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Though Mom and Dad were missionaries, they did not force the Bible down our throats. What surprises me is the extent to which the Bible was simply taken for granted in our family. It was not until I was in the States and they were back in Africa that the wandering lens of my attention suddenly zoomed in and locked onto the Bible. 


What focused my attention for good was doubt. One moment I was sitting in a high school English class, talking to Eloise, a girl who sat in front of me, while we waited for the teacher to begin the lesson. The next moment a string of questions had started firing inside. That conversation with Eloise launched a project that lasted twenty years. And now, after twelve years of deliberately turning my back on the whole thing, I find myself coming back to "the Bible," unable to shake it loose, though it is now in quotes, and I approach it "from the other side of the mountain."


The role of the Bible in my life today has nothing in common with the central, cosmogonic place it occupied in my childhood world. Now it is a nagging presence deep down under the surface of my consciousness rather than part of the landscape of everyday life. What sparks my attention now is, in many respects, the exact reverse of the official claims made on behalf of the Bible by the churches. 


I stepped outside the circle of Christian faith twenty years ago, so that I approach the Bible now from the outside. On the other hand, I have grown up in a Christian culture. I have been shaped by it, defined by it, drenched in it, so that I can never be a complete outsider. And that is one of the sparks that have kindled a fresh interest since, if it is true that the Bible permeates the culture in which I am embedded, then I would like to be able to sort out the traces of its continuing presence. 


What interests me today are the ways the Bible is used to support racism, bigotry, intolerance, arrogance, violence as well as the courage to oppose racism, violence, injustice. I am interested in the infinite varieties of religion housed under the umbrella of 'Christianity,' and find myself utterly disinterested in the notion that one of these varieties is the true one. It is not that I want to stand back and ridicule the bible or christianities. On the contrary, a determination has come to life inside to find a way to reclaim the biblical and christian sediment of forty years' experience. But what I find, when I begin turning over that soil now, after letting it lie fallow for the past dozen years, is diversity and ambiguity. Furthermore, it is precisely because I have permitted myself to own the dehumanizing evil, the ugly, the banal, the utterly human character of the christian religions that I have found myself able to draw once again on the nourishing resources they have the potential to offer. 


There was only one Bible in my childhood world. But Christendom has spawned hundreds of bibles, and it is that richness which has brought my interest back to life. The Bible was the monolith of that childhood world. It anchored that world in "eternity." The weight of its authority guaranteed absolute certainty, but that very totalitarianism has been responsible for the crushing, vicious hatred that has been spawned over and over again in the name of Jesus. 


Only insiders could be trusted to interpret the Bible correctly in my childhood, but it seems to me now unless the insiders can humble themselves to listen to the outsiders, those of other faiths, those who have left the faith in despair or disgust, those who are on the edge, those whom Amos Wilder called "outriders of the faith," the "Gentiles" of this age - unless insiders have the courage to hear such voices, they are just as likely to get in the way as they are to help. 


I find myself going back in memory because I need spiritual nourishment. But as soon as I sense the walls closing in, I shrink back. The challenge is to take down the walls of canon, orthodoxy, and creed in order to let the springs of water flow in new channels and bring forth new life. 


One danger in taking down walls is to replace them with new arrogance. Iconoclasm can be intoxicating. Why not just let them be and go find other springs. I have found other springs which I have no intention of abandoning. At the same time I find that I simply cannot do without the layered experiences of the first forty years of my life. I need those words, stories, memories, ideas, names, faces, events. So the question is whether I can disentangle them from the barbed wire and bamboo stakes which the guardians of 'truth' throw up around them. 


Can I do this without offending? I have refused to start this project for years out of fear of offending. Can I undertake this project without turning myself into a mirror image of what I am trying to break free from? My need has become desperate enough to force me to risk these dangers. I am going back in time to my own life as acknowledgement that this is one person’s way, not everyone's. In doing so I run the risk of taking myself far too seriously. But taking myself too lightly means taking the whole tradition that gave me birth too lightly. Discarding my own past means discarding not only my own roots but the soil those roots are buried in. 


