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   Trans­la­tor’s Pref­ace to Vols. 1 & 2



A strange sight was wit­nessed on the USSR Cen­tral TV on No­vem­ber 6, 1989: a deep-voiced,
sil­ver-haired priest of dig­ni­fied ap­pear­ance ad­dressed view­ers in a pro­gram called “Eter­nal
Ques­tions.” Such an event was un­prece­dented at the time, both for the So­viet au­di­ence and
the state-run tele­vi­sion alike. So much so that his ec­cle­si­as­ti­cal ti­tle—arch­priest—was
mis­spelled. What the au­di­ence could not have known at the time is that the speaker had
been ex­plic­itly for­bid­den to use the word “God” in his 10-minute TV ap­pear­ance.
He spoke about a per­son’s in­ner world, the mean­ing of life, and eter­nal val­ues.
This first homily on the So­viet Cen­tral tele­vi­sion can still be stud­ied as a model of
Chris­tian kerygma, of how to ex­press a man’s pro­found long­ing for higher mean­ing,
some­thing the priest has mas­ter­fully ac­com­plished. The priest’s name was Fr. Alexan­der
Men.

 
   When re­li­gious free­dom fi­nally ar­rived in the So­viet Union, Fr. Alexan­der be­came a pub­lic
fig­ure, rec­og­niz­able in ev­ery house­hold through­out the USSR. Over the next two years, he
de­liv­ered around 200 pub­lic lec­tures, speak­ing at Houses of Cul­ture, uni­ver­si­ties, pub­lic
schools, and even in sta­di­ums. With his wide breadth of knowl­edge, he was able to get his
mes­sage across to a broad au­di­ence of the So­viet peo­ple who were thirst­ing to hear the
Good News, which had been largely out of their reach dur­ing their re­cent past
dom­i­nated by Com­mu­nist ide­ol­ogy. Still, the main au­di­ence in Fr. Men’s thirty years of
priestly min­istry was the So­viet in­tel­li­gentsia—peo­ple of sci­ence, ed­u­ca­tion, and
cul­ture.

 
   On the early morn­ing of Sun­day, Sep­tem­ber 9, 1990, Fr. Alexan­der was on his way to
Di­vine Liturgy when he was ap­proached by a stranger. The stranger handed him a writ­ten
note. (It is still a com­mon prac­tice in Rus­sia to con­vey most in­ti­mate re­quests to a priest via a
note.) Fr. Men put on his glasses, un­folded the pa­per and be­gan to read. Sud­denly, he was
struck on his head with an axe by a sec­ond stranger from be­hind. Bleed­ing, he slowly
con­tin­ued on his way to church. “Who did this to you, Fa­ther Alexan­der?” asked a
woman who came upon the blood­ied priest. “No, it was no one. Just me.” He turned
around and be­gan walk­ing back; as he reached the wicket gate of his house, he
col­lapsed. His mur­der, un­solved to this day, sent shock waves across the whole
coun­try.

 
   Alexan­der was born in Mos­cow in 1935 to sec­u­lar, well-ed­u­cated Jew­ish par­ents. His
mother raised Alexan­der as an Or­tho­dox Chris­tian, af­ter she had con­verted to Chris­tian­ity
and re­ceived bap­tism on the same day as her 6-month old son. It was the time of what
be­came known as “the god­less 5-year plan,” dur­ing which the So­viet au­thor­i­ties re­solved to
erase any men­tion of God. The anti-re­li­gious cam­paign was in full swing; even the cal­en­dar
was trans­formed from a nor­mal 7-day week into a 6-day week to make Sun­days, along with
re­li­gious hol­i­days, fall onto work days. Dur­ing that time, sim­ply to be­lieve was an act of
brav­ery, and, since 1920s, a large por­tion of the re­main­ing Rus­sian Or­tho­dox Church had
gone un­der­ground in or­der to pre­serve their faith. From the early days and through­out his
life, Alexan­der, through his men­tors, stayed con­nected to the spir­i­tual her­itage
of that part of the pre-Rev­o­lu­tion Rus­sian Or­tho­dox Church best em­bod­ied by
men such as the priest-saints Alex­ius and Sergius Mechevs and St. Nec­tar­ios of
Optina. Al­ready at the age of 12, young Alexan­der pur­posed in his heart to be­come a
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
priest.

 
   In 1953, the year of Stalin’s death, Men, who was fond of bi­ol­ogy, be­gan his uni­ver­sity
stud­ies in the Mos­cow Fur-and-Down In­sti­tute. The In­sti­tute was trans­ferred to the city of
Irkutsk in Siberia in 1955. In 1958, when Alexan­der was set to grad­u­ate, he was ex­pelled
with­out a de­gree from the In­sti­tute be­cause of his re­li­gious be­liefs. The com­bi­na­tion of
Alexan­der’s out­stand­ing in­tel­lect, su­perb so­cial skills, and deep Chris­tian faith was a bête
noire for the So­viet sys­tem. Yet God’s hand was on the life of the fu­ture “apos­tle to the So­viet
in­tel­li­gentsia”: one month af­ter he was ex­pelled, Alexan­der was or­dained a dea­con; two years
later, he grad­u­ated from the Leningrad The­o­log­i­cal Sem­i­nary and was or­dained a priest. In
1965, Fr. Alexan­der com­pleted his stud­ies in Mos­cow The­o­log­i­cal Acad­emy, done mostly
through in­de­pen­dent study, some­thing he con­tin­ued to pur­sue all his life, to his last
day.

 
   To put Men’s writ­ings into con­text, we must un­der­stand what mo­ti­vated him to be­come a
voice for Chris­tian­ity to his own peo­ple. The So­viet cul­ture was cat­e­gor­i­cally anti-re­li­gious,
view­ing any type of faith as its ide­o­log­i­cal ad­ver­sary. All ed­u­ca­tional and so­cial
in­sti­tu­tions up­held and co­er­cively in­doc­tri­nated the ma­te­ri­al­is­tic creed that “sci­ence had
proven that there was no God.” Ma­te­ri­al­ism and athe­ism reigned un­con­tested in all
quar­ters of so­ci­ety; any pub­lic men­tion of God, other than in a deroga­tory way, was
con­sid­ered scan­dalous. In the face of these uni­ver­sal anti-re­li­gious sen­ti­ments, there was
Alexan­der Men, with his deep con­vic­tions, in­ner strength, wide eru­di­tion, and his
un­wa­ver­ing be­lief in the power of Christ’s eter­nal mes­sage to reach his ide­ol­ogy-laden
con­tem­po­raries.

 
   Al­ready as a col­lege stu­dent, when Alexan­der had to take the State Ex­am­i­na­tions
on po­lit­i­cal econ­omy and Marx­ism-Lenin­ism, he demon­strated his eru­di­tion and
knowl­edge of these top­ics but re­fused to kow­tow to the preva­lent views or hide his
Chris­tian con­vic­tions. Need­less to say, he had to suf­fer the con­se­quences, but,
prov­i­den­tially, his ex­pul­sion from the uni­ver­sity so­lid­i­fied his path to priest­hood and the
life of min­istry. Dur­ing the 1960s, priests were lim­ited to “church con­fines” with
any ac­tiv­ity out­side the church walls strictly for­bid­den and all the hap­pen­ings
in­side be­ing closely mon­i­tored by the state se­cu­rity agents. The main fo­cus of Fr.
Alexan­der Men was to reach peo­ple with the mes­sage of Christ, for which he con­stantly
sought new and cre­ative ways. Fr. Alexan­der’s schol­ar­ship is marked by a deep
un­der­stand­ing of the Chris­tian mes­sage and how to con­vey this mes­sage to his main
au­di­ence—peo­ple ed­u­cated in the athe­is­tic So­viet sys­tem. Be­cause he could not pub­lish in
his home coun­try, all his ma­jor writ­ings were first pub­lished un­der a pseu­do­nym
abroad.

 
   The breadth of Men’s views is some­times con­fused with him be­ing in­dis­crim­i­nate or
in­suf­fi­ciently Or­tho­dox in his con­vic­tions. How­ever, Fr. Alexan­der’s liv­ing out the words of St.
Paul, “I have be­come all these things to all, so that by all means I might save some” (1 Cor
9:22), points to the true source of his breadth. His nu­mer­ous spir­i­tual chil­dren and mil­lions
who have been reached with the pro­found mes­sage of Chris­tian­ity re­main a liv­ing legacy to
his labors. Fur­ther­more, the lead­ing hi­er­ar­chs in the Rus­sian Church, men such as
Met­ro­pol­i­tan An­thony of Sourezh and Pa­tri­arch Kir­ill, highly praised Fr. Men’s works and his
char­ac­ter as a priest.

 
   Fr. Alexan­der’s own voice in his de­fense can be heard in his re­sponse to an anony­mous
crit­i­cal let­ter by an­other priest. This re­sponse, given as an Ap­pen­dix to Vol. 1, show­cases Fr.
Men’s schol­arly ap­proach to bib­li­cal stud­ies and out­lines his way of think­ing by
demon­strat­ing that his ap­proach does not con­sti­tute a nov­elty in the Church but, rather,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
ex­tends the work of an­cient Church Fa­thers in gen­eral and, in par­tic­u­lar, the tra­di­tion of
schol­ar­ship ex­hib­ited at the hey­day of the Rus­sian Church prior to the Bol­she­vik
Rev­o­lu­tion (and later con­tin­ued by the Rus­sian em­i­gra­tion, e.g., in St. Sergius
In­sti­tute in Paris). Fr. Men’s works do not pro­duce fi­nal an­swers to many of the
ques­tions be­ing posed; he only ex­em­pli­fies how to boldly en­gage the world with the
goal of “un­pack­ing” Chris­tian­ity as a sanc­ti­fy­ing force trans­form­ing hu­man­ity—an
ef­fort that re­quires prayer­ful and dili­gent work of to­day’s Chris­tians. As such, Fr.
Alexan­der Men was re­al­iz­ing Fr. George Florovsky’s fa­mous the­sis of “for­ward, to the
Fa­thers!”

 
   The first vol­ume of His­tory of Re­li­gion: In Search of the Way, the Truth, and the Life, this
book, is a con­densed ver­sion of Men’s mag­num opus un­der the same ti­tle, which con­sists of
seven vol­umes. Men’s orig­i­nal work was more aca­demic in na­ture even though it was writ­ten
for the broad So­viet au­di­ence in mind. Fr. Alexan­der al­ways prized a broad ed­u­ca­tion and
had plans to pub­lish a more ac­ces­si­ble ver­sion of his His­tory of Re­li­gion. His un­timely death
stood in the way of his plans; this work was con­tin­ued by his friends and fam­ily
who con­densed each of the seven vol­umes into the seven chap­ters of the present
book.

 
   The sec­ond vol­ume, The Paths of Chris­tian­ity, pro­vides a dar­ing over­view of the his­tory of
the Church in the first mil­len­nium, end­ing with the Bap­tism of Rus­sia. In it, Fr. Men
presents the his­tory of the Good News spread­ing and tak­ing root in me­dieval cul­tures. He
does so with­out gloss­ing over the more con­tro­ver­sial as­pects of Church his­tory, adopt­ing, so
to speak, the van­tage point of the Heav­enly City of St. Au­gus­tine. The sec­ond vol­ume is based
on Fr. Alexan­der’s (in­com­plete) book The First Apos­tles (Chap­ter 1) and his notes on the
his­tory of the Church (Chap­ters 2 and 3) that he first pre­pared when he was still a young
man, around the age of twenty. Sim­i­lar to the first vol­ume, Vol­ume 2 ac­quired its fi­nal shape
at the hands of Fr. Alexan­der’s friends who con­tin­ued his work posthu­mously. As
text­books, both vol­umes are con­ceived to be ac­ces­si­ble to en­try-level un­der­grad­u­ate
stu­dents.

 
   As the trans­la­tor, I felt that there was a con­sid­er­able value in in­cor­po­rat­ing
ref­er­ences to all the ci­ta­tions and ex­pand­ing foot­notes found in the orig­i­nal seven
vol­umes and Men’s The First Apos­tles (but not avail­able in the Rus­sian edi­tion of these
text­books). At times, when Fr. Alexan­der was para­phras­ing rather than di­rectly
quot­ing his sources, a pref­er­ence was given in this trans­la­tion to quot­ing the orig­i­nal,
in­di­cat­ing with square brack­ets and el­lipses when­ever the text was mod­i­fied in some
way. An in­dex was also in­cluded to help those who want to use these books as a
ref­er­ence.

 
   Since Fr. Alexan­der was a bib­li­cal scholar him­self, who knew bib­li­cal lan­guages and
trans­lated cer­tain bib­li­cal pas­sages di­rectly from the orig­i­nal, none of the quo­ta­tions of the
Bible fol­low a par­tic­u­lar Eng­lish trans­la­tion un­less ex­plic­itly stated oth­er­wise.

 
   Fr. Alexan­der placed much im­por­tance on vi­su­als to reach the au­di­ence with his mes­sage.
Most of the il­lus­tra­tions found in these two vol­umes fol­low the Rus­sian edi­tion, but, in some
cases, they have been re­placed with the­mat­i­cally suit­able al­ter­na­tives. The orig­i­nal dat­ing of
some il­lus­tra­tions and ar­ti­facts has been changed to re­flect the more re­cent sources for
dat­ing.

 
   Like the Rus­sian ver­sion, each of the two vol­umes has a sec­tion with sug­gested Fur­ther
Read­ing. When­ever a sug­gested book was not avail­able in Eng­lish, this trans­la­tion of­fers an
al­ter­na­tive read­ing cov­er­ing the same area. How­ever, a more glar­ing gap ex­ists in the read­ing
list for the sec­ond vol­ume, The Paths of Chris­tian­ity, which, in its Rus­sian ver­sion, in­cludes
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
the works of many ex­cel­lent church his­to­ri­ans of the pre-Rev­o­lu­tion era and the first half of
the 20th cen­tury (e.g., Vasily Bolo­tov and An­ton Kar­ta­shev), ex­perts in East­ern
Church pa­tris­tics (e.g., Archim. Cyprian Kern), and So­viet re­searchers of Byzan­tium
(en­cy­clo­pe­dias on Byzan­tine cul­ture and writ­ings)—the sources avail­able only in Rus­sian
to­day.

 
   On a per­sonal note, as the trans­la­tor, I have come to ap­pre­ci­ate Fr. Men’s works in my
own spir­i­tual jour­ney. My hope, as well as the mo­ti­va­tion for tak­ing on this task of
trans­la­tion, has been that these books will pro­vide some wis­dom and guid­ance in how to
bet­ter nav­i­gate, rec­on­cile, and in­te­grate the deep spir­i­tual her­itage of hu­man­ity
and of the Church with many of the chal­lenges that face the mod­ern world and
so­ci­ety.

 
   I want to ac­knowl­edge the help of many friends and fam­ily who con­trib­uted to im­prov­ing
this trans­la­tion. Samuel Carthin­hour, Way­mon Lowie, and Maury Tigner spent count­less
hours por­ing over and im­prov­ing my at times rugged trans­la­tion. Holly Dzikovski, Matthew
An­dorf, and Gre­gory Fe­dor­chak made many use­ful re­marks on Vol­ume 1. I am in­debted to
Hugh and Ar­lene Ba­har for many ex­cel­lent sug­ges­tions on how to im­prove both Vol­umes 1
and 2. Fi­nally, this work would not have been pos­si­ble with­out the con­tin­ued love and
sup­port of my en­tire fam­ily: my wife Na­talie, and sons Samuel, Alexan­der, and Matthew.
When­ever any of the text reads flu­idly, spe­cial thanks go to Na­talie, whose grace­ful touch has
en­livened not only this trans­la­tion but im­bues ev­ery day of my life with mean­ing and
color.
   
 

                                                                                                

 Ivan Bazarov

May, 2021
 


                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   


   Pref­ace From the Orig­i­nal Pub­lisher



Alexan­der Men’s schol­arly legacy is strik­ing in its ver­sa­til­ity and breadth of sci­en­tific out­look.
When look­ing back at his work in the ar­eas of bib­li­cal schol­ar­ship, re­li­gious stud­ies, cul­tural
his­tory, and lit­er­a­ture, one can­not but be amazed by the vast vol­ume of his writ­ings. A
prom­i­nent fig­ure of the Rus­sian Or­tho­dox Church, a bib­li­cal scholar, a the­olo­gian, and a
preacher, he ac­com­plished in his short life the amount of work that ri­vals that of a group
ef­fort.

 
   His deep aca­demic re­search was com­bined with his ac­tive life as a preacher. He lived his
life at its fullest: serv­ing as a parish priest, writ­ing books and ar­ti­cles, lec­tur­ing at schools
and uni­ver­si­ties, and ap­pear­ing on ra­dio and tele­vi­sion. Fr. Alexan­der gave him­self fully to
serv­ing God and peo­ple.

 
   The fu­ture pas­tor was born in 1935. Even in his early youth, Alexan­der al­ready re­al­ized
his call­ing to be­come a priest. Dur­ing his school and Uni­ver­sity years, he vo­ra­ciously
ac­quired and broad­ened his re­li­gious knowl­edge. We should not for­get that his youth was
lived in a time of ram­pant athe­ism when be­liev­ers were un­der ex­treme pres­sure from both
the state and so­ci­ety. Pre­serv­ing and pro­tect­ing faith un­der those con­di­tions was noth­ing
short of a moral feat.

 
   All of Alexan­der Men’s schol­ar­ship and priestly ac­tiv­i­ties were dis­tin­guished by his in­ner
dig­nity. A man of en­cy­clo­pe­dic knowl­edge, he was al­ways open to the great Truth. The main
work of his life is a se­ries of books on the his­tory of re­li­gion, as well as a book about Je­sus
Christ, The Son of Man. In them, Fr. Alexan­der traces a spir­i­tual his­tory of mankind—its
search for the mean­ing of life. In his works, he showed that these searches are es­sen­tially an
as­cent to Truth, that is Christ.

 
   A prom­i­nent bib­li­cal scholar, Alexan­der Men was dream­ing of writ­ing a text­book on the
his­tory of re­li­gion. The priest’s tragic death in 1990 put an abrupt stop to his plans. The
am­bi­tious project was never com­pleted, but Fr. Alexan­der’s books and his price­less schol­arly
ar­chive have re­mained. The work to cre­ate the text­book was con­tin­ued by Alexan­der Men’s
friends and fam­ily.

 
   The text­books, pre­sented to the read­ers un­der the gen­eral ti­tle of His­tory of Re­li­gion, are
based on the ma­te­ri­als of the books writ­ten by Fr. Alexan­der. The com­pil­ers con­sid­ered it
their duty to pre­serve his inim­itable style—so mem­o­rable to ev­ery­one who had the good
for­tune of hear­ing this re­mark­able man speak.

 
   The first book, In Search of the Way, the Truth, and the Life, ex­plores the ori­gins of re­li­gion
and early be­liefs—from pre­his­toric mys­ti­cism to the idea of a liv­ing God. The book re­counts
the emer­gence of the an­cient Is­rael’s re­li­gion that gave the world the lib­er­at­ing fire of Light
and Truth, the com­ing of the Mes­siah, His earthly life, and the vic­tory over death. We learn
that the spir­i­tual quest of hu­man­ity was em­bod­ied in the per­son and teach­ings of Je­sus
Christ, that His birth, for the most pro­found rea­sons, was the be­gin­ning of a new era—the
era of the tri­umph of Truth.

 
   The sec­ond book, The Paths of Chris­tian­ity, cov­ers the first mil­len­nium AD. It out­lines the
spread of Chris­tian­ity, the mis­sion­ary ac­tiv­i­ties of the dis­ci­ples of Je­sus, the first Chris­tian
Em­pire, the Church Fa­thers, the causes of the Great Schism, and the Bap­tism of
Rus­sia. The au­thor re­veals the mys­tery of thou­sands upon thou­sands join­ing the
Church through love, which is ex­tremely im­por­tant to­day for the spir­i­tual re­vival of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
Rus­sia.

 
   Alexan­der Men does not ide­al­ize Chris­tian­ity—he shows the real pic­ture of the Church’s
life, with­out gloss­ing over its dra­matic sides: dis­sent­ing views, schisms, here­sies, and
out­bursts of fa­nati­cism. The au­thor’s moral prin­ci­ples com­pel him to present a fair and
un­prej­u­diced ac­count of these top­ics.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   


Chap­ter 1
Well­springs of Re­li­gion

   Thou hast made us for Thy­self, and our heart is rest­less un­til it finds its rest in
Thee.[1]
   St. Au­gus­tine of Hippo




   1.1    In­tro­duc­tion1
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   Re­li­gion oc­cu­pies a cen­tral place in hu­man spir­i­tu­al­ity. In search for God, hu­man­ity trod
many paths—from world-deny­ing mys­ti­cism to God-re­ject­ing ma­te­ri­al­ism. At the end of this
jour­ney came, us­ing the words of the Bible, “the full­ness of time”:[3] the world ap­proached
the Rev­e­la­tion of the great­est mys­tery, and hu­man­ity was granted the path to a per­fect
life.

 
   Yet, peo­ple were granted the free­dom to choose whether to ac­cept the Gospel or to re­ject it.
This free­dom re­mained in­vi­o­lable, sealed by the his­tor­i­cal hu­mil­i­a­tion of Je­sus of Nazareth,
His death on the cross, and His ut­terly para­dox­i­cal teach­ing, all of which re­quired an act of
faith in or­der to be em­braced.

 
   In vain, peo­ple sought to im­pose their own stan­dards onto Chris­tian­ity: some de­manded
signs, oth­ers—philo­soph­i­cal proofs. But the Church spoke through the mouth of the Apos­tle
Paul: “We preach Christ cru­ci­fied, to the Jews a stum­bling block and to the Greeks
fool­ish­ness” (1 Cor 1:23).

 
   And yet the Gospel en­tered into the his­tory of mankind not as a hu­man but
as a Di­vine mes­sage. Hav­ing won over many, it has re­mained a stum­bling block
and fool­ish­ness to oth­ers. Some, hav­ing re­ceived it, mis­stepped af­ter­wards. Yet
the world had nowhere else to turn to, ex­cept back to myths and il­lu­sions that
had cap­ti­vated the hu­man spirit in the pre-Chris­tian era. A de­par­ture from Christ
in­evitably meant a re­turn to Bud­dha or Con­fu­cius, Zarathus­tra or Plato, Dem­ocri­tus or
Epi­cu­rus.

 
   The au­thor of Ec­cle­si­astes was right when he wrote, “There is noth­ing new un­der the sun”
(Eccl 1:9). When one ex­am­ines any of the teach­ings that have emerged over the last
twenty cen­turies, it be­comes ev­i­dent that they are merely a re­peat of what came
be­fore.

 
   Re­lapses to pre-Gospel con­scious­ness are com­mon even among
Chris­tians. Such re­ver­sions man­i­fest them­selves in de­tached
spir­i­tu­al­ism,2 
au­thor­i­tar­ian in­tol­er­ance, and mag­i­cal rit­u­al­ism. This is easy to un­der­stand: two thou­sand
years is not nearly enough time to over­come “pa­gan­ism” and ac­com­plish the goals that the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
God-Man has set be­fore hu­man­ity. And these goals are truly ab­so­lute and in­ex­haustible. It
can be said that the “leaven”[4] of the Gospel has just be­gun its trans­for­ma­tive
ac­tion.
   
 




 
∗∗∗
 


   His­tory does not know a sin­gle na­tion that has been com­pletely de­void of re­li­gious be­liefs.
Even athe­ists can­not be con­sid­ered to be un­be­liev­ers in the true sense of the word. The
ide­o­log­i­cal myths that they take for granted are es­sen­tially a re­li­gion in dis­guise. As a re­sult,
athe­ism has its own “be­liefs” that as­pire to bring some sense into the ap­par­ent ab­sur­dity of
life, with the goal of rec­on­cil­ing peo­ple to an empti­ness that they by their very na­ture can­not
ac­cept.

 
   There is some­thing both tragic and mys­ti­fy­ing in the as­pi­ra­tion of athe­ists to hide from the
abyss of the in­dif­fer­ent Uni­verse, from the cold and empty heav­ens. The athe­ist ex­pe­ri­ences
not only fear and anx­i­ety, but also an un­con­scious pull to­ward the very things that
ma­te­ri­al­ism ve­he­mently de­nies, namely Mean­ing, Pur­pose, and in­tel­li­gent Prove­nance of the
cos­mos.

 
   The hu­man soul has al­ways sought beauty, good­ness, and di­vine qual­i­ties that
are wor­thy of wor­ship. Should this be dis­re­garded as a mean­ing­less self-il­lu­sion?
Isn’t it more nat­u­ral to ad­mit that, just as a phys­i­cal body is con­nected to the
ma­te­rial world, so the soul grav­i­tates to­wards an un­seen Re­al­ity? And is it not
sig­nif­i­cant that when a per­son turns away from that Re­al­ity, su­per­sti­tions and
sec­u­lar3 
“cults” take the re­li­gion’s place in­stead? In other words, turn­ing away from God in­evitably
leads to some form of idol­a­try.

 
   It is bad when places of wor­ship are va­cant, but it is even worse when the build­ings are
full while the hearts of those who come re­main empty. Keep­ing ex­ter­nal rit­u­als is not al­ways
the best in­di­ca­tor of a faith’s well-be­ing; on the other hand, poor at­ten­dance of places of
wor­ship in and of it­self does not in­di­cate a de­cline of the faith. More­over, out­ward forms
of church life have al­ways changed in the past and will con­tinue to do so in the
fu­ture.

 
   Even hav­ing lost God, peo­ple pas­sion­ately seek the ab­so­lute. Re­li­gion re­mains the most
per­sonal form of hu­man ac­tiv­ity. This is pre­cisely why it is in re­li­gion that the hu­man spirit,
lost in the labyrinths of civ­i­liza­tion, again and again finds for it­self a solid foun­da­tion and
in­ner free­dom. The true self, as the high­est man­i­fes­ta­tion of what it means to be hu­man, will
al­ways find a strong­hold in the Sa­cred.

 
   The fa­mous physi­cist Max Born, speak­ing of the abyss into which civ­i­liza­tion is head­ing,
stressed that only re­li­gious ideas can re­store health to hu­man so­ci­ety. “At the present time,”
he wrote, “fear alone en­forces a pre­car­i­ous peace. How­ever, it is an un­sta­ble state of
af­fairs, which ought to be re­placed by some­thing bet­ter. We do not need to look far
in or­der to find a more solid ba­sis for the proper con­duct of our af­fairs. It is the
prin­ci­ple that is com­mon to all great re­li­gions and with which all moral philoso­phers
agree; the prin­ci­ple which in our own part of the world is taught by the doc­trine of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
Chris­tian­ity.”[5]

 
   Those who speak of the “death of re­li­gion” are ei­ther short-sighted, in­ten­tion­ally turn­ing a
blind eye to re­al­ity, or, at worst, are vic­tims of dis­in­for­ma­tion.

 
   To­day, more than ever, the words of the Apos­tle Paul, spo­ken two thou­sand years ago, ring
true: “We are con­sid­ered as dy­ing, and yet we live on” (2 Cor 6:9).

   
 

   1.2    Na­ture of faith



   1.2.1    Ex­is­tence and faith
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What is faith? Sci­en­tists and the­olo­gians have de­fined it dif­fer­ently and of­ten in con­tra­dic­tory
ways. For ex­am­ple, re­li­gion has been as­so­ci­ated with a sense of moral duty (Kant), with a
sense of de­pen­dence (Ger­man the­olo­gian Schleier­ma­cher); the Eng­lish thinker Rus­sell
de­fined it as fear of the un­known, etc.

 
   We will not en­ter­tain the ideas of the Lu­mières (“En­light­en­ers”) that re­li­gion
is the prod­uct of de­lib­er­ate de­cep­tion. Athe­ists them­selves have long aban­doned
this view. But much more stub­bornly they held on to an­other con­cept of the 18th
cen­tury, ac­cord­ing to which re­li­gion is the prod­uct of ig­no­rance of prim­i­tive men who
did not know the laws of na­ture. Such state­ments are still com­mon­place in the
anti-re­li­gious lit­er­a­ture. How­ever, faith lives on even when hu­man knowl­edge about na­ture
deep­ens; it is prac­ticed by those who find them­selves at the top rung of the in­tel­lec­tual
lad­der.

 
   Par­tic­u­lar­i­ties in the be­liefs of a given peo­ple group are largely in­flu­enced by his­tor­i­cal,
ge­o­graph­i­cal, and eth­nic fac­tors. Yet re­li­gion tran­scends them: this ex­plains the re­mark­able
spir­i­tual unity that of­ten arises among peo­ples sep­a­rated by psy­cho­log­i­cal, racial, and
his­tor­i­cal bar­ri­ers. Con­versely, na­tions can share eth­nic, eco­nomic, his­tor­i­cal, and
ge­o­graph­i­cal com­mon­al­i­ties and yet dif­fer sig­nif­i­cantly in their spir­i­tual out­look. “The
ul­ti­mate bar­ri­ers be­tween peo­ple,” writes the Eng­lish philoso­pher and his­to­rian Christo­pher
Daw­son, “are not those of race or lan­guage or re­gion, but those dif­fer­ences of spir­i­tual
out­look and tra­di­tion which are seen in the con­trast of Hel­lene and Bar­bar­ian, Jew and
Gen­tile, Mus­lim and Hindu, Chris­tian and Pa­gan. In all such cases, there is a dif­fer­ent
con­cept of re­al­ity, dif­fer­ent moral and aes­thetic stan­dards, in a word, a dif­fer­ent in­ner world.
Be­hind ev­ery civ­i­liza­tion there is a vi­sion—a vi­sion which may be the un­con­scious fruit of
ages of com­mon thought and ac­tion, or which may have sprung from the sud­den
il­lu­mi­na­tion of a great prophet or thinker. … But while an in­tel­lec­tual or spir­i­tual
change will pro­duce far-reach­ing re­ac­tions upon the ma­te­rial cul­ture of a peo­ple, a
purely ex­ter­nal or ma­te­rial change will pro­duce lit­tle pos­i­tive ef­fect un­less it has
some root in the psy­chic life of a cul­ture. It is well known that the in­flu­ence of the
ma­te­rial civ­i­liza­tion of Mod­ern Eu­rope on a prim­i­tive peo­ple does not nor­mally
lead to cul­tural progress. On the con­trary, un­less it is ac­com­pa­nied by a grad­ual
process of ed­u­ca­tion and spir­i­tual as­sim­i­la­tion it will de­stroy the cul­ture that it has
con­quered.”[6]
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   Fa­tal con­se­quences await a cul­ture that has grown alien to its re­li­gious foun­da­tions.
Con­versely, true cul­tural flour­ish­ing is in­con­ceiv­able with­out an in­tense spir­i­tual
life.

 
   What would the his­tory of Is­rael be with­out the Bible, and what would the Eu­ro­pean
civ­i­liza­tion be with­out it? What would West­ern cul­ture be with­out Catholi­cism, In­dian cul­ture
with­out its re­li­gions, Rus­sian cul­ture with­out Or­tho­doxy, Arab cul­ture with­out
Is­lam? Cri­sis and deca­dent phe­nom­ena in cul­ture, as a rule, are as­so­ci­ated with a
weak­en­ing of its re­li­gious im­pulse, which leads to degra­da­tion and stag­na­tion in
cre­ativ­ity.

 
   Most def­i­ni­tions of re­li­gion speak al­most ex­clu­sively of the psy­cho­log­i­cal pre­req­ui­sites of
faith, but we are in­ter­ested in its core essence.

 
   Re­li­gion is a re­flec­tion of Ex­is­tence in peo­ple’s minds; the whole ques­tion is how to de­fine
Ex­is­tence it­self. Ma­te­ri­al­ism re­duces it to un­in­tel­li­gent causes, whereas re­li­gion sees an
ut­most Di­vine Essence as its foun­da­tion and rec­og­nizes it­self as a re­sponse to the
man­i­fes­ta­tion of this Essence.

 
   Ma­te­rial ex­is­tence is ap­par­ent to us—but how can we know about the Ex­is­tence of the
Di­vine? Since the Ul­ti­mate Ex­is­tence can­not be seen or heard, how can we know whether It is
real?

 
   Faith is an as­sur­ance in the ex­is­tence of some­thing ex­pe­ri­enced in­ter­nally and in­tu­itively,
rather than based on ex­ter­nal fac­tual or for­mal-log­i­cal proofs.

   
 

   1.2.2    On the verge of the ul­ti­mate mys­tery

The study of na­ture in many ways re­lies on in­tu­ition; the role of in­tu­ition is even greater
when it comes to un­der­stand­ing the essence of ex­is­tence it­self. The great Catholic
thinker Thomas Aquinas said that if man’s path to God had lain through ab­stract
philo­soph­i­cal think­ing, then faith would have been ac­ces­si­ble only to the tini­est
mi­nor­ity. In re­al­ity, we ob­serve that spir­i­tu­al­ity is in­her­ent to both an il­lit­er­ate
In­dian peas­ant and a Eu­ro­pean sci­en­tist who has reached the pin­na­cles of mod­ern
knowl­edge. This is pos­si­ble pre­cisely be­cause spir­i­tual knowl­edge is a prod­uct of a liv­ing
in­tu­ition.

 
   In its most gen­eral terms, re­li­gion can be de­fined as an ex­pe­ri­ence con­nected with the
aware­ness of the pres­ence of a cer­tain High­est Prin­ci­ple in our lives that guides our ex­is­tence
and gives it mean­ing. This ex­pe­ri­ence is ac­quired through a di­rect aware­ness of the
Supreme, which reaches the same level of au­then­tic­ity as self-aware­ness. And this
ex­pe­ri­ence can­not be dis­tilled into no­tions and sym­bols un­less it is first pro­cessed
in­tel­lec­tu­ally.

 
   Plot­i­nus, an em­i­nent philoso­pher of the Hel­lenis­tic world, put it like this: our aware­ness of
God comes “not by way of rea­soned knowl­edge… but by way of a pres­ence su­pe­rior to
knowl­edge.”[7]

 
   Re­li­gious ex­pe­ri­ence can­not be re­duced to any other di­men­sion of hu­man ex­is­tence and is
best de­fined as a sense of awe. Ein­stein once said: “the most beau­ti­ful thing we can
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
ex­pe­ri­ence is the Mys­te­ri­ous…. He to whom the emo­tion is a stranger, who can no longer
pause to won­der and stand wrapped in awe, is as good as dead…. To know what is
Im­pen­e­tra­ble to us re­ally ex­ists, man­i­fest­ing it­self as the high­est Wis­dom and the most
ra­di­ant Beauty—this feel­ing is at the cen­ter of true re­li­gious­ness.”[8]

 
   The most im­por­tant thing is that a per­son through and in one­self can dis­cover an “other”
type of ex­is­tence, dis­tinct from na­ture. And the more in­tense and per­fect is the
process of hu­man self-dis­cov­ery, the more au­then­tic this un­seen world emerges
be­ing. “To mount up­ward to God,” said the French philoso­pher Gabriel Mar­cel, “is
to en­ter into one­self, more­over, into the depth of one­self—and to tran­scend self
within.”[9]

 
   Our spir­i­tual “self” is a win­dow into the world of the uni­ver­sal Spirit. Just as har­mony
with na­ture is the ba­sis of one’s life on earth, so, too, does con­nec­tion with the Supreme
de­ter­mine one’s spir­i­tual ex­is­tence. Henri Berg­son (French philoso­pher, 1859–1941) saw the
mys­ti­cal ex­pe­ri­ence not only as a means of a break­through to the union with the Di­vine, but
also as a key to fur­ther de­vel­op­ment of hu­man­ity.

 
   The ques­tion of the ori­gin of the Uni­verse has al­ways cap­ti­vated mankind, es­pe­cially
peo­ple of sci­ence. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (En­light­en­ment thinker, 1712–1778) wrote over
two hun­dred years ago: “The mind is con­fused and lost amid these in­nu­mer­able re­la­tions,
not one of which is it­self con­fused and lost in the crowd. What ab­surd as­sump­tions are
re­quired to de­duce all this har­mony from the blind mech­a­nism of the mat­ter set in mo­tion by
chance! In vain do those who deny the unity of in­ten­tion man­i­fested in the re­la­tions of all the
parts of this great whole, in vain do they con­ceal their non­sense un­der ab­strac­tions,
co­or­di­na­tion, gen­eral prin­ci­ples, sym­bolic ex­pres­sions, what­ever they do I find it im­pos­si­ble
to con­ceive of a sys­tem of en­ti­ties so firmly or­dered un­less I be­lieve in an in­tel­li­gence
that or­ders them. It is not in my power to be­lieve … that blind chance has brought
forth in­tel­li­gent be­ings, that that which does not think has brought forth think­ing
be­ings.”[10]

 
   Ein­stein is known to have ad­mit­ted: “My re­li­gios­ity [is] deeply emo­tional con­vic­tion of the
pres­ence of a Su­pe­rior Rea­son­ing Power, which is re­vealed in the in­com­pre­hen­si­ble
Uni­verse.”[11]

 
   The ma­te­ri­al­ists put in the place of this Su­pe­rior Rea­son­ing Power some­thing they re­fer to
as “mat­ter.” But if rea­son­ing power is in­her­ent to this “mat­ter” then it is no longer
mat­ter.

 
   At first, the tech­ni­cal ad­vances and sci­en­tific the­o­ries of the 19th cen­tury pur­ported to
con­firm ma­te­ri­al­ism—in­vari­ably the view of sci­ence com­mu­ni­ca­tors along with
philoso­phers not versed in sci­ence, or sci­en­tists who knew lit­tle phi­los­o­phy. In
the 20th cen­tury, ma­te­ri­al­ism had to make a con­ces­sion un­der the in­flu­ence of
dis­cov­er­ies in physics and bi­ol­ogy: “mat­ter” be­came a term to de­scribe any ob­jec­tive
re­al­ity.

 
   But the main in­ner “nerve” of ma­te­ri­al­ism re­mained un­changed. That nerve was the de­nial
of God. To the fore­front came the emo­tional pathos of theo­machism, or God-fight­ing, rather
than prob­lems of sci­ence and phi­los­o­phy.

 
   Marx’s protest against re­li­gion was mo­ti­vated by his po­lit­i­cal strug­gle, inas­much he
iden­ti­fied re­li­gion with ex­treme con­ser­vatism. Lenin’s athe­ism was just as highly emo­tional,
de­void of any “sci­en­tific” char­ac­ter.
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   The “sci­en­tific world­view” re­ferred to by athe­ists is in it­self a rather con­tested
phe­nom­e­non. There is no ev­i­dence that all of ex­is­tence is amenable to sci­en­tific anal­y­sis.
One’s world­view al­ways has its roots grounded in faith or con­vic­tion that goes deeper than
the sci­en­tific level.

 
   No longer do peo­ple look for an­swers to ques­tions con­cern­ing chem­istry or ge­ol­ogy in the
Holy Scrip­tures, nor does Chris­tian­ity make it­self de­pen­dent on con­stantly chang­ing
sci­en­tific in­sights. Peo­ple sought God at all times: first, when they con­sid­ered the Earth to be
flat, then, as a planet an­chored at the cen­ter of the so­lar sys­tem, and later, when they put the
Sun in that cen­tral place.

 
   The main point of con­tention be­tween ma­te­ri­al­ism and re­li­gion—the ques­tion of the ori­gin
of the Uni­verse—lies out­side the realm of ex­per­i­men­tal sci­ence. Ma­te­ri­al­ists claim that the
Uni­verse is in­fi­nite in both time and space. But what sci­en­tific ex­per­i­ment can pos­si­bly
pen­e­trate that which is in­fi­nite and un­o­rig­i­nate? Are we sim­ply to ac­cept the ma­te­ri­al­ists’
claim that a cre­ative Ori­gin out­side space­time could not have pos­si­bly been the cause of the
in­fi­nite Uni­verse?

 
   Since the Mid­dle Ages, some the­olo­gians have ex­pressed the opin­ion that the
Uni­verse might not have had a “be­gin­ning” in time, for God’s cre­ative act must be
time­less4 
by na­ture.

 
   The more nat­u­ral sci­ence pro­gresses, the clearer it be­comes that learn­ing about the very
foun­da­tions of the world lies be­yond sci­ence. It is not sur­pris­ing, there­fore, that the ma­jor­ity
of the fore­most sci­en­tists who en­abled sci­en­tific progress found the idea of God, the Cre­ator
of the Uni­verse, full of deep mean­ing and vi­tal sig­nif­i­cance.

 
   Per­sonal spir­i­tual ex­pe­ri­ence, paths of rea­son, and ad­vance­ment of sci­ence can all lead to
the high­est Re­al­ity.

 
   “The most im­me­di­ate proof of the com­pat­i­bil­ity of re­li­gion and nat­u­ral sci­ence,” wrote Max
Planck (Ger­man physi­cist, 1858–1947), “is the his­tor­i­cal fact that the very great­est nat­u­ral
sci­en­tists of all times—men such as Ke­pler, New­ton, Leib­niz—were per­me­ated by a most
pro­found re­li­gious at­ti­tude.”[12]

 
   Carl Lin­naeus, the cre­ator of bi­o­log­i­cal tax­on­omy, stated that he saw the power of the
Cre­ator in the di­ver­sity of liv­ing be­ings. Lomonosov (Rus­sian poly­math, 1711–1765)
called faith and knowl­edge the two “daugh­ters of one Almighty Par­ent.”[13] Pas­cal,
New­ton, and Fara­day were all the­olo­gians. Pas­teur pro­fessed that he used to pray
in his lab­o­ra­tory, and Fran­cis Ba­con be­lieved that “a lit­tle phi­los­o­phy in­clineth
man’s mind to athe­ism, but depth in phi­los­o­phy bringeth men’s minds about to
re­li­gion.”[14]

   
 

   1.2.3    Hu­man­ity in the face of God

The Di­vine Re­al­ity re­mains in­ti­mate and does not over­whelm peo­ple with over­bear­ing
ev­i­dence, thus pre­serv­ing our free­dom be­fore God. Get­ting to know God is a grad­ual process
that takes place in strict ac­cor­dance with the per­son’s readi­ness for the mys­ti­cal En­counter.
God, as it were, re­mains hid­den from di­rect per­cep­tion. Step by step, He comes into peo­ple’s
con­scious­ness through na­ture, love, the sense of mys­tery, and the ex­pe­ri­ence of the Sa­cred.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
This also ex­plains the his­tor­i­cal di­ver­sity of re­li­gions, which re­flects the var­i­ous stages and
lev­els of know­ing God.

 
   Nev­er­the­less, it is ap­pro­pri­ate to dis­cuss the prop­er­ties shared by var­i­ous re­li­gions. These
re­flect both the unity of hu­man na­ture and the kin­ship of ex­pe­ri­ences that evoke the sense of
the Supreme and the thought of Him. Al­though faith can be ob­scured by ego­ism,
self-in­ter­est, and prim­i­tive fear, its true core—the sense of awe—is shared by both a hea­then
and a fol­lower of one of the world’s ma­jor re­li­gions. At some point in life, even an athe­ist
par­takes of this feel­ing and ex­pe­ri­ences a close­ness to an “un­known God” (see Acts
17:22–23).
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   A spe­cial spir­i­tual and moral in­ner prepa­ra­tion is nec­es­sary in or­der to come
into con­tact with the Di­vine. “Never can the soul have a vi­sion of the First Beauty
un­less it it­self be beau­ti­ful,” Plot­i­nus wrote, “There­fore, first let each be­come god­like
and each beau­ti­ful who cares to see God and Beauty.”[15] That is why the great
saints were “God-seers”—their souls be­came an in­stru­ment for know­ing God. And
mil­lions of pure hearts who sin­cerely loved the Truth have fol­lowed in their stead. The
dif­fer­ence be­tween know­ing God for re­li­gious ge­niuses such as Fran­cis of As­sisi,
Teresa of Avila, Meis­ter Eck­hart, Seraphim of Sarov, and the Optina el­ders on one
hand, and or­di­nary peo­ple on the other, is as fol­lows: the for­mer sought the Di­vine
life with their whole be­ing and be­came its bear­ers; whereas the lat­ter ex­pe­ri­enced
en­coun­ters with God as oc­ca­sional flashes of light­ning, sep­a­rated by long pe­ri­ods
of dark­ness. The for­mer rose to such heights of con­tem­pla­tion that were be­yond
all power of words to de­scribe. There­fore, when they at­tempted to con­vey what
they had com­pre­hended, they were able to ex­press only a tiny part of their ac­tual
ex­pe­ri­ence.

 
   An en­counter with God takes place in the life of ev­ery per­son, and re­li­gious ex­pe­ri­ence is
there­fore a uni­ver­sal theme. The out­come of this en­counter dif­fers de­pend­ing on whether a
per­son is ready for the op­por­tu­nity or passes it by. The call­ing of the Un­seen is of­ten
per­ceived through a prism of prej­u­dices and dis­trust of any­thing that falls out­side the
ev­ery­day life ex­pe­ri­ences. Some­times this call is heard by a lethar­gic and lim­ited
soul or one sub­ject to prim­i­tive in­ter­ests and goals; in both cases this call is to
re­main the “voice of one cry­ing in the wilder­ness” (see Mt 3:3; Mk 1:3; Lk 3:4; Jn
1:23). For, in­deed, the soul that did not re­spond to the Di­vine call is a spir­i­tual
desert.

 
   “I had lived only when I be­lieved in God,” wrote Leo Tol­stoy in his Con­fes­sion, “Then, as
now, I said to my­self: as long as I know God, I live; when I for­get, when I do not
be­lieve in him, I die.”[16] A dras­tic change in the mind­set of a be­liever due to his
en­counter with Eter­nity is re­flected in his en­tire be­ing and his ev­ery ac­tion. The Prophet
Isa­iah or Bud­dha, Muham­mad or Savonarola, Gus or Luther, and other spir­i­tual
lead­ers rad­i­cally trans­formed their so­cial mi­lieu, and these changes have en­dured for
cen­turies.

 
   “The his­tory of all times and na­tions,” said Max Planck, “teaches us that ex­actly in the
naïve, un­shak­able be­lief, fur­nished by re­li­gion in ac­tive life of be­liev­ers, orig­i­nate the most
in­tense mo­tives for the most sig­nif­i­cant cre­ative per­for­mance, not only in the field of arts
and sci­ences but also in pol­i­tics.”[17] In­deed, it is im­pos­si­ble to over­es­ti­mate the
in­spir­ing role of faith in the lives of great thinkers, po­ets, artists, schol­ars, and
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
re­form­ers.

 
   The be­liever does not close his eyes to the evil of the world, but at the same time, he
re­fuses to rec­og­nize it as in­vin­ci­ble. He can con­fi­dently say along with Al­bert Schweitzer
(protes­tant the­olo­gian, 1875–1965): “My knowl­edge is pes­simistic, but my will­ing and hop­ing
are op­ti­mistic.”[18] This is why, in spite of ev­ery­thing, our sim­ple hu­man life can sparkle with
col­ors of eter­nity.

 
   The word “re­li­gion” comes from the Latin verb re­li­gare, which means “to bind.” It is the
force that binds the worlds, a bridge be­tween the cre­ated and the Di­vine spir­its. Strength­ened
by this con­nec­tion, a per­son be­comes a co-par­tic­i­pant in the cre­ation of the world. God does
not en­slave peo­ple, nor does He co­erce them to go against their will, but, on the con­trary, He
grants them com­plete free­dom, in­clud­ing the abil­ity to re­ject Him and seek their own
ways.

 
   The full­ness of ex­is­tence, not ab­ject sub­servience, is brought about by union with God.
The his­to­rian of re­li­gion Otto Pflei­derer wrote: “Man is not afraid that, by this free
obe­di­ence or sur­ren­der to God, he will lose his hu­man free­dom and dig­nity; but, on the
con­trary, he is con­fi­dent that, in the al­liance with God, he will achieve free­dom
from the lim­i­ta­tions and fet­ters of sur­round­ing na­ture, and those worse lim­i­ta­tions
and fet­ters of na­ture within us…. As Seneca said long ago: to obey God is to be
free.”[19]

 
   Life in faith is in­sep­a­ra­ble from the strug­gle for the tri­umph of good, the
strug­gle for all that is light and beauty; it should not be a pas­sive ex­pec­ta­tion of
“manna from heaven,” but a coura­geous con­fronta­tion with evil. Re­li­gion is the
true foun­da­tion of moral life. We find no foun­da­tion for eth­i­cal prin­ci­ples in
na­ture.5 
Ac­cord­ing to a witty re­mark by the bi­ol­o­gist Thomas Hux­ley,[20] the thief and the mur­derer
fol­low na­ture just as much as the phi­lan­thropist (and the for­mer to a greater de­gree!). An
ob­jec­tion could be made that moral­ity is dic­tated by one’s duty to so­ci­ety. Yet the very
re­al­iza­tion of this duty is, in turn, noth­ing more than a moral con­vic­tion. On the other hand,
the de­nial of mean­ing­ful ex­is­tence, the de­nial of God, paves a path to the tri­umph of
un­bounded ego­ism and in­fight­ing.
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   Of­ten, peo­ple pose a painful ques­tion: why is there so much evil in the world? How do we
rec­on­cile the rev­e­la­tion of the Cre­ator’s om­nipo­tence and God’s good­ness with the evil
reign­ing in the world? Pain and death, to which all liv­ing crea­tures are sub­ject,
im­print their ter­ri­ble mark on all our lives. Death en­gulfs life. Chaos over­whelms
or­der­li­ness. Pro­cesses of cre­ation are be­ing con­stantly un­der­mined by the forces of
de­struc­tion.

 
   Chris­tian­ity agrees that ex­is­tence it­self bears the traits of im­per­fec­tion and that
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
cos­mo­ge­n­e­sis6 
is in­sep­a­ra­ble from the con­flict of the two po­lar op­pos­ing prin­ci­ples. The Bible, how­ever,
when speak­ing of the world as God’s cre­ation, views the Uni­verse as some­thing dy­namic,
some­thing be­ing brought to per­fec­tion. The Old Tes­ta­ment knows about the forces of Chaos,
but it does not de­ify them. In­stead, it sees only a cre­ated prin­ci­ple in them that
op­poses the Cre­ator’s in­tent. Ac­cord­ing to the Bible, God can­not be the source of evil.
Evil is a vi­o­la­tion of the di­vine plan by the cre­ation, and not merely “a de­lay on
the road to per­fec­tion”[21] as Ephraim Less­ing (Ger­man au­thor, 1729–1781) put
it.
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   The im­ages of the mon­sters of Chaos and Sa­tan, which we find in Scrip­ture, sig­nify that a
catas­tro­phe has oc­curred in the spir­i­tual world. It was there that the hot­bed of de­monic
“self-will” arose, a re­volt against har­mony, which echoed through­out all na­ture. The apos­tle
Paul says, “The whole cre­ation groans and labors with birth pangs to­gether un­til now” (Rom
8:22). “For the cre­ation was sub­jected to fu­til­ity, not will­ingly, but be­cause of him
who sub­jected it” (Rom 8:20). These words point to the de­pen­dence of the present
state of na­ture on the uni­ver­sal Fall. Could the ir­re­versible na­ture of phys­i­cal time
it­self with its re­lent­less cru­elty be the af­flic­tion im­posed on the Uni­verse? Af­ter all,
the Apoc­a­lypse pre­dicts that there will be no time in the com­ing King­dom (Rev
10:6).

 
   This view may seem to be a de­nial of Di­vine Om­nipo­tence. But Chris­tian­ity teaches that
any act of God in re­la­tion to the world con­sti­tutes self-lim­i­ta­tion on His part or, as the
Church Fa­thers put it, the keno­sis (“emp­ty­ing”) of the Ab­so­lute. It is pre­cisely this keno­sis
that leaves room for free­dom in the cre­ation with­out dis­tort­ing the im­age of the
Cre­ator.

 
   The Rus­sian re­li­gious philoso­pher Niko­lai Berdyaev writes: “A non-re­li­gious mind­set might
ques­tion the deed of God and seize upon this, that it might have been done bet­ter, had God
hap­pened to en­forcedly cre­ate the cos­mos, cre­at­ing peo­ple in­ca­pable of sin, all at once to
bring be­ing into that per­fect con­di­tion, in which would be no suf­fer­ing and death, and
peo­ple would in­cline only to­wards the good. This ra­tio­nal sort of plan to cre­ation
dwells wholly within the sphere of hu­man lim­it­ed­ness and it does not raise into
aware­ness the mean­ing of be­ing, since the mean­ing is bound up with the ir­ra­tional
mys­tery of the free­dom for sin. A forced and com­pul­sive out­ward ex­tir­pa­tion of evil
from the world, along with the ne­ces­sity and in­evitabil­ity for the good—this would
ul­ti­mately be in con­tra­dic­tion to the dig­nity of ev­ery per­son and to the per­fect­ing of
be­ing, hence a plan, not cor­re­spond­ing to the in­tent for Be­ing as ab­so­lute in all its
per­fec­tions. The Cre­ator did not cre­ate amidst a re­in­forced ne­ces­sity a per­fect and
good cos­mos, since such a cos­mos would nei­ther have been per­fect nor good at the
core of its foun­da­tion. The foun­da­tional ba­sis for per­fec­tion and good—con­sists in
free­dom, in the free­dom of love to­wards God, in the free­dom of a co-unit­ing with
God, and this char­ac­ter trait of ev­ery per­fec­tion and good, of ev­ery be­ing ren­ders
in­evitable the world tragedy. In ac­cord with the plan of the cre­ation, the cos­mos is
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
given as a task, as an idea, which free­dom of the crea­turely soul ought to cre­atively
re­al­ize.”[22]

 
   Cre­ation is Lo­gos7 
over­com­ing Chaos ori­ented to­wards That-which-is-to-come. Thus, strug­gle is the law of the
cre­ation of the uni­verse, the dia­lec­tic of its com­ing into be­ing.

   
 

   1.3    Man in the Uni­verse



   1.3.1    Cre­ation, evo­lu­tion, hu­man­ity

Ac­cord­ing to the views of many an­cient peo­ples, the Cre­ator is a crafts­man shap­ing uten­sils
nec­es­sary for life with His own hands. For ex­am­ple, some Egyp­tian re­liefs de­pict the god
Khnum mak­ing man with the help of a pot­ter’s wheel. In In­dia and Greece, the world was
be­lieved to be born out of the depths of the De­ity.

 
   Only bib­li­cal teach­ing has op­posed all shades of pa­gan­ism and
pan­the­ism8 
with the idea of cre­ation as an act of Di­vine Will, Rea­son, and Love. This act is a link bind­ing
the Ab­so­lute with all of cre­ation. Ac­cord­ing to Scrip­ture, the cre­ative power of the Word of
God, hav­ing sum­moned the cre­ation from nonex­is­tence, con­stantly nour­ishes it and
main­tains its ex­is­tence.

 
   The Bible pic­tures cos­mo­ge­n­e­sis as an as­cent from the lower to the higher state, from
in­or­ganic mat­ter to highly or­ga­nized be­ings—hu­mans. Nat­u­rally, this con­cept of the
Uni­verse’s ori­gins was ex­pressed in a form that cor­re­sponded to the level of knowl­edge and
men­tal­ity of that dis­tant era when the book of Gen­e­sis was be­ing writ­ten. How­ever, the
cre­ation im­agery is not sim­ply a re­flec­tion of an­cient modes of thought: the sa­cred au­thor
was ex­press­ing a mys­tery, which by its very na­ture is best con­veyed sym­bol­i­cally. “In the
be­gin­ning God cre­ated the heav­ens and the earth.”[23] These words are not a state­ment of
sci­en­tific fact, but rather are a rep­re­sen­ta­tion of re­al­ity us­ing the lan­guage of Myth in the
high­est and most sa­cred sense of the word. In or­der to con­vey the in­com­pre­hen­si­ble,
ab­strac­tion must give way to pic­ture, im­age, and sym­bol—el­e­ments in­her­ent to the lan­guage
of all re­li­gions.

 
   In­tu­itive in­sights in the form of a myth of­ten an­tic­i­pate the de­vel­op­ment of sci­ence. It is in
the Bible, rather than in Greek, Baby­lo­nian, and In­dian writ­ings, that we en­counter for the
first time the con­cept of the world as His­tory, Be­com­ing, and Process. The myths and
philo­soph­i­cal sys­tems of An­tiq­uity es­sen­tially stood out­side the cat­e­gories of past and fu­ture;
they viewed the Uni­verse, re­plete with gods, hu­mans, and lower be­ings, to be in an eter­nity of
repet­i­tive cy­cles. It was in the prophets of the Bible that the world’s in­ner yearn­ing for
per­fec­tion first came to light.

 
   When Dar­win’s the­ory of evo­lu­tion came onto the scene in the 19th cen­tury, op­po­nents of
re­li­gious faith en­thu­si­as­ti­cally adopted Dar­win­ism as their credo, ve­he­mently at­tack­ing the
bib­li­cal “days of cre­ation.” As a re­sult, Dar­win­ism be­came some­thing of a bug­bear to pi­ous
be­liev­ers pro­vok­ing panic among them. 

 
   One of the first to re­al­ize the gen­uine re­li­gious sig­nif­i­cance of evo­lu­tion was none other
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
than the grand­fa­ther of Charles Dar­win—the poet and nat­u­ral­ist Eras­mus Dar­win. “The
world it­self,” he writes in his Zoono­mia, “has been grad­u­ally pro­duced from very small
be­gin­nings, in­creas­ing by the ac­tiv­ity of its in­her­ent prin­ci­ples… What a mag­nif­i­cent idea of
the in­fi­nite power of the great Ar­chi­tect! The Cause of causes! Par­ent of par­ents! The Be­ing of
be­ings! For if we may com­pare in­fini­ties, it would seem to re­quire a greater in­fin­ity of
power to cause the causes of ef­fects, than to cause the ef­fects them­selves.”[24]
These words aptly sum up the essence of the Chris­tian ap­proach to evo­lu­tion.
Ac­cord­ing to the Bible, the very ex­is­tence of the world de­pends on the Cre­ator who
sus­tains the Uni­verse by His cre­ative power; hence the con­cept of the “on­go­ing
cre­ation.”

 
   Ac­cord­ing to the Chris­tian un­der­stand­ing, evo­lu­tion is not sim­ply a move­ment for­ward,
but also a re­turn of the cre­ated or­der to the ways orig­i­nally set out by the Cre­ator. It
re­veals the pur­pose of the evo­lu­tion­ary de­vel­op­ment aimed at cre­at­ing hu­man­ity
whose call­ing is to spir­i­tu­al­ize the world, open­ing it to new cre­ative acts of God.
This is the mean­ing of true progress from the point of view of faith. Sci­ence, on
the other hand, can only study the forms and stages of na­ture’s for­ma­tion, and
as such, it is still a long way from un­rav­el­ling the en­tirety of fac­tors gov­ern­ing
evo­lu­tion.

 
   Fol­low­ing the emer­gence of the ba­sic build­ing blocks of mat­ter, the sec­ond mir­a­cle of
na­ture was life, which Er­win Schrödinger (Aus­trian physi­cist, 1887–1961) called “the finest
mas­ter­piece ever achieved along the lines of the Lord’s quan­tum me­chan­ics.”[25]

 
   The third mir­a­cle made man­i­fest was hu­mankind it­self, which be­came an even more
mirac­u­lous up­heaval than the emer­gence of life. For the first time in the his­tory of our planet,
the Force that moves the worlds, the Cos­mic In­tel­li­gence, hid­den be­hind the world of
phe­nom­ena, was re­flected in a per­sonal, sen­tient be­ing. The Uni­verse—both inan­i­mate and
an­i­mate—had been blindly and un­con­sciously fol­low­ing the evo­lu­tion­ary path un­til the first
hu­man be­ings ap­peared, that mo­ment when the Uni­verse re­ceived a soul, an in­tel­li­gence,
and a cre­ative gift in hu­man­ity, open­ing the way for cre­ation to rise to its high­est
point.

 
   An­thro­po­ge­n­e­sis9 
is a unique phe­nom­e­non: all con­tem­po­rary hu­man­ity con­sti­tutes a sin­gle species. It is
hardly pos­si­ble to es­tab­lish how this qual­i­ta­tive leap took place. It ap­pears that the
evo­lu­tion of the psy­che alone can­not fully ac­count for the gap be­tween the mind of
the higher an­i­mal and the per­sonal in­tel­lect of the hu­man be­ing. This step, as
Pierre Teil­hard de Chardin (Je­suit priest and pa­le­on­tol­o­gist, 1881–1955) cor­rectly
noted, “could only be achieved at one stroke.”[26] Of course, the de­vel­op­ment of the
men­tal ca­pac­ity of pri­mates had to pre­pare the ground and con­di­tions for this
rev­o­lu­tion. But, in and of them­selves, the hu­man spirit and the self-con­scious­ness
of an in­di­vid­ual—things that make hu­mans hu­man—are mir­a­cles in the nat­u­ral
world.

 
   Sci­ence can re­trace evo­lu­tion­ary stages in the de­vel­op­ment of the brain, but it can go no
fur­ther than that. The brain it­self, serv­ing only as an in­dis­pens­able tool ca­pa­ble of de­tect­ing
the sub­tlest vi­bra­tions of the non-ma­te­rial side of re­al­ity, was to be­come a ve­hi­cle for the
soul.

 
   Only at the mo­ment when the light of con­scious­ness first burst into flame in a crea­ture
that ac­quired hu­man form, when that crea­ture be­came a per­sonal self, only then were the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
two uni­ver­sal realms joined, i.e., na­ture and spirit. “The dust of the ground,” as the Bible
refers to the psy­chophys­i­cal na­ture of man, be­came a bearer of a “liv­ing soul” (Gen
2:7).

   
 

   1.3.2    Im­age and like­ness

“So God cre­ated man in His own im­age; in the im­age of God He cre­ated him; male and fe­male
He cre­ated them” (Gen 1:27). The Bible al­ways speaks of God as Un­seen Ori­gin.
Over the cen­turies, the topic of hu­man God-like­ness has at­tracted the at­ten­tion
of many the­olo­gians, philoso­phers of var­i­ous schools, and schol­ars of the Holy
Scrip­tures.

 
   Al­though all mat­ter car­ries an im­print of its in­tel­li­gent ori­gin, in­tel­li­gence in na­ture is
much like an un­fin­ished “pro­gram”—it is face­less, “dif­fuse,” and dis­persed. Only at the
hu­man level, this in­tel­li­gence takes on the true “im­age and like­ness” of its Cre­ator. The
uni­ver­sal Di­vine Rea­son, the Lo­gos, man­i­fest­ing it­self in the evo­lu­tion of the world, is most
fully re­flected through per­sonal in­tel­li­gence and con­scious vo­li­tion of man. The Di­vine is
re­vealed to peo­ple as a Prin­ci­ple that tran­scends me­chan­i­cal causal­ity of the world, as
supreme Free­dom and Cre­ativ­ity—the two qual­i­ties that are also in­her­ent to hu­man
na­ture.

 
   God, as ab­so­lute Per­fec­tion, calls on hu­mans to par­take in the eter­nal per­fec­tion. This
par­tak­ing goes be­yond a small seg­ment of our tem­po­rary ex­is­tence: the pledge for at­tain­ing
God-like per­fec­tion lies in the im­mor­tal­ity of hu­man per­son­hood.

 
   Chris­tian an­thro­pol­ogy dis­cerns three lev­els in hu­mans, which cor­re­spond to the three­fold
struc­ture of re­al­ity and the ways of know­ing it. The first level, most strongly con­nected to the
ex­ter­nal na­ture, is the body; the sec­ond, po­si­tioned at the bor­der­line, is the soul or psy­che;
the third, and the deep­est, is the spirit. The spirit forms the hu­man “I” and those more
ex­alted char­ac­ter­is­tics of hu­man na­ture that re­flect the “im­age and like­ness of God.” The first
two lev­els are com­mon to both hu­mans and other liv­ing or­gan­isms. But of all the
crea­tures known to us, only hu­mans have spirit. Body and psy­che are sub­ject to
study by means of the nat­u­ral sci­ences (the body, at any rate, en­tirely so); the
spirit re­veals it­self pri­mar­ily through the process of in­tu­itive un­der­stand­ing and
self-knowl­edge.

 
   The first char­ac­ter­is­tic of the spirit is that it is re­al­ized through the self as per­son­hood,
ca­pa­ble of de­vel­op­ing re­la­tion­ships with other per­sons. The Chris­tian doc­trine rec­og­nizes the
in­fi­nite value of each per­son; it also stresses the im­por­tance of unity of in­di­vid­u­als form­ing
to­gether a sub­lime spir­i­tual Whole. In Chris­tian­ity, this is called koinonia or sobornost, that
is such a state of the Whole, in which all the parts re­tain their in­di­vid­u­al­ity and value with no
de­trac­tion.

 
   An­other char­ac­ter­is­tic of the spirit is self-aware in­tel­li­gence. It is this very ca­pac­ity
that en­ables us to de­duce and com­pre­hend the gen­eral laws of na­ture and so­ci­ety,
cause-and-ef­fect re­la­tion­ships, and the mean­ing of the pro­cesses oc­cur­ring in the world.
Con­scious, ra­tio­nal ac­tiv­ity dis­tin­guishes hu­mans from na­ture so much so that the term
“noo­sphere”10 
is used to des­ig­nate mankind.

 
   The third char­ac­ter­is­tic of the spirit is free­dom. Only hu­mans can be the “mas­ters of their
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
own ac­tions” and be held re­spon­si­ble for them. An­i­mals are not free to choose—only
peo­ple make choices. Moral as­sess­ment of one’s ac­tions is a pre­rog­a­tive of hu­man
be­ings.

 
   Of course, let us not for­get that man’s willpower and his abil­ity to rise above de­ter­min­is­tic
fac­tors of na­ture are closely linked to the level of his spir­i­tual de­vel­op­ment. A per­son can
re­al­ize his po­ten­tial for free­dom only by the de­vel­op­ment, train­ing, and cul­ti­va­tion of his
higher spir­i­tual abil­i­ties. Oth­er­wise, this gift, as it were, gets for­feited: be­ing weighed down by
his own base in­stincts and so­cial pres­sures, man be­comes un­able to coun­ter­act them. Af­ter
all, in­tel­lect, too, is a po­ten­tial abil­ity, and un­less it is nur­tured and trained, its
ca­pac­ity re­mains rudi­men­tary. Chil­dren raised by an­i­mals are an ex­am­ple of this.
Sev­eral such cases have been doc­u­mented and stud­ied. The great gift of rea­son in
these chil­dren is like a seed thrown into the soil and left de­void of mois­ture and
nu­tri­ents.
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   Thus, the for­ma­tion and de­vel­op­ment of an in­di­vid­ual are nec­es­sary con­di­tions for
re­veal­ing the per­son’s higher na­ture. One of the main traits of hu­man­ity, as in­di­cated by our
as­pi­ra­tions un­par­al­leled in the an­i­mal king­dom, is in our abil­ity to over­come purely bi­o­log­i­cal
bound­aries. Hu­man na­ture is such that the abun­dance of earthly bless­ings does not sat­isfy
our de­sires or re­strain our pas­sions. We seek full­ness and per­fec­tion, which bi­o­log­i­cal
ex­is­tence alone can­not give us—nei­ther can so­ci­ety or “pub­lic re­la­tions.” As peo­ple
be­come ac­quainted with true free­dom, they be­gin to de­velop higher and su­per­nat­u­ral
in­ter­ests and yearn­ings. This ca­pac­ity is a pledge of in­ex­haustible de­vel­op­ment of
hu­man­ity.

 
   The de­sire for free­dom in hu­man­ity is so strong that even Marx­ists, who are in­clined
to­wards de­ter­min­ism, dream about a “leap from the realm of ne­ces­sity into the realm of
free­dom.”[27] More­over, Marx ar­gued that this realm “lies be­yond the sphere of ac­tual
ma­te­rial pro­duc­tion.”[28] De­spite that, he con­tin­ued to view so­cial and eco­nomic
re­struc­tur­ing as the “ba­sis” of free­dom. While there is no doubt that the search for an op­ti­mal
so­cial sys­tem can serve the cause of true free­dom, ex­pe­ri­ence has re­peat­edly shown that
with­out rec­og­niz­ing the rights of an in­di­vid­ual and the spir­i­tual foun­da­tions for these
rights, the idea of lib­er­a­tion turns into its very op­po­site—dic­ta­tor­ship, vi­o­lence, and
slav­ery.

 
   Such degra­da­tion also stems from the fact that the hu­man need for free­dom is
ac­com­pa­nied by a fear of it. With­out a fo­cus on the Eter­nal, free­dom can be fright­en­ing and
in­stead give way to long­ing for slav­ery. Ac­cord­ing to Jean-Paul Sartre (French philoso­pher,
1905–1980), “Man is con­demned to be free”[29]—a hid­den ter­ror can be sensed in these
words. And yet gen­uine faith is un­afraid of free­dom: aware of all the dif­fi­cul­ties that come
along with this gift, it joy­ously em­braces it, de­spite the fact that some rep­re­sen­ta­tives of
re­li­gion have turned free­dom into a cozy prison cell, thus cor­rupt­ing true faith. Em­manuel
Mounier (French philoso­pher, 1905–1950) once said, “Com­fort­able athe­ism and com­fort­able
faith both meet in the same morass. For the one who re­mains faith­ful to the Gospel, the
Apos­tle Paul’s pre­cept ever lives: ‘You, brethren, have been called to free­dom’ (Gal
5:13).”

 
   The yearn­ing for cre­ativ­ity, in­sep­a­ra­ble from the his­tory of hu­man cul­ture, is also a
re­al­iza­tion of the spir­i­tual di­men­sion. Niko­lai Berdyaev in his book The Mean­ing of the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
Cre­ative Act con­sid­ers cre­ativ­ity to be the prin­ci­pal dis­tin­guish­ing char­ac­ter­is­tic of hu­mans
which al­lows them to break “be­yond the lim­its of the im­ma­nent world… to­wards an­other
world.”[30]

 
   In the process of cre­at­ing, a per­son be­comes a par­taker of the spir­i­tual di­men­sion of the
world, and in this his God-like essence man­i­fests it­self with ex­tra­or­di­nary power. For this
rea­son, Michelan­gelo, work­ing on his fres­coes, saw his work as a di­vine ser­vice guided by the
Spirit of God. Ac­cord­ing to Gus­tave Flaubert (French nov­el­ist, 1821–1880), artists are the
“or­gans of God,”[31] by means of which He Him­self re­veals His Essence. Adam Mick­iewicz
(Pol­ish poet, 1798–1855) in his work felt a “strength, be­yond hu­man.” Beethoven tes­ti­fied
that in mo­ments of mu­si­cal in­spi­ra­tions, “God Him­self spoke into his ear.” Alek­sey
K. Tol­stoy (Rus­sian writer, 1817–1875) ded­i­cated a poem to the Di­vine na­ture of
cre­ative in­spi­ra­tion: “In vain, oh artist, you fancy your­self as the source of your
works….”

 
   The value of a gen­uine work of art lies pri­mar­ily in the fact that its au­thor has cre­ated a
sort of new world of its own. Col­ors and shapes, sounds and words be­come the lan­guage of
the spirit.

 
   It is no co­in­ci­dence that cre­ativ­ity has a cos­mic sig­nif­i­cance for Chris­tian­ity:
in it, hu­man­ity, as it were, con­tin­ues the Di­vine act of cre­ation. It is no longer
“Earth” or “Wa­ter” with their in­sen­tient ex­is­tence, but con­scious be­ings, who cre­ate
their own “sec­ond cos­mos” and thereby be­come co-au­thors in the cre­ative act of
God.

 
   That is pre­cisely why the cre­ative process lends it­self to be­ing per­fected with­out limit. And
that is why each mas­ter ex­pe­ri­ences dis­sat­is­fac­tion upon fin­ish­ing his work, which spurs
him on to a new cre­ative search.

 
   All our earthly cre­ativ­ity is a joy in­ter­twined with a deep long­ing for per­fec­tion and the
ideal. We sense great po­ten­tials within our­selves, which we are un­able to fully re­al­ize:
the hori­zon and as­pi­ra­tions are lim­it­less, yet hu­man life is but a mo­ment of time.
And this ap­plies not only to our cre­ative po­ten­tial but also to those of free­dom and
in­tel­lect.

 
   So why is there this dis­crep­ancy? Is this mis­match an un­re­cov­er­able tragedy of the spirit?
If our yearn­ing for truth, good­ness, and cre­ativ­ity had only this fleet­ing na­ture of things for
its foun­da­tion, then it would not have gripped hu­man­ity so pow­er­fully. And since these
im­pulses are in­her­ent to us, they must have room for re­al­iza­tion. Only in the per­spec­tive of
an un­end­ing de­vel­op­ment of hu­man per­son­al­ity, far be­yond the present con­di­tions of our
ex­is­tence, can this re­al­iza­tion ac­quire its gen­uine lat­i­tude. Only then can in­tel­lect,
con­science, free­dom, and cre­ativ­ity lead hu­man per­son­hood to the heights of au­then­tic
God-like­ness. In other words, the ques­tion of hu­man po­ten­tial is a ques­tion of hu­man
im­mor­tal­ity.

   
 

   1.3.3    Hu­man­ity: death and im­mor­tal­ity

Through­out time, peo­ple have had an aware­ness of the in­de­struc­tibil­ity of the spirit. This
aware­ness is as old as hu­man­ity it­self. The re­mains from rit­ual buri­als of Stone-Age hunters
speak to the early stages of be­lief in im­mor­tal­ity. As a mod­ern ex­am­ple, the “prim­i­tive”
Bush­men, who still main­tain a hunter-gath­erer life­style, have a def­i­nite con­cept
of im­mor­tal­ity. Ac­cord­ing to their re­li­gion, the spirit of the de­ceased lives on at
his grave for some time and may oc­ca­sion­ally ap­pear and talk with the rel­a­tives
while re­main­ing un­seen. This view, for all its seem­ing naivety, al­ready con­tains the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
foun­da­tions of the doc­trine of im­mor­tal­ity, which is char­ac­ter­is­tic of most world
re­li­gions.

 
   The uni­ver­sal preva­lence of be­lief that death does not en­tail a com­plete de­struc­tion of
per­son­hood is a fact de­serv­ing at­ten­tion. It bears wit­ness to the al­most in­nate sense, al­beit
not al­ways clearly con­scious, of the im­mor­tal­ity of the self. Some­times at­tempts are made to
link it with the in­stinct of self-preser­va­tion, and, of course, some kind of con­nec­tion does
ex­ist. How­ever, one’s no­tion of im­mor­tal­ity is not purely a bi­o­log­i­cal phe­nom­e­non. First and
fore­most, it is a man­i­fes­ta­tion of the spirit, which in­tu­itively senses its own in­de­struc­tible
na­ture.

 
   One com­mon ar­gu­ment against the no­tion of im­mor­tal­ity is that the be­lief in im­mor­tal­ity
and the af­ter­life weak­ens the will and dis­tracts the be­liever from earthly tasks.
To a large ex­tent, this cri­tique is gen­er­ated by a dis­tor­tion of the very idea that it
dis­putes. In­deed, it is no co­in­ci­dence that the Old Tes­ta­ment and the Gospels speak so
spar­ingly about the af­ter­life: a per­son is called to ful­fill his or her call­ing in this world,
and not just pas­sively await a life be­yond the grave. The hori­zon of im­mor­tal­ity
is meant to widen the per­spec­tive and make one’s labors more mean­ing­ful. Only
a mis­con­strued doc­trine of eter­nal life can un­der­mine hu­man cre­ativ­ity here on
Earth.
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   Usu­ally, ma­te­ri­al­ists as­so­ciate faith in im­mor­tal­ity with prim­i­tive sci­en­tific views of past
eras. For peo­ple who lived thou­sands of years ago, they sup­pose, be­lief in im­mor­tal­ity arose
as a re­sult of their lack of un­der­stand­ing of the laws of na­ture and so­ci­ety. The bi­o­log­i­cal
causes of death were not then known, and thus it was not pos­si­ble to pro­vide a sci­en­tific
ex­pla­na­tion of hu­man con­scious­ness. It is un­clear, then, why the de­vel­op­ment
of knowl­edge did not re­sult in an ut­ter refu­ta­tion of the no­tion of im­mor­tal­ity. It
is im­plau­si­ble to sug­gest that de­fend­ers of the idea of im­mor­tal­ity such as J.J.
Thom­son, the dis­cov­erer of the elec­tron, or Er­win Schrödinger, the cre­ator of quan­tum
me­chan­ics, knew the laws of na­ture any less than the cave­man or the an­cient
Egyp­tian.

 
   Many of the great­est minds in hu­man his­tory have been ad­her­ents of the doc­trine of
im­mor­tal­ity and have de­vel­oped philo­soph­i­cal foun­da­tions to sup­port it.

 
   The death of the body opens the way for the con­scious­ness to tran­si­tion to an­other form of
ex­is­tence. Ma­te­ri­al­ists usu­ally say that the con­scious­ness “fades away” with death, but this
is noth­ing more than a bad metaphor. Af­ter all, even in purely phys­i­cal terms, “go­ing ex­tinct”
does not mean an­ni­hi­la­tion, but only a tran­si­tion of one form of mat­ter and en­ergy into
an­other.

 
   It is quite pos­si­ble to con­ceive of the spirit, ca­pa­ble of ex­ert­ing an enor­mous in­flu­ence on
the life of the body, as a force which uses the cen­tral ner­vous sys­tem as its in­stru­ment. The
brain, in this case, would be some­thing re­motely re­sem­bling a trans­former or an
an­tenna.

 
   When the elec­tri­cal cir­cuitry of a ra­dio re­ceiver breaks down, it does not mean that
ra­dio-waves and elec­tric en­ergy have “dis­persed” or “van­ished.” Some­thing sim­i­lar
oc­curs, it seems, in the re­la­tion­ship be­tween the brain and the spirit. Of course,
death and de­cay break the con­tact be­tween the brain and the spirit. Yet, does it
ac­tu­ally mean that the spirit no longer ex­ists? Does the “si­lence of the graves” prove
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
this?

 
   The bio­sphere as a sin­gle or­gan­ism grows, over­com­ing death, but its cells, be­ing re­placed,
die off one af­ter an­other. Im­mor­tal­ity in the noo­sphere is a dif­fer­ent mat­ter. In the noo­sphere,
the parts are just as im­por­tant as the whole. It acts not as a face­less mass but as a unity of
think­ing in­di­vid­u­als.

 
   Death catches up with the an­i­mal seiz­ing it as a vic­tim; in hu­mans, it is only the an­i­mal
that dies. The hu­man spirit, in the words of Teil­hard de Chardin, “es­capes and is
lib­er­ated.”[32] The fact that the spirit is able to over­come the dis­in­te­gra­tion of the body is an
in­te­gral part of the larger pat­tern of the cos­mos tran­scend­ing the nat­u­ral and vis­i­ble
worlds.

 
   But if im­mor­tal­ity is such an im­por­tant prop­erty of the spirit for evo­lu­tion, if it is so
de­sir­able by hu­man­ity, then why are our ideas about the des­tiny of the self af­ter death so
un­clear and short of de­tail? There can be two an­swers to it. Ac­cord­ing to one per­spec­tive,
hu­man­ity is still des­tined to pen­e­trate deeper into these se­crets, which have been lit­tle
ex­plored so far but are, in prin­ci­ple, ra­tio­nally know­able. Ac­cord­ing to the other, more likely
point of view, the bar­rier that sep­a­rates this side of ex­is­tence from the af­ter­life is
fun­da­men­tally im­per­vi­ous to us. As it is im­pos­si­ble for an em­bryo to un­der­stand all the
com­plex­ity and mul­ti­fac­eted na­ture of hu­man life, so it is dif­fi­cult for us to en­vis­age other
worlds in our present lim­ited mode of ex­is­tence ex­cept by means of sym­bols. And yet, the
de­vel­op­ment of the self while here, in this life, does bring it closer to the con­tem­pla­tion
of the su­per­sen­sory world. The as­tound­ing achieve­ments of hu­man thought can
al­ready serve as a pre­mo­ni­tion and a fore­taste of im­mor­tal­ity: they are like rays of
light il­lu­mi­nat­ing and guid­ing both the in­di­vid­ual soul’s jour­ney and the his­tory of
all mankind. The very essence of our spirit gives us hope for eter­nity de­spite our
re­al­iza­tion of the im­mi­nence of death. When we sense our own im­mor­tal­ity and
con­nec­tion with the Uni­verse and God, the small time pe­riod that we have here
on earth is ex­pand­ing into eter­nity. We can la­bor know­ing that all things of this
life that are true and beau­ti­ful will find their high­est re­al­iza­tion in the world to
come.

 
   It is im­pos­si­ble to imag­ine life af­ter death as some mean­ing­less in­ac­tiv­ity, an
ex­haust­ing and mo­not­o­nous “wan­der­ing in the gar­dens of par­adise.”[33] In­stead,
it will be a process of un­in­ter­rupted com­ing-into-be­ing and as­cend­ing to eter­nal
per­fec­tion.

 
   “My con­vic­tion of our sur­vival re­sults from my view of en­ergy,” said Goethe, “for if I work
with­out rest to the end of my days, Na­ture is bound to as­sign me an­other form of ex­is­tence,
since this one can no longer con­tain my spirit… And may the Eter­nal One not deny us new
ac­tiv­i­ties, akin to those in which we have proved our­selves! If to these he should pa­ter­nally
add mem­ory and an af­ter-taste of the Right and Good that here be­low we have willed and
achieved, we shall as­suredly be but the bet­ter pre­pared to take our place as cogs in the
cos­mic mech­a­nism.”[34]

 
   These words of the great poet and thinker re­mind us that the af­ter­life is closely con­nected
with the en­tirety of life on earth, just as some­one’s birth and life are af­fected by hered­ity and
the con­di­tions of the de­vel­op­ment in­side one’s mother’s body. Earthly ex­is­tence is
given to us nei­ther ran­domly nor with­out a pur­pose. By forg­ing our spirit on the
paths of life, we pre­pare it for eter­nity. And this prepa­ra­tion should be ex­pressed in
our ac­tions on earth. The philoso­phers of In­dia and Greece long ago re­al­ized that,
apart from phys­i­cal laws, there also ex­ist spir­i­tual and moral laws, and that these
work in a well spec­i­fied se­quence. Ev­ery­one takes to eter­nity what he has him­self
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
pre­pared here. A seed with a worm­hole will never pro­duce a healthy plant. Evil and
spir­i­tual in­sol­vency on earth will be echoed in the life be­yond. That is why ev­ery
per­son here on earth is called to strive for the “sal­va­tion of one’s soul”—to be­come a
par­taker in the Di­vine Life. We should not view the per­son’s seek­ing the sal­va­tion of
one’s soul as some­thing self­ish, rather, it is an ex­pres­sion of a deep drive in­nate to
hu­man na­ture, one that is di­a­met­ri­cally op­posed to self­ish­ness. On the con­trary, it is
self-cen­tered­ness that be­comes an im­ped­i­ment to the per­son’s par­tak­ing in the Di­vine
Life.

 
   Yet the Bible re­veals to us some­thing even greater. The sym­bol of the Tree of Life, which
ap­pears on its first pages, stands for the po­ten­tial im­mor­tal­ity of the whole hu­man be­ing,
and with it, the en­tirety of na­ture. Ac­cord­ing to Scrip­ture, the hu­man be­ing is a
spir­i­tual-cor­po­real unity. There­fore, our role in the Uni­verse can­not be lim­ited
to the mere preser­va­tion and im­prove­ment of the spirit while sur­rounded by the
gen­eral de­com­po­si­tion of mat­ter. A trans­formed ex­is­tence be­yond this earthly life is
there­fore key to the full re­al­iza­tion of that in­vis­i­ble en­ergy em­bod­ied in the hu­man
spirit.

 
   Through their bod­ies, hu­mans are fused with the nat­u­ral cos­mos. The evo­lu­tion of the
bio­sphere is a flight from death; the his­tory of hu­man­ity, on the other hand, is a jour­ney
to­wards res­ur­rec­tion and the fill­ing of mat­ter with spirit. Con­se­quently, the in­de­struc­tibil­ity of
the spirit is only a stage and not the pin­na­cle of cre­ation’s progress. This idea was
ex­pressed by Niko­lai Berdyaev with para­dox­i­cal sharp­ness: “Faith in an es­sen­tial
im­mor­tal­ity is it­self per se ster­ile and empty; for this type of faith there can­not be any
sort of tasks to life and all the bet­ter thus it would be the sooner to die, have the
soul de­part the body in death, and be rid of the world. The the­ory of an es­sen­tial
im­mor­tal­ity leads to an apolo­get­ics jus­ti­fy­ing sui­cide. But the great task of life
be­comes ap­par­ent in the in­stance wherein im­mor­tal­ity should in­volve the re­sult of the
world sal­va­tion, if my in­di­vid­ual fate should de­pend upon the fate of the world and
mankind, if for my sal­va­tion there is the need to pre­pare for the sal­va­tion of the
flesh.”[35]

 
   Al­though there are ob­vi­ously de­bat­able points in these words, they rightly point to a
higher hu­man vo­ca­tion than a mere egress from the ma­te­rial world. The cos­mic task of the
noo­sphere is to over­come the in­ert­ness of mat­ter by the strength of the spirit, to trans­form
and to raise mat­ter to a higher stage of de­vel­op­ment. And the crown of the noo­sphere’s
as­pi­ra­tions is the vic­tory over phys­i­cal death in na­ture. Hu­man­ity was cre­ated to
find the path to im­mor­tal­ity and be­come “the first­born from the dead”[36] in the
Uni­verse.

 
   But this is not what has hap­pened. Only the spirit es­capes dis­in­te­gra­tion; as be­fore, death
main­tains its hold over the noo­sphere, break­ing down the hu­man body like any other
struc­ture.

 
   What, then, in­hib­ited the process and fa­tally im­pacted the spir­i­tual life and his­tory of the
Uni­verse? Chris­tian­ity calls this catas­tro­phe orig­i­nal sin or the cor­rup­tion of hu­man
na­ture.

   
 

   1.3.4    Be­fore the face of the Ex­is­tent One

Though the Bible ex­tols Man as the “mas­ter of the cre­ated or­der” (see Gen 1:26–28), it stops
far short of ide­al­iz­ing him. It equally re­fuses to lower him to a mere an­i­mal or to de­ify him in
a false hu­man­is­tic fer­vor. The Bible links the ap­par­ent du­al­ity of hu­man na­ture, ex­pressed in
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
the po­etic for­mula: “I’m king—I’m slave—I’m worm—I’m God,”[37] with a spir­i­tual ill­ness that
be­fell hu­man­ity at the dawn of its ex­is­tence. It was this ill­ness that weak­ened and par­tially
par­a­lyzed the forces orig­i­nally in­vested into the noo­sphere, alien­at­ing peo­ple from God and
set­ting them at odds with na­ture and them­selves. The har­mo­nious course of hu­man
de­vel­op­ment was thus dis­rupted, which ex­plains much in his­tory and the present state of
hu­man­ity.

 
   Our sad hu­man re­al­ity now in­cludes world wars claim­ing tens of mil­lions of lives,
mas­sacres of civil­ians, to­tal­i­tar­ian regimes that emerge now and then fu­eled by the herd
in­stinct, un­prece­dented bru­tal­ity, and dis­crim­i­na­tion based on so­cial class and race. The
words of Tyutchev (Rus­sian poet, 1803–1873) come to mind: “To­day it’s not the flesh—the
spirit is laid bare.”[38] The ni­hilists of the 19th cen­tury mocked the Book of Rev­e­la­tion,
call­ing it “the work of a mad­man.” Could they have imag­ined that the very epoch they were so
ea­gerly await­ing would in­stead be re­counted later us­ing the im­agery taken from that
prophetic book?

