
Jesus for the Non-Religious   

Review by Dorothy Haughton 

In his usual scholarly, accessible and occasionally humorous way, John Shelby 
Spong explains not only all the things about Jesus that you could never 
understand/believe in but also gives a description of what being a follower of 
Jesus really means. 

He sets out a new creed for those who call themselves Christian or Religious 
or Non-Religious, Theist or Atheist or Anything Else or Nothing At All: 

The only way to worship God is by living. 

The only way to love God is by loving wastefully. 

We must have the courage to be all that we can be. 

He demonstrates that what appears to be literal and actual in the Bible 
accounts are the way in which the writers of time attempted to make clear 
the impact of Jesus on those who knew him; not just his teaching but his way 
of living and "living more abundantly". 

And with typical Spong humour he tells us that we must not be Born Again 
but Grow  
 
Review by Merrie Longbottom 
 
Very stimulating and thought-provoking.  Ideal if you are already familiar with 
Spong's works.  Distills his unique passion into a most usable 60-minute 
session.  Not for beginners on the journey (the traditional doctrines of virgin 
birth, resurrection, atonement etc. are eloquently demolished) but would be  
appropriate as a follow-up to, say, Living the Questions.  Offers a helpful look 
at biblical and religious history, and sets in motion a road map for a life-
affirming journey into the presence of God, as seen in the humanity of Jesus 
of Nazareth.  It comes very highly recommended. 
  
Merrie, Hickling PCN 
 
 
Review by Steven McQuitty 
 

Review 
Jesus for the Non-Religious (DVD) by Bishop John Shelby Spong 

 
At nearly eighty years old he remains the enfant terrible of the 

Anglican Communion. Bishop Spong here provides an overview of his 
understanding of Jesus in this lecture which shares the same title as his 



bestselling book on the subject. Over the course of an hour Spong invites 
viewers to go beyond traditional Church dogma and rethink our 
understanding of the central figure of the Christian faith. Delivered with 
clarity, humour and a pleasing Southern drawl, Bishop Spong looks and 
sounds like a gentleman lawyer delivering his closing speech to a captivated 
jury.  

Before offering a critical take on what Bishop Spong has to offer it is 
important to try and capture the substance of his argument. Spong begins by 
asking viewers to consider what Jesus would look like absent historical, 
theological and cultural accretions over the last two thousand years. Spong’s 
starting place is Paul and specifically Paul’s claim that “God was in Christ”.1 
Bishop Spong unpacks the significance of the word Christ, the origin of which 
is the Hebrew word, Maschiach, which means “the anointed one” and from 
which we get our word Messiah. Jesus the anointed one. Spong offers a 
potted history of the word Maschiach tracing the various anointed ones of the 
Jewish people from Saul to David to the end of the Davidic line. His point is 
that while there was a temporal Maschiach the significance of the title 
remained limited, bound up with a real, and often painfully human, historical 
person. When the royal line ended the term Maschiach became subject only 
to Jewish imagination in myth, fantasy and dream. Maschiach became a 
mighty warrior, the Son of Man, the new Moses, a second Elijah, a suffering 
servant and a shepherd King. The implication is that the Jesus tradition began 
to expressly reflect these mythical images of Maschiach in the Gospels 
irrespective of their literal truth in the life of Jesus. 

Spong then moves on to critique the classic theism of the 
Judeo/Christian idea of God. And that is Spong’s point. It is only “an idea” of 
God and not, actually, God. It may be a (slight) simplification of his argument 
to say that Spong’s theistic God is “a being” outside of time and space in 
“heaven” who periodically invades our world to perform miracles and answer 
prayers. Spong then returns back to Paul and says that for him, God was 
experienced primarily “in Christ”. What then was it about Jesus that caused 
Paul to exclaim that God was in Christ? Spong then sets about undermining 
some sacred cows of orthodoxy; virgin birth, bodily resurrection and miracle 
stories. In my opinion Spong is strongest on the virgin birth. Paul makes no 
mention of it which simply beggars belief if it was part of an earlier oral 
tradition. Mark does not include a birth narrative in his Gospel, another 
remarkable omission. Matthew does not translate the Hebrew correctly.2  

Spong accepts that resurrection is at heart of the Christian story. He 
accepts that there was a transforming experience that convinced the disciples 
that Jesus had conquered the bounds of death. However, he takes issue with 
bodily resurrection. He believes it to have been a late development in the 
tradition. Spong argues that there is no basis in Paul or in Mark for such a 
doctrine. Spong is less clear on an alternative explanation as to what the first 

                                           
1
 “To wit, God was in Christ, reconciling the world until himself...” 2 Corinthians 5:19 (KJV). 

 
2
 In respect of Matthew’s quotation from Isaiah 7:14 which he translates as “virgin” but which actually 

reads “young woman”.  



Easter experience actually was, although he alludes to Paul’s “vision” of the 
living Christ. Perhaps, however, my criticism at this point is a symptom of 
what Spong might consider a fundamental problem for Christians, especially 
in the West. We demand explanations. We need to understand the 
“mechanics” of resurrection before we can believe in it or accept our 
experience of it. Spong points first to the reality of the experience of 
resurrection before trying to use language to capture or explain that 
experience. In so far as he does explain resurrection Spong refers to it as 
being God’s action of bringing Jesus directly into his presence. Spong, 
perhaps less convincingly, dispatches with the miracle stories as literary 
motifs adopted by the Gospel writers to draw parallels with Old Testament 
heroes. 

