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Preface

It is by now evident that, whatever bliss our own faith may afford us, we cannot remain blissfully ignorant of the religions of others. There are many books readily available that seek to remedy the self-satisfied parochialism of those who pretend their theological rivals either don’t exist or are paths to damnation. But there is still plenty of room for this one. My complaint is two-fold. First, these books tend, in my opinion, to oversimplify the faiths they introduce.1 This is understandable, lest the casual inquirer find himself confused, lost in a rain forest of theological vines and thorns. But I have found, through many years of teaching undergraduates about the major religions, that it is quite possible to make even doctrinal and mythological complexities manageable, even interesting, to outsiders and non-believers.

But I will go farther: I actually enjoy searching through the weeds! Oh, the basic tenets of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, etc., are endlessly fascinating. I never tire of teaching them and learning more about them. But there is so much more to explore! I will be inviting you to go a good bit deeper into our subject, examining various minority faiths and sectarian split-offs. Standard introductions to World Religions just don’t cover enough territory to satisfy me!

You can’t really understand a religion, even if you scrutinize it from all sides, until you examine it from the inside. But how can you do that without converting to it? And would you have to convert to all of them one after the other? You could try. But I doubt you would. Don’t worry; there’s an alternative. In fact, you’re reading it right now. We can at least try to understand each religion as its adherents do. What is it like for them? What do they believe? How do their beliefs affect their life options? Their everyday decisions? When I taught my college students this material, I gave them this assignment: “If you were to convert to one of the religions we’ve studied, in what concrete ways would it change your life?” Walk a mile in the shoes of a Muslim, a Hasid, a Jainist. Occasionally, a student did a decent job with it. Some, though, just plain refused to try it, fearing they would be flirting with apostasy. Were they actually afraid they might like another religion better than the one they espoused? If so, how deep did their dissatisfaction go? I always suspect such a person, deep down, would just love to escape the prison they perceive their religion to be, but they’re afraid it, or at least its threats of hell, might be true. They’re like slaves who dare not attempt an escape from the plantation lest Massa’s bloodhounds catch up with them.

The second sense in which I find many introductions to World Religions oversimple is that they tend to present the “official” account of the origins of the religions, and of their founders. Of course they do, because each religion teaches a canonical version, an “authorized biography,” and this in itself becomes a doctrine of the faith. But in the last couple of centuries, scholars have tried to dig beneath these official versions to find out what really happened. What is/was devoutly believed to be history often turns out to be sacred legend. That’s not bad; it isn’t a matter of debunking anything. It’s just good to know the difference. So I will be supplying a good bit of information and recent research on each religion and sect I discuss.

I myself do not belong to any religion, though I did in earlier years. I even pastored a Baptist congregation for a few years, albeit a rather atypical one. I have also done a stint in the leadership of the Secular Humanist movement. Many Humanists feel obliged to debunk and refute religion. Very likely, they came to find their inherited religions oppressive or fraudulent and now feel obliged to “save” others from such superstitious nonsense. I do not take that approach. Rather, though I agree that religion is often marred by imposture and neurosis, I also recognize it as an impressive and often beautiful creation of the human spirit, a kind of art. And, if you want to be a “Humanist,” nothing that is human should be alien to you. Thus I respect and honor the religions even though I do not “believe in” them. I am glad to recognize figures like Thomas Aquinas and Karl Barth as far more intelligent than I am, but neither do I hesitate to disagree with them if I find them unconvincing. You’ve got to call ‘em like you see ‘em.

The study of the major religions used to be referred to as “Comparative Religion.” This nomenclature seems to have fallen into disuse in recent years, I gather because of someone’s judgment that the term was somehow Politically Incorrect, perhaps assigning primacy to Christianity. I’m not even sure I understand the objection. At any rate, I hereby revive the designation “Comparative Religion” as perfectly apt for my approach in this book. It is a response to the cliché that “All religions are the same.” They certainly are not! There is dazzling diversity among them. But it is equally true that there is a significant commonality. Again and again, we notice that many faiths have independently wrestled with the same or analogous problems and have produced the same basic range of theological options for dealing with them.

The same range will eventually evolve in various far-flung systems of belief. Seldom is this the result of interreligious borrowing. Rather, it is more like Darwin and Wallace discovering Natural Selection independently and simultaneously, or Leibniz and Newton coming up with Calculus. Or the independent emergence of homologous structures in very different animal species, as when birds, bats, and flying insects all sooner or later sprouted wings. It’s no surprise that this happens. It’s just that the human brain is built the same all over the world, and a common set of conditions occur all over the world. So eventually it will occur to somebody to notice the discrepancy between the notion of a loving, righteous Creator on the one hand and a world of pain and suffering on the other. And those human brains will come up with the same range of theories to explain it.2

A word about the selection of religions I will be discussing. I hope you won’t feel cheated when you don’t see chapters on Shinto (which I regard as mostly just a nationalistic mythology), Confucianism (which doesn’t strike me as particularly religious), and Taoism (more of a philosophical way of life than a religious system). My coverage depends on a schema of major (and some minor) faiths that are historically and theologically related in such a way as to form a single mega-religion.

I recognize Zoroastrianism as the “missing link” tying together most of the great world religions. Consider this: Zoroastrianism was, in a real sense, a mutation of Vedic Hinduism, retaining as much of it as it rejected. Hinduism begat Jainism, Buddhism, and Sikhism. On the other end, Zoroastrianism thoroughly redefined Judaism, adding theological DNA without which, I dare say, there would be no Christianity or Islam at all. Zoroaster’s religion, then, is the lynchpin connecting most of the great religions. And these are the ones here displayed.

There are various ways to approach the religions of the world. Different scholars have different interests. I am interested in the historical origins of the religions and their theology, and these will be my areas of concentration.

Robert M. Price

Hierophant of the Horde

November 14, 2022
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1. There are exceptions. I recommend these: Hans-Joachim Schoeps, The Religions of Mankind: Their Origin and Development. Trans. Richard and Clara Winston (Garden City: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1968); Ninian Smart, The Religious Experience of Mankind (New York: Scribners, 1969); John Boyer Noss, Man’s Religions (New York: Macmillan, 1974).

2. Ioan P. Couliano, The Tree of Gnosis: Gnostic Mythology from Early Christianity to Modern Nihilism. Trans. Hillary S. Wiesner (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1992), pp. xi–xiii.


Chapter One: Hinduism

What we (and not they) call “Hinduism” is a world of religions unto itself, almost reminiscent of current multiverse cosmologies. It carries within itself several distinct religious systems as different from one another as we consider Islam to be different from Judaism or Christianity. Furthermore, Hinduism is a kind of living museum of the religions of India. That is, any religious expression known ever to have existed in the subcontinent still thrives there, cheek by jowl with all the others. Thus, “Hinduism” just denotes “the religion(s) of India.” The name is primarily a geographical and historical reference, not a theological one like “Christianity” (the religion of the Christ) or “Islam” (Submission to Allah).

Black Gods’ Shadow

What, for want of a better name, we call Dravidian religion was that of the aboriginal people of the now-desolate cities Mohenjo Daro (“City of the Dead,” not their name for it!) and Harappa in the Indus Valley. They left no written records, though they were by no means primitives (not that there’s anything wrong with that), as witnessed by, e.g., their complex sewer systems and their surviving sculpture. This statuary depicts some of their gods and goddesses, including deities represented in the form of bulls (as in ancient Canaan and Israel), mother goddesses, and one particularly striking bas relief of a god sitting in the lotus position, bearing a set of antlers, and surrounded by forest animals. Astonishingly, there is an exact match for this one in Ireland, attesting the wide spread of Indo-European languages and mythology. The Irish version depicted Cerunos,1 the Dravidian version representing (we think) Siva, especially since Siva also combined mystical and nature associations. That implies a fusion of deities whose specialties did not originally go together, further suggesting a considerable evolution in the theology. The mother goddesses probably survived into later Hinduism as Kali, Durga, and others. In subsequent iconography, these and other gods were shown with black skin, like many South Indians today, Bangladeshis, Tamils, etc. Large bathing recesses imply ritual washings (just as they do at Qumran where the Essenes practiced daily baptism). And that in turn means they had a system of ceremonial purity/impurity.

The Karma Machine2

Dravidian India was overwhelmed by Aryan (“Nobles”) invaders about 1500 BCE. These mounted warriors seem to have exploded out of the Russian steppes and conquered Greece, Persia, and India, superimposing a new layer of religion and culture in their wake. At least this is what scholars believed, starting with the great Indologist Max Müller. But in recent years, some have questioned this historical reconstruction. David Frawley,3 for instance, claims there is no real evidence of such an invasion (an archaeological argument strikingly parallel to that of so-called Old Testament Minimalists that archaeology reveals no evidence of an Israelite conquest of Canaan). Frawley charges that Müller’s theory simply reflects (and subtly justifies) nineteenth-century European-Christian colonialism, by providing an historical precedent for culturally advanced white peoples subjugating aboriginal, dark-skinned folk. Instead, argues Frawley, the evidence shows an uninterrupted cultural continuity of native Indians, with no “help” from their Caucasian “betters.” It is an intriguing theory, but there are serious flaws in it, suggesting that the situation has been reversed, that is, that the new model is the product of politics, in this case, of trendy “Post-Colonialist” revisionism. As reviewer Blair Montgomery points out,4 the genetic evidence contradicts the theory, since DNA analysis reveals a concentration of European DNA among today’s Brahmin and Kshatriya castes, which is exactly what the traditional Müller theory would lead us to expect. And the new alternative of Frawley and others ignores clear signs of violent invasion, such as layers of ash and demolished skeletons.

The Aryans established a rigid socio-economic hierarchy called the caste (i.e., “color”) system, imposed on Dravidians as an apartheid regime. It allowed for zero social mobility, choice of occupation, or intermarriage. The only way to move from one caste (or subcaste; there are some twenty thousand of them, one for every conceivable occupation) to another is to keep to the Dharma (law, duty, life path) dictated for one’s caste. Like polygamy in Mormon Utah, the caste system in India is now illegal but widely practiced, nonetheless.

The highest, most privileged caste is that of the Brahmins, the sacrificing priests. In the Aryan religion, sacrifice was the center of everything. Sacrifices nourished, strengthened, even controlled the gods because of Brahman (or Brahmanaspati or Brihaspati), an “occult virtue” (i.e., invisible secret power) awakened by the sacrificial ceremony. It would be analogous to Christian doctrines of Transubstantiation: the ritual of the Eucharist produces the Real Presence of Christ in the consecrated bread and wine, which would otherwise amount to mere groceries.

The Aryan civilization was a collection of often feuding clans warring against one another for whatever reasons. The kings and warriors would seek divine blessing on their endeavors by offering sacrifices to the gods. And since they all worshiped the same deities, one faction’s offering (bribe) competed with the other’s, like bids in an auction. Who benefited? Ostensibly the gods, actually the priests. And since the Brahmin priests acted as brokers for the gods, the priests were more powerful than the kings and warriors.

The royalty and military belonged to the Kshatriyas. Together, these two castes constituted the Aryan elite (just as they did in neighboring Persia). Presumably, the hoy polloi of the third caste, the Vaishyas, the unheroic merchants and craftsmen, were Aryans as well. The fourth caste, the Shudras (unskilled, menial laborers) seem to have been the conquered Dravidians. A kind of unofficial fifth caste were the Untouchables, people who existed in a perpetual state of irredeemable ritual uncleanness for whatever reason. What I have just described might be called an “ideal type,” a somewhat artificial list of traits forming a theoretical pattern to which the actual observed phenomena more or less conform. The caste system in fact varies widely between different parts of the Indian subcontinent. It has changed and metamorphosed over the centuries. Likewise, several different explanations of the rationale for the system are debated among modern scholars. I must rest content with presenting these basic essentials.

And, of course, to advance, one must act in a moral way. At any rate, one must wait till one’s next incarnation to see any change. And then you will have no memory of the previous life. You will have but the comforting(?) assurance that you are getting what you deserve. You cannot accuse the gods of injustice since they had nothing to do with it. Your own deeds determine what will happen to you. It is all a matter of karma: you sowed it; you reap it. It is natural (or cosmic) law. Here is a wonderful anecdote from the Sikh tradition, explaining how karma and reincarnation make sense of life’s mysteries.

One day [a] new disciple’s neighbour accompanied him to meet the Guru [Nanak], but on the way stopped at a prostitute’s house. Thereafter the two would go out together, one to the Guru, the other to his mistress, until one day they decided to test the merits of the radically different habits they were following. That same day the neighbor discovered a pot filled with coal, but also containing a gold coin, whereas the disciple had the misfortune to pierce his foot with a thorn. Guru Nanak explained to them that the neighbour’s gift of the gold coin to a sadhu in his previous existence had earned him a pot of gold coins. The disciple, on the other hand, had performed deeds meriting an impaling stake. The neighbour’s subsequent immorality had converted all but the original gold coin to coal, and the disciple’s piety had reduced the impaling stake to a thorn.5

This explains things, but perhaps a bit too neatly. All injustice, we are told here, is an illusion. If you could see the previous lives of the suffering and the blessed, it would all make sense. One day perhaps you will, but in the meantime, you’ll just have to trust in the Karma Machine. It is a perfect example of what sociologist Clifford M. Geertz describes as the role of religion as a massive system for rationalizing the vicissitudes of life. How to reconcile negative events with God’s ostensible providence? Religion posits the existence of an invisible realm adjacent to ours. In it, the puzzles of ignorance, adversity, and injustice are solved. We cannot see the big picture here in our difficult world, but it is a comfort to be able to assure ourselves that, somewhere, there is an answer even though it is not apparent on our side. “Well, he must have done something in a previous life to deserve this!”6

Here also is a prime case of what I mentioned in the Introduction: how different religions have sooner or later formulated analogous (or homologous) solutions to the same problems. For instance, Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and Islam all posit that the inequities of this life will be compensated at the End Time resurrection of the dead. And then who’s going to lose any sleep over why God allowed your troubles in the first place? It’s water under the Chinvat Bridge. (Oops! We haven’t gotten to Zoroastrian eschatology yet!). Peter L. Berger7 calls rationalizations of this type “eschatological theodicies.”8

Still another example would be the popular fundamentalist sigh of resignation when one stumbles over an “apparent” contradiction in the ostensibly infallible Bible: “Oh well! I guess they’ll give us the explanation of that one when we get to heaven,” as if it were a mystery question on a game show.

Pentateuch Minus One

The religion of the Aryans was embodied in a set of volumes called the Vedas (same root word as “video,” implying knowledge, that which is seen with the mind). These were written between 1500 and 900 BCE. The most important of these was the Rig Veda, a massive Psalter containing 1028 hymns addressed to various deities, recounting their adventures and beseeching their blessings. These were read to accompany sacrificial offerings. The Sama Veda was a missal, a breviary, and a prayer book. The Yajur Veda was a collection of sacrificial formulas and directions for the priests to use.

Reference is often made to “the three Vedas,” the ones just named. But popular piety speaks of a fourth Veda for the daily use of the laity. It is the Atharva Veda, containing numerous personal prayers, charms, and spells.

Here are a couple of sample hymns from the Rig Veda.

I will declare the manly deeds of Indra, the first that he achieved, the Thunder-wielder.

He slew the Dragon, then disclosed the waters, and cleft the channels of the mountain torrents.

He slew the Dragon lying on the mountain: his heavenly bolt of thunder Tvastar fashioned.

[…]

Impetuous as a bull, he chose the Soma and in three sacred beakers drank the juices.9

[…]

When, Indra, thou hadst slain the dragon’s firstborn, and overcome the charms of the enchanters,

Then, giving life to Sun and Dawn and Heaven, thou foundest not one foe to stand against thee.

Indra with his own great and deadly thunder smote into pieces Vrtra, worst of Vrtras.

[…]

But he, when he had smitten Vrtra, opened the cave wherein the floods had been imprisoned.

[…] (Rig Veda 1.32)10

Indra, bring wealth that gives delight, the victor’s ever-conquering wealth,

Most excellent, to be our aid;

By means of which we may repel our foes in battle hand to hand,

By thee assisted with the [chariot].

Aided by thee, the thunder-armed, Indra, may we lift up the bolt,

And conquer all our foes in fight.

With thee, O Indra, for ally with missile-darting heroes, may

We conquer our embattled foes.

Mighty is Indra, yea supreme; greatness be his, the Thunderer:

Wide as the heaven extends his power

Which aideth those to win them sons, who come as heroes to the fight,

Or singers loving holy thoughts.

(Rig Veda I.8)11

By far most of the Vedic hymns are addressed to Indra, the great warrior god, in hopes of inducing him to fight on the side of those who offer sacrifice along with this song/prayer. But many hymns are addressed to Soma, too, to accompany one particular aspect of the ritual, the drinking of the hallucinogenic serum which produced visions of the world of the gods.

Let Indra the killer of Vritra drink Soma in Saryanavat,12 gathering his strength within himself, to do a great heroic deed. O drop of Soma, flow for Indra.

[…] Pressed with sacred words, with truth and faith and ardour,13 O drop of Soma, flow for Indra. […]

You speak of the sacred, as your brightness is sacred; you speak the truth, as your deeds are true. You speak of faith, King Soma, as you are carefully prepared by the sacrificial priest. O drop of Soma, flow for Indra.

The floods of the high one, the truly awesome one, flow together. The juices of him so full of juice mingle together as you, the tawny one, purify yourself with prayer. O drop of Soma, flow for Indra.

Where the high priest speaks rhythmic words, O Purifier, holding the pressing-stone,14 feeling that he has become great with the Soma, giving birth to joy through the Soma, O drop of Soma, flow for Indra.

Where the inextinguishable light shines, the world where the sun was placed, in that immortal, unfading world, O Purifier, place me. O drop of Soma, flow for Indra.

Where Vivasvan’s son15 is king, where heaven is enclosed, where those young waters16 are—there make me immortal. O drop of Soma, flow for Indra.

Where they move as they will, in the triple dome, in the third heaven of heaven where the worlds are made of light, there make me immortal! O drop of Soma, flow for Indra.

Where there are desires and longings, at the sun’s zenith, where the dead are fed and satisfied, there make me immortal. O drop of Soma, flow for Indra.

Where there are joys and pleasures, gladness and delight, where the desire of desires [is] fulfilled, there make me immortal. O drop of Soma, flow for Indra.

(Rig Veda 9.113)17

Most researchers seem to think that the Soma was the juice of the Amanita Muscaria mushroom, though debate continues.18 None but the Brahmin priests were allowed to imbibe the Soma straight up. The laity were given Soma in watered-down form, in the urine of the priests after they had drunk it full strength. Soma was also the god of the moon because the moon was thought to be a great cup containing the water of life (i.e., Soma).

It is often noted that neither karma nor reincarnation appears in the Vedas, true as far as it goes, but it may be hasty to infer from that that karma and reincarnation did not yet form part of the Vedic religion of the Aryans. Keep in mind the nature of the genre itself: would praises and petitions offered to one’s divine patrons naturally contain mention of reincarnation and karma? I think not, especially since karma is independent of the gods, who do not control it.19

Where did reincarnationism come from? Apparently, the Vedas thought in terms of departed souls making their way to the Moon (identified with the god Soma, as if it were the sacred cup containing the drink of immortality) to be processed. From there one might be routed to the Way of the Gods (the Devayana) to enjoy fellowship with the deities, or the Way of the Fathers (the Pitryana), from whence one might be found to have a preponderance of wicked deeds and be sent back to earth in a new body to atone for one’s sins.

But suppose that, while there, the person only gets in deeper with new sins. Well, in that case it might require still another life to make up for them, and on and on it might go. When karma was factored in, it became apparent that one more incarnation would not be sufficient to answer for every deed done in your first life—and what about the new good or bad deeds you might have committed while in your second incarnation? There must be a third life to take care of those, and a fourth, ad infinitum. But, as for the truly and deeply wicked, it is simpler: Yama, the King of the Dead, would just send his pack of devil hounds to devour and destroy you in the realm of the damned.

Much has happened in Hinduism since those far-off days. Beliefs have had a long time to evolve. Is the religion of the Vedas still alive? What form might it take today? It is called Purva Mimamsa (“Old Worship”), and it has significantly modernized, one might even say demythologized, the faith of the Vedas. Mimamsa Hindus regard the Vedic deities simply as symbols, not as living individuals. The Veda itself is the Eternal Truth, and it essentially takes their place. Mimamsa believers no longer sacrifice animals, though they do go through the traditional motions of ritual. After all, the sacred power had always been located within the ritual itself, the gods being strengthened thereby. Well, then, the gods would seem to be something of a fifth wheel.

But it would be better to say the gods are functions of the worship. As Don Cupitt20 says, just as numbers “exist” only in the context of a mathematical system, so is it meaningless to think of there being a God or gods outside of religious experience. For instance, if one misses his plane and later finds out it has crashed, killing all aboard, and he heaves a sigh of relief: “Thank God!” does he really think God had gathered all these poor bastards on one flight so he could snuff them all out with one blow? That God had some reason to spare only him? Of course not! No, we no longer view God as a causal factor in that manner. Instead, we are just expressing our relief for our extraordinary good luck. It is humbling to gain so clear a realization of one’s contingency. We instantly translate that realization into the metaphor of Providence gratuitously sparing us.

And if the gods have been demythologized, so have the sacrifices! Animals are no longer offered up. It’s kind of like swearing off beef and munching on a veggie burger instead.

Chock Full o’ Gods

It is sometimes said that Hinduism can boast of having a gigantic pantheon of thirty-three million gods. Presumably that is not a census result but rather an exaggeration for effect. But indeed there are many. Let’s meet some of them, shall we?

Indra is a mighty warrior, as well as a thunder god who wields the vajra, or thunderbolt. He has not two jobs, but only one, for the association of war and weather is a natural one given that even those with limited imagination know that crashing thunder sounds like warfare in the sky. The Babylonian Marduk was a god of both war and storm, as was Yahweh/Jehovah of Israel. Even in religions that had a separate god of war, they still made their thunder god a warrior as well, e.g., Thor, Zeus, the Syrian Baal Hadad, and the Etruscan Tinia. A ubiquitous myth of creation by combat has the virile young war/thunder god step forth to defeat a threatening dragon or dragons on condition that the elder gods, who are old and not up to the challenge, will proclaim him king if he succeeds. The old gods are happy to comply, and the Thunderer sets out to defeat the monster(s). With difficulty (sometimes including death and resurrection), he prevails, proving his merit, and is rewarded with the divine throne. Mighty Indra thus became the new king of the gods by killing Vritra the three-headed drought-dragon.21 Before this and other battles, Indra would quaff flagon after flagon of Soma, which stokes the flames of his berserker rage.

Just as Baal became co-regent with his father El, and Yahweh was enthroned at the right hand of his divine father El Elyon, and Marduk supplanted old Ea, so did the victorious Indra send Varuna into retirement. One has to wonder if this myth attests a power struggle between the Brahmin priests and the Kshatriya caste of kings and warriors.

Let me now sing the heroic deeds of Indra, the first that the thunderbolt wielder performed. He killed the dragon and pierced an opening for the waters; he split open the bellies of mountains.

He killed the dragon who lay upon the mountain; Tvastir fashioned the roaring thunderbolt for him. Like lowing cows, the flowing waters rushed down to the sea.

Wildly excited like a bull, he took the Soma for himself22 and drank the extract from the three bowls of the three-day Soma ceremony. Indra the generous seized his thunderbolt to hurl it as a weapon; he killed the first-born of dragons.

Indra, when you killed the first-born of dragons and overcame by your own magic the magic of the magicians, at that very moment you brought forth the sun, the sky, and dawn. Since then you have found no enemy to conquer you.

With his great weapon, the thunderbolt, Indra killed shoulderless Vrtra, his greatest enemy. Like the trunk of a tree whose branches have been lopped off by an axe, the dragon lies flat upon the ground.23

For muddled with drunkenness like one who is no soldier, Vrtra challenged the great hero who had overcome the mighty and who drank Soma to the dregs. Unable to withstand the onslaught of his weapons, he found Indra an enemy to conquer him and was shattered, his nose crushed. (1:32)24

That previous king, divine Varuna, stayed on as the guardian of law and justice. Some think his name represents an alternate version of the Greek Titan Ouranos, Zeus’s grandfather, dethroned by Zeus’s father, the Titan Kronos. Be that as it may, it seems that Varuna later became Ahura Mazda, the Wise Lord, chief god of Zoroastrianism.

The generations have become wise by the power of him who has propped apart the two world-halves even though they are so vast. He has pushed away the dome of the sky to make it high and wide; he has set the sun on its double journey and spread out the earth.

And I ask my own heart, “When shall I be close to Varuna? Will he enjoy my offering and not be provoked to anger? [cf Gen. 4:3–5] When shall I see his mercy and rejoice?

I ask myself what that transgression was, Varuna, for I wish to understand. I turn to the wise to ask them. The poets have told me the very same thing: “Varuna has been provoked to anger against you.”

O Varuna, what was the terrible crime for which you wish to destroy your friend who praises you? Proclaim to me so that I may prostrate myself before you and be free from sin, for you are hard to deceive and are ruled by yourself alone.

Free us from the harmful deeds of our fathers, and from those that we have committed with our own bodies. O king, free Vasistha like a thief who has stolen cattle, like a calf set free from a rope.

The mischief was not done by my own free will, Varuna; wine, anger, dice, or carelessness led me astray. The older shares in the mistake of the younger. Even sleep does not avert evil.

As a slave serves a generous master, so I would serve the furious god and be free from sin. The noble god gave understanding to those who did not understand; being yet wiser, he speeds the clever man to wealth.

O Varuna, you who are ruled by yourself alone, let this praise lodge in your very heart. Let it go well for us always with your blessings. (7:86)25

Varuna was assisted by Mitra, a guarantor of, and witness to, contracts, treaties, and pacts. Don’t even think of welching or breaching; remember the eyes of the god are always watching you (cf Gen. 31:50)! As Mithras, Mitra went on in later centuries to become the central figure in his own religion, Persian Mithraism.26 He is perhaps identical also with Maitreya, the future Buddha.

In Mithraism, the god became a solar deity, somehow merging with the sun Titan Helios, co-piloting his elder colleague’s sun chariot across the heavens. He was something of a dying and rising savior god, embodying not the death and resurrection of vegetation like some other dying and rising gods, but rather symbolizing the Winter Solstice. His “death” was the shortest day of the year, as if Mithras were declining into old age. He was “reborn” on the first longer day. His rebirth was celebrated as the Roman holiday Brumalia on December 25th. It seems likely that Christians decided to celebrate the birth of Jesus on this date.

You see, no one knew when Jesus had been born since, before the Council of Nicea (325 CE), when the doctrine of Jesus’ divine incarnation was officially promulgated, Jesus’ birthday was not considered important. Instead, Gnostics and others understood Jesus’ divine Sonship as beginning at Epiphany, January 6, at Jesus’ baptism by John, when the heavenly Voice announced, “You are my Son!” So it was too late to celebrate Jesus’ physical birth on the correct day, since no one knew when it was. Well, why not celebrate it the same day the pagans do, on Brumalia? Brumalia was a big deal, since Mithraism flourished all over the Roman Empire and actually became Rome’s official religion before Christianity succeeded it. Even Christian converts continued to celebrate it, just as today many Jews get into the swing of things, putting up Christmas trees and giving gifts. Still, church authorities worried that such holiday fun might tempt the “weaker brethren” back into the pagan fold. So they created Christmas as a “safe” substitute, rather like churches holding bland, innocuous “Harvest Festivals” in lieu of “Satanic” Halloween, or sponsoring booze-free “First Night” parties instead of sinful New Year’s Eve parties.

Mithraism was a “Mystery Religion,” which meant it was a religion of initiation into higher and higher degrees of esoteric knowledge, preparing the initiate for the ascension of his soul upon death when he must pass by the old planetary gods of Babylon who will quiz the soul: “What is yer name? What is yer quest? What’s yer favorite color?” Each degree of initiation entitled one to the name (and mask!) of a different sacred animal. The most important rite was the Taurobolium, an old hunting ritual in which the initiate stands in a grave-like pit covered with a barred grating, then showers in the drenching blood of a bull whose throat is slit open just above him. What on earth was the point of this? By undergoing (and I do mean under) such a ritual, being washed in the blood of the bull, one was sacramentally participating in the great cosmic victory of the Tauroctony, the slaying by Mithras of a great bull in single combat, bare-handed. There are no surviving Mithraic texts, so we must draw inferences from Mithraic bas reliefs depicting the divine hero’s struggle. We see ears of corn emerging from the Bull’s body, possibly signifying the restoration of dormant nature. But, as David Ulansey has shown, the basic imagery is astrological, commemorating the end of the Age of Taurus and the beginning of the Age of Perseus, with whom Mithras is being equated. Such was the logic of initiation in all the Mystery Cults: the initiatory rite functioned as a kind of psychodrama creating an experience of the hero’s ordeal and victory. In the same way, Christian baptism conveyed the experience of dying and rising with Christ.

Agni (cf “ignite”), the fire god, is the divine high priest, the personification of the altar fire. Without him, no sacrifice can be offered. Gilbert Murray27 speaks of certain gods, in various religions, that are the result of personification and deification of some feature of the ritual. As examples, he mentioned Meilichios (“Appeasement”), Thesmorphoros (“She Who Carries the Thesmos”), and Anthister (a personification of the Anthisteria festival). To these we may add Agni and Soma. Agni is, in some hymns, credited with slaying the monster Vritra, a feat usually ascribed to his fellow deity Indra. If that’s just a mistake, it’s not a small one! But there is another explanation. Max Müller called it henotheism. A version of polytheism that offers praise to one god after another on different occasions and, in the ecstasy of exalted praising, addresses each deity as if it were the only one. (“I’ll bet you say that to all the gods!”) Thus, for the moment, Indra is the dragon-slaying savior, but next time it’ll be Agni! In the Bible, Jehovah declares, “I, Jehovah, your God, am a jealous God, and I will not share my glory with another!” (cf Isa. 42:8). But not all deities are jealous.

I pray to Agni, the household priest who is the god of the sacrifice, the one who chants and invokes and brings most treasure.

Agni earned the prayers of the ancient sages, and those of the present, too; he will bring the gods here.

Through Agni one may win wealth, and growth from day to day, glorious and abounding in heroic sons.

Agni, the sacrificial ritual that you encompass on all sides—only that one goes to the gods.

Agni, the priest with the sharp sight of the poet, the true and most brilliant, the god will come with the gods.

Whatever good you wish to do for the one who worships you, Agni, through you, O Angiras,28 that comes true.

To you, Agni, who shines upon darkness, we come day after day, bringing our thoughts and homage to you, the king over sacrifices, the shining guardian of the Order [of Angiras?].

Be easy for us to reach, like a father to his son. Abide with us, Agni, for our happiness. (1:1)29

Rudra was a terrifying god of nature, both creative and destructive. Probably later a divine title “Siva” (“the Auspicious One”) displaced the holy name and became the new name of Rudra. Just as among Hasidic Jews “Hashem” (“the Name”) has replaced YHWH, a name too holy to say. Such “fear of the Lord” produced almost comically obsequious prayer.

We bring these thoughts to the mighty Rudra, the god with braided hair, who rules over heroes, so that it will be well with our two-footed and four-footed creatures, and in this village all will flourish unharmed.

Have mercy on us, Rudra, and give us life-force. We wish to bow low in service to you who rule over heroes. Whatever happiness and health Manu the father won by sacrifice; we wish to gain that with you to lead us forth.

We wish to gain your kindness, Rudra, through sacrifice to the gods, for you are generous. O ruler over heroes, come to our families with kindness. Let us offer the oblation to you with our heroes free from injury.

We call down for help the dreaded Rudra, who completes the sacrifice, the sage who flies. Let him repel from us the anger of the gods; it is his kindness that we choose to have.

Tawny boar of the sky, dreaded form with braided hair, we call you down, and we bow low. Holding in his hands the healing medicines that we long for, let him grant us protection, shelter, refuge.

These words are spoken for Rudra, the father of the Maruts,30 words sweeter than sweet, to strengthen him. And grant us, O immortal, the food for mortals. Have mercy on us, and on our children and grandchildren.

Do not slaughter the great one among us or the small one among us, nor the growing nor the grown. Rudra, do not kill our father or our mother, nor harm the bodies dear to us.

Do not harm us in our children or our grandchildren, nor in our life-span, nor in our cows or in our horses. Rudra, do not in fury slaughter our heroes. With oblations we call you here forever.

I have driven these praises to you as the herdsman drives his cattle. Grant us kindness, father of the Maruts, for your kindness brings blessings most merciful, and so it is your help that we choose to have.

Keep far away from us your cow-killing and man-killing power, O ruler of heroes. Have mercy on us, and speak for us, O god, and grant us double protection.

Seeking help, we have spoken in homage to him. Let Rudra with the Maruts hear our call. Let Mitra, Varuna, Aditi, Sindhu, Earth and Sky grant this to us. (Rig Veda 1:114)31

One almost receives the impression that, like someone making a deal with the devil, the offeror of this prayer is trying to cover every contingency so that his prayer doesn’t backfire on him!

Yama, already mentioned, was the first man (according to some myths), and thus he was the first to die. Who better, then, to become king of the Netherworld? He sends forth his terrible hounds to retrieve the souls of the wicked dead. Think of the ferocious graveyard Rottweilers in The Omen or, even better, the Terror Dogs of Zuul in Ghostbusters.32 You may have seen painted wooden masks of Yama (I have one on my wall) which are pretty graphic, showing him with three bulging eyes, a mouth full of tusks, with flames gushing from his flared nostrils. And he wears a tiara of human skulls. It would not be pleasant to meet this fellow!

Vishnu first appears in the Rig Veda as a sun god (one of many). But in the long run he becomes the ultimate divinity for many later Hindus, a savior who comes to earth in various avatars (incarnations) to save humanity and to reestablish the dharma, the cosmic law and justice.

The word “avatar” means “descent,” denoting the god’s coming down from heaven to earth. They are true “incarnations,” i.e., gods taking on genuine, substantial flesh, not docetic phantoms or apparitions.33 However, Theosophist scholar G.R.S. Mead suggested that docetic depictions of Jesus and Simon Magus were really hints of a docetic cosmology of the whole seemingly real world being illusory maya.34

“But someone will ask, … ‘With what sort of body do they come?’” (1 Cor. 15:35). And how do they get here? Some avatars are born to human parents, as the heroes Rama and Krishna were. Others, like several of Siva’s avatars, seem to have materialized on the spot as needed. But even they seem intended as more than mere phantoms like the angel Raphael in the Book of Tobit 12:19. I suspect that a closer parallel would be to the Marcionite notion of Jesus, who descended already as an adult in a body solid enough to be crucified, but apparently composed of some celestial element, perhaps anticipating the incarnation doctrine of Radical Reformer Caspar Schwenkfeld. Also, we might find an instructive parallel in the descent of Jesus through the planetary spheres in the Ascension of Isaiah, chapter 10, which has Jesus assuming the form/flesh common to the denizens of each successive level on his way to assuming human flesh.

When we have a naturally born avatar, it seems likely that he was a legendary hero only subsequently inserted into the pantheon of Vishnu or Siva. Besides, this might explain the oddity that in some stories the god appears as two different avatars at the same time! Perhaps only one was original to the story? Here are the major avatars of Vishnu.35

The first one is Vishnu’s incarnation as Matsya, the Fish,36 who appeared to the first man, warning him of the impending world flood. Matsya tells him to build a great boat with which to carry a sampling of all animal species and humans to safety in order to replenish the earth. Obviously, this is one more variant of the worldwide myth of the Deluge and the Ark. By the way, this and other animal avatars are not to be worshipped.37

The second avatar was Kurma, the Tortoise,38 who appeared in order to help recover certain treasures feared to have dissolved in a vast ocean of milk. The strategy was to create a kind of centrifuge to dispel the milk and reveal the treasures. Kurma’s role was to enter the milk ocean with a great beam on his back, which he rotated to create the maelstrom.

Number three in the countdown is Varaha, the Boar who foiled the attempt of the demon Hiranyaksha to drown the earth in the cosmic ocean. Varaha saved the day by plunging into the deep, hooking his mighty tusks onto the rim of the earth disk, and hauling it back up to the surface.

Fourth comes the Man-Lion avatar, Narasimha. His mission was to end the chaos wrought in heaven and earth by the demon Hiranyakashipiu, who had persuaded Brahma to make him invulnerable to harm from either man or beast. However, the demon’s own son, Prahlada, happened to be a great fan of Vishnu. It did not escape Vishnu’s attention when Hiranyakashipiu challenged his son, and Vishnu took it upon himself to intervene. Despite Brahma’s guarantee of invulnerability, Vishnu proceeded to destroy the threatening demon, having made himself into a man/animal hybrid! We are getting closer to a purely human incarnation.

The fifth avatar is Vamana, the dwarf. It seems that the demon king Bali had managed to conquer the whole earth. Vishnu assumed unassuming proportions and appeared in the palace of the wicked Bali. He petitioned King Bali to grant him as much real estate as he could cover in three strides. Pleased at the humor of the thing, Bali readily granted his request. Whereupon Vishnu dropped the disguise and resumed his gigantic, divine form. So vast was he that in three strides Vishnu covered the whole extent of the earth!

Avatar number six was Parasurama, a Brahmin priest who sported a battle axe, with which he set about dispensing with wicked rulers. The traditional social order had been corrupted by the ambitious machinations of the Kshatriya caste, and Parasurama was determined to set things right. He took the direct approach.

Rama, the epic hero of the Ramayana, is the seventh of the avatars. The other gods sent Rama to defeat the many-headed demon Ravana. Interestingly, Rama had blue skin, perhaps implying a Dravidian origin.

Krishna is the subject of a great mass of myths, but perhaps the most important depiction of him is as Arjuna’s chariot driver in the Bhagavad Gita (the Song of the Bountiful Lord). Elsewhere Krishna was written as a herder of cattle and the darling of a harem of gopis, milk maidens. Gopis were groupies, you see.

In the Gita Krishna reveals his true, senses-shattering form as the ultimate deity. He espouses both karma yoga and bhakti yoga (more about them below). As I have just implied, some deem Krishna as himself being the very Godhead and no “mere” avatar of someone else. This is the faith of the well-known International Society of Krishna Consciousness, which is a missionary effort of a venerable Hindu devotional movement dedicated to the fourteenth-century guru, Lord Chayitanya, himself supposedly an avatar of Krishna.

Gods evolve, and we have two examples right here. Vishnu’s full appellation is “Narayana Vishnu,” implying that two deities have been combined. Narayana worship sometimes entailed human sacrifice, as some archaeological evidence implies, but it has not carried over into Vaishnavism (“Vishnu-worship”). Likewise, Krishna is also known as “Vasudeva Krishna,” another hybrid god. Another sign of Krishna’s ancient pedigree is his blue skin, like Rama’s.

Balarama, the ninth avatar, is much like Hercules because of his superhuman strength. He is Krishna’s older brother and usually appears as Krishna’s sidekick. His gray skin implies his origin in a different myth system.

Kalki is the tenth, and future, avatar. According to the Vaishnava philosophy of history, the world goes through repeated cycles of creation, decline, and destruction. Each world continuum is divided into four great ages, called yugas: the Satya Yuga (the Golden Age of Truth, lasting for 1,728,000 years), the Treta Yuga (the Silver Age of 3.456 million years, in which mankind is divided into social hierarchies), the Dwapara Yuga (864, 000 years in which serious moral decline progresses), and the terrible Kali Yuga. This last is the period of awful moral and social degeneration. Vishnu will return on horseback, swinging his sword to dispatch the wicked and to restore order by ringing down the curtain on the Yuga of the fearsome goddess Kali. The image is strikingly reminiscent of Revelation 19:11–16.

Then I saw heaven opened, and behold, a white horse! He who sat upon it is called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war. His eyes are like a flame of fire, and on his head are many diadems; and he has a name inscribed which no one knows but himself. He is clad in a robe dipped in blood, and the name by which he is called is The Word of God. And the armies of heaven, arrayed in fine linen, white and pure, followed him on white horses. From his mouth issues a sharp sword with which to smite the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron; he will tread the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh, he has a name inscribed, King of kings and Lord of lords.

Some people believe the Kalki avatar has already arrived. Early in the sixth century, the persecutor Mihiragula was identified as Kalki, “the Indian Antichrist.”39 Nazi loyalist Savitri Devi (1905–1982, born Maximiani Portas in Lyons, France) became convinced that Adolf Hitler was Kalki, and that he was still alive,40 a belief quite popular for years in certain circles. She promoted her views with evangelistic zeal, and they have outlived her.

As an exercise in ecumenical bridge-building, some Hindu thinkers have inducted the Buddha into the fellowship of Vishnu-avatars. It is reminiscent of liberal Jews cozying up to Jesus as a great prophet of Israel. Kashinath has gone much further in this direction in his book Reinterpretation of the Theory of Avataras,41 where he proposes that Jesus, Muhammad, and even Karl Marx be canonized as avatars. He believes that such a gesture might foster peaceful co-existence between all religious and political-ideological groups. Good luck with that one!

Ganesha is the elephant-headed son of Siva. He claims a great number of devotees, who pray to him for good luck and prosperity. Whence that peculiar noggin? There are several myths that offer explanations, but they all boil down to this:42 for one reason or another, someone (different characters in different stories) hacked off boy Ganesha’s original human head, whereupon one of the gods whisked it away to heaven (because we wouldn’t have much of a story if he hadn’t), but then Indra went on a scavenger hunt for another head, rather like Fritz in the movie Frankenstein. The first one he happened upon belonged to a snoozing elephant (who luckily was not featured in the Parable of the Blind Men and the Elephant!). Indra beheaded the pachyderm and lugged his burden back to Siva’s condominium, where he managed to install the thing onto Ganesha’s neck! Well, henceforth there’d be little chance of mistaking him in a crowd! Ganesha became famous, universally invoked at the beginning of any important endeavor. Generally speaking, the life of the party!

Vayu is a wind god, son of Vishnu. Later he becomes the mediator between Vishnu and sinners. Like Vishnu, Vayu has appeared on earth in human form, but only three times. The first avatar of Vayu was Hanuman, the Monkey King who aided Rama in his exploits in the Ramayana. The second was Bhima, brother of Arjuna, whose charioteer turned out to be Krishna in disguise. The third was a historical figure, the philosopher-theologian Madhva, founder of Dualist Vedanta (discussed below). Madhva himself declared himself to be Vayu’s avatar. Why not?

There are several solar deities in the expansive Indian pantheon, just as in ancient Israelite religion, where we find several mentioned in the Old Testament (notably Samson, Esau, Enoch, and Elijah).43 Hindu sun gods include Savitar, who drives his fiery chariot across the sky, and Surya, son and husband of Ushas, the Dawn Goddess and son of Indra. Pushan was a god of wealth and the fertility of cattle, also associated with the sun. He is the guide of travelers and conducts the souls of the dead. There obviously are not several suns in the sky, so why would there be several sun gods in the same religion? Some may have represented the sun at different stages of progress across the sky, though that risks the silliness of imagining that the trip is a kind of relay race. Or it might simply be that each sun deity was that of a separate village or city-state who eventually united under one king but did not want to drop their traditional gods in the process. But in that case, we might have expected their worshippers to have decided that their several sun gods were really just various names for the same deity.

These gods were natural growths, arising from the ancient myths of a people. But there are gods of a different type, the products of philosopher sages. These are mainly semi-abstract creator deities. One of the most colorful of these is/was Purusha, the Primal Man, who created the world by self-sacrifice. His humanoid form filled the universe and was at first its sole inhabitant.

Purusha has a thousand heads, a thousand eyes, a thousand feet. He pervaded the earth on all sides and extended beyond it as far as ten fingers.

It is Purusha who is all this, whatever has been and whatever is to be. He is the ruler of immortality when he grows beyond everything through food [i.e., sacrifice].

Such is his greatness, and Purusha is yet more than this. All creatures are a quarter of him; three quarters are what is immortal in heaven.

With three quarters Purusha rose upwards, and one quarter of him still remains here

From this he spread out in all directions, into that which eats and that which does not eat.

From him Viraj [the female principle of creation] was born, and from Viraj came Purusha. When he was born, he ranged beyond the earth behind and before.

When the gods spread the sacrifice [in the grass square on the ground] with Purusha as the offering, spring was the clarified butter, summer the fuel, autumn the oblation.

They anointed Purusha, the sacrifice born at the beginning, upon the sacred grass. With him the gods, Sadhyas [= demigods or saints], and sages sacrificed.

From that sacrifice in which everything was offered, the melted fat was collected, and he made it into those beasts who live in the air, in the forest, and in villages.

From that sacrifice in which everything was offered, the verses [Rig Veda] and chants [Sama Veda] were born, the metres were born from it, and from it the formulas [Yajur Veda] were born.

Horses were born from it, and those other animals that have two rows of teeth; cows were born from it, and from it goats and sheep were born.

When they divided Purusha, into how many parts did they apportion him? What do they call his mouth, his two arms and thighs and feet?

His mouth became the Brahmin; his arms were made into the Kshatriya, his thighs the Vshaiyas, and from his feet the Shudras were born.

The moon was born from his mind; from his eye the sun was born. Indra and Agni came from his mouth, and from his vital breath Vayu was born.

From his navel the middle realm of space arose; from his head the sky evolved. From his two feet came the earth, and the quarters of the sky from his ear. Thus they set the worlds in order.

There were seven enclosing-sticks for him, and thrice seven fuel-sticks, when the gods spreading the sacrifice bound Purusha as the sacrificial beast.

With the sacrifice the gods sacrificed to the sacrifice. These were the first ritual laws. These very powers reached the dome of the sky where dwell the Sadhyas, the ancient gods.44 (10:90).

Purusha is the prototype for the Primal Man myths of subsequent religions, where he appears as the Zoroastrian Gayomard, the Kabbalistic Adam Kadmon, the Gnostic and Sufi Man of Light, the Danielic Son of Man, and the Gnostic Anthropos.45 The relevance for early Christianity is particularly acute, as it attests the theologoumenon of the primordial celestial sacrifice of the Son of Man.

Prajapati, “Lord of Creatures,” is said to have created all beings through tapas, the bodily warmth kindled by deep meditation (that of course being the same trick Tibetan yogis use to melt the snow packed around them). He himself emerged from the Golden Egg or Golden Seed, the Hiryangarbha. He was sometimes associated with Brahma the Creator or even identified with him. Visvakarman, “World Maker” or “Maker of All Things,” was an epithet assigned to various deities but also seems to have been a god in his own right, especially when identified with Tvastir, the Indian equivalent to the Greek Hephaestus, an armorer and architect serving the gods.

The sage, our father, who took his place as priest of the oblation and offered all these worlds as oblation, seeking riches through prayer, he entered those that were to come later, concealing those who went before.

What was the base, what sort of raw matter was there, and precisely how was it done, when Visvakarman the All-Maker, casting his eye on all, created the earth and revealed the sky in its glory?

With eyes on all sides and mouths on all sides, with arms on all sides and feet on all sides, the One God created the sky and the earth, fanning them with his arms.

What was the wood, and what was the tree from which they carved the sky and the earth? You deep thinkers, ask yourselves in your own hearts, what base did he stand on when he set up the worlds?

Those forms of yours that are highest, those that are lowest, and those that are in the middle, O Visvakarman, help your friends to recognize them in the oblation. You who follow your own laws, sacrifice your body yourself, making it grow great.

Visvakarman, grown great through the oblation, sacrifice the earth and sky yourself. Let other men go astray all around; let us here have a rich and generous patron.

Visvakarman, the lord of sacred speech, swift as thought—we will call on him today to help us in the contest. Let him who is the maker of good things and is gentle to everyone rejoice in all our invocations and help us. (10:81)46

Brahma, eventually merged with or identified with Prajapati, began as the Creator and had his own flourishing sect from the second through the seventh centuries CE. After this, he lost any widespread following, mainly becoming a kind of placeholder in the Trimurti, the so-called Hindu Trinity of Brahma the Creator, Vishnu the Preserver, and Siva the Destroyer (see below).

He is pretty much a personification of the abstract Brahman, the Ultimate Reality, analogous to the Gnostic Demiurge,47 the refection of Brahman on this level of “reality.” This theistic Brahma is depicted as possessing four heads, possibly symbolizing the four Vedas.

Siva and Vishnu are each worshiped as the Ultimate Deity by the two great sects of Hinduism: Saiva and Vaishnava. One might expect this dichotomy to occasion sectarian hostility, and admittedly it has, but today there is mutual respect—and more. That is because of the theological compromise of the Trimurti doctrine. Though the actual word (meaning “three-formed”) seems no older than 1810, the doctrine itself seems to be attested in the fourth–fifth century CE, roughly the same period in which Christians were hammering out their Trinity doctrine. The supposed parallel between the Trinity and the Trimurti goes only so far. The Trimurti doctrine is what Christians rejected as the notion that the three divinities are no more than different manifestations of the unitary Brahman lying behind them. Trinitarianism, by contrast, posits an actual three-ness within the very Godhead itself.

(As we will see, however, Michael Servetus would later argue that Trinitarianism is not much different from Modalism after all.) Nonetheless, it does seem like both Trimurti and Trinity doctrines are forced ecumenical compromises, somewhat akin to the maneuver of saying that, e.g., Dionysus, Osiris, and Zagreus are merely three names for a single god. Voila! Nothing to argue about! And thus one finds Brahmin priests happily singing hymns now to Vishnu, now to Siva. The Christian problem was worshiping Jesus as divine, yet still wanting to consider oneself a monotheist. Trinitarianism is put forth as a solution. Is it? You be the judge.

Saiva Siddhanta

The major theological system undergirding Siva-worship is called Saiva Siddhanta,48 or “the definitive doctrine of Siva.” Many Hindu cosmologies, Saiva as well as Vaishnava, can be arranged on a menu distinguishing between Dualism, Nondualism, and Qualified Nondualism (also called “Difference in Identity”). Saiva Siddhanta would seem to find its place in the third category,49 since it posits that the Ultimate Reality and One God is none other than Siva. But he exists in two forms. He is the personal god as well as the divine essence shared by all beings. These latter, our souls, are said to be “the same” as Siva but not to be “one with” Siva. As no one would deny, the distinction is a microscopically fine one, akin, in fact, to the Christian Trinitarian “understanding” of the relation of the Son and the Holy Spirit to the Father, whereby one may say that these three share a single divine nature while existing as three distinct personae.

The goal of liberation in this system is to close the ontic gap between oneself and Siva, to experience that initially unrecognized sameness with the Godhead. Nondualism also teaches a liberation in which one experiences union with God, but in that system one awakens to the fact that one was already indistinguishably one with Brahman (call it Siva or Vishnu). You are “snapping out of it.” But in Saiva Siddhanta, there is a real element of fusion or merging.

Though already “the same” in essence even from birth, the soul (jiva) is yet bound by three factors constituting mundane human existence. The first is anava, which clouds the mind with the illusion of ego, leading the soul to imagine it is a separate, isolated being, mired in ignorance of its own divine nature, and doomed to fend for itself. The second is karma, which binds the soul to the results of each action motivated by selfish desires. This is what results in reincarnation. Third comes maya, an illusory system of false values and perceptions that attracts jivas away from true knowledge and God-consciousness. Maya is, ironically, an instrument of Siva. Maya functions to allow the soul to learn the difference between good and evil and sensitizes one to “the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to,” in order that it may begin to long for something better: liberation. But this educative function of maya stops short of the goal. No worldly knowledge, derived through the senses, can possibly provide access to otherworldly knowledge. It takes the invasive grace of Siva to do that. And the way he does it is to send, when the time is right, an enlightened guru to teach the truth of liberation. He will help the inquirer to choose the right path from a menu of four.

First, and lowest, is the path of charya (or dasa-marga, the way of the servant). It is a simple matter of menial labor in a temple, such as kitchen duty, clean-up, lugging buckets of water, arranging altar flowers, etc. But remember 1 Corinthians 12:22–24:

the parts of the body which seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those parts of the body which we think less honorable we invest with the greater honor, and our unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty, which our more presentable parts do not require. But God has so composed the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior part.

Second, the path of kriya (sat-putra-marga, the way of a good son) is more strictly “religious”: devotions including the veneration of statues of Siva, singing devotional hymns, chanting mantras, repeating traditional tales of Siva, etc. And don’t think he doesn’t take notice!

Third is the way of yoga, which requires well-known disciplines including poses and meditation. Since yoga is an enterprise of uninterrupted spiritual fellowship with Siva, it is also called sakha-marga, the path of friendship.

The fourth approach is the way of jnana (cognate with gnosis, knowledge). It is also called the path of sat-marga because it is the direct route to Sat or Truth, opening up one’s experience of Siva consciousness.

Eye of the Destroyer

How does Siva merit the epithet “the Destroyer”? You have undoubtedly seen statues of the god engaged in dancing. He is dancing through the end of the present age, after which the whole thing will start over again! Whether intended as a literal description or not, the classic artistic depiction of Lord Siva sees him as white in color, reflecting not skin pigment but rather a coating of smeared ashes from cremated corpses. His neck, however, is permanently turned blue from when he saved the world by gulping down poison cast off by the primordial centrifuge of the cosmic ocean. He possesses two eyes for physical vision, plus a third orb, which enables literal introspection and sends forth a flaming death ray. His neck is encircled with a chain of skulls as well as a live snake. He has one (sometimes two) pairs of hands, clutching a deerskin, a trident, a drum, and/or a skull-tipped bludgeon, symbolizing his severing the fifth head that quadrocephalic Brahma once sported.

This Looks Like a Job for…

Vishnu appeared on earth in days of legend in nine different personae (with a tenth yet to come), but let it not be thought that Siva neglected earthly affairs. The number of his avatars is usually reckoned as nineteen, though some push the number up as far as sixty-four! But here I will confine the discussion to the modest nineteen. I hope you won’t feel cheated.

Piplaad was the name given the infant incarnation of Siva. His father deserted him during the pregnancy. When old enough to be told what had happened, young Piplaad asked why his father had flown the coop. His dad was the renowned sage Dhatichi, who kept up on his astrology. One day he discovered that the planet Saturn had assumed an unfavorable position for the child’s nativity, and he knew that this must lead to trouble. Piplaad proceeded to curse the ominous planet, whereupon it dropped from its customary post in the heavens. But Piplaad/Siva exacted from Saturn a promise not to bring bad luck to anyone under the age of sixteen. Accordingly, young people like to pray to Siva for the alleviation of ill-fortune.

Nandi was the Minotaur-like bull that served as Siva’s steed. Nandi had four hands and a human face. Siva incarnated as two beings at the same time? At any rate, he is revered as the guardian of the all-important cattle herds.

Veerabhadra was a sort of self-made clone of Siva. One day, filled with fury, Siva plucked a single hair from his head and cast it to the ground. At once it grew into the frightful avatar Veerabhadra. This avenger had three fiery eyes and dark blue skin (perhaps implying an origin as a Dravidian deity, subsequently absorbed by Saiva mythology?). He had four mighty arms,50 each brandishing a terrible weapon. Around his muscled neck hung a string of human skulls.

Sharabha was the form taken by Lord Siva as a bird-lion chimera when called upon to tame Narasimha, the similar, half-lion avatar of his colleague Vishnu. Battle of the monsters!

Ashwatthama is associated with Siva’s self-sacrificing act of swallowing the poison produced by the churning of the cosmic ocean. He gagged at the burning of his throat until a personification of the poison leaped up out of his now-blue throat. A relieved Siva rewarded this vish purush (“poison man”) by having the spirit born as one of his avatars, whose mission would be to destroy Kshatriya oppressors (cf. Luke 3:14).

Bhairava owed his origin to a bragging duel between Brahma and Vishnu. Siva stood by listening, perhaps in silent amusement—until he noticed that Brahma had shamelessly slipped in a false claim for himself. No cheating! On the spot, Siva transformed into mighty Bhairava (complete with a name, one supposes!) and hacked off Brahma’s fifth head (presumably the one with the lying tongue).

Durvasa was a great sage, sent to maintain discipline throughout the universe, which some would deem a pretty tall order! Not surprisingly, Durvasa possessed a short temper.

Grihapati was born as the son of the priest Vishwanar. When the boy reached the age of nine, the divine Narada, a travelling minstrel, raconteur, and bearer of news, dropped by to deliver the bad tidings that young Grihapati was soon to die. Narada always had impeccable sources, so the parents knew to take him seriously. But the lad was not in a mood to take this lying down. He determined to track down Death and have it out with him. He won!

Hanuman was the monkey king who assisted the hero Rama in his struggle to rescue his queen from the demon Ravanna. Both Rama and Hanuman were avatars of Siva.

Vrishabha (or just Rishabha) had to clean up a mess Vishnu had made. The latter had taken an extended sojourn to the Netherworld, where he encountered quite a number of sexy temptresses (you won’t have much trouble imagining what sins landed them there). There were apparently no condoms available in Hell, so after a while many sons were born to Vishnu. They were all, as might be expected, a bunch of bums who escaped the Inferno (after all, they had done nothing yet to be sentenced there) and commenced to terrorize both gods and mortals. Well, Siva was not going to put up with this nonsense, so he metamorphosed into an ox and gored all the bastard brats to death. When news of this reached the ears of Vishnu, he resolved to avenge his naughty offspring. He attacked Vrishabha, but quickly he recognized the true identity of his foe and ceased hostility. It wasn’t worth a vendetta against a fellow deity.

Yatinath was the modest human form in which Siva one day paid a call on an aged couple who were avid devotees of the god. They were as glad to offer him their hospitality as Abraham and Sarah or Baucis and Philemon were to welcome visitors from heaven. But their hut was so small, they had no guest room for him. The man, Aahuk, gave up his bed and happily bunked outside for the night. Alas, the poor fellow was killed by a wild animal. His widow, grief-stricken, sobbed that she would take her own life; she could not live without him. At this point, Lord Siva revealed his identity and told her she and Aahuk would be reincarnated as Ala and Damyanti,51 and that he would see to it that they found one another again.

Krishna Darshan: A young man, Nabhag, quite devout, went away for further study. During his absence, his father died, and his brothers proceeded to divide the estate, not giving their brother a thought. When he returned, they refused to give him his due, though his father had stipulated that Nabhag betake himself to the dwelling of Angiras, a Saiva worshiper who was getting no benefit from his daily sacrifices offered to Siva. Nabhag was to advise Angiras to divest himself of his worldly wealth, since it was distracting him from spiritual things. Angiras heeded this counsel and succeeded in his now fully heartfelt devotions. The old sage offered to turn his wealth over to Nabhag, in this way compensating him for his lost inheritance. But suddenly one Krishna Darshan showed up to dispute the bequest, claiming the money was owed to him. Who was this man? Of course it was the Siva Avatar, and the point of his pretense was to demonstrate that all wealth is best offered in sacrifice to Siva.

Bhikshuvarya figures in an episode where the widow of a deposed king takes refuge in the forest with her baby. One day she is weary and thirsty and steps out into the shallows of an adjacent river—only to be killed by a lurking crocodile! Back on the riverbank, the orphaned child cries with hunger. Another destitute mother, carrying her own baby, a one-year old, finds the infant and considers, should she take the stranger child into her care? She can’t really feed her own child! But just then Siva, seeing all this, approaches her, disguised as a fellow beggar, and tells her she should adopt the little one, promising that the little family would be provided for.

Sureshwar. One day Siva and his mate Parvati disguised themselves as a different divine couple, Indra and Indrani, and appeared to pious Upamanyu, the sage Vyaghrapaad’s son. They wanted to test the strength of his devotion and so demanded he cease all worship to Siva and henceforth redirect his attention to Indra instead. Upamanyu became enraged at the very suggestion and refused, even when the disguised deities cursed him. Nothing doing! At this point, Siva and Parvati dropped the pretense and promised their loyal devotee that they would remain forever near Upamanyu’s hermit hut. This avatar of Siva is called Sureshwar, which means “Lord of the Gods,” implying he is the most praiseworthy of all.

Kirateshwar signifies “in the form of a hunter,” referring to the time Siva assumed that form to visit Arjuna as the latter meditated in preparation for killing the asura (demon, titan) called Mooka. He was currently assuming the form of a ravening boar. Siva’s arrival disturbed Arjuna, but as he turned to see who had interrupted him, he caught sight of Mooka, who had approached unnoticed. Arjuna quickly nocked an arrow and let fly. So did the incarnate Siva, virtually in the same moment. Mooka was dead all right, but Arjuna and Siva began to argue over which of the two had shot the beast first! Arjuna went so far as to challenge the nameless hunter to a duel, but Siva refused and, revealing himself, rewarded Arjuna’s valor by giving him his Pashupata Astra, a terrible and irresistible weapon capable of destroying all life on earth! It could be triggered by the eyes (analogous to a targeting computer today), or telekinetically by the mind, or shot from a bow.

Suntantarka was Siva’s form when he went to the father of the goddess Parvati to ask his permission to marry her. But the humility inherent in the role of a petitioner made it inappropriate for Siva to show up in his conspicuous divine glory, so he “dressed down” for the occasion.

Brahmachari was the name taken by Siva of another pre-matrimonial procedure. Siva felt he had to test the sincerity of Parvati’s worship of him. Finding that she passed the test, Siva married her.

