The Dangers of Apocalyptic Eschatology

Dialogue with B. Patrick Williams

Patrick: Well, my friend, | sympathize with your conceredative to the violent
judgment of God as understood by many evangeliodte “coming soon.” The end of his world
has been portrayed as a violent, cataclysmic d@hantesults in horrific destruction as a result of
God'’s judgment of those who have rebelled agaimst hthink there are many ways in which
you and | can clarify some important issues aratisimaterial.

| understand your worries regarding Bush’s war&fghanistan and Iraq, the destruction
of the environment, and America becoming a “pofitage” comprised of the poorly educated
who lack “government services.” Do you think it'egsible for evangelicals to hold to a belief in
an end times judgment by God while still caringtfoe environment, desiring to prevent war,
advocating for government services and solid educat

Josh: Frankly, Patrick, | do not. For centuries onelef bedrock assertions of
Christianity has been its dualistic withdrawal frtime actual, material-political world. The Neo-
Hegelian critique of Christianity unearthed a giieatght into the aggressions and
exterminations perpetuated in Jesus’ name. Bagiéauerbach, Marx, and others criticized
Christianity as an “individualistic” religion thareached personal salvation and renunciation of

the material/political world because this world Wwesrrupt” and damned by God. You know
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the story. Christianity has always been aboutspeal salvation,” and when evangelical, about
“saving souls.” Mainline Christianity in terms thife message communicated to the lay-people,
as we both know, has never been concerned witretthgolitick matters of this world. In

almost every single historical example that | calhto mind, the call toeform the existing

world as a “mandate from God” has been met witistasce from mainstream Christianity and
condemned as heresy, which is ironic as the dowdrdanty, minister-to-the-poor, fuck-the-
authorities-and-status-quo attitude of most herefiarmers and revolutionaries is closer to the
original mandate of Jesus. | think mainstream iamity from its very origins in the early
church is a perversion of Jesus’ material messafjehe Kingdom of God” isof thisworld, in
thisworld, embodied in real people. This has always been a revolutionary messaggot Desus
killed. Its gotten a lot of other people killedwasll (Martin Luther King Jr. & Oscar Romero are
two very popularized, contemporary examples).

Personally, Patrick, | feel you have an overly laea and naive view of what
Christianity means and how it is practiced, espldiathe U.S. You might try to defend your
“Christianity” with “band-aid” programs of prisonimstries, soup kitchens, missions trips,
youth outreach, etc, but each of these programslamnsately self-serving, thinly veiled attempts
to “save souls” and are not all that concerned wailiéviating the socio-economic pain and
suffering of the body and exploited communitiemadAne of the most time-tested truisms of
what I'm saying, ala Bertrand Russell, has beerptrgerse and detestable stance of Christianity
on sex. In the world we live in, it is absolutatymoral and obscene to deny birth control and
family planning, yet the church continues to do so.

Patrick: Well, frankly my friend, I'm disappointed that yalon’t think an end times

believing evangelical can also value the envirortregek to prevent war, and advocate for



The Dangers of Apocalyptic Eschatology

government services and education. | was hopingythawould offer a thoughtful perspective
as to how an evangelical might channel some ofiignergy into “this-worldly” concerns;
instead, you've taken a position governed by iat#llal, theoretical considerations that distorts
your perceptions. Of course, an evangelical whiebes in the end-times can support taking
care of the environment, seek to prevent war, aabeoior government services and education. |
am one.

I’'m afraid that your bias against Christianityc@mpromising your ability to think
critically. You offer valuable points of view buten you over simplify them and reduce them
into one sided, dogmatic positions. These issuesnaitti-faceted and more complex than you're
allowing. For instance, of course there are Clamstiwho have fled from the practical realities of
the world, but there are many Christians who enethe problems of the world. Martin Luther
King Jr. was an ordained Baptist minister.

And what of this false opposition that you've sptbetween the Kingdom of God as
being otherworldly versus the Kingdom of God beinfithis world, embodied in real people™?

Of course it is. You assert that | “might try tdfeled my ‘Christianity’ with ‘band-aid’ programs
of prison ministries, soup kitchens, missions trymith outreach, etc, but each of these
programs are ultimately self-serving, thinly veiktempts to ‘save souls’ and are not at all that
concerned with alleviating the socio-economic gaid suffering of the body and exploited
communities.” On what do you base this?

What you've offered is a sweeping generalizatiod aversimplification that outruns
what you should claim in good conscience. Your etdtimn that people’s suffering and pain
should be relieved is valid, but how can you redieeonly concern to that of saving souls? I'm

not an expert on Christian missions, but my undeding is that missionaries work to achieve
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the holistic well being of those they minister Yaur one-sided assertion that all Christians care
about is saving souls and that they don’t care abiter needs is utter nonsense. Your list
(“prison ministries, soup kitchens” etc.) makes paynt. These are activities that meet peoples’
real needs where they are, in the world. It’'s rithieg/or. If you care about someone, you want to
help the whole person. Of course, if you believa Bomeone’s soul is in jeopardy, you want to
share the gospel. But, if you love that person, also want to relieve their suffering. There are
all sorts of Christian ministries all around therldahat work for the this-worldly good of

others.