Returning to his central refrain, Spong argues that the early Christians 
produced virgin birth stories and argued for miracles and a bodily resurrection 
because they had already experienced God in Christ and needed, the way we 
humans do, to explain that experience in dramatic, even mythic, ways. Spong 
argues that people experienced the presence of God in Jesus because they 
were transformed by their time with him. They were made more fully alive – 
compelled to move beyond traditional boundaries of gender, class, caste, 
ethnicity, tribe and religion. The universality of God’s love was manifest in 
Jesus and the fullness of his humanity. For Bishop Spong to be fully human is 
to be fully divine. Jesus was, in this way, divine. Our humanity is not 
enhanced by guilt or feeling wretched or beholden to a theistic God. Our 
humanity is enhanced when we live out of the radical acceptance and 
wasteful love of God in Christ. Spong concludes his lecture by giving his 
understanding of God as the source of all life, the source of love and the 
ground of being. He then offers Jesus as the exemplar of these divine 
characteristics. Finally Bishop Spong reminds his audience that Jesus’ disciples 
are commanded by him to love one another and that his sole purpose was to 
give us abundant life.  

Bishop Spong is a gifted communicator able to convey complicated 
theological issues in a way that most of us can begin to understand. As a 
scholarly Bishop he has immersed himself in the Bible and the Church for a 
lifetime. Spong’s views and opinions are worthy of respect and debate. 
Unfortunately, for many in the Church, he is a figure of controversy and this 
has allowed some to dismiss him out of hand as a liberal fundamentalist. I 
confess that when I first became aware of Bishop Spong I wondered why he 
bothered remaining in the Church. Thankfully, I have moved on somewhat 
and am glad that he has remained and that I have engaged with his thinking.  

The real value in Bishop Spong’s approach, exemplified in this lecture, 
in on his focus on the universal human experience of God. Whatever the party 
line is amongst different denominations and traditions within the Christian 
faith, our human experience binds us together. Liberal and conservative 
Christians share the same experience of the love of God in Christ no matter 
how they choose to define, limit or expand that love. When Christians, of 
whatever stripe, talk about their faith invariably they talk about their 
experience of God’s love, compassion and acceptance through people and in 
the experiences of life, especially during times of suffering. I have never once 



heard anyone say that the moment they believed in the virgin birth they really 
began to experience God’s love for them. The power of God to transform our 
lives is found in the second (and third) chance, the listening ear, the warm 
embrace, the heat of tears, a shared meal and the welcome home. It is the 
universality of these experiences that points us to the universality of God as 
the source of all life, all love and all being. Spong’s work points us to the 
mystery of God and forces us to acknowledge the limitations of human 
understanding and definition. Despite his unrelenting deconstruction of much 
traditional Christian orthodoxy there is an inherent humility to his thought 
expressed as openness and honesty to the complexity of life and existence. 
We also have much to thank Bishop Spong for in his critical approach to the 
Bible. We don’t have to wrestle with the genocide of the Amalekites3 as the 
“word of God”. Spong liberates us to say it is clearly not, nor ever was.  

Spong’s approach, however, is not absent its own difficulties. While 
accepting the existence of a non-theistic God as “ground of being” Spong 
rejects all theistic understandings of God. In some ways he mocks only a 
caricature of the theistic God as the old man in the sky whom athletes “point 
to” when they win a race. This is, of course, a complete “straw man”. Many 
people who believe in a theistic God do not believe in a bearded cloud 
dweller. When criticising a tradition it is only fair to engage with the very best 
of that tradition and I am not convinced that Bishop Spong has always done 
so. Spong’s approach to resurrection, while shared by many mainline 
scholars, also troubles me. The resurrection of Jesus Christ is a mystery. It 
cannot be explained in normal human categories of thought and 
understanding. It is an experience but it is an experience based on some form 
of reality and truth. While Spong is rightly critical of those who claim to 
understand the precise mechanics of a bodily resurrection, I feel that he 
sometimes falls into the same trap by his apparent need to explain away any 
possibility of a more than experiential resurrection based on a vision or 
mysterious presence of the risen Jesus. Both approaches are demands for 
certainty. One calls for certainty as to what actually happened, the other 
demands certainty as to what definitely did not happen.  

So Bishop Spong gives us much to think about in this lecture. I had the 
privilege of meeting him recently at the PCN conference in Glasgow at the 
start of June 2011. He is an even more remarkable speaker in the flesh, full of 
good humour and with an ability to convey complex Biblical narratives in a 
compelling, nearly homely, way. He struck me as a warm, kind and engaging 
personality. He called us to love one another wastefully and to seek abundant 
life through God in Christ. Hardly a controversial message and not one that 
undermines any central tenant of the Christian faith. And yet many will refuse 
to engage with him because of his controversial reputation. This is a crying 
shame for he has much to teach us. While some of his thought puzzles and 
troubles me I will continue to engage with this scholar Bishop and encourage 
others to do so. Perhaps there is still a work to be done by progressive 
Christians in attempting an honest synthesis of Bishop Spong’s insights with 
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 1 Samuel 15 



the best of a generous orthodoxy. Tribal belief – whether progressive or 
conservative – is never an attractive prospect.  
 
 
Steven J McQuitty  
8th June 2011 
 
 

 
 
 

 


