The Reverend Spong, attired in a Roman collar and solemn black, was expounding upon I know not what text in the sermon fragment that I heard. He did refer to Galatians 3:28, but this seemed to be an auxiliary text mentioned in passing.

At the point where I picked it up, the reverend was talking about the impact of Darwinism on society and on the Church. Instead of seeing humanity as fatally flawed,  corrupted by sin and in need of salvation (the traditional orthodox perspective of the Church for nearly 2,000 years), the reverend pointed out that Darwinism allowed Christians to see the gospel story in a new light. After Darwin in the late 1800s, people were free to think of humanity as an emerging entity. The understanding of human nature as universally tainted by the Fall in Genesis (i.e. the teaching about original sin) became unnecessary and untenable. Instead, it was now possible to view the story of humanity in a much more positive light. There might be a few individual exceptions and blips on the historical map, but, in general, human history was now seen as an upward evolution. Successive generations were progressing toward a more fully emerged humanity as they escaped the darkness of their underdeveloped past. One of the things that it was now possible to escape was those “terrible texts of the Bible – those texts that make people feel bad about themselves” Such texts give rise to unenlightened prejudice based on social identity (the Gentile and the Jew, the slave class and the free, male and female, Galatians 3:28). Thanks to Darwin, humankind was now free to transcend those ancient barriers. In the new gospel according to Spong, the fundamental message of the Christian church is now to proclaim a new humanity where God’s universal love “sweeps us up into a new humanity without barriers.”

Thank you Reverend Spong for that word of explanation. Hmm. There seems to be something missing in the exposition of the text of Galatians 3:28. How about adding in some context? Verse 28 of Galatians chapter 3 with its glorious proclamation about the transcendence of ancient barriers of tribe, social status and gender in a grand upward sweep of human experience can only be rightly understood in the context of the verses that come immediately before and after it. Dash it all! If we do that we’re right back to those “terrible texts of the Bible –those texts that make people feel bad about themselves” as soon as you move on to the next verse. It’s impossible to escape when you finish verse 28 itself properly – “for you are all one IN Christ Jesus.” The wonderful uplifting rhetoric of verse 28 quoted by the Reverend Spong “degenerates” once again into unevolved exclusionary language right before your eyes, if your eyes happen to be looking at the text. Oh dear.

I think I’ll stick with the traditional reading rather than the modern revisionist approach, Rev. Spong. It seems to make more sense in the original biblical context and in the context of real life experience. But that is my opinion, and, of course, everyone is entitled to their opinions.