 
   In­di­vid­u­als, whether they are aware of it or not, al­ways face a choice. Se­myon Frank
(Rus­sian philoso­pher, 1877–1950) wrote about it as fol­low­ing: “Would we agree to hav­ing
been cre­ated by God from the very be­gin­ning in such a way that… we would au­to­mat­i­cally
with­out re­flec­tion and with­out free ra­tio­nal choice ful­fill His com­mand­ments? And in that
case would the mean­ing of our life be re­al­ized? But if we did the good au­to­mat­i­cally and were
ra­tio­nal by our very na­ture, if all the things around us au­to­mat­i­cally and with to­tal
com­pul­sory cer­tainty bore wit­ness to God, to rea­son and the good—then all things would at
once be­come ab­so­lutely mean­ing­less. For ‘mean­ing’ is a ra­tio­nal re­al­iza­tion of life, and not
the work­ing of a wound clock; mean­ing is the gen­uine dis­clo­sure and ful­fill­ment of the
mys­te­ri­ous depths of our ‘I’, and our ‘I’ is in­con­ceiv­able with­out free­dom. This is
be­cause free­dom and spon­tane­ity re­quire the pos­si­bil­ity of our own ini­tia­tive, and the
lat­ter pre­sup­poses that not ev­ery­thing runs smoothly and ‘au­to­mat­i­cally,’ that
cre­ative ac­tiv­ity and spir­i­tual power are needed to over­come ob­sta­cles. A king­dom of
God which would be given ‘for free’ and which would be pre­de­ter­mined once and
for all would by no means be a king­dom of God for us, for in the true King­dom of
God we must be free par­tic­i­pants in the Di­vine glory, sons of God, as op­posed to
func­tion­ing not even as slaves but rather as a dead cog in some sort of nec­es­sary
mech­a­nism.”[39]

 
   Us­ing the free­dom given to them, hu­man­ity has not only be­trayed their call­ing but
con­sciously op­posed it. The Bible de­picts this as the en­croach­ing on the fruit of the “tree of
the knowl­edge of good and evil” (Gen 2:17) and iden­ti­fies the mo­tive for break­ing the
com­mand­ment as a de­sire to “be like gods” (Gen 3:5). This is a sym­bolic por­trayal of hu­man
his­tory as it has un­folded and, per­haps, above all—our own mod­ern his­tory. The
Fall—hu­man will op­posed to that of the Cre­ator—did not turn hu­mans into gods.
In­stead, it sapped the en­er­gies that had first en­dowed hu­man­ity, by sep­a­rat­ing it
from the Tree of Life. The law of dis­in­te­gra­tion and death over­took and sub­dued
mankind.

 
   The drama of primeval man is be­ing acted out again be­fore our very eyes in our
pow­er­less­ness be­fore sin­ful pas­sions, our “will to power” that tor­ments the hu­man spirit, and
our false self-as­ser­tion. Is not the pre­his­toric Fall re­flected in our proud dreams of cre­at­ing
a world ac­cord­ing to our own plan and de­sign? And is not the re­bel­lion of Ivan
Kara­ma­zov—the con­fi­dence that we could have made the world bet­ter than God—noth­ing
but a faint echo of the Re­bel­lion that took place be­fore the dawn of the Uni­verse?
Do we not hear in our ears the ser­pent’s hiss­ing, as in the early days: “you will
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
be like gods?”[40] A tree is known by the fruit; the fa­ther of lies by his ef­fect on
peo­ple.

 
   The en­tire his­tory of hu­man­ity has be­come a quest for the lost in­no­cence, but one that
re­quires an ac­tive use of hu­man­ity’s own pow­ers and abil­i­ties. First there was a strug­gle
be­tween chaos and or­der, life and death, and now it is a strug­gle be­tween good and evil. The
doc­trine of the Fall en­joins that the sin of the fore­fa­thers is an archetype of sin for all
ages.

 
   Yet, as with the birth of the cos­mic or­der, the forces of Chaos could not stall all
de­vel­op­ment, and mankind has not been fully sub­ject to de­monism and evil. The dis­tor­tion of
the path did not lead to an ul­ti­mate demise. A healthy root re­mained in Man, a thirst for
per­fec­tion and knowl­edge, an as­pi­ra­tion for good, and a long­ing for God. Along with the
par­tial loss of his early gifts came a prom­ise of the fur­ther ad­vance­ment of Adam’s race. The
Di­vine Lo­gos ac­com­plishes His cre­ative pur­pose even in this im­per­fect and grief-stricken
world, de­spite the fact that our life is a “vale of tears” and the world “lies in evil” (1 Jn
5:19). Suf­fer­ing and dishar­mony them­selves elicit protest in hu­man­ity and spur
peo­ple to seek ways to over­come them, and in do­ing so the hu­man spirit is be­ing
forged.

 
   Chris­tian­ity does not re­gard suf­fer­ing as some­thing good in it­self. Christ com­forted
those who suf­fered and healed the sick. Yet in the mys­te­ri­ous ways of Prov­i­dence
even evil can be trans­formed into good. No won­der many thinkers say that only in
the “limit sit­u­a­tions”—in the face of death, de­spair, or panic—is the real hu­man
re­vealed. The great­est tri­umphs of the hu­man spirit were born in the cru­cible of
suf­fer­ing. God does not leave Man alone on this path, but strength­ens him, and
bright­ens his la­bor and his strug­gle by the light of His rev­e­la­tion. And even­tu­ally, the
cre­ative Lo­gos Him­self en­ters the world and through In­car­na­tion unites Him­self with
Adam. He suf­fers and dies with him in or­der to bring hu­man­ity to the Paschal
vic­tory.

 
   “Be of good cheer, I have over­come the world,” says Christ (Jn 16:33). “This is the vic­tory
that has over­come the world—our faith!” ex­claims the Church through the lips of the Apos­tle
John,[41] as he be­held the first fruits of the King­dom of God.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   


Chap­ter 2
Mag­i­cal­ism and Monothe­ism

   The re­li­gious path of hu­man­ity prior
to the era of the great Teach­ers



   2.1    Pre­his­toric pe­riod



   2.1.1    Birth of re­li­gion

Who could not no­tice the amaz­ing change that oc­curs in na­ture with the on­set of night? This
change is es­pe­cially felt in the sum­mer for­est.

 
   In the day­time the air is filled with the polyphony of chirp­ing birds; a gen­tle wind
ca­resses the branches of birch trees oc­ca­sion­ally re­veal­ing the cloud­less blue sky, the
sun’s glare frol­ics on the mossy floor, slip­ping through the shad­ows of green leaves.
Glades re­sem­ble the al­coves in a quiet and ma­jes­tic tem­ple. The bright speck­les of
but­ter­flies and flow­ers, the drone of grasshop­pers, the scent of lung­wort flow­ers—all
merge into a joy­ful sym­phony of life that cap­ti­vates us, fill­ing us with peace and
tran­quil­ity.

 
   Yet the same for­est looks very dif­fer­ent at night. The trees ac­quire omi­nous
and bizarre out­lines, the voices of night birds re­sem­ble plain­tive cries, ev­ery rus­tle
scares and alarms us, ev­ery­thing is per­me­ated with se­cret threat and hos­til­ity, and
the pale moon­light gives this pic­ture a night­mar­ish or delu­sional tint. Na­ture, so
har­mo­nious and friendly in the sun­light, as if sud­denly hav­ing turned against us, is
ready to strike like an an­cient mon­ster from which an en­chant­ment spell has been
lifted.

 
   This con­trast could serve as a metaphor for the change in out­look that oc­curred in our
dis­tant an­ces­tors at the dawn of hu­man­ity. The gate­way to the mys­tery of the world had been
shut be­fore them and their clair­voy­ance and spir­i­tual au­thor­ity over the nat­u­ral do­main had
aban­doned them. Sud­denly, they found them­selves alone in a vast hos­tile “uni­ver­sal for­est,”
doomed to a life­time of hard­ship and ad­ver­sity.

 
   The solem­nity and grandeur of the his­tory of hu­man­ity’s search for lost God lies in the
fact that hu­mans have al­ways re­mained un­sat­is­fied, never quite for­get­ting (al­beit
un­con­sciously) the “heav­enly home­land” of which they were bereft. When hu­mans first
gained self-aware­ness in this world, they were able to “see God face to face” (Gen
32:30). But soon af­ter, this di­rect line of com­mu­ni­ca­tion was bro­ken. A spir­i­tual
catas­tro­phe erected a wall be­tween peo­ple and the Heav­ens. Still, hu­mans have
not al­to­gether lost their God-like­ness, re­tain­ing their abil­ity to know God at least
to some de­gree. The per­cep­tion of the Di­vine One­ness was still clearly present in
the early days of the primeval knowl­edge of God. Many prim­i­tive tribes who have
pre­served the way of life of their dis­tant an­ces­tors, too, have re­tained traces of an early
monothe­ism.11 
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   The orig­i­nal be­hold­ing of the One “face to face” be­came no longer pos­si­ble fol­low­ing the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
Fall, and in­stead re­li­gion—restor­ing the link be­tween hu­man­ity and God—be­gan in the
his­tory of mankind. It is no co­in­ci­dence that the Bible puts sac­ri­fice at the heart of all
re­li­gious be­hav­ior—the re­li­gious wor­ship or cult. It re­flects a keen al­beit vague de­sire to atone
for sin and to re­store the orig­i­nal com­mu­nion with God. By sac­ri­fic­ing a por­tion of their
sus­te­nance to the Un­seen, sus­te­nance which was earned with great dif­fi­culty, peo­ple
were es­sen­tially declar­ing their readi­ness to fol­low the com­mands of the Higher
Will.

 
   Yet re­gain­ing the orig­i­nal har­mony proved harder than los­ing it: grad­u­ally, God grew more
dis­tant and im­per­sonal in the con­scious­ness of prim­i­tive hu­mans. In­stead, they were
in­creas­ingly turn­ing their at­ten­tion to the nat­u­ral world.

   
 

   2.1.2    In the world of demons and spir­its

In the mind of the prim­i­tive hu­man there lived a sense of kin­ship of all liv­ing things.

 
   The idea of broth­er­hood be­tween peo­ple and an­i­mals has found its ex­pres­sion in
wide­spread myths, ac­cord­ing to which hu­man an­ces­tors pos­sessed a mix of hu­man and
an­i­mal traits. Like­wise, Na­tive Amer­i­cans be­lieved that these crea­tures could eas­ily
shape-shift be­tween hu­man and an­i­mal forms. As a re­sult, “An­i­mal-hu­man” hy­brids be­came
a well es­tab­lished con­cept in the anal­y­sis of such leg­ends.

 
   This be­lief had a tremen­dous im­pact on the an­cient so­cial or­der. It ex­plains the emer­gence
of such a pe­cu­liar phe­nom­e­non as totemism. A totem is usu­ally an an­i­mal that is con­sid­ered
to be the an­ces­tor and the pa­tron of a given tribe.

 
   The ori­gin of totemism is a be­lief in spir­i­tual unity with na­ture. The traces of totemism,
once wide­spread through­out the world, can still be found among the prim­i­tive tribes of Asia,
Africa, and Amer­ica. Its echoes can still be felt to­day even among civ­i­lized peo­ples: for ex­am­ple,
the In­dian ban on killing cows goes back to an­cient times when these an­i­mals were sa­cred
totems.12 

 
   Prim­i­tive hu­mans per­ceived all things to be an­i­mate or alive: tree trunks, for­est
an­i­mals, the mo­tions of clouds. For them, the in­ter­con­nect­ed­ness of all things in this
world was not only the in­ter­con­nec­tion of the vis­i­ble, but si­mul­ta­ne­ously—and
most im­por­tantly—the in­ter­con­nec­tion with the in­vis­i­ble. In the mur­mur­ing brook,
in the flame of fire there dwelt spir­its, ei­ther hos­tile or friendly, and some­times
neu­tral.
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   Here are the roots of that strange be­lief known in sci­ence as fetishism. Fetishes, i.e.,
sa­cred ob­jects, ac­com­pa­nied the prim­i­tive hu­man from birth to death. A fetish could be a
stone, a tooth of an an­i­mal, or even a skull of a rel­a­tive: spir­its dwelt in them, and a per­son
with the fetish en­listed their sup­port. How­ever, like totemism, be­lief in fetishes does not
yet con­sti­tute a re­li­gion, even though some re­searchers ini­tially sup­ported this
hy­poth­e­sis.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   The fact that a sacral13 
sig­nif­i­cance is at­tached to an inan­i­mate ob­ject stemmed from the uni­ver­sal be­lief in the
an­i­mate na­ture of the world. Most of­ten fetishism was as­so­ci­ated with be­lief in totems.
Some­times a fetish ac­quired the sig­nif­i­cance of a tal­is­man: it could counter force with force
pit­ting its own pro­tec­tive in­flu­ence against some other ma­li­cious power. Be­lief in the value of
such amulets runs through­out hu­man his­tory.

 
   Grad­u­ally, fetishes ac­quired a hu­man-like ap­pear­ance. They be­gan to in­cor­po­rate hu­man
traits of an an­ces­tor or the ap­pear­ance that had been as­cribed to a spirit. Such fig­urines,
which served as pro­to­types of fu­ture idols, were es­pe­cially com­mon among African
na­tions. Yet the at­tempts to es­tab­lish con­tact with the spir­i­tual world were not
lim­ited to tal­is­mans, fetishes, or totem im­ages. There was an­other, a mys­ti­cal way of
com­mu­ni­cat­ing with spir­its, that formed the main and en­dur­ing in­ter­est in prim­i­tive
re­li­gion.
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   As cen­turies went by, the spir­i­tual in­tu­ition of primeval peo­ple
weak­ened, and in­stead in­di­vid­u­als with a spe­cial mys­ti­cal and
oc­cult14 
ap­ti­tude be­gan to emerge. They were en­trusted with the role of in­ter­me­di­aries be­tween the
hu­man race and its sur­round­ing world of demons and spir­its.

   
 

   2.1.3    Pre­his­toric mys­tics

Ev­ery re­li­gion con­sists of three ba­sic el­e­ments: a world­view, a set of life prin­ci­ples, and a
mys­ti­cal sense that finds its out­ward ex­pres­sion in a cult (re­li­gious prac­tice).
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   Of course, we ought to in­ter­pret the word “cult” very broadly here. There still ex­ists some
form of “cult” even in those re­li­gions that re­duce their ex­ter­nal ex­pres­sions to a min­i­mum. It
is in hu­man na­ture to as­so­ciate one’s in­ner ex­pe­ri­ences with cer­tain ex­te­rior ac­tions, i.e., to
“vest” them into some­thing. Hence the mean­ing of the word “rit­ual” as an act of “putting on of
vest­ments”15 
or “dress­ing” an in­tent or mean­ing into an ex­te­rior form. For ex­am­ple, peo­ple can­not avoid
us­ing even the sim­plest rit­u­als when com­mu­ni­cat­ing with one an­other. Rites and cer­e­monies
can help not only with hu­man in­ter­ac­tions, but also with our as­pi­ra­tions to­wards the Higher
Be­ing.

 
   In their ef­forts to re­gain the pre­vi­ous full­ness of the di­rect con­tem­pla­tion of God, peo­ple
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
sought to re­vert to their orig­i­nal state by means of rit­ual dances, rhyth­mic mu­sic, and
re­li­gious group ec­stasies. It was an at­tempt, as it were, to storm the fortress of the
spirit.

 
   As peo­ple were whirling to the beat of prim­i­tive drums, all things or­di­nary ceased to ex­ist,
and it seemed as if one’s soul, freed from its op­pres­sive fet­ters, was fly­ing off to a far-away
place. In essence, it was an at­tempt to mech­a­nis­ti­cally se­cure spir­i­tual free­dom and power.
Yet what is touch­ing in this at­tempt is that un­quench­able thirst for all things sub­lime in life,
the thirst which did not al­low peo­ple to wal­low in their half-an­i­mal state. Per­haps the
pan­demic16 
of ec­static danc­ing in our days is a grotesque re­flec­tion of spir­i­tual dis­sat­is­fac­tion and the
de­sire to reach out past the or­di­nary.

 
   The next stage of spir­i­tual de­vel­op­ment that we ob­serve with the ma­jor­ity of in­dige­nous
peo­ples is shaman­ism. The elect, those at­tempt­ing to pave the way to su­per­hu­man pow­ers,
came to the fore­ground here. The ec­stasy of a trance turned the shaman into a
medium17 
and a clair­voy­ant, who his fel­low tribe mem­bers de­ferred to for a so­lu­tion to their life
prob­lems. He would un­mis­tak­ably point out the lo­ca­tion of the miss­ing stag in the for­est or
where to go for a suc­cess­ful hunt.

 
   Shaman­ism was not a mere su­per­sti­tion but rather an at­tempt by the an­cient world to
re­con­nect with the lost Eden. Most of the time, how­ever, these ef­forts led to the slip­pery slope
of the oc­cult, and hu­man­ity, while seek­ing to gain con­trol over the realm of the spir­its,
in­stead found it­self firmly in their grip.

   
 

   2.1.4    Mag­i­cal world­view

No clear bound­ary ex­isted for early hu­mans be­tween the su­per­nat­u­ral and the nat­u­ral
realms: there was one world where both vis­i­ble and in­vis­i­ble forces were in­sep­a­ra­bly
in­ter­twined. Could we per­haps stand to learn some wis­dom from this holis­tic an­cient
world­view? For ex­am­ple, most peo­ple view the sun ris­ing in the morn­ing as some­thing
com­pletely nat­u­ral, whereas a con­tact with a de­ceased per­son would be re­garded by them as
ut­terly su­per­nat­u­ral. How­ever, noth­ing in the world can be called su­per­nat­u­ral in the fullest
sense of the word. A set of laws, suc­cess­fully used to ex­plain some as­pect of re­al­ity, can
be­come in­ad­e­quate when ap­plied to a dif­fer­ent plane of ex­is­tence. Physi­cists, for ex­am­ple,
have shown that the mi­cro-world be­haves very dif­fer­ently from the macro- and
mega-worlds.18 
It is easy to imag­ine that other di­men­sions of the uni­verse,
transphys­i­cal19 
and spir­i­tual, should be char­ac­ter­ized by their own dis­tinct set of prop­er­ties. What we re­fer to
as a mir­a­cle can be viewed sim­ply as a col­li­sion be­tween these dif­fer­ent planes of
ex­is­tence.
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   Our pri­mary in­ter­est with an­cient mag­i­cal­ism, how­ever, is not to ex­am­ine the re­la­tion­ship
be­tween the non­ma­te­rial as­pects of re­al­ity and the laws of na­ture, but to un­der­stand the
in­ner mo­tives that in­spired the pre­his­toric en­chanter.

 
   There is a hid­den spir­i­tual dis­po­si­tion present in mag­i­cal­ism, which is rooted in
hu­man­ity’s orig­i­nal sin, a de­sire to put one­self at the cen­ter of the uni­verse and force its
pow­ers to serve him.
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   That is why mag­i­cal­ism is markedly con­cerned with this-world-only. Its high­est virtue is
earthly well-be­ing. The ul­ti­mate goal of mag­i­cal think­ing is earthly pros­per­ity. And if the
be­lief in im­mor­tal­ity does en­ter the mag­i­cal world­view, it ac­quires an ex­clu­sively
grossly-sen­sual char­ac­ter.

 
   The ma­gi­cian would of­ten stand in op­po­si­tion to the priest, and it is easy to
see why. The in­ner di­rec­tions of the mag­i­cal and the re­li­gious world­views re­main
di­a­met­ri­cally op­posed. The priest is pri­mar­ily a me­di­a­tor be­tween peo­ple and the spir­i­tual
world: he com­mu­ni­cates with the Di­vine by his prayers. For the ma­gi­cian, how­ever,
the joy of mys­ti­cal com­mu­nion with God is an empty phrase. He is fo­cused on
amass­ing power for ev­ery­day life—for hunt­ing, agri­cul­ture, and fight­ing the en­emy. This
an­tag­o­nism per­sisted even when mag­i­cal­ism sub­se­quently grew in­ter­twined with
re­li­gion.
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   All mag­i­cal­ism wants is gifts from Heaven. It seeks to en­slave Na­ture (in­clud­ing the
un­seen forces) and en­shrines vi­o­lence in hu­man so­ci­eties. Tribe and power take prece­dence
over the spirit. An in­di­vid­ual co­a­lesces with the clan, fall­ing un­der the hyp­no­sis of “col­lec­tive
think­ing.”

 
   Vic­tims of the “col­lec­tive think­ing” of mag­i­cal­ism did not dare to chal­lenge even by a sin­gle
iota the es­tab­lished canons for thou­sands of years. This re­sulted in a paral­y­sis of cre­ative
en­ergy and re­li­gious ge­nius, for the high­est call­ing of hu­man­ity—to be an im­age and like­ness
of the Cre­ator of the Uni­verse—can only be re­al­ized through per­sonal re­spon­si­bil­ity and
spir­i­tual free­dom.
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   2.2    Early Civ­i­liza­tion



   2.2.1    From cer­e­mo­nial ma­gi­cians to de­i­fied kings

Egypt in the 4th–3rd mil­len­nia BC
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
Mag­i­cal think­ing can wield tremen­dous power over the hu­man soul. The re­mark­able sta­bil­ity
of the prim­i­tive world­view, but­tressed by mag­i­cal­ism, be­comes less of an enigma when we
take this sig­nif­i­cant fact into ac­count.

 
   Dur­ing the long pre­his­toric pe­riod, hu­mans must have felt clos­est to na­ture. They im­i­tated
nat­u­ral cy­cles in their rit­u­als, and by do­ing so, they were ex­pe­ri­enc­ing the nat­u­ral world from
within, view­ing them­selves as an in­te­gral part of na­ture.
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   A sud­den change oc­curred about six thou­sand years ago. Dor­mant pow­ers of spirit made
the first at­tempt to free them­selves.

 
   The mas­sive re­lo­ca­tions of tribes oc­cur­ring at this time was prob­a­bly an im­por­tant
ex­ter­nal fac­tor con­tribut­ing to this change. The mi­grants, who also of­ten hap­pened to be
con­querors, found them­selves in new en­vi­ron­ments fac­ing un­known peo­ples and be­liefs.
Such en­coun­ters al­ways bring a fresh stream of ideas into one’s out­look. Things con­sid­ered
im­mutable and en­dur­ing from time im­memo­rial are re­vealed as tran­sient and il­lu­sory in the
new set­ting.

 
   The first great civ­i­liza­tions most likely ap­peared as a prod­uct of these same tribal
mi­gra­tions. Sud­denly three great lights emerged in the haze of the pre­his­toric night—the
cul­tural cen­ters that sprang up on the banks of the Nile, the Eu­phrates, and the
In­dus.

 
   Our pic­ture of life in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and In­dia—places of the most an­cient
set­tled civ­i­liza­tions—be­comes fairly clear only be­gin­ning with the 3rd mil­len­nium
BC.

 
   Here the town was first born—a clus­ter of dwellings, hud­dled to­gether as if in fear, and
typ­i­cally en­closed by a wall. It is the town or city, the two-faced and tragic brain­child of
am­biva­lent hu­man his­tory, which stands at its source: the “ur­ban rev­o­lu­tion” marks a
wa­ter­shed be­tween the his­tor­i­cal and pre­his­toric worlds.
   
 
 
 [image: PIC]
Ea­gle war­rior.

Ves­sel. Mesoamer­ica. Cival.

10th–16th cen­tury.                                                                               
   
   Whereas in a cave, a hut, or a hide tent hu­mans still lived in the midst of na­ture, it was
in­side the city walls that they for the first time cre­ated a world of their own. The city helped
hu­mans grow in self-un­der­stand­ing. It helped to lib­er­ate In­di­vid­u­al­ity. It has be­come both a
curse and a bless­ing through­out his­tory. The city walls sep­a­rated hu­mans from the world,
but they also pro­vided an op­por­tu­nity to take a fresh look at it. It was in the city where
hu­mans be­came re­pressed by the monotony of the anthill they them­selves had cre­ated, and
it was also the city where the in­ner wealth of hu­man spirit was brought to light.
Socrates and the Apos­tle Paul, Shake­speare and Dos­to­evsky—they are all sons of the
city.

 
   The “ur­ban rev­o­lu­tion,” how­ever, did not lead to a “rev­o­lu­tion of the spirit.” The found­ing
of cities and the great mi­gra­tions must have been ac­com­pa­nied by ma­jor up­heavals in the
tra­di­tional ways and think­ing of all those in­volved. But as soon as city life be­came
es­tab­lished, the old ways made a come­back. This can be clearly seen in the ex­am­ple of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
an­cient Egypt.
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The first half of the 3rd mil­len­nium BC.                                                             
   
   Egypt, which is at the bound­ary be­tween Africa with its fetishes and sor­cer­ers and the
Mediter­ranean world, has al­ways been the hot­bed of great spir­i­tual move­ments. The
pop­u­la­tion of Egypt, too, was com­posed of in­hab­i­tants from the two con­ti­nents. The
Egyp­tians ex­pended tremen­dous ef­forts to cul­ti­vate the Nile Val­ley and to make its
wet­lands and un­healthy habi­tats fit for life. The in­ex­haustible en­ergy of the Egyp­tians
and their neigh­bors, the Sume­ri­ans, in their strug­gle with na­ture is truly strik­ing:
they man­aged to con­quer it in lo­ca­tions where mod­ern-day ef­forts oc­ca­sion­ally
fail.

 
   There was one area, how­ever, where the Egyp­tians were un­able to make a gen­uine
progress: they re­mained trapped by their own prim­i­tive views and be­liefs.

 
   The Egyp­tians lived in a world of mys­te­ri­ous crea­tures that peered out at them
through the eyes of cats, owls, rams, and croc­o­diles. They sought to har­ness the
in­ner power of these crea­tures and use it for their own pur­poses: those who had
fully mas­tered all the sub­tleties of sor­cery wielded tremen­dous in­flu­ence over the
crowds.

 
   Their spir­i­tual lead­ers, the priests, not only failed to free Egypt’s re­li­gion from
poly­the­ism and mag­i­cal­ism, but in­stead en­shrined the then so­cial sys­tem as the
im­mutable and sa­cred or­der of things. Power in an­cient Egyp­tian so­ci­ety came to be
viewed as di­vine, go­ing all the way back in its suc­ces­sion to the first su­per­hu­man
be­ings.
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6th cen­tury BC.                                                                                  
   
   The Great Sphinx of Giza is be­lieved to be a sym­bolic im­age of the son of the Sun—the
di­vine king. If true, then it is one of the most em­phatic sym­bols of re­gal au­toc­racy. And the
peo­ple them­selves will­ingly con­sented to this di­vine au­thor­ity. Even though the dy­nas­ties
were some­times over­thrown, the be­lief that a per­son at the top of the so­cial pyra­mid held the
key to the hap­pi­ness of his sub­jects re­mained in­vi­o­lable. Not only the power of Pharaoh was
con­sid­ered a part of the cos­mic or­der, but the en­tire so­cial or­der of Egypt, too, re­ceived,
as it were, the high­est sanc­tion. The class hi­er­ar­chy be­came un­con­di­tional; this
con­ser­va­tive or­der was pre­served in po­lit­i­cal, so­cial, and re­li­gious life for the next three
mil­len­nia.

 
   The Egyp­tian re­li­gion per­sisted as a strange mix of sub­lime in­sights along­side the most
prim­i­tive pa­gan­ism. All at­tempts to over­come pa­gan­ism in an­cient Egypt had failed.
Mean­while, an­other great civ­i­liza­tion was born to the north­east, be­tween the Tigris and the
Eu­phrates (in Mesopotamia).
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   2.2.2    Land of Shi­nar

States in Mesopotamia be­tween 4th and 2nd mil­len­nia BC

 
The Bible speaks of the “land of Sen­naar,” or, more cor­rectly, the “land of Shi­nar,” as a place
where the first hu­man civ­i­liza­tion emerged. Ac­cord­ing to Scrip­ture, this was the place where
the an­cient city of Baby­lon was built (see Gen 10:10). For many cen­turies, the word “Shi­nar”
sig­ni­fied very lit­tle to those who were read­ing the Bible, along with places such as Ur,
Erech, and Ac­cad, or other cities of Sen­naar. About a hun­dred years ago it was
dis­cov­ered, how­ever, that the bib­li­cal “land of Shi­nar” could in fact be called the cra­dle of
mod­ern civ­i­liza­tion. From the haze of some thirty cen­tury long obliv­ion, emerged the
peo­ples who lived on the banks of the Eu­phrates in the area called Sumer. One of
these eth­nic groups were the Sume­ri­ans who were be­lieved to have come from the
Per­sian Gulf. An­other group were the Semitic Akka­di­ans, the shep­herds-no­mads,
who set­tled in the north­ern part of the Tigris-Eu­phrates Val­ley sev­eral cen­turies
af­ter the Sume­ri­ans. By the year 2000 BC both tribes com­pletely merged into one.
And al­though the cen­tral­ized state in Sumer ap­peared later than in Egypt, the
pri­macy of the Sume­ri­ans with re­spect to their im­pact on his­tory presently re­mains
undis­puted.
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   The Sume­ri­ans and the Akka­di­ans, through their suc­ces­sors, the Baby­lo­ni­ans,
trans­mit­ted to the Greeks, Jews, and other na­tions the fun­da­men­tals of their sci­ence,
lit­er­a­ture, and cul­ture, their ideas about the Uni­verse and cer­tain re­li­gious con­cepts.

 
   The mod­ern names of the days of the week and the di­vi­sion of the cir­cle into de­grees,
Greek leg­ends, and bib­li­cal sym­bol­ism—they all can be traced back to an­cient
Sen­naar.

 
   Egypt was well pro­tected by the desert and the sea. Sen­naar, on the con­trary,
was open to at­tacks by steppe no­mads and war­like moun­taineers. As a re­sult,
the char­ac­ter of the “ur­ban rev­o­lu­tion” in Mesopotamia was par­tic­u­larly in­tense:
cities of the new­com­ers, as soon as they ap­peared, im­me­di­ately turned into mil­i­tary
fortresses.

 
   Each city with its small sur­round­ing area was es­sen­tially au­ton­o­mous and had its own
lo­cal gods, who were con­sid­ered to be its true mas­ters. The gods lived in tem­ples or on the
top of a zig­gu­rat—a stepped tower.
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Be­tween 15th cen­tury BC and 2nd cen­tury AD.                                                     
   
   How did a res­i­dent of Sen­naar un­der­stand the po­si­tion and role of the hu­man in the
Uni­verse?

 
   Gods came first; then hu­mans were cre­ated to serve gods with their sac­ri­fices. A hu­man is
a lower be­ing, a bond­slave, whose des­tiny has been sealed once and for all. The hu­man, an
ephemeral crea­ture, comes into the world for a mo­ment only to then dis­ap­pear for­ever in the
dark Un­der­world. There was a deep con­flict be­tween the spir­i­tual char­ac­ter of this
peo­ple—re­source­ful, hard­work­ing, and cre­ative—and their con­cept of the pur­pose of hu­man
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
ex­is­tence.

 
   Nei­ther the Sumero-Akka­di­ans nor the Baby­lo­ni­ans could re­solve this tragic
con­tra­dic­tion. This great an­cient cul­ture, de­spite all its tech­no­log­i­cal ad­vances, even­tu­ally
ar­rived at a deep in­cur­able pes­simism.
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1st–8th cen­turies.                                                                                
   
   Stand­ing out vividly against this bleak back­ground are the first gleams of light into the
world of Di­vine Rev­e­la­tion, the awak­en­ing thirst for God, and a liv­ing prayer, so un­like the
en­chant­ments of magic. What­ever the name of the god to whom those peo­ple stretched out
their hands—Enlil, Shamash, or Sin—this was the true god.

 
   “Beget­ter, mer­ci­ful (and for­giv­ing) in his dis­pos­ing, who holds in his hand the life of the
whole land,” pro­claims the text in­scribed on a tablet from Ur, “O Lord, thy di­vin­ity fills the
wide sea with awe, as well as the dis­tant heav­ens… Thy word causes truth and jus­tice to be,
so that the peo­ple speak the truth.”[42]

 
   It was through this type of per­sonal re­li­gios­ity that peo­ple found an es­cape from the
hege­mony of demons and pre­cepts, sor­cer­ers and kings, death and de­cay, sense­less­ness and
de­spair. Yet by and large, Mesopotamia, like Egypt, was un­able to over­come the bur­den of
an­cient pa­gan­ism. The glimpses of monothe­ism there re­mained no more than mere
traces.
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At the dawn of the sec­ond mil­len­nium BC, the en­tire civ­i­lized world was thrown into tur­moil
when hordes of pas­toral peo­ples ap­peared at the bor­ders of their states. No­madic Amor­ites
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
from the Ara­bian deserts flooded Mesopotamia, Hit­tites ap­peared in Asia Mi­nor, Achaeans
in­vaded the Balkan Penin­sula from the north, and Aryan pas­toral tribes ap­peared along the
bor­der of In­dia.

 
   This epi­demic of in­va­sions could not go un­no­ticed. It deeply shocked the old civ­i­liza­tions
and chal­lenged the old ways of think­ing. Na­tions, pre­vi­ously con­fined to a nar­row world of
their pe­cu­liar cus­toms and ideas, and hav­ing of­ten co­ex­isted in iso­la­tion, sud­denly found
them­selves con­fronting each other.

 
   It was dur­ing this pe­riod of wide­spread mi­gra­tions around 2000 BC that the Aryans
de­scended from the Ira­nian Plateau and made head­way south­ward in search of new
grass­lands for their flocks. They had been aware of a won­der­ful land re­sem­bling
a mag­i­cal gar­den found be­yond the ridges and daz­zling peaks of the Hi­malayas.
The path to it took the trav­ellers through per­ilous ravines and ar­du­ous moun­tain
passes. As the Aryans were mov­ing to­wards their cher­ished des­ti­na­tion with their
herds, carts, and horses, they found them­selves in the heart of the Hi­malayas, the
world’s high­est moun­tain range, sur­rounded by eter­nal snow, avalanches, and
clouds.
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   The Aryans took root in Kash­mir, af­ter which they moved south to Pun­jab, and fi­nally,
fol­low­ing many years of bit­ter fight­ing, be­came the sole rulers of North In­dia. Some of the
in­dige­nous in­hab­i­tants were en­slaved by the Aryans with the re­main­der of the pop­u­la­tion
ei­ther de­stroyed or driven out fur­ther south.

 
   De­spite the fact that ar­chae­ol­ogy has not re­vealed any ev­i­dence about the Aryan way of life
from that pe­riod, some traces of their cul­ture have been for­tu­itously pre­served through an
an­cient hymn book called the Rigveda.

 
   Aryans were peo­ple of mu­sic who loved singing. Their singers and sto­ry­tellers com­manded
spe­cial pop­u­lar­ity within each clan or tribe. These folk po­ets, known as rishis, com­posed
re­li­gious hymns, leg­ends, and moral tales. Rishis were not merely po­ets, they viewed them­selves
as prophets and clair­voy­ants who had re­ceived rev­e­la­tion of the high­est form of knowl­edge
(“Veda”20 —knowl­edge
or in­sight).
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2nd–9th cen­tury.                                                                                 
   
   The hymns of the Rigveda are strik­ingly dis­parate and at times even con­tra­dic­tory in their
na­ture. Sud­den spir­i­tual as­cents and fiery im­pulses to­ward God and truth are in­ter­spersed
with prim­i­tive sor­cery, gross sen­su­al­ity, and marked poly­the­ism. The Rigveda men­tions more
than three thou­sand gods, many of whom have char­ac­ter­is­tics of the Supreme Be­ing—as if
these gods take turns be­ing God.

 
   The strange mix­ture of these two re­li­gious mind­sets is best ex­plained by the fact that the
Vedic hymns were recorded in the era of de­cline and de­cay of monothe­ism. They can be
com­pared to a beau­ti­ful tem­ple that has been re­duced to a res­i­den­tial build­ing by a
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
cor­rupter’s hand. Here and there we can find traces of the for­mer splen­dor, grace­ful
chapiters, sculp­tural re­mains, and sur­viv­ing col­umns. They are all parts of the tem­ple, which
it­self is no longer there. Sim­i­larly, in the Rigveda, we dis­cover the rem­nants of the orig­i­nal
faith in one God.

 
   Even though God grew in­creas­ingly elu­sive in the con­scious­ness of the ad­her­ents of the
Vedic re­li­gion, it does not mean that a liv­ing re­li­gious sen­ti­ment was ex­tin­guished among
them.
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Cy­clades. 2500–2000 BC.                                                                         
   
   The rishi is en­treat­ing God with a touch­ing trust, con­tritely lament­ing his ad­dic­tion to
wine, gam­bling, a propen­sity for vi­o­lence and li­cen­tious­ness.

 
   How much, it would seem, such an in­spi­ra­tion has to of­fer! We are en­veloped in a joy­ful
an­tic­i­pa­tion: could it be the be­gin­ning of the very jour­ney that was to take hu­man­ity through
“hard­ships to the stars”? But it is too early to cel­e­brate. Strange shad­ows loom ahead.
Bizarrely shaped spir­its, beck­on­ing and gri­mac­ing, sud­denly block the way. En­chanted by
them, peo­ple’s vi­sion grows dim. Un­able to find the strength within, they suc­cumb to these
al­lur­ing and en­tic­ing phys­iog­nomies. Sur­rounded and trapped, peo­ple have lost their
way.

   
 

   2.3.2    Peo­ple, el­e­ments, and gods

In­dia, 1700–1500 BC

 
Af­ter the Aryans’ ini­tial tri­umphant ad­vance to the south, their progress even­tu­ally slowed
down. They were met with the na­tive tribes of Dasyu, whom they failed to de­stroy com­pletely,
if only be­cause the na­tives greatly out­num­bered them. Grad­u­ally set­tling in the con­quered
coun­try, they min­gled with the Dra­vid­i­ans and other In­dian tribes, adopt­ing their cus­toms,
be­liefs, and tra­di­tions.

 
   Judg­ing by some of the hints in the Rigveda, the times when the Aryans were con­tent with
sim­ple al­tars un­der the open sky had be­come a thing of the past. The first colon­nades of
Indo-Aryan tem­ples were erected on the con­quered land, and the peo­ple bowed their necks
be­fore the first sculp­tures of deities.

 
   Yet it was not on this path that hu­man­ity was des­tined to re­gain its way to the lost unity
be­tween Earth and Heaven. Sal­va­tion was to come nei­ther from pa­gan cos­mism nor from the
mys­tics who had risen to the heights of Su­per-Ex­is­tence. The great­est rev­e­la­tion in the
his­tory of hu­mankind was be­ing qui­etly pre­pared not there in In­dia, but to the West, at the
cross­roads of three con­ti­nents.

   
 

   2.3.3    Be­gin­ning of the Old Tes­ta­ment. Abra­ham

Mesopotamia – Canaan, c.1850–1800 BC

 
The voice of the Spirit can be the qui­etest of voices, and most un­no­tice­able events are of­ten
among its great­est deeds.

 
   At the time when the hordes of Aryans fought their way through the In­dian lands, and
the Amor­ites be­gan to es­tab­lish Baby­lon on the Eu­phrates, a group of shep­herds
in mul­ti­col­ored clothes was mov­ing along the roads of Syria, driv­ing their herds
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
of sheep and goats. From north­ern Mesopotamia where the Aramean tribe had
resided, the shep­herds set out west­ward, through the desert re­gions, to the land
of Canaan. These peo­ple were led by their chief Abra­ham. They were a lit­tle over
three hun­dred in num­ber (Gen 14:14), and their de­par­ture was hardly no­ticed by
any­one.

 
   This seem­ingly in­con­spic­u­ous event, how­ever, marks a new chap­ter in the his­tory of
hu­man­ity’s search for God. Abra­ham and his kin, who could hardly have fore­seen the fu­ture
await­ing their peo­ple, are to be­come the new he­roes in our story.

 
   In one an­cient text, Abra­ham is called “haibri.” It is pos­si­ble that the name “He­brew” (Ibri),
which be­gan to be as­so­ci­ated with the Abra­hamic tribe who had by then lost their iden­tity as
the Arameans, is con­nected to “Habiru,” the no­mads men­tioned in doc­u­ments of Egypt,
Pales­tine, and Mesopotamia. Long was their jour­ney be­fore they fi­nally saw the green
vine­yards and mon­tane grass­lands of Canaan. There they were faced with the dan­ger and
hard­ships as­so­ci­ated with their wan­der­ing life­style, forced to so­journ among for­eign and
pos­si­bly hos­tile tribes.

 
   The newly ar­rived aliens drew courage from their faith in a spe­cial di­vine pa­tron­age. This faith
was not a the­ory or an ab­stract philo­soph­i­cal ac­cep­tance of monothe­ism. At the core of their
be­lief was their loy­alty to Elo­him—the one and eter­nal Cre­ator of the world—the God who had
cho­sen them. From the out­side, it might seem as if theirs was merely a re­li­gion fit only for a
spe­cific group of peo­ple—a clan or a tribe. How­ever, the faith­ful­ness of Abra­ham and other
pa­tri­archs21 
to their God al­ready con­tained a ker­nel of the uni­ver­sal re­li­gion of Echad (“the
One”).

 
   The re­li­gion of Abra­ham took the form of a Union (berit) or a Covenant with God.
Ac­cord­ing to the Bible, God promised that the time would come when the de­scen­dants of
Abra­ham would no longer live as ex­iles in a strange land, but hav­ing formed a na­tion, they
would take pos­ses­sion of the land of Canaan.
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Late 3rd mil­len­nium BC.                                                                          
   
   Un­like most pa­gan prophe­cies, how­ever, this prom­ise ex­tended be­yond the nar­row tribal
con­fines. The great­ness and glory of God’s cho­sen peo­ple was in­ex­tri­ca­bly linked to
the good of all tribes and na­tions. “And in you all the tribes of the earth will be
blessed,” (Gen 12:3)—this was one of the most star­tling prophe­cies in the an­cient
world.

 
   In­vis­i­ble threads stretch out from the tents of Canaan to the shores of Jor­dan on which
some eigh­teen cen­turies later the fol­low­ing words would be ut­tered, “He who be­lieves in the
Son has ev­er­last­ing life” (Jn 3:36).

 
   Thus, in the twi­light of poly­the­ism, arose a point in his­tory, a be­gin­ning, which was to
grow, ex­pand, and even­tu­ally turn into the Covenant peo­ple, the peo­ple of God, the Old
Tes­ta­ment fore­run­ner of the Church.

 
   Per­haps noth­ing il­lus­trates the un­shak­able foun­da­tion on which the Old Tes­ta­ment
re­li­gion was es­tab­lished as vividly as the story of the sac­ri­fice of Abra­ham.

 
   One day, as the Book of Gen­e­sis nar­rates (Gen 22), God said to His cho­sen one: “Take
your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Mo­riah, and of­fer him there as a
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
burnt of­fer­ing on one of the moun­tains.”

 
   Abra­ham did not wa­ver. He was de­ter­mined to make the sac­ri­fice with the same re­solve as
when he was look­ing death in the eye dur­ing his mil­i­tary cam­paigns. His faith in his God was
too great for him to turn away in cow­ardice.
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c.13th cen­tury BC.                                                                               
   
   And so they ar­rived at the place of sac­ri­fice, the fa­ther and the son. “My fa­ther,”
Isaac asked, “the fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for the burnt
of­fer­ing?” “God Him­self will pro­vide the lamb for the burnt of­fer­ing, my son,” Abra­ham
replied. “So the two of them went to­gether. Then they came to the place of which God
had told him,” the Bible re­counts, “and Abra­ham built an al­tar there and placed
the wood in or­der; and he bound Isaac his son and laid him on the al­tar, upon
the wood.” And as the pa­tri­arch was about to strike a fa­tal blow, he heard the
voice of God: “Do not lay your hand on the lad, or do any­thing to him; for now I
know that you fear God, since you have not with­held your son, your only son, from
Me.”

 
   In the story of Abra­ham’s sac­ri­fice we ought to see a re­flec­tion of the fer­vent de­vo­tion to
God and the faith in­her­ent to Abra­ham and his peo­ple—de­vo­tion un­afraid of any
sac­ri­fice.
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15th cen­tury BC.                                                                                 
   
   In a con­fronta­tion with the gi­ant sphinx of na­ture, the God-seek­ing cho­sen peo­ple were
able to de­fend the in­de­pen­dence and free­dom of the spirit. The pa­gan­ism of the East and
the West per­ceived the world as some­thing fixed and static; like­wise, mag­i­cal­ism
en­cased it in the per­pet­ual ring of cy­cles. How­ever, the struc­ture of the Uni­verse as
For­ma­tion, Dy­nam­ics, and De­vel­op­ment was first re­vealed in the re­li­gion of Abra­ham’s
de­scen­dants.

   
 

   2.3.4    Sons of Is­rael

Canaan – Egypt, c.1750–1680 BC

 
The sec­ond “ex­o­dus” or the new re­lo­ca­tion of Semitic herds­men from Mesopotamia is one of
the first more or less ver­i­fi­able events in early He­brew his­tory. A new Ara­maic wave started
out from the north around 1750 BC. The pa­tri­arch of this clan was Ja­cob, who also had the
name of Is­rael. Tra­di­tion con­sid­ers Ja­cob to be a de­scen­dant of Abra­ham, an heir of his
prom­ises. Be it as it may, he had adopted the faith of Abra­ham, and upon en­ter­ing Canaan
he or­dered the idols, which his clan had been con­stantly car­ry­ing with them, to be dis­posed
of. Ja­cob grav­i­tated to places where Abra­ham once had lived and made sac­ri­fices to God:
Shechem and Bethel.

 
   Ja­cob  was  the  head  of  the  uni­fied  clans  or
tribes22 
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
who called them­selves Bene-Is­rael, i.e., the Sons of Is­rael.

 
   For the most part, the ex­is­tence of Bene-Is­rael was peace­ful. Daily life was in­ex­tri­ca­bly
linked with live­stock man­age­ment. They con­tin­ued their no­madic life­style for the sake of their
flocks; sheep were their pri­mary source of wealth, pro­vid­ing food and cloth­ing, as well as gifts
and dowries. A beau­ti­ful lamb with­out blem­ish was con­sid­ered to be the ideal sac­ri­fice to
Heaven.

 
   From time to time the en­tire tribe would mi­grate in search of new pas­tures.

 
   Mu­sic and singing were con­stant com­pan­ions of the He­brew shep­herds. They sang about
God, their Un­seen Fa­ther, His mercy and jus­tice, and that all prayers should be di­rected to
Him alone.
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   Around 1700 BC, bat­tle cries re­sounded across Canaan: hordes of heav­ily armed Amor­ites
ap­peared within its bor­ders. These Asians were on their way to Egypt, drawn by its rich and
fer­tile lands. Their swift on­slaught met no re­sis­tance. Ara­bian war horses, un­known
un­til that time to Egyp­tians, car­ried fear­some horse­men across the land of the
Pharaohs. The for­eign light char­i­ots broke the lines of the con­fused Egyp­tian troops,
vil­lages were set on fire, the walls of an­cient tem­ples had been de­stroyed: stunned
Egyp­tians were look­ing upon all this with fear and be­wil­der­ment. It was the end of
their state’s in­de­pen­dence. An un­known tribe of proud and im­pla­ca­ble ad­ver­saries
es­tab­lished their rule over the coun­try. The Egyp­tians called them Heqa-Khaset—“the
rulers of for­eign lands”—from which the in­vaders re­ceived their name “Hyk­ses” or
“Hyk­sos.”

 
   Af­ter the Hyk­sos had passed through Canaan, the un­war­like shep­herds no longer felt safe
there. Their fu­ture was un­cer­tain: many sur­round­ing vil­lages had been wiped off the face of
the earth, crops had been de­stroyed, and pas­tures had been tram­pled un­der the hooves of
Hyk­sos horses. As a fi­nal blow, a se­vere drought be­gan, and the Sons of Is­rael found
them­selves on the brink of star­va­tion.

 
   They had only one last re­sort: to fol­low the path laid out by the Hyk­sos and seek shel­ter in
Egypt as Abra­ham had done dur­ing his years of famine.

 
   There had long ex­isted a cus­tom in the land of the Pharaohs to set­tle “peace­ful
bar­bar­ians” who had suf­fered dis­as­ters in their own home­lands at Egypt’s bor­ders. A sim­i­lar
strat­egy, too, was em­ployed cen­turies later by the Ro­man Em­pire in or­der to safe­guard its
own vast fron­tiers. The Hyk­sos rulers of Egypt in par­tic­u­lar sought to pro­mote bor­der
set­tle­ments pop­u­lated with fel­low Asi­atic tribes­men upon whose sup­port they could usu­ally
rely.

 
   Ac­cord­ing to tra­di­tion, Pa­tri­arch Ja­cob him­self led the re­set­tle­ment to the “Land of
Mizraim” as the He­brews called Egypt. The Is­raelites were granted the re­gion of
Goshen, or Gessen, in the east­ern part of the Nile Delta, which was fa­mous for its vast
mead­ows and where herds of the royal house­hold were kept. A por­tion of these
herds were trans­ferred to the aliens, who, thus, were en­listed in the ser­vice of the
state.

 
   Ac­cord­ing to the Bible, this fa­vor­able treat­ment had a pe­cu­liar ori­gin. Dur­ing those years,
the Pharaoh’s prime min­is­ter was an Is­raelite named Joseph.
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Pharaoh Akhen­aten wor­ship­ping the Sun. Panel from a tem­ple in Akhetaten.

Be­gin­ning of the 14th cen­tury BC.                                                                 
   
   Ac­cord­ing to tra­di­tion, Joseph was sold by his broth­ers to Pales­tinian mer­chants, and,
af­ter a se­ries of vi­cis­si­tudes of for­tune, he was re­ceived into the royal court and
pro­moted to a po­si­tion of great au­thor­ity. Such rapid ca­reer ad­vance­ments for
com­mon­ers and aliens were prob­a­bly char­ac­ter­is­tic of the time of the Asian dy­nasty
reign.

 
   When drought and famine brought the Is­raelites to the bor­ders of Egypt, Joseph did all
that was re­quired to set­tle them on the royal pas­tures.

 
   We can eas­ily pic­ture this cru­cial mo­ment in the his­tory of Is­rael.

 
   The Is­raelites, hav­ing en­tered the Egyp­tian ter­ri­to­ries for the first time, should have felt
es­tranged, vul­ner­a­ble, and aban­doned in a large hos­tile world. But in­stead, they
be­lieved that the bless­ing of God, the God of their fa­thers, dwelt on them and that
the un­seen Spirit pro­tected and guided them. They as­so­ci­ated this faith with the
fig­ure of Abra­ham, leg­ends of whom had been passed down from gen­er­a­tion to
gen­er­a­tion.

 
   Sit­ting at the en­trances to their tents dur­ing starry nights, they lis­tened to sto­ries about
Abra­ham and his sons, their mil­i­tary ex­ploits, wan­der­ings, ro­mance, ri­valry, and friend­ship.
Those were the times when the in­hab­i­tants of Heaven of­ten vis­ited peo­ple, when one could
be­hold a lad­der by which they de­scended to earth.

   
 

   2.3.5    Di­vine Sun. The heretic of Akhetaten

Egypt, c.1580–1406 BC

 
All great pow­ers sus­tained only by the force of arms sooner or later be­come un­sta­ble and fall
apart. The same fate awaited the king­dom of the Hyk­sos: it grad­u­ally weak­ened and lost
con­trol over the con­quered ter­ri­to­ries. The semi-in­de­pen­dent kings of The­baid—South­ern
Egypt—grad­u­ally gath­ered enough strength to chal­lenge the Hyk­sos.

 
   The Egyp­tians, like the Hyk­sos, now had their own war char­i­ots. Hav­ing fully mas­tered
the tac­tics of the Hyk­sos, the im­pos­ing army of the Egyp­tians, nu­mer­ous and dis­ci­plined,
moved against the Asians in 1578 BC. Un­der their blows, the Hyk­sos aban­doned the
cap­i­tal and re­treated to the east. The vic­tory in­spired the Egyp­tians: it was their
mo­ment—the Hyk­sos dom­i­na­tion had ended and the time for an Egyp­tian ex­pan­sion had
come.

 
   Sharuhen, the last fortress of the Hyk­sos, was taken fol­low­ing a re­lent­less siege that
lasted for three years. The char­i­ots of the Pharaohs now con­trolled the hills and val­leys of
Syria, push­ing their ad­ver­saries fur­ther north.

 
   Egypt be­came an em­pire com­posed of nu­mer­ous na­tions of Africa and Asia. Egyp­tian
rulers and na­tive kings loyal to Egypt were in­stalled in lead­er­ship po­si­tions across the land.
Even a slight­est re­sis­tance led to vi­o­lent reprisals. Thus, Egypt’s fight for its own
in­de­pen­dence tran­si­tioned into the en­slave­ment of other na­tions.
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   With the rise of Thebes, the The­ban god Amon in­creased in its promi­nence. This lo­cal god
be­came iden­ti­fied with the god Ra and thereby el­e­vated to the rank of a na­tional de­ity. With
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
this de­vel­op­ment, The­ban priests be­gan to have an ap­pre­cia­ble im­pact on po­lit­i­cal
life.

 
   The dom­i­nance of the na­tional re­li­gion seemed in­dis­putable: the en­tire coun­try, from the
Pharaoh to the least of its in­hab­i­tants, was per­me­ated with its spirit. And no one could have
ex­pected that a re­bel­lion against the tri­umphant god would be­gin right in the royal palace, in
the house of “the beloved son of Amon.”

 
   There was not a more con­tro­ver­sial and com­plex fig­ure in the his­tory of Egypt than the
king-re­former Amen­hotep IV (reign: 1353–1335 BC). It is fair to say that Amen­hotep was a
man of great tal­ents, per­haps even a ge­nius. None of the wise priests and clair­voy­ants of
Egypt prior to him had dared to re­volt against poly­the­ism and its mag­i­cal be­lief sys­tem with
such de­ter­mi­na­tion. In the era of bloody wars and geno­cide, he pro­claimed the equal­ity of all
tribes and coun­tries be­fore God.
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   The pharaoh dis­tanced him­self from all ad­her­ents of the old re­li­gious cults: only
like-minded peo­ple were al­lowed to be near him; gone were the priests and the aris­to­crats of
old. He con­sid­ered him­self to be a prophet of the Sun, a preacher of the new true re­li­gion, the
high priest of the one supreme God, whose liv­ing em­bod­i­ment was the so­lar disk—Aten. And
his wife, queen Ne­fer­titi, com­pletely shared his views.

 
   The king changed his name as a sign of his com­plete break with the past. From now on he
was no longer Amen­hotep but Akhen­aten, which means “Pleas­ing to the Sun.” He or­dered the
de­struc­tion of old sa­cred sym­bols and in­scrip­tions through­out the land, which
in­cluded not only the name of Amon but the very men­tion of the word “gods.” All
an­i­mal and hu­man-like idols were out­lawed and the tem­ples of gods were shut
down. The cap­i­tal of Egypt was trans­ferred from Thebes to a new city—Akhetaten or
“the Hori­zon of the Sun”—built from scratch ac­cord­ing to the plan of the re­former
king.
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Crete. 17th–14th cen­turies BC.                                                                    
   
   In­fat­u­ated by his own re­forms, the pre­oc­cu­pied king grew less at­ten­tive to his
sur­round­ings. Per­haps he was also a poor judge of other peo­ple’s char­ac­ter. He was
in­creas­ingly sur­rounded by schem­ing med­dlers and liars who os­ten­ta­tiously lauded
the “king’s doc­trine” and zeal­ously praised the new de­ity to gain the pharaoh’s
trust.

 
   Akhen­aten died a young man in the eigh­teenth year of his reign. Leav­ing be­hind nei­ther
sons nor de­vout suc­ces­sors, he prob­a­bly re­al­ized the fail­ure of his life’s mis­sion right be­fore
his death.

 
   The tragedy of Akhen­aten lies in the fact that de­spite his re­jec­tion of the mag­i­cal be­lief
sys­tem, he failed to aban­don one of its fun­da­men­tal prin­ci­ples—the de­ifi­ca­tion of power. He
was con­vinced that his word alone was suf­fi­cient for the “truth” to tri­umph. How­ever, the
preach­ing of faith, when backed by the au­thor­ity of the throne, can­not elicit a gen­uine
re­sponse in the heart of the lis­tener be­cause it is based on threats and re­wards stip­u­lated by
the di­vine sov­er­eign. And yet we sym­pa­thize with Akhen­aten as some­one who, hav­ing
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
dis­cerned the liv­ing breath of the one true God, dared to chal­lenge the age-old realm of
poly­the­is­tic gods.

   
 

   2.3.6    The se­cret of the Labyrinth

The Is­land of Crete, c.1600–1400 BC

 
The re­set­tle­ment of the Achaeans, the an­ces­tors of the Greek peo­ple, in the north­ern
Balkan Penin­sula co­in­cided with the emer­gence of Aryan and Semitic tribes on
the hori­zon of his­tory. The Achaean mi­gra­tion to the south un­folded over sev­eral
cen­turies. Prior to that, the south­ern part of the penin­sula was con­trolled by
Crete, whose cul­ture greatly in­flu­enced the nascent Greek civ­i­liza­tion. There­fore,
be­fore dis­cussing the Greeks, we must first con­sider their pre­de­ces­sors, the
Cre­tans.23 

 
   The is­land of Crete is a bridge be­tween Eu­rope and Asia.

 
   The first states in Crete emerged around 2000 BC. Iso­lated from one an­other by
moun­tains, their uni­fi­ca­tion took decades. The Greeks later re­counted in their leg­ends that
Crete was uni­fied un­der the rule of the cruel king Mi­nos.
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Crete. c.1600 BC.                                                                                
   
   The kings of the Mi­nos dy­nasty were not afraid of in­vaders and did not build mar­itime
for­ti­fi­ca­tions. In­stead, their for­mi­da­ble fleet, docked in har­bors around the is­land, served as a
se­cure bar­rier. More­over, the Labyrinth by and of it­self was no worse than any fortress. This
bizarre struc­ture, first built around 2000 BC, was de­stroyed by an earth­quake two hun­dred
years later and then was re­built again. In one of the fres­coes of this palace we can see the
king him­self. His fig­ure stands out against a crim­son back­ground. He is an ath­letic young
man with­out a beard, with long, al­most waist-length wavy hair. What is he do­ing? What
mo­ment of his royal life did the artist want to cap­ture? The king is walk­ing among tall
sug­ar­cane-like plants with but­ter­flies hov­er­ing over them. One hand is pressed close to
his chest and his other arm is stretched far back. What is hap­pen­ing? Is the king
en­gag­ing in field work? If so, where is his scythe or bas­ket for grain? How­ever,
they are nowhere to be seen. In­stead, we wit­ness a rep­re­sen­ta­tion of a sym­bolic
act.

 
   The lord of Crete is nei­ther sow­ing nor reap­ing: he is only im­i­tat­ing the work with his
move­ments. Ac­cord­ing to the con­sen­sus of re­searchers, this is a de­pic­tion of a mag­i­cal rit­ual.
Sim­i­lar to the African sor­cer­ers and the Egyp­tian pharaohs, this king-priest, who lived in the
lux­ury of his Labyrinth sur­rounded by an army of obe­di­ent slaves, would for a brief mo­ment
be­come a peas­ant him­self. He was per­form­ing a mag­i­cal rit­ual that was sup­posed to bring
fer­til­ity to the ground.

 
   Hu­man­ity has al­ways searched for a vis­i­ble em­bod­i­ment of the higher pow­ers. This
yearn­ing gave birth to the god-kings of Egypt and Akkad, it sur­rounded the dy­nasty of Mi­nos
with a mys­ti­cal aura; from there, it stretches in an un­in­ter­rupted line through the
Spar­tan kings to the “great high priests”—the ti­tle ap­plied to Ro­man em­per­ors.
These ideas lived on in me­dieval Eu­rope. Suf­fice it to re­call that the French kings
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
al­legedly boasted the “royal touch”—a hered­i­tary gift of heal­ing. This theme re­curs
to this day, al­beit in a su­per­fi­cially dif­fer­ent form. To­day, it is man­i­fested in the
blind trust that na­tions place in their lead­ers, a deep and uni­ver­sal con­vic­tion that
noth­ing es­capes rulers who will in­vari­ably lead the so­ci­ety to pros­per­ity. This sad
20th cen­tury phe­nom­e­non is rooted in ear­lier times when peo­ple be­lieved that
their well-be­ing and the fer­til­ity of the ground de­pended on the good will of the
king-priests.

 
   About 1400 BC the Achaeans sub­dued Crete and formed a new state with the citadel of
Myce­nae at its cen­ter. How­ever, this did not erad­i­cate the Mi­noan cul­ture, for it was
on the ru­ins of Mi­noan civ­i­liza­tion that the cul­ture of an­cient Hel­las even­tu­ally
flour­ished.

   
 

   2.3.7    Dawn of Hel­las. Olympians

Greece be­fore 1400 BC

 
Greek tribes re­lo­cated to the Balkans around 2000 BC, in the same era as the great Semitic
and Indo-Eu­ro­pean mi­gra­tions. Orig­i­nally from lands in­hab­ited by the an­ces­tors of the
Aryans, the Ira­ni­ans, and the Hit­tites, they moved to in­vade the Pelo­pon­nesus and Thes­saly
by two dif­fer­ent routes: via the north­ern moun­tain roads and by way of the Aegean
Is­lands.
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   Al­though vir­tu­ally no leg­ends from that time have reached us, it is ob­vi­ous that the
na­tives ini­tially mounted a des­per­ate re­sis­tance to the Greeks. Who were these na­tives? The
fact that they did not be­long to any of the Hel­lenic tribes was ap­par­ently re­al­ized by the
Greeks them­selves, who re­ferred to them as Pelas­gians.

 
   On their way, the Greek set­tlers en­coun­tered two an­cient sanc­tu­ar­ies: that of Del­phi and
of Dodona. In Dodona, en­chanters used to in­quire of an an­cient Pelas­gian de­ity near a huge
cen­te­nary oak. The sound of the rustling leaves and the crack­ling branches served as
an an­swer that the en­chanters would in­ter­pret. The Greeks did not de­stroy this
sanc­tu­ary.

 
   An or­a­cle at Del­phi was ded­i­cated to the Mother God­dess. It was in the hands of the
di­vin­ers or sybils, who, in a state of frenzy, would ut­ter the will of the de­ity.

 
   Al­though the Hel­lenes had sub­ju­gated the Pelas­gians and other lo­cal tribes, they for a long
time re­mained pow­er­less be­fore the Mi­noan na­tion. Un­like the Mi­noans and their
kings who ruled the seas at the time, the Greeks had a deep-seated fear of the
sea.

 
   Nev­er­the­less, the Achaeans even­tu­ally did be­come sea­far­ers, and soon they were able to
strike a mighty blow against the mil­i­tary power of the Mi­noans. Greek ships ap­peared off the
coast of Crete around 1400 BC and Labyrinth’s dom­i­na­tion came to an end. From this point
for­ward Crete be­came a Greek prov­ince.

 
   The Achaeans made an am­bi­tious at­tempt not only to tri­umph po­lit­i­cally over the en­tire
Aegean re­gion, but also to free them­selves spir­i­tu­ally from Cre­tan and Pelas­gian in­flu­ence.
The Achaean kings were not sor­cer­ers as those of Crete, but rather tribal chiefs who shared
their power over the clans with war­lords and el­ders.
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Greek gods

(Hera, Her­mes, Athena, Zeus, Ganymede, Aphrodite, Ares).

Kylix paint­ing. Tar­quinia. c.510 BC.                                                            
   
   The deities of in­di­vid­ual clans and lo­cal­i­ties, the Olympians, were al­ways thought
of as com­pletely dis­tinct en­ti­ties. In this they bore no re­sem­blance to the In­dian
pan­theon,24 
whose mem­bers could be seen as many faces of the same God. Per­haps this can be at­trib­uted
to the pe­cu­liar­i­ties of the Greek men­tal­ity: it was more re­cep­tive to the con­crete
and the iso­lated rather than the gen­eral and the uni­fied. The nat­u­ral en­vi­ron­ment
could have also played a role here. The Semite formed his knowl­edge about God
against the back­ground of the silent desert, while the In­dian liv­ing in the realm of the
trop­ics ex­pe­ri­enced ev­ery­thing as be­ing in­ter­twined into a sin­gle many-faced and
many-voiced whole. In con­trast, the hori­zon of the Greek was al­ways lim­ited by the
moun­tain ranges; his whole coun­try was like a net­work of iso­lated lit­tle worlds cut off
from each other by hills, rocks, and bays. There­fore, the Achaean was first and
fore­most in­clined to wor­ship his lo­cal de­ity, whereas his neigh­bor’s god seemed to
him to be as free­stand­ing as his own na­tive val­ley, which was cut off from all the
oth­ers.

   
 

   2.3.8    Ti­tanomachy

Greece, c.1400–1200 BC

 
The emer­gence of Zeus and the Olympian gods was much more than a sim­ple re­place­ment of
chthonic25 
deities—those of na­ture’s el­e­ments—by their tribal coun­ter­parts. The new pan­theon marked
the most im­por­tant mile­stone in Greek re­li­gious his­tory: rea­son, clothed in the like­ness of a
per­fect hu­man be­ing, be­gan to shine through the swirling clouds of the prim­i­tive night. A god
of azure ra­di­ance, pierc­ing the dark­ness like light­ning, be­came em­bod­ied in the fig­ure of
“prov­i­dent Zeus.” The birth of a new, more en­light­ened an­cient re­li­gious con­scious­ness was
cap­tured in the well-known myth of Ti­tanomachy—the war be­tween the gods and the
Ti­tans. The Achaeans un­der­went a ma­jor par­a­digm shift in their un­der­stand­ing
of God: from chthonic or na­ture-like to more ra­tio­nal and in ac­cord with hu­man
na­ture.

 
   The Zeus re­li­gion had its great­est im­pact on world his­tory through its procla­ma­tion of
the pri­macy of light, rea­son, and har­mony over dark­ness, ir­ra­tional­ity, and
chaos. In this re­gard, it is a di­rect pre­de­ces­sor to the doc­trine of the Lo­gos,
shar­ing with it the be­lief in a ra­tio­nal cre­ative foun­da­tion of the Uni­verse.
How­ever, the ad­vent of this view in Greek con­scious­ness was first pre­ceded by
an­thro­po­mor­phism.26 
The hu­man na­ture in Olympians was ide­al­ized and el­e­vated to a cos­mic prin­ci­ple. This was a
ma­jor step for­ward, but at the same time one that was fraught with great dan­ger. Dis­cern­ing
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
the ra­tio­nal prin­ci­ple in the Di­vine, the Achaeans nev­er­the­less in­tro­duced a va­ri­ety of purely
hu­man lim­i­ta­tions and weak­nesses into it.
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   Their keen quick minds, with a pen­chant for hu­mor and col­or­ful pic­tures, could not re­sist
the temp­ta­tion to paint the lives of their gods af­ter the pat­tern of the rest­less and ri­otous
liv­ing of their rene­gade he­roes.

 
   One short­com­ing of the Zeus pan­theon, and a par­tic­u­larly se­ri­ous one at that, was its lack
of clear eth­i­cal prin­ci­ples. From the most an­cient prim­i­tive times, ethics has al­ways
ac­com­pa­nied re­li­gion. The moral ideal of the Olympians, how­ever, was so shaky that in
only a few gen­er­a­tions it gave rise to ridicules and crit­i­cism among the Greeks
them­selves.

 
   Un­like the coun­tries of the East, where re­li­gious rev­e­la­tions al­ways came by way of the
spir­i­tual elite, the Aegean world for ages drew from the re­li­gious con­scious­ness of its masses.
That is why the Olympian re­li­gion be­came thor­oughly per­me­ated by the spirit of mag­i­cal­ism,
which ul­ti­mately out­lasted it.

 
   A mag­i­cal ap­proach to­wards prayer and sac­ri­fice in Greece first de­vel­oped dur­ing the
Myce­naean era. True, the Greek priests never con­sti­tuted as pow­er­ful a caste in their so­ci­ety
as what they had be­come, for ex­am­ple, in Egypt. But their im­por­tance grad­u­ally in­creased.
The Hel­lenic priests were mainly char­ac­ter­ized by be­ing “the cult min­is­ters” in the nar­row­est
sense of the word. Whereas the Egyp­tian clergy be­came the breed­ing ground for the­o­log­i­cal
thought, medicine, and math­e­mat­ics, and the spir­i­tual elite in Is­rael waged a bat­tle for the
moral char­ac­ter of their peo­ple, the Greek priests pri­mar­ily went about their busi­ness of
or­ga­niz­ing sac­ri­fices.
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   Nowhere was the art of div­ina­tion so de­vel­oped as in Greece of the clas­si­cal an­tiq­uity
pe­riod. Or­a­cles and sooth­say­ers had be­come a con­stant pres­ence in the lives of kings,
peas­ants, war­riors, and mer­chants. The key to di­vin­ing the mys­te­ri­ous will of the gods could
be found any­where: from dreams to the flight of birds.
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   Mag­i­cal­ism, as a rule, is markedly for-this-world-only, plac­ing the great­est em­pha­sis on
this life and view­ing wealth, health, and well-be­ing as the ul­ti­mate good. Such a mech­a­nis­tic
pic­ture of the world is the po­lar op­po­site of all things spir­i­tual and mys­ti­cal; its
un­der­stand­ing of the value of ex­is­tence is deeply ma­te­ri­al­is­tic. Like­wise, a strong be­lief in an
af­ter­life, when­ever it did oc­cur in cul­tures as­so­ci­ated with mag­i­cal­ism (e.g., in Egypt), was
con­cerned with the ver­sion of the af­ter­life that was a mere replica of their earthly
ex­is­tence.

   
 

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   2.4    The Covenant Peo­ple



   2.4.1    “House of slav­ery.” Moses

Egypt, c.1300–1230 BC

 
His­tory is too of­ten viewed as a purely nat­u­ral phe­nom­e­non where cer­tain causes must
in­evitably bring about de­ter­min­is­tic con­se­quences. Whereas we are in­deed deal­ing with such
im­mutable laws in the world of phys­i­cal phe­nom­ena, some­thing en­tirely un­ex­pected, at
times, tran­spires in his­tory, which can con­tra­dict ev­ery­thing that has taken place prior to
that point. The twists and turns in the his­tory of monothe­ism are a good ex­am­ple of
this.

 
   The tribes of Bene-Is­rael had been dwelling on the marshy mead­ows of Gesem (or
Goshen) for al­most four cen­turies. Count­less herds that be­longed to the Great
House27 
were roam­ing the fields of Gesem. It was the Is­raelites’ job to look af­ter them: to drive them to
new pas­tures, to re­port on their con­di­tion and num­bers to Egyp­tian of­fi­cials, and
to ar­range the timely de­liv­ery of live­stock to the royal court. This ar­range­ment
orig­i­nally be­gan with the Hyk­sos and prob­a­bly con­tin­ued un­der the rule of the new
dy­nasty.
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   Did the in­hab­i­tants of Gesem man­age to pre­serve their unique spir­i­tual her­itage—the
an­cient faith of their an­ces­tors? The fact that the leg­ends of Abra­ham and the pa­tri­archs had
been passed down to gen­er­a­tions serves as an in­di­rect ev­i­dence that the Is­raelites had not
for­got­ten the Prom­ise given to their fore­fa­thers.

 
   Some el­e­ments of pa­gan­ism, how­ever, did in­fil­trate their re­li­gion. For ex­am­ple, when the
Is­raelites guarded their flocks, they were dread­ing the scathe that could be brought about by
evil spir­its of the desert. Ac­cord­ing to their view, these hor­ren­dous crea­tures—ma­li­cious and
vin­dic­tive—lurked be­hind the swamps and were re­spon­si­ble for send­ing pesti­lence and plague. To
the Is­raelites’ imag­i­na­tion, they ap­peared as satyr-like demons com­manded by a goat-faced god
Azazel.28 
To avoid harm to them­selves and their flocks, the shep­herds dili­gently pla­cated these horned
phan­toms by of­fer­ing sac­ri­fices and en­chant­ing pro­tec­tion spells.
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   Ap­par­ently, the in­tro­duc­tion of writ­ten lan­guage among Is­raelites co­in­cided with the
pe­riod when they be­gan to adopt a set­tled way of life.

 
   No mat­ter how far re­moved from the af­fairs of Egypt, the Is­raelites could not but feel the
reper­cus­sions of the events hap­pen­ing with the rest of the coun­try. It was the time shortly
af­ter the po­lit­i­cal de­cline as­so­ci­ated with the “heretic of Akhetaten” when the new and fi­nal
rise of Egypt be­gan. As be­fore, the troops of Pharaoh marched to Pales­tine, and new
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
na­tional build­ing projects got un­der way in the Egyp­tian land. The shep­herds of
Gesem had been or­dered to the con­struc­tion sites, be­ing forced to cut stones, make
bricks, and haul heavy ma­te­ri­als. The calm pe­riod in the life of Bene-Is­rael had
ended, and, in­stead, their chil­dren sud­denly found them­selves in the “House of
Slav­ery.”

 
   The na­tional mem­ory cap­tured this pe­riod as an op­pres­sive night­mare, which
be­came es­pe­cially hard for the Is­raelites dur­ing the reign of Ram­ses II (1301–1334
BC).

 
   Ram­ses, who orig­i­nally hailed from from Lower Egypt, made the Delta his per­ma­nent
res­i­dence; it was there that he de­cided to build a large for­ti­fied city.

 
   Taught by bit­ter ex­pe­ri­ences with up­ris­ings and ri­ots, the Egyp­tian rulers spared the
na­tives from the most ar­du­ous work. No such mercy was shown to slaves and aliens such as
Is­raelites.
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   As free shep­herds, the Is­raelites, were not ac­cus­tomed to forced la­bor in cities. It is
widely known that small na­tions can dwin­dle down quickly when the in­ex­orable
laws of the “civ­i­lized world” rudely in­vade their lives. The Is­raelite slaves be­gan to
re­al­ize with hor­ror: the ex­ces­sive corvée im­posed on them by Pharaoh had the
erad­i­ca­tion of their tribe as his ul­ti­mate goal. Thus, the peace­ful ex­is­tence of the Gesem
set­tlers was per­ma­nently dis­rupted. Yet op­pres­sion tends to unify those who are
op­pressed: the Is­raelites’ na­tional iden­tity awak­ened in the face of cruel re­pres­sions.
They re­mem­bered that they were but aliens in the land of Egypt and that their
an­ces­tors orig­i­nally had come from the East. They be­gan to look with long­ing to
the lands be­yond the Sea of Reeds and the Bit­ter Lakes where their free kins­men
dwelt. But where could they find their sal­va­tion? In Canaan? Canaan it­self was in
the hands of Egyp­tian hench­men. Per­haps far­ther north, along­side the Hit­tites?
But ac­cord­ing to Pharaoh’s agree­ment with the Hit­tite king, all fugi­tives would
be cap­tured and brought back to Egypt. The Sinai Penin­sula, with its un­tamed
moun­tains and wa­ter­less deserts, was their only re­main­ing op­tion. The mere thought of
these harsh and life­less con­di­tions would ter­rify the in­hab­i­tants of the well-wa­tered
Delta.

 
   A ru­mor spread one day among the Is­raelites about some un­known ag­i­ta­tors who would
ap­pear now and then at con­struc­tion sites or among the set­tlers of Gesem. They were urg­ing
the peo­ple to leave the “House of Slav­ery” and travel to the desert to wor­ship the God of
Abra­ham, the God of their fa­thers. These men were Levites—an Is­raelite tribe closely
as­so­ci­ated with the Egyp­tians; many of them had names of Egyp­tian ori­gin. Their leader
him­self had an Egyp­tian name “Mesu,” or Moses—he even looked and sounded like an
Egyp­tian.

 
   This is how the man whose name was to be­come as­so­ci­ated with the rise of the Old
Tes­ta­ment re­li­gion ap­peared on the stage of his­tory.

 
   The story of Moses was first recorded only in the 10th cen­tury BC. Ini­tially his­to­ri­ans
be­lieved it to be en­tirely wo­ven from leg­ends, but it later be­came ev­i­dent that the core traits of
the bib­li­cal nar­ra­tive about him could in fact with­stand the bright light of his­tor­i­cal
crit­i­cism.

 
   Moses’ up­bring­ing was as­so­ci­ated with Egypt. It is dif­fi­cult to imag­ine that the tra­di­tion
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
would have in­vented this de­tail. The Bible says that the fu­ture leader of Is­rael never for­got
about his Asian ori­gin de­spite his Egyp­tian back­ground. When he saw an Egyp­tian
taskmas­ter beat­ing an Is­raelite at the con­struc­tion site he, in a fit of anger, killed the
tor­men­tor. He had to flee as a re­sult, and hav­ing crossed the bor­der (which was not easy to
do at the time), he went into hid­ing in the only ter­ri­tory in­ac­ces­si­ble to the Egyp­tians—the
Sinai desert.

 
   Dur­ing his wan­der­ings in the wilder­ness he en­coun­tered Mid­i­an­ite semitic tribes. They
were no­madic herders who or­ga­nized mer­chant car­a­vans to Egypt and Pales­tine. They lived
near the sa­cred Mount Sinai in the south­ern part of the penin­sula. Moses was warmly
wel­comed by the Bedouins; their sheikh, the priest Raguel-Io­thor (Jethro), gave shel­ter to the
fugi­tive, and Moses was able to fully ex­pe­ri­ence the charm of the serene life of a free
pas­toral­ist. He mar­ried the daugh­ter of the sheikh and herded his flocks on the slopes of
Mount Horeb; it was there that a mys­te­ri­ous event trans­formed him into a leader and a
prophet.
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   What ex­actly the Egyp­tian fugi­tive ex­pe­ri­enced amidst the si­lence of the Horeb Moun­tains
will al­ways re­main a mys­tery. We know, how­ever, that from that point he be­came a faith­ful
ser­vant of the Un­seen God, the God who is the Mas­ter of hu­man des­tinies, the God who
en­trusted him, Moses, and his peo­ple with an ex­pli­ca­ble his­tor­i­cal mis­sion. This was the
same God to whom peo­ple had prayed from time im­memo­rial. Faith in Him was rev­er­ently
prac­ticed by Is­rael’s an­ces­tors: He was the God of the fore­fa­thers, the same God re­vealed
Him­self to Abra­ham. He abided above all cre­ation and life. He was the Ex­is­tent One; His
name was Yah­weh.
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   The Bible tells that Moses once wan­dered far into the moun­tains and reached an an­cient
sa­cred site. There, from the midst of a thorn-bush, en­gulfed in a won­drous fire
yet re­main­ing un­con­sumed, he heard the voice of God call­ing him to min­istry.
Con­fused and fright­ened, Moses tried to hide him­self, but the voice com­manded
with au­thor­ity that he should go as a mes­sen­ger of Heaven to his own op­pressed
peo­ple and free them from their slav­ery. He was to bring the He­brews back to this
holy moun­tain, and Yah­weh would give them a new land flow­ing with milk and
honey.
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   2.4.2    On the way to Sinai

Egypt – Sinai, c.1230 BC

 
Around 1230 BC, in the third year of the reign of Pharaoh
Mernep­tah,29 
Ram­ses II’s son, Moses made his ap­pear­ance among the Is­raelite slaves. He spoke of the God
of the He­brews, whom Abra­ham and his an­ces­tors had wor­shiped when they had still been
free, and an­nounced that God had promised to de­liver them from the “House of Slav­ery” and
bring them to the land where their fa­thers had once lived. He called on the peo­ple to leave
Egypt “for a three days’ jour­ney” deep into the desert and to of­fer there a great sac­ri­fice to
Yah­weh, the God of Is­rael.

 
   Moses was met with out­right dis­trust and even hos­til­ity. The un­rest caused by his
preach­ing re­sulted in the in­crease of the Egyp­tian over­sight and more cruel slave la­bor
con­di­tions.

 
   The bit­ter strug­gle of the fear­less Levite against the Egyp­tian au­thor­i­ties is sur­rounded by
po­etic leg­ends; one can con­clude from them that he, how­ever, had very lit­tle suc­cess at first.
Then des­tiny it­self came to the aid of Is­rael in the form of an epi­demic that dis­rupted pub­lic
or­der and led to an­ar­chy.

 
   Moses sig­naled that the time to leave Egypt had come. Hav­ing hastily per­formed a
tra­di­tional rit­ual, the Is­raelites, their herds, and fel­low slaves of mixed ori­gins moved out
from the vicini­ties of Raam­ses and Sukkot.

 
   Moses did not lead them di­rectly to Canaan, be­cause chains of Egyp­tian for­ti­fi­ca­tions were
po­si­tioned ev­ery­where along the “Philis­tine High­way.” Hav­ing stud­ied that area be­fore dur­ing
his own wan­der­ings, he skill­fully avoided the bor­der posts in that des­o­late ter­rain and led
the tired fugi­tives to their first sta­tion near the Etham fortress. The way for­ward
turned out to be blocked, and the only es­cape was to break camp and move even
deeper into the desert to the shores of the Sea of Reeds. Their flight lasted the en­tire
night.

 
   When Mernep­tah learned that Is­rael and other He­brew tribes had van­ished to the east, he
im­me­di­ately or­dered the char­i­ots to the shores of the Sea of Reeds. Is­rael’s lo­ca­tion was
ap­par­ently re­ported to him from Etham. Now the desert “shut” the He­brews in. On one side
there lay im­pass­able reed swamps, while the char­i­ots of Pharaoh were quickly ap­proach­ing
from the other.

 
   There were screams of hor­ror as the fugi­tives were hurl­ing ac­cu­sa­tions at Moses: “Be­cause
there were no graves in Egypt, have you taken us away to die in the wilder­ness?”[45] But their
leader be­lieved even at that des­per­ate mo­ment that Heaven would de­liver his peo­ple. “Do not
be afraid, and you will see the sal­va­tion of Yah­weh,”[46] he shouted, and im­me­di­ately led the
way for the Is­raelites across the swamps.

 
   The Egyp­tians con­tin­ued their pur­suit de­spite the gath­er­ing clouds and the ap­proach­ing
storm. Per­haps they would have man­aged to over­take some fugi­tives, but their ad­vance
slowed down as it be­came in­creas­ingly harder to wade in the thick­en­ing gloom. Their heavy
char­i­ots be­came mired in the vis­cous silt; the storm raged on, and the wind di­rec­tion had
now changed, driv­ing the waves against the pur­suers them­selves. Only then did the
Egyp­tians re­al­ize the dan­ger that they faced and hastily turned back. The wa­ters, how­ever,
over­took them.
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   The Is­raelites, who in the mean­time were stand­ing on a dry hill, wit­nessed the des­per­ate
at­tempts of the horse­men and could not be­lieve their eyes. Some­thing just hap­pened that
nei­ther the He­brews nor the Egyp­tians had ex­pected. Just an hour ear­lier, the Is­raelites had
been at the brink of death. The pur­suers would have mer­ci­lessly dealt with them, but Yah­weh
had de­liv­ered His peo­ple and stopped the for­mi­da­ble en­emy. Un­doubt­edly, this was
a mir­a­cle, even though, on the face of it, or­di­nary forces of na­ture had been at
work.
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   Does the mod­ern per­son have the right to look down on this be­lief of the fugi­tives in
the spe­cial pro­tec­tion of Heaven? The his­tory of a small tribe that mirac­u­lously
sur­vived all the vi­cis­si­tudes of fate and be­came the bearer of Monothe­ism among
the pa­gan peo­ples is truly fas­ci­nat­ing. For those who choose to deny the in­ner
mean­ing of the des­tiny of na­tions, the events at the Red Sea were just an­other
ex­traor­di­nar­ily happy co­in­ci­dence. Chris­tian­ity, how­ever, as­sesses the Old Tes­ta­ment his­tory
from a dif­fer­ent view­point, see­ing in it the man­i­fes­ta­tion of that Un­seen Rea­son,
who guides the course of the Uni­verse, the hu­man his­tory, and the des­tiny of each
in­di­vid­ual.

 
   The en­tire sub­se­quent jour­ney of Is­rael across the arid plains and moun­tains was fraught
with fears and un­ex­pected joys alike.

 
   Their car­a­van en­tered a bar­ren area at the bor­der of the desert of Sin, at the foothills of
the Horeb Moun­tain Range, and then con­tin­ued on its way en­coun­ter­ing nei­ther a well nor a
stream for a long time. The way­far­ers were tor­mented by thirst. Mur­murs of dis­con­tent
turned into an open in­dig­na­tion. There came a mo­ment when stones were about to be hurled
at Moses. It was a crit­i­cal point: the con­trol over the re­bel­lious crowd was slip­ping from the
leader’s hands.

 
   At this dif­fi­cult mo­ment, God once again came to the aid of His cho­sen one. Moses or­dered
to ham­mer away with poles at lime­stone, and when, af­ter long ef­forts, a cav­ity was formed, he
struck it hard with his staff and spring wa­ter gushed from the open­ing. The crowd
cheered—the trav­ellers had been saved.

 
   All these seem­ingly in­signif­i­cant events played an enor­mous role in the fate of
the chil­dren of Is­rael whose ex­is­tence was con­tin­u­ally hov­er­ing be­tween fear and
hope.

   
 

   2.4.3    Ten Com­mand­ments

Sinai, c.1230–1200 BC

 
What was Moses’ ul­ti­mate goal? He re­solved to go to the same lo­ca­tion where he had herded
the flocks dur­ing his years of ex­ile, the place where he had heard the voice of God. There, at
the holy moun­tain, he hoped to breathe a new spirit into Is­rael, breathe in faith, en­ergy, and
courage. He wanted to bring his fel­low tribes­men at the foot of Sinai as if say­ing, “O God!
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
These are the peo­ple You called on me to save whom I have now brought back to
You.”

 
   A few days af­ter stop­ping at Sinai, the leader or­dered to make prepa­ra­tions for a great
mo­ment: the peo­ple were about to en­ter into a solemn union with God. This was some­thing
en­tirely un­heard of, for in the mind of the East­erner, hu­mans were viewed as ab­so­lute
nonen­ti­ties com­pared to the Di­vine, and a covenant be­tween such two par­ties would be
con­sid­ered an unimag­in­able in­so­lence.

 
   Yet the Lord of life Him­self de­clared the con­di­tions of this strik­ing agree­ment through the
mouth of His prophet, “If you will obey My voice and keep My covenant, then you shall be My
own pos­ses­sion from among all peo­ples; for all the earth is Mine. And you shall be to Me a
king­dom of priests and a holy na­tion” (Ex 19:5–6).

 
   Thus a na­tion of the Covenant, a peo­ple of God, was born; out of the seed of Abra­ham
emerged the first as yet weak sprouts of the Old Tes­ta­ment Church, the fore­mother of the
Church Uni­ver­sal. The his­tory of re­li­gion from now on would no longer be only a his­tory of
long­ing, vex­a­tion, and search­ing, but it would be­come the his­tory of the Covenant, a di­a­logue
be­tween the Cre­ator and hu­man­ity.
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   Bib­li­cal tra­di­tion paints a mag­nif­i­cent pic­ture of the mak­ing of this sa­cred Covenant.

 
   The peo­ple left the camp and ap­proached the foothill of the moun­tain. All were gaz­ing in
ter­ror at its top en­veloped in the dark clouds: light­nings flashed among them, and the rum­ble
of thun­der echoed across the clefts with a trum­pet-like boom.

 
   Mean­while, Moses sep­a­rated him­self from the peo­ple and be­gan as­cend­ing to the
peak of Sinai. There he dis­ap­peared among the cliffs, ven­tur­ing where both the
thun­der and the storm were rag­ing—the place of thick dark­ness en­velop­ing the di­vine
Mys­tery.

 
   Next, we see Moses back in Is­rael’s camp. He an­nounces God’s Covenant to peo­ple who
are stand­ing in solemn si­lence and sprin­kles them with sac­ri­fi­cial blood as a sign of mak­ing
the Union.

 
   The com­mand­ments, in­scribed on two stone plates—the tablets, read:
   
 
	
   1. 
	I am Yah­weh, your God, who brought you out of the land of Mizraim, out of the
house of slav­ery. You shall have no other gods be­fore me.
   
