households.  They had to understand the Roman legacy and 
worship traditional gods.  Augustus Caesar was highly revered, genuinely popular, and quite 
powerful.  People agreed with his policy in theory.  Yet Augustus Caesar failed miserably in his 
attempt to legislate family values.  People just would not do as he ordered but instead lived the 
kind of lives that worked for them in the new urbanized empire.   
 
Before Constantine de facto made Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire after 340 
CE (AD), Christians had already done well in the supposedly decadent secular Empire.  Before 
Constantine, the Roman Empire had seen some bad times, but was on the rise again.  Both 
Christians and the Empire had done well while Christians were not in power.  After Christians 
came to power, the Empire slid into the “Dark Ages”, and remained dark for a thousand years.  
Everybody was worse off when the Christians gained power, even the Christians.  In fairness, the 
slide did not begin right away, and Christians did not alone cause the slide.  But the fact that the 
slide happened after Christians got power makes an important point:  when a religious group 
gains power over the state, things do not always get better, not even for the religious group that 
gains power.  Power is not always a gift from God.  God does not always give political power to 
his religious group.  Having political power does not mean you are on the right side of God.  Be 
careful what you wish for, you might just get it.   
 
Christians have not always wanted the state to enforce their morality and religion.  Sometimes 
they are content to live within the state as long as the state does not persecute them, living by a 
stricter moral code than the state in general, serving as an example for other groups, recruiting 
through their example, and recruiting through their ability to offer financial aid and social security.  
Christians in the Empire lived with prostitution, abortion, infanticide, animal sacrifice, drug use, 
slavery, racism, sexism, homosexuality, gambling, drinking, promiscuity, debauchery, military 
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service, big differences in wealth and power, diverse religions, and many other behaviors that 
Christians considered sins and still do.  Other than Augustus’ brief failed interlude, most Roman 
laws were not concerned with what we think of as moral life and family values but with property 
and social order.  Under those conditions, Christians thrived as much as any other group.  Until 
Constantine, Christians did not try to change the Roman laws or the Roman state.  Christians first 
followed Roman laws, and then followed their own laws on top of Roman laws.  Some Christian 
groups live in the United States this way now, such as the Amish.  It is a simple idea, yet people 
often are not satisfied but still wish to impose their life on everybody else too.  
 
If you want to be politically active in a modern state, do so primarily as a citizen of the state who 
is concerned with the general welfare and general order of the state.  Do not act primarily as a 
religious person using the state as an instrument of your own religious ideas and morality.  If you 
can limit yourself, in the long run you will serve both the state and your religion best.   
 
American core principles require the state to take some action for general order and decency but 
do not require the state to become involved in many aspects of daily life.  Our core principles 
require the state to keep out of most aspects of life.  The state is primarily an instrument of order, 
basic general good, and common simple moral decency; it is not primarily an instrument of any 
greater morality; it is not an instrument for the morality of any particular religion; and it is not even 
an instrument for the full morality of the people in general.   
 
As with the early Christians in Rome, our morality does not have to coincide with the general 
morality enforced by the state.  We have to think about which of our morals have to be enforced 
by the state.  If any of our morals is not necessary for public order, then we are better off not 
using the state to enforce it.  Instead, we can live more strictly according to our morals within the 
state and let other people live as they wish.  I lived in Alabama in 2008.  Alabama does not have 
a lottery because a small but powerful minority considers it immoral.  Most Alabamans seem to 
like to gamble, are happy to go to Mississippi for casinos, to dog tracks, to casinos run by Native 
Americans, and to places where bingo machines operate.  To any objective observer, the bingo 
machines are like slot machines.  The government was fighting with a casino about whether the 
casino was breaking the law with its bingo machines.  In the long run, it might be easier to accept 
some gambling than to spend resources enforcing the morals of a minority.  If some people do 
not wish to gamble, they need not.  We only have to think how much gambling, and what kinds of 
gambling, are a real threat to public order.   
 
Some moral issues do demand action, and sometimes action can only happen through the state, 
as when America ended slavery.  Even in these cases, we have to be careful.  Some people think 
homosexuality is so bad it has to be stopped, and the state has to be the agent to stop it.  In 
contrast, some people think repression of gays is so bad it has to be stopped, and the state has 
to be the agent to stop it.  That we can have two opposed points of view on the same topic, with 
both groups calling on the state as their agent, should make us stop to think really hard before we 
conclude that any behavior is so morally bad that it must be controlled for everybody and that the 
state has to be the agent of our morality.  I am not saying there are no such serious moral issues 
– there are – I am only saying we need to be careful.  We should consider other modes of action 
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besides the state.  If the state does have to intervene, we should consider alternatives other than 
enforcing a particular morality.  I discuss gay marriage later in the book.   
 
In the movie trilogy “The Matrix”, Agent Smith was the Devil.  Agent Smith could not stand the 
Matrix world.  He needed everybody to be like him.  Only when everybody was just like him could 
Agent Smith feel comfortable in the Matrix.  He found a way to make everybody like him after he 
merged with Neo.  Citizens in a modern state too often act like Agent Smith.  It is natural to want 
other people to serve our interests and natural to want to control them.  One way to control them 
is to make them like us.  We do not feel fully comfortable unless other people are under control or 
unless other people are exactly like us.  Like Agent Smith, modern people found a way too:  use 
the state as a tool of control by invoking moral indignation.  When people do not act according to 
our morals, use the state to make them act that way.  When enough people act as we want them 
to act, then we are in control and successful.  When enough people are moral clones of us, we 
are safe.  We ought not to act like Agent Smith.  
 
When the first group has control of the state, it uses moral indignation to control others, and this 
first group feels good.  It praises the state as the natural agent of all morality, meaning its own 
particular morality.  Later, when a second group takes over the state, it uses moral indignation to 
persecute the first group.  Then the second group feels good and praises the state as the natural 
agent of all morality, meaning its particular morality.  When any particular group comes to power, 
it uses supposed differences in morality as excuses to oppress rivals and to exert general control.  
It uses morality as a tool of its power.  After the first group lost power, too late, it knew the danger 
of using the state as a moral tool, of anybody’s morality.  Then it appealed to the second group 
for sanity and moderation but the second group would not listen.  This is not a made-up story.   It 
happened scores after the Reformation when Protestants took over from Roman Catholics and 
when Roman Catholics took over again from Protestants.  It happened when one Protestant 
group took over from another Protestant group or one Catholic group took over from another.  
This theme dominated the French Revolution.  It happened after World War I with the Treaty of 
Versailles when the imposed penalty on Germany paved the way for Nazis.  It happens now in 
America every time the President and Senate have to fill a Supreme Court seat.  It happens when 
we fight over abortion or gay rights.  It happens when we fight over whether to legalize marijuana.  
It happens daily in Africa when one ethnic group seizes power and terrorizes other ethnic groups.  
It will happen to PC people if Fundamentalist Christians take over the United States and will 
happen to Fundamentalist Christians if strident PC people take over.  If we accept that we want to 
use the state as the instrument of our power and morality, then maybe we can overcome our 
desire.  We would all be better off.  
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6.09 Abortion  
 
 
Abortion is a hot issue in the “culture wars” in America.  This chapter aims to calm people down 
by showing to both sides the rationality and humanity in the other side.  I take a typical liberal 
stance.  We should keep doing what we do now; the state should allow abortion.  We should think 
of the issue in terms of persons and rights.  We should vigorously encourage both birth control 
and self-control of sex.  This is about what most Americans want.  The strength of the chapter is 
its explanations of the logic of Roe v. Wade, the logic of the anti-abortion stance, and how people 
might have viewed abortion in pre-modern times.     
 
Roe V. Wade.  To the extent that I understand, the famous Supreme Court decision Roe v. Wade 
lays out these ideas:   
 
-Abortion is not a question of “when does life begin?” or “when is the fetus a fully human person?”  
It does not matter if life begins at conception or at any other time.  It does not matter when a fetus 
becomes a fully human person.  The court did not define when two sets of chromosomes become 
alive and then become a person.   
 
-Abortion is a question of rights, especially of greater rights.  Who has what rights when?   What 
is the basis for the rights?  When do rights conflict?  Whose rights prevail when?   
 
-A woman has rights based on privacy and on control of her body.  I think the right to control her 
body is based on her (implied) Constitutional right to privacy.   
 
-A fetus also has rights.  I am not sure on what the fetus’ rights are based:  being alive, being a 
human person, length of life, or what.   
 
-The woman’s rights are already fully developed when the problem pregnancy begins.   
 
-It is not clear when the fetus’s rights begin.  This has to be defined.   
 
-At conception, the fetus is considered either not to have rights yet or to have rights less than the 
rights of the woman.  The woman’s rights prevail.   
 
-As long as the rights of the woman prevail over the rights of the fetus, the woman may abort the 
fetus.  If she aborts during the time when her rights prevail, it is not murder.  Whether it is killing is 
not relevant.   
 
-After the rights of the fetus prevail over the rights of the woman, then she may not abort the 
fetus.  After that time, killing the fetus is a kind of murder.   
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-It is not necessary that the rights of the fetus begin at conception or at some particular time after 
conception such as at age six months or when the fetus is viable outside the mother.  It is only 
necessary that the rights of the fetus begin by the time set by the court for when the fetus’ rights 
overcome the rights of the woman.   
 
-It is not clear what is implied by:  the fact that the fetus has (develops) rights; the rights have to 
begin sometime during the course of the pregnancy; the rights begin at any particular time such 
as at conception, six months, or viability; the rights of the fetus eventually overcome the rights of 
the mother; or the rights of the fetus overcome the rights of the mother at any particular time such 
as at conception, six months, or viability.   
 
-The problem is to decide when greater right shifts from the woman to the fetus, and why.  It is 
useful to have a criterion for the shift in rights.   
 
-The court decided that the criterion for the pivot point in rights is self-viability for the fetus.  A self-
viable fetus is like an autonomous human person (something Americans value highly).  As long 
as the fetus likely is not viable outside the woman’s body, her rights prevail and she may abort 
the fetus.  When the fetus likely is viable outside the woman’s body, then the fetus’ rights prevail 
over the woman’s rights.   
 
-The court provided an index to decide when the fetus might be viable outside the woman.  The 
court used modern medical success as the basis for its index, and converted that to a time 
period.  If modern medicine says that fetuses of six months old or greater usually survive outside 
the woman, then that is when the rights of the fetus prevail over the rights of the woman.  Before 
that age, the woman may abort the fetus.  After that age, the woman may not abort the fetus.   
 
-That the fetus has (develops) some rights at some time during pregnancy does not have to 
mean:  the fetus has rights from conception, the fetus is a full human person from conception, life 
begins at conception, the fetus gets rights at any particular time, the rights of the fetus overcome 
the rights of the woman from conception or at any particular time, or the rights of the fetus are 
based on its being alive or being a person.  It only means that the fetus gets rights at some time 
during pregnancy.   
 
-That the rights of the fetus eventually overcome the rights of the woman at some time during 
pregnancy does not have to mean:  the fetus has those strong rights from conception, is a full 
human person from conception, life begins at conception, the strong rights of the fetus are based 
on its being a alive or being a person, or the strong rights of the fetus come at the same time the 
fetus gets any rights at all.  It only means that at some time during pregnancy the rights of the 
fetus prevail over the rights of the woman.   
 
-In the future, the court might use a criterion other than viability, or might use an index other than 
the age of the fetus.  The court might decide that the rights of the fetus prevail when the fetus 
shows signs of central nervous system development.  The court might decide that occurs at the 
age of five months (I don’t know when it occurs) or might decide that occurs when a fetus can be 
trained to distinguish between specific sounds.    
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-In the future, on one hand, the court might think the rights of the fetus begin at conception, and 
the rights of the fetus prevail over the rights of the mother from then.  On the other hand, the court 
might decide the fetus does not have rights at all until it is born naturally at full term regardless of 
whether it is alive or a person.  The court might decide the fetus has rights from conception but 
the rights of the fetus do not prevail over the rights of the mother until the fetus is born naturally at 
full term.   
 
-In the future, the court might look at rights in a different way, or might not consider the matter in 
terms of rights at all but on a different basis such as natural types.   
 
-Not to think primarily in terms of persons and rights likely goes against the grain of American 
legal history and American political culture.   
 
-In the opinion of a layperson (me), the thinking of the court on these issues is quite good.   
 
Logical Points.  For clarity, here is a restatement.  There are six distinct considerations:   
 
(1) When the fetus is alive.  
 
(2) When the fetus is a person (to be a person, normally you have to be alive).  
 
(3) When the fetus begins to have rights (to have rights, normally you have to be a living person).  
 
(4) When the rights of the fetus prevail over the rights of the woman.   
 
(5) Some criterion of when the rights of the fetus prevail, such as viability outside the woman.   
 
(6) An index of the criterion.  Usually measurable indexes are easiest to use, such as a fetus is 
viable at six months of age.   
 
It might seem as if the second step about personhood is not necessary but I think in the long run 
it is necessary.   
 
The question is of greater rights, not of rights alone, personhood, or life.  Life and personhood 
matter only as they might confer right on the fetus, and might confer on the fetus rights greater 
than the rights of the woman.  Even if the court grants that the fetus is alive from conception, that 
view does not mean the fetus is a person, has rights, or that any rights of the fetus overcome the 
rights of the woman at any particular time.  Even if the court grants that the fetus is a person, from 
conception, that view does not mean the fetus has rights or that any rights of the fetus overcome 
the rights of the woman at any particular time.  Even if the court grants that the fetus is alive, is a 
person, and has some rights, from conception, that view does not mean the rights of the fetus 
overcome the rights of the woman at any particular time.   
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People    6.09 Abortion 

4 
 

It is not clear that any state legislature, or even Congress, has the power to declare the fetus is 
alive, is a person, has rights, and that the rights of the fetus overcome the rights of the woman, at 
a particular time.  For the Supreme Court to declare that any legislature, including Congress, may 
decide these issues, the court also has to declare that the right of legislatures overcomes the 
right to privacy as implied in the Constitution, not only the right to privacy and control of her body 
of a woman-with-a-fetus but the right of all persons to various kinds of privacy.  If a group wishes 
definitely to ban abortion, it might need a Constitutional amendment that declares the fetus is 
alive at conception, a person then, has rights then, and the rights of the fetus overcome the rights 
of the mother then.  The amendment must be clear about what it does to general rights to privacy, 
as, for example, rights to privacy that are important in freedom of religion.  If the Supreme Court 
declares that legislatures do have the power to decide these issues, then each legislature will 
have to work it out individually.  Congress will have to decide what it wants to control and what it 
wants to allow to state legislatures.   
 