Josh: You are right, to some extent, about my over-gaigng and in places losing a
grasp on the complicated motives that go into ampdn action, but my general criticism about
“Christian” motivations stands, and you didn’t ewgnto address it. The militant atheist
Christopher Hitchens, whom | respect in some nmtad disagree with him on many others,
wrote a very good book on Mother Teresa (who isidmroming a saint) exposing her work
with the poor as a self-serving mission to savessfon God and that alone. Mother Teresa
admitted as much in an interview with Hitchens.e Matican Council, during their trial to
evaluate the “saintliness” of Mother Teresa evdieddlitchens in as the “Devil’'s Advocate” to
criticize Mother Teresa and make a case againgifa€of course his council did not win the
day). Here is a “holy” woman, a “saint,” by the shgeneral of Christian standards and she
devoted her life to working with the poor, but widid she really do? Did she actually raise any
individuals or families or villages or societies @fi socio-economic poverty? No. Did she try
to alleviate the suffering of the poor she came ountact with by constructing hospitals, family
planning centers, job-training centers, modern sigo No. What did she do? She

mythologized the idea of being “poor” and told phaor that they were truly blessed and would
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be rewarded in the next life, in tbeming “kingdom of God.” All she did was save souls, and
whatever material comfort she might have givervidréous individuals that came into contact
with her was a secondary concern.

Thus, | do make a generalization, yes, but baped the creed-driven religion that you
follow, the primary mission of Christianity is tedve souls for Christ” and ministering to the
socio-economic needs comes a distant second -stht Ard your uncritical and shallow
invocation of Martin Luther King Jr. is a great eas point. Martin Luther King Jr. was not
initially interested in the civil rights movemenite was a Christian minister, as you point out,
primarily interested in being a minister and sawsogls. For the first part of his career, King
tried to address racism and inequality through SZiamity and the Southern Baptist Church, but
he could do little and his white superiors andofelclergyman disapproved of his more radical
opinions and his growing conviction in organizedtpst. The official line of Christianity at the
mid-point of last century was that every hunsaal (not body) was equal before God and that
reform, if it should come, should come eventuallyGod’s time.” Martin Luther King Jr. had
to go against his church and join forces with theutar NAACP and other non-religious
affiliations (like the central role played by thadical, homosexual Bayard Rustin in the civil
rights movement who has been marginalized for s¢dercades).

So, to return to my original criticism, but rephireg yes “there are all sorts of Christian
ministries” that do “work for the this-worldly goarf others” as you say, but they do so
primarily in order to “save souls for Christ,” whigou cannot deny. | have seen first hand or
been told by people with first hand experience vguegts on during mission trips, prison
ministries, aiding the poor via homeless sheltasraissions, working with street kids,

volunteering at Job Corps, and various other “Giansministries.” While the primary stance of
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“saving souls for Christ” does noécessarily prevent or preclude addressing the socio-economic
circumstances of the world’s “oppressed,” basedtpe tract record of Christianity, | think

there is clear evidence for arguing that Christiaase often then not address and meet the needs
of the “spiritual” first, and socio-economic probie second, if at all. And further, when
Christians do address the socio-economic realtends to be through the value system of
Christianity, thus when | was a part of a missitisin my youth we went to Mexico not to

built a school, but to build a mission and holdvival meetings.” Now at the mission, there was
an orphanage for the handicapped, which meet theésnaf say 10 or so children, but the
institution was a mission built for training missaries and serving the needs of the church, not
primarily for helping Mexican orphans. This is fredicament and what | consider to be the
moral pathology of Christian “ministries:” the “sation” of the “soul” seems to be the primary
concern, while ministering to the needs of the badg addressing systematic injustice are not
always addressed.

Patrick: You write: “John advocating a systematic destructbthe ‘damned’ seems no
different than Hitler’'s program of Holocaust or NMazi visions of racial cleansing.” Then, you
move to connect such violent extermination with‘tlvars of aggression” by President George
W. Bush, asserting that both G.W. Bush and “fanaight-wing evangelical Christians” desire
to cause a “despicable Imperial bloodbath.”

First, however much you may dislike Bush, it seamnesal stretch to try to compare the
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq to the mass murdéheflews by the Nazis. Second, | certainly
don’t know of any evangelical Christians who woattl’ocate wholesale killing of the unsaved;
thus, your comparison between the Nazis and thé Bdministration and “fanatic...evangelical

Christians” doesn’t hold much water. Of courserdhare a few mentally ill, unbalanced people
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who claim to be Christians yet shoot abortion dactmd might advocate such violence; but, to
my knowledge, there are not many of them. ThirthhJoRevelation is very different from
Hitler's Holocaust. John’s Revelation is descriptof an anticipated future event; the Holocaust
was a proactive murder campaign that actually seduiRevelation used highly metaphorical,
non-literal language; the Holocaust was repleté witra-literal, concrete language about who
was to live or die based on purportedly racial abtaristics. Finally, John’s Revelation
originated out of a persecuted, oppressed commaaéking deliverance from their suffering;
the Holocaust was a murderous assault by a powierpdrial nation (Germany) upon their (and
their neighbor’s) minority Jewish populations. Thiishn’s Revelation and the atrocities of the
Holocaust are in fact very different.