My need for that soil is a sign of my respect for its nourishing power. And my determination to tear down the walls and let in the light from outside springs from this same respect and need. The world needs the spiritual resources of the world's traditions. It cannot get along without them. It needs just as much the spirituality that repudiates the exclusive, intolerant, bigoted, arrogant dark side of piety, righteousness, truth, virtue, and sainthood, the spirituality at the root of reason, doubt, skepticism and science, for example. 

As I have indicated, doubt gave birth in 1956 to my interest in the Bible and off I went, in response, to a Bible college, Columbia Bible College, in South Carolina. My aunt, with whom I was living, expressed her dismay. She felt I should go to a real university. At her request I had a brief conversation with my high school principal, who urged me to apply to the North Carolina state universities. But I did not give this advice a second thought. I am amazed at what this suggests concerning my state of mind. The challenge to the truth of the Bible posed by the doubts that had been raised in repeated conversations with Eloise must have taken hold of me so completely that there was no room to consider any other direction. 


The Bible I was introduced to at CBC was, first of all, a guide for living a spiritual life. This meant that spirituality took priority over doctrine in the overall mood of the school. At its best this meant in practice a generous piety suffused with emotional warmth and tenderness. At its worst, it promoted narrow-minded puritanism, unbelievably myopic anti-intellectualism, and fanaticism. The small bookstore reflected the school's contempt for "the wisdom of this world." 


The Bible was, in the second place, a call to evangelize, a call to world missions. This gave to the school a strong sense of purpose, energy, and enthusiasm that was intoxicating. It did not take long for new students to recognize that in this culture foreign missionaries were the elite. This in turn raised the question for each student of discovering whether it was God's will for that student to be a missionary. A zeal for "soul-winning" was supposed to send students out into the surrounding churches, schools, and neighborhoods. 


According to CBC's Bible, the "social gospel" was heresy. This meant that the school had nothing whatsoever to say about racism and segregation, for example, other than to offer the hope of salvation to the victims and victimizers alike. It was taken for granted that genuinely saved Christians would not be racists. But it also meant that Christians had no place in the protests Blacks were beginning to organize back in the late fifties. I entered CBC in 1956, two years after the Brown V. Board of Education. I do not remember a single mention of this decision during the four years I was there. Martin Luther King's name came up on occasion, always in criticism for preaching a "social gospel." On the other hand, Senator Strom Thurmond was a chapel speaker on at least one occasion during those four years. 


I came to CBC to begin trying to resolve my doubts about the Bible. I entered into the life of the school, keeping my doubts to myself. The summer I graduated, my questions were far enough below the level of consciousness for me to accept a position as assistant pastor of a church in Florida. I preached, taught Sunday School, made evangelistic calls in the bedroom suburb communities of Fort Worth, went swimming each evening in the ocean, and went deep sea fishing with a parishioner one wonderful evening.


At the end of the summer I visited my girlfriend and future wife in Norfolk, Virginia, and then hitchhiked across the South to Dallas, Texas, to continue my study of the Bible at Dallas Theological Seminary. 


The Bible at Dallas, in distinct contrast to CBC, was first and foremost a source of correct belief. Dallas took pride in its ability to "rightly divide the word of truth," a code phrase for a method of interpretation that literally divided the books of the bible up among a series of distinct times or dispensations. Dispensationalism is characterized by charts which depict sacred history from eternity to eternity. It has split churches all over the country in dispute over the finer points of interpretation of the exact sequence of events to occur at the end of the world.



Dispensationalism was developed in the early nineteenth century, perhaps in implicit response to the rise of biblical criticism. Dispensationalism's method of splitting the Bible books up into watertight compartments meant that contradictions which nineteenth century critics were calling attention to could be explained away as reflections of differences between dispensations. 


As an example, take the last judgment scene in Matthew 25. In this apocalyptic vision the criterion by which the Son of man sorts out the sheep from the goats is the treatment accorded Jesus in the person of the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick, the prisoner. In the language of Protestantism, this smacks of salvation by works rather than salvation by faith. Some dispensationalists resolve the contradiction by leaning heavily on the opening words of the judgment scene which report that it is "the nations" that are being judged. This then is a distinct event not to be confused with the judgment of individual souls based on faith. My Dad, a graduate of Dallas brought up this text in a conversation with me three weeks before he died. He was still, after a lifetime as a missionary, not quite comfortable with this dispensationalist quibble. 


