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McNally: 
Hello, I'm Terrance McNally. Welcome to Free Forum: A World That Just Might Work. 
I'll be speaking today with best-selling author Elaine Pagels, Professor Emeritus of 
Religion at Princeton, about her latest book Miracles and Wonder: The Historical 
Mystery of Jesus. And you can learn more at elaine-pagels.com.  
 
On Free Forum, we explore the lives, the work, the ideas of individuals that I suspect 
have pieces of the puzzle of the world that just might work. We look at politics, 
economics, environment, science, culture, all based on the fact that I believe we can 
do better and I want to find out how.  
 
The show stream's weekly on the Progressive Voices Network on tunein.com and 
podcasts are available anytime, anywhere on Apple Podcast, Spotify, most major 
podcast sites, and at my site, terrencemcnally.net,  
 
We lost a giant this week with the death of Pope Francis. I, like many, find it hard to 
understand how he continued the church's refusal to recognize the rights or the value 
of women, whether in denying them roles or authority within the church or 
condemning contraception and abortion in the larger world, but in so many other 
areas or issues, he was the first pope since John the 23rd - who served only five years 
from 1958 to 1963 - but Francis was the first since then to move the church forward, 
bucking opposition or inertia on climate inequality, abuse, gender, and more, 
recognizing realities and then articulating a response he found rooted in Christ. I got 
used to seeing something he'd said about something that matters and nodding my 
head in agreement and feeling deeply grateful that he was around to say it. He will be 
missed.  
 
There are powerful interests within the church that are not happy about his 
engagement with progressive issues. Not happy about change. This election will be 
defining as to whether the church continues to move forward. On a positive note. I 
understand he appointed a significant number of the Cardinals who will be voting so 
that we may not have to fear a radical move to the right or to the past, even though 
those folks make a significant part of the church.  
 
Holy Week, Easter Passover, the passing of the Pope… Seems like a good time to talk 
with Elaine Pagels. The National Book Award-winning scholar and bestselling author 
has just released a book she said she couldn't have written earlier. In MIRACLES and 
WONDER, she sets out to solve the mystery of historical Jesus based on the gospels his 
followers left behind. Asking questions like - Why did we say he had a virgin birth? 



 2 

Why did we say he rose from the dead? Did his miracles really happen? And if so, what 
do they mean? And the biggest one of all: How did this poor young Jewish man inspire 
a religion that has persisted and grown for 2000 years and helped shape the world?  
 
To offer a window into my personal perspective - I was brought up Catholic, attended 
Catholic school through 10th grade. Recently on the podcast, I replayed an episode 
recorded in 2019 with two nuns with whom I co-wrote a book on their experience 
teaching poor immigrant children in inner city Philadelphia, and in the intro to that 
podcast, I said, “The Catholic church comes in for its share of criticism for its abuse 
and coverup scandals, as well as the rulings of a Supreme Court that includes six 
Catholics, but there are still Catholics who earn our respect and admiration.” And at 
the time I wrote, “Pope Francis consistently speaks truth to power on behalf of the 
marginalized, the poor, and the planet, and thank God there are still nuns like Sister 
Constance and Sister Jeanette, with whom I wrote that book.” 
 
Elaine Pagels is credited with changing our historical image of Christianity by 
exploding the myth of a unified early church. As I said, she's a Professor Emeritus of 
Religion at Princeton, where she began teaching in 1982. She's been awarded 
Rockefeller, Guggenheim, and MacArthur Fellowships.  
 
She earned her PhD at Harvard where she was part of a team studying the Nag Hamadi 
scrolls, documents found in 1945 that shed light on early Christian debates on 
theology and practice. Pagels’s Gnostic Gospels, analyzing some of the early Christian 
manuscripts unearthed in Egypt, won both the National Book Critics Circle Award and 
the National Book Award.  
 
Her other books include The Origin of Satan, Adam, even the Serpent Beyond Belief, 
the Secret Gospel of Thomas Revelations, visions, prophecy and Politics in the Book 
of Revelation, why Religion, a personal story, and her latest, the one we're going to 
be talking about mostly is Miracles and Wonder: The Historical Mystery of Jesus.  
 
Welcome again, Elaine Pagels, to Free Forum: A World That Just Might Work.  

Pagels: 
Thank you. It's so good to see you again. And there are some things to celebrate. I 
think what Pope Francis brought to the world… brought the church back to the 
fundamental teachings of Jesus. Even when I was talking with someone like Nicholas 
Kristof, who's not a fan of Christians… he said, “Well, that's true. I don't like the 
church as much, but it is those people - Catholics, the Evangelicals, and many others - 
who really take care of the poor and teach people and give, and they are the most 
open-hearted and generous because that's part of the message.” 