Josh:  Ah, Patrick, now your logic and historical knoatge seem to be compromised.
First, | do not compare the Holocaust with Busimpérial wars, but | do compare both back to
John’s intolerant vision, which celebrates the esidn and execution of a categorically
stereotypical group, the “damned.” You are righsay that John’s vision is an “anticipated
future event,” which is tantamount to saying aapst plan of future genocide, and as such, it
has inspired and continues to inspire fantastions which can very easily deteriorate into
some nut-case’s delusional rampage to actuallytengenocidal campaign. I'm not saying that
most people who red®evelation or theBible and go out to kill people, but it has happened and
continues to happen. Perhaps one of the mosttgattarical examples was the militant arm of
the U.S. abolition movement and John Brown in patér. Also, if you readRevelation and the
Neo-Nazi propaganda, race war inciting nolte Turner Diaries the similarities are frightfully
manifest. And peoplBPO go out and act ofhe Turner Diaries, Timothy McVey (the

Oklahoma City Bomber) is perhaps the best well kmoBo what I'm saying is that Revelation
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fits within a “genocidal genre” and it is, thereltistle different from Hitler’s plan for the
Holocaust. | also think George W. Bush’s murkigfided foreign policy of “axis of evil,”
“preemptive strike,” and “war on terrorism” are@lsell within the genocidal genre and Bush’s
Imperial plan is a world catastrophe waiting to e

Your historical generalization of Nazi Germany @enpletely inaccurate, ironically
enabling you to misread the similarities betweenNlazis party and the early church. The
Germany of the Nazis was not a “powerful imperigfion” as you describe, but more akin to the
early church who you described as “a persecutqatesped community seeking deliverance
from their suffering,” albeit the nature of the gecution surrounding post WWI Germany was
quite different from the early church. | don’t waa go into a long historical lesson here, but as
| think you well know, Germany was one of the westkenperial powers to begin with, but lost
its Imperial domain after WWI, whereby, the draaliiz one-sided Treaty of Versailles put
Germany into an economic straight-jacket, whicimbmed with the U.S. stock market crash in
1929 felt the world over, handicapped the sociataeratic Weimar Republic, which was never
able to get off the ground, and this lead to vesgiseated socio-economic animosity
percolating within the majority of Germans, whicbhmbined with the virulent anti-Semitism
using Jews as a scapegoat for all of Germany’¢atii-Semitism already incubating in Europe
for a thousand years due almost exclusively to<tianity, see the great book by Jacob Katz
From Prejudice to Destruction: Anti-Semitism, 1700-1933) enabled a popularly elected Nazi
party to push through the fascist Third Reich afittekFs reign of terror.

Similarities? The young disgruntled Hitler and é&ly Brown Shirt followers where a
bunch plotting malcontents who felt persecuted Bjeavish/liberal conspiracy.” The Christians

became a scapegoat for all of Rome’s ills and \agversecuted minority. Hitler composed his
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epicMein Kampf in jail. John composelevelation while exiled on island of Patmos. Both the
Nazis and Early Christians composed fantasticéhotgsmic apocalypses that served to exercise
personal feelings of persecution, exclusion, amibspolitical unrest. The Nazis, to the human
race’s infamy, enacted their despicable genocklements of the Christian church are eagerly
awaiting their opportunity to do the same.

Patrick: You write: “now your logic and historical knowledgeem to be
compromised.” No my friend. You are right to clgrihat you were comparing the Holocaust
and “Bush’s Imperial wars” with “John’s intoleravision” and not with one another. However,
keep in mind that if A=B and B=C, it's reasonalmdrtfer that A=C. Your imprecision is more
at issue here, not my logic or knowledge of histéngynically, you go on to assert that all three
(Revelation, the Holocaust, and Bush’s wars) fit into a “gadatgenre;” hence, you validate
my earlier point about your comparison betweenNbei mass murders and the wars in
Afghanistan and Irag. | suggest you sharpen your omderstanding and your own explication
of what you are trying to assert.

You write: “Your historical generalization of Na@iermany is completely inaccurate.”
My friend, you would do well to embrace some hutyill’'ve read Katz's book, and your brief
historical lesson is accurate, but beside the p@ihiat you fail to see is that when Hitler was the
leader of Nazi Germany (1933-1945), he was verymaurcimperial ruler over an imperial
power who nearly conquered much of the world. Tihelarities between Hitler's supporters and
the early Christians are superficial at best whampgared with the similarities between the
Hitler's Nazi Germany and the Roman Empire. Whitgeaeralization indeed, the comparison

between Hitler's Germany and the Roman Empiresthically obvious. | encourage you to
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focus more on the issues at hand my friend; | sstggmi spend less time criticizing my
perspectives and more time examining and evalugbog own positions.