Questions about what I believed were sufficiently alive at this time to make me wonder whether I would be able to sign the necessary statement of belief required of all graduates. Consequently, I ended up transferring after one year to Westminster Seminary outside Philadelphia. Before continuing at Westminster, however, I took a year out to study history at the University of Pennsylvania. 


This hiatus in my theological studies occurred by accident. My parents came home from Africa at the end of my first year at Dallas and I spent the summer living with them in New Jersey across the river from Philadelphia. During the course of that summer, my doubts about Dallas led me to consider alternatives. My decision to study history for a year reflected a vague but growing awareness of the narrow scope of CBC's college education. I sensed that there were huge gaps in my knowledge. More precisely I felt that my education amounted to a few small islands surrounded by oceans of ignorance.  


In 1962 I entered Westminster. Here I encountered another Bible, the historic Bible of the Protestant Reformation, the Bible of Calvinism. After CBC and Dallas the sense of history was enlarging. CBC traced its tradition of spirituality, which it described technically as the "deeper Christian life," back fifty years or so to the early part of the twentieth century. As noted, dispensationalism went back only to the nineteenth century. Both treated the eighteen or nineteen hundred odd years between Bible times and the nineteenth or twentieth century as of secondary importance if not for the most part a time of degeneration and Catholic heresy. 


In keeping with its Reformed roots, Westminster took pride in its intellectualism and scholarship. Its founder, Machen, had been a student for a time in Germany, studying directly under some of the great liberal theologians. Westminster was not afraid to pit orthodox Christianity against the best that secular or liberal or Enlightenment rationalism could offer. 


The apologetics course at Westminster was liberating for me because it was the first course I had taken in seven years where the questions which had launched me were openly addressed. It was a little bit like coming out of the closet. I had read a couple of classic apologetics texts at CBC but had done so on my own, with no one to discuss them with. 



On the other hand, for Westminster as for Dallas doctrinal purity took first place as the only way to genuine spirituality. Belief was defined in terms of what Westminster described, in astonishingly rationalist terms, as "propositional revelation." Destiny, the unending, eternal destiny of the soul, depends in the last analysis upon assent to a set of propositions! 

Westminster's Bible was the Bible of the Protestant Reformation, more particularly, the Bible of Calvinism, even more particularly, it was the Bible of the orthodox Fundamentalists who broke from Princeton Seminary. This was the verbally inspired, inerrant Bible, without contradiction. But agreement on this seemingly airtight basis of belief has not meant the end of controversy. No sooner had Westminster been founded then a split occurred and a second institution, Faith Seminary, was founded by dissidents led by Carl MacIntyre. Some years later a party of dissidents at Faith Seminary broke off to form Covenant. In each case new denominations were also formed. 


I graduated from Westminster in 1964. By this time I was intellectually adrift. That is a judgment I make looking back. At the time I would not have put it so bluntly, but I could not decide what denomination to join. I told myself that I wanted to teach eventually, but would have been hard pressed to define what it was I wanted to teach. I wanted to continue my studies and had thoughts about pursuing a doctorate. I hastily applied to Temple University's doctoral program and was accepted but then changed my mind. By the end of the summer I was looking for a job to tide me over for a year while I decided on the next step. 


Miraculously, instead of spending the year working in a factory I found myself teaching history at Temple University! The baby boom had hit college. The fall semester had already begun when I got a call on a Friday and was asked if I could begin teaching four sections of a freshman Western Civilization survey course starting on Monday, three days later. Naturally I said yes. That year I taught Western Civilization from the Sumerians to the sixteenth century eight times. I finally felt as if I had filled in some of the gaps. I finally felt as if I could begin to locate Bible history within the larger sweep of human history. And at the end of that year Ruth and I sailed off to Europe to spend a year studying German, which stretched into three years. 


One of the reasons I have never been able to tell this story before, even to myself, is embarrassment at spending twenty years almost continuously in school, with only one year out. I am still embarrassed as I write this, partly because of a vague notion that only a wimp would spend that many years in school, or, if not a wimp, then certainly not a responsible husband, father, bread-winner. There was a certain irresponsibility in my continuing with my studies while starting a family. What this stubborn and irresponsible persistence reveals, I think, is the power of obsession. I was in the grip of a question, the question which formed in that English class in 1956 when I was sixteen years old. It also reveals how completely my identity was determined by belief in the Bible. Fundamentalism is a religion of the book. I internalized this feature, the elevation of the book, in such a way that it assumed disproportionate emphasis. Westminster's doctrine of propositional revelation certainly reinforced this one-sidedness. 


Another side of me says that study has been a revered form of spirituality, an honored mode of worship for centuries in more than one religious tradition, such as Judaism, to take one example. An orthodox Jewish father is expected to study the Torah all his life. I did not feel self-indulgent. I was living out the religion of the book. One of the Bible verses we memorized at CBC was the exhortation, "Study to show yourself approved unto God." I was being obedient to this exhortation. It never occurred to me to consider any other options. I simply took for granted that I would continue to pursue my studies indefinitely. Teaching made sense as a career since it would allow me to do just that. I was living in a hopelessly impractical dream world. 


The one year teaching job at Temple made it possible for me to prolong my dream world a little longer as a student at Tubingen University in Germany. By the time I arrived in Tubingen I had been able to decide to focus on the New Testament as a field of academic specialization. If the Bible was the ultimate source of truth and meaning, the New Testament was the ultimate "canon within the canon." 

The decision to focus on the New Testament, and to do so in a German university of all places, however, left me no room to maneuver. The evening I sat down to make specific plans for the semester, having moved in to an apartment, registered for class, and passed the German exam which authorized me to study as a "regular student," I found myself considering, first, a project safely within the walls of orthodoxy. The next moment there came welling up inside a flood of questions, questions from the apologetics class at Westminster, questions from CBC, questions going back to 1956. For a brief moment the walls held, and then the water was over the top and I was being swept along in the rush. The next three years were as exhilarating as any I have lived. 


At CBC one principle of Bible interpretation we were taught was to read it in its historical context. This injunction was qualified by the overriding principle of Biblical inerrancy. The result was a travesty of historical interpretation, totally in the service of apologetics. Nevertheless, I latched onto the principle and took it at face value. It was one reason I chose history as a field of study at the University of Pennsylvania. In Tubingen I was swept up into the stream of twentieth century historical interpretation of early Christianity. The first discovery I made was that most of those engaged in this enterprise considered themselves Christians, followers of Jesus, pious, devout, as committed to their faith as all of those on the other side of that inerrancy wall.


The Bible I discovered at Tubingen was Bultmann's Bible, the demythologized Bible, the Bible of the terrible historical critics, the liberals, the destroyers of true faith. I began reading Bultmann's commentary on the Gospel of John in my first semester in Tubingen, five hundred pages in German, at least half of those pages consisting of footnotes. Later I attended lectures given by Bultmann's student, Ernst Kasemann, a genial person and an intellectual bulldog. In addition to his courses, Kasemann held a monthly colloquium for foreign students.  


Rudolf Bultmann, notorious because of his blunt recognition of myth in the Bible, was not a sarcastic, cynical atheist but a lifelong member of the Lutheran church and a lifelong student of the New Testament. He believed in God and his studies of the New Testament were intended to nourish faith.  During my three years in Germany, I read every one of Bultmann's major works, and four volumes of his essays. I did not really understand what I was reading, especially the existentialism and phenomenology. But it was obvious to me that here was someone who, on the one hand, was at the forefront of critical New Testament scholarship, drawing on all sorts of non-Christian Hellenistic texts to make sense of the Christian texts, and, at the same time, was talking about a sovereign God of grace and judgment. 


I was drawn to Bultmann because here was someone proclaiming that God is "wholly other than we thought him to be;" in other words, a God who transcends our propositions and systematic theologies. He talked about the inexhaustibility of believing comprehension. I felt like a diver breaking the surface of the water and gulping in great mouthfuls of air after his lungs have been almost bursting.


I was drawn to Bultmann because he sought to keep the act of living and the act of thinking from being torn apart. I encountered this formulation of Bultmann's in the one essay of his that I read while still at Westminster. It leaped off the page then and intrigued me. I was not sure what he meant at the time but it sounded a note that resonated deeply. Looking back I can see that it struck at the subordination of life to doctrine in fundamentalism and orthodoxy.