McNally: 
Yeah, yeah. I was going to ask you to reflect, if you will, and if you have anything 
more to say about the role of Francis or maybe his death and the moment we face. I 
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thought that he went out in his last days, seeing what was happening in America, and 
in the world, and in Ukraine, and in Gaza - he didn't go quietly.  

Pagels; 
No. He spoke out, and even the day before he died, he was talking to the Vice 
President of the United States whose policies he challenged, and he wasn't going to 
let it pass.  

McNally: 
With almost his last breath. He was still…  

Pagels: 

He was amazingly courageous, and his health was apparently compromised much of 
the time, but he was really a man of the spirit.  

McNally: 
Yeah, absolutely. As I said, since John. I was in high school when John the 23rd was 
Pope. And when Vatican II happened, and the Church for the first time took a great 
leap really in that Council, moving into the 20th century from maybe the 17th or 
something. It had been a while since the church had made any movement. And then 
there was a series of popes where everything seemed to be status quo. I didn't feel 
the life or the spirit in it. And then for the last few years, it returned in the body of 
Francis. 

Pagels: 
Next week I'm going to the Los Angeles Times Book Fair, and we'll be speaking at an 
event paired up with another author who has written a book you might've seen called 
Jesus Wept. It's about the papacies of the last seven Popes. The writer is a 
Protestant. He just became interested in the issues and interested in the enormous 
influence of Catholicism throughout the world. But what he shows is movement 
forward and movement backward as we would see it. People who really want to say 
the Pope is infallible… There's an enormous stress in the book on sexuality. It's just 
stunning how much time and effort and debate these celibate – supposedly – men give 
to questions about sexuality. They're obsessed with it. And the only problem with 
Francis is that he didn't take it to women.  

McNally: 
As I said, I never could reconcile how he could…Now it may have been - we'll never 
know - a choose your battles kind of thing.  

Pagels: 
Well, not only that, but I think, if you live in a society which consists only of men, as 
he did, that's just not on the top of your mind. But he certainly reached out to 
refugees and Muslims and to Jews and to Protestants and Orthodox Christians and 
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people who aren't Christians at all. And also he was holding councils at the Vatican, I 
hear, for artists, even those who were very critical of Catholic policies, to try to bring 
them back in to work really on the side of Christ as he saw it.  

McNally: 
One thing you said that I'm just going to comment on was that this author found an 
awful lot of preoccupation with sexuality. And I will say that there have been 
moments when it has dawned on me, “Why is that even a concern of religion?” In 
other words, to take that step back and go - I understand dealing with power and 
poverty and violence and murder and the 10 Commandments, but why such a 
preoccupation with what people do in their beds of a church that's supposed to be 
about how do we reckon with the meaning and spirit of life and how do we make our 
way to the kingdom of God?  

Pagels: 
Well, it's not the best part of the church because there are other sides to it, but it 
seems like a way to control people. I mean, I've been studying if you can control what 
people do in that situation, you really have a hold on them. So that's maybe a very 
Protestant answer because that's how I was brought up to sort of dislike authoritarian 
regimes of any kind. But Jesus doesn't talk about it at all.  

McNally: 
That was part of my thinking… 

Pagels: 
Not once.  

McNally: 
…it's not from Jesus,  

Pagels: 
Nothing.  

McNally: 

And yet as we're both saying, and as everyone knows, it's not just a piece of it, it's 
such a preoccupation. It is where people draw the line. It's where people define 
them. And as you say, it was not a concern of Jesus from the gospels. We don't hear 
anything.  

Pagels: 
No, I mean there's a saying from Jesus that he thought marriage should be insoluble. 
That was a conviction. He shared with some other rabbis and not others. Divorce was 
very common in Judaism - only for men, of course, because women didn't have the 
prerogative to initiate it as they did in the Roman world. But anyway, it's very 
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interesting how that… but we should focus on what he does talk about, which is the 
way people treat each other.  
 
That's really what I've always felt was tremendously moving about the story of Jesus, 
that he takes the concern that Jewish tradition does with how you treat other people. 
It's not, for example, in Greek and Roman religion. Your favor with God depends on, 
you're going to the temple and you'll bring a gift of money, of sacrifice of something 
and then God will do something for you. But this God, the God of Israel, talks about 
you shall not steal, you shall not lie about your neighbor. You shall not betray a 
person sexually. I mean it's all about how you treat other people.  
 
And the prophets say, “What does the Lord require of you, but that you do justice and 
act mercifully and walk humbly with your God.” Jesus was in that tradition. It's all 
about how people treat each other.  

McNally: 
Wasn't part of the novelty or radicalness of what he was saying that he expanded who 
that applied to. It wasn't just your family, it wasn't just your community, it wasn't just 
other Jews.  

Pagels: 
Exactly. That is very unusual because love your neighbor as yourself means the people 
right around you. And Jesus, according to the gospel stories, expanded it to someone 
who wasn't a Jew, an ungrateful son who wasted all everything you ever did for him 
and then wants to come back, or even an enemy. It's amazing. That opening up of a 
challenge to treat each other with justice and even with love is radical.  