What “elements of the Christian church” are eagaviiting the opportunity to commit
genocide in a way analogous to the Nazis?

Josh: Yes, the mature Third Reich did have ambitionsa@b Imperial power and
conquer the world, you are right on this point, bstand by the coherence of my associations,
which are not black and white equations (=), theyssamply comparisons. But by the very
nature of your last question you seemed to haveedimy point completely: the coming
“genocide” is the supposed “end-times” prophecynfbin St. JamedRevelation. Now of
course this genocide will never happen becauseetitbtimes” prophesied by St. James is only
a myth — it will never happen. But there are aifigant number of Christians out there who do
think the “end times” will happen and when it dotbe majority of the world will supposedly be
cast out into the fiery pit of hell to burn for gtgy. That is my point. The illusion of St. John
has been uncritically turned into powerful dogmajali too many people take literally. This
greatly concerns me because implicitly or explydie Bible advocates genocide and | don’t
think that is a value that we should be teachingyoung.

Patrick: | was fortunate to attend an excellent lecturediynJDominic Crossan on the
subject of Revelation. Crossan asked us to imagireat it would be like to have our children or
friends or family members on a bus that was blowya terrorist bomb. What would we want
to do to the perpetrator? A few people tried t@o#fanctimonious and/or idealized answers, but
Crossan pressed them — how would you feel, if yoother, brother, sister, son, daughter was
killed? What would you want to do? Examine yourrteaCrossan said. Many of you, he

continued after a pause, would want vengeance. Hewransitioned, imagine that you are part

10
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of a persecuted community, being oppressed by timeaR government. Your people are
tortured and killed. Would you want vengeance? Mainyou would, he answered for us. Now,
whether that’s right or wrong, that's the motivatioehind the Apocalypse of Revelation.
Whether we agreed or not with the bloody visioiRef/elation, Crossan wanted us to be
sympathetic to the suffering that brought that babk&ut.

Now, for Crossan, that’s all Revelation is — adrigally conditioned book in which a
persecuted minority wished vengeance upon its Rapgaressors in symbolic language. From
Crossan’s point of view, one might extrapolate thatChristians who produced Revelation are
more closely analogous to the Jews who were massagrthe Germans than their Imperial
Roman oppressors. Evangelicals would see Revelatare prophetically; that is, evangelicals
would see Revelation as being both about the gastl as the future. Part of what is so
interesting about Revelation is that the languagesry much non-literal. | recall Marcus Borg
talking in class and at my master’s thesis defah®eit how fundamentalist evangelicals like Hal
Lindsey interpret attack helicopters out of passdbat describe insect type monsters. In my
own view, Revelation is derived from a vision oé tluture that also spoke to the past, but | don’t
think you can correlate current events with theaiiebf Revelation.

Josh, you are an intelligent, thoughtful persomw Wwhoth like and respect. What | don't
understand is how you seem to have over-conneatgddifferent ideas together as if they are
fundamentally the same? Granted, there is violanceviolent language that is common to all
three of these scenarios; but beyond that, theseeay different historical occurrences. Why
have you closely connected disparate ideas suttfed$azi extermination campaign, Bush’s

wars in Irag/Afghanistan, and the Book of Revela®io
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Josh: Because in my mind they are connected. Religintedarance is closely
connected with social and political intolerancejaliieads to discrimination, persecution,
pogroms, death camps, and genocide. You mentiteeepisode with Crossan, which is a good
illustration and allows one to sympathize with gisychology of the early church, but it does not
justify the book ofRevelation or make it any less perverted. JohRéselation is the product of
a violently delusional mind. | do not think theseany other way to evaluate the message of that
book, whether you believe it to be historically di@ioned or allegorical, it still unequivocally
sanctions genocide.

Such "visions” are dangerous, whether we sympathiethe delusional dreamer or not.
History overwhelmingly corroborates my argumenet ine take one current example as a point
in fact. Over a half century ago the Holocaust tvagpening and no “civilized” country cared to
help the Jews, not even the U.S. Nothing was tigriee Allies to help the Jews and no country
wanted a large influx of Jewish refugees. The @hge remotely open to a mass immigration
was Palestine, which many Jews under the banri@&pofhad been trying to fashion into Israel.
But, despite the Jewish myths to the contrary, fiale already had an established community of
Palestinians and a minority Jewish population rigdhe Imperial English who were protecting
their oil-rich cash crop economies in the MiddlesE&and the strategically important Suez Canal.