In Germany I emerged from the ghetto of fundamentalism into the twentieth century. The three years in Germany spelled the end of one life and the beginning of another. The new life that was forming was pouring into old wineskins and they were beginning to stretch and weaken. When I read today what I was writing then I am struck by the jarring incongruity between what I was saying and the language I was using to say it. By the time we left Germany, in 1968, I was beginning to reach out for spiritual nourishment to the wide world of meaning beyond the confines of Christianity. I had caught glimpses of spiritual struggle and meaning and power in all sorts of places, including the myths of other religions. I was hungry to push back the walls even further. 


We arrived in Chicago in August of 1968, a day or two after the Democratic Convention had exploded into violence on the streets of Chicago. In Germany we had begun to wake up to the dizzying, exhilarating, disturbing events happening in the States. We were in Germany as the civil rights movement merged with the anti-war movement. We were still in Germany when Bobby Kennedy and then Martin Luther King were assassinated and the West Side of Chicago went up in flames. We had debated U.S. policy in Viet Nam with a Malaysian student the whole three years we were there. Student protests had hit the European universities as well and there were picket lines outside the halls of Tubingen University and heated remarks by some of the professors in class. For a while it appeared that our travel plans home would be threatened by the strikes in Paris. In the end we were able to take our train across France to Le Havre where we boarded a student ship for the nine day voyage home. We spent several days in Paris and took pictures of protest signs still hanging out the windows at the Sorbonne. 


In Chicago the full force of events hit us in the face. After visiting some of the churches in Hyde Park, we heard about John Fry and visited his church across the Midway in Woodlawn one sunny Sunday morning, taking the Cottage Grove bus down to 64th Street and then walking through the ghetto streets, asking directions of some Black kids along the way. 


John Fry captivated us immediately and we joined First Presbyterian Church. Once again, as in Germany, I was caught up in something that was way over my head. I was not equipped to grasp what was happening and was swept along by events. I was following my guts, while my mind tried desperately to keep up. 

Within a few weeks Ruth and I were teaching Sunday School classes. We were also attending a mid-week evening class. The book being discussed in the evening class was not the Bible. It was Hannah Arendt's On Revolution. John Fry showed up late for one evening's session, smoking a cigar, drinking a glass of Jack Daniels, and cursing like a Marine. He had, in fact, been a Marine chaplain. Fry was, at the time, caught up in the gang war taking place on the streets of Woodlawn, between the Black Stone Rangers, the Disciples, and the police. Fry considered the Rangers his parishioners and visited them in jail and was invited to gang meetings. He even had occasion to preach to them, taking as his text, "Thou Shalt Not Kill." Fry reminded me of Kasemann and both were like bulldogs. Fry's face, even, was gnarled and tough looking. Both men were tough-minded, and in the case of both, mind and soul were richly fused. 


John Fry's Bible was the Bible of the prophets. Fry preached outrage, outrage at the sins of an unjust, unequal, racist city administration, police force, Federal government, and church. On Thanksgiving Sunday Fry asked the congregation to consider Thanksgiving from the point of view of the Native-American. First Church under John Fry was actively engaged in school reform efforts in Woodlawn. He became a target in Mayor Daley's efforts to destroy the Federal government's War on Poverty program because the funds bypassed City Hall and went directly to neighborhood programs in Woodlawn and elsewhere. The summer before we joined First Church, Fry had been summoned to Washington to be attacked and vilified by a Congressional subcommittee ostensibly investigating misuse of funds.


Although it was obvious, even to me, that I would now have to go to work, I did not quit my studies. After the first nine months of full-time study, I found a full-time job. 


Through friends we met at First Church, Ruth and I also became involved in founding the Urban Life Center, a Semester-in-the-City program for Christian colleges in non-urban locations. At the Urban Life Center the priority was action, not doctrine. The imperative to take action against injustice and inequality was enough doctrine. For a while I was working full time, enrolled in one class at the University, and was spending the rest of my spare time at the Urban Life Center, teaching one class, visiting colleges on recruiting trips, and chairing endless board meetings.


For the next nine years, I worked full time, participated in the Urban Life Center, and finished my doctorate. 