To my mind, despite the Constitution, the Supreme Court and Congress have not been clear on 
what is a person or not a person, what kinds of persons there are, what rights any kind of person 
has simply by being that kind of person, why a person has those rights, when a person has those 
rights, and why the particular rights of one person overcome the rights of another person.  In the 
near future, these questions are important because business corporations technically are a kind 
of person with some rights; but we do not want them to have the full rights of flesh-and-blood 
human beings.  We do not want them to have free speech, marry, have children, give bequests at 
death, or give to campaigns.  In the more distant future, we will have to work out these issues 
fully because of biotechnology and artificial intelligence.  I do not bring up the parallel question of 
what responsibilities are entailed by what rights.   
 
“Right to Life”.  The anti-abortion movement sometimes calls itself “Right to Life”.  In so doing, it 
recognizes that the issue depends legally on rights; but it wants to define rights so as to bolster a 
total ban on abortion.  It defines the fetus as a full human person from conception; says the 
fetus’s status as a full human person gives the fetus full rights; one of the rights is a “right to life” 
(like self-defense); and the right to life of the fetus always outweighs the rights of the woman from 
the time of conception.  In effect, the “Right to Life” movement defines fetal rights so as to negate 
any woman’s rights, and so negate any possibility of abortion.  This is another way to re-assert, in 
terms of rights, ideas that are not about rights at all but about God-given natural types; see below.  
The “right to life” movement is not really about rights but about using the idea of rights to gain 
legally what it wants for other reasons.  This tactic is common in politics and law, and so should 
not be held strongly against the “right to life” movement.  The “right to choose” movement is not 
too much different.  You should consider all arguments by all sides, and then decide according to 
what you consider the important principles.   
 
Natural God-Given Types.  To the extent that I understand the position of the Roman Catholic 
(RC) Church, I use its position to stand for a reasoned coherent alternative view of the topic.  
Whether the RC Church really can represent the anti-abortion (pro-life) view in general, I cannot 
say.  I take the points below from my reading of RC Church doctrine (principally Thomism), RC 
Church catechism, and pamphlets on abortion.  I do not comment on whether this point of view is 
true or not.  It is widely shared.  I apologize if I am not accurate.   
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-There are natural types.  Natural types reflect God’s will.  We must respect natural types as an 
expression of God’s will.  We have some obligation to defend natural types.  We cannot go 
against natural types without good reasons.  We cannot always argue about natural types in 
terms of competing rights.  (The fact of natural types does not necessarily argue against evolution 
by natural selection.  The RC Church now apparently accepts Darwinian evolution.)   
 
-These are very important natural types:  life, innocence, babies and children, parent-child 
relations, and the mother-child relation.  These types can overlap.  When they do, they are even 
more important.  For example, babies are innocent life.   
 
-These natural types are sacred.  Especially life is sacred.  It has a high value.  In some cases, it 
has a higher value than freedom or privacy.  In some cases, any of these natural types might 
have a value higher than freedom or privacy.  I am not sure if “higher value” can translate directly 
into “greater right”.  For example, I am not sure if life has a greater priority of rights than the right 
to privacy in the Confessional.   
 
-People have an obligation to protect life, innocence, innocent life, babies, mothers, fathers, and 
the parent-child bond.  It is not clear if this obligation extends to all instances of these natural 
kinds such as to animals and to nature as a whole.  It is not clear what priority this obligation has, 
as for example more priority than a right to privacy in the Confessional.   
 
-Parents have a strong natural obligation to defend their children.  For a parent not to defend a 
child is a breach of several natural types and of God’s will.  For a parent to commit abortion is a 
breach of several natural types and of God’s will.   
 
-Even people that are not themselves the parents of a child have an obligation to defend babies 
and to defend the parent-child bond.   
 
-Again, it is not clear if the obligation to defend babies and the parent-child bond as natural types 
extends to all kinds of innocent life such as to animals and to nature as a whole.  It is not clear 
what priority this obligation has, as for example more priority than a right to privacy such as in the 
Confessional.   
 
-The RC Church does not want the state, any private group, or science, to decide these issues.  It 
does not want the state to decide what natural types are, when life begins, when life becomes 
human, when killing is murder, what natural types prevail over others, when natural types prevail 
or rights prevail, whose rights prevail in a case of life versus life, or how rights work in cases of 
natural types.  These are moral issues, which the RC Church should decide.   
 
-Information Interlude:  Early Christians avoided infanticide.  Early Christians condemned abortion 
but it is not clear what they did to people that got abortions.  Around the time of Jesus, infanticide 
was more common than abortion; abortion was not very common and so not really much of an 
issue; see below.  I think Early Christians tolerated abortion sometimes but very likely they did not 
allow it often.  It is very unlikely Early Christians used ideas about when life begins, natural types, 
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or whose rights prevail when, to decide about infanticide and abortion.  People then did not worry 
about when life begins, children did not have rights unless they had been declared an early heir 
of a propertied man, and natural types got broken all the time.  Many non-Christians thought 
Christians violated natural types, as for example when Christians ate human flesh and drank 
human blood in the Eucharist.  Early Christians did not need analysis based on legal-theological-
philosophical ideas to condemn infanticide and to frown on abortion.  In any case, the RC Church 
believes its position is the most consistent with the total tradition of Christianity.  I am not sure if it 
is the most consistent but it is well in line with the historical tradition.   
 
-Return to RC Church position:  Fetal life begins at conception.  A pregnant woman is a mother 
from conception.  A pregnant woman, together with her child, form a natural type from the time of 
conception.  The obligations to defend life, innocence, children, and the parent-child bond begin 
at conception.  The natural type of a mother-and-her-child-from-conception can be used as the 
basis for moral argument; it can trump other natural types and trump other arguments based on 
other grounds such as rights.   
 
-Abortion is not primarily a question of rights.  It is a question of preserving natural types, in 
particular life, innocence, babies, and the parent-child bond.  If the question must be seen in 
terms of rights, in any conflict of rights between the mother and the fetus, the rights of the fetus 
prevail.   
 
-Although killing might be right in some circumstances, murder is always wrong, and the killing of 
the fetus is necessarily murder.   
 
-Abortion is wrong even with incest, rape, or genetic defect.  There might be some allowance for 
these cases now, the details of which I do not know.   
 
-It is not enough to let the state enact one set of laws while members of the RC Church live up to 
a stricter set of Church laws.  It is not enough that the state allows abortion while members of the 
RC Church do not practice abortion.  Because innocent life and the parent-child bond are at 
stake, the RC Church and its members must act to help, and must act through the state to help.   
 
-The RC Church, and members of the RC Church, should push the state, and push its particular 
officials, to enact laws in accord with the RC Church’s moral position on important issues.  The 
RC Church and its members should make the state the instrument of RC Church morality on 
important issues.  Abortion is an issue for which the RC Church and its members should make 
the state the instrument of RC Church morality.  The RC Church and its members should urge 
laws to protect life, innocence, children born or unborn, and the parent-child bond; laws against 
abortion are a way to protect all these natural types.   
 
Comments.  Other churches have similar well-thought-out positions which include using the state 
as a tool of their morality.  Other anti-abortion activists do not always have a well-thought-out 
position.  Pro-abortion (pro-choice) advocates also use the state as the tool of their morality.   
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The natural types described above are related to, but are not exactly the same as, the natural 
types that were mentioned in Part Five of this book, on evolution.  How they are similar and 
different is too much to go into.  I think the natural types listed above carry more “cultural” 
baggage than the natural types from Part Five.  I think the natural types here are more “made up” 
by particular cultures and subgroups within cultures than the natural types of Part Five.  You can 
see why social scientists might be wary of natural types.   
 
The RC Church argument is framed in terms of “when does life begin” and “life begins at 
conception” but the dispute goes beyond that.  It is about natural types regardless of when they 
begin.  The idea that life begins at conception is a way to invoke relevant natural types.   
 
Natural types in general, and the specific natural types of life, innocence, child, mother, and the 
parent-child bond, are important in Christian theology beyond this particular controversy.  For 
example, the scandal over child abuse in churches is so sharp largely because it is about the 
violation of the same natural types as in the abortion controversy and it is about the violation of 
natural types by constructed types such as priests.  The natural type of innocence is important in 
Western culture and especially in American pop culture.  Groups other than anti-abortion groups 
use natural types, including secular humanists.  The environmental movement ultimately depends 
on the idea of natural types.  Natural types do not provide foolproof grounds for conservative 
arguments; natural types can work both for and against Conservative arguments.  I do not know 
of a good simple book on the relation of natural types and legal rights.   
 
Just as we want to think nature and morality coincide even though they do not, we want to think 
natural types are all completely compatible and there could be no conflicts between natural types 
that could not be resolved gracefully.  Mothers and children always get along.  Anything else 
would be like finding a contradiction in God’s will.  In fact, of course natural types do not always 
get along.  People that use natural types in arguments want to think they know all the natural 
types and so they know God’s will.  Nobody could bring in a natural type that they did not know 
about.  There has to be complete agreement on natural types or else it is again like a 
contradiction in God’s will.  In fact, people do not agree on natural types and there might not be 
one perfect complete set of natural types.  Almost everybody can agree that a human person is a 
natural type but what about a bishop or a priest?  What about maiden aunts or homosexuals?  
When natural types do not agree, or when people are not sure about the natural types, people 
have to make decisions on another basis.  That is when we invoke courts and rights.  I do not 
know the implications for God’s will.   
 
Not the RC Church or any other organization operates fully in accord with natural types and only 
natural types.  Some Christian doctrines violate natural types and are important just because they 
violate natural types, such as the Resurrection, the Eucharist, and even Baptism.  Current 
evolutionary theory about religion predicts this situation.  What this situation says about God’s 
will, I do not know either.   
 
Not only are mothers and children natural types, but so also is the mother-with-children-already-
who-cannot-afford-more-children a natural type.  So also is the woman-without-a-child-but-is-
pregnant-and-cannot-take-care-of-this-child-without-endangering-her-future-family a natural type.  
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They are not just women in dilemmas, they are natural types.  Now, we have to figure out which 
natural types prevail, and why.  Invoking natural types does not fully solve the problem of 
abortion.  
 
In the courts, if the argument about abortion were framed in terms of “when does life begin” or 
“life begins at conception”, it could not be framed primarily in terms of rights but would have to be 
framed primarily in terms of natural types.  I think a shift away from rights to natural types would 
be a major shift in American legal culture and political culture.  The shift would have implications 
far outside abortion.   
 
Non-Modern Settings.  People did not have abortion as we know it now until recently, not until 
the 1900s.  Abortion was not the main method of dealing with an unwanted baby.  The main 
method was to kill the baby after it was born or to neglect it until it died.  The main reason for 
dealing with an unwanted baby through most of human history has been the need to take care of 
yourself, your other present children, and future children.  The desire to do what you want, have 
casual sex, and have fun, has never been the main reason for abortion; it is not the main reason 
now despite Right Wing misinformation.  So both abortion practice and anti-abortion fervor of the 
modern kinds are new.  It helps to look at what people faced before.   
 
Until recently, people did not have the chemical or surgical means to abort a fetus safely.  The 
fetus could be killed while in the uterus by techniques like binding the stomach or sticking needles 
up the vagina; but only at risk to the mother.  People had some drugs that supposedly caused 
abortion but most of the drugs were useless, about as effective as most natural remedies now.  
Any drugs that did work were also dangerous.  Women lost their lives trying to get rid of an 
unwanted fetus.   
 
When I first started graduate school, Roe v. Wade was only a few years old, and the courts were 
still working out where to draw the line.  The discussion was in terms of trimesters of a 
pregnancy, in particular if the line should fall between the second and third trimesters.  A 
professor liked to get people to think by saying, “Why not abortion in the fourth trimester or the 
fifth trimester?”  In other words:  why not infanticide?  (I thank Steve Fjellman for pointing this out 
to me.)  That might sound crazy, but is not.  Until recently, most “abortion” was by infanticide.  
Because it was too dangerous to the mother to try abortion while the child was still in her, parents 
waited until a child was born, and then killed it directly by strangulation, smothering, or drowning, 
or killed it indirectly by exposure.  Sometimes parents killed it indirectly by neglecting it until it died 
of starvation or disease.  When one or both parents died, the surviving kin of children as old as 
ten years killed the children or allowed them to die.  Even now, a lot of de facto abortion is by 
indirect infanticide, especially in poor countries, or in poor areas of rich countries.  Abortion has 
always been around, but it was usually abortion of fetuses that are already born (that is, children, 
by infanticide) rather than of fetuses still in the womb.   
 
If evolution programmed us to want families, then how could it allow a parent to kill her-his child?  
Evolution did not program us to seek every child as it comes along, or to seek the most children 
in the short run.  Evolution programmed us to seek maximum reproductive success over the long 
run.  Not every child now is a real increase in long-term reproductive success.  Another child now 
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can endanger itself, children that we already have, and children that we will have.  A mother with 
a two-year old and a one-year-old already simply cannot feed another baby.  If she tries, likely all 
three will die.  Better to let the new baby die than to kill all three.  Even if a woman does not have 
children already, she can see that having a child now will endanger her ability to have the right 
number of children, at the right times, in the right circumstances, in the future.  If she has to take 
care of a child now, as a young inexperienced woman, she will not be able to learn how to hunt 
and gather properly, learn the right skills such as sewing, and make the right connections with 
other women and other families that she and her children will need in the future.  Women need a 
man not just to get pregnant but need the support of a man to reproduce maximally over the long 
run.  They need his protection for the children that he will claim as his own.  Women use sex, and 
the promise of reproduction, to forge bonds with a man so that the man will help with their family 
together, especially protect her children.  If a woman already has a child by another man, then 
potential future men will not be as interested in her and not nearly as likely to help her and their 
future children together.  She is much better off getting rid of this child and so offering men a 
clean platform on which together they can build their own new family.  This assessment might not 
sound sweet but it is realistic.  Women have needed to plan and arrange for a lot longer than 
since Roe v. Wade.  One unwanted child can destroy all their planning and the lives of future 
children.  Sometimes it is better to get rid of a short-term modest gain in favor of long-term 
greater success.  
 