Yaksheshwar: After Siva disposed of the poison spewed forth by the churning of the cosmic ocean, a sweet nectar emerged. The gods and the asuras battled over it, the gods triumphing. They were understandably proud of their victory, but their consumption of the sweet stuff puffed their pride up to total arrogance. Siva, who had more right to boast than anyone else, regarded this with alarm and decided to take his colleagues down a peg. Assuming the form of a yaksha, a forest sprite, he asked the deities, busy patting themselves on the back, why they were so self-congratulatory. They happily recounted their triumph. Yakshshwar Siva then produced a grass leaf and challenged them to test their mettle by the epic task of—chopping a miserable leaf! Each god made an attempt with his favorite weapon, but none was able to make so much as a dent in the stupid thing. Finally recognizing Siva, the gods realized their prideful error and repented.

Avadhut: Once day, Siva saw mighty Indra approaching with his entourage and immediately saw a prime opportunity to knock the slayer of Vritra off his pedestal of self-admiration. It wasn’t that Indra lacked reason to recognize his own achievements, but conceitedness was no proper attitude for a deity. Siva then appeared to Indra in the form of a sage, an avdhut, and purposely took a stand in Indra’s path. Indra then politely requested the sage to step aside to let his betters pass, but Siva stood his ground. This effrontery by, as he supposed, a mere mortal, had to be punished! (What would his companions think?) Indra made to unsheathe his powerful vajra thunderbolt. But, amazed and baffled, Indra found he could not move his hand! Ah! This must be another of Siva’s tricks! Finally, he recognized his fault and sought Siva’s forgiveness. As ought we all.

The Dark Side of the Force

Where there are deities, we usually find their opposite numbers, too: the demons. The great opponents of the Aryan gods of the Vedas are the asuras. The Vedic gods are called the devas, which, as you might guess, comes from the same Sanskrit root as the Latin deus, “god,” but so does the word “devil”! And the Hindu pantheon is in fact considered to be a gang of devils by the neighboring Iranian religion of Zoroastrianism. Hindus returned the favor by denigrating the Iranian gods, the asuras, as devils! But it isn’t quite that simple, since the asuras are also analogous to the Titans of Greek mythology. That is, the Titans were a rival race of Immortals (Uranos, Kronos, Gaia, Rhea, Prometheus, etc.) defeated and replaced by the Olympians.

Whence the term “asuras”? It appears to be a variant of “Assyrians,” or “Asshur,” the ancient empire that included Iran. In Vedic mythology the Indian devas were always battling the asuras, making a poor showing until they found a mighty chief in Indra. Such epic Armageddons are usually echoes of literal conflicts between nations, especially when one encroached on the other. Nor were the asuras the only foes of the Vedics to be literally demonized. Others include the Dasas, the Dasyus, and the Pisacas.

Other species of demons include barely personified forces of illness or ill luck such as disease, difficult childbirth, or even guilt. These malevolent spooks are thought to fly about invisibly, seizing upon hapless victims randomly. They may lurk in caves, behind rocks, in treetops, ravines, etc. As a result, the superstitious populace is hag-ridden and fearful, ready with protective charms and talismans, mollifying offerings (a protection racket, as we might call it), and with the business card of a professional exorcist at the ready (“Who you gonna call?”). Sort of a metaphysical version of germophobia.

There are also higher-level demons with whom only gods deal, or once dealt, like Vritra, the dragon heroically slain by Indra. We also read of wandering ghosts of the dead, some bitter and desirous of revenge. “They are vagabonds of the other world who have a prospect of being reborn in this world.”52 They are generally harmless, albeit frightening if glimpsed. But other ghosts are consumed by their hatred for living humanity. There were sadistic criminals and murderers, or victims of untimely deaths who hate and envy the living. The insane and deformed, already perceived as frightening and dangerous, may continue to intimidate even after death.

A more dangerous group of ectoplasmic terrorists would be the awful Raksasa, whose job is to assume various human and animal forms to attack and molest women, to murder infants, induce insanity, muteness, and disease, suck out human blood from within, and feast on human flesh! Some sport three heads, two mouths, four eyes, five feet, no fingers, horns on their ugly heads, feet twisted backwards, you name it.53

Vedanta Hinduism

This umbrella term denotes a set of theological systems based on the Upanishads (written between 900 and 400 BCE). The Upanishads are over one hundred treatises recording the mystical teachings of Kshatriya sages who broke with Brahmin/Vedic religion, yet they were later written down by Brahmin sages who were able to read the new doctrines back into the Vedas and wrote the Upanishads ostensibly as commentaries on the Vedas showing how they were “really” saying what the Kshatriya sages said—even though these sages had meant to reject the Vedic sacrifices! Pretty ironic.

The sages rejected the Brahmins’ corner on the religious market and renounced the exterior religion of sacrifice for an interior religion of meditation and spirituality. They came to believe the ultimate divine power of the universe is the atman, the secret and infinite identity hidden within and beneath the individual ego. The atman, then, is both the true Self and the true God. And it is you. One Vedanta mantra is Ta tvam asi: “That thou art.” Some Brahmin priests liked the sound of this and harmonized this radical doctrine with their own by equating atman with Brahman (or Brihaspati), the invisible power of the sacrifice that renders the offering effective. “This atman is Brahman.”

One cannot help noticing that aspects of this religious revolution mirror those of the Protestant Reformation in fifteenth-century Germany. Since religion exists among human beings, not heavenly angels, there is always a socio-political side to it. In Germany, as elsewhere in Europe, the several kings and princes, as Roman Catholics, were under the thumb of the Pope since he could threaten them with soul-damning excommunication if he didn’t happen to agree with their policies. When Protestant leader Martin Luther, himself a former Catholic monk and Bible professor, articulated his principle of “the priesthood of all believers,” it meant, among other things, that kings were rightfully the heads of the Church in their domains. Thus, if the Pope wouldn’t make needful reforms in the Church, it was up to the secular rulers to do it. They were just as theologically authoritative as the Pope. This meant the rulers need not fear the Pope as a boogeyman; they were free to tell the Pontiff to go jump in the Tiber. And they did. The northern German states flew the Protestant flag, while the southern states stuck with Catholicism.

Likewise, the Kshatriyas must have rejoiced no longer to take a distant second place below the infallible Brahmins, who claimed to have their pet gods on a leash, since only they possessed the right to offer sacrifices for prosperity and battlefield victories. This is not to say Protestantism or Vedanta was merely an excuse for political defiance. Indeed, that would be reductionism, often characteristic of secularist analysts who cannot imagine anyone takes religion any more seriously than they themselves do.

Tattered Testaments: the Upanishads

The Vedas gave rise to at least three more tiers of scripture, each being a supplement in some way to one of the Vedas. First came the Brahmanas, next the Aranyakas, and finally the Upanishads. They embodied the attempts of those Brahmin priests who approved of the new doctrine of the breakaway Kshatriya sages but still gave lip service to the old ritualism. Thus these post-Vedas contain various allegorical reinterpretations of the old Vedic polytheism. The granddaddy of Western scholarship on Eastern scriptures, Max Müller, aptly described the character of the Upanishads,54 a group title denoting

the outcome of ‘sittings’ or ‘gatherings’ which took place under the shelter of mighty trees in the forests, where old sages and their disciples met together and poured out what they had gathered during days and nights spent in quiet solitude and meditation.55

When we read the Upanishads, the impression they leave on our mind is that they are sudden intuitions or inspirations, which sprang up here and there and were collected afterwards.56

Something that significantly impedes our constructing a sequential history of these ancient texts (over a period of some five centuries!) is the conjectural nature of restoring the original texts themselves. Any modern reader can hardly help noticing how the teaching of one passage appears to clash with others elsewhere in the same Upanishad. How to account for this confusion? Paul Deussen explains.

All the principal Upanishads contain earlier and later elements side by side, and therefore the age of each separate piece must be determined by itself as far as this is possible from the degree of development of the thoughts which find development in it.57

But at least we seem able to excavate six basic cosmological/theological positions from the somewhat chaotic texts. Call it logocentrism if you want, but what the hell?

First up would be Idealism or, if you prefer, Monism. Here it is believed that the only reality is atman/Brahman. The apparent world of experience, of suffering and ignorance, of karma and reincarnation, even of individual identity—is maya, variously understood as illusion, misconstrual, delusion, or even hallucination.58 The goal is to snap out of it once and for all and to realize/remember you have always been the same as Brahman (only you wouldn’t put it that way since such a thought is itself possible only for one who still erroneously distinguishes subject from object).

Second comes Pantheism, not exclusively the property of India but also accepted by the Stoics and by Spinoza. I like to distinguish Pantheism from Monism by noting that Monists believe all things are masks of God. They serve to hide God’s true face, whereas Pantheism posits that all things are faces of God, revealing God’s true face—which is yours (and everybody and everything else’s). All you see is quite real, the only illusion being your failure to recognize the divine essence they all share.

Moving over a notch, we arrive at Cosmogonism (or Panentheism: “All is in God-ism”). The only thing separating Panentheism from Pantheism is that Pantheism does not entail the existence of a personal deity over and above the world. For Panentheists, God first created the material world, then entered into it. God is the soul of the world, which is God’s body.

Theism, behind Door Number Four, is not monistic but rather dualistic, since it stipulates that God created the world, the universe, where previously nothing at all had existed. God did not give birth to it or emanate it from his own substance. “He saith unto a thing, Be! And it is.” God may interact with his creation, but the two remain forever separate (unless, of course, God should decide to destroy it!).

The fifth model is Atheism, and in a strange way it may be said to follow from Theism insofar as the latter envisions a world that can exist without just being a shirt for the Almighty. Theism says that God fashioned a world that can henceforth chug along nicely under its own steam. But for the moment, just contemplate the fact that, however it got here, the world is operating self-sufficiently by its own natural law. Okay, somebody taught me how to swim, but now I’m swimming; no one is holding me up or pulling me along. So likewise with the world: who knows how it got here. But here it is, and I don’t see Atlas holding it up. Maybe nobody is holding it up. Maybe nobody made it. Samkhya is atheistic and believes the world has always been here, with no one to thank. Ditto Jainism.

We can go back a step and take a different, sixth, path, that of Deism. This means you believe that the world was created some time in the past and by some divine Creator, but it seems, again, to operate on its own now. Even supposing the Flying Spaghetti Monster created the world in a big colander, he doesn’t appear to be sticking his fingers into it now, or to be adjusting the recipe. So “God” is helpful as the answer to a big riddle, but that’s about all.

What a menu!59 And they’re all considered orthodox! What, if anything, would disqualify you as a Hindu? One single thing: repudiating the Vedas (and the sequels) even if you held to most of the same beliefs!

What follows is a summary of a few of the most important Hindu theologians, one a Monist, one a Panentheist, and one a Theist, then a discussion of atheistic Samkhya and its cousin Yoga.

Shankara (ca. 700 to ca. 750 CE), a disciple of Gaudapada, said that there are two levels of reality and perception. On the level of “lower knowledge” scripture speaks of a real external world filled with different people, objects, deities, reincarnations. But “lower knowledge” turns out not to be genuine knowledge after all! In fact, it actually amounts to ignorance (avidya) when viewed from the superior perch of “higher knowledge.” For Shankara, the liberated one awakens to the fact that all is atman/Brahman, whom he equated with Siva. This ultimate, super-personal God is Nirguna Brahman (Brahman without qualities), whereas the personal god of Hindu devotion is Saguna Brahman (Brahman with qualities, the Vedic deity Brahma). Why are we initially ignorant? Why do we not automatically see Reality as it truly is (including our own identity with it)? It is because of the upadhis, or “limiting conditions” which act as a kind of prism to refract the pure, white light of Truth into a rainbow of “colors.” Another metaphor would be a Fun House Hall of Mirrors. The first impression of one in the mirror maze is that he stands among a crowd of his identical twins, but quickly he recognizes he is alone there, and that the “others” are mere reflections of himself. Shankara’s version of Vedanta is called Nondualism (Advaita).

He did not deny the usefulness of traditional Indian rituals and beliefs. They were quite proper as long as one partook solely of lower knowledge. In that world of appearances, the deities you worship are fully as “real” as you are. But ultimately all these are childish things to be put away when and if one realizes higher knowledge. Why worship God when you are God? That would just be voluntarily returning to lower knowledge, backsliding. This stance was quite controversial even in Shankara’s day, since it looked to many like simple impiety. But what do you expect? All they have is lower “knowledge.”

One of those objecting to Shankara’s seemingly destructive approach was the Vaishnavite Ramanuja (ca. 1017 to 1137 CE). He thought Shankara had taken nondualism both too far and not far enough. Ramanuja believed that God (Vishnu) had emanated the world from his own being and then entered into it. God and the cosmos are truly one, and yet there are two different modes of the divine existence: a personal God and his worshippers. This view is “qualified non-dualism” (Visistadvaita) or “Difference in Identity.” God is the soul of the world; the world is the body of God. Ramanuja did not deny the mystic experiences of Oneness that Shankara spoke of. He only denied that it was the ultimate experience. Rather, Ramanuja said, to experience oneness with all things is step one: experiencing the common essence you share with all things since everything is made of God. But step two is to reemerge as an individual soul in blessed communion with Vishnu.

Madhva (ca. 1238–1317), self-proclaimed avatar of Hanuman, was a Dualist (Dvaita), or Theist: God created the world as a separate reality We are not one with God and never will be. All individuals are predestined to heaven, to an eternal Hell, or to endless reincarnation. So great is the chasm between us and Vishnu that we can come to him only through a mediator: Vayu, the wind god and son of Vishnu.

Yoga: Buns of Steel?60

“Yoga” means “yoke” and might refer to joining (sharing the yoke with) the Ultimate, though the alternative seems more natural to me: one submits to the yoke of spiritual discipline,61 precisely as in Matthew 11:29–30 (“Take my yoke upon you and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light”). Likewise, the old Rabbis spoke of Torah-observance as “taking upon one’s shoulders the yoke of the Kingdom of God.” Mircea Eliade says, “The word yoga serves, in general, to designate any ascetic technique and any method of meditation.”62

The basic worldview upon which classical yoga is based is definitely a form of Dualism, positing the existence of two distinct entities, purushas and prakriti, souls and matter respectively. Though they are by nature completely alien, they are always to be found mixed together in bubbling instability. How did this commence? It didn’t. Throughout eternity they are found this way. But if they don’t belong with each other, why are they always together? There is no answer, but there is a reason in it, or to it. The intrinsic incompatibility must result in suffering for the souls, strangers in the strange land of matter, but it is this distress that prods the souls to seek the remedy of escape. But no escape is possible so long as individuals fail to understand the nature of their predicament.

By nature, prakriti is a universal, placid lake of prime matter, but in fact it always exists in a disturbed state. But latent within it are three gunas, modes of potentiality. They are intelligence, activity, and inertia. These potential qualities became differentiated when stirred, and mixed, “when” the souls penetrated matter and started things percolating. Depending on the precise proportions of each guna haphazardly mixed together, different objects of different kinds resulted. This cosmogony is common to many ancient systems of thought, including Jainism, Gnosticism, Kabbalism, and the philosophy of Anaxagoras. Obviously, rocks, for instance, contain a predominant dose of inertia. Fire is mainly activity, and at least some humans possess a modicum of intelligence.

But intelligence is second-hand, the soul reflecting the purusha, which, remember, is non-material. Think of the moon: it shines but only by reflecting the light of the sun. Or how about a mirror; it contains (reflects) images of nearby objects, but one cannot reach those objects by reaching out to the mirror surface. The purusha enables the intelligence guna to perceive and experience the external world—and to suffer from its ills. It is not the purusha that suffers, but without it the prakriti would neither perceive the world nor suffer from it. The purusha is exactly analogous, I think,63 to the battery in the flashlight: it sees nothing, but it enables the flashlight to make things visible. Without a battery in the flashlight, you could see nothing. Even so, the purusha/soul does not suffer and indeed is not affected in any way. But it enables the bearer of the purusha to suffer. So the predicament of a human being is that he doesn’t realize the unbridgeable gap between his prakriti-mind, or psycho-mental self, and his soul. What? You mean the mind is matter, not spirit? Bingo! This should not strike you as a surprise! Don’t we now know that our thoughts are essentially electro-chemical flashes between synapses in the physical brain?

Without the embedded purusha, we would not have a psycho-mental ego-self, but the purusha is not the same as that ego-self, and that’s why, if we want to stop suffering, we must pry that gem out of its setting, free it from its prison in our prakriti. And yogic meditation techniques are the way to accomplish that “brain surgery.”64

How does karma fit into this picture? The purusha, remember, is unconditioned; nothing affects it. Yet your actions certainly will come back to you in the form either of reward for good deeds or punishment for bad ones. Such is the moral structure of the universe. And your lot in the next life is determined by this. Your ego-self is reborn in another body, along with only some portions (skandas) of your ego-self (e.g., no active memories of your previous existence). But the purusha is merely carried along for the ride. An ancient analogy compares the process to a monkey swinging from tree to tree, clutching a banana in his fist. It’s not the banana doing the swinging, but the monkey. And the “you” who is affected (conditioned) by karma is the monkey.65

Some would discount the whole schema because of the gaping paradox of how this inherently impossible predicament can nonetheless occur. But what would you expect?

The cause and origin of this association of Spirit and experience—these are two aspects of a problem that Samkhya and Yoga consider insoluble because it exceeds the present capacity of human comprehension…. To insist upon finding a solution for these problems is vain, is childishness. They are problems wrongly posed.66

(It is interesting to note the various ways the idea of maya illusion fits into different Hindu systems of thought. It is a kind of “God of the gaps” stratagem. In Nondualist (Advaita) Vedanta this world of suffering turns out to be a vast matrix of maya which will wink out upon enlightenment. This needn’t be taken to mean that all perceived reality is no more than hallucination. It is more like delusion: you are radically misconstruing what you see. You don’t realize it is all Brahman.67 But in Dualist Samkhya and Yoga, it is the connection between purusha and prakriti that is illusory, dispelled by enlightenment. Salvation hinges upon the forehead-slapping realization that your real self was not what you thought it was. “The world itself… is nothing more than a magical show (maya)…. It is tangibly and visibly real, but it is deceptive, because one mistakes it for what it is not.”68

The preceding exposition applies more strictly to the Samkhya philosophy, but most of it is shared with the Yoga codified by Patanjali (estimated to have lived sometime between the second to fourth centuries CE). Samkhya was a much older school of thought based on certain passages of the Upanishads. There are two important differences. Samkhya sees no need for a god. The soul liberates itself with no help from divine agents, while Patanjali’s yoga posits a sort of uninvolved deistic-type god who is basically an already and eternally freed soul. His mere existence provides an example and a goal, a North Star for yogis, an Unmoved Mover. Apparently, this deity, called simply Isvara (“the Lord”) was originally purely symbolic, but later yogis came to credit Isvara with objective reality.

The second difference was one of technique, or rather the lack of it. Samkhya philosophy was more gnostic: it taught that once one truly grasped the difference between the purusha and the ego-mind, one would experience the bliss of joining other liberated purushas in the omniscient collectivity of purushas. However, it seems very likely that many who “got their diploma,” having understood the doctrine, but without the promised fireworks, realized it couldn’t be so simple. “What do I still lack?” (Matt. 19:20). And this would be the moment the sages explored, then stipulated, the rigorous rules of meditation, including poses designed to “park” the body “in neutral” so as to remove it as a distraction and the use of mantras, divine names, to laser-focus one’s concentration. Or one might focus on a candle flame or concentrate on one’s belly button (literal “navel gazing”).

I believe the same thing happened in Gnosticism. There, too, the original claim was that grasping the knowledge that you came, long ago, from the heavenly Pleroma and are entitled to skip further reincarnations and return there, was sufficient to gain enlightenment. “The entire confidence of the Gnostic rests upon his knowledge of [these facts] and his consequent joy over the vanity of the world, whose dissolution is brought about by the return, guaranteed to him by his pneumatic nature, into the Pleroma.”69 He could “realize himself in ecstasy.”70 Most converts, while excited about the privileged information they now possessed (and that you didn’t!), didn’t actually feel much different! So Gnosticism began to add magical reinforcements, notably coaching you to memorize the secret passwords to get past the Archons who would otherwise prevent your postmortem passage to the Pleroma:

Jesus said: “If they say to you: ‘Whence have you come?’ tell them: ‘We have come from the light, the place where the light came into being through itself alone. It stood, and it revealed itself in their image.’ If they say to you: ‘Who are you?’ say: ‘We are his sons, and we are the elect of the living Father.’ If they ask you: ‘What is the sign of your Father in you?’ tell them: ‘It is a movement and a rest.’ (Gospel of Thomas, saying 50).

Walter Schmithals puts it well.

Those initiations which are supposed to enable the soul during its ascent to deceive the demons and to overcome the numerous fortifications of the demonic world do not belong here. In a later time they are widespread ([e.g., in] Pistis Sophia). Just so, as time goes on, magical-mysterious piety is syncretistically superimposed upon pure Gnosticism, a procedure which is inseparably bound up with the deterioration of the genuinely Gnostic self-consciousness. Sin was again sensed, the already conquered demons threatened more powerfully than ever, and in place of the grand liberty of the one who knows, there appeared the anxious concern about salvation and with it often a flood of the most varied mysteries [i.e., initiation rites] designed to give aid.71

Yogis go to great lengths to break the cycle of death and rebirth to allow final Liberation (Moksha, or Mukti, Nirvana). There are several types of Yoga pursuing different methods. Some of them overlap or combine techniques. Contrary to a contemporary “understanding,” Yoga is not a mere exercise regimen. True, you can use it for that, but I suspect you are missing the point.

Jnana Yoga is the path of salvation through (esoteric) knowledge. Therefore it can rightly be considered as a form of Indian Gnosticism, especially as jnana and gnosis are variant versions of the same Indo-European word for “knowledge.” Jnana Yoga is the practical application of Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta doctrine so that it becomes more than a doctrine. There are four preparatory stages, called the Sadhana Chatushtaya, for preparing the mind to receive the seed of truth (cf. Mark 4:8). Viveka (“discernment,” “discrimination”) is a disciplined effort to sort out what is real from what is not (cf. Heb. 5:14). The great successor to Sri Ramakrishna, founder of the Vedanta Society, was the Swami Vivekananda, whose name means “joy of discernment.”

Vairagya is the cultivation of non-attachment. As with the ancient Stoics, this need not mean renunciation of all possessions, only that you can take them or leave them with equanimity. To disengage yourself emotionally from material goods is to detach from the ego-mind. Why? Because you think you possess them, but really they are possessing you!

Shatsampat is a set of six virtues together with as many mental exercises to stabilize one’s mind and emotions. Mumukshutva, finally, is a consuming desire to attain liberation from suffering. Once you have these under your belt, you are ready to embark on a set of three essential practices of Jnana Yoga, distilled from various texts from the Upanishads.

Sravana refers to discipleship to a guru who can instruct you in Advaita Vedanta doctrine, focusing on the basic identity between the atman and the Brahman, namely, that “This atman is Brahman.” Manana comes next: it is a deeper contemplation of these teachings, going beyond rote sloganism to a grasp of the subtle nuances and riddles of the philosophy, something that offers quite a challenge. This should eventuate in Nididhyasana, an ongoing deep meditation upon Brahman/atman, catalyzing a genuine experience of absolute Truth. But, as John Constantine says to his protégé Chas Kramer, “Sometimes it’s not like in the books.” And then you start looking for booster shots, physical and mental exercises. In his Yoga Sutras Patanjali prescribed an eight-stage path to get the job done.

The first is the set of five rules governing social morality. One must practice ahimsa (non-harm), satya (truth-telling), asteya (no theft), brahmacharya (chastity), and aparigraha (no feeling of possessiveness). Second come five rules governing personal morality: saucha (purity), santosha (contentment),72 tapas (self-discipline, the physical side-effect of which may be the generation of increased body heat),73 svadhyaya (introspective meditation upon the nature of one’s own body and mind, and their mutual relations), ishvarapranidhana (devotional surrender of oneself to Isvara).

Asana is a collection of limb-twisting postures. Pranayama includes various breath-control techniques thought to control prana (life energy). One may learn to breathe in one nostril and out the other, or spending the same time inhaling, holding breath, exhaling, and waiting to inhale again. Some derive the term for this, hatha, from ha for inhaling and tha for exhaling.74

Pratyahara is the withdrawal of the senses from distracting external objects. One might simply sit in darkness (or in an isolation tank). This fades imperceptibly into the next stage, Dharana – focusing upon a single point or sound, e.g., on a mantra, the tip of one’s nose,75 a candle flame, etc. This slides smoothly into Dhyana, meditative absorption, and finally into Samadhi, true and blissful Enlightenment. Absorption “in the Divine [is] expressed by delight, trance, perspiration and so on.”76 This is what Shankara expected to happen as soon as one grasped the point of Nondualist doctrine.77

For deliverance is not effected by the knowledge of the atman, but it consists in this knowledge; it is not a consequence of the knowledge of the atman, but this knowledge is itself already deliverance in all its fulness.78

Too optimistic?

Karma Yoga is a kind of layman’s yoga, as it requires no special bodily exercises or mental gymnastics. Karma Yoga sanctifies the secular, magnifies the mundane. Like fastidious Jews careful to do everything the way scripture and tradition mandate, those who practice Karma Yoga are making every duty or chore, no matter how menial or meaningless, into service to God. Krishna saith, “When you do anything, eat anything, sacrifice anything, give anything, or make an effort, do it as an offering to me.”79 “Every act has to be dedicated to God and done for His pleasure and enjoyment.”80 A Christian version of this is found in Colossians 3:17: “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”

This is not just some gimmick but rather the inevitable implication of the notion of dharma. Remember, one must live within the lane marked out by one’s caste. Since karma has determined the state into which you were born, your abiding by those expectations is itself a pious lifestyle. Results, desired or achieved, are by no means the point here. Faithfulness is the point. It is all a matter of “acting without the fruits of action.” “It doesn’t matter if you win or lose, but how you play the game”—by the rules. Karma Yoga has you doing the right thing for its own sake, what Kant called “the holy will of God.”

Karma Yoga is taught very boldly in the Bhagavad Gita (dated somewhere between the second and fourth centuries CE). There we meet the righteous warrior Arjuna on the eve of battle in a war of succession between factions of the House of Bharata. He is reviewing the troops in his chariot, driven by none other than the incarnate god Krishna. Arjuna is having serious second thoughts. Is his cause worth fighting for? Worth all the bloodshed? He even has friends and kindred on the other side. Surprisingly, Krishna, in whom he has confided, turns and rebukes Arjuna, charging him not to shirk his caste duty as a Kshatriya! He must fight! He must shed blood! Get busy doing it! And in this way Arjuna will be piously serving the gods.81

Bhakti Yoga, also taught in the Bhagavad Gita, is another layperson’s path, marked by intensely emotional devotion to a chosen Hindu deity or Buddhist bodhisattva (for it is practiced by both religions). Popular objects of devotion are Krishna, Rama, Siva, Kali, Amitabha Buddha and the bodhisattva Avalokitesvara.

A perfect example of bhakti mysticism would be the dancing, chanting, tambourine slapping Hare Krishna sect.82 The “devotees of the Lord are to be recognized by their extreme love for God, so much so, they sing and dance and have horripilation too and so absorbed are they that they appear to be mad.” No kidding. Real adepts in this tradition are difficult to distinguish from crazy street people. The grace of their divine patrons descending from above transports them to a heaven of mystic splendor, but to mere mortals like us they come across as shambling, naked or rag-clad, excrement eaters bellowing out divine names.83 Jeremiah Zimmerman crisscrossed India and reported many spectacles of piety:

We may call them fanatics but we cannot help but pity them as we contemplate their mental aberration and wasted energy in such a hopeless delusion that benefits no one, and yet the Hindu regards him not only as perfectly sane, but as a very superior and holy individual.84

Here we are very, very far from suburban “Buns of Steel” classes.

Bhakti is easily compatible with Karma Yoga, and can be said to overlap it, in that a great part of one’s devotion to the favorite deity is the performance of one’s daily tasks as gifts to Krishna, Ram, etc. “Atmanivedana becomes an act of gratitude rather than the condition of [i.e., for] being saved.”85 Of course, it may be rather difficult to take care of daily chores while you’re lying inert on the floor, teeth chattering, pores oozing blood, in a trance state of uncontrollable bliss. Krishna be praised!

In my opinion, American Christianity has become dominated by a Jesus-bhakti. Yes, you may believe every tenet of your church’s creed, but you will still suffer eternal torment in Hell if you neglect to undertake a “personal relationship with Jesus” in which “he walks with me and he talks with me and he tells me I am his own, and the joy we share as we tarry there, no other has ever known.” That’s Bhakti yoga, no two ways about it. But does such Jesus-devotion ever express itself in bizarre ways like its yogic counterpart? One only need visit certain urban congregations to see some phenomena you’ll never forget. And then there’s the Cane Ridge Revivals and the Toronto Blessing and the Holy Rollers and the Appalachian snake-handlers….

All Coiled Up and Hissin’

Kundalini (Sanskrit for “coiled like a serpent”) is not really a separate category of Yogas, but rather an aspect of various types differing in other ways. I think of it as a kind of bio-feedback technique using guided imagery.86 It was the brainchild of the Nepalese sage Gorakshanath in the eleventh to twelfth century. The central image is that of a series of chakras (“circles, wheels”) positioned up and down the spine. Originally they seem to have been purely metaphorical and symbolic, but eventually most came to believe them to be actual, physical ganglia containing spiritual potency87 (not a fanciful view, given certain clinical experiments with a magnetic helmet capable of igniting euphoric peak experiences in volunteers). Another way of expressing the idea is that a different deity is located in each chakra, just as Christian pietists speak of inviting Christ into one’s heart. Curled around your coccyx (tail bone), which contains the first chakra, there snoozes a great serpent.

Through meditation the yogi, like a snake charmer, awakens the serpent, which symbolizes the spiritual power inside everyone. Further meditations cause the Kundalini to slither up one’s spiritual spinal cord, energizing one chakra after another. There are seven of these (fewer in some systems), located at the coccyx, the genitals, the solar plexus, the heart, the throat, between and just above the eyes, and the top of the head (the crown chakra). And when the snake makes it all the way up, it’s like the carnival stunt where you test your strength by slamming down the sledgehammer and watching the metal ball zoom up the long pole to clang (you hope!) on the bell at the top. Bing! Enlightenment!

Tantric Yoga is practiced in both Hinduism and Buddhism, and I will deal with it under the heading of the latter.

Yoga is said to confer upon its practitioners the ability to perform astonishing, indeed miraculous deeds, including flying, running at super-speed, being in two places at one time, telepathic communication, invisibility, and walking through walls! Do they actually do these things? Or are they instead hallucinations, whether on the part of the yogis, or of their audience?88 Who knows, but the important thing is that they are not the important thing. Rather, these supernormal powers, the siddhis, “perfections,” are said to be mere side-effects of the enlightenment process. When the chakras are awakened, this particular door is opened, but there exists a serious danger of stopping short of the real goal of Samadhi. These crowd-pleasing spectacles have no real value and are essentially parlor tricks.89 “Endowed with the will to power, the mystical soul may lose the essential goal of emancipation of all desires.”90

The People’s Veda

As already mentioned, there were at first three Vedas, the Rig Veda, the Yajur Veda, and the Samaveda, but that a fourth was added to the canon: the Atharva Veda. The ordinary person would have neither access to the other Vedas nor reason to seek it, as those books pertained to the rituals, hymns, and sacrifices, hardly the purview of the laity. But what were the concerns of the common folks? You will not be surprised to read of them in a few representative selections from the Atharva Veda. First a formula prayer for protection from calamities.

O Bhava and Sarva, I am devoted to you. Take note of that, ye under whose control is all this which shines [i.e., the visible world]! Ye who rule all these two-footed and four-footed creatures, deliver us from calamity! [Cf. Matt. 6:13b, “Deliver us from evil.”]

Ye to whom belongs all that is near by, yea, all that is far; ye who are known as the most skillful archers among bowmen; ye who rule all these two-footed and four-footed creatures, deliver us from calamity!

The thousand-eyed slayers of Vritra both do I invoke. I go praising the two strong gods whose pastures extend far. Ye who rule all these two-footed and four-footed creatures, deliver us from calamity!

Ye who, united, did undertake many deeds of old, and, moreover, did visit portents upon the people; ye who rule all these two-footed and four-footed creatures, deliver us from calamity!

Ye from whose blows no one either among gods or men escapes; ye who rule all these two-footed and four-footed creatures, deliver us from calamity!

The sorcerer who prepares a spell or manipulates the roots (of plants) against us, against him, ye strong gods, launch your thunderbolt! Ye who rule all these two-footed and four-footed creatures, deliver us from calamity!

Ye strong gods, favour us in battles, bring into contact with your thunderbolt the Kimidin [evil spirits]! I praise you, O Bhava and Sarva, call fervently upon you in distress: deliver us from calamity! (IV:28)91

Can’t remember where you left your wallet? Try this.

On the distant path of the paths Pushan was born, on the distant path of heaven, on the distant paths of the earth. Upon the two most lovely places he walks hither and away, knowing the way.

Pushan knows these regions all; he shall lead us by the most dangerless way. Bestowing well-being, of radiant glow, keeping our heroes undiminished, he shall, alert and skillful, go before us!

O Pushan, under thy law may we never suffer harm: as praisers of thee we are here!

Pushan shall from the east place his right hand about us, shall bring again to us what has been lost! (V, 9)92

Business slowing down? Here you go!

Indra, the merchant, do I summon: may he come to us, may he be our van; driving away the demon of grudge, the waylayers, and wild beasts, may he, the possessor, bestow wealth upon me!

May the many paths, the roads of the gods, which come together between heaven and earth, gladden me with milk and ghee, so that I may gather in wealth from my purchases!

Desirous do I, O Agni, with firewood and ghee offer oblations, for success and strength; according to ability praising with my prayer, do I sing this divine song, that I may gain a hundredfold! […]

The wealth with which I go to purchase, desiring, ye gods, to gain wealth through wealth, may that grow more, not less! Drive away, O Agni, in return for the oblation, the gods who shut off gain! (III, 15)93

Headed off for Las Vegas? Take this along.

The successful, victorious, skilfully gaming Apsara,94 that Apsara who makes the winnings in the game of dice, do I call hither.

The skillfully gaming Apsara who sweeps and heaps up the stakes, that Apsara who takes the winnings in the game of dice do I call hither.

May she who dances about with the dice, when she takes the stakes from the game of dice, when she wins the game of dice, when she desires to win for us, obtain the advantage by her magic! May she come to us full of abundance! Let them not win this wealth of ours!

The Apsaras who rejoice in dice, who carry grief and wrath [away]—that joyful and exulting Apsara, do I call hither. (IV, 38)95

That gal won’t give you the time of day? Maybe you need Love Potion number nine!

May love, the disquieter, disquiet thee; do not hold out upon thy bed! With the terrible arrow of Kama [= Cupid] do I pierce thee in the heart.

The arrow, winged with longing, barbed with love, whose shaft is undeviating desire, with that, well-aimed, Kama shall pierce thee in the heart!

With that well-aimed arrow of Kama which parches the spleen, whose plume flies forward, which burns up, do I pierce thee in the heart.

Consumed by burning ardour, with parched mouth, do thou come to me, pliant, pride laid aside, mine alone, speaking sweetly and to me devoted!

I drive thee with a goad from thy mother and thy father, so that thou shalt be in my power, shalt come up to my wish.

All her thoughts do ye, O Mitra and Varuna, drive out of her! Then, having deprived her of her will, put her into my power alone!96

What’s good for the goose is good for the gander!

This yearning love comes from the Apsaras, the victorious, imbued with victory. Ye gods, send forth the yearning love: may yonder man burn after me!

My wish is, he shall long for me, devoted, he shall long for me. Ye gods, send forth the yearning love: may yonder man burn after me!

That yonder man shall long for me, but I for him nevermore, ye gods, send forth the yearning love: may yonder man burn after me!

Do ye, Maruts, intoxicate him; do thou, O mid-air, intoxicate him! May yonder man burn after me! (IV, 130)97

Got a pesky romantic rival?

I have taken unto myself her fortune and her glory as a wreath off a tree. Like a mountain with broad foundation may she sit a long time with her parents!

This woman shall be subjected to thee as thy wife, O king Yama; till then, let her be fixed to the house of her mother, or her brother, or her father!

This woman shall be the keeper of thy house, O king Yama, and her do we make over to thee! May she long sit with her relatives, until her hair drops from her head!

With the incantation of Asita, of Kasyapa, and of Gaya do I cover up thy fortune, as women cover something within a chest.98

Out of cough medicine? No problem!

As the soul with the soul’s desires swiftly to a distance flies, thus do thou, O cough, fly forth along the soul’s course of flight!

As a well-sharpened arrow swiftly to a distance flies, thus do thou, O cough, fly forth along the expanse of the earth!

As the rays of the sun swiftly to a distance fly, thus do thou, O cough, fly forth along the flood of the sea! (IV, 105)99
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Chapter Two: Sikhism

The Sikh religion, one of the most recent additions to the canon of major faiths, was founded in the fifteenth century CE. One sometimes reads that Guru Nanak (1469–1538), the founder, was attempting to meld together the Hindu and Muslim religions, quite an achievement if one could do it. But that is a gross misunderstanding of his mission as well as his accomplishment. Nanak lived in India in the days of the Moghul Empire, a Muslim state. He was raised as a Hindu but also took it upon himself to learn about Islam. But, instead of seeking to amalgamate the two, his attitude was pretty much “a plague on both your houses.” He supposedly declared, “There is no Hindu, there is no Muslim,” by which he intended to transcend both. In this he was most significantly influenced by the Hindu Sant movement, and also by the Nath movement, another Hindu sect. He counted the mystical poet Kabir as a predecessor.

He was profoundly affected by the Sant movement which had combined compatible devotional elements of three previous movements active in Northern India. The first was the Vaishnava version of Bhakti yoga, which cultivated intense and intimate love to any of several avatars of Vishnu, usually Rama or Krishna. The second was the Hatha yoga movement of the Nath ascetics. Third was Sufism, which leaned toward Pantheism. The three already had much in common. All the components of the Sant synthesis, inherited by Nanak, eschewed the externals of traditional religion, whether Hindu or Muslim. Gone were scriptures, idols, sacrifices, clergy, asceticism, monasticism, even caste. These had all become idols, ends in themselves, ironically substituting for and preventing the individual’s encounter with God’s love. It wasn’t that Nanak sought to meld together even these Muslim and Hindu sub-sects. On the contrary, he explicitly rejected and criticized the Nath yogis and the Muslim Sufis. But he does seem to have inherited certain Nath and Sufi elements that the Sants had already absorbed and adapted. He never went all the way to Monism (Nondualism) but retained monotheism from Vaishnava bhakti so as not to erase the distinction between human lover and divine Beloved.1

Nanak’s God (to whom he refers by various divine names, both Hindu and Muslim) is inherently nirguna (i.e., “without qualities”) but also somehow renders himself saguna, (i.e., “with qualities”) in order that he may commune with man.2 Here one thinks of Tillich’s dictum that God is both a person and the negation of himself as a person.3 To me, this seems to imply that God is Nirguna Brahman, appearing to us as the half-illusory Saguna Brahman, i.e., the Brahma of Hindu polytheism. W.H. McLeod holds that “Guru Nanak’s thought cannot be made to conform to the categories of advaita doctrine without equating his concept of God with the ultimately unreal Isvara of Sankara’s philosophy.”4 Maybe not, but I confess I can’t see how he avoided that equation. McLeod is urgent to harmonize Nanak’s theology, dismissing references to Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva as mere symbols or metaphorical characters in analogies, but then there are statements like this: “Thou didst create Brahma, Vishnu and Siva, and thou didst spread abroad the allurements of maya.” I’m sorry, but that sounds pretty literally polytheistic to me.

And as for maya, Nanak uses the word to refer to the delusion that leads us to waste our efforts in pursuit of worldly, temporal values. There is no need to persuade oneself that one is trapped in a simulation world, like Strawberry Field “where nothing is real.” It is not even clear that such universal deception, as depicted in The Matrix, would have any moral relevance.

But if anyone loves the world, love for the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life, is not of the Father but is of the world. And the world passes away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides forever. (1 John 2:15b-17).

Nanak came to believe in a God incomprehensible to the human mind and yet disposed to reveal his saving grace to sinful mankind. The human predicament was simply worldly distraction and selfish desire. We readily allow these transitory mirages to distract us from the inner, echoing Word of God speaking deep in the human heart, summoning man to seek union with God. As long as we neglect that inner voice we will continue plodding on the weary wheel of transmigration, reincarnation. But if we shut our ears to the siren song of worldliness and listen to the call of God, we can embark on a process of moral growth and sanctification issuing ultimately in a joyous absorption into the Oneness of God.

God himself, however, does not incarnate as avatars, since such a mode of existence must leave him vulnerable to death. Nor is God subject to reincarnation, as he is unconditioned and cannot accrue karma, whether good or bad. The man or woman who has attained loving union with God is done with reincarnation and, upon death, goes to God for a joyous reunion. But the sinner is not so lucky, having to look forward to yet more wearying charades of life in a seemingly pointless world.

Nanak Knocking on Heaven’s Door

How and where doth God reveal himself? There is a cluster of terms that together set forth the doctrine. The Word or the Name of God is silently spoken within the attentive heart by the Guru, namely God. One increases one’s spiritual sensitivity via the constant chanting of the Name. In this way one learns to discern God’s Will, a providential Logos assuring order in the creation and shaping the devotee’s assigned purpose in life, as well as its coordination with karma as affecting one’s fate. Finally, Truth describes the state and process of pursuing the path thus laid out. It constitutes the revelation vouchsafed to, and embraced by, the seeker after God. But how is one to respond to the summoning of the divine voice within? After all, most people don’t! Nanak believed that all possess free will, but, still, what accounts for who turns to God and who continues to roll in the toxic mud of maya? Here the Grace of God intervenes, awakening the soul to the hitherto-unseen beacon of the loveable God. What determines who receives this prevenient grace? Here Nanak throws up his holy hands in confession of a mystery too profound for the human mind. Just be glad you’re one of the lucky ones!

The Historical Nanak

Not surprisingly, little can be known about the life of the Sikh founder. We are blessed with a great many gospel-like anecdotes, one of which follows just below, but many are demonstrably unhistorical and most fall under suspicion. This is not to underestimate their value, however. They were told to educate and inspire, even to entertain, and they have lost none of their utility.

Leaving Delhi they proceeded on to the Ganges where, as it happened to be a festival day, they observed thousands of people bathing in the river. The festival which was being celebrated was that of Baisakhi and the pilgrims were throwing water in the direction of the rising sun. Guru Nanak also entered the river and began splashing water in the opposite direction. This provoked offended demands for an explanation. The Guru responded by asking his questioners to whom they thought they were conveying water and they replied that they were sending it to their ancestors in heaven. Guru Nanak then informed them that he was, in the same manner, watering his fields near Lahore. When this brought a scornful rejoinder, he answered that if their water could travel as far as heaven, his could certainly reach Lahore.5

Another such tale finds our Guru lying on the ground with his feet pointed in the direction of Mecca. When some Muslims found this irreverent and told him so, he refused to move. They proceeded to take him by the ankles and move him clockwise to another position. But, to prove that one need not turn in any particular direction to pray to God, in whatever direction they moved him, the whole city of Mecca moved with him, so that his feet always faced it. Probably not historical? Who cares!

Sola Scriptura

There were ten Sikh gurus in all, Nanak and nine successors. The tenth, Guru Govind Singh, made an unprecedented move when he named as his own successor, not a man, but a book! That volume was the Adi-Granth (i.e., Holy Granth). This was an anthology of poetry and hymnody by Nanak and a few illustrious forebears including Nath yogis, and holy men like Namdev, Ramananda, and Kabir, plus several of the Sikh gurus. This was quite a risk, daring to place the interpretation of scripture in the hands of the community of the faithful without the imprimatur of a clerical elite. It was analogous to the Protestant Reformation.

Another, equally important development in Sikhism occurred during a period of Muslim persecution of the Sikhs. Hitherto pacifistic, they found themselves forced to militarize their faith community. Guru Arjun (1581–1606) and his heir, Guru Har Govind, carried these measures further, introducing several signature marks of Sikh identity and solidarity. All Sikhs were required to adopt the surname Singh (“Lion”), and to wear a uniform costume consisting of short pants, a bracelet, a dagger, a comb, and a turban to cover their unshorn hair. They are readily recognizable today from this accoutrement. The Sikhs became a race of noble and courageous warriors, valiantly fighting for the British Raj.

Why, you might wonder, as I have, why Sikhism is not simply classified as yet one more species of Hinduism? After all, Sikhs are so close in belief to several Hindu sects that influenced their beliefs. But the answer is simple: the Sikhs repudiated the authority of the Vedic literature. The same move marked the split between Hinduism and both Buddhism and Jainism, despite many similarities.
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Chapter Three: Jainism

It is not uncommon to read that the founder of this ancient religion was one Vardhamana (his name) or Mahavira (a title, “Great Hero”), which is quite fair, but technically he seems to have been a reformer of an already established religion. He is said to have been the last link in a long chain of teachers, twenty-four of them! But this is probably metaphorical, a way of expressing either the archaic pedigree of the religion or perhaps the fact that its doctrine was no recent invention but rather an eternal truth. Who knows? But there is good reason to believe that the last one in the list before him was a teacher named Parsva.1 Maybe he should be considered the real founder, but I can’t imagine either one would much care. Mahavira, they say, was born in 599 BCE, in the town of Patna in Northern India. He died at age 72. He had already enlisted in a Jain monastic order at age 30 and spent a dozen more years pursuing salvation, until it hit him like a load of bricks. As for Parsva, believed to have been an avatar of Indra, he lived sometime in the 700s BCE, the son of an emperor. But he had no interest in worldly, much less royal, affairs and retired to the forest to meditate. Once he found what he was looking for, he embarked on a successful teaching career, gaining enough disciples to start a religion. Granted, the historian finds it slightly suspicious when virtually the same story is told of two ancient figures, but on the other hand, it is natural to understand the renunciation stories of Parsva, Mahavira, and even the Buddha, as actual specific cases of Kshatriyas rejecting the Brahmanical religion, the larger movement that also produced the forest-dwelling hermits of the Upanishads.

Parsva, Mahavira, and their predecessors are known as Jinas (“Victors”) and Tirthamkaras (“Ford-makers,” i.e., those who can help you ford, or cross, the stream to Liberation on the other side). They were “mere” mortals, though potentially greater than the gods. These sages taught that all humans possess latent omniscience and that such knowledge might be awakened with the proper techniques. (Was not Socrates saying much the same when he claimed that all learning is actually the recollection of what one knew long before, when one dwelt in the supramundane Realm of Forms?) The gods are never depicted as absolutely all-knowing, as their various blunders and shortcomings make pretty clear. Nor do they seem to know what it takes to escape the wheel of reincarnation, whether for themselves or for others. Buddhism says the same. To say this is to say that conventional polytheistic religion offers no real answers for the big questions. Go ahead: pray to Indra for good weather for your picnic. You might get sunshine. But if you ask him how to overcome karma and Samsara, well, he hasn’t got a clue. But maybe Mahavira does….

In fact, he did. But I’m afraid you’re not going to like it. He taught (and practiced) radical asceticism, self-mortification, conquering fleshly temptation by besieging the flesh, starving it out. Literally! That is how Mahavira himself died. Such ritual suicide is considered the ideal, so long as the ascetic has prepared himself for it spiritually and, of course, psychologically. It is striking that the same logic led to the same conclusion in the medieval European sect of the Cathars (“Pure Ones”), an ascetical Gnostic sect.2 Once a member had attained the status of a “Perfect,” he had nothing left to live for. He was ready for the joyous ascension of his soul to the heavenly Pleroma. The Cathars could not have borrowed the notion from Jainism, of which they could never have heard. It’s just that “Great minds think alike.”

The Cement Overcoat

Socrates cautioned every would-be philosopher that, just as an athlete must exert himself in physical training, the philosopher must prepare himself by moral self-improvement. It was/is the same in Jainism. There are behavioral, ethical prerequisites. The upstanding Jainist must at all costs avoid the taking of life in any form. Laypersons must, for instance, avoid occupations like being a butcher or a soldier. Hence lay Jainists tend to go into business and trading. As a result, they are usually quite prosperous. Also, one must, needless to say, avoid dishonesty, adultery and fornication, and theft. What happens if you don’t? Karma happens, that’s what. And the Jain understanding of karma is quite distinctive, preserving what appear to be very ancient and primitive (which is not to say “stupid,” mind you) conceptions. Karma, in their thinking, is a material substance, deposited in ever-thicker layers as one commits more and more sinful deeds. “Whoever causes one of these little ones to stumble, why, it would be better for him to have a huge millstone hung around his neck and to get thrown over the side” (Mark 9:42).

Such are the rules a lay Jainist must follow, not nearly as stringent as the behavior required of their monks, who must go to what most of us would deem neurotic extremes to avoid killing. Jain monks carry whisk brooms to brush away any insects, visible or not, from their path wherever they walk. Not wanting to be like the old lady who swallowed a fly, they wear Covid masks everywhere they go, not, mind you, in order not to gag on the bug, but to protect the little fellow from a fate like Jonah’s. They observe a hierarchy of life-forms graded according to how many senses a species possesses. The more senses they have, the worse trouble you’re in if you kill them. Even plants have rudimentary senses (as modern experiments have confirmed), so a Jain must not harvest or cook them, but he may eat vegetarian fare already prepared by a non-Jain (just as an Amishman may not own a telephone but can use yours in a pinch). Such compromises may strike the outsider as hypocritical, but I prefer to view them as safeguards against the dangerous extremes of fanaticism.

Militant Nudism

It is obvious by now that Jainism, like Buddhism, allows for a two-tiered system. If one just does not believe one has what it takes to go the whole way with asceticism and monasticism, and that’s most people, don’t worry: there’s always next time. Do your best to keep the moral rules, and in your next incarnation you may be born with the wherewithal to join the elite. “The Jains are looking for a few good men,” and if you’re not one of them now, you may be later. After all, you don’t have one measly life to live!

I suspect that one major deal-breaker for would-be monastic recruits is the requirement that you stroll around completely naked even in public! The idea, as with the ancient Cynic philosophers, is that you have renounced all, and I mean all, possessions—even if your neighbors wish you hadn’t! Luckily, any Jainist who adopts such “in-your-face nudism” is likely to spend most of his time back in the monastery among his bare-assed buddies, in effect a nudist colony, but I can’t help recalling a published photo of an uneasy-looking Indira Gandhi meeting with a few unclothed Jainist scarecrows and trying to pretend all was copacetic.

Eventually, some Jain monks could hardly fail to notice that some outsiders they approached for alms appeared, shall we say, uncomfortable when they answered the door, and so Mahavira allowed the use of loincloths. But not everyone was willing to overlook this compromise, and early in the second century CE the movement divided over this single issue. One of the resultant sects was called the Digambaras, or “Sky-clad” (i.e., Nothing-clad!), while the other, the Svetambaras, or “White-clad,” wore modest white loin cloths or diapers. The doctrine of nakedness was an old one, probably originating among the Ajivika sect, led by Gosala, who, initially a follower of Mahavira, later broke with him and started his own religion which finally died out after a good run of two thousand years. Mahavira, having adopted religious nudism, took it quite seriously. He is reported to have said, “I have propounded the religion having faith in nudity.”3 Accordingly, “there can be no salvation without nakedness.”4 But, for the record, nobody got the idea from Parsva, whose disciples all wore clothes.

The World According to Mahavira

The ancient notion that man is the microcosm with the universe as the macrocosm, and that “as above, so below,” is nowhere more clearly expressed than in the Jain cosmology. Warning: it may sound silly and childish at first, but, as with all the ancient world-pictures, we have to realize they are the product of “natural philosophy,” reasoning based on unaided sensory observation. Far from implying the ancients were stupid savages, these fantastic planet-portraits evidence an impressive degree of creative theorizing.

It is amazing to compare the cosmologies of religions with no apparent mutual connections but with closely similar ideas. Ancient Gnostics imagined that the material world was an inert mass of dead matter until evil angels stole spiritual light-particles (let’s go ahead and call them photons) and sprinkled them into the matter-swamp, whereupon the glop began to stir, and living things began to form. Thus did sorrow and suffering enter the world along with sentience. The sparks made it possible for the living beings to feel “the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to.” Gnostics offered a means to disengage the imprisoned photons and, in so doing, to stop reincarnation and to restore these souls to their natural bliss.

Some of the Pre-Socratic philosophers believed that matter began to stir into a whirlpool, disturbing hitherto-dormant elements contained in the raw matter. This motion caused the elements to combine into various kinds of objects, giving rise to all living species.

Sixteenth-century Kabbalist rabbi Isaac Luria believed that God had intended a world of pure spiritual Light, to be given shape and form by the streaming Light becoming contained in shells (kelipoth) suspended in space. But the shells turned out to be inadequate and shattered, falling to the depths of the universe as a field of broken shards, which became the material world. The Light particles (of the Shekinah Glory cloud) spilled randomly into this wasteland of fragments. Then the Creator commanded the Adam Kadmon, the gigantic Primal Man or Heavenly Adam, to go down and regather the lost photons. He succeeded in this but then somehow tripped or slipped, scattering the sparks all over again. As punishment, he was reduced in size, clothed in flesh, and placed in the Garden of Eden. To remedy the situation and ready the world for the coming of the Messiah, pious Jews must engage in righteous acts and kabbalistic meditations (tikkun, “purification”) in order to disengage the lost sparks of the Shekinah.

Remember now the Samkhya philosophy, shared with Yoga, which posits an eternal mixing of life-monads (purushas) into the once-placid lake of prime matter (prakriti), resulting in life-forms with material bodies whose owners are able to feel pain because their purushas enable awareness of suffering, though the purushas do not themselves suffer. This unhappy condition endures because we falsely imagine that the (essentially material) ego-self is the soul. Samkhya and Yoga provide the means to distinguish the soul from the ego, thus separating the two and ending the suffering.

It is obvious that Jainism is yet another instantiation of this schema, just using different terminology: the purusha are here called jivas (life-monads), while the prakriti is called ajiva (lifeless matter). As in the kindred systems, meditation (and/or austerity) frees the life-monads. Once freed, the jivas float up to the top of the universe and enjoy the endless sunlight of full omniscience. As far as I know, Samkhya does not speak of omniscience, but it seems to amount to the same thing, as the liberated soul assumes a collective existence with all its fellows.

Er, what exactly is the “top” of the universe? Here’s where the macrocosm comes in. Jainists imagine the universe as a vast human form (though there are a few other proposed models).5 They even have it measured! From top to bottom, the cosmic corpus is no less than fourteen rajjus high. And how high is that, you ask? Well, a rajju is the distance you’d cover in six months traveling at two million miles per micro-second.6 So it’s pretty big. You and I, and all animals, live on a flat disk forming the mega-body’s waistline. Above us are a series of heavens inhabited by the gods, the greater ones with offices higher up in the skyscraper. But that’s not good enough for the liberated jivas. They get the penthouse at the very top. I’m assuming there’s Room Service. Below us are seven levels, each containing hundreds of slimy, stinking, rotten, fiery and frozen hells, each geared to deal with the particular sins that got you there.

Does this mean that the Tirthamkaras have become gods, the gods of Jainism? No, they’re not, though they are roughly analogous to the Isvara posited by Patanjali’s Yoga, i.e., beacons showing by their example that an ascension to Liberation is possible and thus a viable, albeit very difficult, goal. And, again like the Yogic Isvara, the Tirthamkaras are blissfully indifferent to lowly human concerns. But, just as provision is made for a Jain laity with far less stringent regulations, the god-vacuum is filled for the common people with a pair of spirit mascots accompanying each Jina. These two, the male yaksha and the female yakshi, can receive and answer prayers.7 It appears religion abhors this particular vacuum.

One of the great paradoxes of doctrines like this is that the situation described in them implies some originary event, especially the initial mixing of the sparks into the inert matter, even though they’ve always existed that way! It never happened. It was always having happened. World without beginning, amen.8

Jainists, then, deny that the universe ever had a beginning. Here’s why.9

Some foolish men declare the Creator made the world.

The doctrine that the world was created is ill-advised and should be rejected…

How could God have made the world without any raw material? If you say he made this first, and then the world, you are faced with an endless regression.

If you declare that this raw material arose naturally you fall into another fallacy. For the whole universe might thus have been its own creator, and have arisen equally naturally…

If he is ever perfect and complete, how could the will to create have arisen in him? …

If, on the other hand, he is not perfect, he could no more create the world than a potter could…

If out of love for living things and need of them he made the world, why did he not make creation wholly blissful, free from misfortune? …

Good men should combat the believer in divine creation, maddened by an evil doctrine.

Know that the world is uncreated, as time itself is, without beginning and end….

Uncreated and indestructible, it endures under the compulsion of its own nature.

The naked truth, no?
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9. Mahapurana. Cited in W. Theodore de Bary, ed., Sources of Indian Tradition (New York, 1966), pp. 76–78, cited in James C. Livingston, Anatomy of the Sacred: An Introduction to Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1989), pp. 219–220.


Chapter Four: Zoroastrianism

The Persian prophet Zoroaster (or Zarathustra or Zardusht) was born somewhere between 1500 and 1700 BCE,1 probably in Rhages, Media.2 As always seems to happen, the entrance of the hero into the world is marked as an epoch-making event deserving of mythic commemoration. According to one Nativity tale, in the very moment of Zoroaster’s birth, Durasan, chief priest of Persian paganism, wakes up, beaded with cold sweat and trembling. In an instant he knows that the newborn child will one day do away with magic and idolatry, Durasan’s stock in trade. The same myth pattern produced the scene in the third Omen movie, The Final Conflict (1981), in which Damien Thorn, the Antichrist, wakes up in a cold sweat from a fitful sleep at the exact moment Jesus Christ is (re)born on earth.

To prevent the damage Zoroaster would eventually cause him, Durasan makes repeated attempts to destroy his infant nemesis. He contrives to have the baby placed in the fire on the sacrificial altar, but Zoroaster is as little singed as were Shadrach, Meschach, and Abed-(“Asbestos”)-Nego in the fiery furnace of Nebuchadnezzar. When that scheme falls through, Durasan next tries dropping the child off in a day-care run by hungry wolves who, however, rudely ignore him. Finally, Durasan orders that the child be, like Baby Oedipus, dropped off in a bare desert where he must starve to death—only he doesn’t since angels working for Meals on Wheels promptly show up with goodies left over from feeding the Prophet Elijah in similar circumstances (1 Kings 19).

There are also notable parallels with Moses. After his encounter with Jehovah at the burning bush in Midian, Moses is dispatched to Egypt and proves his divine commission to Pharaoh by a number of miraculous feats including causing, then cleansing, leprosy on one arm. Likewise, Zoroaster betakes himself to the court of King Vistashpa and proves his authority by conjuring a ball of fire in one hand. Just as the Egyptian sorcerer-priests of Pharaoh were, up to a point, able to copy Moses’ miracles, we may wonder if, so to speak, Zoroaster has copied them, too—or vice versa!

Like his father, Zoroaster was a priest in the Vedic religion. Legend has it that, one day, having completed a purification rite in a sacred river, he was walking back up onto the riverbank when the Great Archangel Vohu Mana appeared in the sky before him, proffering a cup containing some unearthly liquid. He had, he announced, been sent by the One God, Ahura Mazda, to commission Zoroaster to preach the message that all men should henceforth worship Ahura Mazda and him only. Zoroaster drank from the cup, the contents of which equipped him for his great work. In no time, as he went forth to begin his mission, the evil anti-God Ahriman appeared to him and tried to convince him not to go through with it. He offered him every kind of power and glory in place of the trials and tribulations his divine mission would surely bring. But he had underestimated the new Prophet who spurned the bribe and continued on his way.

It is possible that this old story tells us more than we have usually read in it. The third-century CE Manichaean religion, born in Persia but spreading though Asia to survive for a thousand years, borrowed much from its ancestor Zoroastrianism, e.g., giving prominent importance to the archangel Vohu Mana. Manichaeans, in effect, reinterpreted Zoroastrian mythemes in a decidedly Gnostic doctrine. For them, Vohu Mana was, macrocosmically, the same as the Primal Man Gayomard, and at the same time he was, microcosmically, the divine spark in every human being. He was represented as the axis mundi, a column of light linking earth and heaven, This pillar, upon closer examination, would be seen to be the great mass of these light-souls ascending heavenward after the death of their hosts. On earth, Vohu Mana operated as an evangelizing Apostle, speaking through his mortal host. Zoroaster and Mani, the Manichaean founder, were two such.3 Therefore it may be that, even from the beginning, Zoroaster was believed to be (and/or believed himself to be) the Great Vohu Mana incarnate.