The Bible I encountered at the University of Chicago's Divinity School was a Bible seen through the eyes of Jonathon Z. Smith, the only Jewish professor at the Divinity School. Jonathon Smith arrived at the Divinity School in 1968 and the first lecture I heard at the Divinity School was his opening lecture in a course on Hellenistic Religions. I went up to him immediately after the lecture and asked if he would be my dissertation advisor.


With Jonathon, all of the walls separating the early Christian letters, gospels, histories, and apocalyptic visions from the surrounding social, cultural, religious worlds were down. All of the walls separating off Jesus' miracles and sayings from the myth, magic, ritual, and divine men of the Ancient Near Eastern and Hellenistic worlds were finally under attack. 


With Jonathon, the context for interpreting early Christian texts was finally defined, as it should be, as the context of human culture viewed from the perspective of an historian of religions. Jonathon brought the perspective of an 'outsider' to early Christian religions. His interest in these texts is no different in principle from his interest in the autobiography of Thessalo, a second century magician. Both are human documents, and as such deserve to be read with respect and with critical faculties awake. 


My dissertation, completed in 1978, closed a twenty year chapter in my life. I felt a profound sense of satisfaction. I had answered one question raised in that conversation with Eloise, the question concerning the status of the Bible. That question, in that form, was forever settled in my mind. The Biblical texts were, for me, far more richly served by being read as utterly human documents like any other. They did not lose meaning, but rather gained meaning by being set alongside of the other magical, mythical, visionary narratives, discourses, hymns, poems, liturgies.

During the next twelve years, I put distance between myself and the whole project. I had already stopped going to church. I had consciously stepped outside the circle of faith earlier. That step was so distinct an act that I can remember the date, 1974, when it took place. Eventually, I disengaged even from the Urban Life Center, because of its Christian associations. I stopped reading theology, religious scholarship, anything to do with the Bible. I even disengaged from the humanistic scholarly tradition represented by the University of Chicago, and struck out for the opposite pole, the technical world of training, of computers, of business, of the modern organization. 


For four years I directed a training center for the State's child welfare agency where I had been working during the final years of my dissertation. In 1984 I entered the computer training business, catching the wave of the personal computer boom. This is the business I am in currently. 


For the first three years that I was in the computer business my soul went underground and I waited to see what would happen. I was working for myself at this point. Would I be content to build up my own business? Would I join a corporation? Would I find a way back into the academy, this time by way of computer science? After three years I found myself one sunny Sunday afternoon hiking with Ruth through Kettle Morraine, a State Park in Wisconsin, sweating and desperate. I felt as if all interest had drained out of me. The textures of stone, bark, wood, leaf, sky and fresh spring air gave me no pleasure. I felt dead inside, without a future. I had to start moving again. I could not wait any longer for lightning to strike. I also had to face the fact that I would never be able to simply settle down in the computer business and turn my back on the past. 


That fall I picked up Allan Bloom's Closing of the American Mind and read, "In the greatest confusion there is still an open channel to the soul." This sentence, from the foreword by Saul Bellow, seduced me utterly and I read through the whole book, grateful for a writer who used the word "soul," a word out of my past, a word that for me resonated with feeling. For a brief moment I was tempted by Bloom into a belief that certainty was after all possible, through reason, but the balloon popped as quickly as it had blown up. The outcome of this experience was that I became aware of the power that a word like "soul" still had for me. 


I am moved to turn to "the" bible again by indignation at myself for abandoning forty years of my life. I am moved by experiences of the last six or seven months which impel me to draw on the vocabulary of grace, initiation, gift, mission, destiny, necessity, soul, spirit, heart, joy, peace, death, life, even faith in the sense of commit to, beginnings, the arche ..., language that is part of my past. Inscribed in our wedding bands are the words, "Heirs together of the grace of life," words from a New Testament letter. 


The move is fueled by awareness stealing over me that the barriers to return no longer stand, the guardians standing watch at the gates barring passage except to the right ones no longer hold me in their grip. However, I am like a nervous cat, ready to run, sniffing the air, ears pricked, coiled, tense, taking one step at a time. 


The need to reach back to the taproot of my soul has encountered a claustrophobic revulsion against reconfinement. I sense the threatening swamp of detail, the infinite clouds of insect-detail swarming there, waiting to attack, pin, blind, so that one stumbles, falls, sinks, loses the way. I can approach the Bible only on condition that I recognize that it is a limited, dangerous, ambiguous resource that has caused evil as well as good, horror as well as blessing.  