Religious luminary Martin Buber wanted a coopemtiewish and Palestinian State, with
an open immigration policy to help save EuropeavsJeNobody was listening. British interests
kept Jewish immigration to a trickle, thus the &pprtion of immigrants who made it to the
“Promised Land” were illegal, and the Palestiniaere hostile because the Zionist interests
did not want cohabitation; they wanted a JewisheStad the Palestinians out. This, as you

know, has created the tragic situation, wherely ogpressed Jewish community became in their
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turn oppressors. Israel with implicit U.S. supdatnched a preemptive war in 1968, another
preemptive war into Lebanon in 1982 (where form@&mP Minister Barak committed “death-
squad activities”), and a continual encroachment of the West BaiizaGand East Jerusalem
via an aggressive and zealous settler movemenidithpbacked by the Israeli government,
which has now lead to a large, concrete wall beungf on Palestinian land to protect Israeli
interests. The state of Israel has become an sgjgecentity, stealing large amounts of land
illegally and relentlessly persecuting the Paléstirpopulation, often killing innocent civilians
while bulldozing the economic lively hood of aniempeople.

While | agree that individual Palestinians haveppérated numerous horrors via suicide
bombers, the Palestinian people and Islam areheatobt causes of the violence in Palestine.
Even pro-Israel sources liKéne New York Times andNewsweek have recently acknowledged
this fact. The pro-Bush Interventionist Fareedataktitled his Aug 25, 200Rewsweek
column, “Suicide Bombers Can Be Stopped.” In thiela he wrote: “we treat suicide bombers
as delusional figures, brainwashed by imams. Bey tire also products of political realities.”
Zakaria, unlike most other pro-Israel media analgsked, “What had made this conflict one
that moves people not merely to kill but to die®id here | want to end this historical lesson
with the proposition that “ends must justify meaast “means must justify ends.” The
bloodthirsty revenge fantasies of bloody discrintimaand elimination of whole populations
found in the babblings of St. John, John Brownldtjtor William Pierce open the way for
delusional fanatics to incite violence and to kllook at the political realities of Israel wheme a
oppressed community metamorphosed into a violateSippressor and the perverted “ends” of

a greater Israel tantamount to the “political gedetof the Palestinian cause. Projected socio-

! Baruch Kimmerling, "From Barak to the Road Maletv Left Review (Sept/Oct 2003), 136.
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political-religious ends must reflect positive humalues, thus, no more revenge fantasies, no
more apocalyptic Revelations, no more final judgtseno more “damned.”

Patrick: You write regarding Revelation: “But certainly amgowho would dare assert
that what John described is actually going to ctorgass in the near future is completely bereft
of sanity or tolerance.” And, you write (the quértem Revelation 14:19-20): “No rational
person with a shred of decency could condone thient and genocidal program of
extermination.” One of the lessons of my mastdrésis (in which | interviewed 19 evangelical
Protestant Christians) was not to take evangelitadsliterally” (an expression of my friend
Chris Anderson); thus, | must recognize that aatisect existed between stated beliefs and
actions. In other words, | found that evangelivei® believed things | found objectionable (i.e.
that unless one believes in Jesus as their sdashe will be eternally damned; that God
through Jesus will come and judge the world inghd-times) were some of the most kind,
loving, honest, humble, and real people I'd evet.iHence, there was a huge disconnect
between the beliefs | found to be problematic dredactions | found worthy of admiration. As a
result of this, | couldn’t help but realize thaegelical Christians and evangelical Christianity
are much more nuanced and complex than I'd prelyidosught. Do you accept this disconnect
between beliefs and actions? How do you understand

Josh: Yes, you are certainly right on the mark, but‘tfisconnect” does not necessarily
translate into benevolence. My father was a furetaalist Christian and, while on the whole a
loving man and a good father, he could be an iraalebigot and authoritarian brute. While he
never had the power to inflict his intolerance otharitarianism outside his family, | certainly
felt the brunt of his tirades and was told morentbace as a thinly veiled threat that “sinners

where going straight to hell.” Like | mentioned@mapter one, | was also later condemned by
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my father and told | was going to hell because gpfvaw of atheism. All atheists, as any good
Christian fundamentalist will tell you, go straigbthell. It is basic Christian dogma. | have
also been confronted by many other Christian frgefamily, students, and strangers with the
same sentiment. So, while many people have tolthate fiery lake awaits me when | die, |
am aware of the impotent “disconnect” of theseleramt head-cases and | have been able to
deflect the message from the intent of its autimor rzot take the threat of hell seriously. But this
does not justify the root intolerance and violeatéhe root of many people’s understanding of
Christianity. Condemning someone to hell is a fofrpsychological violence; it is a type of
ideological fascism. But, yes, in the U.S. thera ‘disconnect,” all things considered, however,
think about fundamentalists with the same typentiflerance and violent religiosity in Pakistan,
India, Israel, Saudi Arabia, or Egypt to name a fmwspots. Given a certain type of socio-
political atmosphere that “disconnect” can easibagdpear. So while | will agree that there is a
certain “disconnect” between ideology and actiomwst mainstream Christians and
fundamentalist Christians, | still think the intaat and implicitly violent strains of thought
within theBible and Christian discourse are a lurking psychosisagotential threat to anyone
critical of Christianity.

Patrick: You write that belief in the end-times “is one bétstrongest and most obvious
demonstrations of the deep psychopathology of tivéstan religion.” What is the essence of
this deep psychopathology?