Now we see why the mother-with-her-viable-children-now-and-in-the-future, and the mother-
without-children-now-but-potentially-with-her-viable-children-in-the-future are both natural types 
on which we can base moral reasoning.  They are natural types that can trump other natural 
types such as mother-with-her-child-(fetus)-now, especially if mother-with-her-child-(fetus)-now 
risks other current children and future children.  In the past, the natural types of the potential-
mother-who-did-not-want-this-child have trumped other natural types, such as the father’s family, 
and so should trump some other natural types now.  Thus abortion is natural and people could 
feel moral enough about it.  Thinking in terms of natural types is a two-edged sword.  It does not 
work only for anti-abortion activists.  It can help pro-choice activists. Thinking in terms of natural 
types works for anti-abortion activists now only because of how Americans mistakenly see natural 
types from the safety of our urban affluence.   
 
More facts strengthen the argument.  Much as we do not like to admit it, we value people 
differently according to age.  People die naturally at all ages.  Generally, younger people die more 
often (have a higher death rate) than older people until about age forty.  Fetuses die more often 
than babies; babies die more often than toddlers; toddlers die more often than children; and 
children die more often than adults.  Weak people die early.  Strong people live longer.  Just by 
living longer you show that you are probably stronger than the average younger person.  Until at 
least the teen years, the longer a person has lived, the more likely the person will live another 
year.  In particular, a child of five is more valuable than a baby of one month and is more likely to 
live another year.  If you can only support one of them, you are better off letting the baby die so 
as to maintain the child.  Some cultures do not think that a child is really a full human until it can 
talk fairly well, which means until it is about five years old.  Until then, its death is not a great loss.  
Often a young child does not get a full funeral.  Even now in America, small children do not get a 
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full adult funeral.  Maybe in our affluent age we can afford to say we value all life equally, that we 
would like to see a baby in the same terms as a proven child; but really we do not.   
 
I have never read a case where a sane parent enjoyed killing his-her own child, although I have 
read cases where a stepparent did or a crazy parent might have.  Parents abort their babies or kill 
their children because they have to for the sake of their other children now or their other children 
to be.  Parents abort their babies or kill their children because they have to.  Usually they hate it 
but they get over it.   
 
When pre-modern women had to kill a baby, other members of the group usually did not interfere.  
Even when the baby was related to other members of the group, the mother had final say 
because she had to look after the child and she had to consider her other children, real now or to 
come.  The mother had to decide.  Other people did not interfere because they knew they, or their 
own daughters, someday might be in the same fix and they did not want other people to interfere 
then.  The modern situation is odd and unnatural, in which people unrelated to a woman, not in 
the immediate group of the woman, and who do not benefit or lose from her decision, stand hard 
on an abstract moral principle so as to tell the woman what to do with her own child and 
reproduction.   
 
In societies that came later, among some agricultural societies, parents could sell their children, 
even when parents knew the life into which they were sold would be bad and even when the child 
might die as a result.  Sometimes older children had the right to sell younger children.  Parents in 
the Bible sold their children.  Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery.  The idea is the same as 
abortion even when one child is already alive:  one child can be sacrificed for the welfare of the 
parent or the welfare of other children, even against the will of the child.  Then, sacrificing one 
child for the welfare of several others is natural and moral.   
 
Modern Setting.  Modern women inherited the capacity to plan their reproduction just as did their 
ancestors, which capacity includes being able to regretfully get rid of an unwanted child if they 
have to.  Modern women also have new burdens of modern life:  waiting a long time in school 
before starting a family, having little education in sex and relationships before starting a family, 
having to work for a living outside the home and having to work with strangers, and meeting many 
strange men that are hard to evaluate for their potential as husbands and fathers.  Fortunately, 
modern women have the advantages of birth control and of the opportunity to abort a child as a 
fetus rather than wait until it is born to expose it.   
 
Few modern women use abortion as a primary form of contraception, few women like getting an 
abortion, and few are traumatized by it either.  Women feel relieved but they do not feel happy.  A 
few women feel guilty for a time but most feel relief.  Women tend to feel guilty for a long time 
only if they have more than one abortion as the result of bad planning.  Women know there is 
something wrong with aborting a fetus, and feel bad about it; but they also know there is 
something more wrong with having a baby when not ready, living in poverty and regret, disabling 
their lives, the life of the baby, and the lives of any future children too.  Abortion is something they 
have to do, do it, get it over with, and move on, hopefully to better families.   
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Anti-abortion advocates differ from our ancestors because modern life allows them the luxury to 
differ.  Modern wealth allows them to get morally huffy about other people, when our ancestors 
had to keep a necessary silence.  Modern life allows them to use state institutions to impose their 
morality and their self-interest on other people, when our ancestors had to act directly or, more 
often, not act at all.   
 
Modern Liberal Solution.  In this situation, the best thing to do, the best compromise of nature 
and morality, the resolution most in line with evolved human nature, the resolution that includes 
natural types and morality, seems to be what modern women have worked (back) to:  Abortion is 
a private affair.  Do not be a slut.  Have sex when appropriate and mostly only then.  Sometimes 
have sex for fun but always remember there might be consequences.  Use sex as one way to 
learn about relations and as one way to attract men and hold men.  Use birth control from the 
time you first start having sex.  Do not have unprotected sex.  Do not commit infanticide either 
directly or by neglect.  Know that having a child now could hurt present children or future children, 
and could end your ability to plan your life and your future family life.  If you get pregnant, think 
about having the baby and giving it up for adoption, as in the movie “Juno”.  Accept that some 
fetuses die anyway but not all fetuses die anyway.  If having a baby and giving it up for adoption 
seem wrong while abortion seems tolerable, then get the abortion.  Do not use abortion as a 
regular method of birth control.  Do not get abortions often.  Stay out of the lives of other people 
who have to make similar hard decisions.   
 
Anti-Abortion.  Why do anti-abortion activists insist their morality and their natural types must 
trump other ideas even when they make allowance in cases such as murder and robbery?  I do 
not take on the whole of the “culture wars” here.  I repeat a bit from above.  I do not mean to 
mock.  Take the arguments seriously.  You share much of the logic but might apply it differently.   
 
Reason 1:  Morality, and Using the State to Support Morality.   
 
1A:  The Principle of LIFE.  Anti-abortion people call themselves “pro-life” for good reasons.  The 
preservation of life is good in itself.  Anything that hurts life usually is intrinsically bad.  Anything 
that supports life usually is intrinsically good.  Pro-lifers support fetuses for the same reason 
environmentalists save whales, baby seals, owls, fish, and bugs; for the same reason advocates 
of the poor support the poor; why many people want true national health care; and why some 
people are vegetarians.  I think pro-life activists often love pets.  If you support any kind of life, 
then you have to have some sympathy for supporting fetuses.  Why should we support one kind 
of life but not another, or support one kind of life but kill another?  
 
Of course, if anti-abortion activists support fetuses then they also should support all kinds of life in 
all kinds of other causes.  Usually they do not.  I have never taken a survey, but I guess than anti-
abortion activists are not environmentalists and they doubt global climate change.  Then we need 
to know why human life is better than other kinds of life.  We need to know why human comfort is 
more important than devastating all of nature.  We need to know why fetuses are more important 
than the poor, sick, older children, or children not yet even conceived.  We need to know why, if 
you will expend energy for the support of one kind of human life, you do not spend energy for the 
support of all life, human and non-human.  At the same time, if environmentalists support whales 
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and seals, then they have to be able to tell us why they are not against abortion, and why non-
human life might have more priority than human life.  If the answer in any case is “because I have 
only so much time and energy, and I choose to use it this way” then activists have to understand 
that their cause might not be absolute, and might not be absolutely holy and compelling for all 
people.   
 
1B:  Defending the Helpless and Innocent.  Fetuses are not just alive, they are helpless and 
innocent.  When child molesters go to prison, the other inmates treat them like crap, and for good 
reasons.  An obvious comparison is to slavery.  Slaves needed somebody to help them.  If any 
modern American is against racism or against slavery, then he-she must explain why she-he is 
not also against abortion.  If you would have fought slavery, or did fight racism, then you should 
also fight abortion.  See below.   
 
1C:  Parenthood and Natural Relations.  The relation between parents and children, especially 
between a mother and her children, is a natural type.  For a mother to kill her children, does not 
just deny a natural relation, it turns around and subverts what should be one of the most basic 
and purest natural relations.  If this natural relation can be perverted, any natural relation can be 
perverted, nothing is secure, and no relations are secure.  There is no moral universe and no 
stability.   This natural type must be defended to defend all natural types.   
 
1D:  The Family as the Basic Unit of Society and Human Life.  The family is not really the basic 
unit of human social life but the family is important and many people think that it is the basic unit.  
It is important enough to play a role in the abortion controversy.  An abortion seems like a strike 
at the heart of the family.  As a strike at the heart of the family, it is a strike at the heart of society.  
If people will undermine the family then they will undermine society.  To preserve society, we 
have to preserve the family.  We cannot preserve the family and society if we allow mothers to kill 
their own unborn children.   
 
1E:  Slippery Slope.  If we allow exceptions for any one kind of life or natural relation, then we are 
likely to fall down the slippery slope where we selectively defend particular kinds of life for our 
own reasons.  We will selectively kill life for our own reasons.  If we do not defend all fetuses, all 
the time, everywhere, then we will kill old people because they are inconvenient or because we 
want their wealth.  We will practice infanticide, kill children, sell children, use children as slaves, 
use children as prostitutes, and kill our annoying spouses.  We can only defend any life if we 
defend all life all the time.   
  
1F:  Using the State.  With a problem as large as abortion, the only enforcer is the state.  Abortion 
is a large genuine moral question and a true question of common decency.  The state is the 
proper agent for any true large question of morality and common decency.  We cannot leave it up 
to individual conscience or the free market.  The state must act as advocate of the innocent and 
the helpless, just as with Civil Rights and with laws that protect against racism, sexism, and gay 
bashing.   
 
Reason 2:  Using Morality as a Tool    
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The anti-abortion ideal is easier to crusade for if you are a middle class person, with a secure job, 
with benefits, than if you are a poor person with a crappy job, and you live in an extended family, 
expanded family, or other non-stereotypical family.  In my experience, most people who strongly 
oppose abortion are middle class or nearly middle class whether Black, White, or any ethnicity.  
They fear the uncertain working class beneath them and the poor.  They fear the unemployed 
and poorly employed.  By enforcing anti-abortion, they de-stabilize the poor and make sure the 
poor cannot compete against them for jobs.  A strong anti-abortion ideology that uses the state 
for enforcement also uses morality as a tool in class competition.  
 
All competition is comparative.  Anti-abortion laws differentially hurt the poor and anti-abortion 
stigma differentially hurts the poor.  Poor people especially need to manage their reproduction.  
Poor people are especially vulnerable to disruptions in reproductive strategy.  An unwanted child 
is an inconvenience to a middle class family such as in the movie “Juno” or for the Palins but it 
can devastate a modest working class family.  It can take away all chances for all children to go 
to college.  Even when abortion is illegal, a middle class family usually finds a way to get one.  
Poor families cannot.  Laws are not enforced as strictly against middle class people as against 
poor people and punishment is harsher on the poor for the same crime.  Judges are likely to be 
sympathetic toward a middle class woman but likely to condemn a poor woman who has an 
abortion.   Neighbors are likely to sympathize with a middle class woman or her daughter but 
likely to condemn a poor girl as promiscuous.  
 
My assessment only says that poor people should not be differentially denied abortion.  My 
assessment does not imply that poor people have a right to badly manage their reproduction, a 
right to support from the state for early pregnancy, or a right to abuse state support programs.  
Rights come with duties.  If poor people want respect, they have to earn it by having babies only 
when they can fully support them for a long time.  
 
Reason 3:  Feeling Self-Righteous and Worthwhile  
 
Crusading for innocent, helpless LIFE makes people feel justified and saved.  It makes people 
feel better about themselves, feel righteous, gives them a reason to live, ties them to something 
bigger than themselves, makes them feel as if they will leave a legacy, allows them to focus their 
energy on one topic, allows them to avoid thinking about the bigger picture, and lets them find 
other people like themselves to reinforce the whole package.  It makes them vulnerable to bad 
leaders.  People who crusade in this way care more about themselves than they do about people 
in general or even about their specific cause.  They don’t care who they hurt as long as they feel 
good.  They do not see other people as people.  It is easy to get behind the crusade against 
abortion if you don’t want to think too much.  Crusading for other principles such as CHOICE, 
FREEDOM, or NATURE can have the same effect.  Left-wing environmentalists crusade for LIFE 
just as do anti-abortionists but do so in a different arena.  Rarely have I met anti-abortion activists 
that learn very much about real biology, real ecology, and real nature, about the moral issues, 
about how people have dealt with unwanted pregnancy in other times and places, or about the 
role of the state.  They learn only enough to see the issue their way, and to see they can use it to 
justify themselves.  If you want to fight against abortion, think it out first.  If you decide to fight, 
then do it, but be ready to explain.  Life, innocence, children, parents, women, mothers, families, 
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the poor, and people of all socio-economic classes and all races all deserve better than what the 
culture wars and the anti-abortion movement have given them so far.   
 
Role of the State.  I think the state is on the right track in the wake of Roe v. Wade, and should 
continue much as it has since then.   
 
-I see no compelling reasons having to do with maintaining order so that the state needs to make 
abortion completely illegal.  There is no evidence that people commit infanticide more often if 
abortion is illegal, or that people abuse children in other ways.  There is good evidence that strict 
laws against abortion erode order in that strict laws require women to break the law and that they 
de-stabilize the poor.  
 
-I see no compelling reason that the state needs to strictly enforce anti-abortion as a moral issue.  
Allowing abortion does not break down general morality, and does not break down the morality 
needed for general order.  Even if we all agree that abortion is morally suspect, it is not the kind 
of moral issue that the state has to do something about.  It is more like gambling or drinking than 
robbery or murder.  Abortion is a bit like slavery but the two issues differ for reasons summarized 
below.  To legally enforce morality in this issue tempts the state to do so on other issues as well, 
and so should be avoided.  
 
-The state does have to regulate abortion.  The state has to recognize the sides of the mother, 
present children, future children, present fetus, and present unborn child when the fetus reaches 
the status of an unborn child.  The state has to serve as the arbiter in drawing the line between 
sides.   
 
