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FOREWORD 
Through the Homer J. Armstrong Endowment in 
Religion, Kalamazoo College invited as a guest 
lecturer in the fall of 1972, Dr. Richard L. Rubenstein. 
Professor of Religion at Florida State University, he 
came to Kalamazoo from that university's Study Cen
ter in Florence, Italy) where he is visiting lecturer for 
the academic year 1972-73. Through these pages, we 
share with you his campus lectures, delivered in 
October. 

The lecturer's psychoanalytic framework and theo
logical base, combined with a broad understanding 
of religion and the human situation, shine through in 
his lectures and his books. He has written After 
Auschwitz, Radical Theology and Contemporary ju
daism, The Religious Imagination, Morality and Eros, 
and My Brother Paul. William Hamilton, in reviewing 
a book by this controversial rabbi and theologian, 
calls to our attention "his extraordinary combination 
of Sartre, paganism, mysticism, and liturgical exis
tence which constitutes his striking contribution to 
the radical theologies.of our time." 

The Armstrong Endowment was established in 
1969 to further the College's program of bringing 
important religious voices to the campus. It honors 
Homer J. Armstrong, a long-time trustee of the Col
lege and retired senior minister of the First Baptist 
Church of Birmingham, Michigan. Earlier lecturers 
were Jurgen Moltmann and Robert McAfee Brown. 
The 1973 lectures, on October 9-11) will feature 
Daniel Day Williams, Roosevelt Professor of Sys
tematicTheology, Union Theological Seminary. 

W. Haydn Ambrose 
Coordi nator, Armstrong Lect ure Programs 





The Red, White and Blue Goddess:
 
Rej7ecfions on Confemporary Femininify 

Before I begi n, I would like to say that it is indeed a Both have just become aware of their fall from pri 
pleasure to return to Kalamazoo College for a second mordial felicity into suffering, labor and mortality. 
visit. I am especially honored by the circumstances The horrified expression on Eve's face is as honest 
under which I do return, the invitation to offer the and incisive a comment on the human condition as 
Homer J. Armstrong lectures for 1972. anything to be found in contemporary secular 

This afternoon's theme is one in which I am in no literature. 
sense uninvolved nor am I very knowledgeable. Masaccio's painting depicts a theme which is at the 
Women have always been for me the source of the core of the Judaeo-Christian experience, the fall of 
most profound attraction, mystery, and, if truth be man. At the heart of the Judaeo-Christian interpreta
told, occasional fear and anxiety. In my personal life tion of the human condition is the myth that human
I have been painfully aware, and as a clergyman I ity began with an era of deathless felicity devoid of 
have observed, the awesome extent to which human the existential limitations which currently afflict us. 
joy and misery are dependent upon the presence or One of the most important aspects of the myth of the 
absence of harmonious relations between the sexes. fall is its perspective on the distinctive role of women 
Nor can I be in any way indifferent to the challenge in the destiny of mankind. It has frequently been ob
and the promise of the Women's liberation move served that the story is conceived from a strongly 
ment. My wife is an art historian who is pursuing her masculine bias. The fault is the woman's. She comes 
own independent career. I have a twenty-one-year out of Adam's body, contrary to common experience. 
old daughter and a twenty-two-year-old step Among other themes, the story seeks to minimize or 
daughter. Their happiness and fulfillment is as im deny altogether woman's role in the process of child
portant to me as that of my sons. It is in that spirit birth. 
that I approach this topic. A parallel denial of woman's role in childbirth can 

If, as a man, my capacity to understand the prob also be found in Greek mythology. Child-bearing 
lems faced by contemporary women is limited, I may Zeus, the male god, gives birth to Athena. In Aeschy
nevertheless be able to discuss this highly complex lus' play, The Eumenides, Athena asserts: 
issue from the perspective of my own discipline, that 
of a theologian and an historian of religion. I should No mother gave me birth, Therefore the father's 
like to begin by sharing with you my reactions to a claim 
fresco pai nti ng which I saw two weeks ago in the Andmale supremacy in all things, save to give 
Brancacci Chapel of the Church of Santa Maria del Myself in marriage, wins mywhole heart's loyalty.'
 
Carmine in Florence, Italy. I refer to Masaccio's fam

ous painting depicting the expulsion of Adam and In the same play, Apollo defends Orestes against the
 
Eve from Paradise. Eve covers' her body as best she Furies when they condemn him for murdering his
 
can with her hands as her face betrays an expression mother Clytemnestra. Demanding that Orestes be
 
of horror and guilt. In anguish Adam covers his face. punished, the Furies ask Apollo, "Have you asked
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yourself how such a one can henceforth live in Argos 
in his father's house?" Apollo replies: 

The mother is not the true parent of the child 
Which is called hers. She is the nurse who tends 

the growth 
Ofyoung seed plantedby its true parent, the male. 
So, if Fate spares the child, she keeps it, as one 

might 
Keep for some friend a growing plant. And of 

this truth, 
That father without mother may beget, we have 
Present, as proof, the daughter of Olympian Zeus: 
One never nursed in the dark cradle of the womb.... 

There is yet another parallel to the myth of the fall 
in The Eumenides. Eve's crime is judged to be the 
greater. She tempts and seduces Adam. The guilt is 
hers more than his. As temptress, Eve is primarily 
responsible for the introduction of death into the 
world. The consequences of this ascription of guilt to 
Eve have been enormous. In both Judaism and Chris
tianity, countless generations have been taught that 
death came into the world because the first man was 
tempted by the first woman. Throughout the history 
of Jewish and Christian Biblical exegeses, Eve's offer 
of the apple has been interpreted as sexual tempta
tion. Thus the most sacred book of our culture depicts 
death, pain, disease and labor as the price man must 
pay for succumbing towoman's blandishments. 

Eve's punishment is also greater than Adam's. 
Pregnancy and its pain, servitude to the man, the 
biological limitations of bei ng a woman are all seen 
as punitive entailments of her sin. Man's punishment 
is, of course, death. Nevertheless, one of the most 
important punishments is ambiguous. Although 
labor was originally regarded as a punishment, after 
the Reformation it was seen as a calling, at least 
among Protestants. In the nineteenth century, labor 
as praxis, man's self-creative capacity to alter his 
world, was seen as no condemnation whatsoever. On 
the contrary, labor was regarded as man's way of 
both defining and creating himself. 

There is a parallel to the Bible's uneven distribu
tion of guilt and punishment in The Eumenides. 
Clytemnestra's guilt for murdering Agamemnon and 
taking Aegisthus as her lover is considered greater 
than Orestes' guilt for murdering his mother. If, how
ever, one looks at things from Clytemnestra's point of 
view, one can argue that she has some justification 
for her violence and disloyalty. Agamemnon de
ceived his wife by telling her to send their daughter 
Iphigenia to him at Aulis to marry Achilles. When 
Iphigenia arrived, Agamemnon offered her as a 
human sacrifice to the gods in obedience to Apollo. 
Agamemnon was guilty of both deceit and infanticide. 
This does not mean that Clytemnestra was less guilty 
than Orestes. There is simply no way to measure 

whose guilt was the greatest. Nevertheless, Apollo, 
the representative of the male gods of Hellas, is 
depicted as ascribing the greater gUilt to the woman. 
He declares: 

For theirtwo deaths
 
Are in no way to be compared. He was a king
 
Wielding an honouredsceptre by divine command.
 
A woman killed him. ...
 

Agamemnon as infanticide is regarded as less guilty 
than Clytemnestra as regicide. 

The Eumenides is particularly important to the 
theme of Women's Liberation because it documents 
the victory of patriarchal religion and masculine in
stitutions over matriarchal religion and its institu
tions at precisely the point at which the feminine 
institutions lost the battle in ancient Greece. At the 
endofthedrama, Apollo and Athena, representatives 
of the male-dominated sky gods, win out over the 
religion of the Mother Goddess who had preceded 
them. The Furies' appeal for vengeance against 
Orestes is in vain. Orestes goes free. The men have 
defeated the women. 

Although the Bible does not depict the conflict 
between the male and female gods as explicitly as 
does Aeschylus' drama, the conflict between the 
male-oriented religion of Judea and its Canaanite 
predecessor, which stressed fertility and ascribed 
great importance to female deities, can be discerned 
within its pages. The Bible contains so many well 
known instances of a masculine bias that there is 
almost no point to giving explicit examples. Some 
observations about the speCial character of mascu
line supremacy in post-Biblical Judaism may be 
relevant to our theme. One of the most important 
prayers in the traditional Jewisb liturgy is the prayer 
recited by men every morning: 

Praised be Thou, 0 Lord, our God, who has not 
mademea woman. 

Women are required to say: 

Praised be Thou, 0 Lord, our God, who has made 
me according to Thy will. 

The psychological impact of both prayers is clear. 
In rabbinic Judaism, men are regarded as the su
perior sex; women can do little about their situation 
save accept their lesser condition. The inferiority of 
women is also expressed in their legal status. In 
traditional Judaism a woman cannot initiate divorce 
proceedings. Unless the husband is willing to do so, 
there is no way a woman can dissolve the marriage. 
There have been instances in which women have 
desired to terminate their marriages for just cause, 
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yet have been impeded by the husband's refusal to 
initiate the proceedings. Women have no recourse in 
Jewish Law in such circumstances. In rabbinic Law, 
women are legally classified with servants and small 
children, all of whom have a comparable legal status. 
The anti-feminine bias of the Bible was intensified in 
rabbinic Judaism after the fall of Jerusalem to the 
Romans in 70 A.D. Undoubtedly, the heightened 
exaggeration of masculine prerogative was partly 
due to the fact that the Jews were a defeated people.' 
Defeated men often feel a special threat to their mas
culinity. They are seldom able to protect their women 
against the strong and the powerful. Such men often 
require over-compensation for their injured sense of 
sexual pride. It is possible to discern comparable 
trends in other communities. I discuss Judaism be
cause it is the tradition I know best and because of 
the historic importance of Biblical religion to 
American culture. It was the weakness, not the 
strength, of Jewish men that led them to assert un
duly their supremacy after the fall of Jerusalem. 

One of the most important areas of distinction 
between patriarchal and matriarchal religions is in 
their economic and social organization.' In earlier 
times, matriarchal religions, or religions which 
strongly emphasized the role of maternal deities, 
tended to be settled agricultural communities. Pa
triarchal religions tended to reflect the experience of 
largely nomadic, hunting, warrior tribes. If one can 
apply the metaphors of earth and sky to the gods, 
matriarchal religions tend to be religions of earth
gods; patriarchal religions tend to stress the pre
dominance of the sky gods. Gaia, which means 
earth, was one of the names of the pre-Hellenic 
Mother Goddess; Jahweh and Zeus were both sky 
gods. Both, incidentally, were thunder gods. The 
word Zeus probably goes back to the word dias pitar, 
a shi ni ng sky god of Indo-European origin. 

The places where male and female deities were 
worshipped were very different.' The mother gods 
were usually worshipped in womb-like caves. The 
father gods were worshipped in high places above 
the ground. This can be seen in the contrast be
tween the light of Mount Olympus and the ancient 

cave of the Sibyl of Cumae north of Naples. Although 
the cave was sacred to Apollo in Hellenic and Roman 
times, there is little doubt that it was originally 
sacred to the Great Mother. The cave is mentioned 
in the Sixth Book of Vergil's Aenead. When Aeneas 
lands in Italy after his wanderings from defeated 
Troy, he goes to the cave of Cumae where the Sibyl 
prophesies concerning his future and the future of 
Rome. The Sibyl also leads him through the cave 
down to the underworld, the domain of Pluto, Perse
phone and Demeter, where he encounters his dead 
father. The contrast between the brilliant light of 
Olympus and the cave of the Cumaean Sibyl cor

responds to one of the most important differences 
between the gods of the fathers and the mothers. 

The sacrifices offered to the male and female gods 
were different. This is a rough generalization, but, by 
and large, it fits. Libations were poured on the 
ground to the Great Mother. The choicest libations 
were blood libations. Fire offerings were lit above the 
ground so that heavenly Yahweh or Zeus might par
take of the sweet savour ascendi ng upwards. 

There was also a radically different conception of 
appropriate sexual behavior. The patriarchal re
ligions tend to favor monogamy for the woman, 
though not necessarily forthe man. Within the family, 
the power of the father predominates or is absolute. 
He is king and god within the family as God is Father 
in the Heavens. In Rome, Greece and Judea, the 
earthly patriarchal family structures paralleled 
heavenly patriarchal structures. In matriarchal re
ligions, one value stood supreme, fertility. As the 
people prosper when Mother Earth is fertile, so it is 
good that woman be fertile. Her fertility is far more 
consequential than the question of who does the fer
tilizing. Unchastity, sexual license or looseness are 
not relevant moral categories. The fertile woman is a 
phenomenon of blessing; the infertile woman a curse. 
When the patriarchal Hebrews came in contact with 
the somewhat matriarchal Canaanites, they were in
capable of understanding their culture. The 
Canaanites regarded fertility as a virtue. Prophet 
after prophet accused the Canaanites of practicing a 
religion of harlotry and idolatry. From the Canaanite 
point of view, there was nothing immoral about fer
tility. A similar conflict can be seen in Greek religion. 
Unless the woman was a courtesan, her husband 
alone had the right of sexual access to her. By con
trast in the earlier earth cults, fertility was ali-im
portant. Incidentally, Mary Renault's novel The King 
Must Die offers an excellent description of the con
flict of sexual values as it unfolded in Greek religion 
and culture. 

Let us return to the theme of sacrifice in matri
archal religions. The ruins of the ancient city of 
Pompeii are not far from the cave of Cumae. There 
was a macellum or butcher shop in Pompeii'sJorum. 
However, ancient butcher shops were not like their 
modern counterparts. There was no secular killing or 
eating of animal flesh. One could only consume the 
flesh of an animal after the god had received his por
tion. At Pompeii it was believed that the entrails were 
especially favored by the gods. This was fortunate 
since they were not favored by men. The entrails 
were the sacrificial portion which had to be offered 
to the gods before men could partake of the remain
ing parts of the animal. At an earlier stage, it was the 
Great Mother Goddess who received her share before 
her children could partake of theirs. Few, if any male 
gods, were ever as blood-thirsty as the Mother God
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desses. To this day the Temple of Kali, the Mother 
Goddess of India, is probably the bloodiest sanctuary 
on earth.' We find traces of this in the Bible. In very 
ancient times the Goddess received the first fruits of 
all that her fertility caused to grow, including the 
first fruits of men and women, their first-born male 
child. The Goddess was especially thirsty for blood 
libations. A trace of this libation offering can be dis
cerned in the Jewish requirement that animals ritu
ally slaughtered according to religious law must have 
their throats cut, thus permitting a maximum flow of 
blood on the ground. The goddess of fertility, like the 
earth itself, was a cannibal goddess. She consumed 
the fruit of her own womb. It is important that we 
recognize the deep level of anxiety which was pre
sent in the matriarchal religions, together with the 
blessings of fertility and a certain kind of sexual per
missiveness, if we are to understand why the shift 
took place from female to male-dominated religious 
institutions. Although the God of the Old Testament 
has often been depicted as a stern, punitive deity, he 
was never as fearsome as the maternal earth god
desses who preceded him. 

The data to which we have briefly alluded tends to 
corroborate a point of view common to both Marx 
and many contemporary sociologists: The dominant 
modes of praxis, or purposeful human activity 
realized through labor, in any community affect de
cisively the character of that community's religious 
beliefs and institutions. The relative predominance of 
a masculine or feminine element in deity and hu
man social organization is normally related to the 
dominant modes of productive activity. Women were 
less dependent upon men in primitive agricultural 
societies than in hunting societies; earth's maternal 
offerings were more important in such societies. In 
hunting societies, neither the female nor her off
spring had much chance of survival without male 
protection, especially when she was pregnant or 
nurturing small children. It is therefore not surpris
ing that settled agricultural societies tended to prefer 
female gods, and hunting nomadic societies tended 
to prefer masculine gods. 

American society bears a stronger resemblance to 
highly mobile, hunting societies than to settled agra
rian societies. Americans are the heirs of people who 
uprooted themselves or were uprooted from their 
ancestral communities. We have always been a 
people on the move, and, if truth be told, we have 
been a predatory people as well. Our gods have been 
male gods and our institutions male-dominated. 
Nevertheless, there are few societies in which the 
movement towards women's liberation has expressed 
itself so strongly as in the United States. If techno
logy and social structure were responsible in large 
measure for the masculine bias in our society, it is 
very likely that a shift in technology and social struc

ture has been responsible for the rise of a movement 
among women seeking to alter the balance between 
the sexes. It is my conviction that such a shift has 
indeed taken place. 

Some of the elements in the shift have been widely 
noted. One consequence of the rise of a sophisticated 
technology has been the greater need for mental as 
opposed to physical competence in the labor force. 
Women are just as able to run electronic equipment 
as men. A steel mill may require a male labor force. 
Acomputer bank does not. Contraception has largely 
liberated women from the uneven consequences of 
sexual intercourse. Women are no longer as depen
dent upon men during pregnancy and child-rearing 
as they once were. In general, technological changes 
in our culture have materially lessened the depen
dence of women upon men. 

An important element in this shift has been the 
process of social demystification. Since the end of 
World War II, much has been written about de
mythologizing in religion. However, religious de
mythologization is part of a larger process, the 
de-mystification of social institutions and social 
relationships. Increasingly, institutions have come to 
be seen as mutable modes of ordering the relations 
between men. There is nothing sacred or unchanging 
about any given structure. De-mystification was 
probably inevitable with the rise of the social sciences. 
One consequence of the process is that large num
bers of men and women no longer regard traditional 
institutions or values pertaining to the relations be
tween men and women as immutable. Throughout 
the Western world, modes of relationship other than 
the patriarchal family structure are being tried. The 
newer arrangements certainly do not meet every
body's needs. Nevertheless, ours is a time of moral 
and social pluralism in which no single type of insti
tution or set of values is privileged above all others. 

If one can speak of the Widely divergent indivi
duals who have addressed themselves to the problem 
of women's liberation constituting a movement, that 
movement is largely the outcome of the social and 
technological changes of our own recent past. I must 
confess that my own point of view has been signifi
cantly altered by reading the works of such women 
as Simone de Beauvoir, Germaine Greer, Shulamith 
Firestone, Betty Friedan, Kate Millett and others. I 
have been most influenced by the work of Kate 
Millett.' Some of the arguments of writers on 
women's liberation seem incontrovertible. Women 
have been systematically exploited by men in patri
archal societies both economically and sexually. 
Perhaps some of the most vicious forms of exploita
tion have been those practiced in nineteenth and 
twentieth century bourgeois societies. Without going 
into detail, it is my conviction that Kate Millett has 
done an exceptionally fine job in documenting that 
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exploitation. There have also been a number of help
ful radical critiques of the economic functions of 
women as a surplus labor force available outside of 
the home in times of emergency (such as wartime) 
and asan unpaid labor forcewithinthehomeat other 
times! Whatever debate may be justified on the sub
ject of women's liberation, there can be no doubt 
that women have been far more exploited than men. 

Furthermore, the writers on women's liberation 
have argued convincingly that human nature and 
social organization are far more mutable than either 
Biblical religion or classical psychoanalytic theory 
allowed. Kate Millett's critique of Erik Erikson's 
celebrated paper on the difference between male and 
female throws open once again the question of the 
extent to which the biological differences between 
men and women determine their psychological and 
cultural capacities.' Erikson argued that the propul
sive role of the male and the receptive role of the 
female were decisive for their adult personalities. In 
so doing, Erikson reiterated the psychoanalytic com
monplace that biological difference determined cul
tural difference. According to classical psychoanalytic 
theory, men were normally regarded as more aggres
sive and women as more passive. As Millett and other 
writers on women's liberation have argued, such 
speculations have been used as a weapon in the con
flict between the sexes. Psychoanlysis seemed to 
justify a bias against active, professionally com
petent women. They were often regarded as "un
feminine" and afflicted with "penis envy." In fairness 
to psychoanalysis, it should be noted that Freud 
explicitly rejected the simplistic identification of 
aggressive character traits as masculine and passive 
traits as feminine.- Furthermore, contemporary 
analysts have challenged the notion that penis envy 
is widespread among women as classical psycho
analytic doctrine had claimed.'· Nevertheless, when 
Millettt argues that the tendencies towards male 
aggressiveness and female passivity observed by 
Erikson may be more adequately explained by cul
ture than biology, she may very well be on firmer 
ground than Erikson. As an anthropologist, she 
argues with considerable authority for the mutability 
and plasticity of human modes of behavioral re
sponse. That plasticity is evident in our own times. 
Women have assumed a great variety of personal and 
social roles. It is becoming increasingly difficult to 
offer generalizations concerning what is and what is 
not genuinely feminine, beyond the facticities of 
human biology. 