Josh: First and foremost is the attitude of “world dehiflat most Christians display.
Christianity has always been about putting faitd hape in another world and waiting for that
world to come, which of course, ironically, is ditly opposite of Jesus’ original message. It has

taken Christianity 2000 years to acknowledge thesldvand the human body as real certainties
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and not tainted, transient vessels, but even soé @tosstians still place the emphasis of their
lives outside this world andbutside of the human body. | think that is a psycholobgiekness
and it is a root cause of a lot of the social amdrenmental problems we are faced with.
Particularly psychotic is the “end times syndrortiedt allows a lot of Christians to passively
accept social-political ills as fated and ultimgtep to God to deal with, specifically George W.
Bush’s opportunistic, short sided, and damagingrenmental policies are a great example of
an unbalanced mind. Either Bush is a completehyozy opportunist and liar or he actually
thinks this world will soon perish when Christ netsi in triumph. Either way, destructive
nonsense!

Patrick: You write of John’s Gospel: “One is also confrontéith another aspect of
Jesus that is significantly lacking in the otheis@els and that is ‘judgment.” You have taken a
richly nuanced and complex text - spiritually, tlogpcally, and literarily insightful - and
radically oversimplified it. John’s gospel contamany, many elements, but | would argue that
it argues more for the importance of love than himgt else. Real, authentic existence is found in
Christ; without that one will suffer dislocation asesult of being separated from true life. This
is descriptive of reality, not an enthusiastic camdation. John’s gospel is about the value of
following God in Christ — what that looked like Jesus life and how it can play out in all of our
lives. There is the element of conflict betweendhdy Christian movement and the Jews; it is
out of this conflict that John is writing, so | aade there is forceful “judgment” language that
you find objectionable; however, that is only atpdrthis rich gospel. John is telling the story of
the incarnate Son of God through the rich narratared theological truths that come with his
insights as an apostle and original disciple ofiS&zhrist. Each gospel writer brings his own

unique perspective to bear as he tells this mgsbitant of stories. To assert that the essence of
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John’s Gospel is judgment seem to me an overstatesne a misrepresentation; John’s gospel
is most centrally about love and how to be in rigthétionship with God in order to live a life of
freedom as one was created to do. Here are someptesafrom John’s Gospel to illustrate that
it is most centrally about love and the life-giviredationship with God through Jesus Christ.

Jesus offers assurance to his followers becaussHi&od are with them: 1) “Before
long, the world will not see me anymore, but yoll sée me. Because | live, you also will live.
On that day, you will realize that | am in my Fathend you are in me, and | am in you. He who
loves me will be loved by my Father, and | too WwoNe him and show myself to himJghn
14:19-21). 2) “Peace | leave with you; my peage&/é to you. | do not give to you as the world
gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and ddoeaafraid” John 14: 27). 3) “Do not let your
hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in dehn 14:1). Thus, Jesus is telling his
followers how they might live calmly and authenligahrough relationship with Himself and
God. Here Jesus emphasizes the importance of‘{dweew command | give you: Love one
another. As | have loved you, so you must loveamether. By this all men will know that you
are my disciples, if you love one anotheidtfn 13:34-35). Hence, Jesus commands that his
disciples must love according not just to feelibgs also to actions. To follow Him as Lord
means one must Love; it's a command, not an option.

In John 10:10b, Jesus explains his central purpbbave come that they may have life,
and have it to the full.” This is the essence ef @ospel of John and the essence of the Christian
faith as known through a relationship with God inriSt. As Jesus asserts: “If you hold to my
teaching, you are really my disciples. Then yod kvibw the truth, and the truth will set you

free” (John 31b-32) and “If anyone is thirsty, let him comate and drink. Whoever believes in
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me, as the Scripture has said, streams of livinigmaill flow from within him” (John 7:37b-
38). The relationship with Jesus then as now aaibbuthentic existence and freedom.

One of my favorite passages in all of Scriptureuns in John’s Gospel Chapter Eight:
the story of the woman caught in adultery. Jestadlenges the crowd ready to murder her: “If
any one of you is without sin, let him be the fisthrow a stone at her.” [Gradually, all her
accusers and would-be murderers depart, and Jsksi$ ‘@Voman, where are they? Has no one
condemned you?” [She responds in the negative gfiTieither do | condemn you,” Jesus
declared. “Go now and leave your life of siddlin 8:7b-11). | could go on and on, but suffice
to say that the Gospel of John is clearly abouthmmore than judgment. Further, there are such
rich concrete details and points of spiritual trtitht, agree or disagree, | don’t see how you can
dismiss this work as “fantastic and otherworldlyiless there is something else being brought to
bear. Quite frankly, my hunch is that you must perating from an assessment colored not by
the actual text of John, but rather, from the padipface of wounded-ness resulting from your
experience of judgmental and narrow-minded Chnéiyaas evidenced by your father and others
close to you. How do you understand your reduabiodohn to being centrally about judgment
and not about love and “full” life as found in Cétf2

Josh: First, you have misread my criticism. When | ciizté theGospel of John | do so
in larger context than you seem to be able to gdraitin relation to his other bodevelation,
and thus | am addressing his corpus as a whagrele that John, who often refers to himself in
his Gospel as the disciple whom Christ “loved,” eskhe issue of love an important theme.