	
   2. 
	You shall not make for your­self an im­age of a de­ity.
   
	
   3. 
	You shall not take the name of Yah­weh your God in vain.
   
	
   4. 
	Re­mem­ber the Sab­bath day to cel­e­brate it.
   
	
   5. 
	Honor your fa­ther and your mother.
   
	
   6. 
	You shall not mur­der.
   
	
   7. 
	You shall not com­mit adul­tery.
   
	
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   8. 
	You shall not steal.
   
	
   9. 
	You shall not give false tes­ti­mony against your neigh­bor.
   
	
   10. 
	You  shall  not  covet  your  neigh­bor’s  house,  nor  your  neigh­bor’s  wife,  nor
any­thing that be­longs to your neigh­bor. (see Ex 20:1–17)


   How seem­ingly sim­ple are these words! Even if they ap­pear to us as some­thing to be
taken for granted, they ar­rived to the an­cient world as an un­prece­dented rev­e­la­tion.
To un­der­stand how re­mark­able these sa­cred com­mand­ments ap­peared to their
con­tem­po­raries, it is suf­fi­cient to re­call the kind of re­la­tions that ex­isted at the time
be­tween hu­man­ity and gods of Egypt, Baby­lon, or Greece. These two in­con­spic­u­ous,
roughly hewn stones had im­mea­sur­ably greater sig­nif­i­cance for the spir­i­tual his­tory
of hu­mankind than thou­sands of elab­o­rately dec­o­rated As­syr­ian and Egyp­tian
ar­ti­facts.

 
   Moses’ great­est con­tri­bu­tion to hu­man­ity was that he, not be­ing in­tim­i­dated by the
op­po­si­tion and mis­un­der­stand­ing, dared to pro­claim the lost Law and open the for­got­ten
ways that led back to God. His words were ad­dressed not only to Is­rael but to the en­tire world
and its fu­ture gen­er­a­tions.

 
   Moses re­al­ized that his peo­ple needed an ex­ter­nal sign of the Di­vine pres­ence, a
rep­re­sen­ta­tion of God that would go be­fore them, in­still­ing them with con­fi­dence (Ex
32:23).

 
   The Bible di­rectly states that the idea of cre­at­ing such a sym­bol was given to the prophet
as an in­spi­ra­tion from above (Ex 25).

 
   So one day, the leader or­dered a sa­cred Ark of the Covenant to be built. It was trans­ferred
to a spe­cial tent, the Taber­na­cle, which was set up out­side the camp.

 
   The Ark looked rather mod­est on the out­side: it was a box made of wooden planks, a lit­tle
more than a me­ter in size. It was over­laid with metal, and the wings of kerubs, or
cherubs—fan­tas­ti­cal crea­tures with the body of a lion, the face of a hu­man, and the wings of
an ea­gle—stretched their wings above the lid. They were pros­trat­ing over the Ark, cov­er­ing
their heads with the wings, which served as a throne on which the God of Is­rael was in­vis­i­bly
sit­ting. The kerubs were prob­a­bly a de­pic­tion of the spir­its of storm which Is­raelite po­etry
usu­ally as­so­ci­ated with Theo­phany.

 
   When the peo­ple broke camp or marched to bat­tle, the Levites would go in front car­ry­ing
the Ark us­ing poles in­serted into its side rings.

 
   The time fi­nally came to leave Sinai. Now Is­rael faced a new task: to take over the
land where Abra­ham had dwelt long ago. A band of no­mads turned into a mil­i­tary
camp.

 
   Moses made a de­ci­sive move. He sent out spies to the east to de­ter­mine whether the
in­va­sion could be counted on as a suc­cess. The scouts re­turned, car­ry­ing lav­ish fruits of the
Promised Land. The no­mads looked in fas­ci­na­tion at the huge bunches of grapes,
pomegranates, and figs. Yet the spies also struck fear into the hearts of the peo­ple by
their de­scrip­tion of the in­hab­i­tants of Pales­tine, their strength and courage, their
im­preg­nable fortresses, and the no­mads’ panic grew into an in­sur­gency against
Moses.

 
   Fol­low­ing many years of wan­der­ing, around 1200 BC, Moses fi­nally de­cided it was time to
launch an of­fen­sive to the north.

 
   All that re­mained was to cross the Jor­dan—that sparkling and wind­ing bound­ary, be­yond
which lay the de­sired Canaan! Here, how­ever, the cur­tain of his­tory comes down con­ceal­ing
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
from us the mighty fig­ure of Moses.

 
   Mys­te­ri­ous shad­ows are hov­er­ing over the prophet’s grave. He did not die of sick­ness or
old age. The place of his burial re­mains un­known to this day.

   
 

   2.4.4    Promised Land

Canaan, c.1200–1125 BC

 
Soon af­ter the death of Moses, the Is­raelites felt that they could no longer live in Tran­sjor­dan.
The tribes crowded one an­other; the nar­row strip of land, bounded by the Ara­bian steppes on
one side and the Dead Sea and the Jor­dan on the other, could no longer sus­tain the masses
of the no­mads and their cat­tle. Did not Moses prom­ise to lead his peo­ple into the
land “flow­ing with milk and honey”?[47] Was not Canaan given in pos­ses­sion to
Is­rael by Yah­weh Him­self? The time now came and it was nec­es­sary to make a
move.

 
   Fol­low­ing the death of Mernep­tah, Egypt was over­come with an­ar­chy. The power of Egypt
in Canaan was at its min­i­mum; the lo­cal pop­u­la­tion was weak­ened by strife and wars. The
mo­ment was ripe for Is­rael’s mil­i­tary cam­paign to the west.

 
   The Canaan­ites were close rel­a­tives of the He­brews and the Phoeni­cians. Ap­par­ently, just
like the Is­raelites, they had once come from the desert and by then had lived in Pales­tine for
over a thou­sand years.

 
   Ex­ca­va­tions showed that Canaan was a typ­i­cal land of
syn­cretism30 
in terms of their art and re­li­gion. There were no na­tional gods here, in­stead the in­hab­i­tants
pri­mar­ily wor­shiped those of their neigh­bors. The fig­urines of Ho­rus, Hathor, and other
Egyp­tian gods, as well as de­pic­tions of the Baby­lo­nian Ishtar were dis­cov­ered among the
ru­ins.

 
   Joshua, the son of Nun, who be­came the head of the Is­raelites af­ter the death of Moses,
deeply be­lieved in the di­vine prom­ise that the wan­der­ers would fi­nally ob­tain their cov­eted
home. The peo­ple, too, shared his con­fi­dence. Al­though the stature of the new leader was
in­com­pa­ra­ble with that of Moses, Joshua was, none­the­less, rec­og­nized by the ma­jor­ity of the
tribes.
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   Jeri­cho was the main ob­sta­cle they had to over­come on their way to West­ern Pales­tine. Its
cy­clo­pean walls tow­ered among the palm groves some two-hour walk­ing dis­tance from the
Jor­dan. There was no hope of pass­ing it with­out a fight.

 
   Joshua did not hes­i­tate for long. One day, at his sig­nal, the Ark was lifted, the tents were
rolled up, and the Is­raelites moved west across the banks of the Jor­dan.

 
   It still re­mains a mys­tery how such a well-for­ti­fied city could fall. A po­etic leg­end is
recorded in the Bible about its walls col­laps­ing at the sounds of Is­raelite trum­pets. Per­haps
here, as well as at the Jor­dan, an earth­quake oc­curred, sud­denly open­ing a breach in
the wall. It is easy to imag­ine the kind of im­pres­sion a ground jolt split­ting the
wall would pro­duce if it hap­pened at the very mo­ment when Is­rael was mak­ing its
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
ap­proach.

 
   The events un­folded quickly and the tri­umphant march of the Ark con­tin­ued.

   
 

   2.4.5    God of Is­rael and pa­gan­ism

Pales­tine, c.1125–1025 BC

 
The prom­ise made to Abra­ham fi­nally was ful­filled: the land that the Egyp­tians and the
Hit­tites had owned for so long fi­nally be­came the land of Is­rael. The main dif­fi­cul­ties,
how­ever, still lay ahead. Hav­ing be­come es­sen­tially one peo­ple with the Canaan­ites, the
Is­raelites—yes­ter­day’s no­mads—grad­u­ally be­gan to adopt the civ­i­liza­tion and the be­liefs of
the na­tives. Thus, like the Aryans in In­dia, the vic­tors nearly ended up them­selves in the
po­si­tion of the van­quished.

 
   Life along­side the Canaan­ites quickly led to the spread of pa­gan­ism among the peo­ple of
Yah­weh. That’s how dou­ble faith first emerged, so char­ac­ter­is­tic of peo­ples of a low cul­ture,
who em­brace a higher re­li­gion.

 
   It is un­clear how the spir­i­tual his­tory of Is­rael would have evolved if it were not for the new
tur­moil that shook all the tribes.

 
   There ap­peared new con­tenders for the land “flow­ing with milk and honey,” and this
time they were no match for any of the in­hab­i­tants of Canaan. These were the
Philistines.

 
   A war­like and en­er­getic tribe, the Philistines had al­ready mas­tered iron­work­ing. They were
en­gaged in sea piracy and fish­ing. Around 1080 BC they be­gan a de­ci­sive mil­i­tary cam­paign
to the east, press­ing on Is­raelite and Chaldean tribes alike.

 
   Who could stop that wave? The poorly armed peas­ants would flee as soon as they heard
the roar of war char­i­ots or saw the en­emy hel­mets dec­o­rated with feath­ers. The Philistines
im­posed trib­ute on nearly all of Canaan, and the only thing left to the con­quered was a
guer­rilla war­fare tac­tics of un­ex­pect­edly at­tack­ing the Philistines or set­ting fire to their
crops.
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   The rule of the Philistines grew stronger and all but to­tal. En­emy gar­risons were set up in
all the cities, and trib­ute col­lec­tors op­er­ated through­out the land with im­punity. Is­rael, which
was al­ready in a state of deep spir­i­tual cri­sis, lost its po­lit­i­cal in­de­pen­dence as
well.

 
   All these events served as an ex­ter­nal im­pe­tus, con­tribut­ing to the emer­gence of a new
re­li­gious move­ment, at times pe­cu­liar, but thanks to which Is­rael re­cov­ered from the state of
de­cline and spir­i­tual demise.

 
   The fol­low­ers of this move­ment were called Benei ha-Nevi’im, “the Chil­dren of the
Prophets.” The word “navi” sig­ni­fied a mes­sen­ger of God’s will. Whereas clair­voy­ants and
sooth­say­ers for­merly ap­peared as lonely mes­sen­gers of Heaven, the new prophets be­gan to
as­sem­ble in groups for wor­ship who walked the roads of the coun­try, singing bat­tle hymns
and call­ing on peo­ple to be faith­ful to the God of their fa­thers.

 
   Very lit­tle is known about the ac­tiv­i­ties of the Chil­dren of the Prophets and the in­di­vid­u­als
who headed their move­ment, tra­di­tion con­nects them to Samuel, the last great He­brew leader
of the era of the Judges. In one place the Bible di­rectly por­trays him as a leader of the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
com­mu­nity of the prophets (1 Sam 19:20).

 
   Samuel un­doubt­edly con­sid­ered the spir­i­tual ral­ly­ing of the Is­raelites to be his main
task.

 
   Ac­cord­ing to tra­di­tion, the seer even achieved a na­tion­wide re­pen­tance and an oath to
ban­ish the pa­gan gods. The idols were thrown out, and from that time “the sons of
Is­rael be­gan to serve Yah­weh only” (1 Sam 7:4). The re­li­gious Covenant, how­ever,
proved to be too weak a ral­ly­ing point for the Is­raelite tribes. There was a de­mand
for a “strong hand” of a sec­u­lar type. The el­ders raised be­fore Samuel the need
to ap­point a king, and around 1025 BC, Samuel chose a ruler for Is­rael at their
in­sis­tence.

   
 

   2.4.6    Theo­cratic king­dom. The covenant of Zion

Pales­tine, c.1020–950 BC

 
The en­tire Bible is per­me­ated with the spirit of dis­sent against au­toc­racy. The free union of
the faith­ful for whom the law of God is the only au­thor­ity has been the po­lit­i­cal
ideal of re­li­gious teach­ers of Is­rael be­gin­ning from the times of Moses. This ideal is
theoc­racy31 
in the spe­cial sense of a di­rect ju­ris­dic­tion of God rather than a rule by clergy. The
theo­cratic rule es­tab­lished by Moses al­ready con­tained the first sprouts of a new type of
com­mu­nity, the Old Tes­ta­ment Church, and at the same time the kind of so­ci­ety that was
built on the con­sti­tu­tion and law rather than the ar­bi­trari­ness of a monarch. For
the com­mand­ments of Yah­weh were equally bind­ing for all: sim­ple peas­ants and
cit­i­zens, lead­ers, prin­ci­pals, and kings. In this re­gard, the Bible stood in stark
op­po­si­tion to al­most the en­tire an­cient Near East: monar­chy was ac­cepted in the Old
Tes­ta­ment only as a tol­er­a­ble evil, as an im­per­fect in­sti­tu­tion born of peo­ple’s sins and
frail­ties.
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   How­ever, the po­lit­i­cal sit­u­a­tion at the time and the threat of Philis­tine in­va­sion
un­doubt­edly in­flu­enced Samuel and con­vinced him of the need to ap­point a king. Yet he
in­tended to nom­i­nate the can­di­date him­self. When a young peas­ant Saul from the tribe of
Ben­jamin came to him for ad­vice one day, he de­cided to in­stall him as “a com­man­der over the
peo­ple” (1 Sam 9:16).

 
   Saul’s nom­i­na­tion re­ceived gen­eral ac­claim. How­ever, Samuel, as the Bible says, warned
all Is­raelites that their well-be­ing would be staked on their con­tin­ued de­vo­tion to Yah­weh,
their Supreme King, and His Covenant. “But if you per­sist in do­ing evil, both you and your
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
king will per­ish” (1 Sam 12:25). In other words, the king was made equal to all of his sub­jects
be­fore God.

 
   A spe­cial place in the Old Tes­ta­ment re­li­gion be­longs to David, Saul’s son-in-law and his
suc­ces­sor on the throne. Al­though nei­ther a prophet nor a teacher of faith, David was
des­tined to have an enor­mous im­pact on the en­tire his­tory of Is­rael. A great re­li­gious poet
and psalmist, he be­came the founder of Jerusalem as the spir­i­tual cen­ter of Is­rael. His name
is also in­ex­tri­ca­bly linked with the emer­gence of bib­li­cal Mes­sian­ism, which has been at the
heart of Sa­cred his­tory.

 
   Saul, the first “com­man­der over the peo­ple of God,” per­ished on the bat­tle­field, and the
thirty-year-old David was pro­claimed the new king over all the tribes by the peo­ple’s
as­sem­bly in He­bron around 1000 BC.

 
   David’s army had by then gained con­sid­er­able com­bat ex­pe­ri­ence. When the Philistines
ap­peared in the Val­ley of Rephaim, David’s sol­diers were able to at­tack the en­emy from the
rear and in­flict a heavy de­feat on them. The Is­raelites pur­sued their as­sailants all the way up
to Gezer. This vic­tory put an end to the pe­riod of the Philis­tine dom­i­na­tion of Is­rael. Sev­eral
sub­se­quent Is­rael’s cam­paigns to the west com­pletely un­der­mined the Philistines, com­pelling
them to peace.

 
   David’s mil­i­tary suc­cesses led to the cre­ation of an em­pire that united not only the peo­ples
closely re­lated to the Is­raelites—the Am­monites, the Idumeans, and the Moabites, but also
the new ter­ri­to­ries of the Aramean-Syr­i­ans. The neigh­bor­ing Phoeni­cians to the north, too,
en­tered into a friendly al­liance with David.
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   But David’s great­est achieve­ment was the cre­ation of a na­tion­wide cap­i­tal. The king
turned his at­ten­tion to the for­mi­da­ble cas­tle of Zion, tow­er­ing on the high rock over the
stream of Ke­dron. The cas­tle was named the “City of David,” while its sur­round­ing town took
back its an­cient name of Jerusalem.

 
   The Ark had re­mained in pri­vate hands all those years. David fi­nally de­cided to trans­fer it
to the new cap­i­tal, thereby mak­ing Zion into the Holy City.

 
   The solemn trans­fer of the “Throne of Yah­weh” to Jerusalem took place around 995 BC.
Re­in­stat­ing the tra­di­tion from the no­madic era, David did not bring the Ark into a build­ing,
but set it un­der the shadow of a march­ing tent.

 
   The trans­fer of the Ark of the Covenant to Mount Zion was of ex­cep­tional im­por­tance as it
sig­ni­fied the found­ing of the spir­i­tual cen­ter of the Old Tes­ta­ment re­li­gion. Over time,
Jerusalem would play an im­por­tant role: it would be­come the Holy City of God’s peo­ple and
sub­se­quently the Church. And al­though Jerusalem had ex­isted five hun­dred years prior to
David, it was made into what it would even­tu­ally be­come by his trans­fer­ring there the Ark of
the Covenant.

 
   In one an­cient text at­trib­uted to David, God en­tered a new covenant with the “ruler of the
peo­ple.” The covenant re­quired of the leader up­right­ness and the fear of God, and, in re­turn,
God’s prom­ise spoke of an ideal king from the off­spring of David—the One who would
be­come the founder of the King­dom of God on earth. This be­lief in the Com­ing
King and His King­dom would grow more en­light­ened and spir­i­tu­al­ized over the
cen­turies. And when some ten cen­turies later Je­sus of Nazareth was to ap­pear among
the peo­ple, he would be re­ferred to as the Anointed One—the Mes­siah—the son of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
David.

 
   David, one of the most gifted and prom­i­nent men of Is­rael, died in 961 BC. De­spite
be­long­ing in many ways to the nar­row and lim­ited world of su­per­sti­tions and blood
feuds, he con­trib­uted to the cre­ation of the peo­ple of God by giv­ing them the Holy
City.

 
   David’s son Solomon bore lit­tle re­sem­blance to his fa­ther. Hav­ing grown up in lux­ury and
not hav­ing ex­pe­ri­enced life, he as­cended to the throne when he was not even twenty years
old. He knew not wars, nor dif­fi­cul­ties, nor dan­gers. His mother had a great in­flu­ence on him,
and he fre­quently de­ferred to her. He also heeded the voice of the prophet Nathan, who
helped his ac­ces­sion to the throne. And it seems that it was only in the days fol­low­ing
Nathan’s death that he made up his mind to ful­fill his fa­ther’s dream: to build a Tem­ple of
Yah­weh in Jerusalem.

 
   The con­struc­tion took sev­eral years and the Tem­ple was con­se­crated in 950 BC. Its
struc­ture was dis­tinct for its no­ble sim­plic­ity of forms, made of hewn stones, in­laid on the
in­side with pre­cious wood cov­ered with golden leaves.

 
   As a vis­i­ble and earthly abode of God, the Tem­ple rep­re­sented the Uni­verse. The golden
lamps stood for stars; the two main pil­lars of cop­per with molded cap­i­tals sym­bol­ized the
power of vi­tal­ity and growth; the cor­nices were dec­o­rated with re­liefs of flow­ers, fruits,
an­i­mals, and cherubs (spir­its rep­re­sent­ing na­ture’s el­e­ments).

 
   It should be noted that all these de­tails of the Tem­ple or­ga­ni­za­tion were in­spired by
Phoeni­cian and Egyp­tian art. How­ever, the most strik­ing fea­ture of Solomon’s Tem­ple was not
in its dec­o­ra­tions de­rived from neigh­bor­ing cul­tures. The unique­ness of the Tem­ple was that
it con­tained no im­age of the De­ity.
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   The Tem­ple was built on Mount Mo­riah near Mount Zion. The trans­la­tion of the Ark to the
House of God was turned by Solomon into a day of na­tional cel­e­bra­tion.

 
   Tra­di­tion says that a shin­ing cloud—a sign of God’s pres­ence—filled the House of the Lord
dur­ing its con­se­cra­tion.

   
 

   2.4.7    Sa­cred his­tory

The King­dom of Is­rael, 950–930 BC

 
Lit­er­ary life blos­somed dur­ing the reign of Solomon. This flour­ish­ing was a vivid
tes­ti­mony to the new phase in the in­tel­lec­tual and spir­i­tual de­vel­op­ment of the
na­tion. It was dur­ing these years that the foun­da­tions of the faith of God’s peo­ple,
their un­der­stand­ing of hu­man­ity, the world, and God, were ar­tic­u­lated for the first
time.

 
   His­tory it­self served as the main ev­i­dence of Di­vine Prov­i­dence for the na­tion, be­gin­ning
from the time when God re­vealed Him­self to Is­rael in the events of Ex­o­dus, their wan­der­ings
in the wilder­ness, and the con­quest of the land. There­fore, Is­rael’s sym­bol of faith takes on
the form of a his­tor­i­cal nar­ra­tive, first as an oral, and dur­ing the reign of Solomon, as a
writ­ten tra­di­tion. We do not know how this early Sa­cred his­tory was called or who was its
God-in­spired au­thor. He is com­monly re­ferred to in bib­li­cal stud­ies as the Yah­wist, since he
pre­ferred the God’s name of Yah­weh and be­lieved that it had been known long be­fore
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
Moses.

 
   The writer of the Yah­wist source of Gen­e­sis was one of the apos­tles of the Old Tes­ta­ment.
In ad­dress­ing his con­tem­po­raries, he com­mu­ni­cated the sub­lime truths, but he did so in a
lan­guage ac­ces­si­ble to the widest cir­cles. One can hardly find an equally amaz­ing blend of folk
lit­er­a­ture com­bined with deep spir­i­tual in­sights on all the pages ever writ­ten by a hu­man
hand. That is why Gen­e­sis has been called a book suit­able for babes and sages
alike.
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   For the Yah­wist, Sa­cred his­tory is a drama play­ing out be­tween heaven and earth,
be­tween God and hu­man­ity. He as­serts the pri­macy of hu­man­ity in Cre­ation. First, God
cre­ates a hu­man, whereas the Gar­den of Eden and all the an­i­mals are cre­ated for him
later.

 
   On one hand, the hu­man be­ing turns out to be merely a part of the earth, but
on the other, he is God’s spe­cial spir­i­tual cre­ation. This twofold hu­man na­ture is
em­pha­sized many times by the writer of Gen­e­sis. Man is placed in Eden not as a
slave or an idler but in or­der to pre­serve and cul­ti­vate it. In the mid­dle of Eden
stand tall the Tree of Life and the mys­te­ri­ous Tree of the Knowl­edge of good and
evil.

 
   To the Yah­wist, the Tree of Life pri­mar­ily em­bod­ies the source of im­mor­tal­ity. God does
not block the hu­man from ac­cess­ing it, thus con­tin­u­ing His spe­cial pa­tron­age over him. He
only for­bids the hu­man to eat of the fruits of the Tree of Knowl­edge, warn­ing that it would
lead to hu­man­ity’s demise.

 
   Hav­ing cre­ated an­i­mals “out of the ground,” i.e., from the same sub­stance as the hu­man,
Yah­weh brings them to him “to see what he would call them” (Gen 2:19). In the ver­nac­u­lar of
the an­cient Near East, giv­ing a name sig­ni­fied au­thor­ity over some­one. The vic­to­ri­ous
kings usu­ally gave new names to their con­quered coun­ter­parts. Thus, the royal
power of hu­man­ity over na­ture is clearly es­tab­lished. And not only power. Af­ter
ex­am­in­ing all the an­i­mals, man did not find “a helper com­pa­ra­ble to him” (Gen.
2:20). This was an em­phatic way of ex­press­ing hu­man­ity’s unique­ness in the en­tire
cos­mos.

 
   Only a hu­man be­ing can be equal to an­other hu­man. And there­fore, Yah­weh cre­ates him
“a helper” out of him­self. “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh,” (Gen
2:23),—pro­claims the man when he sees the woman. The story is con­cluded with
the words of the Yah­wist that sanc­tify love and mar­riage: “A man shall leave his
fa­ther and mother and be joined to his wife, and they shall be­come one flesh” (Gen
2:24).
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   In the words of the Yah­wist, the first woman is “the mother of all liv­ing” (Gen 3:20). This
brief for­mula re­futes any doubts about the one­ness of the hu­man race.

 
   The Yah­wist de­ci­sively re­jects the no­tion that evil was cre­ated by God. On the con­trary,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
ev­ery­thing in cre­ation is beau­ti­ful and har­mo­nious even though it is not com­plete. The earth
is bar­ren and de­serted, wait­ing for its hu­man-cre­ator, and then Eden ap­pears on it—the
be­gin­ning of the world’s flow­er­ing. Hu­man­ity is not only the mas­ter of na­ture that sur­rounds
them, but also the mas­ters of their own na­ture. Their car­nal, el­e­men­tal and sen­sual life
de­vel­ops nat­u­rally and har­mo­niously. This is ev­i­denced by the naked­ness of the first peo­ple
who had noth­ing to be ashamed of. The Tree of Life, which the hu­mans have not yet tasted
from, awaited them. And if we re­call the mul­ti­fac­eted mean­ing of this sym­bol, then we can
con­clude that it promised not only ev­er­last­ing life, but also the ini­ti­a­tion to the high­est
wis­dom.

 
   En­veloped in di­vine bless­ing, called to be the mas­ter of the world, the hu­man, ac­cord­ing to
the Bible, re­ceives a warn­ing from Yah­weh. He will face death if he tastes of the Tree of
Knowl­edge of good and evil. This com­mand­ment is like a touch­stone for test­ing the de­vo­tion
of hu­man­ity to the will of the Cre­ator.

 
   God as the ob­ject of envy, God the ri­val, God as some­thing alien—this is what is born in
the con­scious­ness of hu­mans dark­ened by sin, which pushes them to tres­pass the
com­mand­ment. The fact that this down­fall in hu­man­ity’s per­spec­tive to­wards God oc­curred
at the very be­gin­ning of hu­man ex­is­tence is cor­rob­o­rated with mag­i­cal­ism, which has
par­a­sitized on re­li­gion from the early pre­his­toric pe­riod.

 
   The Yah­wist is aware that hu­mans com­mit­ted their trans­gres­sion un­der the in­flu­ence of
hos­tile forces. But what are these forces? Ad­mit­tedly, the Yah­wist could not find a more
suit­able guise to de­scribe them other than that of a ser­pent.

 
   The ser­pent se­duced Eve to break the pro­hi­bi­tion. Their di­a­logue is con­veyed with such
inim­itable live­li­ness, such sub­tle knowl­edge of hu­man psy­chol­ogy, that it has re­mained the
ar­che­typal im­age of se­duc­tion and fall for all ages. The ser­pent causes the woman to doubt
the truth of what the Cre­ator has said, and she makes the choice to trust the ser­pent over
God.

 
   From now on, the Gar­den of Eden is off lim­its to hu­mans. A cherub and a flam­ing sword
guard the way to the Tree of Life (Gen 3:24). Cherubs were a per­son­i­fi­ca­tion of storms, and
their stat­ues would be placed as guardians of palaces and shrines. Like­wise, the “flam­ing
sword” refers to at­mo­spheric fire guard­ing the for­bid­den realms. These an­cient near-east­ern
im­ages must sig­nify that hu­mans have been de­prived of com­mu­nion with God and eter­nal
life.

 
   Work is of­ten por­trayed as a con­se­quence of the Fall. But in fact, as we have seen, even in
Eden the hu­man led an ac­tive and cre­ative life. Fall­ing away from God sub­jected the earth to
a curse, and work­ing turned from be­ing some­thing joy­ous into a tor­tu­ous and ar­du­ous
ac­tiv­ity. Na­ture has turned against the hu­man who is now com­pelled to pro­vide for him­self
“in the sweat of his brow” un­til he re­turns to the dust out of which he was taken (Gen
3:17–19).
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   Fol­low­ing the first tragedy, Sa­cred his­tory nar­rates about the sec­ond one: a frat­ri­cide.
Whereas the first re­bel­lion was di­rected pri­mar­ily against God, now man has turned against
man.

 
   The cor­rup­tion of re­li­gious con­scious­ness man­i­fests it­self even in this crime. When
Cain and Abel brought their of­fer­ings, Yah­weh fa­vor­ably ac­cepted Abel’s gift while
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
re­ject­ing Cain’s sac­ri­fice. Cain was vexed, “and his coun­te­nance fell” (Gen 4:5). (The
rea­son for God pre­fer­ring Abel is not stated but it was un­doubt­edly con­tained in
the lost part to the story.) Over­come with anger, Cain de­cided to kill his brother,
who al­legedly stole his bless­ing. Af­ter all, with the death of Abel, one of the only
two sac­ri­fi­cers present, Cain could count on a spe­cial fa­vor from God. As to the
mur­der, he hoped to hide it from Yah­weh. There­fore, Cain’s sin is rooted in the
naive no­tion that heav­enly gifts can be ob­tained by de­cep­tion and vi­o­lence. This
be­lief, so char­ac­ter­is­tic of mag­i­cal­ism, is de­nounced by the Yah­wist who em­pha­sizes
all-know­ing God who can pen­e­trate into the depths of the hu­man heart and see
the true mo­tives be­hind the per­son’s ac­tions. Even be­fore the frat­ri­cide, Yah­weh
warned Cain that “sin lies at the door” and that he must “rule over it” (Gen 4:7).
Thus, in re­la­tion to God, each per­son ought to be guided only by sin­cer­ity and
hon­esty.

 
   In the sixth chap­ter of Gen­e­sis, the Yah­wist talks about mar­riages be­tween peo­ple
and su­per­hu­man be­ings. A re­mark­able fea­ture of that story is that hu­mans be­gin
to act com­pletely in­de­pen­dent from God. Whereas Cain still spoke with Yah­weh
face to face, this was no longer the case. By that time, all of the char­ac­ters, the
“sons of the gods,” women, and their off­spring—the gi­ants—were op­er­at­ing with full
au­ton­omy, as if God never ex­isted. Cor­rup­tion took hold of the hu­man race, and evil had
tri­umphed.

 
   
 
 [image: PIC]
Eli­jah Nour­ished by an An­gel.

Gus­tave Doré.

Wood en­grav­ing.                                                                                 
   
   At the same time, the writer of the Book of Gen­e­sis points to the uni­ver­sal law of re­quital.
Trans­gres­sion is in­evitably fol­lowed by pun­ish­ment: Adam is de­nied the Tree of Life; Cain is
cast out into a bar­ren desert; nei­ther can the gi­ants and the cor­rupted hu­man race es­cape
the ret­ri­bu­tion.

 
   The bib­li­cal au­thor speaks of an im­pend­ing catas­tro­phe per­mit­ted by Heaven on ac­count
of the hu­man atroc­i­ties. Noah and his fam­ily are saved not due to some whimsy or ri­valry of
the gods but be­cause he was cho­sen as the only right­eous man among the uni­ver­sal
cor­rup­tion of the hu­man race.

 
   Was the flood global? Those look­ing for ge­o­log­i­cal facts in the Bible will be dis­ap­pointed;
here the po­etic shell of the tale ob­scures the ex­ter­nal de­tails. In ad­di­tion, the idea of the
“world” for the an­cients was very lim­ited and did not ex­tend be­yond the Mediter­ranean Sea
and Mesopotamia. It should also be noted that the Bible of­ten uses the word “earth” and even
“all the earth” to re­fer only to a given lo­cal area.

 
   Ac­cord­ing to the bib­li­cal nar­ra­tive, the de­scen­dants of Noah be­came the an­ces­tors of the
three main lin­guis­tic and tribal an­cient groups: the Semites, the Japhethites, and the
Hamites.32 
To the au­thor of the Book of Gen­e­sis, the en­tire hu­man­ity was lim­ited to those three
tribes.
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   The tale of Noah’s sons ends with the fi­nal act of this God-fight­ing drama: the found­ing of
the city of Baby­lon and the con­struc­tion of its Tower, an un­equiv­o­cal sym­bol of em­pires that
seek to sub­ju­gate peo­ple by the use of vi­o­lence. Rather than ral­ly­ing hu­man­ity in and
through God, the builders of “Ba­bel” choose to rely on ex­ter­nal, purely hu­man­is­tic unity. It is
for this pur­pose that they erect their gi­ant Tower. From the times of the Baby­lo­ni­ans, the
pharaohs and the As­syr­i­ans, the Per­sians, the Mace­do­nians and the Ro­mans, all the way to
our own cen­tury, the frag­ments of these un­fin­ished im­pe­rial tow­ers are ris­ing along the road
of his­tory.

 
   The em­pire tower sym­bol­izes an at­tempt to “set­tle down on earth with­out God.” Time af­ter
time the builders busy them­selves, pre­oc­cu­pied with the task of “or­ga­niz­ing” the so­ci­ety (“lest
we be scat­tered across the face of the earth”), but the Lord de­scends time and again “to look
over the city and the Tower” (Gen 11:4–5), and the fruits of de­monic pride in­vari­ably crum­ble
as if made from sand.

 
   And just when he fin­ished the story of the Tower, the au­thor of the Book of Gen­e­sis for the
first time speaks of the pos­si­bil­ity of the sal­va­tion of hu­man­ity. Not ar­gu­ing as a the­olo­gian
and not dar­ing to talk about things yet hid­den from him, he merely pro­fesses his
faith.

 
   The Yah­wist and his fol­low­ers re­jected the pa­gan con­cepts of the Uni­verse’s
end­less cycli­cal­ity, shat­tered the myth of a static Uni­verse, and saw the world and
hu­man­ity as his­tory, drama, and be­com­ing—a pre­lude to the King­dom of God. This
teach­ing would even­tu­ally be deep­ened and spir­i­tu­al­ized by the great prophets of the
Bible.

   
 

   2.4.8    Strug­gle for faith. The prophet and the king

Is­rael and Judea, 930–850 BC

 
In the fi­nal years of Solomon’s reign, the North­ern re­gions be­came a hot­bed of in­ces­sant
un­rest. One of the most sig­nif­i­cant up­ris­ings was in­spired by the prophet Ahi­jah from Shiloh,
who prompted Jer­oboam the Ephraimite to re­volt against Jerusalem.

 
   Pharaoh, who was in union with Solomon, died, and now Shoshenq I reigned (935–914
BC). The trou­bles in the He­brew king­dom gave him high hopes for suc­cess.

 
   A se­ries of frat­ri­ci­dal wars be­gan, and Pales­tine once again fell prey to her neigh­bors. The
unity of the king­dom of Is­rael came to an abrupt end. Shoshenq I did not miss the chance to
med­dle in the strug­gle of the North and the South. He in­vaded Pales­tine, prob­a­bly called to
the aid by Jer­oboam, re­ceived a rich ran­som from Ju­dah’s king Re­hoboam, and then
marched as a vic­tor through the lands of his for­mer ally. The Syr­i­ans of Dam­as­cus, too, took
the ad­van­tage of the weak­en­ing of Is­rael.

 
   Jer­oboam I (922–901 BC) be­came the head of the north­ern king­dom of Ephraim or
Is­rael—a coun­try much larger than Judea, where the ma­jor­ity of the peas­ant pop­u­la­tion
resided.

 
   Yield­ing to the pa­gan in­stincts of the crowd, Jer­oboam re­duced Yah­wism to the level of a
prim­i­tive agri­cul­tural re­li­gion. A wooden bull cov­ered with leaf gold was turned into an ac­tual
idol that peo­ple were ren­der­ing di­vine hon­ors to.

 
   How­ever, no mat­ter the speed of this pa­gan epi­demic, its op­po­si­tion emerged even faster.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
The com­mu­ni­ties of the prophets reap­peared, called as be­fore the Sons of the Prophets.
Among them was Eli­jah the Tish­bite.

 
   He hailed from the East, from the out­skirts of the desert. His ap­pear­ance shocked
ev­ery­one who met him: a swarthy face framed by a shaggy mane, a sim­ple shep­herd’s
sack­cloth; his move­ments were swift: he was harsh, im­pul­sive, and ve­he­ment, as if en­veloped
in fire and storm.

 
   His name meant “My God is Yah­weh.” These words con­sti­tuted the creed of the mys­te­ri­ous wan­derer, the
al­pha and the omega33 
of his doc­trine.

 
   Eli­jah made a great im­pres­sion on his con­tem­po­raries, per­haps the big­gest since Moses.
He is sur­rounded by a halo of leg­ends and mys­ter­ies. The peo­ple looked at him with
su­per­sti­tious fear. Cen­turies later, he still con­tin­ues his jour­ney on earth. It is ru­mored that
he would ap­pear to anoint the Mes­siah as king. The Jews would leave a spe­cial place for him
at their sa­cred meals; he is look­ing at the world from the Byzan­tine fres­coes and the Rus­sian
icons.

 
   Eli­jah has been pre­served in the mem­ory of peo­ple as a de­fender of the per­se­cuted against
the pow­er­ful of this world, as a prophet of the hu­mil­i­ated and the op­pressed. This gave
im­mor­tal glory to his name.

 
   Eli­jah was the sec­ond Moses in Is­rael’s re­li­gious his­tory. At the piv­otal mo­ment, when the
threat of pa­gan­ism was the most dire, he dealt it a crush­ing blow.

 
   The gi­ant fig­ure of Eli­jah stands tall like a bea­con at the junc­tion of two eras. He was an
adamant war­rior who raised the ban­ner of Moses high, and by his strug­gle he cleared the
way for the great He­brew prophets.

 
   Yet nei­ther Eli­jah nor the prophets who suc­ceeded him a cen­tury later can be
re­garded as merely iso­lated do­mes­tic phe­nom­ena. All of hu­man­ity seemed to wake up
around that time af­ter a long pe­riod of en­chanted sleep, pre­par­ing to break free
from the de­monic pow­ers that op­pressed the world. The au­thors of the Up­an­ishads
and Bud­dha, Lao Tzu and Zarathus­tra, Anaxago­ras and Socrates si­mul­ta­ne­ously
with Amos and Isa­iah were pre­par­ing to re­veal to the world new paths of know­ing
God.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   


Chap­ter 3
At the Gate­way of Si­lence

   The spir­i­tual life of China and In­dia
in the mid­dle of the first mil­len­nium BC



   3.1    Chi­nese Phi­los­o­phy



   3.1.1    On the banks of the Huang He

China, 8th–6th cen­turies BC

 
A tall yel­low-faced old man with a long beard, thick black eye­brows and a bare
knobby skull—this is how Chi­nese artists have por­trayed him. He is of­ten de­picted
sit­ting on an ox, which is car­ry­ing him off to un­known dis­tant lands. Ac­cord­ing to a
leg­end, the last per­son to have seen the old man was an of­fi­cial in charge of the
bor­der cross­ing, who re­ceived from him an amaz­ing book On the Way to Virtue. Af­ter
part­ing with him, the sage set out to the wilds be­yond the west­ern fron­tier. His
fig­ure van­ished like a ghost among the moun­tain passes, and he was never heard of
again.

 
   He is known un­der the name of Lao Tzu, which means “old child” or “old sage.” Many
con­sider 604 BC to be the year of his birth.

 
   The philoso­pher ex­pounded his doc­trine in Tao Te Ching, which is trans­lated as “On the
Way to Virtue.”

 
   Lao Tzu was born in a coun­try whose very name had long been syn­ony­mous with
ev­ery­thing con­ser­va­tive, tra­di­tional, and mo­tion­less.

 
   Sim­i­lar to other pa­gan­is­tic cul­tures, China pre­served traces of the early
monothe­ism. The Chi­nese peo­ple re­mem­bered a cer­tain Supreme Prin­ci­ple known as
Tian (Heaven) or Shangdi (the Lord). This Supreme Prin­ci­ple was revered as the
founder of their na­tion and, as it were, the head of the im­mense Chi­nese fam­ily.
As such, It de­served to be treated with the same, if not greater, rev­er­ence as a
wang34 —the
head of the clan or the el­dest in the fam­ily. This rev­er­ent at­ti­tude was ex­pressed, among
other things, through sac­ri­fices made to Heaven. As a de­scen­dant of the Supreme Ruler of
Heaven, the em­peror ful­filled the role of the high priest. His en­tourage and the heads of clans
also as­sumed priestly fac­ul­ties and per­formed rit­u­als ded­i­cated to gods and spir­its. This
ob­vi­ated the need for a sep­a­rate priestly class.

 
   The 8th cen­tury BC marked the be­gin­ning of tur­bu­lent times in China; their an­cient songs
are re­plete with com­plaints of tur­moil and strife. A ri­valry be­tween feu­dal princes, cru­elty
and wan­ton­ness, ris­ing crime and ter­ri­ble nat­u­ral dis­as­ters—these were all dis­tinc­tive
char­ac­ter­is­tics of that era.

 
   Such were the times when the “old sage” Lao Tzu ap­peared in China. With­out loud
procla­ma­tions or the in­sis­tence char­ac­ter­is­tic of pompous pun­dits, he shared with the whole
world the mys­ter­ies of ex­is­tence re­vealed to him, as if whis­per­ing them into its
ear.
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   “There is some­thing, chaotic and com­plete,” he writes, “which ex­isted be­fore Heaven and
Earth. Oh, how still it is, and form­less, stand­ing alone with­out chang­ing, reach­ing
ev­ery­where with­out suf­fer­ing harm! It must be re­garded as the Mother of the Uni­verse. Its
name I know not. To des­ig­nate it, I call it Tao.”[48]

 
   The Tao lit­er­ally means “the Way,” but this Chi­nese word has the same mul­ti­fac­eted
mean­ing as the Greek term “Lo­gos.” It sig­ni­fies law and or­der, mean­ing and prin­ci­ple,
sub­lime spir­i­tual Essence and life per­me­ated by this Essence.

 
   Since the Tao is a spir­i­tual prin­ci­ple, it can­not be per­ceived by sight, hear­ing, or
touch. All vis­i­ble ex­is­tence is in­fin­itely be­neath it, and, there­fore, the philoso­pher
dares to re­fer to the Tao as Non-Ex­is­tence. It does not ex­ist the same way as do
moun­tains, trees, and peo­ple, for it sur­passes the re­al­ity of all things that are earthly and
tan­gi­ble.

 
   “Tao eludes the sense of sight, and is there­fore called col­or­less. It eludes the sense of
hear­ing, and is there­fore called sound­less. It eludes the sense of touch, and is there­fore
called in­cor­po­real…. Cease­less in ac­tion, it can­not be named, but re­turns again to
noth­ing­ness. We may call it the form of the form­less, the im­age of the im­age­less…. All things
un­der Heaven de­rive their be­ing from Tao in the form of Ex­is­tence; Tao in the form of
Ex­is­tence sprang from Tao in the form of Non Ex­is­tence.”[49]

 
   A sage can con­tem­plate the Tao with­out leav­ing his house: “One may see the Way of
Heaven with­out [ever] look­ing out of the win­dow.”[50] In­tro­spec­tion and spir­i­tual
pu­rifi­ca­tion are the re­quire­ments for “at­tain­ing the Tao”: “Only one who is eter­nally free
from earthly pas­sions can ap­pre­hend its spir­i­tual essence.”[51] One who at­tains
con­tem­pla­tion of the Di­vine is, in turn, united with It, find­ing eter­nal peace. “He who acts in
ac­cor­dance with Tao, be­comes one with Tao,”[52] as if rest­ing in the bo­som of life,
en­joy­ing the in­ef­fa­ble si­lence and ex­pe­ri­enc­ing how Eter­nity it­self flows into one’s
soul.

 
   Peo­ple are tor­mented by greed, envy, and am­bi­tion. Rulers op­press their sub­jects,
com­pete with one an­other, and mo­bi­lize troops to seize for­eign lands. The philoso­pher
ap­peals to kings and gen­er­als trum­pet­ing their ev­ery mil­i­tary tri­umph: “When he con­quers,
he [should] not be elate. To be elate were to re­joice in the slaugh­ter of hu­man be­ings…. He
who has ex­ter­mi­nated a great mul­ti­tude of men should be­wail them with tears and
lamen­ta­tion.”[53]
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   For Lao Tzu, all hu­man ac­tiv­ity is a fruit­less pur­suit of van­ity: peo­ple are al­ways in a
hurry, rest­less, scur­ry­ing around. Di­vine seren­ity, on the other hand, only abides with the
Tao, which moves with­out mov­ing and cre­ates with­out do­ing.

 
   As for hu­man knowl­edge, sci­ence and ed­u­ca­tion, tra­di­tions and the so­cial norms of
civ­i­liza­tion—Lao Tzu un­equiv­o­cally re­jects them all.

 
   Some fol­low­ers of Lao Tzu were said to have left for moun­tains where they im­mersed
them­selves in con­tem­pla­tion and si­lence. They would stay mo­tion­less among rocks for many
years: their faces awash by rain, their hair ruf­fled by the wind, their hands rest­ing on their
chests, their bod­ies en­twined with plants and flow­ers.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   Ac­cord­ing to a leg­end, the Old Sage was once vis­ited by Con­fu­cius. Lao Tzu sought to
con­vince the as­ton­ished Con­fu­cius, who had de­voted all his life to the pro­mo­tion of an­cient
rit­u­als, that all his at­tempts to im­prove so­ci­ety through man-made reg­u­la­tions were fu­tile
and doomed. In or­der to achieve per­fec­tion, one must in­stead rise above ev­ery­thing fleet­ing
and calmly sail along with the flow of the great River of Life. “The snow-goose does not bathe
ev­ery­day to make it­self white.”[54]

 
   Per­haps, Chi­nese peo­ple of art be­came the most di­rect spir­i­tual heirs of the Tao Te Ching.
In the at­mos­phere of mod­er­a­tion and com­mon sense, hav­ing thrown off the shack­les
of van­ity, the Chi­nese po­ets were able to re­main true to the sa­cred ir­ra­tional­ity
be­queathed to them by Lao Tzu. They heeded the Tao and sur­ren­dered them­selves to its
en­chant­ing whis­per. Like­wise, the Chi­nese artists sought that sa­cred “nat­u­ral­ness”
in the beauty of na­ture, de­pict­ing it with a gen­uine re­li­gious rev­er­ence: bizarre
rocks, bam­boo shoots, col­or­ful but­ter­flies, gold­fish, and birds. To this day, these
paint­ings pos­sess the power to trans­port the viewer into the world of peace and
tran­scen­dence.

 
   These amaz­ing mas­ter­pieces can serve as the first step for the West­erner seek­ing to
dis­cern the most pre­cious el­e­ment in the essence of Chi­nese cul­ture. They, more than any
other as­pect of Chi­nese cul­ture, of­fer a key to the uni­ver­sal spir­i­tu­al­ity that can tran­scend
our alien­ation and frag­men­ta­tion so preva­lent in to­day’s world.

   
 

   3.1.2    In ac­cor­dance with the pre­cepts of the an­ces­tors

China, 551–479 BC

 
The name Con­fu­cius is a La­tinized form of the Chi­nese Kung Fu-tzu, that is, Mas­ter
Kung. He was born into an old aris­to­cratic fam­ily in the state of Lu around 551
BC.

 
   Con­fu­cius was al­ways a pub­lic ser­vant in his heart—an hon­est of­fi­cial con­stantly
con­cerned with how to avert pub­lic un­rest in the coun­try. Based on what he had seen dur­ing
his civil ser­vice, what he had learned from the old books, he be­came con­vinced that only a
re­turn to the an­cient way of life could keep pub­lic life, long fallen into a state of per­pet­ual
cri­sis, from be­com­ing com­pletely un­rav­eled.

 
   Ques­tions about the mean­ing of life, God, and im­mor­tal­ity did not oc­cupy Con­fu­cius. He
did not con­cern him­self with the se­crets of na­ture or philo­soph­i­cal rea­sons for the tragedy of
hu­man ex­is­tence. His main fo­cus was on find­ing the way to the peace­ful and pros­per­ous
well-be­ing of so­ci­ety.

 
   When asked about im­mor­tal­ity of the soul, Con­fu­cius would eva­sively re­ply: “While you do
not know life, how can you know about death?”[55]

 
   Con­fu­cius be­lieved that a per­son should learn how to read­ily fol­low the rules of
hu­mane­ness and eti­quette with­out the fear of pun­ish­ment. Hu­mane­ness and eti­quette
strengthen the fam­ily; strong fam­ily val­ues, in turn, cre­ate peace in the state, and a state
that runs smoothly brings hap­pi­ness to its peo­ple.

 
   Thus, we have be­fore us the first at­tempt in hu­man his­tory to de­velop an au­ton­o­mous
moral­ity that does not rely on re­li­gion and rev­e­la­tion. This, as it turns out, was the
Achilles heel of the Con­fu­cian phi­los­o­phy. Speak­ing against those who wanted
to build a so­ci­ety only on vi­o­lence and fear of pun­ish­ment, Con­fu­cius wanted to
es­tab­lish his so­cial or­der purely on eth­i­cal prin­ci­ples, which them­selves lacked a
firm foun­da­tion in Con­fu­cian­ism. In­stead, he be­lieved that hu­mans were nat­u­rally
pre­dis­posed to­wards good­ness rather than evil, which is why he had high hopes that his
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
preach­ing of moral­ity would be suc­cess­ful in bring­ing about a char­ac­ter im­prove­ment in
peo­ple.

 
   Whereas Lao Tzu ad­vo­cated for “non-ac­tion” and pri­mor­dial sim­plic­ity, Con­fu­cius in­sisted
on the need for ac­tive in­ter­ven­tion in the course of events.

 
   Con­fu­cius con­stantly pointed to the need for moral au­thor­ity of the gov­ern­ment. “To
gov­ern means to rec­tify,” he once said to a prince, “If you lead on the peo­ple with cor­rect­ness,
who will dare not to be cor­rect?… If you, sir, were not cov­etous, though you should re­ward
them to do it, they would not steal.”[55]

 
   How can the moral duty be en­joined on the gov­ern­ment it­self? Con­fu­cius had an an­swer
to that: the ruler ought to have a sa­vant at his court to di­rect his ac­tions and serve as the
voice of his con­science and the guardian of tra­di­tions. Con­fu­cius nat­u­rally in­tended him­self
for this role of the coun­selor.

 
   Grad­u­ally, Con­fu­cius came to re­al­ize that the princes were least of all in­ter­ested in his
in­struc­tions. This is when he fi­nally knew his “De­cree from Heaven”: though Con­fu­cius never
be­came a prime min­is­ter, he would find a way to be­come a min­is­ter of a dif­fer­ent kind to the
Chi­nese peo­ple.

 
   Then came the years of wan­der­ings. Con­fu­cius was ac­com­pa­nied ev­ery­where by a
large crowd of dis­ci­ples who shared with him all the hard­ships of their vagabond
life­style.

 
   Upon his death, Con­fu­cius’ dis­ci­ples buried him with all the rig­ors of an
an­cient fu­neral rit­ual. Sub­se­quently, a tem­ple was erected at his burial site,
where sub­se­quent gen­er­a­tions would bring of­fer­ings be­fore his memo­rial
plaque.35 

 
   The Con­fu­cian ideal is not merely some ex­otic phi­los­o­phy but rather the first at­tempt to
for­mu­late the doc­trine where hu­man­ity’s ul­ti­mate goal lies en­tirely in the earthly plane of
ex­is­tence, moral­ity can be im­proved in­de­pen­dently of re­li­gion, the high­est long­ings of the
spirit can be ef­faced from con­scious­ness, and the tragedy of life can be ad­e­quately ad­dressed
by the cre­ation of a har­mo­nious so­ci­ety. Need­less to say, such a phi­los­o­phy is
a temp­ta­tion char­ac­ter­is­tic of the en­tire hu­man race and not merely a Chi­nese
cre­ation.

 
   In sum­mary, China put for­ward two po­lar op­po­site ap­proaches to solv­ing the prob­lem of
hu­man ex­is­tence. On the one hand, Lao Tzu an­nounced to the world the se­cret of Ul­ti­mate
Ex­is­tence and called for mys­ti­cal con­tem­pla­tion. Con­fu­cius, on the other hand, de­clared
earthly ex­is­tence to be of the high­est value and saw hu­man­ity’s sal­va­tion in a sta­ble so­cial
or­der.

   
 

   3.2    In­dia from Brah­man­ism to Bud­dha



   3.2.1    “Se­cret teach­ings”

In­dia, c.800–600 BC

 
At  the  time  when  the  prophet  Eli­jah  fought
Baal36 
in Is­rael, and Homer wrote his epic poem about the Tro­jan War in Io­nia, crowds of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
queer in­hab­i­tants be­gan to ap­pear in the forests sur­round­ing In­dian towns and
vil­lages. They had ema­ci­ated faces and were prac­ti­cally naked, cov­ered only with long
locks of mat­ted hair. The new in­hab­i­tants of the jun­gles seemed more like for­est
spir­its, crea­tures spawned by strange trop­i­cal woods. In­di­ans called such her­mits
muni.

 
   The most vul­gar form of idol­a­try was spread­ing through­out In­dia at that time: hor­ren­dous
graven im­ages brought about by some­one’s mor­bid imag­i­na­tion were be­ing erected above the
al­tars.

 
   Whereas blood sac­ri­fices had been rare dur­ing the era of the Rigveda, now those who
pre­sented un­fit cows to the gods were be­ing threat­ened with hell. When of­fer­ing a sac­ri­fice on
the al­tar, the per­son ad­dressed the de­ity with the words: “You give me some­thing first, then I
give back to you; you re­ward me first, then I pay you back,” thus en­ter­ing into a “con­tract”
with the spirit realm.

 
   As we have seen, this was a mal­ady typ­i­cal of all an­cient re­li­gions. In many cases, the
ru­inous mag­i­cal­ism would bury the foun­tain of the spirit un­der the myr­iad of rit­u­als.
Oc­ca­sion­ally, how­ever, the thirst for truth would man­age to break out through all
the dead lay­ers. It was this thirst that brought the young In­dian her­mits into the
jun­gle.
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   End­less strings of acolytes flocked to the her­mits’ huts, and there, far from
earthly pas­sions and com­mo­tion, in the dream­like realm of trop­i­cal thick­ets, the
“gu­rus”37 
con­ducted their long con­ver­sa­tions with the young God-seek­ers.

 
   What was the essence of the mu­nis’ wis­dom, for the sake of which their fol­low­ers would
for­sake their so­cial life with its plea­sures?

 
   We would never have known about this had the In­dian gu­rus not kept records of their
con­ver­sa­tions, re­flec­tions, para­bles, and mys­ti­cal po­ems. They were sub­se­quently made part
of the Vedas un­der the gen­eral name of the Up­an­ishads.

 
   Lay­ing claim to the knowl­edge of all the mys­ter­ies of the Uni­verse and hu­man na­ture, the
au­thors of the Up­an­ishads tended to ne­glect rea­son. No mat­ter how deep the power of
in­tu­ition may be, it al­ways re­quires the help of rea­son as the crys­tal­liz­ing prin­ci­ple to
com­ple­ment that which has been re­vealed through con­tem­pla­tion.

 
   The pages of the Up­an­ishads are re­plete with ever mul­ti­ply­ing ques­tions. Some­times they
seem to rep­re­sent the voice of hu­man­ity it­self, ques­tion­ing and scru­ti­niz­ing, to whom the
en­tire world ap­pears as a mys­tery.

 
   There are two cen­tral, most trou­bling dilem­mas be­hind all the ques­tions of the
Up­an­ishads. First, is there any point in hu­man ex­is­tence? Sec­ond, if the rea­son for hu­man
ex­is­tence ex­tends be­yond this fleet­ing life, what is the re­la­tion of mor­tals to the Im­mor­tal and
the Eter­nal? Af­ter all, it is only through such a re­la­tion that a per­son can hope to be­come a
par­taker of true life.

 
   The Re­al­ity out­side all things vis­i­ble and fi­nite is re­vealed to the mys­tic eye.
Lao Tzu called this Re­al­ity the Tao, Bud­dha—Nir­vana, the Kab­bal­ists—Ein
Sof,38 
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
and the Chris­tians—the Di­vine Essence or the God­head.

 
   The Up­an­ishads raise the ques­tion: what is the foun­da­tion of the Uni­verse? And they pro­vide the
an­swer: Brah­man39 
alone, al­beit this fact re­mains hid­den to the Uni­verse it­self. The as­cetic Aruni ex­plained this
to his son by re­sort­ing to a com­par­i­son with a tree. “And as these juices have no
dis­crim­i­na­tion, so that they might say, I am the juice of this tree or that, in the same man­ner,
my son, all these crea­tures, when they have be­come merged in the True (ei­ther in deep sleep
or in death), know not that they are merged in the True.”[56] Un­con­scious­ness or
trance—this is what leads the world and hu­man­ity to their true ori­gin, a mo­tion­less di­vine
Sub­stance.

 
   The Up­an­ishads view the cre­ation ex­clu­sively as birth, em­a­na­tion, or out­pour­ing from the
depths of the Ab­so­lute. “As the spi­der cre­ates and ab­sorbs, as medic­i­nal plants grow from the
earth, as hairs grow from the liv­ing per­son, so this uni­verse pro­ceeds from the
Im­mor­tal.”[57]

 
   Thus, the line that sep­a­rates the Ab­so­lute from the cre­ation is ob­scured, mak­ing them
iden­ti­cal in their essence.

 
   Here we see the fun­da­men­tal dif­fer­ence be­tween Brah­man­ism and the bib­li­cal
rev­e­la­tion that af­firms the mir­a­cle of the cre­ative act as the ba­sis for the re­la­tion­ship
be­tween God and the world. It was the Word of the Cre­ator that sum­moned the
Uni­verse from nonex­is­tence. The world in it­self is not di­vine, and that is why an
en­counter, a union, a di­a­logue is made pos­si­ble be­tween the Un­cre­ated and the cre­ation.
Brah­man­ism has no place for this mind­set be­cause ev­ery­thing is in­sep­a­ra­ble from
God.

 
   Yet the world has been cre­ated by Rea­son and Love, and, there­fore, it is en­dowed with
free­dom. And even if the cre­ation moves away from God to non-ex­is­tence by abus­ing this
free­dom, it still re­mains within the realm of Di­vine Love. “God so loved the world that He gave
His only be­got­ten Son…” (Jn 3:16). The high­est love re­tains its cre­ative power even over the
fallen world.

 
   This is not how the mys­tics of In­dia un­der­stood the prin­ci­ples and rea­sons for the cre­ation
of the world. In­tox­i­cated with the sa­cred ob­scu­rity of ec­stasy, hav­ing once tasted the mys­ti­cal
cup, they be­came un­able to com­pre­hend the true pur­pose of the seen world. To them, it lost
all its value.

 
   In­stead, a per­son must for­ever re­ject ev­ery­thing that binds him to this world and,
equipped with the meth­ods of con­tem­pla­tive yoga, climb the steps of ec­static mys­ti­cism. As a
fully de­tached in­di­vid­ual, he no longer has need of rit­u­als. Not only that, but he has moved
be­yond the cat­e­gories that or­di­nary peo­ple live by: hate and love, good and evil. Such a
per­son be­comes in­fin­itely re­moved from the weak and the ig­no­rant, trans­form­ing him­self into
a su­per­hu­man.

 
   It is only nat­u­ral, there­fore, that the Brah­manic re­li­gion could not ex­tend its reach be­yond
the her­mits’ abodes.

   
 

   3.2.2    Procla­ma­tion of Krishna. Bha­gavad Gita

In­dia, c.600 BC

 
The con­stant dull­ness of ev­ery­day life bears down upon the hu­man mind; most of us can­not
es­cape its yoke for the vast ma­jor­ity of our lives. The sense of or­di­nar­i­ness is the great­est lie
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
that ob­scures our vi­sion. This gray poi­son dis­torts the true pic­ture of the world; those
steeped in it lose their sense of awe, their sense of the mirac­u­lous; they stop feel­ing the
breath of Eter­nity, los­ing sight of how near it ac­tu­ally is. We just as read­ily im­merse
our­selves in the bus­tle of ev­ery­day life as we tend to for­get that our earth is but
a planet zip­ping through the icy void of the Uni­verse. Who knows whether this
sense of or­di­nar­i­ness emerged as a de­fense re­ac­tion of the weak­en­ing spirit in
the face of the mighty rush of the higher realm of ex­is­tence? Per­haps, we have
grown un­able to en­dure its un­yield­ing light? And so our spir­i­tual vi­sion has been
im­paired, our in­tu­ition has dulled, ra­di­ant fig­ures and liv­ing spir­i­tual pow­ers have all
but van­ished as the gray veil de­scended and or­di­nar­i­ness set in. Still, our spirit
awak­ens from time to time mak­ing des­per­ate at­tempts to free it­self from the de­ceit­ful
il­lu­sion of or­di­nar­i­ness, to re­gain that lost per­spec­tive where bland things once again
be­come alive and be­gin to sound anew with mu­sic full of won­der and mean­ing. Like
flashes of light­ning, these mo­men­tary flash­backs of our spir­i­tual vi­sion il­lu­mine
our bleak path. If death caught us at such a mo­ment, how in­signif­i­cant and how
pain­less its sting would be! We are un­afraid of death in our mo­ments of spir­i­tual
en­light­en­ment. Then again, who of us can boast of such en­light­en­ment as al­ways
ac­com­pa­ny­ing him? Even the great­est of saints ex­pe­ri­enced its loss from time to
time.
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   And so we strive, at­tempt­ing to avoid our down­fall, sum­mon­ing all our pow­ers of rea­son
and will for help, as we con­tinue our jour­ney in the dark be­tween brief mo­ments of
il­lu­mi­na­tion by an oth­er­worldly light.

 
   The an­swer to this soul’s cry, this yearn­ing for God, came in the form of a new re­li­gious
move­ment in In­dia as­so­ci­ated with the name of Krishna Va­sudeva. His life is usu­ally dated to
the 6th cen­tury BC. Though none of Krishna’s writ­ings have been pre­served, his teach­ings
were im­mor­tal­ized in Bha­gavad Gita—“The Song of God”—one of the great­est works of
re­li­gious po­etry of all time.

 
   What is the dif­fer­ence be­tween Krish­na­ism and Brah­man­ism? Ac­cord­ing to Krishna, the
path to per­fec­tion con­sists of more than just mys­ti­cal de­tach­ment but also of Bhakti—love,
awe, and faith.

 
   Any­one who re­sorts to God with a trust­ing heart will not per­ish, who­ever he may be:

 

      The peo­ple who are even born of sin­ful sources,
            
Women, Vaishyas and Shu­dras,40 
            
Also at­tain to the High­est Goal,
            
Af­ter tak­ing full refuge in Me.[58]
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   This is truly the voice of God! Love is not in vain; prayer is not with­out ef­fect; hope is not
lost.

 
   Sub­lime is the teach­ing of the Gita on sav­ing faith, on a per­sonal lov­ing God; no­ble is its
call to ac­tion and self­less­ness—a touch­ing warmth breathes through its lines, so much so
that these pas­sages are some­times called “the In­dian Gospel.” Still, none of this
should ob­scure the fact that these were only sparse lights in the dark­ness of a pa­gan
night. And nowhere does this dark­ness man­i­fests it­self with such force as in the
Gita!

 
   The Su­per-Ex­is­tent Prin­ci­ple, which con­tin­u­ously cy­cles the world as if on a pot­ter’s
wheel, makes its ap­pear­ance in the Gita along­side the por­trayal of the supreme good God. In
one aim­less cos­mic game of cir­cu­la­tion, the Uni­verse con­stantly springs into ex­is­tence
from Si­lence, then dis­ap­pears in it again. This world, hav­ing em­anated from the
Im­mutable One, is plunged back onto the wheel of karma, and woe be­tide any­one
who dare rise against this di­vine cy­cle. Why and for what pur­pose does this cy­cle
keep on go­ing? There is no end, mean­ing, or pur­pose to ex­is­tence; noth­ing can be
changed.

 
   The teach­ings of the Gita did not mark the be­gin­ning of a spir­i­tual rev­o­lu­tion in In­dia.
Even though we now ad­mire many of its quotes, we should not over­es­ti­mate its pos­i­tive role
in re­li­gious his­tory. Those of un­pre­ten­tious and sim­ple faith have not come to monothe­ism
through Krishna. Mythol­ogy, as be­fore, con­tin­ued to pile up mon­sters and fill tem­ples with
ugly idols: this is how Hin­duism would grad­u­ally emerge—an eclec­tic re­li­gion of mod­ern In­dia
in which the ideas of great mys­tics and po­ets have been hope­lessly in­ter­min­gled with de­viant
pop­u­lar su­per­sti­tions.

   
 

   3.3    Life and teach­ing of Bud­dha Gau­tama



   3.3.1    The Shakya her­mit

North­east In­dia, c.530 BC

 
Her­mits, seen as bear­ers of spir­i­tu­al­ity and wis­dom, sought true life while re­ject­ing any kind
of false­hood. That is why, one day, a young man came to join them, whom they be­gan to call
“Shakya­muni,” or “the Shakya her­mit-sage.” His given name was Sid­dhartha, and his
fam­ily name was Gau­tama. He was born around 563 BC near the Hi­malayas, on
the bor­der of Nepal. In Lumbini, near the city of Kapilavastu, a mon­u­ment has
been pre­served to this day with the in­scrip­tion: “The En­light­ened One was born
here.”
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   Sud­dho­dana, Sid­dhartha’s fa­ther, was the Raja of a semi-in­de­pen­dent king­dom.
Sid­dhartha’s mother died a few days af­ter his birth. The Raja, who was madly in love with
her, trans­ferred all his feel­ings to her son. The fa­ther was per­plexed by the child’s per­son­al­ity
from his early age. As a young boy, Sid­dhartha liked to in­dulge in vague imag­in­ings and
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
dreams while rest­ing in the shade of the trees; he used to en­ter deep con­tem­pla­tion
and ex­pe­ri­enced mo­ments of ex­tra­or­di­nary en­light­en­ment. Those sweet mo­ments
re­mained in­deli­bly etched in his mem­ory for his life­time. A leg­end says that the
gods, in­vis­i­bly en­com­pass­ing the Ex­alted One, in­spired him to a life of mys­ti­cal
en­deav­ors.
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   Sud­dho­dana was de­ter­mined to take his son’s mind off the mood and thoughts that
pre­oc­cu­pied him, spar­ing no ex­pense to that end. “At my fa­ther’s res­i­dence,” the Bud­dha
later re­called, “lo­tus ponds were made just for my en­joy­ment: in one of them blue lo­tuses
bloomed, in an­other red lo­tuses, and in a third white lo­tuses. I [only wore fine cloth] and my
head­ress, jacket, lower gar­ment, and up­per gar­ment were made of [fine linen]. By day and by
night a white canopy was held over me so that cold and heat, dust, grass, and dew would not
set­tle on me. I had three man­sions: one for the win­ter, one for the sum­mer, and one for the
rainy sea­son.”[59]
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   In those rare cases when the prince had to leave his gar­dens and palaces, all the poor and
the sick were driven away from his path on the or­ders of Sud­dho­dana: his sub­jects had to
wear their best clothes, greet­ing Sid­dhartha with happy faces.

 
   Was it re­ally pos­si­ble to hide life from a young man who be­came ac­cus­tomed to
con­tem­plat­ing the mys­ter­ies of ex­is­tence from his early age, to con­ceal from him the sad
re­al­ity of the world full of suf­fer­ing? Sud­dho­dana’s wor­ry­ing only made his son’s soul more
ten­der and vul­ner­a­ble. The leg­end con­tin­ues that, one day, the prince was tak­ing a ride with
his char­i­o­teer Channa when he sud­denly saw a frail old man, and, struck by his ap­pear­ance,
he be­gan to ques­tion his ser­vant about old age. He was shocked to learn that this was the
fate of all peo­ple.

 
   The prince was dis­il­lu­sioned: noth­ing could bring back the seren­ity of his child­hood. The
world and life it­self be­came un­ac­cept­able to him. It was a re­bel­lion against the very
foun­da­tions of the Uni­verse, a re­bel­lion of su­per­his­tor­i­cal sig­nif­i­cance.

 
   “Later, while still young,” Bud­dha con­tin­ued, “a black-haired young man en­dowed with
the bless­ing of youth, in the prime of life, though my mother and fa­ther wished oth­er­wise and
wept with tear­ful faces, I shaved off my hair and beard, put on the yel­low robe, and went
forth from home life into home­less­ness, hav­ing gone forth in search of what is whole­some,
seek­ing the supreme state of sub­lime peace.”[60]

 
   He was in his thir­ti­eth year at the time.

 
   Hav­ing stud­ied the philo­soph­i­cal sys­tems and re­al­ized that they could not help to re­solve
the prob­lems that tor­mented him, Gau­tama de­cided to turn his at­ten­tion to prac­tic­ing
yo­gis.

 
   He lived among them for a whole year wit­ness­ing their su­per­hu­man ex­ploits, con­vers­ing
with them and re­flect­ing on their re­mark­able path. Cer­tain things he re­ally liked. Yet one
thing he could not un­der­stand: why so many her­mits, con­stantly ex­haust­ing their bod­ies,
strove for a bet­ter en­su­ing re­birth or a tem­po­rary bliss among ce­les­tial ranks rather than
the ul­ti­mate free­dom from all suf­fer­ing. Those other goals seemed un­wor­thy to
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
him.

 
   Hav­ing left his yo­gic men­tors, Gau­tama en­tered seclu­sion in the jun­gle in or­der to
fear­lessly press for­ward on the path of self-mor­ti­fi­ca­tion.

 
   This was a true act of hero­ism for a pam­pered aris­to­cratic youth. He was de­ter­mined to
stop at noth­ing in or­der to at­tain en­light­en­ment and to ex­pe­ri­ence the true way of sal­va­tion.
For six long years, he wan­dered in the thick forests eat­ing al­most noth­ing; his face be­gan to
look dread­ful, turn­ing black and in­cred­i­bly bony; his skin parched and his hair gone—he
now re­sem­bled a mov­ing skele­ton.

 
   And then one day when Gau­tama tried to stand up af­ter many hours of im­mo­bil­ity, his
legs re­fused to hold him, much to the hor­ror of his friends present at the scene, and he
col­lapsed to the ground as if he were dead. Ev­ery­one thought that this was his demise, yet
the muni sim­ply fainted from se­vere ex­haus­tion.
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   From that point, Gau­tama made a de­ci­sion to aban­don fruit­less self-mor­ti­fi­ca­tion.

 
   A happy oc­ca­sion helped him. The daugh­ter of a shep­herd took pity on the
as­cetic41 
and brought him some rice soup. Gau­tama ac­cepted her of­fer­ing and, for the first time in a
long time, sat­is­fied his hunger. From that mo­ment on, he would al­ways refuse ex­tremes of
as­ceti­cism and re­gard only its mod­er­ate forms as use­ful.

 
   One day, he rested in the shade of bloom­ing trees on the river bank, and when the sun
was set­ting, he made him­self a bed among the roots of a huge Bodhi tree to spend the night
there.

 
   And then the most sig­nif­i­cant event took place in the life of Gau­tama. His thoughts and
an­guish, his yearn­ings and self-de­nial, all the in­ner work that had greatly re­fined and
so­phis­ti­cated his soul—all this seemed to come to­gether and yielded its fruit: the
long-awaited “en­light­en­ment” fi­nally ar­rived. Gau­tama sud­denly saw, with an ex­tra­or­di­nary
clar­ity, his whole life and felt the uni­ver­sal con­nec­tion be­tween hu­man­ity and the un­seen
world. The en­tire Uni­verse seemed to emerge be­fore his eyes: he saw tran­sience and flu­id­ity
ev­ery­where; noth­ing was at rest and all things were car­ried away into an un­known
dis­tance; ev­ery­thing in the world was in­ter­linked, one thing to an­other. A mys­te­ri­ous
un­hu­man im­pulse time and again de­stroyed and re­vived all things. Here it was, the
tor­turer of the world! Here it was, “the house-builder!” It was Tr­ishna—the thirst
for life, the crav­ing for ex­is­tence. Sid­dhartha saw him­self as if present there as
Tr­ishna again and again called into ex­is­tence things long gone. He fi­nally knew
what he needed to con­front in or­der to at­tain de­liv­er­ance from this ter­ri­ble world
full of tears, pain, and grief. From now on, he be­came a Bud­dha—an En­light­ened
One.
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   From this mo­ment un­til his last days, we wit­ness Gau­tama’s phe­nom­e­nal in­flu­ence on
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
peo­ple’s souls. His most in­cred­i­ble claims, his proud­est ep­i­thets about him­self,
procla­ma­tions of his own ho­li­ness and per­fec­tion—all this not only did not cause an out­rage
among the ma­jor­ity of his hear­ers, but, on the con­trary, they wel­comed it as some­thing
par­tic­u­larly charm­ing and at­trac­tive.
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   One time the Bud­dha was asked about the post­hu­mous fate of a great as­cetic. He
only stated that for some­one who had fully ban­ished from him­self all crav­ings for
psy­chophys­i­cal ex­is­tence (nama-rupa), there could be nei­ther birth nor death. Thus,
the main em­pha­sis of the Bud­dha was on the fact that a per­son can ac­quire a
pas­sion-free state, find peace and en­light­en­ment al­ready in this life, i.e., at­tain
Nir­vana.

 
   Can we say with con­fi­dence what ex­actly the Bud­dha him­self meant by the word
“Nir­vana”?

 
   The Bud­dha likened Nir­vana to “peace and wis­dom,” and his mas­ter­ing of pas­sions and
at­tain­ing “won­drous im­mor­tal­ity” was con­sid­ered by his fol­low­ers to be the great­est
achieve­ment of their teacher.

 
   So, the only wor­thy goal for a per­son is lib­er­a­tion, free­dom from all things in­clud­ing
one­self. To this end, the Bud­dha has of­fered his “Eight­fold Sys­tem.”

 
   What is this “Eight­fold Path”? It con­sists of:
   
 
	
   1. 
	Right views, i.e., views based on the “no­ble truths.”
   
	
   2. 
	Right re­solve, i.e., readi­ness to make sac­ri­fices in the name of truth.
   
	
   3. 
	Right speech, i.e., benev­o­lent, sin­cere, and truth­ful speech.
   
	
   4. 
	Right ac­tion, i.e., do­ing no harm.
   
	
   5. 
	Right liveli­hood, i.e., peace­ful, hon­est and pure.
   
	
   6. 
	Right ef­fort, i.e., self-de­vel­op­ment and self-con­trol.
   
	
   7. 
	Right mind­ful­ness, i.e., ac­tive pres­ence of mind.
   
	
   8. 
	Right con­cen­tra­tion, i.e., proper meth­ods of con­tem­pla­tion and med­i­ta­tion.[61,62]


   Mas­ter­ing these prin­ci­ples was seen by the Bud­dha as a se­ries of grad­u­ally as­cend­ing
steps.

 
   At the top of the lad­der lead­ing to Nir­vana, we find higher con­scious­ness, the state of
sam­bodhi (samadhi), when all that is hu­man dis­ap­pears in the per­son: his con­scious­ness
fades away, his whole body grows numb, he is no longer sub­ject to any laws, for he
be­comes fully im­mersed in the in­com­pre­hen­si­ble “wind­less­ness” of Nir­vana. The goal
is then com­pletely achieved: the stream is over, the ever-burn­ing fire has been
ex­tin­guished.

 
   And it is here that the chill­ing “dis­cov­ery” of Bud­dhism is made bare: a hu­man is all alone,
in­ex­press­ibly for­saken in this life. All is empty and mean­ing­less. There is no God above us,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
“no path in the sky,” no one to pray to, no one to trust, no one to in­fuse strength into a fail­ing
per­son trudg­ing down his gloomy path. No help is com­ing your way; you must save
your­self! But is it not an empty state­ment, for can one re­ally pull him­self up by his
boot­straps?
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   The Bud­dha promised sal­va­tion and at­tain­ing Nir­vana only to as­cetics who had left their
home and freed them­selves from all at­tach­ments. In ad­di­tion to the com­mit­ment
to self-im­prove­ment, the monks were obliged to en­gage in in­tense pros­e­lytism of
the teacher’s ideas. Nat­u­rally, they could not en­list into their or­der ev­ery sin­gle
per­son who ex­pressed some in­ter­est and sym­pa­thy. Thus, arose the prob­lem of lay
Bud­dhists.

 
   The Bud­dha solved this prob­lem quite sim­ply. Monks were to re­main his true fol­low­ers, whereas
the “up­asakas” or the laity who ac­cepted his teach­ings found them­selves in the po­si­tion of
“cat­e­chu­mens,”42 
so to speak, who were pre­par­ing for con­se­cra­tion. Un­like the monks, the laity was
given a sim­pler eth­i­cal code of Pan­cha Shila (Five Pre­cepts), which con­sists of the
fol­low­ing:
   
 
	
   1. 
	Ab­stain from killing.
   
	
   2. 
	Ab­stain from theft.
   
	
   3. 
	Ab­stain from sex­ual mis­con­duct.
   
	
   4. 
	Ab­stain from ly­ing.
   
	
   5. 
	Ab­stain from in­tox­i­ca­tion.[63]


   In ad­di­tion to these com­mand­ments, sim­i­lar to those that Moses had pro­claimed eight
cen­turies ear­lier, the “up­asakas” were to be loyal to the Bud­dha, his doc­trine, and the
or­der.

 
   The love of tidi­ness must have been in­stilled in Gau­tama from his child­hood, for he
re­volted against the as­cetics of his time who used to walk around in per­pet­ual filth­i­ness. The
trav­el­ers in our own day are of­ten dis­mayed by the ap­pear­ance of these un­tamed in­di­vid­u­als,
cov­ered from head to toe with ashes, cow dung, and mud. The per­sonal hy­giene of
the monks in the Bud­dhist or­der, on the other hand, was strictly mon­i­tored, and
the rooms where they lived were con­stantly kept in per­fect or­der and ex­em­plary
clean­li­ness.

 
   These well-man­aged colonies, where peo­ple lived in con­tem­pla­tion, re­flec­tions, and
in­struc­tive con­ver­sa­tions, at­tracted all the tired and op­pressed. Bud­dhist monas­ter­ies
seemed to many to be a promised land in which one could fi­nally find peace and
free­dom.

 
   The last hours of Gau­tama’s life were marked by an at­mos­phere of the in­evitable tragedy.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
He did not die as Socrates did, who be­lieved in im­mor­tal­ity, nor as a mar­tyr who tri­umphs
over the evil by seal­ing the truth of his teach­ings with his own blood, but, rather,
as a per­son who rec­og­nized the world’s evil and sur­ren­dered to it. Ev­ery­thing is
tran­sient; ev­ery­thing flows! Take your con­so­la­tion in this fact; here is what you
get!
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Ko­rean Iconos­ta­sis. Frag­ment. 1319.                                                              
   
   The en­er­getic mis­sion­ary ef­forts of the monks brought many new con­verts to Bud­dhism.
The peo­ple were in­creas­ingly drawn to this new re­li­gion that promised sal­va­tion re­gard­less of
caste, did not over­bur­den its fol­low­ers with an ex­cess of rit­u­als, ad­vo­cated kind­ness and
gen­tle­ness.

 
   Gau­tama sought to ex­pose this pass­ing life, por­tray­ing it as a king­dom of suf­fer­ing, death,
and de­for­mity. His fol­low­ers, on the other hand, would de­vote them­selves to car­ing for oth­ers
and their earthly well-be­ing. Their ef­forts would even­tu­ally bring about a new Bud­dhist
cul­ture.

 
   Hav­ing re­jected God the Cre­ator, the Bud­dha ar­rived at the con­clu­sion
that na­ture and hu­man­ity are but an aim­less ro­ta­tion of specters, flick­er­ing
“Dhar­mas”43 
in their end­less and mean­ing­less suc­ces­sion. And he was right, for if there were no Liv­ing
God, the Uni­verse would be fit for de­struc­tion: its life and all self-aware in­di­vid­u­als would
de­serve no bet­ter fate than to dis­ap­pear for­ever.

 
   This is the main rea­son why a re­li­gion as ex­alted as the In­dian one could not live up to
be­ing the run­ner-up to the Gospel.

 
   Yet, the life and preach­ing of Gau­tama re­main among the great­est mo­ments in the his­tory
of hu­man spirit.

 
   The im­port of the En­light­ened One is by no means ex­hausted by the moral or
philo­soph­i­cal con­tent of his teach­ings. The great­ness of the Bud­dha and his pre­de­ces­sors lies
in the fact that they pro­claimed sal­va­tion as the main pur­pose of re­li­gion.

 
   A sage im­bued with com­pas­sion for the whole world, he is in­deed wor­thy of hu­man­ity’s
af­fec­tion and grat­i­tude, even though he him­self was never able to bring about their
sal­va­tion. But then again, what hu­man could pos­si­bly ac­com­plish a feat of that
mag­ni­tude?
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   


Chap­ter 4
Diony­sus, Lo­gos, Fate

   Re­li­gion and phi­los­o­phy of an­cient Greece



   4.1    An­cient Greek Re­li­gion



   4.1.1    An­thro­po­mor­phized gods

Greece, 10th–5th cen­turies BC

 
The thinkers of an­cient Greece de­vel­oped a dis­tinc­tive world­view and for­mu­lated gen­eral
laws un­der­pin­ning hu­man be­hav­ior char­ac­ter­is­tic of their time. The Hel­lenis­tic
world would be­come the first mis­sion field when the apos­tles would turn to the
Gen­tiles with their preach­ing of the Gospel. The Word of God that came out of the
land of the Bible was re­ceived by the peo­ple of clas­si­cal an­tiq­uity, and it was in
this cul­tural mi­lieu that the Uni­ver­sal Church would grow stronger. Most mar­tyrs
and apol­o­gists, teach­ers and the Church Fa­thers were sons and daugh­ters of the
Greco-Ro­man world. The Fa­thers of the Church used to say that God had been re­veal­ing
the truth grad­u­ally to hu­man­ity. In this re­spect, the an­cient phi­los­o­phy of the
Greeks and their search for new ideals, pre­cip­i­tated by the dis­con­tent with the
pa­gan be­liefs, have be­come the prin­ci­pal achieve­ments of the clas­si­cal an­tiq­uity
pe­riod.

 
   What was the essence of the an­cient Greek re­li­gion, and why did the wor­ship­pers of Zeus,
Athena, and the other Olympians even­tu­ally de­velop a de­sire for a change in their spir­i­tual
out­look?

 
   The most an­cient cults among all world na­tions were as­so­ci­ated with the wor­ship of
Mother God­dess along with el­e­ments of na­ture. In­evitably, a turn­ing point would come in the
his­tory of most an­cient re­li­gions when peo­ple, hav­ing re­al­ized the sa­cred­ness of the laws of
the Uni­verse—har­mony and rea­son—would be­gin to con­trast them with the ir­ra­tional forces
of chaos. This mo­ment is cap­tured in the myths of theo­machy—gods bat­tling one an­other.
The hu­man-like deities, seek­ing to cre­ate a new har­mo­nious hi­er­ar­chi­cal world or­der, would
wage war against the el­e­men­tal demons of ear­lier so­ci­eties. Ac­cord­ing to the views of the
Hel­lenes, the vic­to­ri­ous gods sub­se­quently set­tled on Olym­pus, which, rather than be­ing a
mere mount, came to rep­re­sent a heav­enly realm. The res­i­dents of Olym­pus were
con­cep­tu­al­ized as be­ings sim­i­lar to hu­mans in all re­spects ex­cept for im­mor­tal­ity. Myths
col­or­fully de­picted their life amidst wars and ri­val­ries, in­trigues and feasts, af­fec­tion and
ha­tred. The vic­tory of the Olympians over the dark forces of the Earth Mother is evoca­tive of
the proud self-per­cep­tion by hu­mans as con­querors, as agents of change and proac­tive
or­ga­niz­ers of their own way of liv­ing, who had by then achieved their su­pe­ri­or­ity
over na­ture. The tri­umph of the hu­man-like gods as­serted the be­lief, al­beit in a
prim­i­tive form, in the supremacy of the ra­tio­nal and spir­i­tual di­men­sion of hu­man
na­ture.

 
   The vic­tory of Olym­pus, how­ever, re­mained in­com­plete: hav­ing slain the Ti­tans
and mon­sters, the gods did not dare to chal­lenge the Mother-Earth God­dess
her­self. She re­tained the ul­ti­mate power. In­escapable Fate, which can­not be
com­pre­hended, over­come, or rea­soned with, con­tin­ued to play the role of the
Mother God­dess, dom­i­nat­ing over the Uni­verse. It is here that the root of that
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
fa­tal­is­tic44 
sen­ti­ment lay that gave birth to the an­cient tragedy, which paid trib­ute to the fu­tile strug­gle
of hu­man­ity with the Un­known.

 
   Many gen­er­a­tions of the Greeks drew their re­li­gious con­cepts from Homer’s Il­iad and
Odyssey, which played the role of en­cy­clo­pe­dia to them. The main trend of the Home­ric
re­li­gion—the hu­man­iza­tion of the gods—was very well re­ceived by the denizens of the Greek
poleis or city-states.
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5th cen­tury BC.                                                                                  
   
   The Olympic gi­ants were on their way to be­com­ing no dif­fer­ent in their essence than
or­di­nary mor­tals, de­spite their mind-bog­gling power or im­mor­tal­ity sus­tained by the mag­i­cal
drink. The an­cient Greek re­li­gion, still des­tined to rise above mere an­thro­po­mor­phism, first
had to over­come its ten­dency of plac­ing the hu­man el­e­ment at the cen­ter of its
wor­ship.

 
   The con­ver­gence process be­tween the two worlds, Olym­pus and the race of mor­tals, can be
traced in the Greek re­li­gious art of the 7th–5th cen­turies BC.

 
   The tem­ples, which ap­peared at the be­gin­ning of this pe­riod, were mod­eled af­ter houses
and were rel­a­tively small in size. By build­ing them, the Greeks wanted to pro­vide Zeus or
Po­sei­don with a “home” within their city. By erect­ing these dwelling places, the Greeks hoped
to make the gods pa­trons of their po­lis and thus bring im­mor­tal­ity to their fel­low cit­i­zens. For
the Greek, the in­dwelling of a god in the tem­ple was one of the means of hu­man­iz­ing that
god and keep­ing him or her in the po­lis (al­most forcibly). There were even cases
when the stat­ues of gods were chained to pre­vent them from leav­ing their dwelling
place.
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Bas-re­lief frag­ment from the east frieze of Parthenon. 440 BC.                                       
   
   The same trend of blur­ring the bound­aries be­tween the di­vine and the hu­man ap­peared in
the re­li­gious im­agery of that pe­riod. Whereas the old prim­i­tive idols had an air of some­thing
mys­te­ri­ous and su­per­nat­u­ral about them, the sub­se­quent re­li­gious forms tended to be­come
in­creas­ingly earthly, re­lat­able, hu­man.

 
   The de­ity, carved from stone, en­dowed with the beauty of an earthly face, liv­ing in its own
house, was con­sid­ered by the Greek to be his friend, pro­tec­tor, and neigh­bor. Olym­pus and
the city stood side by side; it was not for noth­ing that myths con­stantly talked about love and
mar­riages be­tween im­mor­tals and hu­mans.
   
 
 
 [image: PIC]
Homer.

Coin from the is­land of Ios.

4th cen­tury BC.                                                                                  
   
   Such hu­man­ized gods, not too dif­fer­ent from mor­tals, could not have risen to the level of
be­ing a true ideal for hu­man­ity. For we can­not truly wor­ship our equal, as was the case with
Home­ric gods, with­out low­er­ing our dig­nity. There­fore, it was only nat­u­ral for the pry­ing eyes
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
of the think­ing Greeks to try to pen­e­trate the mys­ter­ies of heav­ens stretch­ing above
Olym­pus.

 
   Yet what could they find there? They knew from Homer’s po­ems that the gods were
pow­er­less be­fore Fate, which there­fore ruled the world. The uni­ver­sal or­der was that of
com­plete sub­ju­ga­tion: slaves were sub­or­di­nate to their mas­ters, hu­mans were a toy of gods,
and gods were con­trolled by Fate. The lot of hu­mans is slav­ery, not only phys­i­cal but
also spir­i­tual; they stand as sub­jects be­fore gods not out of hu­mil­ity but rather
en­slave­ment. Hu­mil­ity is born out of trust in the good­ness of higher pow­ers, yet no sign of
Moira’s45 
good­ness can be found in Homer. Her ways are but a whim, hav­ing no pur­pose or mean­ing,
re­duc­ing the world and hu­man ac­tions to ab­sur­dity.