-The state needs to force the burden of proof on any group that wishes to change the current 
balance, especially any group that wishes the rights of the fetus to dominate the rights of the 
mother from conception, or the rights of the mother to dominate the rights of the fetus at all times.  
 
-Local units of the central state, such as American states, counties, cities, towns, and school 
districts, owe people a clear explanation of this issue.   
 
-Abortion should be allowable under health insurance programs, including any national health 
insurance.  The state should make sure that private insurance programs do not exclude abortion.  
Some provision can be made for institutions, such as churches, that condemn abortion, but the 
provisions should be conservative and based on proven long-term commitment.   
 
-Prevention is the best approach by far.  The state should help people with birth control.  The 
state should educate people about various kinds of birth control, including abstinence but not 
limited to abstinence.  Birth control should be a part of state health insurance.  Children should 
have access to birth control if they request, even if their parents do not grant permission.  The 
state should do nothing to prohibit knowledge of birth control and should do nothing to inhibit 
agencies that help people to get birth control.   
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-We should keep the issue of abortion framed in terms of rights and persons, and should strive for 
more clarity about rights and persons.  A parallel issue shows why.  I think the rights of the 
woman in Roe v. Wade are based on the right to privacy.  The right to privacy is widely known 
and accepted in America.  The right of executive privilege is the right of the executive branch 
(President) to maintain some secrecy from the other branches so as to run smoothly.  Executive 
privilege is well established in law.  The Constitution does not explicitly guarantee either the right 
to privacy or executive privilege.  I think the right to privacy is not in the Constitution because the 
founders of the United States took the right to privacy completely for granted as a powerful right 
equal to any rights explicitly cited.  They did not need to write it in.  I think executive privilege is 
not in the Constitution mostly because the founders did not think the executive branch had a dire 
need for secrecy and autonomy.  Yet Conservative Right Wingers stress executive privilege while 
diminishing the right to privacy.  They recognize the rights of a social unit while overlooking the 
rights of real flesh-and-blood human persons.  That path leads to a police state.  The right to 
privacy is far more important than executive privilege.  Rightists do not explain why executive 
privilege is more important to them than a right to privacy or why the right to executive privilege is 
more implied in the Constitution than the right to privacy.  We need to protect the right to privacy.  
To do so, we need to think in terms of persons and rights even when they are not explicit in the 
Constitution.  We need to think in terms that block powerful groups from seizing more power.  
Framing abortion entirely in terms of a black-and-white right to life by a fetus, as a natural type, 
that trumps the right to privacy, and trumps other claims about rights and persons, undercuts all 
reasonable discussion about rights and persons, and it erodes arguments about the right to 
privacy.  Eventually not thinking in terms of persons and rights will support not life but tyranny and 
anti-life.   
 
What Anti-Abortion (Pro-Life) Advocates Can Do to Live With This.   
 
-Understand that abortion is not an attack on morality, the family, or the state.  Allowing abortion 
will not necessarily undermine morality.  Historical evidence says that it does not.   
 
-Understand that morality is not the same as the stereotypical suburban nuclear family.  
 
-Understand that the stereotypical family is not the basic unit of human social life or the state, and 
that the state will not stand or fall because abortion supposedly undermines the family.   
 
-Accept that the state is not the primary and best agent of all your moral convictions.  Understand 
the limited role of the state as the supporter only of order and of generally recognized common 
decency.  
 
-Understand that using the state as the agent of your moral convictions can harm your moral 
convictions and religious group in the long run.  
 
-Do not support political candidates that stand or fall on this one issue.  In particular, do not 
support candidates who promise to make the state the agent or your morality alone.   
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-Live under the modern secular state much as early Christians did in the Roman Empire.  Live a 
stricter life by your morals.  Do not have abortions.   
 
-Provide counseling, guidance, and love to women who need it, without judgment.  If a woman is 
determined to have an abortion and you cannot counsel her, send her to a good place elsewhere.   
 
-If permitted by your faith, provide birth control.  
 
-Search your soul to make sure you are not acting primarily to feel good about yourself, to feel 
justified, righteous, and saved.  Make sure you act primarily because you think anti-abortion 
activism is the best use of your talent, time, and energy.   
 
-Support the poor.  Support other pro-life causes such as environmentalism.    
 
-Adopt children.  Foster children.  Support charities that support children.  Pay for a child to go to 
camp or to go to school.  Make sure your local children have enough to eat, and good shelter.  I 
find it hard to take seriously anti-abortion pro-life activists who have not done several of these 
other activities, especially adopt a child.   
 
-Keep in mind that technological changes will make abortion as we know it obsolete, perhaps in 
about as many decades from now as we have already had Roe v. Wade.  Prepare yourself for the 
more important future fights.   
 
-Explain clearly to yourself, and be prepared to explain clearly to others, why you oppose abortion 
but favor the death penalty, favor guns, allow people to use deadly force in defense of property, 
glamorize violence, hurt the poor, or hurt nature.  
 
Optional:  Abortion and Slavery.  Abortion and slavery are similar issues due to the weakness 
and (situational) innocence of the victims:  fetuses and slaves.  We need think how the two issues 
might differ, why we might want to use the state to abolish slavery but not use the state to abolish 
abortion.  This argument is not about whether slavery is worse than abortion.  This argument is 
not about whether abolishing slavery is more morally compelling than abolishing abortion.  This 
argument is about whether the state should intervene as much with abortion as it did with slavery.  
The points are about how people see the role of the state in abortion and slavery.  Some reasons 
are not pretty; some are downright ugly.  Some reasons apply to related issues such as why we 
do not allow infanticide even if we allow abortion although I do not elaborate on these extensions.  
Recall that the American Civil War was not at first about abolishing slavery but about secession, 
and that abolishing slavery was probably never the biggest reason for the fighting.   
 
-In assessing these issues, it helps to have lived where children are forced into slavery and 
prostitution, especially surplus children; and it helps to recognize the modern debt industry as a 
form of de facto slavery.  In the light of those cases, it seems obvious that slavery and abortion 
are not the same, and that the state should fight slavery even if it does not oppose abortion.   
 



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People    6.09 Abortion 

17 
 

-Except for some clandestine sex slavery, slavery is a public visible institution, often on a large 
scale.  Everybody can see when we have it and when we don’t have it.  It can be eradicated once 
and for all by state action because it is public and visible.  Expenditure on eradicating slavery is 
limited in scope and in time.  In contrast, abortion is a small private act.  You can’t tell by looking 
at a woman if she has had an abortion.  Evidence clearly shows that the state cannot eradicate 
abortion.  Unlike slavery, if the state makes abortion illegal, the state has to commit continual 
resources to fight it.   
 
-Slavery does lead to disorder and slavery would have high maintenance costs, especially in a 
modern technological economy.  The state would have to erect and maintain a large judicial and 
enforcement apparatus to sustain slavery.  Abolishing slavery eliminates the cost of creating and 
sustaining the apparatus.   
 
-Abortion does not lead to disorder and does not have much maintenance cost for the state other 
than the licensing of medical personnel.   
 
-Slaves were not fetuses.  Many were adults. They were already fully and undeniably human and 
already they fully and undeniably had good chances of survival.  Unlike fetuses, there was no 
obvious reason why slaves could not have fully adult rights.   
 
-To all but racially blind people, slaves were obviously already human persons like us.  Fetuses 
are potentially humans like us but they only somewhat resemble us, even with modern viewing 
techniques like ultrasound.  They are not yet fully human persons.   
 
-It is hard to really put yourself in the place of a fetus so that the principle of “applies equally to 
everybody” obviously holds.  It is much easier to put yourself in the place of a slave, even if the 
slave is of another race, religion, or gender.  
 
-More urgently than abortion, slavery raises the problems of the “slippery slope” and it calls on us 
to think about the principle of “applies equally to everybody”.  If a Black person can be a slave, 
then why not a White woman, Asian, Canadian, Mexican, or any other non-White, non-male, non-
American person?  If a Black man can be a slave, then why not a White man or a White woman?  
If we do not want to be enslaved, and we do not want our children to be enslaved, then we better 
not allow anybody else to be enslaved.  If we do allow others to be enslaved, then we tacitly give 
permission that we might be enslaved under different conditions.  To destroy a fetus does not 
mean that we open ourselves up for destruction.  To allow abortion is not to give permission that 
we might be murdered under different conditions.   
 
-Even if we are not Black and so subject to possible immediate slavery, what if we are in a group 
that might become slaves by extension such as Southern Europeans, Eastern Europeans, 
Indians, Native Americans, or Asians?  More than abortion, slavery leads us to see that it might 
happen to us, and causes us to think about “applies equally to everybody”.  Because we are old 
enough to think about abortion, automatically we are old enough not to be aborted, and so, with 
abortion, but unlike with slavery, we are always talking about somebody else.  We are never in 
the group that might be aborted.  But we could become slaves if the laws changed or if power 
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changed, and so, with slavery, we could be in the group of slaves, and we have to think about 
ourselves.   We have to think about the full consequences of “applies equally”.   
 
-Because we are never ourselves in the group that might be aborted (adults making the laws are 
never fetuses), we have to stress our ability for empathy in the case of abortion.  Some people 
can make this leap but many people cannot, and do not feel the need.  Because we might be in 
the group of slaves, and we are adults like them, we do not have to stretch much to feel empathy.  
Most people can make this leap of empathy.  In fact, to maintain slavery, most people have to 
suppress their natural empathy for the slaves.   
 
-The presence of some slaves leads us to think of any children as possible slaves.  Child slaves 
are often prostitutes.  The presence of any slaves leads us to think of selling our own children or 
of using any children as slaves.  Unlike fetuses, parents already have invested quite a bit into 
children of the age to be sold, and would not want to lose that investment.  Parents do not want to 
allow any slavery because it opens the door to the loss of the investment in their children.  Even if 
people allow abortion, they do not lose nearly as much as if they would lose for a child sold to 
slavery, and so this argument about lost investment is not as strong against abortion.  Even if 
parents get money for selling their children, they fear that the price did not compensate for the 
loss of the child.  They fear that the institution of selling children poses a threat so large even to 
unsold children that the threat to everybody overcomes any price for the children actually sold.   
 
-Freed slaves, if properly processed, likely make a good work force of proven ability.  As free 
people, they can be assets to society and to order.  Fetuses are not yet an asset, can be a big 
liability, and might lose any investment (die) before they get old enough to be valuable.   As a 
matter of fact, the United States did not help its slaves well enough after it freed them, and so 
missed an opportunity, but that is a tactical error rather than an error in the logic of this point.   
 
-The above reasons are a mixture of practicality and morality.  The practical issues can bolster 
the moral issues so that abolishing slavery can be presented as a compelling moral duty, a moral 
duty proper to the state.  
 
-You can allow abortion while also opposing slavery.  You can allow slavery while also opposing 
abortion.  You can be against both.  You can allow both.  In any case, you have to give reasons.  
The reasons have to take some account of the principles given here.   
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6.10 Gay Marriage  
 
 
This chapter explains what the state should do about marriage, in particular whether the state 
should recognize gay marriage equally with straight marriage.  I think the state should recognize 
only civil unions for any people, gay or straight.  If the state insists on recognizing marriage, then 
it should recognize gay marriage.  This chapter is not about the morality of homosexuality, 
heterosexuality, or any sexuality, or about the morality of any kind of marriage.  Some readers will 
think I am dodging the issue, so I give a lot of explanation.  I do not like the word “gay” but here I 
go along with pubic usage.  I use the term “gay-ness” to refer to the attitude and to the sexual 
orientation.  I use the terms for men and women.  I know of no accepted term like “gay” for 
transsexuals and trans-gendered people.  Current usage sometimes extends “gay” incorrectly (I 
think) to them.  They too should not be restricted by the state, so the argument here applies to 
them although they are not explicitly mentioned.   
 
Core Points.  If we focus on the attitude of the state, and keep in mind the arguments of previous 
chapters, the situation is clearer than what we see in the media:   
 
Gay people rarely hurt anybody.  Gay people add to the sum total of human happiness when they 
enjoy themselves together and when they fall in love, just like straight people.  There is little point 
in suppressing an activity that does little harm and sometimes does a lot of good.  There is no 
point in committing the power of the state to controlling activities that do little harm and do some 
people a lot of good.  
 
There is no strong case that homosexuality is immoral.  As with straight sex, I think gay sex is 
morally neutral in general.  I do not believe homosexuality is immoral in general.  (Some gay acts 
might be immoral just as some straight acts are immoral; but that is not at issue here.)  It is not up 
to defenders of gay-ness to prove that it is morally neutral.  It is up to people who condemn gay-
ness to prove that it is immoral.   
 
Even more, if people who condemn gay-ness assert that it is immoral, it is up to them to prove it 
is so immoral that the state should get involved.  The state allows many kinds of immorality 
because it is not up to the state to commit its power to controlling all kinds of immorality.  The 
state does not control all kinds of lying.  The state should only commit to controlling some kinds of 
immorality.  Even if gay activity is immoral, gay activity is not one of the immoralities with which 
the state need bother.   
 
God would only collectively punish the United States for being tolerant of homosexuality if 
homosexuality was immoral.  I see no evidence it is.  God will not collectively punish the United 
States for not suppressing gay people.  God will not collectively punish the United States for 
allowing gay people most of the same rights as straight people.  It is not up to people who accept 
gays to prove God will not punish the nation for tolerating gays.  It is up to people who think gay-
ness is sternly against God’s will to prove that God will punish a nation for tolerating it.   
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Even if people who condemn gay-ness can make a case that homosexuality is immoral, they still 
have to prove homosexuality is the kind of immorality for which God would punish a nation 
collectively.  God does not punish a nation for all badness; God does not punish a nation for 
excessive drunkenness.  God does not even punish the United States for allowing atheism and 
other religions, that is, for idolatry, the worst sin in the Tanakh. God does not punish the United 
States for violating the Sabbath.  
 
Even if homosexuality was the kind of immorality over which God was seriously piqued, the 
people who condemn gay-ness have to show why a secular state should commit its power to 
controlling a behavior that annoys God.  Even if people who condemn gay-ness could show that 
God did not like homosexuality, it is not clear what the nation should do.     
 
In summary:  Homosexuality can add to overall happiness by allowing the happiness of some 
people.  Homosexuality is not hurtful and not immoral, and God will not punish the United States 
for allowing gay people to lead a normal life.  There is no case for using the power of the state to 
control gay people, and a good case for the state not being involved at all.   
 