But | would argue that his Gospel is overshadowethb theme of “judgment” as no other
Gospel is, especially when one considers the messd&gvelation — and yes, my own

preoccupation with this aspect of John’s messagéan influence by my own negative
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experiences with Christianity. However, | find yargument for “love” naively superficial,
which is indicative of most Christians who intetieally hide from the implications of
Revelation. The same author penned these two books, thus;gmot read one without being
cognizant of the other. | find your preoccupatoon®love” to be representative of your own
interpretation of Christianity in general: you sgland focus on what you want to, you do not
engage the larger literary or historical contert] §ou ignore those passages and texts which run
counter to your argument or have socio-politic&tiipretations outside your own. | will admit
that my readings of Christianity in this chaptevéadeen one-sided, but one-sided for a point:
there is an explicitly intolerant and exceptionéitade in theGospel of John which leads up to a
genocidal furry irRevelation. Yes, this is not the whole story of this writkut it is an
important part. And my emphasis has been to dtgamton to the disgusting and dangerous
objectives within the texts of John and Christiamis a whole. Sure there is a “disconnect” as
we discussed earlier, but in my mind Bible promotes a pathological and violent sub-text,
which with certain frames of mind or in certain mepolitical contexts can be a bomb waiting to
go off.

And theBible and Christianity should not bear the exclusivenbaf this criticism. |
think fundamentalismin general is a pathological state of mind: explicitly danges and
implicitly violent because there is embedded intohee and violence in every major religious
tradition’s texts and theology. Look to India, B#n, and the Middle East and you will find
countless examples of violent fundamentalism. Labthe U.S. and you will also see a violent
Imperial fundamentalism at work as well. Are ath@ricans violent Imperialists who want to
conquer the world? Absolutely not. In fact, mastericans seem to deny that the U.S. is

involved with any Imperial ventures at all. Bueey American implicitly reaps the benefits of
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living in the richest country in the world, which dependent upon aggressive Imperial foreign
policies, and most Americans have a strong patridéntification with U.S. aims and objectives
in the world, although they remain blissfully igaat of U.S. violence perpetuated around the
globe. Thus, one cannot blame the black-and-whiteled fundamentalists who condeath
Americans as Imperialist aggressors, or conversiadyblack-and-white minded fundamentalists
who sincerely believe that the whole world wantbégust like (“us”) the U.S. In both cases
you have pathological attachment to a “fixed ideehich has little to no corroboration with the
actual state of the “real” world and this fanatiathchment to religious or political dogma
becomes the colored blinders used to “see” thedannrbne, and only one, way — the “right”
way. Thus, this moral attitude readily encouraigéserance, and given the violence lurking in
human nature, it can explode into discriminatomnpaigns that can in turn lead to more drastic
and despicable measures.

Take Ann Coulter’s lunacy for example. Not onlyedshe proclaim that only one
political party has the right to exist in the U.But she has flatly stated, “We need to execute
people like John Walker in order to physically mnitilate liberals, by making them realize that
they can be killed too” - this in a speech beftwe €Conservative Political Action Conference in
2002. Now we both know that Ann Coulter is an @pscopportunist and mentally off balance,
and we can both admit that there is “disconnecthexmajority of dogmatically Republican
head-cases, but Coulter is threatening to killraksesimply because they are liberals. That
scares me. | don't like to think of myself as arkeal man, but according to both the dominant
political dogma of Conservative Republicanism aramime Christianity I’'m doubly “damned.”
How is this supposed to make me feel? What if ssreecame up and told you, Patrick, because

you are a Christian and politically conservativel yleserve to not only die, but also burn in hell
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for eternity? How would that make you feel? Saf&&cure? Consider my predicament as a
politically radical atheist and tell me I’'m misread the situation.

Patrick: You write: “...you have misread my criticism. Wheariticize the Gospel of
John I do so in larger context than you seem abéltnit.” My friend, | suggest you watch the
arrogant and condescending language you are digetctward me. It doesn’t bode well for your
arguments or for you as a person. Plus, it seesnegiectful and obnoxious. So let us return to
your original criticism: You write: “l agree thabkn, who continually refers to himself in his
Gospel as the disciple whom Christ ‘loved,” makesissue of love an important theme. But |
would argue that his Gospel is overshadowed bytthime of ‘judgment’ as no other Gospel is,
especially when considers the message of Revelation

First, before we consid&evelation, let's make sure that we understand@wuspel of
John. John andRevelation are two different texts with different themes grnulposes. I'm happy
to deal with context relative téiohn andRevelation, but I'm not going to accept your
oversimplifying one text into the other unless ynake a much stronger case. Right now, your
analysis of both texts leaves something to be eéslim glad that you recognize the importance
of the role of love as a theme. However, | thinkiypoint about judgment in John’s Gospel is an
oversimplification and even a distortion of thatgpel, which seems to rely almost totally on
your interpretation oRevelation; it's unpersuasive.