 
   Be­hind the col­or­ful im­ages of the Home­ric epics, one can dis­cern a la­tent mes­sage of doom
for all in­di­vid­u­als and coun­tries. Troy’s de­fense is in vain—its lot is pre­de­ter­mined; Achilles
knows of the in­evitabil­ity of his early death; Odysseus knows about the sorry fate of his
com­rades. It comes as no sur­prise that the same poet who ex­tols pow­er­ful princes sud­denly
breaks into a mourn­ful ex­cla­ma­tion:
 
 

      Noth­ing fee­bler does earth nur­ture than man,
            
Of all things that on earth are breath­ing and mov­ing.[64]

  

   Even the poet Anakreon, who gained ac­claim with his play­ful po­ems, let it slip, as if
un­ex­pect­edly:
 
 

      Let me die. No other way
            
Can I be free of this grief.[65]

  

   Thus, the Greeks came to the con­clu­sion that earthly life is a vale of sor­rows.

 
   This no­tion was for­eign to the Egyp­tians and the In­di­ans who be­lieved in their per­sonal
im­mor­tal­ity. Homer’s re­li­gion, on the other hand, when de­scrib­ing the dread­ful
Hell await­ing peo­ple af­ter their death, in­stilled them only with an­guish and hor­ror.
In the face of death, at the edge of the abyss, the Greeks could not help feel­ing
help­less, and there­fore many of them would cease from be­ing ac­tive mem­bers of
so­ci­ety.

   
 

   4.1.2    Diony­sus

Eu­ro­pean Greece, c.650–550 BC

 
The an­cient Greeks loved to re­peat: “Ob­serve due mea­sure; mod­er­a­tion is best in all things.”
Could it be that their fre­quent ap­peals to “mod­er­a­tion” were a di­rect con­se­quence of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
them sens­ing the rag­ing forces, op­posed to rea­son and or­der, deep down in their
souls?
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c.490 BC.                                                                                       
   
   The era we are re­fer­ring to was a time of spir­i­tual fer­men­ta­tion and emerg­ing spir­i­tual
thought. For the Greeks, this pe­riod (7th–6th cen­turies BC) was marked by height­ened
in­ter­est in var­i­ous mys­ti­cal cults. A per­son trav­el­ing through Hel­las at the time
could not help notic­ing that some­thing strange and in­scrutable was tak­ing place
through­out the coun­try­side. Singing and shout­ing would oc­ca­sion­ally break out in the
moun­tain forests: throngs of women, dressed in an­i­mal skins with flow­ing hair and ivy
wreaths placed on their heads, would be fran­ti­cally run­ning among the trees. They
in­dulged in fren­zied danc­ing to the mu­sic of a prim­i­tive or­ches­tra while hold­ing
thyrsi—sticks en­twined with hops—in their hands: flutes were trilling and hand drums
were be­ing beaten as in­tox­i­cat­ing smoke was ris­ing from burn­ing cannabis and
resins.
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   At night, the flick­er­ing light of torches il­lu­mi­nated the sur­real sight of these or­gies:
half-naked young women, with their eyes glazed over, were tear­ing the flesh of
quiv­er­ing an­i­mals with their teeth. Women who had been locked up and en­slaved by
the city for too long let off their steam at these wild for­est rev­el­ries: the harsher
the so­cial laws were to them, the more en­thu­si­as­tic they be­came in their ri­otous
fren­zies. As soon as they heard the ral­ly­ing cry, they ceased to be moth­ers, daugh­ters,
and wives; they would leave their fam­ily hearths and spin­ning wheels and, from
that mo­ment on, com­pletely give them­selves over to or­gies in honor of Diony­sus
(Bac­chus).
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   The Cult of Diony­sus re­vealed that be­neath the os­ten­si­ble cover of com­mon sense and
or­derly civic re­li­gion, mon­strous flames were rag­ing on, ready to break out at any mo­ment.
Peo­ple be­lieved that the danc­ing of Bac­cha­ntes would bring fer­til­ity to their fields and
vine­yards. These fol­low­ers of a po­tent god en­joyed spe­cial pro­tec­tion and re­spect from peo­ple
dur­ing the days of their re­li­gious ec­stasy.

 
   Ad­her­ents of Diony­sus, once again, felt them­selves to be the chil­dren of the
Earth Mother, like their dis­tant an­ces­tors, rather than mem­bers of the po­lis. The
Dionysian cult sought a fully im­mer­sive union with na­ture: the danc­ing to the sound of
mu­sic among the forests and val­leys drove the par­tic­i­pants of the Bac­cha­na­lia
into a state of frenzy; they were bathing in the waves of cos­mic ec­stasy with their
hearts beat­ing in har­mony with the en­tire Uni­verse. This is when they would reach a
state of in­tox­i­ca­tion by the world as is, along with its good and evil, its beauty and
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
ug­li­ness.
 
 

      O, blessed is the man…
            
One who reveres these mys­ter­ies
            
From Cy­bele, our great mother,
            
Who, wav­ing the thyr­sus,
            
Fore­head crowned with ivy,
            
Serves Diony­sus.[66]

  

   Ev­ery­thing a per­son sees, hears, per­ceives, or smells is a man­i­fes­ta­tion of Diony­sus. The
di­vine can be found in all things: in the stench of car­nage or a sleepy pond, in icy winds or
the scorch­ing heat, in del­i­cate flow­ers or a loath­some spi­der. Our rea­son can­not come to
terms with this re­al­ity, for it re­jects and ap­proves, sorts and dis­crim­i­nates. But what are its
judg­ments worth when “the di­vine mad­ness of Bac­chus,” brought about by an
ex­hil­a­rat­ing dance un­der the blue sky, or at night un­der the light of stars and torches,
rec­on­ciles all things! The dif­fer­ence be­tween life and death van­ishes, and hu­mans no
longer feel cut off from the Uni­verse: they be­come one with it, and, there­fore, with
Diony­sus.
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Krater Paint­ing.

c.500–490 BC.                                                                                   
   
   Here we see a dis­torted man­i­fes­ta­tion of the in­deli­ble thirst of hu­man­ity for the Di­vine.
And the less able are the ideas of our time to sat­isfy this thirst, the stronger its out­bursts
tend to be. If the soul is kept back from re­al­iz­ing its true high call­ing, its spir­i­tual im­pulses
will take on the most shock­ing and ugly forms.

 
   The mys­ti­cism of Diony­sus was born out of the de­sire to find eter­nal life and sal­va­tion in
na­ture. In the end, how­ever, it could only re­duce hu­mans to the level of an­i­mals. In fact, this
is only par­tially true, for there can be no com­plete re­turn to the state of dumb beasts for
hu­mans. That which is nat­u­ral for an­i­mals of­ten turns into a mal­ady, mad­ness, and
per­ver­sion in hu­mans. We are not given the right to vi­o­late with im­punity our rea­son,
con­science, and spirit. There re­mains only one path open to hu­man­ity—the path of as­cent,
and any at­tempt to set­tle for a purely an­i­mal way of life can bring us only an il­lu­sion of
lib­er­a­tion.
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   4.1.3    Or­phics

Athens, c.6th cen­tury BC

 
The Or­phic hymns that came down to us were writ­ten in the 5th cen­tury BC. A new re­li­gious
doc­trine is out­lined in these texts, one that tries to rec­on­cile har­mony and the blind forces of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
na­ture and to dis­cern the supreme One­ness. These hymns tell us about the myth­i­cal hero
Or­pheus, Apollo’s devo­tee. It is said of him that he re­ceived a mag­i­cal gift from his mother,
the Muse Cal­liope: his lyre-play­ing and sign­ing could tame the el­e­ments. Dur­ing his
ex­pe­di­tion with the Arg­onauts, he sub­dued the waves and the wind, en­chant­ing them by his
won­drous mu­sic.

 
   It is said that Or­pheus once de­scended into the Un­der­world seek­ing to bring back to earth
his wife Eu­ry­dice who had died from a snake bite. And even there, his lyre worked mir­a­cles:
the mouths of mon­strous beasts were shut, the fierce Erinyes were paci­fied, and Or­pheus
was able to win over the ruler of Hades him­self. He agreed to re­lease Eu­ry­dice but on the
con­di­tion that the mu­si­cian must walk in front of her with­out ever gaz­ing back. Yet
Or­pheus, over­come with a sud­den in­flux of emo­tions, could not con­trol them and
turned around: Eu­ry­dice was im­me­di­ately car­ried back into the abyss, this time for
good.

 
   In­con­solable, the singer wan­dered on the face of the earth, not find­ing rest. And soon
he him­self met his end: a crowd of mad Bac­cha­ntes who met him in Thrace tore
Or­pheus to pieces in a fit of frenzy. The weep­ing Muses gath­ered up the dis­mem­bered
limbs of his body and buried them in Lei­bethra. Only the head of the singer fell
into the sea along with his in­sep­a­ra­ble lyre, and the waves car­ried them off to the
is­land of Les­bos, and there, placed in a cleft of the rocks, his head would ut­ter
prophe­cies.

 
   The Or­phic doc­trine builds on the fact that there are two op­pos­ing prin­ci­ples at work in
the world: Apollo and Diony­sus. The first per­son­i­fies unity and har­mony, and the
sec­ond—va­ri­ety and frag­men­ta­tion. The idea of supreme One­ness, too, is present in Or­phism,
al­beit in its pa­gan char­ac­ter, in the form of de­i­fied forces of na­ture—the eter­nal Uni­ver­sal
Womb. In some texts it is called Chronos, or Time. Chronos spawned the bright Aether of the
sky and the swirling Chaos. These two gave birth to the Cos­mic Egg, which con­tained all the
rudi­ments of the Uni­verse: gods, Ti­tans, and hu­mans. Such im­agery is char­ac­ter­is­tic of
an­cient poly­the­ism, which taught that the world, rather than be­ing cre­ated, gave birth to
it­self.

 
   When the World-Egg split, the Or­phic tale goes on, a ra­di­ant Pro­to­gonos (the First-Born)
came out from it—a god en­com­pass­ing in him­self all the va­ri­ety of na­ture.

 
   Dur­ing the bat­tle of the gods and the Ti­tans, the First-Born was swal­lowed up by Zeus
who be­came the world’s only De­ity. He then made an al­liance with the Un­der­world, beget­ting
from its queen a son, Diony­sus-Za­greus. This was not a new god, but rather a hy­posta­sis of
Zeus—his power and “rain­ing might”; hence, the Or­phic for­mula: “Zeus, Hades,
He­lios-Diony­sus are three gods in one god­head.”

 
   The myth tells us that at some point the Ti­tans turned against Diony­sus, who tried to
es­cape from them through shapeshift­ing. When he took the form of a bull, his en­e­mies
over­took him, tore him apart and de­voured him. Only his heart, the car­rier of the
Dionysian essence, re­mained in­tact. Re­ceived back into the bo­som of Zeus, it was
re­vived to a new form, while the thun­der­bolts from the sky in­cin­er­ated the muti­nous
Ti­tans.

 
   From their ashes, which con­tained a mix­ture of the di­vine na­ture and that of the Ti­tans,
emerged the first hu­mans. Thus, Or­phism al­ways viewed hu­mans as com­bin­ing two op­po­site
na­tures in them­selves.

 
   Un­doubt­edly, this was a re­flec­tion of the Dionysian re­li­gion. The dor­mant “Ti­tan’s na­ture”
would awaken in hu­mans dur­ing the mo­ments of their “di­vine mad­ness” when peo­ple
re­verted to a beastly state and suc­cumbed to their car­nal de­sires. Such sub­ju­ga­tion to the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
flesh is the down­fall of hu­man­ity, which can only find its bliss in the winged soar­ing of the
spirit.

 
   Hence, a rev­o­lu­tion took place in the Greek con­scious­ness as their view of hu­man na­ture
be­gan to ap­proach that of the In­dian be­liefs. The soul, pre­vi­ous re­garded as some­thing
un­steady, weak, and in­fe­rior as com­pared to the body highly praised by Homer, now came to
be uni­ver­sally de­clared as the su­pe­rior en­tity in hu­mans.
   
 
 
 [image: PIC]
Or­pheus among the Thra­cians.

Painted Krater.

450 BC.                                                                                         
   
   Ac­cord­ing to the Or­phic re­li­gion, the body is a prison house of the soul, which sub­sists in
ab­ject mis­ery within its nar­row bod­ily con­fines. The soul can never be freed from the grips of
the body’s Ti­tanic na­ture, not even in death. This base na­ture causes the soul to re­turn back
to the earth, with no end to the suf­fer­ing of the spirit—that Diony­sus’ spark—in
sight.

 
   Or­phism, sim­i­lar to other an­cient re­li­gious myths, em­bod­ied one of the great­est
pre­mo­ni­tions from the pre-Chris­tian world—that of a suf­fer­ing de­ity. Of course, the myths
about the death and res­ur­rec­tion of a god were a pro­jec­tion of nat­u­ral cy­cles on the
re­li­gion. At the same time, they con­tained a vague in­tu­ition that the world, which
had alien­ated it­self from God, was not aban­doned by Him to suf­fer on its own.
In­stead, these be­liefs an­tic­i­pated that the God­head, full of com­pas­sion to His cre­ation,
would lower Him­self and share in its suf­fer­ings, bring­ing the cre­ation back to true
life.

 
   Or­phics taught that peo­ple had to make sac­ri­fices in or­der to be­come fol­low­ers of
Diony­sus the Sav­ior. The sa­cred mys­ter­ies, kept in the strictest se­cret, fa­cil­i­tated the ef­forts
of the faith­ful. In their daily lives, Or­phics sought to de­velop the ker­nel of good
con­tained in their hu­man na­ture, learn­ing at the same time how to op­pose its
evil or Ti­tanic coun­ter­part. Spe­cial prin­ci­ples of as­ceti­cism, in­clud­ing var­i­ous food
re­stric­tions, the so-called “Or­phic life­style,” were de­vel­oped to as­sist them in their
task.
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   4.1.4    Pythago­ras

South­ern Italy, 540–500 BC

 
The first re­li­gious thinker of Hel­las Pythago­ras (570–495 BC), who was some­thing of a
prophet, ap­peared around this time to­wards the close of the 6th cen­tury BC.

 
   He be­gan to ex­pound his doc­trine and founded his Com­mu­nity or guild in the city of
Cro­tone (the south of Italy). Pythago­ras was be­lieved to be a mir­a­cle worker. Dressed in all
white, his “look of im­por­tance” made an im­pres­sion on his au­di­ence. It was said of him that
he could pen­e­trate the mys­ter­ies of the af­ter­life and com­mune with spir­its. The teach­ings of
Pythago­ras, ad­dressed ex­clu­sively to his ini­ti­ates, were kept in se­cret. Nev­er­the­less, his main
ideas sur­vived to the present day.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   Pythago­ras taught that the soul is im­mor­tal but can mi­grate from one hu­man body
to an­other. He be­lieved that all things in the world re­peat in­ces­santly at cer­tain
in­ter­vals.

 
   At the cen­ter of his phi­los­o­phy was the con­cept of har­mony, in­spired by the cult of
Apollo—the god of arts, light, and pro­por­tion. The main prin­ci­ple be­hind the work­ings of the
cos­mos was the unity of op­po­sites—Apollo and Diony­sus. Pythago­ras was the first to
use the word “cos­mos” (from Greek “or­ga­nize” or “beau­tify”) when re­fer­ring to the
Uni­verse.

 
   The philoso­pher con­sid­ered a cer­tain fiery sub­stance re­sid­ing at the very cen­ter of the
cos­mos to be the di­vine One; this fiery En­tity was re­spon­si­ble for the mul­ti­plic­ity of the
worlds, forms, and at­tributes. The sig­nif­i­cance of Pythago­ras lies in the fact that he op­posed
the no­tions of caprice, ar­bi­trari­ness, and in­sta­bil­ity as the main guid­ing prin­ci­ple of the
Uni­verse (the view em­pha­sized by the Olympian re­li­gion) with the idea of or­der. Pythago­ras
be­lieved that the hu­man mind could com­pre­hend this or­der and that the hu­man spirit
was or­ga­nized ac­cord­ing to the same pat­tern as the rest of the cos­mos. Its high­est
or­der, hid­den from the gaze of the ig­no­rant, can be re­vealed to hu­mans through
mu­sic. Pythago­ras taught his fol­low­ers to be­come at­tuned to the “Har­mony of the
Spheres.”

 
   One of the Pythagore­ans used to say that there ex­isted a “di­vine knowl­edge” that could
lead an in­di­vid­ual to uni­ver­sal har­mony. This knowl­edge could only be ex­pressed in the
lan­guage of math­e­mat­ics. Pythagore­ans viewed math­e­mat­ics as the frame­work of
cos­mog­ra­phy, as a means of ob­tain­ing the Uni­verse’s ul­ti­mate for­mula, it­self iden­ti­cal with
mu­si­cal har­mony.

 
   Pythago­ras also taught about the pos­si­bil­ity of tun­ing one’s soul, the spir­i­tual
in­stru­ment, to be in uni­son with the ce­les­tial sym­phony. This was ac­com­plished
through a par­tic­u­lar life­style that re­quired en­light­en­ment, har­mony, and good
mea­sure in one’s own ac­tions, feel­ings, and thoughts. The Pythagorean had to
cul­ti­vate chastity, re­straint, peace, re­spect for an­cient teach­ings, self-con­trol, and
self-ex­am­i­na­tion while stay­ing true to one’s con­science. Ev­ery­one must re­mem­ber that his
im­mor­tal soul is the arena of con­fronta­tion of the op­pos­ing forces. These forces
must be brought to bal­ance; those who fail to recre­ate their soul in ac­cor­dance
with the prin­ci­ples of har­mony will not es­cape the con­se­quences of their ac­tions.
Only a per­fect life can bring bliss to the soul, both in this life­time and in its fu­ture
in­car­na­tions.
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   The com­mu­nity founded by Pythago­ras was in fact a re­li­gious or­der with its own rit­u­als,
hi­er­ar­chy, and ini­ti­a­tion; its mem­bers were bound by strict dis­ci­pline and obe­di­ence. Spe­cial
at­ten­tion was given to the de­vel­op­ment of mu­si­cal cul­ture and math­e­mat­i­cal knowl­edge, as
well as in-depth re­flec­tions and med­i­ta­tions.

 
   The ideas of Pythago­ras about the One, har­mony, eter­nal foun­da­tions of the Uni­verse, the
im­mor­tal­ity of the soul have had a fruit­ful im­pact on the de­vel­op­ment of an­cient phi­los­o­phy
and sci­ence. While not pos­sess­ing the re­li­gious ge­nius of the same cal­i­bre as that of In­dia or
Is­rael, Greece none­the­less man­aged to se­cure great spir­i­tual trea­sures for hu­man­ity in the
area of sci­ences and re­li­gious thought.

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   4.2    Greek Tragedy



   4.2.1    Aeschy­lus

Athens, 525–456 BC

 
From the 5th cen­tury BC, Greek the­ater be­gan to boldly as­sert its voice to an­swer
life’s most dif­fi­cult ques­tions. The­atre be­came the tem­ple, the podium, and the
book, all at the same time. The fa­ther of Greek tragedy was Aeschy­lus (525–456
BC).

 
   At the heart of Aeschy­lus’ works was his tril­ogy about Prometheus, a Ti­tan who dared to
steal fire from Zeus to give to hu­mans. This an­cient myth served as a can­vas for Aeschy­lus to
ex­press his most in­ti­mate thoughts.

 
   The first part of the tril­ogy, the setup of the drama, has not sur­vived to the present day.
The sec­ond part, the tragedy Prometheus Bound, starts out with Zeus who, hav­ing no power
to kill Prometheus, con­demns him to eter­nal tor­ment.

 
   The heart­less ex­e­cu­tion­ers of the sov­er­eign’s will, Power and Force, lead the gi­ant
to a moun­tain: Hep­haes­tus can­not dis­obey Zeus even though he whole­heart­edly
em­pathizes with Prometheus. A sharp blade pierces Prometheus’ chest, his hands
are tightly chained to the cliff; and now this friend of the peo­ple, el­e­vated—as if
cru­ci­fied—above the roar­ing sea, is left to wait for the ea­gle from Zeus to de­scend and
tor­ment him.

 
   While the ham­mer blows could still be heard and the ex­e­cu­tion­ers were fin­ish­ing their
work, Prometheus re­mained silent. How­ever, as soon as they leave, the Ti­tan bursts into
thun­der­ous screams and re­proaches. He calls on the whole world to be his wit­nesses; he
ap­peals to Mother Earth, to Aether, to swift-winged winds, to rivers and waves: “See what I, a
god, am suf­fer­ing at the hands of gods.”[67]
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   The cho­rus of the Oceanids re­sponds to the suf­ferer’s cry, urg­ing Prometheus to com­ply.
Like­wise, the good-na­tured Oceanus says, “Stop this kick­ing out against the whip. You know
our present king, who rules all by him­self and has no one he must an­swer to, is
harsh.”[68]

 
   Yet Prometheus knows that he is suf­fer­ing for a good cause, which he will not re­nounce.
He fore­saw his own fate but still went ahead in the name of phi­lan­thropy. He is solid as
the rock, which the waves beat in vain at his feet. At the en­treaties of Her­mes,
sent by Zeus to elicit the se­cret of the fu­ture known only to Prometheus, the Ti­tan
replies:
 
 

      Don’t ever en­ter­tain the thought
            
That I will be afraid of Zeus’ schemes,
            
Turn into a woman, and raise my hands,
            
The way that sup­pli­cat­ing fe­males do,
            
And beg an en­emy I hate so much
            
To free me from these chains.[69]

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
  

   Prometheus re­fuses to re­veal the fate of Olym­pus, which he has learned from Gaia, to his
tor­men­tor.

 
   Ev­ery­thing in this tragedy serves to bring out the king of the gods as a venge­ful tyrant.
Prometheus cries out how he loathes the gods as he de­nounces “ar­bi­trary and cruel jus­tice”
of Zeus, their ruler, who has dis­graced him­self by re­tal­i­at­ing against the de­fender of
hu­man­ity.
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   At the con­clu­sion of the tragedy, Zeus car­ries out his threat, and the en­tire cliff, along
with the ex­e­cuted, falls into Tar­tarus amid the howl­ing sounds and bright flashes of
light­ning.

 
   The viewer’s sym­pa­thy is, no doubt, on the side of Prometheus. And what about Zeus?
Maybe he is not the guardian and the sus­tainer of the world, but a dreaded ex­e­cu­tioner?
Af­ter all, some na­tions, as ev­i­denced by the cult of Moloch, have come to ac­cept this very
no­tion.

 
   Yet Aeschy­lus does not draw this con­clu­sion. He says that if Zeus is like that, then we
must rebel against him in the name of good­ness and free­dom. Aeschy­lus ap­peals to the
free­dom and courage of the Greeks, to their sense of hu­man dig­nity. He de­nounces despo­tism
and places an au­re­ole about the one who sac­ri­fices him­self for peo­ple in the name of their
sal­va­tion. It is no co­in­ci­dence that in an­cient times the rock of Prometheus was some­times
seen as a pro­to­type of the Cross of Christ.

 
   The last part of the tril­ogy (now lost), Prometheus Un­bound, is de­voted to rec­on­cil­i­a­tion of
the gods. In it Zeus re­tains his throne, but only be­cause he him­self has re­fused to be evil,
chang­ing his very na­ture. Truth has tri­umphed not as a re­sult of a se­ries of ran­dom
events but be­cause Fate, which now de­mands the same out­come as does the hu­man
moral sense, has de­creed so.  In other words, Fate for Aeschy­lus ceases to be an
an­tag­o­nis­tic prin­ci­ple but in­stead be­comes the driv­ing force to­wards a moral uni­verse.
Prov­i­dence, still bear­ing the name of Zeus, be­comes per­son­i­fied by the union of the
supreme de­ity with Moira. In that, Aeschy­lus did not want to in­tro­duce a new re­li­gion
but sought to re­new the old one. His creed boils down to the fact that the di­vine
truth, rather than the tyranny of dark and evil forces, ul­ti­mately pre­vails in the
Uni­verse.

   
 

   4.2.2    Sopho­cles

Athens, 5th cen­tury BC

 
A younger con­tem­po­rary of Aeschy­lus, the great trage­dian Sopho­cles (497–406 BC) lived first
in the hey­day of Athens un­der the reign of Per­i­cles and then in the en­su­ing years of the
Pelo­pon­nesian War and the Great Plague of Athens. It had seemed, up un­til that point, that a
life of free­dom in a lib­eral civ­i­lized so­ci­ety would lead to the ul­ti­mate tri­umph for peo­ple, to
the sal­va­tion from all the evils of this world. And sud­denly a ter­ri­ble and in­com­pre­hen­si­ble
dis­as­ter struck, mer­ci­lessly de­stroy­ing all plans and dreams. Per­i­cles him­self died of the
plague in the prime of his days, fail­ing to ac­com­plish even half of what he had
en­vi­sioned.
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   Un­like Aeschy­lus, Sopho­cles no longer be­lieved in Prov­i­dence, Jus­tice, and civic ideals: he
had wit­nessed first hand their col­lapse un­der the blows of un­seen forces. He wrote his play
Oedi­pus the King at the time when he was deeply af­fected by the events sur­round­ing Per­i­cles’
demise.

 
   The tragedy res­ur­rects one of the an­cient The­ban leg­ends. There is a deadly out­break in
Thebes. De­spair­ing sub­jects call on their king Oedi­pus plead­ing for help, for Oedi­pus is a
great hero and de­fender of his peo­ple; he got elected as a monarch af­ter de­feat­ing the
blood­thirsty Sphinx, hav­ing solved its rid­dles.
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   Oedi­pus con­sults the or­a­cle and learns that a mur­derer of the for­mer king Laius, still at
large in Thebes, brought this dis­as­ter upon the peo­ple. But who is that man? Oedi­pus swears
that he will track him down and im­me­di­ately gets down to busi­ness; he calls an old blind
prophet Tire­sias and com­mands him to re­veal the name of the crim­i­nal. And it is then that
the in­evitable truth be­gins to un­ravel.

 
   Sopho­cles sets up the viewer for an im­pend­ing doom: the fact that the plot is
al­ready fa­mil­iar to the au­di­ence does not lessen the ten­sion. Quite the op­po­site,
an­tic­i­pat­ing the de­noue­ment, the spec­ta­tor has a sense of fore­bod­ing from each
ca­su­ally ut­tered phrase, from ev­ery hint. It would seem like this par­tic­u­lar word
or that given plot twist would cause the ter­ri­ble se­cret to re­main hid­den for­ever,
but, alas, it was but a short respite, and Fate in­evitably gets on with its ruth­less
on­slaught.

 
   Tire­sias hes­i­tates: he does not want to re­veal the mur­derer’s name. But the king is
in­sis­tent, grow­ing frus­trated and even­tu­ally fu­ri­ous. Then, the prophet cau­tiously al­ludes
that there is “some­thing wor­thy of re­proach” in Oedi­pus him­self. The ruler, how­ever, turns a
deaf ear to all the warn­ings; he re­lent­lessly de­mands an an­swer and fi­nally gets
one:
 
 

      Then I would ask you to stand by
            
the very words which you your­self pro­claimed:
            
and from now on not speak to me or these men.
            
For the ac­cursed pol­luter of this land is you.[70]

  

   Stunned, Oedi­pus does not doubt for a mo­ment that the prophet is ly­ing. It’s a con­spir­acy!
Tire­sias is about to de­part, hav­ing pub­licly de­clared Oedi­pus to be a mur­derer of his
fa­ther and a hus­band to his mother. The trou­bled king is hold­ing back the blind
man:
 
 

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
      Oedi­pus: Ev­ery­thing you speak is all so cryp­tic—like a rid­dle.
            
Tire­sias: Well, in solv­ing rid­dles, are you not the best there is?
            
Oedi­pus: Mock my ex­cel­lence, but you will find out I am truly great.
            
Tire­sias: That qual­ity of yours now ru­ins you.[71]

  

   The king’s anger turns on his wife’s brother Creon—this must be of his do­ing: he wants to
seize the throne. Queen Jo­casta sud­denly in­ter­venes. She laughs off the prophecy: af­ter all, it
was fore­told that Laius would die by the hand of their son, and there­fore he or­dered the child
to be thrown into the for­est with his an­kles pinned. Laius was not slain by his own son
but by a rob­ber at a three-way in­ter­sec­tion. How can any­one be­lieve or­a­cles af­ter
that?

 
   The men­tion of the in­ter­sec­tion makes Oedi­pus flinch; he hur­riedly be­gins ask­ing what
Laius looked like and how the mur­der took place. He grows in­creas­ingly hor­ri­fied with each
new an­swer: the unimag­in­able be­gins to creep into his heart. Fear has gripped the queen as
well.

 
   Oedi­pus or­ders that the last wit­ness be found, an old shep­herd-ser­vant of Laius
com­manded by him to slay the in­fant prince. Mean­while, Oedi­pus him­self tells Jo­casta how,
prior to ar­riv­ing in Thebes, he met at the cross­roads an ar­ro­gant old man in a char­iot who
re­fused to give way to him. The old man gave him a lash, and Oedi­pus, in a fit of rage,
struck the in­so­lent man dead to the ground and eas­ily dis­pensed with his ret­inue.
What if this dead old man and Laius was one and the same? Yet Oedi­pus con­tin­ues
to hope. Per­haps, this was a mis­take, a mere co­in­ci­dence? He is cling­ing to any
chance. Jo­casta con­soles him, re­mind­ing him that the son by her and Laius did die in
in­fancy.

 
   They await the ar­rival of the old shep­herd. Mean­while, the cho­rus’s recita­tive is be­gin­ning
to sound like a dirge:
 
 

      In­so­lence gives birth to tyranny—
            
that in­so­lence which vainly crams it­self
            
and over­flows with so much stuff
            
be­yond what’s right or ben­e­fi­cial
            
that once’s it’s climbed the high­est rooftop,
            
it’s hurled down by force—such a quick fall
            
there’s no safe land­ing on one’s feet.[72]

  

   The au­di­ence is now pre­pared for the dis­as­ter. Oedi­pus ap­pears be­fore us as a rest­less,
ag­o­nized man, pas­sion­ately try­ing to prove to him­self his in­no­cence. And at the same time,
he is al­ready doomed.

 
   Then the dark clouds clear up for a brief mo­ment. A mes­sen­ger ar­rives from Corinth who
re­ports that Poly­bus, Oedi­pus’ fa­ther, has just died. A new hope arises for the ill-fated king.
He ex­plains to the mes­sen­ger that he fled from Corinth be­cause it was fore­told that he
would kill his fa­ther and marry his own mother. But since the king Poly­bus died a
nat­u­ral death, there is noth­ing to fear. How­ever, his mother is still alive. And then the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
mes­sen­ger, think­ing to com­fort the king, re­veals to him the se­cret: Oedi­pus is not the
bi­o­log­i­cal son of the Corinthian cou­ple—he was found as a child in the for­est and was
adopted by Poly­bus. There is al­most noth­ing left of hope: the old shep­herd about to
ap­pear be­fore Oedi­pus would fi­nally smash to pieces what­ever has still re­mained of
it.
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   It is in vain that Jo­casta is plead­ing with her hus­band to stop the in­ter­ro­ga­tion;
blinded, he seems to dis­re­gard the po­ten­tial dev­as­ta­tion that the eye­wit­ness’s ac­count
can bring on him. He pre­sump­tu­ously de­clares that he is not ashamed of his low
ori­gin:
 
 

      But I will never feel my­self dis­hon­oured.
            
I see my­self as a child of for­tune—
            
and she is gen­er­ous, that mother of mine
            
from whom I spring, and the months, my sib­lings,
            
have seen me by turns both small and great.
            
That’s how I was born. I can­not change
            
to some­one else, nor can I ever cease
            
from seek­ing out the facts of my own birth.[73]

  

   Alas! These are the last words of Oedi­pus as a king—he will no longer speak as
one hav­ing au­thor­ity. Now, he will dis­cover what kind of “mother” Chance is to
him, and a new Oedi­pus will be born: Oedi­pus the crim­i­nal, Oedi­pus crip­pled by
Fate.

 
   He threat­ens the shep­herd into con­fess­ing. In­deed, he, Oedi­pus, was the son of Laius, the
very son the old king wanted dead, fear­ing the ful­fill­ment of the prophecy.

 
   “Woe, woe is me! I’m ac­cursed!” shouts the dis­traught king. How­ever, Fate is pre­par­ing
him yet an­other blow: Jo­casta just hanged her­self in­side the palace. With a loud cry, Oedi­pus
rushes to the bed­room of his wife-mother and stabs his eyes with the brooch pins of her belt:
he no longer wishes to see the sun or any­one, he wants to be led away and re­main in
ob­scu­rity.
 
 

      O the dark hor­ror wrapped around me,
            
this name­less vis­i­tor I can’t re­sist
            
swept here by fair and fa­tal winds.
            
Alas for me! And yet again, alas for me!
            
The agony of stab­bing brooches pierces me!
            
The mem­ory of aching shame![74]

  

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   His dis­re­gard for the prophecy is ul­ti­mately avenged by Apollo. Oh, why was Oedi­pus not
killed as an in­fant? Why was his life spared by a stranger? He is a son, but also a
hus­band to his own mother; his own chil­dren are his broth­ers and sis­ters. “If there is
some suf­fer­ing more se­ri­ous than all the rest, then it too be­longs in the fate of
Oedi­pus.”[75]

 
   This night­mare of pat­ri­cide and in­cest is ex­ac­er­bated for him by the thoughts of
the curse that his filth has brought upon his peo­ple. Oedi­pus be­comes his own
ex­e­cu­tioner.

 
   In the last scene of the tragedy, it is no longer the proud and hot-tem­pered ruler stand­ing
in front of us, but a bent blind man filled with un­spo­ken grief. As though plague-stricken,
Oedi­pus flees the city. And in the mean­time, the choir is singing of the van­ity of hu­man
hap­pi­ness, of the frailty of the mor­tals’ lot, of the om­nipo­tence of Fate, which no one can ever
tame, not even the con­queror of the Sphinx.

 
   Once again, we see Moira tow­er­ing over the world like the Gor­gon’s
head.46 
She is not the high­est Good Will but only the in­ex­orable or­der of things, be­fore which any
per­son is com­pletely pow­er­less. Such is the re­al­ity of life ac­cord­ing to Sopho­cles. His Moira
has lit­tle re­sem­blance to the Di­vine Prov­i­dence: she only acts as the law of cau­sa­tion,
in­dif­fer­ent to hu­man­ity. When a crime has been com­mit­ted, no mat­ter whether con­sciously
or un­wit­tingly, this tan­gi­ble fact must en­tail equally tan­gi­ble con­se­quences. Here, we find the
source of that an­cient “fear of fate,” for which the masks of the Greek the­ater have re­mained
as silent wit­nesses: the con­torted gri­maces of their delu­sional faces be­tray the
over­whelm­ing hor­ror of a per­son fac­ing a sud­den and dev­as­tat­ing ret­ri­bu­tion from
Fate.

 
   Yet Sopho­cles chose not to side with Fate in his por­trayal of the strug­gle of Oedi­pus with
Fa­tum: in de­pict­ing Oedi­pus’ de­feat, he deeply sym­pa­thizes with the hero.

 
   The king’s suf­fer­ing gives him an aura of mag­nif­i­cence, invit­ing the au­di­ence to weep
along­side him. Fate de­feats Oedi­pus but only in ap­pear­ance. He still re­mains free on the
in­side; grief and suf­fer­ing pu­rify him. He is a spokesman for the new spir­i­tual prin­ci­ple, the
free moral will of man. The viewer can see his in­ner strength and sense his in­no­cence, even
though vir­tu­ally no words are said about it in the play. Oedi­pus thus be­comes both a vic­tim
and a con­queror of Fate.

   
 

   4.3    An­cient Greek Phi­los­o­phy



   4.3.1    Be­gin­ning of phi­los­o­phy

Asia Mi­nor, 650–540 BC

 
The es­tab­lish­ment of phi­los­o­phy as an in­de­pen­dent field of study al­lowed thinkers of the
an­cient clas­si­cal world to dis­cover the laws of hu­man ex­is­tence, the de­vel­op­ment of na­ture,
and the High­est Prin­ci­ple, in­de­pen­dent from re­li­gious rev­e­la­tion. First of all, this sep­a­ra­tion
of sci­ence and faith al­lowed each of the two to de­velop with­out hin­der­ing the other.
The study of na­ture, em­pir­i­cal knowl­edge, and ab­stract thought all re­quire their
own “rules of the game,” and the in­tru­sion of re­li­gious doc­trines into this realm
has ham­pered sci­ence. Re­li­gion, on the other hand, does not de­pend on sci­ence,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
and the eman­ci­pa­tion of sci­ence and phi­los­o­phy from the tute­lage of the­o­log­i­cal
the­o­ries has opened up new pos­si­bil­i­ties for both sci­en­tific knowl­edge and re­li­gious
faith.

 
   At the same time, we should not for­get that sci­ence and meta­physics are
never com­pletely au­ton­o­mous. Peo­ple who dis­cover truth are not merely
epis­te­mo­log­i­cal47 
ma­chines: in their ef­forts to solve the world’s mys­ter­ies, they of­ten pro­ceed from in­tu­ition.
Sci­en­tific knowl­edge it­self de­vel­ops ac­cord­ing to the laws of for­mal logic, but its
pos­tu­lates—re­gard­less of whether sci­en­tists are aware of it or not—are cer­tain un­ver­i­fi­able
no­tions that they ac­cept as self-ev­i­dent. In other words, the start­ing point of sci­ence is al­ways
con­nected with faith.

 
   The sep­a­ra­tion of these two ap­proaches to un­der­stand­ing re­al­ity has greatly helped to
clar­ify each of their na­tures and the bound­aries be­tween them. Yet these bound­aries would
get vi­o­lated, and con­flicts would arise. The­olo­gians tried to im­pose their the­o­ries on
sci­ence, and rep­re­sen­ta­tives of nat­u­ral sci­ence and phi­los­o­phy, for­get­ting about the
apri­or­ity48 
of sci­en­tific premises, un­jus­ti­fi­ably en­dowed rea­son with om­nipo­tence, see­ing it as the only
in­stru­ment suit­able for per­ceiv­ing all as­pects of ex­is­tence.

 
   Such “ra­tio­nal­ism” can in­deed be called the “orig­i­nal sin” of the sci­en­tific world­view. Its
er­ror is in declar­ing rea­son to be the ul­ti­mate judge while ig­nor­ing all other lay­ers of re­al­ity
ex­cept for the em­pir­i­cal and ra­tio­nally know­able. Ra­tio­nal­ism dis­sects liv­ing sen­tient
sub­jects—hu­man be­ings—di­min­ish­ing their abil­i­ties. Peo­ple have long known that the
“sci­en­tific” world­view de­pends on things other than pure ob­ser­va­tion and logic, namely,
on the in­ner out­look, the ref­er­ence point of the thinker, his vi­sion of re­al­ity, i.e.,
faith.

 
   Af­ter all that has been pointed out, it may seem strange that the main goal of Greek
phi­los­o­phy was in fact seek­ing God. And in­deed, the eyes of the great­est minds of
an­tiq­uity were turned to­wards Him as Pri­mary Re­al­ity. An­cient Greek thinkers
went on to as­sume the place of priests and prophets and were able to rise above
pop­u­lar prim­i­tive be­liefs. Be­gin­ning with the re­jec­tion of cer­tain traits of pa­gan­ism,
the Hel­lenic sages en­deav­ored to de­velop the idea of Ul­ti­mate One­ness in their
search for an in­te­gral world­view. All an­cient sci­ence and phi­los­o­phy re­volved around
this cen­tral con­cept. From their very first steps, the philoso­phers re­fused to cater
only to prac­ti­cal needs and in­stead made the un­selfish quest for truth their top
pri­or­ity.

 
   Faith in the ex­is­tence of a sin­gle supreme Prin­ci­ple guid­ing the Uni­verse be­came the
main idea of Greek phi­los­o­phy. Let us re­call by anal­ogy the strug­gle it took for
monothe­ism to fi­nally be­come af­firmed in Is­rael, and how the idea of poly­the­ism re­mained
preva­lent in most an­cient civ­i­liza­tions, and then we can be­gin to ap­pre­ci­ate the feat of
the Greek philoso­phers and un­der­stand the dif­fi­cul­ties they had to face. Their
in­tu­ition of Ul­ti­mate One­ness was achieved not through au­then­tic­ity of rev­e­la­tion, but
through the ex­er­tion of in­tel­lec­tual ef­forts striv­ing to erect the in­vis­i­ble ed­i­fice of
phi­los­o­phy.

 
   Out of the en­tire rich Greek phi­los­o­phy, we fo­cus here only on the teach­ings of three of its
thinkers: Her­a­cli­tus, Socrates, and Plato.

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   4.3.2    Her­a­cli­tus

Eph­esus, 540–470 BC

 
Her­a­cli­tus (c.535–475 BC) built all his think­ing on the fact that there is a uni­fied law on
which the en­tire Uni­verse is based. Ex­is­tence is a cos­mic process. “Ev­ery­thing flows,” so there
is noth­ing per­ma­nent: life gives way to death; be­ing awake gives way to sleep; flow­er­ing gives
way to with­er­ing; cold to heat. Ever de­scend­ing and then as­cend­ing, the waves of ex­is­tence
are con­stantly flow­ing by en­ter­ing a new phase or form of be­ing. “You can­not step into the
same river twice.”[76]
   
 
 
 [image: PIC]
Her­a­cli­tus.

5th cen­tury BC.                                                                                  
   
   Op­po­sites is one of the fun­da­men­tal prop­er­ties of the Uni­verse ac­cord­ing to Her­a­cli­tus.
“War [strife] is fa­ther of all and the king of all. War is com­mon to all… all things come into
be­ing through strife.”[77] And yet the cre­ative power of “strife” is not just in the clash and
con­fronta­tion be­tween op­po­site poles but also in their union. “[Har­mony] is an at­tune­ment of
op­po­site ten­sions, like that of the bow and the lyre.”[78] Thus, through du­al­ity, unity is
formed, which, in the process of growth, be­comes again po­lar­ized for new syn­the­sis. “The one
is made up of all things, and all things is­sue from the one,”[79] Her­a­cli­tus ar­gued. “This
world, which is the same for all, no one of gods or men has made; but it was ever,
is now, and ever shall be an ever-liv­ing Fire, with mea­sures of it kin­dling, and
mea­sures go­ing out.”[80] The fire of Her­a­cli­tus is not just a prin­ci­ple of one­ness be­hind
the ob­serv­able world pro­cesses; it is “in­tel­li­gent” by its na­ture: the supreme De­ity
(not iden­ti­cal with the mytho­log­i­cal Zeus) and the “judge” of the world. Her­a­cli­tus
was the first to call this uni­ver­sal law the Lo­gos, which means word, thought, law,
and mind. The Lo­gos of Her­a­cli­tus is a prin­ci­ple that de­fines all the pro­cesses of
this fleet­ing world, its ra­tio­nal essence, sim­i­lar to that which peo­ple iden­tify as
their own in­tel­lect or rea­son. By anal­ogy with hu­man think­ing, the Lo­gos of the
world man­i­fests it­self as a “de­sign that formed all things.”[81,82] Ac­cord­ing to the
phi­los­o­phy of Her­a­cli­tus, the in­con­tro­vert­ible source of the Lo­gos is the uni­ver­sal
Fire.

 
   For Her­a­cli­tus, the Di­vine is not a liv­ing per­sonal prin­ci­ple, but rather a Force in­sep­a­ra­ble
from the cos­mos it­self. He be­lieved that af­ter cer­tain, very large pe­ri­ods of time, the cos­mos
re­turns to its orig­i­nal fiery state and then is born from Fire again. There­fore, there is no
his­tory as such: no new steps to per­fec­tion can lie ahead. The state of the Uni­verse be­ing
cre­ated via the op­pos­ing forces and the state of hu­man­ity im­mersed in this “strife”—both
ap­peared as per­pet­ual to Her­a­cli­tus.

 
   How can one rec­on­cile this pic­ture of a sense­lessly sim­mer­ing Uni­verse with higher
Rea­son, the Lo­gos? Her­a­cli­tus gives a de­ci­sive and rather harsh an­swer: “To God all things
are fair and good and right, but men hold some things wrong and some right.”[83] This
means that the Di­vine ex­is­tence has a life of its own, in no way con­nected to nor
re­gard­ing hu­man­ity. Hu­mans are only pas­sive board pieces born of the cos­mic “game of
draughts.” The Supreme Fire is “es­tranged from ev­ery­thing,” ex­ist­ing out­side the hu­man
val­ues.

 
   Her­a­cli­tus tried to build the­ol­ogy with­out sep­a­rat­ing the Di­vine from na­ture, spirit from
mat­ter. It is, there­fore, only in­evitable that he ended up pro­ject­ing onto the high­est Re­al­ity
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
the very things char­ac­ter­is­tic of the ma­te­rial world, i.e., na­ture’s de­ter­min­ism and trans­moral
laws.

   
 

   4.3.3    Socrates

Athens, the sec­ond half of the 5th cen­tury BC

 
Un­like Her­a­cli­tus, Socrates (c.470–399 BC) sought truth not in na­ture but in hu­man­ity.[84]
What does it mean to be hu­man? Why do we live and how ought we to live? Does
truth ex­ist or is it a mi­rage? These were the ques­tions that be­gan to pre­oc­cupy
Socrates. He searched for what was good, beau­ti­ful, and true, and yet he spoke
sim­ply, re­sort­ing to ex­am­ples and com­par­isons from ev­ery­day life. He taught peo­ple
about good while at the same time mer­ci­lessly mock­ing them. Many were baf­fled by
this am­bi­gu­ity of Socrates, which none­the­less pro­vides a cru­cial in­sight into the
philoso­pher’s per­son­al­ity. Was it not some spe­cial in­tegrity and dis­cre­tion on his part that
com­pelled him to put on the guise of a sim­ple­ton, play com­edy, ap­pear as if a mad­man?
Could it be that the cun­ning irony and in­de­fati­ga­ble talkative­ness served him to
safe­guard the se­cret fire burn­ing in his heart? It was no ac­ci­dent that Socrates,
seem­ingly noth­ing more than a harm­less bab­bler, proved to be a real “gad­fly of
Athens.”

 
   It was a time of cri­sis in Athe­nian democ­racy, with to­tal in­dif­fer­ence to high ideals and a
dis­re­gard for hu­man rights within so­ci­ety. And then, a stocky man with a droop­ing belly
be­gan to ap­pear in the Athe­nian squares; it would seem that his snub-nosed face with
bulging eyes and thick lips could only cause pity and ridicule among the Greeks who placed
no small em­pha­sis on phys­i­cal at­trac­tive­ness. Yet, his huge fore­head be­trayed a
pow­er­ful in­tel­lect. Socrates would of­ten turn to the first per­son he met and pull the
in­ter­locu­tor into a dis­cus­sion with just a few ques­tions. His man­ner of ques­tion­ing was
in­trigu­ing and ap­peal­ing; he seemed ea­ger to let the de­bater bring him down to his
knees. But in the end, it was Socrates who would be­fud­dle even the wit­ti­est of
char­ac­ters.

 
   The philoso­pher first would try to ex­pose any self-con­fi­dent dog­ma­tism and be­gin with a
sin­cere ad­mis­sion: “I know that I know noth­ing.” For the sake of his mis­sion, Socrates
for­sook all the com­forts of life, be­com­ing some­thing of a men­di­cant her­mit. How­ever, he was
no as­cetic—his self-de­nial was his quest for free­dom—he turned away from any­thing that
could po­ten­tially en­slave or en­tan­gle him.

 
   On the ped­i­ment of the Del­phic tem­ple there was an in­scrip­tion: “Know thy­self.” The
Greeks un­der­stood the mean­ing of this apho­rism as fol­lows: “Know that you are
a mere hu­man.”[85] Socrates, for his part, gave it a dif­fer­ent mean­ing: a per­son
must be­gin his ex­plo­ration of ex­is­tence with him­self. In fact, what is the use of
spec­u­lat­ing about space, atoms, and mo­tion of stars if your own life re­mains an enigma
to you? The an­swer must lie in the depths of the hu­man spirit rather than the
vast ex­panses of the Uni­verse. And this was not an ab­stract goal for him but a
con­crete task meant for each hu­man life; he rec­og­nized it as an in­di­vid­ual’s search
for the high­est good. Peo­ple, in his opin­ion, did not value the very trea­sure they
pos­sessed—they had no proper knowl­edge of their own soul, which was why they
be­came help­less and blind in the ma­te­rial world. Hence, the “fear of Fate” and
hope­less­ness.

 
   Socrates would ask: What do you live for? What’s your pur­pose and how do you
de­fine hap­pi­ness? Do your friends covet wealth, fame, and plea­sures? But check
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
care­fully: Is this a goal wor­thy of a hu­man? And how easy it is to lose it all in a
heart­beat!

 
   When talk­ing with youth, the sage would step by step de­bunk the preva­lent myths
ex­pos­ing their de­ceit­ful­ness. He would later tell his ac­cusers: “I do noth­ing but go
about per­suad­ing you all, old and young alike, not to take thought for your per­sons
or your prop­er­ties, but and chiefly to care about the great­est im­prove­ment of the
soul.”[86]

 
   The fleet­ing plea­sures of life do not con­sti­tute gen­uine hap­pi­ness, but this does not mean
that true good can never be dis­cov­ered. It is equiv­a­lent to the high­est wis­dom that makes a
per­son’s life com­plete. You wan­der aim­lessly, Socrates says, only be­cause you have not
dis­cov­ered the foun­da­tions of the virtues in­her­ent to us. Turn to your­self, to your mind, and
it will teach you courage, show you the need for tem­per­ance, mod­er­a­tion, and truth­ful­ness.
You will re­al­ize that you should be fair to your fel­low men and rev­er­ent to the higher
pow­ers.

 
   There­fore, Socrates be­lieves in a good pur­pose for hu­man ex­is­tence. Yet this mean­ing, he
says, does not lie on the sur­face, but in­stead is given to us as an as­sign­ment. The
philoso­pher’s dia­lec­tics—a ten­sion be­tween op­pos­ing ar­gu­ments—serves as a tool to find the
so­lu­tion.

 
   Here, he stops some­one to his lik­ing and be­gins ask­ing his ques­tions; he is at­ten­tive,
se­ri­ous, some­times pre­tend­ing to be naive—he is query­ing, re­fut­ing, clar­i­fy­ing.
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   “And what, Friend, do you mean by this word? But wouldn’t it be a mis­take to in­ter­pret it
in this man­ner?” Surely his op­po­nent knows what good­ness and wis­dom are. May he quickly
en­lighten poor Socrates! And then he gets in­creas­ingly en­tan­gled by the philoso­pher. “Yes,
in­deed, it is,” he is forced to con­cede. How­ever, the sage is not con­tent with a par­tial vic­tory,
he presses on: “Let’s con­sider this ques­tion more thor­oughly. Are you fol­low­ing me? Pay close
at­ten­tion!”

 
   Thus con­tin­ues the un­wind­ing of the thread of ar­gu­ments, def­i­ni­tions, and con­clu­sions.
The in­ter­locu­tor grows un­easy; he is so used to com­monly ac­cepted terms that he has never
re­ally delved into their mean­ing. Car­ry­ing the in­ter­locu­tor’s thoughts to ab­sur­dity, Socrates
would even­tu­ally demon­strate that his op­po­nent pro­duced a mere “bub­ble” and not a real
child, and, prod­ding him to a fur­ther anal­y­sis, he would pro­ceed to help his peer to
“bring truth to light.” That is why Socrates called his method maieu­tics—spir­i­tual
ob­stet­rics—his aid­ing the in­ter­locu­tor to dis­cover the truth for him­self. A per­son must
un­cover pure thought within him­self and set it free, and “this re­quires a clear causal
con­nec­tion and the va­lid­ity of the ar­gu­ments.” Thus, Socrates de­vel­oped the ba­sics of the
in­duc­tive49 
method of rea­son­ing.

 
   De­spite his be­lief in the pos­si­bil­ity of learn­ing the truth with the help of rea­son,
the irony re­mains that Socrates un­equiv­o­cally em­pha­sized that his method had
lim­i­ta­tions and was not in­tended to re­place mys­ti­cal knowl­edge. Rea­son is given
to peo­ple; it is their as­set, but the higher truths are re­vealed in a dif­fer­ent way.
He him­self put “the coun­cil of the gods above all hu­man re­la­tions.”[87] He al­ways
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
main­tained his faith in the ul­ti­mate Good. Socrates saw it as di­vine Prov­i­dence. And this
as­pect of the Supreme Ex­is­tence was not re­vealed to Socrates by his dia­lec­tics:
the source of his vi­sion lay in the spir­i­tual and moral ex­pe­ri­ence of the sage as a
per­son.

 
   Socrates’ re­li­gious in­tu­ition is at the heart of his en­tire phi­los­o­phy. Since God is Good, the
world that He has formed is meant for joy, har­mony, and beauty. Hu­mans are
in­tel­li­gent and cre­ative be­ings pre­cisely be­cause the Di­vine spir­i­tual prin­ci­ple found its
re­flec­tion in them. As for gods, they are those hid­den forces, sub­ject to the one
di­vine Good, that af­fect a per­son’s life. It is in vain that peo­ple hope to bribe gods
with of­fers with­out re­nounc­ing their own evil. Gods are helpers to peo­ple, but they
can only as­sist in that which is good—the sole high­est pur­pose for both gods and
hu­mans.

 
   From all this, it is clear that Socrates’ “the­ol­ogy” stands closer to bib­li­cal teach­ing than all
that an­cient thought had achieved prior to Socrates. Socrates showed that faith and rea­son
are com­pat­i­ble, that re­li­gion is not some­thing ir­ra­tional, and he demon­strated by his
per­sonal ex­am­ple that nei­ther faith nor moral­ity can be fully re­duced to mere logic. A
mys­te­ri­ous charm em­anates from that Socrates who can stand im­mersed in con­tem­pla­tion
for hours on end, who has a fore­bod­ing of the fu­ture, who can hear the voice of a “dai­mo­nion”
(a di­vine be­ing in­side him­self) and firmly be­lieves in the re­al­ity of di­vine Good.
And es­pe­cially from that Socrates who will­ingly goes to his death for the sake of
truth.

   
 

   4.3.4    Death of the sage

Athens, 399 BC

 
Socrates fos­tered in his ad­her­ents the abil­ity to think crit­i­cally. For this, he was de­clared a
dan­ger­ous se­ducer, one who pro­voked the youths to dis­re­spect do­mes­tic cus­toms and be­liefs
and show con­tempt for au­thor­ity.

 
   In the years when Athens was de­feated in the Pelo­pon­nesian War, which led to in­creased
in­ter­nal strife, Socrates be­came a “scape­goat” on whom so­ci­ety could vent its ac­cu­mu­lated
frus­tra­tion. Sev­eral peo­ple ac­cused Socrates of “cor­rupt­ing the young, and not be­liev­ing in
the gods.”[88] Friends ad­vised him to draw up an “apol­ogy”—a de­fense speech in
court—but the philoso­pher re­fused.[89] “If I am to die un­justly,” Socrates said,
“they who un­justly kill me will bear the shame of it.”[90] Al­though he could not
sub­due their ig­no­rance and ha­tred by the power of his in­tel­lect, he still had at
his dis­posal a su­per­hu­man ally—his death, the death of a sage and an hon­est
man.
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   At the trial, Socrates said: “When the god gave me a sta­tion, as I be­lieved and
un­der­stood, with or­ders to spend my life in phi­los­o­phy and in ex­am­in­ing my­self
and oth­ers, then if I were to desert my post through fear of death or any­thing else
what­so­ever, it would be a ter­ri­ble thing, and truly one might then justly hale me into
court.”[91] Socrates com­pared him­self to a gad­fly, ir­ri­tat­ing a fat lazy horse. And if the
Athe­ni­ans, an­gry with him, kill him like those sud­denly awak­ened from a dream,
they would spend the rest of their lives in sleep. He proph­e­sied to his judges that
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
they would suf­fer a pun­ish­ment far worse than death to which they sen­tenced the
philoso­pher: eter­nal shame as the stran­glers of free­dom and rea­son. Socrates’ coura­geous
and in­de­pen­dent con­duct at the trial an­gered the crowd, and he was sen­tenced to
death.

 
   In his fi­nal hours, Socrates, as was his cus­tom, con­versed with his stu­dents and friends.
He did not con­demn his ex­e­cu­tion­ers but rather pitied them. Un­doubt­edly, faith in
Prov­i­dence did not leave Socrates, and in the min­utes at death’s door, it tri­umphed over the
nat­u­ral hu­man fear of death. He him­self per­formed an ablu­tion in or­der to re­lieve the ef­forts
of those who would bury him. Un­de­terred, with­out flinch­ing, he took the cup of hem­lock, and
with the words of a prayer that his “so­journ” to an­other world would oc­cur safely, he slowly
drained the cup.

 
   Thus ended the long jour­ney of this amaz­ing man’s life, a tire­less seeker of truth. He
be­lieved in rea­son, but it was his trust in the good­ness of the Supreme Prin­ci­ple that en­abled
him to meet death with a smile on his face. Tak­ing the poi­son, he did not know what awaited
him be­yond the grave, yet he com­pletely sur­ren­dered him­self to the heav­enly will. In­deed, it
was the source of his courage and calm joy, which his stu­dents were so as­ton­ished
by. It is no ac­ci­dent that the Church Fa­thers called Socrates “a Chris­tian be­fore
Christ.”[92]

   
 

   4.3.5    Plato. Search for truth

Athens, Megara, Egypt, Sicily, 399–387 BC

 
A stu­dent of Socrates named Plato (427–347 BC), shocked by the death of his teacher,
con­tin­ued his teacher’s work—the search for truth. He wrote “So­cratic” di­a­logues seek­ing to
recre­ate the vi­brant and cre­ative process of that search.

 
   “The pages of the works by the philoso­phers who came long af­ter him have long turned
yel­low and curled up, their el­e­gant at­tire has faded, and their schemes now stand naked
be­fore rea­son like frozen trees in win­ter. But the throb­bing Di­a­logues of Plato re­main alive
and will go on liv­ing. And there is no such per­son who at least once in his life­time was not a
pla­ton­ist, who would not feel at mo­ments how the wings of his soul grow.”[93] wrote Fr. Pavel
Flo­ren­sky.50 
It is dif­fi­cult to list all the thinkers from Aris­to­tle and the Church Fa­thers and right
up to the present day who, in one way or an­other, have not been in­flu­enced by
Plato. Chris­tian philoso­phers saw the teach­ings of Plato as a pro­logue to the New
Tes­ta­ment.

 
   The Pla­tonic doc­trine of the supreme di­vine Ex­is­tence, the spir­i­tual world, and the
im­mor­tal­ity of the spirit un­doubt­edly con­trib­uted to the un­der­stand­ing of the Gospel by the
an­cient world and helped give birth to Chris­tian phi­los­o­phy; how­ever, “ide­al­ism” was fraught
with risks of dis­tort­ing Chris­tian­ity by in­tro­duc­ing ideas deeply alien to it. Of these, we can
iden­tify three main ones: ab­stract spir­i­tu­al­ism akin to the In­dian one; a pan­the­is­tic
ten­dency; and the ab­sence of the spirit of free­dom, with­out which Chris­tian­ity be­comes
un­think­able.

 
   Plato was a man of ac­tion. Fol­low­ing the death of Socrates, he trav­eled
to fa­mous philoso­phers in Megara to study math­e­mat­ics, Pythagorean
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
theos­o­phy,51 
and an­cient Or­phic wis­dom; he vis­ited Egypt. Not only did he com­mit to seek­ing truth—he
also sought to put it into prac­tice. To this end, he trav­eled to the is­land of Sicily, to Syra­cuse,
hop­ing to build an ideal state.

 
   How­ever, Plato’s am­bi­tions went un­re­al­ized be­cause he could not se­cure sup­port
from the ruler of Syra­cuse, and he de­cided to re­turn to Athens. On his way there,
he was sold into slav­ery, but some­one res­cued him by pay­ing a ran­som for his
re­lease.

 
   Plato came to con­clu­sion that con­flict was in­evitable be­tween those who stand
for truth and peo­ple who live by fol­low­ing their mere opin­ions and in­stincts.
Thus, “that world in which a right­eous man must die for the truth is not the
real, au­then­tic world. An­other world ex­ists, where Truth lives,” wrote Vladimir
Solovyov52 
in his study on Plato.[94] Re­fus­ing to rec­og­nize the chaos of vis­i­ble ex­is­tence as the ul­ti­mate
re­al­ity, Plato with all his be­ing was drawn to that in­vis­i­ble world, which he per­ceived as his
heav­enly home­land.

 
   Fame came to Plato when he was about forty years of age. His name be­came among the
most rec­og­niz­able in all Hel­las, and new stu­dents flocked to him. Plato’s fol­low­ers
ac­quired a small es­tate with a grove not far from Athens ded­i­cated to the At­tic
hero Acade­mus. There, the philoso­pher con­versed with his stu­dents and wrote.
Since then, this sanc­tu­ary of thought, the Acad­emy, would at­tract, over cen­turies,
many dis­sim­i­lar seek­ers of wis­dom: Aris­to­tle and Zeno, Plutarch and Clement of
Alexan­dria, Basil the Great and Gre­gory the The­olo­gian—they all were dis­ci­ples of the
Acad­emy.

   
 

   4.3.6    The two worlds

Athens, 387–370 BC

 
The main idea that in­vari­ably at­tracted Plato’s at­ten­tion, no mat­ter what topic he was
fo­cus­ing on, was the ex­is­tence of the eter­nal spir­i­tual Re­al­ity. Plato’s phi­los­o­phy was born
out of a pas­sion­ate protest against the evils of phys­i­cal ex­is­tence: seek­ing to break out of its
dark­ness into the world of ra­di­ant Truth—this was a mat­ter of life and death to the
philoso­pher. Through painful con­flict, the ten­sion of his spirit reached that ex­treme point
where the mun­dane cover of things cracked and re­vealed the au­then­tic­ity of a higher plane of
ex­is­tence.
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   Plato, who of­ten re­sorted to al­le­gor­i­cal, “mytho­log­i­cal” lan­guage, con­veyed the essence of
his teach­ings with the fol­low­ing myth. Peo­ple live in a dark cave,[95] as it were, with a wide
en­trance stretch­ing across its en­tire length to­ward some light. Ever since child­hood, they
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
have had fet­ters on their feet and necks, so that they can­not freely move but can only see
what is right in front of them. And since they face away from the light, they can only see
shad­ows cast from ob­jects caught be­tween the fire burn­ing above and their dark cave wall.
This im­age rep­re­sents our vis­i­ble world. Peo­ple, who are bound by their sen­sory
per­cep­tions, take the shad­ows for true re­al­ity. And even hav­ing freed them­selves from the
shack­les, they can­not im­me­di­ately get ac­cus­tomed to the idea that there ex­ists a higher
re­al­ity in­ac­ces­si­ble to their senses and only grad­u­ally grow able to un­der­stand
it.

 
   Hu­mans are ca­pa­ble of know­ing the high­est Re­al­ity be­cause they are not only their bod­ies;
they have a cer­tain pivot point in their souls—the spirit, or, as Plato calls it, the “mind” which
is found at the in­ter­sec­tion of the two worlds. A per­son in his earthly life be­longs
si­mul­ta­ne­ously to both realms. The “soul” is con­nected to the per­ish­able body only for
a fixed pe­riod of time, and, un­like the body, it takes af­ter that which is “di­vine,
im­mor­tal, in­tel­li­gi­ble.” It is the dom­i­nant prin­ci­ple in hu­mans meant to be in charge
of the body. Af­ter sep­a­ra­tion from the body, the soul goes into a place sim­i­lar to
it­self—di­vine, im­mor­tal, ra­tio­nal—where it achieves bliss and dwells among the gods
for­ever. Then, due to its de­sire for life, the soul un­der­goes new in­car­na­tions, or
metempsy­chosis, thereby los­ing its func­tion of com­mu­ni­cat­ing with the di­vine. Phi­los­o­phy
helps to avoid the “se­ries of births”; it is the only thing ca­pa­ble of “free­ing” the
soul—giv­ing a higher mean­ing to the life of a sage and teach­ing him not to be afraid of
death. A per­son ac­quires the higher knowl­edge through anam­ne­sis or the process
of re­call­ing that which was known by the soul from eter­nity but has since been
for­got­ten. In par­tic­u­lar, ac­cord­ing to Plato, the idea of Di­vine One­ness is pre­cisely “a
rec­ol­lec­tion of those things which our soul once be­held, when it jour­neyed with God
and, lift­ing its vi­sion above the things which we now say ex­ist, rose up into real
be­ing.”[96]

 
   Plato teaches that each phys­i­cal phe­nom­e­non must cor­re­spond to one of our senses. This
means that real in­tel­li­gi­ble ob­jects, ideas (ei­dos), must cor­re­spond to our mind. They are not
com­pre­hended by rea­son proper but by a spe­cial kind of in­ward vi­sion turned di­rectly
to­wards the in­vis­i­ble re­al­ity, that is in­tu­itively.

 
   Socrates spoke of the Di­vine as the ul­ti­mate Good and Beauty. Re­flect­ing on this, Plato
fol­lows a sim­i­lar line of think­ing. Any­one who de­sires to com­pre­hend Beauty and Good­ness
in their fi­nal depth, i.e., to know God, must strain his “men­tal vi­sion” to rise up­wards, “not
in­tro­duc­ing sight into his rea­son­ing nor drag­ging in any of the other senses.”[97] And
only hav­ing freed one’s spirit from things per­ish­able, the mind can know what is
true Beauty in its eter­nal essence, in it­self. “The ob­jects of knowl­edge not only
re­ceive from the pres­ence of the Good their be­ing known, but their very ex­is­tence
and essence is de­rived to them from it, though the Good it­self is not essence but
still tran­scends essence in dig­nity and sur­pass­ing power.”[98] Here the paths of
con­tem­pla­tion and mys­ti­cism won­der­fully con­verge; for in­tel­lect alone was never the
start­ing point for Plato’s phi­los­o­phy but also the mys­ti­cal vi­sion of the su­per­sen­si­ble
world.

 
   The mo­ment when Plato first pro­claimed the In­vis­i­ble as the foun­da­tion for the ex­is­tence
of the phys­i­cal world be­came a great day in the his­tory of hu­man thought. This dis­cov­ery
would de­fine the ma­jor paths of West­ern phi­los­o­phy.

 
   How­ever, Plato en­coun­tered dif­fi­cul­ties when in­ter­pret­ing the con­nec­tion be­tween spirit
and mat­ter. If the soul on earth is in ex­ile, and the body is only an en­cum­brance for it,
caus­ing all kinds evils, then the high­est goal for a sage is to pre­pare one­self for death—the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
mo­ment when he can fi­nally rid him­self of this bur­den. And all that is left for him be­fore that
mo­ment ar­rives is to seek con­so­la­tion in “re­call­ing” his past en­coun­ters in the heav­enly
realm.

 
   It is not hard to see why “ide­al­ism” has be­come such an ob­sta­cle for ac­cept­ing the re­al­ity
of In­car­na­tion and Res­ur­rec­tion. The Church’s doc­trine of God-Man­hood, of the
Mys­ter­ies that sanc­tify mat­ter, and of the im­pend­ing im­mor­tal­ity of a holis­tic per­son,
would ap­pear to the “ide­al­ists” as de­tract­ing from the pu­rity of spirit, per­fect in its
im­ma­te­ri­al­ity.

   
 

   4.3.7    The Re­pub­lic

Athens – Syra­cuse, 370–354 BC

 
Plato be­lieved that a higher archetype of State ex­ists in the realm of ei­dos. He saw this
“Ideal Po­lis” as a har­mo­nious or­gan­ism whose in­ter­con­nected parts are serv­ing one
an­other.

 
   Plato be­lieved that state or­der is the em­bod­i­ment of the moral con­di­tion of its
cit­i­zens. The moral prin­ci­ples them­selves are rooted in the Eter­nal Good, which ought
to gov­ern the ev­ery­day life of each in­di­vid­ual. Hence his con­clu­sion that a so­cial
re­or­ga­ni­za­tion is in­ex­tri­ca­bly linked to the in­ter­nal trans­for­ma­tion of peo­ple. It was a
pro­found idea, the truth of which is hard to dis­pute. If one de­nies the ob­jec­tive
mean­ing of jus­tice, it be­comes un­clear why, for ex­am­ple, in­equal­ity and op­pres­sion are
bad—af­ter all, things that are hurt­ful for some are quite ac­cept­able to oth­ers. Thus,
the re­jec­tion of one ob­jec­tive truth about jus­tice leads to ever-chang­ing forms of
in­jus­tice.
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   Plato de­vel­oped these ideas in his book The Re­pub­lic. The philoso­pher ar­gues that so­ci­ety
is not shaped by chance but by peo­ple’s need for one an­other. La­bor is what con­nects peo­ple.
Since the foun­da­tions of jus­tice must be sought in the spir­i­tual world, a per­son who is
en­dowed with true wis­dom is most suit­able to man­age the po­lis. This means that
philoso­phers who en­ter the realm of ei­dos should run the state. An­other group
of peo­ple will be called upon to pro­tect the state, and the other class will be its
work­ers.

 
   Ed­u­ca­tion is of par­tic­u­lar im­por­tance to the philoso­pher: its pur­pose is to make
rep­re­sen­ta­tives of each class aware of their proper role. Chil­dren are taken away from
their moth­ers im­me­di­ately fol­low­ing their birth and are given to the state. They are
only al­lowed to read books that have been care­fully vet­ted. Fam­ily is abol­ished,
and tem­po­rary mar­riages are ar­ranged for sol­diers at the di­rec­tion of the rulers.
Peo­ple are brought up in such a way that they do not know per­sonal needs and are
al­ways ready to sac­ri­fice ev­ery­thing for the Home­land. Po­ets who do not share the
spirit of the state get ban­ished. For the good of the peo­ple, guards will vig­i­lantly
watch what cit­i­zens eat, how they are dressed, and what en­ter­tain­ment they en­gage
in.
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   In car­ing for the “na­tion,” Plato ap­par­ently com­pletely dis­re­gards the in­di­vid­ual. He
im­pe­ri­ously dis­penses with tra­di­tional ways, he dic­tates and over­turns; for him, peo­ple are
just poorly placed pieces on a chess­board who must be re­ar­ranged in the cor­rect or­der. An
in­di­vid­ual is of no sig­nif­i­cance to the philoso­pher, but, rather, it is the grand scheme of
things that mat­ters the most, which he in­sti­tutes with the de­ter­mi­na­tion of a mil­i­tary
com­man­der. Plato is con­vinced that as soon as the or­der set forth by him is re­al­ized,
uni­ver­sal hap­pi­ness shall pre­vail in the state. He is not con­cerned with the cost it would take
to bring it about.

 
   In other words, Plato cre­ated a vi­sion of a “closed” au­thor­i­tar­ian state that dic­tates goals,
in­ter­ests, tastes, and even fash­ion to all its cit­i­zens. The func­tions of the state have been
im­mea­sur­ably ex­panded by Plato: he ar­ro­gates to the au­thor­i­ties the right to con­trol the
eco­nomic, cul­tural, and re­li­gious spheres. Such is the grim out­come of an at­tempt to find
har­mony with­out free­dom.
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   Whereas free­dom re­quires an ef­fort, cre­ativ­ity, and re­spon­si­bil­ity from each in­di­vid­ual, here,
ev­ery­thing is made clear, ev­ery­thing is de­cided, each ques­tion is al­ready an­swered. This is an old
temp­ta­tion of hu­mankind: to sur­ren­der one­self to this kind of serene ex­is­tence. Peo­ple, more
than once, weighed down by the prospect of free­dom, were ea­ger to ex­change it for “some lentil
stew.”53 

 
   This “fear of free­dom,” the in­abil­ity and un­will­ing­ness to use it, are es­pe­cially acute dur­ing
tran­si­tional epochs when peo­ple shed their shack­les with­out know­ing what to do
next; many are will­ing at such times to go back to slav­ery for the sake of peace and
or­der.

 
   Plato made an at­tempt to put his ideas into prac­tice. It was un­suc­cess­ful, and this was a
bless­ing be­cause had it been re­al­ized, Plato would have been counted among his­tory’s
crim­i­nals—for good with­out free­dom in­evitably turns into evil.

   
 

   4.3.8    Lo­gos and Chaos

Athens, 354–347 BC

 
In his fi­nal years, Plato had been try­ing to un­der­stand the na­ture of the forces of Good and
Evil at work in the Uni­verse. He claimed that the world was cre­ated by the Demi­urge
(Cre­ator). The Supreme Mind, or Lo­gos, cre­ated an in­te­grated world in the im­age of ei­doi
(un­seen forms), and ul­ti­mately in the im­age of per­fec­tion. The cos­mos was cre­ated as a
“sin­gle vis­i­ble liv­ing or­gan­ism”[99] pos­sess­ing both in­tel­li­gence and soul. The uni­ver­sal
soul was cre­ated first and served as the uni­fy­ing prin­ci­ple for the cos­mos. Thus,
cos­mo­ge­n­e­sis is the process of Lo­gos act­ing in the realm of per­pet­ual Chaos, even
though traits of im­per­fec­tion would re­main in­evitable in our “best of the worlds.” The
for­ma­tion of the Uni­verse is now com­plete, and even the Demi­urge him­self is pow­er­less
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
to fully over­come the prin­ci­ple of chaos, which is in­ex­tri­ca­bly en­twined with the
reign of Ananke—Ne­ces­sity. Hu­man­ity has no choice but to rec­on­cile it­self  with the
ex­is­tence of im­per­fec­tion. A re­bel­lion against evil, es­cha­to­log­i­cal hope—all this
seemed alien to Plato, who him­self can be re­garded as a suc­ces­sor of the mag­i­cal
world­view.

 
   The great­ness of Plato is in his vi­sion of the higher spir­i­tual world, where peo­ple can
dis­cover their heav­enly home­land. Yet in ad­di­tion to the sun­light of the Lo­gos, his phi­los­o­phy
is per­me­ated with the de­cep­tive moon­light of the Dionysian du­al­ism; Fate and Ne­ces­sity
men­ac­ingly sparkle like the dis­tant stars in the night sky.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   


Chap­ter 5
Her­alds of the King­dom of God

   Bib­li­cal prophets from Amos to the time of restora­tion,
8th–4th cen­turies BC



   5.1    In­tro­duc­tion

Ac­cord­ing to the Bible, the world un­folds be­fore us as an in­com­plete or “open sys­tem,” which
de­vel­ops in an as­cend­ing line. The prophets were the first to ap­pre­ci­ate this pro­gres­sion of
time and to re­al­ize that our earthly events re­flect the his­tory of the strug­gle of the Ex­is­tent
One for His cre­ation. The fi­nal goal of this strug­gle is the con­sum­mate tri­umph of the Di­vine
Good. Ini­tially, the prophets con­sid­ered the elim­i­na­tion of all evil from the world
to be the key to this vic­tory, but grad­u­ally they came to un­der­stand the fu­ture
King­dom of God as a rec­on­cil­i­a­tion of the Cre­ator and hu­man­ity, their union in
ul­ti­mate har­mony. They viewed each per­son to be God’s vi­tal co­worker. Serv­ing the
Higher Will re­quired of prophets to ac­tively par­tic­i­pate in the life of the so­ci­ety
around them. And first and fore­most, they be­came fierce crit­ics of mis­be­liefs of their
con­tem­po­raries.

 
   The prophets forged a unique re­li­gious rev­o­lu­tion, re­lent­lessly over­throw­ing fa­mil­iar pa­gan
idols. They never made a cult of “the tra­di­tion of the fa­thers” as such. The prophets op­posed
the pa­gan ten­den­cies of Is­rael with faith in the True One; they of­fered a re­li­gion of the hu­man
spirit in place of the mag­i­cal un­der­stand­ing of wor­ship; they posited uni­ver­sal­ism as an
al­ter­na­tive to the na­tion­al­is­tic nar­row­ness.

 
   The prophets de­clared them­selves to be suc­ces­sors of the re­li­gious teach­ings of Moses,
which, for all its virtues, proved un­able to de­feat crude nat­u­ral­ism and peas­ant su­per­sti­tions
of the Is­raelites. A new spir­i­tual re­birth of the peo­ple was re­quired be­fore the mes­sage of
Moses could be heard and ac­cepted in all of Pales­tine. This process was ini­ti­ated by the
min­istry of the prophet Amos.

   
 

   5.2    Be­fore Cap­tiv­ity



   5.2.1    Amos the shep­herd

North­ern King­dom of Is­rael,
760–755 BC

 
Is­rael’s prophet Amos was the first of the prophets in the his­tory of the Old Tes­ta­ment to
write a book on parch­ment, in which he laid out his mo­men­tous vi­sions and omi­nous
pre­dic­tions.

 
   Based on the mea­ger in­for­ma­tion that reached us, let us imag­ine how the life of Amos
looked like prior to his prophetic call. He was a na­tive of Tekoa, a small town in Judea a few
kilo­me­ters from Beth­le­hem. This town was lo­cated to the very east of the pop­u­lated part of
the coun­try. “Not a sin­gle vil­lage lies be­yond this re­gion,” wrote St. Jerome who used to live in
those places, “No pro­duce can grow on its dry sandy soil. There­fore, it’s filled with
shep­herds, so that the bar­ren­ness of the land is com­pen­sated with an abun­dance of
live­stock.”[100]

 
   Even though Amos was a man of the masses in the real sense of the word—a poor
shep­herd—we would be wrong to as­sume him to be ig­no­rant. On the con­trary, this
com­moner pos­sessed a broad out­look, was lit­er­ate, thor­oughly versed in the Scrip­tures, and
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
knew the life of the peo­ple around him well.

 
   
 
 [image: PIC]
The Prophet Amos.

Gus­tave Doré.

Wood En­grav­ing.                                                                                 
   
   One day in around 760 BC, some­thing caused him aban­don his quiet life in the
moun­tains and make a sud­den trip to the north, to the bustling cities of Ephraim, leav­ing
be­hind his na­tive land of Ju­dah.

 
   A dra­matic spir­i­tual trans­for­ma­tion took place; Amos him­self re­ferred to it as the cen­tral
event of his life. In an in­stant, like a flash of light­ning, an un­usu­ally bright light shone
on him: the word of the Lord came to him like a tem­pest and a boom­ing flame of
fire.

 
   Amos used to say, “I am not a prophet or the son of a prophet.”[101] He nei­ther stud­ied
with clair­voy­ants nor re­ceived his or­di­na­tion from peo­ple.

 
   He was made a prophet by none other than God. In this, one of the most es­sen­tial
fea­tures of the bib­li­cal rev­e­la­tion, es­pe­cially as com­pared to other re­li­gions, is made
man­i­fest.

 
   From time im­memo­rial, peo­ple would turn their eyes to­ward the Di­vine when­ever they
en­coun­tered in­com­pre­hen­si­ble nat­u­ral phe­nom­ena or needed help in their earthly af­fairs.
Vis­its to or­a­cles and as­cetic ex­ploits, philo­soph­i­cal searches and rit­ual cer­e­monies—all this
pri­mar­ily spoke of peo­ple’s needs, their hard­ships, con­cerns, and as­pi­ra­tions. It was be­lieved
that fa­vors from gods could be ac­quired through sac­ri­fices—seen as the only way to bring the
at­ten­tion of gods to the peo­ple.

 
   A com­pletely dif­fer­ent re­li­gious world­view is re­vealed to us in the Bible.

 
   Yah­weh, the in­vis­i­ble Cre­ator of the worlds, does not for a mo­ment re­main in­dif­fer­ent to
His cre­ation, es­pe­cially to hu­mans, in whom His im­age is im­printed. The ini­tia­tive in the
di­a­logue with hu­mans al­ways be­longs to God.

 
   Di­vine rev­e­la­tion sounds like the voice of a Per­son who, while in­fin­itely sur­pass­ing
ev­ery­thing hu­man, is none­the­less able to come into in­ti­mate con­tact with an in­di­vid­ual.
 
 

      He who made Pleiades and Orion,
            
      Who turns dark­ness into dawn,
            
      And makes the day dark as night….
            
Who builds his up­per cham­bers in the heav­ens
            
      And lays its foun­da­tion on the earth;
            
He calls for the wa­ters of the sea
            
      And pours them out on the face of the earth.
            
Yah­weh is his name!
                                                                                      
(Am
                                                                                      5:8,
                                                                                       9:6)
            

  

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   Amos even avoids re­fer­ring to Yah­weh as God of Is­rael. Such a name would limit Him to a
na­tional faith. In­stead, Amos prefers to call Him the Sabaoth, the God of the Hosts—“the
Mas­ter of the star worlds,” “the Lord of the Uni­verse.”
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   God “declar­ing His pur­poses to man” sig­ni­fies peo­ple’s in­volve­ment in the process of the
world cre­ation. Yah­weh, the supreme ruler of the world, re­veals His will to peo­ple through the
prophets. Amos de­clares that He “does noth­ing with­out re­veal­ing His se­cret to His ser­vants,
the prophets” (Am 3:7). Through the prophets, the Cre­ator sets this world free from
blind­ness and opens up for us the pos­si­bil­ity to par­tic­i­pate in im­ple­ment­ing His Di­vine
plan.

 
   Amos’ words at­tracted crowds of lis­ten­ers in Bethel, caus­ing panic among the clergy and
con­fu­sion in the en­tire city.

 
   What could cause such a sharp op­po­si­tion to the preach­ing of Amos from the pow­ers that
be? His threats against the royal house? Un­doubt­edly. Yet this was not all. Sim­i­lar threats
had been of­ten ut­tered by prophets. Ev­i­dently, it was his prophecy about the demise of Is­rael
that caused the most in­dig­na­tion.

 
   Amos’ ap­peal to other na­tions is also full of bit­ter­ness and anger. What does the Lord,
through His prophet, ac­cuse the Gen­tiles of? It has noth­ing to do with the fact that they may
pro­fess false re­li­gions. Their sin pri­mar­ily lies in tram­pling on their hu­man­ity. Even if
they err about God, they nev­er­the­less must dis­cern be­tween good and evil—the
prin­ci­ple that the apos­tle Paul would later re­fer to as the law of con­science among the
Gen­tiles.[102]

 
   The prophet re­minds them of their mas­sacres in the cap­tured cities, cruel treat­ment of
pris­on­ers, and abuse of de­fense­less women and chil­dren. None of it will be left with­out
ret­ri­bu­tion: all peo­ple stand to an­swer to God, the Judge of the Uni­verse.

 
   This re­spon­si­bil­ity of the Gen­tiles im­plies their dig­nity and par­tic­i­pa­tion in the Cre­ator’s
plans and ac­tions. Crimes of the na­tions are there­fore not just a vi­o­la­tion of the nat­u­ral
or­der, but, first and fore­most, an op­po­si­tion to the will of God re­gard­ing the world and
hu­man­ity.

 
   PEO­PLE ARE EQUAL BE­FORE THE FACE OF GOD: this was the gospel of the Jew­ish
shep­herd Amos. To re­al­ize how new and coura­geous his ser­mon was, it is worth re­mem­ber­ing
that in those days the Egyp­tians and the In­di­ans used to call for­eign­ers “sons of the devil,”
and the Greeks con­sid­ered bar­bar­ians to be “slaves by birth.” But why talk about an­tiq­uity,
when even now, some twenty-eight cen­turies af­ter Amos, ha­tred, con­tempt, and alien­ation
con­tinue to di­vide na­tions?

 
   We do not yet see Amos preach­ing a world re­li­gion, but his uni­ver­sal­ism was an im­por­tant
step to­wards it. He be­lieved that Is­rael be­came the peo­ple of God not be­cause they were
bet­ter than oth­ers, but as a na­tion des­tined to re­ceive a Rev­e­la­tion, to be its ves­sel and
bearer.

 
   This call­ing had noth­ing in com­mon with vul­gar na­tional ex­cep­tion­al­ism. In­deed, Is­raelites
by their na­ture were no dif­fer­ent than, say, Ethiopi­ans or Philistines. A bit­ter dis­ap­point­ment
awaits those who say: “We are bet­ter than oth­ers,” or “we are ex­cep­tional,” for God’s truth is
im­par­tial.

 
   This new vi­sion of the world shook Amos to his core. Per­haps he him­self had not
been pre­vi­ously free from such widely held il­lu­sions. Thus, he be­gan to preach the
in­evitabil­ity of the Lord’s Judg­ment with an even greater con­vic­tion. Baby­lo­nian
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
po­ets cel­e­brated their he­roes, Egyp­tians praised their gods, pharaohs, and women,
Homer glo­ri­fied the valor of his cham­pi­ons and their weaponry; but Amos, the great
poet of the East, was cap­ti­vated by the idea of Di­vine Jus­tice—his only queen and
hero­ine.

 
   “The pru­dent keep their mouths shut,” Amos would say, “dur­ing these evil times.”[103] He
was well aware that his speeches would only make him the sub­ject of ha­tred, but he could
not re­main silent even in the face of false ac­cu­sa­tions and threats.

 
   The out­ward piety of the Is­raelites could not jus­tify them in the least in the eyes of the
prophet. Re­li­gion as bribery and deal-mak­ing with deities was an in­sult to Heaven.
Any thought of buy­ing one’s way out with God had to be re­jected once and for
all.
 
 

      I hate, I de­spise your re­li­gious fes­ti­vals,
            
      The in­cense at your solemn as­sem­blies is a stench to Me!
            
Though you of­fer Me burnt of­fer­ings and your presents,
            
      I will not ac­cept them,
            
      Nor will I even look at your sac­ri­fi­cial calves.
            
Away with the noise of your songs,
            
      I will not lis­ten to the sound of your harps;
            
But let jus­tice run down like wa­ter,
            
      And right­eous­ness like a mighty stream.
                                                                                      
(Am
                                                                                 5:21–24)
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   Some schol­ars tried to por­tray Amos’ min­istry as his cre­at­ing a kind of “eth­i­cal re­li­gion”
and saw him only as a so­cial re­former[104] who fought against op­pres­sion us­ing re­li­gious
lingo. How­ever, such con­clu­sions are with­out merit.

 
   To Amos, the God-seer, de­vo­tion to jus­tice was, above all, the ful­fill­ment of God’s pre­cepts.
He knew the tran­scen­dent and su­per­hu­man source of all good, and God and Jus­tice to him
were truly one and the same. So­cial protest—a de­riv­a­tive of faith—comes sec­ond, not first, in
Amos’ preach­ing.

 
   To the minds of the an­cients, the idea of sin was most of­ten con­flated with the no­tion of
break­ing the es­tab­lished rules. For Amos, how­ever, sin is that evil which is in­tro­duced into
the re­la­tion­ship be­tween God and man.

 
   What man needs is not a mere “con­science” or “hu­mane­ness” but a liv­ing knowl­edge of
God and hear­ing of His words. At the same time, one can­not ac­cept the Di­vine Word with­out
keep­ing the com­mand­ments.
 
 

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
      You have built houses of well-hewn stone,
            
      But you will not en­joy them!
            
You have planted pleas­ant vine­yards,
            
      But you will not drink wine from them.
            
For I know how many are your trans­gres­sions,
            
      And how mighty are your sins.
                                                                                      
(Am
                                                                                 5:21–24)
            

  

   Amos fore­saw that Is­rael would be ex­pelled from their land, which they were proved
un­wor­thy of.

 
   It is un­likely that he knew about the de­tails of the events tak­ing place far to the north, on
the banks of the Tigris—the fact that would make his his­tor­i­cal prophecy even more
ad­mirable. A mil­i­tary in­sur­rec­tion brought Tiglath-Pileser III (745–727 BC) to the throne of
As­syria. He cre­ated an un­prece­dented war ma­chine based on strict dis­ci­pline and full
fi­nan­cial sup­port by the state.

