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The Emperor’s God
Recovering the Lost Message of Jesus

Michael Rivage-Seul

What is the relationship between human life and 
the transcendent? What is the meaning of life? 

These are, of course, questions inherently interesting to 
philosophers like most of those present at this specifi-
cally philosophical conference. The questions are also 
interesting to people like me, since they are associated 
with theology, the field I’ve been working in all of my 
life. So asking about the meaning of life and its relation-
ship to the transcendent is worthy of theological focus 
in this meeting of International Philosophers for Peace 
and for the Elimination of Nuclear and Other Threats to 
Global Existence. 

There is yet another reason why such specifically 
religious questions should be especially relevant here 
regardless of our academic disciplines. Religious re-
sponses to such ultimate concerns represent a kind of 
popular philosophy, or theory of life, for many in our 
culture. I’m referring especially to those who iden-
tify themselves as religious conservatives, and who in 
fact form the backbone of the Republican Party. These 
typically have no acquaintance with Socrates, Plato, 
Aristotle, Descartes, Kant or Sartre. Religious conser-
vatives often know little of the extremely important is-
sues, and would likely have scant appreciation of the 
acute insights that have been so beneficially discussed 
in this conference so far. More specifically, it would not 
be surprising if their knowledge of history, econom-
ics, constitutional law, international criminal courts or 
world parliaments, were almost nil. In other words, for 
the conservatives I’m referring to, religion rather than 
philosophy or political analysis provides a sense of 
life’s meaning and the answer to the question, “What 
then must we do?” 

The answer to that last question is about practice, 
and should be of special concern to us. This is because 

the answer often entails exalting nation, fighting wars, 
rejecting environmental concern, and regarding the vast 
majority of the human race as “lost,” and as the enemy 
of God. Put otherwise, such understandings of religion, 
such popular philosophy, themselves represent one of 
those “other” threats to global existence that the name 
of our organization says we, its members, are concerned 
about. I mean, especially in this post-9/11 world, certain 
understandings of religion threaten to destroy our plan-
et and to kill us all. They should be classified among 
the “other threats to global existence” beyond nuclear 
weapons. 

With that in mind, I’d like this morning to first of 
all say a bit more about the danger of received fashion-
able versions of Christianity as our culture’s popular 
philosophy. Basically it is an imperialistic philosophy. 
Secondly, my intent is to show how that imperialism 
is at odds with what we can know about the reputed 
founder of Christianity, Jesus of Nazareth. He in fact 
rejected imperialism. The third part of my presentation 
will show how Christianity became imperialistic. Con-
stantine is the culprit here. Finally, I’ll speak a word 
about recovering the revolutionary thrust of the prophet 
called the Christ. Essentially, recovery entails identifi-
cation of the Jesus of history.

Religion and Philosophy

As Marx indicated, the task of philosophers is to change 
the world, not simply to interpret it. Changing the world 
entails expanding perceptions beyond what Plato iden-
tified as “doxa,” the cultural limits of perception. Ac-
cording to Marx, religion represents the mother of all 
limits of perception. All analysis therefore should be-
gin with the criticism of religion. For many conserva-
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nomic system are by definition evil.1 
What then about the stories of Adam and Eve, 

Noah and the Ark, Abraham and Isaac, Moses and the 
10 Commandments, Jesus Christ and his birth, crucifix-
ion, resurrection and promised return? All of these are 
interpreted within the above convictions of the “ruling 
group mind.” They are understood to support “Ameri-
ca,” and American imperialism. As such, they privilege 
interpretations governed by the basic faith conviction, 
“violence saves.”

This conviction is not difficult to support by refer-
ence to the Bible—a collection of ancient sources which 
any rational observer would have to conclude describe 
and promote for worship a God who could only be de-
scribed as a pathological killer—a necessary qualifica-
tion for any God of empire. 

Most Americans, of course, would have no diffi-
culty entertaining such thoughts about the God of Is-
lam, the current designated enemy of “America” (even 
though Islam too claims to find its roots in Abrahamic 
faith). If I were to say, “any rational reader of the so-
called ‘Holy Koran’ would conclude that its God is a 
pathological killer,” most would simply yawn and ask 
what else is new? 

However if I were to argue, as I do here, that the 
same statement can be made of entries in the Judeo-
Christian “Holy Book,” the reception would not be so 
warm, especially among believers. Nonetheless, let me 
say it: any rational person reading the Holy Bible would 
have to draw the conclusion that the God represented 
there is essentially violent and destructive, and that he 
operates as ruthlessly as any emperor might --- and as 
the United States currently does. In many cases, the bib-
lical God does appear to be a pathological killer. For 
instance, the One who in a fit of anger repents of hav-
ing created the world and who destroys nearly all liv-
ing creatures by flood is a killer. The God who tells the 
Israelites that he will punish them unless they kill all of 
their enemy’s women, children, and elderly, while de-
stroying their enemy’s homes, land and livestock would 
be judged insane if we were talking about a human be-
ing. The God who destroys the earth by a fire that would 
dwarf the destruction caused by a nuclear war is geno-
cidal. He is a God perfect for empire. 

And yet, that’s not the only God described in the 
Bible. There is also the One who takes pity on slaves 
and who demands their liberation. There is the God 
who opposes empires like Egypt’s, and speaks truth to 
power as Amos did. There is also the God who exacts 

tive Christians religion’s immoveable parameters of 
sensitivity include convictions that human beings are 
basically corrupt, that women should be subordinate 
to men, that God mercilessly punishes evil doers, that 
earth’s destiny is total destruction (so there’s no need to 
care for the planet), and that they themselves had better 
obey the 10 Commandments—at least those having to 
do with sex—or they won’t be ready when the Rapture 
comes.

Despite alleged connections with the Bible, the 
popular philosophy that is America’s religion has little 
to do with the Bible or with Jesus of Nazareth. It has 
more to do with the postulates of what John McMurtry 
has recently identified as “the ruling group mind.” This 
phrase also refers to intellectual boundaries beyond 
which most “Americans” simply find themselves un-
able to think. The limits are powerful. They are set by 
parents, schools, politicians, teachers, priests and min-
isters. According to McMurty, here are the essential el-
ements of American religion:

An all-powerful, all-knowing and jealous Supreme •	
Power rules the world to realize America’s goal --- 
the liberation of humankind through the spread of the 
free market.
By virtue of such divine support, America is the •	
world’s leading force for good.
God’s power is especially manifest in the U.S. mili-•	
tary whose ability to kill and destroy represents proof 
of divine favor. (The ruling conviction here is “I can 
kill; therefore I exist.”)
To oppose America is evil.•	
America’s armed forces are necessary to subdue such •	
evil opposition.
In principle, those forces are incapable of committing •	
crimes as they pursue their goal of fostering freedom, 
justice and peace.
“The President of the United States” is the mili-•	
tary’s “commander in chief,” and the embodiment of 
“America’s leadership of the free world.”
He occupies “the highest office on earth,” is God’s •	
vicar there, and is identical with “America.”
The project of God, America and its president is •	
achieved by marketizing all that exists. 
It is achieved by spreading “democracy” understood •	
as responding to the consumption preferences which 
the ruling group-mind shapes by advertising and de-
termines by continuous opinion polls.
Any other concept of democracy and any other eco-•	



The Emperor’s God, Michael Rivage-Seul

Page 32007 International Conference

International Philosophers for Peace

Taken from the Book of Daniel, this figure represented 
the judge of all Israel’s imperial enemies including the 
Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians and Greeks. Also, the 
fact that Jesus was by all accounts executed by cruci-
fixion indicates that the Romans perceived him as an 
insurgent. Crucifixion was the mode of capital punish-
ment reserved for revolutionaries.

Then there’s the account in Mark of the Gerasene 
demoniac (5:1-20). It’s where Jesus encounters a very 
powerful demon-possessed man who lives among the 
dead—in the tombs, the most unclean place that a Jew 
might imagine. The man perceives Jesus as a threat, 
and his demons within ask permission, rather than be-
ing destroyed, to enter a “herd of pigs,”the filthiest ani-
mals Jews could conceptualize. Jesus gives the demons 
leave. They enter the pigs and race headlong over a cliff 
and into the waters below where they are “drowned in 
the sea.”

Before giving leave to the demons, Jesus asks them 
to identify themselves. “My name is Legion,” they re-
ply, “for we are many” (5:9). The identification is sig-
nificant in terms of understanding Jesus as an anti-im-
perial. When Mark was writing his gospel, his people, 
the Jews, were in full blown war with the Romans (66-
70 C.E.). In that context, the name “Legion” could have 
meant only one thing for Mark’s readers—the hated Ro-
man Legions who were killing their brothers and sisters 
in resistance. Additionally, as Ched Myers tells us in 
his monumental commentary on Mark, recruits for the 
Roman Army were called “herds of pigs.”3 Further still, 
having the “legion” being “drowned in the sea” would 
inevitably hark back in the mind of any Jew to Isra-
el’s Exodus experience, where the military hosts of the 
quintessential imperial enemy, Egypt, were “drowned 
in the sea” when Moses stretched out his rod. In other 
words, what we have in the story of the Gerasene demo-
niac is a symbolic annihilation of the Roman Army by 
Jesus—clearly a story full of anti-imperial, revolution-
ary symbolism. 

