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Cobbey: Tell me about making the
arrangements for this funeral--the secu-
rity measures you've had to go through,
the liturgy planning. What's it been like
for you?

Chane: The planning for this particular
service, or for any service which would be
a state funeral--and all living presidents in
the United States will be buried from the
National Cathedral--have been well under-
way even prior to my coming to the Diocese
of Washington.

One of the first briefings I had not long
after I was elected and consecrated was
with the Military District of Washington,
sharing with me the protocol and the work
that would be undertaken to develop a serv-
ice for such an occasion. I was notified that,
because of the preparation time and because
of their involvement and the relationship of
the National Cathedral to such services, I
would have to be available 24/7/365, which
was a real shock. I travel quite a bit from the
diocese. I had made a comment that I may
be in Honduras. They said, "It doesn't make
any difference. We'll get you home."

We now have a manual which has been
developed by our Foundation Crisis Action
Team. It's both Cathedral and diocese. It is
primarily focused out of the Cathedral
Foundation of which I am the president.
This is a very detailed and voluminous
manual. It's huge. It's got to be at least 1,000
pages. That manual was developed in com-
munication with the Military District of
Washington that's in charge of any state
funeral, the Secret Service, our own police
force here in the close--and we have 30-

some officers on staff here … We have our
own police force ... because of our schools.
We have about 1,800 students on this cam-
pus on any given day, plus we have well
over 2,000 employees on top of that. So we
are a small town. And everything is con-
tained on 53 acres.

Cobbey: Does everyone who attends
have to go through screening and metal
detectors?

Chane: This service is only by invitation.
It is 3,800 invitations. They all have to come
in one door. They come in through the West
Entrance, come in through what we call the
Gate House. There will be magnetometers
there. There will be devices to sniff for any
radioactive agents. This is called a "nation-
al security alert" so that every available
resource that can be brought to bear on this
service is being focused on this Cathedral
on Thursday and Friday. This is the safest
place in the world right now. Or it will be.

We also have portable chain link fence ...
that completely surrounds the Cathedral itself,
so that there is no access. You'd have to jump
the fence and those fences are patrolled on a
regular basis. I live right across Wisconsin
Avenue on Woodley and I can walk here, but
if I walk to the Cathedral, I've got to have not
only my Cathedral identification badge, but
also I have to have security from Secret
Service to get in here for the services on
Friday morning. 

Cobbey:Are you turning away heads of
state?

Chane: Yeah. Quite frankly, that's been
very hard and that's my job. To be in touch
with the Vatican and to let them know what

is and what is not going to happen. Folks, I
think, are for the most part fairly under-
standing. It really is a matter for respecting
the wishes of the family and what they
would like to see happen. The most impor-
tant thing for me is to do what I would do if
I was a parish priest or a pastor in a congre-
gation, and that is to live within the wishes
of the family and make sure we, within
good order, did what they have asked us to
do.

Cobbey: Now tell me, what is the best
part of it?

Chane: I think the best part of it is really
living into what a cathedral ought to be and
what a diocese ought to be in companion-
ship with its cathedral. In many ways, this is
one of those unselfish ways of giving your-
self away to a greater purpose. I think it is
also a time when the nation needs to have a
place where it can focus its attention, its
grief and also an opportunity that provides
people some closure.

So, for me, it is very satisfying to be here
and to be able to provide that ministry not
only to a nation, but really the global com-
munity. And with every living president
being buried from this cathedral ... it is a
reminder of how the nation really needs to
be able to focus on a place that has a sacred
and important connotation attached to it.
And the fact that we are an Episcopal cathe-
dral, I think, makes it, for me, even far more
pleasant. Because that's who we are.
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The New Testament is in Greek
because Aramaic-speaking Christianity
(along with any literature it may have
produced) died out, while Greek-speak-
ing Christianity (and its literature,
which includes the Greek New
Testament) survived. Like Buddhism,
Christianity basically died out in the
land of its birth but thrived elsewhere in
translation (not using the language of
its founder).

Little of Aramaic-speaking
Christianity’s literature has survived,
none of it in the original Aramaic or
Hebrew. There are only a few scattered
references in our (Greek) literature
from the early centuries of Christianity
to Aramaic-speaking Jewish-Christian
groups. We do not know for how many
centuries they survived, but none of
the Christian churches of the Middle

East seem to be descended from them.
So the Christians who could read the
original text of the Bible and were in
cultural continuity with it because they
were Jewish died somewhere along the
line, leaving only Christians who
could not read the Old Testament in
Hebrew and were outside the Jewish
tradition.

This is the first and most important
historical fact about Christianity: it
originated in a thoroughly Jewish set-
ting and was entirely Jewish in charac-
ter, yet early on, it spread to non-Jews
and became thoroughly Gentile. The
original form of Christianity (Jewish
and Aramaic-speaking, Hebrew-read-
ing) eventually died out, while
Christianity in Greek translation sur-
vived and thrived among non-Jewish
peoples.  

U n l i k e
Judaism and
Islam, which
preserved their
Scriptures in
their original
languages and
the ability to
read them,
Greek-speaking,
largely Gentile
C h r i s t i a n i t y
worked from its
beginnings with
translations, a

Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible
and Greek translations of the words of
Jesus. Like Buddhism, Christianity
believed that the message was portable
into any language and any culture. In
contrast, Muslims believe that the text
of the Qur’an is the exact words of
God, to the letter, and no translation
can ever take the place of the Arabic
original and that no translation can
communicate all that is encoded in the
Divine Words. But Christianity, when

it spread from the Aramaic world to
the Greek, made no effort to teach
people Hebrew so they could read the
Bible in the original language.
Christianity was not tied to any verbal-
ly inspired text that had to be studied
in the original language because of the
secret meanings encoded in its every
letter.  Later in its history, such vener-
ation of the inspired, inerrant biblical
text would emerge, but the Early
Church’s view of inspiration was not
troubled by everyone’s total inability
to read the Bible in the original
Hebrew. A Greek translation was suf-
ficient. But Gentile Christianity’s
being satisfied with a Greek transla-
tion is emblematic of how far from its
Jewish origin Christianity had gone.
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S C H O L A R ’ S  C O R N E R
If Jesus spoke Aramaic as he does in Mel

Gibson’s  movie, The Passion of the Christ, why is
the New Testament in Greek and not Aramaic?

Washington Bishop shares 
preparations for Reagan’s funeral

As the National Cathedral -- and the world – prepared to say goodbye to President Ronald Reagan, Episcopal Life feature
editor Nan Cobbey spoke with Washington's Bishop John Chane about preparations for the funeral. Here are excerpts:


