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THE NEW HERETICS: SKEPTICISM, SECULARISM, AND 
PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIANITY. By Rebekka King. New York 
University Press, 2023. Pp. 264. Cloth, $94.00; paper, $32.00; 
e-book, $23.00.

Gretta Vosper is a minister in the United Church of Canada. She 
is also an atheist. Vosper is part of a self-described “progres-
sive” movement that emerged in mainline Protestantism in the 
mid-1990s and which scholars of North American religion have 
largely overlooked. In fact, Rebekka King describes her recent 
monograph, The New Heretics, as “the first ethnographic and 
scholarly study of progressive Christianity.” Drawing on field-
work conducted across five progressive mainline Protestant 
churches in southern Ontario from 2008 to 2010, King takes a 
dialogic approach that foregrounds what progressive Christians 
mean when they say they are Christians. King argues that re-
jecting orthodox Christianity “becomes the primary means 
whereby progressive Christians understand themselves to still 
be Christians despite, or because of, their heretical beliefs.” To 
be a “heretic” is to be authentically Christian. For progressive 
Christians, historical research, biblical criticism, empiricist sci-
ence, and liberal humanism, which they treat as sources of “sec-
ular” knowledge, render traditional forms of Christian belief, 
practice, and moral reasoning false or deficient. In light of this, 
they refit Christianity with secular materials through complex 
social and linguistic processes. After an introduction and an out-
line of her ethnographic sites (Chapter One), King unpacks those 
processes over three additional chapters, a conclusion, and an 
epilogue. Throughout The New Heretics, King observes that pro-
gressive Christian language ideologies closely resemble what 
other anthropologists have identified as a modern Christian con-
cern for sincerity. Progressive Christians assume that speech 
is “a manifestation of an individual’s character” and must align 
with one’s inner self. Therefore, they cannot profess what they 
know (through historical or scientific evidence, say) to be false 
or immoral. For instance, since liberal humanists problematize 
classical theism and many critical biblical scholars reject Jesus’ 
divinity, progressive Christians remove language about God and 
the divinity of Jesus from their liturgies. For them, skepticism 
is an ethical stance that drives religious expression in the way 
that faith does for other Christians. Progressive Christians hone 
their skepticism in reading groups, which are the subject of 
Chapter Two. Participants in these small groups do not dissect 
biblical texts. Rather, they discuss books by prominent skeptical 
Christians (most notably the late Episcopal Bishop John Shelby 
Spong) that make critical biblical scholarship accessible to non-
academic audiences. King argues that progressives transfer the 
authority that conservative Christians invest in the Bible to fig-
ures like Spong, whose books they mine for the real meaning of 
biblical texts. Chapter Three takes up deconversion narratives, 
which mimic and invert Evangelicals’ conversion accounts. Like 
Evangelicals, progressive Christians describe a process of being 

“lost” and then “found.” But their self-narration begins with faith 
and ends in doubt, a sequence that indicates a normative experi-
ence of time. In Chapter Four, King tracks her interlocutors’ use 
of temporal adverbs like “already”, “still”, “(not) yet”, and “no 
longer”, arguing that despite internal differences, progressive 
Christians tend to see themselves as traveling on “a forward-
oriented path to ultimately abandoning their Christianity in 
favor of atheism.” They run Christianity through a jagged sec-
ular grid to determine which elements are “already extraneous, 
no longer relevant, or still necessary.” King’s contributions are 
many. By examining a largely white middle-class progressive 
movement in North America, albeit one whose size remains un-
clear, she reverses anthropologists’ tendency to study culturally 
unfamiliar conservative Christians. Moreover, she equips schol-
ars to follow suit by articulating a new lens for studying religious 
and “religion-like” phenomena, which she calls “lived secular-
ity.” This concept critiques the ways that scholars of religion 
are “trained to identify religion everywhere,” even when such 
an identification is hermeneutically deleterious. It also modifies 
“lived religion” approaches by making secularity primary in-
stead of religion. After all, King argues, religion is an operative 
category for progressive Christians, but “they presume that it 
must be dominated by a larger adherence to… an overarching 
secularity.” King’s description of that secularity and the ethics 
of progressive reform that it generates has clear potential to il-
luminate other scenes of intra-Christian discord, including de-
bates over sexuality, gender, vaccination, and the reality of Hell. 
That said, King leaves questions of historical comparison and 
precedent largely untouched. Nevertheless, by contrasting pro-
gressive Christians with conservative Evangelicals, whom she 
calls progressives’ collective “Protestant Proximate Other,” King 
demonstrates that friction within Christianity weighs heavily on 
what Christians say it means to be Christian. King’s book is a 
sympathetic and accessible account of some of the ontological 
collisions that have led to painful congregational conflicts in 
mainline Protestantism over the last half-century.

Phillip D. Davis
Northwestern University

Jewish Thought

THE TWO MEHILTOT ON THE JETHRO PORTION (EXODUS 
18). By Menahem I. Kahana. Magnes Press, 2025. Pp. 370.