Incidentally, writers on women's liberation tend to 
stress Freud's allegedly anti-feminine bias. To the 
extent that the accusation is justified, it may be due 
in part to an unusual detail in Freud's biography. His 
attitudes concerning women may have been influ
enced by the fact that he was almost eighty years 
old when his mother diedl Freud undertook his own 

analysis. This was an extraordinary achievement, 
but, inevitably, there were blind spots which even a 
man as gifted as Freud could not uncover by himself. 
He was, for example, able to realize, only after his 
father died, the extent to which his relations with his 
father had been as oedipal as those of most other 
sons. At the time, Freud was in his late thirties. 
When his mother died, he was far too old to alter the 
fundamental contours of his personality. Had Freud's 
mother died when he was thirty-five, psychoanalysis 
might have taken a very different turn. 

The Women's liberation movement and the ten
dency towards greater freedom and frankness in 
sexual matters are both part of a larger cultural 
transformation. The movement towards a more gen
uine equality between the sexes is probably irrever
sible. Much depends upon the way women define 
themselves. If an overwhelming femine consensus 
should develop on any issue, that issue is likely to be 
resolved as women want it resolved. Nevertheless, 
there is one tendency in Women's liberation litera
ture which must be challenged most emphatically. I 
refer to a certain utopian tendency. This utopianism 
is especially evident in the writings of Shulamith 
Firestone who calls for the utilization of cybernetic 
technology entirely to abolish the biological family 
as we know it." She proposes that abolition of preg
nancy, which she considers "barbaric," through arti
ficial insemination and artificial uterine surrogates 
made available by technology. She even speculates 
that the process of "cloning" may eventually make it 
possible to eliminate the male role in sexual repro
duction altogether. Child-rearing would then become 
the responsibility of all members of the nuclear com
munal groups she would have displace the biological 
family. Through science, women would be liberated 
from the fatalities of their own bodily structure. The 
family, with its passionate loves and hatreds, would 
be replaced by communal households devoid of any 
notion of maternity, paternity, or homosexual and 
heterosexual repression. The incest taboo could not 
develop, with its attendant psychological conflicts, 
because there would be neither parents nor any 
limitation on sexual activity between group mem
bers. It is Firestone's contention that the men and 
women living in such groups would truly enjoy the 
fruits of the Messianic Age. 

It is my belief that we delude ourselves if we 
assume that any conceivable rearrangement of the 
relations between the sexes would significantly 
diminish the level of psychic discontent men and 
women currently endure. Before we assume that any 
novel rearrangement might give us more happiness 
than have the old structures, it may be helpful once 
again to turn to the experience of the ancients. We 
have seen that one of the reasons for the shift from 
matriarchy to patriarchy was a shift from predomi
nantly sedentary, agrarian cultures to more nomadic, 
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predatory societies. However, another force may also 
have been operative. The shift may have been due to 
the necessity on the part of the males to overcome 
their extraordinary fear of women. We have already 
noted that the cannibal Mother Goddesses have al
ways been far more fearsome and bloodthirsty than 
their male successors. The Indian goddess, Kali, and 
the Canaanite goddess, Anath, are but two of many 
examples of the bloody and bloodthirsty nature of 
the female deities. 

When I began research on my book, The Religious 
Imagination, I was convinced that the God of rab
binic Judaism was a sternly patriarchal figure and 
that few, if any, traces of female deities could be 
found in that tradition." After three years of study, 
I concluded that beneath the image of the male God, 
one could still find awesome traces of the great 
Mother Goddess. I also concluded that she inspired 
such terror that the shift to adoration of the male 
God was actually a defense against the terror she 
inspired. It has often been argued that the rite of 
infant circumcision in Judaism is evidence that 
Yahweh was a castrating deity." However, when 
Yahweh is contrasted with his neighbor, the Syrian 
goddess, Cybele, it becomes obvious that circumci
sion was instituted as an attempt to avoid castration 
rather than to foster it. It was not the male god but 
his female counterpart who demanded actual cas
tration. Men became priests of Cybele by cere
monially cutting off their own genitals and exchang
ing them for the skirts which were their priestly 
robes. 

The fear of the feminine to which I allude was by 
no means restricted to Biblical religion. Wolfgang 
Lederer, an American psychiatrist, has offered im
pressive evidence of its pervasiveness as a religious 
and psychological phenomenon." The fear is evident 
in the reaction of Apollo's priestess, a devotee of a 
male god, as she encounters the Furies, the repre
sentatives of the Great Mother in The Eumenides. 
Time has not diminished the impact of the horror and 
the fright she expresses: 

A fearful sight, a thing appalling to describe, 
Drives me staggering and helpless out of Apollo's 

house, 
My legs give way and tremble; hands must hold 

me up. ... 
Stretched upon benches, sleeping, a strange 

company 
Of women-no, not women: Gorgons, yet, again 
They are not like Gorgons. Harpies Isaw painted 

once) 
Monsters robbing King Phineas ofhis feast; 

but these 
Are wingless, black, utterly loathsome; their vile 

breath 
Vents in repulsive snoring; from their eyes distils 

A filthy rheum; their garbis wickedness to wear 
In sight of the gods' statues or in human homes. 
They are creatures of no race Iever saw; no land 
Could breed them and not bear the curse of God 

andman. 

Another and more contemporary expression of the 
same fear can be found in Herman Hesse's The Glass 
Bead Game. There are no women of consequence in 
the book. The plot deals with a non-religious monas
tic order which Hesse depicts as existing several hun
dred years hence. The aim of the order is to create a 
world of order, calm and beauty through syn
thesizing the sum total of all existing knowledge, 
especially the knowledge of music and mathematics. 
The members of the order seek the secular equivalent 
of the beautific vision. They are determined that the 
intrusive presence of women will not disturb their 
quest for calm. There is, incidentally, a homosexual 
element in all of Hesse's works. Almost all of the 
relationships which are productive of spiritual 
growth in his novels are relationships between men. 

Nevertheless, The Glass Bead Game contains an 
important insight about the urgent need of certain 
men to flee from the female to the safety and security 
of all-male company. The Castalian order, the order 
of The Glass Bead Game, is post-Christian but never
theless monastic. Christianity adopted the monastic 
impulse to its own special requirements. The impulse 
itself could very well outlast any of the religious com
munities which have sought to harness it to their own 
purposes, be they Buddhist, Jewish or Christian, for it 
is rooted in the need to flee all that women mean to 
men as mother, mistress, wife, crone and ogress. Let 
us not forget that no male mythic figure is capable of 
inspiring the kind of terror Medusa elicits. 

When Shulamith Firestone proposes the abolition 
of the nuclear family and every impediment to total 
sexual freedom as preconditions of genuine equality 
between the sexes, her proposals have the virtue of a 
certain kind of logic and consistency. More than any 
other writer on the subject of women's liberation, she 
has understood the radical transformations which 
would be required to achieve her goal. Her work is 
important because it is radical. However, it is doubt
ful that her proposals could gain even the support 
of most women ardently committed to the cause. 
Furthermore, her utopianism blinds her to the perva
sive phenomenon of fear of the feminine. In recent 
years, university chaplains and psychotherapists 
have noted a significant increase in the number of 
young men seeking aid in overcoming impotence." 
As women have become more available sexually, 
masculine sexual anxiety has heightened rather than 
diminished. Impotence is seldom related to organic 
disorders among those seeking therapeutic interven
tion. Usually, it is a somatic expression of a very deep 
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fear of female contact. The same fear is also manifest 
in most cases of male homosexuality. 

Ms. Firestone concludes her book, The Dialectic of 
Sex, with eschatological imagery which is frankly 
drawn from the Western religious tradition: 

The revolt against the biological family couldbring 
on the first successful revolution, of what was 
thought of by the ancients as the Messianic Age. 
Humanity's doub(e curse when it ate the Apple of 
Knowledge (the growing knowledge of the laws of 
the environment creating repressive civilization), 
that man would toil by the sweat of his brow in 
order to live, and women would bear children in 
painandtravail, can now be undone through man's 
very efforts in toil. We now have the knowledge to 
create a paradise on earth again. The alternative is 
our own suicide through that knowledge, the 
creation of ahell on earth, followed by oblivion. 
(Emphasis added)15 

In this passage Firestone reveals the logic of the 
movement when pushed, as it is by Firestone, to its 
logical extreme. If she could, Ms. Firestone would 
change the expression on the face of Eve which 
Masaccio saw as so replete with anguish. Not Christ 
but sexual technology is the great restorer in her 
latter-day apocalypse. like all utopians of the West
ern world, her objective is none other than to reverse 
the fall of Adam, to restore mankind to the prelap
sarian bliss from which Adam and his progeny were 
thrust into our present world. As I observe elsewhere 
in this series of lectures, the dream that humanity 
can be restored to the Garden may have been secu
larized in modern times, but it remains one of the 
most potent sources of political and social inspira
tion in the Western world. In the writings of Shulamith 
Firestone, one need not even translate the imagery of 
sociological and political messianism into its re
ligious equivalent. She has done that for us. Unfor
tunately, neither she nor her colleagues have dealt 
with the issue of the pervasive quality of the irra
tional fear of the feminine. If I were a woman, I 
would not permit male fear to interfere with the 
liberation of my sex. Nevenheless, such liberation 
could prove to be a bitter prize if the issue of fear of 
the femi ni ne is ignored. 

It is my conviction that a welcome rectification of 
the American bias towards masculine supremacy is 
taking place. How far that rectification proceeds 
will depend as much on what women ultimately want 
as on what men are willing to concede. Nevertheless, 
if the most enthusiastic protagonists of the Women's 
liberation movement express in their own way the 
deep strain of messianism and utopianism endemic 

to American culture, it is worth recalling another 
aspect of America as we anticipate the changing re
lationships between the sexes. The best in America 
has always been tentative, pragmatic and experi
mental. Instead of seeking total solutions, the prag
matic strain in America has been committed to ex
perimentation, the rectification of mistakes, and 
moving forward slowly. In so doing, we may, as 
Freud once expressed it, only exchange old neuroses 
for new unhappiness, but even that would be a gain. 
At least our discontent would be grounded in reality 
of human encounter rather than the fantasy of uto
pian perfection. We would be cognizant of the fact 
that there is a limit to human happiness and that 
some things must be endured. We would not make 
the mistake of dreaming of an order of perfect hap
piness in the relations between the sexes, only to add 
disappointment to the unanticipated pains which 
the new arrangements will bring, along with the 
deep satisfactions which must attend a more equita
ble balance between male and female. 