However, the best illustration of Jesus’ resistance 
to empire is in the famous story of his temptations in 
the desert. You all know the story. Jesus has just been 
baptized by John (Mark 1:9-12). A voice has told him 
that he is somehow the “Son of God” (1:11). He goes 
out to the desert to discover what that might mean. He 
prays and fasts for 40 days. Afterwards he’s presented 
with three temptations. In Matthew’s account of the 
same story, the culminating temptation is imperial (4:1-
11). The devil takes Jesus to a high mountain. He shows 

justice for widows, orphans and resident aliens. There 
is the compassionate God proclaimed by Jesus of Naza-
reth who receives the Prodigal Son with forgiveness. 
This God endorses the statement “Put away your sword. 
Those who live by the sword will die by the sword,” and 
“You have heard ‘Love your friends and hate your en-
emies.’ But I say to you, love your enemies; do good to 
those that hate you; pray for those who persecute you.” 

What I’m saying is that there are conflicting un-
derstandings of God in the Bible. And some of them 
have to be wrong, because they are diametrically op-
posed to others. Expressed alternatively, there is a 
“battle of Gods” raging within the Judeo-Christian “sa-
cred books.” And the Gods are incompatible with one 
another. This forces the dilemma succinctly expressed 
recently by Jack Nelson-Pallmeyer, “Either the God of 
the Bible is a pathological killer, or the Bible is some-
times wrong about God.”2 It also forces the question, 
“Who was the God proclaimed by Jesus of Nazareth? 
Was he the God American Empire and Religion claim 
as their own, or was he the compassionate God who 
sides with the poor, the oppressed and all forms of life? 
Is he the God of life or the God of death?” 

Jesus’ Anti-Imperial God

The position taken here is that the God Jesus proclaimed 
was revolutionary, not the God of Empire. Jesus also re-
sisted empire specifically. 

So much could be said about this; there are so many 
indications of Jesus’ revolutionary identity throughout 
the Gospels. For instance, the term “gospel” itself takes 
a swipe at the Roman Empire. So does the title “Son of 
God.” “Gospel” (evangelium) was the title given to what 
amounted to the emperor’s “state of the union” message 
each year. It was an annual account of his \emph{res 
gestae}, of his wonderful accomplishments on behalf 
of the empire. “Son of God” was a title claimed by the 
Caesar himself. However the Gospel of Mark, written 
by the man who invented that literary form, identifies 
Jesus as God’s Son, and Jesus’ proclamation of good 
news specifically to the poor as the genuine Good News. 
As I said, both literary devices imply criticism and con-
tradiction of empire. They say Jesus is God’s son, not 
the emperor. The good news is what Jesus proclaimed, 
not that of the emperor.

There are other Gospel elements that might well 
be termed “anti-imperial” in Mark. For instance the 
title “Son of Man” was a revolutionary identification. 
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God’s interests and the state’s interests are the same. 
What Constantine saw in the 4th century was that 

Rome’s state religion was losing power. Christianity 
was seen as spreading like wildfire, even though only 
about 5% of the empire’s inhabitants had accepted the 
new religion. Even so, on the one hand, Christianity 
was perceived as politically dangerous. Understand-
ably, the message of Jesus was particularly attractive to 
the lower classes. It affirmed their dignity in the clearest 
of terms. Often the message incited slaves and others to 
rebel rather than obey. For centuries, Rome’s knee-jerk 
response had been repression and persecution. But by 
Constantine’s day, Rome’s repression had proved inef-
fective. Despite Rome’s throwing Christians to the li-
ons for decade after decade, the faith of Jesus was more 
popular than ever. 

Constantine decided that if he couldn’t beat the 
Christians, he had to join them. And he evidently decid-
ed to do so by robbing Christianity of its revolutionary 
potential. He would do so, he evidently determined, by 
favoring a segment of the Christian community whose 
faith was highly influenced by Roman “mystery cults.” 

Mystery cults had been extremely popular in Rome. 
Basically they were “salvation religions” that wor-
shipped gods with names like Isis, Osiris, the Great 
Mother and Mithra. Mithra was particularly popular. 
He was the Sun God, whose feast day and birth was 
celebrated by the way on December 25th. Typically the 
“story” celebrated in mystery cults was of a god who 
descended from heaven, lived on earth for a while, died, 
rose from the dead, ascended back to heaven. From 
above the deity offered worshippers “eternal life,” if 
they joined in the cults where the god’s body was eaten 
under the form of bread, and the god’s blood was drunk 
under the form of wine.