Right here we can observe a major difficulty in understanding Zoroaster’s gospel. He was the apostle of Ahura Mazda (“the Wise Lord”), spreading the word of monotheism. But then, who was Vohu Mana (“Good Thought”)? Was he a created angel? No, he was supposed to be one of six Amesha Spentas (“Bountiful Immortals”), semi-autonomous hypostases (personifications) of the cardinal aspects of Ahura Mazda. Here is the same sort of strategic equivocation observable in the later Old Testament writings: what was the Word of God, the Name of God, the Shekinah of God, the Spirit of God? Well, not exactly God himself, but not somebody else either. It was a way of keeping God transcendent but without saying he had delegated to subordinates things once predicated of a more anthropomorphic God, like molding Adam from clay (like Geppetto creating Pinocchio) or carving commandments into stone slabs with his fingernail. Did he really take up residence in Solomon’s Temple? Or was it “merely” his Name that he caused to dwell there? Hans-Joachim Schoeps4 suggested that the “Amesha Spentas may originally have been gods of the Indo-Aryan tribes. Zoroaster, however, recast them in their new roles as personifications of abstract moral ideas and aspects of Ahura Mazda.”

Such a maneuver seems to me characteristic of a subsequent stage of theological development, like the Christian Trinity and the Hindu Trimurti doctrines. I am thinking that, like Moses, the Buddha, Jesus, and the Prophet Muhammad, Zoroaster became a ventriloquist dummy for innumerable conflicting doctrines and traditions he can never have heard of.

There are also prayers, ascribed to Zoroaster, addressed to some of the traditional deities that Zoroaster supposedly rejected in favor of Ahura Mazda. It looks as if such contradictions stemmed from extensive rewriting of the Zoroastrian scriptures (the Avesta, the Yashts, the Vendidad, and the Pahlavi texts) as they were hand-copied and recopied over the centuries. The historian, then, has a difficult job on his hands if he wants to trace the evolution of Zoroastrian theology. Was the Persian prophet a monotheist, a polytheist, or a dualist? At one time or another, Zoroastrians believed in this or that version, but in what sequence? And what factors occasioned the changes?

You will recall how the Vedic religion of the Aryan invaders imagined a two-tiered system of gods. The top tier were the devas (cognate with Latin deus, “divinity,” “god”), while the second were the asuras (from “Assyria,” their place of origin). The two groups of gods carried on intermittent warfare for centuries, but sometimes at least some of them got along harmoniously in the same pantheon. But even here there is a discordant note, which may have wide implications. At first, Varuna, an asura, was the king of the Vedic pantheon. But he was superseded by the mighty thunder-warrior Indra, a deva. To me, this seems to imply a major power shift in the religious establishment, just as the victory of Yahweh over Leviathan (Nehushtan) signals a “Temple Revolution” in which the Yahweh priesthood displaced that of the Divine Serpent. Again, the story (Num. 16:1–50) of the challenge and defeat of the Sons of Korah by the Aaronic priesthood reflects ecclesiastical politics.

The devas, whom the Vedic religionists in India worshipped as gods, were vilified as devils by Zoroaster, while the asuras, the devils or Titans of the Vedics, became the true gods for the Zoroastrians. Specifically, the deposed Varuna became the head of the Zoroastrian pantheon, Ahura Mazda. It is too easy to accept the legend of Zoroaster’s vision of Vohu Mana as a sufficient cause for his prophetic reform crusade. It is, after all, a legend of a miracle, that is to say, a “God of the gaps” stratagem to which one retreats in the absence of a real, humanly motivated cause. So was there a real occasion for Zoroaster to have broken with and demonized the devas, his accustomed objects of worship? I think there was, and that it is fairly obvious: it was the demotion, the forced retirement, of the asura Varuna to make way for the deva Indra. As a committed priest of the asuras, young Zoroaster was not about to brook the blasphemous affront to his divine patrons.

Essentially Zoroaster would have been doing what the authors of the Prometheus and the Eden stories did. It seems clear to me that in the former we see a protest against the replacement of the pantheon of the Titans by that of the Olympians. Zeus is painted as a stupid, peevish tyrant unwilling to share his blessings with fledgling humanity, while Prometheus takes pity on clueless mankind, easily outwitting Zeus into granting the better share of the sacrificial meat to his worshippers and defying him by giving the secret of fire to the shivering hominids. For these philanthropic rescues, Prometheus paid a heavy price—as did the Serpent in Eden when he exposed the empty threats of Jehovah who falsely told Eve she and Adam would drop dead as soon as they ate from the Tree of Knowledge.

Like Zeus, he was begrudging his own advantages (of knowledge and immortality) to his creatures. Who would depict their own gods in such a light? No one. But it might be expected of a disgruntled priest whose preferred gods had been deposed and demoted, and their priests along with them. They could not undo the damage done them, it was too late for that; but they could get their licks in by composing stories depicting their defeated deities as beneficent martyrs and their victorious rivals as dim-witted despots. But Zoroaster took it one step further, leading a secession of his priesthood.

But perhaps he did not inaugurate this “asuras-only” religion. R.C. Zaehner notes that there may already have been such a movement. “Zoroaster’s inherited religion… was an ancient tradition of worship of the asuras and a repudiation of the daevas.”5 Nor was he necessarily even a monotheist! “Zoroaster… attacked only the worship of the daevas; so far was he from attacking that of the Ahuras he twice speaks [in the Gathas] of the Ahuras in the plural, which shows that, in the early days of his ministry at least, he did not fear to associate other gods with God.”6

As Zaehner notes, the later hymn collection, the Yashts, not assigned to Zoroaster, is much like the Rig Veda, addressing prayers to several of the old gods ostensibly rejected by Zoroaster in favor of the unique glory of Ahura Mazda. This Zaehner explains as the result of a later replacement of Zoroastrian theism by traditional Iranian polytheism, as if Lutherans had eventually reconciled with the Pope. But I must admit I wonder if the presence of these deities might represent that hypothesized “proto-Zoroastrianism” which had not yet reduced the pantheon to a single Ahura/Asura. Is it possible that we are mistaken to picture a linear development of a monolithic “Zoroastrianism” as a lone ship traveling from theological port to port, occasionally returning to previous harbors? Perhaps various types of Zoroastrianism had always existed side by side, whether amicably or otherwise. I am envisioning something like Moshe Weinfeld’s suggestion7 that, instead of Deuteronomy representing an earlier stage in Jewish religion than the Priestly Code, as Wellhausen had held, the two compilations were contemporary, Deuteronomy representing the standpoint of the official scribes, the Priestly Code being the work, obviously, of the priesthood. Both groups carried a lot of clout, so neither’s manifesto could be left out.

Are Two Heads Really Better?

It is remarkable that the doctrine most commonly associated with Zoroastrianism is none of the above, but rather dualism. In its earliest known form, attested in the Gathas (a collection of hymns credited to Zoroaster), we hear that there was an original deity called Ahura Mazda (“Wise Lord”) who produced twin sons. Spenta Mainyu chose the way of righteousness, while Angra Mainyu opted for self-seeking evil. The stage was thus set for conflict on a cosmic scale. Neither’s moral character stemmed from his essence but was the product of free choice. So what, you say? This distinction absolves God from creating evil. It was the bad guy’s free decision to become the bad guy, which is also exactly the point of having Satan created as a noble archangel who subsequently succumbed to pride and presumption, instead of having been designed as Evil Incarnate, which would have implicated God.8

Soon after Zoroaster died (at the ripe old age of 77, not exactly immortal but not bad!), somehow Ahura Mazda was merged with/identified as/substituted for Spenta Mainyu,9 resulting in dualism proper: a polarity between more or less evenly matched deities forever opposed to each other.

I will speak of the two spirits

Of whom the holier said unto the Destroyer at the beginning of existence:

“Neither our thoughts nor our doctrines nor our minds’ forces,

Neither our choices nor our words nor our deeds,

Neither our consciences nor our souls agree.” (Yasna 45)

Further theological speculation (in the fourth century BCE) arrived at the conclusion that, if the two Powers were, as was said, “twins,” then they must have had a father in common. But Spenta Mainyu had dropped out of the picture, so they needed a new third being. And he turned out to be Zurvan, Lord of Eternal Time. This version of Zoroastrian theology became dominant in the Sassanian Empire in the third century BCE. The attendant myth went something like this: Zurvan wanted a righteous son whom he could install as ruler of the world. To this end, he offered daily sacrifices (of what? To whom?). A whole millennium of this passed with no results, and, like Abraham, Zurvan started to doubt. Big mistake! This momentary flicker of faith became embodied in an unanticipated second son, a bad seed. Somehow Zurvan impregnated himself with twins. In the womb, righteous Ahura Mazda (by this time, contracted to “Ohrmuzd”) overheard Zurvan vow that the first infant to see the light of day should receive the rulership. Naively, he informed his fraternal fetus, Angra Mainyu (or “Ahriman”) of this news. Of course, the wily Ahriman shoved past him and, falsely announcing himself as his righteous brother, claimed the prize. Zurvan could not renege on his pledge and promised Ahri-boy that he should indeed rule the world for the lion’s share of the projected twelve thousand years of world history,10 but in the meantime, there was fighting to be done! He gave each son a mighty weapon: Ahriman received the curse of craving and worldly desire as a tool to win over humanity. Ahura Mazda, on the other hand, received some token of the power to create the world of matter with which to lure his foe into a suicidal attack. And thus began history.

There developed at least three rather different Zurvanite sects. This is all quite colorful, but the most important takeaway is that Zurvanism tended to deny Zoroaster’s original doctrine of free will. This denial was implicit in the myth’s depiction of Ahura Mazda and Ahriman each acting as determined by his substance, or moral essence. Well, Zurvan might have been eternal, but Zurvanism wasn’t. Islam put an end to it. Their new Islamic overlords were willing to recognize some varieties of Zoroastrianism, along with Jews, Christians, and “Sabeans” (whoever they were11) as fellow “peoples of the Book,” recipients of genuine revelations from the same God. But most Zoroastrians fled the country and resettled in India, where they are known as “Parsees,” i.e., Persians.

Future Forecast

What follows is a sketch of the historical timeline according to Zoroastrianism. It doesn’t seem like Zoroaster could have come up with any of this because the hymns of the Gathas seem to envision a more or less immediate establishment of the eschatological kingdom of Ahura Mazda. But it’s the same old story: the train never came into the station. So the whole thing got pushed way off into the future. I have to wonder if this accommodation was the invention of Zurvanites since in their myth, Zurvan grants evil Ahriman nine thousand years of hegemony before righteous Ahura Mazda gets his turn. The effect of this is, of course, to defer the advent of the kingdom of Ahura Mazda, and to explain the delay.

Like the apostles of primitive Christianity and early Islam, Zoroaster viewed… the universal catastrophe as… impending. But since it did not come, and since the course of the world was in no way changed by Zoroaster’s conversions, the Persian religion underwent a modification very similar to what took place in Christian theology during the second century: the anticipation of an immediate judgment faded, and the Last Things were postponed to a distant future.12 (Schoeps)

There is no mistaking the conviction that drove the prophet on: he clearly believed that he had been sent by Ahura Mazda at that particular moment to urge human beings to align themselves with the right side at once, in the short time remaining before the transformation of the world…. But Zoroaster died, his figure began to fade into the past, and still the world was not transformed. The first generations of Zoroastrians must have been as bitterly disappointed as the early Christians were to be, a thousand years later. Subsequent generations consoled themselves in ways that also recall the development of Christian belief. They came to see their prophet as a world-saviour sent by the supreme god—and they also elaborated the notion of a future saviour… who would complete his work.13 (Cohn)

Anyway, the revised dispensational chart went something like this. All of history advances in a linear direction as a wearying, seemingly endless war between Good and Evil, that is, between Ahura Mazda and Ahriman—and their armies, the righteous and the sinners into which the human race is divided. Whether we realize it or not, we are delivering blows, weak or strong, on behalf of the deity we are serving. Here’s how it came about. All of a sudden one day, Ahriman noticed a distant glimmer of light. Having nothing better to do, he decided to check it out. Lo and behold, and to his utter astonishment, Ahriman had discovered he was not alone! He had seen the beautiful light of Ahura Mazda. He admired it and coveted it. One might suppose the sight would have inspired Ahriman to emulate Ahura Mazda and his bright glory, but that was not in his nature. As scripture says, his nature is to smite.

Ahura Mazda, the Wise Lord, immediately understood the situation: that war was in the offing. Each camp went into preparation mode, Ahriman creating his demon horde, Ahura Mazda fashioning the Void, a realm set between heaven and earth, something akin to Plato’s Realm of Forms, the ideal prototypes for all material things and creatures. These events filled an initial three thousand years.

All was now in readiness. Not really expecting a positive response, Ahura Mazda made a peace overture to his rival, but Ahriman threw it back in his face. Ahura Mazda then chanted the chief Zoroastrian prayer (which he had at the ready for whenever he got around to creating people to pray it!), and the sheer power of the text flattened Ahriman, sending him crashing to the mat, where he stayed, comatose, for the next three thousand years! His imps tried everything they could think of to wake him up: ideas for dirty tricks, obscene jokes, flattery (“Ooh, you are so big! So absolutely huge! Gosh, everyone down here is really impressed, I can tell you!”), but he kept on snoozing. Finally, the, um, “Whore,” the first woman, abandoned her husband, switched sides, and managed to succeed where the others failed. She woke Ahriman van Winkle by talking dirty to him.14

Meanwhile, Ahura Mazda got busy recruiting allies. He summoned the fravashis, spirits combining the aspects of Valkyries, warrior maids who collected the souls of fallen warriors off the battlefield, and guardian angels of the living. Would they consider volunteering to take on mortal bodies and to take up arms (literally or figuratively) in the coming struggle against Ahriman and his demonic stormtroopers? “You can count on us, Chief!” Ahura Mazda also filled the Void with the spiritual and physical creations. The spiritual creation was that of his six archangels, the Amesha Spentas. The physical creations were the living prototypes of humanity, cattle, plants, soil, sky, fire, and water.

As for weaponry, all Ahura Mazda needed was a planet. He created the earth as a shining jewel, a universal paradise. “It was a plum Satan couldn’t resist!”15 It was a boobytrap, and Ahriman fell for it. This was a singularly inauspicious beginning of the third three-thousand-year dispensation. He was having a great time vandalizing the place until he realized he was trapped. He had smashed his way through the solid firmament-dome, but there was no access to the hole from the inside, so he did the next best thing: he tunneled below the earth-disk and took up habitation, along with his gang of demon thugs amid the stinking, slimy sewer of Hell, or “the House of the Lie.” (“I guess it’s not so bad once you get used to the smell!”)

Perhaps the most strategic of Ahriman’s targets was the rotund Primal Man, Gayomard. He looked more like a parade balloon than a man. He was like a huge beachball with arms, legs, and a (probably goofy-looking) head. He provided an easy target, and Ahriman gutted him in no time. Maybe he figured he was ruining his foe’s plan to mass-produce as many soldiers as needed. But the joke was, again, on Ahriman. He had so thoroughly demolished poor Gayomard that oozing bits of his flesh fell like rain all over the place, and wherever they hit the ground they fertilized it to produce new people,16 this time males and females who “manufactured” more humans the fun way. Poor stupid jerk! This fatal goof perfectly typified the difference between Ahura Mazda and Ahriman. In terms of raw power, they were evenly matched, but Ahura Mazda possessed wisdom and foresight, while Ahriman had neither, being merely a creature of impulse and covetousness. Guess who pretty much had to win in the long run?

And now we have hit upon the profound and distinctive Zoroastrian theodicy: the way they sought to reconcile God’s unimpeachable goodness with the obvious evil and adversity in the world he created. Don’t we always speak of God’s conflict with the devil? Doesn’t such talk imply that Satan, or we, are at least occasionally succeeding in advancing our sinful aims, defeating God’s will? Of course it does, but the inconsistency of that with our belief that God is firmly in control forces us to heave a sigh and relegate the matter to the X files. We’ll just have to wait till we get to heaven to find the answer.

But Zoroastrian dualists refuse to wait. They’ve already got an answer that satisfies them. Is God completely righteous but not all-powerful? Or is he not entirely righteous though fully omnipotent? In other words, is it that he could stop all evil but doesn’t want to? Or that he does want to put a stop to it but can’t? Zoroastrians opt for the second. It’s not ideal, but believing God refrains from doing good that would be possible for him…? That’s a character flaw. It would seem fatal to confidence in God. Better to admit he is engaged in a real struggle, and that he has a better chance to win the victory if you and I lend a hand. As Kris Kringle said to his lawyer Fred Gailey in Miracle on 34th Street, “At least we can go down swinging!”

And how exactly do puny humans assist mighty Ahura Mazda in his ages-long war with Ahriman? Nothing fancy; simply remember to act according to the canonical slogan, “Good thoughts, good words, good deeds.” Every righteous act or utterance is a blow struck on Ahura Mazda’s behalf, while every selfish, wicked deed or word scores one for the opposing team. Simple, yes, but not always easy! Zoroastrianism took root in an agricultural environment and stressed kind treatment of livestock and mutual support among farm families. Good thoughts, words, and deeds were defined in this particular context. Who were Ahriman’s demonic henchmen? They were by no means hard to recognize: the marauding Aryan nomads who might swoop down on one’s farmstead out of nowhere.17 And there was no commandment to turn any cheeks! You had to fight back, and no one would blame you if you did, least of all Ahura Mazda.

Back to the Future

Where were we? Oh yes, the timeline! Well, Ahriman had launched his initial assault on his opposite number’s earth but found he had been trapped. There was no place to go but down, and so he retreated to the Netherworld, he and his entourage. (This would appear to be the origin of the pseudo-biblical belief that Satan is the ruler of Hell.)

The conflict is what we would call a proxy war, where the actual combatants are the agents of the real authorities sponsoring them. Human beings are dealing and receiving the blows, even though most of them don’t realize they are just pawns. Of course, Zoroaster’s purpose was to explain the real situation and thus to persuade as many as he could to get with the program. Again, we are forced to ask if the outcome is a foregone conclusion, because if Ahura Mazda’s ultimate victory is a fait accompli, whence the urgency of the call to battle? Oh well, maybe we’ll find out once we get to heaven (which Zoroastrians call “the House of Song”).

In any case, history is set to last a neat twelve thousand years, and we are now up to the last three-thousand-year dispensation. It begins with the timely birth of none other than Zoroaster. It is scheduled to conclude with the advent of one called the Sayoshyant (“Benefactor”). Initially, Zoroaster seems to have believed he himself would fill that role in the soon-coming denouement, but things didn’t work out that way. So the doctrine evolved. The revised version expected the Sayoshyant to be a posthumous descendant of the founding prophet. You see, the envisioned scenario had a virgin descendant of Zoroaster bathe one day in a lake which, unknown to her, contained plenty of Zoroaster’s still-living sperm—a thousand years later! She becomes pregnant with the child of promise. Later doctrine posited a series of three Benefactors, one appearing every millennium of the fourth period to assist humanity, but the final one was still the most important, given his unique mission, for he was to raise all the dead (which should take fifty-seven years to accomplish!) to face the Final Judgment. The righteous will be welcomed into the House of Song, while the wicked will be dumped into the House of the Lie, popularly known as Hell. How to determine which was which? Easy: all would undergo a flowing bath of molten lead. To the righteous it would seem like a nice bath in warm milk,18 but for the wicked, well, it would feel like a bath in molten lead! Eventually Zoroastrian theologians amended the eschatology, reasoning that few sinners were totally bad, and that the magma-bath ordeal would smelt away one’s sinfulness, leaving the rest of you (if there was any!) intact.

This elaborate schema seems to have supplanted an equally picturesque version in which one would wake up in the grave, greeted by either a beautiful maiden or a repulsive hag, depending on one’s moral rap sheet. She would accompany you to the Chinvat Bridge (“the Bridge of the Requiter” or “of the Separator”). This was a gigantic sword spanning a fiery chasm. If you were one of the righteous, you would make your way down the flat of the broad blade to safety and salvation. But otherwise, the sword would flip over ninety degrees, and even an expert tightrope walker would teeter off balance and plunge into the yawning Pit. But aren’t most folks pretty mediocre, neither a saint nor a villain? That’s usually not a problem: if the scales of justice tilt toward damnation by as little as a single sin, down you go!
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Chapter Five: Buddhism

Buddha Records

The founder of Buddhism has accumulated numerous names and titles. Siddhartha was his personal name. Gotama (in his own language, Pali) or Gautama (in the Indian scriptural language Sanskrit) was his family name. The Buddha is a title meaning “the Enlightened One.” Another title is Sakyamuni which means “the Sage of the Sakya Clan,” to which he belonged. The Tathagatha is yet another title, meaning, apparently, “the Thus Come One.” This may denote something like the title of Hellenistic kings, Epiphanes, “the Manifest One,” implying divinity. The Jina is a title shared with the saints of the Jain religion and means “the Conqueror.” Finally, the Bodhisattva means literally “enlightenment being,” but denotes “One on the way to Buddhahood.” It is used in the Jataka Tales (“Tales of the Births”) for Siddhartha in previous lives and elsewhere of him in his last incarnation up till the time he became the Buddha. This title becomes much more widely applied in later Buddhism (see below).

Buddhist theology speaks of many Buddhas, many from the remote past, at least one expected in the distant future. But most scholars believe there was one single historical Buddha, namely Siddhartha Gautama. We will assume so here, too. But it is worth noting that, since the sacred biography of Siddhartha appears to be almost completely legendary,1 conforming to well-known mythic stereotypes, it would come as no surprise should he turn out to be as fictive a character as all the rest. Buddhists believe that all the Buddhas underwent the same events during their period of earthly incarnation. Western scholars think that the (legendary) life of Gautama the Buddha was generalized, and that the other, imaginary Buddhas, were simply reiterations of this individual and his achievements. But in fact, Buddhists believe all twenty-five-plus Buddhas are equally historical, and that none is primary. Western scholars are, in effect, isolating one of these legend-biographies and making it the historical prototype. Is this a reconstruction of the historical fact beneath the myth? Or is it a rationalistic case of “Euhemerism,” the arbitrary assumption that every mythic figure is based on a real person, albeit exaggerated (e.g., a historical Hercules, as Herodotus thought)?

Assuming, then, that there was a historical founder and that the figure of the Buddha is not simply a mouthpiece, as some scholars have suggested, for the collective wisdom of the early Buddhist savants, he would have been born in Kapilavastu (in modern Nepal) in 563 BCE. At least this is a commonly given date; there is a raging debate over when he was born, another sign of trouble, historically. Prince Siddhartha is said to have been a member of the royal clan of the Sakyas, thus a Kshatriya, the Vedic caste of warriors and kings (or, more likely, chiefs). Like Mahavira (founder of Jainism) and the sages of the Upanishads (all Kshatriyas, too), he rejected the ancient Vedic religion of the Brahmin priests. It was a period of great spiritual realignments, comparable in some ways to the Protestant Reformation. Martin Luther persuaded the North German princes to throw off the yoke of the Pope by teaching “the priesthood of all believers,” urging that a Christian sovereign had the right and duty to reform the Church in his territory if the Pope would not do the job. Thus the Lutheran Reformation was as political as it was spiritual, securing both political autonomy from the Pope and his threats of excommunication and the spiritual autonomy of the individual from the dictates of the institutional Church. In the same way, in the India of Siddhartha’s time there was underway a massive rejection of the old religion, which was ruled by the highest caste, the Brahmin priests, who alone knew the sacrificial magic. The Kshatriya warriors had long been under the heel of the priesthood who could, after all, refuse to make the sacrifices believed necessary for victory on the eve of battle, unless the warrior chieftains kowtowed to them. And they were sick of doing so. Besides, this was the period Karl Jaspers2 called the Axial Age, the era of world history when religion was widely spiritualized and internalized, hence individualized. Accordingly, many Indians found themselves left empty-souled once they had fulfilled the externalized obligations of their religion of (expensive) externals. They needed something more. One can see yet another example of the same movement in ancient Israel and Judah in the reaction of the Old Testament prophets to the bloody sacrificial system of the Levitical priests.

One can also draw a parallel with the dawn of the “new religions” of the 1970s and 1980s in Europe and America, when many promising students and young professionals left everything behind to join “cults” like the Unification Church and the International Society for Krishna Consciousness. Their inherited faiths had become meaningless to them, and they sought spiritual renewal by means of total renunciation. And according to the sacred biographies of Prince Siddhartha, this is what he did, too, seeking out the austere life of the monks. We are told that he studied under two gurus, one of whom seems to have taught something very much like the Samkhya school of Hinduism. (This may be merely an ancient guess attempting to explain the presence of some important Samkhya-like themes in Buddhism.) Failing to find satisfaction here, he undertook the path of radical asceticism, nearly starving himself, as was the practice of contemporary Jainism. But this he finally dismissed as mere gymnastics, like Franz Kafka’s Hunger Artist. He knew, like Aristotle, that the spiritual seeker must tread the Middle Path between indulgence and mortification, since either extreme amounts to preoccupation with the flesh, whether positive or negative.

Don’t Sit under the Bodhi Tree with Anyone Else but Me

At length Prince Siddhartha Gautama earned the honorific “the Buddha” by becoming enlightened, i.e., discovering the truth about the cause and cure of human suffering. Imagine someone taking this for his assignment—and thinking he had achieved it! What follows is no doubt a more streamlined and systematic version of the teaching than the Buddha himself ever annunciated, but most scholars think it fairly represents his teaching. To put it another way, if he did not teach something like this, it is difficult to guess what it was he did teach.

First, we may set early Buddhism apart from its parent faith, Vedic Hinduism, by means of a set of contrasts (based on Huston Smith’s handy formulation in his classic The Religions of Man, revised as The World’s Religions).3 First, the Buddha renounced all authority, teaching instead an experimental religion. He challenged people to try his technique. The proof of it would be whether it worked. The only “faith” needful was simply to give it a try. And since it was a transformation available to the individual seeker, there was no need at all to resort to some priestly hierarchy boasting that it alone held the saving truth. Here is the “priesthood of all believers.”

Second, contrary to the thinkers and philosophers of the Upanishads who debated whether God were the sole reality, whether individual souls could become omniscient, the ins and outs of reincarnation and cosmic cycles, the Buddha rejected all speculation. All such questions are unedifying, as in the Parable of the Arrow, of which my own paraphrase follows.

Suppose one of you is walking through a field on a sunny day and suddenly, down you go, struck by an arrow! Your friends come rushing to your side, saying, “Stay still and we will pull out the arrow!” Would you prevent them, saying, “No! Wait! First, let’s get a few things straight! Did anybody happen to catch the vector at which the arrow approached? And what is the shaft made of? What sort of feathers does it have? What’s the tip made of? And the archer—did you happen to see how tall he was? How thin? What caste mark he wore? Do you know why he wanted to shoot me?” No, of course not! You would be desirous of just one thing: “Get the arrow out!” For if you waited till all the other matters were settled before pulling the arrow out, you would be dead.

The Buddha dismissed supernaturalism, not as false, as if he were a modern rationalist, but rather as irrelevant. Miracles are a tempting distraction from enlightenment, which is the only proper business of religion. This was the attitude of many Hindu yogis as well; they taught their disciples to expect that their disciplines would sooner or later awaken the siddhis, or latent powers of the human soul, including the abilities to fly, to run at super-speed, to transmute metals, to bilocate, and to walk through walls. But they also told them to shun these feats as parlor tricks unworthy of their attention. The attitude is well displayed in a Buddhist anecdote in which Ananda (the Buddhist Simon Peter), reaching a riverbank ahead of the rest of the disciples, scouting their way, meets an old ascetic. When the Buddha reaches the spot, Ananda introduces him to the old man, much impressed. “Master!” he says, “This man has learned the skill of walking across the river!” “Oh really!” replies the Buddha. “And how long, pray tell, did it take you to master the feat?” The old man answers, beaming, “It has taken me forty years!” whereupon the Buddha replied, “That’s a shame, because there’s a fellow with a raft just down the stream there, who would have taken you over for a dime!”

For exactly the same reason, the Buddha was something like the “true atheist” as described by Sartre. He did not trouble himself to deny the gods of Hinduism. He merely cared nothing for them. They were irrelevant. They no doubt did exist, but they were only one more, higher, caste above human beings. And since he didn’t believe in the caste system either, the gods were left with a minor role. Actually less important than human beings, the gods were clueless and useless when it came to the one true concern of religion as the Buddha understood it: liberation. The gods, in their position of luxury and privilege, were sheltered from any obvious suffering and so whiled away the centuries in deluded complacency. They, too, needed salvation, as they, too, must eventually be reincarnated, but they were pretty much oblivious of their plight. Humans were in a better position to see it, with their more acute suffering, and their much shorter, almost ephemeral lives, though most of them, apart from a chronic complaint that life was hard, were equally indifferent to the tragic truth of their situation. But it was only a human who could discover what was wrong and what to do about it, and eventually one did: the Buddha himself. The gods, if they were wise, would get on the bandwagon. According to developing Buddhist mythology, they did! (By the way, Hindu mythology said so, too! Their version was that the asuras, Titan-like adversaries of the devas, or gods, had learned yoga and became powerful enough to defeat the gods in their never-ending battles. So the gods schemed to introduce a false religion to which they might convert their foes, whereupon they should forfeit their spiritual power. They sent Vishnu in the form of Buddha to teach this false doctrine, and it worked! This was the origin of Buddhism according to Hinduism.)

Similarly, the Buddha rejected ritual. Needless to say, his emphasis on meditation and the monastic life must soon fill this vacuum with new forms of ritual behavior, but what he opposed would have been the Vedic notion that inherent in the rituals, the hymns and sacrifices, there was a dynamic power called the Brahman which energized the gods themselves, in other words fed them. This was the common view of the ancients, after all; else why offer them food? Aristophanes later lampooned the whole idea in his comedy The Birds when his protagonists persuade the birds to build toll booths in the clouds where they could prevent the sacrificial smokes from ascending to Olympus, soon starving the gods and bringing them to terms! The utility of such a doctrine, no matter how absurd it seems to us, is evident: it meant that the priests were more powerful than the gods, since it was they and only they who controlled the sacrifices which, literally, made the world go round! But might not one still believe in answered prayer? The Buddha did not deny that one might pray to the gods and receive the desired blessings: good weather, a good harvest, safe childbirth. His point was, these are not the proper concerns of religion, which, again, is about one single thing: liberation or enlightenment. In short, the Vedic sacrifices may work but do not bring salvation. So he had no use for them.

Finally, the Buddha denied both fatalism and grace. No amount of bad karma can prevent you from attaining salvation, nor can anyone do it for you. Ever since the introduction of the reincarnation doctrine, Indians believed that final salvation was a distant prospect, taking inestimable lifetimes, since during the very lifetime in which one sought to atone for the sins of the previous life, one was likely incurring new guilt through new offenses, and then one should have to return to undo these, and the circle would continue. But, like many yogis, the Buddha taught a way of circumventing reincarnation, short-circuiting the process. Thus there is nothing stopping you from seizing the chance for liberation. And since salvation is a matter, not of good deeds or ritual actions, but rather a transformation of consciousness, you must be the one to do it. Someone else might be able to give you a lift to salvation if it were simply a move to another location, i.e., heaven. But it is not. It is an inner transformation, like maturing. No one can do it for you. You must do it now.

A Cure for What Ails Ye

So much for the ground-clearing. Next we approach the groundwork laid for the new doctrine (or dharma). Existence is characterized by three basic factors, the Three Marks of Existence. The first is anicca (impermanence) or kshanika (flux): nothing is unchanging or permanent. Later this leads Buddhist philosophers to posit that things have no dharmas, no abiding natures, no substantial being. All is maya (illusion). The second mark is anatta: there is no soul, no self. This is the application of anicca to the individual. Of course there seems to be a self, an ego, the psychological self we measure on personality inventory tests. What Buddhists mean to deny is the eternal spark of the divine (the atman) that Hindu philosophers distinguished from the ego-self (or jiva). The ego-self is not permanent or unchanging, so it is no real self (atman). And there is no eternal individual self or soul beyond it.

Actually, there is some reason to believe that the Buddha taught that there is a true, abiding and eternal atman beneath the ego-self and that it was only subsequent Theravada Buddhists who inferred that there is no atman at all; there are only the five skhandas (aggregates, component parts) of the ego-self: feelings, perceptions, body, instincts, thoughts. These are not eternal or unchanging but continue to change through one incarnation after another until liberation.

The third mark of existence derives from the first two: dukkha (suffering): all life is suffering, and no wonder! We’re inevitably frustrated as long as we seek abiding satisfaction in a shifting world (Samsara) which itself does not abide and thus cannot provide abiding satisfaction! In fact, according to Buddhism (and Samkhya Hinduism, which may have influenced it), we return for life after life, gluttons for punishment, only because we desire to do so! We keep thinking, “If I could only take another stab at it…!” So we do! And it never turns out any better. But we never seem to learn. The satisfaction we seek, if we only knew it, is the extinguishing of the raging fever of desire. That satisfaction, accordingly, is called Nirvana, which means “extinction” as of a flame, the flames of desire and pain. One attains Nirvana, but one does not “go there,” for it is not a place. It is rather a state of mind, and it may, and should, be attained within this life. One who does attain it is beyond the illusion of ego, beyond desire and suffering. There will be no further lives, for one has cut the nerve of Samsaric returning by ceasing desire. Desire, not karma, was what kept the merry-go-round going.

Beyond the Pond

What is Nirvanic existence after death like? The Buddha pointedly refused to answer such a question. He rejected it as meaningless, like asking where a flame “goes” when the fire “goes” out. He also used the metaphor of the tadpole asking his father what life on land as a frog is like. The father tells him he will just have to wait and see, because there are no words drawn from aquatic existence that can describe a land-based existence. You just have to pass over to the other side, and you will then be able to understand. For now, all we can say is that Nirvana is neither individual personal survival nor annihilation. It is the absence of pain. Isn’t that good enough?

The central doctrine, the way of salvation, in Theravada Buddha is the Four Noble Truths. It is impossible to set them forth without reiterating some of the previous discussion, and vice versa. The first truth is formally like a medical diagnosis: what is ailing you? Life is Suffering. Buddhism does not put forth the ridiculous claim that everyone is in unremitting misery twenty-four hours a day. To say that life is suffering is more like Schopenhauer’s dim view of life as a never-ending pendulum swing between frustration (I lack something and suffer for lacking it) and disappointment (I get it and quickly cease to appreciate it). Every moment of joy or triumph is tainted by the awareness of how fleeting it is. Second comes the etiology, or tracing of the symptoms to the root cause: Suffering is caused by Desire. Third is the discovery of the antidote: The Cessation of Suffering Comes by the Cessation of Desire. It only hurts when you desire? Then stop desiring! Fourth is the prescription: how do I actually treat the condition? The Cessation of Desire Comes by the Eightfold Path.

The Eightfold Path is of a piece with various contemporary yoga systems, several of which also had eight-stage programs, reminiscent in some ways of the twelve-step programs of today. First is right knowledge, acceptance of the Buddhist dharma. Second comes right aspiration, the determination to do what must be done, a decision of conversion or repentance. Third is right speech, a commitment to truth-telling, or at least to inoffensive speech, the balance between the two being hard to find in any given case. Fourth comes right behavior, referring to the basic Five Commandments that form the moral minimum even for Buddhist laity, namely, no lying, no killing of any animal life (Buddhists are vegetarians), no intoxicants, no sex outside marriage, no stealing. As Socrates said, basic moral discipline is required for spiritual efforts simply as a way of toning oneself up for the greater task. Fifth is right livelihood, the entrance upon monastic or convent life, since secular life, while not immoral, is nonetheless too distracting to allow the spiritual concentration required for becoming an arhat. Sixth is right effort, or perseverance upon a toilsome way. Seventh is right mindfulness, which refers to a cultivation of full presence of mind in whatever one is doing. This practice will one day give birth to the Zen exercises of the Tea Ceremony, Sacred Archery, and the Drawing of the Sword, all efforts to identify oneself with one’s action and to be fully present in it. It also appears to be related to the universal yogic attitude of “mere witness,” an impartial, compassionate concern with the world around one, renouncing all vested interests, so that one’s good deeds accrue no karma, since that would lead to further rebirths just as evil deeds would. Again, right mindfulness may be taken as denoting the initial stage of meditation, where one’s consciousness has not yet transcended the worldly specifics of namarupa (“name and form”). Finally, the eighth stage is right absorption, the transcendence of name and form. The one who accomplishes this discipline is an arhat, having attained Nirvana in this lifetime, and will not return for more incarnations.

This is about as close as we are likely to get to the teaching of Gautama Buddha.4 In fact, all this is the formulation of the Theravada school of Buddhism today. The name Theravada means “the Way of the Elders,” implying a claim to hold with the original Buddhist teaching, as it probably does. (Theravada prevails in South Asia, including Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Thailand, and Burma.)

What about the rest of the life of the Buddha? All we know is that he spent the remainder of his long years as an itinerate teacher, gathering many disciples and receiving gifts from Kshatriya nobles who (no doubt for their own reasons, some of them political) built monasteries and retreats for the movement, which seemed to advance from strength to strength. Whether this meant most of his followers actually attained Nirvanic consciousness under his teaching, or merely became postulants, or even merely admirers and hangers on, we have no way of knowing. But he did establish a thriving sect in his lifetime, though the movement would die out in its native India after spreading vigorously to other lands (just like Christianity, which succeeded outside its native soil of Palestine). We are told that the Buddha finally died of inadvertent food poisoning at a ripe old age. His disciples gathered round the deathbed, trying to get a host of last-minute questions answered, but he refused, reasoning that, if he had done his job, they ought to be able to resolve these questions on their own: “Be ye lamps unto yourselves.”

Our summary so far has assumed the Theravada viewpoint that the teaching of the Buddha is more important than his life, which is pretty convenient since we know almost nothing of his life! In a moment, we will survey the very different perspective of Mahayana Buddhism, which regards the Buddha’s life as more important than his teaching, since it makes the sacred biography of the Buddha itself the plan of salvation and calls everyone to repeat it. The relevant unimportance of his teaching is evident from the fact that Mahayana leaves it behind and replaces it! But first, we need to look at a bit of Buddhist hagiography (sacred biography) important for our purpose, since the episodes only seem to be about the Buddha on the surface. They are really about Buddhists. As Rudolf Bultmann said, every piece of theology is at the same time a bit of anthropology.5

Better than Biography

According to the legend, Prince Siddhartha had undergone innumerable previous incarnations to accumulate the merit necessary to qualify him to attain enlightenment in this last birth. His mother-to-be, Queen Maya, was bathing in a mountain lake and came ashore to dry when she fell asleep and dreamed that a perfect white elephant touched her ribs with its trunk, then disappeared, entering her as the divine child. King Suddhodana, hearing of this, consulted an oracle, who told him this child would be either a world-ruler or a world-redeemer. Naturally wanting his son to carry on the family business of conquest, the king resolved that the lad should never come into contact with human suffering until it was too late. By then he should be marching forth to unite all India under the Sakya banner. To this end, young Siddhartha was confined, year after year, to the vast estates of the king, which contained more than enough to occupy him. Daily the servants of the king combed the grounds to be sure the prince in his rounds should see nothing untoward. It was working so well that Siddhartha was married, his wife pregnant with a son of his own (Rahula) before the scheme failed.

The gods decided that his time had come, and so to reveal to him the suffering of mankind, one deity disguised himself as a diseased wretch lying in the path of the royal chariot. The prince saw this and demanded of the driver to know what it was that lay before them. Thus he learned what sickness was, and that sooner or later it would be everyone’s lot. After this the king redoubled his efforts, but another god appeared before Siddhartha in the form of an old man, the first the prince had ever seen! This, too, shocked him, and he required the explanation of his charioteer. He was crushed at the knowledge that he, too, should age toward decrepitude. The next day still another god disguised himself as a corpse, miraculously appearing in a ditch just as the princely chariot approached. Seeing it, Siddhartha learned from his exasperated driver of the terrible doom of death awaiting himself as it does all people. Finally on the morrow, in his travels, he saw a god masquerading as a wandering beggar, a monk. “What is this?” The charioteer told him it was a man who had renounced worldly comfort to seek salvation. The prince fell strangely silent and returned to the palace. Late that night, he whispered good-bye to his sleeping wife and son, tiptoed around the supine forms of his concubines, and entered the throne room where his father was up late with matters of state. He announced his intention to leave and to seek the solution to human suffering. His father sought to dissuade him, knowing in his heart that it was too late. So, with his servant, Siddhartha stole off into the woods, then exchanged clothes, used his sword one last time to shave his head as monks do, and gave the servant his steed. Then he headed off into the rain forest. These are the stories of “the Four Passing Sights” and of “the Great Renunciation.”

(It is worth speculating as to whether the role of the charioteer who explains to Prince Siddhartha the significance of the four figures he sees, prompting the young man to embark on his mission, may be related somehow to the epiphany of Lord Krishna, disguised as Prince Arjuna’s charioteer in the Bhagavad Gita.)

At this point the legend rejoins the likely history, and we hear about Siddhartha’s apprenticeship to two gurus and his admission to a group of ascetics. Once all these paths had proven dead ends, we are told that he resolved to sit down beneath a tree (the Bodhi Tree, or Tree of Enlightenment, as it came to be called), refusing to budge till he should have arrived at the truth he sought. During the course of the night, the light began to dawn. But Mara the Tempter, king of the Samsaric world, became aware of this, as if seeing it on some surveillance screen, and he knew he had only a brief time to derail this train! He knew that if Siddhartha discovered the truth, he would blow the whistle on Mara’s racket. If he exposed the scam whereby Mara kept the suffering human masses wanting more of the same, he might lose his customers, actually his suckers! So Mara got to work. There are various versions of the story, but these are the main temptations Mara tried in order to distract the Bodhisattva from his goal. He appeared in the guise of a messenger from King Suddhodana, urging him to return home at once because his cousin Devadatta (the Buddhist Judas Iscariot) had usurped the throne and taken the Prince’s family hostage! But he saw through it, reasoning that, even if it should be true, he could do the world more good right where he was.

Second, Mara sent his voluptuous daughters to dance lewdly before Siddhartha. But this was nothing new to him. By now he regarded the human body as a thing of repulsion, not of attraction. Third, Mara sought to terrorize him with a rain of falling weapons and a wave of demon invaders, but the gods turned their missiles into harmless lotus blossoms as they landed. Fourth, Mara sent a typhoon to sweep him away, but the Naga King (the seven-headed cobra, symbol of divine wisdom) arose from the earth and sheltered the Bodhisattva under its broad cobra-hood canopy. Fifth, Mara challenged his right to the piece of ground whereon he sat. Such presumption to think one could discover the cure for human suffering! But the Buddha placed his palm on the ground and asked the earth to testify on his behalf. It did; it had witnessed his many lives of meritorious self-sacrifice. Defeated, Mara stalked away. At once, full enlightenment dawned!

The Last Temptation of Buddha

But then one last scheme occurred to Mara, who rushed back, hand extended, to congratulate the Buddha on his achievement. But, he urged, why not simply retreat into Nirvanic bliss for himself and ignore the mob? Did he really think any of them would welcome his message? Would any of them even think they needed to be saved from anything in the first place? Why waste the time with such complacent blockheads? The Buddha had to admit he was likely correct! He had seen enough of human nature to know. So where all the other temptations failed pathetically, this one nearly succeeded. It was not the appeal to fear or to lust that came close to swaying him but rather pessimism! But the Buddha shook off this thought, too, and went his way. Finding his old ascetical comrades, who turned their backs at his approach, he preached his new dharma to them, and, despite themselves, they became his first converts.

Even if we subtract the overtly miraculous elements, the story is still a legend, a parable. In one text, the Buddha explains that one day, after thinking about it, he just realized that sickness, old age, and death were enough to make a mockery of life, and from this he knew he had to discover something better. We would not have such a non-dramatic account of his enlightenment if all the events of the legend had actually happened. No, the value of these tales, and it is considerable, is their illustration of key Buddhist principles. The pampered, sheltered Prince Siddhartha is analogous to the gods who are so well-off they are hardly aware they share the ultimate fate of poor mortals and so make no effort to find salvation. And yet at the same time, the story surprises the reader with the realization that we have become so inured to the sights of the sick, the old, the destitute lying across our daily path that we hardly see them anymore, taking only enough notice not to trip over them as we hasten on our way. What is it going to take to make us notice the suffering around us? As Tolstoy reveals with terrible clarity in “The Death of Ivan Illyich,” we will go to any length to push away the recognition that death is coming for us, too, to make a mockery of all we hold important. And, as Heidegger observed, until we accept the fact of our own coming death, the life left to us will be an inauthentic sham, or Samsara. And the seductions of Mara show what the real temptation is for the spiritually committed person. It is probably not wealth or sex, but rather despair, seeming failure. But here right effort is the remedy. And as we will now see, Mahayana Buddhists would see in the story of the Great Renunciation a very great significance indeed, for the Buddhist as much as for the Buddha.

Dharma Bums

Mahayana Buddhism is the more numerous school of Buddhism, extending throughout all of North Asia, including Tibet, China, Mongolia, Japan, Korea, Sikkim, Nepal, and Bhutan. “Mahayana” means either/ both “Greater Vehicle” and “Greater Career.” By contrast, Mahayana Buddhists have dubbed Southern, Theravada Buddhists “Hinayana” Buddhists, the “Lesser Vehicle” or “Lesser Career.” One sometimes hears that “Greater Vehicle” or “Greater Raft” means that Mahayana Buddhism is more of a people’s faith, less elitist than Theravada, which can be pursued rightly only by monks and nuns. But this is not the point of difference. Both sanghas (communities) maintain a two-tier system in which the laity, not yet ready to embark on the rigorous path undertaken by the monks, provide for them and worship the Buddha(s), which service contributes toward their future salvation. The difference here is that Theravada Buddhism promises only reincarnation in one of the heavens as one’s reward, not Nirvana. Remember, as liberation is a change of mind and disposition, no one can simply hand it to you as a reward. A free ticket to heaven is another matter, however, and that is in fact available! It is not quite salvation, though. In Mahayana Buddhism, similar adherence to the holy men can bring a much greater return: a head start or even a free ticket to full Buddhahood! Why this difference?

This is just where the “Greater Career” business comes in. For Mahayana Buddhists came to believe it was the worst of ironies for Buddhists to seek arhatship, the final attainment of Nirvana for themselves as individuals. How can that be when the individual self is an illusion? So the goal became much loftier: in Mahayana, the proper goal is not to be saved but to become a savior, because no one can be saved until everyone is. The implication of this is that all the many Buddhas of the past, including Gautama, have deferred their own entry into Nirvanic bliss and are lingering in their own heavenly worlds to aid seekers, answering prayers, etc. They are like glorified saints in the Roman Catholic Church, as opposed to the empty heavens of “Protestant” Theravada Buddhism. In Mahayana Buddhism, the elite, the first rank, whom the laity support, may be holy persons who are on the path to Buddhahood themselves (in other words Bodhisattvas) and they may assist the seeker toward a spiritual destiny his own poor karma would never make feasible. Indeed it is this doctrine of the Bodhisattva that separated Mahayana Buddhism from its predecessor.

Where did this new understanding come from? Mahayana texts (especially the Saddharma-Pundarika, or “Lotus Sutra of the True Law”) portray the Buddha as, in his latter days, letting his disciples in on a secret: behind the doctrine they have always believed, and that he first taught them, there lies another, advanced version that makes the first look like nursery school pablum by contrast. The new doctrine, which they could never have accepted earlier, is, of course, the Mahayana Bodhisattva doctrine. Now it is time to grow up and embrace it. Nor must they stumble at its apparent novelty, clinging to outworn playthings like the Four Noble Truths! This is all a transparent attempt to grandfather subsequent doctrines onto the founder so as to coopt the pedigree of Theravada Buddhism. We can see the very same thing going on in the Gospel of John where the writer attributes to Jesus a great many novelties unhinted in Matthew, Mark, and Luke. He winks at the reader in John 16:12–15, “I still have many things to tell you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of Truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth,” etc., and that is exactly what is going on in the very composition of John’s gospel. It offers that unheard-of truth but places it in the mouth of Jesus.6 Likewise, late, spurious hadith (traditions) attribute later Sufi teaching to the Prophet Muhammad so as to avert the accusation of heresy. So we may be sure the Buddha himself taught no such thing. The Mahayana doctrine may nonetheless be judged a faithful spinning out of his ideas. But where did it come from?

This Buddha’s for You

We can witness the Bodhisattva doctrine evolving from various important features already present in Theravada Buddhism. First, according to the much-beloved Jataka Tales, the Buddha had lived many previous lives accumulating good karma preparing to become worthy of his ultimate task. Second, even Theravadins believed Gautama was but the latest in a long chain of revealers, a belief shared with and perhaps derived from the similar Jainist religion. There had been twenty-four Buddhas before him, so it stood to reason that more could become Buddhas after him. Third, remember, once enlightened, the Buddha resisted Mara’s temptation to escape Samsara and immediately pass into Nirvana, electing instead to remain here for the good of others, to show them the way. Fourth, in the third century BCE the expectation arose that another Buddha, Maitreya, would come in 5,000 years, at which time it would be a golden age of salvation. Play your karmic cards right and you’ll be born then. At that time it will be as easy to attain Nirvana as it seemed in retrospect to have been in the time of Gautama when thousands were enlightened.

In retrospect it almost seems as if these potent chemicals had to mix together to form the Bodhisattva doctrine: the belief that we ought to follow the example of the Buddha, deferring our own salvation to help all other beings, which after all is what he did. And presumably, so must all the previous Buddhas. And if Buddhahood was not unique to Gautama, it must be possible for anyone else with the needful gumption (“right effort”), so why not me? Why not you? It may seem a tall order, but if it took the Buddha himself many lifetimes of pious effort, we can undertake the same long journey. And though most folks will not embrace the Bodhisattva path for themselves, they may hang onto the coattails of those who do, by faith, just as Theravada already allowed them to bank on being reborn in Maitreya’s day.

All the World’s a Stage

The Bodhisattva doctrine evolves,7 with these results: the arhat ideal is replaced by the Bodhisattva ideal. One should strive not to be saved, but to become a savior, a Buddha, in one’s own right. No one will be saved till all sentient beings are saved. The Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path are effectively replaced by the Six Perfections (paramitas) and the Ten Stages (bhumis). In the first six stages the Bodhisattva attains each of the six perfections. Of these, the first is giving, the renunciation of property, just as Siddhartha did. The second is morality (the same as “right behavior”). The third is patience, the fourth rigor, the fifth concentration, the sixth wisdom, that is, attaining the grasp of a particular esoteric doctrine, that of the Void, or Sunyata, Emptiness, Thusness, or Tathata, all of which pretty much amounts to nondualist Idealism (see below). At this point, why is the Bodhisattva not considered to have arrived already at Buddhahood? He seems to have learned all there is to know! The reason he is yet a Bodhisattva is simply that he must recapitulate the last episodes of the Buddha narrative, doing everything Gautama Buddha did.

The seventh stage is the attainment of the seventh perfection, “non-returning.” Buddhahood is now inevitable; the Bodhisattva has long since ceased accumulating any karma that would redound upon himself and necessitate his rebirth. The perfection of non-returning answers an old question raised by Theravadin adepts: if you have attained Nirvana, can you kill yourself to prevent backsliding? The answer: once you have really been enlightened, that is nothing to worry about anymore.

Eighth comes a period of longer or shorter celestial existence in the Sambhogakaya (the glorious heaven of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas). During this time the Bodhisattva, essentially already a divine savior, may answer prayers, send astral projections of himself to the earth to teach mortals (such projections are called tulkus8), or even descend into Hell to suffer for sinners! Such beings are not merely characters in the museum of theology; one may meet an itinerate holy man who has himself taken the Bodhisattva vow or has attained to such an advanced degree of holiness that he can recall his previous lives (a feat claimed by many Hindu and Buddhist mystics), when he first undertook his mission. Also, the abbots of certain monasteries may inherit as part of their office the claim to be the tulku of a particular Boddhisattva, as with the Dalai Lama (see below).

The ninth stage is a return to earth for the last time, to recapitulate the episodes of Gautama’s life (though Buddhists would not put it that way, thinking that Gautama, too, just followed an already ancient pattern). This epiphany is not a true incarnation, for the Bodhisattva only takes the outward semblance of human flesh. His humanity is a veil of illusion, or maya, and in fact his pseudo-incarnate state is called the Nirmankya, or “Transformation Body.” Those with spiritual insight will see past this seemingly human form to the gigantic, glowing form of the superman beneath the illusion. It is the true spirit-body worn by the Bodhisattva in the heavenly realm. In the West this doctrine is called “docetism,” from the Greek dokeo, “to seem,” referring to the merely apparent fleshly advent of a savior. Many early Christians were docetic in their belief that Jesus did not really take on degrading flesh. A number of extreme Shi’ite Muslim sects (such as the Alaw’i, who govern Syria) believe the Imam Ali was a docetic epiphany of God.

As Max Scheler9 argued, the appearance of this doctrine in a religion coincides with promises of saving grace. While the early adherents of a religion mean to follow in the heroic footsteps of their founding prophet, they regard him as a mortal like themselves who set an example for them to follow. But as the sect becomes more complacent and worldly, less inclined to radical heroism, believers begin to rationalize that the extraordinary deeds of the founder were possible only because he was really (secretly) divine. And how could we think to follow such an act? No, so goes theological thinking, he must have done all he did in order to atone for our failure to live that way. He did it so we would not have to! Buddhism is a case in point: as soon as the Buddha and his saints become sources of saving grace available through faith, it is no coincidence that the belief arises that they were never truly human at all. True, the Bodhisattva is striving to go the very way the Buddha trod. But he is the exception that proves the rule! The doctrine has really been crafted for the benefit of the vast majority, the lazy laity who welcome the news that a few saviors are competing for their business.

At any rate, this stage takes the Bodhisattva up to his taking a seat beneath the Bodhi Tree, as Gautama did. By now, obviously, the whole thing is a charade, a ritual, since there is no greater degree of enlightenment he can get than he got in stage six. He was essentially a Buddha then; the rest is mere formality. Finally, stage ten is (the semblance of) enlightenment at the Bodhi Tree. After this, he preaches until an apparent death, then ascends back to heaven, where he remains, a new Buddha, in the Sambhogakaya in the company of other Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, until that glorious day when all sentient beings shall have become Buddhas, too. Thus the Bodhisattva is undertaking a course of millions of lifetimes of good works to accumulate more good karma than he could possibly need for his own salvation, used instead to share with poor mortals.

That the distinction between Buddha and Bodhisattva has become entirely superfluous is evident from the simple fact that in Mahayana mythology the greatest of Bodhisattvas is Avalokitesvara, “the Lord Who Looks Down” in compassionate providence. He is believed by his bhaktas (devotees) to encompass all other Buddhas and Bodhisattvas in himself. Like the Virgin Mary and the personified Sabbath in Judaism, he even secures occasional relief for the damned in Hell. In China he has become Kwan-yin, goddess of compassion. Avalokitesvara embodies the chief virtue of all the Bodhisattvas, karuna, or disinterested, impartial compassion toward all beings.

Is Nothing Sacred?

The Bodhisattva doctrine fits hand in glove with the doctrine of the Void; indeed, the latter undergirds the former. The greatest exponent of the doctrine of the Void was Nagarjuna (ca. 100–200 CE), who taught a form of nondualism.10 The doctrine of maya, shared with Hinduism, implies that all differences, all diversity and plurality, in the world of perception are illusory. Ultimately there is only the Void (Sunyata), a pure and undifferentiated field of unitary experience, finally devoid of all the artificial distinctions we introduce in order to “slice the pie” of reality in order, as we think, to “make sense of it.” All “truths” are half-truths, causing the world to seem divided when it is not.

The Void is also called the Buddha-nature. All things “contain” it since all things are illusory fragments of it. Again, the Void may be viewed as the highest level of experienced reality. (Buddhism does not pretend to describe “reality” per se. There is only experience.) As such it is called the Dharmakaya, the Truth-Body or Truth-Mode of the Buddha. Buddhists speak of a three-tiered cosmology, centered about the manifestation of the Buddha on each plane. This doctrine is called the Trikaya, the Three Bodies of the Buddha. First is the Dharmakya or Dharma Body, the Void of Buddha-nature. Second is the Sambogkya or Enjoyment Body, the celestial realm in which the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas exist. Third comes the Nirmankya or Transformation Body: our world of maya in which the Buddhas appear by a phantom birth in a phantom body.

Nagarjuna formulated a dialectic that made possible a more positive evaluation of Samsara, the realm of suffering and reincarnation. In this way he supplied the rationale for Buddhist art, but he also provided an undergirding for the Bodhisattva doctrine. Remember, Theravada/Hinayana Buddhists sought to flee Samsara to gain Nirvana. But Nagarjuna argued that as long as we do not overestimate Samsara as real and desirable, as long as we recognize it as a tenuous film on the surface of a bubble, we need not despise its beauty. The world is not evil if one views it in the right perspective. Samsara gives rise to frustration and suffering only insofar as one seeks from it a satisfaction it cannot offer. But this is not due to some deficiency in Samsara. Rather, it is our fault for barking up the wrong tree. If one appreciates it for what it is, one need not despise it for failing to be what it is not. In fact, one must not flee Samsara in search of Nirvana, but must instead seek Nirvana in the very midst of Samsara, beneath its outward forms. In light of this understanding, the Mahayana Bodhisattva is no longer urgent to flee and shun Samsara, as the Theravada arhat was. He can be “in the world but not of the world.” And not only does he seek to redeem the world; all the world is capable of being redeemed because it all contains the Buddha-nature.

Where’s the Rest of Me?

The Yogacara School founded by the monks and brothers Vasubandhu (420–500 CE) and Asanga (410–500 CE) taught that the practice of yoga enables us to attain unto the realization of the Oneness which is then seen to be Mind Only, a kind of “Collective Unconscious.” Whereas Theravada Buddhists took the anatta doctrine to mean that there is no self other than the skhandas, Yogacarins take it to mean there is no self apart from the One Universal Self. In either case individual selfhood is the illusion. Picture someone with amnesia: part of himself, his past, what lies behind him, is shut off from him. Yogacara Buddhism suggests that each of us is like an amnesiac, only much worse, for we are cut off from the rest of our larger selves which lie all around us right now, to either side, not just behind. When we imagine we are nothing more than the ego-self, we are wearing blinders and have forgotten what else there is to us now. Again, the importance of this insight for the Bodhisattva program is obviously enormous. It is just absurd even to think of saving, much less of “liberating,” my individual self! It is a contradiction in terms.

Zen Buddhism11 (the earliest known proponent of which was Bodhidharma, ca. 570 CE) seeks to return to a pure perception of Suchness, the Void minus our illusory distinctions. It aims at a direct apprehension of Thusness beyond “namarupa” (name and form), the barrier of words and concepts. “Talk doesn’t cook the rice,” as one famous Zen epigram has it. In other words, talking about enlightenment cannot get us enlightened for the simple reason that words and thoughts, while pretending to convey reality, in fact substitute for it, like currency which stands for but actually substitutes for traded goods and services. One needs to get beyond the veil of words to Suchness. And it is going to take something other than words, other than doctrines, to do the trick.

The goal of Zen is to attain a “new,” spontaneous and intuitive grasp of reality, “to catch life as it flows.”12 We ordinarily do not do this; we keep reality at arm’s length by carving it up with logical categories, affirmations and denials, drawing distinctions, and letting words substitute for things. This is no good. Instead, we need to experience reality as pure Suchness, the Void.

When we read a book, even if it is a narrative about people and things, we usually do not really envision persons and events but rather simply follow a narrative because the style is the most interesting, beguiling thing. Just so, Zen has it, we do not experience life as it is, but merely follow it like the text of a novel, letting our words and ideas substitute for life. Instead, for example, of seeing a squirrel for itself, an entity as real as we are, we immediately categorize it, mentally stuffing it, filing it away, in a familiar drawer called a category. Click! “Ho-hum. There goes one of those ‘squirrels.’” Imagine, instead, seeing a squirrel for the first time, a fresh, unexpected perception. We should experience things before “making sense of them.”13 The Zen masters want us to demolish that wall of words and definitions, that protective shield of concepts that separates us from the living facts, the brute, raw, unnamed facts. Only so can we experience the Void.

One implication of the Void doctrine is that there is finally no reality even to the sublime doctrines of Buddhism! Thus they are dispensable, having only utilitarian, instrumental value: if they help you toward Satori (enlightenment), use them. If not, try something else. Zen monks have tried koans (riddles with no logical answer: “What is the sound of one hand clapping?”) and sudden arbitrary gestures designed to propel one off the track and into the Void. There are also ceremonies in which one seeks to put oneself entirely and completely into the act one is performing, so that one becomes the act. These include the Tea Ceremony, the Drawing of the Sword, archery, etc. You do not think about walking down the street, do you? You just do it. Otherwise, you’d probably stumble. And Zen suggests that we stumble through life because we try to live it instead of just living it. Ever eaten a favorite meal, then find yourself surprised that you were all done? You were preoccupied; you weren’t “all there”? Zen says, “Be here now.”

One of my favorite parables is the Parable of the Raft. The Buddha asks his hearers to picture a man on the run from a pursuing mob. He stops short at the bank of a river. He dares not swim it because of the crocodiles eying him. He figures he might have time to put together a raft using bamboo shafts and vines, so he gets busy. He manages to pole his way across the water, leaving his newly arrived enemies cursing and shaking their fists at him from the bank behind him. What do you think he should henceforth do with the raft? Should he put it on his back and, in gratitude to it, carry it about with him? Of course not! He would cast it aside and keep going! The choice seems simple enough. And in just the same way, once you have passed from the near shore of ignorance to the far shore of Enlightenment via the use of scripture, doctrines, etc.; once, in other words, these holy things have done their job, why waste time with them? If this sounds irreverent or sacrilegious, aren’t you really saying you don’t believe the Buddhist dharma can do what it promises?