Noles 
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Preliminary Reflections
 
for a Study of Jesus of Nazareth
 

In the nineteen-sixties, faith in the transcendent God 
of the Bible was challenged by a group of radical 
theologians, most of whom were Protestant Chris
tians. One of the most interesting aspects of the 
thinking of men such as William Hamilton, Thomas 
Altizer and John Cobb was the extent to which faith 
in Jesus of Nazareth was exempt from their theolog
ical challenge. On the contrary, at least for Altizer, 
theology was transformed almost completely into 
Christology. 

The new Christology was especially impressive in 
view of the willingness of the new theologians to go 
perhaps further in challenging belief in a trans
cendent deity than Christian theologians had ever 
gone before. From one perspective, the subsequent 
rise of the Jesus movement which stressed an ex
periential relationship with Jesus can be seen as a 
response to the radical theologians. The Jesus move
ment did not attempt to refute the theologians by 
reaffirming once again the doctrine of the transcen
dence of God. The adherents of the Jesus movement 
understood intuitively that the old theological cate
gories could not easily be restored. They also under
stood that notheological critique could challenge the 
believer's claim that he had a direct experiential 
relationship with the Jesus of faith. Experience 
rather than theological argument became the basis 
of religious commitment. As a result, the figure of 
Jesus of Nazareth dominated the popular religious 
imagination in America to a far greater extent at the 
beginning of the nineteen-seventies than at any 
decade withi n memory. 

It can, however, be argued that the career of Jesus 
of Nazareth is no less subject to skepticism than faith 

in the God of the Bible. There are at least two major 
avenues to skepticism in the Judaeo-Christian re
ligions: theological speculation and historical criti
cism. The path chosen by the radical theologians was 
largely the outcome of the negative philosophic cri
tique of theology since Hegel. There was yet another 
challenge to faith-the scholarly and critical examina
tion of Christian origins. 

The problem of the contrast between the Jesus of 
history and the Christ of faith is not new. It has been 
faced by Christians from the moment they became 
convinced that Christ was resurrected and that his 
death on the cross was not the final chapter of his 
career. In every age Christians have had to resolve 
the tension between faith and history in a manner 
appropriate to their situation. Among those who 
have attempted to respond to the problem in the 
twentieth century have been Paul Tillich and Rudolf 
Bultmann. According to Tillich: 

The search for the historical Jesus was an attempt 
to discover a minimum of reliable facts about the 
man Jesus of Nazareth, in order to provide a safe 
foundation for the Christian faith. The attempt was 
a failure. 

It is possible to understand a statement such as 
Tillich's if Christian theology is regarded primarily as 
the Church's internal quest for self-understanding. 
There is, however, at least one aspect of the problem 
of faith and history which seems to have been given 
little attention by those who agree with Tillich: In 
view of the Church's claim to have a distinctive and 
savi ng truth for mankind, what can contemporary 
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Christians tell non-Christians about the historical 
personality whom they regard as the Saviour of man
kind? Are the insights of contemporary Christian 
theology available only to those who have been in
ititated into the Christian mystery and to no one else? 

If one seeks information about Paul of Tarsus, one 
finds an incredible mass of often contradictory inter
pretations. Nevertheless, most scholars agree that a 
number of Paul's authentic letters have been handed 
down to our generation. No matter how much scho
lars disagree in their discussions of Paul, it is at least 
possible to form an opinion about the Apostle based 
on a literary remnant which few dispute as coming 
from Paul himself. 

The situation is quite different if one attempts to 
arrive at any kind of historical image of Jesus. There 
are respected scholars who claim that the synoptic 
Gospels contain a predominance of historically re
liable material deriving from trustworthy eyewit
nesses. Equally reputable scholars contend that 
scarcely an event or a saying in the Gospels can be 
understood apart from the complex process whereby 
the Church constantly reshaped its traditions to meet 
the changing circumstances of the first tumultuous 
Christian century. 

For example, one noted scholar insists that Jesus 
"forecast a crisis in which he himself should die and 
his followers suffer severe persecution.'" On the 
other hand, Rudolf Bultmann maintains that the pre
dictions of the passion which the Gospels depict as 
having been uttered by Jesus before the event are in 
fact vaticinia ex eventu, that is, prophecies pur
ported to have been written before the event which 
were actually composed afterwards.' Even the Ser
mon on the Mount suffers a comparable fate. Accord
ingto S. G. F. Brandon: 

Whatever the origin of the material drawn upon 
here, Matthew has clearly formulated his own ver
sion of the teaching which he ascribes to Jesus. 
(Emphasis added)' 

All this is well known to Christian scholars. Its im
pact on non-Christians who seek to understand and 
appreciate Christianity may be less well understood. 
There can, for example, be no doubt that, according 
to all four Gospels, the supreme failing of the Jewish 
people was its rejection of Jesus and the complicity 
of its secular and sacerdotal aristocracy in his un
doing. One may, however, ask what accepting Jesus 
could possibly have meant in concrete terms in the 
light of twentieth century Biblical scholarship such 
as Bultmann's. According to Bultmann, what was 
new in Jesus' message was his proclamation that 
God's Kingdom is breaking in now and that Jesus' 
distinctive presence and deeds are signs of the new 
time. Nevertheless, Bultmann also asserts that "the 

historical Jesus of the synoptics does not summon 
men to acknowledge or 'believe in' his person." Fur
thermore, Bultmann rejects the notion that Jesus 
actually considered himself to be the Messiah or the 
Son of Man. Bultmann contends that, although Jesus 
did not possess a messianic self-consciousness, his 
was "the call to decision" involving unconditional 
acceptance of the Kingdom of God. However, in 
view of the fact that Jesus' expectation of the im
pending end of the world turned out to be "an illu
sion," Bultmann asks, "whether his (Jesus') idea of 
God was not also illusory." Elsewhere, Bultmann 
raises the question of whether Jesus' death, histori
cally speaking, may have been a "meaningless fate" 
since his ministry was misconstrued as political 
activity and he suffered the death of a common crim
inal. Bultmann's concluding observation is startling 
in the light of the historic understanding of the cross 
withi n Christendom: 

We cannot tell whether or how Jesus found mean
ing in it (i.e., his death). We may not veil from our
selves the possibility that he suffered a collapse. 4 

If one asks what the concrete content of Jesus' "call 
to decision" could have been in the light of Bult
mann's analysis, one begins to suspect that there is 
something extremely vague about the whole enter
prise. This suspicion is heightened by Bultmann's 
assertion that "the personality of Jesus has no im
portance for the kerygma of either Paul or John Or 
for the New Testament in general." The same point is 
reiterated when Bultmann insists that: 

Jesus manner of life, His ministry, His personality, 
His character play no role at all; neither does Jesus 
message. 

As interpreted by Bultmann, the historical Jesus is of 
almost no consequence for the Christ of faith. As we 
have seen, Bultmann is by no means alone in this 
conclusion. For our purposes, however, his critique 
can be taken as representative. 

One way of understanding Bultmann's denial of a 
significant relationship between the Christ of faith 
and the Jesus of history is that Bultmann stresses the 
gaps rather than the continuities between faith and 
history. By contrast, when the author of the Fourth 
Gospel proclaims that "The Word became flesh and 
dwelt among us," he stresses the continuities. When 
I read Bultmann, I am reminded of the Et resurrectus 
est section of Bach's B Minor Mass. Before the theme 
is introduced, there is total silence. Without warning 
or anticipation, the musical theme explodes upon our 
hearing. Neither the previous music nor the silence 
prepares us for Bach's musical protrayal of the Risen 
Christ. Bach's music dramatizes the gap between 
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Christ's resurrection and what precedes it. Nor is it 
accidental that both Bultmann and Bach express the 
same German Protestant world, each in his own way. 
Although Bultmann's scholarly discipline is the scien
tific interpretation of the t\lew Testament, his results 
are perfectly consistent with such fundamental 
themes of classical Protestantism as the radical 
transcendence of God and the almost total tension 
between the realms of nature and grace. Had Bult
mann come out of a religious tradition more commit
ted to the incarnational theology of the Fourth 
Gospel, his scholarly endeavors might have yielded 
an image of the historical Jesus with more continu
ities and fewer gaps. 

Few, if any, communities have produced more per
manent contributions to the scholarly investigation 
of the New Testament than that of German Pro
testantism. Nevertheless it is difficult to separate the 
seemingly objective results of that scholarship from 
the classical religious affirmations of the community 
in which it arose. Nor does this observation neces
sarily discredit the results of such scholarship. It may 
very well be that there are at least two funda
mentally different attitudes towards the relationship 
of faith and history, nature and grace, religion and 
culture':"-one which stresses the gaps, the other the 
continuities. We can, however, be quite certain that 
those who seek continuities will never be satisfied 
with asystem of gaps and vice-versa. 

The issue of gaps vs. continuities is especial1y im
portant for the non-Christian attempting to under
stand Christian origins. When, for example, one is 
informed by Gunther Bornkamm that, though Jesus 
belongs to the Jewish world of his time, "in the midst 
of it he is of unmistakable otherness,"6 one su'spects 
that behind the insights of the pre-eminent scholar, 
one again hears echoes of the same classical Prot
estant theology. The denial of Jesus' involvement in 
the fundamental issues of his community is but 
another example of the system of gaps. It rests ulti
mately upon the conviction that that which expresses 
the scrcred is fundamentally incommensurate with 
the earthly lifeof men offlesh and blood. 

When I finished my study of Paul of Tarsus, I 
turned to Biblical scholarship in the hope that I might 

come to understand the life and ministry of Jesus. I 
must confess that the impression I received was of 
the incomprehensibility and strangeness of the 
man, Jesus of Nazareth. I was unable to understand 
his career, his message or that element of uniqueness 
which was supposed to distinguish his life and min
istry. I failed to see much connection between the 
religio-mythic figure about whom I read and any 
conceivable personality of significance in first-cen
tury Palestine. I did, however, come to the conclusion 
on the basis of what I had read that it would be 
possible to arrive at a credible image of the man 

Jesus who lived and died in first-century Palestine. I 
should like to offer some observations which I be
lieve are relevant to such a scholarly enterprise. 
These observations are meant to be representative 
rather tha n ex ha ustive. 