Ideally, the state should have nothing to do with marriage.  The state should establish civil unions, 
especially when children are involved.  Gay and straight people both should have equal access to 
civil unions and be covered equally by the rules of civil unions.   
 
If the state does have to get involved in marriage, and sanctions straight marriage, then the state 
should sanction gay marriage as well.   
 
Religious people should think of better ways to spend their religious zeal, and to be good decent 
citizens, than to go after gay people.   
 
In More Depth.  
 
The state should not serve as the instrument of any morality except when the morality is needed 
to preserve general order, basic morality, and common decency.  The state should not serve as 
the instrument of the morality of any particular religious, ethnic, or gender group.  When the state 
gets involved in one moral dispute, then it gets involved in other disputes, gets too involved, and 
acts as the partisan for one group.  It is better to make the mistake of too little involvement than to 
make the mistakes of too much.  I think a lot of people are morally horrible but I do not want the 
state to be the instrument of carrying out my moral judgment.   
 
Marriage of any kind is no business of the modern state.  The state gains nothing from 
recognizing marriage in general or any particular kind of marriage.  The state should stop 
recognizing marriage in general or any kind of marriage.  Instead, the state should substitute 
voluntary registration of consenting adults in partner relations, now called “civil unions”.   
 
In the past, various states have recognized various marriage patterns because it was in the 
interests of the state to do so.  Jewish, Roman, and European states all recognized their versions 
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of marriage based on their needs.  Polygamy has been recognized when useful.  The recognition 
that the present American state gives to marriage is a holdover from the past, molded somewhat 
to fit present state needs.  Just because states in the past recognized marriage to suit their needs 
then does not mean recognizing marriage suits needs now, recognizing marriage suits needs 
better than registering civil unions, or we should recognize marriage even if recognizing it does 
suit some needs.   
 
The state needs to keep track of who is responsible for children.  The state needs to keep track of 
some personal relations, such as for purposes of inheritance, insurance, liability, pensions, and 
medical care.  A common human relation is coupling, and the state can recognize a coupling 
relation for the purpose of taking care of children and other needs.  Recognizing a coupling 
relation does not amount to recognizing marriage.  Couples are sometimes called “partners”.   
 
People may declare as a partner whoever they wish for whatever reasons they wish.  The 
declaration should not be unilateral or against the will of anybody.  Usually it should be mutual.  
The state can recognize a mutual declaration between consenting adults when consenting adults 
register with the state.   
 
If people wish to get married, they can go to a religious institution.  The institution would decide 
who was eligible or not eligible.  The policy of the religious institution would be no business of the 
state.  Getting married in a religious institution would not automatically lead the state to consider 
two people to be a couple (partners).  The people would have to register separately with the 
state.  
 
Ordinarily if a person got married, he-she would register the marital partner as his-her legal 
partner as well.  Even though a person ordinarily registers his-her marital partner as his-her legal 
partner, the two events are logically and legally separate.  One does not entail the other.   
 
A person could marry one person but recognize another as his-her partner.  That would be rather 
odd, probably callous, and maybe immoral, but it would not be the business of the state.  The 
state would be concerned only with the legal registration.   
 
Two registered people would have legal obligations to each other, such as for support.  I do not 
know if the legal obligations would be symmetrical but probably so.  Two married people that 
were not also registered would not have any legal obligations.  Anybody that got married but did 
not also register would accept a certain risk.   
 
The state should recognize partner registration (civil unions) in foreign countries and should 
recognize marriages in foreign countries as equivalent to partner registration here, especially if 
foreign countries do not have partner registration.   
 
If we had universal health care and universal retirement, a person would not have to get married 
to obtain support, and getting married would not necessarily confer any better support than not 
being married.  A person would not have to register in a union to obtain support, and registering 
in a union would not necessarily confer any better support than being registered.  Universal 
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health care and retirement would make registration a much clearer and more egalitarian relation 
than current marriage.  People would register, and stay registered, because they wanted to, not 
because they had to.  Universal health care and retirement would lessen a lot of other social 
problems.   
 
Biblical Point of View.  Traditional Jewish culture, and original Christian culture, clearly disliked 
male homosexuality, especially male transvestite homosexuals.  It is not clear what Jewish 
culture felt about male transvestites who were not homosexual – the most common case of “cross 
dressing”.  I suspect Jewish culture would have disliked but not condemned.  We cannot avoid 
accepting that Jewish culture disliked male homosexuality, although we can find voices of 
tolerance in the Bible amid the general disapproval.  It is not clear what traditional Jewish culture 
and early Christian culture thought of female homosexuals and transvestites, but likely they 
disapproved.  The Bible appears more concerned with regulating particular acts than with sexual 
orientation apart from acts.  Contrary to popular opinion, Biblical texts on gay-ness are sparse, 
are not conclusively against it, and are not harsh in the recommended punishment except for one 
text that recommends death for gay men who have sex wherein at least one partner acts like a 
woman.  
 
The Bible (Tanakh) called for death for many “crimes” that we let slide nowadays, such as 
neglecting burnt offerings, improper burnt offerings, disrespecting parents, working on the 
Sabbath, collecting interest, and adultery by women.  We select acts from the Tanakh that we 
want to abhor.  We pick the acts we abhor to use as tools in disputes with other groups and as 
tools to get the state to be our agent of power.  The Bible did not single out gay behavior as one 
of the acts that we have to worry much about now.  Likely Jewish culture did not worry about the 
problem nearly as much as do modern Christian anti-gay activists.  Many Christians, Jews, and 
Muslims work on the Sabbath, make employees work, or work at a firm that is open on the 
Sabbath even if they do not work on the Sabbath themselves.  Many Christians, Jews, and 
Muslims still collect interest not only from other religious groups but from their own people.  Many 
of them work for banks that collect interest without regard to religious group.  The Tanakh 
condemns breaking the Sabbath and collecting interest far more harshly than t does 
homosexuality.  If we were consistent with all Biblical texts, then many upright standard 
Christians, Jews, and Muslims, who oppose homosexuality, should be stoned to death right now 
in front of their own congregations.  We need a theory of what texts to be strict about and what 
texts to let slide that is not based on self-interest.  
 
Jesus’ view, the view of original Christians, and the view of traditional Jewish culture, were not 
necessarily all the same.  We cannot know for sure what Jesus thought of gay people.  Likely, he 
would not have approved of some acts such as when one man behaved like a woman but he 
would not have condemned harshly either.  I do not know if he would allow acts in which people 
did not behave like the other gender.  Remember, Jesus was celibate.  Jesus thought the world 
would soon change drastically, and people would not have the usual marital and sexual relations.  
Many Christians became celibate while waiting the imminent arrival of the Kingdom.  Some 
Christians became celibate because they disapproved of sex in general, contrary to Jewish 
culture and the apparent views of Jesus.  Jesus probably would have told gay people to suppress 
their actions until the Kingdom of God arrived, and then God would sort it out.  He might have 
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allowed them consensual sex if no man acted like a woman.  I do not know what Jesus would 
have told men transvestites who were basically heterosexual.  What God would allow, nobody 
knows.  The term “eunuch” could mean a castrated man or a gay man, and Jesus said that 
eunuchs should be allowed into the Kingdom of God.  Until it became apparent that the Kingdom 
of God would not soon arrive, that decision about eunuchs is what early Christians first told 
homosexuals, thereby implying that homosexuals could enter the Kingdom.  After it was apparent 
the Kingdom of God was not imminent, statements in early Christian literature against gay men 
seem to have gotten harsher.  I do not know if there is a link, or why.  Nobody knows what Jesus 
would have said if he knew the Kingdom of God would not arrive soon.  I think he would allow 
consensual non-hurtful sexuality that was done discretely, but my judgment might reflect my 
liberal bias.  
 
Just as most Christians do not agree with Jesus on violence, we do not have to agree fully with 
Jesus on homosexuality.  If Jesus followed Jewish tradition and looked down on men who 
participated in sex acts as if they were women, we can disagree with Jesus.  If Jesus disallowed 
any homosexual conduct regardless of what role the actors took, we can disagree with Jesus.  If 
Jesus would have allowed homosexual acts if they men did not act like women, but Jesus was 
silent otherwise, we can agree with him.  We can allow all consensual acts wherein nobody is 
hurt.  We just have to be honest about where we stand, and why.  We have to be honest if we 
think we disagree with Jesus but want to go ahead with our opinion anyway, and why.   
 
It is easy to use the Bible to argue incompatible positions:  (1) All homosexual feelings and all 
homosexual acts are immoral and so should be totally suppressed.  In the strong form of this 
argument:  homosexual people should be killed.  (2) Homosexual acts between men are 
sometimes permissible as long as neither one acts or dresses as a woman.  Perhaps 
homosexual acts between women are sometimes permissible as long as neither of the women 
acts like a man, although the texts on women are sparse and unclear.  (3) Regardless of the 
writings of early Christians, the spirit of Jesus’ teachings would have us accept gay people and 
allow them to be themselves, to be gay, as long as they do not hurt anybody.  Since they are not 
likely to hurt anybody, no special provision for gay people is necessary.  (4) Gay people cannot 
change how they feel but they should suppress acting gay even if gay acts do not hurt consenting 
adults.  They should not have homosexual sex and should not dress as the opposite gender.  I 
think this is the position of the Roman Catholic Church, the Eastern Orthodox Church, and of 
some other major Christian churches.  
 
None of these four arguments can prevail on the basis of Biblical proof texts.  So we have to 
decide for ourselves using other criteria as well.  I do not like making people suppress behavior 
that does not hurt anybody else, and I do not find gay acts immoral, so I opt for argument (3) 
even without being sure Jesus would go along.  Jesus will not condemn me to hell if I disagree 
with him on this.  There is a lot worse immorality to be worried about.   
 
Accepting gay people freely without requiring them to give up gay-ness might be a stretch of 
original Christian ideals of acceptance but other changes that we do not think about now were 
probably bigger stretches in their time, such as Christians in the military or the police, or Christian 
politicians.  To early Christians, the modern Christian warrior might seem more immoral than the 
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gay man worshipping quietly in the back pew, and the modern Christian politician might seem a 
lot more disruptive to Church order and general social order.   
 
Regardless of how I feel or anybody feels, the real question is what the modern state should do 
about it.  On that, see above.   
 
Current Culture Fighting.  The fuss over gay-ness and over gay marriage is a lot more fuss than 
the issue deserves.  The easy and obvious thing to do is treat gay people as much like anybody 
else as possible, and most people know that.  The fuss is not really about whether gay people are 
real human beings like everybody else or about whether conservatives are real human beings like 
everybody else.  The fuss is not about abstract issues such as big government or small 
government, the idea of consenting adults as a moral principle or as a political principle, the role 
of traditional religious texts in morality, the spirit of Jesus’ teachings versus the letter of early 
Christian writings, or the spirit of Jesus’ teachings versus the letter of the Old Testament 
(Tanakh).  The fuss is not about preserving the idealized nuclear family against moral erosion, 
about greater diversity, or even about any morality.  The fuss is really about the “culture wars” 
and about power; but to explain would require another book.  Our society has split into two 
groups, locked in combat.  The groups are not content to let the large majority of decent people 
carry on with their lives but seem intent on winning.  They use issues as ploys to sort people into 
sides.  Even if they care a bit about the issues, the content is less important than using the issues 
for litmus tests.  Both deniers of gay freedom and advocates of gay freedom are too often foot 
soldiers and cannon fodder in the culture-and-power wars.  Problems over gayness are a ruse to 
let people fight for power behind the scenes.  Many of us are disgusted and we do not want to be 
pawns in somebody else’s war.  We have a way out if we want it through refusing to let either 
side use the state as a moral agent.  To keep the culture warriors from using the state as a moral 
agent, we do not let anybody use the state as a moral agent; we minimize the role of the state as 
anybody’s moral agent.  Just say “No” to the culture wars.  This way out not only settles the issue 
but also reinforces the proper role of the state in general.  
 
Marriage.  Originally Jews and Christians did not get married in a temple or church, and marriage 
was not a sacrament.  How it became a sacrament that takes place in religious holy setting is a 
separate story.  
 
Whether a church (or Jewish congregation) will marry gay people is up to the church.  If one 
church will not marry a gay couple, the couple can always join another church.  If a gay couple 
insists on getting married but will not join a church, then too bad for them.  The same is true for 
straight people.  On the whole, I would rather see gay people get married, pretty much like 
straight people.  From what I have seen, they love each other about as much as straights, intend 
to care for each other about as much, and make about the same mistakes; so there is no big 
reason for most churches not to let them marry.   
 
I do have one reservation, and this reservation will bring down PC ire, so I better preface it with a 
story.  A black panther is actually a variation of a regular leopard.  It has spots too but its fur is so 
dark that you cannot see the spots unless you look closely.  A black panther is still a natural kind 
in itself, but we should see a black panther in terms of the regular leopard, not see a regular 
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leopard in terms of a black panther, and not see a black panther wholly apart from a regular 
leopard.  I have a blood condition that is like a mild version of sickle cell anemia.  To understand 
my blood, it is best to see my blood as a variation of common normal blood.  My blood is useful in 
its own right in some settings but my blood would be a puzzle if we did not know first how normal 
blood works.  Some things in nature really are prior, and really do form the basic mold for later 
things, even if later things have an identity in their own right and are interesting in their own right. 
 
In the same way, we can see most gay sex and gay emotional relations as based on straight sex 
and straight emotional relations.  The basic mold is heterosexual sex and emotional relations.  
The basic pattern is male and female, with natural variants.  This does not mean that only 
heterosexual love and sex is moral and that everything else is necessarily immoral.  This does 
not mean gay sex is deviant, perverted, degenerate, not a thing in itself, or necessarily immoral, 
any more than a black panther is.  It does not mean a gay man is really a woman or a gay woman 
is really a man.  It does not mean there are really only two sexes (genders), and we have to see 
everything narrowly in terms of our stereotypes of two sexes.  It means gay sex and gay relations 
are naturally recurring variants on an underlying pattern, naturally recurring variants with status, 
identity, and persistence of their own – natural kinds.  Gay sex and gay relations are a natural 
type that is a variation on another natural type.  The real situation is more complex and interesting 
than any stereotypes, including those gay people have of themselves.  Gay people are what they 
are, like black panthers.  Gay people are likely a variant that necessarily recurs in the normal 
operation of human sexuality.  They are like the green eyes or hazel eyes that occur in a mixed 
population of blue eyes and brown eyes.  They are like the pink roses that are normal in 
maintaining red roses and white roses, and that we could not eliminate.  They are like the various 
shades of skin color that naturally recur in a temperate land where both light and dark skin are 
useful in their own ways yet neither pure variation can stand on its own.  Thus they are as much a 
part of normal sexuality as stereotypical men and women.  As with any naturally recurring variant, 
they have been part of the normal genetic relations that lead to the recurrence of all variants.  
They have, or had, uses in our evolutionary past that we now do not see clearly because we are 
removed from our origins and our minds are clouded by ulterior motives.  Kurt Vonnegut 
understood this idea in his novels when his alien heroes saw half-a-dozen genders among 
humans, several of which were necessary for reproduction, including gay men.  
 