To convert Christianity into a mystery cult, Con-
stantine (who wasn’t even a Christian at the time) con-
voked a church council—the Council of Nicaea in 325. 
There the question of the day became who was Jesus of 
Nazareth? Was he just a human being? Some believed 
that militantly. Was he just a God and not a human be-
ing at all? Others were just as convinced that Jesus was 
a God disguised as a human. Was he some combination 
of God and man? Did he have to eat? Did he have to 
defecate or urinate? Those were the questions. 

For Constantine’s purposes, the more divine and 
otherworldly Jesus was the better. That would make 
him less a threat to the emperor’s very this-worldly do-
minion.

Jesus all the kingdoms of the earth—an empire must 
vaster than Rome’s at the time. Significantly, as we 
shall see, at this point the “devil” turns into Satan. He 
says, “All of this can be yours, if only you bow down 
and worship me. Jesus, of course, refuses. He says, “Be 
gone, Satan! It is written, the Lord God only shall you 
adore; him only shall you serve.” Jesus rejected empire 
in no uncertain terms.

The story’s identification of seduction to empire by 
Satan is important to note because, in the Christian Tes-
tament Satan is often identified as the author of empire 
(e.g. Revelation (13:4). So in the temptation story, Je-
sus not only refuses empire, he also refuses to worship 
the “god” of empire, Satan, to whom worship must be 
given in order for any to attain imperial power.

How Christianity Became Imperial

Jesus’ own opposition to empire is extremely impor-
tant to understanding how Christianity lost its soul over 
1500 years ago, when it became pro-empire. That’s 
what happened to the faith of Jesus under Constantine 
when Christian “orthodoxy” emerged at the Council of 
Nicaea in the early 4th century. To put it starkly, it was 
then that Christians unwittingly began worshipping Sa-
tan. 

Here’s what I mean. Jesus rejected the temptation 
to empire as we’ve just seen. But in the 4th century, cir-
cumstances made it necessary for the emperor Constan-
tine and his successors to repeat Satan’s temptation—
this time to the leadership of a faction of the Christian 
church. Rome would allow Christianity to become the 
official religion of its Empire. All the Christians had to 
do was to accept empire, give it religious legitimacy—
become the state religion. Jesus had said “no” to a simi-
lar temptation. Fourth century church leadership said 
“yes.” In doing so, in effect those leaders said “yes” to 
Satan worship—the necessary precondition of accept-
ing empire. They also abandoned the Jesus of history 
and his this-worldly revolutionary message. In the pro-
cess, they reduced Jesus to a mythological figure and 
Christianity to a Roman mystery cult. Let me explain. 

Think about the historical circumstances that led 
Constantine to be concerned with Christianity at all. 
Like all oppressors, he realized that religion represented 
an incomparable tool for controlling people. If an em-
peror can convince people that in obeying him they are 
obeying God, the emperor has won the day. In fact it is 
the job of any state religion to make people believe that 
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Recovering Jesus’ Lost Identity

How are we to recover the revolutionary Jesus? Is there 
some strategy to overcome the amnesia that has afflict-
ed Christians to such an extent that they have ended 
up worshipping not Yahweh, but Jupiter, not Jesus, but 
Mithra—and even Satan? Can we escape from an impe-
rial religion that deifies the United States, its president 
and army?

There is only one way. That is to recover the “lost 
middle” of the Nicene Creed—to fill in the blank and 
make sure that any discussions of faith take into account 
the Jesus rediscovered in the liberation theology move-
ment and by The Jesus Seminar. Ironically that “lost Je-
sus” turns out to be the very kind of person conservative 
Americans tend to reject and actually despise.

Who is this Jesus? He’s the son of an unwed teen-
age mother … A homeless person at the beginning of 
his life … An immigrant in Egypt for a while … Some-
one thought irreligious by the “church” authorities of 
his time, who considered him as demon-possessed (the 
equivalent of being called a “communist” or “terrorist” 
in our own day) … He was under investigation by the 
Jewish authorities from the very beginning of his life 
… Then he was arrested … A victim of torture … And 
of capital punishment. Once again, the nearly perfect 
portrait of a person hated by the Christian right. 

Moreover, Jesus was concerned with remedying 
poverty and its effects. He healed sick people, fed the 
hungry, and cast out evil spirits. He announced and em-
bodied a new reality for the poor. In the “reign of God” 
justice would replace exploitation; the positions of rich 
and poor would be reversed, and a sharing ethic would 
take the place of competition and oppression.

This sharing ethic was lived communally (one 
might say “communistically”) by Jesus’ earliest follow-
ers. Consider the description of their life together:

Now the whole group of those who believed 
were of one heart and soul, and no one 
claimed private ownership of any posses-
sions, but everything they owned was held 
in common\dots. There was not a needy 
person among them, for as many as owned 
lands or houses sold them and brought the 
proceeds of what was sold. They laid it at 
the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to 
each as any had need. (Acts 4:32-36).

The result of all the deliberations was codified in 
what became known as the Nicene Creed. Many of us 
know it by heart. Roman Catholics recite it nearly every 
Sunday. Listen to what it says . . . . 

We believe in one God,
the Father, the Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth,
of all that is, seen and unseen.
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,
the only Son of God,
eternally begotten of the Father,
God from God, light from light,
true God from true God,
begotten, not made,
of one Being with the Father;
through him all things were made.
For us and for our salvation
he came down from heaven,
was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the 

Virgin Mary and became truly human.
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius 

Pilate; he suffered death and was buried.
On the third day he rose again
in accordance with the Scriptures;
he ascended into heaven
and is seated at the right hand of the 

Father.
He will come again in glory to judge the 

living and the dead, and his kingdom will 
have no end. 

Did you get that? Did you notice what happened 
there? The Creed jumps from the conception and birth 
of Jesus to his death and resurrection. It leaves out en-
tirely any reference to what Jesus said and did. For all 
practical purposes it ignores the historical Jesus and 
pays attention only to a God who comes down from 
heaven, dies, rises, ascends back to heaven and offers 
eternal life to those who believe. It’s a nearly perfect 
reflection of “mystery cult” belief. The revolutionary 
potential of Jesus’ words and actions relative to justice, 
wealth, poverty and revolution is lost. Not only that, 
but subsequent to Nicaea, anyone connecting Jesus to a 
struggle for justice, sharing and communal life is ren-
dered suspect and is very often classified as heretical. 
That is, mystery cult becomes “orthodoxy.” The ex-
ample and teaching of Jesus (and of the early church) 
becomes heresy.
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lyzed and resisted. 
I have presented points for incipient analysis by 

arguing that religion of this type is basically Roman 
mystery cult. It might even be understood as worship 
of Satan, who is the biblical patron of empire, and the 
one whose temptation Jesus programmatically rejected 
at the outset of his public life. It has little to do with the 
person and faith of Jesus. Yet it is the closed box with-
in which religious debate takes place today, as though 
what might be called “Americanism” is identical with 
the vision proclaimed by Jesus of Nazareth. 

I have argued that such distortion of Christianity 
can be countered only by bursting the bounds of Mc-
Murtry’s “ruling group mind” by inducing a paradigm 
shift among American Christian conservatives. That can 
be accomplished only by restoring the “lost middle” of 
the Nicene Creed—by recovering the words and deeds 
of Jesus of Nazareth, and mining them for their rele-
vance to resisting empire and injustice today. The role 
of philosophers, in other words, must go beyond refusal 
to engage in religious dialog. It should instead grasp 
reigning understandings of Christianity and “problema-
tize” that de facto philosophy (as Paolo Freire would put 
it) for purposes of inducing the culture-wide paradigm 
shift our contemporary world is straining towards. 

In other words, the call here has been to rescue the 
faith of Jesus from irrelevant, complicated, esoteric 
and distracting debates about the nature of Jesus, and 
about whether it was necessary for him to eat, defecate 
or urinate. Debates about patriotism, school prayer, ho-
mosexuality, and evolution are similarly irrelevant and 
distracting. 

Jesus can be convincingly understood as resisting 
imperialism. That conviction should be part of any de-
bate with believers. The Reign of God Jesus proclaimed 
was about a new social order in this world. The order 
he advocated was characterized by justice, sharing and 
communal life. It recognized that all humans, Jew and 
Greek, male and female, slave and free, are brothers 
and sisters. 

That order is hopeful, and can save us all here and 
now.

• • • • •
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As Mexican scripture scholar Jose Miranda indi-
cates, this is a perfect description of communism.4 That 
aspiration, he reminds us, doesn’t originate with Louis 
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raised themselves by their own bootstraps, 
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Conclusion
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tianity” has supported “Nuclear and Other Threats to 
Global Existence.” As such it must be understood, ana-
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