1. At no time in the last two thousand years has the 
period in which Jesus lived been as accessible or as 
alive to the religious imagination of both Jews and 
Christians as today. In addition to the achievements 
of Biblical archaeology, mass travel has made it pos
sible for hundreds of thousands to visit the places 
where Jesus lived and died. There is a vast difference 
between reading about Jesus' ministry as events 
which took place in a strange and distant land and 
attempting to understand his life and work after hav
ing visited Bethlehem, Nazareth, Capernaum, the Sea 
of Tiberias, the Garden of Gethsemane and the site 
of the ancient Jerusalem Temple. For example, after 
one has traversed the road from Jerusalem to Jericho, 
the story of the Good Samaritan acquires a vividness 
which it simply does not have when the setting is 
left to the imagination. The impetus to recover the 
history behind the myth is far greater when the 
places in which Jesus carried on his ministry became 
real. . 

2. From the perspective of both Jewish history and 
Jewish theology, the period in which Jesus lived has 
acquired an immediacy and a modernity which it did 
not possess for almost two thousand years. I was 
initially drawn to the study of Judaism and Chris
tianity in the first century as a result of my work on 
the theological implications of the death camps for 
contemporary Judaism. I came to understand that 
modern Jewish history began with two decisive mo
ments in the first century: the career and crucifixion 
of Jesus, and the fall of Jerusalem to the victorious 
Roman army in 70. I regard the study of Jesus and 
his times as part of contemporary Jewish history. As 
a result of the fall of Jerusalem, the Jews were ulti
mately compelled to leave Palestine and assume the 
role of homeless, powerless nomads, surviving 
largely as unwantedpariahs who filled necessary but 
despised economic functions for people who were 
unshakably convinced that the Jews were Judas-like 
tricksters who had killed their God. The torch which 
consumed the bodies of Europe's Jews was lit in the 
first century. 

The extermination of Europe's Jews .in the twen
tieth century (the deathly consequence of the first
century Zealot action) has brought about a radical 
reassessment of this early Jewish resistance move
ment against Rome. For centuries, the Zealots were 
regarded as thieves and fanatics, devoid of religious 
feeling or political realism. In the light of Auschwitz, 
their desperate resistance seems far more honor
able and realistic than it did when we were primarily 
dependent 'upon the first-century Jewish historian, 
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Flavius Josephus, for information about them. In the 
midst of the Judaeo-Roman War of 66-70 A.D., 
Josephus turned traitor and went over to the Roman 
side. Under the circumstances, his history of that war 
can hardly be considered impartial, especially in its 
treatment of Jewish resistance to Rome. Recent 
archaeological excavations have also proven that the 
resistance of the Zealots was profoundly religious in 
impulse. Their last stronghold, Massada, is today a 
national monument to all of Israel. 

One result of the reassessment of the Zealots has 
been a reappraisal of their relations with other 
Jewish religious movements of the time. The finding 
of scroll fragments deriving from Qumrun, the Dead 
Sea Scroll community, and presupposing the dis
tinctive calendar of that sect at Massada, the last 
Zealot stronghold, indicates that some sort of rela
tionship existed between the Zealots and the Com
munity of the Scrolls. The extent and character of 
that relationship is a matter of scholarly debate. 

Of even greater interest is the question of the re
lationship between Jesus and the Zealots. We are in
debted to the late Professor S. G. F. Brandon for his 
comprehensive investigation of the su bject. Although 
Brandon's findings have been contested by other 
scholars, it is my conviction that they offer us an 
historical perspective which bri ngs Jesus to life as a 

.real person. I cannot on this occasion offer a full 
assessment of the problem of Jesus' relation to his 
own people. I hope to do that as part of a larger work 
in the near future. Here, I would like to suggest that 
there was a unanimity of aim, though not of means, 
between Jesus and the Zealots. When Jesus pro
claimed, "The time has come and the Kingdom of 
God is at hand. Repent and believe the good news," 
his message was clearly understood by his listeners 
to mean that the end of the rule of idolatrous Rome 
and the beginning of God's Kingdom was imminent. 
To assert, as does one scholar, that in proclaiming 
the Kingdom of God, Jesus "dissociated himself from 
national aspirations" makes sense only if one ignores 
the tremendous impact Jesus apparently had upon 
his own people both in Galilee and Jerusalem.! While 
it is true that the Gospels detail the growing opposi
tion to Jesus within the Jewish world, that opposition 
must have been engendered by the influence he must 
have had upon his fellow countrymen. For the Jews, 
constantly in rebellious turmoil under Roman rule, 
the arrival of the Kingdom of God most certainly 
involved the divinely ordained overturn of Roman 
sovereignty with its idolatrous pretentions. No man 
could proclaim the dawning of the Kingdom of God 
and be followed, as was Jesus, in those days of 
political and religious turmoil, unless the political 
consequences of his message were clearly under
stood. Furthermore, there was little difference be
tween Jesus' understanding of the Kingdom of God 

and the Zealots' understanding. Both were religious
ly motivated and drew from the same Biblical sources. 
Both were convinced that God alone was Israel's true 
sovereign. As Brandon has pointed out, in spite of the 
turncoat's need for self-justification, Josephus felt 
compelled to admit the fundamentally religious im
pulse behind the Zealots' rebellions against Rome. 
Josephus held that "there was no evil that did not 
stem from them (i.e., the Zealots) and from which the 
people were afflicted beyond description." Never
theless, he also testified that the Zealots had "an in
vincible love of liberty, for they held God to be their 
only Lord and Master."8 Their resistance sprang from 
the conviction that the God of Israel and not Caesar 
was their ruler. Incidentally, Brandon maintains that 
when Jesus replied to the question of whether Jews 
ought to pay taxes to Caesar with the words 
"render unto God what is God's and unto Caesar 
what is Caesar's," he was actually counseling that 
nothing be given to Caesar. All things, for Jesus, 
belonged to God, especially in the Holy Land; 
nothi ng belonged to Caesar. 

Like Jesus, the Zealots sought to bring about the 
Kingdom of God; like Jesus, they were bitterly op
posed by the Jerusalem Jewish aristocracy which 
collaborated with Rome. Like Jesus, they found the 
compromises of the Pharisees, though rooted in 
worldly wisdom, totally unacceptable before the 
divine imperative. Like Jesus, they had tasted the 
bitter finale of the Roman cross. According to 
Josephus, two thousand Zealots were crucified after 
an unsuccessful rebellion by order of Varus, the 
Roman governor of Syria during Jesus' boyhood. 
Their willingness to suffer any pain for their religious 
ideals is movingly recorded by one of their bitterest 
Jewish enemies. In a well-known passage describing 
the sufferings of the Sicarii (Zealot) rebels captured 
in Egyptafter the fall of Jerusalem, Josephus writes: 

Under every form of torture and laceration of body, 
devised for the sole object of making them ac
knowledge Caesar as Lord, no one submitted nor 
was brought to the verge of utterance; but all kept 
their resolve, triumphant over constraint, meeting 
the tortures and fires with bodies that seemed 
insensible of pain and souls that well-nigh exulted 
in it. But most of all were the spectators struck by 
the children of tender age, not one of whom could 
be prevailed upon to call Caesar Lord. So.far did 
the strength of courage rise superior to the weak
ness of their frames. 9 

Although Jesus, in proclaiming the Kingdom of 
God, was far closer to the Zealots than has gen
erally been conceded, there were, I believe, profound 
differences between Jesus and the Zealots. The 
Zealots were convinced that God would give them 
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the strength of arms miraculously to prevail against 
Rome. It is my conviction that Jesus was convinced 
that God would miraculously overcome the Romans 
and their Jewish collaborators only when the people 
were thoroughly prepared by an uncompromising 
repentance. His proclamation of the coming of the 
Kingdom is therefore coupled with an urgent demand 
that the people repent without reservation. Both his 
proclamation of the coming of the Kingdom and the 
demand for repentance are consistent with the 
Biblical doctrine that God is the Ultimate Author of 
the historic destiny of the Jewish people. For those 
who believe in such a God, earthly conquerors are 
never anything but his unwitting instruments. Jesus' 
call to repentance fits into this context. He was in 
effect telling his people: The misfortunes which you 
endure are God's judgment against you; there is only 
one cure, unreserved return toGod. 

The Zealots expressed comparable sentiments. 
There was, however, a difference. The Zealots be
lieved that the fruits of such repentance would 
express themselves in military victory over the 
Romans and their collaborators. Jesus perceived that 
God alone would bring about his Kingdom without 
human agency. Not military preparation but the most 
radical personal preparation was required for the 
miracle. Jesus' faith in the efficacy of God's grace 
and power was without reservation. 

Another area in which Jesus difiered from the 
Zealots was his conviction that he had been com
missioned as God's chosen instrument to bring about 
both the repentance of Israel and the Kingdom which 
would be the supreme fruit of that repentance. How
ever, there is evidence that at least one of his dis
ciples, Simon, may have been a Zealot, suggesting 
that Jesus' self-understanding as a Messianic leader 
was not necessarily opposed by the Zealots. They 
may have adopted a "wait and see" attitude. When 
Jesus' earthly career was terminated by the Roman 
cross, the issue was settled for the Zealots. 

3. Our understanding of Jesus' belief in the apo
calyptic character of the dawning of the Kingdom of 
God and his own sense of commission can be en
hanced by the research of sociologists of religion on 
millenarian movements. Although my study of Chris
tian origins has been admittedly limited in scope, I 
cannot recall a single instance of a major Biblical 
scholar making useofthese findings. 

According to the late Yonina Talmon, millenarian 
movements envisage a world inhabited by men 
totally liberated from such existential limitations of 
the human condition as pain, fallibility, transcience 
and sin.'· Radical millenarian movements "regard 
the millenium as imminent and live in tense expecta
tion and preparation for it." According to Talmon, 
millenarians view salvation "as a merger of the 
spiritual with the terrestrial." They expect the heav

enly city imminently to appear on earth. Millenarian 
movements are usually messianic. Redemption, in
volving an outright reversal of the evils of the present 
order, is to be brought about suddenly, totally and 
miraculously by a messianic leader who mediates 
between heaven and earth. 

Not all social classes are susceptible to millenarian 
expectation. Talmon asserts that millenarian move
ments are most.likely to arise among those for whom 
there is "a markedly uneven relation between expec
tation and the means of their satisfaction." It is for 
that reason that she describes such movements as 
"pre-political," appealing tothose who "have neither 
experience with political organization nor access to 
political power." However, the religious rhetoric is 
often an unwitting code-language for the expression 
of profound social discontent and concrete political 
and economic aspirations. 

The relevance of SOciological research concerning 
millenarian movements to the study of the career of 
the historical Jesus ought to be immediately ap
parent. His appeal was precisely to that stratum of 
the Jewish population which was devoid of all access 
to political power. He was opposed most bitterly by 
those with political power and experience in its use. 
He lived in a period in which there was "a markedly 
uneven relation" between national hopes and their 
means of satisfaction. In spite of the willingness of 
the Jerusalem aristocracy to collaborate, the asser
tion of Caesar's divinity as well as the innumerable 
Roman offenses to Jewish religious sensibilities 
which occurred under the procurators, challenged 
the very foundations of the Jewish religious world. 
Roman rule was a total threat to what Peter Berger 
has called "the sheltering canopy of nomos" which 
gave the Jewish community a meaningful place in 
the order of things. There was profound urgency in 
the need to overcome the Roman challenge. Unfor
tunately, the means available were woefully inade
quate. 

When Jesus proclaimed the imminent dawning of 
the Kingdom in the face of the obvious realities of 
Roman power, he was both more and less realistic 
than the Zealots. He understood, as the Zealots may 
not have, that no human agency could overcome 
Rome. Jesus appears to have been a classical example 
of a millenarian leader in his convcition that he was 
the chosen instrument of divine agency miraculously 
to overturn the iniquities of the present and to insti
tute an era of total felicity. Certainly, the career of 
Jesus becomes far more plausible when he is seen as 
addressing himself to the urgencies of his time with 
the only means he understood to be efficacious, the 
demand that his people be worthy of the divine assis
tance which alone could reverse their fortunes, than 
if he is regarded as harshly indifferent and even 
spitefully malicious towards his time, place, and 
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community. When seen as a millenarian leader over
whelmed by the urgency of his mission, Jesus' mes
sianic consciousness and his impatience with the 
compromises to which his contemporaries adjusted 
makes sense. 

Obviously, this interpretation of Jesus involves a 
host of literary and critical problems, especially with 
regard to the testimony of the Gospels. It is not pos
sible to work out the details of such a labor in this 
lecture. It must be remembered, however, that all 
four Gospels were written after the fall of Jerusalem 
and the Jewish defeat by the Roma ns. When the 
Gospels were written, it was necessary for the 
Christian Church to separate itself from the defeated 
rebels if the Church was to have any chance to sur
vive and grow among Roman gentiles. The Gospels 
therefore minimize the conflict between Jesus and 
Rome." Here I simply want to suggest that there are 
many available tools within the social sciences for 
the study of the Jesus of history. Regrettably, the use 
of these tools remains largely unexplored. 

4. There is one further area of social research 
relevant to the study of Jesus' career and Christian 
origins which I would like briefly to discuss. I refer 
to the work of social psychologists on the problem of 
cognitive dissonance. This work was initiated by 
leon Festinger and his associates at the University 
of Minnesota." Initially, they studied an American 
religious group which predicted tflli' end of the world 
on aspecific date. When the date arrived and nothing 
occurred, the disconfirming evidence did not cause 
the group to disavow its original prophecy and dis
ba nd. The psychological bonds between the mem
bers, as well as their emotional investment in the dire 
expectation, were too great. They reinterpreted the 
prophecy and sought to convi nce others of its truth. 
Festinger and his associates concluded that a group 
will normally maintain a belief in which it has a 
strong emotional investment, in spite of disconfirm
ing evidence. Such a group will also actively seek to 
convert others to its belief. A very large body of 
literature has come into existence enlarging upon 
and expanding Festinger's findings. That literature 
could prove exceedingly helpful in understanding the 
reaction of the primitive Christian movement to its 
greatest crisis, the death on the cross of its leader. 
As we know, this overwhelming piece of discon
firming evidence was quickly overcome by the con
viction that Jesus' mission had not failed, that he 
was resurrected and would speedily return to com
plete his mission. As Brandon has pointed out, the 
Christian movement alone among first-century mes
sianic movements in Judaism did not accept the 
death of its leader as evidence of his disqualification. 

The way the followers of Jesus handled the discon
firming evidence fits patterns of response that social 
psychologists have discerned in other groups faced 

with comparable crises. If there is merit in the hy
pothesis that Jesus differed from the Zealots in his 
conviction that God alone would provide the means 
for an overturn of Roman rule and that he was God's 
chosen instrument, then it would not be at all sur
prising that after his death, his followers looked to 
the very same poser of God to overcome the obstacle 
of the crucifixion and to make it possible for Jesus to 
complete his work. 

It is not my intent to challenge the veracity of the 
attestations of Jesus' resurrection appearances. I am 
interested in the psychic forces within his followers 
which might have made such appearances credible to 
them. There is little reason to doubt that his followers 
honestly believed that the resurrected Jesus ap
peared to them. Festinger's work makes it possible to 
understand the psychological dynamics of the Easter 
faith of the Primitive Church. Beyond the insights of 
the social psychologists, we enter a realm where faith 
alone is decisive. 

Nevertheless, once the followers of Jesus were con
vinced that God had defeated the limitations of mor
tality which for a moment seemed to have terminated 
their leader's mission, something radically novel 
entered the religious consciousness of mankind. One 
does not have to search for contrasts between Hel
lenistic and Jewish religious thought to account for 
the fact that Jesus speedily became a divine figure. 
His divinity was implicit in that first Easter faith. 
Admittedly, the faith was so novel that it took time 
for the full implications of the belief that the cross 
had proven no impediment to Jesus' mission to un
fold. If such a death proved no limit to Jesus, it fol
lowed that there would be no limit, whatsoever. In
evitably, the man of Nazareth became the God of 
Christian faith. 

The Christian religion is unique among the re
ligions of mankind in that it alone asserts that man
kind's deepest yearnings for omnipotence have been 
realized in Jesus. It further differs from all other 
religions in that it offers the assurance to the follow
ers of Jesus that, by identification with him, they too 
will ultimately achieve a comparable omnipotence. 
Both the assurance and the promise were in fact 
implicit in the original Easter faith that a man of flesh 
and blood, rather than a figment of the mythic 
imagination, had overcome the limits of mortality. 

By giving religious expression to humanity's deep
est yearning, Christianity was responsible for an 
incomparable psychological revolution. Before 
Christianity, even the gods lacked omnipotence, save 
in Judaism. After Christianity, the promise of omni
potence seemed to become realizable even for the 
humblest of men. No longer was the quest for omni
potence defended agai nst by every conceivable 
reminder of the transcience and fallibility of man. 
The whole of Christian culture was successfully 
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organized around the faith that mankind's oldest and 
most insatiable wish could be realized in and through 
Christ. The Christian religious and psychological 
revolution has no analogue in the entire history of 
the human race. 

I should like to conclude with two further observa
tions: (a) Human history is profoundly ironic, but I 
believe it contains few ironies as great as the story of 
how the crucifixion of a martyr who died for the 
liberation of his own people ultimately provided the 
psychological foundation for a hatred so implacable 
that it was to result in the death of millions of that 
same people for almost two millenia. (b) If it were the 
supreme psychological achievement of Christianity 
both to give expression to mankind's yearning for 
omnipotence and to offer the assurance that that 
yearning can be gratified in Christ, I feel constrained 
to ask what must be the destiny of mankind should 
the Christian promise ever cease to be credible? 
Unlike ancient men, whose awareness of the yearn
ing was so effectively repressed that they did not 
even project it into the heavens as a possession of 
their divine figures, save in Judaism, modern man 
is heir to a situation in which that yearning has been 
brought to the light of consciousness. An optimist 
might suggest that to bring this yearning to the 
light of consciousness is sufficient to diffuse its 
potency. It is, however, more likely that the un
gratified yearning will afflict unbelieving men with 
an incurable level of discontent which neither 
ancient nor Christian man was compelled to endure. 
The raging chaos of post-Christian man will in no 
sense be a return to pre-Christian modes of Diony
sian sensibility. Dionysian man had yet to taste of the 
lure of omnipotence. post-Christian man can neither 
forget nor suppress that lure. Who knows what 

satanic forms of political and religious sorcery (often 
caricatures of authentic Christian forms) future gen
erations may be driven to utilize in totally futile 
attempts to gratify their unquenchable hunger for 
god-like omnipotence. Post-Christian religion and 
politics may on occasion border on a kind of madness 
that will make Dionysian experience appear to be the 
epitome of solidity and stability. 
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America and the Pursuit
 
of the Millenium
 

I would like to begin by returning to the myth of the 
fall of man which we discussed earlier. However, in
stead of focusing attention on the myth's anti
feminist bias, let us consider some of its other 
consequences. There is little doubt that the tradition 
of the fall has had important consequences in the 
domain of politics. 

In the tradition of the fall, both Judaism and Chris
tianity express the common conviction that mankind 
originally enjoyed a condition of superlative bliss 
from which it has been exiled to its present unhappy 
estate. The question of how the original happiness 
might be recovered has been a dominant theme in 
both religions. In Judaism, obedience to God's com
mandments was normally seen as the means whereby 
the lost felicity might be regained. It was thought 
that what Adam had lost by a single act of disobedi
ence might be regained by his progeny if they were 
capable of superlative obedience to God's law. 
When Paul of Tarsus argued in the fifth chapter of his 
letter to the Romans that by one man's disobedience 
sin came into the world, and with sin, death, he was 
fully in agreement with his Jewish contemporaries. 
However, neither Paul nOr his spiritual heirs could 
agree with their Jewish contemporaries on the ques
tion of how the breach between mankind and God 
might be healed. Paul was convinced that Jesus 
Christ alone was the great healer of the breach. In 
both the fifth chapter of Romans and the fifteenth 
chapter of Corinthians, Paul describes Christ as man
kind's great Restorer. What Adam had done, Christ 
was in the process of undoing. When Christ trium
phantly completes his awesome labor, all who are 
one with him will be brought to that perfect hap-

pi ness which God originally intended for his children 
and which they would today enjoy were it not for 
the willfulness of their original ancestor. 

Those who shared Paul's conviction that the Con
sequences of Adam's sin are in the process of being 
overcome in Christ have had to endure a peculiar 
tension. Their faith was constantly challenged by the 
day-ta-day reality of suffering, misery and death. 
There has always been a certain conflict between the 
Christian's conviction that he is in the process of 
being saved and the actual conditions of his life as a 
man of flesh and blood. 