McNally: 
And when we, as I know, one of the reasons behind this book, one of the questions, 
the yearnings behind this book is to understand how, as I said in the intro, this one 
particular rabbi had the influence that he's had. And I think you say that that 
movement from your neighbor to all humanity or maybe even beyond that was one of 
the things that you think had a great deal to do with that.  

Pagels: 

It did. And I think he was really recalling Genesis 1, which speaks about God creating 
humanity in his image. You know, Terrence, other religions, other traditions… We'll 
talk about the origin of the Roman people with Romulus and Remus, the origin of the 
Greek people, or the Persian people… But the Hebrew story starts out with the 
creation of all people, sort of united in one paradigmatic person, and that's different. 
So the universality is implicit in what they claim about their stories, but it's really 
Jesus who expands it to that, thousands of years after it started. 
 
McNally: 
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… into today, into your everyday life, into your daily actions… 

Pagels: 
…and to your, as you said, to other people who aren't Jews and aren't your family.  

McNally: 
Yeah. By the way, Adam, Eve and the Serpent was where I first read you, and so that 
whole thing of Genesis was my introduction to your work.  
 
Let me, for people who aren't familiar with you, just spend just a little bit on your 
origin story as a religious scholar, which is your venturing into an Evangelical church 
and then out of it, and then how you end up as a religious scholar.  

Pagels: 
Yes. Well, my family was nominally Christian, right? The grandparents on both sides 
would've been Protestants, one family, Dutch, and the other Swiss, but my father 
discovered in college the work of Charles Darwin, and suddenly he thought, “Wait a 
minute. Genesis has got to be a silly old folk tale because that's not what happened. 
It's evolution.”  
 
One of the problems with American Christianity, as you know I'm sure, is that so many 
people take so much literally, and that's why they see science…  

McNally: 
Let me just cut in for people, the fundamentalist strain from the mid 19th century, 
right?  

Pagels: 
Yes. Which says every word of the Bible is literally true. So if God created the world 
in seven days, that's what you have to believe. Now, nobody with a scientific 
education would take that literally. You can take it seriously without taking it 
literally. But my father didn't have that choice, so he just said, “Well, these are silly 
old stories.”  
 
So I was brought up without that, and I encountered an Evangelical group as an 
adolescent, and the promise you could be born again and have a whole new life. It 
was irresistible. It was really quite wonderful when charismatically preached, and I 
thought, “Yes, this is great.” So I joined a Bible-believing church, which means every 
word of the Bible is true…for about a year. And then I had to leave it because they 
were not living what I thought it was all about, which was the love of God for all 
people.  

McNally: 
Right. And do you want to share the incident that broke it? 
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Pagels: 
Well, yes. Well, as I said, I was in high school and I was in this Evangelical church and 
I had an alternate group of friends who were not in that church at all. They were kind 
of doing other things, rock and roll and so forth. And there was an automobile 
accident in which a friend of mine died - age 16, a very vibrant, vital, fantastic 
person, just suddenly dead. It was a tremendous shock to everyone who was there. I 
wasn't in the car, but he was a very close friend.  
 
And so I went back to the church and I said, “My friend was just killed in an 
accident.” And they said, “Well, that's terrible. Was he born again?” And I said, “No, 
he was Jewish.’ And they said, “Oh, well, then he's in hell.” And I felt like I'd just 
been socked in the stomach.  
 
What are you talking about? This is about the love of God. Wasn't Jesus Jewish? What 
are you talking? I couldn't even speak. So I didn't speak. I just walked out feeling 
utterly desolate and I never went back.  

McNally: 
So you lost that church, which had been engaging you as a teenager. So there was loss 
involved. I will say, by the way, when I hear that story, I'm reminded, I have a sister 
who at one point was quite born again, I think she's broadened her horizon since then. 
But I remember having a conversation, which I said, “How can that… if you haven't 
taken Christ as your savior, you cannot make it to heaven…” I said, “How does that 
apply to the people who never heard of him? How does that apply to the people in 
China who live in a village?” And it just doesn't make sense. And it was that kind of 
thing, but you understand where I'm going. That literalness just totally breaks down.  
 
Now, of course, you run into some of that in this book - or something like that - where 
virgin birth, resurrection, miracles… There's a lot of stuff in there. And before we talk 
about that, which is what we'll do with most of this time, I wanted to ask a few other 
questions so that I don't miss them. One is: when you look back, what are do you think 
the central questions that you've been searching for answers for or you've been 
exploring in these 40-plus years of your work with religion?  

