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INTRODUCTION:

In 1820, Thomas Jefferson pieced together (literally) a little book entitled “The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth,” which has also come to be called the Jefferson Bible. The book represents Thomas Jefferson’s attempt – actually, his second attempt – to distill the essence of Jesus’s message from the gospels by editing out everything he considered extraneous or distracting, including all the supernatural elements.

Forrest Church describes the Jefferson Bible’s tortuous path from concept to fruition in the introduction to the edition I have. (Indeed, his master’s thesis at Harvard Divinity School was on the Jefferson Bible.) I’m not going to go into it, except to say that the story involves both Dr. Benjamin Rush, an outspoken Universalist and Joseph Priestley, who in addition to discovering oxygen was instrumental in establishing Unitarianism in both England and America. My talk this morning is not so much about the Jefferson Bible per se as it is about how it relates to my own spiritual journey.

[Reading, pp. 9-10]

The Jefferson Bible has fascinated me ever since I first learned of its existence – even though I didn’t get around to actually reading it until recently.

I was raised in the Lutheran church. By the time I was in my teens, I was growing increasingly disillusioned and frustrated, not with Christianity per se, but with what I perceived as the gap between the teachings of Jesus and the practices of the church (and in some cases of the churchgoers).

There were other elements, too – the widening gulf between supposedly literally true Biblical accounts and what I was learning about the world around me, for example. Not to mention perceived inconsistencies within the Bible. I didn’t think of what I was going through as a conflict between faith and reason, but that’s what it was.

For a while I played the rationalization game – tried to come up with increasingly implausible explanations to reconcile what I learned in church with what I learned in school. But I gave that up pretty quickly. I decided quite early that if my Christian faith depended on the literal truth of every word in the Bible, I was in trouble.

Mind you, I didn’t like being a doubter. In a religion – any religion – where salvation is purported to depend on faith, to doubt is to risk damnation. I really couldn’t help it though. If my faith was going to survive, I thought, I had to find a basis for it other than Biblical infallibility.

If I were going to truly believe in the divinity of Jesus (and at that time – indeed, until fairly recently – I couldn’t completely escape the fear that not believing would send me to Hell), I needed some basis for that belief other than “because the Bible says so.” In a very cynical moment, I found that basis in an early epiphany: The concept of total love espoused by Jesus, I thought, was inconsistent with human nature and could not have arisen spontaneously from a DNA-based life form. So he had to be divine, or at least divinely inspired (and the difference wasn’t relevant to me).

Here’s what I didn’t realize I was doing: Instead of using Jesus’ divinity – as asserted by the Bible and the church – as a basis for ascribing credibility and validity to His teachings, I looked for credibility and validity in the teachings themselves as evidence of his divinity. [Matthew 7:24] The “rock” to me was the inherent truth and beauty in Jesus’s teachings.

Having convinced myself that the essence of Christianity had to be the teachings of Jesus, I at one point decided to get at that essence by weeding out what I considered the irrelevant parts of the Bible. Bye bye Old Testament – if Jesus’s teachings are the key to salvation, why bother with anything before that? Bye bye Revelations – I never could reconcile that particular apocalyptic vision with Jesus’ teachings  and didn’t think it belonged in the Bible. In fact – I had one of those Bibles with Jesus’ words highlighted in red – so in the end I decided the best approach was to go through the New Testament only reading the red words. Choosing which parts of the Bible to base my faith on wouldn’t have felt nearly so heretical had I known then that I was in such good company – and that Thomas Jefferson had beaten me to it by about 150 years.

To use an overused expression, I was – I now realize, looking back – trying to separate the religion of Jesus from the religion about Jesus. By the religion of Jesus, I don’t mean Judaism – the religion He was raised in and trained in; and I don’t mean to write him off as, as Bart Ehrman would have it, a “first-century apocalyptic prophet” – he may well have been that, but that’s not all he was. I mean the truths underlying his teachings – His message of universal love. ‘Twas, in a way, a very proto-Unitarian thing to be doing. Perhaps it was inevitable that I eventually ended up here.

In “A Chosen Faith”, co-author Forrest Church points out something that had never really registered with me, despite having recited the Apostle’s Creed hundreds of times. [CF, pp. 6-7] 

I consider myself a Unitarian Universalist Christian. Somewhere deep down, I still believe in the divinity of Jesus. And even if I lost that belief, I’d still consider myself a follower, a believer in and student of His teachings. I’ve gotten to a point in my spiritual journey, though, where I don’t believe the question of his divinity is particularly important. As a Universalist, I believe that if any of us is going to Heaven, we all are, regardless of the particulars of our theological beliefs.

FOUNDING FATHERS:

I’m going to change gears here for a few minutes. In the course of studying the chain of events leading up to the Jefferson Bible, I ran across some things that might provide a little context on the religious climate of Jefferson’s time and the religious views of some of our founding fathers. A warning: some of this is my own interpretation of information from various sources. Your mileage may vary.

There have been four “card-carrying” Unitarian presidents: John Adams, John Quincy Adams, Millard Fillmore and William Howard Taft (who also holds the distinction of being the only president to also serve as Chief Justice).

In a list of religious affiliations of U.S. Presidents, Jefferson is usually counted as a Protestant, on the grounds of his membership in an Episcopalian church. His beliefs, however, were much more closely aligned with Unitarianism. He attended Joseph Priestley’s church in Philadelphia whenever he had the opportunity.