Normally, Christians have found the promise of 
eventual salvation sufficient to soften the conflict. 
However, in time of stress, the tension between the 
religious promise and reality sometimes became un
endurable. When wars, pestilence, disease, earth
quake,social dislocation and other afflictions were 
added to the normal difficulties of daily life, some 
men and women became convinced that the New 
Jerusalem was imminent here on earth and they 
organized their lives around that faith. We call such 
groups millenarian.' The happiness millenarians ex
pected was a this-worldly felicity. They believed that 
the heavenly city, the New Jerusalem, is about to 
appear on earth and that God's redemptive drama is 
about to be acted out here and now. The millenarian 
belief in the sudden and catastrophic overturn of the 
present world was based upon a life-situation devoid 
of hope of remedy and the concurrent conviction that 
a good God would not tolerate the reign of evil an 
instant more than was necessary. 

A similar tendency was also expressed in medieval 
Judaism. Perhaps the best known explosion of mil
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lenarian enthusiasm in Judaism came about in the 
aftermath of certain events which took place in 1648.' 
Most Europeans remember 1646 as the year the 
Treaty of Munster and Osnabrook was signed con
cluding the Thirty Years War. In the same year, 
Bogdon Chielmnicki, a Ukrainian, led his people in 
revolt against their Polish overlords. The Jews were 
caught between the Polish landowners and the Uk
rai nia n peasants. Forced to take whatever work was 
available, many Jews had become tax collectors for 
the Poles and, as such, hated by the Ukrainians. 

When the Ukrainians revolted, they slaughtered 
over one hundred thousand Jews. This was the worst 
catastrophe endured by the Jews until the twentieth 
century. Under the circumstances, it was hardly sur
prising that a very large number of the survivors lost 
faith in obedience to the Law as the way of ultimate 
salvation and became convinced that a man who had 
been proclaimed as the Messiah in Palestine in 1661 
was in fact the Messiah. Many were so convinced 
that Sabbatai lvi, the messianic pretender, was going 
to take them out of Europe and, miraculously bring 
them to the Holy Land that in Holland, Germany, 
Poland and elsewhere, they sold their property to 
make ready for the wondrous journey. Furthermore, 
they saw their Messiah as the Last Adam and their 
restoration to the Holy Land as a restoration to Eden. 

Shortly after Sabbatai lvi was proclaimed Messiah, 
he was brought to Constantinople· where Turkish 
authorities gave him the choice of conversion to 
Islam or execution: The "Messiah" of the Jews there
upon elected to become a Mohammedan! However, 
hundreds of thousands of his followers were so 
dependent psychologically upon the promise of re
demption implicit in his role that, even after his 
apostacy, they could not cease to believe in him. A 
mystical theology developed which sought to explain 
why it was necessary in God's plan for the Messiah to 
become an apostate. In this theology, it was main
tained that the evil which impeded redemption could 
not be overcome by goodness. The Messiah had 
shown a new way to overcome evil, the holiness of 
sin. It was necessary to reject everything Jews had 
preViously stood for in the matter of behavioral 
compliance in order to fight evil with evil and bring 
about the redemption of Israel. 

The Sabbatian movement was a Jewish millenarian 
movement. Norman Cohn and Peter Worsley have 
documented comparable movements among Chris
tians and non-Christians influenced by Christianity, 
such as the Anabaptists in sixteenth-century MOnster 
and the South Sea Cargo Cults.' A common tendency 
in all millenarian movements is the belief that hu
manity is about to be liberated from the limitations 
of pain, transcience and mortality which constitute 
the human condition. It is very likely that millenarian 
expectations may once again surface in the Christian 

world. I would not be at all surprised if a wave of 
millenarian enthusiasm were to develop in California 
in the last decade of the present century and then 
spread outward. 

In some millenarian movements, there is a ten
dency to break all kinds of behavioral taboos includ
ing sexual restrictions. This tendency was manifest 
among the Sabbatians and the Anabaptists of 
Munster. The Anabaptists practiced sexual commun
ism as well as communism of property. Sociologists 
of religion have suggested that the taboo-breaking 
aspect of millenarian movements stems from a desire 
for action symbolizing total liberation from the old, 
iniquitous order.' Very frequently, religious utopians 
regard themselves as beyond good and evil. Con
trasting their redeemed lives with the lives of un
redeemed men and women, they often claim that the 
truly redeemed person can do no evil. People who 
have suffered grievously from the old order often 
desire a direct and dramatic way of asserting their 
total freedom from that order. It is not difficult, for 
example, to imagine the incredible sense of libera
tion a seventeenth-century Jew might have had after 
he had become convinced that the Messiah had 
liberated him from the iniquities and even the be
havioral limitations of the present world. We know 
that comparable attitudes developed among Chris
tians in times of great stress. The breaking of sacred 
taboos thus tended to become a symbol of the 
breaking-in of the new and more glorious order of 
human happiness for lewsand Christians alike. 

Although millenarian movements tend to arise in 
times of social stress to express the aspirations of 
the deprived, suffering, no matter how severe, 
usually is not a sufficient co"dition for them to ap
pear. Norman Cohn has stressed the importance of a 
surplus population pressure as a precondition. When 
people have been displaced from their normal roles 
and uprooted from their customary social moorings, 
they are more prone than usual to turn to millenarian 
expectation. 

According to Cohn, in the eleventh, twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries, peasants came off the land in 
the Rhineland and moved to Flanders where small 
factories were beginning to develop for the manu
facture of cloth. As long as these people remained in 
their peasant, feudal communities in the Rhineland, 
they had a viable way of life in spite of economic 
deprivation. When they left the land and entered the 
money economy in Flanders, they were subject to the 
vicissitudes of the market place to an extent they 
had never previously encountered. Above all, they 
were subject to unpredictable periods of unemploy
ment in a society which had no experience in dealing 
with the phenomenon. On the land, peasants shared 
whatever they had. The institution of the extended 
family served as a buffer against the worst hardships. 
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In the towns of Flanders, a man without work or 
money was a man for whom society had little use. It 
was no accident that the Crusades attracted many 
such men and women. People with meaningful roles 
do not normally travel thousands of miles on highly 
dangerous errands to totally strange places. Some
thing of the same phenomenon was also manifest 
among the nobility during the Crusades. Usually, the 
younger sons, excluded from inheritance by the law 
of primogeniture, sought to find their fortune in a 
distant land. 

One of the most important social consequences of 
the discovery of America was that the New World 
was able to relieve the pressure of Europe's popula
tion surplus for several centuries. Nevertheless, if 
America was Europe's safety valve, it also provided 
some Europeans with a virgin territory in which they 
believed the millenium might finally be realized. The 
same impetus which led the Anabaptists to proclaim 
the arrival of the New Jerusalem at Munster led other 
Europeans to cross the sea to establish God's King
dom in the New World. According to R. W. B. Lewis, 
if one examines American literature, especially in the 
nineteenth century, one finds the prototypical Amer
ican hero to be a figure of innocence and purity, a 
reborn Adam before the fall.' Lewis maintains that 
one of the most potent convictions expressed in 
American literature was that the New Eden was 
destined to arise on the North American continent. 
Americans were the race chosen by the Creator for 
the gift of a second chance. Many came to these 
shores convinced that, as God's elect, they would be 
guided by Providence to Eden restored. The Amer
ican Adam was prelapsarian Adam reborn. It is my 
conviction that the ocean voyage which brought our 
ancestors to these shores may also have been an 
element in the American mythic imagination. That 
journey may have been thought of as a baptismal 
voyage in which the ocean itself became the bap
tismal font. One died to one's old European self and 
was born anew as sinless Adam in the New World. 

Few, if any, American writers have dealt with the 
theme of the restoration of Eden as perceptively as 
Herman Melville. Something in Melville never gave 
up the hope that Eden. might be found once again, 
although at a very early stage of his literary career 
he abandoned the hope that his own country might 
provide the setting for Eden restored. Both Melville's 
early optimism and his later disillusion have much 
to teach us. In his first novel, Typee, Melville told the 
story of his own youthful journey to the Marquesan 
Islands. When Melville's ship arrived at the islands, 
he jumped ship. He found a native population almost 
totally unspoiled by contact with the occidental 
world. The natives knew nothing about money or 
sexual inhibition in our sense, although they did have 
their own taboos. They were also, in Melville's words, 

"gormandizers of human flesh." Nevertheless, their 
sensuous delights and freedom from sexual restraint 
were such that in his novel, Melville referred several 
times to the island as Eden. 

Melville's mother was a Calvinist; so, too, was the 
dominant religious ethos of his time. Undoubtedly, 
Melville felt very deeply the contrast. between the 
emotionally constricted existence he knew at home 
and the sensuous life he enjoyed during his sojourn 
with Fayaway, his beautiful Marquesan companion. 
He describes his life with her in the most lyrical 
terms. Melville was unable to find the Eden he sought 
in America. Perhaps by his time, it was already too 
late. He did find it in the South Seas. However, the 
Eden Melville discovered was one in which he could 
neither be at home or at ease. He became ill almost 
as soon as he jumped ship. It is possible that, had he 
fully recovered, the Typee tribesmen might have 
eaten him as they had consumed other strangers. He 
never knew whether or not he was a lamb being fat
tened for eventual slaughter. Clearly, if Typee was 
Eden, it belonged to other men and not to Melville. 

There is little of Eden in Moby Dick, but there is a 
vision of its antithesis, the world of the fall as 
characterized by the demonic potentialities of tech
nological civilization. In the character of Captain 
Ahab, Melville presented an image of what he be
lieved America was becoming. Ahab is the captain of 
a ship who ostensibly sets out upon a commercial 
venture, the hunting of whales. He has at his disposal 
all of the tools and knowledge available in his time 
to facilitate his labor. The whaling ship is a tribute 
to Yankee inventive skill. It is also a precursor of 
American technological skill in the twentieth cen
tury. In reality, Ahab has no intention to hunt whales 
for commerce. He is intent upon hunting one whale 
alone, the whale which had deprived him of his leg 
on a previous journey. Furthermore, Ahab's hatred of 
the great white whale expresses more than mere 
vengeance against a dumb beast. The whale is a sym
bol to the Captain of all of the forces in the cosmos 
which have mutilated his person and his psyche. 
Ahab is interested in the practical and the workable 
only insofar as his own and other men's skills can 
further his quest for cosmic vengeance. He is in as 
absolute control over the lives of his crew as any 
totalitarian dictator of the twentieth century is over 
his subjects. At one point, Ahab asserts that as there 
is only one Lord over heaven and earth, there is only 
one Lord over his ship, the Pequod. However, Ahab 
does not use his god-like power to enhance life. In a 
moment of pathetic self-recognition, he declares, 
"All my means are rational. On Iy my ends are 
insane." 