Pagels: 

Well, that's a big question. And here's the thing. I could have just left Christianity 
behind forever if it hadn't been for the fact that when I did experience life with these 
evangelical Christians and people who were passionately engaged with Jesus and 
Satan and God and what Christians should do. I felt that the sky had opened up, that 
the world wasn't just what you could see, that there are spiritual energies in the 
universe, and that we engage them and they are part of our lives. And I had 
experiences of a joy in the sense of participating in some kind of transcendent reality, 
a god of love, and that was very important to me. 
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And so maybe five years after I quit Christianity, the question was, what is it about 
religious traditions? Why haven't they just died out? I mean, there's a lot of ancient 
customs that we don't do anymore. We don't light fires with rocks very often unless 
we're out camping. I mean, we don't have to go back to those things. Why didn't they 
just fade away?  
 
But actually religious traditions, whether it's Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, are 
vital and essential for the lives of countless people all over the world. And I feel that's 
because they can open us up to qualities of our experience that are beyond normal 
rational understanding, and yet, which are part of our being - questions we need to 
ask, and things that we need to explore. At least I do. Not everybody does. Not 
everybody asks those questions, but I couldn't help it. I wanted to know what was it 
about Christianity?  

McNally: 
That experience you'd had and that experience you knew others had lingered in you 
and the yearning for it and so on. And then it leads to an entire career. And that's 
what I'm sort of getting. It's like, how did that hunger translate itself into your career?  

Pagels: 
Well, I could see that an openness to spirituality can transform people's lives and 
does. I love the book by William James called The Varieties of Religious Experience, 
and that talks about how people's lives - people who are feeling suicidal or terribly 
depressed or addicted - their lives can be transformed if they have certain kinds of 
experience.  
 
And William James was a psychologist who discovered that in his own experience 
when he was going through a very deep depression, and I experienced something like 
that too. So I just know that these traditions are about something very close to our 
human understanding or lack of understanding or desire to transcend our rational 
understanding of who we are, what we're doing here, what anything means, right? 
Because you see this all the time - Are there people whose lives are transformed.  

McNally: 
And you actually talk about in this book an experience you had when you were 
beginning. You were surprised to find that you could study this at Harvard the way 
you did. And then you also say that you had an experience with an advisor or 
something…  

Pagels: 
Oh yes. Well, I decided to sort of tiptoe back to Christianity, and I didn't want to go to 
a church or a minister or a priest or any of those people because I figured they were 
selling different brands of the same kind of thing. So I went to a university that was 
secular,  
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McNally: 
Although started as a religious school… 

Pagels: 
It was a religious school. John Harvard was trying to educate ministers for the colony, 
for the new world, and he did.  

McNally: 
But by the time you were going…  

Pagels: 
Actually, Terrence, they had changed the motto of Harvard. It used to be Veritas 
Christo at Ecclesiam Suam, which means Truth for Christ and His Church. That's the 
motto.  
 
McNally: 
I did not know that.  
 
Pagels: 
And now they cut off the other part and they call it Veritas, right? Forget Christ in his 
church. Anyway, you can omit that part. But anyway, that's true.  

McNally: 
That's fascinating. 

Pagels: 
So what can we find out if we're not just talking to ministers and priests about Jesus 
of Nazareth? And the earliest we can get, I discovered, is writings that were done 40, 
50, 60 years after he died. And they weren't really biographies, they weren't really 
histories. They were actually written as gospels, which means “good news”, of 
course. They were written to spread the message, the good news of Jesus. What is 
the good news? And that's a big question. What is the good news of Jesus? And so the 
gospels speak about Jesus and what an extraordinary person he was. I found this 
fascinating, but also how little we can actually find out historically,  

McNally: 
I'm going to quote that one thing that I had asked about, which is that Krister 
Stendhahl is talking with you in your early days at Harvard, and you say - I'm going to 
read what you wrote here - “…having warned me that women were almost never 
accepted as doctoral students at Harvard, and that those who came failed to 
graduate. He asked, ‘Why did you come here?’ Startled, I said, ‘I'd hope to find the 
essence of Christianity.’ And he paused and with a severe look asked, ‘What makes 
you think it has an essence?’ At that moment, I knew I was in the right place.” 



 10 

Pagels: 
Yes, because he was asking me a question I'd never thought of and to think about it a 
different way. And I thought, “Wow, that's amazing.” 

McNally: 
Yeah, that's worth the price of admission.  

Pagels: 
Yes, it was. And it was my price of admission because he was actually a Lutheran 
priest, the Archbishop of Sweden, but he was also very open to asking questions. He 
said, “The way I think about it when I preach is very different than the way I think 
about it when I'm teaching.” So I was interested in what we could find historically. 
And what I've learned is some things, but not a lot. There's a lot we don't know 
historically. And this book is about that, and about how we try to track something 
about the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth, and how it comes to mean what it 
means in so many different ways for people all over the world.  

McNally: 

I said in the introduction that you felt you couldn't have written this book much 
earlier. Why so?  