For over four decades, Menahem Kahana (1946–2025) was the 
leading expert on the Tannaitic Midrashim, early rabbinic exe-
getical works on the latter four books of the Pentateuch. These 
collections most often focus on legal or halakhic matters and 
are thus often termed “Halakhic Midrashim.” But this is a bit 
of a misnomer, as they all—if to differing extents—contain com-
mentaries on non-Halakhic sections of Scripture. The various 
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works are divided into two and a half “schools”: one group of 
midrashim was composed by students of Rabbi Ishmael, and 
another by students of Rabbi Akiva; a third group, only min-
imally represented in the surviving textual evidence, is made 
up of midrashim composed by an Akivan splinter group. A sur-
prising feature of these works is that despite the significant 
differences between the Ishmaelian and Akivan midrashim—for 
example, each promote their own sages, use their own exeget-
ical terms, have differing approaches to Scripture, and utilize 
the Mishnah differently—the Aggadic (non-Halakhic) material 
is mostly shared across the schools. In an earlier book,1 Kahana 
addressed this topic by comparing the treatment of Exodus 17 
in the Ishmaelian Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael and in the Akivan 
Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shimʻon Ben Yohay. Kahana there reached the 
conclusion that the material in the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael 
was “earlier” in the sense that it better preserved the originality 
of the shared material. The Two Mekhiltot on the Jethro Portion 
(Exodus 18), published shortly before Kahana’s death this past 
December, continues where his earlier study left off. This is 
particularly relevant as the two sections—covering the stories 
of Amalek and Jethro in Exodus 17–18—appeared together in 
the original division of the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael into nine 
tractates. Kahana, though, had to deal with a methodological 
problem that was now more acute: while the Mekhilta de-Rabbi 
Ishmael is well attested in the manuscript record, the Mekhilta 
de-Rabbi Shimon Ben Yohay is not, and is known only from par-
tial copies found in the Cairo Genizah and from citations in me-
dieval works. And while the portion of Amalek is attested in a 
complete Yemenite copy, no such evidence exists for the portion 
of Jethro. The book begins with an introduction outlining the 
limits of prior editions and the goals of the present edition and 
study. Kahana then presents a side-by-side edition of the two 
Mekhiltot; given the parse evidence, significant work went into 
reconstructing the sections from the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shimon 
Ben Yohay. An extensive commentary follows the edition. Before 
each comment, the texts of the two Mekhiltot are presented yet 
again, this time with the differences—almost all quite slight—
emphasized in bold. The commentary utilizes what Kahana 
terms “the philological-historical-literary” method. After first 
establishing the correct text of each work, Kahana moves to 
compare the two Mekhiltot. Much of the commentary is devoted 
to explaining the processes of midrashic exegesis. Over the 
course of the portion, the Mekhiltot record differing interpreta-
tions of R. Joshua and R. Elazar ha-Modai. Kahana shows that, 
as a general rule, R. Joshua veers near the plain meaning of the 
text in his interpretations, whereas R. Elazar often stretches the 
text to arrive at “religious meaning” or “allegorical interpreta-
tions” (in an appendix, Kahana summarizes the main differ-
ences between the two rabbis). With that, there are occasions 
when R. Joshua strays from literal interpretation, and Kahana 
explains that in these instances R. Joshua is engaged in intra-
rabbinic or inter-religious polemics. Significant attention is 

given also to the Scriptural version on which the rabbis relied; 
Kahana shows that on several occasions in this portion, the rab-
bis’ version diverged from that of the Masoretic Bible. In a brief 
conclusion, Kahana summarizes that here, too, the material in 
the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael appears more original than that 
in the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shmon ben Yohay. Attention is given 
also to the by now well-documented phenomenon by which 
the material in the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shimon ben Yohay more 
closely parallels that found in the Babylonian Talmud. Kahana 
shows also that while the Aggadic material in the two Mekhiltot 
is shared, it was incorporated into each Mekhilta early enough 
for the material to have undergone slight revisions that reflect 
the style of each midrashic school. This book is a significant 
contribution from a leading scholar. It is required reading for 
students of rabbinic literature, rabbinic Hebrew, and early bib-
lical exegesis. As a first-rate critical edition, it will undoubtedly 
be an invaluable reference work for years to come.

NOTE

[1]	Menahem Kahana, Two Mekhiltot on the Amalek Portion: The Orig-
inality of the Version of the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmaʻel with Respect 
to the Mekhilta of Rabbi Shimʻon Ben Yohay (The Magnes Press, 
1999).

Yitz Landes
Jewish Theological Seminary of America

CHARACTERIZATION IN MIDRASH AND MEDIEVAL 
JEWISH BIBLE COMMENTARIES. By Sivan Nir. The Bible 
and Its Reception, 8. SBL Press, 2024. Pp. xvi + 440. Cloth, 
$98.00; paper, $78.00.

Histories of interpretation often privilege either early midrash 
or medieval commentators, but rarely give both equal weight. 
This volume offers an attempt to hold these traditions in a single 
frame by following reinterpretations of the biblical characters 
Balaam, Jeremiah, and Esther across a spectrum of Jewish works, 
from second-century rabbinic texts to medieval Jewish biblical 
commentaries. Nir argues that three types of characterization 
(comparison of character traits, depiction of inner thought, and 
the idea of a protagonist in a biblical narrative) used in late mi-
drash and medieval biblical commentary show a shift toward 
more realistic, mimetic readings. This marks a divide from clas-
sical midrash, which leans toward typological interpretation. 
Scholarship in the past decade has increasingly approached 
midrash and related exegetical traditions with an emphasis on 
literary method, diachronic development, and cross-cultural 
context; Nir’s work is a significant contribution to these ongo-
ing efforts to consider these texts as dynamic literary traditions 
embedded in wider interpretive ecologies. Taking Auerbach’s 
Mimesis as his model, Nir divides his study both by character 
and by method of characterization, choosing for each a repre-
sentative early and late midrashic source, and two contrasting 
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