The problem with recognizing gay marriage is that to do so de-stresses the importance of straight 
marriage.  This is part of the conservative objection.  Even though gay people are a recurring 
variant with an identity of their own, straight people are still the common and underlying pattern – 
like normal blood is to my blood.  Straight people are still the usual way to make children; straight 
people are still needed as “breeders”, at least so far.  In fact, many gay relations are modeled 
after modern straight liberal middle class liberal “sensitive” stereotypes.  Many gay families are 
modeled after idealized relations of modern middle class liberal “sensitive” straight families, 
perhaps mostly among lesbians with children; see “The Kids are Alright” and/or follow on TV any 
gay male celebrity couple that adopts children.  Straight sex life and emotional life are difficult.  
Gay sex life and emotional life are not easy.  Gay people have their share of jealousy and 
confusion.  But gay people do not have to work across genders.  Straight life is basic and hard.  
Even when we recognize gay marriage, there ought to be some way to additionally recognize the 
basic-ness, special role, and difficulty of straight marriage.  
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Unfortunately, I cannot see any way to give straight marriage a special role without also making 
everything else third class, including gay marriage.  It is better to recognize gay marriage and to 
risk under-appreciating straight marriage than to doom gay people to third-class citizenship so as 
to extol idealized straight marriage.  I do not have a good solution to this problem.   
 
Many gay people are sensitive to this problem, probably more so than straight people are 
sensitive to how gay people feel.  I doubt most gay people want to impose their will just for the 
sake of imposing their will (except when they fight as foot soldiers for the power blocs in the 
culture wars).  They want to be treated like full human beings, and are sorry they cannot give 
straight people due recognition too because they know what it feels like not to get due 
recognition.  If any gay people could have come up with a good solution that gives full due to all 
kinds of people and marriage, they probably would have done so by now.  In the meantime, allow 
gay marriage.  
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This is not a bibliography as in an academic book.  It is a list of suggested readings.  It is not complete.  I 
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Read at least two versions.  Start with a NT that is not in your original tradition; if you are Roman Catholic, 
read a Protestant NT first, and vice versa.  Then read a NT in your original tradition, in modern English, 
such as the New English Bible.  Then read “The Five Gospels” cited below.  All the material from the 
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Jesus’ story-and-message by cutting out bits from the NT.  It is well worth reading.  The original writers of 
the Gospels did much the same.  Jefferson did to them what they had done to their predecessors.  Most 
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remaining works in this section. 
 
After you have read enough NT and some Sanders, you need a first dose of NT scholarship.  Pelikan 
gives a simple history of the Bible.  Rogerson gives a readable scholarly view.  Riches and Thusesen 
explain modern scholarship, what it implies for the NT, and its relation to churches.  They are not 
stereotypical Liberals.  Mack is too often a postmodern estranged ironic Liberal but he gives the facts.  
Brown is a revered Conservative.  His work is aimed at scholars but you can follow him.  He gives good 
modern argument for reading the NT in support of Jesus’ divinity and his identity as savior.  Do not read 
Mack and Brown alone; if you read one, read the other.  Below, I give suggestions for more scholarship 
on the Bible including Conservative arguments about reading the NT.  
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back to the original eventually.  Still the best starter book for understanding the Tanakh is Friedman.  
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you read the Tanakh, do not read all the lists and genealogies.  Read any version of the Tanakh from the 
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Baker, Alon (editor) with Illustrations by Michal Meron (sometimes listed under Michal Meron). 2000. The 
Illustrated Torah. Illustrated Sidarot and Haftarot. Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, and 
Jerusalem: The Studio in Old Jaffa.  
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should read his work even if you read nothing else from this bibliography.  Each book is worthwhile.  He 
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did not write multiple versions of the same book.  He did write two popular books that include many of his 
main points, “The Historical Figure of Jesus” and “Paul”.  Still, his scholarly books are not hard to read 
and are worth the effort.  Sanders and Davies is technical but I include it for completeness and in case 
you want to go deeper.   
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is one of the great hero adventures of all time.  “Inanna” or “Iananna” became “Diana” and “Diane”.  She 
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Hymns from Sumer. New York: Harper and Row  
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Redford, Donald B. 1992. Egypt, Canaan, and Israel in Ancient Times. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press 
 
Budge, E. A. Wallis. 1972 (originally 1934). From Fetish to God in Ancient Egypt. New York: Benjamin 
Blom.  
 
Jacobsen, Thorkild. 1976. Treasures of Darkness: A History of Mesopotamian Religion. New Haven, CN: 
Yale University Press 
 
Cross, Frank Moore. 1973. Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of 
Israel. Cambridge, MA: Harvard U. Press  
 
Day, John. 1989. Molech: A god of human sacrifice in the Old Testament. University of Cambridge 
Oriental Publications No. 41. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
 
Levenson, Jon D. 1988. Creation and the Persistence of Evil. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 
 
Smith, Mark S.1990. The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other Deities in Ancient Israel. San 
Francisco, CA: Harper & Row  
 
Smith, Mark S. 2001. The Origins of Biblical Monotheism: Israel’s Polytheistic Background and the 
Ugaritic Texts. New York: Oxford University Press 
 
Forsyth, Neil.1987. The Old Enemy: Satan and the Combat Myth. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press 
 
Wolfe, Rolland Emerson.1982. The Twelve Religions of the Bible. Studies in the Bible and Early 
Christianity, Volume 2. New York: Edwin Mellen Press  
 
Wolfe, Rolland Emerson. 1951. Men of Prophetic Fire. Boston: Beacon Press  
 
Pagels, Elaine.1988. Adam, Eve, and the Serpent. New York: Vintage Books and Random House  
 
Pagels, Elaine.1995. The Origin of Satan. New York: Vintage Random House  
 
Armstrong, Karen. 1993. A History of God: The 4,000-Year Quest of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. New 
York: Ballantine Books 
 
Miles, Jack.1995. God: A Biography. New York: Vintage 
 
Israel and the Classical World in the Time of Jesus and the Early Church.  Books on Jesus often 
include material on John the Baptist; I got most of my ideas from Sanders and Crossan. Pagels’ work is 
listed below.  This topic should include the ideas and institutions that the Jews have given the world but 
space prevents a good list; see Cahill below.  See “Scholarly Works About Jesus” and “The Early Church” 
below.  See Geza Vermes below.  Lane Fox is a non-believer historian.  “The Unauthorized Version” is 
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his translation of the NT, in which he gives historical background to the story.  Rodney Stark and his co-
workers are an industry, in a good way.  He is a sociologist with a keen religious feeling.   
 
Sanders, E.P. 1985. Jesus and Judaism. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press  
 
Sanders, E.P. 1992. Judaism: Practice and Belief: 63 BCE – 66 CE. Philadelphia, PA; Trinity Press 
International  
 
Cahill, Thomas. 1998. The Gifts of the Jews. New York: Anchor Books   
 
Gillman, N. 1997. The Death of Death: Resurrection and Immortality in Jewish Thought. Woodstock, VT: 
Jewish Lights Publishing  
 
Hengel, Martin. 1980. Jews, Greeks, and Barbarians: Aspects of the Hellenization of Judaism in the Pre-
Christian Period. London: SCM Press Ltd.  
 
Lane Fox, Robin. 1986. Pagans and Christians. New York: Alfred Knopf 
 
Lane Fox, Robin. 1992. The Unauthorized Version: Truth and Fiction in the Bible. New York: Alfred Knopf  
 
Lohfink, Gerhard. 1982 (translated 1984). Jesus and Community: The Social Dimensions of Christian 
Faith. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, New York: Paulist Press  
 
Neyrey, Jerome H. (editor). 1991. The Social World of Luke-Acts. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers 
 
Oakman, Douglas. 1986. Jesus and the Economic Questions of His Day. Studies in the Bible and Early 
Christianity Volume 8. Lewiston, ID: Edwin Mellen Press  
 
Stark, Rodney. 1996. The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist Reconsiders History. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press 
 
Taylor, Joan E. 1997. The Immerser:  John the Baptist within Second Temple Judaism. Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company 
 
Thiessen, Gerd. 1991. The Gospels in Context. Social and Political History in the Synoptic Tradition. 
Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press  
 
Textual Biblical Criticism and the History of the New Testament.  See Friedman above for the 
Tanakh.  The books here are listed in order of recommended reading.  Textual critics do not necessarily 
deny the Bible is the inspired word of God but they take seriously that it was written by mere people with 
a point of view and finite skills, and that it is a constructed document with a history.  Conservatives often 
dislike textual criticism.  Later sections give the Conservative view.  Books on the life of Jesus are given 
below.  Bart Ehrman started as a Conservative scholar and then became skeptical.  Kloppenborg is for 
specialists but not so much that you cannot get the sense of the situation from him.  The gaudy titles of 
some of the books do not reflect their good content.  
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Throckmorton, Burton Jr. 1992. Gospel Parallels: A Comparison of the Synoptic Gospels. Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson Publishers  
 
Riches, John K. 1993. A Century of New Testament Study. Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International  
 
Pelikan, Jaroslav. 2005.  Whose Bible Is It?  A History of the Scriptures through the Ages. New York: 
Viking  
 
Mack, Burton. 1996. Who Wrote the New Testament?  The Making of the Christian Myth. San Francisco: 
Harper One  
 
Thusesen, Peter J. 1999. In Discordance with the Scriptures: American Protestant Battles Over 
Translating the Bible. Oxford: Oxford University Press  
 
Ehrman, Bart D. 2003. Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not Make It into the New Testament. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press  
 
Ehrman, Bart D. 2005. Misquoting Jesus: The Story Behind Who Changed the Bible and Why. San 
Francisco: Harper San Francisco (Harper Collins)  
 
Kloppenborg, John S. 2000. Excavating Q: The History and Setting of the Sayings Gospel. Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press  
 
Borg, Marcus, Thomas Moore, Mark Powelson, and Ray Riegert (editors). 1996. The Lost Gospel Q: The 
Original Sayings of Jesus. Berkeley, CA: Ulysses Press  
 
Mack, Burton L. 1993. The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and Christian Origins. San Francisco: Harper San 
Francisco, Harper Collins   
 
Dart, John and Ray Riegert. 1998. Unearthing the Lost Words of Jesus: The Discovery and Text of the 
Gospel of Thomas. Berkeley, CA: Seastone, Ulysses Press  
 
Mayer, Marvin W.1984. The Secret Teachings of Jesus: Four Gnostic Gospels. New York: Vintage  
 
Vermes, Geza. 1977. The Dead Sea Scrolls: Qumran in Perspective. New York: Collins  
 
O’Connor, Kathleen M. 1988. The Wisdom Literature. Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, A Michael 
Glazier Book  
 
Books about Jesus, Mostly Liberal.  Liberal scholarship came from the need to understand Jesus apart 
from any dogmatic bias.  Liberals do not believe that dogma is necessarily wrong.  They simply want to 
understand Jesus free from preconceptions, according to the best evidence.  Modern textual scholarship 
on the Bible and related Christian materials came along with a movement to find the “historical Jesus”.  
Good scholars, Conservative and Liberal, are honest about the limits of our knowledge of the historical 
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Jesus.  Our knowledge is less than we want but more than we might have expected.  The search for the 
historical Jesus naturally led to looking at Jesus as a Jew, in the context of the Judaism of Jesus’ time.  
The modern quest began in the 1700s.  I do not cite from before about 1975 because to do so would 
open a door that I could not close.  Crossan is a key figure.  He can assemble huge amounts of material, 
present it gracefully, and aim it at lay readers, but scholars have to consider it.   
 
Crossan, John Dominic. 1991. The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant. San 
Francisco: Harper Collins  
 
Crossan, John Dominic. 1994. Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography. San Francisco: Harper Collins  
 
Crossan, John Dominic and Richard G. Watts. 1996. Who is Jesus? Answers to Your Questions About 
the Historical Jesus. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press 
 
Betz, Otto. 1968. What Do We Know About Jesus. Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press.  
 
Brandon, S.G.F. 1967. Jesus and the Zealots: A Study of the Political Factor in Primitive Christianity. New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.   
 
Borg, Marcus. 1984. Conflict, Holiness and Politics in the Teachings of Jesus. Studies in the Bible and 
Early Christianity Volume 5. New York: Edwin Mellen Press  
 
Borg, Marcus. 1987. Jesus: A New Vision. San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row  
 
Borg, Marcus. 1994a. Jesus in Contemporary Scholarship. Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International.  
 
Borg, Marcus. 1994b. Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time: The Historical Jesus and the Heart of 
Contemporary Faith. New York: Harper Collins  
 
Borg, Marcus. 1997. Jesus and Buddha: The Parallel Sayings. Berkeley, CA: Seastone Ulysses Press  
 
Fredriksen, Paula.1988. From Jesus to Christ: The Origins of the New Testament Images of Jesus. New 
Haven, CN: Yale University Press  
 
Horsley, Richard. 1987. Jesus and the Spiral of Violence: Popular Jewish Resistance in Roman 
Palestine. San Francisco: Harper and Row.  
 