Pagels: 

Well, because at that point, Terrence, I was focused on more specific projects. First 
of all, we had this incredible shock, surprise, and gift of suddenly being invited to 
translate over 50 ancient texts that were found… sacred text in a library of an ancient 
monastery, which included several gospels we'd never heard of, such as the Gospel of 
Thomas and the Gospel of Philip and the Gospel of Peter and the Gospel of Truth. And 
there was so much more early Christian literature about Jesus than we ever knew 
existed. People say, “Oh, well, that's just the bad stuff. That's heresy.” And even 
Krister Stendhahl said to us, “Before I read what you wrote about the Gospel of 
Thomas,” he said, “We thought that was just weird.” 
 
McNally: 
Interesting.  
 
Pagels: 
He did, yes. He said, “I thought it was just weird.” And so that was how we walked 
into these other sources. How could other gospels be genuine? 
 
McNally: 
Well, I think you probably see this yourself. You were incredibly lucky to enter into 
this field at that moment with access to that opening, if you will.  
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Pagels: 
Yes. And nobody knew what it was. I mean, what is the gospel of Thomas? Is it trash? 
Is it heresy? Is it inspired by the devil? Are they real sayings of Jesus? I mean, opinions 
went all over the map. I didn't care too much, because when I started to read some of 
those sayings, I just thought, “Wow,” because these are not like the New Testament 
gospel, which are, as you know, they're episodes in the life of Jesus. There are stories 
about his family, his birth, his life, his healings, his death. These are just sayings. The 
gospel of Thomas is nothing but teachings. 

McNally: 
There's no biography there. It's just the sayings,  

Pagels: 
No biography because they're not supposed to be replacing Matthew and Mark. They're 
supposed to be giving you deeper insight. So they're not competitive with the others. 
They're adding more.  

McNally: 

Supplementing… 

Pagels: 
What they do is they add, if you like, something we could call mystical tradition. And 
I thought that was great. And if I show it to students, some of them say, “Wow, that is 
an amazing saying. Like my favorite one I always think of, “If you bring forth what is 
within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within 
you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.” That's the one that first spoke to 
me. And I thought, “Wow, I like this gospel.” 

McNally: 
Yes, by the way, that is my favorite as well. And to me, speaks as much to me as any 
religious saying I ever I've ever seen. It is so sophisticated in terms of psychology and 
all of that, right? And art. And it just has so much to say.  

Pagels: 
Exactly. And I took it psychologically, and psychologically it works. People learn that 
in therapy, what you don't bring forth can destroy you. And what you do bring forth 
can liberate you.  
 
McNally: 
Yeah.  
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Pagels: 
But I also realize it has a theological meaning. It is about discovering that within you, 
there's a connection. It's a kind of energy that connects you to the source of all life, 
that you don't need someone outside to tell you, or a church or a bishop or anything. 
Every person, supposedly this teaches, has a connection with the source from which 
we all come. And you may not even know you have that spiritual capacity. Most 
people don't. But you have to look for it. And if you look for it, you can find your 
connection with the divine source. So that I think is coming to talk about the image of 
God in everyone.  

McNally: 
And one can see why the authorities within the church ended up pushing that one 
aside because it does say that each individual can have their own experience and 
their own relationship and kind of says, you may not need the Church. 

Pagels: 

Exactly. And some people can take it in a very strange way. And leaders were worried 
that if you say to someone you have a connection with God, someone could be 
megalomaniac and think, “Oh, I'm God, isn't that wonderful?” And it could be taken 
immaturely like that. So that's why it's advanced level teaching. It's supposed to be 
reserved for certain people. So if you were Jesus, you wouldn't just preach it on the 
hillsides. You would keep it for certain people who were capable of understanding it, 
and you understood their level of spiritual awareness. And that's what Jesus did. 
That's what Paul did, because they were rabbis. And that's what all rabbis do today. 
They talk to the congregation this way and they talk to their closest disciples on a 
deeper level.  

McNally: 
And that was very much what you write about in terms of Jesus.  
 
And let me just tell people this is FREE FORUM: A WORLD THAT JUST MIGHT WORK 
and I’m Terrence McNally, speaking with best-selling author ELAINE PAGELS. She's also 
a Professor Emeritus at Princeton in Religion, And we're talking about her latest book, 
MIRACLES AND WONDER: The Historical Mystery of Jesus. And you can learn more 
about her work at elaine-pagels.com. 

One thing you spend some time on in the book and seems to be a theme, and it was 
striking to me, I hadn't really thought about that much before, is that it isn't an 
either/or. Is this literally true? Did Christ literally mean this or not? And you say that 
what the gospels are doing and what Jesus was doing - why there were parables 
rather than directions and so on - has to do with this mix of sort of myth and the 
culture of the moment and imagination and direction. It's not a simple story. 
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Pagels: 
And the stories are also meant to have meaning. For example, the Passover story 
where people are being oppressed, enslaved, terribly treated by cruel leaders, and 
God brings them out of slavery and brings them into their own land. It is a story that 
people celebrate in Passover every day and every year when they do the ritual. And 
it's not just about the past. It's about whatever you are dealing with of oppression and 
suffering, whether physical, political, economic, whatever it is… There's a way that 
the story can open into a miracle, into hope.  
 