Vajrayana Buddhism (in Tibet; also the Shingon School in Japan) is a type of esoteric Buddhism, brought by sorcerer-saint Padma Sambhava from India to Tibet in 747 CE.14

It appears to represent a mixture of Buddhism with Tantra yoga and native Tibetan Bön shamanism. Though early Buddhist disdain for the miraculous would never lead us to expect the development of Buddhist magic, there is a genuinely Buddhist point here. “Magic” comes from the root maya and denotes “stage illusion,” playing a perceptual trick on the audience. If all of Samsaric (worldly) existence can be said to be illusory and misleading, it is all a trick. And if one wants, one can learn the tricks. The result is a mind-over-matter doctrine.

The Big Bang

Another controversial aspect of Vajrajana Buddhism is its practice of Tantra or Tantric yoga, shared with Saiva (Siva-worshipping) Hindus. It is named for the Tantras (“treatises, tracts”) in which it is expounded.15 It is based on another version of the Void doctrine. Tantric doctrine imagines the perceived world of difference and multiplicity, plurality, etc., as arising from a primordial event analogous to sexual procreation in which the phallic vajra, or lightning bolt, fertilized the receptive gharba element, and the world was the result. The Oneness of the Void is not lost but rather still invisibly underlies all things, as we have seen, and the object is to return, in mind and spirit, to that primordial oneness. Rituals designed to effect this passage into a trance state of Oneness aim at transcending all worldly distinctions (half-truths, remember) by transgressing them in an elevated, disinterested state of mind (“mere witness,” “right mindfulness”). This is called the Left-Handed Path and requires the use of the “five forbidden substances”: meat, beans, intoxicants, fish, and sex with a partner not one’s spouse. These things would be mortally sinful if partaken of in a worldly attitude, but since they are approached as means of grace, they accrue no karma. One Tantric verse says: “By the same acts that cause some men to boil in Hell for one hundred thousand eons, the yogi gains his eternal salvation.”16 The yogi engages in intercourse with his partner, all the while maintaining a fantastic degree of control over breath and even ejaculation, bringing the whole process to a crashing halt on the verge of climax. At this point he is catapulted, inwardly, back to the primordial state of cosmic Oneness. It is a trance state from which he will again emerge, as from all yogic trance states. But for the duration he has transcended the world.

So far, I have said little of the Hindu and/or Buddhist goddesses, except to note that Tantric sex casts the woman in the role of Kali, the wife of Siva. But there is more on her resume. Kali is a mother goddess, similar to (if not another version of) Durga. These deities were greatly beloved, but also feared, by devotees in the Dravidian religion (their depicted black skin denoting a Dravidian origin) as well as in Aryan Hinduism. Kali is depicted with blood running down her chin onto her garland of human skulls—and stomping on the corpse of her mate, Lord Siva! Her fearsomeness is a dramatic representation of what Rudolf Otto17 called the Mysterium Tremendum, or holy terror in the face of the overpowering Numinous. The fear of the Lord? Yes, but don’t forget the fear of the Lady! Kali Ma is also called Shakti, the embodied power of Siva. Who else could have served as the divine patron of the nineteenth-century Thugee sect with their unique fundraising technique of garroting waylaid strangers? You may have seen these pious folk in movies including Gunga Din (1939), The Deceivers (1988), and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984), this last, unsurprisingly, banned in India.

Another version of Kali, one that makes her usual depiction look like Shirley Temple, is the terrifying Chinnamasta. You can’t miss her. If you happen to spot a naked woman grasping her own severed head, open mouth gulping the blood fountaining from her neck stump—well, that’s got to be Chinnamasta! She is flanked by a pair of yoginis, similarly bare, mouth eagerly gargling the blood of their divine Mistress. Though the importance of her monstrous and shocking appearance is not to be underestimated as a religious experience in its own right, there is an additional, and equally important, significance to the iconography considered as symbolic. First, we must take a look at the underlying yogic technique.

Pranayama… is the regulation and control of two of the subtle winds in the body. These winds are prana, the upward moving subtle wind, and apana, the downward moving subtle wind; together they represent a being’s respiration. The winds run through three main subtle channels (nadis): the central channel, susumna; the left channel, ida; and to the right channel, pingala. When the two subtle winds flow through the left—ida, the mind is concentrated and introverted; whereas when the two subtle winds flow through the right, the pingala, the mind is scattered and extroverted. Normal breathing is done through one of these channels and does not alternate regularly with each breath between these two channels. Pranayama is a method of regulating the breath so that inhalation (puraka), maintaining the breath (kumbhaka), and exhalation (recaka) are all equal in length. One inhales through one channel and exhales through the other, then reverses the process. This is done to arouse the kundalini, dormant in the muladhara cakra, and causes it to ascend to the sashasrara cakra at the top of the head.18

[B]ut in most people the subtle wind cannot enter the central channel because the two ancillary ones form knots at the points where they crisscross it. As long as the subtle winds cannot enter the central one, one experiences the duality of everyday reality. By yogic methods, one learns to untie these “knots” thereby opening the central channel. When the subtle winds course through the central channel, the dichotomy of conditioned and unconditioned disappears. I would argue that Chinnamasta anthromorphically represents this central channel, her two attendants represent the two ancillary subtle channels, their feet are intertwined with Chinnamasta’s thereby replicating the two ancillary channels which are intertwined with the central channel near the navel. Moreover, there are three bloodstreams and if correctly depicted the right bloodstream enters the right attendant’s mouth, and the left bloodstream the left attendant’s mouth, and the central one is drunk by Chinnamasta. Since the attendants drink only from the right or left respectively, this indicates that they do not know the yogic process of manipulating the winds into the central channel. They experience the duality of ordinary reality. In contrast, Chinnamasta, a great yogini, drinks her own blood from the central channel, thereby experiencing the collapse of duality. Thus Chinnamasta is the Tantric goddess par excellence.19

Lady Chinnamasta is scarcely the only macabre and terrifying Tantric deity of the Vajrayana. Several others are depicted in paintings of corpulent, horned, many-eyed, flame-breathing and blood-drinking horrors.

[In] the case of Tibetan Buddhism… an elaborate pre-existent demonolatry was amalgamated with the tenets of Buddhism. The great majority of Tibetan demons were of pre-Buddhist Bon origin…, mostly personified natural forces, tribal gods supposed to live in the sky, evil genii, or malignant fiends. Later these terms were extended to the gods and demons of Brahmanical and Buddhist mythology…. The pre-Buddhist demonology of Tibet included good spirits, rural gods, and fairy guardians who are defenders of Lamaism; ghosts and goblins sprung from discontented, disembodied priests haunting the vicinity of temples; devils male and female who were persecutors of Lamaism, planet-fiends producing diseases…; bloated fiends, dark purple in colour; ghouls and vampires, raw-flesh-coloured and bloodthirsty; … and she-devils who are disease-mistresses.20

Dead Letter

Probably the most famous aspect of Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism, though not necessarily the best understood, is the Bardo Thödöl (“Book of the Dead”). It is a text addressed to the departing spirit of the dead, believed to be lingering about the death chamber for four days. A lama (Tibetan monk) is called in to intone the text, walking the deceased through to salvation, or at least to a better rebirth. The reader tells the confused spirit what to make of what he is experiencing and what to do next in each of the three Bardos, intermediate states between death and the next state. First, he enters into the Chikhai Bardo, where he will behold the Clear Light and must recognize it as his own true Self, the All-Self of the Yogacara School. Such recognition implies one has seen through the illusion of individual ego-existence. Immediate entrance into the Dharmakaya would be the result. But most will not recognize it, not knowing what to make of the guiding words they hear. So next one passes into the Chonyid Bardo, where one sees the Peaceful Deities. These are sublime and beautiful Powers, like the traditional Hindu deities. One must recognize these as, again, the projection of one’s own true nature, i.e., of the Buddha-nature. Success at this point would allow one entrance to the Sambogkaya to pass the ages as one of the Peaceful Deities, i.e., the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.

Failing this, if one cannot understand their true nature, one begins to see them clouded by the distorting lens of one’s own bad karma, whereupon they assume the terrible aspect of the Wrathful Deities, many-armed, razor-tusked, blood-spewing devils.

The reader warns the spirit of the dead not to be afraid, but to recognize them as projections of his own mind, i.e., of the Universal Self. But this is a faint hope if one has descended this far already, so most likely the soul sinks to the third Bardo, the Sidpa Bardo: here one window-shops for a new incarnation. As in virtually all forms of Hinduism and Buddhism, there are many options distributed between the six lokas (locations, planes of reality) in which one may be reincarnated.

The top loka is heaven, where one would reincarnate as a deva, a god. The gods are like roles or offices, occupied by different entities in each cosmic cycle. One may conceivably become Indra or Vishnu! One tale tells of a supernaturally clever youth visiting the celestial palace of mighty Indra. He suddenly laughs, pointing to a long line of ants marching across the crystal floor tiles. “What’s so funny, kid?” Indra asks in irritation. The lad replies, “I happen to know that every one of those ants, in a previous life, was Indra and was reduced to this because of his pride!”

Second, one might become an asura, a Titan, enemies of the gods. Third, one might choose (a choice subtly dictated by one’s karma) any of the near-infinite lots in humanity among various castes, sick or healthy, poor or wealthy, etc. Remember, Buddhism says that it is one’s desire that energizes reincarnation. Fourth, one might return as an animal, the particular species symbolizing one’s favorite lusts and damning sins. Fifth, like Tantalus in Greek myth, one might turn up as a preta, a hungry ghost with a big, empty stomach and a tiny pin-hole mouth.

And What Am I Doing in this Hand Basket?

Sixth, one might be reborn in any of the hundreds of distinct Hells, some cold, some hot, others unspeakable. Here is a list,21 which I will not condense so as not to ameliorate the astonishing sadism of the pious imaginations that dreamed them up. You will not depart from there until you have paid every farthing you owe. But that day will come, perhaps millions of years hence, and you will begin the long climb upward again.

Reanimation Hell (where after being torn apart, your members are joined again for another go at it—forever!

Sewage Hell

Sword Circle (with hell-spark “cluster bombs”)

Cooking Pot Hell

Hell of Many Pains (where you take whatever you dished out)

Smothering Darkness Hell

Torment by Cries of Fowls

Over the Cliff Hell

Disease Hell

Iron-paired Hell

Evil Stick Hell

Black Weasel Hell

Spinning Hell

Hell of Complete Pain

Red Lotus Hell

Pond Hell

Hell of Torments Received in the Air

Black Line Hell (where one’s body is marked with black lines along which red-hot saws begin to rip)

Equal Screaming Hell (where no one hears)

Eye-plucking Hell

Fearful Vulture Hell

Squeezing and Grinding (or Crowded) Hell

Stabbing, Cooking, Boiling Hell

Shredding Hell

Veins-Cutting Hell

Hell of Evil Sights

Frustrated Bestiality Hell

Fiery Rapist Gay Hell

Hell of Enduring Pain

Insect Hell

“Tantalus Hell”

Hell of Burning Tears

Hell Where All Organs Are Destroyed

Hell of No Other Shore

Deadly Lotus Pond Hell

Molten Copper Hell

Fire-Jar Hell

Hell of Fiery Iron Powder

Screaming Hell (where scalding water is poured down your throat!)

Great Howling Hell

Hell Filled with Voices

Burning Hair Hell

Fire Insect Hell

Burning Steel Pestle Hell

Twin Flame of Burning Stones

Slaughtering Hell

Field of Steel Trees

Hell of Complete Darkness

Field of Yama-ruja (where demons burn you, head to sole)

Sword Forest

Large Sword Forest

Plantain Smoke Forest

Forest of Burning Smoke

Burning Cloud Mist Hell

Random Demonic Harassment Hell

Great Screaming Hell (where you’re simmered in molten lead!)

Roaring Hell

Hell of Infinite Numbers of Pains

Hell of Unbearable Pain

Hell of Hatred

Hell of Total Darkness

Dark Smoke Hell

Hell Where Sinners Drop Like Flies

Dismemberment by Burning in Blue Lotus Flames Hell

Rolling Hell (where you’re hindered from protecting endangered loved ones)

Hell of Vain Desires

Twin Suffering Hell

Hell Where Enemies Clip Off Your Flesh and Force You to Eat It

Hell of Diamond-Beaked Birds

Flaming Hair Hell

Stabbing Pain Hell

Hell of Limitless Pain

Hell Where Blood and Bones are Consumed

Hell of Eleven Flames

Red Hot Hell

Fire Sixteen Times as Hot as any other Hell

Paradise-Mirage Charcoal Pit Hell

Circling Dragon Hell

Molten Copper, Iron Fish, and Diamond-beaked Worms Hell

Iron Cauldron Hell

Floating in a River of Blood Hell

Bone-eating Insect Hell

Seeing Loved Ones Cooked Hell

Endless Submersion Hell

Lotus with Diamond Thorns Hell

Dangerous Cliff Hell

Diamond Bone Hell

Black Line Hell

Crocodile Hell

Dark Fire Wind Hell

Diamond Beak Hornet Hell

White Hot Hell

Hell Burning in All Directions

Fearful Hell of Large Roaring Bodies

Burning Hell of String-Like Worms

Fire Rain Hell (where diamond-sand grinds the flesh from the body)

Place of Internal Boiling

Shouting Hell

Demonic Skin-Peeling Hell

Hell of Raining Iron Spikes

Hell of Marrow-Sucking Worms

Flesh-scraping Hell

Flaming Arrow and Diamond Sword Net Hell

Cooking Pot Hell

Thousand-headed Dragon Hell

Cooking and Pulverizing Hell

Hell of Spinning Trees and Molten Pewter

Relentless Hell

Bird Mouth Hell (where you experience one hundred times the pain of the previous seven, as one’s mouth is ripped away—as the hunter tears away the bird’s beak—grows back, gets ripped away again, etc.)

Hell Where Everything Faces the Ground

Genital Torture Hell

Hell of Roaring Beasts

Hell of Being Devoured by Iron Beasts

Hell of Black Bile

Ocean of Corpses Hell

Nightmare Hell

Hell of Crushing Beneath the Root of a Burning Tree

Hell of Crushing by Mountains

Hell of Dropping by a Giant Bird

Hell of Sparks

Hell of Blinding by Molten Copper or Hot Sand

Hell of Stench

Hell of Iron Plates

Hell of Eleven Flames

But there are also Eight Cold Hells! Bring your long johns!

Chapping Hell: repeated dips in freezing water

Popped Blister Hell

Inarticulate Cry Hell

Paralyzed Tongue Hell

Teeth-Gnashing Hell

Blue Flower Sores Hell

Inflamed Sores Hell

Flesh-Dropping Frostbite Hell

Tiptoe Through the Tulkus

Somewhat akin to reincarnation, as well as to the Hindu belief in divine avatars, is the Buddhist belief in tulkus. These are instances of an exalted Buddha or Bodhisattva dwelling in the Sambhogakaya who projects his spiritual body down to earth, into the physical form of a guru or lama, rendering the recipient something of a channeler of his wisdom. It gets complicated: two or more holy men might each assert he is, or holds, the tulku of the same celestial Buddha, and both may well be right, for the same entity may simultaneously indwell both! Likewise, a single holy man may embody more than one tulku at the same time!22

While Tibet was a theocratic kingdom, it had two rulers, each ostensibly a tulku of one of the great Buddhist saviors. The Panchen or Tashi Lama is the tulku of Amitabha Buddha (see Pure Land Buddhism, just below). He is the highest spiritual official. The Dalai Lama is the tulku of Avalokitesvara and was the highest civic official of pre-Communist Tibet.

Once, during a press conference, Stuttering John, one of Howard Stern’s minions, asked the Dalai Lama, “Uh, how does it feel to be God?” His Holiness replied, “I’m just a Buddhist monk.” But you know what they say: “Only the true Messiah denies his divinity!”23

The Corpse-Eating Cult of Leng

I’m afraid I cannot leave the Tantric topic without an example of the strange realms into which Vajrayana Buddhism has ventured. Here is a report by explorer Madame Alexandra David-Neel. Make of it what you will!

Now one evening… Chogs Tsang unexpectedly called up one of his trapas. “Saddle up two horses, we are going,” he ordered him.

The monk remonstrated with the Lama, saying that it was already late and it would be better to wait till the next morning.

“Do not answer back,” said Chogs Tsang laconically. “Let us go.”

They start, ride in the night and arrive at some spot near a river. There they alight from their horses and walk towards the riverbank.

Though the sky is completely dark, a spot on the water is “lighted by sun rays,” and in that illuminated place a corpse is floating upstream, moving against the current. After a while it comes within reach of the two men.

“Take your knife, cut a piece of the flesh and eat it,” commands Chod Tsong to his companion. And he adds:

“I have a friend in India who sends me a meal every year at this date.”

Then he himself begins to cut and to eat.

The attendant is struck with terror, he endeavours to imitate his master but does not dare put the morsel into his mouth and hides it in his ambag.24

Both return to the monastery where they arrive at dawn.

The Lama says to the monk:

“I wished you to share the favour and the most excellent fruits of this mystic meal, but you are not worthy of it. That is why you have not dared to eat the piece which you have cut off and hidden under your dress.”

Hearing these words, the monk repents of his lack of courage and puts his hand into his ambag to take his share of the corpse, but the piece of flesh is no longer there.

This fantastic story accords with certain information given me with great reserve by some anchorites belonging to the Dzogchen sect.

There exist, so they said, certain human beings who have attained such a high degree of spiritual perfection, that the original material substance of their bodies has become transmuted into a more subtle one which possesses special qualities.

Few people can discern the change which has come over these exceptional men. A morsel of their transformed flesh, when eaten, will produce a special kind of ecstasy and bestow knowledge and supernormal powers upon the person partaking of it.25

But you will be glad to know that such corpse-connoisseurs are not confined to Tibetan Buddhism. Eliade describes the antics of the Aghori sect of Saiva Tantrism:

These Aghoris eat from human skulls, haunt cemeteries, and still practiced cannibalism at the end of the nineteenth century; Crooke cites the case of an Aghori from Ujjain who, in 1887, ate a corpse from the pile at the burning ghat. They eat all sorts of refuse…. They justify these practices by saying that all of man’s natural inclinations and tastes should be destroyed, that there is neither good nor evil, pleasant nor unpleasant, etc. Even as human excrement fertilizes a sterile soil, so assimilating every kind of filth makes the mind capable of any and every meditation.26

Amida’s Grace, How Sweet the Sound

Pure Land Buddhism provides the greatest example and the most extreme form of the Bodhisattva doctrine. According to the Sukhavati Sutras, ages ago Amitabha Buddha (the Buddha of Infinite Light) vowed to create a Buddha field into which anyone might be reborn simply by virtue of calling on him in faith. Once born into this Pure Land, a world free of the distractions of sin, one would at once attain the stage of non-returning and would subsequently become a Buddha. It was to this goal that he had dedicated his innumerable lifetimes of effort as a Bodhisattva, and he succeeded. Here was a gospel of salvation, even of divinization, by grace through faith in the Bodhisattva. This version of Buddhism originated in India, then passed into China and then into Japan (where the Savior’s name is rendered Amida). It is obviously quite close to the older Theravada belief in a future Buddha, Maitreya, on whom one might set one’s hopes, to guarantee rebirth in his era, when salvation would be easy. Just as obviously, it grossly contradicts the still-earlier Theravada belief that no grace is either necessary or available!

A series of Pure Land patriarchs27 sought to purify the doctrine of any lingering vestige of reliance on “Self-Power” and to secure complete and total reliance on “Other Power.” Like all Mahayana Buddhists they viewed the goal of Theravada (Hinayana) Buddhism as selfish. But they regarded the method of Mahayana Buddhism as self-assertive, relying as it did, at least in the case of the Bodhisattva, on self-effort. The focus of the Pure Land school is the karmically bankrupt layman, not the self-sanctifying Bodhisattva. Yes, one still aims to “become a savior” all right, but by the grace of a savior, which would seem to defeat the original point!

T’an-luan (476–542 CE) felt that in his day the understanding of the Buddhist dharma had become so clouded that no one could realistically hope to become a Bodhisattva. Thus one could not expect to save oneself, much less to save others, as is the whole point of becoming a Bodhisattva. Besides, such lofty ambitions would actually conflict with the anatta (“no self”) doctrine so central to Buddhism, since they must assume reliance upon “Self-power.” Instead, we should admit that we are too far gone and must rely upon “Other-Power,” namely that of Amitabha Buddha, he who in a long-ago lifetime made “the Primal Vow” to become a Bodhisattva, establishing over many lives of good karma a Buddha-field into which his devotees might be reborn, attaining at once the state of “non-returning,” bypassing the long centuries of spiritual labor otherwise required, and which Amitabha himself had more than fulfilled. Scriptural texts (the Longer and Shorter Sukhavati Sutras) had already said something basically like this, but T’an-luan made it clear that one need only repeat Amitabha’s name (which translates as “the Buddha of Infinite Light”) ten times in order to be saved. The name was believed to embody Amitabha’s nature and power. (At this time it was common to employ divine names in magic.)

So, on the one hand (clapping?), to attempt salvation by Self-Power would be futile since we find ourselves in a degenerate age. On the other, it would be impious since such effort exalts the illusory ego. Instead, one must allow oneself to be saved by Other Power. This was understood in the larger context of non-dualism, as in the Yogacara school: the illusion is to separate your self from the overarching unity of the Void. Let yourself be saved, like a seashell caught up in the flowing tide. The Theravada ideal of the arhat was seen as selfish in goal, but the Mahayana ideal of the Bodhisattva, while selfless in goal, was nonetheless selfish in method because self-exalting.

Shan-tao (613–681 CE) emphasized that, not only are we living in an age of religious decline, but also we all languish under a terrific burden of bad karma from which our own attempts cannot possibly deliver us. And yet, somehow we must prepare the mind to call on Amitabha in a threefold meditative state: sincerity, deep faith, and desire for rebirth in the Pure Land.

Genshin (942–1017 CE) was the first Japanese patriarch. Like Shantao, he tended to combine meditation with recitation (nembutsu) of the Name. His special contribution was to take Pure Land thought out of the monastery to the lay folk. It has since become probably the most popular form of Buddhism.

Honen (1133–1212 CE) agreed that these three meditative attitudes were indeed necessary for recitation of the Name to be effective, but he reasoned that they would naturally blossom from the practice of recitation itself, so don’t worry about it. Yet Honen also said that, should one die without having recited Amida’s name in the proper state of mind, one would be lost. So didn’t it still rely on Self-Power after all? Un-oh!

According to the patriarch Shinran (1173–1262), founder of the Jodo Shinshu sect (or Shin Buddhism), calling upon the Name had been, in effect, a way, albeit an easy way, to gain for oneself the merit sufficient to attain birth in the Pure Land, hence only the old reliance on Self-Power again! All the talk about supposed “Other Power” amounted only to belief that Amida had made such a foolproof plan available to us spiritual slobs. We’re still talking about synergism, aren’t we? No, said Shinran! There must be absolute reliance upon Other Power if we are to get that ticket to the Pure Land! After all, we are totally depraved: every “good” deed we perform is vitiated by selfish intention. This being the case, it becomes simply impossible to muster the proper meditative state required to recite properly. “Miserable wretch that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom. 7:24). Thanks be to Amida Buddha, who alone can give the requisite mental attitudes of faith and the urge to recite his saving Name! He provides not only the powerful Name but also the subjective grasping of it! Recitation, then, is no longer a “mere” instrument of salvation but itself denotes the operation of Amida’s regenerating grace. It brings the realization of one’s sinfulness and the transformation of one’s evil karma into good and guarantees full enlightenment. The mere act of reciting Amida’s name is to be taken as irrefutable evidence that Amida’s grace has predestined one to salvation. The very moment one chants, one has attained the stage of non-returning. At the moment of death, one finds oneself in the Pure Land, already fully a Buddha!

Recitation brings the guarantee of non-returning (immunity from backsliding) already in the present life. Shinran’s predecessors had taught that the stage of non-returning would be reached only upon postmortem entry into the Pure Land, but Shinran pushes it back into the here and now. Such a move is called “realized eschatology.”

In practical terms, the Pure Land gospel has much the same effect as the Lutheran Reformation of Catholicism did: secularization, the end of celibacy, asceticism, and monasticism. If Amida accepts us as we are, as sinners in a sinful world, why shouldn’t we? From here on in, such religious elitism must be regarded as mere self-aggrandizement (cf. Matt. 6:1–6). The alternative, never fear, will not be amoral libertinage, but rather righteous behavior performed as gratitude to Amida, no longer as a futile attempt to earn salvation.

But, one might wonder, if salvation is that easy, why doesn’t everyone take advantage of the Pure Land gospel? It is because not everyone receives the prevenient grace of Amida, causing them to recognize their plight and how to escape it. To borrow terms from Calvinism, some are elect, and some are reprobate. At this point, Calvinists fall silent in deference to what they call “unconditional election,” namely that God’s choice is not a reaction to anything, good or bad, that anyone has done. It remains a mystery. But Pure Land Buddhists suggest that election is not unconditional, depending instead upon the karmic rap sheet of the individual. Er, doesn’t this just “solve” the problem by pushing it back one step? It would appear to restore the Self-Power factor to the equation. You have to have piled up enough merit to deserve Amida’s grace! Hoo boy….

The striking parallels between Pure Land Buddhism and Protestant Christianity do not seem to be the result of either faith’s influencing the other. Instead, it is simply a question of similar religious instincts trying to solve analogous problems in the same way. It reminds one of Benjamin B. Warfield’s comment that Calvinist predestinarianism is simply the essence of piety: the refusal to credit oneself for one’s piety. But another Reformed theologian, Karl Barth, said that the parallel doctrines of Pure Land Buddhism and Christianity serve only to point up the cruciality of the name of Jesus Christ, not a particular formula for being saved.

But isn’t the whole thing predicated on the desire for liberation? Christian apologist James R. Moore puts it succinctly: “The contradiction appears full force if we say, ‘Suppose we desire to eliminate desire’!”28 Chogyam Trungpa29 says yes!

[M]any people make the mistake of thinking that, since ego is the root of suffering, the goal of spirituality must be to conquer and destroy ego. They struggle to eliminate ego’s heavy hand, … but that struggle is merely another expression of ego. We go around and around, trying to improve ourselves through struggle, until we realize that the ambition to improve ourselves is itself the problem.

But what are we to make of such seemingly inevitable contradictions lurking like traps along the road to Enlightenment? Moore quotes self-proclaimed Bodhisattva Edward Conze: “Within Buddhism terms ‘which concern the particularly sacred core of the doctrine… disclose their meaning in a state of religious exaltation.’”30 For my part, though I possess neither the theoretical nor the experiential knowledge of Conze, I take him to be referring to the widespread belief of Hindu and Buddhist yogis that the stubborn contradictions of this world of Samsara and maya function like Zeno’s paradoxes to give the lie to the supposed reality of this phenomenal world. It seems real but does not make sense, provoking the thoughtful individual to seek the higher realm in which all such problems are transcended. And this transition occurs by virtue of an experience of exaltation. “Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, even as I have been fully understood” (1 Cor. 13:12).31

And Buddha, Was He Where it’s at? Is He Where You Are?32

To suggest significant Buddhist influence upon Christianity is by no means new,33 but more recently scholars led by the late Christian Lindtner34 and by Michael Lockwood and Zacharias P. Thundy35 have contended that Christianity and Essene monasticism originated as “indigenized” versions of Buddhism by Buddhist missionaries sent to Egypt and Syria by Emperor Asoka in the third century BCE. Lindtner and Thundy suggest that Philo’s Egyptian ascetics, the Therapeutae, were Buddhist Theravadins.

Therapeuta is the Hellenization of the Sanskrit/Pali word theravada; they were probably the successors of the missionaries whom Emperor Asoka sent to Egypt, to the kingdom of Ptolemy, in the third century as Theravada medical missionaries.36

Likewise, according to Lindtner, Simon Peter was the same as the Buddha’s favorite disciple Sariputtra. When “Jesus moved from Nazaret to Kapernaoum, [it has been] derived from Kapilavastu-nagarât (the ablative form).”37 Jesus “went to be baptized by John the Baptist, for that was the way ‘to fulfill all righteousness’ - the ten Greek syllables translate the ten Sanskrit syllables: sarvajnatâdharmaparipirîm, also accusative, found in the Prajnâ-pâramitâ.”38 And so forth.

Did Christianity, or, if one prefers, the Christian gospel (in either sense: message or story), somehow grow out of the Saddharma-Pundarika (The Lotus of the True Law) and other Buddhist scriptures? The question is reminiscent of the Buddhist belief that, when one with esoteric knowledge beholds the Buddha, he sees the towering form of the Superman. The form available to the gaze of all others is the Nirmankya, or Transformation body, while that seen only by the enlightened is the Sambogkya, the glorified body of the Buddha as he exists on the Celestial plane. Even so, many, hearing of the hypothesis of Buddhist influence on Christian origins, see but a highly contrived theory, while others, willing to examine the question in a deeper and wider manner, have found in the Lotus Sutra a revelation concerning gospel/Christian origins. The question is seen to be as great and imposing as the divine form of the Tathagata, and I aim to narrow the focus to one particular facet here.

The visit of the shepherds, alerted by angels to the advent of the baby savior, is recounted in both traditions. The sky-filling angels of Luke provide a close parallel to the Buddhist story of the sage Asita, which in turn would appear to have suggested Luke’s story of the oracle of Simeon (Luke 2:25–35). Prince Siddhartha has just been born, and his ostensible father King Suddhodana seeks the aid of diviners to predict the destiny of the child.

And at that time on the side of a peak of the Himalayas dwelt a great sage named Asita… At the moment when the Bodhisattva was born he beheld many marvelous wonders: the gods over the space of the sky making the word ‘Buddha’ resound, waving their garments, and coursing hither and thither in delight… So the great sage Asita… rose up and flew through the air to the great city of Kapilavatthu, and on arriving, laid aside his magic power, entered Kapilavatthu on foot, arrived at the abode of King Suddhodana, and stood at the door of the house… Then the king taking the boy… in both hands brought him into the presence of the sage. Thus Asita observing beheld the Bodhisattva endowed with the thirty-two marks of a great man and adorned with the eighty minor marks, his body surpassing that of Sakra, Brahma, and the world-protectors with glory surpassing a hundred and thousand-fold, and he breathed forth this solemn utterance: ‘marvellous verily is this person that has appeared in the world,’ and rising from his seat clasped his hands, fell at the Bodhisattva’s feet, made a rightwise circuit round, and taking the Bodhisattva stood in contemplation. [He then predicts the two possible careers of the child, as a world conqueror or a world-redeemer.] And looking at him he wept, and shedding tears, sighed deeply. The king beheld Asita weeping, shedding tears, and sighing deeply. And beholding him the hair of his body rose, and in distress he hastily said to Asita, ‘why, O sage, dost thou weep and shed tears, and sigh deeply? Surely there is no misfortune for the boy?’ At this Asita said to the king, ‘O king, I weep not for the sake of the boy…, but I weep for myself. And why? I, O king, am old, aged, advanced in years, and this boy… will no doubt attain supreme complete enlightenment. And having done so will turn the supreme Wheel of Doctrine that has not been turned by ascetic or brahmin, or god, or Mara, or by any other in the world; for the weal and happiness of the world he will teach the Doctrine… But we shall not see that Buddha-jewel. Hence, O king, I weep, and in sadness I sigh deeply, for I shall not be able to reverence him.”

Like Simeon, Asita embodies all the faithful of past centuries, having lived long enough to glimpse, but just to glimpse, the Desire of Ages finally come. Whereas Simeon rejoices to have gotten even this peek, Asita is sorrowful he will see no more than a peek, but the metaphor is the same. And it is not too much to suggest that the Christian story has been borrowed from the Buddhist.39 Derrett denies the Buddhist origin of the Simeon parallel, but Zacharias P. Thundy40 rejects this, noting that the Buddhist nativity parallels are easily early enough to be primary.

It has long been apparent that the Q (Matthean/Lukan) Temptation narrative parallels similar legends about Abraham, Zoroaster, and the Buddha. Any of these stories might have been derived from any of the others, or they may be independent spontaneous creations of what Martin Dibelius called the “law of biographical analogy.”41 But there is an interesting clue in Luke’s version suggesting a Buddhist origin. Here, but not in Matthew’s version, the devil asserts his sovereignty over all the kingdoms of the world (Luke 4:6b). This matches the Buddhist characterization of Mara the Tempter, who rules the material world with its riches and delights. Mara knows that, if the Buddha succeeds, he stands to lose a lot of business! And this has carried over into the Lukan version.

Mark’s version of the Temptation (Mark 1:1:12–13) lacks any propositions by Satan. Nor does it even imply Jesus is fasting. Rather, he is being served (food) by angels, recalling Elijah’s wilderness retreat (1 Kings 17:6; 19:5–8). It also recalls a moment in Prince Siddhartha’s ruminations concerning the futility of austerities.

I thought: “Suppose I were to practice going altogether without food?” Then angels (devas) came to me and said, “Dear sir, please don’t practice going altogether without food. If you go altogether without food, we’ll infuse divine nourishment in through your pores, and you will survive on that.” I thought, “If I were to claim to be completely fasting while these angels are infusing divine nourishment in through my pores, I would be lying.” So I dismissed them, saying, “Enough.”42

Probably the most spectacular pre-Easter miracle attributed to Jesus is his walking on the jade pavement of the Lake of Galilee. This, too, has what looks like a Buddhist prototype.

The incident occurred during the rainy season when water was falling so violently from the skies that it was soon no longer possible to walk around dry-footed. Gautama was not interested in going for a walk but rather in meditating while walking. Special paths were established in monasteries for this important Buddhist practice. Gautama used his extraordinary abilities to keep [this] area free of water so that he could meditate. Kassapa was much concerned about the revered teacher. Fearful that the Awakened One could be swept away by the raging waters, he jumped into a boat to seek him. Then he saw… Gautama… walking on the water [to meet him] without getting wet. Kassapa was so surprised that he first disbelievingly asked: “Are you there, great mendicant monk?” With the words “It is I, Kassapa” the Buddha calmed the fearful man and came to the boat.43

We even have the detail of the disciple in the boat asking for confirmation of the apparition’s identity, as well as the same reply. But it doesn’t stop there. Matthew’s gospel adds to Mark’s version a sequel in which Peter gets his turn to stroll atop the waves. He seems to reason that, if Jesus is not a ghost, even though he appears to be weightless, he ought to be able to cause Peter, no ghost, to walk on the water, too. So he exits the boat and does walk on the waves—until he realizes what he is doing and starts to sink like the rock he is named for. Jesus steadies him and rebukes him for his lack of faith. The lesson, of course, is that a Christian must not waver in his faith in a time of trouble but focus on his Lord and all will be well. This lesson is expressed even more clearly in this Buddhist tale, possibly the original.

He arrived at the bank of the river Aciravati in the evening. As the ferryman had drawn the boat up on the beach, and gone to listen to the Doctrine, the disciple saw no boat at the ferry, so finding joy in making Buddha the object of his meditation he walked across the river. His feet did not sink in the water. He went as though on the surface of the earth, but when he reached the middle he saw waves. Then his joy in meditating on the Buddha grew small, and his feet began to sink. But making firm his joy in meditating on the Buddha, he went on the surface of the water, entered the Jetavana, saluted the Teacher, and sat on one side (Introduction to Jataka Tale 190).44

As if we did not have enough versions of Jesus’ adoration by a grateful weeping woman, Buddhist scriptures provides still another.

Kasyapa said [to Ananda]: “Thou didst show to corrupt women the golden body of the Blessed One, which was then sullied by their tears.” “I thought,” replied Ananda, “that if they then but saw the Blessed One, many of them would conceive a longing to become like him.” Kasyapa said again, “Because you did not prevent the woman polluting the feet of Buddha, you were guilty of a dukkata (offence), and you should now confess and repent of it.” Ananda replied, “A woman with a tender heart worshipping at Buddha’s feet, her tears falling fast upon her hands, soiled the (sacred) feet as she held them to her. In this I am conscious of no crime; nevertheless, venerable sir! In submission to your judgment, I now confess and repent.”45

This one is especially striking. It parallels the stories of Jesus’ anointing, even to the feature of a disciple complaining about a woman’s maudlin gesture of devotion, which is associated with the Master’s death, shortly before in Jesus’ case, shortly after in the Buddha’s. This seems an improbable combination of narrative elements to find in a Christian and a Buddhist story. It goes well beyond the law of biographical analogy.

Bultmann46 admitted that the following Buddhist version of the Samaritan Woman story was very likely borrowed from Buddhism, but Lindtner and Lockwood go all the way to saying the Johannine version bears the same relation to the Buddhist version that Matthew does to Mark—both within the same scriptural stream.

The Master was sojourning near Sravasti, and Ananda used to enter the town daily on his begging round. Once as he was returning from the town, he became thirsty and saw a Chandala maiden, named Prakrati, fetching water from a well. “Sister,” he said to her, “give me some water to drink.” Prakriti replied, “I am a Chandala girl [an Untouchable caste], revered Ananda.” “Sister,” said Ananda, “I do not ask you about your family and your caste, but if you have any water left, give it to me and I will drink.”47 (An avadana story translated from Sanskrit into Chinese in 265 C.E.)

From this point the Buddhist story goes in a different direction from the Johannine version, but not completely. In the former, Prakriti falls hopelessly in love with Ananda and wishes to marry him. The marriage theme is represented in John 4 by the business of the Samaritan’s husband(s).

The other great gospel story of a Samaritan, that of the Good Samaritan who rescued a Jew mugged and left for dead in the ditch, possesses a striking Buddhist parallel, too.

Here it is said that a young Brahmin was staying in a hostel for young Brahmins… but he fell ill with vomiting and diarrhea. Rather than attend to him, however, the others, “from fear of pollution”… threw him out and abandoned him. It is only the Buddhist monks Sariputra and Maudgalyayana who, when they chanced upon him, “cleaned him with a bamboo brush, rubbed him with white earth and bathed him.” Because they also “taught” the Dharma for him—and here this almost certainly can refer only to a kind of deathbed recitation—he died in a good state of mind and was reborn in heaven.48

There, obviously, is the familiar interreligious element: the abandoned Hindu is rescued by Buddhists, like Luke’s battered Jew saved by a heretical Samaritan. But there is also the matter of the pious clerics’ indifference to a man’s suffering because they are preoccupied with the niceties of ritual purity, implied, as many think, in Luke but explicit here. The Buddhist version can almost count as confirmation of that particular reading of Luke—as if we are reading the original version. Maybe we are. Here’s another.

Pokkharasati said to Ambattha, “Gautama is staying in the deep jungle. And concerning that Blessed Lord a good report has been spread about: ‘This Blessed Lord is a fully enlightened Buddha.’ Now you go see the ascetic Gautama and find out whether this report is correct or not, and whether the Reverend Gautama is as they say or not.” Digha Nikya 3:1:4)49

Of course we have to think of the imprisoned John the Baptist hearing about Jesus and summoning his disciples to go check him out. Really, it’s the same story and, again, nothing we would necessarily expect from the law of biographical analogy.

If, as Lindtner and Lockwood hold, Jesus was the literary reincarnation of Gautama Buddha, he seems to have inherited a particular outreach strategy. If Jesus made inroads among the community of sinners and rogues (Matt. 9:10–13), so had the Buddha.

The Bodhisattva made his appearance at the fields of sports and in the casinos, but his aim was always to mature those people who were attached to games and gambling… To demonstrate the evils of desire, he even entered the brothels. To establish drunkards in correct mindfulness, he entered all the taverns. (Vimalakirti-nirdesa Sutra 2)50

In John 7:38 Jesus is shown claiming he is fulfilling some unnamed verse of scripture: “Whoever believes on me, as the scripture has said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water.” Scripture? What scripture? There is certainly nothing in the Old Testament that the evangelist could have been referring to. Albert Joseph Edmunds51 decided that the scripture must be this one. “In this case, the Tathagato works a twin miracle unrivalled by disciples: from his upper body proceeds a flame of fire, and from his lower body proceeds a torrent of water (Patisambhida-maggo I. 53). J. Duncan M. Derrett52 deemed a Buddhist origin improbable, partly because the Johannine version makes no mention of fire, but this may have been omitted by the evangelist given that he was adapting it to the context of the Feast of Tabernacles, associated with the pouring of water.

Gotama and Golgotha

In older treatments of the Christ Myth theory, one sometimes runs across the claim that the Buddha was (said to have been) crucified.53

There is no evidence that any Buddhists ever believed this, but there is interesting evidence seemingly relevant to the case. A major Buddhist source for the Passion Narrative might be the Mula-Sarvastivada-Vinaya,54 which recounts the impalement of the innocent Gautama (an ancestor of Gautama Buddha) for the murder of a prostitute named Bhadra, whose actual killer had slipped away in the crowd. As Gautama is dying slowly in agony, his old teacher approaches, and the two have a last talk. Gautama is dismayed that he will leave no sons behind. It begins to rain, and the water (identified with semen) mixes with Gautama’s dripping blood as it falls to the ground. The story presupposes ancient Indian embryology, pre-scientific by our standards, so that we read that a pair of eggs developed from the mixed drops, and the shells broke, eventually growing into two posthumous sons for Gautama. His old mentor adopts them.

Gautama Rishi said, “Teacher, when I have departed this life, what will become of me? What will my future rebirth be?” [His teacher] answered, “Son, Brahmins say that without sons, one sinks into non-existence. Have you offspring?” [Gautama:] “Teacher, I am only a young man, without knowledge of the ways of women. Although my father wanted me to inherit the kingdom, I became a mendicant.55 How would I have offspring?” [Teacher:] “Son, if that is so, you should try to recall the experience of sexual pleasure [from a previous life].” [Gautama:] “Teacher, right now terrible pains overwhelm me, my vital organs are pierced, my joints loosened, and my mind is focused on approaching death. How can I recall the experience of sexual pleasure [in a previous life]?” His teacher had acquired the Five Superhuman Faculties. By means of these he created a great downpour. The raindrops fell on [Gautama’s] body. Thanks to a cool, wet wind, his pains were alleviated. He began to recall an experience of sexual pleasure [in a previous life]. Due to this recollection of sexual pleasure, two drops of semen mixed with blood fell [on the ground]…. The two drops of semen metamorphosed into two eggs. When the sun rose and heated them they cracked open. Two princes were born.56

We have, then, a “crucified” martyr. The impalement stake takes the place of both Jesus’ cross and the centurion’s stabbing spear in John 19:34. The mixing of Gautama’s blood with the rain water corresponds to the water and the blood draining from the ribs of Jesus in John 19:34. Gautama is dying in the place of an actual criminal, a killer, just as Jesus dies in place of the killer Barabbas. The word used for the “shells” (kapalani)57 of the embryonic eggs is also used for “skulls,” which brings to mind Golgotha, “the place of skulls.” But the capper is that the Sanskrit phrase for “two-water-drops-with-blood” is dvau sukra-bindu sa-rudhire. So? Sanskrit and Greek are, of course, cognate languages. The word sa-rudhire becomes the Greek kai Rouphou, “and red.” “Rufus” means “red.” The name “Alexander” (actually taking a genitive ending here, hence Alexandrou) is transliterated from the Sanskrit sukra-bindu. Thus dvau sukra-bindu sa-rudhire transliterates to Alexandrou kai Rouphou. Odd as it sounds, this would solve the puzzle of Mark 15:21: who are “Alexander and Rufus,” and why are they mentioned? In Mark, they are the sons of Simon of Cyrene; in the Gautama version, they are the sons of the impaled man.58 What are the chances that all this is mere coincidence, outrageous as it must strike us, captive as we are to conventional assumptions?

One of the most astonishingly strange passages in scripture is Matthew 27:51–53. “And behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom; and the earth shook, and the rocks were split; the tombs also were opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised, and coming out of the tombs after his resurrection they went into the holy city and appeared to many.” Perhaps it is a variant of a Buddhist story.

A Buddha is sitting inside a stupa and he calls out: Good, Good Sakyamuni!59… All those who are present are amazed. Where does the voice come from? Who is the man inside the stupa? With his finger, Sakyamuni then tears the cover in two, not from top to bottom, but from bottom to top. Inside the stupa, we now see, is an emaciated Buddha. He was the one who cried out in Sanskrit: Sadhu, sadhu, Sakyamuni! Now we begin to understand why “Jesus”, “from the cross”, cried: Eli, Eli. La ‘ma sabach-tha’-ni! The Buddhist source then goes on to relate how the earth shakes, how the rocks split and how the tombs were opened and an enormous number of so-called bodhisattvas, holy men, emerged from the earth. Coming up from the earth… they went up to the stupa, where the two Buddhas were now sitting together… They promised to help spread the “Gospel of the Lotus Sutra”—the source of all these events.60

Derrett says: “The coincidence of earthquake and saints coming out of caves, etc., is too much. Can this conjunction have been invented more than once?”61

A Gathering of Vultures

The Lotus Sutra is, of course, a Sermon on the Mount, but given the basic structures of sacred space, it is no surprise to find revelation issuing from the Axis Mundi,62 whether Gautama or Jesus is the conduit. The scene need hardly have been borrowed by Matthew from this Buddhist text (though it might have been). What I find notable here is the hint of kinship between the Buddha’s Vulture Peak and a Q text from Luke and Matthew. The version in Luke 17:33–37 is especially interesting:

“Whoever may try to save his life, he will lose it, and whoever will let it go, he will preserve it. I tell you, in this night, there will be two on one couch; the one will be taken and the other will be left! There will be two grinding grain together; the one will be taken, but the other will be left! There will be two in the field; the one will be taken, and the other will be left!” And answering, they say to him, “Taken where, Lord?” And he said to them, “Where do you think? You’ll find the body where the vultures are circling.”

The vultures gather, as they do in the Saddharma-Pundarika, the birds of prey symbolizing the numerous saints, seers, and bodhisattvas (who, with a grain of Kierkegaardian cynicism, might be viewed as carrion birds waiting to feast on the spiritual remains of their master, soon to depart from this life!) assembled to attend the Buddha’s instruction. What he is about to do is to set spinning the wheel of the Mahayana Dharma. And here I must think of the gospel image of grinding the grain, i.e., turning the mill wheel. Has someone misunderstood the Buddhist metaphor of turning the wheel of the Dharma and made it into an example of common work to be interrupted by the apocalyptic crisis? It is not frivolous to ask this question in view of the fact that Luke 17:33 warns of the inevitability of forfeiting one’s (presumably) precious psuche (“soul,” “life,” “self”) by the very act of seeking to secure it. Is that not the danger from which the anatta, no-atman, no-self, no-soul doctrine is designed to rescue us?
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Chapter Six: Judaism

The religion of ancient Israel and the Judaism practiced today are very, very different entities. The latter amounts virtually to a complete repudiation of the former! The old religion allowed sacrifice in one’s own backyard, at the barbeque grill or any place someone was believed to have experienced a vision of God. Images (“idols”) of God/gods dotted the hilltop shrines (“high places”) and festooned the sanctuaries. Many deities were worshipped unashamedly. Necromancy and astrology flourished. Farmers participated in fertility cults, patronizing “sacred prostitutes.” All this changed with the so-called Deuteronomic Reform, fictively recounted in 2 Kings chapters 22–23, as occurring under King Josiah in the seventh century BCE.1 The Bible as we read it is itself largely the product of the Deuteronomic Reformation and reads its revised orthodoxy back into earlier centuries as if it had been the original faith of Israel, repeatedly corrupted by the bad influence of their depraved Canaanite neighbors (“Hey Simeon! How’d you like to come along to see the new priestitute at the Baal temple? I hear she’s pretty hot!”). But this was revisionist history. The “Canaanites” were their own ancestors, and their polytheistic religion was Israel’s own.

Sacred Kingship and Polytheism

Ancient Israel is said to have borrowed the whole institution of the monarchy from the surrounding nations, replacing an earlier, much looser tribal confederation (1 Sam. 8:4–5). With it came the accoutrements of the institution. Among these were an ideology exalting the king’s authority to that of a god on earth. The king was Yahweh’s vicar (Psalm 45:6; Is. 9:6), his son (Psalms 2:7; 89:26–27) and anointed, i.e., Messiah (Psalms 2:2; 89:20). The king annually renewed his divine mandate to rule, and with it the very vigor of the cosmos and fertility of the land, by ritually re-enacting the myth of how Yahweh became king of the gods. The gods were frightened (Job 41:9) by the menace of the Chaos Dragon(s), seven-headed Leviathan (Job 3:8; 26:12–13; Psalm 74:14; Is. 27:1; Rev. 12:3, 7), Nehushtan (2 Kings. 18:4), Rahab (Psalm 89:10; Is. 51:9), Behemoth (Job 40:15–24), Yamm (Psalms 74:13a; 89:9) and/or Tiamat (cf., Gen. 1:2, “tohu,” “tehom.” Tiamat and Yamm were the sea personified, while Leviathan, or Lotan, was the winding Litani River personified). Then the young war-god (Ex. 15:3) and storm-god (Ex. 19:16; Psalms 18:7–15; 29:3–9; Gen. 9:11) Yahweh stepped forth. Like all his fellow sons of El Elyon (the Most High God) (Psalms 29:1; 89:6–7; Gen. 6:1– 4; Job 1:6; 2:1), Yahweh had been in charge of a single nation, Israel (Deut. 32:8), but now he made his bid to take the throne over them all. He volunteered to destroy the dragons if the gods would make him king. They agreed, and he did destroy (Psalms 74:13–14; 89:10; Job 26:10–13; Isa. 27:1; 51:9) or subdue and tame (Job 41:1–5) the monster(s). Then he took the throne (Psalms 74:12; 89:13–14; 93:2a; 95:3; 97:1–2) alongside El Elyon, perhaps as co-regent (Dan. 7:2–7, 9–10, 12a, 13–14). From the carcass of the dragon(s) he created the world (Psalms 74:15–17; 89:11– 12; 93:1b). Eventually, the two gods Yahweh and El Elyon were merged into one (Gen. 14:22). The sons of El become a council with whom Yahweh consults (Psalm 89:5; 1 Kings 22:19–22; Gen. 3:22; 11:6–7) in their meeting place on Mt. Zaphon in Lebanon (Isa. 14:13) until he finally condemns them for their misrule of their nations and sends them to the netherworld of Sheol, where their blind stumblings cause earthquakes (Ps. 82). They become both the fallen angels imprisoned underground (2 Pet. 2:4; Jude 6) and the Principalities and Powers ruling this age (Rom. 8:38–39; 1 Cor. 2:6–8; Col. 2:15; Eph. 6:12).

The king could actually be addressed as God (Psalm 45:6–7, a royal wedding song) or as the earthly son of God (Psalm 2:7, a birth oracle or a coronation song—see below) — just like the Egyptian Pharaohs, whose names denoted their divine parentage: Thutmose (= Son of Thoth), Ramses (= Son of Ra). When each new king was crowned, he came into possession of his divine status or nature, and hopes were expressed for a reign of perfect righteousness, universal justice and amnesty to prisoners, even peace among animals. Several passages reinterpreted by New Testament writers as predictions of a messiah were first intended as birth or enthronement oracles, or as coronation anthems. The “messiah” and “son” of Yahweh in Psalm 2 is every new king of Judah. Psalm 110 makes pro forma predictions for military victories by the new sovereign and secures for him the hereditary prerogatives of the old Melchizedek priesthood (taken over by David when he annexed Jebusite [Jeru-]Salem). It (Psalm 110:3) also makes him, like the king of Babylon (Isa. 14:12), the son of the Semitic dawn goddess Shahar (usually mistranslated as a common noun, “dawn.”).

Isaiah 9:2–7 is either a coronation oracle or a birth oracle in honor of a newborn heir to the throne, depending on whether “unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given” (verse 6) refers to the literal birth or the adoption as Yahweh ‘s “son” on the day of coronation (“this day I have begotten thee,” Psalm 2:7). The epithets bestowed on the king in Isaiah 9:6, “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father” [cf., 1 Kings 1:31: “May my lord King David live forever!”], Prince of Peace,” echo the divine titles of Pharaoh. Isaiah 61:1–4 is an inaugural oath, pledging universal justice and amnesty to prisoners. Isaiah 7:14 began as a similar birth oracle, casting the newly conceived or newborn royal heir in the role of the son of the virgin goddess Anath (equivalent to Shahar as in Psalm 110).

Psalms 74 and 89 preserve substantial fragments of the myth of Yahweh’s primordial combat with the dragons, the ensuing creation, and his ascension to kingship among the sons of El Elyon. The king of Judah must have annually renewed his divine right to rule by ritually reenacting this combat. The ancient Near-Eastern kings, as part of the same ritual, would re-enact the death and resurrection of a god (Tammuz, Baal, etc.). It is possible that Yahweh was supposed to have been killed and devoured by the dragon, then rose again (Ps. 18:46) to defeat him, as with Baal and Marduk.1 The king ritually assumed the burden of the fertility of the land and the sins of his people. Sometimes this entailed a mock death or else a mere ritual humiliation, as when the Babylonian high priest publicly removed the king’s crown, tweaked his ears, and slapped his face. Protesting his innocence, the king would don his robe and crown again and rise to full power once more, redeeming his people in a ritual atonement in which he himself had played the role of scapegoat. Isaiah 52:13–15; 53:1–12 seems to reflect the Hebrew version of the same liturgy.

Even the later “redeemed redeemer” theology of the Gnostics seems to stem from this aspect of the royal ideology. Ancient Babylonian myth depicts Marduk being devoured by Kingu, then escaping and destroying him. Canaanite myth has Baal being devoured by Lotan, then raised by Anath, then triumphing. Centuries later Manichean myths have the Primal Man of Light devoured by the Darkness Dragon and then being rescued. The older royal ideology has been abstracted into the story of a Gnostic redeemer, reflecting the role of the Gnostic initiate. This was possible because the dying-and-rising god had already been anciently interpreted as symbolic of (or inclusive of) the whole human race. The hardiness of the archaic mythemes is attested by their appearance in the Book of Revelation. Again we meet Leviathan the seven-headed dragon (12:3; 13:1), as well as stray bits of unassimilated Greek myth including Hades (20:13–14), Argus (4:6), Baucus and Philemon (3:12, cf. Acts 14:11–13), and Gaia (12:16). The writer even applies the old myth of Zeus and his father Kronos to the infant messiah in 12:4b-6, 13–14.

Another King, Jesus

The hope of a future “messiah,” or anointed king, appeared first in ancient Judah after the destruction of the Davidic monarchy by the Babylonian conquerors in 586 BCE. For centuries Jews longed for the return of national sovereignty. When Christians acclaimed Jesus as Messiah, the old texts came along, and with them came the associations of the old royal ideology. Thus Jesus the divine king. One often reads that the Christology of the New Testament goes far beyond the modest Jewish messianic expectation. Contemporary Jews expected a mortal warrior-king like David, righteous and godly, to be sure, but neither a divine being nor a resurrected sin-bearer. Now it looks as though the role and character of the sacred king had been cut down to size, its original divine elements trimmed away, so as to safeguard newly-regnant monotheism. They did not want the Messiah to be regarded as a second God alongside Yahweh. But Christian belief about Jesus as Messiah so closely parallels the outlines of the ancient sacred king mythos that we have to suspect it represents the popular, “underground” survival of the old royal ideology, beyond the grasp of officially sanctioned messianic theology. As such, the New Testament view of the Messiah may actually be closer to the Old Testament prototype than today’s “official” Jewish version.

The Persian Version

But this Deuteronomic Judaism was not the end of the story. There was another major source of theological influence, namely Persian Zoroastrianism. In 586 BCE, the conqueror Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem and marched off the aristocrats and the priests to Babylon in a Captivity that lasted for half a century until the Persians defeated the Babylonians. The Persian emperor Cyrus the Great pursued a policy of friendly toleration toward subject populations, actively encouraging them to observe their traditional religions, even bankrolling the rebuilding of their ruined sanctuaries. Cyrus allowed his Jewish subjects to return to Palestine, but most didn’t take him up on the offer, since Jews were prospering in the Persian Empire. But others rejoiced at the opportunity. It may have been a fiction to imagine Israelites being influenced by degenerate Canaanites, but it seems to be a fact that Jews and Judaism were significantly influenced by exposure to Zoroastrianism, both during and after the Captivity.

As Norman Cohn2 shows in some detail, the easy social intercourse between Jews and Persians must have led to Jewish thinkers finding aspects of Zoroastrian belief to be quite attractive additions to Judaism. It was not difficult to understand righteous Ahura Mazda as another alias for Yahweh. Some had no trouble even nominating Cyrus as God’s Messiah (Isa. 45:1–7). But I think there is more to it. I accept the theory that, when Cyrus dispatched Ezra and Nehemiah to Jerusalem to oversee the reconstruction of Judaism, bringing with them the law of God, this represented an official imposition of a barely Judaized/indigenized version of Zoroastrianism. No wonder these “reformers” were rejected by the Jews whose fathers had never departed for the Babylonian-Persian Exile. These “people of the land” (the designation earlier used for the ancient Canaanites) didn’t recognize the new orthodoxy of Ezra as Judaism. The Satan, hitherto Yahweh’s prosecutor in charge of testing the ostensibly faithful, had suddenly become God’s evil foe? How did that happen? And no more Sheol, but a resurrection of the dead? A deterministic periodization of history? Flocks of countless angels and devils? Animals banned as “unclean” because Satan (Ahriman), not Jehovah, had created them (Luke 10:19)?3 Not all Jews were prepared to countenance such innovations, and those who refused, sticklers for the Old Time Religion, derided those who did as “Parsees,” i.e., Persian Zoroastrians. “Parsees,” of course, became “Pharisees.”4

At the time of Jesus, we are told, the Holy Land was abuzz with all manner of rival sects including Essenes, Dositheans, Mandaeans, Barjonim, Nazoreans, Hemerobaptists, Zealots, the John the Baptist Fan Club, and the People’s Front of Judea. But these survive mainly in history books. The first-century CE Roman war against Judea pretty much extinguished these franchises, leaving the Pharisees as the custodians of Judaism, recognized by Rome and happily willing to leave well enough alone. A new Sanhedrin was convened at Yavneh (= Jamnia), whose authority was restricted to purely religious matters. These sages got to work codifying the sacred traditions of their people. The presiding officer was the great sage Johannon ben Zakkai, who secured his favor with Rome by proclaiming the Roman Emperor Vespasian the Messiah predicted in scripture (a surprising contemporary opinion shared by Flavius Josephus the Jewish historian as well as by Roman historians Suetonius and Tacitus).

One of the chief tasks of the new Sanhedrin was to define the canon of scripture, especially now that there was no Temple or sacrifice, leaving Judaism strictly a “religion of the book.” There was some controversy whether certain writings should retain their place in the official list. The Book of Ezekiel contained an incredibly detailed blueprint for a rebuilt Temple, but it had not been used, implying that the text was not deemed authoritative back when the post-Exilic Temple was erected. Should it then be written off as false prophecy? How about the Book of Esther? It never actually mentions God, though the notion of divine Providence permeates the book. There was a longer version which did feature explicit references to God, but it existed only as part of the Greek Septuagint used by Greek-speaking Jews, and all those books were set aside. Diaspora Jews loved them, but the Palestinian Sanhedrinists figured the Hebrew scriptures simply had to be in Hebrew! They weren’t condemned, just excluded from the public reading schedule in the synagogues. Ecclesiastes (or Koheleth, “the Preacher”) was written in Hebrew, but it reeked of Greek Epicureanism, so editors added a few more pious-sounding passages here and there, and on the strength of them, the book kept its position by the skin of its teeth. But the real problem was Canticles, or the Song of Solomon. Again, “God” was conspicuously absent, but sex wasn’t! The book was a favorite in waterfront taverns as an erotic drinking song! “Your breasts are like twin gazelles…” Hubba hubba! The book seems to have originated as the liturgy of the divine lovers Tammuz and Ishtar Shalmith (“the Shulamite”), but the rabbis pretended, er, interpreted it as an allegory for God’s tender love for Israel. (Still, I’ll bet it generated plenty of snickering when solemnly recited in synagogue.)

History repeated itself between 132 and 135 CE, when the great Rabbi Akiba declared one Simon bar Kochba (“Son of the Star”) to be the Messiah. His epithet is an allusion to Numbers 24:17–19:

I see him, but not now;

I behold him, but not nigh:

a star shall come forth out of Jacob,

and a scepter shall rise out of Israel;

it shall crush the forehead of Moab,

and break down all the sons of Sheth.

Edom shall be dispossessed,

Seir also, his enemies, shall be dispossessed,

while Israel does valiantly.

By Jacob shall dominion be exercised,

and the survivors of cities be destroyed!

The Messiah Simon managed to establish an independent Judea that lasted a year or so before Rome crushed it. Still, Simon was remembered as a hero of Israel, identified with the predicted “Messiah ben Joseph,” fated to perish in battle against the heathen, atoning for the sins of his people preparatory to the triumphal advent of Messiah ben David.5 It is significant that Akiba’s reputation lost none of its luster for having, as it seemed, “backed the wrong horse.” It raises the question of whether early Jewish Christians would have automatically written off fellow Jews who didn’t accept Jesus as Messiah as hell-bound unbelievers. Perhaps not. Maybe we tend to read the ancient history through anachronistic lenses.

Akiba is remembered for having begun the process of recording and codifying the huge mass of oral traditions of scripture commentary and interpretation by venerable sages. The huge task then fell to Rabbi Judah the Prince (or Patriarch), who finished the job at the end of the second century CE. The resulting text is called the Mishnah (“the Repetition”) and retains its authority today. This naturally led to a further stage of commentary on the Mishnah itself. How were devout Jews to understand and apply the rulings of the sages? There were two great centers of Jewish learning, one at Yavneh in Palestine, the other in Babylon, where a thriving Jewish community had lived ever since their ancestors were exiled there. Each group of scholars pored over the Mishnah, applying it to new issues that had arisen in their days. This layer of further commentary was called the Gemara (“Explanation”). Thereafter, the Mishnah and Gemara were published together, each page displaying the Mishnaic text in a central two-column box, surrounded by a larger box containing the Gemara commentary on the Mishnah. The whole thing is called the Talmud (“Body of Learning”), and there are two overlapping versions. The Palestinian (or Jerusalem) Talmud was finished about 425 CE, while the Babylonian Talmud took longer and collected more material. It appeared around 600 CE. The latter, more comprehensive, is considered more authoritative, but both are officially canonical. There is also another collection of material left out of the Mishnah, but considered just as authoritative, called the Tosefta (“Supplement”), compiled in 189 CE.

Judah the Prince seems to have originated the doctrine that all this material, “the tradition of the elders,” was literally “the Oral Torah,” imparted to Moses on Mount Sinai but never written down until Judah’s day. It is an affirmation of the virtually scriptural authority of the entire commentarial/legal tradition of the Rabbis, historically unlikely as it may seem. Yet it almost sounds plausible when you consider how many Rabbis have managed to memorize most or all of this vast ocean of detailed text!

Magical Mystery Tour

The titanic edifice of Talmudic Judaism casts so huge a shadow that one might imagine it to be simply synonymous with Judaism, but there are other vibrant plants in the Garden of Eden. One of these is Karaite Judaism, founded by Anan ben David (715 – 795 or possibly 811 CE), who reportedly happened upon a cache of scrolls apparently related to the Dead Sea Scrolls. They must have been hidden to protect them from destruction by the attacking Romans back in the first or second century. Though Anan did not attempt a revival of Essenism, he was inspired by his discovery to repudiate the rabbinical traditions in favor of a simpler, literalistic observance of the Torah. Only the written Torah was the Word of God vouchsafed to Moses. We might call it a “back to the Bible” movement.” Its motto might as well have been “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition” (Mark 7:9). I am reminded of a midrashic tale in which God allows Moses to return to earth invisibly to observe a yeshiva classroom. The Great Lawgiver is astonished to witness the bedlam of students debating fine points of halakha. Returning to heaven, Moses asks the Almighty, “What in Sheol was that?” God smiles and replies, “What’s the matter, Moses? Don’t you recognize your own Torah?” Anan ben David couldn’t recognize it either!

The Karaites, located in Egypt and Iraq, got along well under Islamic rule, since the regime honored Jews as included among the “People of the Book” but did not esteem rabbinical authority so highly. Here the Karaites were safely beyond the reach of the rabbinical establishment. Of course, Karaites produced their own manuals of Jewish conduct, but none of these was accorded divine authority.

A very different alternative form of Judaism, and one not in conflict with Jewish orthodoxy, was Merkavah mysticism. The Merkavah was the divine throne-chariot seen by Ezekiel during his initiatory prophetic vision (Ezek. chapter 1). Certain mystics strove to repeat this epiphany in their own experience. In the famous story of the Four who Entered Paradise, a quartet of sages sat in a circle, silently meditating on Ezekiel’s vision, hoping it would help them gain their own glimpse of the heavenly Merkavah. These four colleagues were Rabbis Akiba, ben Azzai, Elisha ben Abuya, and ben Zoma. All succeeded in gaining the desired vision, but only one, Akiba, knew what to make of it. Ben Azai perished (“Man shall not see Me and live.”). Elisha ben Abuya became a heretic, misconstruing what he had seen. He beheld the great angel Metatron (the transfigured Patriarch Enoch) seated at the right hand of God and exclaimed, “There are two Powers in heaven!” This was the binitarian heresy.6 Ben Zoma went insane. It is a cautionary tale. But history tells us many took the risk and returned to Ground Zero with health, sanity, and orthodoxy intact. For instance, 2 Corinthians 12:1–10 relates what looks like a Merkavah ascension.

Going Kabbalistic

The roots of Kabbalah probably stem from first-century CE Judaism, but it assumed its classical form in thirteenth-century Spain and Southern France. The principal work of this tradition is the Book of Zohar (“Splendor”) which bears the venerable name of the second-century CE Simeon bar Yohai but was actually written by Moses de Leon of Guadalajara who died in 1305.7

Major themes of Jewish mysticism include the Lore of Creation (set forth in the Sepher Yetsirah (“Book of Creation”). God is said to have created the world by first withdrawing into himself so as to clear some ontological “space” for a world separate from himself. But can an omnipresent God really absent himself? No; thus the Void is itself made of God! From it the world emerges, pointedly including evil. Evil, then, is the terrible Shadow side of God.

The world was modeled upon the Adam Kadmon, the universe-filling Heavenly Adam (strongly reminiscent of the Vedic Purusha). From a different angle, this figure can be seen as the Tree of the Sephiroth, the ten “letters,” each depicted as inscribed on a sphere, representing the creative word of divine command when God said, “Let there be…” and it was. They are also semi-autonomous hypostases of God, analogous to the Amesha Spentas attending Ahura Mazda.

Probably the greatest theoretician of Kabbalah cosmogony was the sixteenth-century Galilean sage Isaac Luria. As he told the tale, God caused streams of divine light to burst forth from Adam’s eyes, mouth, nostrils and ears. (That must have been one hell of a sneeze!) He had already created shells of light (the Kelipoth) to hold these Adamic rays, shaping them into a gleaming world of holy radiance. But, oops!, the Kelipoth proved too fragile to contain the light—and shattered on impact. God then charged the Adam Kadmon to regather the divine sparks which by now had become lost amid the shattered shards of the Kelipoth. Adam was able to perform the chore but at the crucial moment accidentally spilled the divine photons. This constituted the Fall of Adam. As punishment for his clumsiness, the Creator reduced the cosmic giant to the standard height of humans today and encased his pneumatic form in a scuba suit of sweaty flesh. But God had not given up. Henceforth, devout Jews must apply themselves to meditative devotions of purification (tikkun). As they do this, they are dislodging the trapped particles of the Shekinah Glory of God. The whole thing made God an exile, like Jews themselves, strangers in a strange land. They would be engaged in the holy work of saving God! And in so doing they were saving themselves, because the fulfillment of their task would signal the long-awaited advent of the Messiah.

In the 1660s it seemed the Lurianic Messiah had arrived in the person of Sabbatai Sevi,8 the manic-depressive prophet who signed his encyclical letters “Your Lord and God, Sabbatai Sevi.” His reputation enhanced by rumored miracles, he managed to whip up apocalyptic fervor among Jews all over the Mediterranean. He had no new or unique teachings, but the time was right.

He overreached himself when he boasted that he would confront the Ottoman Sultan and get him to convert to Judaism on the spot. He got his opportunity, but it didn’t quite work out as planned. The amused Sultan turned the tables on the Messiah, offering Sabbatai the choice of converting to Islam or getting beheaded! His reply? “Allah-ho-Akbar!” You thought a crucified Messiah was a stumbling block? How about an apostate Messiah? You will not be surprised to learn that most of his followers shrugged and headed back to Emmaus. But you know how cognitive dissonance works: desperate fans began to offer rationalizations: Sabbatai hadn’t apostatized after all! It was an illusion. Or maybe he was cleverly going undercover in order to win Muslim Turks to the true faith! Or perhaps he had purposely plunged into the deepest abyss of sin in order to destroy it from within? And, uh, hadn’t he predicted it all beforehand? Sure he had! So some stuck with him.

One of these in the following generation, Jacob Frank,9 stepped forth as Sabbatai’s successor. Furthermore, he said, Sabbatai had been God Incarnate (“the First Cause”), and Jacob was the second person (“the God of Israel”) of a new Trinity, the third member of which, a female incarnation (“the Virgin”) was yet to appear. Frank was some wild character! Believing that the messianic kingdom was yet to appear in its fullness, he led his followers in the meantime to celebrate their eschatological freedom from the old Torah in secrecy, away from the prying eyes of those unprepared to understand it. This secrecy generated scandalous rumors which are still debated today. But truly scandalous was the extent to which he led his sect to emulate Sabbatai Sevi’s “policy” of hiding his messianism in the false profession of other religions, whether Islam, Catholicism, or even Orthodox Judaism. He actually incited persecutions against fellow Jews just to reinforce the schtick! One branch of Frankists, posing as Muslims, and known as the Dönmeh, were later instrumental in overthrowing the Ottoman Sultanate and replacing it with a secular government.

Scripture Scrabble

Yet another major feature of the Kabbalistic tradition was esoteric scripture interpretation. With certain decidedly non-literalist exegetical tools, one could discover “hidden” meanings in the text of scripture. On a popular level, as some still do today, Jews would practice bibliomancy, telling fortunes from the Bible by taking verses out of context and reading them as isolated oracles. Today, this is often called “cutting scripture” because you just let the Bible fall open “randomly” and take what you find on the page as a message direct from the Almighty to you.

Gershom Scholem makes remarks that apply to our subject matter regardless of which religion we are talking about.

Paul had a mystical experience which he interpreted in such a way that it shattered the traditional authority. He could not keep it intact; but since he did not wish to forego the authority of the Holy Scriptures as such, he was forced to declare that it was limited in time and hence abrogated. A purely mystical exegesis of the old words replaced the original frame and provided the foundation of the new authority which he felt called upon to establish. This mystic’s clash with religious authority was clear and sharp. In a manner of speaking, Paul read the Old Testament ‘against the grain.’ The incredible violence with which he did so shows not only how incompatible his experience was with the meaning of the old books, but also how determined he was to preserve, if only by purely mystical exegeses, his bond with the sacred text. The result was the paradox that never ceases to amaze us when we read the Pauline Epistles: on the one hand the Old Testament is preserved, on the other, its meaning is completely set aside. The new authority that is set up, for which the Pauline Epistles themselves serve as a holy text, is revolutionary in nature. Having found a new source, it breaks away from the authority constituted in Judaism, but continues in part to clothe itself in the images of the old authority, which has been reinterpreted in purely spiritual terms.10

It is generally known that allegorical interpretations arise spontaneously whenever a conflict between new ideas and those expressed in a sacred book necessitates some form of compromise. What is true of allegorical interpretation is still more applicable to the specifically mystical interpretation of such texts. […] Actually the thought processes of mystics are largely unconscious, and they may be quite unaware of the clash between old and new which is of such passionate interest to the historian. They are thoroughly steeped in the religious tradition in which they have grown up, and many notions which strike a modern reader as fantastic distortions of a text spring from a conception of Scripture which to the mystic seems perfectly natural.11

Similarity of purpose and hence in the fundamental structure of the mystical ideas about the Holy Scriptures accounts for the parallels between certain Kabbalistic statements about the Torah and those of Islamic mystics about the Koran or of Christian mystics about their Biblical canon.12

“Kabbalah” simply means “tradition” but denotes a particular strand of Jewish mystical tradition, called “the Lore of Creation.” It dates back to about the second to third century CE, as far as we can tell. Its chief documents include the Sepher Yetsirah (Book of Creation, 2nd-3rd century), the Bahir (late 12th century), and the encyclopedic compendium of mystical Torah commentary, the Zohar (Book of Splendor). This last is the work of a Spanish Rabbi, Moses de Leon, at the start of the thirteenth century CE.

Before the Zohar dominated the scene, there were three major Kabbalistic movements. First, Isaac the Blind, active 1190–1210, with his disciples Ezra and Azarael, lived in Southern France and Spain. They developed the doctrine of the world emanating from God (see below). They also suggested the doctrine of metempsychosis/reincarnation. Second, Eliezar of Worms (active ca. 1220) and his disciples introduced numerical and alphabetical techniques (though they had existed way back into the second century CE at least). Third, Abraham ben Samuel Abulafia (1240-ca. 1292), a self-proclaimed messiah, combined and further refined the elements of his predecessors, both theoretically and practically (i.e., in devotionalism and scriptural study). His disciple Joseph ben Abraham Gikatilia (ca. 1247–1305) was the greatest systematizer yet and greatly developed the three famous techniques of esoteric interpretation widely used by their followers, including later Hasidic Jews, for the purpose of finding their beloved Kabbalistic doctrines in scripture. They are:

“Gematria, i.e., the calculation of the numerical value of Hebrew words and the search for connections with other words or phrases of equal values.”13

It involved the use of the fact that in ancient languages, including Hebrew, the letters of the alphabet also represented numbers. This suggested that, when the sum of the numerical equivalents of the letters of two or more words was the same, the words might be considered identical and used interchangeably.14

“Notarikon, or interpretation of the letters of a word as abbreviations of whole sentences.”15

The initial or final letters of the words of a phrase might be joined to form a word which was then given occult significance. The significance of another word might be explained by expanding it into a phrase, using each letter of the original as [the] initial letter of one word of the phrase. Finally, two words might be joined as one and thus given new meaning.16

“Temurah [was the] interchange of letters according to certain systematic rules.”17

Themurah, which means “transposition,” is actually a combination of the letter substitutions of the code and the anagrammatic interchange of the resultant letters. Since an alphabet of twenty-two consonants provides twenty-one codes, and since vowel sounds are not printed in Hebrew, an almost infinite number of letter combinations can be produced from any one Hebrew word, and some few of these combinations are likely to form words. This method, then, is likely to be fruitful.18

Moses de Leon, author of the Zohar and the Pardes (Paradise), counted four separate levels of meaning in the Torah and listed them in a pun on “Pardes.” P for peshat (cf. pesher interpretation), “designating the literal or simple meaning, which is preserved even in the mystical transfiguration, though it has been made transparent by the mystical light shining through it.”19 R stands for remez, the allegorical meaning. D stands for derasha (cf. Midrash), the haggadic or Talmudic meaning (legal, casuistic interpretation). S stands for sod, the mystical meaning (as in Isaac Luria’s system). Later he added Gematria as a fifth, though it was more a means of unlocking the others, not a separate level of meaning in its own right.

All this has been derived, by hook or by crook, from Scripture:

just as the microcosm, man, reveals the pattern of the Supreme Creator and Macrocosm, the Law of this microcosm makes known the Eternal Law of the Macrocosm. And since this cannot be discovered in the literal sense, you must acknowledge it to be drawn from the cabalistic or allegorical sense.20

A related Kabbalistic belief posited a “new Torah,” or a new interpretation of the Torah text appropriate to the Messianic Age when it arrives. Some expected this to occur by a reshuffling of the individual letters of the text. Others imagined that a hitherto-invisible letter would suddenly pop up, changing the meaning of the text. Or the Messiah might simply replace the old Torah with a new one, since the old one, geared to prohibitions and “thou shalt nots,” would be obsolete in a world free from sin.

Only the Besht

Hasidic Judaism has been called “hyper-Orthodox Judaism” because of the totalistic, all-consuming zeal for Torah observance, reinforced by the creation of an intentional subculture whose comprehensive, meticulous devotion to scripture functions as a bulwark against assimilation to the surrounding majority culture. There are Hasidic communities in New York as well as in various parts of eastern Europe. Probably the most prominent of such communities are those of the Lubavitcher sect (or Chabad), named for the town of Lubavitch in Belarus where it began, founded by Shneur Zalman, in 1775. It is a thriving revivalist movement with dual headquarters in Brooklyn and Jerusalem. As with all Hasidism, the emphasis is on joyous worship and mystical ecstasy. In its early history, stretching back into the Middle Ages, Hasidism was opposed by the Rabbinical establishment for its emotionalism and apparent neglect of learned study. Hasidic leaders themselves were not unaware of that danger, and in the eighteenth century Zalman sought to remedy the problem. He introduced a stronger intellectual emphasis. I realize this is slightly off topic, but as a New Testament student, I cannot but notice how these developments give the lie to apologists who have long tried to undermine F.C. Baur’s reconstruction of early Christianity by (spuriously) discounting it as an artificial product of Baur schematizing the data in strict conformity to the Hegelian dialectic, as if opposing historical currents do not sometimes converge to form new syntheses.21 Baur supposed that Jewish and Paulinist versions of Christianity, once antithetical, finally formed the Catholic synthesis. But it does happen, as witness the antitheses of Hasidic emotionalism and rabbinical legalism coming together in today’s Talmud-zealous Hasidic mysticism.22 Nuff said.

German Hasidism flourished in the thirteenth century under the leadership of a kind of unofficial dynasty: Samuel the Hasid (mid-century), his son Jehudah the Hasid (died 1217), and the latter’s relative and disciple Eliezar ben Jehudah (who died sometime between 1223 and 1232). They were all Kabbalistic mystics and teachers. Jehudah especially became magnified in legend as a miracle-working saint and was in many ways an earlier version of Israel of Moldavia (1698–1760), called the Baal Shem Tov, “Master of the Good (i.e., Divine) Name,” which meant he was a magician (or, if you prefer, a miracle-worker), having learned how to wield the Tetragrammaton as a potent incantation23 (as Jesus is depicted doing in the Toledoth Jeschu). He was Polish-Ukrainian by birth. There is a flood of miracle stories starring the “Besht” (an oft-used acronym for Baal Shem Tov).24 He left very little written teaching, nor is it quite clear from the very different accounts left by his students. But this is not very surprising, since Hasidism had evolved a rather different model of spiritual teaching. Each of the various communities was centered around a single Hasidic patriarch (“Rebbe”) with magnetic personal charisma. Each rabbi chose a particular virtue and, while not neglecting the others, strove to become virtually an incarnation of his chosen character trait. His disciples, in awe of the master’s striking holiness, made it their business to emulate their Rebbe. This is quite different from erudite book-learning, though by no means incompatible with it. Did the Baal Shem Tov really perform supernatural feats? I think not, but he did work the most important miracle by inspiring a contagious and joyful sanctification. I would suggest that the miracle stories attaching to the Baal Shem Tov are metaphors into which experiences of his holy charisma solidified. He didn’t have charisma because he possessed supernormal powers. No, his inspiring presence was his supernormal power.

This focus on the living Torah manifested in the Hasidic saints is very naturally preserved in the many tales told of them, much like Jesus in the gospels. They are full of wisdom and humor.25 And here I think of a favorite Hasidic tale, if you’ll indulge me.

When the Baal Shem had a difficult task before him, he would go to a certain place in the woods, light a fire and meditate in prayer—and what he had set out to perform was done.

When a generation later the “Maggid” of Meseritz was faced with the same task he would go to the same place in the woods and say: We can no longer light the fire, but we can still speak the prayers—and what he wanted done became reality.

[A] generation later Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov had to perform this task. And he too went into the woods and said: We can no longer light a fire, nor do we know … the prayer, but we do know the place, and that must be sufficient … and sufficient it was.

But when another generation had passed and Rabbi Israel of Rishin was called upon to perform the task, he … said: We cannot light the fire, we cannot speak the prayers, we do not know the place, but we can tell the story of how it was done.

And … the story he told had the same effect as the actions of the other three.26

I draw two lessons from this story. First, the means of deliverance from whatever peril the rabbi sought to avert becomes less and less miraculous, less magical, in every generation, though it always meets with success. This is perhaps a way of admitting that the miracles ascribed to the Besht don’t happen in the story-teller’s day (because, deep down, we know they never did), but that his God is still to be trusted to deliver his faithful people. Second, the story speaks to us moderns who find ourselves unable to believe our sacred stories literally or to think our rituals efficacious, but we know that, as stories, they embody and convey our spiritual heritage. Don’t you feel that way simply from reading this one?

Hasidism always suffered guilt by association with apocalyptic radicalism, especially that under the banners of Sabbatai Svi and Jacob Frank. There was some overlap between these movements, but even non-heretical Hasids did cherish eschatological hopes. They dreamed of King Messiah, and many or most of the modern Lubavitchers came to believe their Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson, was an obvious, even an inevitable, candidate for the job.

Rabbi Schneerson did urge his people to prepare for Messiah’s coming, but he never claimed he was the One. Nonetheless, they felt pretty sure he was. He died in 1994. Many of his followers sat vigil, fully expecting him to rise again and/or to appear from heaven as the Promised One. Some even confessed their faith that Rebbe was God incarnate! How fascinating that these events precisely match what Rudolf Bultmann had hypothesized about Jesus! Bultmann’s scrutiny of the half-mythological gospels led him to suggest that the historical Jesus was an eschatological prophet27 who predicted the soon-coming Judgment Day to be brought by God’s Messiah (or the Son of Man)—never claiming such an exalted role for himself. Once he was crucified, his followers just could not believe they had seen the last of him. Some reported visions of a resurrected Jesus and concluded he had now been inaugurated as the Messiah, shortly to return in glory.28 Nor was it long before some decided Jesus had been God in person. Does the Schneerson/Jesus parallel prove Bultmann’s theory? No, but it sure makes it sound pretty plausible! And it needn’t have taken very long, since it didn’t this time.

Finally, one more Hasidic anecdote for those who, like myself, find humor to be uniquely edifying.

Rabbi Zwi Chaim Yisroel, an Orthodox scholar of the Torah and a man who developed whining to an art unheard of in the West, was unanimously hailed as the wisest man of the Renaissance by his fellow-Hebrews, who totaled a sixteenth of one percent of the population. Once, when he was on his way to the synagogue to celebrate the sacred Jewish holiday commemorating God’s reneging on every promise, a woman stopped him and asked the following question: “Rabbi, why are we not allowed to eat pork?”

“We’re not?” the Rev said incredulously. “Uh-oh.”

This is one of the few stories in all Hassidic literature that deals with Hebrew law. The Rabbi knows he shouldn’t eat pork; he doesn’t care, though, because he likes pork. Not only does he like pork; he gets a kick out of rolling Easter eggs. In short, he cares very little about traditional Orthodoxy and regards God’s covenant with Abraham as “just so much chin music.” Why pork was proscribed by Hebrew law is still unclear, and some scholars believe that the Torah merely suggested not eating pork at certain restaurants.29

The Wisdom of Solomon

I have provided something of a guided tour of characters, movements, and doctrines of Judaism that especially interest me. But I would do my readers a grave disservice if I left it at that. Lest you imagine your (perhaps over-simple) understanding of the Jewish faith is sufficient, let me assure you that, as a non-Jew (or, I guess, a non-anything!) I find good old rabbinic Judaism to be full of wisdom and beauty. You’ll see what I mean shortly. And I readily admit I am gratefully indebted to Solomon Schechter’s 1910 classic, Some Aspects of Rabbinic Theology.30

God and Israel

The Bible often uses familial language to describe the relation between God and his people Israel. We hear of Israel as God’s wife as well as of Israel as God’s child or son. This fact explains the basis on which God may be appealed to for mercy by his erring people. God is not some celestial record-keeper, a Scrooge who requites every wrong and demands strict payment of every debt of sin. He is merciful, even indulgent, with his people, precisely as a father is with his children. With the pagans it is otherwise. Their ventures to relate to the Divine are more hesitant, more redolent of fear, like a slave who serves a stern master. God is father to Israel but master to the nations.

On what basis did God choose Israel as his particular people? Most rabbis took their answer from Deuteronomy 7:7–8. “It is not because you are the most numerous of peoples that the LORD set

his heart on you and chose you - indeed, you are the smallest of peoples; but it was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath He made to your fathers that the LORD freed you with a mighty hand and rescued you from the house of bondage, from the power of Pharaoh, king of Egypt” (NJV). Thus it was an act of God’s free grace pure and simple. But others said it was because God took pity on Israel as the most persecuted of peoples. Already the forbears of Israel suffered. Still others said God chose Israel because he offered the Torah to all nations, one by one, and of the seventy nations only Israel accepted the Torah. So, in effect, Israel volunteered to become his chosen people. Any other people could have done the same.

What is the relation of God to the other nations? He holds them responsible to keep the rudimentary commandments delivered to Noah in Genesis 9:3–7. It is possible, though, for individual Gentiles to join the community of Israel and become proselytes. Still, however, such a one must refer to “your fathers” not “my fathers” in synagogue liturgy.

But, rest assured, one day, all the nations will freely come to Zion to learn the Torah and serve the Holy One of Israel. This will take place in King Messiah’s days, when the knowledge of the LORD will cover the earth as the water covers the sea. Until then it is the assigned role of the Jewish people to bear witness to the One God and to show forth the advantages of living according to his Law.

The King’s Service

The Shema reads, “Hear O Israel! The LORD our God, the LORD is one. You must love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might” (Deut. 6:4, NJV mg.) To take seriously the implications of the Shema is to honor God as King, to subject oneself to his kingly rule. In reciting it, one “takes onto oneself the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven.” But how to do this? First, one recognizes that God rules alone in the world: there are no other divine kings, no other gods, against whom he has to compete.

Second, one must serve the one God with a oneness of spirit. One’s heart must be united in his service. No room can be made for oneself as a second king beside him. We usurp his rightful throne when we make God a mere figurehead and live according to our own likes and priorities. Or when we pursue religion for worldly gain or egotistic glory. What a farce!

Third, we must live according to his laws, the Torah, a gift of grace, the effective rules of a wise sovereign. To love God in this fashion implies that mystical fellowship, though never monistic union, is available to the soul who breathes the spirit of Psalm 63. But such mysticism never requires one to neglect one’s duty to promote God’s reign in the world, to remake it in the image he intended for creation, i.e., to spread knowledge of him and to propagate good works in his name.

A King without a Kingdom?

God was a Creator but not yet a king until he created some subjects to rule! This implies human beings have the free will to worship him or not; otherwise, God would be no more than a puppeteer. But he also had to find a whole nation that would collectively obey his laws; a king, after all, rules in a society. God won the right to rule Israel at the Red Sea, but he became king only when Israel swore fealty at Sinai, agreeing to keep the covenant with God. One day he will be served willingly by all nations. (Though some ancient Jews, understandably nursing a grudge over past persecutions, cherished visions of turning the tables on the Gentiles,31 others understood from passages like Isaiah 2:2–3 and Zechariah 8:20– 23 that in the End Times the heathen nations will realize who had been right all along and will request remedial instruction in the Torah! They will stream up the Temple Mount, and it won’t be a chain gang!

The Messiah (Anointed One), a king of David’s lineage, will bring the Kingdom (or at least accompany it). The wicked world powers will be destroyed in a terrible Last Battle. All nations will accept the God of Israel, turning away from idols. An age of spiritual and material bliss will follow. Some expect that the reign of Messiah as God’s regent on earth will be temporary (400 years? 1,000 years?), to be followed by the eternal reign of God which will witness a new heaven and a new earth. If this is the case, then the resurrection of the dead does not happen in Messiah’s days but waits for the Eternal Kingdom. If there is no difference, it happens with Messiah’s advent. The preconditions for his advent include a revival of faithful Torah-observance and the return of scattered Israel to the Holy Land.

Law School 101

The binding character of God’s commands stems from his status as King. They are his royal decrees. His deliverance of Israel gives him the right to issue them. “Torah” does mean “law,” but equally it means “instruction” or “teaching.” And it is vital not to omit this second nuance. God’s laws are found in the Bible, primarily in the Pentateuch, which is called the Torah, the Law, proper. But others occur in the other canonical books of the Tanakh, the Bible, including the Prophets and the Writings. The Scripture is considered to be divinely inspired and without error or contradiction. But this strict doctrine of inspiration hardly implies a “strict constructionist” view of scriptural authority. Rather, God is said to have said to the words of Torah, “Be fruitful and multiply.” This means that one can derive normative teaching from the text by various techniques of non-literal interpretation and extrapolation, e.g., Kabbalistic Gematria, Philonic allegory, Qumran pesher, or Hillel’s rules of Midrash. The whole oral tradition of the rabbis, still developing, was held to have been revealed to Moses on Sinai, because implications of the Law were the Law!

There are 613 commandments stipulated in the text, with hundreds more elaborations of the laws in the oral tradition or Oral Torah of the scribes and rabbis (found in the Mishnah and Talmud). Only about 100 laws in the text actually bear on the daily life of the individual. Some are obviously practical and sound rules for living. Of other ceremonial requirements no immediate rationale presents itself, but this fact only makes it more obvious that obedience is undertaken for the simple fact that God has commanded it. “If religion is anything, it is everything.” Why should the will of the Creator not extend to all aspects of human life?

The Joy of the Law

The commandments are the gift of God’s grace and are by no means considered an onerous burden. It only seems so to outsiders who naturally would not relish having to embrace a set of mores and restrictions alien to themselves. “You mean I have to what?” But many provisions of the Torah are explicitly for the sake of human welfare, most obviously the Sabbath: “The Sabbath is delivered unto you, you are not delivered unto it.” The commandments must be performed in joy, or they are not meritorious. God has regard only for willing obedience, not grudging slavery. This implies the laws must be kept for their own sake, or for God’s sake, not for any ulterior motive.

There are a great many commands, true, but this shouldn’t be understood as a long list of requirements, failing any of which one will forfeit salvation. No, rather, the many commandments are so many opportunities to be saved, since if a man keeps but a single one perfectly he will be saved.

A Goodly Inheritance of Goodness

In Exodus God is about to destroy all Israel because of the apostasy of the Golden Calf, but Moses intervenes, reminding God of the ancient covenant he had made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God relents. Two inferences may be drawn, and both were. First, God continues to watch over Israel despite their sins and wanderings because he bound himself by oath to the posterity of Abraham and will not renege. He is faithful to his word of promise. Second, God is obliged to keep that covenant precisely because the Patriarchs remained righteous and held up their end of the covenant, however errant their descendants may be. This means that God saves Israel not because of their own merits, but because the merits of the fathers are imputed to their descendants.

Some rabbis held, perhaps for fear of complacency and presumption, that the merits of the Patriarchs had expended themselves by the time of King Hezekiah, and that Israel was “running on empty” and had thus better live meritoriously themselves. Even those who believed the merits of the fathers still availed did not believe the fact absolved anyone from his own moral effort. We might even view the doctrine as a kind of theodicy: could this be why does God sometimes not punish sinners?

Here is a related policy of a merciful God. The world may be saved from calamity not because everyone is righteous (surprise! They’re not!), but simply because one or a few are righteous. God will relent for their sake. How? Since most people are morally ambiguous, a more or less balanced mix of good and evil, the scales of humanity as a whole may be fairly well balanced, and all it will take to tip them over to the side of righteousness are the merits of a particularly saintly individual. It may even be that the whole world is wicked, except for one or a few, and, as in the case of Sodom and Gomorrah, God will spare the wicked majority so as not to have to do away with the righteous minority. No “collateral damage,” you see.

There is among Jewish theologians a widespread belief that there are as many as fifty righteous in the world at any given moment, for whose sake God spares the rest of us. However, the reverse may happen. At least within Israel, the whole nation may be made to suffer on account of the sin of a wicked person, as in the story of Achan (Joshua 7). Israel is a solidarity, and the gross sin of an individual may be like a disease that infects the whole, at least in its effects. This may seem like a theological shell game, with too many convenient possibilities to explain everything away. But the point is that there are just too many variables to allow us to predict the judgment or the mercy of God. Things are complex; why should that surprise us?

The Law of Holiness and the Law of Goodness

For our purposes, “good” refers to obedience to the actual stipulations of the Torah, though perhaps implying nothing more. “Holiness,” on the other hand, implies someone who has so imbibed the spirit of the Torah that he seeks to be like God, loving what God loves and hating what he hates, so that one goes above and beyond the letter of the commandment to its spirit.

The Law is at bottom an attempt to rein in sinful behavior. If you refrain from this and that, all right, that’s good enough. No one can blame you. But the holy person uses the Law as a guide to God’s priorities and goes farther than the Laws make him go.

It is as if the merely good person wants to know how far he may follow his baser desires and still be within the covenant, while the holy person wants to transcend baser desires altogether. If the Law makes certain allowances for the flesh, the holy person will not take advantage of them, because to do the will of God is what he wants most.

The rabbis said the holy man will not swear oaths even to the truth, since one ought to be known to be trustworthy. We are commanded not to kill, but the holy man will neither shame anyone (cause someone to be “mortified”). Even this crime is a mortal sin. The good man refrains from adultery, but the holy man refrains even from the lustful look. The impure thought was to be quite as much avoided as the impure act, especially as the one leads to the other.

If righteousness is the taking onto oneself allegiance to the Kingdom of God, sin is a repudiation of that Kingdom, hence rebellion. It defiles Israel and breaks communion with heaven. There are three cardinal, damning sins, which one must suffer martyrdom rather than commit: idolatry, adultery, and bloodshed. Other particularly heinous sins are usury, theft, blasphemy, and corruption of justice.

Devil on my Shoulder

Everyone is born with a certain insidious tendency toward sin, the “evil imagination (yezer)” (Gen. 6:5), which apparently stems from the lust in which we were conceived (Psalm 51). About the time of puberty we receive a corresponding good imagination to fight it. There is some ambiguity about the evil yezer. It is the creation of God, yet sometimes it is equated with Satan (who, however, is also the creation of God!). It is leaven in the dough, something of a foreign element in man, almost an external force interfering with his attempts to be righteous. Paul may be referring to this struggle in Romans 7.32

The evil yezer performs a needful function: it is that side of our nature that supplies the passions without which human society could not continue. We need sexual attraction, the urge to trade and acquire, the courage to shed blood in a righteous cause. The problem is that these things are perverted into lust, greed, and crime. The dominance over a man by the evil yezer is his own doing. It will have no stronger hold than he grants it. And when the good yezer appears, it is every one’s choice to obey one or the other. One is not fated to obey the evil. God has given the Torah as a remedy for the evil yezer. But in the final analysis no victory over it is possible apart from his grace. We may pray God to overcome the inclination in us, to grant that we may do good despite it. All he needs to see is the smallest real attempt on our part to resist the evil impulse and he will come to our aid with his grace. And if we fail, his forgiving grace avails: “For he knoweth our frame that we are dust.” “All Israel has a place in the world to come” except for certain classes of notorious apostates. We must wait for the Messianic Age for a complete vanquishing of the evil yezer. But until then, don’t be in too big a rush to get rid of it; you just might need it.

Reconciliation with God

The Torah provides a system of sacrifices for the atonement of sin, though many of these apply only to ritual infractions and ceremonial impurity. Others deal with moral sin, but not necessarily with unwitting sins (like the time on Seinfeld when Jerry’s kosher-observant girlfriend ate scrambled eggs, not knowing George had sprinkled bits of lobster into the recipe to get her back for some insult. (That’s what you call “causing your sister to stumble.”) However, the rabbis began to blur the line between (moral) “wrongs” and (ritual) “sins,” and to attribute wider atoning power to certain of the sacrifices which were originally performed only for one or the other.

Good works also atoned for sins, even unknown sins, and were thus superior to sacrifices. But no sacrifice availed without repentance. The Day of Atonement is itself a means of atonement, of all sins small and great, moral and ritual, known and unknown, even if no sacrifice is offered. And eventually Torah study was regarded as an atonement. With the Jerusalem Temple reduced to a parking lot as of 70 CE, what else could you do? Suffering and disease, and especially martyr death, are means of atonement for sin, even for the sins of others. Some rabbis, about to die as martyrs, exclaimed, “Behold, I am the atonement of Israel.”

Does God Get Tired of Waiting?

The rabbis taught that there was scarcely any limit to God’s willingness to forgive, there being only a handful of truly mortal sins, as we have seen. Some rabbis went out of their way to have friendly relations with sinners, hoping they might in this way influence them toward repentance. Their point: you must never think you have gone too far, that there is no recourse for you! God is always willing to receive the repentant sinner, even on his deathbed, so long as repentance is genuine. A parable: It is like a king whose son had moved a hundred days journey away. The king sent for him to return, but he replied he was now too far away and could not cover the great distance. The king replied for him to journey as far as he could, and the king would go the rest of the way and meet him there.

Reform and Reconstruction

For all its veneration of the holy past, Judaism has shown itself to be enormously adaptable to a changing world. This ought already to be evident from the great changes we have seen both in scripture itself and in its application to new issues undreamt of by the ancient forbears. But recent history evidences even greater, perhaps even more fundamental, openness to theological and ritual evolution. The most conspicuous example must be the appearance of Reform Judaism in nineteenth-century Germany by Abraham Geiger (1870–1874) and others. It is fair to say that this movement virtually reduced (or streamlined, if you prefer) Judaism to the “ethical monotheism” that had proven so attractive to Gentile “God-fearers” in the early years BCE and CE.

Many ex-pagans found the old myths and old gods downright embarrassing and shameful. But Judaism was morally sober and admirable. Yet its ceremonial rules and ethnic mores, designed to prevent Jewish assimilation to sinful Gentile paganism, proved too high a bar for most to jump. Some did go the whole way and became full proselytes, submitting to circumcision. Others just could not countenance so radical a transformation. But they were not turned away from Temple or synagogue worship. Some limits were set on their participation, but it appealed to many as a fair trade. The Gentile God-fearers were welcome to gather in the Court of the Gentiles in the Jerusalem Temple and to attend local synagogues to listen to scripture readings and sermons.

Reform Jews took very seriously their mission to be a light to the Gentiles, but they also felt the need to “assimilate,” not to morally slack paganism but rather to modernity, which made traditional Judaism seem far more alien (and alienating) than it ever had to the ancients. Jews themselves, living in the modern world, had perforce to become, in effect Jewish “God-fearers”! Their essential insight was that Judaism’s ethics were more important than its ritual aspects. That realization was not all that new, but before this, the issue at stake was what to do in a pinch: if you could not do both, which one should you choose? And the moral must win out. But now the whole question had to be viewed in a new light. Nineteenth and twentieth-century Jews found themselves asking with Paul whether the ceremonial Law was a superfluous stumbling block barring Jews themselves from the “gospel”! And Reform Jews decided that it was. For them, the Orthodox tradition had become more of a museum than a sanctuary. One could treasure one’s ancient heritage without being slaves to it. Their many “updates” included things like moving Jewish worship from Saturday to Sunday, simplifying liturgy and conducting it in the local vernacular instead of Hebrew, and in some quarters daring no longer to practice circumcision! Actually, on several issues and emphases, the pendulum (inevitably) swung back and forth over the decades between using the tradition as the medium for maintaining cultural continuity on the one hand and individual spiritual freedom on the other. An additional factor as of the 1970s was a new emphasis on inclusivism, a growth strategy that worked well to swell membership numbers but at the cost of further diluting Jewish distinctives. Through all this, though, the old “ethical monotheism” remained central, alongside the new axiom of progressive revelation via the inspiration of the wise thinkers of every new generation, even of non-Jews.

Orthodox Judaism sees Reform Jews as having departed so far from the parent religion that they are no longer to be counted as Jews.

Reconstructionist Judaism was the brainchild of Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan (1881–1983), who, in his manifesto Judaism as a Civilization: Toward a Reconstruction of American Jewish Life (1934), argued that Judaism should be regarded as a civilization, not a religion except insofar as religion provides the “sacred canopy” (Peter L. Berger) of values and mores of a people’s way of life. Though a clergyman in Conservative Judaism, Kaplan gladly accepted the natural, historical-critical, and anthropological understandings of Judaism. There was for him no supernatural, no revelation, no absolute duty to observe ancient religious rules. Yet the whole business was to be loved and honored as the components of Jewish life, its distinctive civilization. Thus, Jews do well to observe Jewish ways except as they cease to be reasonably functional in today’s world. A Reconstructionist Jew may be a theist, a Deist, a Pantheist, an atheist, etc. But as a Jew identifying with the historic Jewish civilization, one gladly joins in repeating the Shema. Here is the living out of a Durkheimian understanding of religion and society: namely, that religion and society are two names for the same thing.

In my opinion, Reconstructionism’s approach sheds helpful light on a controversial issue of today, namely, whether infant circumcision is an act of barbaric violence inflicted upon the innocent. I fear that “progressives” crusading against this Jewish practice are pursuing a very dangerous course, consonant with resurgent Anti-Semitism here and abroad. It should be obvious to any but the most ignorant that circumcision, understood as the initiatory mark of the Jewish people and religion, is much more than some gratuitous plastic surgery or the removal of skin tags. To seek to outlaw circumcision is implicitly, or even explicitly, a blow at Judaism and Jews per se. This might be more easily understood if non-Jews asked themselves how they would like it if the government outlawed infant baptism. Leave the Jews alone, I say.
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Chapter Seven: Christianity

Common Features of Messianic Movements

I propose to begin this chapter with the subtopic of Christian origins and the question of the historical Jesus—and of whether there was one. But, trust me, I need to go back before the beginning to set the scene. If Christianity was, almost by definition, a messianic movement, it may prove helpful to get clear on what messianic movements typically are and do. If the story of Jesus as the leader of a messianic movement seems to fit the typology, we will have established a major clue. Christianity may well have begun as more, even much more, than a messianic movement, but it must at least have been one; otherwise, we may have been barking up the wrong cross. In these considerations I turn to Stephen Fuchs’s historical typology.33

There are fourteen features common to messianic movements the world over. The list gives us an “ideal type” (Max Weber), a theoretical yardstick against which to measure actual historical phenomena. There is a logical interconnection between all the items on the list, so it is not surprising that many, most, or all recur like clockwork. But different circumstances naturally cause local variations. Some features may not occur. Their absence does not discredit the paradigm. In the same way, a particular movement may be judged more or less messianic depending on how well it meets these criteria. The list of features is only a measuring rod.

1. A Messiah movement presupposes a society intensely dissatisfied with the social and economic conditions which it is forced to accept. Usually, the situation is that of one culture colonized, conquered, occupied by another which is technologically (including militarily) superior. There may be actual oppression of the host culture, heavy taxation, harsh repression, etc. Or it may be the perceived shame of the loss of independence. This condition obviously obtains in the case of Roman Palestine in New Testament times. There were individual outrages perpetrated by the Roman rulers, but even if there hadn’t been, the servitude of Israel to pagan authorities never ceased to sting like an open wound. (In some cases, the problem may be a matter of “relative deprivation”—the less advanced culture sees the technology and goods of the invaders and suddenly becomes aware of a level of poverty they were unaware of before. Now they know what they’re missing.1

The colonized society attributes the superior wealth and power of their oppressors to the latter’s religion/magic. This is because, first, they have no knowledge of how such things might be produced and, second, they probably do not see the colonizers working to produce them either (since they are imported from factories). Thus attempts to gain prosperity by working on plantations, etc., for the oppressors, are only more frustrating, because these efforts can never really allow them to win the oppressor’s game. This is probably why Jews working as tax collectors for Rome were despised by fellow Jews.

2. There exists in this society emotional unrest with certain hysterical symptoms. All traditional moral, religious, agricultural, and social norms are called into question or directly attacked, or merely caused to appear superfluous or absurd compared to the ways of the conquerors. (If our gods are true, why did the Romans defeat us?) If the occupiers abolish caste or vendetta or polygyny a state of anxiety and anomie results. Gerd Theissen suggests this is why demoniacs seem to pop up everywhere in the gospels.2

The indigenous people may resent the colonizers for their prosperity and feel they have an automatic equal right to it, too. All these frustrations and confusions are internalized, and people begin “acting out” the social problem. In effect, the demoniacs were internalizing the Principalities, the rulers of the present age of darkness (Eph. 6:12). And some take Jesus’ confrontation with the Gerasene Demoniac (Mark 5:1–20) as a political allegory relishing the prospect of Jews driving the Roman “Legion” into the sea.1

3. The appearance of a charismatic leader is requisite. You cannot succeed with a Messianic Committee. The man may begin the movement, or the movement may call forth a leader. The Messiah may be a figurehead, valued for his spiritual charisma, while another with political/managerial skills actually runs the movement, sets policy, etc. A possible example here would be the Messiah Sabbatai Sevi with his prophet/manager Nathan of Gaza. Or it may be a single leader with all the necessary gifts. There may be many local equivalent leaders (“Whoever hears you hears me,” Luke 10:16), or a dynasty. Or the original Messiah may be imprisoned or executed and replaced by another. The successor may be understood as a return of the first Messiah.2 Mark 6:14 tells us that some thought Jesus was a resurrected John the Baptist, just as some thought the Baptizer himself had been Elijah returned.

Often the founder/leader is someone with a foot in both worlds, the indigenous traditional culture as well as the oppressor culture. One Talmudic tradition3 preserves the belief that Jesus was “close to the government” authorities (presumably the Jewish elders). The founder may have been trained in the ruling culture but has somehow come to resent it, perhaps by failing to gain its recognition and rewards. First Corinthians 9:19–23 paints such a portrait of Paul, easily gliding between Jews and Gentiles. The Jewish-Christian Ebionites claimed that Paul was born and educated as a Gentile but converted to Judaism to marry the High Priest’s daughter. When her father forbade the union, Paul left with a grudge and used Christianity as a tool of revenge.

The charisma of the messianic figure may be either personal or that attached to the office (the title or role of Messiah, even if he is not known personally to his followers). Remember that the gospels picture huge crowds, attracted by Jesus’ reputation, though they had never seen him in person. Think of 1 Peter 1:8, “Without having seen him you love him; though you do not now see him you believe in him and rejoice with unutterable and exalted joy.”

The Messiah works miracles (or is believed to do so) and is thought divinely inspired, so that his pronouncements are simply to be believed and obeyed. He is no mere philosopher inviting his students to consider his suggestions. Mark 1:17; 2:10–12 show us people accepting Jesus’ teachings on the basis of seeing him exorcize demons and healing paralytics.

4. The leader demands implicit faith and obedience. “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ yet neglect to do as I say?” (Luke 6:46). The absolute quality of his authority makes the Messiah a king, often explicitly. This, of course, is presupposed in the wrangling of the disciples over who gets the best seats alongside Jesus when he comes to power. This sort of thing is sooner or later going to come to the attention of the secular authorities, and it may be perceived as enough of an implicit threat to the status quo to result in the arrest or execution of the Messiah even if he has made no explicit moves against the government.

Four types of disciples will attach themselves to the Messiah, just as the parable of the Sower (Mark chapter 4) would lead us to expect. First, the true believers submerge their identities with the Messiah’s4 (“He must increase, and I must decrease.” “The life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God.” “For me, to live is Christ.”). The early followers of this kind go on to become leaders of the movement before and after the Messiah’s death. (“You will sit on twelve thrones, governing the twelve tribes of Israel.”)

Second, there will be sycophants and flatterers who just want to profit from being part of the entourage but bow out when the going gets rough. They may, like Judas Iscariot, even betray the founder if that seems more to their advantage. Third are critical admirers who are friendly to the Messiah but hesitate to go all the way. Nicodemus, Joseph of Arimathea, and Lazarus come to mind here, people whose distance from the movement may actually come in handy, since they can thereby retain positions of influence in the old regime which they may use to help the Messiah in a tight spot. (“Whoever is not against us is for us,” Mark 9:40) See also John 7:50–52; Mark 15:43.

Fourth, apprentices will eventually have their own revelations and become Messiahs in their own right. They may compete with the previous Messiah or supersede him, often depending on who the rest of the disciples decide to follow. John the Baptist saw he was losing ground to Jesus and stepped aside for him. But Jesus himself warned his disciples never to imagine they could surpass him (Matt. 10:24; John 13:16). But maybe he changed his mind as the end grew near (John 14:12)?

The great sacrifices demanded of followers by the Messiah have a strategic psychological importance. The greater the sacrifice for the master, the greater the resulting devotion (Mark 10:58), simply because it will be all the more painful, chagrining, and embarrassing for the (disillusioned) disciple to admit he was that wrong and acted so foolishly (which is of course why ex-disciples like to say they were brainwashed into making the sacrifices). The Emmaus disciples are a case in point.

But it may go beyond mere cognitive dissonance reduction. The Messiah may demand acts that effectively make one an outlaw in the eyes of the reigning order. Then your fate is sealed! You’ve burned your bridges. Where else are you going to go? The Messiah’s victory is your only remaining option. As Benjamin Franklin observed, “Gentlemen, we must all hang together, or we shall most assuredly all hang separately!”

5. The test of this unquestioned faith and obedience consists of either a radical change of life or a wholesale destruction of property. The messiah needs an elite of 100 percenters, not the lukewarm, because the harvest is white. If the new sect is to get off the ground, if the revolution is to succeed, half-measures and compromise will not work (Luke 9:57–62). Discipleship must become a full-time job. Otherwise, as in conventional religion, faith is more or less a hobby.

Also, the Messiah summons the faithful to break all ties to the worldly order which will soon be swept away (Luke 14:26). Worldly goods must go (Luke 14:33), as they represent your investments in the world system, which is passing away. Since the Messiah and his followers await the imminent end of the present order, when money and property will be useless, and God will provide for all the redeemed, you must rid yourself of possessions now to show that you really do believe the end is at hand. Otherwise you are “playing it safe” and thus have no real faith. Ananias and Saphira found out that the hard way (Acts chapter 4).

6. Rejection of the established authority and call for rebellion against it. Messianic movements are essentially political in that they represent a massive and total rejection of the worldly system and its rulers (Luke 22:25). Messianic movements are a primitive form of revolution in that they substitute magic resistance for calculated, armed and political resistance. “Put your sword back in its sheath! Don’t you think I could call upon my Father to send me twelve whole legions of angels right now? But then how would scripture be fulfilled?” (Matt. 26:52–54). But supernatural movements may evolve into political revolutionary movements.

7. Threat of severe punishment of opponents of, and traitors to, the movement. The perceived danger is that God may not deem the community worthy of deliverance unless they show their worthiness by heeding the Messiah’s call. Thus if many or most stay on the sidelines scoffing or just waiting, the movement may not secure God’s blessing.

8. The remembrance of a “Golden Age” in the beginning of mankind. The present sad state of things is made to look all the worse by comparison with the mythic Golden Age when there was no inequality, poverty, private property, police to guard possessions, etc. The Golden Age was forfeited because of sin or error by the first human beings, which introduced today’s inequities. The oppressors may even be blamed for the loss of the Golden Age or at least for hindering its return (as in Cargo Cults where the Whites are thought to have hijacked the Cargo sent by the tribal ancestors for the people.) Cf. also the Encratites, ascetic Christians of the first three centuries whose favorite hymn would have been “We’ve got to get ourselves back to the Garden,” as they viewed sexual intercourse as the Original Sin and celibacy (even within marriage) as the key to salvation. Jesus, too, is made to commend eschatological celibacy in Matthew 19:10–12.

9. Revivalism, i.e., a renewed interest in the traditional religion, coming, as a rule, after a period of indifference or decline, accompanied with expressions of great emotional excitement. Part of the blame for the loss of the Golden Age is the perceived backsliding from the old ways, especially ritual customs. These are now reenacted (or invented!). Such observance will either please the gods who will reward the repentant, or the actions themselves will restore the Golden Age. Theissen5 notes that the heightening of moral norms, as in the repentance crusades of both Jesus and John the Baptizer, functions as a way of buttressing the walls which make it more difficult for the people to assimilate to the temptations of the dominating culture. Such was the zeal of the Maccabees who sought to staunch the bleeding of Hellenism into Jewish culture.

Ritual excitement and parapsychological phenomena will create an alternate reality in which the Golden Age will seem to have dawned (at least incipiently). Such experiences are “foretastes of the age to come.” The actual Sitz-im-Leben of charismatic utterance has been mapped by Felicitas D. Goodman.6 Her participant-observer research lays bare the logic of charismatic worship: all or most must speak in tongues in order to conjure the alternate reality in which, as the men of Qumran knew (Community Rule 1QSa 2:3–11), the angels attend one’s worship and one may sing in their heavenly dialects (1 Cor. 13:1; Testament of Job 48:3; 49:2; 50:1). In case the movement fails to effect any outer transformation, as it must, it may continue on in this private form, which is just what Reimarus, Eisler, and Brandon thought must have happened after Jesus’ aborted revolution failed (see below).

10. Nativism is the conscious attempt of a backward people to restore selected aspects of its pristine culture and to reject alien elements previously adopted from foreign culture.

Obviously, the occupying regime is hated, so the messianic movement tries to root out every polluting vestige of its influence. (“Even the dust of your streets which clings to our sandals we shake off as a testimony against you!” Mark 6:11).

11. Vitalism is the desire of the members in the movement for alien goods, especially spiritual ones, “from heaven”, through magic or supernatural powers. The key point here is the mechanism for the revolutionary change hoped for. A genuine messianic movement is not a calculated military-political movement. Instead it relies upon supernatural intervention triggered by the ritual actions of the faithful—though this can include desperate violent measures, if the saints believe they must show themselves worthy of divine aid by “lighting the fuse” with a preliminary strike (Mark 11:15–18). Or, as in the Dead Sea Scrolls, the faithful might expect to take up arms and fight alongside the angelic hosts once Armageddon begins.

12. Syncretism is the indiscriminate adoption by a backward people of various traits of the superior culture. It may seem contradictory to adopt aspects of the alien culture while trying to purge one’s own culture of every vestige of foreign influence, but there is a simultaneous though independent logic to it. The superiority of the colonizing culture is inescapably obvious. They conquered us, after all, so they must be doing something right! What we need to do, then, is to learn to beat them at their own game, even though this does mean using some of their (heathen) technology or religion. How can the tension be reconciled? By the expedient of assuming that their secrets which we are adopting, are really ours, and that they stole them from us! They worship Jesus but have covered up the fact that Jesus was originally a Papuan like us! The secrets of cargo and weapons come from the ancestors, but the Whites have somehow stolen them. Philo of Alexandria insisted that Plato must have cribbed his whole philosophy from the Torah of Moses! So who was borrowing from whom?

13. Eschatologism is the expectation of a world renewal and improvement after a worldwide catastrophic revolution and upheaval. We’re not just talking about the end of the colonial regime or the fall of the Roman Empire; no, the world, this age is at an end! Why paint on such a broad canvas? Because “the inner unrest and insecurity of the mind is transferred to nature, and a natural cataclysm is expected because it takes place in the mind of the leaders of a movement.”7

14. Millenarianism, or Chiliasm is the hope or expectation of a paradise on earth, lasting a thousand years or some indefinitely long period. The Golden Age will return.

I have called your attention to various New Testament texts which seem to reflect the stipulated conditions prerequisite to the rise of a messianic movement as well as features of such movements and of their leaders. I do not offer these verses as prooftexts that earliest Christianity (or the Jesus Movement, if you prefer) was in fact the kind of movement Stephen Fuchs describes. To be sure, these texts do seem to fit very naturally into that paradigm, but they are only bits and pieces occurring cheek by jowl with other stories and sayings fitting equally well into alternate historical frameworks. But on the one hand, they do together suggest a consistent picture, and on the other, they stick out as sore thumbs among those other bits, opening up the real possibility that they provide a peek at an earlier, subsequently suppressed picture of early Christian history. We will soon find that the same approach can be applied in reconstructing a historical founder, Jesus.

The Founder

Our only sources of information about Jesus the Nazarene are the four gospels in the New Testament. They are Christian works, so we would not expect unbiased reporting. In fact, these texts seem to mix history and legend freely, and to attribute to Jesus the opinions and doctrines of various later Christian groups. The same is true of Buddhist documents. And in both cases the life of the savior follows precisely the mythic hero pattern. Thus we cannot even be sure Jesus was a historical figure. If he was not, we might see Christianity as a radical Jewish sect that gradually differentiated itself from Judaism, picking up Jesus as a figurehead somewhere along the line. The idea of the Messiah obviously comes from Judaism. But many of the other important features of Christian doctrine seem to have been borrowed from Mediterranean Mystery Religions and Stoic Philosophy. The Son of God idea, as well as Jesus being a dying-&-rising savior god, would be good examples of this. These may be components of a completely fictive, legendary Jesus, but it seems about as likely that this material contributed to a fictional layer invented to conceal a historical depiction of Jesus that was no longer safe to proclaim.

Was Jesus a violent revolutionist? I believe the first to propose this was the eighteenth-century Deist Hermann Samuel Reimarus.8 He noted that the gospels clearly depict Jesus’ disciples expecting an earthly regime to be headed by their Master. They jockeyed for positions of honor and power alongside him. They expected the liberation of Israel from Roman rule (Luke 24:21; Acts 1:6). We also read that Jesus sent out his disciples, already in the days of his public ministry (Mark 6:7–13), to preach the coming of the kingdom of God, and we cannot imagine he would not have drilled them on what they were to preach, to make sure they were correctly representing him (cf. 1 John 2:19). If subsequent to this we see the disciples continuing in their belief in a this-worldly regime for Jesus and themselves as his cronies, we have no right to believe Jesus taught anything different, i.e., some more “spiritual” version of the coming kingdom (contra John 18:36). But Jesus’ planned revolution failed, and the disciples regrouped, transforming Christianity from a political movement to an otherworldly salvation cult.

Decades later, Robert Eisler9 renewed this theory, appealing to the then-recently discovered Slavonic version of Josephus’ Jewish War, which contains a longer version of the notorious Testimonium Flavianum which occurs also in Josephus’ other major Greek language book, Jewish Antiquities, in shorter compass. (This would be just one of many parallel passages shared by both the Antiquities and the Jewish War.) In it, as Eisler translated the Slavonic text, Jesus is depicted as a revolutionary leader who justified Pilate’s placard inscription, “Jesus of Nazareth, the man who would be king.”

An even stronger version of this “Zealot hypothesis” was set forth by S.G.F. Brandon in a pair of books, The Fall of Jerusalem and the Christian Church (1951)10 and Jesus and the Zealots (1967).11 Zeroing in on a number of puzzling features of the gospel texts, Brandon said they make the most natural sense as loose ends that escaped the attention of the gospel writers as they sought to rewrite the history of Jesus. Let’s take a brief look at some of the main ones.

The names and epithets of some of the disciples must give us pause. There is, of course, Simon Zelotes, i.e., Simon the Zealot, as modern translators render it. Granted, “the Zealot” might simply denote extraordinary piety, great religious zeal. But what might mark him out as exceptionally religious (i.e., fanatical) among a group of men who had abandoned home and family to follow a traveling guru, learning the arts of soapbox preaching and casting out demons? Wouldn’t you say all these fellows qualified as “zealots”?

So what else might “the Zealot” have meant? During the Roman siege of Jerusalem a group of revolutionist lestai (“bandits”) played a major role. While the group’s name was a recent coinage, it represented the proud legacy of Judas the Galilean who had fomented the tax revolt against Rome in 6 CE. They were in effect a new Hasmonean dynasty of freedom fighters. And, who knows? Perhaps the Zealot tag went back some years earlier. Or maybe tradition merely tagged Simon retrospectively with the slightly later term for revolutionaries. The punch line: one of Jesus’ inner circle may have been a freedom-fighter.

And maybe not just one! Judas is dubbed “Iscariot.” What does that mean? There are a hand full of possibilities, but probably the most popular among scholars is that “Iscariot” represents another revolutionist label, the Sicarii, or “dagger men,” assassins who would slither through the crowds surrounding Roman officials and wealthy Jewish collaborators, short-swords up their sleeves, stab the victim, then join in the shouting while they slipped away undiscovered. Judas, then, may well be portrayed as another Zealot, “Judas the Sicarius.”

Simon Peter is at one point (Matt. 16:17) called “Simon Bar-Jona,” but this was not a typical Jewish patronymic (an epithet identifying you as So-and-so’s son). Perhaps it originally denoted something else. There was another militant sect in New Testament times called the Barjonim, which means “the Terrorists,”12 “the Extremists,” “the Outlaws.”13 Was Peter a member?

If three of the twelve look like Zealots, it would hardly be a surprise if the rest were, too. And what does that imply about Jesus? You know, don’t you?

Brandon did not mean that the evangelist Mark wanted readers to understand the names this way, only that he (or a predecessor) had suppressed the original meanings as part of a larger program of trying to shed and conceal the revolutionary origins of their religion. Another device for the same purpose was to shift the blame for Jesus’ death from the Romans onto the Jews. Romans crucified seditionists; Jews (if they obtained Roman permission) stoned blasphemers. The role of the Jewish authorities in engineering Jesus’ death has been enlarged: why? Because, Brandon suggests, Christians wanted to avert Roman suspicion from themselves by scapegoating the Jews, an easy target since Roman anti-Semitism increased every time there was a Jewish revolt.

James Valliant and Warren Fahy,14 based on hitherto-neglected numismatic evidence, have strengthened Brandon’s model, suggesting that the Roman-friendly Jesus of the canonical gospels represents a thoroughly Romanized version of the new faith redesigned to domesticate formerly seditionist Jesus-messianists The basic difference is that, whereas Brandon inferred that Christians bowdlerized the Jesus story to cover their posteriors, Valliant and Fahy quite reasonably credit the project to Imperial (Flavian) sponsorship.15

As for the incompletely erased remnants of the original, revolutionary Christianity, they are both minor and major. Have you ever wondered what Jesus intended by saying, “The kingdom of God advances by violence, and violent men seize it by force” (Matt. 11:12; Luke 16:16)? I think Brandon is correct: the only likely sense to be made of it is as a reference to the insurrectionist violence of the Zealots. And it doesn’t sound like any sort of a criticism.

And what did Jesus mean in Luke 22:36–37? “Let him who has no sword sell his cloak and buy one”? I’m guessing that the evangelist means to portray Jesus as setting the stage for the upcoming scene in the Garden of Gethsemane, where the disciples are to mount a token resistance to his arrest just so Isaiah 53:12 can be checked off the prophetic “To Do” list. Such a contrivance is fiction, not history. It is like Jim Phelps setting up some scam on Mission Impossible. Why cook up such nonsense? To substitute for an original account in which Jesus told them to arm themselves in order to fend off an anticipated ambush, which is of course exactly what happens in the Gethsemane scene. Only originally, they weren’t just kidding around.

But the most striking piece of evidence for a now-hidden militant Jesus must be the so-called Cleansing of the Temple. Mark seems to want to depict the event as if Jesus had merely burst into a church basement rummage sale, upsetting some card tables piled with old Readers Digest books. Did he know (or did he want his readers to know) that the Court of the Gentiles, containing the livestock stalls and coin exchange tables, was actually ten acres in size? And Jesus is said to have seized control of the whole space, since he was able to prevent anyone carrying sacrificial vessels through the area (Mark 11:16). And how could he have done that unless he had brought a large contingent of armed men with him? Now the whole thing might be pure fiction; that’s entirely possible. But if there was any factual basis to it, Mark has suppressed the scale and the stakes of the scene. Remember how Mark notes in passing that Barabbas was to be executed for his role in “the insurrection”? What insurrection? Why, the one Jesus had provoked in the Temple only brief hours before.

Recent years have seen a couple of interesting modifications of the “Zealot Jesus” hypothesis. The first is the attempt to identify the gospel Jesus with some better-attested historical figure. Jesus has so far been tagged as the secret identity of Judas of Galilee, the unnamed Samaritan Taheb whose followers were massacred by order of Pontius Pilate, the unnamed Egyptian prophet of Josephus, Jesus ben Ananias, and others.

The Apostle to the Nations

Paul has been nominated by some scholars as “the second founder of Christianity.”16 This means he engineered the tectonic shift from “the religion of Jesus” (i.e., the one Jesus himself practiced and taught) to “the religion about Jesus,”17 or the one in whom “the proclaimer became the proclaimed.”18 Others prefer to see him as simply an extra apostle chosen by the Risen Christ, for some reason, to supplement the efforts of the Twelve, though this raises many questions while solving none. If this were so, why did the Twelve not replace the traitor Judas with Paul? And if Paul were not himself the fountainhead of subsequent Christian beliefs, how is it that he is by far the major voice of the New Testament? And whence the notion of the Twelve (with Matthias replacing Judas) fanning out across the known world preaching the gospel—if Paul were known as the apostle to the Gentiles? The Christian apologist may see his task as harmonizing, smoothing out these telltale inconsistencies, but the historian’s job is to see that “X marks the spot” where secrets are buried, and to expose them to the light of day. The latter will occupy us here.

I find myself persuaded by the work of Robert Eisenman19 and Hermann Detering20 who identify the historical “Paul” with Simon Magus in Acts chapter 8, Josephus, and the Pseudo-Clementines, as well as with “the Spouter of Lies” in the Dead Sea Scrolls. In the Scrolls we read of a rancorous split occasioned by a man dubbed “the Spouter of Lies” and “the Mocker.” In their view he had made a mockery of the Torah by assuring interested Gentile “God-fearers” that God would accept them without demanding that they adopt the fastidious strictures of the sect (whom most scholars identified as the Essenes described by Philo, Josephus, and Pliny the Elder, but whom Jacob L. Teicher21 and Eisenman identified as the Jerusalem Christians led by James the Just). These ultra-pious Jewish Christians (a modern term they themselves didn’t use) accused the Scoffer of proffering “smooth things” (what Bonhoeffer22 would call “cheap grace”) to the naïve would-be converts (“the simple ones of Ephraim”). Such a fellowship would amount, they said, to “a community built upon blood.” The Spouter left the group, henceforth dealing only with his own new movement.

The same incident is described differently but compatibly in the Pseudo-Clementines where we read that Simon Magus and fellow-Samaritan Dositheus were the chief deputies of John the Baptist, James the Just’s predecessor. Simon was next in line to lead the sect, but he was away studying in Egypt when John was arrested, imprisoned, and beheaded, so the job passed to the runner-up, Dositheus. When Simon returned, he was miffed at losing his chance but tried to be a good sport about it—until he began doubting his rival’s leadership decisions, whereupon he openly challenged him to a miracle contest to determine which of the two men was the Standing One, the veritable incarnation of God (“the Great Power,” Acts 8:10). Simon demonstrated the ability of changing his density at will (some kind of stage illusion learned in Egypt?). Dositheus admitted defeat and left to start his own sect.23 But Simon himself must not have stayed there for long, since we read of his activities in Samaria and Rome. Presumably, this was the point at which he clashed with the rest of the sect’s leadership over the Torah, for Irenaeus records that Simon taught that the Law was no longer binding since it was created by angels to glorify themselves, not God. God offered salvation by grace.

Where did Jesus fit into all this? Simon claimed that he had previously appeared in Judea as the Son of God and was crucified there, though he only seemed to suffer and die on the cross. The mini-episode in the Synoptics in which Jesus’ cross is carried by a bystander, one Simon of Cyrene, is a vestige of this Simonian claim since, as the Gnostic Basilides held, “Simon” is the last proper noun in the sentence before “they crucified him,” which ordinarily should mean they crucified Simon. Not only so, but this Simon’s epithet “of Cyrene” marks him as hailing from the ancient Phoenicians or Philistines, the “Sea Peoples” also called in the Dead Sea Scrolls “the Kittim.” Simon Magus was said to be a native of Gitta (the Old Testament Gath), one of the pentad of Philistine cities in Samaria. Gitta is another version of Kittim.

So Simon preached to the Gentiles and, according to all our sources, enjoyed great success. This brings us to the scene described in Galatians 2:1–10 and, rather differently, in Acts 8:18–24. Paul/Simon journeys to Jerusalem to attempt rapprochement with the Pillars, Cephas, John, and James the Just. Their community has fallen on hard times because of their Socialist policies (Acts 2:44–45; 4:32), exactly as attested in the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Pauline/Simonian movement was now much bigger than their own, so the Jerusalem leaders cut a deal. They would be willing to recognize the non-Torah gospel of Simon/Paul as legitimate so long as he did not tell Jews they need not keep the Torah and if he would commit to collect tribute money from all those Gentile clients/converts of his, to be sent periodically to Jerusalem. He readily agreed.

Up till this point, I surmise, Jerusalem “Christianity” knew nothing of any “Jesus.” They did have their “Teacher(s) of Righteousness” (John the Baptizer, Dositheus, Simon, Simeon bar Cleophas, etc.), the first among equals in the inner circle of the three Pillars (as attested in the Scrolls), the elite trio among the larger council of the Twelve, patterned in turn on the Twelve Tribes of Israel. But the three Pillars, as the title would suggest, together constitute the Axis Mundi, like Jacob’s Ladder, connecting heaven and earth, the chute down which angels plunged to bring revelations to mankind. Even their individual names were actually titles. James and John were Boanerges, the Sons of the Thunderer (Yahweh or Zeus): Castor and Pollux, Boaz and Jachin, mighty columns upholding the heavens.24 Peter, “the Rock,” was the great navel stone upon which the Temple was founded, the plug that kept the primordial waters of the Tehom from bursting out to submerge the world again.25

Simon or Paul stipulated that henceforth the Jerusalem Pillars must incorporate his “Jesus,” his own previous theophany, into their system, demoting themselves to mere lieutenants and assistants to Jesus in his earthly sojourn, but now his plenipotentiary vicars. The gospels’ stories were subsequently rewritten from the tales of Elijah, Elisha, Moses, Joshua, and David as they appeared in the Greek Septuagint, in order to provide more of a biography for the Jesus character.

But it did not take long for the tapestry to unravel. Paul’s minimization of the Torah never sat well with the Pillars, and eventually they started sending their own envoys to Paul’s congregations to tell them Paul had given them only the introductory lesson in the gospel. If they wanted the real thing, they needed to embrace circumcision, kosher laws, and the whole nine yards. If enough of the Gentiles got on board, the Pillars would not need Paul: they could collect support for their kind of Christianity without that heretic as the middleman. We read Paul’s reaction in Galatians, where he bemoans the so-called Pillars’ knifing him in the back! Nonetheless, he would not welch on his promise and hoped to smooth things over by bringing the funds contributed by his Gentile congregations to Jerusalem as promised. He was afraid it would not work (Rom. 15:25–32), and indeed it did not. Acts 21:20–31 shows Paul following James’ advice to spend the money to pay for a charade of purification rites for some of the law-keeping Jews in order to create the (false) impression that he himself was zealous for the Torah. But an anti-Pauline riot breaks out among James’ followers, and Paul has to be rescued by the Roman police. The rejection of Paul’s offering, which he had promised in return for Jerusalem’s apostolic recognition, is found back in Acts 8:18–24, where Simon Magus offers money to Peter if he will include him in the ministry of laying on hands to convey the Spirit, and Peter rebuffs him but good!26

If I am correct, it remains to be seen how, as one often hears, Paul can be considered the founder of Catholic Orthodoxy. He was not. But consider this: the first Paulinist Christians we know about were Gnostics (including Simonians) and Marcionites. It is they who start quoting Paul, writing commentaries on his epistles, and enshrining him as the originator of their doctrines. For example Valentinus, the greatest Gnostic theologian of all, claimed to have been taught by one Theodas, the assistant of Paul. The celibate Encratites believed and taught that Paul taught their austere doctrine and was martyred for it. Where did “mainstream” Christianity come from?

Marcion of Pontus (late first-early second century CE) explained that Jesus had taught the radical doctrine of a new, hitherto unknown God who sent his Son, Jesus, to free the creatures of the Old Testament Jehovah from fear of his constantly threatened punishments, and to adopt them as children of Jesus’ God of love and forgiveness. Jesus repudiated the Creator God who gave the Torah to Moses. Marcion was not antisemitic or even anti-Judaism. He believed Jews would one day greet their Davidic Messiah; it just wouldn’t be Jesus. The Old Testament was not particularly nefarious; it just had nothing to do with Jesus.

The trouble was, Jesus’ disciples just could not keep it all straight. They confused Jesus’ message with the very religion he was trying to help them escape! The result was a cumbersome Jewish-Christian hybrid, a theological mule, the offspring of a horse and a donkey, functional but sterile. That explains why Christianity retains both the Old and the New Testaments, despite the glaring inconsistencies between them. Why did Jesus recruit Paul when he already had a crew of a dozen? Marcion had a pretty good answer: the originals were not up to the job. Jesus needed someone smarter who could grasp what he was after and carry on for him. That’s why Paul suddenly enters the picture from out of nowhere.

The Genesis of the New Testament

If you want a second founder of Christianity, I would nominate Polycarp of Smyrna, a second-century bishop, the arch-foe of Marcion. He is the one who rehabilitated Paul for Catholicism and made the New Testament “safe” for Orthodoxy. Marcion should be considered the father of the New Testament. Some believe him to have been the original collector of the Pauline Epistles27 (not counting the Pastorals, i.e., 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus, which were written against him!). But others think it was he who began writing epistles using Paul’s name. I think it likely that he did write Galatians, as Tertullian mentioned Marcion “discovering the Epistle to the Galatians,” which reminds me of Huldah the prophetess and Hilkiah the priest “discovering the Book of the Law” while blowing dust and cobwebs off the old ledgers and Sunday School lessons in the Temple, and of Joseph Smith’s “discovery” of the Golden Plates on Hill Cumorah. And then there’s the statement (Gal. 3:19–20) that it was not God who gave the Torah via Moses, but rather the angels! And I can’t help thinking there is some kind of connection between Paul’s visit to Jerusalem seeking apostolic recognition and Marcion’s trip to Rome to throw his hat in the ring to become the new Pope. Paul’s monetary gift was spurned just as Marcion’s big donation to the Roman church was rejected along with his application.

I accept R. Joseph Hoffmann’s28 arguments that our Ephesians was originally Marcion’s Laodiceans, and that Marcion himself wrote it. Colossians sounds more Gnostic (maybe Valentinian) to me. The Corinthian and Philippian letters look like patchwork scrapbooks, anthologies of competing Paulinist tracts and interpolations.

But Marcion seems to have had a major role in the gospels, too. Markus Vinzent’s work29 has revealed that the first gospel, underlying all four of the canonical gospels, was the work of Marcion. He was no mere redactor, sewing together bits of oral tradition but rather a master of mimetic composition. As Dennis R. MacDonald30 has demonstrated, various New Testament narratives appear to be rewritten from Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, Virgil’s Aeneid, and Euripedes’ Bacchae. Thomas L. Brodie31 has similarly shown how much of Luke’s gospel has been rewritten from the Elijah and Elijah stories of 1 and 2 Kings. The technique, called mimesis, was quite common in the ancient world. But who did all this New Testament rewriting?

It was none other than Marcion of Pontus. It seems that he drafted an initial account of Jesus (whether a fictional or a historical character) and passed out copies to his several students, ordering them not to make copies for anyone else. But they were so excited about it that they disobeyed him. Those with whom they shared Marcion’s proto-gospel were, in turn, so excited by what they read that they endeavored to write their own expanded versions. These were the gospels we know as Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. When news of these rapidly circulating writings reached Marcion, he decided to try to regain control of the growing phenomenon by making a new, definitive version, based primarily on Luke’s edition, for general publication. The result would have been the Marcionite gospel known to the Church Fathers who polemicized against it. Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and others assumed, or pretended, that the four gospels were the originals, and that Marcion had corrupted their texts. He probably did retain some of the material his uninvited collaborators had added, subtracting what did not please him.

Marcion published a two-part work, the Evangelion (his gospel), and the Apostolicon (his Pauline letter collection). Additionally, he composed the Antitheses, a series of contradictions between the Old Testament and his New Testament.32 His New Testament, and his new church, spread like wildfire all over the Mediterranean world. Polycarp of Smyrna who reportedly told off Marcion when he ran into him in Rome, calling him “the firstborn of Satan,” determined to coopt Marcion’s success and steal as many of his sheep as he could for Catholicism. His strategy was, first, to retain the Old Testament, and, second, to bowdlerize Marcion’s substitute scripture.33 For most of the second century there was a crashing silence concerning Paul and his letters. They were passed over in silence because of their association with Marcion, whom Tertullian derided as “the Apostle of Marcion” and “the Apostle of the heretics.” It was only after Polycarp issued his “sanitized” version of Paul that apologists like Irenaeus and Tertullian started claiming Paul for their own and trying to use him against Marcion.

Polycarp interpolated Catholicizing material here and there in the Pauline letters as well as fabricating two or three new epistles, at least 2 Timothy and Titus, and possibly 1 Timothy as well,34 as an attempt to provide a “safe” lens through which to read Paul in the other letters. He added material to Judaize and Catholicize Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John (e.g., Luke chapters 1–2; 5:39; Matt. 5:17, 19; John 5:28–29; chapter 21), having decided to include all four of the pirate editions. But that wasn’t all. He seems to have translated an Aramaic Book of Acts (consisting of our chapters 1–15) into Greek, then adding new chapters 16–28 in Greek. Second Acts, as C.C. Torrey called it, featured a set of miracles credited to Paul to match the set ascribed to Peter in 1 Acts.35 The goal here was to curry favor with Marcionites by showing that the Catholic favorite Peter was just as good as Marcion’s apostle—and vice versa.

Marcion had epistles only by (or credited to) Paul, so Polycarp wanted to dilute his canonical dominance by adding whatever letters he could find that might have been penned by other apostles—if there were any! Jude might be Jude the brother of Jesus—good enough! James might have been Jesus’ brother, too, or maybe the son of Zebedee. Even Jerome in the fifth century registered his suspicions that someone else wrote it as a tribute to the Just One. First and 2 Peter (both probably pseudonymous) came in handy, though the pseudo-Petrine letters to Philip (Gnostic) and James (Ebionite) were too heretical for inclusion. The three “Johannine” epistles were anonymous, they might have been by the Beloved Disciple, so what the heck? Polycarp would have issued his New Testament, along with his edition of the Greek Old Testament (Septuagint) somewhere about the mid-second century. It would take another two centuries for Saint Athanasius to decree that only Polycarp’s twenty-seven New Testament writings should be considered Christian scripture. What do you think? Second founder of Christianity?

The Atonement, or the Saving Death of Christ:

Jesus is said to have been executed by the Roman occupation government, and his disciples had to make some sense of it. Jesus died as a martyr, and God accepted his death as a saving sacrifice. In fact, this is one of the strongest arguments for there having been a historical Jesus in the first place: it would make a lot of sense as a case of cognitive dissonance reduction.36 Psychologically incapable of admitting they had been so disastrously mistaken, the disciples of Jesus must have decided that, though it came as a complete surprise, God had Jesus’ death planned as a means of salvation. Thus he need not be written off as just one more pathetic “man who would be king.” The doctrine of the atonement began as a way to “redeem” Jesus’ death as messianic after all, even if it had to be drastically reinterpreted.

Others believed that Jesus had not died on the cross. Instead, he had been crucified but survived it and soon recovered. Still others thought someone else was crucified in his place, as a case of mistaken identity. Yet others thought it was all a hologram. Some believed in the death but viewed it only as a courageous example to follow. But eventually, theologians developed a whole raft of theories as to how the death of Jesus saved the human race. Here are some of the major ones:

Early on, Jesus’ death was understood as an expiation or vicarious sacrifice like an Old Testament animal sacrifice, whose shed blood washed away the “stain” of ritual transgressions of the worshipper offering the sacrifice. This is probably best understood in accordance with Sam K. Williams’s suggestion37 that the sins cleansed in this way were ritual or ceremonial in character, e.g., eating pork or shrimp, which no one ever thought was immoral (like adultery or theft), but were transgressions of the various Levitical rules distinguishing Israel from the nations. Once Gentiles started to join Christianity, this raised the question of how God could accept them as he did Jews. Their “uncleanness” (no strike against them previously when they were outside the covenant) now had to be dealt with, and God was willing to accept Jesus’ death as a sort of “Get out of Paganism Free card” for Gentile converts. This model is nowadays often confused (of melded) with Penal Substitution, which is based upon a subsequent redefinition of “sin” as any untoward act, whether committed against God (i.e., sin proper) or against human beings. In this schema, we were guilty of moral wrongs, earning God’s judgment, but Jesus volunteered to take the punishment in our place. I suspect that this theory depends on not drawing the modern distinction between crimes and torts since it doesn’t matter who pays the traffic ticket as long as somebody does. “How do I buy my way out of this mess?”

The Satisfaction theory originated by Saint Anselm of Canterbury (1033 or 1044–1109) is based on the Feudal system of justice. Here the idea is that humanity has offended the infinite majesty of God, whose honor must be avenged by our paying the “fine” of eternal damnation. God takes pity and decides to become human in order to join the group that owes the debt but can’t pay it, and to pay it himself (though, as a human himself, he didn’t personally owe any “debt of sin,”) by offering his infinite divine life on the cross. In the Feudal system of justice, any infraction, no matter how trivial, committed by a mere serf against the Lord of the Manor would receive a much heavier punishment than the same wrong done to a fellow serf, and this was because of the much higher status of the Feudal lord. He possessed far greater “honor” than did the measly serf, and so any wrong done to him was automatically far more grave and deserved much more severe judgment. God is the Lord of the Manor, us being the serfs, and this is why even the slightest sin would land the sinner in Hell—except for Jesus’ sacrifice. Though the theory seems to tie everything up very neatly, it seems hard for moderns to accept given that we no longer understand justice the way Anselm and his contemporaries did.

An altogether different rationale controls the Divinization (or Theosis) model predominant in the Eastern Orthodox churches. As Saint Athanasius (293–373) put it, “God became man, that man might become God.”38 Jesus lived a human life so he could impart his divine immortality to the human race. It was his life that saved, not his death, but his death did make his life a truly human one, since humans all die sooner or later. No death? Then you don’t qualify as a genuine mortal.

The Ransom theory stipulates that, thanks to Adam’s sin, the whole human race became slaves/hostages to Satan. God schemes to rescue them, offering to trade his Son for all the little human souls. Satan figures it’s a good deal and agrees to it, not suspecting that three days after Jesus dies, he’s going to rise again, taking all the imprisoned souls with him! Any way you cut it, the ransom theory is basically just an attempt to explain how Jesus “gave his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). That certainly makes it “biblical,” but the explanation posited here appears to me to derive from otherwise-abandoned Marcionite and Gnostic doctrines. Marcion wondered who it was to whom Jesus’ Father paid this ransom to. He thought that the Father took pity on the hapless creatures of the Creator (a different deity from Jesus’ Father) who were liable to his fiery judgment if they failed to pass muster. So he offered to manumit these slaves of Jehovah, buying their freedom so they could bask in his non-judgmental love. The Father offered his Son to the Creator to save them from potential judgment. Cynical critics of Christianity often quip that God supposedly sacrificed himself (as Jesus) to save them from himself, which seems pretty stupid. But Marcion’s doctrine entailed no such paradox. As for the business of the Savior freeing the oppressed souls, it seems to smack of Gnosticism, according to which the Redeemer entered the world to rescue trapped souls so they could rejoin the Father in the heavenly Pleroma, the Fullness of spiritual Light.

Dutch Jurist Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) propounded what might be called the Judicial theory of the atonement: Jesus died as a lesson of how God deals with sin. Sinners, take note! Thus Jesus’ death vindicates and reinforces the Law of God. This theory brings to mind two New Testament passages, though I don’t happen to know whether they actually figured into Grotius’s thinking or not. One is Colossians 2:13–14: “And you, who were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, having canceled the bond which stood against us with its legal demands; this he set aside, nailing it to the cross.” The image here is that of the titulus, the placard attached to the cross above the head of the one being executed, making known the crime for which he was being crucified, so as to warn passers-by not to try the same stunt. In the Colossians passage the capital accusations are ours, our crime being repeated transgressions of the Jewish Torah! In the gospels, we read that the posted charge against Jesus was his seditious claim to be “King of the Jews.” It seems somehow ironic that this feature of the Passion narrative, God judging the innocent for the sins of the guilty, is supposed to display how God deals with the wicked!

Peter Abelard (1079–1142), a liberal-leaning Catholic monk, formulated the Moral Influence atonement theory. Like many today, he found the conventional explanations of the saving death of Christ unwieldly and implausible. So he sought to simplify the whole thing: Jesus died as a demonstration of God’s love for us, hoping to win us over. While one can point to two New Testament texts congenial to this idea (Rom. 5:8 and 1 John 4:19), Abelard seems not to have noticed that his view presupposed the ones he was trying to replace! For, unless you can show how someone’s death demonstrates one’s love for another, the death must seem wholly arbitrary. Imagine that you and I are standing on a street corner waiting for a bus. Suddenly, the bus speeds recklessly around the corner. I catch sight of it before you can, and I have time only to knock you out of the way, dying under the bus’s wheels in the process. A witness to the scene might say, “See how he loved him!” But suppose there is no danger as the bus approaches—and I exclaim, “Watch this, Fred!” and step right into the path of the bus, getting squashed instantly. Would you think, “Wow! I never realized he loved me so!” No, you would not. Instead, you might mutter to another bystander, “Wow! I never realized how suicidal he must have felt!”

Calvinists advocate the theory of the Limited Atonement: if Jesus’ death must have saved those he died for, but since most do not repent and believe, he cannot have died for them. He died only for the predestined elect. As for John Calvin (1509–1564) himself, he placed the weeding-out process later, in the moment in which the “effectual call” of evangelistic preaching went forth to awaken those sinners who had been predestined to repent. Jesus had indeed died for all, though not everyone was slated to take advantage of that atonement.

The Universalist theory of the atonement is the polar opposite of both Grotius’ view and the Limited Atonement doctrine. Far from seeing the cross as dramatically demonstrating how a just God deals with sin, Universalist preacher Hosea Ballou (1771–1852) explained that humanity feared the wrath of God only because their own sinfulness made them imagine God was as unforgiving and vindictive as themselves. Jesus died not as a sacrifice, but to do away with sacrifices, showing their absurdity, since here was a righteous man dying as a victim of the sacrificial religious establishment.

As for the Limited Atonement variety of Calvinism, Ballou accepted its premise: Those for whom Christ died are saved. Not a drop of his precious blood was spilled in vain. But the next step was that, since Christ died for all, then all will be saved! And that’s whether they repent or not! Jesus did die for everyone—and it worked!

Who Are You? What Have You Sacrificed?

One thing seems sure: Jesus could not have explained his divine nature (or whatever kind of nature!) to his disciples. If he had, why would it have taken some three centuries or more for the Church to arrive at a conclusion on the matter? Not only that, but would Jesus’ own opinion on the matter even be definitive? How would he know? Or are we to think he simply remembered his millennia-long life with the heavenly Father, how they used to while away the hours designing and creating planets as if it were he and Joseph building furniture in their Nazareth workshop? If that’s what you have in mind, face it: you are making it into mythology pure and simple. But, come to think of it, maybe that’s exactly what the early Christians did!

Some early Christians believed Jesus was simply a righteous man whom God adopted as his son either at his baptism or his resurrection. Remember how Paul promises his readers that one day they will be in the position to judge the fallen angels (1 Cor. 6:3)? To do that, they needn’t have been pre-existent divine beings, right? Just resurrected. Isn’t that all you’d need to say about Jesus being elevated to session at God’s right hand? Even the title “Son of God” needn’t have denoted more than it did in Psalm 2, a title of the Messianic King. This Christology is called Adoptionism.

At the very opposite end of the Christological spectrum was Docetism. Docetists believed Jesus was a spirit or angel who only seemed (δοκέω) to be a flesh and blood man. He was like the Greek gods, able to change his bodily density at will, having no one “true” physical form at all. He might appear one way to one observer and a different way to another at the same time. And various early Christian texts show him doing these tricks. There were a couple of advantages to Docetism. First, you wouldn’t have to imagine Jesus doing things like using the toilet or becoming sexually aroused or accidentally smashing his thumb at the carpenter’s bench. You could think of him as the bejeweled figure set in stained glass. Second, you wouldn’t have to think of his Father abandoning him to a painful death on the Cross: “God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to you!” Most Gnostics were Docetists, but others, e.g., ascetical Encratites, not Gnostics, were Docetists, too, as attested in the various apocryphal books of Acts.

Separationists (a term coined by Bart D. Ehrman)39 believed Jesus was the human “channeler” for the Christ Spirit, who entered into him at his baptism and left him at the crucifixion. These Gnostics taught that, while the human Jesus died on the cross (to save the unenlightened), the immortal Christ-Spirit had come only to teach the enlightened ones; when his teaching work was done, he returned to heaven without dying. The human Jesus did die on the cross, providing a “Plan B” salvation for all who would believe in him.

Arius40 taught that Jesus was the incarnation of a heavenly being, a created archangel.41 He took on a human body but was really neither wholly human nor genuinely divine. He was an enfleshed version of personified Wisdom or Logos, God’s first creation (or maybe first emanation), but not an eternal being in his own right. This entity assisted God in the creation of the universe. This belief survives as the doctrine of the Jehovah’s Witnesses sect today. Like the Mormons, the Witnesses are virtually a world religion in their own right, which means there are an awful lot of Arians42 around today, not just in the history books.

Opposed to Arius and his colleagues Asterius and Eusebius of Nicomedia,43 were Athanasius44 and his clerical allies. The theological controversy was spinning out of control, like a modern political rivalry. Down at the dockside taverns one could hear enthusiastic sailors singing Christological drinking songs! I can just hear them now: “Ohhhhh… he’s… not one with the Fa-ther!” Finally, the Christian Emperor Constantine grew so concerned about the burgeoning theological strife, perhaps afraid of it turning into rioting, that he convened the Council of Nicea in 325 to settle the issue. He summoned bishops from all corners of the Empire to debate the issue. It was probably no secret that Constantine supported the position of Athanasius, but the event was no sham formality. The debate was real. Arians, Semi-Arians, and Athanasians all argued for their views. At bottom, it was a question not in the first instance of Christology, but of Soteriology (how salvation works). The Arians insisted that Christ, as a created being, was neither unchanging nor eternal and thus could not impart to mortals what he himself did not possess: immortality. He had to grow in righteousness, learning from what he suffered, until he reached perfection, at which time he received the (retroactive) titles of “Christ,” “Lord,” “Son of God,” even “God”! Thus did he point the way for Christian discipleship. Shoulder your own cross and follow Jesus!

Athanasius countered that, yes, Jesus could not have imparted a divine immortality he did not possess. But since that is what he does, i.e., convey divinity to Christians via faith and the sacraments, then he must possess divinity, being of the same nature (homoousias) as the Father.

The majority of the delegates voted with Athanasius. The Nicene Creed enshrined the verdict, though the disputes continued informally. In this and the Councils that followed, it becomes obvious that, as Bob Dole once said, “They’re not counting votes in there; they’re casting votes in there.” In other words, the debating bishops were creating, designing, inventing Christology, not defending some venerable traditional doctrine. But of course, it is typical to build up the authoritative clout of a doctrine that is in fact a recent innovation. It is not an archaic monument of antiquity—or we would not have such later debate about it.

After Nicea and its Creed came the Council of Constantinople in 381. Apollinaris was a student of Athanasius who thought he’d noticed a flaw in his mentor’s Christology. Athanasius had maintained that the metaphysical nature of the Logos was the very same as that of the Father, but the debate seemed to have skipped the kindred question of the genuine humanity of the incarnate Logos. How human was he? Was he just wearing a human suit? Or what? Athanasius seemed to have just assumed that a human body and mind (soul) were enough to count as “true humanity,” but Apollinaris was not so sure. What of the spirit? Doesn’t every human being have one? This gerrymandering of the human being is called trichotomism, as opposed to dichotomism, the vivisection of the human into two sections. Apollinaris reasoned that Jesus must have had a socket where a spirit would ordinarily go, but in his case it was occupied by the Holy Spirit. After all, it had to fit in somewhere. Sounds good?

Not to the Three Cappadocians, it didn’t! These fellows, Gregory of Nyssa,45 Gregory of Nazianzus,46 and Basil of Caesarea, had been boyhood chums and were now prominent churchmen. They put their heads together and issued a rejoinder to Apollinaris. How could Jesus be a real human being if he lacked a human spirit? No. No, he couldn’t. Why did it make any difference? Because of the Three Cappadocians’ mantra: “What is not assumed is not redeemed.” Remember, the Athanasian Jesus saves humanity by becoming human. He redeemed what he had assumed or taken onto himself. But what if he hadn’t assumed a human spirit? In that case, our human spirits would not have been redeemed! Yikes! So Apollinaris had to be wrong. Or at least that’s what the majority of the bishops at the Council of Constantinople decided. And while the bishops were thus assembled, they decided to amend the Nicene Creed, beefing up the role of “the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father.” We still call this version “the Nicene Creed,” but officially it’s “the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed.”

Next came the Council of Ephesus in 431. Here the heavyweights were bishop Nestorius versus bishop Cyril of Alexandria. One day, Nestorius flinched when he heard a bunch of his parishioners chanting praises to the Theotokos, the Mother (literally, “bearer”) of God. To Nestorius this sounded like pagan goddess-worship, and he told them to cut it out! It wasn’t just that he thought they were over-hyping Mary, virtually deifying her. He knew the real issue was whether Jesus was God already as an infant. Nestorius is reported to have said, “God is not a baby two or three weeks old!” “Oh, but he was!” replied Cyril. “Do you find it embarrassing for the God-Man to have his diapers changed? Then how are you going to deal with him dying stripped naked on a cross? That’s just as gross, even much more so. But isn’t that the point of the scandal of the cross? God, in Christ, voluntarily lowering himself to endure every indignity human life is heir to?” (I’m heavily paraphrasing here.)47

We’re not exactly sure what Nestorius actually taught, despite the fact that scholars finally dug up a copy of his treatise The Bazaar of Heracleides. But it looks like he believed that Christ was two persons, the divine Logos energizing the human Jesus, or that the Logos assumed, not flesh in general but rather, a man, which sounded kind of like Adoptionism. Cyril insisted that Christians worship the Logos united with the human nature of Mary, one person with two natures. The Council of Ephesus endorsed the opinion of Cyril—before Nestorius’ partisans even arrived! Once they saw what had happened, they returned home and broke away from the mainstream Church. The Nestorian Church exists still today, though, again, there remains some puzzlement over their Christology. One photo shows a group posing in front of their Nestorian Church with a huge banner advertising a “Festival of the Theotokos”! Wait a minute….

The last act of our play opened with the Council of Chalcedon in 451. This one defined Christology for most Christians. This time the issue was Monophysitism. A young anchorite named Eutyches started teaching that, though Jesus was indeed one person with fully divine and fully human natures, these natures merged into one single nature, the divine absorbing the human. “Monophysitism” means “one nature-ism.” But this formula did not sit well with

Pope Leo and his supporters. In Leo’s Tome,48 the Pope made a counter-proposal: though inseparably joined together, the divine and human natures remain forever distinct. It’s not like mixing salt and water, which produces a new, third thing, salt water. No, it’s like pouring oil and water into a blender: you can turn the blender on and let it go till you can no longer pay your electric bill and you will never get them to mix. That’s the way it is with the natures of Jesus Christ: two of them, inseparable but forever distinct. The result was the Chalcedonian Creed, even though the Monophysites were not persuaded. Their churches continue today in Egypt, Ethiopia, and Armenia.

Though it did not result in yet another Christological council,49 there was one last theological debate about Jesus. Yes, it was on one level a matter of the fine print but not unimportant. We can view the whole series of debates as a pendulum trying its best to settle down in the middle, swinging back and forth between Jesus’ humanity and his divinity. This time, the specific issue : yes, Jesus was one person with two natures, divine and human, but was that one person divine or human? Another way of looking at this is to ask whether there would have ever been a Jesus if not for the Incarnation. An Adoptionist could answer “yes,” because it was a question of whether an already existing man would choose to heed God’s call. But a Chalcedonian’s answer might not be so clear. But then, thanks to the sixth-century monk Leontius of Byzantium,50 it was clarified that his personhood was divine, i.e., it originated from the divine side, not the human. Jesus’ humanity was anhypostatic; it didn’t exist in its own right but rather because the Logos required a human personhood for the Incarnation. Jesus’ humanity was also enhypostatic: it was only in union with the Logos that the human personhood of Jesus existed.51

The Three Mystikeers

The Trinity is a unity of three distinct persons sharing a single divine essence. Depending on where you stand, the doctrine of the Trinity is either an unfathomable mystery or merely a clumsy attempt to remain officially monotheistic while worshipping three gods. Christians had come to worship Jesus alongside God the Father, much as somewhat later Kabbalistic Jews glorified the exalted patriarch Enoch as “the Lesser Yahweh.”52 Apparently, Christians chafed at Jewish charges that they had apostatized from biblical monotheism in favor of a half-pagan, half-biblical syncretism. In response, Christians stubbornly insisted they were still monotheists! They added the Holy Spirit to the equation and simply declared the whole thing an unfathomable Mystery, not to be reduced to the over-simplified alternatives of Modalism (one divine person who acts or reveals himself in three ways or modes) or Tritheism (three separate Gods). The Trinity doctrine gradually emerged during the third and fourth centuries in the writings of Irenaeus, Tertullian, Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Basil of Caesarea.

It is reasonable to suggest that, if one is dealing with the Infinite, the Absolute, the Eternal, one will quickly find oneself drowning in deep waters. Should we insist that, if we cannot understand some aspect of it, then it must not exist? We don’t even know what Quasars are! Would God be easier to grasp? On the other hand, as Deist Ethan Allen53 pointed out, a “revelation” is by definition a clarification, not a fountain spewing out insoluble conundrums.

To reveal, is to make known, but for a mystery to compose any part of a revelation, is absurd; for it is the same as to reveal and not to reveal at the same time; for was it revealed, it would cease to be mysterious.

Modern theologians have tried new and alternative models to make the Trinity doctrine appear to make more sense, which implies they would jettison the notion as a vestige of Papist medievalism but fear they would be branded as heretics, which is pretty ironic given their many other departures from traditional orthodoxy. This last shibboleth is the theological Ark of the Covenant which even the priests fear to touch.

Eastern Orthodoxy versus Roman Catholicism

We’ve already seen how ancient Christological disputes divided the Christian movement. Once Constantine took the imperial throne, he initiated the suppression of the various so-called heresies, but no ecumenical councils had a hand in this. The councils, though, alienated the Arians, the Nestorians, and the Monophysites. These communions did not accept the results of the votes and went their own way, forming major branches of Christianity alongside the better-known brands. And it is to these Christianities that we now turn.

Many outsiders cannot easily tell the difference between Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy. Bored by rote-repeated liturgy and too-brief homilies, Protestant visitors quickly wish they’d stayed home, attending the Church of the Living Springs.54 But this is probably more a matter of aesthetic sensitivity than theological distaste. At any rate, the differences between Catholicism and Orthodoxy are only too obvious to members of either one. The two communions repudiated one another in the eleventh century over the following issues.

First, the Orthodox say there should be five Patriarchs (bishops of Rome, Alexandria, Antioch, Jerusalem, Constantinople), the bishop of Rome being “first among equals.” Catholics say the Pope (bishop of Rome) is the unique “vicar of Christ.”

Second, re the doctrine of salvation: the Orthodox say Christ became human to save us from mortality. This would have been needful even had we never sinned. Catholics see salvation primarily as from the guilt of sin, ours and that inherited from Adam. For Orthodoxy, salvation is divinization. As Athanasius said, “God became man so that man might become God.” Catholics do not deny this or consider it heretical; it’s just not the model they emphasize. They incline more to judicial categories of sin and pardon.

The third major point of dispute is the filioque clause (“and from the Son”). Catholics added this phrase to the Nicene Creed, making the Spirit “proceed” from both other members of the Trinity. This act affronted the Orthodox, who insisted the Catholics had no right to unilaterally amend an ancient ecumenical creed. It would be like Pennsylvania single-handedly amending the Federal Constitution. Worse yet, they objected that the addition denigrated the full divine quality of the Spirit, since it denied to the Spirit a role shared by the Father and the Son. What is the Spirit, chopped liver? But the Catholics countered that it denigrates the Son to have the Spirit proceed from only the Father. What’s the matter with the Son? Why is he excluded? Not divine enough for ya?

Fourth, there was the matter of vernacular liturgy. The Orthodox conducted church services in the language of the people, different in different countries. Catholics insisted on the Latin mass everywhere. What the heck? They have the English translation right there in the missal. But the whole thing became moot when the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) dropped the Latin.

Fifth, hard though it may be to believe, there was great strife (even violence) over religious art. The Orthodox use flat icons, while Catholics use statues. From the sidelines, Protestants jeer that the statues of Jesus and the saints are no better than pagan idols.

Despite an admirable cessation of animosities, the two churches have never been able to resolve their differences. Well, at least they’re no longer sentencing each other to Hell!

Roman Catholicism versus Protestantism

If you thought the differences between Orthodoxy and Catholicism were earth-shaking, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet! It is almost surprising that those two churches did not close ranks against the Protestants in the sixteenth century. Protestant principles would be considered no less dangerous to Orthodoxy than they were to Catholicism. So what were those principles?

The first point of conflict was over Scripture versus Tradition. Catholics say the teaching of the apostles can be found in oral tradition plus the Bible, while Protestants say too much junk has been dumped into the tradition. Martin Luther readily admitted that the apostles surely taught many things not attested in the Bible, but we can accept no belief or practice contradicted by the Bible.

Just as important, if not more so, was the second bone of contention, faith and works. Salvation is by God’s grace, as both agree. But Catholics see “grace” as saving energy from God, received gradually and repeatedly through the sacraments. Protestants define “grace” as the kind mercy of God that led him to have Christ die for us. Salvation is by accepting this sacrifice on faith. Good works are the result of being “born again.” So Catholics saw faith and works as conditions of salvation, while Protestants see good works and salvation as equal results of faith.

The third big difference concerned priesthood and ministry. Catholic priests mediate the saving grace of God by performing sacraments, rituals conveying grace. Accordingly, the sacrament of ordination administered to Catholic priests conveys to them the supernatural grace of conveying absolution to repentant sinners. Protestants, not defining grace this way, see ministers simply as trained professionals, just like Jewish rabbis. Any Protestant layperson could conduct the Lord’s Supper, but the minister has been trained to do it correctly, without goofing it up. Protestants believe in the “priesthood of all believers,” each equally close to God through Christ.

Initially, the doctrine of the Virgin Mary was not at issue. Luther and Calvin believed in the immaculate conception, perpetual virginity and the bodily assumption of Mary into heaven. Today’s Protestants believe in none of these things, no doubt because, on closer examination, none of them appear in scripture. Or maybe, once they started rejecting certain Mariological abuses (as they deemed them), they decided to clean house, omitting even non-attested features of Mariology that were not otherwise theologically offensive. Protestants believe Jesus was virginally conceived, but that after that Mary had relations with Joseph.55

The notion that Mary, up in heaven, mediates between us and Christ had to go because it compromised the unique mediatorial role of Christ (1 Tim. 2:5). Or that her sorrows contributed to the atonement wrought by Jesus on the cross. It really upsets Protestants that Catholics pray to Mary and the saints. Catholics (and Orthodox) believe that holy Christians of the past are close to God in heaven and that we may pray to them to put in a good word for us with God. What’s the difference between that and asking your friend at church to pray for you? But Protestants say this is polytheism, idolatry, necromancy.

Fifth, Purgatory: Protestants think it is unscriptural and implies the death of Jesus wasn’t sufficient to do the job of saving you.

Sixth, Catholics (and Orthodox) have seven sacraments: infant baptism, confirmation, penance, marriage, ordination, anointing of the sick, and the Mass (holy communion, or the eucharist). While Protestants also do many of these things, they are not considered vital. Catholics see them as channels of divine grace. The reason Protestants devalue the sacraments, even while practicing them, is that to think of them as Catholics do, would compromise their central tenet of salvation by grace through faith. If you must, e.g., take communion if you hope to be saved, you seem to be making salvation depend on good works and rituals.56

Legion of Denom(ination)s

The Protestant Reformation was anything but monolithic. From the moment it began, the Catholic prediction was amply fulfilled: if every man was to be his own Pope, interpreting scripture as seemed best to him, you would soon see an explosion of competing candidates for “true Christianity,” and with no way to evaluate any one as superior to all the others! Personally, I can’t see that as a bad thing, as long as all can agree to disagree without rancor. But they couldn’t. Everybody was so fixated on being right where the Catholic Church had been wrong that they moved on from declaring the Pope a heretic and an Antichrist and began to turn the guns on each other, in spades. They had to be right, and that meant you had to be wrong. And the stakes were high. All seemed to expect that one day God would administer a postmortem theology exam, and if you got more than a couple of questions incorrect, you could take that big rosy asbestos “F” with you to the Inferno! Hardly a recipe for free thinking and mutual tolerance!

The Magisterial Reformation

Some Protestants rebounded farther from Romanism than others. Lutheranism had probably moved the least distance. It was surprising, given the venom Martin Luther (1483–1546) spewed at the Pope, casting him as the Beast 666. The Catholic Church was the Scarlet Woman mounted on the back of Leviathan, yada yada yada. It was a nasty divorce. And strangely, one of the ex-spouses moved next door to the other! In many ways, Lutheranism turned out not to be so different from Catholicism. We’ve already been over most of the biggest differences between them, but there is a bit more to discuss.

Martin Luther insisted that theological authority lay only in scripture, not tradition. Of course, items of tradition were innocuous, but not if they contradicted scripture. Should you smear soot on your forehead on Ash Wednesday in light of Matthew 6:16–18? Should you address your clergyman as “Father” in view of Matthew 23:9? This is just the kind of thing that Marcion protested: retention of Jewish customs when Jesus had trashed them! And, ironically, Lutherans retreated from some of the more radical reforms of Luther himself, such as ejecting certain books from the New Testament canon!

And did Luther really sacrifice tradition to Sola Scriptura? He thought so, but then why frame a new “rule of faith” (the Heidelberg Catechism) to govern the legitimate interpretation of scripture? How could there even be a “legitimate,” i.e., controlled, interpretation of scripture? On the other hand, Luther did restrict biblical interpretation in another way. He held that one must employ the Grammatico-Historical Method. That is to say, scripture, divinely inspired though it may be, must be interpreted in the same way one interprets any ancient document, in light of its original cultural and historical context, and in accord with the ordinary grammar and vocabulary of the original language. He was trying to rule out allegorical interpretation, which inevitably makes the Bible into a ventriloquist dummy. If the Bible can mean anything, then it means nothing. And how many of the Catholic abuses were based on either non-biblical tradition or allegorical ventriloquism?

Liturgically, Lutheranism was not so far removed from Catholicism. You might even call Lutheranism a kind of “Revised Standard Version” of Catholicism.

We have seen that Protestantism “secularized” the clergy, no longer regarding their ministers as special channels of divine grace, e.g., no longer entitled to absolve sins or to transform bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. This was the flip side of the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers: the secular princes had equal authority to the Pope’s and the clergy were on the same level as their parishioners. (The same democratizing principle led Luther to abolish monasticism and celibacy.) The most profoundly defining aspect of the priesthood of all believers was its presupposition of “Christendom,” the notion that a country, a culture, a society or community could be collectively Christian. And that entailed having a state church. “Nonconformists” might be freely or grudgingly tolerated, but Christianity was the “color” of one’s citizenship. This is why Lutheranism (like Calvinism, Anglicanism, and others) retained infant baptism. You didn’t have to “convert” to Christianity; you became a Christian right out of the gate. “I’m a Roman Catholic! Have been since before I was born! One thing they say about Catholics: they’ll take you as soon as you’re warm.”57

Luther had some interesting ideas as to how a Christian society should deal with getting its hands bloody. True, it was not exactly the proper role of Christians to kill enemies on the battlefield or to execute criminals, but these things sooner or later will have to be done in order to fend off chaos and oppression. It is the work of “the left hand of God.” Someone has to do it, or our very efforts to be good Christians will abet the efforts of Satan and his servants. “Innocent as doves”? Sure, but don’t forget to be “wise as serpents.” Here is the sort of circumstance to which Luther’s two maxims “Simul iustus et peccator” (“At the same time justified and a sinner.”) and “Sin boldly but believe more boldly still!” apply.

Perhaps surprisingly, Luther was not willing to move an inch from the Catholic doctrine of Transubstantiation. Swiss Protestant reformer Huldreich (or Ulrich) Zwingli and Martin Luther attended a summit meeting to hash out their difference of opinions on the matter. Zwingli held the “Memorialist” view, that the Lord’s Supper was metaphorical in nature, serving to guide one’s meditation upon Christ’s sacrifice. But Luther insisted that, in the Words of Institution (“This is my body…, This is my blood”), “is” means “is.” It had to be taken literally. Like Roman Catholics, he believed the communion elements, while remaining outwardly, chemically, the same, were mysteriously transformed into the hidden nature of Christ’s blood and flesh. (But by some accounts, Luther believed in “Consubstantion,” the notion that the eucharistic bread and wine retained their original character of bread and wine even as they miraculously took on the invisible character of the body and blood of Christ.) The two Reformers had hoped to unite their movements, but the attempt ran aground on this theological reef.

Luther believed in Predestination, a doctrine he inherited from Saint Augustine, having been, after all, an Augustinian monk. In his book The Bondage of the Will, he reasoned that we are “dead in sin” (Eph. 2:1), and a dead man cannot heed a call to repentance or to anything else! You could never even feel the need to repent and turn to Christ unless, like the moribund Lazarus, the silence of the grave were to be shattered by the vivifying voice of God calling, “[your name here], come forth!” And at that point you don’t have any option but to respond, “Speak, Lord, for Thy servant heareth!”

Less controversial today would be Martin Luther’s rejection of superstitious relic-veneration, the sale of indulgences, ascetical works of supererogation, and offering prayer to the saints. Yes, they were heroes of the faith, but they’re not little Christs.

Lutheranism had always been heavily theological, and at length many felt it was more intellectual than spiritual, “straight as a gun barrel, and just as empty.” In reaction, the German Pietist movement58 was born in the seventeenth century. Among its leading lights were Philipp Spener (1635–1705), August Hermann Francke (1663—1727), Count Von Zinzendorf (1700–1755), and Gerhard Tersteegen (1697–1769). They urged Christians to pursue a sanctified life, characterized by zealous love for Christ, not to be satisfied with a checklist of proper doctrines. The Pietists were also active in practical works of mercy. Their influence has been long-lasting and worldwide, dominating world Protestantism today. To the Pietists we owe the talk of “a personal relationship with Christ” and “accepting Jesus as your personal savior.” Alien to the New Testament, this jargon, together with the conceptuality underlying it, seems to have begun as metaphorical, imagining Jesus looking at you disappointedly when you sin, etc., until it started to be taken literally, implying an innumerable legion of Jesus clones, each attached to every “born again Christian.” Valid or not, it has “overcome the world.”

Anglicanism, namely the Church of England and its branches and split-offs, is much like Lutheranism but perhaps more analogous to the Eastern Orthodox Churches. Despite their unhappy separation, Anglicans and Orthodox still consider themselves as members of the same Christian organism with Rome. They all reject the Pope’s arrogation of unilateral authority and wish he would be satisfied with being the first among equals with the other Patriarchs. Like these far-away cousins, Anglicans cherish their bishops’ apostolic succession. The idea is that Jesus taught Christian doctrine to his apostles, who passed it on to the bishops they appointed, who passed it on to their own successors, and the chain continued up to and including today’s bishops. Even after schisms, the succession continues as long as the schismatic group’s founding bishop has the sanction of three bishops ordained by the parent body. Of course, the whole thing has about as much historical plausibility as the Islamic isnads, the spurious chains of attestors who allegedly passed on hadith from Muhammad.

A popular myth about Anglican origins is that the Church of England was no more than a gimmick to evade the Pope’s refusal to allow jolly old Henry the Eighth to get a divorce. That dispute was indeed the occasion for the schism, but it merely provided the excuse for England to embrace the Reformation, which Thomas Cranmer (1489–1556), Archbishop of Canterbury, had been enviously observing from the sidelines. This opening seemed as good as any, so he went for it, declaring the king, not the Pope, as the head of the Church of England.

The Church of England has embraced a wide range of opinions and doctrines in recent decades, some considered so heretical as to prompt the departure of several conservative Anglicans and Episcopalians to form traditionalist sects. Some consider this mitosis of their tradition an awful tragedy. But if you consider free thought one of the fruits of the Spirit, it can’t be a bad thing. Don’t agree with female bishops? Don’t go. Why lose sleep over it?

John (1703–1791) and Charles Wesley (1707–1788) were loyal members of the Church of England. In their divinity school years, the brothers started the Holy Club at Oxford, where student devotions were guided by William Law’s books A Practical Treatise Upon Christian Perfection (1726) and A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life (1729). They were so methodical in their prayers that more jocose ministerial students took to calling these students “Methodists.” They traveled to North America to evangelize but still felt something was missing from their spiritual life. On the sea voyage back to England, John happened to witness a prayer session conducted by a group of Moravians, a Pietist sect. Their spirituality proved contagious, and John had a “heart-warming” experience. From that time on, Pietism hybridized with Methodism, leading to extremely successful revivals in the American colonies as well as the formation of Methodism in England. But the staid Church of England was made uncomfortable by what they perceived as unbecoming emotionalism. So the Methodists as a denomination were off and running.

John Wesley preached a “second work of grace,” a visitation subsequent to the New Birth in which one could simply claim sanctification by faith just as one had already claimed justification by faith. Following John Law, Wesley advocated “Christian Perfection,” “entire sanctification,” the instant eradication of the sinful nature within. One might persist in some sinful habit, but only until a fellow Christian pointed out the sinful character of the thing. Then, loving nothing so much as pleasing God, the sanctified Christian would gladly drop the newly recognized sin. But his ostensible confidence in God’s instantaneous sanctification seems mitigated by his admission that he himself had not yet attained the blessing and knew of, maybe, one old lady who had!

Maybe he was a little too hasty in his optimism, and it was no big surprise when Methodists finally dropped the doctrine, though breakaway groups like the Wesleyan Church, the Wesleyan Methodists, the Church of the Nazarene, and the Holiness churches retained it. The results of the Christian Perfection doctrine were predictable. Some, when they found themselves sinning after all, feared they had lost salvation (and sanctification!) and so had to “get saved” all over again. Worse yet, any trivial peccadillo might be enough to cancel your ticket on The Wings of Him airline.

Or you could go another route, that of libertinism. If you have been sanctified, and God’s promises cannot fail, then what you are doing simply cannot be a sin! Have at it! But in that case, all you’re doing is sanctifying the sin instead of the sinner. First John speaks equivocally of “Christian perfection,” affirming that anyone genuinely “born of God” not only does not sin but cannot sin (1 John 3:6, 9; 5:18). Yet it also rebukes and refutes those in the Johannine faction who claim they never sin (1 John 1:8–10). What is going on here? I can only guess that we have a composite text, the result of some mystified scribe pondering what to do with two different manuscripts of 1 John. One version circulated among the Johannine Docetists (1John 2:18–23; 4:1–6), who must also have cast off conventional morality, feeling they were exempt from keeping the standard commandments which they considered mere inventions of the Archons to redirect worship to themselves (Gal. 3:19–20; 4:8–10; Col. 2:8,13–15). Thus nothing they did could count as sins. They were sinlessly perfect! The other version acknowledged the possibility of post-conversion sin and promised God’s willingness to forgive it. Our copyist decided to include material from both versions, so as not to risk omitting any inspired text. No wonder Wesleyans and Holiness have continued in confusion and self-reproach for centuries!

The Magisterial Reformation churches also include the Reformed and Presbyterian denominations (there are various sub-species in both categories). The major non-theological difference here is geographical. The Reformed Church stems from France and Switzerland and was spearheaded by the great theologian John Calvin (1509–1564) who became what one might call the Ayatollah of Geneva. In other words, he was a theocratic ruler who, for instance, decreed that every tavern had to install a pulpit Bible on every table! After enough drinks, you probably imagined the big Bible looking askance at you!

Calvin also deemed it his duty to protect Christendom from the infection/infiltration of soul-killing heresy, so, against the pleadings of his own supporters and allies, Calvin had Michael (Miguel) Servetus, an anti-Trinitarian, burnt at the stake! To their credit, Calvinists in several cities erected memorial statues commemorating Servetus to show their regret for the outrage perpetrated by their guru.

John Knox (1514–1572) brought the Reformation to Scotland, establishing the Presbyterian Church of Scotland. It was Calvinistic in theology and shared polity with Calvin’s Reformed churches. In fact, Presbyterianism derives its name from their governance structure. Local congregations elect their own presbytery, or council of elders (presbuteroi), which sends delegates to meetings of regional synods, which in turn send representatives to national synods to discuss issues and make rules to be observed in the congregations.

Predestination and Perseverance

Calvinism, or Reformed Theology, can be summed up in the famous acronym TULIP, standing for Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and Perseverance of the Saints. Total Depravity is similar to the Buddhist belief that “Life is suffering.” It isn’t as bad as it sounds. The idea is not that all people are desperately wicked like Charles Manson or the Joker. Rather, the point is that all our actions are to some degree tainted by selfish, ulterior motives. Pretty much like Freudianism. You’re not as noble as you might like to think.

Unconditional Election means that God’s choice of which individuals shall be saved is in no way dependent on anything they may do or not do. If he wanted Hitler to be saved, he’d have him pray the sinner’s prayer. And as apologist Paul Little said, Mahatma Gandhi wouldn’t get admitted to heaven without accepting Christ as his personal savior. Why he chose A to be saved and B to be damned is inscrutable to mortals. We have already discussed the Limited Atonement business. Irresistible Grace means that, if God wants you saved, rest assured it will happen. And this works on both ends of the process: If God saves you, it will end well—no falling away. If your minister up and runs away with the choir director, leaving wife and kids behind, this just goes to show Reverend Gantry was never really among the elect at all.59

Jacob Arminius (1560–1609), a Dutch theologian, rejected Calvinism and offered an alternative theological position that naturally came to be known as Arminianism, its original supporters as Remonstrants. As their theological platform developed, it centered upon free will. Arminius agreed with Calvinists that we are so deeply lost in sin that we cannot, of ourselves, seek or accept God’s saving grace. But the Holy Spirit conveys to us, in the preaching of the gospel, God’s prevenient grace which frees us up for a crucial window of opportunity in which we can seek and find the saving grace. It is then up to the individual to decide. Nor does free will ever expire. If you are fool enough to do it, you have the option of losing your faith, again contra to Calvinism.

Congregationalism derived from English Puritanism, which in turn was a Reformed, Calvinist movement within the Church of England. Quite similar to Presbyterianism, Congregationalism’s main distinctive was in governance. Congregationalism, as the name makes plain, is a church polity according to which local congregations govern their own affairs without oversight from any superior body. The denominational structure merely facilitates joint mission efforts, retirement funds, etc. Today congregations with the Congregationalist label are part of the United Church of Christ, a merger denomination including the Evangelical and Reformed Church. Having long ago departed from its Puritan origins, the Congregationalist denomination is just an inch to the right of the ultra-liberal Unitarian-Universalist Association.

Shambalaka-si! Olio-Rashimi!

The Holiness Movement preached the need for a “second blessing” of sanctification. Yet many were left feeling not appreciably holier than before. So many began to wonder if there might be some definitive sign of having received this “Baptism of the Holy Spirit” as some called it.60 Obviously, if claiming sanctification by faith left you pretty much as you were before, well-meaning but frustrated by your mediocrity, you’d have to question the whole business. Thus, to ask, “We would see a sign from you” (Matt. 12:38) is a bad sign already. If you don’t know you have it, you must not have it.

The Holiness churches begat Pentecostalism when Charles Parham (1873–1929) encouraged his Bible students to scour scripture for some clue of an initial evidence of the Baptism in the Holy Spirit. On New Year’s Eve, 1900, his student Agnes Ozman received the Holy Ghost and began to speak in tongues. Further study of the Book of Acts convinced Parham that Ms. Ozman’s experience had been the norm in New Testament Christianity. Pentecostalism was off and running, though soon Parham’s prominence was eclipsed by his protégé William Seymour, who presided over a blazing revival in Los Angeles’ Azusa Street Mission.

Parham’s reputation was damaged by some of his controversial beliefs, such the postmortem annihilation of the wicked (instead of eternal torment), British Israelism (Anglo-Saxons were descended from the Lost Tribes of Israel), and Partial Rapturism (only 144,000 Spirit-filled believers would be taken up, and in fact it was Parham’s fear of not being one of them that prompted his search for an initial evidence!). He also taught that God had created non-Caucasians on the sixth day of creation, skipped the Sabbath, and created Whites on the eighth day! He did not shy away from working with black colleagues, like William Seymour, but on the other hand he sometimes preached for the Ku Klux Klan! Parham was also dogged by unsubstantiated rumors of homosexuality. If all this comes as a surprise, that’s because none of these aberrations are what he is remembered for. Certainly none of it finally made it into Pentecostalism.

The early days of Pentecostalism were characterized by a total indifference toward race and gender. The Spirit might choose any channel for his prophecies. After all, “It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh counts for nothing” (John 6:63). The premise for Pentecostalism, then, is the radical distinction between flesh and spirit. “Anointed” preaching and the power to prophesy came from the spirit of the preacher or prophet, energized by the Spirit of God, not from the modest endowments of the flesh. You might be naturally clever with words, but your ministry was the product of the Spirit whose passive channel you had become. Thus what could be the possible relevance of one’s genitals or pigmentation? None.

Pentecostalism is stronger than ever all over the globe. It is a common phenomenon in the birth and development of sectarian groups, that initially separating themselves from “the world,” i.e., the secular society around them, they discard certain mores, only to reassimilate them in the following generation once mundane matters encroach again. Accordingly, the original Pentecostal sects have gradually morphed into staid suburban churches. Ironically, their original pneumatic egalitarianism has returned, and in a quarter where it might have been least expected, in postmodern Gender Feminism!61 Many of its theoreticians have in effect denied the biological (“fleshly”) factor in human existence, restricting value to the “spirit,” “calling things that are not as though they were” (Rom. 4:17). That is what they are doing when they refuse to obey the “dictates” of biological gender, proclaiming freedom from the perceived servitude of marriage, motherhood, claiming the right and freedom to define gender by emotions and attitudes.

And here one recalls the old slogan “Everything old is new again,” for this seems to be essentially the same thinking upon which early Christian encratism was based. The term means “self-control” and denoted celibacy. Encratites saw in Genesis chapter 3 the imposition of patriarchy in the institution of the married family unit: “Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you.” To escape this domestic servitude, some women joined the ranks of the consecrated “widows” and “virgins.” Unlike traditional wives, who had their hands full with household and child-rearing duties, these “proto-nuns” were free to devote themselves to prophesy and pray (1 Cor. 7:32–35), even to teach, baptize, and evangelize, full time. Such freedom was subsidized by wealthy matrons (sometimes literal widows) or by church congregations who sponsored their ministry. These women form the subject of New Testament passages like 1 Corinthians 11:3–15 and 1 Timothy 2:13–15, where the controversy is already apparent.

Being Born Again Again

The Spirit Baptism doctrine evolved and mutated, implying its creative power over the evangelical imagination. The base line would be the mainstream evangelical equation of the Baptism of the Spirit as the crisis of regeneration, the New Birth, initial conversion. It is a single blessing initiating a long process of gradual sanctification, with the believer becoming ever more spiritually minded and Christlike in character. Speaking in tongues is not part of the package, and most evangelicals believe the phenomenon faded away with the Apostolic age. These evangelicals include the Reformed, the Southern Baptists, the Plymouth Brethren, and post-Wesley Methodists.

John Wesley, as we have seen, regarded sanctification as a second crisis experience in which the innate sin-nature was eradicated. It should be available to every Christian, though in practice the experience was extremely rare. For Wesley, this second blessing was understood Christocentrically, though he would not have hesitated to ascribe it to the Spirit. Either way, you are entitled and encouraged to appropriate sanctification by an act of faith just the same way you appropriated justification by faith.

The Holiness Revival of the nineteenth century (led by Hannah Whitehall Smith and others), represented today by the Church of the Nazarene and the Church of God (Anderson, Indiana), employ “Baptism of the Holy Spirit” referring to a second blessing with two aspects: first, sanctification to render one Christlike in behavior, and second, to empower one for bold Christian service.

Keswick spirituality (named for a conference center where the doctrine was propagated) dropped the sanctification crisis in the sense that its advocates do not believe the sin nature is obliterated, but they retain “Baptism in the Spirit” language to refer to a second blessing to enable the seeker to live “the victorious Christian life” or the “deeper life.” One finds this teaching in the works of Reuben Archer Torrey, Dwight L. Moody, Watchman Nee (Nee To-sheng), and Andrew Murray, among numerous others. “Let go and let God.”

Mainstream Pentecostals (if that tag makes any sense!), including the Assemblies of God and the Pentecostal Free Will Baptists, believe in progressive sanctification but also regard the Baptism of the Spirit as a second blessing of empowerment. This is like Keswick spirituality but with the addition of speaking in tongues as the evidence of reception.

Holiness Pentecostals (Church of God, Cleveland, Tennessee; Pentecostal Holiness Church; Tomlinson Church of God; Church of God of Prophecy) divide the Baptism of the Spirit as understood in the nineteenth-century Holiness revival into a second and third blessing: first sanctification, second, Baptism of the Spirit proper, i.e., empowerment for service (boldness in witnessing, etc.). It is the latter which is evidenced by speaking in tongues.

Apostolic Pentecostals (the United Pentecostal Church, or “Jesus Only” movement) are in one respect like the mainstream evangelicals in that they draw no distinction between regeneration and the Baptism of the Holy Spirit. They are the same thing, but, like other Pentecostals, these folks see speaking in tongues as the evidence. The result is the belief that glossolalia is the necessary evidence, not of sanctification, but of salvation itself. Apparently this belief is unrelated to another equally controversial: they uphold the ancient Christology variously called Modalism, Patripassianism, Sabellianism, and Dynamic Monarchianism. An alternative to Trinitarianism, the doctrine envisions God as one Person who manifests himself in three different forms or roles in different periods of salvation history. He made himself known as the Father to Old Testament Israel, as the Son in the gospel period, and as the Spirit from there on in.

And the single name of God is “Jesus,” as seen in the fact that, even after the advent of the Spirit on Pentecost, Christian baptism was performed “in the name of Jesus” (Acts 2:38; 8:16; 10:48; 19:5). As for Matthew 28:19, these Pentecostals contend that this so-called Trinitarian formula is no such thing, as it is never used in any of those baptism scenes in Acts; instead, they say, “Jesus” is the collective name for this three-formed God. (A better argument might be that the Matthean version is textually dubious, since Eusebius says that some pre-Nicene manuscripts of Matthew had Jesus command baptism simply “in my name.”)

In the nineteen sixties and seventies, Pentecostal renewal swept through the staid mainstream denominations, including Roman Catholicism. In the early days of Pentecostalism, the same thing happened, but the newly Spirit-baptized were dismissed as fanatics and were expelled from Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist, and other communions. They proceeded to start their own new denominations. But in the sixties and seventies, things were different, and the old denominations tolerated and even welcomed the new enthusiasm. The Charismatics (as they were soon called) tended to meet in prayer groups outside the Sunday services, though they attended those, too. They had various ways of harmonizing the Pentecostal experience with traditional Protestant dogma. The Catholics and Episcopalians faced the greatest challenge. Eventually, they posited that one receives the Spirit in infant baptism and consciously appropriates it subsequently in Confirmation. Baptism in the Spirit, in turn, is an experiential appropriation of Confirmation (itself, remember, as the laying on of hands, was already separated from baptism). “What God has joined together, let no man separate.” Unless, of course, it’s convenient.

Radical Reformation Sects

A whole flock of Reformation Christians went farther than the Magisterial Reformers, farther away, that is, from Roman Catholicism. And even from Christendom. Perhaps the most important contribution of groups like the Anabaptists was to separate Church and State. They did not believe a society as a whole could be meaningfully called “Christian.” That label belonged first and foremost to individuals. This pretty much explains everything about these groups. It all stems from this revolutionary notion of separating Church and State. This is why they were Ana-baptists, i.e., “re-baptizers.” They regarded the Catholic or Lutheran baptism they had received as infants as an empty charade. What could possibly be the point of sprinkling the little cuties when they couldn’t begin to understand what was being done to them? But couldn’t you say the same thing about circumcision? Yes, but that’s just the point: circumcision was induction into the Jewish nation. The Jewish infant had no choice; he was just born Jewish. But could you be born Christian? Ostensibly, Protestants thought you couldn’t. You had to experience the call to repentance and conversion, even if you were brought up in a Christian family/community. It was an internal contradiction. Given how they understood the New Birth, Lutherans, Presbyterians, et. al. should have dropped infant baptism, but they couldn’t imagine switching to a non-theocratic commonwealth. The Anabaptists could and did. You couldn’t choose to be born, but you had to choose to be reborn in baptism.

Luther had reasoned that, if Christians were in charge of civic matters, they couldn’t shirk the responsibility to execute murderers and to kill enemy soldiers. But the Radical Reformers, making the same connection, drew the opposite conclusion: as proper Christians, they couldn’t shed blood, so they couldn’t be in charge of the government. This is why some of them lived in communes outside the state’s authority. This is why they were pacifists.

Another profound difference between the Magisterial Reformers and their Radical counterparts was that each group based itself on a different section of the New Testament. The Anabaptists zeroed in on the Synoptic gospels and Jesus’ demands for discipleship. They heard the call to take up their crosses to follow in his nail-holed footsteps. They didn’t imagine obeying Jesus was a means of salvation, but what were you being saved for? By contrast, Lutherans and Calvinists were Paulinists. For them the teachings of Jesus were a lot like the Law of Moses: they mainly showed you how far short you fell of the glory of God, how desperately you needed God’s forgiving grace provided in Jesus’ atoning cross. The Radical Reform sects included the Anabaptists, the Amish, the Mennonites, the Dunkers, the Hutterites, and the Church of the Brethren. The Quakers represented a kind of parallel development in England, while the Baptists, too, originated in England as a non-conformist sect, but took refuge from persecution in Holland where they encountered the Anabaptists and were significantly influenced by them.

Solo Godhead

We’ve already seen how the Protestant Reformation produced a range of reactions against Catholic Orthodoxy. Some groups stopped after taking but a few hesitant steps away. These included Anglicanism and Lutheranism. That’s easy to understand: they loved the tradition and just wanted to fix its abuses. The Reformed, Presbyterian, and Methodists ventured a bit farther, both theologically and liturgically, retaining infant baptism, catechism, and a hierarchy of authority, but without apostolic succession. Anabaptists and Baptists rejected the concept of “Christendom” and reduced liturgy to its bare essentials.

In all of this we can discern a ground-clearing process using a pair of powerful sawblades: rationalism and primitivism. That is, Protestants began the process of the “disenchantment of the world,” a turning away from superstition and supernaturalism and toward rationalism and scientific reductionism. No more wonder-working relics, eucharistic miracles, paying to get relatives out of Purgatory, indulgences and exorcisms—but retaining a Transcendent Deity and a supernatural Christ and an infallible Bible.

And, as for what I am calling “primitivism,” Protestants could be charted across the board according to how much of traditional doctrine and practice they wanted to trim away as secondary embellishment and/or corruption. Both processes culminated in Unitarianism. Socinians dared to touch the sacred Ark of the Trinity. It made sense neither rationally nor biblically. Three equals one? And where the heck is it supposed to be in the Bible? Today’s Fundamentalists gripe about “unscriptural” Unitarians even though the latter dumped the Trinity for its lack of biblical basis!

I propose here to spend what will strike some readers as a disproportionate amount of space outlining the theology of some of the sadly forgotten thinkers of the once-great Unitarian and Universalist traditions. Socinianism was the first Radical Reformation sect who deserved the tag “Unitarian,” though that appellation was applied only subsequently by others who recognized the Socinians as kindred spirits. Socinianism emerged from the creative matrix of the Italian Anabaptist movement of the 1540s, which was then Arian in its Christology. Lelio Sozzini was the first in the movement to repudiate Arianism by rejecting the pre-existence of Christ. (Arians, you’ll remember, believed Christ as the Logos was pre-existent with the Father, but had previously been created by him.) Sozzini thought that John 1:1, which refers to the Word (Logos) as the agent of the creation, really intended the Word as a human being who initiated the new creation (2 Cor. 5:17), i.e., the Christian dispensation.

Years later Lelio’s nephew Fausto Sozzini developed his late uncle’s thinking further and forged links with the Unitarians in Transylvania, serving as a mediator between feuding Unitarians Giorgio Biandrata and David Ferenc (or Ferenzy). The latter was a “non-adorationist,” contending that it was inappropriate to pray to Christ since he was no longer believed divine.62 He married the daughter of a leader of the Polish Brethren. While he never joined that body, he did wield influence there, persuading many to drop Arianism for Unitarianism. He also wrote the mammoth Racovian Catechism63 which became standard in Polish Brethren education, published posthumously. His writings influenced the Arian Sir Isaac Newton, the skeptic Voltaire, the Huguenot Pierre Bayle, and the Socinian John Locke. People began to call themselves “Socinians” once Sozzini’s works spread to Holland and England.

I’ve mentioned Michael Servetus as the unfortunate casualty of Calvin’s incendiary zeal. What did he say that so horrified the Geneva Reformer? There is little room for uncertainty on that point because Servetus left us a massive tome called The Errors of the Trinity.64 The Catholic hierarchy were particularly incensed at an illustration of the Trinity as Cerberus, the three-headed Rotweiler guarding the gates of Hades. The irony was that Servetus had copied the picture from a Roman Catholic catechism manual!

Servetus attacked traditional Christology root and branch. If there was a divine Son already before the impregnation of Mary, then we would have to speak of two sons of God, each begotten and born on different occasions, and then so much for “only begotten”! The “hypostatic union” of the divine and human natures implies the “supplementation” of perfection by imperfection, the “addition” of a miserable deficit. We are supposed to believe that Christ is the Son simply and truly by virtue of being begotten by God through the Word, while we believers are sons of God by grace, whereas Christ is so by nature. But in fact Christ is God by grace (sharing in his divine powers), not by nature.

Christ is the Word made flesh, not continuing to exist in an alien body of flesh. Orthodoxy, Servetus judged, maintains the Valentinian Gnostic notion of a heavenly aion or spirit Christ inhabiting an earthly vehicle of flesh (which, despite the tracks-covering niggling, is what the hypostatic union doctrine boils down to).

Servetus said the Word became flesh and was thenceforth no longer Word. Like the Spirit, the Word was no separate hypostasis but simply the collective term for the creative fiats of God such as we see in Genesis chapter 1. They become concrete as they are realized, i.e., as soon as there is light, and a firmament, etc. Thus Christ was begotten by the Word (speech, command) of God, commanded to exist in the flesh. The begetting took place eternally (the Christ can be called “first-born of creation” even though he had no personal pre-existence, not even as the Word which was never a hypostasis) in that the idea of Christ and his mission was forever in the mind of God who spoke (or, being eternal, ever speaks) him into time. The Word (speech) is truly God but not a distinct hypostasis. It is like light from the sun.

Michael Servetus was willing to accept the purely “economic” or modal “trinitarianism” of Irenaeus and Tertullian and so would appear to have been somewhat of a Sabellian; however, he repudiates Patripassianism and distinguishes his own view by virtue of the fact that, for Servetus, Christ was not a human being inhabited by God (which, again, would amount to Gnostic “Separationism,” as it is now called), but rather, as a human being he is the spoken creation of God. The creative Word was made (i.e., transformed, translated) into flesh, as flesh. Having the power of God, he is divine by nature, but not a separate hypostasis.

The Spirit is no more a separate hypostasis than the Son is. “Spirit” means many things in many contexts, usually the action of God, thus another “disposition” or mode of activity. When speaking of external action on men it is called “the Spirit of God.” Speaking of the internal sanctification of men, we call it “the Holy Spirit.” External revelational action of God in the world, e.g., the revelation to Moses at the burning bush, is called an angel.

The Trinity is no concept at all. It is a mere juggling of mental images, combining three into one—somehow! It reduces to a supposed belief in an unknown. And when Trinitarians say the three share one nature, are they not enlarging the supposed Trinity into a Quaternity? The divine essence in effect becomes a fourth hypostasis superior to the Father, as Joachim of Fiore frankly admitted.65

Servetus’s exegesis of Philippians 2:6–11 notes that for a being to be “in the form of God” implies he is not God. Thus Christ is not a divine hypostasis. And yet he had possessed equality with God and simply chose not to regard it as a prize to be exploited for self-aggrandizement. There is nothing in this passage about any pre-existence of Christ, only about the Son of Man appearing not to be served but to serve. That Christ was “sent,” “sent into the world,” etc., implies no pre-existence since the same thing is said of the prophets and John the Baptist.

All the anthropomorphisms attaching to God in the Old Testament are absent from the New, where instead we read of God as “Spirit.” What happened to them? Servetus considered them references to the image of God, Jesus Christ, already present in Old Testament times, not personally but by anticipation in the mind of God.

Meanwhile, Universalism

Unitarianism and Universalism eventually joined together, and thereafter the second became lost in the shadow of the first. This was a shame since Universalism was fast becoming a fossil. Essentially, Unitarianism bought Universalism like a junk car, just for parts, looting the pension fund and giving the Universalists second billing. They had always disdained the Universalists as “Jesus Freaks” and hicks, while priding themselves as the enlightened elite. Thus, Universalism is a virtually extinct religion like that of the Aztecs or the Etruscans. But Unitarianism died in another way. They retired from the religion business, sloughing off the clinging bands of vestigial religion in favor of pure ethics or, if the truth be known, liberal politics. They had followed in the footsteps of Immanuel Kant, who reduced religion to a nursery-school version of morality. Modern Unitarianism serves as Exhibit “A” for the maxim that when you forsake religion for politics, you make politics into a religion.

After a series of colorful and dynamic figures including William Ellery Channing and Theodore Parker, American Unitarianism gradually lost its religious character until Paul Beattie, President of the Association, could say, “Secular Humanism is my religion.” But not long after, it became clear that a younger generation of recruits sensed a spiritual vacuum and sought to fill it, often to the annoyance of the old guard. The Unitarian Universalist Association became an aviary sheltering every kind of bird: Buddhists, Wiccans, even a few who sought to revive the old Channing-style Christian Unitarianism. What next?

Universalism followed the Unitarian lead as it succumbed ultimately to rationalism, but it took a bit longer. Today one finds scattered, shrinking congregations that still hoist up the Universalist flag, having gone their own way and refused to join the Unitarians in 1961. They are, it seems to me, living vestiges of the old Social Gospel Liberal Protestantism.

The Universalist tradition begins with an associate of George Whitefield, John Wesley’s colleague in evangelism, namely James Relly (1721 or 1722–1778). Wesley himself rejected Relly on the grounds of the latter’s alleged preaching of “antinomianism,” which was probably Wesley’s presumptuous inference that, since Relly believed in the ultimate salvation even of unrepentant sinners, he was in effect, if not intent, encouraging sin, since there would be no price to pay. Relly continued to preach and to write theology as well as poetry and hymns. He founded no denomination, but one of his converts, John Murray, made his way to America and planted organized Universalism there. According to his autobiography, Murray found himself shipwrecked on the beach at Barnegat Bay, wondering what to do in a new land where he knew no one, when an old fellow approached him offering help. As they introduced one another, Murray was amazed to learn that his benefactor was himself of the Universalist persuasion and that he and some like-minded friends were praying to find a preacher! The man must have been equally flabbergasted to discover the answer to their prayers standing before him, knee-deep in salt water!

At any rate, Relly wrote in his book Union, or A Treatise of the Consanguinity between Christ and His Church (1759) that, if the death of Jesus need not be justified except by appeal to simple divine sovereignty (i.e., “It’s just God’s will; what can you say?”), we are implying that his death was, strictly speaking, unnecessary since the sovereign omnipotence of God could have secured atonement in any way he pleased (as Jesus implied in his plaint, “all things are possible for Thee!”). It also implies that Jesus’ death was not proportionate to the crime for which he was atoning, being perhaps only a symbol or token, but bearing no real relation to the gravity of human sin. Besides, the sheer arbitrariness of divine sovereignty (“whatever he wanted”) also leaves no reason that the savior had to be divine. (Nor even that the savior had to be a human being!) Whence the need for any sacrifice at all?

We must not impugn God’s righteousness by making him require the punishment of the guilty from an innocent man. Scripture repeatedly makes it clear that God will not justify the wicked, that the soul that sinneth shall die, and not another. Some may object that justice actually does allow one man to stand surety for another, but this applies only in the case of monetary debts and fines, hardly capital crimes! And in no case does the court transfer the verdict of guilt to the one who supplies surety.

We are also impugning God’s mercy when we say that, in order to demonstrate his mercy to sinners, he was unmerciful to Jesus, charging him with guilt and punishment he by no means deserved! What the hell kind of sense does that make? The only possible answer is that Jesus was so completely identified with the sinful human race that he can be said to have suffered justly for sins in which he was truly implicated, though not having personally committed them himself. As we read in Ephesians, and on analogy with Adam in whom Eve was already contained (reading Genesis chapter 2 in light of Genesis chapter 1, in which we read “male and female he created them and named them ‘Adam’”), the Church (coextensive with humanity as a whole) was already included in Christ as members of his body before the beginning of the worlds. We became manifest first as Adam’s offspring. And just as Adam was implicated in Eve’s taking the forbidden fruit, so was Christ implicated in the sins of his members, the human race. The sin passes from one to the other by virtue of the still-existing union, not by the choice of the one who was implicated. Just as “in Adam all died” because “by one man’s disobedience death came to all men,” and this without and before any consent of theirs, so the righteousness of Christ has permeated all his seed prior to any consent of theirs, in both cases by means of union.

Just as the whole body suffers when one member suffers, and rejoices in the same manner, Christ was suffering for “his own” sin, i.e., the sin of the members of his own body of which he was the head. Conversely, his resurrection glory was simultaneously that of his members.

Our union with Christ is thus accomplished not only before our exercise of faith in him but even before his saving work was accomplished. As to the first, see Isaiah 44:22; 40:2, where the pardon of iniquity is announced as a fait accompli and thus as the basis of the invitation to have faith in it. As to the second, note that God loved the world before he sent the Son (John 3:16), which he cannot have done had he regarded us only in the sin of Adam. He must then already have viewed us as righteous in Christ.

Neither our salvation by Christ nor our union with him is made truth by our faith in it. Rather, our faith in both of them requires their prior truth. Otherwise, we should hardly be making God a liar by our unbelief (1 John 5:10–11). And if our faith gave our beliefs their only truth, we should be like heathen idolators who worship the figments of their own fancies. If the atonement of Christ is made effective only by our faith in it, then we are denying the all-sufficiency of that atonement; we sacrifice him anew. How can our salvation in union with Christ be dependent on our faith, shifting and imperfect as it is? This is once again to make salvation to depend upon us, as if it could. No, it depends upon Christ and our own prior union with him.

Like Wesley, one might object that such a doctrine is productive of sin, seeing as it does away with belief in rewards and punishments But against this, it may be urged that any expectation of rewards and punishments implies God’s indebtedness to mortal men and thus a belief in salvation by works, incompatible with any doctrine of grace. The Law, to be sure, does address its reader with demands of perfect obedience, implying it is possible for him. But the intended reader is Christ! “We know that what the Law saith, it saith to them that are under the Law” (Rom. 3:19). Well, Jesus was “born under the Law” (Gal. 4:4), and he is uniquely capable of fulfilling the Law—which he did!

But aren’t repentance and faith required? No, this is to make Christ the promulgation of a new, simpler Law, not a promulgation of grace. Indeed, the command to believe (Acts 16:31) is simply a new commandment and has precisely the same effect as any of the old ones: it incites the very opposite! Instead, gospel preaching must proclaim the fact of Christ’s saving work, which one will very naturally believe (by agency of the Spirit), not the command or condition of believing, which one is then told one must do, try to do. This is to make difficult what itself would be simple and natural.

So Christ himself, as an individual, was guilty of no sin whatsoever. To suggest otherwise is “highly blasphemous.” Nay, it is by virtue of his close union with his members that their sin is (fairly, not arbitrarily) “imputed” unto him.

To say that Christ’s saving work is dependent for its effect on our belief in it is to make him a half-Christ, a would-be savior, his work unfinished and uncertain of fruition. One might compare him in that case to the chemist who invents a medicine but leaves it to the sick to avail themselves of it. Did Jesus save us? Or did he only make it possible for us to be saved? They aren’t the same thing.

To rely on vaunted “experiences of grace,” “signs of election” (including material prosperity), fruits of holiness, etc., before you can say that Jesus died for you (i.e., whether you are truly one of the elect for whom Christ died) is to place the emphasis on subjective works to such a degree as to make “Jesus’” salvation depend upon your own works! What was supposedly the verification of one’s election becomes instead a qualification for it!

Relly was not a typical Universalist. He deemed the glory of Christ in the Age to Come to be the goal toward which providential history moved and that Jesus’ saving death, and of course, resurrection were instrumental to this end. And in the very end, all would experience heavenly bliss. But for the unrepentant and the unbelievers, this happy culmination might be whole millennia away as they marked time in confusion, doubt, and dread, a fate easily avoided had they believed the gospel when they had the chance. They will have cheated themselves of the joy of salvation. But in the end, all must be saved since, perpetually in metaphysical union with Christ, they cannot forever be estranged from him.66

Goodbye to Gnashville!

About the same time, across the Atlantic, Congregationalist minister Charles Chauncy (1705–1787) was laying the groundwork for his own brand of Universalism. In 1765, Chauncy completed his massive book The Mystery Hid from Ages and Generations, made manifest by the Gospel Revelation: Or, The Salvation of All Men, The Grand Thing Aimed at in the Scheme of God, As opened in the New-Testament Writings, and entrusted with JESUS CHRIST to bring into Effect.67 (Whew!). Twenty years later, Chauncy dared to circulate copies privately to select colleagues whom he knew leaned in the same direction. Even today, as a book of careful exegesis, it remains quite impressive.

All men, Chauncy averred, will finally be delivered into the state of heavenly bliss, though many (viz. unrepentant sinners) must first pass through an intermediate state of remedial sufferings or purgation (not unlike, he admits, the Roman Catholic Purgatory). In this manner they will be “cured of their moral depravity.” It is clear from scripture that God desires all men to be saved and that Christ has died to save all. Is it really imaginable that God’s almighty will should be confuted, or that Christ died, in some measure, in vain? And would a good God ever have created beings the great majority of whom must end up in eternal torment? And these are no less problems for Calvinist predestinarians than for Hell-belief among Arminians.

What scriptural support did Chauncy claim for his Universalist convictions? He held that Romans 5:12 ff had been mistranslated. Verse 12 should be translated as “by this sin of his, death hath come upon all men, whereupon (or upon which, or in consequence of which) they have all sinned.” Not “because all sinned,” as if their death were a consequence of their sin. The argument first indicts all men under sin, thanks to Adam’s trespass, then makes Christ’s saving act of obedience abundantly more expansive in its effects. In view of this, it is completely absurd to try to restrict the efficacy of his act only to believers as one must do if one believes in Hell. Nothing less than Universal compass of both Adam’s and Christ’s acts will justify the whole comparison. Otherwise, it is made absurd.

Romans 5:10 says, “if we were reconciled to God by Christ’s death while we were still his enemies, how much more shall we be saved by his life?” This verse envisions the absolution of our sins, justification, by the cross, and the subsequent completion of our repentance by Christ’s resurrected ministry of advocacy with the Father and his final destruction of death. Chauncy offers an interesting and atypical understanding of Romans 8:19–24. We are used to hearing that the text predicts a miraculous transformation of nature, so that it will no longer be “red in tooth and claw,” but rather that “the lion will lie down by the lamb,” but Chauncy thinks “creation” here functions as metonymy for the human population of the world. Whose is “the expectation of the whole creation [that] waits for the manifestation of the sons of God”? It is not Redwoods and grizzly bears, sharks and platypuses, but people. Who else could “expect” anything? Think of Mark 16:15, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to the whole creation.” It’s a safe bet Jesus is not telling them to evangelize poodles and sea urchins.

But what about verses 20–21? “The creation was made subject to vanity, not willingly, but by him who subjected the same in hope, because the creation itself shall also be delivered from the bondage of corruption, into the glorious liberty of the children of God.” That is, mankind did not ask to become either mortal or sinful. These conditions were the results not of their will but of Adam’s; it was he, not God, who subjected them, leaving only hope to comfort them, just as in the story of Pandora, though the specific hope alluded to here is that of the eventual defeat of the Serpent by the seed of the woman Eve (Gen 3:15).68

Colossians 1:15–20 uses phrases that certainly seem to point to a belief in universal salvation: “… to reconcile all things to himself… in earth or in heaven.” “Having made peace by the blood of his cross.” Those who believe in Hell might suggest that this language denotes “pacification” of a rebel cosmos by subduing God’s foes. But that is to shortchange the idea of the apokatastasis, the restoration to a prior condition. Plus, it is absurd in that it would leave most of the human race at bitter enmity with God (and vice versa), with defeated sinners cursing him forever in Hell.

Second Corinthians 5:18–20 announces that “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself,” etc. In that case, the business is already done, but on that basis we now appeal to people to drop their enmity to God. They may not yet know it, but God is no longer their enemy. Christ’s death has taken away the Adamic condemnation and made all men “savable.” The way is cleared for them to effectively repent unto final salvation.

According to Ephesians 2:16, God has not just reconciled Jews and Gentiles in Christ. It is a metonym for all people, believers or non-believers. The result is a new humanity, i.e., of all men regenerated, not a “third race,” but the same, whole human race, reconciled!

Hebrews 1:4 and Philippians 2:6–11 predict that all will sooner or later confess Christ as Lord, become his subjects. Why should we suppose this means anything different from Romans 10:9–11, a confession of saving faith? A subject of God or of Christ the King is surely a willing citizen of God’s kingdom, one who is happy to obey his king’s commands, not some grudging slave, though even this image, prisoners marching behind their conqueror in a triumphal procession, appears in Paul (2 Cor. 2:14), though even there the reference is to the conqueror’s victorious troops, not the manacled prisoners of war bringing up the rear as in 1 Corinthians 4:9.

First Corinthians 15:24–29 describes the stages of the End-Times resurrection of the dead, each in his proper order: Christ first, then those who belong to him, culminating in the final defeat of the very last of Christ’s enemies, Death. As of that long-awaited moment, “God will be all in all.” Surely this means that the final culmination of the kingdom includes the release of all from the dungeon of death, as in a “harrowing of Hell,” which therefore marks the completion of Christ’s work. Only then may Christ step down in favor of his Father. That much seems clear. But then, if there remain damned souls somewhere enduring Hell and torment, how can God be all-in-all?

John 15: 27–29 has it that Christ will unite current believers, those sheep who hear, i.e., respond to, his voice, with other sheep who do not presently hear his call but will eventually join believers to form one flock. Who might these late-comers be? Is the answer provided perhaps in John 12:32: “If I be lifted up, I will draw all men to myself”? This prediction need not be restricted in scope (indeed, how can it be?) to mean “Gentiles as well as Jews.” “All men” is not the same as “all kinds of men” as Calvinists, for instance, would have it, leaving space for many still to be damned.

Revelation 5:13 has all humanity proleptically (it is a predictive prophecy, after all) praising God as Lord in the final consummation—hence this book anticipates universal salvation, despite common misunderstandings of other passages in the book. Here, however, we see Chauncy resorting to harmonization, plugging Revelation chapter 14 into 1 Corinthians chapter 15, making the “first resurrection” include all believers at the time of Christ’s coming, and interpreting those guillotined by the Beast as metonymy for “all Christians” (which sounds to me uncomfortably close to the maneuver Calvinists use in order to claim that “the world” (John 3:16) means only “the elect”). So who is involved in the second resurrection at the close of the Millennium? Most read that as talking about the raising of all the rest of the righteous, distinct from the elite martyrs of the Great Tribulation, but Chauncy will have it that the resurrection is the graduation of the sinners from the purgative sufferings they had to endure to effect their betterment: one supposes there’s nothing like a centuries-long soak in magma to make a fellow rethink his position. At this point Death and Hades, no longer being useful, are destroyed (retired). Chauncy imagined successive parole board reviews freeing wave after wave of repentant sinners from Hell/Purgatory, finally emptying the Big House. But the order of events in John’s revelation is a jigsaw puzzle, and sequence doesn’t really mean much. Hence the post-Millennial besiegers Gog and Magog must be the still-rebellious sinners. Who else could they be? On any other reading, Chauncy pleads, what wicked are still available to rebel?69

But, you may ask, what about all those occurrences of the word “eternal”? Chauncy maintains that, as in Matthew 25, “eternal” means “only” something like “permanent for the whole allotted duration,” not “endless” unless the context demands it, e.g., speaking of God’s eternal faithfulness. We know from elsewhere that God is everlasting; hence his “eternal” predicates will never expire. Not so with Hell-fire. Many of Chauncy’s texts are Old Testament verses, which he says are limited by New Testament developments, e.g., the Abrahamic Covenant. But that is just the requirement of theological harmonization, not lexical clarification. Chauncy reads them as his system bids him. But there are examples of terms like “eternal” and “forever” that must be taken as hyperbole, as when some say, “O king, live forever!” Yet, on the other hand, doesn’t this intend “O king, would that you could reign forever!” Doesn’t that presuppose the literal definition?

Chauncy has his hands full when it comes to four classic hellish texts. As for Matthew 25:41, “Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels,” Chauncy says that eternity may be predicated for the fire itself and not for the sufferings of any individual consigned to it. The unrepentant may one day find themselves leaving it, like a jailbird, his parole secured or his sentence completed, walking out of the prison yard with a new suit of clothes and a few bucks in his pocket. In all these “eternal” and “forever” texts, the point seems to be “the full necessary duration,” “the whole time.” Implicit in them is the same notion as in Matthew 5:26: “You’ll not get out of there till you’ve paid the last farthing”—even if they have to take it out of your hide.

Mark 9:47–48 warns against certain sins that will land the sinner in Gehenna, “where the maggots do not die [from starvation?] and the fire is never quenched.” Again, it is the place of fire that is said to be eternal, not the sufferings of the one abandoned there. But then why characterize Gehenna in this way except to say you have no hope of eventual relief?

Another asbestos text is that (or those) treating of blaspheming the Holy Spirit (Matt. 12:32). Whoever makes the fatal mistake of doing this can forget about forgiveness either in the present age or in the age to come! But, Chauncy assures us, this is only a figure of speech. It is just like saying, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” or “It is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for a jot or tittle of the Torah to pass away.” The point is that it is easier to be forgiven any other sin, no matter how horrendous, than to be forgiven for blasphemy. Or is that just what Chauncy wished the text had said?

Perhaps the toughest nut to crack would be Revelation 14:11, “And the smoke of their torment goes up for ever and ever; and they have no rest, day or night, these worshippers of the Beast and its image, and whoever receives the mark of its name.” Ouch! Well, for what it’s worth, this horror appears to be restricted to those who took the easy way out and allowed themselves to receive the herd brand of the Antichrist: no mistaking who they belong to! “Show me your hand. Whose image does it have? Then render to Satan the things that are Satan’s and to the Lamb what belongs to the Lamb!” Nothing is said here of the great majority of Christ-rejecting sinners who never even lived to see the advent of the Beast.

Chauncy is at last reduced to saying that this verse is an outlier. If you pile up all the contrary texts, they outnumber this ointment fly. So why not, ah, just ignore it? Well, there might be a reason not to, if you consider Revelation 22:19, “And if anyone takes away from the words of this book of prophecy, God will take away his share in the Tree of Life.” Uh-oh…

No Other Foundation Can Anyone Lay Than That Which Is Laid

John Murray, disciple of James Relly, is justly remembered as the founder of Universalism in America. But a young, up-and-coming star, who was once invited to preach from Murray’s pulpit, wound up becoming what might be called the Second Founder of American Universalism, namely Hosea Ballou (1771–1852). Ballou, a “New Hampshireman,”70 was brought up as a Baptist but converted to Universalism in 1789. He was a man of limited formal education but of great theological imagination. Perhaps his most important book was A Treatise on Atonement (1882) in which he posed the question, how did Jesus atone for sins on the cross if the atonement was offered not to God (who needed no reconciling) but to man? He did it by bringing to a crashing halt the whole carnal system of sacrifice including his own, so as to rip away the “Temple veil” of man’s carnal perspective according to which we had imagined that God required propitiation.

There is at least a hint of this in Colossians 2:13–15, where we read of the Torah itself being tacked onto the cross above Jesus’ head to signal the “crimes” for which he was being crucified, a supremely powerful theological symbol.71 In a sense, one might say that, for Ballou, Christ’s death is only a “docetic” atonement since the whole thing was essentially a kind of demonstrative sham.

The very idea that it is God who needs to be reconciled to men, that our sins have made him our enemy who must be mollified—is itself the fruit of our alienation from God! We, like Adam hiding in the bushes, simply assume God is mad at us and will punish us. But God is immutable and has never stopped loving us. It is we who need reconciliation to him. And this Christ has provided, though not by dying as a propitiation to “an angry God.”

Ballou was the heir to John Murray and, through him, to James Relly, both of whom were revisionists of Calvinism. The Rellyan theology had Jesus partaking of the Adamic fall and guilt, thus dying as a true representative of a sinful humanity and thus not at the expense of the justice of God, since, strictly speaking, it was not, as traditional theology taught, the innocent suffering on behalf of the guilty. And the atonement avails for all.

But here, Ballou took a different path. He simply widened the scope of the predestined elect to include all people.72 And, as to free will, as Ernest Cassera sums it up, “If all men are to be saved, there can be no free will.”

Hosea Ballou was also much influenced by Ethan Allen’s great book Reason the Only Oracle of Man, which inspired him to apply rationalism to scripture, leading him not to reject the latter in favor of the former in the manner of Deists (like Allen), whom he nonetheless much admired, but rather to reject any interpretation of scripture seen to be incompatible with reason. Among the casualties were the Trinity, the vicarious atonement, and the deity (Godhood) of Christ. Ballou was an Arian in Christology, but in later years, influenced by Joseph Priestly, he dropped pre-existence for Socinianism.

Ballou’s application of reason’s sharp scalpel yielded classic refutations of venerable doctrines, e.g., the absurdity of the Substitutionary Atonement whereby Jesus, perfectly sinless, took the punishment due to mankind for their sins. Ballou bade us imagine that a would-be assassin is apprehended in his attempt to kill the President of the United States, and that the law mandates capital punishment. But, surprisingly, at the last minute the President himself intervenes and not only lets the frustrated criminal go free but insists on being executed in his place! How could anyone regard this as “justice”? Nothing could be less just, could it? And yet this is exactly what the Substitutionary Atonement offers us. No wonder Ballou rejected it, even ridiculed it. The wonder is that anyone does not.

He also borrowed from Ethan Allen the notion that sin brings its own this-worldly punishment, as well as the realization that there could be no point to endless suffering with no hope of rehabilitation. From Charles Chauncy, Ballou derived the observation that the Greek word in the New Testament for “eternal” may, in context, mean no more than “a long time,” implying an eventual cessation (of postmortem suffering). From the teaching of Ferdinand Olivier Petitpierre, a Leibnizian, Ballou accepted Determinism, that God even causes sin, as in the Genesis story of Joseph, for the ultimate good, using the motives and actions of sinful men as his secondary causes: “You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.” Once Ballou titled a sermon “God the Author of Sin.”

Similarly, Ballou accepted a rational and egoistic (not “egotistic”) approach to ethics and human fulfillment, much in the vein of Socrates, Aristotle, and Epicurus, resembling this last also in being a proclaimer of blessed freedom from the fear of postmortem punishment. Ballou taught that we all do (and should) seek our own benefit, urging others to do the same, and that we sin because we fail to see that our good lies in righteousness, good will toward others, and fellowship with God. We need not love God for his own sake but rather for our own, as scripture itself says: “We love [him] because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). He rejected any belief in a literal, personal devil, ascribing “Satanic” evil to inordinate human lusts. If there is actually a Satan who constantly tempts everyone, even to the point of snitching an extra slice of chocolate cake, he must be omnipresent like God himself! Absurd.

As a theological heir of James Relly, Ballou had first believed that, though all would eventually be saved, it might require unknown ages of postmortem toasting. But Ballou was once invited to participate in a written back-and-forth exchange on the subject of a new mutation of Universalist theology. Though he actually held the Rellyan view, as did his opponent, he agreed to do his best to present and defend the newer “Ultra-Universalist” doctrine that all would enter the bliss of heaven immediately upon death. In the course of study and debate, Ballou gradually found himself being convinced!

What about those gruff Billy Goats that the Son of Man consigned to “the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels”? Eternal fires did not fit well with Universalism. John Murray granted that “eternal” had to mean “never-ending,” but he challenged the assumption that sinners would be roasted there. Murray’s solution was ingenious: if the infernal pyre was prepared for the devil and the fallen angels, why, then, that’s who the Son of Man must have been talking to, not humans. Brilliant! Except for one thing: Ballou asked why the Son of Man would have faulted demons for, e.g., not visiting the sick? Ballou figured he wouldn’t, since many were sick in the first place because demons were making house calls!

Ultra-Universalism eventually dominated the Universalist movement. It was a welcome message, and eventually the Universalist Church became the sixth largest American Protestant denomination. But it succeeded too well! It worked itself out of a job, since the Universalist debunking of Hell finally persuaded the mainline Protestant churches to drop or soften the awful doctrine. After that, Universalism as a denomination fell on hard times. And then Unitarians picked up the pieces, like scavengers pulling the gold rings off the fingers of the battlefield dead.

Kingdom of the Cults73

The word “cult,” as used by sociologists of religion, implies one or both of two different definitions. First, a cult may refer to a religion transplanted by immigrants or missionaries into a culture different from that which gave it birth. Second, a cult may be an intensely committed group whose individual lives are closely governed by a dominant leader possessing divine authority. A third, non-technical, usage labels groups who have embraced doctrines considered heretical by mainstream churches.

Swedenborgianism, or the Church of the New Jerusalem, is based on the revelations vouchsafed to Swedish psychic Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772).

Swedenborg had out-of-body experiences and revelatory dreams in which he believed he communicated with angels and with spirits of the dead; however, his doctrinal revelations came to him when, afterward, he would study his Bible. This is what Calvin called “illumination,” though I’m not sure there is much difference between it and direct revelation. Swedenborg, in his many writings, including Heaven and Its Wonders, and Hell, rejected conventional beliefs such as the personhood of the Holy Spirit, the Trinity, and the atoning function of the death of Christ. He considered only the four gospels and the Book of Revelation to be canonical scripture. No fan of Paul, he believed that Apostle currently resides in the Lake of Fire. The Second Advent of Christ is no apocalyptic Armageddon, but as Luke has Jesus say, “The Kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:21). As for salvation, Swedenborg taught that anyone practicing his native religion with sincerity and integrity had nothing to worry about. The church was formed in 1784.

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or Mormonism, stems from the claims of Joseph Smith (1805–1844) to have recovered a set of inscribed golden plates constituting the Book of Mormon. He never displayed the artifact publicly, arousing suspicions that still linger today, partly because Smith was notorious as something of a swindler and a quack, resembling the character of Mister Haney on Green Acres.

But he was also a religious seeker, dissatisfied with the several evangelists and circuit-riders who periodically passed through his hometown of Palmyra, New York. One night, this real-life Huck Finn prayed for guidance from above: which of the bickering denominations battling over the “Burned-over District” should he choose? The Angel Moroni (or in an earlier account, the Angel Nephi) appeared to him, instructing him not to bother with any of those crummy lemonade stands but to start his own instead. In order to jump-start the new church, he ought to hop out of bed and betake himself up nearby Hill Cumorah where he would find a surprise. Once there, he had a vision of the Father and Jesus Christ, both beings with physical humanoid bodies. They told him where to dig, and he found the soon-to-be-famous Golden Bible.

The new-old scripture was supposed to be a collection of several historical accounts tracing the fortunes of a Judean family who escaped Jerusalem in advance of the arrival of Nebuchadnezzar’s troops in 586 BCE. The patriarch Lehi built a kind of submarine to carry his immediate family all the way to the Western Hemisphere, where their progeny soon divided into the nations of the noble Jehovah-worshipping Nephites and the wicked apostates of the Lamanite tribe. The Lamanites incessantly persecuted the Nephites, finally wiping them out completely. The aged prophet Mormon compiled the earlier historical accounts, leaving the final wrap-up to his son Moroni, who finished it and buried it just before he died. The triumphant Lamanites, punished for their sins by God increasing the melanin in their skin, sank into Red Injun savagery.

But the highlight of this hidden history is the visit of the resurrected Jesus to the Nephites to preach the gospel, repeat the Sermon on the Mount, and choose a new, Nephite, Twelve to spread his gospel. This last seems superfluous in light of the fact that the Book of Mormon depicts the Nephites, through their whole history, as knowing in advance that Jesus must one day die for the sins of all humanity and that belief (and baptism!) in his name, even centuries before his arrival, would make one a Christian destined for salvation. It was an ingenious, if grossly implausible, spinning out of the old Calvinist Covenant Theology whereby the Old Testament Israelites already knew about Jesus and the gospel in advance. They were literally “Christians before Christ.” This is what it must have looked like if the Calvinists were right! A hilarious reductio ad absurdum.

Though you will look for it in vain in the pages of the Book of Mormon, the distinctive Mormon theology is quite fascinating. (One finds it instead in Doctrines and Covenants and The Pearl of Great Price, table-talk revelations made to Joseph Smith.) The Adam-God doctrine, articulated by Smith’s successor Brigham Young (1801–1877), holds that “as man is, God once was; as God is, man will someday be.” Presently, God and Jesus dwell far away on the planet Kolob, and righteous Christians will become angelic beings ruling their own far-flung worlds. Meanwhile, the dead are distributed among three afterworlds of reward, the celestial (the heavenly), the telestial (which at least should mean “the realm of perfection”), and the terrestrial (earthly). If you don’t deserve placement in one of these paradises, get ready for “the outer darkness” (Matt. 8:12; 22:13; 23:50). As their name implies, the Latter-day Saints were originally expecting the end of the age to arrive pretty soon. They still do, though they don’t set deadlines. They do believe in a Tribulation to transpire before the personal return of Christ to initiate his Millennial reign, but there will be no Rapture either before or after the Tribulation.

Mormons do not exactly believe in the Trinity, though they do believe in all three Persons. However, they do not shy away from admitting they are three separate Gods, one a pure spirit, the others firmly embodied. And there are yet more, including Jehovah’s wife. One day you may join their ranks.

What is the origin of the Book of Mormon? There have been numerous theories all of which take for granted that young Smith must have drawn upon a previous book or unpublished manuscript. Some propose that Smith derived his scripture from a published book called View of the Hebrews, which does feature certain parallels with the Book of Mormon, but nothing seems to me close enough to imply dependence. Another possibility, suggested long ago, is that, when very young, Joseph worked in a home where a frequent guest, an author, would read from a manuscript he was working on, called Manuscript Found, which related a fictional epic set in the ancient past.74 Well, that does sound sort of like the Book of Mormon, but, if it ever really existed, no one alive today has ever seen it (unless it is under wraps someplace).

I tend to think that Smith, described by his transcriber as dictating while looking at his seer stone at the bottom of his top hat hour after hour, was simply riffing, rather like the great fantasy author Lord Dunsany,75 who would pace about the room spinning yarns in sparkling prose-poetry as his wife, pen in hand, struggled to keep up with him. Smith certainly knew his Bible. He knew it well enough to know more or less what ancient language would sound like, though he lays it on a bit thickly.76 But essentially, Joseph Smith was rewriting the text of the Bible the same way Marcion and others rewrote Homer, Euripides, Virgil, and the Old Testament. The Book of Mormon basically rewrites and combines the Deuteronomic History (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings) with the Book of Acts.77

In 1828, Smith’s associate Martin Harris visited a Columbia College Classics professor, Charles Anthon, to get his evaluation of a sheet covered with what looked kind of like Micmac Indian glyphs. He told the scholar that these were sample characters from the alphabet in which the Book of Mormon was written, which he called “Reformed Egyptian.” He hoped to receive academic endorsement for his scripture. Why would he have risked this? My guess is that he or Joseph had copied the letters from some Micmac object, thinking there was something to the current belief that the American Indians were refugees from the ancient East or some such. He might actually have supposed that the Indians were, as was then thought concerning the Gypsies, descended from ancient Egypt. And thus Professor Anthon might be expected to recognize the “Egyptian-ness” of some Indian letters. I’ll bet Smith was genuinely surprised at the thumbs-down verdict.

Joseph Smith died at the hands of a mob of ex- and non-Mormons. They gunned him and his brother Hyrum down in their jail cell. They had been imprisoned for destroying printing presses to prevent the publication of a newspaper launched by disgruntled former Mormons disillusioned by Smith’s advocacy—and practice!—of plural marriage. This occurred in Carthage, Illinois, on June 27, 1844.

The Mormons have become a world religion in their own right. Some even predict that they will one day be the only remaining form of Christianity. And yet, Mormonism’s most basic claims have been mightily threatened in the last decade or so. First, no geographical location for the Book of Mormon “history” has yet been identified. There are plenty of references that ought to enable us to narrow down the sites of Lamanite kingdoms, Nephite settlements, historic battles, great walled cities, etc. But nothing matches. No archaeological remains, either. It is equally disturbing that there are no archaeological traces of Davidic Jerusalem, of Solomon’s splendid public works, even of any Hebrew overthrow of Canaanite overlords. Similarly, archaeologists have verified that Mecca, supposedly a great pilgrimage center for Pre-Islamic worshippers, was no more than a convenience store and a gas pump. Sacred history (Heilsgeschichte) remains, but it appears, literally, to have no historical rootage.

Second, genetic research on American Indians, supposedly descendants of Judean exiles, has amply demonstrated that the genetic code of these hardy people contains no Semitic element. That destroys the “historical” basis for Mormonism in a single mighty blow. One LDS elder wisely observed that, “The question is not whether our stories are true, but whether we are true to our stories.” That is a question all of our religions would do well to ask themselves.

And Suddenly There Came a Tapping

Jehovah’s Witnesses (or the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society) was founded by Charles Taze Russell (1852–1916) in 1872. It was the result of Russell’s systematic study of the Bible, which in turn was prompted by his disbelief in an eternal Hell of torment. He just couldn’t imagine God being so cruel. Good point. And when you start taking your own fresh look at scripture, who knows where you’ll end up? Accordingly, Russell came up with several surprises, which became doctrines of a new sect. As a result, the Witnesses believe in the annihilation of the wicked because Russell could not convince himself that the Bible taught such a horror as eternal torment. Even more serious, as some viewed it, was his repudiation of Trinitarianism. Instead, he found Arian Christology to be more compatible with scripture. He and his followers, however, did retain belief in the atoning death of Jesus.

But their eschatology has proven the most notorious of their tenets; they believed Russell had correctly calculated the year of the Second Advent, 1914. Needless to say, the expected event failed to materialize. Or did it? After careful reconsideration, they announced that Jesus did take his rightful throne, ruling the world, but, er, ah, invisibly in the heavens. They still expected a return of Jesus to the earth and repeatedly set new dates, at least years, for it to happen. All fell through in case you hadn’t noticed. You know what George Santayana78 said: “Those who cannot remember the past are doomed to repeat it.”

But, aside from being the occasion for ridiculing the Witnesses, this record of jumping the eschatological gun throws light on similar phenomena in the New Testament itself. For instance, Jesus appears to predict the end of the age/world within the lifetime of his contemporaries (Mark 13:30), which didn’t happen. So some scribe inserted verse 32, in which Jesus negates what he has just said: “But of that day or hour, no one knows, not even the Son or the angels, etc.” “What? But I thought he just said….” “Yeah, I know you did, but in view of this verse, I guess you must have misunderstood it, gabeesh?”

But it didn’t stop there: to dial back the apocalyptic anticipation, someone added Mark 9:1, “There are some standing here who will not taste death till they see the kingdom of God having come in power.” What? Only some? That means that many of Jesus’ contemporaries have in fact perished already, but it can’t be long now! But nada. Nobody from “the Greatest Generation” survived. So a scribe asked himself, “Is there something else that did happen in their generation that some could have observed? How about the Transfiguration? That was sort of a foretaste of the Second Coming, right? Sure! That’s the ticket. But that was cold comfort. Other attempts to push the deadline later and later include Mark 13:7 (“The end is not yet!”) and Mark 13:10, “But first the gospel must be preached to all nations.” Gee, that’s going to take a while! Guess I won’t quit my job just yet! John 21:22–23 also reveals embarrassment at the passing of the Jesus generation without Jesus returning. The last known survivor has died. The solution? Well, you know, Jesus didn’t actually say the last disciple would survive to see his return. It was just hypothetical! If he’d wanted it that way, why, it would have happened, but obviously we misunderstood. Second Peter 3:3–4, 8–9 shows Christians weathering ridicule for the same no-show. The first Christian generation (“the fathers”) may be gone, but that doesn’t mean God’s been asleep at the switch. No, he’s just extended the original deadline. After all, he’s got all the time in the world! Listen, smart guy: instead of cracking wise, you ought to be taking advantage of the reprieve to do some repenting!

Ironically, it turns out that, precisely in their inviting gross embarrassment by premature doom-saying, the Witnesses are being faithful to scripture—by repeatedly making the very same mistake!

When your sect is new and small as a mustard seed, 144, 000 looks like a big number. Jehovah’s Witnesses apparently held modest expectations. They hoped to meet that quota by the apocalyptic deadline. Did they really dare to shoot for that many converts? Turns out they succeeded beyond their wildest dreams. Like Abraham who would have been satisfied with a single heir, they found that their recruits were as numerous as the stars in the heavens! But wasn’t that too many to fulfill the prophecy of Revelation 14:1–3 that only 144,000 would go to heaven? So where were they going to put all those extras? This prompted them to posit an eschatological annex down on the earth. I knew a wealthy man in Montana who learned that the local Witnesses were already divvying up his property which they planned to appropriate once Armageddon was safely over! “They parted my [real estate] among them.”

It is easy to make fun of the Witnesses, but there are good things for which they deserve respect and praise. I think of something Alan Watts79 remarked.

It is quite obvious to the canny observer that most Christians… do not believe in Christianity. If they did, they would be screaming in the streets, taking daily full-page advertisements in the newspapers, and subscribing for the most hair-raising television programs every night of the week. Even Jehovah’s Witnesses are polite and genteel in their door-to-door propaganda. Nobody, save perhaps a few obscure fanatics, is really bothered by the idea that… [most] people are sinners and unbelievers, and will probably go to hell. So what? Let God worry about that one!

Watts has to admit that the Witnesses defy his stereotype; if they really meant what they say, they’d be ill-mannered jerks. But they are not idiots; they know you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. Besides, there is no reason to doubt their concern for those to whom they witness, and with concern comes compassion. At any rate, Jehovah’s Witnesses have a lot of guts! They put their bodies where their mouths are. They know they will have to endure ridicule, scorn, and slammed doors when they could be spending their time in much more pleasant pursuits. Having been a Baptist teenager, I know from experience that door-knocking evangelism is unpleasant and embarrassing. But if you want to rescue lost souls, you do it. At least Jehovah’s Witnesses do. I never tell them to get lost.

The Watchtower sect also deserves our praise for the way they instill good, traditional values, e.g., of self-reliance and industriousness. This has to be balanced against their mind-control approach to religious indoctrination and their cruel practice of “shunning” those who depart the sect or question its teachings. On the other hand, it is easy to understand this regrettable policy, as it is intended to safeguard an apostate’s family and friends from heretical “contagion.”

The Witnesses are notorious for forbidding blood transfusion. What is the rationale for this? Leviticus forbids the drinking of blood, and Watchtower halakha extrapolates that blood transfusion can be understood as intravenous consumption of blood. They are sticklers for biblical fidelity, but that makes it more surprising that they seem insensitive to Jesus’ flexible approach to the legalities of Sabbath-day behaviors. “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”

Scripture itself becomes a point of contention when the group’s official translation, the New World Translation, comes up. Fundamentalists universally deride and disdain the NWT as a theologically slanted parody of the Bible. But the truth of the matter is just the reverse. Jason BeDuhn,80 a fine New Testament expert and not a Witness, has written a book, Truth in Translation, in which he compares eight different translations of the New Testament, evaluating the various versions for lexical and grammatical accuracy. The New World Translation comes out on top in virtually every case! Bravo! One almost suspects that what bothers this version’s detractors is the evident lack of a particular theological slant, the one that influences their own Bible translations.

Apocalyptic Sabbatarianism

The Seventh-Day Adventists were founded in 1863. Baptist minister William Miller (1782–1849) was studying Daniel 8:14–16, looking for clues to the date of Christ’s Second Coming. Reasoning that a “day” in Daniel’s prophecy denoted a year in real time, Miller concluded that the Parousia would occur somewhere between the spring of 1843 and that of 1844. Nothing happened, but his few remaining followers, known by then as “Millerites,” proceeded to revise the date to October 22 that same year. Why that particular date? It was Yom Kippur, the Jewish day of Atonement. Sounded like a pretty good bet. But bupkis. Miller then faded back into his well-deserved obscurity.

But others refused to give up hope. Hiram Edson rationalized that Miller had been correct in his calculation, but that he was wrong in terms of what he thought would occur. It wasn’t Christ’s return to earth Daniel had been talking about but rather his initiation of a case-by-case review of sinners’ rap sheets. Who had been naughty or nice? This chore, the “Investigative Judgment,” the ascended Jesus was now carrying out in the heavenly temple (the one described in the Epistle to the Hebrews). He was “coming to this celestial temple” just as he “came” to the Jerusalem Temple centuries before. So: wrong coming! But rest assured: how long could it take? In any case, he ought to be back soon. Here is another case of vindicating disappointed eschatological beliefs by (lamely and conveniently) reinterpreting them.81

So much for the “Adventist” part; what about the Sabbatarian part? In those days there were Sabbatarian churches (who, obviously, met for services on Saturday instead of Sunday), and there were Adventist churches who were obsessed with the soon-coming Parousia, but not all Sabbatarians were Adventists, nor were all Adventists Sabbatarians. So how did this hybrid, still strong in numbers today, come about? Rachel Oakes Preston was an influential Seventh-Day Baptist. Millerite preacher Thomas M. Preble found her reasoning persuasive and wrote a tract promoting the switchover from Sunday worship. He then convinced Adventist Joseph Bates. Gradually, thanks to Edson’s efforts, Sabbatarian prevailed among Millerites.

This success was abetted by a vision experienced by Adventist prophetess Ellen G. White (1827–1915) in which she beheld Jesus standing silently beside a huge display of the Ten Commandments and pointing to the haloed Sabbath commandment. But who knows if she actually had such a vision? It turned out that many of her widely read books had been wholly plagiarized,82 so for all we know, she might have made everything up.

White was an inconsistent Trinitarian, sometimes seeming to hold Arian or Semi-Arian Christological beliefs, such as the interesting notion that the pre-existent Christ did not possess equality with God the Father from the beginning but was elevated to that honor at a subsequent point in time. Lucifer was outraged at this and decided to stage his palace revolt. You know the rest. There was for a while a faction of the young movement that did espouse Semi-Arian beliefs, but this died out and forms no part of the church’s creed today.

Seventh-Day Adventists also believe in the “Soul Sleep” doctrine, or “conditional immortality,” the notion that between death and the general resurrection at the time of Christ’s return, there will be no conscious existence, since body, soul, and spirit form an indissoluble unity: death negates all. This is a natural, practically an inevitable, inference from New Testament references to the dead as “those who sleep” (Mark 5:39; John 11:11; Acts 13:36; 1 Cor. 11:13; 15:51; Eph. 5:14; 1 Thes. 4:14).

Unusual for Protestants, Seventh-Day Adventists selectively keep some of the old Levitical kosher laws. Long shunned as a cult by other evangelicals, Adventists have in recent decades deemphasized secondary, idiosyncratic features of their theology and have been increasingly accepted into fellowship with other evangelicals.

Christadelphia Freedom

The Christadelphians (“Brothers of Christ”) began the same way as several other Protestant sects, with a fearless re-examination of the Bible’s teachings. Englishman John Thomas began the sect in both Britain and North America. He wanted to strip away what he considered pagan accretions to the primitive Christian faith.

No theological liberals, Christadelphians hold to the inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible. The irony of this, actually universal among fundamentalists or literalists, is that, if you are determined to accept no doctrine not explicit in the New Testament, you have no right to accept plenary, verbal inspiration and inerrancy! The typical argument offered is that the New Testament claims the Jewish scriptures to be inspired and inviolable (2 Tim. 3:16; John 10:35b) and that the Holy Spirit would add new truth to the Old. But who provided a Table of Contents for the New Testament canon that would oblige you to believe, for instance, that Satan and Michael bickered like vultures over possession of Moses’ corpse (Jude verse 9)? As Willi Marxsen83 pointed out, in elevating scripture over tradition, Protestant Reformers were sawing off the tree limb they were sitting on—because the limits of the canon are a function, not of scripture itself, but of Church tradition! And plenary inspiration is predicated precisely on the traditionally defined canon. Oops…

The resulting Christadelphian tenets included conditional immortality, shared with the Seventh-day Adventists, the belief that the soul, inextricably united to the flesh, perishes with it, only to be restored to life at the return of Jesus. They are no fans of Trinitarianism, denying the personhood of the Holy Spirit and the pre-existence of Christ. Christ, in their view, “pre-existed” only as an idea in the mind of God. This last is particularly interesting, as Christadelphians are not exactly adoptionists, either. Their Jesus was begotten by the Spirit, which gave him a sinless nature, and born of Mary, who gave him a sinful nature, but the former prevailed, and he never sinned. His sinlessness qualified him to die as a sacrifice for the sins of humanity. For us, there is no help from the Holy Spirit: righteousness is up to you, and you ought to be able to do it.

There is an interesting point of similarity between Christadelphian apologetics and those of mainstream Christology. The latter view, that of Athanasian/Nicene Christology is, of course, that Christ had existed from all eternity, while, by contrast, Christadelphians believe that Christ had not existed till the moment of conception in Mary’s womb. It is difficult to imagine a wider Christological chasm. Yet both choke on Colossians 1 ;15: “He is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation.” Doesn’t that have to imply that Christ was the first thing God created? That notion is anathema to both Athanasians and Christadelphians, though for diametrically opposite reasons. For Athanasians, Christ simply was not created, having existed forever alongside the Father. For Christadelphians, Christ had his beginning in Mary’s virgin womb in historical times. Different dilemmas, then, but the same (desperate) “solution.” Both contend that all Colossians 1:15 need mean is that Christ, at whatever point in time, was given the (metaphorical, honorific) title “first-born of creation” just to reflect the fact of his God-given sovereignty over the world, analogous to that of a human first-born prince. That is, in my opinion, a willful misreading of the verse ignoring the parallel in Colossians 1:19, “He is the beginning, the first-born from the dead, that in everything he might be pre-eminent.” Clearly, the parallel demands that Christ has temporal priority in both cosmic creation and eschatological recreation because he was first in line in both cases.

Jesus, Christadelphians hold, was the predicted Messiah of Israel and will, upon his return, reestablish the Davidic monarchy in Jerusalem as the center of his worldwide regime. He will raise the dead who have accepted the gospel, lived by its precepts, and been baptized by immersion. The saved will never go to heaven; rather, they will enjoy immortality on the transformed earth. The unsaved will not have to face never-ending torment beyond the grave. They will simply be annihilated, not bad given the torturous alternative.