Out of this clash between spiritual hunger and spiritual claustrophobia has emerged a new set of imperatives guarding the way, imperatives that have asserted themselves more and more insistently. The silent life energies that occupy the interior plains of the soul are strong, tough, tenacious, but disappear in a flash as if they never existed when approached from the wrong "side" of the gestalt. The way is not direct. It requires care. 
Imperatives

First, we may participate in this life but only on condition that we do not try to package it, grasp it, capture it, harness it. It skips out of our hands, like liquid, and reappears elsewhere or vanishes. Start over and listen carefully, quietly, reverently, to the new life beginning within. Do not reach out too eagerly, too quickly. Do not grasp. Wait... 


The starting point for every religious tradition must be the exact opposite of what is usually the case. The starting point must be to place it in quotes. Must be to deny absoluteness. Must be to ask forgiveness for daring to try to put into words and ritual that which is mystery. Mystery is ultimate. Every image, word, concept, idea, language, every technique, every procedure, every ritual, must be placed in quotation marks. The realm of the "spirit" is always "more" than we can touch at any given moment. The first "test" of "the spirits" is arrogance. The presence of the faintest whiff of smugness or certainty is a sign that the "spirit" is nowhere in sight. 


Second, there must be an insistence on bearing witness to the violence, the evil, the pain, hurt, and death to which scriptures have given birth as well as the hope and life they have nourished. There is a "voice” telling me that I cannot own the blessing without owning the curse. I cannot claim the healing, saving, nourishing power of my tradition without "owning" up to the tradition of death, destruction, pain, and curse of my tradition! 


Going "back" to the Bible is a trip which brings me up short immediately facing a thousand voices right here, right now, uttering its words, reciting its stories, pronouncing its judgments, its blessing, its curses, repeating its wisdom, acting in its name, killing in its name, beating children in its name, justifying apartheid in its name, as well as testifying to powerful experiences of personal transformation, comfort, illumination, grace. I may not take refuge in a pure stream within the house of Christendom and wash my hands of the whole. 


It is the freedom to admit the evil inspired by scriptures alongside the good that renews my interest, refreshes my hope in the possibility of reclaiming its richness in the midst of the jungle of media voices and sounds babbling for our attention today. 


Third, I must listen to "the Gentiles." The only way for me to hear the voice of the "spirit" through my tradition is to let the voices of those outside my tradition help me hear, see, and find an opening. I hear "initiation" in the story of Exodus and the tired images take on energy again.


I come to scripture with the assumption that the more common ground I can find between the cosmogony , the etiological stories, the psalms, poems, curses, blessings, laws, recitals, narratives, wisdom, and oracles of the biblical collection and their context, their surrounding cultures, preceding cultures, the more meaningful, richer, valuable. The deeper the roots in common human experience the more powerful. 


Here again I have reversed a fundamental assumption of my past. When I read the hymns to the sun gods, the storm god, and hear echoes of Isaiah I am not interested in arguing whether Isaiah is addressing the sun rather than Yahweh. It makes no difference to the power of the hymn to know whether Isaiah is borrowing or not. Whether he is or not it is the commonalities, what they have in common, finding their common shared forms with other cultures is enriching, nourishing, breathes life into these texts, creates room for them to breathe.


Fourth, "the Bible" I turn to is precisely not the Bible but one among many. I celebrate the rich diversity, contradiction, variety of voice and spirit found in this collection of texts. I place the word "Bible" in quotation marks and push through the singular to the plural, the "Bibles." It is the plurality, the multiplicity of readings, interpretations, parallel accounts, contradictory accounts that attract and enrich and keep my attention, while the attempts at unity and reconciliation of difference are an unnecessary and distracting irrelevance.


The letter kills. The spirit gives life. I am back, open to the voice of the spirit. I am learning to take great care to stop and listen. I am learning how fragile the channel is, how quickly, how easily the opening is choked up by words, by ideas, thoughts, the bombardment from outside. I am learning how many forces out there are at war with this opening, dismiss it, are hostile to it, denounce it. We need all of the help we can get from any source, including tradition. The spirit blows where it wills.