Before I thought what I love about these stories is the teachings of Jesus - I do - the 
teaching about how we treat each other. But I also love the way the stories move. I 
mean, the blind men suddenly can see; the woman who's suffering a terrible illness is 
suddenly cured; even the dead are brought back to life. And it's as though there's no 
limits to the power and love of God. And that's the message. And that's an amazing 
and powerful message that inspires us. I found it wonderful to discover how the 
stories elevate us.  

McNally: 
So in other words, the question of - Did he actually perform that miracle? Was that 
medically possible? All of that sort of thing - is kind of not the issue, right? The issue is 
that what is miraculous is the possibility of hope.  

Pagels: 
Well, I think it's probably true, Terrence. I believe that people can suddenly 
experience a remission of a terrible illness, sometimes through the intervention of a 
charismatic healer who transforms the way they respond to everything. Who knows? 
There are events like that.  
 
And at that point you could say, “I was really lucky.” Or you could say, “It's a 
miracle.” …because a miracle is an interpretation. And I think those things do happen. 
Jesus probably did cure people. I'm quite sure he must have. The reputation he had.  
 
McNally: 
It was really a big part of his reputation.  
 
Pagels: 
It's a huge part.  
 
McNally: 
The miracles are an essential part of his identity.  
 
Pagels: 
Now, did he bring someone back to life who had been dead three days? That may be 
an elaboration, but you never know what actually happened. It's just that I'm not 
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saying they are simply symbolic. They speak about possibility and they open us up to 
that. And I think that is a beautiful side of these stories. It made me realize how they 
transform the way we understand ourselves and God.  

McNally: 
You finish the book… You're asking the question again. What was it? What was it that 
was different here that made it last? And you say, “Story after story, the point is clear 
as a lightning flash: God can make a way out of no way, transforming what we suffer 
into joy. And the magic is an outburst of hope.  

Pagels: 

Yeah. And even in the worst of times. Mark's gospel ends with a man who's 
abandoned, arrested, tortured, unjustly executed in a horrible way. It couldn't be 
worse. I can't think of anything worse than the story of Jesus,  

McNally: 
The story of the crucifixion. Yes.  

Pagels: 
And things like that happened to people, as we know, but even that, the story says, is 
not necessarily the end. It could be renewed life coming out of that, the person 
coming to new life, we don't know. And so one thing I wanted to say is, there's a lot 
we don't know about - Did this really happen or did it not happen? We don't know in 
many cases, but I realized that that is not as important… 
 
And I also wanted to say, I wasn't trying to debunk the stories and say, “Oh, they're 
nothing but fairytales,” because fairytales lose their charm once you can deal with 
certain situations that all of us have dealt with.  
 
In the first chapter, I'm talking about the birth of Jesus interpreted as a virgin birth; 
that is, a birth to a woman who had no sexual at all, and suddenly she gives birth to a 
child. Now, in the ancient world, there's stories about other miraculous births, but 
nobody suggests that they were done without sexuality.  
 
That is, a God could be involved in the conception of someone like Julius Caesar or 
Augustus because they were sort of thought to be superhuman. So they're talked 
about - They had miraculous births. The God Apollo came upon his mother and so 
forth. So when I talk about that story and look at what the records say, and the fact 
that two of the four gospels say nothing about that, and two have a lot to say about 
it, but what they say is very different. I kept thinking, “Why are they telling stories 
like this?” 
 
And when you put that together with what happens on the ground in wartime, when 
people like the Jews in Judea in the first century are patrolled by enemy soldiers who 
live very nearby, there are a lot of rapes, and there were many people who had said 
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that the birth of Jesus was the result of some event like that. And that's why they had 
to tell these elaborate stories. I don't know what happened. Nobody does now, but 
even if it were that, the point of the story for Mark is that Jesus is the son of God. 
And that's not meant biologically or literally, but it means he comes from God. The 
Holy Spirit has come upon him, and it happens in the first chapter of Mark. And so 
some people thought I was writing about a different reality behind a story, which 
could be a story of an illegitimate birth as if to debunk it. I wasn't trying to debunk it. 
I was trying to figure out what are the probabilities of what happened.  

McNally: 

As I read it, it seemed that you were saying, going back to one thing you said earlier, 
which is that these are not biographies. They are motivational speeches. They are 
recruitment. What the gospel writers, epistle writers are doing is growing a church, 
and so things go in that direction. And that there were rumors about this charismatic 
leader, this charismatic preacher, Jesus Christ, and one of them was illegitimate birth 
and so on. And that you do say that it is not unlikely that the reason they chose to 
mention the virgin birth was to deal with those rumors. Now, it may have a deeper 
meaning, but that one of the real time motivations was that. 