In the image of Ahab using rational means for 
insane ends, Melville offers a prophetic judgment on 
the potentialities of the technological society which 
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he saw as our destiny. Ahab resembles no twentieth
century leader as much as Adolf Hitler who utilized 
German technology and his own total control over 
the Germans for a suicidal adventure which ended in 
ruin both for his own people and their adversaries. 
Where others saw America as the divinely ordained 
New Eden, Melville clearly saw less-fortunate po
tentialities in his own country. 

According to R. W. B. lewis, there was a party of 
hope and a party of memory in nineteenth-century 
America. There were optimists like Emerson and 
Thoreau who were convinced that life in America 
was forever getting better. They were the party of 
hope. Melville started out with a comparable hope
fulness. In his early autobiographical novel, Redburn, 
he likened America to Eden. Nevertheless, he was 
incapable of maintaining that optimistic judgment. 
Already in Typee, Melville found his Eden elsewhere 
and, as we have seen, couldn't escape soon enough. 
His short novel, Bart/eby the Scrivener, expressed a 
very different mood. Perhaps no nineteenth-century 
literary work comes as close to the mood of Franz 
Kafka as does Bart/eby. Bartleby is a copyist in a law 
office, completely wedded to the world of paper and 
documents. His life consists of nothing save copying 
legal documents.and looking out of his window at a 
blank wall. Unlike Captain Ahab, who would pierce 
the symbolic wall which hedges ~im in, Bartleby 
cannot pierce his wall. Bartleby refuses to leave the 
office at night. He foresakes food and finally starves 
to death voluntarily in the New York prison appro
priately known as The Tombs. After his death we 
learn that Bartleby had spent many years in govern
ment service as a postal clerk in the dead letter 
office. It was his duty to be the unresponding 
receptacle of other men's futile hopes, opening 
letters addressed often lovingly to the deceased. It 
was also his responsibility to dispose of their pathetic 
contents. The novel concludes with the phrase, "Ah 
Bartleby, ah humanity." Bartleby is perhaps Mel
ville's grimmest response to America's party of hope. 

Melville's last judgment on his own country is to 
be found in the great short novel of his old age, 
Billy Budd. Billy Budd is possessed of both innocence 
and beauty. In the novel, Melville observes that if an 
Italian sculptor of the renaissance period had wanted 
to make a sculpture of Adam before the fall, he could 
have no better model than young Billy. Melville 
clearly identifies his hero with prelapsarian Adam. 
Unfortunately, Billy's innocence is a doomed inno
cence. He is falsely accused by C1aggart, described 
by the author as a snake-like figure, of mutinous 
disloyalty to the Captain Edward Fairfax Vere. At 
his trial, Billy is struck dumb by Claggart's accusa
tion. In a desperate attempt to find his speech and 
express his true feelings, he unintentionally strikes 
and kills Claggart before the court martial. Although 

Vere has no doubt that Billy was innocent of the 
accusation, he is convinced that Billy must be sum
marily condemned to death for his unintentional ad. 
Vere acknowledges to his fellow officers that his 
decision is counter to his natural feelings of affection 
and sympathy for Billy. However, Vere asserts that 
he does not serve nature but the King and the King's 
law. Vere understands that the human world has 
transformed nature. Men no longer live in the natural 
world, but a world of their own making, the world 
of the fall. The requirements of the King's law 
demand that the homicide be punished. Within a 
very short time, Billy is executed. He is not destroyed 
by the evil Claggart, but by the good, decent man 
who is in command. 

After Melville's death, a note was found in his 
handwriting in his desk which read, "Remain faith
ful to the dreams of thy youth." Something in 
Melville never ceased to yearn for a world in which 
innocence had its place, but he was too lucid to be
lieve that America could any longer be that place. 
Billy is not condemned by evil men but by the good 
man who selflessly does his duty. In the encounter 
between Billy and Vere, we see how far America's 
virgin potentiality as the place of the New Eden has 
been transformed by the inevitable requirements of 
commerce, industry and social stratification. Could 
it be that the real fall of man took place when the 
division of labor was introduced into human affairs? 

Melville's disillusionment with the party of hope 
was not accepted by all of his contemporaries. To 
this day, the dream of restored innocence reamins a 
permanent part of the American cultural inheritance. 
In recent years, the quest to restore the innocence 
of prelapsarian Adam has even had a revived 
potency in .American politics. Not surprisingly, the 
quest is linked with the pressures of a surplus popu
lation in our country as it was in Europe in former 
times. Although the extent of radicalism among the 
young, especially in the universities, has undoubtedly, 
been journalistically exaggerated, there is a connec
tion between utopian politics and student life. The 
American student population dwarfs in size the 
student populations of all other advanced western 
countries. In no other country are middle-class 
young people kept off the labor market as long as 
they are in the United States. Our colleges and uni
versities perform a dual function: They educate and 
they also provide a respectable precinct in which 
otherwise unemployable young people can gather 
until they can enter the labor market. By giving 
middle-class young people the status of students, we 
avoid addi ng them to the rolls of the workless. The 
date of entry into the labor market advances con
tinually. However, there is something inherently dis
orienting for a young adult to spend four, five and 
even ten years in a dependent position as a student 
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in an academic setting. The process is infantilizing, 
for young men and women in a university setting 
cannot normally take full adult responsibility for 
their own lives. University life may be the best means 
we have of coping with a surplus middle-class popu
lation-I believe it is-but we must not be surprised 
if, on occasion, the same messianism and utopianism 
which have manifested themselves among surplus 
populations elsewhere come to expression in 
America. As we have seen, the roots of that mes
sianism govery deep in American culture. 

In our times, messianism, utopianism and millena
rianism are more likely to take political than re
ligious forms in spite of the fact that the underlying 
impulse is profoundly religious. If the new Eden is 
to appear in America, it will have to be a human 
creation. It is interesting for an historian of religion 
to observe American politics, especially the politics 
of the left. So much of it is the result of the surface 
secularization of an essentially religious vision. 

The messianic vision motivating Marxist ideology 
has often been noted. Professor Richard Bernstein 
of Haverford College has observed that the more one 
penetrates to the quintessence of Marxist thought, 
the more one finds oneself in the presence of themes 
in a secularized form which have preoccupied 
religious thinkers throughout the ages.' Among these 
themes, Bernstein lists the severity of human aliena
tion, the apocalyptic sense of the imminence of the 
coming revolution and the messianic certainty which 
infuses much. of Marx's own thinking. Marxist 
thought speaks to some of our deepest hopes and 
aspirations, especially the hope that the day may 
come when all men will be able to live free and 
creatively-fulfilled lives. Furthermore, this yearning 
constitutes a perceptive critique of many of our 
current social ills. The vision of what men might 
become lends impetus to the resolve to change what 
they are. The knowledge that we have inflicted most 
of our ills upon ourselves compels us at least to 
speculate on the possibility that human intelligence 
might suffice to set our alienated condition aright. 
In any event, contemporary politics, especially the 
politics of the left, exhibits impressive evidence of 
the durability of the religious hope that the fall of 
man might be reversed and mankind restored to its 
lost felicity. 

If, however, the vision which undergirds our hope 
for a better world is rooted in the imagery of the 
Bible, especially in the yearning to restore Eden and 
the bliss of Adam before the fall, Biblical religion 
may offer another insight to those whose religion 
has become politics: When the Serpent entices Eve 
into disobedience, he tells her, 

For God knows that in the day that you eat thereof, 
your eyes shalt be opened and you shall be as God 
(orthe gods), knowing good andevil. (Gen. 3:5) 

The real content of the quest for Eden is the yearning 
for a god-like omnipotence beyond all craving and 
possibility of harm. Were we ever to achieve Eden, 
we would no longer be men but God. Paul of Tarsus 
understood this when he asserted that Jesus Christ 
is the last Adam. According to Paul, unless one be
comes one with Christ-that is, unless one achieves 
union with his godly nature-there is no way to gain 
the ultimate prize. Eden can be achieved, according 
to Paul, by religious means alone. It is God's gift. A 
corrolary of that insight is that all human attempts 
to attain perfect felicity are doomed to failure. It can 
be argued that this does not cancel out the necessity 
of finding ways of achieving greater relative con
tentment by human agency than most men now 
enjoy. Undoubtedly, any increment in the level of hu
man contentment is worthy of pursuit. Nevertheless, 
it may be that men will always be more likely to be 
dissatisfied by what they do not possess than content 
with what they do. If so, mankind may be afflicted 
with an ineradicable level of discontent, nO matter 
what physical comforts technology makes available. 

Jean Paul Sartre may have been mindful of a some
what similar insight when he observed at the end of 
Being and Nothingness that men forever yearn to be 
God? According to Sartre, in their instability and 
insecurity, men are compelled to seek the content
ment and security which God alone could enjoy. The 
human condition is thus characterized by an impos
sible quest: Men strive to be God, but God does not 
exist. There is no way out of th is never-endi ng 
discontent. Perhaps no other contemporary philos
opher has offered as severe a judgment on human 
yearning as is expressed in Sartre's early writings. It 
is not at all surprising that he sought to escape from 
his own lucid yet harsh judgment into revolutionary 
politics in later life. Yet, if Sartre takes his own 
insights seriously, he must know how futile his cur

rent political quest must be. Nothing can relieve the 
discontent men must endure, for no revolution could 
turn men into gods. 

In the face of both human limitation and the ap
parently ineradicable yearning to overcome it, it 
would seem that two responses are possible. The 
first is the revolutionary attempt to do through 
human agency-that is, through polities and, if neces
sary, revolution-what men once believed God could 
and would do for them. The second response is 
somewhat sadder, less promising and certainly less 
glamorous. It is the response expressed in the convic
tion that men are not gods and will never be devoid 
of some level of discontent. Although it may be 
possible for them to ameliorate some of humanity's 
ills, none can entirely escape Sisyphus' con
demnation: Every time Sisyphus rolls his huge stone 
up the hill, the gods cast it down once again, com
pelling him to begin his labour ever anew.' 
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Some men can live with a Sisyphean affirmation. 
Perhaps most cannot. It is very likely that most of 
us will never be able to get the yearning for Eden 
entirely out of our systems. Sartre couldn't, and few 
men have ever been as capable of radical unbelief 
as he. Unfortunately, if we cannot abandon our 
dream, we shall from time to time be ready to kill on 
a large scale to achieve it. And, few men are as 
dangerous as the armed prophet, irrevocably com
mitted to rooting out evil by any available means in 
order to attain his vision of the good. The alterna
tive to the armed prophet is tentativeness, a certain 
kind of moral modesty and resignation to the fact 
that Adam's fall is his sad but abiding legacy to all of 
his offspring until the last generation. 
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