 
   With such an army, he was all but in­vin­ci­ble, and, fol­low­ing al­most a hun­dred-year
hia­tus, a new se­ries of cam­paigns be­gan. Tiglath-Pileser in­tro­duced yet an­other in­no­va­tion.
He re­al­ized that the for­mer pol­icy of levy­ing trib­ute on sub­dued na­tions had been in­ef­fi­cient,
and in­stead his new strat­egy be­came to de­port the lo­cals of the newly con­quered
lands, re­pop­u­lat­ing them with for­eign­ers. Through such forcible dis­place­ment of the
pop­u­la­tion, the king sought to pre­vent any pock­ets of na­tional re­sis­tance. Sep­a­rated from
their home­land, peo­ple quickly as­sim­i­lated and turned into mere “sub­jects of the
king.”

 
   The day was near­ing when such a fate would be­fall Is­rael.

   
 

   5.2.2    Rev­e­la­tion of the love of God. Prophet Hosea

Samaria, c.750–740 BC

 
Amos was not alone in his prophe­cies, and an­other preacher soon ap­peared in Ephraim who
spoke of Is­rael’s im­mi­nent demise—Hosea, a younger con­tem­po­rary of Amos. He prob­a­bly
lived in Samaria and preached near one of its sanc­tu­ar­ies. There are rea­sons to be­lieve that
he was a priest: he was very knowl­edge­able about the litur­gi­cal prac­tices as well as the
re­li­gious con­di­tion of his peo­ple. From the way Hosea de­scribed the prophets and the priests,
we con­clude that he be­longed to those who had be­come painfully aware of the spir­i­tual cri­sis
in Is­rael, those who re­fused to put up with the stag­na­tion and de­gen­er­a­tion of the
faith.

 
   Hosea looked back on Sinai as a trusted ref­er­ence point for the re­li­gious life of
the peo­ple. He vet­ted the events of his time with the Mo­saic com­mand­ments and
ar­rived at the same sad con­clu­sions as Amos. How­ever, Hosea nei­ther be­came a
mere fore­teller of the gloomy end nor ap­peared as an ar­ro­gant sage, who, from the
height of his moral su­pe­ri­or­ity (sim­i­lar to Her­a­cli­tus) passed judg­ment on hu­man
folly.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   Tor­mented by sor­row, Hosea was at the edge of de­spair. He was gripped by grief and
in­dig­na­tion, while his soul was long­ing for har­mony and peace. His life ex­pe­ri­ences, al­though
their de­tails are not en­tirely known to us, had pre­pared Hosea to re­ceive new depths of
knowl­edge of God. What ex­actly hap­pened to Hosea? His life story is be­fud­dling to a
reader: first he de­scribes him­self as be­ing mar­ried to a “har­lot,” and then later
he pro­fesses his love for a pro­mis­cu­ous woman. Ap­par­ently, this was not to be
read as an al­le­gory, and both de­scrip­tions re­ferred to the same woman in Hosea’s
life.
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   A failed mar­riage could hardly be seen as a tragedy by Socrates; not so much be­cause of
the philoso­pher’s own per­son­al­ity, but rather due to the fact that a typ­i­cal Greek would not
ex­pect spir­i­tual affin­ity and un­der­stand­ing from a woman.

 
   Women in Is­rael, on the other hand, were not some speech­less hand­maids. The wives of a
num­ber of prophets shared in min­istry with their hus­bands. There­fore, there was noth­ing
strange in Hosea look­ing for sym­pa­thy and spir­i­tual close­ness in his wife. But in­stead, he
found fri­vol­ity, in­dif­fer­ence, and rude­ness. It seemed like there came a point of a com­plete rift
be­tween the hus­band and the wife. Hosea could have gone to the court of his day, which
strictly pun­ished un­faith­ful wives, but his love did not al­low him to do so; on the
con­trary, it even­tu­ally pre­vailed over the bit­ter­ness of be­trayal, and Hosea brought
his wife back to his house. The bright epi­logue of the Book of the Prophet Hosea
sug­gests that a strong and pure sense of love did tri­umph even­tu­ally, af­ter all the
tri­als.

 
   The men­tal suf­fer­ing that Hosea went through be­came the for­ma­tive ex­pe­ri­ence of his life
that helped to man­i­fest his prophetic gift.

 
   Re­li­gion for Hosea is not so much a duty or an obli­ga­tion, but, first and fore­most, love for
God. For the first time in the Holy Scrip­tures, the love be­tween hus­band and wife be­comes a
sym­bol of the union of God and hu­man­ity. Sure enough, there is duty and obli­ga­tion in
mar­riage, but its essence is in the mys­ti­cal union of the two be­ings. The same is
true about faith; it is not based on re­quire­ments but on love—trust, af­fec­tion, and
un­break­able union. In this, Hosea al­ready an­tic­i­pates the Apos­tle Paul and John the
The­olo­gian.

 
   The tragedy of Is­rael was in its in­fi­delity to the love of God. Hosea saw the peo­ple’s
be­trayal of God not only in their di­rect apos­tasy to pa­gan­ism but also in their dis­tor­tion of
Yah­weh’s wor­ship it­self. Here, he was in full ac­cord with Amos, the preacher of the re­li­gion of
the Spirit.

 
   “They make idols for them­selves from their sil­ver,” the prophet ex­claims mock­ingly, “the
work of crafts­men ac­cord­ing to their own un­der­stand­ing. ‘Sac­ri­fice to these,’ they cry, ‘and
kiss the calf idols!’” (Ho 13:2).

 
   Ret­ri­bu­tion is be­ing pre­pared by the hands of sin­ners them­selves, who “hav­ing sown the
wind, will reap the whirl­wind” (Ho 8:7). Even clearer than Amos, Hosea ex­presses the idea
that the pun­ish­ment is al­ready con­tained in the very act of apos­tasy against God. It is
not God the Avenger who ar­rives on the scene with a scourge of ret­ri­bu­tion, but
the sad con­se­quences are brought about on the tres­passer by sin it­self. God only
cre­ated the state of af­fairs in the world such that the pun­ish­ment for sin be­comes
in­ex­orable.

 
   Yet at the very mo­ment when the ver­dict seems in­evitable, among re­proaches,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
lamen­ta­tions, and omi­nous fore­bod­ings, the voice of God can be sud­denly heard, not
as that of an im­pla­ca­ble Judge, but one ut­ter­ing the words of in­fi­nite mercy and
com­pas­sion.
 
 

       How can I give you up, Ephraim?
            
      How can I aban­don you, Is­rael?…
            
My heart is turned within Me,
            
      All My com­pas­sions are kin­dled.
                                                                                       
(Ho
                                                                                     11:8)
            

  

   God’s un­quench­able love was re­vealed to the prophet whose own love over­came all the
tor­ments of the mar­i­tal in­fi­delity. God is the Beloved Who can for­give ev­ery­thing:
 
 

      He has torn us—He Him­self will heal us;
            
      He has wounded us—it’s Him who will ban­dage our wounds.
                                                                                       
(Ho
                                                                                       6:1)
            

  

   God, re­jected and be­trayed by peo­ple, suf­fers. This is the un­fath­omable mys­tery re­vealed
to the prophet Hosea. This suf­fer­ing is the pain of un­re­quited love; it tes­ti­fies to the pro­found
bond be­tween the Cre­ator and His cre­ation.

 
   He needs us: what a won­der! How can we even be­gin to grasp it?

 
   “But God can­not suf­fer, for suf­fer­ing is a sign of im­per­fec­tion,” philoso­phers ex­claim in
em­bar­rass­ment. “Yes,” the prophet replies, “there is such a thing as Di­vine suf­fer­ing.” God
suf­fers on the ac­count of our im­per­fec­tion.

 
   Hu­man­ity is trans­formed in the face of the Lord’s pas­sion. We are no longer worms
tram­pled un­der­foot, nor a for­saken is­land in the sea of life, but God’s own chil­dren whom
the In­ef­fa­ble holds in HIS HAND, lead­ing us with com­pas­sion through tri­als in
or­der to bring us to re­pen­tance. This is how Hosea sees peo­ple. Whereas Amos
hurls the sin­ner into the abyss of hor­ror, Hosea up­lifts the pen­i­tent to the gates of
Heaven.

 
   “For I am God and not a mere mor­tal!” Yah­weh pro­claims (Ho 11:9). These words sound
like a thun­der­clap. Yet at the same time, the In­ef­fa­ble and the Eter­nal One is mys­te­ri­ously
full of true and deep hu­man­ity. He is Jus­tice, and there­fore a Judge, but He is also full of
com­pas­sion to­wards sin­ners. He Him­self stops the ar­rows of His anger; His love is stronger
than the law of ret­ri­bu­tion.

 
   The prophet is not only a seer of love, but also a her­ald of free­dom, which is re­vealed in the
Almighty await­ing the re­turn of His peo­ple.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   It was Hosea, the last prophet of the North­ern King­dom, who spoke of God as Love, Who
seeks love in re­turn from each per­son. Hosea spoke at the time of Greek tyranny, the
found­ing of Rome, and As­syr­ian in­va­sions, when the glare of the bloody demise of Is­rael was
al­ready be­ing seen. And when, cen­turies later, the Son of Man would en­ter un­der the roofs of
the out­cast, the de­spised, and the sin­ful, He would re­mind scribes, boast­ful of their piety, of
the great words of this prophet: “I de­sire mercy and not sac­ri­fice…” (Ho 6:6; cf. Mt 9:13,
12:7).

   
 

   5.2.3    Isa­iah and the “poor of the Lord”

Jerusalem, 742–735 BC

 
A pil­lar of smoke ris­ing above the Tem­ple, bat­tle­ments sur­round­ing the fortress on the hill;
steep slopes scorched by the sun, a wavy moun­tain chain en­clos­ing the val­ley—this was
Jerusalem eight cen­turies be­fore the birth of Christ. The city had had a long his­tory by then,
and an amaz­ing fate still awaited it. Paths of many na­tions and cul­tures would in­ter­sect
here; for three mil­len­nia na­tions from the three dif­fer­ent con­ti­nents would dis­pute
it; the ad­her­ents of the three world re­li­gions would make pil­grim­age to its holy
places.
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   The City of David and Christ, the city of the Prom­ises and the Gospel, Jerusalem had been
as­so­ci­ated with Sa­cred his­tory from its very be­gin­ning.

 
   It was in the at­mos­phere of this leg­endary city that Isa­iah, the first great prophet to
preach in Judea, was brought up. As Socrates was a child of Athens, so Isa­iah be­came
in­sep­a­ra­ble from Jerusalem, the spirit of which can be felt in all his ser­mons, in his
teach­ings on the ho­li­ness of God, the Rem­nant of Is­rael, and the Mes­siah.

 
   The bi­og­ra­phy of Isa­iah re­flects the his­tory of his home­town of that era. Isa­iah was called
to min­istry when he was around thirty years of age, and since that time, for nearly half a
cen­tury, he re­mained a spir­i­tual fa­ther to Jerusalem, an ad­viser to kings, an in­cor­rupt­ible
con­science of his na­tion.

 
   Isa­iah must be right­fully rec­og­nized as one of Is­rael’s great­est au­thors. His mono­logues
are im­bued with the spirit of enor­mous epic power.

 
   We must re­mem­ber when we turn to the Book of the Prophet Isa­iah in its present form
that it is a col­lec­tion of speeches com­piled by his dis­ci­ples. Not ev­ery­thing in this col­lec­tion
be­longs to the prophet him­self, some parts were writ­ten by his fol­low­ers. It took the work of
sev­eral gen­er­a­tions of schol­ars to iden­tify the au­then­tic ser­mons of Isa­iah and ar­range them
in their chrono­log­i­cal or­der. The an­cient com­pil­ers of the orig­i­nal an­thol­ogy, how­ever, viewed
the preser­va­tion of the teach­ings of the prophet and his school as their main goal. That be­ing
said, a lit­er­ary anal­y­sis of the book helped to re­cover the orig­i­nal or­der of Isa­iah’s
ad­dresses and as­so­ciate them with the prophet’s bi­og­ra­phy and stages of his spir­i­tual
de­vel­op­ment.

 
   Isa­iah was born in Jerusalem around 765 BC and, ac­cord­ing to tra­di­tion, be­longed to the
royal fam­ily. Even if it is a leg­end, he was un­doubt­edly of no­ble birth, which is un­der­lined by
the role he played in the cap­i­tal.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   Isa­iah’s youth over­lapped with the pe­riod of a rel­a­tive pros­per­ity in the coun­try. To the
prophet, how­ever, God’s fa­vor was not tied to the coun­try’s pros­per­ity. While he shared the
com­mon faith in the cho­sen­ness of Zion, he re­fused to as­so­ciate it with Canaan leg­ends and
pa­gan su­per­sti­tions. The Tem­ple, in his eyes, was a place of unique Theo­phany where the
Lord re­vealed Him­self to all of hu­man­ity.
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   One day when Isa­iah was pray­ing in the Tem­ple, he felt as if a flash of light­ning sud­denly
split the dark­ness. At that in­stant, it was re­vealed to him that the Ex­is­tent One
was present there, One who truly dwelt among His peo­ple, walk­ing along­side each
per­son.

 
   What was it? A sub­con­scious sen­sa­tion of the Most High? “A di­vine mys­tery per­me­at­ing all
things?” Who, in his mo­ment of en­light­en­ment, has not felt some­thing sim­i­lar, even if only
once and to a weaker de­gree?

 
   Yet this was not what hap­pened to Isa­iah. The prophet ex­pe­ri­enced the pres­ence of God
not as a tremu­lous touch of some un­seen force, but as a real, al­most painfully close,
prox­im­ity of a per­sonal Other, prox­im­ity that caused a mys­ti­cal hor­ror. It was some­thing so
over­whelm­ing and at the same time so in­ti­mate, pierc­ing like a gaze, a gen­uine dis­cov­ery of
God’s pres­ence next to him­self. He, Yah­weh, strid­ing over Sinai and the sea, above the
clouds, winds and stars, in­com­pre­hen­si­bly dwelt in this stern sanc­tu­ary among the oil
lamps and gilded cherubs, in that House on the moun­tain in the midst of the holy
city.
      
 

      “I saw the Lord,” says Isa­iah, “sit­ting on a throne, high and lifted up, and the
      train of His robe filled the tem­ple.”

                                                                                        (Is
                                                                                       6:1)
      
 


   “Woe to me, I am ru­ined!” went through Isa­iah’s mind, “for I am a man with un­clean lips,
and I live among a peo­ple with un­clean lips, yet my eyes saw Yah­weh, the King of the Hosts…”
(Is 6:5). From child­hood he was taught that see­ing the Most High was akin to en­ter­ing a
fire.

 
   And then a ser­aph flew to Isa­iah through the haze of the in­cense smoke. He held in his
hands a lump of coal from the al­tar with which he touched the mouth of the prophet, and
Isa­iah’s whole be­ing was per­me­ated by a cleans­ing fire.

 
   “Whom shall I send? Who will go for Us?” a voice sounded in the deep. Isa­iah did not
wa­ver: “Here I am, send me!” (Is 6:8).

 
   And then he heard dev­as­tat­ing words about a blind and deaf peo­ple, a peo­ple with a
cal­lous heart, who turned away from God. The prophet must pro­claim the will of Yah­weh to
the blind, but ev­ery­thing would be in vain, for they would not lis­ten. And yet, Isa­iah
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
must speak. “For how long, O Lord?” Isa­iah was vexed. The an­swer sounded like a
ver­dict:
 
 

      Un­til the cities are ru­ined and empty;
            
      The houses are left un­in­hab­ited.
            
The land it­self is turned into a des­o­late waste­land;
            
      Un­til the Lord has sent ev­ery­one far away,
            
      And the land is ut­terly for­saken….
                                                                                        
(Is
                                                                                 6:11–12)
            

  

   Al­though a sin­ner un­fit to con­tem­plate God, Isa­iah, now cleansed, ex­claims with fil­ial
bold­ness: “Here I am, send me!” The prophet has not drowned in God, nor has he re­mained
pros­trate be­fore Him,—now he is stand­ing in His pres­ence, be­ing trans­formed into His
co­worker.

 
   This vi­sion in the Tem­ple be­came the rev­e­la­tion of the ho­li­ness of God. God is holy: this
was the al­pha and omega of Isa­iah’s creed and his procla­ma­tion.

 
   In the Up­an­ishads or Plato, we also find the idea that the Di­vine in Its na­ture can
never be de­fined in earthly terms. Isa­iah ex­pressed this same in­com­men­su­ra­bil­ity
of God with the world us­ing the word “ka­dosh” or “ho­li­ness.” At the same time,
how­ever, Yah­weh did not cease to be a liv­ing God for the prophet. He is a Per­son
at work in the world, al­though His Char­ac­ter and the man­ner of His ac­tions are
com­pletely un­like those of hu­mans. Man can only know His will, but not know
Him as He is. And if a union be­tween the Cre­ator and the cre­ation is pos­si­ble, it is
only be­cause God Him­self seeks it, ini­ti­at­ing a di­a­logue with man. This doc­trine of
“ho­li­ness” re­it­er­ates the mys­tery of God as be­ing “en­tirely oth­er­worldly.” It serves as
a warn­ing for peo­ple against cre­at­ing an imag­i­nary God in their own im­age and
like­ness.

 
   The joy of God’s vis­i­ta­tion was over­shad­owed for Isa­iah by his re­al­iz­ing just how short the
peo­ple came of the ideal of “ho­li­ness.” Ap­plied to the peo­ple, “ka­dosh” or “ho­li­ness” meant
“ded­i­ca­tion to God.” The peo­ple of Yah­weh were to be­long to Him wholly and fol­low His ways.
But what hap­pened in­stead?
 
 

      For the vine­yard of Yah­weh Sabaoth is the house of Is­rael,
            
      And the men of Ju­dah are His choice plant.
            
And He looked for jus­tice, but be­hold, blood­shed;
            
For right­eous­ness, but be­hold, an out­cry!”
                                                                                        
(Is
                                                                                       5:7)
            

  

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   If we com­pare Isa­iah’s preach­ing with the mes­sage of Amos, then their es­sen­tial dif­fer­ence
be­comes im­me­di­ately ev­i­dent. For Amos, the Day of Yah­weh was only dark­ness, a de­struc­tive
whirl­wind, whereas Isa­iah saw in it some­thing else. The prom­ises of God can­not be ut­terly
re­voked: in the midst of uni­ver­sal de­cline and im­pend­ing calamity, the holy Rem­nant of Is­rael
will be pre­served. It will be in this Rem­nant that ev­ery­thing that has once been promised to
the peo­ple of God will be re­al­ized. The nu­cleus of the re­newed peo­ple of God will be those who
have been faith­ful to His “ho­li­ness,” who have com­mit­ted them­selves to the heav­enly
King.
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   In those years, a re­li­gious move­ment known as “Ebionim Yah­weh” or “the poor of the Lord”
made it­self in­creas­ingly man­i­fest. It was in them that the prophet saw that holy Rem­nant
who would be saved through all of his­tory’s cat­a­clysms.

 
   A herds­man’s ethos prized sim­plic­ity and in­de­pen­dence and re­jected en­rich­ment and
usurpa­tion of power. An op­pres­sor, an apos­tate, and a “de­vourer of the poor” were of­ten
em­bod­ied by one and the same per­son. Yet the Bible un­equiv­o­cally con­demns poverty if it has
been caused by idle­ness (Pr 28:19). The in­di­gent, filled with mal­ice, envy, and greed, could
not be counted among “the poor of the Lord,” who re­fused to view their own poverty as a
curse, but, in their own way, were proud of it.

 
   The ad­vo­cates of true piety of­ten grouped around the Tem­ple. Among them were the “poor
of the Lord,” who also re­ferred to them­selves as “anavim.” This word is lit­er­ally trans­lated as
“beg­gars,” but can also mean “meek” or “hum­ble.”

 
   The mean­ing of “meek­ness” and “hu­mil­ity” has changed dras­ti­cally over time due to
mis­use and false as­so­ci­a­tions; hu­mil­ity is now of­ten con­flated with hyp­o­crit­i­cal smarmi­ness,
adu­la­tion, and self-de­mean­ing sub­servience. Mean­while, hu­mil­ity in the Old Tes­ta­ment and
Chris­tian tra­di­tions can best be un­der­stood as spir­i­tual so­bri­ety and kind­ness, an op­po­site of
in­fat­u­a­tion by one’s own pride.

 
   “The meek,” just as “the poor of the Lord,” were a re­mark­able spir­i­tual phe­nom­e­non in the
pre-Chris­tian world. Af­ter all, it was the time of the rise to power of As­syria, the time of
re­fined cru­elty and state-or­ga­nized geno­cides. Even though the mind­less vi­o­lence and bla­tant
dis­re­gard for hu­man­ity have gained un­prece­dented pro­por­tions dur­ing the 20th cen­tury, our
era is, nev­er­the­less, dis­tin­guished from the past cen­turies by a strong sense of moral
in­dig­na­tion against any such acts.

 
   The sit­u­a­tion was very dif­fer­ent in the era of the bib­li­cal prophets. The an­nals of those
times nar­rate, with an epic calm, the heinous abuse of hu­man­ity. And it was pre­cisely at that
time that the forces of good awak­ened in the world. The Anavim and the Ebionim, whom
Isa­iah rec­og­nized as the holy Rem­nant of Is­rael, stood at the ori­gins of the King­dom of God in
the Old Tes­ta­ment.

 
   Dur­ing the days of the Gospel, the words “anavim” and “ebionim” con­tin­ued to sig­nify
those had con­sciously em­barked on the path of good­ness and non-pos­ses­sive­ness. That is
why some eight cen­turies af­ter Isa­iah, Christ in His Ser­mon on the Mount would be pri­mar­ily
ad­dress­ing “the poor,” “the meek,” those per­se­cuted, and seek­ing truth. And of Him­self, He
would say: “Learn from Me, for I am meek and hum­ble in heart, and you will find rest for
your souls” (Mt 11:29).

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   5.2.4    Prom­ise of the Mes­siah

Jerusalem and Samaria, 736–727 BC

 
The idea of sal­va­tion and the need for it could only emerge at a par­tic­u­lar stage of spir­i­tual
his­tory when hu­man­ity re­al­ized that the Uni­verse was not the best of worlds. It was then that
new teach­ings arose, of­fer­ing, each in its own man­ner, ways to es­cape the fa­tal power of
evil—suf­fer­ing, mean­ing­less­ness, and death.

 
   This idea of de­liv­er­ance lived in Is­rael too. For the He­brew prophets, how­ever, sal­va­tion
was not about a po­lit­i­cal utopia or re­nun­ci­a­tion of the world but rather life with God. They
spoke of de­liv­er­ance only inas­much as they be­lieved that God Him­self would be com­ing into
the world.

 
   That-which-is-to-come had al­ways been a guid­ing light for the peo­ple of the Old Tes­ta­ment.
The prophet Nathan fore­told the eter­nal king­dom of the Mes­siah from the house of David;
since eter­nity is in­her­ent to God alone, such a King­dom would have to be the King­dom of
God.

 
   Who did the Is­raelites call the mes­siah in those days? “Mes­siah,” or more cor­rectly
“mashiach” (“Christ” in Greek), means “anointed one,” that is, a per­son who is con­se­crated by
the Spirit of the Lord for min­istry. This ti­tle was ap­plied to prophets, priests, and pri­mar­ily
kings.

 
   When per­form­ing the rite of anoint­ing, olive oil was used. Just as fire was a sym­bol of
spir­i­tual power, and wa­ter a sign of pu­rifi­ca­tion, so oil sig­ni­fied preser­va­tion. The oil poured
out on the cho­sen one be­to­kened con­stant pres­ence of the di­vine con­se­cra­tion. The
rit­ual was per­formed dur­ing solemn coro­na­tions; thus, ev­ery Jerusalem monarch
was, sim­ply put, a “mes­siah.” How­ever, the prophecy pointed to an ex­tra­or­di­nary
Mes­siah, the One who would rule over an in­de­struc­tible King­dom at the right hand of
Yah­weh.
 
 

      For out of Zion shall go forth the Teach­ing,
            
      And the Word of Yah­weh from Jerusalem.
            
And He shall judge be­tween the tribes,
            
      And ad­dress many na­tions;
            
They shall beat their swords into plow­shares,
            
      And their spears into prun­ing hooks;
            
Na­tion shall not lift up sword against na­tion,
            
      Nei­ther shall they learn war any­more.
                                                                                        
(Is
                                                                                    2:3–4)
            

  

   These words about “beat­ing swords into plow­shares” are of­ten re­peated to­day, ex­cept the
first half of the prophecy gets omit­ted. Mean­while, the bib­li­cal poet never sep­a­rated the
cov­eted end to blood­shed from the spir­i­tual re­vival of the world. The prophecy says that
evil can only be de­feated when peo­ple ac­cept the Teach­ing and the Word of the
Lord.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   De­liv­er­ance was es­pe­cially needed in those days, when the pe­riod of rel­a­tive calm came to
an end, and Judea en­tered a streak of wars. Two great pow­ers—As­syria and Egypt—were
pre­par­ing for a de­ci­sive bat­tle, and the odds were clearly on the As­syr­ian side. Both He­brew
king­doms faced a dif­fi­cult task: how to adopt a proper stance, be­ing caught be­tween a rock
and a hard place.

 
   It was at this crit­i­cal hour that the prophet Isa­iah at­tempted to in­flu­ence King Ahaz. In the
pres­ence of his en­tourage, the prophet solemnly pro­claimed an im­mi­nent “sign of Yah­weh,”
in­di­cat­ing the in­vi­o­la­bil­ity of the holy city.

 
   “Hear now, O house of David! Is it a small thing for you to try the pa­tience of men, that
you will try the pa­tience of my God as well? And yet the Lord Him­self will give you a sign:
be­hold, a cer­tain Woman will con­ceive and give birth to a Son, and give him the name
Im­manuel [God is with us]. He will eat but­ter and honey un­til he learns how to re­ject evil and
choose good. But be­fore the boy knows how to re­ject evil and choose good, the land will be
de­serted…” (Is 7:13–16).

 
   The prophet de­manded an act of faith from the king. The help of the As­syr­i­ans, how­ever,
was deemed as be­ing more im­por­tant than Yah­weh’s help: the king of Ju­dah chose the
monarch of a ma­jor power over trust­ing in the Lord.

 
   Most Jew­ish kings had lit­tle re­sem­blance to the ideal Anointed One. The birth of an in­fant,
who would be called “God is with us,” marked not only the de­liv­er­ance of Zion from its
en­e­mies but also the com­ing of the fu­ture King­dom of God.

 
   Thus, the cli­max of sal­va­tion is all about the King­dom of God and its ruler—the
Mes­siah-Christ. This theme first en­ters the pages of the Old Tes­ta­ment timidly and with
un­cer­tainty but grad­u­ally grows stronger, gain­ing more sig­nif­i­cance, and even­tu­ally forms
the fo­cal point of the hope of Is­rael. The mys­tery of the Mes­siah as a Per­son, how­ever,
re­mained: who would be the Anointed One, the one to re­store peace be­tween the Cre­ator and
peo­ple?

   
 

   5.2.5    Samaria and Zion

715–688 BC

 
King Ahaz died in 715 BC, suc­ceeded by his twenty-five year old son Hezekiah.

 
   From the first days of his reign, the new king linked his poli­cies to the ideas of the “re­form
party.” There is ev­ery rea­son to be­lieve that Isa­iah right away be­came close to the king,
en­cour­ag­ing him to carry out his re­li­gious re­forms.
   
 
 
 [image: PIC]
Jerusalem De­liv­ered From Sen­nacherib.

J.S. von Car­ols­feld.

Wood En­grav­ing.                                                                                 
   
   In the first year of his reign, ac­cord­ing to the Bible, Hezekiah an­nounced a na­tion­wide
solemn cel­e­bra­tion of Passover in the City of David. Un­til that point, this Feast had not been
as­so­ci­ated with Jerusalem proper. Fam­i­lies in ev­ery city and vil­lage par­tic­i­pated in a
sa­cred meal that day, es­tab­lished since the times of Ex­o­dus. This cel­e­bra­tion had
long been linked to the Feast of Un­leav­ened Bread, the kind of bread, which was
nor­mally pre­pared be­fore the bar­ley har­vest. Hezekiah wanted to give these hol­i­days,
which were ini­tially of the pas­toral and agri­cul­tural ori­gins, the feel of a Zion­ist
cel­e­bra­tion. As a com­mem­o­ra­tion of the de­liv­er­ance from slav­ery, Passover was to
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
be­come a day of cel­e­brat­ing the de­liv­er­ance and giv­ing thanks in the House of the
Lord. Un­der the in­flu­ence of Isa­iah, the king also sought to awaken the spirit of
re­pen­tance among the peo­ple. When an­nounc­ing his de­ci­sion in front of the as­sem­bly of
priests, Hezekiah said: “The anger of Yah­weh weighed heav­ily on our fa­thers, and now
I want to make a Covenant with God so that He will turn away His anger from
us.” Thus, re­turn to the pu­rity of the an­cient faith be­came the main mo­tif of his
re­forms.

 
   Hezekiah vig­or­ously pro­moted re­li­gious ed­u­ca­tion. The staff of scribes, ex­panded un­der
his pa­tron­age, be­gan to or­ga­nize and put the sa­cred books in or­der. The scribes of
Jerusalem, also re­ferred to as “the ser­vants of Hezekiah,” gath­ered speeches of the
prophets who had pre­dicted the fall of Samaria, and com­posed new Sa­cred his­tory by
com­bin­ing its both ver­sions, from the North and from the South. They pub­lished a
Col­lec­tion of Wis­dom Say­ings. This col­lec­tion, at­trib­uted to Solomon, marked the
emer­gence of a new genre in bib­li­cal lit­er­a­ture. And it was no co­in­ci­dence that
it arose dur­ing the years of peace and the pro­mo­tion of ed­u­ca­tion. There is no
preach­ing fer­vor, im­pas­sioned de­nun­ci­a­tions, or ar­du­ous soul search­ing in the
Book of Proverbs. In­stead, it is down to earth, bal­anced, and un­ruf­fled; this book
out­lines not sim­ply the right way of liv­ing, but one that is in har­mony with the will
of the Cre­ator. Thus, the ethics of Proverbs co­in­cides with the moral ideal of the
prophets.

 
   That peace­ful and pro­duc­tive pe­riod lasted for only two years. Isa­iah’s in­flu­ence was
ham­strung by those op­posed to the re­forms. The As­syr­i­ans had not trou­bled Pales­tine for ten
years, and Isa­iah tried to pre­vent Judea from be­ing dragged into an im­pend­ing war at all
cost. How­ever, he was re­moved from the king’s in­ner cir­cle, and his ad­vice was no
longer wanted. War prepa­ra­tions were un­der­way in Jerusalem. Their end would be
dis­as­trous: Hezekiah and his al­lies were not only un­able to pre­vail over As­syria but
were com­pletely de­feated. The coun­try lay in ru­ins and thou­sands of peo­ple were
driven away to a for­eign land. Ev­ery­one had to ad­mit that Isa­iah was right af­ter
all.

 
   And when the As­syr­ian king Sen­nacherib (Senacherim) in­vaded Judea a sec­ond time,
around 688 BC, Hezekiah had no one to turn to. And just when all earthly chances of
sal­va­tion had evap­o­rated, a sud­den change took place in Isa­iah: he be­came a voice of hope
and com­fort for his peo­ple, for he was fully con­vinced that the dread­ful en­emy would never be
per­mit­ted to erad­i­cate the Rem­nant of Is­rael.

 
   To this day, mys­tery en­velops fur­ther events of the Sen­nacherib’s cam­paign. We only know
one thing: some­thing in­ex­pli­ca­ble thwarted all the plans of the van­quisher.

 
   A huge mass grave was un­cov­ered dur­ing the ex­ca­va­tion of Lachish: the re­mains of more
than one and a half thou­sand men were found there. It is most likely that a new kind
of as­sailant, an epi­demic, at­tacked Sen­nacherib’s army, in the face of which he
found him­self to be ut­terly pow­er­less. Sen­nacherib was never again to re­turn to
Judea.

 
   The de­liv­er­ance of Jerusalem tremen­dously boosted Isa­iah’s stand­ing. His school be­came
one of the most in­flu­en­tial in the city. It seemed that all the tri­als were now be­hind and Is­rael
was fi­nally on the right track. The far­sighted prophet knew, how­ever, that this was not the
case.

 
   The line of David was des­tined to fall and be re­born. Only a small stump, a stub, was to
sur­vive from the once-pow­er­ful trunk. It would be an ut­ter hu­mil­i­a­tion to the peo­ple and the
Royal House. Yet God would keep it alive, and one day a Net­zer—a young spring
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
off­shoot—would sprout out from the half-dead stump.

 
   As be­fore, Isa­iah chose not call the Mes­siah a king, for his com­ing would re­veal that the
only King is the Lord Him­self. All of Net­zer’s glory would be de­rived di­rectly from Yah­weh: for
wis­dom, knowl­edge of God, and right­eous­ness are all works of the Spirit. And the Anointed
One him­self would act by the power of the spirit.

 
   The fi­nal verses of Isa­iah’s ma­jes­tic hymn, his swan song, leave no doubt that the
mes­sianic era would no longer mean sim­ply free­dom and jus­tice; for it would bring peace not
only as an end to wars and strife but peace in its deep­est and most sa­cred sense. In­deed, the
bib­li­cal word “shalom” (peace) means the full­ness of life.
 
 

      The babe will play by the hole of the asp,
            
      And the child will put his hand into the viper’s den.
            
They shall work no evil nor of­fense
            
      On My holy moun­tain,
            
For the earth shall be full of the knowl­edge of Yah­weh
            
      As the sea is full of wa­ter.
                                                                                        
(Is
                                                                                   11:8–9)
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   One can of­ten hear a con­de­scend­ing re­mark that Isa­iah’s be­lief in the bright fu­ture merely
an­tic­i­pated mod­ern ideas of so­cial jus­tice “in a naive form.” Yet the his­tory of Eu­ro­pean
cul­ture demon­strates that, on the con­trary, it was these con­cepts that had the Bible at their
root.

 
   The prophets who lived in the era of spir­i­tual and so­cial dis­as­ters, on the eve of the
de­struc­tion of their home­land, in the face of over­pow­er­ing tyranny, these prophets were
granted to be­hold the King­dom of God. Their preach­ing was fool­ish­ness in the eyes of the
world, and even they them­selves were as­ton­ished at the mys­tery, which had been re­vealed to
them.

   
 

   5.2.6    Pa­gan re­ac­tionar­ies. Hid­den Torah

Nin­eveh – Jerusalem, 687–640 BC

 
Faith built en­tirely on mir­a­cles es­sen­tially ceases to be true faith. A mirac­u­lous sign, as it
were, in­fringes on the free­dom of peo­ple, im­pos­ing on them sal­va­tion.

 
   Fol­low­ing the re­treat by the As­syr­i­ans, Isa­iah’s con­tem­po­raries un­doubt­edly were in­spired
by the hope that Yah­weh would van­quish As­sur in a de­ci­sive fi­nal bat­tle. Yet it soon be­came
clear that the an­gel of the Lord had not fin­ished the ex­ter­mi­na­tion of their en­e­mies,
but the op­po­site hap­pened. Sen­nacherib not only out­lived Hezekiah by sev­eral
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
years, but Nin­eveh’s power even reached its apogee dur­ing the reign of his son
Esarhad­don.

 
   The pro­po­nents of the pro-As­syr­ian course took an up­per hand in Judea.
There was a ten­dency to go back to the poli­cies of Ahaz, and the wor­ship of
as­tral54 
deities grew wide­spread among the Jew­ish no­bil­ity of that time.

 
   All sorts of en­chanters, mages, and heal­ers quickly mul­ti­plied in Jerusalem. The re­turn to
the cult of Moloch be­came the low­est point. Al­tars were erected in the Hin­nom Val­ley
(Gehenna) near the south­west­ern wall of Jerusalem, where hideous rit­u­als of in­fan­ti­cide were
prac­ticed with in­creased fre­quency. Pa­gan­ism cel­e­brated its last and wildest orgy in the Holy
Land.

 
   The prophet Isa­iah did not live to see those dark days of apos­tasy. Along with his re­li­gious
re­forms, the elite re­jected the so­cial de­mands of the prophet. Law­less­ness and cor­rup­tion
pre­vailed in the coun­try.

 
   In the mean­time, re­li­gious op­po­si­tion be­gan to make a come­back in Jerusalem. Those who
had re­mained faith­ful to God in spite of mount­ing re­li­gious op­pres­sion sought their sup­port
and guid­ance in the tra­di­tions of Moses.

 
   Formed dur­ing those tur­bu­lent and crit­i­cal years, the Torah or the Pen­ta­teuch (the first
five books of the Bible), is in­fused with the spirit of strug­gle. Writ­ten on be­half of Moses, it
speaks about the one­ness of God and the faith­ful­ness of the Cre­ator in a way that
could only have been ac­com­plished in the face of di­rect dan­ger threat­en­ing the
faith.

   
 

   5.2.7    Resur­gence of prophecy. Call­ing of Jeremiah

Jerusalem, 640–622 BC

 
The legacy of the prophets, which, for a long time, seemed to have been lost, be­gan to re­vive
at that trou­bled hour. The first was the prophet Zepha­niah, a no­ble Jerusalemite from
the school of Isa­iah. Dur­ing the di­vine ser­vice in the Tem­ple, when both God and
the king were to be praised, he sud­denly an­nounced that the cup of in­iq­uity was
full.

 
   His were the words that still as­ton­ish lis­ten­ers of the Latin hymn Dies irae:
 
 

      A day of wrath is that Day,
            
A day of trou­ble and dis­tress,
            
A day of dark­ness and gloom,
            
A day of clouds and to­tal dark­ness,
            
A day of trum­pet and bat­tle cry
            
      Against the for­ti­fied cities and the mighty tow­ers.
            
I will bring such dis­tress on mankind
            
      That they will grope around like the blind,
            
      Be­cause they have erred against Yah­weh.
                                                                                       
(Zp
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                 1:15–17)
            

  

   The weak­en­ing of Nin­eveh and the preach­ing by Zepha­niah made a deep im­pres­sion
on the young king Josiah. At the age of six­teen, he pub­licly an­nounced that he
was re­ject­ing for­eign cults and would hence­forth fol­low the faith of his an­ces­tor
David.

 
   The strug­gle for spir­i­tual re­birth went hand in hand with the strug­gle for in­de­pen­dence
and uni­fi­ca­tion of the coun­try. It seemed that the dawn of Is­rael, de­spaired of by many, was
fi­nally at hand.

 
   Only one per­son in Jerusalem did not share this gen­eral hope and en­thu­si­asm. It was
Jeremiah, son of Hilkiah, a young Levite from Anathoth.

 
   Just as the great prophet Hosea has stood at the deathbed of the North­ern King­dom of
Is­rael, so the mourn­ful sil­hou­ette of Jeremiah sym­bol­izes the end of the king­dom of Ju­dah.
First as a wit­ness of its last hey­day dur­ing the years of Josiah, and later of Jerusalem’s
tragedy, Jeremiah was des­tined to be present at his coun­try’s mo­ment of agony and be taken
away from the land along­side the peo­ple. Not hav­ing the call­ing of a leader like Moses or
Eli­jah, nor be­ing a great poet and founder of his school like Isa­iah, he nev­er­the­less left
an in­deli­ble mark on the re­li­gious con­scious­ness of the Old Tes­ta­ment. It is no
co­in­ci­dence that the Bible has more to say about his life and per­son­al­ity than that of
any other prophet. How­ever, if we in­tend to find some new doc­trine pe­cu­liar to
him, we will be dis­ap­pointed: al­most ev­ery­thing that Jeremiah taught had al­ready
been made known by his pre­de­ces­sors. A care­ful read­ing of his book, how­ever,
al­lows one to grasp one key fea­ture be­hind the se­cret of his in­flu­ence, namely, the
au­thor’s vivid in­di­vid­u­al­ity, which comes across more clearly with each con­sec­u­tive
chap­ter.

 
   Jeremiah was the kind of mes­sen­ger who re­tained his in­ner right to dis­sent on
what he was com­manded to pro­claim. Jeremiah stands fur­ther than any other
prophet from the East­ern mys­ti­cism, char­ac­ter­ized by its ec­static ex­tinc­tion of
in­di­vid­u­al­ity.

 
   In him we find a man who learned the se­crets of di­rect di­a­logue with God.
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   An un­ap­proach­able King of Glory, who ap­peared to Isa­iah, a for­mi­da­ble Judge, who spoke
through the mouths of Amos and Zepha­niah—in the prophetic of­fice of Jeremiah, He
over­comes the dis­tance and re­veals His liv­ing Face to a per­son.

 
   Timid­ness and hes­i­ta­tion took over Jeremiah when he re­al­ized what a dif­fi­cult feat he was
en­trusted with: he could not help sym­pa­thiz­ing with the de­ci­sion of King Josiah to put an
end to pa­gan­ism in the coun­try, but he saw all too well how su­per­fi­cial the “con­ver­sion” of
the masses re­mained. “An ap­palling and shock­ing thing has hap­pened in the land,” said
Jeremiah, “The prophets proph­esy falsely, and the priests rule at their di­rec­tion; and My
peo­ple love to have it so” (Jr 5:30–31).

 
   Jeremiah was not a dem­a­gogue and knew not how to flat­ter the peo­ple. He be­gan his
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
strug­gle with Is­rael in the name of Is­rael and re­fused to cover up its sins be­cause he sought
its sal­va­tion. Pa­tri­ots were in­dig­nant at his speeches, in­stead pre­fer­ring to lis­ten to those who
proph­e­sied of new vic­to­ries in the name of Yah­weh. Mean­while, Jeremiah, more than any
other prophet, loved his wretched peo­ple and their long-suf­fer­ing land. It was the
same aus­tere love that led Dante cen­turies later to call Italy “a slave and a house of
de­bauch­ery.”

 
   Fol­low­ing a se­ries of set­backs, Jeremiah re­al­ized that his calls fell on deaf ears;
he re­turned to his home­town, hav­ing lost all hope of a gen­uine re­birth of Is­rael.
Soon af­ter, how­ever, an event took place in Jerusalem that seemed to chal­lenge his
pes­simism.

   
 

   5.2.8    Jerusalem re­form

Judea and Is­rael, 622–609 BC

 
King Josiah was twenty-six—young, brave, en­er­getic, and mostly free from the over­sight of
his old dig­ni­taries—when a close cir­cle of ad­vo­cates for a new re­form emerged at his
court.

 
   When the king or­dered a ma­jor ren­o­va­tion of the Jerusalem Tem­ple, a book of the Torah
was dis­cov­ered at the con­struc­tion site.

 
   A few days later, the her­alds an­nounced in Jerusalem that the king was call­ing for a
gen­eral as­sem­bly at the Tem­ple. Hav­ing as­cended the dais, Josiah loudly de­clared that the
holy book of the Torah, in which God pro­claimed his Covenant to Is­rael, had been found in
the Tem­ple. The king or­dered the scroll to be sum­moned and be­gan read­ing it aloud to the
peo­ple.

 
   It was a sig­nif­i­cant mo­ment in the his­tory of Is­rael. God’s peo­ple, born not as a na­tion, but
as a com­mu­nity of the faith­ful, were now re­turn­ing to their true ori­gin. Here, in front of the
Tem­ple gates, af­ter many years of obliv­ion and apos­tasy, the peo­ple’s spe­cial des­tiny was
be­ing de­lin­eated once again. A dif­fer­ent kind of unity, un­like their na­tional tribal iden­tity,
arose at that hour—a spir­i­tual unity, the kind that the prophets sought af­ter, and which
would ul­ti­mately be ush­ered in on this very spot in the holy city some six cen­turies
later.

 
   The events fill­ing the thir­teen years that elapsed be­tween the find­ing of the Torah and the
death of Josiah re­main un­clear to us. The ef­forts of the re­form­ers prob­a­bly did not weaken.
The spirit of so­cial jus­tice per­me­at­ing the Torah from now on would be­came the ideal for the
King­dom of Ju­dah. For the first time in his­tory, the state adopted such hu­mane laws,
which pro­tected the in­ter­ests of the poor­est seg­ments of the pop­u­la­tion. Re­call
that in the same year when the Torah was made pub­lic in Jerusalem, the laws of
Draco55 
were in­tro­duced in Athens, which were char­ac­ter­ized by un­prece­dented cru­elty, the
laws that the Greeks them­selves re­ferred to as be­ing writ­ten in blood rather than
ink.

 
   Un­sur­pris­ingly, these changes led Is­rael to a rapid flour­ish­ing. Yet Jeremiah did not
be­come an en­thu­si­ast for the Jew­ish re­forms. Prob­a­bly, he did not at­tach much im­por­tance
ei­ther to ex­ter­nal changes in wor­ship or the in­tro­duc­tion of the new laws. The del­i­cate­ness of
his po­si­tion was in that he could not op­pose these in­no­va­tions, but, as a deep and
per­cep­tive thinker, he could see their weak­nesses and did not re­ally be­lieve in their
ef­fi­cacy.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   “Know­ing God” by and large was the ma­jor theme for the prophets. Their re­li­gious
ideal can per­haps be best likened to St. Au­gus­tine’s motto: “Love God and do as
you will.” In other words, a per­son’s life­style should nat­u­rally flow from his or her
faith.

 
   Not ev­ery­one, how­ever, would find this path ac­cept­able, and some­times it could even pose a dan­ger of
moral rel­a­tivism.56 
There­fore, the priests needed to for­mu­late their own Torah, which was writ­ten down likely
dur­ing the era of Josiah. This is the so-called “Ho­li­ness Code” of Leviti­cus, chap­ters
17–26.
   
 
 
 [image: PIC]
Lamen­ta­tions of Jeremiah.

Julius Schnorr von Car­ols­feld.

Wood en­grav­ing.                                                                                 
   
   Sim­i­lar to the Covenant Code and the Book of Deuteron­omy, the Ho­li­ness Code is an
ex­panded in­ter­pre­ta­tion of Moses’ Deca­logue. The main idea of the Code is con­so­nant with
the prophet Isa­iah: Yah­weh is holy and in­fin­itely above the world, and this is why any­thing
ded­i­cated to Him—the sac­ri­fice, the city, the peo­ple—must be sep­a­rated from the world in
or­der to be made sa­cred, pure, and wor­thy of God. While liv­ing among other na­tions, God’s
peo­ple must see them­selves as “holy,” i.e., be­long­ing to God and be­ing dis­tinct from the
pa­gan world.

 
   A spir­i­tual com­mu­nity can­not be­come stronger and grow if it does not dis­tance it­self from
the world in some way and find its own path and the way of life. That’s why the priests tried
to en­com­pass the Is­raelites with a sys­tem of norms aimed at mak­ing their en­tire life rad­i­cally
dif­fer­ent from that of pa­gans.

 
   The Code es­pe­cially con­demns three types of of­fenses: idol­a­try, su­per­sti­tions, and sins of
the flesh. It is easy to see why, both from the his­tor­i­cal con­text and the crux of the
mat­ter.

 
   The world events at the time could, too, ap­pear to the King­dom of Ju­dah as a sign of the
ap­proach­ing Mes­sianic era. In those days, the king of Medes in al­liance with Baby­lon be­gan a
cam­paign against As­syria. Such a crush­ing blow had never struck the As­syr­i­ans be­fore. The
ha­tred against the Em­pire be­came so great that it was in no po­si­tion to re­ceive any real
sup­port from any­one.

 
   Even the Gen­tiles saw this fate of As­syria as a pun­ish­ment for her crimes. The cathar­sis of
his­tor­i­cal ret­ri­bu­tion was, as it were, good news for those who had wit­nessed the ram­page of
As­syr­ian vi­o­lence in ag­o­niz­ing be­wil­der­ment.

 
   The col­lapse of As­syria opened the op­por­tu­nity for the Egyp­tian pharaoh to re­gain
Egypt’s con­trol over the Syr­ian ter­ri­to­ries. The Egyp­tian army ad­vanced to the north
in the fall of 609 BC. When King Josiah re­ceived the mes­sage of the Egyp­tians
march­ing across his land, he im­me­di­ately or­dered his army to block the Pharaoh’s
path.

 
   This was a mis­take: the Jew­ish king over­es­ti­mated his own strength when fac­ing a huge
and well-trained army. Fur­ther­more, the out­come of the bat­tle was a fore­gone con­clu­sion
from the out­set: Josiah, who was stand­ing on a char­iot in the front ranks, was se­ri­ously
wounded by the first shots of the Egyp­tian archers. De­prived of their leader, the Jew­ish army
re­treated in dis­ar­ray. Bleed­ing Josiah was brought to the cap­i­tal where he soon died. The
whole coun­try was grief-stricken.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   The prophet Jeremiah wrote a fu­neral el­egy on the ac­count of the death of the re­former
king. Al­though he loved Josiah, he was men­tally pre­pared for such a tragic end. Jeremiah
was not naive about the im­mi­nent for­give­ness of Is­rael; in­stead, he knew that Is­rael could
only at­tain its heal­ing from spir­i­tual mal­adies by drink­ing the bit­ter cup of dis­ap­point­ment
and un­fet­ter­ing it­self from empty pa­tri­otic il­lu­sions.

   
 

   5.2.9    Jeremiah against Jerusalem

Judea, 609–597 BC

 
In those years pa­tri­o­tism, dis­armed by the col­lapse of po­lit­i­cal hopes, be­gan to de­gen­er­ate
into mor­bid na­tion­al­ism. The dis­as­ters, as is fre­quently the case, fu­eled the na­tion­al­is­tic
sen­ti­ments of the peo­ple.

 
   Grad­u­ally, the old pa­gan rites be­gan to reemerge. Here and there, the peas­ants again tried
to ap­pease the Baals out of fear of drought, and the women would look for aban­doned As­tarte
amulets.

 
   How­ever, these ap­par­ent ves­tiges of the past could not change the ap­pear­ance of gen­eral
piety and tran­quil­ity. Peace seemed to reign in the coun­try as the Egyp­tian yoke proved not to
be too op­pres­sive and mostly lim­ited to pay­ing the levy.

 
   And that was the mo­ment when Jeremiah was once again called to speak out against
Jerusalem. As be­fore, and not with­out hes­i­ta­tion, he chose to re­sume his strug­gle with his
na­tion. An in­ner voice haunted him un­til he agreed to go and speak. Jeremiah had to
tell peo­ple things most ter­ri­ble and baf­fling: his words would cause the ground
to fall out from be­neath the feet of any de­vout Jew. The prophet de­clared war on
the last two idols—the idea of na­tional su­pe­ri­or­ity and blind faith in the na­tional
holy site. Jeremiah was among the first teach­ers of mankind to pro­claim a purely
spir­i­tual re­li­gion, which, while ac­knowl­edg­ing the va­lid­ity of sym­bols, tem­ples,
and rites, es­sen­tially stood above them. The prophet had to show that the Tem­ple
walls and the al­tar stones were of no value in and of them­selves. He was about to
dis­pel the myth of the in­vi­o­la­bil­ity of the Yah­weh’s House in or­der to bring at­ten­tion
to the knowl­edge of God that had been ob­scured by the ex­ter­nals of the wor­ship
sys­tem.

 
   The words of Jeremiah es­pe­cially of­fended the Tem­ple priests. “Death to him!” they
shouted as the crowd grew big­ger threat­en­ing to slay the prophet.
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   A seem­ingly pe­cu­liar sit­u­a­tion tran­spired from that time on: the sec­u­lar elite were more
likely to side with Jeremiah, whereas the prophets and the clergy be­came his mor­tal
en­e­mies.

 
   Dur­ing those days, Jeremiah was vis­ited by gloomy thoughts as he once again wit­nessed
how all his ef­forts were be­ing smashed against a brick wall.

 
   Speak­ing out against the priests and the pow­ers that be, Jeremiah did not re­main silent
about the sins of the com­mon­ers. He saw in them a con­stant source of re­lapse to pa­gan­ism.
Many of the “peo­ple of the land,” who had only re­cently smashed fetishes and thrown
out house­hold idols, were now tor­mented by their su­per­sti­tious fears and guilt.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
A comet or any other un­usual nat­u­ral phe­nom­e­non would strike ter­ror in their
hearts.

 
   In the end, all so­cial classes turned against Jeremiah, who could not have acted any
dif­fer­ent. “The most com­pas­sion­ate of the prophets,” as St. Gre­gory the The­olo­gian would
re­fer to him, Jeremiah longed to live in peace with ev­ery­one, yet God re­quired some­thing
dif­fer­ent from him. “Woe is me, my mother,” he ex­claimed, “that you gave birth to me, a man
with whom the whole land strives and con­tends! Ev­ery one of them curses me” (Jr 15:10, cf.
20:14).

 
   And fi­nally, Jeremiah came for­ward with di­rect de­nun­ci­a­tions of King Je­hoiakim.
 
 

      “They will not mourn for him, say­ing:
            
      ‘How ter­ri­ble, my brother, how ter­ri­ble!’
            
They will not mourn for him, say­ing:
            
      ‘How ter­ri­ble, lord, how ter­ri­ble, your majesty!’
            
He will be buried with the burial of a don­key,
            
      Dragged away and thrown
            
      Out­side the gates of Jerusalem.”
                                                                                        
(Jr
                                                                                22:18–19)
            

  

   It is easy to guess the rage with which the king met this prophecy. Per­haps the prophet
man­aged to es­cape just in time, while the sub­se­quent events di­verted Je­hoiakim’s at­ten­tion.
In short, Je­hoiakim did not ex­e­cute Jeremiah, but he for­bade the prophet to speak at the
Tem­ple or leave his house in gen­eral.

 
   At this time, new anx­i­eties and wor­ries be­fell the king. Judea was too weak to claim full
in­de­pen­dence, and it was nec­es­sary to de­cide which one of the war­ring great pow­ers—Egypt
or Baby­lon—to side with. Egypt was on the verge of to­tal de­feat.

 
   The most nat­u­ral step for Judea would have been to move un­der the aus­pices of Baby­lon,
and Jeremiah de­clared this to be the only way to peace.

 
   In Jan­u­ary 597 BC, the reg­u­lar troops of the Chaldeans al­ready stood out­side Jerusalem,
and the king of Baby­lon Neb­uchad­nez­zar him­self ar­rived at the camp. Jeremiah urged the
Judean king to promptly sue for peace.

 
   On March 16, the gates of Jerusalem opened, and out of them emerged a del­e­ga­tion
con­sist­ing of the king, the queen, and the high­est dig­ni­taries of Judea. Dressed in mourn­ing
gar­ments, they pro­ceeded to the Chaldean camp. Neb­uchad­nez­zar re­ceived them se­verely as
traitors but did not ex­e­cute any­one. He spared the King­dom of Ju­dah; how­ever, in or­der to
pre­vent a re­bel­lion, he or­dered that the ma­jor­ity of mil­i­tary lead­ers, the city’s gar­ri­son,
builders, sword­smiths, as well as al­most all no­bil­ity and the rich be re­lo­cated to
Baby­lo­nia. With these ac­tions, Neb­uchad­nez­zar hoped to erad­i­cate the pro-Egyp­tian
party.

 
   Jeremiah knew that among the de­por­tees there were many peo­ple who trusted him and
sym­pa­thized with his work, such as the young priest Ezekiel. The prophet wanted to
some­how sup­port, strengthen, and di­rect them on the right path. Jeremiah urged his
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
com­pa­tri­ots not to de­spair, to show re­silience, and to avoid cre­at­ing il­lu­sions: the cap­tiv­ity
would be lengthy, last­ing a life­span, and would end only af­ter a pe­riod of sev­enty years.
Dur­ing all that time, the Jews ought to live by faith in the com­ing lib­er­a­tion, pu­rify their
souls by re­pen­tance, and atone for their apos­tasy. And only af­ter that, Yah­weh would bring
his peo­ple back to the land.

 
   Jeremiah was proved to be right. The same peo­ple who made up the first batch of
de­por­tees, who went through the tri­als of ex­ile and pre­served their faith, would later lay the
foun­da­tion for the re­vival of Is­rael.
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   5.2.10    Heav­enly char­iot. Ezekiel

Baby­lon, 597–590 BC

 
The Jew­ish set­tlers in Baby­lon faced a dif­fi­cult task: how to re­main true to their re­li­gion
with­out a re­li­gious cen­ter. They ur­gently needed a guide and spir­i­tual leader, and Ezekiel
be­came such a men­tor to them.

 
   A priest like Jeremiah and Isa­iah, Ezekiel dif­fered from them since, be­ing de­prived of the
Tem­ple, the scope of his work had to be re­duced to the nar­row con­fines of the set­tlers’
com­mu­nity. A writer rather than a tri­bune, he be­came a spir­i­tual com­pan­ion to his fel­low
ex­pa­tri­ates.
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   What was the pri­mary task for Jeremiah and the other prophets who re­mained in Judea
be­fore the di­as­pora? They sought to over­come any rem­nants of the Canaan­ite su­per­sti­tions
and pre­serve peace with the out­side world in or­der to ad­vance ec­cle­si­as­ti­cal re­forms. In
Jeremiah’s eyes, Baby­lon was a “scourge of God,” as­sert­ing it­self only through brute force.
Ezekiel, on the other hand, had to live along­side this huge cen­ter of civ­i­liza­tion, which in
it­self re­quired fur­ther in­tro­spec­tion.

 
   On the fifth day of the sum­mer month of Tam­muz in 592 BC, the in­hab­i­tants of the vil­lage
of Tel Abib saw the priest Ezekiel shaken, his coun­te­nance changed. For a long time, he was
un­able to ut­ter a sin­gle word. Fi­nally, by means of signs, he ad­dressed the el­ders who had
come to in­quire of him the will of God. Then, one day, his mouth was opened and he told the
Jew­ish lead­ers about the ex­tra­or­di­nary vi­sions that had been vis­it­ing him for some
time.

 
   Prior to Ezekiel in the Old Tes­ta­ment, only Moses and Isa­iah had been granted to be­hold
the Glory of the Lord in its great­ness, un­bear­able to hu­mans. And if pre­vi­ously it had
ap­peared on the Moun­tain of God and in the House of the Lord, now it was made man­i­fest to
the prophet in a vi­sion of a char­iot on the plains of the pa­gan Chaldea. This meant that
the Glory of the Lord knew no bound­aries; the cheru­bim car­ry­ing it faced all four
di­rec­tions of the world; it moved with un­re­stricted free­dom, not be­ing tied to any
par­tic­u­lar lo­ca­tion. Its pre­vi­ous pres­ence in Zion was only by a spe­cial dis­pen­sa­tion of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
God.
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   Ezekiel re­lated an­other vi­sion shortly af­ter it vis­ited him (Ezekiel, Ch. 8–11). A fiery fig­ure
grew in front of Ezekiel and lifted him into the air. He was trans­lated to Jerusalem, in front of
the north­ern gates of the Tem­ple. Yet it was not the tan­gi­ble city, the cap­i­tal of
Judea, but rather a mys­ti­cal Jerusalem. “And be­hold, the glory of the God of Is­rael
was there, like the vi­sion that I saw in the plain.” Just as in Baby­lon, how­ever,
idols stood ev­ery­where; and the lead­ers of the peo­ple were burn­ing in­cense to the
fres­coes de­pict­ing beastly look­ing east­ern deities on the walls of some strange se­cret
cham­bers.

 
   And then the Glory of the Lord de­scended from the char­iot and stood at the thresh­old of
the Tem­ple, and the de­stroy­ers went around the city slay­ing the apos­tates. One of them took
the hot coals from Merk­abah, the Heav­enly Ark, and threw hand­fuls of them onto the city.
And when all was over, the cheru­bim spread out their wings, and the ophanim—the wheels
full of eyes—were set in mo­tion.

 
   The Lord’s Glory then left that place, a place pol­luted by sin, be­ing car­ried away by the
liv­ing char­iot.

 
   It was a ter­ri­fy­ing sight: the Covenant, which had been the hope of Is­rael since
the times of Moses, was be­ing sev­ered; the gates were shut and the House was
aban­doned. “Oh Lord God,” the prophet cried, “Will you make a com­plete end of the
rem­nant of Is­rael?”[105] Af­ter all, not ev­ery­one had apo­s­ta­tized; in­deed, many did
re­pent!

 
   From now on, Is­rael’s path, as re­vealed through the prophet, was that of the So­journ­ing
Church, which fol­lows the in­vis­i­ble Char­iot of God wher­ever it may go. The Con­gre­ga­tion had
to con­front their own past, and re­al­ize that it was now up to them to de­cide whether to be
with God or to de­part from Him.

 
   Thus, both Ezekiel and Jeremiah em­braced the idea that Chaldea was to be­come a
tem­po­rary shel­ter for Is­rael. They were con­vinced that the days of Jerusalem had been
num­bered. Their fore­sight was soon jus­ti­fied by the sub­se­quent events.

   
 

   5.2.11    The Down­fall

Jerusalem, 588–587 BC

 
Dur­ing a brief pe­riod of tem­po­rary respite when hopes were re­vived for a suc­cess­ful
res­o­lu­tion of the re­cently erupted con­fronta­tion with Baby­lon, the sale of land be­gan in
Jeremiah’s home­town of Anathoth: the landown­ers likely in­tended to flee the trou­bled area.
Jeremiah’s rel­a­tives of­fered him to buy back some of the land, for which he had the
right as next-of-kin. Tak­ing ad­van­tage of the fact that things had qui­eted down in
Jerusalem’s vicin­ity, the el­derly prophet de­cided to hit the road. How­ever, he was
de­tained by the guards at the city gates. The cap­tain of the guards, who be­longed
to the war party, ac­cused Jeremiah of want­ing to de­fect to the en­emy camp (the
ru­mors reached the city that the Chaldeans were ap­proach­ing again). He was se­verely
beaten and thrown into the base­ment of the house of Jonathan, a scribe at the royal
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
court.

 
   It is not known how many days the prophet had to spend in prison, but dur­ing that time
the sit­u­a­tion around the city changed dra­mat­i­cally. The Chaldeans, af­ter the first clash,
forced the pharaoh’s army to re­treat and put a block­ade on Jerusalem. This time, the
res­i­dents of the city had no one to turn to for help.

 
   The agony of Jerusalem be­gan to un­fold right above the dun­geon where the prophet
was lan­guish­ing in his death throes. Af­ter a few months, the be­sieged be­gan to
ex­pe­ri­ence a food short­age. In the mean­time, the Chaldeans were pre­par­ing a de­ci­sive
as­sault.

 
   One night, per­haps on the ad­vice of one of Jeremiah’s sym­pa­thiz­ers, the prophet was
brought into the palace. “Is there any word from Yah­weh?” the king in­quired. He fi­nally
be­came con­vinced that the pre­dic­tions of Jeremiah were be­ing ful­filled. The pris­oner was
ex­hausted by his con­fine­ment and men­tal strain, but when a state­ment was re­quested of
him, he sum­moned all his courage and said only what he knew to be the truth: “You will be
de­liv­ered into the hand of the king of Baby­lon.” The king or­dered Jeremiah to be kept in the
court’s guard­house, where the pris­oner was granted rel­a­tive free­dom and grad­u­ally be­gan to
re­cover.

 
   And then new en­ergy welled up in­side the prophet and his mes­sage to the peo­ple took a
dras­tic turn. For a quar­ter of a cen­tury, he had only spo­ken about the abyss into
which Judea was fall­ing; but now, when the bot­tom of this abyss could al­ready be
dis­cerned, the prophet, for the first time, be­gan to speak of de­liv­er­ance. He even
reaf­firmed his hopes through a set of spe­cific ac­tions. While vis­it­ing his rel­a­tives, to the
amaze­ment of ev­ery­one, he ex­pressed his wish to make a for­mal con­tract to pur­chase the
land.
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   The prophet pub­licly ex­plained his ac­tions: “Thus says Yah­weh Sabaoth, the God of Is­rael:
‘Houses and fields and vine­yards will again be bought in this land.’”
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   Jeremiah’s proph­esy about the “Branch of David”—the Mes­siah—prob­a­bly dates back to
that very mo­ment. “Be­hold, the days are com­ing,” says Yah­weh, “when I will re­store a
right­eous Branch for David, and he will reign as king and act wisely, and do jus­tice and
right­eous­ness in the land. In his days, Ju­dah will be saved, and Is­rael will dwell in safety” (Jr
23:5–6).

 
   The Chaldeans be­sieged Jerusalem for many months. As a last re­sort, the king
de­cided to desert the city un­der the cover of night; with his whole fam­ily and the
re­main­ing gar­ri­son, he qui­etly slipped through the east­ern gates lo­cated near the palace
gar­den. How­ever, they did not suc­ceed in get­ting past the en­emy lines un­de­tected:
the es­cape was spot­ted, and a pur­suit af­ter them en­sued. Now Jerusalem stood
de­fense­less be­fore the en­emy. The Baby­lo­nian troops ad­vanced to the streets of the
city.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   The Chaldean sol­diers com­pleted the de­struc­tion of the city walls on Au­gust
15, 587 BC. The cedar Palace and all the large build­ings of Jerusalem got burned
down. The Tem­ple was com­pletely de­stroyed—the sol­diers set fire to the House of
Yah­weh. The Ark of the Covenant, that an­cient holy relic of Is­rael, also per­ished in the
fire.

   
 

   5.2.12    There is hope even among ru­ins

Judea – Egypt, 587–580 BC

 
The dis­as­ter awak­ened the re­li­gious con­science of the peo­ple: they were re­pent­ing of their
sins, mak­ing vows to God, lament­ing their hav­ing heeded the false prophets and vi­o­lat­ing the
statutes of the Torah. In the mean­time, new waves of pris­on­ers kept de­part­ing into cap­tiv­ity
one af­ter an­other.

 
   These peo­ple, who had lost their homes, were de­pressed and em­bit­tered. Most had
their rel­a­tives ei­ther dead or de­ported. They failed to com­pre­hend how this could
have hap­pened, how Yah­weh could have al­lowed the de­struc­tion of the Tem­ple and
Jerusalem.

 
   In sev­eral days, the Jew­ish refugees be­gan to make a tem­po­rary en­camp­ment in the
Egyp­tian ter­ri­tory near the city of Tah­pan­hes. This was the ex­act same spot where Moses,
some six cen­turies ear­lier, or­dered the peo­ple to set up their first camp fol­low­ing the Ex­o­dus.
And the vi­cis­si­tudes of fate once again led the ill-fated wan­der­ers to the land of
Mizraim.

 
   Both Is­rael and its re­li­gion seemed to be on their way to their sure demise. Was it not how
other an­cient na­tions and their deities faded away in his­tory? First in­va­sion by the
con­querors, then de­struc­tion of the cities and tem­ples, fol­lowed by the col­lapse of the na­tion.
And only an epi­logue ap­pears to be miss­ing in our story about the prophets; once Jeremiah
and Ezekiel would pass away, and the ex­iles would dis­solve among the for­eign na­tions, the
only thing left would be the words and acts of the bib­li­cal clair­voy­ants, sim­i­lar to
the writ­ten records of Baby­lon, Egypt, and Phoeni­cia—the relics of the days long
gone.

 
   Yet some­thing dif­fer­ent hap­pened in­stead, a thing un­ex­pected and hu­manly dif­fi­cult to
ex­plain.

 
   The ex­ile and the cap­tiv­ity were not the end of Is­rael’s jour­ney, but in­stead a new turn. It
was not the end of the story of the peo­ple of God, but rather a be­gin­ning of a new chap­ter. It
was no ac­ci­dent that Ezekiel saw the Glory of the Lord then dwelling out­side the
Tem­ple and the City, in the place where liv­ing faith shone forth in the re­spon­sive
heart.

 
   And so among the colon­nades of pa­gan tem­ples, sur­rounded by the Jew­ish sol­diers and
the Egyp­tian peas­ants, in the Nile Delta, at the cross­roads of three con­ti­nents, the old
prophet Jeremiah, a man who had gone through im­mea­sur­able suf­fer­ing, could sense the
joy of the Com­ing One. Time was fad­ing. The Old Covenant was merg­ing with the
New.

 
   “Be­hold, the days are com­ing, says the Lord, when I will make a NEW COVENANT with the
house of Is­rael and with the house of Ju­dah—not ac­cord­ing to the covenant that
I made with their fa­thers in the day that I took them by the hand to lead them
out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, though I was a faith­ful
hus­band to them, says the Lord. But this is the covenant that I will make with the
house of Is­rael af­ter those days, says the Lord: I will put My law in their minds,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
and write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My peo­ple.
No longer will they teach their neigh­bor, or say to one an­other, ‘Know the Lord,’
for they will all know Me, from the least of them to the great­est of them, says the
Lord. For I will for­give their in­iq­uity, and their sin I will re­mem­ber no more” (Jr
31:31–34).

   
 

   5.3    Cap­tiv­ity and Restora­tion



   5.3.1    “By the rivers of Baby­lon”

Chaldea, 580–575 BC

 
Around 580 BC, Judea was a grim spec­ta­cle: it was de­serted in the lit­eral sense of the word.
Fields and vine­yards had been aban­doned; an oc­ca­sional hut of the poor and des­ti­tute
peas­ants could be en­coun­tered now and then. The de­serted cities looked like huge dumps of
de­bris.

 
   There were many among the ex­iles in Baby­lon who ended up bow­ing down be­fore the
strange al­tars. They no longer be­longed to the peo­ple of Yah­weh, see­ing no sense nor
ad­van­tage to it. At that point, the ef­forts of the prophets took on a new di­rec­tion. Whereas
pre­vi­ously their mis­sion had been mainly to re­buke, now they be­gan the work of
heal­ing.

 
   When the news of the siege of Jerusalem reached Chaldea, Ezekiel suf­fered a fam­ily
tragedy: his wife, whom he loved dearly and called “the de­light of my eyes,” sud­denly fell ill
and died. At her fu­neral, the prophet held back his tears to ev­ery­one’s amaze­ment and
con­trary to cus­tom. When asked about the rea­son for this, he replied that he wanted to
give a “sign” to Is­rael, urg­ing them to coura­geously face the com­ing tragedy and to
hum­ble them­selves be­fore Prov­i­dence. Ezekiel as­sumed the role of a shep­herd for the
peo­ple.

 
   The pub­lic prayer and the ser­mon on the Lord’s Day, the Shab­bat, be­came the linch­pin
around which the string of or­di­nary days re­volved. When we view the Chris­tian tem­ple not
only as a shrine but also as a place of fra­ter­nal meet­ing where the Word is pro­claimed, we
must re­mem­ber that its be­gin­ning goes back to Ezekiel and the syn­a­gogue that
he helped to found, where the spir­i­tual life of the di­as­pora would con­cen­trate for
cen­turies.

 
   No era in the his­tory of the Old Tes­ta­ment gave rise to such a strong pen­i­ten­tial
move­ment as the years of ex­ile. This can be best seen in the fa­mous Psalm
50,57 
the fi­nal lines of which di­rectly re­fer to the Cap­tiv­ity.

 
   The au­thor is acutely aware of the fact that no per­son can com­pletely free one­self from
one’s sin­ful­ness by his or her own ef­forts, and he thus sees sal­va­tion in the grace of God.
Only God’s sav­ing power can root out the in­nate hu­man im­pu­rity and cleanse the heart. Here
the word “heart” first ap­pears in the Old Tes­ta­ment in this con­text, point­ing to the com­ing
mir­a­cle of spir­i­tual en­light­en­ment:
 
 

      Have mercy on me, O God, ac­cord­ing to Your stead­fast love;
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
            
      Ac­cord­ing to Your abun­dant mercy, blot out my trans­gres­sion.
            
Wash me thor­oughly from my in­iq­uity
            
      And cleanse me from my sin!
            
For I know my trans­gres­sions
            
      And my sin is ever be­fore me.
            
Against You, You only, have I sinned,
            
      And done that which is evil in Your sight,
            
So that You are jus­ti­fied in your sen­tence
            
      And blame­less in Your judg­ment….
            
Cre­ate in me a clean heart, O God,
            
      And put a new and right spirit within me.
            
Cast me not away from Your pres­ence
            
      And take not Your Holy Spirit from me.
            
Re­store to me the joy of Your sal­va­tion
            
      And up­hold me with a will­ing Spirit.
            
Then I will teach trans­gres­sors Your ways
            
      And sin­ners will re­turn to You.
                                                                                       
(Ps
                                                                           50:3–6,12–15)
            

  

   The psalmist un­der­stands the ser­vice to God the way Moses and the prophets taught
about it: the sac­ri­fice is a sign of the union with the Cre­ator, but it is only an out­ward
ex­pres­sion. The true sac­ri­fice is faith and a pure heart:
 
 

      O Lord, open my lips,
            
      And my mouth shall show forth Your praise.
            
For You have no de­light in sac­ri­fice; were I to give a burnt of­fer­ing,
            
      You would not be pleased.
            
The sac­ri­fice ac­cept­able to God is a bro­ken spirit;
            
      A bro­ken and con­trite heart, O God, You will not de­spise.
            
Do good again to Zion in Your good plea­sure;
            
      And may the the walls of Jerusalem be re­built.
            
Then You will de­light in right sac­ri­fices,
            
      In burnt of­fer­ings and whole burnt of­fer­ings;
            
      Then bulls will be of­fered on Your al­tar.
                                                                                       
(Ps
                                                                                50:17–21)
            

  



   5.3.2    A vi­sion of the City of God

Chaldea, 573 BC
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
Four­teen years passed af­ter the burn­ing down of the Tem­ple and twenty-five years since the
first batch of cap­tives had been taken away to Baby­lon.

 
   The tragedy that struck Judea was grad­u­ally re­ced­ing into the past; the only re­al­ity for the
chil­dren of im­mi­grants was the life around them. Any changes to their cir­cum­stances were
un­likely by all hu­man cal­cu­la­tions, but Ezekiel con­tin­ued to speak tire­lessly about the
promised mirac­u­lous lib­er­a­tion of Is­rael.

 
   In the days of the sad twenty-fifth an­niver­sary of the Cap­tiv­ity in 573 BC, the prophet was
again car­ried by the Spirit of God to Jerusalem.

 
   The last chap­ters of the Book of Ezekiel are de­voted to the de­scrip­tion of this New
Jerusalem. On their pages, we come across var­i­ous num­bers, nu­mer­ous mea­sure­ments, and
spe­cific de­tails.

 
   This is si­mul­ta­ne­ously a plan, a project, and an en­tire pro­gram. The mes­sage that the
prophet ad­dressed to the peo­ple is en­crypted in a schematic blue­print. For ex­am­ple, he
de­lin­eates the City of God with a well-formed square, which sig­ni­fies a har­mo­nious per­fec­tion
and at the same time a cru­ci­form reach­ing out to the four cor­ners of the world (the sym­bol of
uni­ver­sal­ity).

 
   But if so, are those not right who con­sider Ezekiel a utopian re­former sim­i­lar to
Plato?

 
   Utopi­anists sought to lay out the char­ac­ter­is­tics of a per­fect so­cial or­der within the
con­fines of the re­al­ity that sur­rounded them. Ezekiel, on the other hand, fo­cused more on the
need to dras­ti­cally change the di­rec­tion of life rather than the so­cial sys­tem. We hear his call
to make spir­i­tual life the cen­ter of hu­man ex­is­tence.

 
   The City of God would no longer be built in Zion, but on the land where the bor­ders of the
tribes meet, and it would no longer be called Jerusalem, but Yah­weh-Shamma—“The Lord is
here.” This is the fi­nal chord of the book, one that car­ries the sin­gle most im­por­tant part of
the prophet’s vi­sion.

 
   The gates through which the Glory has en­tered are now tightly shut; only a mys­te­ri­ous
voice from the depths of the Tem­ple in­di­cates that the eter­nal flame of the Di­vin­ity dwells
within the sanc­tu­ary. It would seem that God is near, and yet, at the same time, He is both
far and ter­ri­ble in His un­ap­proach­a­bil­ity. As be­fore, no one can see Him and re­main alive.
We wit­ness here a sign of Ezekiel’s gen­uine un­der­stand­ing of the na­ture of the
di­vine.

 
   If a per­son can­not help be­ing in awe even be­fore the sight of the im­mense
cre­ation, if one’s heart trem­bles while con­tem­plat­ing the end­less ocean of the
Uni­verse, then what should one feel when ap­proach­ing the mys­tery of the
Tran­scen­dent,58 
that su­per­hu­man power, ab­so­lute su­per-ex­is­tence, and “ho­li­ness” in­com­men­su­rate with the
crea­ture? Here all the an­thro­po­mor­phic as­pects of the Eter­nal One fade away and the sense
of a sa­cred hor­ror and rev­er­ence mixed with awe is born. Those who find the bib­li­cal im­age of
God to be too “hu­man­ized” should reread these pages of the Bible that speak of Yah­weh’s
ho­li­ness.

 
   The only thing that di­rectly con­nects the Glory with the out­side world is the “river of life,”
which flows out from un­der the thresh­old of the Tem­ple. It flows across the Holy Land,
ex­pand­ing and deep­en­ing, right down to the Dead Sea cleans­ing its wa­ters of bit­ter­ness. The
im­age of liv­ing wa­ter (which we again see in the Book of Rev­e­la­tion) means an in­ex­haustible
flow of grace; it not only fills an in­di­vid­ual but also cleanses the world, purg­ing out the
bit­ter­ness of sin.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   The Church de­picted by Ezekiel can be called Uni­ver­sal, al­though Is­rael would re­main at
its core. The prophet speaks of “gerim,” the aliens, who will have an equal share with the
Jews (Ez 47:22–23). It is thus no ac­ci­dent that the City of God will be open to all four cor­ners
of the earth.

 
   Noth­ing is heard of Ezekiel af­ter 571 BC. He prob­a­bly died soon af­ter that. Yet his mis­sion
was ac­com­plished—the best rep­re­sen­ta­tives of the di­as­pora fully em­braced his pro­gram: to
go back to the re­born land, hav­ing been pu­ri­fied from their his­tor­i­cal sins, to build a new
Tem­ple and pre­pare for the com­ing of the great Day.
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   5.3.3    “Old Tes­ta­ment Evan­ge­list”

Chaldea, 562–550 BC

 
Here we near the Old Tes­ta­ment pas­sage, both most mys­ti­cal and sub­lime, which is
in­ti­mately con­nected to the Gospel.

 
   The voice of a cho­sen one of the Lord can be heard in the gloomy lull of the Cap­tiv­ity,
pro­claim­ing to Is­rael “new and hid­den things” (Is 48:6). We do not en­counter such
depth of in­sight, strength, and free­dom of spirit ei­ther be­fore or af­ter this prophet
in the en­tire pre-Chris­tian world. He is Is­rael’s great­est teacher, the­olo­gian, and
poet.

 
   But who was this man? It would seem that much should have been said of him in the Old
Tes­ta­ment, or at least no less than of Isa­iah and Jeremiah.

 
   Yet an amaz­ing fact is re­vealed here—one dif­fi­cult to be­lieve: an im­pen­e­tra­ble veil con­ceals
from us the face of the prophet whose very name we do not know.

 
   His ser­mons and hymns are in­cluded in the Bible in the Book of Isa­iah, and they had been
at­trib­uted to the Jerusalem prophet for a long time. And even when it be­came clear that this
was an er­ror, the mys­tery iden­tity of the name­less vi­sion­ary re­mained un­solved. He is
com­monly re­ferred to as Deutero-Isa­iah or Sec­ond Isa­iah.

 
   Could it be that he bore the same name as the 8th-cen­tury BC prophet and they were later
con­flated to be the same per­son? We have, how­ever, noth­ing to con­firm this con­jec­ture
with.

 
   It is pos­si­ble that the prophet de­lib­er­ately hid his iden­tity be­hind the fa­mous
name.

 
   Most prob­a­bly, it was much more than a pseu­do­nym as it points to spir­i­tual con­ti­nu­ity
and deep con­nec­tion to the same legacy.

 
   Of all Is­rael’s ti­tles used to de­scribe it, Deutero-Isa­iah pre­ferred the word “Ebed”—a
ser­vant. And it is easy to see why: he saw God’s peo­ple pri­mar­ily as His mes­sen­ger to the
world.
 
 

      The Spirit of the Sov­er­eign Yah­weh is on me,
            
      For He has anointed me
            
To bring good news to the meek,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
            
      He has sent me to heal the bro­ken­hearted;
            
To pro­claim free­dom to the cap­tives,
            
      And a re­lease for the pris­on­ers;
            
To an­nounce the year of Yah­weh’s fa­vor
            
      And the Day of rec­om­pense from our God,
            
To com­fort all that mourn.
                                                                                        
(Is
                                                                                   61:1–2)
            

  

   To Deutero-Isa­iah, the no­tion of “Is­rael” has more than one mean­ing. In fact, there are two
ser­vants of the Lord. While it is true that one of them would of­ten fall away from God, there is
also the other Is­rael: the Is­rael of the prophets and the God-seers, the Is­rael of the
faith­ful and the un­wa­ver­ing, the Is­rael of the “meek” and the “Lord’s poor.” It is
this Is­rael who would be­come the true Ebed-Yah­weh, the doer of Heaven’s will on
earth.

 
   At some point, the prophet starts to dis­cern a mys­te­ri­ous Per­son at the head of the cho­sen
peo­ple who would em­body the high­est call­ing of Is­rael—the great Prophet on whom the di­vine
anoint­ing would rest.

 
   It was al­ready Isa­iah of Jerusalem who rec­og­nized that the Mes­siah would have to act
dif­fer­ently from the kings of the earth; and now his fol­lower speaks about it with greater
clar­ity that leaves no room for doubt.

 
   Yet the Mes­siah, as the prophet sees him, would not only be a teacher to the na­tions. For
in­deed, it is im­pos­si­ble to heal the ill­ness of sin through teach­ing alone; this would re­quire a
spe­cial feat on the part of the Ser­vant of the Lord. The meek Teacher would be­come an
In­ter­ces­sor and an Ad­vo­cate for hu­man­ity.

 
   The Mes­siah would share the fate of per­se­cuted prophets, and His suf­fer­ings for peo­ple
would mys­te­ri­ously bring them sal­va­tion.

 
   How would that be? This the prophet can­not know, but he dis­cerns the Purest One of all
the earth as if with his own eyes, the One who would de­liver Him­self into the hands of evil
forces only to be­come the Re­deemer of sin­ners.

 
   The seer him­self is ter­ri­fied at the vi­sion of the af­flicted Ser­vant. He stands in awe, along
with earthly kings and na­tions, mar­veling at the vol­un­tary sac­ri­fice:
 
 

      Surely He took up our weak­nesses
            
      And car­ried our pains;
            
Yet we re­garded Him as stricken, struck down, and af­flicted by God.
            
      But He was wounded for our sins,
            
      And bruised for our in­iq­ui­ties.
                                                                                        
(Is
                                                                                   53:4–5)
            

  

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   This would not be some be­wil­dered dis­ori­ented vic­tim, but a Mar­tyr who would freely and
know­ingly of­fer Him­self to the slaugh­ter:
 
 

      The pun­ish­ment for our sal­va­tion was upon Him,
            
      And by His wounds we were healed.
            
All we like sheep have gone astray, each of us, to his own way;
            
      Yet Yah­weh has laid on Him the sins of us all.
            
He was op­pressed, yet, in His af­flic­tion, He opened not His mouth;
            
      Like a lamb that is led to the slaugh­ter,
            
      And as a sheep that be­fore its shear­ers is silent,
            
So He did not open his mouth.
                                                                                        
(Is
                                                                                   53:5–7)
            

  

   Here lies the thresh­old and the de­mar­ca­tion line of the Old Tes­ta­ment.

 
   The New Tes­ta­ment em­ploys the im­agery and the lan­guage of Deutero-Isa­iah when
speak­ing of the Atone­ment. The Evan­ge­lists and the Apos­tle Paul have adopted his sym­bols
of the Lamb and the Sac­ri­fice, which would hence­forth be­come in­sep­a­ra­ble from any
at­tempts to ex­press the mys­tery of Sal­va­tion.

 
   One should not over­look the fact that lamb in the Old Tes­ta­ment was a sac­ri­fice brought
by the peo­ple. It was with such a blame­less lamb that Deutero-Isa­iah com­pared the Ser­vant
of the Preeter­nal One.

 
   Should we then view God as some kind of despot who de­mands blood in or­der to wash
away the of­fense? An­cient and me­dieval the­olo­gians, who only saw pro­pi­ti­a­tion,
ap­pease­ment, al­most a bribe of the for­mi­da­ble De­ity in the sac­ri­fi­cial rite, some­times ar­rived
at such mon­strous and ab­surd in­ter­pre­ta­tions, like the one in which the Blood on the Cross
was viewed as a ran­som for hu­man­ity paid to the devil.

 
   But if this were to be the true mean­ing of the Atone­ment, how could it be pos­si­bly
rec­on­ciled with Love?

 
   The Bible refers to sac­ri­fice as the most an­cient ex­pres­sion of piety (Gen 4:3).

 
   From the most dis­tant times, blood rep­re­sented the life prin­ci­ple. Rit­u­als in­volv­ing blood
were used by their par­tic­i­pants to seal their “blood” re­la­tion­ship, to sig­nify a bond con­nect­ing
their lives. The main idea be­hind sac­ri­fice was to serve as a sign of com­mu­nion
with the Supreme, the union of peo­ple with Him, and through Him—with each
other.

 
   By eat­ing the meat of the an­i­mal dur­ing the sacra­ment, the an­cients sought the same
thing: to at­tain one­ness with God by tan­gi­bly iden­ti­fy­ing with Him.

 
   There­fore, the idea of blood sac­ri­fice was based not so much on a trans­ac­tion but on a
thirst for gen­uine com­mu­nion with God.

 
   In light of this, it be­comes clear why the great­est prophet of the Old Tes­ta­ment and then
the New Tes­ta­ment af­ter him trea­sured this sym­bol and re­ferred to it when­ever they spoke
about the sal­va­tion of the world.

 
   Fol­low­ing Jeremiah and Ezekiel, the prophet Deutero-Isa­iah saw in the lib­er­a­tion of Is­rael
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
a sign of the ap­proach­ing King­dom of God. It was as if the new ex­o­dus from Baby­lon merged
in his sight with the uni­ver­sal sal­va­tion. Here we see a con­trac­tion in the his­tor­i­cal
per­spec­tive, which marks so many vi­sion­ar­ies. This mis­take of the prophet would play a
spe­cial role in the life of his con­tem­po­raries. At the same time Deutero-Isa­iah’s con­vic­tion
that the aton­ing act of God was about to be ac­com­plished right there and then gave his words
ex­tra grav­ity.

 
   Soon af­ter his first ad­dresses, stir­ring news reached him from the east. A fig­ure arose,
tow­er­ing above na­tions and king­doms, whom Deutero-Isa­iah saw to be pre­sid­ing over God’s
des­tinies.

 
   It was Ku­rush Achaemenid, or Cyrus II the Great, the Per­sian king, to whom the states of
Asia bowed one af­ter an­other. Un­like the pre­vi­ous world’s con­querors, he did not leave
burned cities in his wake, did not force peo­ple’s re­lo­ca­tion to for­eign lands, did not de­stroy
their tem­ples. Many hailed Cyrus as a long-awaited lib­er­a­tor. His ap­pear­ance should bring
much-an­tic­i­pated free­dom to Is­rael.

 
   There was yet an­other rea­son why the events in Iran (or Per­sia) could have at­tracted the
prophet’s at­ten­tion. A new re­li­gious move­ment, con­so­nant with bib­li­cal teach­ing, re­cently
emerged in the lands of Per­sia.

   
 

   5.3.4    Two prophets: of the Avesta and of the Bible

Chaldea, 562–550 BC

 
There is a cryp­tic pas­sage in the Na­tiv­ity story of the Evan­ge­list Matthew about cer­tain “wise
men from the east” bring­ing their gifts to Beth­le­hem’s In­fant.

 
   The word for “wise man” is “ma­gus” in the orig­i­nal lan­guage of the Gospel, which typ­i­cally
means some­one skilled in sor­cery. But what pos­si­ble mo­tives could have drawn pa­gan
spell­cast­ers to Beth­le­hem?

 
   Mean­while, the word “magi” had a def­i­nite mean­ing in an­tiq­uity—it de­noted priests of the
Ira­nian re­li­gion, which, by the time of Christ’s Na­tiv­ity, had be­come wide­spread not only in
the East but through­out the Ro­man Em­pire.

 
   Just like Is­rael, the most orig­i­nal thing about Iran was its re­li­gion.

 
   This re­li­gion did not leave much in terms of writ­ten records. The only piece of ev­i­dence
that reached our time is the holy book of the Par­sis, a small tribe that fled to In­dia from the
per­se­cu­tion of Mus­lims. It was through them that Eu­rope ob­tained the Avesta,[106] the
“Ira­nian Bible.” This name de­notes the same thing as the Vedas, i.e., “knowl­edge,” though, of
course, spir­i­tual rather than sci­en­tific.

 
   The first ex­po­sure of Eu­ro­peans to the Avesta oc­curred in the 8th cen­tury. Years passed,
new trans­la­tions of the Avesta ap­peared, dic­tio­nar­ies were com­piled on its ba­sis, and it
be­came ev­i­dent that the patch­work na­ture of this book, as in the case of the Vedas, was the
re­sult of the strat­i­fi­ca­tion of many het­ero­ge­neous lay­ers.

 
   Al­though a sig­nif­i­cant part of the Avesta was penned at the change of the eras or even
dur­ing the Mid­dle Ages, it con­tains much of what had orig­i­nated in an­cient times. These
ar­chaic lay­ers in­tro­duce us to an al­ready fa­mil­iar world. They fea­ture gods and god­desses of
heaven, fire, earth, sun, and wa­ter: Ahura, Mithra, Haoma, and Yima. These are none other
than Asura, Mi­tra, Soma, and Yama of the Aryans. Ob­vi­ously, the Avesta’s myths about them
are echoes from the time when the Ira­nian an­ces­tors were one peo­ple with the Aryans
mi­grat­ing to­wards Hin­dus­tan. Even the name Aryanam (Iran) comes from the word
“Arya.”

 
   This over­lap in the re­li­gious tra­di­tions of these two groups bear wit­ness to their com­mon
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
ori­gin,59 
though it is im­pos­si­ble to es­tab­lish the ex­act time when the two branches sep­a­rated from one
an­other (most likely in the be­gin­ning of the 2nd mil­len­nium BC). We will not dwell on these
early forms of pa­gan­ism here.

 
   We note, how­ever, two spe­cial traits about the re­li­gion of the an­cient Ira­nian peo­ples,
which would sub­se­quently play an im­por­tant role.
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   The first trait is fire wor­ship. Ar­chae­ol­o­gists found its traces al­ready in the an­cient
set­tle­ments of Khwarazm, one of the cen­ters of Ira­nian cul­ture. The un­quench­able fire was
an old sa­cred sym­bol among the in­hab­i­tants of Iran and neigh­bor­ing ar­eas. Pure
flame played the role of sa­cred im­agery and sig­ni­fied the eter­nal light of the Di­vine.
Fire was revered as a cos­mic el­e­ment, in anal­ogy to wa­ter for other na­tions. The
an­cient Ger­manic tribes, the rel­a­tives of the Aryans, be­lieved that the world would
at some point be con­sumed in fire in or­der to be re­born to a new life. This myth,
cap­tured in the Ger­manic Edda, ac­quired among the In­di­ans the form of a be­lief in
“kalpas”—gi­gan­tic pe­ri­ods of time be­tween the suc­ces­sive worlds get­ting con­sumed by a
De­ity.

 
   The sec­ond trait is the preser­va­tion, along with the pan­theon, of the wor­ship of the
supreme God, who was called Asura-Dyaus-Pitar among the Indo-Aryan peo­ple.
Sub­se­quently, iden­ti­fied with the sky god Varuna (Uranus, Pe­run), he be­came known as
“Asura Vish­vaveda”—the Om­ni­scient Lord.

 
   In Iran, he was ven­er­ated un­der the name of Mazda Ahura (Ahu­ra­mazda), which also
means the Om­ni­scient or the All-Wise Lord. As in the Vedas, how­ever, the im­age of the
Om­ni­scient Lord of the an­cient Ira­ni­ans was ob­structed by a host of other gods and their
spouses—the god­desses of earth and wa­ter.

 
   This was the back­ground against which a pow­er­ful re­li­gious move­ment arose in Iran, which
trans­formed the old and not very orig­i­nal be­liefs into a new re­li­gion of sal­va­tion. Sub­se­quently,
un­der­go­ing var­i­ous changes and re­births, it be­came the state re­li­gion of the Per­sians, which
in­flu­enced late Ju­daism and per­me­ated the re­li­gion of the Ro­mans. Catharism, Bo­gomil­ism,
Pauli­cian­ism,60 
and the re­li­gion of the Rus­sian “volkhvs” ul­ti­mately all owe their ex­is­tence to it. Its echoes
can also be found in the most re­cent oc­cult and philo­soph­i­cal sys­tems.

 
   The prove­nance of this re­li­gion is re­flected in the Gathas, or hymns. The form and
lan­guage of the Gathas be­tray their an­cient ori­gin. These hymns, sim­i­lar to those found in
the Vedas or the Bible, are marked by the traits of per­sonal po­etry.

 
   The Gathas tell us of a prophet who com­mand­ingly knocks on the door of a pa­gan tem­ple
to cast out its gods. He calls him­self Zarathus­tra.

 
   The high priest of the Par­sis was called Zarathus­trema, that is the High­est Zarathus­tra,
and, thus, this word rep­re­sents not a per­sonal name, but a ti­tle, or an hon­orary des­ig­na­tion,
like Bud­dha or Christ. There­fore, if some­one called him­self Zarathus­tra, it cer­tainly does not
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
mean that he was a fic­tional char­ac­ter.

 
   The Avesta has also pre­served the per­sonal name of its prophet. He was called
Spi­tama.

 
   Who was Spi­tama? He did not call him­self a priest or a ma­gus, for these ti­tles were
handed down within the fam­ily from gen­er­a­tion to gen­er­a­tion, and the magi like the Is­rael’s
Levites formed a closed clan. Not be­ing a ma­gus by birth, Spi­tama re­ferred to him­self as a
“mantram,” a psalmist, and only in one place (and even this is de­bat­able)—as a “cho­sen
one.”

 
   Ac­cord­ing to the leg­end, Spi­tama was twenty years old when he left home and set­tled in
seclu­sion in the ter­ri­tory of present-day Azer­bai­jan.

 
   Un­like Brah­mins and Greek philoso­phers, he was not pre­oc­cu­pied with ab­stract
ques­tions. In­stead, his dream was to es­tab­lish truth, peace, and jus­tice here on earth. In
this, he shares a spe­cial kin­ship with the prophets of Is­rael.

 
   The out­skirts of Iran dur­ing the youth of Spi­tama were con­stantly trou­bled by un­rest and
wars. In one of the pas­sages of the Gathas, we hear the voice of the “Soul of the Cow” (a
crea­ture sym­bol­iz­ing peace­ful peas­ants), who is com­plain­ing to Mazda about the trou­bles
caused by the en­emy raids. The “Soul of the Cow” ex­pects Mazda to send down a man into
the world who would bring jus­tice to peo­ple.

 
   To Spi­tama, the no­madic rav­agers and the an­cient gods whom they wor­shiped make up
one sa­tanic army. He refers to these gods us­ing the old Aryan term “daevas” (gods), but in his
de­pic­tion, they are no longer gods, but rather de­monic forces.

 
   Fol­low­ing decades of prayer, med­i­ta­tion, and search­ing, Zarathus­tra dis­cov­ered for him­self
God of Right­eous­ness, the Cre­ator of the Uni­verse, in the be­ing of the an­cient Mazda
Ahura.

 
   A one God re­li­gion! Does it mean we ought to rec­og­nize in Zarathus­tra a brother and a
like-minded per­son to Is­rael’s prophets, and him as a pa­gan fore­run­ner of Christ on Ira­nian
soil? In essence, it would not be wrong to think that way.

 
   And yet it would be a mis­take to equate the Gathas with the Old Tes­ta­ment. With
all the strik­ing sim­i­lar­i­ties, they dif­fer sig­nif­i­cantly in a num­ber of fun­da­men­tal
points.

 
   Al­though the prophets of the Bible rec­og­nized the need for hu­man moral in­volve­ment, they
al­ways em­pha­sized that a true sal­va­tion can only come from God. For this rea­son, they in­sisted
on the fu­til­ity of pol­i­tics and be­lieved that one should not trust in “horses and char­i­ots” (cf. Ps
19:8).61 

 
   Spi­tama, on the other hand, was look­ing for a fig­ure of power, one who would
also his fol­lower. He was cer­tain that he could not suc­ceed with­out this kind of
sup­port:
 
 

      I know where­fore, O Mazda, I have been un­able (to achieve) any­thing.
            
Only a few herds are mine and be­cause I have got but few peo­ple.
            
I cry unto thee, see thou to it, O Ahura,
            
Grant me sup­port a friend gives to a friend.
            
Teach me Right and the ac­qui­si­tion of Good Thought.
                                                                                   
(Yasna
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
            46:2)62 
            

  

   His great suc­cess came un­ex­pect­edly. Vish­taspa him­self, the ruler of Bac­tria and the
ter­ri­to­ries of Khwarazm, Sog­di­ana, and other neigh­bor­ing lands, put his trust in the mis­sion
of Zarathus­tra and wel­comed him at his court.

 
   Now Spi­tama was free to pro­claim his doc­trine. Mere preach­ing, how­ever, seemed
in­ad­e­quate to him. He be­lieved it was nec­es­sary to wage war with arms against the fol­low­ers
of the daevas. A daeva-wor­ship­per was a pa­thetic “non-Aryan,” a “two-legged crea­ture,” and a
“hu­man-in­sect.”
 
 

      Whoso­ever, O Mazda, robs him of do­min­ion or of life,
            
The same shall pros­per in the ways of the good be­lief.
                                                                                   
(Yasna
                                                                                     46:4)
            

  

   This ha­tred against the poly­the­ists and the daevas was later pro­claimed as the first item
in the Zarathus­trian creed:
      
 

      I curse the daevas. I de­clare my­self a Mazda-wor­ship­per, a sup­porter of
      Zarathus­tra, hos­tile to the Daevas, fond of Ahura’s teach­ing.

                                                                                   (Yasna
                                                                                     12:1)
      

   “Hu­man-in­sects” must be mer­ci­lessly ex­ter­mi­nated, whereas the co­re­li­gion­ists ought to
live in har­mony.
      
 

      I pledge my­self to the Maz­dayas­nian re­li­gion, which causes the at­tack
      to be put off and weapons put down; which up­holds kin-mar­riage, which
      pos­sesses Asha; which of all re­li­gions that ex­ist or shall be, is the great­est,
      the best, and the most beau­ti­ful: Ahuric, Zoroas­trian.

                                                                                   (Yasna
                                                                                     12:9)
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
      

   Bib­li­cal prophets spoke of moral re­spon­si­bil­ity of the Gen­tiles be­fore God, thereby al­low­ing
some el­e­ment of re­spect for their re­li­gious world­view. Zarathus­tra, on the con­trary, was
ut­terly un­com­pro­mis­ing about it.

 
   As a re­sult, Zarathus­tra’s preach­ing led to re­li­gious wars.

 
   This is the first dif­fer­ence be­tween the Ira­nian prophet and the prophets of the
Bible. The sec­ond one is re­lated to Zarathus­tra’s un­der­stand­ing of the prob­lem of
evil.

 
   The solemn words of the teacher from the fa­mous “Gatha about Re­ward and Pun­ish­ment”
de­clare to the co­re­li­gion­ists the fun­da­men­tal prin­ci­ples of ex­is­tence:
 
 

      Now the two pri­mal Spir­its, who re­veal them­selves in vi­sion as Twins,
            
Are the Bet­ter and the Bad, in thought and word and ac­tion.
            
And be­tween these two the wise ones chose aright, the fool­ish not so.
            
And when these two Spir­its came to­gether in the be­gin­ning,
            
They cre­ated Life and Not-Life,
            
And in the end Worst Ex­is­tence shall be to the fol­low­ers of the Lie,
            
But the Best Ex­is­tence to those who fol­low Right.
                                                                                   
(Yasna
                                                                                   30:3–4)
            

  

   Thus, Zarathus­tra—this pas­sion­ate fighter against evil—pays, as it were, in­vol­un­tary
trib­ute to evil by declar­ing it to ex­ist “from the be­gin­ning.”

 
   From these words, one of the twins ap­pears to be Mazda him­self, who “clothes him­self
with the solid vault of the fir­ma­ment of heaven” and bears the name of the “Most Holy
Spirit.” His eter­nal ad­ver­sary is called Vi­o­lence and Lie. Even­tu­ally, Vi­o­lence and
Lie would be de­clared hy­postases of an evil spirit, known in Zoroas­tri­an­ism as
An­gra or An­gra Mainyu (Greek “Ah­ri­man”), which means “De­struc­tive or Ad­ver­sar­ial
Spirit.”

 
   This ti­tle is akin to “Sa­tan” (the ad­ver­sary) in the Bible. Whereas Sa­tan is a crea­ture that
has fallen from God in the cause of self-af­fir­ma­tion, An­gra Mainyu, on the con­trary, is the
eter­nal ri­val of God, akin to a sec­ond “evil” Cre­ator. One of the later chap­ters of the “Ira­nian
Bible” states that Mazda cre­ated all the beau­ti­ful lands for hu­man habi­ta­tion, whereas
An­gra Mainyu cre­ated war­like tribes, sor­cer­ers, su­per­sti­tions, win­ter cold, and other
dis­as­ters.

 
   How can this be rec­on­ciled with Spi­tama’s monothe­ism? Why was it that he, be­ing a
wor­ship­per of one God, saw in the ori­gins of evil a self-per­pet­u­at­ing and self-ex­ist­ing
prin­ci­ple?

 
   Du­al­ism (a two-god re­li­gion) was not the cre­ation of Spi­tama him­self. Most likely, it was a
con­ces­sion made by the prophet to an­cient tra­di­tion.

 
   The pic­ture of the Uni­verse as an arena of strug­gle where the world struc­ture is still be­ing
cre­ated was a great dis­cov­ery of the hu­man spirit, a true in­sight into the essence of cre­ated
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
things. How­ever, an Achilles’ heel of all such doc­trines was the de­ifi­ca­tion of the much feared
chaotic prin­ci­ple in na­ture. That is why the cos­mic bat­tle ap­peared to the an­cients as
end­less.

 
   This view was also es­poused by Zarathus­tra, who, nev­er­the­less, be­came the only per­son
out­side the Bib­li­cal world to re­ject its pes­simism. His liv­ing faith in God re­vealed to him the
com­ing vic­tory of the Good. And in this, he be­gins to ap­proach the po­si­tion of the
Bible.

 
   Whereas the Greeks reached the high­est peak in the philo­soph­i­cal un­der­stand­ing of the
idea of God, and the In­di­ans be­came un­sur­passed in “nat­u­ral mys­ti­cism,” it was the re­li­gion
of Zarathus­tra that came clos­est to ex­pe­ri­enc­ing the Liv­ing God apart from the
bib­li­cal rev­e­la­tion. And yet Zarathus­tra’s ap­proach to God was “hu­man, all too
hu­man” in its na­ture. The con­cept of a holy war sul­lied its pu­rity, and a con­ces­sion
to the tra­di­tional du­al­ism left a vul­ner­a­ble spot in Zoroas­tri­an­ism, doom­ing it to
de­feat.

 
   Among Zarathus­tra’s lega­cies, his teach­ing on moral free­dom turned out to be the most
ben­e­fi­cial and last­ing. He taught that it took an ac­tive and con­scious choice of the prin­ci­ple of
good rather than a blind and sub­servient sub­mis­sion to the pre­cepts to be able to join the
ranks of Mazda war­riors.

 
   Yet the prophet’s dreams of the com­ing tri­umph of his teach­ings were not des­tined to
ma­te­ri­al­ize. Dur­ing his life­time, Mazdeanism did not spread be­yond Bac­tria, and the
re­li­gious wars ended with the en­emy in­va­sion of Bac­tria and the death of the el­derly
Zarathus­tra.

 
   Bac­tria be­came a part of Cyrus’ Per­sian Em­pire around 546 BC. Its ac­ces­sion was
peace­ful ac­cord­ing to Herodotus and Cte­sias.

 
   Cyrus pur­sued hu­mane poli­cies through­out his king­dom: he re­spected lo­cal tra­di­tions
and be­liefs, did not al­low mass killings or tor­ture of pris­on­ers, pre­served self-ad­min­is­tra­tion
in the cities, and im­posed mod­er­ate taxes.

 
   Ru­mors of these events must have reached the Jew­ish cap­tives in Baby­lon. Deutero-Isa­iah
closely watched the suc­cesses of the new ruler of the East. Af­ter the As­syr­ian and Chaldean
atroc­i­ties, Cyrus ap­peared as a mes­sen­ger of uni­ver­sal peace. If he were to come to Chaldea,
Is­rael’s cap­tiv­ity would surely end.

 
   Per­haps re­al­iz­ing that the strug­gle of Cyrus with Baby­lon would be in­evitable,
Deutero-Isa­iah de­cided to ad­dress the Per­sian king di­rectly. At the time, the prophe­cies that
had been ut­tered even by for­eign seers were given great sig­nif­i­cance. There­fore, Cyrus could
not have re­mained in­dif­fer­ent to the words of the Jew­ish sage.

 
   Mer­chants from Iran of­ten vis­ited Baby­lon, and an echo of the re­li­gious fer­ment that arose
sur­round­ing the teach­ings of Spi­tama fol­low­ing the an­nex­a­tion of Bac­tria could have reached
Deutero-Isa­iah.

 
   No other bib­li­cal prophet is as per­sis­tent in com­ing back to the theme of the Uni­verse’s
cre­ation as Deutero-Isa­iah. It ap­pears to not have been a co­in­ci­dence, and that the prophet
al­ready knew about the Ira­nian doc­trine of the two spir­its and wanted to af­firm monothe­ism
as clearly as pos­si­ble. He ap­pears to be con­fronting some­one as he speaks with great fer­vor
and pas­sion that God can­not have a “twin.”

 
   But in this case, does the prophet make God re­spon­si­ble for cos­mic evil? Does it not
sound like a blas­phemy?

 
   To the prophet, God is the source of life and good, whereas evil stems from be­trayal of
Him.

 
   Deutero-Isa­iah knows that evil forces op­pose God. He is the only au­thor in the Bible who
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
di­rectly speaks of the cos­mic bat­tle be­tween the Cre­ator and the mon­ster of Chaos (Is 27:1,
51:9).

 
   Yet the strug­gle of Chaos with God and the vic­tory of the Cre­ator is not a bat­tle of the
“twins” as in Zoroas­tri­an­ism, but rather the tri­umph of the King­dom of God over the evil will
of the cre­ation, over the forces that were granted free­dom but who have per­verted the ways of
the Cre­ator.

 
   Still, for many peo­ple at the time, as well as for many to­day, Zarathus­tra’s ex­pla­na­tion
seemed more con­vinc­ing. Not ev­ery­thing that ap­pears sim­ple and clear in one’s mind
cor­re­sponds to the deep mys­tery of life, which can hardly be con­veyed as a strict log­i­cal
model. Deutero-Isa­iah sets a bound­ary for the mind as­pir­ing to com­pre­hend the mys­tery of
God’s des­tinies; he bears wit­ness to the in­scrutable im­men­sity of the Cre­ator, of the
un­fath­omable na­ture of the God­head. Bliss­ful hu­mil­ity born out of the panorama of the
Uni­verse is one of the surest paths to God. It is this awe, rather than the clever­est
meta­physics, which can lead an in­di­vid­ual to a gen­uine con­tact with the supreme Re­al­ity of
the Ex­is­tent One.

 
   Thus, we see that even though the re­bel­lion against false gods in Iran could have evoked
joy and sym­pa­thy in the Jew­ish prophet, he none­the­less op­posed with ev­ery fiber of his be­ing
the temp­ta­tion of set­ting an evil “twin” next to God.

   
 

   5.3.5    End of bondage

Baby­lon, 546–538 BC

 
It is un­known whether the prophe­cies of Deutero-Isa­iah ever reached Cyrus, and if they did,
what his re­ac­tion was. Then the time came when the prophet him­self could check how
well-sub­stan­ti­ated his hopes turned out to be. Af­ter the an­nex­a­tion of Bac­tria, Cyrus’ army
moved to Baby­lon. By that time the Per­sian king knew that Baby­lon would of­fer no
re­sis­tance.

 
   Af­ter the Per­sians en­tered Baby­lon on the 12th of Oc­to­ber of 539 BC, the city sur­ren­dered
to the mercy of the vic­tors. The or­der in the oc­cu­pied cap­i­tal was ex­em­plary: Cyrus or­dered to
strictly mon­i­tor that there should be no rob­beries; tem­ple build­ings were cor­doned off by the
troops who guarded them against any tres­pass­ing. The Per­sian king granted im­mu­nity to the
city and de­clared him­self a wor­shiper of the god Mar­duk, and by do­ing so he com­pletely won
over the lo­cal priest­hood.

 
   The Jew­ish prophet was in a po­si­tion to cel­e­brate: the peo­ple could see first­hand that the
“man of right­eous­ness,” whose ar­rival he had pre­vi­ously hailed, was in­deed a lib­er­a­tor and
not a tyrant. But, on the other hand, the man­i­festo of Cyrus un­equiv­o­cally showed that there
was no hope for his con­ver­sion to the true God. The man who made sac­ri­fices to Mar­duk,
brought the idols back to cities and be­came friendly with the priests, was hardly go­ing to
aban­don pa­gan­ism. This was a great dis­ap­point­ment for the prophet and a blow to his heart’s
in­ner­most hopes.

 
   It would be un­fair to say, how­ever, that Cyrus com­pletely ig­nored the cap­tives who had
been await­ing him. Soon af­ter his vic­tory, he re­ceived a Jew­ish del­e­ga­tion, and in the spring
of 538 BC he is­sued an edict con­cern­ing the Jews. The de­cree spelled out that all Jews could
re­turn to their an­ces­tral home­land if they so de­sired.

 
   Hence, fol­low­ing half a cen­tury since the col­lapse of Zion, the gates of cap­tiv­ity be­came
once again wide open.

 
   At the time when the “ex­o­dus” was not yet pos­si­ble, the Jews used to talk of­ten about it,
pas­sion­ately yearn­ing for their free­dom. But when it fi­nally be­came a re­al­ity, fear of the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
un­known, hes­i­ta­tion and doubts took hold of many: why leave a wealthy civ­i­lized coun­try,
where now, un­der Cyrus’ aus­pices, life would flow peace­fully and calmly? How to make up
one’s mind to go to that empty aban­doned Judea, where there was noth­ing but ru­ins? Here
in Baby­lon, ev­ery­one en­joyed the fruits of a highly de­vel­oped cul­ture, but there, it
was a re­mote prov­ince that had turned feral fol­low­ing the decades of des­o­la­tion.
To those who had been born in the land, their mem­o­ries of it con­tin­ued to mean
some­thing, yet for the “chil­dren of the ex­ile,” the land of their fa­thers be­came but a
myth.

 
   At the Sab­bath gath­er­ings, Deutero-Isa­iah be­gan to give what we would now call Zion­ist
speeches. His ser­mons did not merely fo­cus on a na­tional re­vival; the “ex­o­dus” to him was a
re­li­gious strug­gle of uni­ver­sal pro­por­tions. His con­vic­tions in that re­gard could be
sum­ma­rized as fol­lows: the one God of all mankind has cho­sen the Is­raelites to be­come His
mes­sen­gers to the whole world.

 
   The wealthy did not even want to hear about leav­ing Baby­lon, for it meant im­pov­er­ish­ment
for them. The most pa­tri­otic among them re­stricted them­selves to mak­ing do­na­tions to equip
a car­a­van.

 
   What could the prophet say to chal­lenge the rea­son­ing of level-headed peo­ple who viewed
the “ex­o­dus” as some crazy un­der­tak­ing? He could only re­fer to the fact that God’s work
could in no way turn out to be fu­tile. All im­ped­i­ments would dis­solve like smoke be­fore the
power of the Lord. Yah­weh has His own plans, and He knows how to bring them
about:
 
 

      My thoughts are not your thoughts,
            
      Nor are your ways My ways,
            
For as the heav­ens are higher than the earth,
            
      So are My ways higher than your ways.
                                                                                        
(Is
                                                                                   55:8–9)
            

  

   In those hec­tic days, the thoughts of Deutero-Isa­iah were com­pletely pre­oc­cu­pied with the
an­cient saga of the Ex­o­dus; he lived by it, and in his eyes, both events—the old and the
new—as if merged into one. The times of Moses be­came pro­jected onto the era of Cyrus. The
prophet paints Is­rael’s jour­ney to the Promised Land with mirac­u­lous col­ors: the desert
would bloom like a gar­den turn­ing into Eden.

 
   En­chanted by this un­earthly vi­sion, the prophet was able to in­fect the in­dif­fer­ent with his
pas­sion, per­suade the doubt­ful, and strengthen the weak. By the spring­time, the car­a­van
was ready to set out on its jour­ney.

   
 

   5.3.6    Re­turn. First dif­fi­cul­ties

Jerusalem, 538–530 BC

 
With Dam­as­cus now be­hind them, the car­a­van was headed straight south mov­ing along the
edge of the desert.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   Upon en­ter­ing Jerusalem, ev­ery­one was filled with the joy of repa­tri­a­tion but also sad­ness
at the sight of the dull plains at the lo­ca­tions of the for­mer Tem­ple and the royal palace. The
city of their dreams emerged be­fore them in the form of a bare hill, where thorny bushes grew
among the de­bris and rub­ble.

 
   The op­por­tu­nity to start the con­struc­tion of the Tem­ple fi­nally ar­rived the next spring in
537 BC. Its lay­out was based on the de­scrip­tion of Ezekiel. The ground­break­ing cer­e­mony for
the Tem­ple turned into a cel­e­bra­tion.

 
   Mean­while, the in­hab­i­tants of Samaria learned about what was hap­pen­ing in Judea and
sent their men of­fer­ing help in this pi­ous deed. The emis­saries con­veyed that the Samar­i­tans
had long ago ac­cepted the re­li­gion of Is­raelites and that their com­mit­ment to main­tain­ing the
Yah­wis­tic cul­ture dated back one and a half cen­turies.

 
   What a sig­nif­i­cant mo­ment! Could it be that the prophecy about the na­tions com­ing to
Zion to honor one true God was be­gin­ning to be re­al­ized?

 
   Yet it was pre­cisely at this his­tor­i­cal mo­ment that a deep frac­ture opened up be­tween the
Jew­ish com­mu­nity and the world.

 
   The Samar­i­tans were greeted with an out­right hos­til­ity and sus­pi­cion, and their help was
cat­e­gor­i­cally re­fused.

 
   What was the rea­son be­hind this un­ex­pected re­fusal? Why were the ideals of the prophets
be­trayed?

 
   The lead­ers of the Jew­ish com­mu­nity doubted the pu­rity of the faith of any­one who had
avoided the cap­tiv­ity. Be­sides, the old en­mity be­tween the North and the South played a role
too. Lastly, the set­tlers in Samaria from the East con­tin­ued to honor, along­side Yah­weh, the
gods of their na­tive lands, whereas the lead­ers of the Jew­ish com­mu­nity sought to pre­serve
the pu­rity of faith at all costs.

 
   With­out a doubt, Deutero-Isa­iah was sad­dened by the out­come of the ne­go­ti­a­tions. He was
hop­ing that Is­rael, as the Ser­vant of God, would demon­strate mis­sion­ary zeal, but the peo­ple
were not yet ready for it.

 
   The prophet en­gaged in a fight against the air of ex­cep­tion­al­ism and iso­la­tion­ism.

 
   The peo­ple of the Old Tes­ta­ment were not some pe­cu­liar be­ings cut from a dif­fer­ent cloth
than ev­ery­one else. It is no co­in­ci­dence that Scrip­ture por­trays them in all their hu­man
weak­ness and con­tra­dic­tions. They, like us, were char­ac­ter­ized by spir­i­tual ups and downs.
While erect­ing their Tem­ple, they had fac­tions, quar­reled, be­came jeal­ous, sought to ben­e­fit
them­selves, and tried to shun dif­fi­cul­ties. Yet it was pre­cisely be­cause they were just
like us that their story has re­mained so vi­tal and im­por­tant. Weak and earthly,
they none­the­less were mak­ing their dif­fi­cult as­cent, some­times stray­ing and fall­ing
down.

 
   How many times did Deutero-Isa­iah have to ad­mit that his hopes had been in vain!
Still, even at the end of his earthly jour­ney, the vi­sion of the Golden City blazed
bright be­fore his eyes. It was a New Jerusalem, not this im­pov­er­ished city ly­ing in
ru­ins, that con­tin­ued to be the in­de­struc­tible pil­lar of his faith and the ob­ject of his
af­fec­tion.

 
   Here we must part ways with Deutero-Isa­iah—this mys­te­ri­ous anony­mous gi­ant of the
Bible. He rep­re­sents the high point in the Old Tes­ta­ment con­scious­ness; very few of those
who came af­ter him would be able to rise above it.

   
 

   5.3.7    Sec­ond Tem­ple

Jerusalem, 530–428 BC
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
Fol­low­ing years of in­ac­tion in Jerusalem, the peo­ple re­sumed their in­ter­rupted work on the
Tem­ple Mount. The solemn con­se­cra­tion of the Sec­ond Tem­ple took place on March
12, 515 BC in con­junc­tion with the feast of Passover. The Bible is silent about
the pe­riod from 515 to 445 BC. The wave of the mes­sianic fer­men­ta­tion, which
had pre­vi­ously started in Jerusalem, had by now sub­sided un­der new blows of
fate.

 
   This, how­ever, also had its own pos­i­tive con­se­quences, for the mis­for­tunes had
caused the best peo­ple in Is­rael to re­flect upon its des­tiny. This is ev­i­denced by
one of the most re­mark­able books of the Old Tes­ta­ment—the Book of the Prophet
Jonah.
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   We should not be mis­led by the fact that it is usu­ally placed among the prophetic writ­ings;
this work be­longs to a com­pletely dif­fer­ent genre of the “Ag­gadahs”—the name given to
Jew­ish ed­i­fy­ing tales and al­le­gories.

 
   The main goal of an Ag­gadah is to teach a moral les­son. The his­tor­i­cal
books63  of
the Old Tes­ta­ment also pur­sued this goal, but they con­tained gen­uine his­tor­i­cal facts taken
from the an­nals. An Ag­gadah, how­ever, by its very na­ture is un­con­cerned with the his­tor­i­cal
au­then­tic­ity of its nar­ra­tive, and the idea be­hind its story com­pletely out­weighs the events’
his­toric­ity.

 
   The Ag­gadic form of the bib­li­cal teach­ing was pre­vi­ously lit­tle taken into ac­count by the
in­ter­preters of the Book of Jonah; in­stead, they wanted to see in it a de­scrip­tion of gen­uine
events. This ap­proach in­evitably dis­tracted from the main thing: skep­tics turned the story
of the hap­less prophet into a tar­get for ridicule, whereas its pro­po­nents sought
ways to prove that a per­son could stay un­harmed for three days in the belly of
a “big fish.” How­ever, both the fish and the fan­tas­tic plant that grew overnight
to the size of a tree, in­di­cate an al­le­gory, a di­dac­tic leg­end. And if we are to look
at this book from this po­si­tion, then its mock­ery proves to be point­less. In fact,
the idea that this book con­tains puts this mas­ter­piece at the fore­front of the Old
Tes­ta­ment.

 
   It is not dif­fi­cult to guess what prompted the au­thor to write the Book of Jonah. The
fiercest mes­sian­ists of Judea were prob­a­bly ex­pect­ing an im­mi­nent col­lapse of pa­gan
strongholds, oblit­er­ated by a cos­mic storm. Yet ev­ery­thing re­mained in its for­mer place. Many
viewed that as Yah­weh turn­ing back on His word and mur­mured openly. How could He spare
the Gen­tiles?
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   And then, in re­sponse to this ar­ro­gant and surly bunch who looked in vain
for the de­struc­tion of for­eign monar­chies, a teacher in Is­rael wrote the Book of
Jonah.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   It tells the story of a prophet sent by God to preach in the epi­cen­ter of the pa­gan
world—Nin­eveh. This city was not picked ac­ci­den­tally, as Nin­eveh be­came the worst kind of
abom­i­na­tion in the mem­ory of Is­rael.

 
   Hav­ing re­ceived a heav­enly com­mand, Jonah has no in­ten­tion what­so­ever to take con­cern
for the sal­va­tion of the Ninevites. An im­petu­ous and tem­per­a­men­tal man, he does
not hide the rea­sons for his dis­obe­di­ence: he knows all too well that Yah­weh is
“gra­cious and long-suf­fer­ing God, abound­ing in love and One who re­lents from
send­ing dis­as­ter,” so He can be counted upon to spare the sin­ners should they
re­pent.

 
   Hav­ing rea­soned thus, Jonah, with­out fur­ther ado, boards a mer­chant ship and de­cides to
“flee from the face of Yah­weh” to far­away Tarshish in Spain. His naïve ploy, how­ever, is
un­suc­cess­ful: God sends a storm, and Jonah re­al­izes that the ship can sink be­cause of him.
He asks the mer­chants to throw him into the wa­ter, and as soon as they ful­fill his re­quest,
the sea calms down.

 
   The re­cal­ci­trant prophet did not drown: Yah­weh sends a gi­gan­tic fish that swal­lows Jonah
and spits him out ashore three days later. Here again, God com­mands Jonah to go to
Nin­eveh.

 
   Re­al­iz­ing the fu­til­ity of his re­sis­tance, Jonah fi­nally sets off. He car­ries out the or­der of
Yah­weh to the let­ter, an­nounc­ing that if Nin­eveh does not turn away from its wicked­ness, it
will suf­fer de­struc­tion af­ter forty days.

 
   “Then the Ninevites be­lieved God,” the sto­ry­teller nar­rates, “and they pro­claimed a
fast, and put on sack­cloth, from the great­est to the least of them” (Jnh 3:5). The
for­mi­da­ble king of As­syria him­self got off his throne and, cast­ing off his man­tle, sat on
ashes dressed in rags. The pub­lic fast was kept not only by peo­ple but even by
cat­tle.

 
   Such sin­cere con­tri­tion, of course, di­verted the wrath of the Lord from the wicked. And
Jonah was deeply en­raged by this re­sult of his own preach­ing. Hot-head­edly, he be­gan to
blame God: “Wasn’t it what I said when I was still in my coun­try?” He an­tic­i­pated that
Yah­weh would spare the Ninevites.

 
   “Has it re­ally up­set you?” The Lord in­quired. Jonah said noth­ing, yet his si­lence
spoke vol­umes. Se­cretly hop­ing that a bolt from the sky would still strike Nin­eveh,
the prophet pitched a tent near its walls and be­gan to watch what would hap­pen
next.

 
   And then the Lord taught a les­son to the stub­born man: He had grown a broad-leafed tree
overnight that pro­tected Jonah from the ruth­less mid­day heat. Jonah was very happy about
his un­ex­pected cool shade. But the next morn­ing a worm ate through the stem, and the plant
with­ered. The au­thor of the story con­tin­ues:

 
   “And it hap­pened, when the sun arose, that God pre­pared a scorch­ing east wind; and the
sun beat down on Jonah’s head, so that he wished death for him­self, and said, ‘It is bet­ter for
me to die than to live.’ Then God said to Jonah, ‘You are very up­set about the plant,
aren’t you?’ And he said, ‘Greatly so, even to death!’ But Yah­weh said, ‘You have
had pity on the plant for which you have not la­bored, nor made it grow, which
sprang up overnight and died overnight. And should I not pity Nin­eveh, that great
city, in which there are more than one hun­dred and twenty thou­sand peo­ple who
can­not dis­cern be­tween their right hand and their left; and also much cat­tle?’” (Jnh
4:8–11)

 
   This is how this book ends, and the an­swer to God’s ques­tion sug­gests it­self: the Cre­ator
cares about all na­tions, even as sin­ful as the Ninevites, and the sal­va­tion of the Gen­tiles is no
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
less im­por­tant to Him than the sal­va­tion of the Jews.

 
   For the first time in this book, scribes, the suc­ces­sors of the prophets, had es­tab­lished
them­selves as a new spir­i­tual force in Is­rael. Yet the views ex­pressed in the Book of the
Prophet Jonah would be con­stantly con­tended by the spirit of in­tol­er­ance in­tro­duced into
Ju­daism by an­other scribe from Baby­lon, Ezra, who was pro­claimed a re­li­gious leader of the
Jews in 428 BC.

 
   Ezra in­ter­preted the Law as a con­tract: God gave the peo­ple His pre­cepts reg­u­lat­ing all
as­pects of their lives, but they ig­nored the terms of the Covenant. Hav­ing ful­filled ev­ery­thing
to the let­ter that the Law re­quired, Is­rael would be made wor­thy of its cho­sen­ness and would
find it­self in God’s good graces.

 
   It should be noted that le­gal­ism would later give rise to the nar­row­ness of dry lit­er­al­ism,
Phar­i­saic self-com­pla­cency, and ar­ro­gance. A fix­a­tion on ex­ter­nal rules and rit­u­als would
some­times as­sume grotesque forms. Ezra de­manded from the Jews an un­con­di­tional
iso­la­tion, a com­plete sep­a­ra­tion of the com­mu­nity mem­bers from for­eign­ers, view­ing their
seg­re­ga­tion from the pa­gan world to be the main con­di­tion for the sal­va­tion of Is­rael. He
man­aged to com­pletely trans­form Is­rael from be­ing a na­tion into a re­li­gious or­der of
sorts.

 
   Speak­ing of the strug­gle be­tween the two trends in Ju­daism, prophetic uni­ver­sal­ism and
le­gal­is­tic iso­la­tion­ism, one can be tempted to su­per­fi­cially view Ezra as a sole evil ge­nius
of Is­rael, who un­did the cause of the prophets. Fol­low­ing their re­turn from the
cap­tiv­ity, how­ever, the Jews did re­quire time to re­treat and im­merse them­selves in the
re­flec­tions. The fruits of Ezra’s re­form would ben­e­fit sages, scribes, and rab­bis
for the cen­turies to come by al­low­ing them not to waste their en­ergy on fight­ing
the pa­gan in­flu­ences but in­stead fo­cus on their work to spir­i­tu­ally cul­ti­vate the
peo­ple.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   


Chap­ter 6
On the Thresh­old of the New Tes­ta­ment

   From the era of Alexan­der the Great
to the preach­ing of John the Bap­tist



   6.1    Bud­dhism, Yoga, and Hin­duism



   6.1.1    Ashoka

In­dia, 272–232 BC

 
Some mo­ments in his­tory can be de­scribed by the fol­low­ing words: “a tri­umph of spirit.”
Un­doubt­edly, such was the time when Bud­dhism flour­ished in In­dia dur­ing the reign of King
Ashoka (272–232 BC).

 
   At the be­gin­ning of his reign, he showed him­self to be a harsh and even cruel man.
Ac­cord­ing to leg­end, the king killed his half-broth­ers and ex­e­cuted oth­ers with­out hes­i­ta­tion
while seek­ing the throne. Dur­ing the war with the east­ern prin­ci­pal­ity of Kalinga, Ashoka
killed more than one hun­dred thou­sand peo­ple and took into cap­tiv­ity a hun­dred and fifty
thou­sand pris­on­ers. Re­port­edly, he sub­jected the pris­on­ers to ter­ri­ble tor­tures and sent them
to hard la­bor.

 
   Even­tu­ally, all these atroc­i­ties be­gan to weigh on Ashoka him­self. Ac­cord­ing to tra­di­tion,
the courage of a Bud­dhist monk, who ended up in shack­les in one of the state dun­geons,
aroused re­morse in the king and con­trib­uted to a rad­i­cal change in both the char­ac­ter and
pol­i­tics of Ashoka.
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   Around 264 BC, the king em­braced Bud­dhism, and the sub­se­quent years of his reign do
not cease to sur­prise us.

 
   Hav­ing turned to the Bud­dha, the Dhamma, and the
Sangha,64 
Ashoka made a solemn an­nounce­ment that he was shocked by the hu­man suf­fer­ing caused
by war and vowed that such reprisals would never hap­pen again. He de­manded that he be
in­formed of pub­lic af­fairs at all times, with­out fear of in­ter­rupt­ing him from work or rest.
Ashoka also be­gan to show con­cern for the health of his sub­jects—he planted groves, built
in­fir­maries, and had many new wells dug on his or­ders. “En­sur­ing the wel­fare and hap­pi­ness
in this world and the next” for the peo­ple en­trusted to Ashoka’s care had be­come the king’s
new mis­sion.
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   The reign of the Bud­dhist king is an al­most un­be­liev­able oc­cur­rence, ex­cep­tional in world
his­tory. It demon­strates the kind of power that re­li­gious and moral prin­ci­ples can have when
re­al­ized in so­ci­ety.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   The achieve­ments of the Bud­dhist king are with­out par­al­lel, and it was through no fault of
his own that the con­tra­dic­tions found in the Bud­dha’s doc­trine be­came in­creas­ingly man­i­fest
as it came in close con­tact with the world.

   
 

   6.1.2    “Royal yoga” of Patan­jali

In­dia, c.180 BC

 
Most peo­ple are in­trigued by yoga be­cause of its ex­otic na­ture or be­cause
it af­fords ex­tra­or­di­nary feats. Oth­ers are at­tracted by yoga’s meth­ods to
main­tain and im­prove their health. Even though there is some­thing of a
pro­fan­ing65 
fad in all this, the in­ter­est in yoga per se is quite jus­ti­fied. Whereas Bud­dhist moral­ity was
one of the pin­na­cles of pre-Chris­tian ethics, yoga, on the other hand, com­bined a thou­sand
years of ex­pe­ri­ence of in­tro­spec­tion and psy­chotech­nics un­par­al­leled in an­tiq­uity. Hav­ing
be­come a school of self-dis­ci­pline, as­ceti­cism, and con­tem­pla­tion, it has in­dis­putably earned
its place among the great achieve­ments of hu­man­ity.

 
   In­dian an­cient seals have been found dat­ing back as early as the 3rd mil­len­nium BC that
de­pict fig­ures sit­ting in the yo­gic “lo­tus po­si­tion.” This proves that yoga orig­i­nated in the
pre-Aryan era among the coun­try’s in­dige­nous peo­ple.
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   The main prin­ci­ples of yoga were for­mu­lated by guru Patan­jali, the au­thor of the “Yoga
Su­tras.”

 
   Re­flect­ing on the Di­vine, one could not help ask­ing one­self the fol­low­ing ques­tion: why is
the De­ity not ac­ces­si­ble to peo­ple with the same clar­ity as the phe­nom­ena of the vis­i­ble world
or the in­ner self-aware­ness? To this, Brah­man­ism replies, The Sa­cred is here, It
is nearby, It is in ev­ery­thing, It is in you; but you are un­able to con­tem­plate It
be­cause you are fully im­mersed in the false and the per­ish­able. That’s why, from the
scrip­tures or your own de­duc­tions, you can only learn about It. A di­rect per­cep­tion of
God, on the other hand, must be pre­ceded by a prepa­ra­tion that would en­able
you to pur­sue the mys­ter­ies of the One and Eter­nal De­ity. This is the pur­pose of
yoga.

 
   Yet through the process of med­i­ta­tion and ex­er­cise, the per­son can dis­cover only the self,
and not God. Hu­man ef­forts alone are in­suf­fi­cient to soar up to Heaven. We can ex­plore
na­ture (in­clud­ing our own) our­selves, but the act of know­ing God is an en­counter, an
in­ter­ac­tion of two worlds, two wills. In the “Yoga Su­tras,” how­ever, ev­ery­thing starts and ends
with the hu­man.

   
 

   6.1.3    Hin­duism

In­dia be­tween the 2nd cen­tury BC and the change of eras
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
Hin­duism came to the fore­front of his­tory al­most with­out a strug­gle, as if im­per­cep­ti­bly. This
was fa­cil­i­tated, firstly, by the In­di­ans’ ten­dency to bring dif­fer­ent gods to­gether, which
al­lowed greater tol­er­ance be­tween their wor­shipers. The sec­ond fea­ture of Hin­duism is also
as­so­ci­ated with its pan­the­is­tic world­view. Any re­li­gion seeks to find means of over­com­ing the
dis­tance be­tween the hu­man and the Supreme. Pan­the­ism, on the other hand, sim­ply ig­nores
this dis­tance. The con­vic­tion that all the worlds are closely in­ter­con­nected and per­me­ated by
the Di­vine cre­ates a sense of close­ness to the Sa­cred. That’s why the re­li­gions that see
the world as pop­u­lated with hosts of spir­i­tual pow­ers have al­ways had a spe­cial
ap­peal.
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   When the ar­chaic gods made their come­back, many pre-Aryan cus­toms were brought back
along­side them. Prim­i­tive totemism, al­though in a rein­ter­preted form, gained a sec­ond
wind: since God could man­i­fest It­self in ev­ery­thing, then all moun­tains, plants, and
an­i­mals should be seen as Its in­car­na­tions. Nowhere, with a pos­si­ble ex­cep­tion of
Egypt, did the an­i­mal cult hold sway as strongly as in In­dia. The ven­er­a­tion of cows,
mon­keys, and snakes has re­mained an in­her­ent char­ac­ter­is­tic of Hin­duism to this
day.

 
   Hav­ing ab­sorbed di­verse rites, be­liefs, and su­per­sti­tions, Hin­duism it­self be­gan to re­sem­ble
an out­landish in­ter­weav­ing of forms and shapes that adorn the fa­cades of In­dian tem­ples.
Gods and demons, peo­ple and an­i­mals, all merge into a sin­gle amal­ga­mated or­na­ment, which
re­flects the pe­cu­liar world­view of the Uni­verse’s mul­ti­fac­eted ex­is­tence. Myths about
avatars,66 
en­chant­ing leg­ends about Rama and Sita, sto­ries of the amorous ad­ven­tures of the shep­herd
boy Krishna—all these be­came ef­fec­tive chan­nels of Hin­duism, which gave all classes,
oc­cu­pa­tions, and ages their due. This com­pre­hen­sive re­li­gion at­tracted ev­ery­one: her­mits and
war­riors, farm­ers and towns­folk. It em­braced cen­turies-old cer­e­monies, signs, and cus­toms.
Hin­duism has be­come the faith of the peo­ple, both nour­ish­ing and be­ing in­ex­tri­ca­bly
fused with its rich cul­ture. All this en­sured Hin­duism’s vic­tory over the fol­low­ers of
Bud­dha.
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6th cen­tury.                                                                                     
   
   Such was the spir­i­tual sit­u­a­tion on the banks of the Ganges when the first preach­ers of
the Gospel ap­peared here. But whereas the Hel­lenis­tic world was to the apos­tles their own,
In­dia re­mained alien and ob­scure to them. That’s why the suc­cess of their mis­sion
was very lim­ited. Only many cen­turies later, Chris­tians would learn to ap­pre­ci­ate
the spir­i­tual wis­dom of the East and be able to en­gage the lo­cals us­ing their own
ver­nac­u­lar.

   
 

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   6.2    Greek Thought



   6.2.1    Hu­man­ity in a chang­ing world

West and East, 4th–3rd cen­turies BC

 
The civ­i­liza­tion of the Hel­lenis­tic pe­riod, more than any other pe­riod of an­tiq­uity, comes
clos­est to re­sem­bling the 19th and 20th cen­turies.

 
   The first shock to the Greeks came with their “dis­cov­ery of the world.” Dur­ing the
cam­paigns of Alexan­der the Great, they en­coun­tered many na­tions with re­fined an­cient
cul­tures. The sol­diers, fol­lowed by the mer­chants and colonists, were faced with new and
be­fud­dling en­coun­ters at ev­ery turn. Hav­ing passed the deserts and snowy ridges of Asia,
they found them­selves in cities with pe­cu­liar ar­chi­tec­ture, be­wil­dered by the sounds of
un­known lan­guages, strange be­liefs and cus­toms. In­com­pre­hen­si­ble laws, out­landish idols,
al­tars of fire-wor­shipers, In­dian as­cetics, and bizarre rit­u­als—hu­man sac­ri­fices on one hand
and the pro­hi­bi­tion to sac­ri­fice even an­i­mals on the other—in short, there was plenty to be
con­fused about.

 
   Ear­lier, the philoso­phers had al­ready un­der­mined the pub­lic’s be­lief in the in­vi­o­la­bil­ity of
the foun­da­tions of the state. The de­struc­tive ideas of the sophists, the projects of Plato, and
the stud­ies by Aris­to­tle con­vinced the Greeks that the civil or­der was some­thing con­di­tional,
at the mercy of the will of peo­ple. The po­lit­i­cal life of the Po­lis was los­ing its tra­di­tional points
of sup­port; it was be­com­ing in­creas­ingly dif­fi­cult for the peo­ple to bear the bur­den of
free­dom.

 
   This state of af­fairs was ex­ploited by the Di­adochi, the mil­i­tary com­man­ders and
suc­ces­sors of Alexan­der, who fol­lowed the con­ta­gious ex­am­ple set by the Mace­do­nian
con­queror. The im­age of a young man who, hav­ing con­quered half the world, de­clared
him­self a god stood be­fore them as the ul­ti­mate ful­fil­ment of their own am­bi­tious
dreams.
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   Gone were the days of small king­doms or re­publics, where all full cit­i­zens could as­sem­ble
at the main square to de­cide their own af­fairs. The fed­er­a­tion, a free al­liance of the coun­tries,
also did not suc­ceed. A multi­na­tional em­pire—this tomb of free­dom—re­quired strong power
by its very na­ture. The fragility of the con­nec­tions to its con­stituent parts, kept to­gether
only by the force of arms, would con­stantly man­i­fest it­self. There­fore, the em­pire’s
gov­ern­ment would have to main­tain its re­pres­sive ap­pa­ra­tus on the ready and ex­pand its
bu­reau­cracy.

 
   Alexan­der’s bold dream of in­ter­min­gling the en­tire pop­u­la­tion in his em­pire, turn­ing it into
a sin­gle na­tion ruled by a king-god, did not ma­te­ri­al­ize. How­ever, from now on, the Hel­lenes
and the “bar­bar­ians” alike found them­selves equally yoked as royal sub­jects. This sit­u­a­tion,
which hurt the pride of the Greeks, was com­pen­sated by the fact that the Hel­lenis­tic cul­ture
be­came the lead­ing one in Asia and North Africa. Its in­flu­en­tial canons, crys­tal­lized out over
the cen­turies, be­gin­ning with the Cre­tan-Myce­naean pe­riod to the times of Per­i­cles
and Aris­to­tle, won peo­ple over with their re­mark­able mono­lithic char­ac­ter and
com­plete­ness.

 
   The east­ward flow of Greek mi­grants, which had started un­der Alexan­der the Great,
con­tin­ued for an­other cen­tury af­ter his death. Pa­tron­ized by kings, the colonists from
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
Athens, the Aegean Is­lands, and Io­nia moved fur­ther and deeper into Asia and Africa.
The com­mon ver­nac­u­lar of the Greeks (koine) started play­ing the role of a global
lan­guage.67 
It al­lowed the Greeks to feel at least par­tially at home wher­ever they went: be it on the banks
of the Amu Darya or at the bor­ders of In­dia.
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   The world was grad­u­ally be­com­ing Hel­lenis­tic. At the same time, Hel­lenism it­self was
chang­ing: the sim­plic­ity and sever­ity that had been val­ued by pre­vi­ous gen­er­a­tions were
be­ing re­placed by the de­sire for com­fort, sen­su­al­ity, pam­per­ing, and the love of lux­ury. A
crav­ing for the ex­quis­ite, the nerve-stim­u­lat­ing, and the erotic be­came a dis­tin­guish­able
trend in lit­er­a­ture and art. Many writ­ers of that time point to signs of a wide­spread moral
de­cline.

 
   A de­par­ture from re­li­gion in a de­vel­oped so­ci­ety is al­ways ac­com­pa­nied by ram­pant
su­per­sti­tions. Charm­ers, heal­ers, in­ter­preters of dreams, and magi would firmly and
per­ma­nently es­tab­lish them­selves in cities. Think­ing peo­ple turned for an­swers to
philoso­phers whose in­flu­ence grew more than ever. For the first time, phi­los­o­phy
be­came pop­u­lar among all walks of life. Philoso­phers were pre­oc­cu­pied with the plight
of an in­di­vid­ual rather than the des­tinies of the Uni­verse and hu­man­ity. Among
the Greek thinkers of that time, we see pri­mar­ily moral­ists and life coaches. This
makes them sim­i­lar to the sages of In­dia and China, who preached in the same
era.

 
   Greek phi­los­o­phy be­came not so much a sci­ence for the cu­ri­ous, but a panacea that
promised sal­va­tion and in­ner peace to an in­di­vid­ual. The four schools of the Hel­lenis­tic
pe­riod were Skep­ti­cism, Epi­cure­anism, Cyn­i­cism, and Sto­icism, all of which be­came
wide­spread among the masses.

   
 

   6.2.2    Epi­cu­rus and skep­tics

Athens and Elis, 3rd cen­tury BC

 
Epi­cu­rus (341–271 BC), son of a poor Athe­nian set­tler, spent his child­hood on the is­land of
Samos, the birth­place of Pythago­ras. His mother was an ex­or­cist and a sooth­sayer who
earned her liv­ing by her art. As a child, Epi­cu­rus was forced to ac­com­pany her when­ever she
went fight­ing the demons, and the hor­ror of the con­stant prox­im­ity of some­thing sin­is­ter
af­fected the boy: he de­vel­oped a dis­like for his na­tive re­li­gion which he as­so­ci­ated with his
mother’s craft.

 
   The ex­pul­sion of the em­i­grants from Athens forced Epi­cu­rus in 322 BC to move to
Asia Mi­nor. There, he wan­dered for sev­eral years, some­times in ex­treme poverty,
study­ing phi­los­o­phy and giv­ing lec­tures. Grad­u­ally, he de­vel­oped his own be­lief
sys­tem. The core of Epi­cure­anism was not in cos­mol­ogy but in a new at­ti­tude to­wards
life.
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   At thirty-two, Epi­cu­rus be­gan to preach his doc­trine and set it forth in writ­ing. He
re­turned to Athens in the sum­mer of 306 BC, where he quickly found stu­dents who later
be­came his loyal and lov­ing friends. In­vari­ably calm and en­light­ened, he made them as if
mem­bers of one fam­ily. Fol­low­ing the ex­am­ple of the hear­ers of Plato and Aris­to­tle, they
ac­quired for Epi­cu­rus a piece of land near the Dipy­lon Gate. There, in a shady gar­den, all
those who wished to take part in the di­a­logues of the sage came to­gether. The philoso­pher
would treat them with bread and spring wa­ter and would teach them how to find joy in things
most sim­ple and es­sen­tial.

 
   What was the topic of con­ver­sa­tions held among the myr­tle and flow­ers of the Epi­cu­rus’
Gar­den?

 
   To be­gin with, the philoso­pher al­ways re­jected any ac­cu­sa­tions against him in impi­ety or
athe­ism, de­spite the fact that he viewed the Uni­verse to be a con­glom­er­a­tion of atoms. “Truly
there are gods,” he de­clared, “and knowl­edge of them is ev­i­dent; but they are not such as the
mul­ti­tude be­lieve.”[107]

 
   Epi­cu­rus de­nied the ex­is­tence of a purely spir­i­tual essence and con­sid­ered even the gods
to be of ma­te­rial na­ture.

 
   Their be­ing was pic­tured by him to be the pin­na­cle of the world’s per­fec­tion, and that’s
why he viewed them to be free from any oner­ous bur­den like rul­ing the world. The realm of
peo­ple and the realm of gods, ac­cord­ing to Epi­cu­rus, were prac­ti­cally two un­cou­pled
do­mains. There­fore, this should elim­i­nate any fear of the di­vine. And the fear of Fate was just
as mean­ing­less.

 
   Peo­ple must throw the thought of death out of their heads. “Death is noth­ing to us,”
Epi­cu­rus ar­gued, “for good and evil im­ply aware­ness, and death is the pri­va­tion of all
aware­ness.” Death does not con­cern ei­ther the liv­ing or the dead, “see­ing that, when we are,
death is not come, and, when death is come, we are not.”[107]

 
   Hav­ing thus done away with “the most aw­ful of evils,” Epi­cu­rus was con­fi­dent that he had
found the se­cret to a happy life. Van­ity, am­bi­tion, greed, and lewd­ness—all of these,
ac­cord­ing to the philoso­pher, were dis­eases that wore peo­ple down, de­priv­ing them of their
in­ner bal­ance. “It is not great sums of money nor vast pos­ses­sions nor ex­alted oc­cu­pa­tions
nor of­fices of au­thor­ity which pro­duce hap­pi­ness and blessed­ness, but rather free­dom from
pain and calm­ness and a dis­po­si­tion of the soul that sets its lim­i­ta­tions in ac­cor­dance with
na­ture.”[108]

 
   Preach­ing ab­sti­nence, Epi­cu­rus be­lieved that moral be­hav­ior was the norm for peo­ple and
that the hu­man na­ture it­self was pre­dis­posed to­wards virtue. He over­looked the tragic
in­ter­nal con­flicts of hu­man char­ac­ter that Sopho­cles and Eu­ripi­des por­trayed with such
poignancy.

 
   Epi­cu­rus de­nied that there could be any­thing higher than hu­man­ity, thus de­mand­ing that
peo­ple should con­tend with the world and with them­selves. The bib­li­cal Job re­belled against
evil and de­manded jus­tice, for he knew that the world and the in­di­vid­ual had a higher
pur­pose. Epi­cu­rus did not be­lieve that the world’s ex­is­tence had a higher mean­ing or
that there was an ul­ti­mate Truth, and, in­stead, he meekly ac­cepted life for what it
was.

 
   Skep­ti­cism, sim­i­lar to Epi­cure­anism, of­fered its own di­rect path to an unas­sail­able in­ner
peace.

 
   Pyrrho (365–275 BC) from the Pelo­pon­nesian city of Elis is con­sid­ered to be a pa­tri­arch of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
the skep­tics. Like Epi­cu­rus, he sought the se­cret of hap­pi­ness, view­ing it as free­dom from the
shack­les of the world.

 
   Rec­og­niz­ing that feel­ings did not pro­vide a true pic­ture of ex­is­tence and that the mind was
un­able to fur­nish in­dis­putable ev­i­dence, skep­tics el­e­vated doubt to a self-suf­fi­cient prin­ci­ple
com­pletely deny­ing the pos­si­bil­ity for any the­o­ret­i­cal state­ment to have an ob­jec­tive value.
They be­lieved that we are doomed to live by “opin­ions” alone, that there could be no ra­tio­nal
cri­te­rion found that could serve as a suf­fi­ciently solid foun­da­tion for a world­view. This
was an in­dis­putable con­tri­bu­tion in the his­tory of hu­man thought made by the
Pyrrhon­ists.

 
   The prac­ti­cal mean­ing of philo­soph­i­cal skep­ti­cism was seen in ab­stain­ing from judg­ments,
in for­bear­ance, and in dis­pas­sion. In this re­gard, Pyrrho came to share Epi­cu­rus’ po­si­tion,
and Greek thought once again in­ter­sected with Bud­dhist teach­ing. The path of Pyrrho,
how­ever, was lead­ing to a dead end, un­able to of­fer a way out or so­lu­tions to life’s
fun­da­men­tal prob­lems that hu­man­ity yearned for.

   
 

   6.2.3    “In ac­cor­dance with na­ture!”

Athens and Corinth, 5th–3rd cen­turies BC

 
It is gen­er­ally be­lieved that crowds of ragged youth who roam the roads and streets
of big cities have ap­peared only in our era jaded with civ­i­liza­tion. How­ever, the
an­cient world also knew its “hip­pies”; they were sim­i­lar to the mod­ern ones in many
ways, but, un­like the lat­ter, they pro­fessed a clear and de­vel­oped phi­los­o­phy of
min­i­mal­ism.

 
   Such out­bursts of dis­gust for civ­i­liza­tion have ac­com­pa­nied it for many cen­turies, from
Lao Tzu to Rousseau and Tol­stoy. This is not a co­in­ci­dence: it is closely con­nected to the
con­tra­dic­tions in­her­ent to civ­i­liza­tion as such.

 
   The most se­ri­ous at­tempt to “re­turn to na­ture” pro­ceeds from the idea that peo­ple should
seek guid­ance from some­thing higher than them­selves. The “nat­u­ral Or­der” re­flect­ing the
Di­vine ex­is­tence is of­ten seen as such a ba­sis. “Ev­ery­thing is good as it comes from the hands
of the Au­thor of Na­ture; but ev­ery­thing de­gen­er­ates in the hands of man,”[10] said Rousseau,
speak­ing out against the con­ven­tion­al­i­ties and ar­ti­fi­cial­ness of civ­i­lized life. In Greece, the
cyn­ics be­came the pro­tag­o­nists of a sim­i­lar protest. The the­o­ret­i­cal foun­da­tions of their
teach­ings were rather weak; cyn­i­cism was not so much a the­ory but rather a mode of be­ing.
And in the era when peo­ple were los­ing ground, this way of life—provoca­tive and
si­mul­ta­ne­ously ac­ces­si­ble to both the poor and the rich—could aid in per­sonal
self-ful­fill­ment.

 
   Dio­genes of Sinope (404–323 BC) is the best known among the cyn­ics, even no­to­ri­ously so.
His de­sire to live sim­ply as­sumed grotesque forms. An ed­u­cated man, a writer, and a
moral­ist, he be­gan to walk half-naked through the streets, spend nights in a large jug
for grain (“the bar­rel of Dio­genes”), lap up wa­ter like a dog, and re­lieve him­self in
pub­lic, claim­ing that: “nat­u­ral can­not be shame­ful.” He even tried to con­sume raw
meat.
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   One thing both­ered him: there were few peo­ple who wished to fol­low his ex­am­ple. He
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
walked the streets with a lantern in broad day­light, declar­ing that he was look­ing in vain for
at least one real hu­man.

 
   Cyn­i­cism be­came very pop­u­lar in the 3rd cen­tury BC. And that’s when this teach­ing also
be­gan to de­te­ri­o­rate. Cyn­ics grad­u­ally turned into merely “be­ing cyn­i­cal” in the mod­ern sense
of the word. They ad­vo­cated for an­i­mal-like self­ish­ness and taught oth­ers to en­dure the death
of loved ones with in­dif­fer­ence. The ideal of be­ing in­dus­tri­ous had been re­placed by an
ex­cuse for par­a­sitism and as­ceti­cism—by one’s abil­ity to live at the ex­pense of
oth­ers.

 
   Civ­i­liza­tion has the po­ten­tial for great dark­ness—but is it not the fate of ev­ery­thing cre­ated
by hu­man­ity? The vices of civ­i­liza­tion are our vices. At the same time, we can­not fail to
rec­og­nize that in civ­i­liza­tion peo­ple can re­al­ize their cre­ative po­ten­tial in­her­ent to
them. Cyn­ics, as the say­ing goes, threw the baby out with the bath wa­ter. They
trans­ferred their neg­a­tive dis­po­si­tion to­wards city life to cul­ture in gen­eral, pre­fer­ring
a semi-an­i­mal life­style, and this was a se­ri­ous trans­gres­sion against spirit and
cul­ture.
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   Still, cyn­i­cism did not go un­no­ticed in the his­tory of hu­man thought. Hav­ing purged it the
ex­treme de­for­mi­ties from it, the Sto­ics as­sim­i­lated sev­eral of its prin­ci­ples into
the core of their own world­view, which reached its prime dur­ing the Hel­lenis­tic
pe­riod.

   
 

   6.2.4    Early sto­ics

Athens, 315–200 BC

 
The moral dilemma for the Sto­ics was sur­pris­ingly sim­ple. They failed to ap­pre­ci­ate the
drama of the hu­man will, which, when con­fused, can lead to paral­y­sis of the mind. The words
by the apos­tle Paul, “I do the very thing that I hate,”[109] would make no sense to them, for
they be­lieved that the mind could only will that which was good. In­deed, they un­con­di­tion­ally
trusted in the power of the mind.

 
   Sto­icism has be­come a sort of es­cape from the world. A fully ded­i­cated Stoic is free
from at­tach­ments, like a yogi or a Bud­dhist monk. He has no fam­ily, no de­sire
for glory, no drive for grat­i­fi­ca­tion. He views plea­sure as fool­ish­ness. He is stern,
sober, never sur­prised by any­thing nor afraid of any­thing. He is in­dif­fer­ent to all the
vi­cis­si­tudes of life. He says to oth­ers, “It is your good for­tune not to need any good
for­tune.”[110]

 
   Sto­icism was not able to cre­ate a new kind of re­li­gion, and, in fact, it never even as­pired to
do so. Whereas re­li­gion en­gages deep ques­tions of life, sto­icism re­mained only a form of
“ide­ol­ogy” for most of its ad­her­ents.

   
 

   6.3    The Wise of the Old Tes­ta­ment



   6.3.1    Hu­man wis­dom and the Wis­dom of God

Jerusalem, 420–400 BC
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
The books of the Bible that were writ­ten be­tween 400 and 200 BC cap­ture the in­ten­sity of
spir­i­tual life of that pe­riod: dis­putes, search­ings, and new re­li­gious ideas. The Proverbs, Job,
the apoc­a­lyp­tic writ­ings, and Ec­cle­si­astes are like the peaks of an un­der­wa­ter ridge, the foot
of which re­mains hid­den in the deep sea. They also give us a glimpse into the life of Is­rael at
the time.

 
   Dur­ing that pe­riod, Is­rael’s sages were qui­etly car­ry­ing out their tasks, col­lect­ing an­cient
para­bles, writ­ing psalms and po­ems, and com­pos­ing an­tholo­gies. Their most im­por­tant task
was not to re­fute some­one but to share their own un­der­stand­ing of hu­man life and its ways.
Thus was born the Book of Proverbs of Solomon.

 
   One of the mod­ern au­thors re­marked that tran­si­tion­ing from the books of the prophets to
the Book of Proverbs feels like de­scend­ing from heaven down to earth. And in fact, this book
largely con­tains thoughts about fam­ily life and par­ent­ing, about the oc­cu­pa­tions of city
dwellers and farm­ers, about friend­ship and in­tegrity, poverty and wealth, hard work and
idle­ness.

 
   Yet there is much more than meets the eye hid­den be­hind this book’s max­ims for ev­ery­day
life. The case of Proverbs vividly il­lus­trates how Di­vine rev­e­la­tion can grad­u­ally pen­e­trate the
depths of hu­man mind with­out vi­o­lat­ing its nat­u­ral or­der and ul­ti­mately lead the per­son to
the knowl­edge of the Cre­ator’s will.

 
   While the Greeks re­garded wis­dom as a virtue, it is the virtue that is praised as a true
wis­dom in the Book of Proverbs be­cause the wise is not some­one who pos­sesses the
knowl­edge about the ways of the world (which pales in com­par­i­son to the ac­tual world), but
those whose lives are aligned with God’s pre­cepts. In con­trast, vi­o­lat­ing God’s will is akin to
in­san­ity or sui­cide.

 
   At the same time, the sage of the Book of Proverbs is in no way in­clined to view good as
some­thing easy or “nat­u­ral.” He knows hu­man na­ture and its pre­dis­po­si­tion to evil all too
well, and that obey­ing the voice of con­science and rea­son does not come nat­u­rally to
hu­mans.

 
   Im­bued with a bib­li­cal re­al­ism, the sage does not look for the source of moral­ity in
hu­mans, but looks for the moral pivot higher, in the meta­phys­i­cal realm. Peo­ple choose
be­tween good and evil that they en­counter in them­selves, and they must fol­low
good as the high­est prin­ci­ple es­tab­lished by the Cre­ator. Thus, true wis­dom is
in­deli­ble from faith in the Cre­ator and one’s in­ten­tion to keep the com­mand­ments;
as an ul­ti­mate ful­fill­ment of God’s com­mand­ments, it coun­ters hu­man sin and
frailty.

 
   The next book in the bib­li­cal wis­dom se­ries bears the name of Job, which broaches
the topic of suf­fer­ing. From its very be­gin­ning, Is­rael used to turn to the Ex­is­tent
One as a source of con­so­la­tion dur­ing the times of af­flic­tion and dis­tress. Now,
once again, Is­rael would lift up its voice to con­verse with its Maker about hu­man
suf­fer­ing. We find this strik­ing di­a­logue in Job, the most tragic and heroic book of the
Bible.

   
 

   6.3.2    Job

Judea, c.400 BC

 
The Book of Job, re­mark­able in its depth of thought and po­etic beauty, has long at­tracted
the­olo­gians and philoso­phers, artists and po­ets. Lomonosov ver­si­fied it, Goethe
bor­rowed its plot for the pro­logue of his Faust, Pushkin used to say that this book
con­tained “the whole of hu­man life”; he specif­i­cally stud­ied He­brew in or­der to trans­late
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
Job.

 
   Why do the in­no­cent suf­fer?
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   The great Greek trage­di­ans, con­tem­po­raries of the au­thor of the Book of Job, most of­ten sought
to an­swer this ques­tion in terms of an­ces­tral ret­ri­bu­tion or some se­cret, even if un­con­scious,
sin (as was the case with Oedi­pus). The In­di­ans made ref­er­ences to rein­car­na­tion and
karma.68 
There is noth­ing of that sort in the Book of Job. It re­jects any no­tion of hered­i­tary guilt, and
Yah­weh Him­self ac­knowl­edges the pro­tag­o­nist to be “a blame­less and up­right man, one who
fears God and turns away from evil” (Job 1:8). God ap­pears to take pride in his faith­ful­ness,
re­fer­ring to him as “His ser­vant” when point­ing out Job to Sa­tan. Thus, the prob­lem
of tragic fate of the right­eous was posed in an ex­tremely clear and un­equiv­o­cal
form.

 
   Job is not an anointed one, nor a prophet, nor a mar­tyr who took the sins of peo­ple upon
him­self; he is just a reg­u­lar man, one of many. There­fore, all at­tempts to see him as an
archetype of Christ are re­ally ground­less. The only thing that sets Job apart is his
up­right­ness. Should not this qual­ity, ac­cord­ing to con­ven­tional wis­dom, have shielded him
from all evils? In­stead, he, a right­eous and in­no­cent man, was sub­jected to the most se­vere
tri­als. Does this mean that we can never ex­pect jus­tice? Who is He, then, who pre­sides over
the ways of the world, and what place has He ap­pointed for those on earth? Job,
as it were, speaks on be­half of Abel and all the vic­tims who have fol­lowed af­ter
him.

 
   It is dif­fi­cult to ap­pre­ci­ate the full depth of Job’s de­spair if one is not fa­mil­iar with that
era’s Jew­ish un­der­stand­ing of hu­man be­ings. The hu­man in the Bible is not some “en­snared
spirit,” but a holis­tic liv­ing be­ing, a unity of spirit and flesh.

 
   When the bond of spirit and flesh is de­stroyed, the hu­man be­ing, ac­cord­ing to the
Jews, ef­fec­tively ceases to ex­ist. Egyp­tian priests, Greek philoso­phers, and fol­low­ers
of Hin­duism had long been in­spired by the be­lief that the ex­is­tence of a per­son
did not end with his or her last breath. Al­though they un­der­stood the af­ter­life in
dif­fer­ent ways, a vast spir­i­tual ex­panse un­folded be­fore those who rec­og­nized their
im­mor­tal­ity.

 
   
 
 [image: PIC]
Job and His Friends.

Gus­tave Doré.

Wood en­grav­ing.                                                                                 
   
   For a long time, this per­spec­tive was miss­ing in the Old Tes­ta­ment. Only the earthly world
was il­lu­mi­nated by the light of faith for the Jew. To him, Yah­weh alone pos­sessed true life.
Ev­ery­thing else re­ceived from Him but a tem­po­rary ex­is­tence. Death re­turned flesh back to
earth, while car­ry­ing the soul to the realm of shad­ows, the place where the light of God did
not pen­e­trate.

 
   This lack of faith in im­mor­tal­ity led to a sharper re­al­iza­tion of the value of life and all
things earthly. If peo­ple wanted to ex­pe­ri­ence the full­ness of their ex­is­tence in the time
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
al­lot­ted to them, they had to do good and shun evil. Here, while they were still alive, they
could reap the fruits of their deeds. These rigid en­clo­sures were one of Is­rael’s great­est
spir­i­tual tri­als, but, at the same time, they pro­tected the peo­ple from dream­like spir­i­tu­al­ism.
In a sim­i­lar man­ner, the gar­dener some­times en­closes the plant from all sides in or­der to
for­tify it.

 
   Does not the weak­en­ing of the sense of im­mor­tal­ity have, per­haps, the same
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pur­pose in our days? In­deed, faith in an eter­nal world was too of­ten abused to the detri­ment
of moral re­quire­ments of re­li­gion. Char­ac­ter­is­ti­cally, the Gospels speak very lit­tle of
the af­ter­life even though it is al­ways im­plied. This means that the idea of eter­nity
should never dis­place peo­ple’s con­sid­er­a­tions for the moral tasks of this tem­po­rary
life.

 
   Job does not con­cern him­self with past events from Sa­cred his­tory; nor does he want to
hear about fu­ture gen­er­a­tions. He ques­tions God about him­self. Ly­ing flat in the dust, this
grief-stricken man is, in fact, stand­ing tall. It would have been eas­ier for Job had he been
ac­tu­ally guilty. But he knows his own in­no­cence, and that makes it even worse. Af­ter all, he
al­ways be­lieved that God could do no such thing to him. And now that it has hap­pened, his
en­tire world comes crum­bling down. He is alone—ab­so­lutely by him­self—in the grips of pain
that de­vours him.

 
   The Book of Job al­ready con­tains the en­tire “Kara­ma­zov” re­volt
against God and the world; it also con­tains a com­plete set of
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hu­man prob­lems—frailty, in­signif­i­cance, op­pres­sion by fear and un­cer­tainty. For the hu­man
race, the world is full of hor­rors; it is a night­mare from which it is im­pos­si­ble to
awake.

 
   In his com­plaints and in­dict­ments, Job comes to the very edge of the cliff; he is about to
go off at any mo­ment with noth­ing left other than his bit­ter re­bel­lion.

 
   The most in­com­pre­hen­si­ble thing is that even though he brought God to trial, Job still
re­mains a man of faith.

 
   From the bot­tom of his abyss, Job ac­cuses God of cru­elty while se­cretly hop­ing that he
him­self is mis­taken.

 
   Job’s trust is at the very core of his re­la­tion­ship to­wards God. Both his rea­son and his
feel­ings tell him that all his pleas are in vain, but he never ceases his cry­ing out. The si­lence
of the Heav­ens can­not shake this right­eous man.

 
   And then the voice of the Lord came from an un­ex­pected storm. Hav­ing ap­peared to Job,
God does not pull the cover off the mys­tery. Does this mean that the an­swers do not
ex­ist in prin­ci­ple? No, only that all the ex­pla­na­tions would be in­ad­e­quate in this
case.

 
   Job could have been told about hu­man im­mor­tal­ity, fu­ture rec­om­pense in eter­nity, and
the res­ur­rec­tion. Yet some­thing else tor­mented him, namely, why does God al­low evil to ex­ist
in the world?

 
   We find only a sub­tle hint of an an­swer in Yah­weh’s ad­dress to Job. It speaks only of what
has al­ready been re­vealed to the au­thor, which is just one thing: hu­man thought is un­able to
con­tain all the plans of Prov­i­dence.

 
   All the paths of the Cre­ator are aimed at the ul­ti­mate good of the world no mat­ter how
mys­te­ri­ous they may ap­pear to peo­ple.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   In essence, Yah­weh’s en­tire mono­logue comes down to that point. Yet it is Job’s re­ac­tion
and re­sponse to the Theo­phany that pro­vide the real key for the un­der­stand­ing of the book.
He “places his hand over his mouth” (Job 40:4) bow­ing down in hu­mil­ity and rev­er­ence.
Why?

 
   All his ques­tions have dis­ap­peared by them­selves in the pres­ence of the Lord. Even such a
great poet as the au­thor of the Book of Job was un­able to ex­press this mys­tery. His
cre­ation is beau­ti­ful pre­cisely due to this hu­mil­ity and the ab­sence of a sat­is­fy­ing
ex­pla­na­tion.

 
   The Book of Job does not negate God’s jus­tice; it only shows that not ev­ery­thing is
ex­plain­able through resti­tu­tion. Hence, there lies the great sig­nif­i­cance of this book, which
emerged dur­ing the time in the his­tory of the Old Tes­ta­ment when the old the­ol­ogy was
un­der­go­ing a tragic cri­sis.

   
 

   6.3.3    Ec­cle­si­astes

Judea, c.350 BC

 
The Book of Job bears wit­ness of the in­tel­lec­tual fer­ment and heated de­bate that con­cerned
Is­rael when its thinkers tried to find so­lu­tions to the burn­ing prob­lems with­out re­fer­ring
di­rectly to the Law and Sa­cred his­tory. Op­pos­ing points of view clashed in a tense spir­i­tual
strug­gle. Yet even against this back­drop of un­ham­pered dis­cus­sion, Ec­cle­si­astes (or the
Preacher) might still seem like a provoca­tive book.
 
 

      A gen­er­a­tion goes, and a gen­er­a­tion comes,
            
      But the earth re­mains for­ever.
            
The sun rises and the sun sets,
            
      And hur­ries back to its place….
            
Ev­ery­thing is weari­some be­yond de­scrip­tion.
            
The eye is not sat­is­fied with see­ing,
            
Nor the ear con­tent with hear­ing.
            
What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again;
            
There is noth­ing new un­der the sun.
            
Some­times peo­ple say,
            
      “Here is some­thing new!”
            
But it al­ready has ex­isted for ages, which were be­fore us.
                                                                                       
(Ec
                                                                                   1:4–10)
            

  

   As if gripped by some cruel plea­sure, the poet peers deeply into the scene of per­pet­ual
cy­cles. It seems that he has for­got­ten ev­ery­thing that the prophets of Is­rael pro­claimed be­fore
him. It is a world­view of some­one bereft of the light of Di­vine rev­e­la­tion. Life in this world
be­comes de­void of mean­ing and pur­pose.

 
   The main thing that dis­tin­guishes the ethics of Ec­cle­si­astes from that of the
prophets is the weak­en­ing of the bond be­tween re­li­gion and moral­ity. The prophets
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
drew their strength from their faith to preach the ef­fec­tual good. Hu­mane­ness and
faith were in­sep­a­ra­ble for them. This con­nec­tion is no longer dis­tinctly felt in this
book.

 
   Ec­cle­si­astes does not have the in­spi­ra­tion af­forded by faith, and thus he can only count
on or­di­nary plea­sures of life.

 
   And this is pre­cisely where the Preacher suf­fered his most bru­tal de­feat. Ev­ery­thing that
was at­trac­tive and en­tic­ing to him turned out to be “mean­ing­less.”

 
   He built him­self beau­ti­ful man­sions, planted vine­yards, or­chards, and flower gar­dens
with play­ing foun­tains. He ac­quired slaves and con­cu­bines, sur­rounded him­self
with song­sters and songstresses. His heart was glad­dened by the riches day and
night.
 
 

      What­ever my eyes de­sired I did not keep from them.
            
I did not with­hold my heart from any plea­sure….
            
Then I looked on all the works that my hands had done
            
And on the la­bor in which I had toiled,
            
And be­hold, all was van­ity and striv­ing af­ter wind.
                                                                                       
(Ec
                                                                                 2:10–11)
            

  

   This gloomy re­frain about mean­ing­less­ness is the leit­mo­tif that runs through the en­tire
book.

 
   The view of the Jews that Yah­weh is ev­ery­thing and man is noth­ing took on an
ex­tremely cold and de­tached form for Ec­cle­si­astes. God comes across as be­ing
in­dif­fer­ent to the world, which He has left to mean­ing­less go­ings around on its own in
ac­cor­dance with the pre­scribed rules. It is not even known whether He wishes
well for His cre­ation. And when­ever peo­ple may hope for there to be some kind
of moral world or­der, they turn out to be mis­taken. There is no real re­ward for
the good, and, in­deed, what re­ward can there pos­si­bly be other than “van­ity of
van­i­ties”?

 
   There is hardly a book in all lit­er­a­ture with such an ut­terly hope­less world­view. With­out
pathos, calmly, and im­par­tially, the Preacher de­mol­ishes all the pil­lars of life, leav­ing peo­ple
with only a mis­er­able sem­blance of hope. Well-be­ing in this life was viewed as a re­ward
promised by God, but if this cen­tral gift turned out to be poi­soned, then what is the point of it
all?

 
   At first glance, it seems in­com­pre­hen­si­ble that such a book could be­come a part of the
Bible. It is known that teach­ers of Ju­daism had ar­gued ex­ten­sively be­fore de­cid­ing to give it a
place next to the writ­ings of the sages, the Prophets, and the Law. But they did it
none­the­less.

 
   The Jerusalem philoso­pher of­fered peo­ple a bit­ter cup, but it was a medic­i­nal drink. The
be­lief that the high­est good was some­how con­fined to the earthly realm was an ob­sta­cle to
Is­rael’s re­li­gion. Ec­cle­si­astes smashed down this bar­rier.

 
   The value of wa­ter is truly known in a desert. Sim­i­larly, the thirst for eter­nity only
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
awak­ens when a per­son re­al­izes the tran­sient na­ture of all things earthly. In this lies the
great sig­nif­i­cance of the neg­a­tive ex­pe­ri­ence of Ec­cle­si­astes.

   
 

   6.4    Ju­daism and Hel­lenism



   6.4.1    Hel­l­eniza­tion. The Book of Daniel

Judea, 168–166 BC

 
Then came the mo­ment when this lit­tle dis­pute-torn fortress of the Old Tes­ta­ment had to
with­stand the most fierce as­sault it had ever ex­pe­ri­enced be­fore.

 
   An­ti­ochus IV Epiphanes, the sec­ond son of An­ti­ochus the Great, is one of the most
aber­rant and de­monic fig­ures of the Hel­lenis­tic pe­riod. Both An­ti­ochus’ char­ac­ter and fate
were highly un­usual.

 
   Fol­low­ing the death of his brother Se­leu­cus IV, who was mur­dered by the courtiers,
An­ti­ochus be­came the ruler on the Syr­ian throne of the Se­leu­cids. Rome ap­proved of his
can­di­dacy, hop­ing to make him a will­ing tool of its own poli­cies. The sen­a­tors re­al­ized later,
how­ever, that they had mis­cal­cu­lated.
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   An­ti­ochus IV’s ul­ti­mate dream was the to­tal Hel­l­eniza­tion of his state. He sought to
im­pose Greek cus­toms and cults that he held dear and to sup­press all na­tional cen­ters of
re­sis­tance.

 
   The king’s plans did not en­counter any se­ri­ous ob­sta­cles with the sole ex­cep­tion of the
stum­bling block of Judea.

 
   In the bib­li­cal tra­di­tion, Epiphanes be­came the pro­to­type of the An­tichrist. From the Book
of Daniel to John’s Rev­e­la­tion, sa­cred writ­ers would as­cribe An­ti­ochus’ traits to the En­emy of
God. For the first time in his­tory, a man de­cided not only to com­pletely erad­i­cate the Jew­ish
re­li­gion but also to be­come the first monarch af­ter Alexan­der the Great to take his
di­vine ti­tle se­ri­ously. He viewed the God of Is­rael as his ad­ver­sary who had to be
over­thrown.

 
   In the fall of 168 BC, An­ti­ochus or­dered that the daily ser­vice in the Jerusalem Tem­ple be
ceased, and he dis­patched his emis­saries to the cities with a de­cree that all those liv­ing in the
king’s ter­ri­to­ries should hence­forth be re­garded as “one peo­ple and should give up their
par­tic­u­lar cus­toms.” Jews were for­bid­den to read the Scrip­tures, keep the Sab­bath,
cir­cum­cise, or even be called Jews. The death penalty awaited any­one found in vi­o­la­tion of
the de­cree.
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   The of­fi­cials trav­eled around the coun­try en­forc­ing the gov­ern­ment crack­down. The scrolls
of the Bible that fell into their hands were ei­ther torn or burned.
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   One day, in a se­cret hide­away where the scribes had hid their Bible scrolls, a new book
was dis­cov­ered. Its ar­rival was timely. It was read, rewrit­ten, and re­told avidly. It
is easy to see the rea­son why this book caused such ex­cite­ment: it dis­pelled the
dark­ness and re­stored trust in the Prov­i­dence of God who was at work through earthly
events.

 
   The book was named af­ter Daniel the sage.

 
   Daniel knows that the near­ing of the King­dom of God will be ac­com­pa­nied by ram­pant evil
and law­less­ness in the world that has a ten­dency to de­te­ri­o­rate be­cause of the de­struc­tive
forces con­stantly at work on this planet. Yet he does not for­get, even for a minute, that there
is an­other chan­nel run­ning in the op­po­site di­rec­tion to that down­ward stream—an as­cend­ing
one, whose des­ti­na­tion is the King­dom of God. The prophet speaks of the end of his­tory as a
new phase on the paths of mankind. The fu­ture is cre­ated in a con­fronta­tion of these two
prin­ci­ples, and it will find its ful­fill­ment in the tri­umph of the Heav­enly City. The
pur­pose of that City is to take the cre­ation to a higher level—the realm of Di­vine
light.

 
   The book of Daniel, born in dif­fi­cult times, is im­bued with an an­tic­i­pa­tion of the great
bat­tle be­tween good and evil. Christ would later re­peat its words when de­scrib­ing the dusk of
the Old Tes­ta­ment era; its lan­guage would be­come the lan­guage of the Jew­ish and Chris­tian
apoc­a­lyp­tic writ­ings.
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   Like liv­ing wa­ter, Daniel’s words fell on the tor­mented hearts. The Son of Man was com­ing,
who would lay the foun­da­tion of a new world. And one par­tic­u­lar prophecy re­gard­ing the fate
of those who had re­mained faith­ful to their fi­nal breath es­pe­cially in­spired the peo­ple.
They had per­ished, yet their death was but a tem­po­rary sleep. Then, on Judg­ment
Day:
 
 

      Mul­ti­tudes who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake:
            
      Some to ev­er­last­ing life,
            
      Oth­ers to shame and ev­er­last­ing con­tempt.
            
And those who are wise shall shine like the bright ex­panse of the
            heav­ens,
            
      And those who turn many to right­eous­ness like the stars
            
      For­ever and ever.
                                                                                       
(Dn
                                                                                   12:2–3)
            

  

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   At the end of time, the Archangel Michael, the pa­tron of the Old Tes­ta­ment Church, would
take up arms against the sa­tanic army and de­feat it. The en­tire Book of Daniel is
char­ac­ter­ized by a sense of close­ness of the in­vis­i­ble forces par­tic­i­pat­ing in the uni­ver­sal
drama. It was re­vealed to the prophet that hu­man af­fairs were de­cided by the spir­i­tual bat­tle
that went on be­tween the forces of light and dark­ness.

   
 

   6.4.2    Sep­a­rated ones

Judea, 160–63 BC

 
A dig­ni­fied right­eous­ness (tzedakah) in its tra­di­tional form was seen as a spir­i­tual ideal
sec­ond to none by the high clergy and no­bil­ity. Per­haps, that is why they called them­selves
“Zadokites” or Sad­ducees.

 
   In prac­ti­cal life, the Sad­ducees proved them­selves to be flex­i­ble prag­ma­tists,
pur­su­ing self­ish goals and prone to com­pro­mise. They sur­rounded them­selves with
lux­ury, yet deemed it nec­es­sary to keep the gen­eral pop­u­lace in con­stant check.
To this end, the Sad­ducees up­held the harsh prin­ci­ples of the an­cient crim­i­nal
law.

 
   In their strug­gle to en­sure their po­si­tion at the court, they would even­tu­ally trans­form into
a dom­i­nant po­lit­i­cal party. The Coun­cil of the El­ders, or the San­hedrin, con­sisted mainly of
its mem­bers. Nat­u­rally, the com­mon­ers viewed these cal­lous ar­ro­gant peo­ple with near
hos­til­ity.

 
   The Phar­isees, on the other hand, iso­lated them­selves not only from the rul­ing elite but
also from any­one who, in their opin­ion, knew lit­tle about or poorly ob­served the
Law.
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   The Phar­isees were “es­teemed most skill­ful in the ex­act ex­pli­ca­tion of their laws”[111] even
if their in­ter­pre­ta­tion was of a pe­cu­liar kind. Un­like the Sad­ducees, they did not view
Scrip­ture as a dead relic or a strictly fixed code; at least in prin­ci­ple, the Phar­isees pro­ceeded
from the no­tion that faith can­not be lim­ited to a book. They main­tained that liv­ing spir­i­tual
con­ti­nu­ity, or the ec­cle­si­as­ti­cal Tra­di­tion, played a role no less im­por­tant than the canon­i­cal
books.

 
   Of course, the Oral Tra­di­tion is more eas­ily clogged by hu­man spec­u­la­tions, by
“tra­di­tions” with a small ‘t.’ The Phar­isees sought to avoid this by main­tain­ing con­ti­nu­ity
be­tween gen­er­a­tions of scribes and de­vel­op­ing prin­ci­ples for in­ter­pret­ing the Bible. Yet it
was here that the stiff­ness of their spir­i­tual cre­ativ­ity was man­i­fest. “Tra­di­tions of
the el­ders” were can­on­ized and el­e­vated to the same rank of uni­ver­sally bind­ing
truth.

 
   Still, the Phar­isees did not al­low the spirit of piety to dis­ap­pear from among the peo­ple,
thereby pre­vent­ing their de­gen­er­a­tion into a sec­u­lar na­tion ruled by sec­u­lar rulers. Thanks to
them, the Bible never turned into a fetish but con­tin­ued to be a gen­uine book of
life.
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   Even­tu­ally, syn­a­gogues and schools ended up en­tirely in the hands of the Phar­isees. All
the best that emerged from the depths of the na­tion of Is­rael at the thresh­old of the New
Tes­ta­ment, can be cred­ited to Phar­isees.

 
   How­ever, while pay­ing credit to Phar­isees, we should not ide­al­ize them. Many things in
their move­ment such as ca­su­istry and rit­u­al­ism played too large a role, clip­ping the wings of
free prophetic in­spi­ra­tion.
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   The third di­rec­tion in Ju­daism was the Es­senes. Be­liev­ing that those in power and the
en­tire na­tion had gone astray, they formed a kind of “Church within the Church” while
await­ing the swift judg­ment of God.

 
   This sect hardly fit into the frame­work of the tra­di­tional view of Ju­daism. A monas­tic
char­ter, uni­forms, joint own­er­ship of prop­erty—none of it had been pre­vi­ously seen in the
his­tory of Is­rael.

 
   An­cient his­to­ri­ans say that the Es­senes owned nei­ther money nor slaves; ev­ery­one had to
work. Their ideal was strict piety.

 
   The ori­gin and his­tory of this semi­monas­tic or­der have long re­mained a mys­tery. Only in
the mid­dle of the 20th cen­tury, the dis­cov­er­ies in the desert near the Dead Sea shed new
light on the Es­sene move­ment. Most his­to­ri­ans be­lieve that the leather manuscripts and
the ru­ins of the vil­lages dis­cov­ered in the Qum­ran re­gion be­longed to the Es­sene
com­mu­ni­ties.

 
   The study of the Qum­ran Caves Scrolls led his­to­ri­ans to the trail of the leader or even the
founder of the sect. His name re­mains a mys­tery; in the texts, he ap­pears as the Priest, the
Cho­sen One, the Seeker of the Torah, the Unique Teacher, and most of­ten as the Teacher of
Right­eous­ness.

 
   He thought of es­tab­lish­ing a com­mu­nity of “the chil­dren of light,” be­liev­ing that when the
Supreme Judge of all is re­vealed, those who “ex­pressed their will­ing­ness to join the elect” will
be saved.

 
   The first traces of the set­tle­ment on the shore of the Dead Sea date back to the 40s and
30s of the 2nd cen­tury BC. This means that the Teacher man­aged to ac­quire a
piece of land in Qum­ran. He called on all those “faith­ful to the Law” to come out
like Abra­ham from the midst of sin­ners in or­der to pre­pare them­selves for the last
days.

 
   The peo­ple who set­tled in Qum­ran liked to iden­tify them­selves sim­ply as “Is­rael” be­cause
they be­lieved that they alone de­served that great name. The Old Covenant had been vi­o­lated
for gen­er­a­tions. Here in the wilder­ness, the Es­senes hoped to en­ter a New Covenant with
God, which would be made with the pure Rem­nant, the poor ones ea­gerly await­ing the Lord’s
Day.
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   Yet in pre­par­ing to en­ter the King­dom of God, the Qum­ran Teacher in the end cre­ated an
ac­tual cult of ex­cep­tion­al­ism. His de­sire to keep the pu­rity of faith gave rise to a re­pul­sive
sec­tar­ian pride.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   This trend was not the only thing that over­shad­owed the moral char­ac­ter of the Es­senes.
Their le­gal hair­split­ting left even the most stub­born for­mal­ists among the Phar­isees far
be­hind.

 
   At the turn of the 2nd and 1st cen­turies BC, the Es­senes be­gan to set­tle in cities. The
sec­tar­i­ans, who now lived “in the real world,” nat­u­rally de­vel­oped con­tacts with for­eign­ers.
Some Es­senes even tried to dis­sem­i­nate their views.

 
   Nev­er­the­less, the de­par­ture from the desert by some of the Es­senes did not mean they had
re­jected their prin­ci­ple of ex­clu­sion. They con­tin­ued to treat peo­ple of dif­fer­ent
con­vic­tions with con­dem­na­tion and hos­til­ity. They were es­pe­cially hos­tile to the
Sad­ducees. Then again, they did not spare the Phar­isees, ei­ther, call­ing them “smooth
in­ter­preters.”[112]

 
   By this time, Rome had sur­vived the fight­ing over the Grac­chus’ re­forms and
the dic­ta­tor­ship of Sulla, crushed the Spar­ta­cus re­volt, and be­gan to launch an
open front of­fen­sive on the east. In 66 BC, Gnaeus Pom­pey crushed the mil­i­tary
power of the King­doms of Pon­tus and Cau­ca­sus, and, two years later, ar­rived in
Syria.

 
   The Jews had al­ready be­gun to re­al­ize that it was im­pos­si­ble to avoid a new for­eign rule.
The only ques­tion they had was which of the con­tenders for the throne the Ro­man
com­man­der would rec­og­nize. One of them, Aris­to­b­u­lus, made a num­ber of tac­ti­cal
mis­takes, and Pom­pey there­fore took the side of the other, Hyr­canus. How­ever,
Aris­to­b­u­lus did not agree with this de­ci­sion, and when Jerusalem opened its gate to the
Ro­man, he for­ti­fied his troops in­side the Tem­ple citadel pre­par­ing to with­stand the
as­sault.

 
   The block­ade lasted three months. Fi­nally, on Oc­to­ber 10, 63 BC, the fortress was
cap­tured. The Ro­man sol­diers burst into the sanc­tu­ary. Even in­side the Tem­ple it­self, they
were met with des­per­ate re­sis­tance. Amid the gen­eral tur­moil, the priests con­tin­ued to
per­form re­li­gious ser­vices.

 
   Aris­to­b­u­lus was taken pris­oner and sent to Rome. Fol­low­ing the cap­ture of the Tem­ple,
Pom­pey en­tered the Holy of Holies. How­ever, hav­ing sat­is­fied his cu­rios­ity, he did
not touch any­thing, for the Ro­mans were ac­cus­tomed to be­ing tol­er­ant of for­eign
cults.

 
   Rome was on its way to be­com­ing the world power. A new chap­ter in his­tory had be­gun,
and a gen­er­a­tion was al­ready born who would be­come the con­tem­po­raries of the events of the
Gospels.
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   6.5    Rome, the Greek World, and the East



   6.5.1    Soul and faith of the Ro­man

Italy, c.650 BC

 
The as­tound­ing suc­cess of the Ro­mans at­tracted ad­mi­ra­tion and pro­voked re­sent­ment
among con­tem­po­raries. Ef­forts to un­ravel the se­cret of Latin for­tune were made at dif­fer­ent
times by Poly­bius and Au­gus­tine, Mon­tesquieu and Hegel. Mus­solini wanted to res­ur­rect
the for­mer glory of Rome, but life it­self proved the fu­til­ity of his dream: al­though
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
many el­e­ments of the an­cient Ro­man spirit re­mained, some­thing es­sen­tial was lost
for­ever.

 
   Who were the ar­chi­tects of Or­bis Ro­manum, the “Ro­man world”?

 
   It was said in an­cient times that this city had a sec­ond, se­cret name that could be
ob­tained by read­ing the word Roma in the East­ern fash­ion—from right to left. Then it would
sound like Amor or Love. The spirit of Rome is as para­dox­i­cal and du­al­is­tic as any
sig­nif­i­cant phe­nom­e­non of world cul­ture. In point of fact, the Ro­mans, while not
pos­sess­ing a re­li­gious ge­nius, were nev­er­the­less re­puted to be pi­ous—some­thing they
were proud of. Al­though Rome per­se­cuted the Church for three cen­turies, it also
be­came one of the world cen­ters of Chris­tian­ity. Its civ­i­liza­tion was even more sec­u­lar
than that of the Greeks, yet the Church Fa­thers con­sid­ered Rome a bas­tion of
faith.

 
   The in­sep­a­ra­bil­ity of civic and re­li­gious spir­its had a ben­e­fi­cial ef­fect on the moral life of
the Ro­mans. Their strong tra­di­tional virtues—fi­delity, hon­esty, mod­esty, courage, re­spect for
el­ders—sur­prised peo­ple ev­ery­where. The at­ti­tude of the Ro­mans to­wards the law was not
purely sec­u­lar ei­ther. In fact, their com­mit­ment to or­der stemmed from their be­lief in its
higher mean­ing.

 
   Yet the re­li­gion it­self, which nour­ished the civil and le­gal con­scious­ness of Rome, suf­fered
from the stran­gle­hold of Ro­man law.

 
   For­mal duty as the main mo­ti­va­tor reigned among the Latins even in the do­main of faith
both im­pov­er­ish­ing and en­fet­ter­ing it. When min­is­ter­ing to the Supreme Be­ing,
peo­ple only went as far as car­ry­ing out their duty. At the same time, their hearts
re­mained largely in­dif­fer­ent. Ro­man prayers hardly even de­serve this name; they were
lim­ited to the me­chan­i­cal pro­nun­ci­a­tion of for­mu­las and pre­scribed ges­tur­ing. Ci­cero
rightly said that “the whole re­li­gion of the Ro­man peo­ple is di­vided into rites and
div­ina­tion.” Re­li­gious life was treated as an in­te­gral el­e­ment of the civil sys­tem,
and any­one lax about rit­u­als risked be­ing num­bered among the en­e­mies of the
state.
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   The Latin word ‘re­li­gio’ means ‘to bind.’ Re­li­gious cer­e­monies con­nected peo­ple with the
gods and each other. Yet this con­nec­tion was viewed as some­thing for­mal. It was be­lieved
that peo­ple ful­filled the terms of their con­tract with the Higher Pow­ers only by ob­serv­ing all
the cer­e­monies in strictest ad­her­ence to ev­ery sub­tlety and tech­ni­cal­ity. In this, the Ro­man
was no less a stick­ler than a Jew­ish le­gal­ist. The life of a Ro­man was en­twined in thou­sands
of pro­hi­bi­tions and re­stric­tions en­shrined by an­tiq­uity. For ex­am­ple, the priest of Jupiter
was not sup­posed to have touched a horse, dough, or beans; he had no right to
spend more than three days out­side his house nor tie knots on his clothes, and so
on.

 
   By and large, we can say with­out ex­ag­ger­a­tion that the early Ro­man re­li­gion was all form
nearly de­void of con­tent. Their un­con­scious ven­er­a­tion of the Tran­scen­dent had not
de­vel­oped into true faith but re­mained in its in­fancy wait­ing for fu­ture times. Nei­ther
rit­u­al­is­tic le­gal­ism nor blind ad­her­ence to tra­di­tion, how­ever, could ex­tin­guish the de­sire of
the Ro­mans for some­thing more in­spir­ing than their of­fi­cial cult. Even­tu­ally, this yearn­ing
found its re­al­iza­tion in Chris­tian­ity. But be­fore the Gospel would come to the Ro­mans, they
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
un­der­took to sat­isfy their spir­i­tual hunger by turn­ing to the be­liefs of the Etr­uscans and
Hel­lenes, the Asians and the Egyp­tians.

   
 

   6.5.2    Etr­uscans, Sibyl, Carthage

Italy, 650–204 BC

 
The Etr­uscan civ­i­liza­tion re­mains a mys­tery to this day. The Etr­uscans emerged in Italy a
hun­dred years prior to the found­ing of Rome, but no one knew where they had come from.
These men­tors of the Ro­mans dis­ap­peared as a peo­ple long be­fore our era hav­ing mixed with
other Ital­ian tribes. Since then, their smil­ing stat­ues and painted tombs have re­mained silent
sim­i­lar to the ru­ins of Crete; of the nine thou­sand sur­viv­ing Etr­uscan in­scrip­tions most have
yet to be de­coded.

 
   The fres­coes and mo­saics in the tombs speak of the un­der­ground spir­its and demons—the
dis­gust­ing mon­sters that in­hab­ited the Etr­uscan un­der­world.

 
   The Ro­mans took the “tech­niques” of au­gury with the ut­most se­ri­ous­ness, which was
prompted by their be­lief that the gods could re­veal the fu­ture. The Etr­uscans were known as
un­sur­passed mas­ters of this art: they were of­ten in­vited to as­cer­tain the will of the
gods.

 
   Strabo, a ge­og­ra­pher from Pon­tus, lists many other cus­toms and rites that Rome in­her­ited
from the Etr­uscans. Yet not one of them went be­yond the prim­i­tive cer­e­monies.
Con­se­quently, the con­tact with Etruria could not truly en­rich the re­li­gion of the
Ro­mans.

 
   Rome bor­rowed some of its pu­rifi­ca­tion rit­u­als from the Greeks. By the 4th
cen­tury BC, the south of Italy was al­ready densely pop­u­lated by the Hel­lenis­tic
colonists.

 
   Apollo be­came the first Olympian to con­quer the Ro­mans. One of the rea­sons
for his pop­u­lar­ity was the fact that Apollo had long been con­sid­ered a god who
grants pu­rifi­ca­tion from de­file­ment. That’s why Tar­quin the El­der (616–579 BC)
de­clared him­self a devo­tee of Apollo. It was dur­ing his rule that the sa­cred books,
sup­pos­edly de­liv­ered to the king by the Sibyl, a priest­ess of the Hel­lenic god, ap­peared in
Rome.

 
   Ac­cord­ing to the leg­end, one of the prophetesses who lived in Er­itrea re­ceived im­mor­tal­ity
from Apollo on the con­di­tion that she should never again see her na­tive land. Af­ter that, the
Sibyl set­tled in Cumae, where she was sur­rounded with care and re­spect, and
her pre­dic­tions were heeded as the voice of Apollo him­self. Over the years, the
Sibyl re­al­ized how bur­den­some eter­nal life be­came for her. The Cumans took pity
on the prophet­ess and brought her a hand­ful of Er­itrean soil. Glanc­ing at it, the
Sibyl fell on the ground and breathed her last. She fi­nally found the peace she
wanted.

 
   Along with the Sibyl’s books, the first apoc­a­lyp­tic stream, al­beit weak at the time, en­tered
the sta­ble Ital­ian world. Apollo wor­ship­pers be­lieved that Apollo would pre­vail in the strug­gle
be­tween the gods. From the hints of an­cient writ­ers, we can con­clude that the Sibyl
pre­dicted the down­fall of the lat­est ten-cen­tury epoch and the ad­vent of a new
era.

 
   The Re­pub­lic was es­tab­lished in Rome in 509 BC. The Etr­uscan troops, who
were try­ing to re­turn the throne to the king Tar­quin the Proud ban­ished by the
Ro­mans, had been de­feated. The pa­tri­cian Sen­ate be­came the per­ma­nent gov­ern­ing
body.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   Even among the Jews, who rarely ad­mired pa­gan coun­tries, we find a pos­i­tive as­sess­ment
of the Ro­man re­pub­li­can sys­tem. Moral rigor and or­der were ac­quired at the cost of a rigid
regime, which also ham­pered cre­ativ­ity and tal­ent. The role of sa­cred au­toc­racy had been
re­placed by the dic­tates of civic duty.
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   The en­ergy of the na­tion, con­strained by the state ma­chin­ery, in­evitably sought a way out
in a for­eign ex­pan­sion. From Rome’s de­fense, the Re­pub­lic went on the of­fen­sive. It seemed
like the Ro­man peo­ple were con­stantly com­pelled by an ir­re­sistible thirst for con­quest to
ex­pand their coun­try’s bor­ders.

 
   The Ro­mans en­tered into al­liances with the Carthaginian State back in the 4th cen­tury
BC. How­ever, fol­low­ing the con­quest of Italy, both states were in­evitably set on a col­li­sion
course. The ques­tion at stake was who would dom­i­nate the seas of the west­ern
Mediter­ranean.

 
   The new ad­ver­sary was an un­usual one. If Rome, as a rule, pre­vi­ously dealt
with re­lated peo­ples, then in Carthage, it met a world deeply alien and re­pul­sive to
it.

 
   Carthage sub­ju­gated the in­dige­nous Berber tribes of the Nu­mid­i­ans and grad­u­ally spread
its em­pire through­out the north­ern coast of Africa.
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   It was truly a strong­hold of mer­chants. Trade routes from all over the world passed
through its huge port. Ivory and mar­ble, crock­ery and fab­rics, pre­cious stones and in­cense,
car­pets and weapons were all brought here to the bor­der of the Black Con­ti­nent. The mil­i­tary
power of Carthage re­lied on the army of mer­ce­nar­ies who were re­cruited from the Si­cil­ians,
Greeks, and Berbers.

 
   Rome was much poorer and weaker than Carthage, whose plan­ta­tions, navy, and cus­toms
brought in count­less riches. There­fore, for a long time, the Sen­ate pre­ferred to live in peace
with Africa. Only when the Ro­mans gained suf­fi­cient strength, and di­rect in­ter­ests of the two
states clashed, did a war be­come in­evitable.

 
   The in­tense an­i­mos­ity of the Ro­mans to­wards the Punes (as they used to call the
Phoeni­cians), how­ever, was not only due to po­lit­i­cal rea­sons. They hated the very spirit and
re­li­gion of Carthage.
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   Sav­age cus­toms, per­ver­sions, hu­man sac­ri­fices, and rit­ual pros­ti­tu­tion per­sisted among
the Punes un­til the Hel­lenis­tic pe­riod.

 
   It is said that Han­ni­bal threw three thou­sand of the Ime­ri­ans on the al­tar of Baal. The
same fate con­stantly hung over hun­dreds of young men and women from the best
Carthaginian fam­i­lies.

 
   The Ro­mans them­selves were far from be­ing soft-hearted, but their dis­gust at the
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
Carthaginian cus­toms was too great to al­low for rec­on­cil­i­a­tion.

 
   The out­come of the strug­gle be­tween the two colossi was de­cided once the co­horts of the
Ro­man cit­i­zens forced the African mer­ce­nar­ies to re­treat.

 
   Africa, Spain, and Syra­cuse were now in the hands of the Ro­man con­suls. The tri­umphal
pa­rade that wel­comed Sci­pio the El­der, the vic­tor over Han­ni­bal, sur­passed any­thing that the
Ro­mans had pre­vi­ously seen. Yet a dif­fer­ent kind of vic­tor also emerged in those days: the
same man who de­feated Carthage was him­self cap­ti­vated by Greek cul­ture and de­cided to
pro­mote its tri­umph on Latin soil. From now on, the fate of aus­tere Rome would be firmly
con­nected with the Hel­lenic ge­nius. The end of the Punic Wars was marked by the
be­gin­ning of the Greco-Ro­man era, which brought the vic­tors many new wor­ries and
sur­prises.
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   6.5.3    Hel­lenism in Rome

Italy, 204–120 BC

 
Ro­man his­tory was no longer the his­tory of only Italy. The Celts, Spaniards, Berbers, Syr­i­ans,
and Greeks came un­der the aus­pices of the Capi­tol. The vic­tors pre­served the tra­di­tions of
the con­quered peo­ples. Like Alexan­der, they felt that their power needed some ad­di­tional
uni­fy­ing threads be­sides sheer vi­o­lence. They them­selves had lit­tle to of­fer to the world. The
only thing that at­tracted ev­ery­one were the rights as­so­ci­ated with Ro­man cit­i­zen­ship, but it
was the pe­riod of time in which the in­hab­i­tants of the prov­inces were granted cit­i­zen­ship
rarely and re­luc­tantly.

 
   As be­fore, the Ro­mans con­tin­ued to be­lieve that their strict ob­ser­vance of rit­u­als en­sured
the tri­umph of the em­pire over their ri­vals.
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   Mean­while, the tra­di­tional re­li­gion did not sat­isfy the Greeks them­selves. The
Hel­lene be­gan to look with hope to the mys­te­ri­ous cults of the Ori­ent rather than
Olym­pus.

 
   It was not long be­fore the Latins with all their se­ri­ous­ness in cult af­fairs had
to see for them­selves that the Greeks took their own re­li­gion rather frivolously.
The sec­u­lar spirit stripped Greek myths of their mys­ti­cal halo. And even though
the philoso­phers tried to sal­vage Greek mythol­ogy, they them­selves fo­mented a
con­sid­er­able temp­ta­tion, and grad­u­ally Ro­man so­ci­ety be­gan to be in­fected by
skep­ti­cism.

 
   The growth of freethought was ac­com­pa­nied by a weak­en­ing of moral prin­ci­ples.
Sub­se­quent changes in life­style greatly in­flu­enced the char­ac­ter of the Ro­mans. Gone were
the days when the am­bas­sadors of King Pyrrhus could catch sight of a Ro­man mil­i­tary
com­man­der cook­ing turnip stew out in the coun­try­side. Vis­its to Carthage, Corinth, and
Perga­mum and ex­po­sure to the for­eign op­u­lence made the peo­ple not want to live like their
an­ces­tors; they came to love com­fort, ex­quis­ite cui­sine, and en­ter­tain­ment. Sound
peas­ant moral­ity and the Spar­tan way of life of the pre­vi­ous gen­er­a­tions had been
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
for­got­ten.

 
   Wars also re­duced the cost of slaves. There were now many of them, not only in mines and
on con­struc­tion sites but also in the fields. Work be­gan to seem like some­thing con­temptible
be­fit­ting only slaves. Pa­tri­cian youth in­dulged in idle­ness, rev­el­ing, sought to out­per­form one
an­other in all kinds of vices, some­thing that Rome had pre­vi­ously viewed with dis­gust. The
much vaunted Ro­man in­tegrity had dis­ap­peared: politi­cians be­came treach­er­ous,
sol­diers were more con­cerned with loot­ing, and mer­chants would do any­thing for
profit.

 
   Cir­cus per­for­mances and glad­i­a­tor fights, which the gov­ern­ment lever­aged in hopes to
neu­tral­ize the ag­gres­sive­ness of the masses, turned into a bloody ob­ses­sion for the Ro­mans.
Nat­u­rally, it was not al­ways pos­si­ble to pla­cate the root­less, and pub­lic gath­er­ings would
of­ten erupt in fist and knife fights.

 
   The years of coups, civil wars, and dic­ta­tor­ship were ap­proach­ing. As any other em­pire,
Rome had to pay a heavy price for its con­trol over the sub­ject peo­ples.

   
 

   6.5.4    At­tempts at syn­the­sis

Italy, 120–80 BC

 
Ed­u­cated Ro­mans, rather than just blindly copy­ing other peo­ple’s be­liefs, sought to cre­ate
their own world­view on the ba­sis of a fu­sion of Hel­lenism and La­tin­ism. In this, they
were aided by the Sto­ics, who at the time were ev­ery­where vig­or­ously pro­mot­ing
their teach­ings. Wise men, dressed in shabby cloaks, ad­vo­cates of mod­er­a­tion and
tem­per­ance—they could be found in the homes of con­suls and tav­erns, bazaars and
schools.

 
   The first preacher of Sto­icism in Rome was a Greek by the name of Panaetius (185–110
BC), a na­tive of the is­land of Rhodes.
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   Panaetius taught that God and the Uni­verse are one and co-eter­nal. The Lo­gos, the
in­ter­nal law of the Uni­verse, per­me­ates all things in­clud­ing hu­mans. Life is har­mo­nious if it
cor­re­sponds to the cos­mic or­der, the Lo­gos. Upon death, all the el­e­ments of a per­son
re­turn to the cy­cle of na­ture, and his im­age is pre­served only in the mem­ory of the
de­scen­dants.

 
   The hap­pi­ness of the sage is com­prised of bal­ance; he must value the gifts of na­ture but
also main­tain Spar­tan equa­nim­ity at the time of tri­als.

 
   Sim­i­lar to other Greek philoso­phers, Panaetius was dis­mis­sive of pop­u­lar be­liefs, while his
friend the his­to­rian Poly­bius openly de­clared that re­li­gion had been cre­ated to keep the crowd
in line.

 
   How­ever, the Ro­mans could not have dis­missed the en­tire prob­lem as eas­ily. In­stead, they
wanted a clear and com­pre­hen­sive so­lu­tion.

 
   There­fore, when the dis­ci­ple of Panaetius, Posi­do­nius of Apamea (135–51 BC), un­der­took the re­form
of the Stoa71 
bring­ing it once again closer to be­ing a re­li­gion, he ended up with more fol­low­ers than any
other thinker of that time.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   Res­i­dents of Rhodes, where the philoso­pher set­tled, re­garded him highly. The fame of
Posi­do­nius had spread through­out all Hel­lenis­tic cities. Vis­i­tors from all lands trav­eled to the
is­land to hear his lec­tures. Among them were well-known politi­cians such as Pom­pey and
Ci­cero. Many were par­tic­u­larly im­pressed that such a learned per­son de­fended the ideas of
God and the im­mor­tal­ity of the soul.

 
   Posi­do­nius be­came the founder of re­li­gious Sto­icism.

 
   The source of Posi­do­nius’ ideas was his in­tu­ition for a higher spir­i­tual Re­al­ity or
Ex­is­tence, one which is found out­side the ap­pear­ance of tem­po­rary things. But this
Ex­is­tence, un­like the Bud­dhist Nir­vana, is also con­nected with mat­ter. Fol­low­ing Plato,
Posi­do­nius con­sid­ered the Uni­verse to be an in­te­gral or­gan­ism, “liv­ing, ra­tio­nal, an­i­mate and
in­tel­li­gent.”[113] It is com­pletely per­me­ated with the “life force” of the Di­vine Be­ing, or the
“fiery pneuma” of the World Soul. Just as God is the in­ner essence of the Cos­mos, so the
hu­man spirit is a mes­sen­ger of the Lo­gos, a guest from un­earthly realms of na­ture. The
hu­man spirit is akin to the uni­ver­sal Spirit and is only tem­po­rar­ily linked with the body.
Hu­mans can know both Ex­is­tence and the Uni­verse pre­cisely be­cause they be­long to both
worlds.

 
   For Posi­do­nius, the cos­mic hi­er­ar­chy of be­ings is sub­ject to the law of cy­cles, and, in this,
the philoso­pher re­mained a true son of pa­gan­ism. In an ef­fort to com­bine sci­ence and
re­li­gion, Posi­do­nius also pre­served in his sys­tem the an­cient myth of an end­less cycli­cal
uni­verse.

 
   Ac­cord­ing to the philoso­pher, the dy­nam­ics of the Uni­verse’s cy­cles is wholly de­pen­dent on
the Di­vine Be­ing, who is si­mul­ta­ne­ously its Des­tiny or Fate. “All things hap­pen by fate,” said
Posi­do­nius, “[which] is de­fined as an end­less chain of cau­sa­tion, whereby things are, or as
the rea­son or for­mula by which the world goes on.”[114] Fate op­er­ates with the
prin­ci­ple of cos­mic sym­pa­thy, that is, the mu­tual in­ter­con­nect­ed­ness of in­di­vid­ual
parts of the Cos­mos. Since it en­com­passes ev­ery level of be­ing, the move­ment of
ce­les­tial bod­ies should also in­flu­ence the events tak­ing place on earth. Only one step
re­mained from here to the recog­ni­tion of as­trol­ogy, and Posi­do­nius made this step.
By his doc­trine of “sym­pa­thy,” he jus­ti­fied de­monology, witch­craft, and the art of
div­ina­tion.

 
   When the com­man­der in chief Sulla was dubbed “Happy,” peo­ple gave a spe­cial
mean­ing to this nick­name. They viewed suc­cess as a spe­cial gift of the stars and Fate.
Sulla him­self, who un­abashedly robbed tem­ples, be­lieved in his star and never
parted with his tal­is­mans. His ri­val Mar­ius, too, took his Syr­ian sooth­sayer with him
wher­ever he went. Peo­ple no longer trusted au­gurs, but they be­lieved in magic and
horo­scopes.

 
   Ac­cord­ing to the Sibyl, the pe­riod of ten cen­turies that had be­gun with the Tro­jan War
ex­pired in 83 BC. For the Ro­mans, this meant an end to the hu­man race—the
fi­nal act of the drama pre­or­dained by the eter­nal stars. The night was draw­ing
near.

 
   Those who had pre­vi­ously put their hopes in the gov­ern­ment now gave up their hope,
los­ing all in­ter­est in life. Sui­cides be­came more fre­quent. To the fol­low­ers of Epi­cu­rus and the
stoic Panaetius, death promised the peace of obliv­ion. Ci­cero openly ex­pressed sim­i­lar
views.

 
   Whereas Ro­mans had pre­vi­ously cen­tered life’s mean­ing around civic duty, it
no longer held the same sig­nif­i­cance to them. The in­di­vid­ual, as it were, fi­nally
came to the fore­front, in­creas­ingly re­flect­ing on one’s own fate and its sig­nif­i­cance:
“Where did I come from? Why do I live? Where am I go­ing? What awaits me af­ter
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
death?”

 
   The new, in­di­vid­ual char­ac­ter of faith re­quired new forms of fel­low­ship. Fra­ter­ni­ties,
al­liances, se­cret so­ci­eties that con­nected peo­ple closer than the state or their eth­nic­ity be­gan
to mul­ti­ply ev­ery­where.

 
   One of the com­mon char­ac­ter­is­tics of the emerg­ing al­liances through­out the Em­pire was
ven­er­a­tion of the Ori­en­tal deities.

 
   The peo­ple of the West co­a­lesced around the gods revered in Syria and Egypt, Phry­gia and
Per­sia, giv­ing them new names.

 
   Mithras-wor­ship­pers would gather for prayer in the dun­geons and cave tem­ples, whose
walls were dec­o­rated with zo­diac signs and cos­mic im­agery. The cul­mi­na­tion of their wor­ship
was the mo­ment when the veil was pulled back and the “brethren” con­tem­plated the statue of
Mithras, typ­i­cally de­picted slay­ing a gi­ant bull.

 
   Ro­man sol­diers will­ingly re­sorted to the pa­tron­age of this pow­er­ful de­ity, and, upon their
re­turn from the mil­i­tary cam­paigns, they took the seeds of Mithraism to all cor­ners of the
Em­pire.

 
   The re­mains of the cave-Mithraea have been pre­served to this day in Africa, Britain, on the
Danube and the Rhine. They were built ac­cord­ing to the same lay­out, which points to the
uni­for­mity of the rites and the doc­trine among the broth­er­hoods scat­tered all over dif­fer­ent
re­gions.

   
 

   6.5.5    Jew­ish mis­sion­ar­ies

140–50 BC

 
Jew­ish em­i­grants, both war pris­on­ers and freed­men, be­gan to set­tle in Italy start­ing from the
3rd cen­tury BC. Ob­serv­ing these peo­ple, the Ro­mans noted their pu­ri­tan morals—some­thing
that the Ro­mans val­ued them­selves and re­gret­ted the loss of. The re­jec­tion by the Jews of
cor­rup­tion and per­ver­sions that had been brought to Rome from Greek cities was
strik­ing. Jew­ish Old Tes­ta­ment com­mu­ni­ties in their or­ga­ni­za­tion re­sem­bled other
re­li­gious broth­er­hoods, which had gained pop­u­lar­ity among the Ro­mans. There were,
how­ever, no se­cret cer­e­monies in­volved, and any­one could hear in­spi­ra­tional prayers
and hymns in the syn­a­gogues. Vis­i­tors could strike a con­ver­sa­tion there and get
ac­quainted with the teach­ing that gave an­swers to life’s prin­ci­pal ques­tions. The
prayer houses (syn­a­gogues) dif­fered from tem­ples in that their doors were open to
any­one.

 
   Many Ro­mans grew an­noyed that this sub­ju­gated peo­ple stayed in­de­pen­dent with­out
los­ing their dig­nity. Some re­proached the Jews for their wealth, oth­ers for penury; some
ac­cused them of “Sab­bath lazi­ness,” oth­ers of ex­ces­sive dy­namism. Thus, anti-Semitism
arose in an­cient times long be­fore Chris­tian­ity (con­trary to the pop­u­lar be­lief). The
per­se­cu­tion of the Jews be­gan when the re­li­gion of the Covenant scored its first vic­to­ries in
the pa­gan en­vi­ron­ment. In other words, the ap­pear­ance of “pros­e­lytes” was one of the root
causes of an­cient anti-Semitism.

 
   The term “pros­e­lytes” is the Greek trans­la­tion of the word Gerim or “aliens.” In the
Hel­lenis­tic pe­riod, this was the name of all non-He­brews who pro­fessed Ju­daism.
The Jew­ish re­li­gion de­manded its pros­e­lytes to com­pletely break with their old
con­scious­ness, aban­don sac­ri­fices to the Olympians, and cease to par­tic­i­pate in state
re­li­gious cer­e­monies. They were re­quired to un­con­di­tion­ally sur­ren­der them­selves to
the Ex­is­tent One—the Cre­ator of heaven and earth that the Bible taught about.
The most that a per­son who had ac­cepted Ju­daism could af­ford in keep­ing with
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
the proper tol­er­ance was to con­grat­u­late his pa­gan neigh­bors on the day of their
re­li­gious hol­i­day. Oth­er­wise, there could be no com­pro­mise be­tween him and his
past.

 
   It was at this point that the pri­mary ten­sion arose, which sub­se­quently led to a clash
be­tween Rome and Chris­tians.

 
   The Jew­ish mis­sion in Rome was ac­com­pa­nied by as in­tense a strug­gle as Hel­l­eniza­tion.
In both cases, how­ever, nei­ther hos­til­ity nor gov­ern­ment mea­sures could cre­ate
an im­pen­e­tra­ble bar­rier: the num­ber of pros­e­lytes through­out the Em­pire kept
in­creas­ing.
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   Philo wrote, “Our laws… lead af­ter them and in­flu­ence all na­tions, bar­bar­ians, and Greeks,
the in­hab­i­tants of con­ti­nents and is­lands, the east­ern na­tions and the west­ern, Eu­rope and
Asia; in short, the whole hab­it­able world from one ex­trem­ity to the other.”[115] An es­pe­cially
large num­ber of con­verts could be found in An­ti­och and Dam­as­cus; yet, it was Alexan­dria
that be­came the fo­cal cen­ter of Jew­ish preach­ing.

 
   Pros­e­lytism be­came one of the most re­mark­able phe­nom­ena of Ro­man life. The neo­phytes
were in­tro­duced at some level to the Jew­ish faith de­spite the un­fa­vor­able po­si­tion of the
Jews. In­deed, the peo­ple of the Bible had just lost their in­de­pen­dence fol­low­ing a hun­dred
years of their self-gov­ern­ment and had to en­dure op­pres­sion in the di­as­pora (scat­ter­ing) time
and again. A po­ten­tial in­quirer could have ques­tioned their re­li­gion us­ing the logic
sim­i­lar to Prince Vladimir’s a thou­sand years later: if the Jews were in such an
un­en­vi­able po­si­tion, does it mean that their re­li­gion was false or that per­haps God
had turned away from them? And yet, con­trary to such con­sid­er­a­tions, the Old
Tes­ta­ment faith was prov­ing to be so com­pelling that pros­e­lytism con­tin­ued to
spread.

   
 

   6.5.6    Man-god

Ro­man Em­pire, 66–7 BC

 
Hu­man­ity lan­guished be­fore the ad­vent of the Re­deemer. But while some were look­ing in His
per­son for a mes­sen­ger of an­other world, oth­ers were will­ing to ac­cept a sal­va­tion from an
earthly ruler and god.

 
   Such fig­ures as Cae­sar, Au­gus­tus, or Napoleon al­ways be­come ob­jects of idol­a­try, which
takes the form of mass psy­chosis. Peo­ple were ready to sac­ri­fice their lives for them
and went to die with their names on their lips. The se­cret of the lead­ers’ hyp­notic
in­flu­ence lies not only in their abil­ity to con­trol the crowd, in their un­bounded en­ergy
and their charm. They also con­quered by the fact that they seemed to em­body the
power of the el­e­men­tal pre-hu­man world. They drove to their goal, sac­ri­fic­ing en­tire
na­tions, and suc­ceeded. This elicited awe mixed with ado­ra­tion, and gave rise to a
de­monic idol­iz­ing of ab­so­lutism. Here lies the source of the cult of au­thor­i­tar­ian
lead­ers through­out his­tory. The masses were only a means to them, and it was these
very masses, drawn by their prim­i­tive in­stinct, who fol­lowed them like an obe­di­ent
herd.
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   In 29 BC, the first tem­ples ded­i­cated to the ge­nius of the liv­ing Em­peror ap­peared. As
al­ways, Au­gus­tus acted with cau­tion pre­tend­ing to yield to the will of the peo­ple. At first,
al­tars to him were erected not in Rome, but only in the East­ern prov­inces, where peo­ple had
long been prone to idol­iz­ing mon­archs. A lit­tle time passed, and the Egyp­tian priests
oblig­ingly sub­stan­ti­ated the the­ory of Cae­sar’s di­vin­ity. Even in Judea, Herod built two
tem­ples to the god Au­gus­tus.

 
   Yet even then, not ev­ery­one fell vic­tim to this mass mad­ness: there are sub­tle hints
in­di­cat­ing the pres­ence of op­po­si­tion.

 
   Af­ter all, why did Cae­sar end up hav­ing to ex­ile po­ets and con­fis­cate books that were
deemed un­ac­cept­able to him? Why was a law is­sued against pam­phle­teers? This
means that some were al­ready be­gin­ning to grow vexed by all the un­re­strained
praise.

   
 

   6.6    At the Door



   6.6.1    Hu­man au­thor­i­ties and the mys­tery of Mes­sian­ism

Judea, 37–7 BC

 
As if in re­sponse to these pre­ten­sions of the man-god, a hymn of a dif­fer­ent kind was
an­nounced to the shep­herds of Beth­le­hem. This hymn was ad­dressed to all those who had
not bowed to a false mes­siah, and it an­nounced the com­ing of the true King­dom of God and
peace be­tween earth and Heaven. Ac­cord­ing to the Evan­ge­lists, Je­sus Christ was born “in the
days of King Herod” (see Mt 2:1; Lk 1:5).

 
   His reign was marked by the last at­tempt in the his­tory of Is­rael to cre­ate a sec­u­lar
monar­chy, an at­tempt that would prove un­suc­cess­ful. Even thirty years af­ter his coro­na­tion,
Herod, some­times called the Great, still lived in fear and ex­pected a stab in the back at any
time.

 
   Herod de­voted all his ex­tra­or­di­nary abil­i­ties to out­do­ing his neigh­bor­ing rulers and prove
that he mer­ited the ti­tle of a king. He ren­o­vated cities, built fortresses, palaces, and
hip­po­dromes. His en­ergy and imag­i­na­tion were in­ex­haustible. Au­gus­tus too rec­og­nized that
Herod was cre­ated to rule all of Syria and even Egypt.

 
   Hop­ing to win the love of the pi­ous, the king set about im­ple­ment­ing a grandiose project: a
com­plete re­con­struc­tion of the Tem­ple. Never be­fore had the House of God at­tained such
splen­dor.

 
   The beauty of Herod’s cap­i­tal im­pressed not only Jew­ish pil­grims but also for­eign­ers
who came to visit Jerusalem. Many of them, such as the Con­sul Agrippa and the
com­man­der Vitel­lius, made sac­ri­fices in the Tem­ple, where a spe­cial court was
set aside for the Gen­tiles. Au­gus­tus him­self sent pre­cious ves­sels as gifts to the
Tem­ple. The res­i­dents could be proud of their city and its pearl—the House of the
Lord.

 
   The king, of course, was ap­pre­ci­ated for his ef­forts, es­pe­cially dur­ing the famine or when
he had cleared the roads of rob­bers. How­ever, he him­self was still viewed as some­thing of an
out­law sit­ting on the throne of David.

 
   The life of his royal court—and it was no se­cret to any­one—was uni­ver­sally
ab­horred. Herod was plot­ted against day and night. The idea that he was not seen as
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
be­ing wor­thy of power be­came an ob­ses­sion with the king that de­prived him of
sleep.

 
   The darker the reign of Herod be­came, the stronger the hope grew among the
peo­ple.

 
   Among those “wait­ing for the Con­so­la­tion,” the Evan­ge­list Luke names the el­der Simeon
and the prophet­ess Anna; ap­par­ently, the priest Zechariah, his wife El­i­sheva (Eliz­a­beth) and,
fi­nally, the young Mariam from the town of Nazareth be­longed to their num­ber as
well.

 
   Nazareth had been well known to the first Chris­tians: many vis­ited this quiet vil­lage
among the hills, where, it seemed, time it­self stood still. Nazareth did not hear the heavy
tread of the le­gion­naires and the pierc­ing sounds of fan­fare. Only the ci­cadas rang
among the olives, and the shep­herd’s horn sum­moned the scat­tered herd of goats at
dawn.
   
 
 
 [image: PIC]
The Mother of God.

Theo­phanes the Greek. A frag­ment.

1405.                                                                                           
   
   It is of no small sig­nif­i­cance that this for­got­ten place be­came the con­flu­ence point
be­tween heaven and earth. Nazareth rep­re­sents the yard­stick of great­ness of a
dif­fer­ent kind than oth­ers, to which hu­man van­ity has be­come ac­cus­tomed. Just
as the uni­ver­sal flame of con­stel­la­tions and gal­ax­ies is born in the depths of the
mi­croworld, so too the axis of spir­i­tual his­tory went in those days not through Rome,
Alexan­dria, or Jerusalem, but through an in­con­spic­u­ous vil­lage sur­rounded by
vine­yards.

 
   Co­horts marched, mobs screamed in am­phithe­aters; sen­a­tors and jesters, bac­cha­ntes and
po­ets, traders and philoso­phers all ap­plauded the ag­ing Au­gus­tus. Gloomy Herod wan­dered
about his palace; Jew­ish scribes ar­gued, bend­ing over the scrolls. Denizens of the Em­pire
closely watched fi­nan­cial trans­ac­tions and hip­po­dromes. Few of them ever heard of dis­tant
Nazareth, and, of course, no one knew about the house where the heart, hid­den from the
world and open to God, ex­pe­ri­enced an in­ex­pli­ca­ble En­counter. Mean­while, cen­turies later,
the thoughts of mil­lions of peo­ple would be riv­eted to Her poor cell. Au­gus­tus and Herod
would be a thing of the past, but She would re­main the eter­nal Com­pan­ion of the hu­man
race.
      
 

      Now in the sixth month the an­gel Gabriel was sent by God to a town of
      Galilee named Nazareth, to a Vir­gin be­trothed to a man whose name was
      Joseph, of the house of David. The Vir­gin’s name was Mary.

                                                                                       (Lk
                                                                                 1:26–27)
      

   This was like the first burst of light, the light of the Glory of God. Ac­cord­ing to tra­di­tion, it
caught the Vir­gin at the Nazareth well. And then there was si­lence, full of awe and sa­cred
hor­ror that had seized Miriam.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
      
 

      And she was trou­bled at his words and was pon­der­ing what kind of
      greet­ing this could be.

                                                                                       (Lk
                                                                                     1:29)
      

   And then the sec­ond wave comes—the news of her elec­tion and call­ing:
      
 

      Fear not, Mary, for you have found fa­vor with God. Be­hold, You will
      con­ceive in Your womb and bear a Son, and you shall call His name Je­sus.
      He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord
      God will give to him the throne of his fa­ther David, and He will reign over
      the house of Ja­cob for­ever, and His king­dom will never end.

                                                                                       (Lk
                                                                                 1:30–33)
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   The Tran­scen­dent en­tered the life of Mariam. She her­self could not im­me­di­ately grasp and
com­pre­hend that ex­pe­ri­ence; more than once, she would be seized with fear and amaze­ment
in the face of what had hap­pened.

 
   The mys­tery of Je­sus is in­sep­a­ra­bly con­nected to that of the Vir­gin.

 
   The pre-Chris­tian world did ev­ery­thing in its hu­man power to dis­cern the mean­ing of life
and to find God. From now on, the In­ef­fa­ble has re­vealed Him­self to the world, re­vealed in a
truly di­vine way—with­out vi­o­lat­ing hu­man mind and will.

 
   Re­jected and per­se­cuted, “hav­ing nowhere to lay His head” (see Mt 8:20; Lk 9:58),
Christ draws to Him­self only those who have freely loved and ac­cepted Him, who
have rec­og­nized Him un­der the “form of a slave” (Phil 2:6–7). Just as the white
color en­com­passes the whole spec­trum, so the Gospel em­braces the faith of the
prophets, the Bud­dhist thirst for sal­va­tion, the dy­namism of Zarathus­tra, and the
hu­man­ity of Con­fu­cius. It sanc­ti­fies all that was best in the ethics of the an­cient
philoso­phers and the mys­ti­cism of the In­dian sages. At the same time, Chris­tian­ity is
not a new doc­trine, but the News of a real fact, an event that took place on two
lev­els—earthly and heav­enly. Lim­ited to a lo­ca­tion and epoch, this event tran­scends the
tem­po­ral.

 
   All roads con­verge to it; and the past, present, and fu­ture are mea­sured and judged by
it.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
   
 

   


Chap­ter 7
Je­sus Christ

   The be­gin­ning of Chris­tian­ity, 7 BC – 30 AD



   7.1    In­tro­duc­tion72



 
   The first his­tor­i­cal ev­i­dence about Chris­tians comes to us from the Ro­man his­to­ri­ans
Cor­nelius Tac­i­tus (56–120 AD) and Sue­to­nius (69–126 AD). The Ro­man of­fi­cial Pliny the
Younger (61–113 AD) too wrote about Chris­tians around the same time. Al­though these
tes­ti­monies were writ­ten in a dis­mis­sive and even hurt­ful tone, they in­di­cate with cer­tainty
that Christ was ex­e­cuted un­der Tiberius (c.30 AD), that “the tur­moil among the Jews in
Rome be­gan be­cause of a cer­tain Chres­tus”[117] (c.50 AD), and that in the years 64 AD un­der
Nero and 112 AD un­der Tra­jan there were per­se­cu­tions of Chris­tian com­mu­ni­ties whose
num­bers in­creased so much that the Ro­man gov­ern­ment was forced to take no­tice of
them.

 
   How­ever, in or­der to learn about the ear­li­est pe­riod of Chris­tian­ity, we ought to turn to
sources writ­ten by the Chris­tians them­selves. The most an­cient of them are the
Gospels—nar­ra­tives about Je­sus Christ, writ­ten in the pe­riod be­tween 40 and 90 AD. That’s
how we learn about the events as­so­ci­ated with the emer­gence of Chris­tian­ity, which
shaped not only the cul­ture but also the whole ap­pear­ance of mod­ern civ­i­liza­tion.
The word “gospel” in Greek means “good news.” Two of the four canon­i­cal Gospels
were writ­ten by the dis­ci­ples of Je­sus Christ, and the other two by the dis­ci­ples of
these dis­ci­ples. The Gospels be­long to the sec­ond part of the Bible, called the New
Tes­ta­ment.

 
   “There is a book,” wrote Pushkin (Rus­sian poet, 1799–1837) not long be­fore his death,
“whose ev­ery word is in­ter­preted, ex­plained, preached in all the ends of the earth, ap­plied to
all pos­si­ble life cir­cum­stances…. This book is called the Gospel, and such is its al­lure, al­ways
new, that if we, sa­ti­ated with the world, or over­come by de­pres­sion, ac­ci­den­tally open it, we
lose all power to re­sist its sweet beck­on­ing and be­come spir­i­tu­ally im­mersed in its di­vine
elo­quence.”[118]

   
 

   7.1.1    Pro­logue

63–4 BC

 
In the spring of 63 BC, col­umns of Ro­man sol­diers ap­peared on the roads of Pales­tine.
The army was led by the 43-year-old com­man­der Pom­pey the Great. En­raged by
the treach­er­ous poli­cies of the rulers of Pales­tine, Pom­pey quickly marched on
Jerusalem.

 
   Af­ter a three-month siege, one of the tow­ers of the Tem­ple citadel was de­stroyed, and the
Ro­mans poured into the Tem­ple en­clo­sure. Ex­er­cis­ing the right of the vic­tor, Pom­pey de­cided
to in­spect the fa­mous Jerusalem Tem­ple, in­clud­ing the Holy of Holies, a place where only the
Jew­ish High Priest could en­ter once a year. In the tense si­lence, the cur­tain was drawn
back—Pom­pey and his of­fi­cers were over­come with amaze­ment. They had ex­pected to see
some­thing ex­tra­or­di­nary. But it was empty: it was in­hab­ited by the Un­seen. With
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
a strange feel­ing, the em­bar­rassed Ro­mans left the Tem­ple with­out touch­ing a
thing.
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   At that time, their own an­cient be­liefs and myths be­gan to elicit ridicule among many
Ro­mans. Re­li­gion was los­ing its in­flu­ence, be­com­ing only a civic duty. That’s why, hav­ing
be­come ac­quainted with the re­li­gions of the East, the Ro­mans were ea­gerly drawn to them.
Oc­cult teach­ings, magic, as­trol­ogy, and div­ina­tion found many fol­low­ers. The re­li­gion of
Is­rael, Ju­daism, was the only one that wor­shipped not folk he­roes or de­i­fied forces of na­ture,
but the One God—the Cre­ator of all things vis­i­ble and in­vis­i­ble. This God spoke about
Him­self to peo­ple through the world He had cre­ated, and also re­vealed Him­self to
sages and prophets as a Spir­i­tual Prin­ci­ple that im­poses high moral re­quire­ments
on hu­man­ity. In Ju­daism, any im­ages other than plant or­na­ments were strictly
pro­hib­ited. One of the main fea­tures of Ju­daism was the be­lief that at a cer­tain time
God would send His peo­ple a Mes­siah, a De­liv­erer, who would free the peo­ple from
all evil and be revered by all other na­tions of the earth. In the last decade be­fore
the be­gin­ning of the new era, this an­tic­i­pa­tion had spread through­out the Ro­man
Em­pire.

   
 

   7.2    From Beth­le­hem to Ca­per­naum



   7.2.1    Birth of Je­sus Christ

Nazareth, 7 BC – 27 AD

 
Time of events in the mod­ern chronol­ogy is in­di­cated by the num­ber of years that had passed
ei­ther be­fore or af­ter the “new era” (or “com­mon era”): “BCE” or “CE.” The be­gin­ning of the
new era was taken as the time of the Na­tiv­ity of Je­sus Christ. This man­ner of time­keep­ing
was pro­posed in the 4th cen­tury CE and was soon adopted by all Eu­ro­pean coun­tries. Prior
to this, all the coun­tries of the Mediter­ranean used the found­ing of Rome as their
ref­er­ence for the an­nual time reck­on­ing. For ex­am­ple, the birth of Je­sus Christ
it­self was be­lieved to have oc­curred in the 754th year from the foun­da­tion of Rome.
Only in the 20th cen­tury, it was es­tab­lished from a com­par­i­son of all his­tor­i­cal
in­for­ma­tion about the events of that time that the birth of Je­sus Christ oc­curred
ear­lier than the date pre­vi­ously adopted in the 4th cen­tury. Thus, at present, it
can be stated that the Na­tiv­ity of Christ took place about the years 7–6 “Be­fore
Christ.”
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   The Gospels of Matthew and Luke con­tain a story about the birth of Je­sus dur­ing the
reign of King Herod. The other two Gospels, of Mark and John, be­gin their story from the time
when Je­sus was al­ready go­ing out to pro­claim His teach­ing. He was about 30 years
old.

 
   King Herod the Great ruled over Judea from 37 BC to 4 AD. Hav­ing seized power with the
sup­port of the Ro­mans against the will of the peo­ple, he sought in vain to win pop­u­lar
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
sup­port. Herod em­barked on nu­mer­ous con­struc­tion projects; the coun­try be­came
au­ton­o­mous dur­ing his reign of thirty-three years. Am­bi­tious and cruel, Herod con­stantly
lived in an at­mos­phere of fear, anx­ious about con­spir­a­cies. His wife and two sons fell vic­tims
to his own sus­pi­cious­ness.

 
   Dur­ing the reign of the Em­peror Au­gus­tus, he was or­dered to con­duct a cen­sus
through­out Pales­tine. Each house­hold had to go back to the city where the head of the fam­ily
had come from. So Joseph and Mary found them­selves in Beth­le­hem, a small an­cient town
near Jerusalem. Mary was ex­pect­ing a Child. It was im­pos­si­ble to find a room in the inn due
to the in­flux of peo­ple. Mary and Joseph had to stay in a cave that served as a
shel­ter for the sheep. There Mary gave birth to her Son, Je­sus. Lo­cal shep­herds—the
first to have seen the In­fant—told of the un­usual signs which brought them to the
cave.
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   When Mary came with the In­fant to the Jerusalem Tem­ple for pu­ri­fy­ing rit­u­als, the
per­spi­ca­cious old man Simeon fore­told a great fu­ture for Her Son. Simeon blessed the
stunned par­ents and added, turn­ing to Mary: “Be­hold, He is ap­pointed for the fall­ing
and ris­ing up of many in Is­rael…. And a sword will pierce Your own soul” (see Lk
2:34–35).

 
   Two years later, a small car­a­van came to Jerusalem from the East. The sages-as­trologers,
called the Magi, were in­quir­ing of ev­ery­one about “the new­born King of the Jews” since
they saw an ex­tra­or­di­nary new star in the sky. In their opin­ion, it tes­ti­fied to the
birth of a great King in Judea, whom they came to wor­ship. Word of this reached
Herod. From the high priests, he learned that ac­cord­ing to the prophe­cies, this
could hap­pen in Beth­le­hem. Hav­ing called the Magi, Herod in­quired about the
time of the ap­pear­ance of the star and en­joined them to find out ev­ery­thing about
the Child and then in­form him. The power-hun­gry old man planned to de­stroy
this un­ex­pected ri­val. The Gospel says that af­ter wor­ship­ping the In­fant Je­sus,
the Magi did not re­turn to Herod, but pro­ceeded to their home­land by a dif­fer­ent
route.
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   The en­raged king gave an in­sanely cruel or­der to slay all chil­dren in Beth­le­hem un­der the
age of two. He would stop at noth­ing when it came to his power.

 
   How­ever, He whom the mur­der­ers sought was al­ready far away from the town. Joseph’s
fam­ily fled shortly af­ter the de­par­ture of the Magi. They set out to Egypt, one of the near­est
cen­ters where Jews lived out­side Pales­tine and where those per­se­cuted by Herod of­ten
es­caped to.

 
   When the news of the death of Herod reached Egypt a few years later (4 AD), Joseph
re­turned to his home­land and set­tled in north­ern Pales­tine, in the small town of Nazareth,
where he had lived with Mary be­fore.

 
   What was Joseph’s fam­ily life like in Nazareth? Only Matthew and Luke tell us rather
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
spar­ingly about Je­sus’ child­hood. In any case, from His very youth, Je­sus could ob­serve
peo­ple dili­gently tend­ing their flocks, work­ers in the vine­yards ty­ing up vines, sow­ers plant­ing
in the spring fields, and reapers with sick­les cut­ting down the crop of grain. Later, all these
scenes from ev­ery­day life would be re­flected in His para­bles. Je­sus be­came a wood- and
stone-worker like Joseph. Joseph prob­a­bly died when Je­sus was about twenty years old.
Dur­ing the time of Je­sus’ min­istry, He was called the “Son of Mary,” and that meant that
Joseph was no longer alive.
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   The de­vel­op­ment of any per­son­al­ity—es­pe­cially an ex­tra­or­di­nary one—is al­ways
a mys­tery; much less are we al­lowed to pen­e­trate into the se­cret of Je­sus’ soul.
Only one thing ap­pears in­dis­putable: He was free from the in­ter­nal con­flicts that
tend to tor­ment peo­ple from child­hood. Prob­a­bly, in his free hours, Je­sus, as in
the later years of His preach­ing, loved to with­draw to se­cluded places for prayer.
There, on the hills of Nazareth, full of spir­i­tual and phys­i­cal strength, He just waited
for a sign to cast the first seeds of His mes­sage into the world. And the sign was
given.
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   7.2.2    Fore­run­ner. Je­sus in the wilder­ness

27 AD

 
One day a group of rep­re­sen­ta­tives of the clergy and re­li­gious teach­ers left Jerusalem’s gates
and set off on the road lead­ing to the banks of the Jor­dan. Ru­mors about a young her­mit
named John, who called him­self “a voice of a har­bin­ger,”[119] prompted them to make this
jour­ney.

 
   John came from the priestly class. He lost his par­ents early. He was most likely adopted
by the Es­senes, who of­ten raised or­phans and, hid­ing in se­cluded places, led an as­cetic
life­style.

 
   John too led the life of an as­cetic. He wore a rough shep­herd’s clothes made of camel wool,
did not cut his hair, and did not drink wine. His food was sun-dried lo­custs and wild honey.
When he turned thirty, he left the desert, came to the Jor­dan Val­ley, and be­gan his
preach­ing. “Re­pent,” said the prophet, “for the King­dom of Heaven is near!” (Mt 3:2). His
words quickly found a wide re­sponse. Peo­ple from the sur­round­ing towns and vil­lages
came to the river in droves. The prophet spoke of Judg­ment of the world, and it
seemed that ev­ery­thing around John breathed a pre­mo­ni­tion of im­mi­nent great
events.

 
   As the sym­bol of the ad­vent of the Mes­sianic era, John chose the rite of im­mer­sion into the
wa­ters of the Jor­dan. Just as wa­ter washes the body, so re­pen­tance cleanses the soul. John
de­manded that peo­ple re­assess their en­tire life and sin­cerely re­pent. Be­fore ablu­tion (Greek
“bap­tizo”) peo­ple con­fessed their sins.

 
   What was it ex­actly that John wanted? Ac­cord­ing to the tes­ti­mony of the Jew­ish his­to­rian
Jose­phus Flav­ius, John ex­horted the peo­ple “to lead right­eous lives, prac­tice jus­tice to­wards
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
one an­other and piety to­wards God.” John said of him­self that he was sent to pre­pare the
peo­ple for the com­ing of God’s Mes­sen­ger, the Mes­siah, and he, John, was His
Fore­run­ner.
   
 
 
 [image: PIC]
John the Fore­run­ner.

Icon frag­ment.

15th cen­tury.                                                                                    
   
   
 
 [image: PIC]
Christ in the Desert.

Ivan Kram­skoi.

1872.                                                                                           
   
   Lis­ten­ing to John, the peo­ple were in con­stant ex­pec­ta­tion. Many knew that the Mes­siah
would long re­main un­rec­og­nized. Con­se­quently, John’s words, “He stands among
you” (Jn 1:26), made their hearts beat faster. At this point, the Man from Nazareth
ap­peared on the shore among the crowd. It was an iconic en­counter. The her­mit
in his hair-shirt with an ema­ci­ated face was the em­bod­i­ment of the thorny path
of pre-Chris­tian re­li­gion. The new rev­e­la­tion, how­ever, was be­ing brought by a
Man whose out­ward ap­pear­ance seemed no dif­fer­ent from any com­moner from
Galilee.

 
   Fol­low­ing His bap­tism, Je­sus im­me­di­ately left the bank of the Jor­dan and went deep into
the desert. There, among the naked life­less hills, He spent more than a month in fast­ing. On
the way north to Galilee, Je­sus briefly vis­ited the place where John preached. When John
saw Him, he said, turn­ing to the peo­ple around him: “Be­hold the Lamb of God, who takes
away the sin of the world” (Jn 1:29). The word “Lamb” was evoca­tive of the prophets who had
been per­se­cuted and slain. John re­peated his tes­ti­mony in the cir­cle of his dis­ci­ples, af­ter
which An­drew and John be­gan to seek a meet­ing with Je­sus. They came to the house where
He was stay­ing and spent the whole day there. The next day, An­drew found his
brother Si­mon Pe­ter and tri­umphantly de­clared: “We have found the Mes­siah.”
The star­tling news spread quickly among the Galileans who came to Jor­dan. Most
likely, these sim­ple-hearted peo­ple de­cided that the King they found was hid­ing only
for a time, and the hour was com­ing when He would take the throne, and they,
hav­ing rec­og­nized Him, would gain great glory in the Mes­sianic King­dom. Thus,
to the north—to Galilee—Je­sus came no longer alone but in the com­pany of His
fol­low­ers.
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   7.2.3    Galilee. First dis­ci­ples

Spring 27 AD

 
It may have seemed ini­tially that Je­sus’ preach­ing was a mere con­tin­u­a­tion of the mis­sion of
John the Bap­tist. Both spoke of the prox­im­ity of the King­dom of God, both called the peo­ple
to re­pen­tance and ac­cepted ablu­tion—wa­ter bap­tism—as a rite of pas­sage. Un­like John,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
how­ever, Je­sus Him­self went to the peo­ple. He went around cities and set­tle­ments. On
Sab­baths, His speeches could be heard in prayer houses, and on the rest of the days—out in
the open. Some­times the crowd was so large that Je­sus sat in a boat and from there
ad­dressed the peo­ple on the shore.

 
   Liv­ing in Galilee, the Teacher would al­ways rise early and greet the sun­rise in the soli­tude
of the hills. Je­sus’ day was filled with hard work: un­til night­fall, the sick fol­lowed on His heels
await­ing re­lief from their in­fir­mi­ties; be­liev­ers ea­gerly caught all of His words; skep­tics asked
Him tricky ques­tions or en­tered into ar­gu­ments with Him; scribes re­quired an
ex­pla­na­tion of dif­fi­cult pas­sages in the Bible. Some­times Je­sus and His dis­ci­ples even
had no time to eat. How­ever, in the Gospels it is only said twice that the Teacher
be­came very tired. We usu­ally see Him in­de­fati­ga­ble and full of en­ergy. “My food,”
He said, “is to do the will of Him who sent Me and to ac­com­plish His work” (Jn
4:34).

 
   The Evan­ge­lists paint Christ as pro­foundly hu­man. He is sad­dened, sur­prised, re­joic­ing,
hug­ging chil­dren, ad­mir­ing the flow­ers. His speech breathes for­bear­ance for hu­man
weak­nesses, yet he never re­laxes His ex­pec­ta­tions. He speaks with ten­der­ness and kind­ness
but can also be strict and even harsh. Usu­ally meek and pa­tient, Je­sus is se­vere on
hyp­ocrites. Nev­er­the­less, in­ter­nal dis­cord is alien to Him. He al­ways re­mains Him­self. Je­sus
is far from mor­bid ex­al­ta­tion or from the fren­zied fa­nati­cism char­ac­ter­is­tic of many as­cetics
and founders of re­li­gions. Il­lu­mi­nat­ing so­bri­ety is one of the main fea­tures of His
char­ac­ter.

 
   Writ­ers have never man­aged to cre­ate a con­vinc­ing im­age of a hero un­less this por­trait is
off­set by per­sonal flaws. The Evan­ge­lists con­sti­tute an ex­cep­tion, and not be­cause they were
un­ri­valed lit­er­ary mas­ters, but be­cause they de­picted an un­ri­valed Per­son­al­ity. Je­sus did not
turn away from the world, did not hide His spir­i­tual trea­sures from it, but gave them
gen­er­ously to peo­ple. “When,” He said, “peo­ple light a lamp, they do not put it un­der a
bushel, but on a can­dle­stick, and it gives light to ev­ery­one in the house” (see Mt 5:15; Mk
4:21; Lk 8:16, 11:33).
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   Time and again His words sounded like a mag­nif­i­cent recita­tive, rem­i­nis­cent of the hymns
of an­cient prophets. He of­ten spoke with apho­risms, posed ques­tions, all with­out ne­glect­ing
log­i­cal ar­gu­ments. Je­sus es­pe­cially loved ex­am­ples from ev­ery­day life, para­bles. They most
fully em­bod­ied His teach­ing. As He pre­sented fa­mil­iar pic­tures of na­ture and life be­fore
peo­ple, Je­sus of­ten al­lowed the au­di­ence to draw their own con­clu­sions from His sto­ries.
Thus, avoid­ing ab­stract words about hu­man broth­er­hood, He gives an ex­am­ple about a
Jew who, hav­ing suf­fered at the hands of rob­bers, re­ceives help from a Gen­tile
Samar­i­tan. Such sto­ries sank into hu­man hearts and were more ef­fec­tive than any
dis­course.

 
   All the first fol­low­ers of Je­sus were likely young. Se­nior­ity be­longed to a fish­er­man from
the city of Beth­saida, Si­mon. Je­sus gave him the nick­name of Cephas, a stone, which in
Greek sounds like Pe­ter. An­other dis­ci­ple was An­drew, the brother of Si­mon-Pe­ter. Two other
dis­ci­ples, the broth­ers James and John, were also fish­er­men. There was a cus­toms of­fice in
Ca­per­naum. When He vis­ited it, Je­sus met a tax col­lec­tor there, the pub­li­can Matthew
and said to him: “Fol­low Me.” Matthew im­me­di­ately joined the dis­ci­ples of Je­sus.
Later this man was prob­a­bly the first to be­gin to write down the words of Christ. In
ad­di­tion to these five dis­ci­ples, there were oth­ers among the fol­low­ers of Je­sus, all of
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
whom came from Galilee. The only South­erner was Ju­das—a na­tive of the city of
Ke­rioth.73 
It was he whom Je­sus en­trusted with the cus­tody of the com­mu­nity’s funds. By do­ing so, He
prob­a­bly wanted to un­der­score His trust for Ju­das.

 
   The name of this man has since be­come a sym­bol of base­ness and treach­ery. How­ever,
it is doubt­ful that Christ wanted to bring a moral mon­ster—a morally hope­less
crea­ture—close to Him­self. The drama of Ju­das was con­nected with the loss of
his faith in the Teacher, the dis­en­chant­ment, which gave rise in him to a sense of
em­bit­ter­ment and pushed him to take the treach­er­ous step. In any case, to be­lieve
that Ju­das was gov­erned by greed alone is to un­duly over­sim­plify the Gospel’s
tragedy.
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   7.2.4    Good News

Je­sus Christ called His teach­ing the Joy­ful or Good News (Greek: Evan­ge­lion). He
brought to the world nei­ther new philo­soph­i­cal doc­trines nor knowl­edge of the
mys­ter­ies of the nether­world. In­stead, He rad­i­cally changed the very at­ti­tude of peo­ple
to­wards God. The Good News of Je­sus speaks of the high­est call­ing of peo­ple and of
the joy that is given to them by unity with the Cre­ator. It is not easy to de­scribe
in brief the in­ex­haustible wealth of the Gospel, so we will fo­cus only on its main
as­pects.

 
   Heav­enly Fa­ther and Di­vine Son­ship. The preach­ing of Je­sus is not ad­dressed to
the “masses,” the face­less anthill, but to each in­di­vid­ual. In a crowd, the spir­i­tual
level of peo­ple tends to de­crease, and so they end up in the grip of herd in­stinct.
In any per­son is con­tained a whole world, in­fin­itely valu­able in the eyes of God.
“Which of you, hav­ing a hun­dred sheep, and hav­ing lost one of them, would not
leave the ninety-nine in the wilder­ness and go af­ter the one that was lost, un­til he
found it? … I tell you there is more joy in heaven over one sin­ner who re­pents than
over ninety-nine right­eous per­sons who need no re­pen­tance” (see Mt 18:12–14; Lk
15:4–7).

 
   Of all the names by which the Cre­ator is known in Scrip­ture, Je­sus prefers the word
Fa­ther. From Christ, peo­ple learn that the Cre­ator of the Uni­verse can be con­versed with
one-on-one, as with a lov­ing Fa­ther, who awaits our re­cip­ro­cat­ing love. Nei­ther tem­ple
cer­e­monies, nor even com­mu­nal prayer can re­place fel­low­ship with God in a pri­vate,
in­ti­mate con­ver­sa­tion with the Fa­ther. In the only prayer that Je­sus gave to the
dis­ci­ples, He teaches to pray in sim­ple words, with love and trust (see Mt 6:9–13; Lk
11:2–4).

 
   OUR FA­THER, WHO ART IN HEAVEN! We are Your chil­dren, and our home­land is with
You.

 
   HAL­LOWED BE THY NAME. May we be in awe for Your sa­cred mys­tery.

 
   THY KING­DOM COME, THY WILL BE DONE ON EARTH AS IT IS IN HEAVEN. We are
wait­ing for You to reign in all Your Cre­ation, for Your plan to be ful­filled, and for You alone to
be­come our King and Lord.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   GIVE US THIS DAY OUR DAILY BREAD. Sus­tain our life now, for we trust that You will
take care of to­mor­row.

 
   AND FOR­GIVE US OUR DEBTS AS WE FOR­GIVE OUR DEBTORS. The fil­ial debt, which
we pay You so poorly, is re­cip­ro­cal love. Teach us to love and for­give each other as You love
and for­give us.

 
   AND LEAD US NOT INTO TEMP­TA­TION BUT DE­LIVER US FROM EVIL. Pro­tect us from
evil com­ing from out­side and from within our­selves.
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   FOR THINE IS THE KING­DOM AND THE POWER AND THE GLORY FOR­EVER.
AMEN.

 
   Note that it is the will of the Lord that oc­cu­pies the first place in this prayer
rather than hu­man de­sires. When peo­ple ap­proach Him, they should not seek
only their own. In the Gospels, the prob­lem of evil is a prac­ti­cal prob­lem, a life
task.

 
   The com­mand­ment of love. The evil with which man comes into the clos­est con­tact lives
in­side him­self: the propen­sity for vi­o­lence, a blind re­bel­lious­ness seek­ing self-af­fir­ma­tion at
the ex­pense of oth­ers and bound­less reach of in­stincts. This evil feeds on the sense of self,
the “I,” as the only cen­ter of worth. The dis­so­lu­tion of self in the el­e­ments of so­ci­ety, in the
col­lec­tive, would seem to limit the re­bel­lion of the in­di­vid­ual, but at the same time, it lev­els
and erases one’s per­son­al­ity. The way out of this im­passe was given in the bib­li­cal
com­mand­ment of the Old Tes­ta­ment, long be­fore Je­sus Christ: “Love your neigh­bor as
your­self” (Lv 19:18; Mt 5:43, 19:19, 22:39; Mk 12:31; Lk 10:27). It calls for our strug­gle
against our ego­cen­tric ori­gins, for the recog­ni­tion of the worth of the self of an­other. The
com­mand­ment of love for one’s neigh­bor is con­cretized by Je­sus in a sim­ple rule: “In all
things what­so­ever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye also unto them” (Mt 7:12; Lk
6:31).

 
   The Gospel is not a for­mal schema of “virtue,” which can be re­duced to pro­hi­bi­tions only.
St. Au­gus­tine, who lived in the 4th cen­tury AD, wrote: “Love God and do as you will,” i.e., our
at­ti­tude to­wards peo­ple should or­gan­i­cally flow from our faith. He who has come to know God
can’t help lov­ing His cre­ation.

 
   And what should the dis­ci­ples of Christ do if they en­counter the mis­deeds of oth­ers? At
the sight of the weak­ness of one’s neigh­bor, a per­son should not pass sen­tence on him,
but rather be com­pas­sion­ate, be­ing mind­ful of one’s own sin­ful­ness. “Judge not,”
Je­sus warns, “lest ye also be judged; for with what judg­ment ye judge, and with
what mea­sure ye mea­sure, so shall it be mea­sured unto you” (Mt 7:2; Mk 4:24; Lk
6:38).

 
   By gath­er­ing sin­ners to Him­self, Je­sus wanted to stir up in them re­pen­tance and thirst for
a new life. His good­ness and trust of­ten worked gen­uine mir­a­cles.

 
   The old and the new. For peo­ple lis­ten­ing to Je­sus, it was im­por­tant to de­cide how His
teach­ing re­lated to the an­cient Mo­saic Law. Re­li­gious teach­ers of Is­rael from the time of
Je­sus, the Phar­isees and scribes, of­ten added hun­dreds of petty rules to the Law. Je­sus, on
the other hand, re­turned the Old Tes­ta­ment to its ori­gins—to the Ten Com­mand­ments of
Sinai, the true Mo­saic legacy pre­served by the prophets. Je­sus deep­ens and com­ple­ments the
eth­i­cal re­quire­ments of the Law. If the Law for­bade mur­der, then Je­sus calls to ban­ish from
the heart ha­tred—the root of the of­fense. If the Law con­demned mar­i­tal in­fi­delity, then
Je­sus speaks of the dan­ger of im­moral feel­ings. If the Law re­quired that an oath be
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
ob­served, then Je­sus con­sid­ers it al­to­gether su­per­flu­ous: “But let your ‘Yes’ be
‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No.’ And any­thing more than this is from the evil one” (Mt
5:37).

 
   Peo­ple by na­ture hate their en­e­mies, but the dis­ci­ples of Je­sus Christ must over­come evil
with good. They should fight venge­ful feel­ings. More­over, they must do good to their
wrong­do­ers. “That you may be the sons of your Fa­ther in Heaven, for He makes His sun rise
on the evil and the good, and sends rain to the just and the un­just…. Be per­fect, there­fore, as
your Heav­enly Fa­ther is per­fect” (Mt 5:45, 5:48). This is the breath­tak­ing height to which
Je­sus calls peo­ple.

 
   Je­sus af­firmed a new view of women from the very be­gin­ning of His min­istry.

 
   For Socrates, a woman was just an ob­tuse, im­por­tu­nate crea­ture. Bud­dha did not al­low
his fol­low­ers to even look at women. In the pre-Chris­tian world, women most of­ten re­mained
silent slaves, whose life was lim­ited to ex­haust­ing work and house­hold chores. It is no
ac­ci­dent that in one of the Jew­ish prayers were the words: “Thank you, God, that you have
not cre­ated me a woman.” Christ re­turns to woman her hu­man dig­nity, which has been
taken from her, as well as the right to have spir­i­tual as­pi­ra­tions. From now on, her place is
not only at the fam­ily hearth. Thence, among the clos­est fol­low­ers of Je­sus, we see quite a
few women.

 
   Later, when the hour of trial came, the first Chris­tian women did not desert their Lord as
did His other dis­ci­ples. The women were on Gol­go­tha at the mo­ment of His death,
ac­com­pa­nied the Teacher’s body to the place of His burial, and the Paschal Mys­tery of
Res­ur­rec­tion was first re­vealed to them.

 
   The Gospel broke down the bar­ri­ers that di­vided peo­ple. Ev­ery­one who be­comes a
Chris­tian ac­quires a sec­ond cit­i­zen­ship, en­ters, as it were, into a na­tion in which “there is
nei­ther Greek nor Jew…. but Christ is all, and in all” (Gal 3:28; Col 3:11).
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   Earthly life and life eter­nal. Con­vic­tion that there is an­other life, one that
con­tin­ues af­ter the dis­in­te­gra­tion of the body, lived in the minds of peo­ple since
an­cient times. Plato, for ex­am­ple, ar­gued that our earthly jour­ney is but a pre­lude to
eter­nity.

 
   The Old Tes­ta­ment re­li­gion was an ex­cep­tion in this re­spect. For a very long time, it did
not find an an­swer to the ques­tion of the post­hu­mous fate of the hu­man be­ing. The no­tion of
Sheol, the dreary realm of the dead, was es­tab­lished in the Old Tes­ta­ment, whereas the
ac­tual “con­tin­u­a­tion of life” was seen pri­mar­ily in one’s de­scen­dants. Only in the 4th cen­tury
BC, Is­rael heard the good news of eter­nal life. It was not, how­ever, the “im­mor­tal­ity of the
soul” that was re­vealed to Is­rael, but rather a com­ing re­birth, res­ur­rec­tion of the en­tire
per­son—a new heaven and a new earth, where the truth will reign and all evil will be
con­quered.

 
   Je­sus Christ fully con­firmed faith in the res­ur­rec­tion of the dead. Yet, al­ways point­ing to
the re­al­ity of the “age to come,” He did not preach ab­stract spir­i­tu­al­ism, for which earthly life
is a mere phan­tom.

 
   The Gospel teaches not only about the here­after, but also about how we should live to­day.
Im­mor­tal­ity, res­ur­rec­tion, and the King­dom of God that the Gospel speaks of are in­sep­a­ra­ble
from the things which are be­ing ac­com­plished in this world. If a per­son ne­glects
his earthly ser­vice, he then be­trays his true pur­pose also. Then again, in­evitable
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
catas­tro­phe awaits those who de­vote all their en­ergy only to the ma­te­rial. Life is
short and can end at any mo­ment. And at any mo­ment a per­son can be asked to
give an ac­count on how he lived his life, what he used his abil­i­ties and tal­ents
for.

 
   Je­sus called on His fol­low­ers, “Do not lay up for your­selves trea­sures on earth, where
moth and rust de­stroy, and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for your­selves
trea­sures in heaven, where nei­ther moth nor rust de­stroys, and where thieves do not
break in and steal, for where your trea­sure is, your heart will also be there” (Mt
6:19–20).

 
   Dur­ing the time of the prophets, peo­ple gath­ered around them who called them­selves
“spir­i­tu­ally poor.” They were not needy in the usual sense of the word, but rather
right­eous peo­ple who sought free­dom from van­ity and avarice. Ac­cord­ing to Je­sus’
words, his dis­ci­ples too should be like that: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs
is the King­dom of Heaven” (Mt 5:3). “The poor in spirit”—those who have cho­sen
vol­un­tary poverty in or­der to ac­quire spir­i­tual gifts of grace—are poor for the sake of the
spirit.

 
   The King­dom of God. What is the King­dom of God, the Mes­sage of which oc­cu­pies such
an im­por­tant place in the preach­ing of Je­sus? This con­cept in Ju­daism was of­ten as­so­ci­ated
with the ex­ter­nal tri­umph of Is­rael and fab­u­lous pros­per­ity on earth. The prophets
be­lieved, how­ever, that the ac­ces­sion of God would above all else cast out ev­ery
evil and trans­form the Uni­verse. In apoc­a­lyp­tic lit­er­a­ture that spoke of the end
of his­tory, both views were in­ter­twined. Even so, the idea that the com­ing of the
Mes­siah would usher the King­dom was the gen­eral hope shared by nearly all the
Jews.

 
   Je­sus speaks of the King­dom of God, some­times call­ing it also the King­dom of
Heaven, as His King­dom, His do­min­ion in the world and in the hearts of peo­ple. The
King­dom of God is “not of this world” (Jn 18:36), it is above any­thing tran­sient.
Shat­ter­ing the power of evil, it brings to earth the laws of Heaven. This spir­i­tual
re­al­ity can­not be put on a par with any earthly hap­pi­ness. Earthly hap­pi­ness is
frag­ile; lit­tle is re­quired to dis­pel it. The King­dom of God is liv­ing in the truth of God,
and it is this life that brings a per­son the high­est sat­is­fac­tion and hap­pi­ness. The
King­dom of God is in­her­ited by peace­keep­ers and the mer­ci­ful, those pure in heart and
per­se­cuted for right­eous­ness. There those who mourn will be com­forted, “the poor
for sake of the spirit” will be made rich, and those who hunger for Truth will be
filled.

 
   Thus, the Good News of Je­sus Christ is news of sal­va­tion from spir­i­tual death, news of the
world’s com­mu­nion with the Di­vine life as its high­est goal. This King­dom is al­ready present
in our world when the Lord reigns in the peo­ple’s hearts. It brings to those who
en­ter into it not obliv­ion, but a bright, joy­ful sense of the close­ness to the Heav­enly
Fa­ther.

 
   “But I say unto you…” Is what the Gospel calls peo­ple to do even pos­si­ble, is it within
hu­man power? Af­ter all, even hav­ing loved an ideal, peo­ple of­ten do not find the strength to
rise to it. An­other pow­er­ful force holds them down bend­ing to the ground: peo­ple seek wealth,
carry the mill­stone of worry around their necks, and waste the pre­cious days al­lot­ted to them
wal­low­ing in petty things.

 
   Who can pave the way to the King­dom? Who will lead peo­ple there?
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   And then peo­ple hear the word of Je­sus the Nazarene: “Where two or three are gath­ered in
My name, there I am in the midst of them…” (Mt 18:20). So is He the Mes­siah? The
long-awaited Com­forter of Is­rael? Ev­ery­one saw that Je­sus preached “as one hav­ing
au­thor­ity, and not as the scribes and Phar­isees” (Mt 7:29; Mk 1:22). How were they to
un­der­stand His words: “But I say unto you”? Je­sus is not only the Shep­herd; He is the
Door, the Gate through which the sheep can en­ter. This is what He taught about
Him­self.

 
   He is the Me­di­a­tor be­tween Heaven and earth. “No one,” says Je­sus, “comes to the Fa­ther
ex­cept through Me” (Jn 14:6). But then why did He act so cau­tiously, why did he hide His
of­fice from the peo­ple, for­bid­ding them to call Him the Mes­siah?

   
 

   7.3    Mes­siah



   7.3.1    “Not peace but a sword”

Spring 28 AD

 
“The life of Je­sus,” says Gilbert K. Chester­ton (Eng­lish writer, 1874–1936), “went as swift and
straight as a thun­der­bolt. It was above all things dra­matic; it did above all things con­sist in
do­ing some­thing that had to be done.”[120] In­deed, the dis­ci­ples could not help feel­ing that
Je­sus had a plan, like the far-reach­ing plan of a com­mand­ing gen­eral. He de­manded from
them the de­ter­mi­na­tion to stand to the end. His Gospel did not have any­thing in com­mon
with a dreamy com­pla­cency and fee­ble­ness.

 
   The bat­tle with the king­dom of evil will not be easy. All the sins and prej­u­dices that have
taken root in peo­ple will rise up against the Mes­siah. Je­sus’ pur­pose­ful­ness both fas­ci­nated
and fright­ened the dis­ci­ples. How­ever, they in­ter­preted His words in their own way, think­ing
that the Teacher was hint­ing at a rev­o­lu­tion­ary ex­plo­sion, which would usher in His
coro­na­tion in Jerusalem. And when Je­sus headed there for Passover, they de­cided that
the day when the King­dom of God would be “taken by force” (Mt 11:12) was at
hand.

 
   Jerusalem in those years was ruled by an en­voy of the Ro­man Em­peror—the
Procu­ra­tor Pon­tius Pi­late. His cru­elty, greed, and petty tyranny were well known
ev­ery­where. In­ci­dents pro­voked by the il­le­gal ac­tions of the Procu­ra­tor of­ten re­sulted in
mass car­nage. Ev­ery Passover, the ruler ex­pected a re­volt, and thus he al­ways
trav­eled from his res­i­dence in Cae­sarea to Jerusalem for the hol­i­days to per­son­ally
en­sure that or­der be main­tained. Pi­late’s pre­cau­tions were com­pletely jus­ti­fied. He
com­manded a small army of three thou­sand men, while the Zealot na­tion­al­ists and
their sup­port­ers were only wait­ing for a leader to rally their mul­ti­tudes against the
Ro­mans.

 
   Ap­par­ently, Je­sus’ dis­ci­ples se­cretly wanted Him to be­come that leader. How­ever, the
Teacher seemed to com­pletely ig­nore the prob­lem of the for­eign oc­cu­pa­tion. He was trou­bled
not by the po­lit­i­cal, but by the spir­i­tual state of the peo­ple. When the new Teacher ap­peared
in the Jerusalem Tem­ple, He im­me­di­ately con­founded ev­ery­one. Hav­ing made a whip of
ropes, He drove sheep and oxen in­tended for sale as sac­ri­fices out of the Tem­ple
en­clo­sures. He au­thor­i­ta­tively de­manded an end to this out­rage in the prox­im­ity
to the Holy place: “Do not turn My Fa­ther’s house into a house of trade!” (see Jn
2:16).

 
   The first visit to Jerusalem ended only in a clash with re­li­gious lead­ers. When Je­sus
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
in­ter­preted the Law in the spirit of the teach­ings of the prophets, the scribes ac­cused him of
en­croach­ing on the “tra­di­tions of the el­ders.” When He said that char­ity is more pleas­ing to
God than rit­u­als, it was, in the eyes of the Phar­isees, an at­tempt to un­der­mine the en­tire
rit­ual sys­tem of pi­ous liv­ing.

 
   Such blind de­vo­tion to the let­ter and form may seem strange to us. How­ever, we must take
into con­sid­er­a­tion that rit­u­al­ism is a per­sis­tent ail­ment rooted in the depths of the hu­man
psy­che. For this rea­son, much pas­sion has raged through his­tory around rit­u­als, and much
blood has been spilled on ac­count of con­tro­ver­sies over re­li­gious cer­e­monies. A sim­i­lar
dis­ease, like a per­sis­tent neu­ro­sis, has of­ten af­fected Chris­tians, who have for­got­ten that, for
Christ, love of God and other peo­ple is in­com­pa­ra­bly greater than any ex­ter­nal
pre­cept.

 
   Ad­her­ents of the let­ter, rit­ual, and the an­cient way have at all times been char­ac­ter­ized by
the same in­ert­ness. The drama of the Phar­isees is as­so­ci­ated with a typ­i­cal man­i­fes­ta­tion of
what later came to be called “Phar­i­saism.” The el­ders of Jerusalem, just as the Brah­mins
of In­dia or the Rus­sian Old Be­liev­ers, lived in con­stant fear of “de­file­ment.” They
were said to be so zeal­ous that they were ready to “cleanse the sun it­self.” But in
their pur­suit of piety to has­ten the ar­rival of the Mes­siah, the lead­ers of Is­rael—not
re­al­iz­ing it—ended up turn­ing their back on the One who brought to them the News of
sal­va­tion.

 
   From that time Je­sus would visit Jerusalem more than once, but He would not be
rec­og­nized there. Those who en­tered His com­mu­nity were mostly Galileans, the
in­hab­i­tants of the north­ern part of Pales­tine; yet He re­mained a for­eigner to the
South­ern­ers.

   
 

   7.3.2    Signs of the Mes­siah’s King­dom

Spring–sum­mer 28 AD

 
The writ­ers of the Gospels tes­tify that the peo­ple “mar­veled” at the teach­ing of Je­sus, but His
power in over­com­ing the el­e­ments and dis­eases was no less im­pres­sive. He was de­scribed
pri­mar­ily as a mir­a­cle worker. Sub­se­quently, even Chris­tians were of­ten ea­ger to view
mir­a­cles as the main proof of the su­per­hu­man na­ture of Je­sus. How­ever, He, Him­self,
re­jected this idea. Je­sus made it clear that power over na­ture was part of God’s plan for
peo­ple. If they at­tain unity with the Spirit, noth­ing is im­pos­si­ble for them. In mir­a­cles, the
depth of things—an­other di­men­sion where the laws of the cor­po­ral world are over­come and
free­dom reigns—is re­vealed. When peo­ple come into con­tact with this di­men­sion,
then, ac­cord­ing to Christ’s word, “the King­dom of God has come upon them” (Mt
12:28).

 
   Any­one who wants to prove that the phe­nom­ena called mir­a­cles are un­think­able does not
take into ac­count how lit­tle is yet known about the mys­ter­ies of ex­is­tence. But why do even
those peo­ple who are in­clined to be­lieve the most amaz­ing ac­counts of the yo­gis view the
sto­ries of the New Tes­ta­ment with skep­ti­cism? There is a spir­i­tual rea­son for this. Ac­cept­ing
the Gospel re­quires an in­ner­most de­ci­sion, a change in one’s at­ti­tude to­wards
life.

 
   Je­sus of­ten pointed out the close con­nec­tion be­tween the state of the body and the soul.
Hav­ing once healed a par­a­lytic, He warned him: “See, you have been made well. Sin no more
lest a worse thing hap­pens to you” (Jn 5:14).

 
   In that tu­mul­tuous and frac­tured era, men­tal ill­ness be­came wide­spread. The Gospels
sug­gest that there was an epi­demic of spir­i­tual ail­ments, which had been hardly
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
known dur­ing the Old Tes­ta­ment era. Es­pe­cially fright­en­ing was a mys­te­ri­ous type of
in­san­ity—ob­ses­sion or de­monic pos­ses­sion. The af­flicted would cry out in an un­nat­u­ral
voice, speak on be­half of the demons that in­hab­ited the per­son, some­times al­legedly
claim­ing that a whole army of demons lived in­side. Christ, by His very pres­ence, had
a stun­ning ef­fect on these wretched in­di­vid­u­als: His sin­gle word of au­thor­ity or
His touch was of­ten enough to free the soul from the dark forces that pos­sessed
it.

 
   The news of heal­ings in Galilee had been a source of con­cern to the guardians of the Law
in Jerusalem from the very be­gin­ning. When the Teacher vis­ited Jerusalem for the sec­ond
time, His ac­tions and speeches aroused even greater in­dig­na­tion. This time, He openly
pro­claimed that His mir­a­cles were a sign that His mis­sion had orig­i­nated from above. Life
and bless­ing come from God, thus, the One who is sent by Him to earth is also called to heal
and give life.

 
   The or­tho­dox could no longer bear such speeches. Not only had the Nazarene bro­ken the
Law but He also called Him­self the Son of God. The scribes sur­rounded Him and de­manded
that He give them such a “sign from heaven” (see Mt 12:38, 16:1; Jn 2:18) that would
con­vince ev­ery­one. But Je­sus re­jected this de­mand. “A wicked and adul­ter­ous gen­er­a­tion
seeks for a sign,” He said, “but no sign will be given to it ex­cept the sign of Jonah the
prophet” (Mt 12:39). These words con­tained an al­lu­sion to the events de­scribed in the Old
Tes­ta­ment Book of the prophet Jonah. Jonah’s preach­ing among the denizens of the
As­syr­ian cap­i­tal of Nin­eveh pro­duced the re­pen­tance of the Ninevites, the pun­ish­ment
of God was re­scinded, and the city was spared from the im­mi­nent de­struc­tion.
The mean­ing of Je­sus’ words is that His very preach­ing is a sign—a sign of God
call­ing to peo­ple. For those who do not see this, any other signs of God’s love will be
fu­tile.

   
 

   7.3.3    Twelve dis­ci­ples. Death of John the Bap­tist

Fall 28 – spring 29 AD

 
Apart from the short trav­els to Judea, Je­sus did not leave Galilee for a year. But from the very
be­gin­ning, Je­sus pre­pared his dis­ci­ples for the idea of spread­ing the Gospel more widely. The
Twelve were cho­sen for this pur­pose. Je­sus called them mes­sen­gers (“apos­tles” in Greek).
Their ev­ery day and ev­ery step would hence­forth be­long only to God and the peo­ple. They
would go to the suf­fer­ers, bring­ing them spir­i­tual and phys­i­cal heal­ing. They would
re­ceive shel­ter and food from those who re­ceived them as mes­sen­gers of Je­sus
Christ.

 
   Af­ter the Twelve di­vided into pairs and left for the neigh­bor­ing towns, Je­sus was left alone.
Soon af­ter­wards He heard the news about the death of John the Bap­tist. Herod An­tipas, the
ruler of the north­ern part of Pales­tine, mar­ried his brother’s wife Hero­dias. But first he had to
di­vorce his first wife, the daugh­ter of an al­lied Nabatean king, which caused a sev­er­ance of
diplo­matic re­la­tions with Nabatea. In Judea it­self, Herod’s di­vorce was met with unan­i­mous
con­dem­na­tion.
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   John the Bap­tist, while still at large, had openly spo­ken out against this in­ces­tu­ous
mar­riage. He did not stop re­proach­ing Herod even af­ter he im­pris­oned him in the
citadel. The pris­oner con­tin­ued to be dan­ger­ous to Hero­dias even there. On Herod’s
birth­day, when the feast was in full swing, Sa­lome, the daugh­ter of Hero­dias, to the
un­speak­able de­light of all the guests, per­formed a sala­cious Syr­ian dance. “Ask me for
what­ever you wish,” shouted the drunk king. Sa­lome, on the ad­vice of her mother,
de­manded: “Give me now on a plat­ter… the head of John the Bap­tist.” An­tipas’ face
dark­ened. How­ever, in or­der to keep his word in front of the guests, he or­dered the
body­guard to go down to the dun­geon. He re­turned shortly with John’s blood­ied head
in his hands. They placed it on a plat­ter, and Sa­lome took the ghastly gift to her
mother.

 
   Thus per­ished the pre­de­ces­sor, the Fore­run­ner of Je­sus. He was a lit­tle over thirty years
old. Yet he died as he lived, an un­yield­ing wit­ness to God’s truth. From that time on,
Herod An­tipas was haunted by fear. When he heard about Je­sus, he claimed to
those around him that that was the right­eous man he had ex­e­cuted, risen from the
dead.

   
 

   7.3.4    The mys­tery of Je­sus

Sum­mer–fall 29 AD

 
One day af­ter prayer, Je­sus turned to the Twelve with the ques­tion: “Who do peo­ple say that I
am?” “Some say John the Bap­tist,” they an­swered, “oth­ers say Eli­jah, and oth­ers Jeremiah or
one of the prophets.” “Who do you say that I am?” Si­mon-Pe­ter an­swered on be­half of them
all: “You are the Mes­siah (Greek: Christ), the Son of the Liv­ing God!” “Blessed are you,
Si­mon,” spoke Je­sus solemnly, “For flesh and blood (i.e., hu­man na­ture) has not re­vealed this
to you, but My Fa­ther who is in heaven. And I tell you: You are a rock (Greek: “pet­ros”), and
on this rock I will build My Church, and the gates of hell shall not pre­vail against it” (Mt
16:13–18).

 
   Je­sus’ ques­tion, “Who do peo­ple say that I am?” con­tin­ues to sound to this day; and
to­day many are pre­pared to see in Him only a prophet or a teacher of moral­ity.
But what, then, did the unique at­trac­tion of Je­sus Christ con­sist in? Was it only
in His moral doc­trine? Af­ter all, Bud­dha, Socrates, and Seneca each of­fered high
ethics.

 
   Here we en­ter the most mys­te­ri­ous and de­ci­sive realm in the en­tire New Tes­ta­ment.
Sud­denly, a wide chasm is opened be­tween Je­sus Christ and all the philoso­phers, moral­ists,
and founders of re­li­gions. All of them rec­og­nized them­selves to be mere peo­ple who had found
a truth and were called to pro­claim it. They clearly saw the dis­tance sep­a­rat­ing them from the
Eter­nal. And Je­sus? With calm con­fi­dence, this Teacher, who was a stranger to
false­hood and self-ag­gran­dize­ment, pro­claimed Him­self to be the Only Son of God. He
spoke not as a prophet in the name of the Ex­is­tent One, but as the Ex­is­tent One
Him­self.

 
   In or­der to bet­ter un­der­stand the essence of Pe­ter’s con­fes­sion, “You are the Christ, the
Son of the Liv­ing God,” we must once again re­turn to the dis­tant past. The world,
ac­cord­ing to the Bible, has long ex­isted in a fallen state and stands in need of heal­ing.
Aware­ness of the im­per­fec­tion of the world led to the de­vel­op­ment of “sal­va­tion
doc­trines.”74 
Those can be re­duced to three types. For some (e.g., Plato), the so­lu­tion lies in a bet­ter
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
or­ga­ni­za­tion of so­ci­ety. For oth­ers (e.g., Bud­dha), the an­swer is in mys­ti­cal con­tem­pla­tion
and flight from life. The third path arose in Is­rael and Iran. They had a con­vic­tion that evil
was sur­mount­able, and that there would be a fu­ture trans­for­ma­tion, which is it­self the
high­est goal of hu­man life.

 
   Scrip­ture de­picts a spir­i­tual catas­tro­phe that struck the world in the story of the fall of the
first peo­ple who de­sired to rule the world in­de­pen­dently of their Cre­ator, in other words, “to
be like gods.” Sin de­stroyed or weak­ened many of the gifts of hu­man­ity; it spread like an
epi­demic, let­ting out ev­ery­where its poi­sonous roots.

 
   The Bible’s cen­tral good news is that God did not desert the fallen world. He called the
right­eous who in the midst of dark­ness and in­san­ity re­mained faith­ful to Him. They knew
that the day would come when the bar­rier that sep­a­rated the world from God would fall. The
Cre­ator of the world Him­self would en­ter the world; He would be made man­i­fest and close to
peo­ple. The uni­ver­sal rev­o­lu­tion will be pre­ceded by the ap­pear­ance of the Mes­siah-Christ.
But when the prophets tried to de­scribe the ap­pear­ance of the Mes­siah-Sav­ior, He was
por­trayed by the ma­jor­ity of them as a mighty Con­queror. Only a few de­picted Him with­out
the outer glow.

 
   Je­sus re­vealed that Theo­phany had taken place in His Per­son and that He was the
promised Mes­siah. The Im­mea­sur­able and All-En­com­pass­ing took on hu­man form and voice
in the Car­pen­ter from Nazareth, “the Son of the Liv­ing God.”

 
   He walked the earth, not over­pow­er­ing peo­ple with His might but leav­ing their free­dom
in­tact. Je­sus was seek­ing not slaves, but chil­dren and brethren who would love Him
un­selfishly and fol­low Him. The Mes­siah’s ap­pear­ance “in glory” that no one could re­sist
would have had an el­e­ment of com­pul­sion.

 
   The stum­bling block was the fact that the preach­ing of Je­sus was not sanc­tioned by
the of­fi­cial church au­thor­i­ties. The teach­ers and hi­er­ar­chs of the Old Tes­ta­ment
Church re­mained deaf to the Gospel. They were in bondage to tra­di­tions be­stowed
upon them once and for all. They were set on their in­fal­li­bil­ity, and as a re­sult,
found them­selves ad­ver­sar­ial to the work of God. The very fact that the sen­tence on
Christ was pro­nounced by the re­li­gious lead­ers of Is­rael is the great­est tragedy of
hu­man­ity.

   
 

   7.4    On the Way to Gol­go­tha



   7.4.1    Many are called but few are cho­sen

Sep­tem­ber–De­cem­ber 29 AD

 
The mir­a­cles per­formed by Je­sus, His bold preach­ing, and the very charm of His Per­son
at­tracted many to Him. There are even sev­eral men­tions in the Gospels that peo­ple wanted to
make Him king. But Je­sus did not come to es­tab­lish an earthly king­dom based on ex­ter­nal
power, but to open peo­ple’s hearts to God and the good. This ex­plains Je­sus’ cold­ness to loud
ex­pres­sions of pub­lic ad­mi­ra­tion. The en­thu­si­asm of the masses springs up eas­ily and just as
eas­ily preys upon those prone to sub­servience and leader-wor­ship. Such should not be
the chil­dren of His King­dom. Christ re­quired of ev­ery­one a spir­i­tual and moral
feat.

 
   Je­sus’ re­fusal to go along with the pas­sions of the crowd and agree to the role of a pop­ulist
leader ap­par­ently caused a de­cline of His in­flu­ence in Galilee. It was clear that some­one’s
hand was di­rect­ing peo­ple against Him. He was no longer al­lowed to preach freely
in syn­a­gogues as be­fore. Je­sus was forced to leave Ca­per­naum for­ever. The path
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
to Nazareth was also closed to Him. The ring quickly tight­ened. In the au­tumn,
Je­sus went to Jerusalem for the Feast of Taber­na­cles, not pub­licly, but as if in
se­cret.

 
   The Feast had al­ready lasted for four days and was in full swing. Mu­sic sounded
in­ces­santly and trum­pets blared, drown­ing out the hub­bub of the peo­ple; clouds of smoke
from burnt of­fer­ings were ris­ing from the Tem­ple al­tars. Cel­e­brat­ing the end of the har­vest,
the peo­ple en­joyed them­selves, sang, feasted, prayed. All of the avail­able space in Jerusalem
were strewn with tents, hastily con­structed from branches. Their camels, carts, and mules
stood nearby. The Feast was also a time of com­mem­o­ra­tion of the peo­ple’s wan­der­ing in the
desert and liv­ing in tents.

 
   Sud­denly, the at­ten­tion of those present was drawn by a dis­pute be­tween some scribes in
one of the cor­ners of the Tem­ple gallery. All were as­tounded by this un­known Man with a
Galilean ac­cent. “Is this not the Man whom they seek to kill?” guessed the Jerusalemites.
Then why was He act­ing in the open?

 
   “If you abide in My Word,” Je­sus taught, “you are truly my dis­ci­ples, and you will know
the truth, and the truth will make you free! … Truly, truly, I say unto you, who­ever com­mits
sin is a slave of sin” (Jn 8:31–32, 34). Ap­par­ently, there were many peo­ple who rec­og­nized in
Je­sus a mes­sen­ger of God, and this pre­vented an at­tempt on His life at the feast of
Taber­na­cles. The heal­ing of a man who had been blind from birth also af­fected
some of the Phar­isees. That this strange Teacher had such power could not be
an ac­ci­dent. Yet in­tox­i­cated with a sense of their own su­pe­ri­or­ity, these peo­ple
could not rec­og­nize the Liv­ing Truth that came to them in the per­son of Je­sus of
Nazareth.

 
   Je­sus was able to en­ter the Tem­ple freely, ac­com­pa­nied by a crowd of dis­ci­ples. He would
spend nights with his friends in the vil­lage of Bethany near Jerusalem and preach in
Solomon’s Porch dur­ing the day. It went like that up un­til the mid­dle of De­cem­ber when a
new col­li­sion oc­curred dur­ing the Feast of Hanukkah—the com­mem­o­ra­tion of the vic­tory of
the Mac­cabean Re­volt over the Gen­tiles. The heroic feats of the past nour­ished the dreams of
a strong leader who would over­throw Rome’s power. The crowd ex­pected Je­sus to
take de­ci­sive po­lit­i­cal ac­tion. In­stead, Je­sus said: “You do not be­lieve, be­cause
you are not of My sheep…. I and the Fa­ther are one” (Jn 10:26, 30). A mur­mur
of hor­ror swept across the crowd. He made Him­self the Son of God! He must be
pun­ished im­me­di­ately for His blas­phemy. This time, Je­sus es­caped death only by a
mir­a­cle.

   
 

   7.4.2    The hour is near­ing

De­cem­ber 29 – 2 April 30 AD

 
There were about three months left un­til Passover, and Je­sus was no longer able to
live near the cap­i­tal. He went to the Tran­sjor­dan area for the sea­son of the win­ter
rains. There, be­yond the Jor­dan, the Teacher and His dis­ci­ples were in rel­a­tive
safety.

 
   In the spring, news came that Lazarus, the brother of Martha and Mary, was dan­ger­ously
ill. Je­sus of­ten stayed in the house of these peo­ple in Bethany when vis­it­ing Jerusalem. It
took them no more than two days to reach Bethany. Je­sus had not quite en­tered the
vil­lage when Martha ran out to meet him. “Lord,” she said, weep­ing, “if You had
been here, my brother would not have died.” “Where have you laid him?” asked
Je­sus. The peo­ple led Him to the crypt, blocked with a stone slab ac­cord­ing to
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
cus­tom.

 
   “Take away the stone,” the Teacher or­dered. The en­trance to the cave was opened, Je­sus
raised His eyes to heaven and im­mersed Him­self in prayer. “Lazarus, come out!” shouted
Je­sus, and His voice, like a thun­der­clap, re­sounded in other worlds. When the de­ceased
ap­peared at the thresh­old of the cave, wrapped in a fu­neral shroud, the peo­ple backed away
in hor­ror. “Un­wrap him and let him go,” said Je­sus in the en­su­ing si­lence (see Jn
11).

 
   In this event, Je­sus demon­strated to His dis­ci­ples His power over life and death. The
res­ur­rec­tion of Lazarus was to pre­pare them for the Paschal Mys­tery.
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   How­ever, there were also peo­ple there who con­sid­ered it their duty to re­port what had
hap­pened to the San­hedrin. A coun­cil of the high­est Jew­ish clergy was im­me­di­ately called.
The Sad­ducees, the rul­ing priestly aris­toc­racy, feared that the move­ment sur­round­ing the
Nazareth Teacher might grow into a re­bel­lion and pro­voke a puni­tive cam­paign by the
Ro­mans. Joseph Ca­iaphas, the High Priest, de­clared that they must elim­i­nate the “false
Mes­siah” with­out hes­i­ta­tion. The death of one Man was bet­ter than a calamity that would
be­fall the en­tire na­tion. Ap­par­ently, the case was post­poned upon learn­ing that Je­sus had
left the vil­lage.

 
   About ten days be­fore Passover, Je­sus an­nounced to His dis­ci­ples that He in­tended to
en­ter Jerusalem be­fore the hol­i­day. They set out quickly and trav­eled al­most with­out
stop­ping. It was as if Je­sus were hur­ry­ing to­wards His death. The road snaked among the
hills. In some places, peo­ple who were head­ing to Jerusalem be­gan to ap­pear. Grad­u­ally,
Je­sus found Him­self at the head of a large crowd of pil­grims. Many rec­og­nized Him and
greeted Him with joy. And oth­ers ap­proached Him ask­ing to be ac­cepted as His
dis­ci­ples.
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   On Fri­day, March 31, the trav­el­ers en­tered Bethany, where a cel­e­bra­tion had been set up
in honor of the Teacher’s ar­rival. Many of His friends gath­ered. When the Sab­bath was over,
Je­sus made prepa­ra­tions to en­ter the city. For this, He chose a don­key—an an­i­mal long
con­sid­ered a sym­bol of peace. In­stead of a sad­dle, clothes were placed on the don­key’s back,
and, hav­ing mounted it, Je­sus be­gan to ap­proach the en­trance to Jerusalem. A King who
pro­claimed peace, He rode un­armed, sur­rounded by pil­grims who shouted, “Hosanna
to the Son of David!” The dis­ci­ples tri­umphed. The long-awaited day had fi­nally
ar­rived!
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   The hi­er­ar­chs were at a com­plete loss. They did not ex­pect such an out­pour­ing of pop­u­lar
love for the Galilean. Mean­while, Je­sus rode through the fes­tive streets and, hav­ing
dis­mounted the don­key, en­tered the Tem­ple premises along with His dis­ci­ples. They ex­pected
of Him some words and ac­tions, but He looked around the sanc­tu­ary in si­lence, like a King
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
wish­ing to in­spect His pos­ses­sions. Upon re­turn­ing to the Tem­ple on Mon­day morn­ing, He
did what He had done three years ago: He com­manded the mer­chants to leave the grounds of
the House of God. When the buy­ers and sell­ers were about to ex­press their in­dig­na­tion,
Je­sus over­turned the ta­bles of the money-chang­ers and the benches with the birds in­tended
for sale.

 
   This was the first act of the Mes­siah who ap­peared openly as such to the peo­ple. It was
di­rected against the be­lit­tle­ment of the Tem­ple. The sec­ond act was heal­ing of the sick who
clung to Je­sus from all sides.

 
   How­ever, the apos­tles re­al­ized more clearly with each pass­ing day that the Mes­siah
in Jerusalem was, as it were, in a hos­tile camp. They spent most nights in the
Geth­se­mane grove on the out­skirts of the city. But in the morn­ing Je­sus went again
into the noisy city, where His lis­ten­ers waited and His op­po­nents lay in wait for
Him.

 
   On Wednes­day, Ju­das se­cretly en­tered the palace of the High Priest Ca­iaphas. He
pro­posed his plan to the Jew­ish au­thor­i­ties: to seize Je­sus at night out­side the city
with­out at­tract­ing the at­ten­tion of the crowd. Ju­das likely in­formed them that Je­sus,
in his opin­ion, in­tended to de­clare His King­dom on the day of Passover. Ju­das
even de­cided to profit from his be­trayal and ac­cepted thirty sil­ver coins of­fered
to him. Hav­ing taken the money, he re­turned to the Teacher as if noth­ing had
hap­pened.
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   7.4.3    Passover of New Covenant

The evening of the 5th to the night of the 7th of April 30 AD

 
On Thurs­day morn­ing, Je­sus com­manded the apos­tles to pre­pare for the Passover meal, a
feast held an­nu­ally to com­mem­o­rate Is­rael’s de­liv­er­ance from Egyp­tian slav­ery. He wanted to
hurry to be able to cel­e­brate Passover in the cir­cle of His dis­ci­ples, and He as­cribed great
sig­nif­i­cance to this last cel­e­bra­tion in His earthly life. Je­sus sent His dis­ci­ples to one of His
se­cret fol­low­ers in the city to make all nec­es­sary prepa­ra­tions for the sa­cred meal in his
house.

 
   When evening came, Je­sus and the dis­ci­ples re­clined on low couches in ac­cor­dance with
the then cus­tom: John next to Je­sus, Pe­ter op­po­site Him; Ju­das also was po­si­tioned nearby.
The sa­cred event of Holy Thurs­day that was to be­come the most im­por­tant sacra­ment of the
Chris­tian Church, which would be im­printed in prayers and hymns, in the works of Giotto,
Diony­sius, and Leonardo da Vinci, took place in an at­mos­phere of unas­sum­ing
sim­plic­ity.

 
   Je­sus said a prayer over un­leav­ened bread. “This is the bread of suf­fer­ing that our fa­thers
ate in the land of Egypt,” the Teacher re­cited the tra­di­tional words of the sa­cred Old
Tes­ta­ment meal. This time, though, Passover her­alded the suf­fer­ing of Je­sus Christ, the
Mes­siah. As this holy Bread was bro­ken, so would His flesh be de­liv­ered into ex­e­cu­tion­ers’
hands. “Take, this is My Body, which is bro­ken for you,” said Christ, and added, “Do this in
re­mem­brance of Me.”
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   Next, Je­sus took up the com­mon cup of wine and said: “Drink of it, all of you. This is My
Blood of the New Tes­ta­ment, which is poured out for many for the re­mis­sion of sins…. Do this
al­ways in re­mem­brance of Me.” The apos­tles passed the Cup around. Thus was per­formed the
Passover of the New Tes­ta­ment. The rec­ol­lec­tion of the de­liv­er­ance from Egyp­tian slav­ery
be­came a rec­ol­lec­tion of the de­liv­er­ance from the bondage of sin, the de­liv­er­ance that comes
to those who be­lieve in Je­sus Christ and unite with Him in their life. The most
im­por­tant sign of this union be­came the sacra­ment of the break­ing of bread or
Thanks­giv­ing (Greek: Eu­charist). With the singing of a psalm, they left the house and went
through the sleep­ing streets to the city gates (see Mt 26:26–28; Mk 14:22–24; Lk
22:17–20).

   
 

   7.4.4    Night in Geth­se­mane

6–7 April 30 AD

 
Je­sus and His dis­ci­ples left the city for the Mount of Olives. Hav­ing crossed the Kidron Val­ley,
they en­tered the Gar­den of Geth­se­mane. It was a small, walled pri­vate lot, where an olive
grove was lo­cated. En­ter­ing the gar­den, the dis­ci­ples be­gan to set­tle down to rest. Je­sus went
off to the side and, fall­ing on his knees, be­gan to pray fer­vently. He was pray­ing; the apos­tles
were sleep­ing; and in the streets of Jerusalem, one could al­ready hear the foot­steps of the
guards.

 
   Soon the gar­den was lit up with lanterns and torches; noise and voices were
heard. A crowd of peo­ple ap­peared at the en­trance. At the head was a Ro­man of­fi­cer
with sol­diers, fol­lowed by armed tem­ple at­ten­dants. Ju­das pushed for­ward. He
promised to give a sign to avoid any mis­take dur­ing the ar­rest in the gar­den at
night.

 
   “Greet­ings, Rabbi!” he said, kiss­ing the Teacher. “Friend, this is what you are here for,”
said Je­sus, “Do you be­tray the Son of Man with a kiss?” (see Lk 22:47–48)

 
   Je­sus was im­me­di­ately sur­rounded by the guards and bound with ropes by their rough
hands.


 

7.5

Through
Suf­fer­ing
and
Death
to
Ev­er­last­ing
Tri­umph



   7.5.1    At the San­hedrin Court

Night and morn­ing of 7 April 30 AD
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
The con­voy took the Pris­oner to the High Priest Ca­iaphas. The rest of the night Je­sus
en­dured the mock­ery of the hi­er­arch’s at­ten­dants. The morn­ing came. The Lesser San­hedrin,
which con­sisted of twenty-three men, gath­ered at Ca­iaphas’ house. It in­cluded priests and
el­ders. The fate of Je­sus was de­cided in ad­vance with the full una­nim­ity of the en­tire
col­lege.

 
   Wit­nesses came for­ward with ac­cu­sa­tions such as: He wanted to de­stroy the Tem­ple,
He for­bade pay­ing taxes to Cae­sar. Yet none of it was enough to war­rant a death
sen­tence. Je­sus Him­self did not ut­ter a word. Ca­iaphas could wait no longer. “I ad­jure
You by the Liv­ing God,” he ex­claimed, “tell us if You are the Mes­siah, the Son of
the Blessed One?” “I am,” was the an­swer. This was an un­prece­dented tes­ti­mony,
and Je­sus rarely spoke so di­rectly about His Mes­si­ahship (see Mt 26:63–64; Mk
14:61–62).

 
   Tear­ing his cloth­ing, as was cus­tom­ary at hear­ing sad news or blas­phemy, Ca­iaphas cried
out in hyp­o­crit­i­cal hor­ror, “What fur­ther need do we have of wit­nesses? You have heard the
blas­phemy. What is your de­ci­sion?” “He de­serves death,” de­cided the mem­bers of
the San­hedrin. The coun­cil, how­ever, had no au­thor­ity to ex­e­cute any­one. They
still had to de­liver Je­sus into the hands of Pi­late to be judged ac­cord­ing to Ro­man
law.
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   7.5.2    Procu­ra­tor’s trial. Cal­vary

7 April 30 AD

 
On Fri­day morn­ing, Pi­late was in­formed that the rebel who had been ar­rested the night
be­fore was brought into his court. “What charge do you bring against this Man?” asked
Pi­late. When he learned that Je­sus was a preacher of false the­o­ries in their eyes, he said, “I
find no guilt in this Man.” He re­al­ized that he was deal­ing with a Preacher who was
hardly a threat to Ro­man au­thor­ity. Pi­late de­cided to pun­ish Je­sus with scourg­ing
and then re­lease Him for the sake of the feast of Passover. How­ever, the peo­ple,
in­cited by the hi­er­ar­chs, be­gan to de­mand that Barab­bas, a rebel no­to­ri­ous in
the city, be re­leased in­stead. The towns­peo­ple not only knew Barab­bas but also
viewed him as a hero, whereas Je­sus was an out­sider whose name meant lit­tle to
them.

 
   Je­sus, sav­agely scourged, had barely ap­peared on the plat­form when the shouts rang out
over the square: “To the cross! Cru­cify Him!”, “Re­lease Barab­bas to us!” The ac­cusers of
Je­sus put for­ward a new and most com­pelling ar­gu­ment: “He called Him­self the
Mes­siah-King. If you re­lease this man, you are not a friend of Cae­sar.” Pi­late knew then that
his own well-be­ing was at stake.

 
   Giv­ing in to their de­mands, rather than fol­low­ing his con­science and the let­ter of the law,
the Procu­ra­tor or­dered wa­ter to be brought and, as the east­ern cus­tom re­quired,
os­ten­ta­tiously washed his hands: “I am in­no­cent of the blood of this Right­eous Man.” The
Con­demned was handed over to the sol­diers.
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   At noon on the Passover Fri­day, April 7, 30 AD, the pro­ces­sion, hav­ing left the Pre­to­rium,
the Procu­ra­tor’s palace, moved through the nar­row streets of Jerusalem. Ac­cord­ing to the
cruel prac­tice, the con­demned had to carry the cross­bars on which they were to be cru­ci­fied.
Mu­ti­lated by the scourg­ing, Je­sus walked with dif­fi­culty. Af­ter ex­it­ing the city, they
turned to­ward a hill not far from the road. For its shape, the hill was known as
Gol­go­tha or “Skull,” on the top of which crosses would be placed. The Ro­mans al­ways
cru­ci­fied the con­victs along the busy roads to in­tim­i­date the re­cal­ci­trant by this
spec­ta­cle.
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   Cru­ci­fix­ion was one of the most in­hu­mane forms of ex­e­cu­tion in­vented by the an­cient
world. The con­demned were nailed naked to a post with a cross­bar and left there to die
slowly. Their wounds ached un­bear­ably, the sun burned their head, and as­phyx­i­a­tion
tor­tured them.

 
   The sol­diers tore Je­sus’ clothes off Him leav­ing only a loin­cloth. The Con­demned was
placed on the cross. There was a dread­ful sound of ham­mer pounds driv­ing enor­mous nails
into His wrists and feet. Those stand­ing nearby heard Je­sus say, “Fa­ther, for­give them, for
they do not know what they are do­ing” (see Lk 23:34). Af­ter the crosses with the cru­ci­fied
were erected, the con­voy had to re­main in place un­til the last breath of the con­demned.
Mean­while, the wind be­gan to blow. Dark clouds cov­ered the sky. It seemed as if the sun hid
it­self so as not to wit­ness the mad­ness of peo­ple. By three o’clock in the af­ter­noon it be­came
dark as at twi­light.
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   The last words of Je­sus were: “Fa­ther, into Thy hands I com­mit My spirit” (Lk
23:46). Sud­denly a cry burst from the Suf­ferer. Then His head fell on His chest, His
heart stopped. He was dead. The Son of Man had drunk from His Cup to the last
drop. Gol­go­tha emp­tied. Two se­cret dis­ci­ples of Je­sus, Joseph and Nicode­mus,
wealthy and rep­utable men, re­ceived per­mis­sion from Pi­late to take the body of
Je­sus. With the help of ser­vants, the body was taken off the cross and moved to
a nearby gar­den. The lot be­longed to Joseph, who had pre­pared him­self a crypt
there.
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   They wrapped the de­ceased Je­sus in burial cloths, car­ried Him into the cave, and cov­ered
the en­trance with a round stone slab. Two women from among His close dis­ci­ples were
present at that mo­ment.
                                                                                                
                                                                                                

 
   And the apos­tles? They knew noth­ing of the place of His burial. Ter­ror seized them. For
now they had been spared. But how long would it last? And even more than that, they were
tor­mented by the thought that the One who had borne wit­ness to the truth and promised to
lead them into the King­dom of God, now lay breath­less. Did it mean that Je­sus
was re­ally not the One they had taken Him for, the Mes­siah and the Mes­sen­ger of
God?

   
 

   7.5.3    Vic­tory over death

9–14 April 30 AD

 
There  is  much  that  is  in­com­pre­hen­si­ble  in  the
an­nals75 
of his­tory, but its most in­con­ceiv­able event is the life of Je­sus of Nazareth. It is rightly
be­lieved that the mys­tery of Christ’s death and res­ur­rec­tion tran­scends the lim­its ac­ces­si­ble
to hu­man knowl­edge. How­ever, there are also tan­gi­ble facts that are within the his­to­rian’s
line of sight. At the very mo­ment when the work of Je­sus Christ, hav­ing barely be­gun,
seemed to have per­ished for­ever, and His dis­ci­ples had lost their faith, ev­ery­thing sud­denly
and rad­i­cally changed. Those who had just de­serted the Teacher and re­nounced Him,
boldly pro­claimed the Res­ur­rec­tion of Je­sus Christ. The tes­ti­monies of the Apos­tle
Paul to­gether with the Paschal nar­ra­tives of the Gospels prove the re­al­ity of the
spir­i­tual res­ur­rec­tion of the dis­ci­ples and their res­o­lute fer­vor to preach the Good
News.
   
 
 
 [image: PIC]
En­tomb­ment of Christ.

Icon. 15th cen­tury.                                                                               
   
   The San­hedrin needed its own of­fi­cial line: it was an­nounced that Je­sus’ dis­ci­ples stole
His body at night and be­gan to spread ru­mors that He was alive.

 
   But if the apos­tles par­tic­i­pated in the forgery or knew about it, where would they have
found the strength of spirit and the courage to stand up for a de­lib­er­ate de­cep­tion, es­pe­cially
in the face of death? Or could it be that, per­haps, the Body of Je­sus was taken away by
some­one else? The pro­po­nents of that the­ory for­get that the dis­ci­ples at first thought the
same thing and be­came even more de­spon­dent. The change in them took place only af­ter
they saw the Risen Je­sus.

 
   The Apos­tle Paul’s ex­pres­sion “spir­i­tual body” (1 Cor 15:44) ap­pears to be key to
un­der­stand­ing the Passover Mys­tery. It means that a unique vic­tory of the Spirit took place in
the gar­den of Joseph, which, rather than de­stroy­ing the flesh, gave it a new and higher form
of ex­is­tence. For the apos­tles, the Res­ur­rec­tion be­came the guar­an­tee of the in­vin­ci­bil­ity of
Good that was per­son­i­fied in Je­sus.
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   The Gospels tell us how Je­sus came to His dis­ci­ples when they were in­side a
locked house, joined them on the way to a neigh­bor­ing set­tle­ment, and ap­peared on
the shore of the Sea of Galilee. Each time it was a real en­counter that opened the
eyes of the dis­ci­ples to the pres­ence of Je­sus. In those bright days, the apos­tles
were com­pletely re­as­sured in their faith. Of the Twelve, only Thomas did not see
the Lord. When he heard the ec­static words of the other dis­ci­ples, he could not
share their ex­cite­ment. There must have been a mis­take! On one of the last days of
Passover, the dis­ci­ples gath­ered to­gether in a cer­tain house. The doors were tightly
locked: the fear of per­se­cu­tion had not yet calmed down. And then again, they all
sud­denly saw Je­sus. He turned to Thomas: Come, reach out your hand and see for
your­self!

 
   “My Lord and my God!” was all the Apos­tle could muster. He thought no more of need­ing
proof. “You have be­lieved,” said Christ, “be­cause you have seen Me. Blessed are those who
have not seen and yet have be­lieved” (see Jn 20:24–29).

 
   The last words of the Risen Lord on the 40th day af­ter Passover were: “Go and make
dis­ci­ples of all the na­tions, bap­tiz­ing them in the name of the Fa­ther and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit, teach­ing them to ob­serve all that I com­manded you; and lo, I am with you
al­ways, even to the end of the age” (Mt 28:19–20).

 
   Cen­turies have gone by. Em­pires rose and fell, civ­i­liza­tions per­ished, the face of the earth
changed, but the Church founded by Je­sus Christ of Nazareth rises like a rock amidst this
rag­ing sea. The faith, which in its early days was pro­fessed by only a few dozen peo­ple, to­day
guides a bil­lion in­hab­i­tants of the earth, who speak dif­fer­ent lan­guages and have cre­ated
count­less forms of cul­ture.

 
   Chris­tian­ity com­bined the wis­dom of Athens and the as­pi­ra­tions of the East with the
Rome’s dream of uni­ver­sal “ac­cord”; it con­demned the op­pres­sors, el­e­vated women, and
helped to erad­i­cate slav­ery. The Chris­tian “leaven” be­came in Eu­rope and the New World a
source of dy­namism, which had not been known in all fifty thou­sand years of prior hu­man
ex­is­tence.

 
   Thun­der­storms and hur­ri­canes swept over the Church, ex­ter­nal and in­ter­nal dan­gers lay
in wait for her. The lust for power by lead­ers and pa­gan­ism of the crowd, worldly and as­cetic
temp­ta­tions, the on­slaught of ad­ver­saries and the sins of Chris­tians, strife and schisms—all
this at times seemed to en­dan­ger the very ex­is­tence of the Church. But she sur­mounted all
his­tor­i­cal bat­tles and crises.

 
   The se­cret of her in­vin­ci­bil­ity is in the Son of Man, who, ac­cord­ing to the words of the
Apos­tle, “is the same yes­ter­day, to­day, and for­ever” (Heb 13:8).

 
   The un­en­light­ened hu­man con­scious­ness seeks ex­ter­nal grandeur, wor­ships vis­i­ble
power; yet this is not what the Gospel af­fords. Ev­ery soul which has at­tained Je­sus Christ
now knows that man is not a lonely wan­derer in the black cos­mic vast­ness, but a child of
God, a co-par­tic­i­pant in the Di­vine plans. In Him, the hid­den and in­com­pre­hen­si­ble Cre­ator
be­came close to us, and this fills life with joy, beauty, and mean­ing. There is no longer the
“ter­ri­ble si­lence of the abyss”; the light of Christ and the love of the Heav­enly Fa­ther have
risen above all.
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   Ap­pen­dix: On Bib­li­cal Stud­ies



In 1983, there ap­peared an ar­ti­cle ti­tled “The arch­priest Alexan­der Men as a com­men­ta­tor of
Sa­cred Scrip­ture” un­der the name of Fr. Sergey An­timinsov (a pseu­do­nym), which con­tained
crit­i­cism of Fr. Alexan­der’s ap­proach to the Bible and bib­li­cal stud­ies in gen­eral. Fr. Men
re­sponded to this crit­i­cism with two let­ters of his own in 1984. Be­low is the trans­la­tion of his
sec­ond longer let­ter that ex­plains his po­si­tion.
   
 




 
∗∗∗
 


   Dear Fa­ther, I re­spond to some of your per­plexed ques­tions raised about the Bible and its
pa­tris­tic in­ter­pre­ta­tions. I do this mainly to show that my view of the sub­ject is not
some­thing novel but has ex­isted in the Church pre­vi­ously.

 
   1. We all be­lieve that the Bible, in­clud­ing its Old Tes­ta­ment sec­tions, is the Word of God.
But is it only God’s? Should we es­pouse the view that the sa­cred au­thors wrote it as if “from
dic­ta­tion by the Holy Spirit”? This ap­proach to di­vine in­spi­ra­tion was held by some Jew­ish
com­men­ta­tors and a num­ber of the Early Church writ­ers. How­ever, by and large, it was not
ac­cepted by pa­tris­tic ex­e­ge­sis. For ex­am­ple, ac­cord­ing to St. Au­gus­tine, God in the Bible
“speaks as a man… through a man” (The City of God, Book XVII, Chap­ter 6). St.
John Chrysos­tom points out that the writer of Gen­e­sis con­de­scend­ingly “hum­bles
him­self and adapts him­self to the or­di­nary use of men” (Homily 3 on Gen­e­sis, 3).
The Lord Je­sus Him­self ex­plains that the per­mis­sion to di­vorce did not re­flect the
will of God but rather was a con­ces­sion to the hu­man “hard­ness of hearts” (Mt
19:8).

 
   The Holy Fa­thers have re­peat­edly pointed out the dif­fer­ences in style, lan­guage, and
per­son­al­i­ties among the God-in­spired writ­ers. For ex­am­ple, ac­cord­ing to St. Jerome,
Jeremiah “seems to be more rus­tic than Isa­iah and Hosea” (Pro­logue to Jeremiah). In other
words, the sa­cred au­thors of the Bible were able to trans­mit God’s Rev­e­la­tion to us with­out
los­ing their per­sonal char­ac­ter­is­tics and traits that their own era had im­printed on
them.

 
   Fur­ther­more, the sa­cred au­thors drew not only from di­rect in­spi­ra­tion but also from
tra­di­tions and lit­er­ary sources that they had ac­cess to. For ex­am­ple, there are quo­ta­tions in
the his­tor­i­cal books of the Bible from the writ­ings that have not reached our days—the epics
and the chron­i­cles (in par­tic­u­lar, see Jos 10:13, 2 Sam 1:18, 1 Ez 2:3–7). Let me re­mind you
that St. Luke also em­barked on his Gospel “af­ter care­fully ex­am­in­ing ev­ery­thing from the
be­gin­ning,” tak­ing into ac­count the works of the “many” who had writ­ten about Christ be­fore
him.

 
   Among the sources used by the Old Tes­ta­ment men, there could be tra­di­tions that had
pre­served in­for­ma­tion about the events of the dis­tant past in a po­etic form, and not in the
form of strict fac­tog­ra­phy. One ex­am­ple is found in the story of Daniel where it is stated that
the suc­ces­sor of Neb­uchad­nez­zar was the Per­sian King Dar­ius; mean­while, it is now known
from the doc­u­ments that he was suc­ceeded by the Baby­lo­nian Nabonidus; Dar­ius reigned
half a cen­tury later. But this does not in the least de­tract from the spir­i­tual and the­o­log­i­cal
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
mean­ing of the nar­ra­tive.

 
   The pres­ence of “var­i­ous kinds of in­ac­cu­ra­cies—his­tor­i­cal, chrono­log­i­cal, and
topo­graph­i­cal—as well as dif­fer­ences among the sa­cred writ­ers” is ac­knowl­edged in the
Or­tho­dox The­o­log­i­cal En­cy­clo­pe­dia (1900–1911), printed with the per­mis­sion of the [Rus­sian]
Church cen­sor­ship (see ar­ti­cle on “In­spi­ra­tion”, v. 2, p. 736). This is an in­di­ca­tion that,
fol­low­ing the ex­am­ple of God, they were granted to be gen­uine co-au­thors of the
Spirit while re­tain­ing all the char­ac­ter­is­tics of their hu­man na­ture. This idea of the
di­vine-hu­man na­ture of the Holy Scrip­ture was for­mu­lated at the First Con­gress of
Or­tho­dox The­ol­ogy in Athens (1936), par­tic­u­larly in the talks of the rep­re­sen­ta­tives
of the Greek Or­tho­dox Church, the archi­man­drite An­to­niadis and Prof. Vasil­ios
Vel­las—the ar­chi­tect of the mod­ern Greek bib­li­cal schol­ar­ship. A rep­re­sen­ta­tive of the
Rus­sian the­olo­gians, Boris Ivanovich Sove (read about him in The­o­log­i­cal Works
[Sci­en­tific The­o­log­i­cal Jour­nal pub­lished by the Mos­cow Pa­tri­ar­chate], Is­sue 4) said the
fol­low­ing at the Con­gress: “The me­chan­i­cal lit­eral un­der­stand­ing of di­vine in­spi­ra­tion
of the sa­cred books—the her­itage of the Jew­ish and the con­ser­va­tive Protes­tant
the­ol­ogy—can­not be de­fended by Or­tho­dox the­olo­gians as one de­vi­at­ing into a kind of
“mono­physitism,” and it must be cor­rected in the light of the Chal­cedo­nian dogma of
God-Man­hood. The in­volve­ment of the hu­man el­e­ment in the writ­ing of the Bible with its
lim­i­ta­tions ex­plains the na­ture of the Old Tes­ta­ment books as his­tor­i­cal sources, their
ir­reg­u­lar­i­ties and anachro­nisms, which can be cor­rected by ex­tra-bib­li­cal data that
have en­riched, es­pe­cially in re­cent decades, the his­tor­i­cal ac­count of the An­cient
East. The false apolo­getic view of the Bible as an en­cy­clo­pe­dia of his­tory and so­cial
sci­ences should be aban­doned. The di­vine writ­ers of the Old Tes­ta­ment were first and
fore­most the­olo­gians and teach­ers of the law. The doc­trines of Cre­ation, Flood, etc.
are to be viewed in this per­spec­tive. The value of the Bible is in its the­ol­ogy.” (Put’
[Voie or The Way—a Rus­sian pe­ri­od­i­cal pub­lished in Paris be­tween 1925 and 1940,
edited by N.A. Berdyaev and B.P. Vysh­eslavt­sev] Is­sue 32). The same view was
ex­pressed at the cer­e­mo­nial Act at the St. Sergius Or­tho­dox The­o­log­i­cal In­sti­tute
(Feb­ru­ary 1944): “Since pa­tris­tic thought has also es­tab­lished the po­si­tion of full
re­spon­si­bil­ity of the role of hu­man psy­che and its re­flec­tion in the writ­ings of the
sa­cred au­thors, the method­olog­i­cal anal­y­sis of the text and con­tent of the Bible as
in­formed by sci­en­tific knowl­edge are dog­mat­i­cally jus­ti­fied. The crit­i­cal work is
rel­e­vant here be­cause it comes along with the hu­man el­e­ment (fully present here)
that war­rants it. Fully present—for the Bible is not only the word of God, but also
hu­man word in their har­mo­nious unity, or more pre­cisely, the di­vine-hu­man word.”
(A.V. Kar­ta­shev, On the Bib­li­cal Crit­i­cism of the Old Tes­ta­ment, Paris, 1947, p.
72).

 
   This earthly, hu­man as­pect of Scrip­ture is stud­ied by the dis­ci­pline of is­a­gog­ics whose
scope in­cludes tex­tual, his­tor­i­cal, and lit­er­ary crit­i­cism.

 
   But per­haps the Church Fa­thers re­jected sci­ence in gen­eral, and we there­fore have no
right to use its find­ings for in­ter­pre­ta­tion and study of the Bible? Such an opin­ion does in
fact ex­ist, but it is not en­dorsed by the Fa­thers them­selves.

 
   2. One of the char­ac­ter­is­tics of the pa­tris­tic tra­di­tion is re­cep­tion—the ac­cep­tance of all
that is valu­able, which is con­tained in sci­ence, phi­los­o­phy, and cul­ture in gen­eral. Whereas
for the first gen­er­a­tions of Chris­tians, the ques­tion of the re­la­tion­ship be­tween faith and
cul­ture wasn’t at all rel­e­vant be­cause of the im­pend­ing end of the world; be­gin­ning from the
2nd cen­tury, the Church Fa­thers, nev­er­the­less, rec­og­nized, too, some value in cul­ture. St.
Theophilus of An­ti­och re­ferred to Plato as “the wis­est of the Greeks” and found him
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
to have some ac­cord with Chris­tian­ity (To Au­toly­cus, Book III, Chap­ter 17); he
ex­pressed a sim­i­lar opin­ion about the Greek trage­di­ans (Ibid, Book II, Chap­ter 36). St.
Justin the Mar­tyr pointed out that a num­ber of philo­soph­i­cal and schol­arly views
were in fact ar­gu­ing “the same things” as what the Chris­tian doc­trine stated (The
First Apol­ogy, Chap­ter 20). Most apol­o­gists even ex­plained the ba­sics of the faith
“us­ing philo­soph­i­cal prin­ci­ples, while stay­ing faith­ful to the re­vealed Truth.” (Bishop
Fi­laret Gu­milevsky, The His­tor­i­cal Doc­trine of the Fa­thers of the Church, v. 1, p.
72)

 
   Clement of Alexan­dria wrote on the is­sue of faith and knowl­edge, “I am not obliv­i­ous of
what is bab­bled by some, who in their ig­no­rance are fright­ened at ev­ery noise, and say that
we ought to oc­cupy our­selves with what is most nec­es­sary, and which con­tains the faith; and
that we should pass over what is be­yond and su­per­flu­ous… Oth­ers think that phi­los­o­phy was
in­tro­duced into life by an evil in­flu­ence, for the ruin of men, by an evil in­ven­tor.” (The
Stro­mata, Book I, Chap­ter 1). He goes on to say, “Some, who think them­selves nat­u­rally
gifted, do not wish to touch ei­ther phi­los­o­phy or logic; nay more, they do not wish to learn
nat­u­ral sci­ence. They de­mand bare faith alone, as if they wished, with­out be­stow­ing any care
on the vine, straight­way to gather clus­ters from the first.” (Ibid, Chap­ter 9). The
friend­ship with God “is caused by… faith com­bined with knowl­edge” (Ibid, Chap­ter
6).

 
   That is why most Church Fa­thers and Teach­ers did not ne­glect to re­ceive a higher
ed­u­ca­tion in then pa­gan schools (St. Basil the Great, St. Gre­gory the The­olo­gian, St. Gre­gory
of Nyssa, St. John Chrysos­tom and many oth­ers). More­over, they did not con­sider
it to be their ex­clu­sive right. For in­stance, St. Basil ad­vised Chris­tian youth to
read and study pa­gan lit­er­a­ture (“Ad­dress to young men on the right use of Greek
lit­er­a­ture”). The saint him­self widely used the works of Aris­to­tle, Pliny, and other
nat­u­ral­ists to de­scribe the an­i­mal and plant world in his “Hex­ae­meron.” At the
same time, he ob­vi­ously re­mained within the lim­its of an­cient sci­ence (in par­tic­u­lar,
fol­low­ing Aris­to­tle, he be­lieved that mice, toads, and in­sects can spawn from mud
[Hex­ae­meron IX]; in an­other ex­am­ple, St. Au­gus­tine re­fused to be­lieve that peo­ple could
live on the op­po­site side of the earth). This can­not force us to­day to re­turn to the
sci­en­tific views of the Greco-Ro­man era only be­cause they were es­poused by the
Church Fa­thers. But on the other hand, they be­queathed to us the very prin­ci­ple of
al­low­ing to in­cor­po­rate the find­ings of sci­ence into the­o­log­i­cal un­der­stand­ing of the
faith.76 

 
   The Church Fa­thers them­selves worked in­ten­sively on the is­a­gog­ics of Scrip­ture, clar­i­fy­ing
the orig­i­nal text, com­par­ing trans­la­tions, an­swer­ing the ques­tions about the au­thor­ship of
the sa­cred books, even though these books had al­ready been long rec­og­nized as canon­i­cal
(e.g., the works of Ori­gen, St. Jerome, St. Theodoret).

 
   Should we just copy the pa­tris­tic is­a­gog­ics? Or, fol­low­ing the ex­am­ple of nat­u­ral sci­ences,
should we rather fo­cus on the prin­ci­ples them­selves? One mod­ern the­olo­gian replies, “If we
con­sider the writ­ings of the Church Fa­thers to be a wit­ness of truth, we ought to be with
them in spir­i­tual con­ti­nu­ity. This does not mean that we should blindly re­peat ev­ery­thing
that is writ­ten by the Holy Fa­thers, but rather it in­volves the as­sim­i­la­tion of cer­tain in­ter­nal
logic, in­tu­ition, the se­quence of the de­vel­op­ment of pa­tris­tic thought” (Apr. John
Meyen­dorff, In­tro­duc­tion to Pa­tris­tic The­ol­ogy, p.10 [in Rus­sian]). A.V. Kar­ta­shev writes,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
“The Church Fa­thers were not ma­gi­cians and sor­cer­ers in the field of sci­en­tific
knowl­edge. They, and not only they, but even our clos­est an­ces­tors, for ex­am­ple, even
the the­olo­gians of the 18th cen­tury, could not know the count­less facts that have
en­riched us in the 19th and 20th cen­turies, the era of nu­mer­ous ar­chae­o­log­i­cal
ex­ca­va­tions” (A.V. Kar­ta­shev, On the Bib­li­cal Crit­i­cism of the Old Tes­ta­ment, Paris, 1947,
p.76).

 
   3. First of all, it is the very pos­si­bil­ity of dis­cussing the dat­ing, au­thor­ship, com­po­si­tion,
and sources of the di­vinely in­spired sa­cred books rather than the spe­cific con­clu­sions of the
pa­tris­tic is­a­gog­ics that are im­por­tant to us. It should also be em­pha­sized here that the
Church Fa­thers and Teach­ers al­lowed great breadth and lat­i­tude of opin­ions in this schol­arly
area, be­cause sci­ence can­not af­fect the dog­matic truth of di­vine in­spi­ra­tion. Fr. Sergei
Bul­gakov wrote, “The au­thor­ity of the sa­cred books does not de­pend on the his­tor­i­cal
ac­cu­racy of the in­scrip­tion of their au­thor­ship, but on the Church’s as­sess­ment of the
con­tent of these books” (Two Cities, v. 2, p. 53). The same thought was ex­pressed in an­other
way by A.S. Khomyakov, who said that if they had proved that the Epis­tle to the Ro­mans
was not writ­ten by the apos­tle Paul, the Church would have said: “It came from
me.”

 
   Here are a few ex­am­ples of how the views of the Church Fa­thers were var­ied on the
prove­nance of the Old Tes­ta­ment books.

 
   St. Jerome be­lieved that a part of the Pen­ta­teuch was writ­ten by Ezra (“The
Per­pet­ual Vir­gin­ity of Blessed Mary”). He also thought that the Book of Joshua
was not com­piled by him, whereas St. Theodoret comes to the con­clu­sion that the
Book was not writ­ten by “Joshua but by some­one liv­ing later” (St. Jerome, Let­ter
to Pauli­nus; St. Theodoret, Com­men­taries on the Book of Joshua, Ques­tion 14).
The saint says the same thing about the Book of Judges (Com­men­taries, Ques­tion
2). St. Jerome as­cribes the Books of King­doms to Samuel and Ezra, whereas St.
John Chrysos­tom and St. Athana­sius to Samuel, Nathan, Gad, Isa­iah, and other
prophets (re­fer to their Old Tes­ta­ment Syn­opses). Some fa­thers as­cribed the Book
of Ju­dith to her, while oth­ers to Achior or Eli­akim, etc. There was no con­sen­sus
re­gard­ing the au­thor­ship of the Books of To­bit, Es­ther, Job, Chron­i­cles. The Arch­bishop
Fi­laret of Riga, hav­ing stud­ied var­i­ous views of the Church Fa­thers, came to the
con­clu­sion that the ques­tion on the au­thor­ship of Ec­cle­si­astes “re­mains open” (Bp.
Fi­laret, On the Prove­nance of Ec­cle­si­astes, Kiev, 1885, p. 21). Some Church Fa­thers
be­lieved that the Wis­dom of Solomon was writ­ten by him, while oth­ers re­futed
that.

 
   It is worth not­ing that the Church Fa­thers ex­tended a sim­i­lar breadth of their is­a­gog­i­cal
re­search to the New Tes­ta­ment. St. Diony­sius the Great when com­par­ing the Book of
Rev­e­la­tion and the fourth Gospel came to the con­clu­sion that they had been writ­ten by two
dif­fer­ent in­di­vid­u­als. He ac­knowl­edged the sa­cred au­thor­ity of the Apoc­a­lypse (“I should not
my­self ven­ture to re­ject the book”) but he did point out that there were too many
dif­fer­ences be­tween it and other Jo­han­nine writ­ings for them to have the same au­thor.
The saint wrote, “And yet once more one can es­ti­mate the dif­fer­ence be­tween the
Gospel and Epis­tle and the Rev­e­la­tion from the lit­er­ary style. For the first two books
are not only writ­ten in ir­re­proach­able Greek, but are also most el­e­gant in their
phrases, rea­son­ings and ar­range­ments of ex­pres­sion... That this [au­thor] had seen a
Rev­e­la­tion and re­ceived knowl­edge and the gift of prophecy, I do not deny, but I
ob­serve his di­alect and in­ac­cu­rate Greek style, which em­ploys bar­baric id­ioms and
some­times even faulty con­struc­tions” (“On the Prom­ises”, Eus., H. E. vii. 24 and
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
25).

 
   Note that a num­ber of books whose au­thors were be­lieved to be known and that were
highly re­garded (the Book of Enoch, Psalms of Solomon, The As­sump­tion of Moses, and
oth­ers) were re­jected by the Church and de­clared to be apoc­ryphal. This once again con­firms
the po­si­tion that the canon­ic­ity was not de­ter­mined on the ba­sis of the name of the au­thor
ap­pear­ing in the ti­tle of the book.

 
   4. Con­tin­u­ing the works of the Church Fa­thers, Chris­tian is­a­gog­ics has achieved
con­sid­er­able re­sults in clar­i­fy­ing the dat­ing, au­thor­ship, and com­po­si­tion of the holy books.
In par­tic­u­lar, there arose a whole school of Or­tho­dox ex­egetes who showed, quite
con­vinc­ingly, that the au­thor­ship of Moses, David, and Isa­iah should be un­der­stood in a
broad sense. They are au­thors in spirit, bear­ers of the orig­i­nal Sa­cred Tra­di­tion. The
Pen­ta­teuch, the Psalms, and the Book of Isa­iah right­fully bear their names. But in the lit­eral
sense, they only laid the foun­da­tion for these books, which were fin­ished by other in­spired
men—the prophets and the sages.

 
   S. Tru­bet­skoy and the aca­demi­cian B.A. Tu­raev can be con­sid­ered as the founders of this
school. Tu­raev taught in the the­o­log­i­cal school, con­trib­uted to the The­o­log­i­cal En­cy­clo­pe­dia,
and was a mem­ber of the Lo­cal Coun­cil of the Rus­sian Church in 1917–18. No one ever
ques­tioned his loy­alty to Or­tho­doxy. In his mag­num opus His­tory of An­cient East we read,
“The at­tri­bu­tion of in­di­vid­ual bib­li­cal books to cer­tain au­thors must be un­der­stood
in many cases not in our own but in the East­ern sense. The East did not know
lit­er­ary prop­erty: au­thor­ship and in­di­vid­ual style in writ­ings be­came man­i­fest with
suf­fi­cient clar­ity in an al­most mod­ern sense only in the books of the prophets.” (v. 1, p.
6).

 
   These prin­ci­ples were also shared by the pro­fes­sor I.D. An­dreev of Mos­cow The­o­log­i­cal
Acad­emy as well as Fr. A. Yelchani­nov—one of the most em­i­nent Or­tho­dox writ­ers and
pas­tors of our time. He ex­pressed his views on the Old Tes­ta­ment in a book on the his­tory of
re­li­gion (1910), which he wrote in co-au­thor­ship with Flo­ren­sky and Bul­gakov. And
fi­nally, these is­a­gog­ics find­ings formed the ba­sis for the course on Holy Scrip­ture,
which was of­fered at the St. Sergius Or­tho­dox The­o­log­i­cal In­sti­tute, where it was
taught both orally and in writ­ing by such prom­i­nent Or­tho­dox bib­li­cal schol­ars
as A.V. Kar­ta­shev and its rec­tor, the pro­to­pres­byter Alexis Knyazev. To­day, the
con­cepts of this school have be­come dom­i­nant: there is not a sin­gle Or­tho­dox (and
Catholic) bib­li­cal scholar who enun­ci­ates dif­fer­ent views. It is some­thing worth
con­sid­er­ing by those who per­sist in deny­ing the find­ings of mod­ern bib­li­cal is­a­gog­ics
(I’m not talk­ing about Bap­tists who con­tinue to stand on the po­si­tions of the old
fun­da­men­tal­ism).

 
   5. In con­clu­sion, I will touch upon prob­lems of ex­e­ge­sis. Is there a sin­gle pa­tris­tic
in­ter­pre­ta­tion of the Old Tes­ta­ment?

 
   At the afore­men­tioned Con­gress of Or­tho­dox The­olo­gians, it was stated that the holy
fa­thers “are of tremen­dous value for the Or­tho­dox Old Tes­ta­ment re­searcher, who,
nev­er­the­less, must take into ac­count the dif­fer­ences in in­ter­pre­ta­tions of the fa­thers, with­out
au­to­mat­i­cally rais­ing any of them to the level of Tra­di­tion of the Church. Or­tho­dox bib­li­cal
schol­ars rightly draw at­ten­tion to the Church in­ter­pre­ta­tion (litur­gi­cal, icono­graphic) of the
Old Tes­ta­ment, iden­ti­fy­ing the Church-wide ex­eget­i­cal Tra­di­tion while sep­a­rat­ing out later
and ac­ci­den­tal el­e­ments.”

 
   There are many such dif­fer­ences in pa­tris­tic writ­ings. I will give just some ex­am­ples.

 
   St. Ephrem the Syr­ian con­sid­ers the words in Gen 1:1 to be an in­di­ca­tion of the be­gin­ning
of cre­ation in time; how­ever, St. Theophilus of An­ti­och, St. Am­brose of Mi­lan, St. Au­gus­tine,
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
and oth­ers see here an in­di­ca­tion to the eter­nal “be­gin­ning” in which the “be­got­ten Son”
abides (Jn 1:1). In the Epis­tle of Barn­abas, the six days of cre­ation are in­ter­preted
as six thou­sand years, whereas Clement of Alexan­dria con­sid­ered cre­ation to be
in­stan­ta­neous with the “six days” serv­ing only as a de­scrip­tion of its struc­ture. Pa­pias, St.
Justin, St. Ire­naeus, St. Hip­poly­tus, and oth­ers in­ter­preted the prophecy about the
King­dom of God in the spirit of chil­iasm, to which St. Diony­sius the Great strongly
ob­jected. St. Au­gus­tine had a dif­fer­ent un­der­stand­ing of Gen­e­sis in dif­fer­ent pe­ri­ods
of his life. St. Ephrem the Syr­ian in­ter­preted the earthly par­adise lit­er­ally, but
St. Am­brose was in­clined to think of it as a spir­i­tual re­al­ity (On Par­adise, 2). St.
Gre­gory the The­olo­gian saw in Eden the im­age of the high­est com­mu­nion with God
(Mys­ti­cal Songs, 7). The tree of knowl­edge was also un­der­stood dif­fer­ently. St. Ephrem
the Syr­ian con­sid­ers it to be a phys­i­cal tree but en­dowed with spe­cial prop­er­ties,
whereas St. Gre­gory the The­olo­gian un­der­stands it as “con­tem­pla­tion of things di­vine,
for­bid­den to the im­per­fect” (Ora­tion 38). Mean­while, St. Anas­ta­sius of Sinai in his
com­men­tary on “Six Days” be­lieves that the na­ture of the trees in par­adise re­mains
un­known and that this knowl­edge is not nec­es­sary for the Church (8, 89). Ac­cord­ing to
St. Am­brose, the bib­li­cal ser­pent is an al­le­gory of sen­su­al­ity (On Par­adise, 2), but
ac­cord­ing to St. John Chrysos­tom it was an an­i­mal that Sa­tan used as a tool (On
Gen­e­sis, 2). Based on the fact that both man and woman are jointly called Adam
(Gen 2:7), some fa­thers be­lieved that Adam and Eve stood for rea­son and senses
re­spec­tively (St. Am­brose, Ibid; St. Au­gus­tine, on Gen­e­sis against the Manichees, 2,12). I
re­peat, these are only a few ex­am­ples of how the Fa­thers in­ter­preted Scrip­ture
dif­fer­ently.

 
   It is com­pletely un­founded to think that the Fa­thers con­sid­ered the lit­eral ex­e­ge­sis as the
only cor­rect one. Even such an ad­vo­cate of lit­eral in­ter­pre­ta­tion as St. John Chrysos­tom
pointed out that much is writ­ten in Scrip­ture fig­u­ra­tively “out of con­sid­er­ate­ness
for the way hu­man be­ings speak” (on Gen­e­sis, Homily 3). Talk­ing about the word
“breathed” (life into man) the saint writes: “Be­cause if they wanted to as­sign a mouth to
God on the score of Scrip­ture’s say­ing, ‘He breathed into him,’ they would have
to equip him with hands too, since it says, ‘He formed the hu­man be­ing’” (Ibid,
Homily 13). He con­tin­ues, “God… planted a gar­den… what would be likely to be
said about this sen­tence… by those rash enough to in­ter­pret in hu­man fash­ion
ev­ery­thing said about God? … What does that mean, pray? did he have need of tools...?”
Ex­plain­ing other an­thro­po­mor­phisms of the Bible, the saint writes: “Don’t take the words
in hu­man fash­ion; rather, in­ter­pret the con­crete­ness of the ex­pres­sions from the
view­point of hu­man lim­i­ta­tions” (Ibid, Homily 15). Fol­low­ing these in­struc­tions
of St. John Chrysos­tom, one can ask whether we have the right to in­ter­pret the
words “the Lord swept the sea by a strong east wind all night and turned the sea
into dry land” (Ex.14:21) as if God drove the wa­ters like a sailor with an oar? No,
this bib­li­cal ex­pres­sion means that God used the el­e­men­tal forces of na­ture to
save the Is­raelites. The mir­a­cle does not be­come less im­por­tant as a re­sult. A huge
num­ber of mir­a­cles in his­tory and in our own lives oc­cur in such a way that an
un­be­liev­ing mind per­ceives each of them merely as an ac­ci­dent or a co­in­ci­dence. This
way the vo­li­tion of faith is pre­served. It is not a co­in­ci­dence that God’s great­est
mir­a­cles—when His power di­rectly changed the course of world af­fairs—took place in se­cret
(In­car­na­tion and Res­ur­rec­tion; re­call that the Risen One did not ap­pear to His
en­e­mies).

 
   The kind of temp­ta­tions that a lit­eral un­der­stand­ing of the sa­cred texts can lead to is
                                                                                                
                                                                                                
il­lus­trated by Abba Serenus in re­la­tion to the in­ter­pre­ta­tion of the words of the
Sav­ior about car­ry­ing the Cross. He said, “...some most earnest monks, hav­ing
in­deed a zeal for God, but not ac­cord­ing to knowl­edge un­der­stood [this pas­sage]
lit­er­ally, and so made them­selves wooden crosses, and car­ried them about con­stantly
on their shoul­ders, and so were the cause not of ed­i­fi­ca­tion but of ridicule on the
part of all who saw them… Some [pas­sages] are ca­pa­ble of be­ing taken suit­able
and prop­erly in both ways, i.e., the his­tor­i­cal and al­le­gor­i­cal” (St. John Cas­sian,
Con­fer­ence 8, Chap­ter 3). St. John Chrysos­tom also wrote that “one pas­sage of
Scrip­ture must be un­der­stood as is, but an­other—in the fig­u­ra­tive sense; yet an­other in
the spir­i­tual sense, and yet an­other in the dual sense: both fig­u­ra­tively and the
spir­i­tu­ally” (Hom­i­lies on Ps. 46). The Alexan­drian pa­tris­tic School pre­ferred the
al­le­gor­i­cal method of in­ter­pre­ta­tion, while the An­ti­ochian—the lit­eral one. At the same
time, St. John Cas­sian saw four dif­fer­ent sides to ex­e­ge­sis (Con­fer­ence 14, Chap­ter
8).

 
   I will end with the words of such an em­i­nent the­olo­gian as Fr. Sergei Bul­gakov: “The
Church does not ob­ject to the study of the Word of God by all means pos­si­ble, par­tic­u­larly
the meth­ods of sci­en­tific con­tem­po­rary crit­i­cism; more­over, it does not de­cide be­fore­hand on
the find­ings of that crit­i­cism, pro­vided only that a pi­ous and re­li­gious sen­ti­ment
is pre­served to­ward the sa­cred text as to­ward the Word of God” (The Or­tho­dox
Church, SVS Press, p. 15). As to the Church Fa­thers, I will quote the opin­ion of the
rec­og­nized pa­trol­o­gist Fr. G. Florovsky. He writes about faith­ful­ness to Pa­tris­tic
Tra­di­tion that it “does not mean some sort of ‘restora­tion’ or some rep­e­ti­tion of
or re­turn to the past. ‘Fol­low­ing the Fa­thers’ al­ways means mov­ing for­ward, not
back­wards, it means fi­delity to the pa­tris­tic spirit and not just to the pa­tris­tic let­ter.
One must be steeped in the in­spi­ra­tion of the pa­tris­tic flame and not sim­ply be a
gar­dener pot­ter­ing around among an­cient texts” (The Ways of Rus­sian The­ol­ogy,
1937).

 
   Thus, to sum­ma­rize:

 
   1) The Bible, be­ing the Word of God, is also a hu­man word and there­fore rep­re­sents a
di­vine-hu­man phe­nom­e­non. Its earthly, hu­man as­pects can be stud­ied by means of
sci­ence.

 
   2) The Holy Fa­thers rec­og­nized the le­git­i­macy of ap­ply­ing the find­ings of sci­ences to
the­ol­ogy and to bib­li­cal stud­ies in par­tic­u­lar. Like any sci­ence, the bib­li­cal is­a­gog­ics can­not
be lim­ited only to the data of the pa­tris­tic era, but is be­ing com­ple­mented by the new
find­ings.

 
   3) The canon­ic­ity and the in­spi­ra­tion of the holy books are not de­ter­mined by the name in
their ti­tle but by their con­tent. On this ba­sis, the Fa­thers freely in­ves­ti­gated the prob­lem of
the au­thor­ship of the sa­cred books. To­day’s bib­li­cal stud­ies con­tinue the same
work.

 
   4) The ab­so­lute ma­jor­ity of mod­ern Or­tho­dox ex­perts of the Old Tes­ta­ment rec­og­nize the
main achieve­ments and con­clu­sions of the his­tor­i­cal tex­tual crit­i­cism with­out en­croach­ing on
its di­vine in­spi­ra­tion.

 
   5) The Church Fa­thers did not have a sin­gle gen­er­ally ac­cepted method for in­ter­pret­ing
the Bible. There­fore, it is im­pos­si­ble to con­sider any par­tic­u­lar ex­e­ge­sis to be the only
Or­tho­dox one.
   
 

                                                                                                

                                                                                                
                                                                                                
 The arch­priest Alexan­der Men

Jan­u­ary, 1984
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      1Trans­la­tor’s note: This chap­ter is based on Vol. I of Fr. Alexan­der Men’s orig­i­nal se­ries of seven vol­umes
on His­tory of Re­li­gion (in Rus­sian); Vol. I is also avail­able in Eng­lish: A. Men, A. Mac­naughton, The Well­springs
of Re­li­gion, St Vladimir’s Sem­i­nary Press, United States, 2017.
 

 

       
          2Spir­i­tu­al­ism is a philo­soph­i­cal view that as­serts the pri­macy of the Uni­verse’s spir­i­tual re­al­ity over
  its ma­te­rial coun­ter­part and the “use­less­ness” of the lat­ter. It is not a doc­trine of the Chris­tian
  Church.
 

 

       
          3Sec­u­lar or so­cial, i.e., re­lated nei­ther to the sphere of re­li­gious life nor to church or­ga­ni­za­tion; for
  ex­am­ple, in a sec­u­lar state, re­li­gious be­liefs are a per­sonal mat­ter to ev­ery in­di­vid­ual, and not one’s civic duty or
  re­spon­si­bil­ity.
 

 

       
          4Trans­la­tor’s note: Mod­ern cos­mol­ogy places the be­gin­ning of the Uni­verse at about 14 bil­lion years ago
  when all its mat­ter and en­ergy were com­pressed to a tiny enough vol­ume known as the ini­tial “sin­gu­lar­ity”: a set
  of con­di­tions where time and space as we know them have no mean­ing.
 

 

       
          5Trans­la­tor’s note: Within the mod­ern sci­en­tific frame­work, this and sim­i­lar ques­tions are stud­ied by the
  bur­geon­ing dis­ci­pline of evo­lu­tion­ary ethics. It seeks to ad­dress the prob­lems of de­scrip­tive (what do peo­ple
  think is right?), pre­scrip­tive (how should peo­ple act?), and meta-ethics (what does “right” even mean?) in the
  light of evo­lu­tion­ary the­ory. With re­gards to the lim­its of such an in­quiry, Chris­tian an­thro­pol­ogy (i.e.,
  the study of the hu­man in re­la­tion to God) would point to the ir­re­ducibil­ity of hu­man na­ture to
  mat­ter proper (hu­mans as dual be­ings, both as “the dust of the ground” and “Yah­weh’s breath”
  com­bined; see Gen 2:7) and, there­fore, the po­ten­tial re­duc­tion­ism of eth­i­cal the­o­ries em­brac­ing such
  views.
 

 

       
          6Cos­mo­ge­n­e­sis (Greek: “birth, ori­gin of the world”) is the emer­gence of the Uni­verse and any model of it in
  re­li­gion and sci­ence; Chris­tian cos­mo­ge­n­e­sis is based on the open­ing chap­ters of Gen­e­sis, the so-called
  Hex­ae­meron or the Six Days. Con­trary to a com­mon mis­con­cep­tion, the Hex­ae­meron can­not con­flict with
  sci­en­tific the­o­ries, if only be­cause it de­scribes the cre­ation of the world from a point of view not amenable to
  strict sci­en­tific anal­y­sis.
 

 

       
          7Lo­gos (Greek: “word”): 1) a term in an­cient Greek phi­los­o­phy, which ini­tially meant unity of word and
  mean­ing; 2) in Chris­tian­ity: a des­ig­na­tion of Je­sus Christ as the sec­ond Per­son of the Trin­ity. The Chris­tian
  con­cept of the Lo­gos goes back to the open­ing words of John’s Gospel: “In the be­gin­ning was the
  Word.”
 

 

       
          8Pan­the­ism (Greek: “all is God”) is a view char­ac­ter­is­tic of cer­tain philo­soph­i­cal sys­tems and mys­ti­cal
  teach­ings when God, im­per­sonal in essence, is equated with “na­ture.”
 

 

       
          9An­thro­po­ge­n­e­sis (Greek: “the ori­gin of man”) is a set of re­li­gious or sci­en­tific views on the ori­gins as well
  as the process of be­com­ing hu­man.
 

 

         
          10Noo­sphere (Greek: “sphere of mind”) is hu­man­ity as a con­scious and in­tel­li­gent part of the bio­sphere
    (“sphere of life”). This con­cept was first in­tro­duced in 1927 by the priest and philoso­pher Pierre Teil­hard de
    Chardin.
 

 

         
          11Monothe­ism is the be­lief in one God; cf. many gods in poly­the­ism.
 

 

         
          12Totem (from the Ojibwe “otote­man,” mean­ing “one’s kin”)—an an­i­mal, a plant, or, less of­ten, a nat­u­ral
    phe­nom­e­non, or an inan­i­mate ob­ject—is the idea of a com­mon an­ces­tor of the tribe or fam­ily in cer­tain pa­gan
    world­views.
 

 

         
          13Sacral (from Latin sacrum: sa­cred) refers to the sphere of the sub­lime or di­vine in con­trast to the
    or­di­nary, “sec­u­lar,” or “worldly.”
 

 

         
          14Oc­cult refers to a “clan­des­tine, se­cret teach­ing” sup­pos­edly giv­ing its “ini­ti­ate” the abil­ity to con­trol
    spir­its, demons, and nat­u­ral el­e­ments.
 

 

         
          15Trans­la­tor’s note: Rus­sian for “rite” is “obryad” which lit­er­ally means “the putting on of
    vest­ments.”
 

 

         
          16A pan­demic is an epi­demic that cov­ers the whole world or a sig­nif­i­cant part thereof.
 

 

         
          17A medium in pa­gan and mag­i­cal rep­re­sen­ta­tions (in­clud­ing spiritism) is a per­son or an ob­ject in a
    mag­i­cal rit­ual that es­tab­lishes a con­nec­tion with the other world.
 

 

         
          18Mi­cro-world is the world of atoms and el­e­men­tary par­ti­cles; macro-world is the ma­te­rial world “seen” by
    us; mega-world is the world of cos­mic ob­jects, stars, and gal­ax­ies.
 

 

         
          19Transphys­i­cal di­men­sions of the Uni­verse are those out­side the lim­its stud­ied by the com­plex of sci­ences
    based on physics.
 

 

         
          20The word “Veda” is re­lated to the Old Eng­lish wi­tan (to know or to learn) be­cause the Indo-Aryan
    lan­guages are part of the Indo-Eu­ro­pean fam­ily.
 

 

         
          21Abra­ham, Isaac, and Ja­cob, the fore­fa­thers of the faith­ful, are called pa­tri­archs in bib­li­cal
    stud­ies.
 

 

         
          22The an­cient He­brew tribal sys­tem men­tions the fol­low­ing: “bet-ab”—a fam­ily; “mish-pachah”—an
    ex­tended fam­ily or a clan, and fi­nally; “se-bet”—a group of clans or a tribe.
 

 

         
          23Sci­ence has es­tab­lished that the Creto-Myce­naean cul­ture re­ferred to here was the ar­chaic Greek
    cul­ture.
 

 

         
          24Pan­theon (Greek for “all the gods”) is the sys­tem of all the deities wor­shiped in a given pa­gan
    re­li­gion.
 

 

         
          25Chthonic (from the Greek name for Earth) deities are the gods re­lated to earth or soil and
    the life-death cy­cle, which are usu­ally con­sid­ered in pa­gan­ism as the most an­cient or “pri­mary”
    deities.
 

 

         
          26An­thro­po­mor­phism (from Greek “an­thro­pos,” hu­man, and “mor­phe,” form) means at­tribut­ing hu­man
    traits.
 

 

         
          27The Great House in an­cient Egypt re­ferred not only to Pharaoh’s res­i­dence but also to all his
    pos­ses­sions.
 

 

         
          28Azazel: c.f. Azazello in M. Bul­gakov’s Mas­ter and Mar­garita, whom the au­thor de­scribes as “the de­mon of
    the wa­ter­less desert, the killer-de­mon.”
 

 

         
          29Trans­la­tor’s note: There are dis­putes among spe­cial­ists about the ex­act chronol­ogy for this pe­riod. E.g.,
    many re­searchers who ac­cept there be­ing a his­tor­i­cal ker­nel to the Ex­o­dus nar­ra­tive con­sider Ram­ses II as
    pharaoh of the ex­o­dus event.[43] Fr. A. Men gives his ra­tio­nale for Mernep­tah in [44], Ap­pen­dix 7 “On
    chronol­ogy of Ex­o­dus”
 

 

         
          30Syn­cretism in sci­ence, art, and re­li­gion refers to a frame­work that com­bines the fea­tures of var­i­ous other
     frame­works, i.e., mixed or de­riv­a­tive in their na­ture.
 

 

         
          31Theoc­racy is a form of gov­ern­ment in which power be­longs to clergy of a sin­gle (state) re­li­gion; au­toc­racy
    is the rule ex­er­cised by a sin­gle per­son.
 

 

         
          32Mod­ern sci­ence dis­tin­guishes tribal (eth­nic) kin­ship and lin­guis­tic kin­ship; in tribal con­tacts (peace­ful or
    as a re­sult of war), one tribe of­ten adopts the lan­guage of an­other, min­gling with it.
 

 

         
          33Al­pha and Omega are the first and last let­ters of the Greek al­pha­bet. The ex­pres­sion is used as a
    des­ig­na­tion of the be­gin­ning and the end, cf. the words of the Apoc­a­lypse: “I am the Al­pha and the Omega, the
    be­gin­ning and the end, says the Lord” (Rev 1:8); “I am the Al­pha and the Omega, the First and the Last” (Rev
    1:11).
 

 

         
          34Wang is a princely ti­tle of no­bil­ity in an­cient China.
 

 

         
          35The memo­rial plaque in Chi­nese cul­ture, which serves as a mon­u­ment to the de­ceased, is a stele with
    the per­son’s bi­og­ra­phy, in­clud­ing a praise of his char­ac­ter, knowl­edge, and ac­tions.
 

 

         
          36Baal is a pa­gan de­ity; hu­man sac­ri­fices were of­ten made to the Baals (see 3 Kings 18 about Eli­jah and
    the priests of Baal).
 

 

         
          37Guru is a teacher and men­tor in the In­dian re­li­gious and philo­soph­i­cal tra­di­tion.
 

 

         
          38Kab­bal­ists are ad­her­ents of one of the forms of the Old Tes­ta­ment mys­ti­cal philoso­phies.
 

 

         
          39Brah­man, as in Hin­duism, de­notes the first cause of mo­tion, the fun­da­men­tal prin­ci­ple of all
    ex­is­tence.
 

 

    
     40Vaishyas and Shu­dras are low castes and their rep­re­sen­ta­tives in the com­plex so­cial sys­tem of
    In­dia.
 

 

         
          41An as­cetic is some­one who has re­nounced all plea­sures of life for the sake of at­tain­ing spir­i­tual
    per­fec­tion.
 

 

         
          42Cat­e­chu­mens in the Chris­tian church are those who are pre­par­ing for bap­tism; they are con­sid­ered to be
    dis­ci­ples, but not full mem­bers of the com­mu­nity. E.g., they were not al­lowed to be present at the
    Eu­charist.
 

 

         
          43Dhar­mas are the pri­mary el­e­ments of be­ing and con­scious­ness; their com­bi­na­tions cre­ate
    life. The goal of Bud­dhism is for Dhar­mas to dis­solve into Nir­vana, to tran­si­tion from be­ing into
    non-be­ing.
 

 

         
          44Fa­tal­ism is a blind sub­mis­sion to life’s cir­cum­stances and a fear of one’s own ac­tions, which are thought
    to be ei­ther in vain (be­cause fate de­cided oth­er­wise) or can anger the spir­its and demons.
 

 

         
          45Moira, lit­er­ally “fate” or “lot” that peo­ple al­legedly re­ceive at their birth, is a god­dess of fate for an­cient
    Greeks.
 

 

         
          46The Gor­gons in Greek mythol­ogy were three sis­ters, mon­sters liv­ing on the edge of the world; one of
    them, Medusa, was de­cap­i­tated by Perseus. A mere look at Gor­gon’s face would turn a per­son into
    stone.
 

 

         
          47Epis­te­mol­ogy is the study of how knowl­edge is ac­quired.
 

 

         
          48Apri­or­ity is the qual­ity of in­tro­duc­ing sci­en­tific and the­o­ret­i­cal premises with­out proof; a pri­ori premises
    within a strictly sci­en­tific the­ory must re­ceive fur­ther con­fir­ma­tion.
 

 

         
          49The in­duc­tive method of rea­son­ing leads from the (par­tic­u­lar) facts to a hy­poth­e­sis that gen­er­al­izes these
    facts.
 

 

         
          50Fr. Pavel Flo­ren­sky (1882–1937) was a priest, re­li­gious philoso­pher, sci­en­tist, one of the prom­i­nent
    thinkers of the 20th cen­tury. He died while in cus­tody.
 

 

         
          51Theos­o­phy (Greek: “di­vine wis­dom”) teaches that the ul­ti­mate Truth can be re­vealed only to the ini­ti­ated,
    those who have pre­pared them­selves through spe­cial philo­soph­i­cal stud­ies. The very prin­ci­ple of
    Theos­o­phy con­tra­dicts the core mes­sage of the Gospel, which brings rev­e­la­tion about God to all
    peo­ple.
 

 

         
          52V.S. Soloviev (1853–1900) was an out­stand­ing re­li­gious thinker, philoso­pher, poet, and
    pub­li­cist.
 

 

         
          53Esau, Isaac’s son, ex­changed his birthright for some lentil stew with his younger brother Ja­cob, who
    ended up re­ceiv­ing his fa­ther’s bless­ing in­stead (Gen 25).
 

 

         
          54As­tral gods per­son­i­fied el­e­men­tal (cos­mic) forces; wor­ship­ping them was a vi­o­la­tion of the Covenant,
    for wor­ship could only be di­rected to the Cre­ator and never to a crea­ture (no mat­ter how lofty or
    pow­er­ful).
 

 

         
          55The phrase “Dra­co­nian Laws” (or “dra­co­nian mea­sures”) come from the name of this law­giver.
 

 

         
          56Moral rel­a­tivism is a de­nial of ab­so­lute, un­shak­able moral stan­dards.
 

 

         
          57Trans­la­tor’s note: Ps 50 ac­cord­ing to the Sep­tu­agint num­ber­ing (LXX) is Ps 51 in the Ma­soretic tra­di­tion
    (MT).
 

 

         
          58Tran­scen­dent—that which is be­yond the phys­i­cal world, sur­pass­ing it.
 

 

         
          59This kin­ship of an­cient In­dian and Ira­nian cul­tures is proved by the sim­i­lar­ity of their lan­guages; the
    so-called Indo-Ira­nian lan­guages show their sig­nif­i­cant affin­ity within the Indo-Eu­ro­pean fam­ily of
    lan­guages.
 

 

         
          60Catharism, Bo­gomil­ism, and Pauli­cian­ism are re­li­gious move­ments that arose within Chris­tian­ity and
    were deemed by the Church as here­sies, i.e., views con­trary to the teach­ings of Christ and His
    Church.
 

 

         
          61For LXX; or Ps 20:7 in MT.
 

 

    
     62Yasna is the old­est part of the Avesta that con­tains the hymns, of which 28–34,
    43–51, 53, are known as the Gathas and con­sid­ered to be the most an­cient.
 

 

         
          63The his­tor­i­cal books tra­di­tion­ally re­fer to the Books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings.
 

 

         
          64“Dhamma” (in Pali, a sa­cred lan­guage of an­cient In­dian cults) is the same as dharma—world or­der, law,
    as well as the teach­ings of the Bud­dha; “Sangha” is a Bud­dhist com­mu­nity. The Bud­dha, the Dharma, and the
    Sangha are the so-called “The Three Jew­els” of Bud­dhism.
 

 

         
          65Pro­fa­na­tion, in the nar­row sense of the word, is a car­ry­ing out of priestly func­tions by per­sons who do
    not have the ap­pro­pri­ate sta­tus, i.e., by the unini­ti­ated; in the broad sense, it is a dis­sem­i­na­tion of spe­cial­ized
    views in an over­sim­pli­fied and dis­torted form.
 

 

         
          66An avatar, or avatara, av­tara (San­skrit)—a god in Hindu mythol­ogy, who has come to peo­ple in the guise
    of a mor­tal be­ing.
 

 

         
          67Koine is a spo­ken lan­guage used by the speak­ers of dif­fer­ent Greek di­alects. Di­alec­tal dif­fer­ences had
    been erased in koiné, which fa­cil­i­tated com­mu­ni­ca­tion.
 

 

         
          68Karma (in Hin­duism or Bud­dhism) is the law of ret­ri­bu­tion, the prin­ci­ple of cause and ef­fect.
 

 

         
          69That is, in ac­cor­dance with the Prov­i­dence of God and aligned with His pur­poses.
 

 

         
          70From Latin “ex­is­ten­tia,” re­fer­ring to the prob­lems of ex­is­tence.
 

 

         
          71The Stoa is the phi­los­o­phy and the world­view sys­tem of sto­icism.
 

 

   
    72Trans­la­tor’s note: this chap­ter is based on Men’s orig­i­nal Son of Man (also fea­tured as Vol. VII of His­tory
of Re­li­gion), also avail­able in Eng­lish: A. Men, S. Brown, Son of Man, Oak­wood Pub­li­ca­tions, United States,
1998.
 

 

         
          73The al­ter­na­tive spellings Kar­iot or Kirioth are also en­coun­tered in the lit­er­a­ture.
 

 

         
          74In Chris­tian the­ol­ogy, the doc­trine of sal­va­tion is called so­te­ri­ol­ogy (from the Greek Soter—Sav­ior).
 

 

         
          75An­nals (Latin for “yearly books”) refers to chron­i­cles; in a fig­u­ra­tive sense, they rep­re­sent his­tor­i­cal
    ma­te­rial or (fac­tual) in­for­ma­tion.
 

 

         
          76There is an­other char­ac­ter­is­tic fea­ture of the pa­tris­tic writ­ings. When ad­dress­ing peo­ple who are ei­ther
    ex­ter­nal or new to faith, they ap­peal to their own ex­pe­ri­ences and con­cepts rarely re­ly­ing on church au­thor­i­ties.
    We find Chris­tian apol­o­gists—Min­u­cius Fe­lix, Athenago­ras, Melito, and oth­ers—us­ing few to no Scrip­ture
    quotes.
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