Pagels: 
Yes. But some people immediately look at that and say, “Oh, she's trying to debunk 
the story.” And I want to say, “No, not at all. I'm trying to understand why they're 
told that way.”  

McNally: 
Yes.  

Pagels: 
…and so with the resurrection…  

McNally: 

I was just going to say that the other two I want you to talk about is the resurrection 
and the kingdom of God, those two.  

Pagels: 
Yes. Well, the story about the kingdom of God, what does it mean? What Jesus 
actually preaches is: “The kingdom of God is coming. Repent and believe in the good 
news. It's coming. God is going to come and destroy the evil in the world and 
transform it.” That's a great message. I hope it's true now. We really need it. God is 
going to transform the world and turn it into the world that is glorious and beautiful 
and peaceful. 
 
But because we don't know literally what Jesus meant… Did he really think the end of 
time was coming within his lifetime? It sounds like he may have. Or did he mean 
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something else? The gospel of Thomas says he's really speaking about you becoming 
spiritually aware, and when you do, you understand who you are spiritually, and that's 
what the kingdom of God means.  
 
But partly because the term itself is ambiguous… What does the kingdom of God 
mean? If you're a Christian, if you ever heard that in church, what does it mean? It's 
not clear. But the very ambiguity allows for a wide range of possibilities. And we see 
that in churches all over the world, Pentecostal and Russian Orthodox and Catholic 
and Baptist, with different understandings of its meaning. In fact, the ambiguity 
allows for a great deal of interpretation. So that may be part of the key to its 
openness. Its openness is a key to its attractiveness to people.  

McNally: 
One thing you do in the book that I was fascinated by is, you do ask, “Why recent 
converts? What are they finding?” And you actually ask, “What do folks from an 
entirely different culture, maybe even indigenous folks, the Dalit in India, the 
Urapmin in New Guinea, the Piro in the Amazon, Bicolanos in the Philippines - why 
do they convert? And the answer varies, but let me throw that to you.  

Pagels: 
Yes. Well, the Dalit people in India… That's the word that is translated “untouchable.” 

McNally: 
The lowest of the castes.  

Pagels: 
It's not a caste. In the Hindu system, it is outcast, which means… Castes are levels of 
people. They're hierarchically arranged from the Brahmans, which are the priestly 
class, to the educated people, to the working people, to the day laborers. But the 
Dalit are below those. They clean toilets, they deal with corpses. They are totally 
untouchable because they're filthy and they're despised, and they aren't really 
entirely human.  
 
In fact, there's been a discussion in India until the late 20th century about whether 
the Dalit are actually counting as human beings, and they become legislated as such 
when the government of India wants to count more people as Hindus. And so then 
they are considered humans at a very low level.  
 
But because they were essentially in the position, say, that slaves have been in 
America, people who could be simply abused, thrown aside, absolutely worthless, the 
message that appealed to them was the message of what became liberation theology, 
which is the good news to the poor - what Jesus preaches in Luke's gospel, “I have 
come,” - he reads the prophecies of Isaiah – “to preach good news to the poor, 
liberation to the captives, and to free the oppressed.” That's the message.  
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And that's the message that some Christians have picked up. Christians like Gustavo 
Gutierrez in Catholic tradition and James Cone in Protestant tradition. So when those 
people go to people in the slums of Brazil who are living a degraded life, or certainly 
have been, or people in the slums of India who literally live in the trash heaps, and 
they're told they are human, they are God's children, they are loved, they are his 
people… That message is what speaks, and that's a message that is fundamentally part 
of the gospel.  

McNally: 

You referred to it, but the slaves in America - the same thing. The church was a very 
big part of their lives, right?  

Pagels: 
Yes. And it was actually James Cone. Do you know his work at all?  
 
McNally: 
No.  
 
Pagels: 
Oh, he was a wonderful black theologian. He was talking about growing up in Arkansas 
in the South and how when somebody was lynched - when he was a child - everybody 
would be horrified. Often the person was burned to death. It was horrific. Everyone 
would go to the church and they'd start to sing, and they'd start to sing about Jesus 
suffering. And then they would end with, “Ride on King Jesus. No man can intervene.” 
And so they would say, “Jesus suffered like you, but he was lifted up, and you will 
also be lifted up, and we will not be left here to die and be victims. God will help 
us.” So it's very practical and very powerful in infusing hope. That's why the civil 
rights movement depended on the gospel message.  

McNally: 

Absolutely. The prophetic word was, I'd say, just a lifeblood of the civil rights 
movement.  

Pagels: 
Yes.  

McNally: 
Okay. We've come to near the end, let me ask you this. Have you, not for the reader, 
but for yourself, have you satisfied some of the curiosity and the yearning you had? 
And what happens next? I don't mean what book happens next, but, having finally 
taken this on, gotten where you are, where are you now in terms of all of this 
personally?  
 



 18 

Pagels: 
Yes, Terrence, what I realized - you go looking for answers, and I find there aren't so 
many answers. There are more questions. But I see the pattern of the hope for 
transformation, that the message of Jesus speaks in every way it's preached. And I 
think that is also part of other traditions that speak about everyone belonging to the 
divine source from which we come, whether they're Muslims or Jews or Buddhists. 
There are similar messages. What that means, of course, is that Christianity isn't the 
only one on the throne there, but it doesn't have to be.  

McNally: 
It just has to be for those who it works for.  

Pagels: 
Yes. But I do think that religious practices - prayer, meditation, teaching, and the 
acts of love that are required of people - are transformative and very important. I 
don't think I could feel that much joy without them. So I think this is part of human 
nature to look for that kind of meaning. And even if it's not a meaning that you can 
articulate in a sentence, you feel that when people treat each other that way, our 
life does have meaning and joy.  

McNally: 
Let me ask one last question. How do you see this playing out? In other words, it 
seems that in this country, certainly, and I'm not that clear about what's happening in 
other countries, I know authoritarianism is on the rise, but I'm not sure how it relates 
to religion. In this country, it seems that an awful lot of the people who say they're 
following Jesus don't seem to me to be following his message at all. How do you think 
this plays out? You've been searching for these answers while this other stuff has been 
going on in our society and our culture, this Christian nationalism and 
authoritarianism and so on. How do you feel this plays out?  

Pagels: 
Well, one thing I've learned studying different religions, Terrence, is they're very good 
at arousing emotion. And that's why people going into war, say, often use Christian 
means. The Russians were blessing the tanks that went into Ukraine. Americans 
always have chaplains going into war. There are always so many ways this collection 
of traditions can be interpreted, that they've been interpreted in favor of killing, in 
favor of killing people who believe something different. Catholics and Protestants 
burning each other at the stake, for example. They actually did that. Can you imagine 
that?  
 
That of course, we know happens. And so religions are often used for the purposes of 
maintaining power, and they can be termed that way. And so we don't have one kind 
of Christianity in this country. We have lots. And not just different in terms of 
worship, like Pentecostal Christians and, say, Russian Orthodox, but with different 
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kinds of message that they're teaching. It seems to me it's not hard to figure out what 
Jesus taught. It's very hard to live it. 

McNally: 
Wow… and people will use it to fit what they feel they need.  

Pagels: 
Yes, they will turn it to a different purpose, and we see that all the time.  

McNally: 
So the question isn't how must religion change? As you point out, it's somewhat open 
and it can be abused just as anything can be. It can be used and abused just as 
anything can.  

Pagels: 
And not just Christianity. But Buddhism has been used in the service of war, and 
Judaism and Islam, and in the service of peace and love. So yes, I think we have to be 
aware of that. I don't think that we can have a transformation in this country without 
a spiritual transformation at this point that really goes back to what I think many 
people instinctively know is fundamental to human wellbeing.  

McNally: 
Yeah…and in some sense, that isn't a religious question. It may be a question of spirit, 
but it's not necessarily a question of religion. Would you agree? In other words, can 
we rise to that calling?  

Pagels: 
Yes. Yes. Absolutely.  

McNally: 
Okay. Thank you. One thing I will say is that entering the book, reading the book, and 
having this conversation, it's not about nailing down the answer, is it? It really isn't.  

Pagels: 

Well, I would like it to be more of that, but it does open up the questions and try to 
invite anyone to take it further.  

McNally: 

Yeah, wrestle with it as you would with the angel. Wrestle… 
 
Pagels: 
With the angel, yes. 
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McNally: 
So again, the book is MIRACLES AND WONDER: The Historical Mystery of Jesus.  The 
website to learn more is elaine-pagels.com.  
 
For this conversation, many other interviews and articles, to join me in pursuit of a 
world that just might work, go to terrencemcnally.net or 
aworldthatjustmightwork.com - the same website. If you want to get my weekly 
announcement, telling you who's going to be on what we're going to talk about, and 
links to 10 or 15 articles to flesh out the conversation, email me at 
temcnally@mac.com 
 
You can subscribe and listen to FREE FORUM podcasts at Apple Podcasts, Spotify, most 
major podcast sites, and at my site, and you'll find years of podcasts at those sites. 
Michael Lewis, Jeremy Scahill, Naomi Klein, Robert Reich, Van Jones. It goes back, 
there's about four or 500 of them. You can follow me on Twitter @McNallyTerrence, 
thanks to Kiyana Williams in production, production, George Vasilopoulis at 
Progressive Voices, and most of all you, my listeners. Please share this podcast 
widely.  
 
And finally, thank you, Elaine Pagels, and keep up your good work.  

Pagels: 
Thank you. It's been a joy talking with you. 