Your charge that John’s Gospel is “overshadowethbytheme of ‘judgment’ as no other
Gospel is” is simply inaccurate. To test your claimgrabbed m\IV Sudy Bible and flipped it
open to theGospel of Luke. Starting withLuke Chapter 4, | flipped through Luke’s Gospel
looking for Jesus giving references to judgmentatigg consequences, stopping at Chapter 14.

Here are a few of the passages that | found:
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* “lItell you, it will be more bearable on that dayr Sodom than for that town”
(Luke 10:12).
* “But it will be more bearable for Tyre and Sidortla judgment than for you.
And you, Capernaum, will you be lifted up to théesk No, you will go down to
the depths” (Luke 10:14-15).
e “But I will show you whom you should fear: Fear himho, after the killing of the
body, has power to throw you into hell. Yes, | t@l, fear him” (Luke 12:5).
* “I'tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too lvall perish” (Luke 13:3).
» “There will be weeping there, and gnashing of teetien you see Abraham,
Issac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingafod@od, but you yourselves
thrown out” (Luke 13:28).
See also: (Luke 6:45-49), (Luke 8:9-15), (Luke 81Bj, (Luke 10:16), (Luke 12:8-10), and
(Luke 12:47-48).
Based on this, | don’t see how tGespel of John is any more judgmental than the
Gospel of Luke; thus, your claim is incorrect. My original intewas to go through all the
gospels, but such a move seemed unnecessaryestiéng through th&ospel of Luke. | suggest
you pay more attention to the charges you makelandvidence you use to support them.
You write: “I will admit that my readings of Chtianity in this chapter have been one-
sided, but one-sided for a point: there is an eRpfiintolerant and exceptional attitude in the
Gospel of John which leads up to a genocidal furyRevelation.” What are you basing this on?
| sympathize with your concerns re: fundamentaksm Americans being unconcerned with US
foreign policies. Plus, | don’t know if Ann Coulter mentally off-balance, but I'd say she’s
obnoxious, arrogant, and unsophisticated in hakihg.
I've been told I'm going to hell before, and | dolike it. So, | suspect it doesn’'t make
you feel very good either. For my part, | wouldpfetend to be sure about who is going to hell
and who isn't. It's not for me to decide. One of tlangers of making such judgments is that it

inevitably locates a person’s focus on anotheraamaly from himself/herself; that's nearly

always problematic because our own faults are #dneédst to see.
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There is wisdom in your words my friend, no douwstd I'm learning from our
engagement. And, I’'m valuing our dialogue gredByt, the wisdom in your words is mixed
with sloppy and incoherent thinking that does rmfustice to your very valid and real concerns.
Perhaps you should take more time in processingwmnithesizing your arguments. | encourage
you to embrace some humility lest your prejudiagaiast Christianity blind you like the
prejudices of the fundamentalists you argue somendly against.

Josh: Good stuff, here Patrick. But let me make a féwifications, which you seem to
be dancing around, but | do not see how | have befeted by your responses: yes, you are right
in saying that “judgment” does play a role in aktgospels to some extent, however, Mark,
Matthew and Luke did not go on to pen the disqageteleological fantasy found Revelation.
Also, and | know you know this, there is considégadvidence that Mark was written first (some
50-75 years after Jesus’ death) and that Mathew_ake where based off of Mark’s original
text, but John’s text, which is the latest Goselative included in thBible — written some 100
years after Jesus’ death — seems to have beeamintiependently from the other three gospels.
John’s gospel is the most “mythological” and fadfususpect, or another way of stating this
would be to say that John’s gospel is the mostdtire” and it really stresses the point that Jesus
was “God” (hence the repetition of “I AM”). Youiomt about Luke does nothing to disprove
my argument that “judgment” is an important themdohn. It seems to only strengthen my
case that an exclusivist emphasis on judgmentisald¢o Christian dogma. We will let that
argument stand for another day. My point has ltlean‘judgment” is an important part of the
gospel narrative of John and John carries that ¢hafijudgment to a disgusting conclusion in
Revelation. Now while this does not encourage Christiangréztice genocide, it does leave an

implicit “narrative of genocide” at the core of @tran exceptionalism, which | find to be both
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disconcerting and potentially dangerous — and wk kwow that while the majority of
Christians do not aggressively seek to send thefea” to hell, there have been small and large
campaigns to this effect throughout history. Thaty point. | don’t see how my argument is
problematic, however, | will admit that | have bgersonally discriminated against and
condemned by Christians for my views in the pastthis has lent a certain passion and
rhetorical arrogance to my position for which | kEqgize if it has gotten out of hand. As | have
said before in our conversations outside of thiskhbbased upon my personal experiences with
intolerant individuals (especially American Chigsts) | tend to be very intolerant of “intolerant
attitudes or positions.” While you have been ehijust and kind in our friendship, | do carry a
certain apprehension with regards to your deepetongmitment to evangelical Christianity,
and | have found your uncritical attitudes towasdseral important issues to be very

disconcerting.
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