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In my late teens, I had a formative encounter with the rock opera, Jesus Christ Superstar.  And this encounter came close in time with my first encounter with Osiris, the savior God-man of ancient Egypt.  The time was 1977.  I found myself alone, in a new city, enrolled in a one year practical nursing program run by the Seventh-day Adventists, the religion of my upbringing.  While I had intellectually rejected Christianity back in eighth grade, I was aware that at an emotional level, the fundamentalist terror was still lurking down deep in my psyche.  Intellectually, I did not want or believe Christianity to be true.  But emotionally, the fear was there.  What if it is?

I’m embarrassed to admit that through my adolescence, I had for far too long bought into the fundamentalist line that rock music was evil.  Thus, though I was aware of the musical Jesus Christ Superstar, and my church’s disapproval of it (especially because its storyline ends with the crucifixion), I had never listened to it.  However, my nursing school roommate was a fan of Superstar, and I finally heard it.  I was most fascinated with the Judas character and his lines in the opera such as “your followers are blind.  Too much heaven on their minds.”  Boy was that a description of my faith of origin.  Or this one:  “I remember when this whole thing began.  No talk of God then, we called you a man.”  This was probably my first exposure to the idea that Jesus may have first been regarded as a teacher, not a savior-Messiah-God.  It was stimulating stuff.

At nearly the same time, a classmate shared a book she had just read entitled “Religion in Ancient History” by a biblical scholar named S.G.F. Brandon.  In it, he describes humanity’s oldest written documents, the hieroglyphic texts inside the Pyramids, and their tale of Osiris, an incarnating God turned human, who suffers unjust death, but by divine intervention is resurrected, ascends to the heavenly realm, and their reigns, judges, and provides a blessed after-life to the faithful.  In Brandon’s words, “Osiris emerged as the classic prototype of the saviour-god, who by his own death and resurrection can assure to his devotees a new life after death.”
  There it was.  The proof I had sought.  The Christ story was just a rip-off of an old Egyptian myth, a myth predating it by over 2,000 years, and predating any comparable Jewish writings by over a 1,000 years.  With this powerful revelation, I completed my liberation from the tradition of my upbringing, deconstructing it, and ripping it out by the roots.  The old emotional fear was gone, never to haunt me again.  And within months, I had found my way to Portland First Unitarian church, where I found similarly liberated folks, there to wander in the wilderness of scientific materialism and existentialism for about 15 years, before beginning a ten year re-exploration of Christianity.

As part of this re-exploration, about two years ago, I stumbled onto a recent book, “The Jesus Mysteries: Was the ‘Original Jesus’ a Pagan God?”, by Timothy Freke and Peter Gandy.  Especially intriguing was that subtitle.  And then on the back, these teasing “What If” questions.

•  
What if for thousands of years Pagans have also followed a Son of God?

•  
What if this Pagan savior was also born of a virgin on the 25th day December before 3 shepherds, turned water into wine at a wedding, died and was resurrected, and offered his body and blood as a Holy Communion?

•  
What if these Pagan myths had been rewritten as the gospel of Jesus Christ?

•  
What if the earliest Gnostic Christians knew that the Jesus story was a myth?

•  
What if Christianity turned out to be a continuation of Paganism by another name?

I was intrigued.  So I put it on my Christmas wish list, and my mother-in-law, bless her, played Santa and provided me my copy.  Once I started reading it, I could not put it down.

Unsurprisingly, the authors answer each of the “What if” teasers in the affirmative and further assert the startling premise that the man Jesus never existed, that the religion purporting to be unique to him was merely a new variation on the old Mediterranean mystery religions, complete with a Jewish outer shell, created by Paul.  Through this new variation on an old theme dating back to Osiris, the limitations of mortal flesh could be overcome.

I myself don’t go so far as Freke & Gandy.  I find the work of other well-known and widely-published scholars such as John Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg that Jesus of Nazareth was a real person of history more persuasive.  However, in a manner I’ve have not encountered elsewhere, Freke & Gandy clearly lay out the way that the mythical dimensions of traditional Christianity parallel and flow directly out of the Mediterranean Mystery Religions, which myths somehow got overlaid on the life of Jesus.  (Parenthetically, for a fascinating account of how the ancient Mediterranean Mystery Religions got woven around the life of the historical Jesus, let me recommend Hyam Maccoby’s The Mythmaker: Paul and the Invention of Christianity).

It is a fair question at this point to ask, So what?  Well, as a starter, understanding the Christ story as re-telling of this ancient mythic motif allows one to experience the Christ story as at least some of the earliest Christians (especially the Christian Gnostics) experienced it.  For them, it was not seen as a historical account of Jesus of Nazareth, but as a spiritual parable about the death of the ego, through which one can then be resurrected into union with the sacred or mystical dimension.  Those comfortable with the insights of Buddhism should find this approach acceptable, even inspiring.  As the The Jesus Mysteries authors put it, “We hope that by understanding its true origins in the ongoing evolution of a universal human spirituality, Christianity may be able to free itself from [its] self-imposed isolation [from other faiths].”
  That would be good news.

We here in Idaho are assailed daily by an ultra-conservative kind of Christianity that asserts its corner on Truth, and declares its way to be the only way.  This instills many of us UUs with a knee-jerk negativity about the religion of and/or about Jesus.  However, as one who spends a fair amount of time hanging out with Episcopalians and Congregationalists, I can assure you that this approach to Christianity isn’t limited to some New Age, neo-Christian groups in the bay area (though it is undoubtedly there), but it actively informs the faith of pew-sitting Christians right here in Idaho.  There is a new spirit to be found in liberal Christian communities today that Unitarian Universalists would be comfortable with.  The hunger for social justice, which characterizes our faith, is the cornerstone of much of this new spirit.  As already noted, biblical scholars like Borg and Crossan make a strong case that Jesus was a real person of history.  However, this Jesus revealed by modern scholarship is not the mythical Christ that many Unitarians find offensive.  Borg, when asked in an interview on the Today show to summarize the historical Jesus revealed by modern scholarship, did it as follows:

Jesus was a peasant, which tells us about his social class.  Clearly, he was brilliant.  His use of language was remarkable and poetic, filled with images and stories.  He had a metaphoric mind.  He was not an ascetic; he was world affirming, with a zest for life.  There was a sociopolitical passion to him--like a Gandhi or a Martin Luther King, he challenged the domination system of his day.  He was a religious ecstatic, a Jewish mystic, if you will, for whom God was an experiential reality.  As such, Jesus was also a healer.  And there seems to have been a spiritual presence around him, like that reported of Saint Francis or the present Dalai Lama.  And I suggest that as a figure of history, Jesus was an ambiguous figure--you could experience him and conclude that he was insane, as his family did, or that he was simply eccentric or that he was a dangerous threat--or you could conclude that he was filled with the Spirit of God.

Through the work of scholars such as Borg, we are stripping “away the myth from the man.”
  And what’s left, for me at least, is one of the most inspiring spiritual teachers of all time, one who also taught a path to union with the sacred.  When the Judas of Jesus Christ Superstar declares, “You've started to believe, The things they say of you.  You really do believe, This talk of God is true,” he gets it wrong.  Jesus never believed he was in some way uniquely God, or savior, or messiah.  But he did know about our need to love our neighbors, to love even our enemies, to struggle for justice against those who oppress the weak and against religious dogmas that exclude rather than include.  We UUs emerged from this tradition.  We can and should proudly embrace it as part of our rightful heritage.  Who better to rescue Jesus from those strains of the Christian tradition that have twisted and perverted his true teachings.  May it be so.
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