Oakman, Douglas E. Jesus and the Economic Questions of His Day. Studies in the Bible and Early 
Christianity Volume 8. Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press 
 
Pelikan, Jaroslav. 2005. Jesus Through the Centuries, and Mary Through the Centuries (two volumes in 
one). New York: History Book Club  
 
Prothero, Stephen. 2003. American Jesus: How the Son of God Became a National Icon. New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux  



Mike Polioudakis Jesus for Most People     Bibliography 

8 
 

 
Riley, Gregory J. 1989. One Jesus, Many Christs: How Jesus Inspired Not One True Christianity but 
Many: The Truth About Christian Origins. San Francisco: Harper San Francisco  
 
Riley, Gregory J. 2001. The River of God: A New History of Christian Origins. San Francisco, CA: Harper 
San Francisco  
 
Spong, John Shelby. 1991. Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism. San Francisco: Harper Collins  
 
Spong, John Shelby. 1994. Resurrection, Myth or Reality? A Bishop’s Search for the Origins 
of Christianity. San Francisco: Harper Collins 
 
Spong, John Shelby. 1996. Liberating the Gospels: Reading the Bible with Jewish Eyes: Freeing Jesus 
from 2000 Years of Misunderstanding. San Francisco, CA: Harper Collins, Harper San Francisco  
 
Spong, John Shelby. 2001. A New Christianity for a New World: Why Traditional Faith is Dying 
And How a New Faith is Being Born. San Francisco: Harper Collins  
 
Spong, John Shelby. 2005. The Sins of Scripture: Exposing the Bible’s Texts of Hate to Reveal the God 
of Love. San Francisco: Harper Collins  
 
White, L. Michael. 2004. From Jesus to Christianity: How Four Generations of Visionaries and Storytellers 
Created the New Testament and Christian Faith. San Francisco: Harper Collins  
 
Books about Jesus, Mostly Conservative.  Tens of thousands support the standard orthodox picture of 
Jesus.  These few books only sample them.  These books also are relevant to the early Church.  Begin 
with Brown.  Thiessen’s “The Shadow of the Galilean” is a novelized account of Jesus; it is fun.  C.S. 
Lewis (Clive Staples) is in a class by himself.  I recommend anything he wrote so I do not cite particulars 
here.  
 
Brown, Raymond E. 1994. An Introduction to New Testament Christology. New York: Paulist Press 
 
Meier, John P. 1991. A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus: Volume One: The Roots of the 
Problem and the Person. New York: Doubleday  
 
Meier, John P. 1994. A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus: Volume Two: Mentor, Message, 
and Miracles. New York: Doubleday  
 
Meier, John P. 2001. A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus: Volume Three: Companions and 
Competitors. New York: Doubleday  
 
Chilton, Bruce (editor). 1984a. The Kingdom of God in the Teachings of Jesus. Issues in Religion and 
Theology Volume 5. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press  
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Chilton, Bruce. 1984b. A Galilean Rabbi and His Bible: Jesus’ Own Interpretation of Isaiah. London: 
SPCK  
 
Chilton, Bruce. 1992. The Temple of Jesus: His Sacrificial Program within a Cultural History of Sacrifice. 
University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press  
 
De Jong, Marinus. 1991. Jesus, the Servant-Messiah. New Haven, CN: Yale University Press  
 
Hengel, Martin. 1973. Victory over Violence: Jesus and the Revolutionists. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress 
Press  
 
Hengel, Martin. 1981a (1968). The Charismatic Leader and His Followers. New York: Crossroads  
 
Hurtado, Larry. 1988. One God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism. 
Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press  
 
Hurtado, Larry. 2003. Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company  
 
Jeremias, Joachim. 1963. The Sermon on the Mount. Facet Books Biblical Series 2. Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press  
 
Jeremias, Joachim. 1966. Rediscovering the Parables. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons 
 
Jeremias, Joachim. 1971. New Testament Theology: the Proclamation of Jesus. New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons 
 
Jeremias, Joachim. 1981. The Central Message of the New Testament. Philadelphia: Fortress Press 
 
Johnson, Luke Timothy. 1981. Sharing Possessions: Mandate and Symbol of Faith. Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press  
 
Johnson, Luke Timothy. 1996. The Real Jesus: The Misguided Quest for the Historical Jesus and the 
Truth of the Traditional Gospels. San Francisco, CA: Harper San Francisco  
 
Johnson, Luke Timothy. 1998. Religious Experience in Earliest Christianity: A Missing Dimension in New 
Testament Studies. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press  
 
Meyer, Ben. 1979. The Aims of Jesus. London: SCM Press  
 
Riches, John. 1980. Jesus and the Transformation of Judaism. New York: Seabury Press  
 
Thiessen, Gerd. 1983. Miracles Stories of the Early Christian Tradition. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press 
 
Thiessen, Gerd. 1991. The Open Door: Variations on Biblical Themes. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press  
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Thiessen, Gerd. 1987. The Shadow of the Galilean: The Quest of the Historical Jesus in Narrative Form. 
London: SCM Press  
 
Witherington, Ben III. 1990. The Christology of Jesus. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press 
 
Witherington, Ben III. 1994. Jesus the Sage: The Pilgrimage of Wisdom. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press  
 
Witherington, Ben III. 1995. The Jesus Quest: The Third Search for the Jew of Nazareth. Downer’s 
Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press  
 
Wright, N.T. (Nicholas Thomas). 1992. Christian Origins and the Question of God: Volume One: The New 
Testament and the People of God. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press  
 
Wright, N.T. (Nicholas Thomas). 1996. Christian Origins and the Question of God: Volume Two: Jesus 
and the Victory of God. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press  
 
Wright, N.T. (Nicholas Thomas). 2003. Christian Origins and the Question of God: Volume Three: The 
Resurrection of the Son of God. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press  
 
Geza Vermes:  Jesus the Jew.  The general public probably became aware of the Jewish roots of Jesus 
with the book “Jesus the Jew” by Geza Vermes.  He also did work on the Dead Sea Scrolls and Qumran.  
Although Vermes’ books repeat a bit, each is different enough that it is worth reading at least two.  “The 
Changing Faces of Jesus” presents various “mostly-is”.  “The Authentic Gospel of Jesus” seems like 
Vermes’ attempt to distill the “all-about”.  He explores questions such as what Jesus meant when he used 
the phrase “Son of Man”.   
 
Vermes, Geza. 1973. Jesus the Jew: A Historian’s Reading of the Gospels. London: Collins 
 
Vermes, Geza. 1983. Jesus and the World of Judaism. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press  
 
Vermes, Geza. 1993. The Religion of Jesus the Jew. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press  
 
Vermes, Geza. 2000. The Changing Faces of Jesus. New York: Penguin  
 
Vermes, Geza. 2003. The Authentic Gospel of Jesus. London: Allen Lane, Penguin Books  
 
The Early Church, and Paul.  Liberals and Conservatives are mixed here.  Church historians now tend 
to borrow ideas from sociology, anthropology, history, etc; usually they borrow badly.  To most readers, 
church histories are boring.  I include some of the more readable standard histories.  As a sociologist, 
Stark does not suffer from the problem of borrowed ideas and he works with basic material well.  Start 
with Sanders, Crossan, Stark, and Meeks, in that order.  Aquilina’s popular book asserts that the early 
mass reflected ideas from Jesus and/or his early followers that Jesus was divine.  Fredriksen explains 
how Jesus’ identity was constructed by particular groups for their reasons.  Jaroslav Pelikan wrote about 
early Church history and edited many books on the subject.  The book edited and translated by Stanforth 
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and Louth contains large portions of the “Didache”, from about 90-120 CE (AD).  The Didache was a 
manual for daily Christian life.  It could still be the manual for many a small church today.  Peter Brown 
writes mostly about the Church in later Antiquity, from 150 to about 600 CE.   
 
Aquilina, Mike. 2001. The Mass of the Early Christians. Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing  
 
Brown, Peter. 1988. Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity. New 
York: Columbia University Press  
 
Brown, Peter. 2002. Poverty and Leadership in the Later Roman Empire. Hanover, NH: University Press 
of New England  
 
Brown, Peter. 1995. Authority and the Sacred: Aspects of the Christianization of the Roman World. New 
York: Cambridge University Press  
 
Brown, Peter. 1978. Making of Late Antiquity.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press  
 
Brown, Peter. 1967. Augustine of Hippo. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press  
 
Brown, Raymond E. and John P. Meier. 1983. Antioch and Rome. New York: Paulist Press  
 
Brown, Raymond E. 1984. The Churches the Apostles Left Behind. New York: Paulist Press 
 
Brown, Raymond E. 1979. The Community of the Beloved Disciple: The Life, Loves, and Hates of an 
Individual Church in New Testament Times. New York: Paulist Press  
 
Brown, Raymond E. 1994. An Introduction to New Testament Christology. New York: Paulist Press 
 
Crossan, John Dominic. 1998. The Birth of Christianity: Discovering What Happened in the Years 
Immediately After the Execution of Jesus. San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, Harper Collins  
 
Crossan, John Dominic and Jonathan L. Reed. 2004. In Search of Paul: How Jesus’ Apostle Opposed 
Rome’s Empire with God’s Kingdom: A New Vision of Paul’s Words and World. San Francisco: Harper 
San Francisco, Harper Collins   
 
Fredriksen, Paula.1988. From Jesus to Christ: The Origins of the New Testament Images of Jesus. New 
Haven, CN: Yale University Press  
 
Hengel, Martin. 1979. Earliest Christianity, containing two books: Acts and History of Earliest Christianity, 
and Property and Riches in the Early Church. London: SCM Press Ltd.  
 
Hengel, Martin. 1980. Jews, Greeks, and Barbarians: Aspects of the Hellenization of Judaism in the Pre-
Christian Period. London: SCM Press Ltd.  
 
Hengel, Martin. 1981a (1968). The Charismatic Leader and His Followers. New York: Crossroads  
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Hengel, Martin. 1981b. The Atonement: The Origins of the Doctrine in the New Testament. Philadelphia, 
PA: Fortress Press  
 
Hengel, Martin. 1983. Between Jesus and Paul: Studies in the Earliest History of Christianity. London: 
SCM Press Ltd.  
 
Jurgens, William A. (editor and translator). 1970. The Faith of the Early Fathers, Volume 1. Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press  
 
Jurgens, William A. (editor and translator). 1979a. The Faith of the Early Fathers, Volume 2. Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press  
 
Jurgens, William A. (editor and translator). 1979b.The Faith of the Early Fathers, Volume 3. Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press 
 
Lane Fox, Robin. 1986. Pagans and Christians. New York: Alfred Knopf 
 
Lohfink, Gerhard. 1982. Jesus and Community: The Social Dimensions of Christian Faith. Philadelphia, 
PA: Fortress Press  
 
Maccoby, Hyam. 1986. The Mythmaker: Paul and the Invention of Christianity. London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicholson  
 
Meeks, Wayne A. 1983. The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul. New Haven, 
CN: Yale University Press  
 
Meeks, Wayne A. 1986. The Moral World of the First Christians. Philadelphia: Westminster Press 
 
Meeks, Wayne A. 1993. The Origins of Christian Morality: The First Two Centuries. New Haven, CN: Yale 
University Press  
 
Neyrey, Jerome H. (editor). 1991. The Social World of Luke-Acts. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers 
 
Pagels, Elaine. 1975. The Gnostic Paul: Gnostic Exegesis of the Pauline Letters. Harrisburg, PA: Trinity 
Press International  
 
Sanders, E.P.1977. Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion. Philadelphia, 
PA: Fortress Press  
 
Sanders, E.P. 1983. Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press  
 
Sanders, E.P. 1991. Paul. New York, Oxford University Press. (small popular book)  
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Stanforth, Maxwell and Andrew Louth (editors and translators). 1968 (1987). Early Christian Writings: The 
Apostolic Fathers. London: Penguin  
 
Stark, Rodney. 1996. The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist Reconsiders History. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press 
 
Thiessen, Gerd. 1978. Sociology of Early Palestinian Christianity. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Pr 
 
Thiessen, Gerd. 1983. Miracles Stories of the Early Christian Tradition. Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press 
 
Thiessen, Gerd. 1991a. The Gospels in Context: Social and Political History in the Synoptic Tradition. 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press  
 
Thiessen, Gerd. 1991b. The Open Door: Variations on Biblical Themes. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press  
 
Verhey, Allen. 1984. The Great Reversal: Ethics and the New Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company  
 
Elaine Pagels and Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza.  Pagels and Schussler Fiorenza advance an idea 
with which I have sympathy but I do not agree with their apparent solution.  The vision of Jesus in 
standard Orthodox Christianity is not the only possible vision of Jesus.  It is not the only vision of Jesus 
that was current during his time, and is not the only vision now.  The dominant vision that we know now 
was inherited from one group that gained control of the early Church after Jesus.  It was not completed 
until the 400s CE (AD).  The vision from that one group of Jesus’ followers had rivals for hundreds of 
years afterwards, and it has rivals now.  The Church constructed the standard vision in part to serve the 
needs of institutions and men (not women).  The Church suppressed other versions, even reasonable 
alternatives such as that Jesus was a prophet and that Jesus is not the same as God the Father.  If we 
appreciate this situation by knowing some rival visions, then we are not trapped in the standard Orthodox 
vision.  We can search for the truth.  No one version necessarily offers the whole truth by itself.  To open 
our minds, Pagels offers Gnostic visions while Schussler Fiorenza offers Wisdom visions.  Wisdom refers 
to Emanation wherein Jesus is the agent of Wisdom, a close aspect of the highest God.  Wisdom is often 
personified as a woman so thus Jesus is the agent of a female high deity.  Gnosticism features women 
who could grasp the secret true message of Jesus.   
 
Like other writers, conservative and liberal, Pagels and Schussler Fiorenza offer their work as scholarly 
work but they also offer it as theology, seemingly pop theology.  They use their work to present their idea 
of Jesus.  It is hard to draw the line and know what to conclude.  I think the early Church adopted the 
standard version of Jesus because it was superior to most – but not all – of the alternatives, including 
Gnosticism and Wisdom.  Pagels and Schussler Fiorenza show we need not accept the standard vision 
of Jesus but I am not sure if they encourage us to accept an alternative.  I am not sure if they encourage 
us to accept Gnosticism or Wisdom.  I hope not, because those are worse than the standard vision.  Even 
if Gnosticism and Wisdom sometimes extol women and so are politically correct right now, they are still 
wrong, we can do better, and should.  The Church was wrong to suppress reasonable alternatives; but 
that is in the past.  If we cannot accept the standard vision, we have to offer better alternative visions, and 
we should do it plainly.  If Pagels and Schussler Fiorenza support Gnosticism and Wisdom, I wish they 
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would say so plainly, and say why.  If they reject the standard vision but do not offer Gnosticism or 
Wisdom as an alternative, then they have to offer some clear vision of Jesus to replace the standard 
vision, including descriptions of Jesus’ intent, mostly-is, and all-about.   
 