Quote from a letter to Dr. Benjamin Waterhouse in June, 1822:

“Had the doctrines of Jesus been preached always as pure as they came from his lips, the whole civilized world would now have been Christian. I rejoice that in this blessed country of free inquiry and belief, which has surrendered its creed and conscience to neither kings nor priests, the genuine doctrine of one only God is reviving, and I trust that there is not a young man now living in the United States who will not die an Unitarian.”
I should note that several of our early Presidents are counted as Episcopalians based on church affiliation but arguably were more Deist in their personal views: George Washington, James Madison and James Monroe. Our first indisputably Christian president –Andrew Jackson, a Presbyterian – was not elected until 1824.

I ran across one article that tried to defend calling Jefferson a Protestant on the grounds that Unitarianism (in those days) was considered a Protestant Christian denomination. (Another reference made a similar case for Universalism.) However, while the Unitarians of the time considered themselves a branch of Christianity, a belief system that denied the divinity of Jesus was unlikely to have been considered truly Christian by more orthodox denominations. I would think that a mainstream Protestant’s view of Unitarianism would have been: “Methinks thou dost protest too much.”

Indeed, during the rather nasty election campaign of 1800, Jefferson was variously accused of being a pagan or an atheist. What led to Joseph Priestley coming to America in the first place was being ostracized in England for his Unitarian views. The point is, while Unitarianism was indeed an offshoot of Christianity, it was probably not widely regarded as “just another Christian denomination.”

I also ran across a quote from Benjamin Franklin expressing his religious beliefs, in the last year of his life (d. 1790). By the way, Franklin attended Joseph Priestley’s church, but that was in England, before Priestley came to America (in 1794).

I believe in one God, creator of the Universe. That he governs it in his providence. That he ought to be worshipped. That the most acceptable service we can render to Him is doing good to his other Children. That the soul of Man is immortal, and will be treated with Justice in another Life respecting its conduct in this. These I take to be the fundamental Principles of all sound Religion, and I regard them as you do in whatever Sect I meet with them. 

As to Jesus of Nazareth, I think the System of Morals and his Religion, as he left them to us, the best the World ever saw or is likely to see; but I apprehend that it has received various corrupting changes, and I have, with most of the present Dissenters in England, some Doubts as to his Divinity; tho' it is a question I do not dogmatize upon, having never studied it, and think it needless to busy myself with it now, when expect soon an Opportunity of knowing the Truth with less Trouble. 

I shall only add, respecting myself, that, having experienced the Goodness of that Being in conducting me prosperously thro' a long life, I have no doubt of its Continuance in the next, though without the smallest Conceit of meriting such Goodness. 

I found it remarkable how similar his views were to Jefferson’s – and in most respects to my current views. The only thing I’d disagree with – as a Univeralist – is that my conduct in this life might determine my fate in the next.

I’m going to pause now and throw in a little musical interlude…

THOUGHTS ON SOME OF JESUS’ TEACHINGS:

To me, the central tenet of Jesus’ teachings is [p. 116] If I wanted to put a Unitarian slant on it, I would say that to love God could be interpreted as recognizing yourself as part of a greater whole; to understand your place in creation. So: love God, love your neighbor, this is the whole of the law, everything else is just embellishment and obfuscation.

In having reread much of the Gospels for the first time in a while, I am reminded that not all of Jesus’ teachings are easily decipherable. (Reading the Gospel of Thomas will only reinforce that notion.) Jesus spoke in parables and metaphors, and His meaning is not always clear. At least to me. I was amused to note that the apostles themselves sometimes had to ask for clarification.

It’s been interesting to learn, primarily from the work of Bart Ehrman and Elaine Pagels, just how much diversity there was in Christianity in the first and second centuries. Just about every heretical interpretation one can imagine had its roots in those days. Christianity did not start as a unified doctrine and practice and then devolve into a hodgepodge; it started as a hodgepodge, and stayed that way until it was forcibly unified by Constantine and the Council of Nicea…after which, it stayed pretty much unified until the Protestant reformation.

One of the long-running debates in Christianity is whether salvation comes through faith or good works. (As with most doctrinal questions, if there were a crystal-clear biblical answer, the debate would have ended a long time ago.) It has always seemed to me that this is a moot point for a faith that requires that we love our neighbors as ourselves. True faith begets good works – inevitably – or it’s not true faith.

To me, the Christian concept that we are all sinners doesn’t mean we’re incapable of good – it’s just a reminder that we are not perfect. [p. 83] (This particular story is problematic in that it is generally agreed to have been a later addition to the Gospel of John.) The doctrine of forgiveness of sins I have always found to be a source of continual hope – no matter how bad I mess up today, I can start over with a clean slate and try to do better tomorrow.

Taxes – p. 114 An early call for the separation of church and state, or more accurately a call to fulfill both our worldly and spiritual obligations…OR…perhaps the message was “You have heard that there is nothing certain in life but death and taxes…well, I can give you some hope on the death part…”

Object lesson: A messenger of love and peace and possibly salvation comes along, threatens the status quo, so we kill him. (p. 11)

Prayer: [p.88] In context, the whole section referring to “Ask and it shall be given ye” is referring specifically to the Holy Spirit, not to riches. [LBLC pp. 78-79]

“Take ye therefore no thought for the morrow” [p. 52]: I’m inclined to think of that metaphorically – not as an admonition not to save for retirement, but rather to live this life without worrying about the next.

Riches: It is hard to reconcile “It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven” and “Lay not up for yourselves…” [p. 50] with the so-called gospel of prosperity put forth by some churches. My thought: it’s not a matter of how wealthy you are; it’s more about how you got that way and what you’re doing with it.

One possible interpretation of His teachings is that Jesus was trying to tell us that we all have a spark of divinity within us, and all we need to do is learn to recognize it, to open ourselves to it in a spiritual awakening. The gnostic gospels are based on the concept that there is a special secret knowledge required for salvation, or to unlock the divinity within ourselves. I don’t agree with that…I’m more inclined to think that it really isn’t all that big a secret.