Pagels, Elaine. 1975. The Gnostic Paul: Gnostic Exegesis of the Pauline Letters. Harrisburg, PA: Trinity 
Press International  
 
Pagels, Elaine.1979. The Gnostic Gospels. New York: Vintage Books and Random House  
 
Pagels, Elaine. 1988. Adam, Eve, and the Serpent. New York: Vintage Books and Random House  
 
Pagels, Elaine. 1995. The Origin of Satan. New York: Vintage Random House  
 
Schussler Fiorenza, Elizabeth. 1994 (1983). In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of 
Christian Origins. New York: Crossroad  
 
Schussler Fiorenza, Elisabeth. 1995 (1994). Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet: Critical Issues in 
Feminist Christology. New York: Continuum  
 
Schussler Fiorenza, Elisabeth. 1998. The Book of Revelation: Justice and Judgment. Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press  
 
Pomeroy, Sarah B. 1975. Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity. New 
York: Schocken Books  
 
Warner, Marina. 1976. Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and the Cult of the Virgin Mary. New York: Vintage 
Random House  
 
O’Connor, Kathleen M. 1988. The Wisdom Literature. Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, A Michael 
Glazier Book  
 
Slight Apology for Roman Catholicism.  Here are items from Roman Catholic apologetics.  Although 
C.S. Lewis was not a Roman Catholic, his theology approaches Roman Catholic theology.  Chesterton 
was Roman Catholic, and just about as much fun to read as Lewis.  A website offers many of his works 
for free.  Search his name.  The Roman Catholic Church of North America maintains a TV station, with 
call letters EWTV, or “Eternal Wisdom Television”.  I could only get it through cable.  One show offered 
testimonials from people who had converted to Roman Catholicism from non-belief or another religion.  
Pay attention to the mutual role of tradition and the Bible in Roman Catholicism.   
 
Aquilina, Mike. 2001. The Mass of the Early Christians. Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing  
 
Chesterton, G.K. 1933 (1965). Saint Thomas Aquinas: “The Dumb Ox”. New York: Image Books, 
Doubleday  
 
Currie, David B. 1996. Born Fundamentalist, Born Catholic Again. San Francisco: Ignatius Press  
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Keating, Karl. 1992. What Catholics Really Believe – Setting the Record Straight: 52 Answers to Common 
Misconceptions About the Catholic Faith. San Francisco: Ignatius Press  
 
Keating, Karl. 1988. Catholicism and Fundamentalism: The Attack on “Romanism” by “Bible Christians”. 
San Francisco: Ignatius Press  
 
Madrid, Patrick. 1994. Surprised by Truth: Eleven Converts Give the Biblical and Historical Reasons for 
Becoming Catholic. San Diego, CA: Basilica Press  
 
Madrid, Patrick. 2001. Where is That in the Bible? Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing   
 
Another Suggestion from Television.  I cannot watch most televangelists for more than ten minutes at 
a time, with one exception.  Joyce Meyer wants to help people lead better lives in the modern world.  She 
has a good sense of what is important to normal people.  She uses her experiences, the experiences of 
friends and acquaintances, and references from the Bible to help people understand what is going on and 
to find a workable response.  She does not tolerate nonsense.  She is not a theologian and is not much 
interested in putting other people down.  You meet strong women like her in the working world.  I cannot 
vouch for her projects, charities, and promotions.  Watch several complete shows before dismissing her.   
 
Even with her references to the Bible, and her obvious piety, the advice she gives is not particularly and 
only Christian.  An open-minded and slightly Conservative Jew, Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist, and Confucian 
would have no trouble with her.  All they need do is ignore any demands to believe in Jesus as the one-
and-only-God.  Her advice is based on old ideas of family, civic responsibility, personal responsibility, and 
helping other people; these ideas run through all religions.  She is solidly in the modern moderate family 
values camp.  This observation does not lessen her Christian devotion.  It merely points out what religion 
is all about for most people and the good role that all religion can play sometimes.   
 
Sympathy for the Devil.  People not only interpret the mostly-is of Jesus to suit their needs, they also 
interpret evil and the Devil to suit their needs.  The Devil seems more important in some versions of 
Christianity than Jesus.  The Devil plays almost no role in the Tanakh.  Ideas about him developed only a 
few hundred years before Jesus, long after the major books of the Tanakh were written.  Ideas about the 
Devil continued to develop throughout history.  Jesus did not see the Devil as modern people see him.  
Modern ideas of evil and the Devil take many forms depending on the people who see him, dwell on him, 
or deny him.  The following works, primarily by Russell, summarize the ideas and their history.  See early 
Middle Eastern religion above.  
 
Pagels, Elaine. 1988. Adam, Eve, and the Serpent. New York: Vintage Books and Random House  
 
Pagels, Elaine. 1995. The Origin of Satan. New York: Vintage Random House  
 
Russell, Jeffrey Barton. 1977. The Devil: Perceptions of Evil from Antiquity to Primitive Christianity. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press  
 
Russell, Jeffrey Barton. 1981. Satan: The Early Christian Tradition. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press  
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Russell, Jeffrey Barton. 1984. Lucifer: The Devil in the Middle Ages. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press  
 
Russell, Jeffrey Barton. 1986. Mephistopheles: The Devil in the Modern World. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press  
 
Morality and Ethics.  It is not worthwhile suggesting any particular readings.  It is better to be familiar 
with the important authors.  The basic authors are often collected.  Most anthologies present the same 
authors, ideas, and readings, and particular anthologies rapidly go out of print, so it is not worthwhile to 
suggest any.  Look for them at thrift stores, used book stores, and on the Internet.  Get more than one 
anthology.  Get at least one that includes foundation texts such as the Code of Hammurabi and selections 
from the Tanakh, and includes foundation authors such as Plato and Aristotle.  Get at least one that 
includes Hume, Kant, Bentham, John Stuart Mill, G.E. Moore, and John Rawls.  Get at least one that 
focuses modern issues such as poverty, abortion, and torture.  Get an anthology that focuses on 
Medieval authors such as St. Thomas Aquinas.  I learned much from non-Western traditions such as the 
Indian shastras, Buddhist sutras, or in Confucianism, but anthologies of those works are not as available 
and can be more expensive.  Sometimes publishers develop series of small focused books on particular 
topics in ethics, philosophy, and religion.  
 
Modern Atheists.  Atheism is a large topic on the Internet.  The following few works are only some 
modern militant atheists, in particular those who understand Darwinism or who have a view of human 
nature that might be compatible with Darwinism.  Dawkins’ “The Ancestor’s Tale” gives a synopsis of 
evolved on Earth and shows how evolution can account for any trait.  He wrote several similar books but 
each is distinct enough to be worthwhile; some are famous.  Sadly, Christopher Hitchens died just before 
I revised this book.   
 
Buckman, R. 2000. Can We Be Good Without God? Toronto: Viking   
 
Cupitt, Don. 1997. After God: The Future of Religion. New York: Basic Books, Harper Collins  
 
Dawkins, Richard. 2004. The Ancestor's Tale: A Pilgrimage to the Dawn of Evolution. With additional 
research by Yan Wong. New York: Houghton Mifflin  
 
Dawkins, Richard. 2006. The God Delusion. New York: Houghton Mifflin  
 
Dennet, Daniel C. 1995. Darwin's Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life. New York: Simon 
and Schuster  
 
Dennett, Daniel C. 2006. Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon. New York: Viking 
(Penguin) 
 
Harris, Sam. 2004. The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason. New York: W.W. Norton 
and Company  
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Hitchens, Christopher. 1995. The Missionary Position: Mother Teresa in Theory and Practice. New York: 
Verso  
 
Hitchens, Christopher (editor). 2007. The Portable Atheist: Essential Readings for the Nonbeliever. New 
York: Da Capo Press 
 
Hitchens, Christopher. 2009. God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything. New York: Twelve  
 
Kennedy, L. 1999. All in the Mind: A Farewell to God. London: Hodder and Stroughton 
 
Maher, Bill.  2008.  The movie “Religulously”.   
 
Mills, D. 2006. Atheist Universe: The Thinking Person's Answer to Christian Fundamentalism. Berkeley: 
Ulysses Books  
 
Background to Evolution.  I take evolution for granted.  It is not useful to read about the evolution of the 
capacities for religion and morality until you have decent background in modern biological ideas and 
human biology.  You can get that from the books in the first subsection without feeling as if you are back 
in school.  This section does not include scientists and philosophers who take facts seriously but still 
believe in God – see the next section.  Although Wilson’s pioneering text on Sociobiology is old now, it is 
fun to read and still a good introduction.  Trivers is a good textbook by a pioneer, dated but still useful.  
Lee is not about evolution as such.  Instead, it is a classic ethnography that gives one of the best 
glimpses of what human life might have been like while we evolved and gives an honest view of real 
human character.  I omit books on the emotions, and on the intelligence and moral abilities of non-human 
animals.   
 
Background.  
 
Dawkins (2004) and Dennett (1995) provide some background.  See above and below.  
 
Wilson, E.O. 1975. Sociobiology. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press 
 
Trivers, R.L. 1985. Social Evolution. Menlo Park, CA: Benjamin / Cummings  
 
Ridley, Matt.1994. The Red Queen: Sex and the Evolution of Human Nature. New York: Macmillan 
Publishing Company  
 
Game Theory.  
 
Williams, J.D. 1986 (1966). The Compleat Strategyst: Being a Primer on the Theory of Games of 
Strategy. New York: Dover  
 
Axelrod, Robert. 1984. The Evolution of Cooperation. New York: Basic Books  
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Maynard Smith, John. 1982. Evolution and the Theory of Games. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press  
 
Frank, Robert. 1988. Passions Within Reason: The Strategic Role of the Emotions. New York: Norton  
 
Human Evolution.  
 
Dunbar, Robin. 2004. The Human Story: A New History of Mankind's Evolution. London: Faber and Faber  
 
Lee, Richard B. 2003. The Dobe Ju/’Hoansi (Third Edition, not all editions have the same name). New 
York: Wadsworth  
 
Argument from Design.  The “argument from design” far predates modern ideas of Darwinian evolution.  
Modern Christian “Intelligent Design” is a bad corruption of the idea; avoid it.  Not all supporters of the 
argument from design support a personal God; Einstein believed in God but not a stereotypical personal 
God.  I do not sort out various flavors of the argument.  The items here focus on modern versions.  I do 
not cite works against the argument; see modern atheists above. Polkinghorne and Rees are respected 
natural scientists.  Once you find any of these books on the Internet, you will be led to many dozens 
more.   
 
Breuer, Reinhard. 1991. The Anthropic Principle: Man as the Focal Point of Nature. Boston: Birkhauser  
 
Davies, Paul. 1993. The Mind of God: The Scientific Basic for a Rational World. New York: Touchstone 
 
Davies, Paul. 2008. The Goldilocks Enigma: Why is the Universe Just Right for Life? (Originally published 
as “The Cosmic Jackpot”). New York: Mariner Book Reprints  
 
Ferris, Timothy. 1998. The Whole Shebang: A State-of-the-Universe(s) Report. New York: Simon and 
Schuster  
 
Glynn, P. 1999. God - the Evidence: The Reconciliation of Faith and Reason in a Postsecular World. 
Rocklin, CA: Prima Publishing  
 
Polkinghorne, J. 1998. Belief in God in an Age of Science. New Haven, CN: Yale U. Press 
 
Rees, Martin. 1999. Just Six Numbers. London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson 
 
Rees, M. 2000. Our Cosmic Habitat. London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson 
 
Evolution of the Capacities for Religion and Morality.  Some of these books also explain the general 
ideas of evolution, such as Miller (2000).  The literature on this topic is now quite large.  I stick to a few 
mostly popular books that summarize the ideas.  I suggest starting with Ridley (1996).  Then go to Hinde; 
his work is aimed at scholars but is engaging and gives balanced descriptions.  Pascal Boyer’s work is 
aimed at scholars but is easy to read and he is a pioneer in merging ideas about human perception with 
ideas about religion.  Hamer is not about genetic determinism; it is about some of the biological roots of 
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religious vision; the title is sensationalist while the material inside is sound.  For emotions, see Frank 
above.  The edited books by Voland, Schiefenhovel, and Feierman, are collections of recent essays on 
various topics.  They serve both to sum up and to introduce the most recent thinking.  The section ends 
with Rodney Stark so that you can decide for yourself about the role of human nature in the spread and 
maintenance of religion.  Ridley and Hinde are good introductions to Stark.  
 
Boyer, Pascal. 1994. The Naturalness of Religious Ideas: A Cognitive Theory of Religion. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press  
 
Boyer, Pascal. 2001. Religion Explained: The Evolutionary Origins of Religious Thought. New York: Basic 
Books 
 
Broom,Donald M. 2003. The Evolution of Morality and Religion. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press  
 
Hamer, Dean. 2004. The God Gene: How Faith is Hardwired Into Our Genes. New York: Doubleday 
 
Hinde, Robert A. 1999. Why Gods Persist: A Scientific Approach to Religion. London: Routledge  
 
Hinde, R.A. 2002. Why Good Is Good: The Sources of Morality. London: Routledge  
 
Joyce, Richard. 2006. The Evolution of Morality. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press 
 
McClenon, James. 2002. Wondrous Healing: Shamanism, Human Evolution and the Origin of Religion. 
DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press  
 
Miller, Geoffrey. 2000. The Mating Mind: How Sexual Choice Shaped the Evolution of Human Nature. 
New York: Doubleday 
 
Ridley, Matt. 1996. The Origins of Virtue. New York: Viking Press / Penguin Books  
 
Rue, Loyal. 2005. Religion is Not about God. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press  
 
Wright, Robin. 1994. The Moral Animal: The New Science of Evolutionary Psychology. New York: 
Pantheon 
 
Voland, Eckert and Wulf Schiefenhovel (editors). 2009. The Biological Evolution of Religious Mind and 
Behavior. Berlin: Springer-Verlag  
 
Feierman, Jay R. (editor). 2009. The Biology of Religious Behavior: The Evolutionary Origins of Faith and 
Religion. Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger  
 
Stark, Rodney. 1996. The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist Reconsiders History. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press 
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Stark, Rodney and Roger Finke. 2000. Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of Religion. Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press 
 
Stark, Rodney. 2001. One True God: Historical Consequences of Monotheism. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press  
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