The Korean Christ

Yong Myung Moon (“Shining Dragon Moon”) was born in what is now North Korea on January 6, 1920. He was raised by Presbyterian parents, but during high school he began attending a Pentecostal congregation. Here he might have first heard a prophecy widely circulated among Korean Pentecostals that a new Messiah would come from Korea. Such a belief was also known to Moon from a traditional Korean folk scripture, Chong Gam Nok, where it is said that in the Last Days the messianic “True Man” will appear from “the Southern Ocean” (understood as Korea). At age 16, Moon was influenced by Young Do Lee and several other Korean sect leaders who preached “the Return to Eden,” an idea important to Moon’s “Divine Principle.” The same year, he received a vision on Easter Sunday morning, and in it Jesus commissioned him to fulfill the mission left uncompleted by Jesus in his original advent.

In 1944, Moon gathered a group of followers in the North. In 1945, Moon is said to have come under the influence of various Korean sects that practiced sexual rites called pi karim (“blood cleansing” or “mixing of the blood”). The idea was that children born of such ritual sexual union would be without sin and would form the basis of a new mankind. Early followers of Moon claim that he did in fact introduce this practice into his own movement. (This is said to be the cause of his arrest in 1948, but he was acquitted.) Nonetheless, one must keep in mind the notion that Moon’s followers, all married by Reverend Moon according to the Divine Principle, would bear “perfect children” in order to build “perfect families.” In Unification theology, the mission of Jesus was to wed Mary Magdalene, becoming the True Parents of a new humanity, a new Adam and Eve. Due to the bungling and cowardice of his disappointing disciples, this plan ran aground with the death of Jesus, for, though Jesus’ death did win “spiritual salvation” for mankind, the full rebirth had to be deferred for two millennia, when the Lord of the Second Advent should arrive, marry, and beget perfect children. It would make sense if an earlier version of this scenario entailed the Korean Messiah himself begetting these children personally with his female followers. But at this late date, who can say?

In 1946, Moon went to South Korea to study with Paik Moon Kim, who was claiming to be the new savior of the Korean prophecy. Moon spent six months at Kim’s “Israel Monastery” learning the doctrines that would become the basis for his own Divine Principle. Returning to his followers in the North, he established the “Broad Sea Church.” At this time he changed his name to Sun Myung Moon (“Shining Sun and Moon”).

About this time Reverend Moon was arrested and languished in a North Korean prison until 1950. After he was released (or escaped), he was severely beaten and dumped in a ditch. He believed that he actually died at that low point but that God raised him to life again. He and a few disciples returned to the South, where he and a disciple named Hye Won Yoo began to formulate the Divine Principles. In 1954 he founded the “Holy Spirit Association for the Unification of World Christianity.” Three years later, the first edition of The Divine Principle appeared. This book has since gone through different editions. That is possible because the text is not believed to be verbally inspired. It is more like Calvin’s Institutes and Mary Baker Eddy’s Science and Health with The Key to the Scriptures. It is the official presentation of Unification theology, compiled by experts who understand it. In 1959, Moon sent Young Oon Kim, the main theologian of the movement, to America to plant Unificationism there. They called it “the Unified Family” until 1970 when the name was changed to “the Unification Church.”

Lord of the Second Advent

Sun Myung Moon did not, as was popularly rumored, claim to be Jesus Christ returned. He did not expect that Jesus would return at all. Moon defined “Messiah” in more of an Old Testament manner. That is, the Messiah is an office, a position, not a particular person. The Lord of the Second Advent would be, Moon taught, a flesh and blood man anointed with the Spirit of Jesus to complete the aborted mission of Jesus. Jesus did what he was supposed to do; the trouble was, no one else did their part. John the Baptist, for instance, was supposed to rally support for Jesus among the power brokers of Israel, but his faith faltered, and the Jewish leaders refused to back Jesus against Rome. Had they joined him, Rome would have surrendered to him, and the earthly Kingdom of God would have dawned. (In not this essentially the same scenario envisioned by Dispensationalism?)

For most of his career, skeptics accused Moon of merely being evasive, refusing to admit that he did consider himself to be the Lord of the Second Advent. But Moon was quite clear that he could not claim the role till he had proved his worthiness to do so by doing the works required of the Messiah. Eventually he felt he had passed the test and henceforth made no bones about it: he was the Lord of the Second Advent. Once he was asked if he was the Messiah, and he replied, “I’d have to give the same answer Jesus gave.” That, in my humble judgment, is brilliant. He is saying yes, no, and maybe all at the same time!

During the heyday of the initial controversy over Moon’s public claims, conventional Christians rejected them as unscriptural. Did not Jesus himself say that when he returned there would be no mistaking it? “For as lightning flashes from one end of the horizon to the other, so shall it be with the coming of the Son of Man” (Matt. 13:27). But Moon took advantage of a strategic loophole: ancient Jews were expecting the literal, personal return of the prophet Elijah as predicted in Malachi 4:5, but they were going to have to accept his figurative “return” in the person of John the Baptist (Matt. 17:13) instead. Then why not the same for Jesus’ Second Coming—as Sun Myung Moon?

Sun Myung Moon died on September 3, 2012. One thinks of the words of King Louis XV: “After me, the deluge.” Even so, following his passing, the Unification Church descended into the chaos of bitter succession disputes, “the revolt of the princes.” This is what we should expect from “perfect children”? I must think these events are exactly parallel to the failure of John the Baptist to rally both leaders and people behind Jesus. His “supporters” failed him both times, stymying his salvific plans, deferring their fruition for who knows how many centuries. Must not the ancient cycle begin anew, with the weary hope of the future arrival of someone anointed with the Spirit of Jesus to succeed where he (Jesus or Reverend Moon) failed (or were failed by others)? The Lord of the Third Advent?

When Religions Are Born Again

Sects like the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and the Unification Church raise an interesting, and perhaps important, question: if a religion is not Christocentric, is it Christian? The issue arises when such a group, while sharing a Christian theological background without which its own beliefs would make little sense, starts viewing its own originating leader as practically equal in importance to Jesus Christ himself. In Mormonism, Joseph Smith’s radical and extensive revision of Christianity seems to place Smith on a par with Jesus, though it is still Jesus who is the savior, not Smith. Likewise, Unificationism understands Jesus as the one who accomplished “spiritual salvation,” but Reverend Moon appeared as what might be called a “second Jesus” (“the Lord of the Second Advent”) to complete the work of salvation (cf Col. 1:24: “Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church.”).

Contrast this state of things with that prevailing in Islam, where Jesus is glorified but is clearly superseded by Muhammad, “the Seal of the Prophets.”84 Thus Islam cannot be called a Christian denomination. It is instead a new religion. And contrast this with Lutheranism, named for the great Protestant Reformer, or John Calvin, the originator of Calvinism, or Mary Baker Eddy, founder of Christian Science. These leaders/founders are integral to the beliefs of these denominations. Their writings are considered normative interpretations of the New Testament yet do not count as scripture. They are still basically Christocentric and thus varieties of Christianity. I should say that Mormonism and Unificationism do not fit into either category. So what? Admittedly, this may be a case of obsessive “category anxiety,” but it seems worth exploring. And occasionally it becomes a live issue, as when the Unification Church applied for membership in the National Council of Churches, only to be rejected.

But, simply as a matter of textbook taxonomy, I think it helpful to think of it this way: the great religions are coordinates on a chart. Picture Mormonism and Unificationism as being plotted a quarter of the way toward the “Cartesian coordinate” labeled “New Religion.” They may yet move the whole distance. In the 1950s the Universalist Church was still a clearly Christian denomination, albeit with its own distinctives not shared with rival denominations. But it was open to theological change. Aware of this trend, some Universalists adopted as their symbol a circle containing a cross, but with the cross off center, to the left, implying that history was in the process of leaving Universalism’s Christian identity behind, but “it does not yet appear what we shall be” (1 John 3:2). It was not long before the Universalist Church merged with the more decidedly post-Christian Unitarian Church, together forming the Unitarian Universalist Association. (Note the absence of the word “church” in the name.) It had finally caught up to the “New Religion” marker.
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Chapter Eight: Islam

This great religion is called “Islam” (= Submission to God, Peace with God), not “Mohammedanism.” Muslims have never called themselves by this name. It has always been an implicitly derogatory term, seeming to denote the worship of Muhammad as a god or savior, but Muslims do not believe he is either. Instead, he is/was “the Seal of the Prophets,” the last of their kind, delivering God’s final ultimatums to mankind. He spoke for Allah, a name contracted from al-Illah, “the God,” cognate with the Hebrew/biblical “Elohim.” Members of Islam are properly called Muslims (or Moslems). The founder’s name is variously spelled and pronounced as Muhammad, Mohammed, Muammar, Mehmet, Mahomet, or Mahmud.

According to the Muslim doctrine of Islamic origins, the official story, Muhammad was an unlettered camel herder who was particularly devout. He may have been a member of an informal group of monotheists who rejected the multiple deities worshipped in Mecca, a pilgrimage destination for all Arab pagans who suspended their constant feuding to allow for an annual pilgrimage to that city which housed all the various temples and shrines. Muhammad’s own tribe, the Quraysh, ruled the city, though he himself was not of the elite. He was an orphan, raised by his uncle Abu Talib. Eventually the young herdsman caught the eye of Kadijah, owner of the caravan that employed him. She was some years his senior, but they fell in love and married. With his newfound leisure, Muhammad had time for isolated retreats in a cave in Mount Hira. One day he experienced a visitation from the archangel Gabriel, he who had long before appeared to the prophet Daniel and to the Virgin Mary. His purpose was to recruit Muhammad as the Rasul Allah, the Apostle of God. According to a passage in the Koran, Muhammad protested, pleading his lack of eloquence. But the archangel would not hear of it! Gabriel commenced to choke the unwilling prophet-to-be, saying, “Recite! Recite in the Name of thy Lord who fashioned man from clots of blood! Who taught him the use of the pen! Who taught man what he does not know!” Nor would he let go his grip till, spontaneously, Muhammad began to utter rhyming oracles.

But is this what really happened? It sounds like a dramatic piece of fiction, not unlike, say, the initial scene in Whiz Comics where young Billy Batson encounters the immortal wizard Shazam, who tells him he has been chosen to bear the powers of demigods and saints as Captain Marvel.1

Another reason for dismissing the story of Muhammad and Gabriel is that it is but one of at least five very different hadiths about Muhammad’s prophetic initiation.2 When history bequeaths us numerous rival accounts of the same “event,” it is a sure sign there was no such event.

At any rate, Muhammad soon ventured into the streets of Mecca, preaching the One God men ought to worship. He had to defend himself against hecklers who dismissed his oracles as no more than the verses of beggar-poets who offered their poems for a pittance. After all, when he recounted his violent encounter with Gabriel, his detractors thought it the typical histrionics of the kahins who reported similar attacks of inspiration.3 His response? “No, your compatriot is not mad, nor is this the utterance of some accursed devil!” (Surah 81:22, 25). “It is no poet’s speech; scant is your faith! It is no soothsayer’s divination; how little you reflect!” (Surah 69:41–42).

But more serious was the opposition offered him by his Quraiysh kinsmen. Muhammad gathered his first disciples from among the poorest of the Meccans, but it might not stop there, and if it didn’t the Quraysh rulers might have something to worry about. They owed their wealth to income from the pilgrims who crammed the city to worship the gods Muhammad was denouncing as demons! Monotheism, it seemed, was not good for business! As the pressure against Muhammad grew, he learned of a plot against him and managed to escape Mecca one night. Providentially, he had just received a communique from one of the warring factions in the city of Yathrib (soon to be renamed “Medina,” City [of the Prophet]). The Muslims in the city thought he might be the key to tipping the scales in their favor. Keep in mind that, in the ancient and medieval world, people would bring disputes to hermits and saints for resolution, since they could be assumed both to possess wisdom and to be invulnerable to bribes (See Luke 12:13). Muhammad recognized their offer as a Providential open door. His escape to Yathrib came to be known as the Hijra (or Hegira), and the Islamic calendar was reset to begin with this date.

Muhammad’s presence did strengthen the hand of the Muslim faction, and he became the ruler of Yathrib (now Medina). In Mecca, he had been a prophetic preacher of apocalyptic judgment. In Medina he took on an altogether new role, a new Moses issuing a large body of legislation on all manner of subjects. Gone are the terse oracular poems of the early days, replaced by a turgid law code. Traditionally, scholars have assigned the shorter Surahs of the Koran to the Meccan period, the legal material to the later Medinan era.

Having consolidated his power as ruler of Medina, Muhammad instigated war against Mecca. After battling back and forth a few times, the two city-states negotiated peace terms. Mecca must accept Islam. It should retain its position as a pilgrimage center, but all the idols, and the deities they represented, had to go. The farther Islam spread, the worship of Allah’s rivals must shrink to the vanishing point. The chief attraction had always been the Ka’aba, the Black Stone upon which, legend told, Abraham, the first Muslim, had very nearly sacrificed his first-born, Ishmael (not Isaac; the Bible was, they said, wrong about that one). The Ka’aba was still in business, so the pilgrim trade should be, too. The only hitch was when Muhammad accepted the Quraiysh’s demand that Islamic theology include the three (pretty much mutually redundant) goddesses al-Lat, al-Manat, and al-Uzzah as daughters of Allah and mediators with him on behalf of the faithful. As the story goes, as Muhammad settled down in his tent after what he thought was a successful day of negotiations, an irate Gabriel appeared to him. “Are you out of your mind, man? Daughters? For Allah? Get this straight: he begetteth not and is not begotten!”1 Slapping his forehead, Muhammad apologized, realizing he had been momentarily deceived by Satan’s whispers. The deal was still on, though, minus a trio of obsolete goddesses.

Muhammad had wed his beloved Khadija when he was 25 and she was 40. After she died, he felt free to marry other women, most of them widows, the only exception being the nine-year-old Aisha, which created a public relations nightmare that haunts Islam still today. Before Islam, men could collect as many wives as they could afford to support, but the Prophet limited the number of wives a man could have to a measly four. In the Koran God grants him special dispensation to marry more (Surah 33:45), and, after Khadija, he did marry thirteen more women. This sounds excessive, but he was only doing what King Solomon did: forming marriage alliances with various tribes and clans. And, remember, Solomon’s harem made Muhammad look like the verist piker, what with Sol’s seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines! And before you go calling Muhammad a child molester, as is popular in some quarters these days, remember that, repugnant as it seems to us, pre-pubertal marriages were by no means rare at the time, especially in non-urban areas. In short, it would not have been considered particularly scandalous in Muhammad’s cultural orbit.2

Muhammad bequeathed to his believers a short set of basic religious duties, now dubbed the Pillars of Islam (though this term is also applied to the members of the Holy Family, who are analogous to the Heirs of Jesus in the early church, Gal. 2:9). These were his daughter Fatima, his first cousin and son-in-law Ali, and their two sons, Hussein and Hassan. As for the religious obligations, they were/are the Shahada (the Creed): “There is no God but God, and Muhammad is the Apostle of God.” To convert to the faith of Islam, one need only recite this formula with sincerity. It’s pretty simple. Second, a Muslim must pray five times daily, facing toward the holy city of Mecca: upon waking, at noon, mid-afternoon, sunset, and bedtime. Third, there is almsgiving, ideally amounting to a tithe of one’s holdings, not just of current income (ouch!). Fourth, one must, at least once, take a trip (the Hajj) to Mecca for various observances, especially the solemn procession around the black-draped Ka’aba. If one cannot afford it or is too infirm, of course, one is excused. On pilgrimage everyone, regardless of race or social standing, dresses in simple white robes, signifying the irrelevance of all such distinctions before God and, it is hoped, before one’s fellows. In fact, the spectacle of such equality so impressed Malcolm X that he renounced the Nation of Islam (“Black Muslims”) with its doctrine of “white devils.” Fifth and finally, a Muslim must fast during the month of Ramadan, all day till a modest supper after sundown. This is to commemorate the Hijra, the escape of the Prophet from Mecca to Medina.

The Koran (or Qur’an) is the Islamic scripture, believed to embody revelations from Allah through the Prophet Muhammad, dictated to him from the Heavenly Koran by the angel Gabriel. Two questions will quickly occur to any non-Muslim reading it for the first time. First, what to make of the numerous “occasional” remarks, e.g., rejoinders by the Prophet to the objections of skeptics and hecklers? How does this square with the belief that the Koran, as it now reads, has existed for all eternity? Of course, this conundrum opens onto the doctrine of predestination. What both the preacher and his critics would say was foreknown and already stood in the heavenly text, waiting to be acted out when the right time came. (This “solution” may, however, create more difficulties than it solves.)

Second, how can the Koran refer to itself as an already finished text, as it frequently does, as if it is a different book from the one containing those references to it? Supposedly the Koran was not written down and compiled until some years after Muhammad’s death. Goldziher points out an anachronism in a set of stories related by the hadith critic Bukhari: “The stories about the son of ‘Umar presuppose an already assembled Qur’an.”3 But this is no less true of the Koran itself! It is conceivable that the story of Caliph Uthman’s collection of all variant versions to replace them with a standardized “official” text thinly conceals what was actually an “ecumenical council” of scholars collaborating to create the Koran for the first time. In this effort they might well have made frequent internal self-references to the complete Koran they were in the process of writing.

Another possible explanation would seem to be that the Surahs in question represent post-Muhammad apologetics by some later Muslim defending his (original) Koran, to which these Surahs, not even intended as the Prophet’s own words, were subsequently added. By my count, that would come to fully forty-nine out of the one hundred fourteen Surahs!4 But in fact, there is reason to believe there was an earlier version of the Koran, an Ur-Koran posited by Günter Lüling who argued that at least one third of the present Koran is a redacted form of a pre-Islamic collection of Christian hymnody, something he demonstrates with painstaking skill in his pioneering works, Über der Urkoran5 and A Challenge to Islam.6 But admittedly, it is difficult to picture Muhammad appealing to a hymn book to confute his hecklers. Still, who knows?

Before the Beginning

Islamic sources offer us a sanitized, party-line account of Islamic origins, one designed to provide a pedigree for a subsequent orthodoxy. Hence the tracks have been covered. It is just what we should expect, seeing that Judaism and Christianity did the same thing. If we want to get a critical look at Islamic origins we need to start with the evidence of contemporary non-Muslim reports, records of debates, etc., and then see what light these sources throw on anomalous data surviving in Islamic sources. Such is the approach taken by Patricia Crone and Michael Cook in their revolutionary book Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic World (1977).7

It seems that Muhammad first appeared as the prophetic herald of ‘Umar as the Messiah. So we are told in two contemporary Jewish apocalypses. Some Jews were happy to recognize ‘Umar as the Messiah, even though he was an Arab (an identification not unprecedented). He would shortly drive out the Byzantine/Roman/Edomite occupiers of Palestine, liberated, contra later traditions, already in Muhammad’s time.

The self-designation “Muslim” appears first on the Dome of the Rock in 691 and nowhere else till the late 8th century. Earlier sources call them the Magaritai (Greek papyrus 642) or Mahgre or Mahgraye (Syriac, 640s). The Arabic would be muhajirun. The early believers were known as Hagarenes because they were engaged in a Hegira/Hijra, an Exodus like that of Moses from Arabia to Palestine, the Promised Land where the Messiah must manifest himself. They were organized according to the biblical twelve tribes of the Ishmaelites (Gen. 17:20). The land belonged to Abraham and his seed, which naturally meant Ishmael as well as Isaac, so an alliance of Jews and Arabs in a messianic conquest was natural. Even from the Jewish point of view this seemed natural, since Kenites (understood to be Arabs) had been involved as Moses’ allies in the first conquest, and the second should recapitulate it. In the Secrets of Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai, the Kenite is given Messianic status.

The Hagarenes rejected Jesus as a false messiah and scorned the cross. Their own messianism appears to have been more Samaritan/Mosaic in orientation. There was, however, some hope that the Hagarenes, having conquered Palestine, were going to rebuild the Jerusalem temple, though they wound up raising the Dome of the Rock instead. This would have implied the revival of the Davidic monarchy, anathema to Samaritans (1 Kings 12:16), so they didn’t do it.

Their movement may be understood in many ways as a parallel Samaritanism. There was the non-Davidic Mosaism, the rejection of any books outside the Pentateuch (as attested in Nestorian accounts of debates with them), a non-Jewish biblical covenant (for Samaritans, it was the Mosaic Covenant as opposed to the Davidic; for Hagarenes, it was the Abrahamic promise to Ishmael). And just as the Samaritans rejected all biblical books but the Pentateuch, the Koran makes no reference to any of the post-Moses biblical Prophets.

As implied just above, as the winds changed, the Hagarenes found it advantageous to break with Judaism and turn to Christianity. To this end, ‘Umar’s messianic status was forgotten, his title al-Faruq, The Redeemer, re-explained as a gratuitous honorific applied by over-enthusiastic Christians or as meaning something else in Arabic by means of a typical etymological story, and Jesus was accepted as Messiah after all. The first Arabic “king” of Jerusalem made a show of praying at Golgotha, Bethlehem, and the Empty Tomb, implying acceptance of the whole soteriology. But Islam did not finally go this far. They made Jesus the Messiah but still rejected the cross.

The abandonment of the Exodus association in favor of that of “sons of Hagar/Ishmaelites” reflects the disassociation from Judaism. So does the apparent adoption of “Islam” as the new central image for the faith, a topos derived from Samaritan characterizations of Abraham. The harking back to Abraham parallels the argument in Galatians 3:6–18, a means of undercutting Judaism. And though not preserved in the Koran, contemporary non-Islamic sources say the Muslims proclaimed the Commandments of Abraham, circumcision and sacrifice (brought over from prior Arab tradition), rebuking Jews and Christians for abandoning one or the other. Muhammad’s role as reviver of the Abrahamic faith, as well as his role as the bringer to the neglected Arabs their own monotheistic faith and scripture, reflects this attempt to distance Islam from Judaism. Muhammad is seen as the successor of various Gentile prophets like Salih and Hud, whose tales are related here and there in the Koran, not the successor of the biblical Prophets.

This prophetology ill comports with the Samaritan-derived motif of Muhammad as the Prophet like unto Moses, which may stem from an earlier stage, because the Samaritan-type Mosaic prophetology still locates Muhammad within the biblical tradition, whereas Muhammad as the prophet like Hud takes him outside the Bible but parallel to it.

Muhammad eventually becomes de-apocalypticized, as can readily be seen when we compare the so-called Meccan Surahs with the Medinan Surahs. He is no longer the Prophet of the Last Day (and of the messiah ‘Umar), but rather the Mosaic theocrat. Similarly, Jesus’ own messiahship is purely vestigial, and Jesus is made over into a prophet like unto Moses, with his own Torah, the Evangel. David, too, is brought aboard once stripped of his messianic associations. He, too, is now a Prophet like unto Moses, his Torah the Psalms!

As for the Koran, it is slapped together from a variety of prior Hagarene texts to provide the Moses-like Muhammad with a Torah of his own. Some Islamic traditions say that Uthman destroyed most of the manuscripts and kept only one. Does this refer merely to variant texts of the Koran itself or something more? The variants, redundancies, contradictions and harmonizations (“abrogations,” cf. 2:106; 16:101–102; 22:50–51) might imply all this.

The Hagarenes also derived from the Samaritans a precedent for withdrawing from Jerusalem as the central holy shrine, eventually settling upon Mecca, which like the Samaritan Shechem, was situated near a patriarchal, but non-Judean, grave, Shechem near the grave of Joseph, Mecca near that of Ishmael. Both were Abrahamic sites as well. There is evidence, though, that Mecca was not the first alternate shrine. From some early and anomalous notes and from archaeological evidence (design of early mosques, etc.) it appears that before Mecca, a place called Bakka (actually mentioned in the Koran and later harmonistically identified with Mecca) may have been the earlier site.

Mecca and Medina are both substitutes for biblical sites, and the biblical originals were original to Hagarism, too. Medina is identified in some Arab sources with Midian, which makes sense as the goal of the Exodus (“hijra,” remember). Midian was the goal of Moses and the Israelites exiting Egypt, specifically Sinai/Horeb, where Moses received the Torah, just as Muhammad did at Medina (cf. the legalistic Surahs ascribed to the Medinan period). The supplantation of the earlier name Yathrib suggests that Medina first actually referred to the Midian of the Bible, then was transferred and symbolically reapplied to Yathrib. And now, of course, since the Hegira has been redefined as Muhammad’s personal flight from Mecca, its goal must have been Medina/Yathrib! And one must suspect that even the earlier name, Yathrib, was connected with Moses’ Midianite father-in-law Jethro (Hebrew “Yithro”). This Medina=Midian link reinforces the Kenite association, too, since the holy mountain of Moses was that of the Kenite Jethro.

After the Hegira lost its original coloring as a messianic Jewish-Ishmaelite exodus to Palestine under ‘Umar the Redeemer, this population movement was recast as an expulsion of Jews from Arabia back to Palestine by the caliph ‘Umar! The appellation “Ansaru Allah,” Allah’s helpers, which had first designated Jewish allies of Muhammad and ‘Umar, came to refer to Arabs who heeded the call to holy war.

As for Mecca, this was another later replacement for/relocation of Jerusalem, as is still evident from the embarrassing switchover of the qiblah (the direction to face when praying) from Jerusalem to Mecca. The idea of the conquest of Canaan starting from a base in Midian becomes Muhammad’s triumphant return to Mecca after consolidating power in Medina where he had fled from Mecca. Muhammad himself actually led/partook in the conquest of Palestine, but later his death was retrojected to two years earlier. Perhaps this was part of the Moses parallel, since Moses did not get to enter the promised land.

After his passing, the Islamic community was governed by a series of caliphs. Originally calipha denoted not “vicar of the Prophet” but rather something equivalent to rasul (“apostle”) or bab (“gate”), the earthly stand-in for Allah himself. The caliphas and imams were originally a priesthood (recall Muhammad’s own Quraysh origins—a priestly caste) and were even called kahins (the oracle-mongers with whom Muhammad was grouped by his enemies). This implies that once they de-eschatologized the movement and demoted ‘Umar to a caliph of Muhammad, authority continued (along one trajectory) as an analogue to the Samaritan high-priesthood. Mahdism was equally early but represented a renewal, albeit by deferral, of messianic hopes, based originally on the Samaritan Moses redivivus idea (whether of Moses himself, or of the Taheb as a Prophet/Revealer like unto Moses). Mahdi is tantamount to messiah, as attested by the equation of the two in the saying “There is no Mahdi but Jesus son of Mary.”

Muhammad’s cousin and adopted son Ali was interpreted in two contradictory manners, one by each emergent group (Sunn’is and Shiites). As a priestly successor (fountainhead of the imams, a term used for Samaritan high priests/esoteric teachers in Arabic writings by Samaritans), Ali had to be the descendant of Muhammad. And in fact Shi’ite doctrine sees Ali as explicitly playing Aaron to Muhammad’s Moses. But as the sole successor to Moses, he was analogous instead to Joshua, a layman and not a relative of Moses. This reflects the tension in Alid tradition between Ali’s own personal charisma/sanctity and that derived from his relation to the Prophet. The eventual harmonization of the two conceptions made Ali not the son but the cousin of the Prophet (recalling the odd jogs of both gospel genealogies, Matthew 1:16 and Luke 3:23, both of which seem at first to aim at making Jesus the natural son of Joseph but then make him a foster son instead).

The rabbinical character of Sunni Islam is not original but came from the influence of Babylonian Judaism. Thus it is no mere analogy between the Talmud and the Shari’ah. The category of Sunna first referred not to traditions of the Prophet, but rather just to “custom” as distinguished from statute law. It still appears this way in early documents. The Koran itself is halakhically pretty slim pickings, unlike the heavily halakhic Torah. It is striking that even the etiology of the Koran subsumes it beneath the rubric of sunna as each surah is supposed to be an orally transmitted hadith!8

Judeo-Christianity had exalted the personality of God against the abstract inexorability of natural law by, e.g., in matters of theodicy, resigning itself to God’s capricious will for which he cannot be held accountable. This against Greek philosophical Stoicism which collapsed God into the abstraction of natural law at the expense of personality. Islam somehow combined the worst of both worlds, its God being both personally arbitrary and impersonally remote like natural law or Fate.

For inherent in the messianic programme was the question once put to Jesus of Nazareth: “Lord, wilt thou now restore the kingdom to Israel?” Jesus, of course, had been excellently placed to evade the question, and his followers had proceeded to shape a religion around this evasion.9

If the Iranian case approaches the Judaic in its emphasis on the role of a personal God [both mythicizing warfare with opposing tribes into a myth of a personal God fighting threatening forces of evil], the Greek case approaches the Buddhist in its emphasis on the role of impersonal concepts… [The] intellectual evolution of Hellenism… was … overwhelmingly an attempt to grapple not with human hostility but with cosmic nonsense. The Greeks developed a conceptual cosmology wherewith to put the universe and its gods in perspective, rather than a theist myth wherewith to involve themselves as participants in a cosmic drama.10

Yahweh’s solidarity required some form of ethnic limitation, and having lost his tribes to become the God of the gentiles, he not unnaturally tended to adopt in their place the polity into which he had been launched. The meeting of his jealousy with Greek philosophy thus issued in a conceptually articulated orthodoxy equally binding on devotees of hypostases and devotees of saints; while the meeting of his solidarity with the Roman Empire generated an ecclesiastical organisation through which this doctrinal orthodoxy could be rendered socially effective.11

The Jewish God did not of course go very well with concepts, and there were accordingly Jews who were brought to convert by means of them; but most of them merely played around with the new conceptual toys. Sa’adya Gaon borrowed philosophy, obeyed his God and mourned his polity…12

What was at issue in the relations between Shi’ism and Hellenism was thus the merging of two elitisms… In intellectual terms this social symmetry provided the basis on which the two sides could do business. On the one hand Hellenism could provide arcane intellectual stuffing for the esoteric pretensions of the Alid priesthood: concepts and astrology to eke the name of God and the calendar. And on the other, the esoteric wisdom of the priests could be used as a sort of blank cheque to legitimate the reception of what was in fact the Greeks: the Hellenic borrowings of the Shi’ites were characteristically sanctioned by attribution to the family of the Prophet.13

Thus Saith the Bob

I would venture my own speculation about what one might call “the pre-Islamic Muhammad,” a new way to connect the dots of the data supplied by Crone and Cook, Luxenberg, Shoemaker, and other recent reconstructionists. And here it is. There are recurring patterns in the history of messianic movements. I suspect we could gain something by bringing to bear the analogies of the relations between Muhammad and Umar on the one hand and between Jesus and John the Baptist and between the Bab and Baha’ullah on the other. In some of our ancient sources, Muhammad is depicted as a herald preparing the way for Umar the Redeemer to liberate Jerusalem from the Byzantine Romans. This crusade was the original Hijra/Hegira, and it succeeded—under the leadership of Muhammad. But this is the last we, at this very late date, hear of a messianic Umar. Somehow, when we do hear of him, he is the second caliph. But even this title had originally borne more grandiose associations, since a caliph was pretty much equivalent to rasul, i.e., “apostle” or “vicar.”14

I believe I am seeing clues to an effaced, rewritten contest between messianic claimants. Some backed Umar as the Redeemer, including Muhammad, while, impressed by Muhammad’s victories over the Romans, the people came to esteem him, not Umar, as the Messiah. (Here think of the heroic David supplanting the once-favorite Saul in popular esteem.) The inclusion of the once-messianic Umar among the post-Muhammad caretakers of the ummah would, on my reading, have been exactly analogous to the co-optation of John the Baptist, Messiah of his own sect, into the Christian pantheon, both as forerunner and as cousin.

We will soon see how Mirza Ali Muhammad, centuries later, at first declared himself to be the Bab, or Gate to the Shi’ite Hidden Imam, passing on revelations from his occulted Master, “He Whom God Shall Make Manifest.” But subsequently, it became manifest to him that he was something more than a/the Bab, namely the Hidden Imam, or Mahdi, himself. Shortly thereafter, Ali Muhammad was martyred. His brother, christened Subh-i-Azal (“Dawn of Eternity”), expected to take over for him, but suddenly a disciple named Hussein Ali came out of the woodwork claiming to be the Bab’s successor as the “Point of Manifestation” of God. He took the name/title Baha’ullah (“Glory of God”) and began issuing edicts and epistles. Subh-i-Azal did not take well to this development and continued to lead a shrinking “Bab’i” movement while most followers of the Bab flocked to Baha’ullah’s banner, creating today’s Baha’i Faith (for more, see below.) I am theorizing, then, that these holy folks were replaying the roles of Umar and Muhammad of centuries before, when Muhammad, proclaimer of Umar al Faruq, decided he himself was the Messiah he had been trumpeting and shoved the other fellow aside.

Further, I wonder if, just as the Bab had announced himself as the returned Mahdi (Ishmael’s son, Muhammad ibn Isma’il), Muhammad was presenting himself as the returned Messiah Jesus son of Mary, since, a la Christoph Luxenberg, “Muhammad” was in those days an epithet for Jesus, “the Illustrious One,” as recorded in the inscription inside the Dome of the Rock.15 What the Prophet’s birth name was, we don’t know. Just plain “Ahmed”? Nor did this have to be a mere PR stunt. He wouldn’t be the last Mahdi who believed himself to be Jesus returned.

Hadith: I Said it! Muhammad Believed it! That Settles it!

Seyyed Hossein Nasr rejects all “higher criticism” of the Koran and the hadith on the basis of a forthright religious fideism:

Purporting to be scientific and applying the famous—or rather should one say the infamous historical method which reduces all religious truths to historical facts, the critics of Hadith have come to the conclusion that this literature is not from the Prophet but was ‘forged’ by later generations. What lies behind the scientific façade presented in most of these attacks is the a priori assumption that Islam is not a Divine revelation. If it is not a Divine revelation then it must be explained away in terms of factors present in seventh century Arabian society… Were the critics of Hadith simply to admit that the Prophet was a prophet, there would be no scientifically valid argument whatsoever against the main body of Hadith.16

But wouldn’t this argument prove too much? How could any spurious hadiths have arisen? No one denies that at least some did. Certainly, the celebrated Muslim collectors of hadith, Muslim and al-Bukhari were no agnostic rationalists, yet they excluded some six hundred thousands of traditions as bogus. One thinks of early New Testament textual (“lower”) critic Samuel Prideaux Tregelles who was a Plymouth Brethren fundamentalist. It was precisely his zeal for the doctrine of verbal inspiration that compelled him to make sure he had the authentic, and only the authentic, words in his Bible.

Nasr’s apologetical arguments precisely mirror those of fundamentalist Christian apologists for the accuracy of the gospels. Like them, he appeals to the supposed retentive memory of Middle Easterners;17 we can depend on the unknown ancients who heard the Prophet’s orations. Maybe, but this argument is completely circular. It simply assumes these hadiths are records of the recollections of ear-witnesses, not fictive products of someone’s pious imagination. How do we know who was responsible? That’s just the point at issue, right?

He also contends that the hadith must be accurate because, during the period in which the hadith were being transmitted (or fabricated), the Imams were active, overseeing the affairs of the Shi’ite community. Had there been any funny business involving the sacred hadith, they would have, must have, clamped the lid on it.18 We have heard this one before, too. Christian apologists likewise assure us that during the formative period of the Jesus tradition, all would have proceeded under the watchful (and, one must assume, darn near omniscient) eye of the eye-witness apostles, all of which is pure supposition. These are apologetics, which are not at all the same thing as historical methodology. The historian seeks to discover and to establish the truth of the past, while the apologist begins by thinking he knows the truth of the past and formulates ways of “spinning” data which does not appear to accord with his “official” version. Which is to say that the historian’s approach is inductive, while the apologist’s is completely deductive.

The critical gospel researcher tries to be alert to internal evidence in the texts, e.g., anachronisms, contradictions, but these are just the factors Nasr waves away in the name of faith. Consider how the reasons for the fabrication of “traditional” stories and sayings of Muhammad correspond precisely to those suggested for gospel traditions by the form critics.

The Prophet’s authority was invoked by every group for every idea it evolved: for legal precepts couched in the form of tradition, as well as for maxims and teachings of an ethical or simply edificatory nature. Through solid chains of tradition, all such matters acquired an unbroken tie to the “Companions” who had heard these pronouncements and statutes from the Prophet or had seen him act in pertinent ways. It took no extraordinary discernment on the part of Muslim critics to suspect the authenticity of much of this material: some reports were betrayed by anachronisms or other dubious features, some contradicted others. Moreover, certain people are named outright who fabricated and spread abroad traditions to support one trend or another. Not a few pious persons admitted, as the end of life neared, how great their contribution to the body of fictive hadiths had been. To fabricate hadith was hardly considered dishonorable if the resulting fictions served the cause of the good. A man honorable in all other respects could be discredited as a traditionist without having his religious reputation tarnished or his honor as a member of society called into question. It was, of course, possible to assert, on the Prophet’s authority, that the bottomless pit awaited those who fraudulently ascribed to Muhammad utterances that he never made. But one could also try to save the situation by vindicatory maxims, in which the Prophet had supposedly recognized such fictions in advance as his own spiritual property: “After my death more and more sayings will be ascribed to me, just as many sayings have been ascribed to previous prophets (without their having really said them). When a saying is reported and attributed to me, compare it with God’s book. Whatever is in accordance with that book is from me, whether I really said it or no.”19 Further: “Whatever is rightly spoken was spoken by me.”20

The fabricators of tradition, as we see, laid their cards on the table. “Muhammad said” in such cases merely means “it is right, it is religiously unassailable, it is even desirable, and the Prophet himself would applaud it.”21

All the Islamic authorities agree that an enormous amount of forgery was committed in the hadith literature… The Victorian writer William Muir thought that it began during the caliphate of Uthman. It is more likely, however, that it originated during the lifetime of the Prophet himself. His opponents would not have missed the opportunity to forge and attribute words and deeds to him for which he was not responsible, in order to rouse the Arab tribes against his teaching22… During the caliphate of Abu Bakr, too, when apostasy had raised its head, it is not unlikely that some of the apostates should have forged such traditions as suited their purpose… During the caliphate of Uthman, this kind of dishonesty became more common. Some members of the factions into which the community was then divided forged traditions in order to advance their faction’s interests.23 During the first century of Islam, and also thereafter, the various political parties, the heretics, the professional preachers, and even a number of sincere Muslims, all made their contributions to the growing rubbish-heap of false traditions.24

Sectarian leaders as well as popular edifying story-tellers both forged plenty as they addressed the people following morning and evening prayers.25 Compared to the volume of hadith generated in the name of Muhammad by interested and imaginative parties, the scope of invention when it comes to Jesus is quite modest.

Spurious traditions were coming into being, drowning the genuine ones. There were motives at play behind this development. Some of these new traditions were merely pious frauds, worked up in order to promote what the fabricators thought were elements of a pious life,26 or what they thought were the right theological views27… Spurious traditions also arose in order to promote factional interests. Soon after Muhammad’s death, there were cutthroat struggles for power between several factions, particularly the Alids, the Ummayads, and later on the Abassides. In this struggle, great passions were generated, and under their influence, new traditions were concocted, and old ones usefully edited.

The pious and hero-worshipping mind also added many miracles around the life of Muhammad, so that the man tended to be lost in the myth.

Under these circumstances, a serious effort was made to collect and sift all the current traditions, rejecting the spurious ones and committing the correct ones to writing. [The need for this work was recognized about a century after the Prophet’s death, but it took another century for the process to get started.]

[Muhammad Ismail al-] Bukhari [810–870 CE] laid down elaborate canons of authenticity and applied them with a ruthless hand. It is said that he collected 600,000 traditions but accepted only 7,000 of them as authentic.28

But even the remainder of Muhammadan hadith seems excessive. Apparently what Bukhari and the others did was merely to catalogue those hadith that were not debunked by their criteria, not that this vindicated them. The same error attaches to the decisions of New Testament critics who nominate as authentically dominical the sayings that are not obviously disqualified by their criteria of dissimilarity, multiple attestation, coherence, etc. Any or all of them still might be spurious; they just haven’t been “caught in the act.” (“I know of nothing against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted.” 1 Cor. 4:4). Just so, there is no particular reason to regard any of the hadith of Muhammad as definitely authentic.

We must… abandon the gratuitous assumptions that there existed originally an authentic core of information going back to the time of the Prophet, that spurious and tendentious additions were made to it in every generation, that many of these were eliminated by the criticism of isnads [chains of attestors] as practiced by the Muhammadan scholars, that other spurious traditions escaped rejection. but that the genuine core was not completely overlaid by later accretions. If we shed these prejudices we become free to consider the Islamic traditions objectively in their historical context, within the framework of the development of the problems to which they refer, and this enables us to find a number of criteria for establishing the relative and even the absolute chronology of a great many traditions.29

Indeed, why not consider the Koran itself as hadith? It appears to be a collection of contradictory and redundant materials on various topics, all ascribed to Muhammad (and thence to Gabriel) in order to secure prophetic authority.

When I see how conservatives30 flock to the suggestion of Harald Riesenfeld and Birger Gerhardsson31 (admittedly very great scholars) that the canonical gospel traditions be read on analogy with strictly memorized, authorized Rabbinical traditions simply because conceivably the early disciples might possibly have followed such practices, it becomes clear to me we are dealing again with apologetics. Why not consider the analogy of the Muhammadan hadith? The diversity, anachronism, and tendentiousness of the gospel material would seem to me to make the hadith analogy the better fit. (However, we ought to keep in mind Jacob Neusner’s demonstration32 that Rabbinical sayings-ascriptions are no likelier to be authentic anyway!)

Why are apologists like Nasr so threatened by critical study of the hadith? It is no mere case of antiquarianism. No, virtually everything is at stake.

The danger inherent in this criticism of the Hadith lies in decreasing its value in the eyes of those Muslims who, having come under the sway of its arguments, accept the fatally dangerous conclusion that the body of Hadith is not the sayings of the Prophet and therefore does not carry his authority…. It is as if the whole foundation were pulled from underneath the structure of Islam.33

What about the divinely dictated Koran? Isn’t that enough? No, it’s not. Because even an infallible Book can be hobbled by the shortcomings of fallible interpreters. But never fear, God has provided infallible interpreters in the persons of the holy Imams, and their infallible interpretations are to be found—where else? In the hadith, of course. And how can we know their interpretations are infallible—and infallibly transcribed? Just because the system needs them to be!

Anyhow, the traditions are systematized into the Sunna: Tradition with a capital “T.” It is closely analogous to the Roman Catholic canon law based on so-called Apostolic Tradition. All Muslim sects strive to conform to Tradition, though there are four schools/traditions of Sunnite jurisprudence, all honored as orthodox. Each such institution is part of the ulemma, the consortium of legal experts. Each member is a ulamma (= mullah). They are like the ancient Jewish scribes in the gospels. In these scholarly bodies, rulings are based on ijma, or learned consensus. And the legal code which they are busy interpreting and applying to new questions is the Shari’ah, governing all aspects of the lives of pious Muslims.

Jesus, Son of Mary

For years I have been surprised to hear credentialed scholars of religion, one even hired to teach about Islam and African Religion, make gaffes when trying to explain the Islamic view of Jesus. One of these professors remarked that Jews and Muslims have more in common than Christians have with either of them because neither Jews nor Muslims accept Jesus as the Messiah. Huh? Did I hear that right? Somehow this “expert” did not realize that Islam regards Jesus as the prophesied Messiah. The other scholar, a seminary professor of New Testament, was questioned by a student training to be a Christian missionary to Muslims. He asked, “How do you explain Jesus’ virginal conception to a Muslim?” Well, in fact Muslims already believe in it. Alas, the prof didn’t know to tell him that Muslims already believe in the virgin birth!

The Koran has two accounts, Surahs 3 and 19 both reflecting Luke, of Gabriel’s annunciation to the Virgin Mary. It also says Jesus was the Messiah of Israel. He was also a prophet, though Muhammad was a greater one, simply insofar as he was the culminating prophet with God’s final message to mankind. The Muslim Jesus performed miracles and taught disciples. And Jesus will one day return to defeat the Antichrist. Sounds pretty Christian! But not quite, because Muslims say that God spared Jesus a degrading death on the cross. After all, the gospels say Jesus asked him to. Instead, Jesus ascended to heaven directly from Gethsemane. Someone else was crucified in his stead. But rest assured, Jesus will have his turn to die. He will expire some forty years after his apocalyptic return, after which he will share in the general resurrection of the righteous.34

That is what Muslims have long believed. Critical scholars, on the other hand, have theorized that early Muslims picked up the idea from Christian converts of a Gnostic and/or docetic bent, i.e., those who believed Jesus had only seemed to suffer and die on the cross but either survived it or was secretly replaced by someone else. And that is entirely plausible. But Christoph Luxenberg35 has suggested an alternative reading of this passage, Surah 4:156–158, on which Islamic Docetism is founded. Unbelievers speak

against Mary a tremendous calumny…. “We slew the Messiah Jesus son of Mary, Allah’s messenger. They slew him not, nor crucified [him], but it appeared so unto them; and lo! Those who disagree concerning it are in doubt thereof; they have no knowledge thereof save pursuit of a conjecture; they slew him not for certain, but Allah took him up unto himself.36

Here is the same passage from another translation.

They denied the truth and uttered a monstrous falsehood against Mary. They declared: “We have put to death the Messiah Jesus the son of Mary, the apostle of Allah.” They did not kill him, nor did they crucify him, but they thought they did. Those that disagreed about him were in doubt concerning his death, for what they knew about it was sheer conjecture; they were not sure they had slain him. Allah lifted him up to His presence.37

Luxenberg makes the radical but entirely plausible suggestion that the confusion is actually that of interpreters. The real meaning of the passage in question is that the enemies of Jesus thought they were rid of him: the crucifixion had put an end to their Jesus problem. But theirs was a false certainty. What they “knew,” the text says, was nothing but surmise, conjecture. In fact, they had not finished him off for good. He did die, but that was by no means the end of Jesus, for God resurrected him and enthroned him at his right hand. Surah 3:55 says, “Allah is the supreme plotter. He said: ‘Jesus, I am about to cause you to die and lift you up to me.’” That fits better with Luxenberg’s interpretation of Surah 4:156–158 than with the traditional Islamic interpretation, does it not? And besides, does the Koran ever actually say that Jesus was raptured before the crucifixion? If you ask me, that sounds more like a conjecture. We will return to Luxenberg’s theories presently.

Muslims, following the Koran, certainly do not believe that Jesus is God’s Son. He couldn’t be, since “God begetteth not and is not begotten.” The Meccan goddesses al-Lat, al-Manat, and al-Uzzah are not, as reported, Allah’s daughters, and Jesus is not their brother. Muslims might find Jesus being God’s “Son” distasteful because they, unlike Christians, have a coherent idea of what that would entail.38

But, on second thought, the Islamic rejection of the doctrine of Jesus as God’s Son might have arisen from a very different theological concern. The Koran frequently bemoans the polemical strife between members of non-Islamic religions, warning Muslims not to fall into the same trap. Which factions are in view here? It is a bit hard to imagine the references is to rival denominations of Apollo worshipers or Zeus devotees. Paganism probably didn’t work that way. A more realistic scenario lies ready to hand, however. Luxenberg suggests the Koran is talking about the vociferous feuding of four contemporary variants of Christianity, each of which enjoyed quite a following at the time: Arians vs. Monophysites vs. Nestorians vs. Constantinian Orthodoxy. The Koranic railing against the notion that God has begotten Jesus as a divine Son is on display in Surahs 2:116; 10:69; 17:111; 19:35 (“The sects are divided concerning Jesus”); 23:91; 112:3. Trinitarianism comes in for a drubbing in Surahs 4:171 and 5:72–73. Mariolatry is condemned in 5:116, recalling the “Mother of God” controversy that prompted Nestorianism. Surah 4:171 smacks of Arianism if you ask me: “The Messiah, Jesus the son of Mary, was no more than Allah’s apostle and His Word which he cast to Mary; a spirit from Him.” In other words, a la Arius, Jesus was the Logos of God, but not God himself.

And what business was this for Muslims? It wasn’t their fight—or was it? Luxenberg concludes that the earliest “Muslims” were actually non-Nicene Christians! As we’ve just seen, those who built the Dome of the Rock and placed the engraving around the inside of the dome were affirming their faith in the “Illustrious One,” namely Jesus, and in the next breath denying the Trinitarian heresy which they took to be elevating the Messiah alongside Allah (God) as a second deity. As for the Dome shrine itself, Luxenberg recounts an ancient tradition that (fancifully) identified the eponymous Rock with the navel of the earth and as the very site of Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrection (the stone becoming the stone the angel rolled away),39 and even the ascension, two oblong impressions being made from Jesus’ feet at Ground Zero. The place was therefore a (Nestorian? Arian?) competitor to the nearby (Nicene Christian) Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

Luxenberg holds that this type of Christianity held on in Mesopotamia at least as late as the establishment of the Umayyad Caliphate in 750 CE. But when the Abbasid Caliphate replaced the Umayyads, many things changed. The qiblah, the direction to be faced when praying, changed abruptly from Jerusalem to Mecca. The inscription inside the Dome was re/misinterpreted as if the epithet “Muhammad” were instead a proper name belonging to someone other than Jesus but just as important. Even the meaning of the stone footprints changed: thereafter pilgrims were told these impressions were made by Muhammad’s horse as he took off for the Prophet’s nocturnal trip to heaven. Heck, why not?

Günter Lüling demonstrated that one third of the Koran, his Ur-Koran, was originally a Christian hymnal before it was drastically rewritten into its present form. Similarly, Luxenberg says the original basis of what would become the Koran “seems to have been a liturgical book of a Syrian-Arabian Christianity.”40 It was in Arabic, to be sure, but Arabic of a special kind, written with the Syriac script.41 That revision must have occurred at this time. Lüling also argues that the Ka’aba in Mecca was originally a Christian church.

And of course the changeover marked the occasion for reinterpreting Surah 4:164–168 as teaching Jesus evading crucifixion, wiping away all the gospel events previously commemorated at the Dome. Why this wholesale transformation? Most likely it was all a strategy for repudiating and replacing every aspect of the hated and deposed Umayyads. The Abassids wanted to make a fresh start, establishing their own distinctive identity.

Was there ever an historical Prophet Muhammad? Luxenberg holds open the possibility that Muhammad was but a “symbolic figure.”42 Other scholars are pretty sure there wasn’t.43 It is not hard to envision what led to the creation of such a fictive figurehead. The Koran is permeated with declarations that the Arabs had for centuries to get along without a revelation in their own language and relevant to their concerns. Thus it was a great day when Allah sent the angel Gabriel to supply that lack, dictating, Surah by Surah, the text of the Mother of the Book, the eternal Koranic prototype preserved in Heaven. Finally it was their turn. They had their own “home team” Prophet, scripture, and religion! It would have been the natural, even inevitable, extension along the same trajectory to split off a new Arabic “Jesus,” taking Jesus’ epithet as his name. And thus was the Prophet Muhammad born.

Such a conclusion, if you care to accept it (Matt. 11:14), necessitates a wholesale re-examination of the early history of Islam, but that is beyond our scope here. Therefore, in what follows, I shall stick to the conventional story which assumes the historical facticity of Muhammad and his successors.

Islamic Messiahs (Mahdis)

Islamic sectarianism stems from a succession dispute following the death of the Prophet Muhammad. No one attempted to take his place as prophet, since there could be no new prophets. Muhammad had been the Last Prophet, the messenger of the eleventh hour, the Seal of the Prophets. But history did go on, and the Islamic community required guidance. Soon they worked out a system whereby jurists (ulemma) compiled the sacred Law (Shari’ah) based on inference from the Koran and the hadith (traditions) of Muhammad. These canonical traditions were traced back (whether factually or, more likely, fictively) to the Prophet through the immediate circle of his Companions, early disciples and lieutenants. The political caretaker, or califa/caliph, was drawn from the circle of Companions as well. The first was Muhammad’s cousin, Abu Bekr. He was an old man already and did not reign long. He was replaced by ‘Umr, then ‘Uthman.

Fourth up was Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law Ali ibn Talib. His partisans (shi’ites) had preferred him from the start as both a holy man and a blood relative of the Prophet. They insisted that Muhammad had once publicly named Ali to be his eventual successor. But Ali kept getting passed over. Discouraged, he pretty much retreated into private life. But when Uthman grew unpopular because of governing policies and the preference he showed to favorite allies, Ali’s loyalists joined with others who weren’t so much for Ali as against Uthman. They convinced Ali to unseat Uthman and to take his rightful place as caliph. It worked, but not for long. Uthman was assassinated, and Ali replaced him. But given the purely pragmatic character of his allies’ support, it now faded since Uthman was out of the way. Resentment grew when no real steps were taken by the new caliph to avenge Uthman’s death. This became the excuse for Mu’awiyya Umayyad, an important supporter of the late Uthman, to challenge Ali’s caliphate. And, after a couple of battles, he gained his objective: Ali was killed with a poisoned sword (in 661 CE), and likewise his martyr sons Hussein (the elder) and Hassan.

The caliphate passed to the house of Ali’s vanquisher. From this time the faction (shi’a) of Ali went underground as a dissident movement theologically and politically. They rejected the authority of the ulemma (the consensus of scholars), replacing it with the teaching of the Imams, teachers descended from Ali and vouchsafed the true, esoteric interpretation of scripture. The Shi’ites had their own collection of hadith stemming from the relatives of the Prophet, his daughter Fatima and her husband Ali, etc. Shi’ites were sometimes persecuted and occasionally took up arms but usually just waited for their day to come. Despite all this strife, the differences in ritual and ethics between Sunni and Shi’ites are actually quite trivial. One might venture that, though the mountain went to Muhammad when Muhammad wouldn’t go to the mountain, the mountain labored and brought forth a mouse.

So the Shi’ites had established themselves as a parallel minority form of Islam, over against the Sunnites, or Traditionalists. But Shi’ite Islam itself began to fragment, too. The issue was always the line of Imamic succession. The Zaid’is (or Fivers) split over their championing of Zaid, the great grandson of Ali, as Imam. Some Zaid’is awaited the messianic return of Muhammad al-Nafs al-Zakiyya, a descendent of Ali through his younger son Hassan. Muhammad al-Nafs al-Zakiyya was believed to have survived an apparent death and to be waiting in seclusion for his triumphant return at the end of the age. Note that all other Shi’ites trace the Imamic line through Ali’s elder son Hussein.

I Will Multiply Ishmael Exceedingly

There was another major split over the identity of the seventh Imam. The problem arose because Ismail, son of the sixth Imam, Jaffar-es-Sadik, was in line for the Imamate, but he died before his father. Who should be the second choice? Some argued that Ismail’s son should be counted as the seventh Imam, as if his father had served. These became the Ismailis, or Seveners. The majority went with the younger son of Jaffar-es-Sadik, Muhammad ibn Isma’il. The Ismailis would eventually form the first Shi’ite state, the Fatimid Caliphate of Egypt.

Shi’ism attracted many converts from beyond the Arab populace that were its first natural adherents, and these new outsiders reflected doctrines they had learned from previous religious allegiances, including Valentinian Gnosticism, Mandaeanism, Zoroastrianism, and Manicheism.44 Thus it was not surprising that Shi’ite Islam turned in a more speculative direction, adding Neo-Platonic emanation-cosmogony, reincarnationism, realized eschatology, and knowledge as the path to salvation, ideas poor Muhammad doubtless never heard of. As a result, Ismaili Shi’ism gave birth to a variety of Gnostic and messianic sects. Like Mithraists and Gnostics centuries earlier, Ismailis took for granted the basic Ptolemaic cosmology whereby the earth stood still at the center of planetary orbiting. Around it were placed nine crystalline spheres into which the planets (Moon, Sun, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn) were set like gems, plus the heaven of stars and the heaven of heavens in which God dwelt. Each was ruled by a divine emanation from God: the First, Second, Third, etc., Intellects.

To these corresponded each of the great Messengers (Adam, Noah, Abraham, etc.). The Ismaili version was distinctive, though, in that each sphere (or “Station”) also corresponded to one of the nine successive levels of spiritual elevation gained by meditation. While classical Gnosticism spoke of a postmortem ascension of one’s divine spark through the series of celestial spheres, each one guarded by one of the Archons, the Ismailis utilized an internal symbol (inner levels analogous to the Yogic Chakras) instead of the external symbol of ascent through the heavens above us. Obviously, they are describing the same spiritual process, only in different terms. One might say the Ismailis had demythologized the older schema.

All Imams presided over their underground communities from seclusion because they were hunted men. They communicated through “press secretaries” called babs, or “gates.” These men, in turn, knew where to find the Imam and would relay questions to him and bring back his answers and decrees. Thus they performed a kind of secondary prophetic role in their own right.

When the Imam would die, the Bab would relate the news, and the faithful would acclaim his eldest son as the next Imam. Theoretically the succession should have gone on indefinitely, as Allah would hardly leave his community orphaned without guidance. Therefore it was potentially quite a blow when the twelfth Imam, Muhammad ibn-Hasan al-Askari, died without issue. At first some believed he would eventually rise from the dead as the Mahdi, “the Rightly Guided One.” This became the general belief of the “Twelvers,” only to be reinterpreted subsequently as the doctrine that Muhammad ibn-Hasan al-Askari had not died but only been taken into miraculously prolonged seclusion (“occultation”) by Allah, awaiting the day when Jesus should return to destroy the Antichrist, and the Hidden Imam, the Mahdi, should usher in a golden age of Islamic/Shi’ite rule. In his absence, the office of the Bab became even more important. In nineteenth-century Iran, a man named Ali Muhammad came forth announcing himself as the Bab, heralding the imminent appearing of “Him Whom God Shall Make Manifest,” the Mahdi. Soon, however, he announced that he himself was the Mahdi, and he preached a doctrine of realized eschatology.

Once I found myself amid a group of Minneapolis area atheists when the discussion turned to Freemasonry and its hierarchy of levels of initiation. At each rung of the ladder, the initiate is vouchsafed new secrets. Somebody said he’d heard that the hundredth-and-somethingth level entitled you to the information that Jesus and Satan were the same guy. No one knew if that was true, but one fellow said, “Well, if you have to go through all those levels, it better be something pretty big!” And so it was/is with the Ismailis. But how big? Pretty big, as you’ll shortly see. A caveat, though. We are of course talking about a religion of sworn secrecy, and an outsider can never be sure he is hearing the truth. It might have leaked out when some malcontent blabbed. But maybe nobody did, and the creative suspicions of outsiders have variously filled the gap.

At any rate, the Ismailis are said to offer nine degrees of initiation: the first degree was to introduce doubt and confusion about orthodox tradition, pointing out scriptural contradictions and doctrinal paradoxes. One must become poor in spirit before he is entitled to the riches of revelation. All this was to prepare the ground for acceptance, in the second stage, of the allegorical, “deeper” meaning of the text and of the faith, especially the need for the seven Imams, the masters of esoteric revelation. And in the third, the reasons for there being seven and only seven Imams were disclosed, as well as their names and hagiographies. The fourth initiation taught the doctrine of the seven Proclaimers and their Foundations,45 providing the laws and truths for the latest dispensation.

What of the fifth? In it, the novice learned of the twelve apostles who accompanied each of the seven revealers. The sixth level was a refresher course on the principles of traditional Islam, since one must understand what he will be transcending. In the seventh degree of initiation, philosophy provided the step up from religious dogma, as the disciple must receive instruction in Plato, Aristotle, and Pythagoras. The goal here was to understand how revelation provides truths that supersede specific laws of man’s stipulation.

The eighth level of advancement was that from philosophy to mystical experience. Then all the preceding was brought to bear on all of conventional dogma, destroying it utterly (an experience not unfamiliar to seminary students!). The neophyte learned, no doubt to his considerable shock, that there had been no genuine prophets or Imams, nor revelations. There was no heaven or hell, no reward and punishment, no good and evil. All actions, he now learned, were without moral value. And of course, there was no Allah.

What could possibly be left for the ninth degree? Only this: one must believe nothing and dare all in the pursuit, and the service, of unbridled power! The acme, then, of religious truth was atheism and nihilism!46 This depressing scenario admittedly might make sense as the program of reorientation for pious Shi’ites who had enlisted in the ranks of the most notorious species of Ismailis, namely, the Assassins47 who were sent out from their fortress of Alamut by the Old Man (Sheikh) of the Mountain on errands of murder, striking down their master’s enemies. But can it possibly have been characteristic of any real piety? I confess, I believe that this invidious account of Ismaili gnosis is the product of a basic misunderstanding on the part of polemicizing outsiders. What, specifically, has been misunderstood?

There were Muslims, both Sunni and Shi’a, who practiced a form of nondualist mysticism. They were the Sufis. They were Pantheists or Monists. Pantheists believe that all is God, that all things are faces of God. Monists also believe that all is God, but that all things are masks, hiding God. For Monists, all of diverse, pluriform existence is maya, illusion. But Pantheists believe that all diversity is quite real, with all things sharing an inner divine nature. Either way, the implication is that the traditional theistic God does not exist. Spinoza was a notorious Pantheist. Some of his contemporaries called him an atheist; others called him “God-intoxicated.” Both were right. I wonder if eighth-level Ismailis were atheists in this sense, rejecting theism in favor of (Tillich’s) “God above God.”48 Most Ismailis, we are told, even once having attained mystical enlightenment, faithfully continued in pious observance of traditional Islamic duties. There was no insincere pretense in this. Rather, we might invoke the modern distinction that “Just because you can explain something, that doesn’t mean you have explained it away.” Philo of Alexandria condemned certain Jews of a philosophical bent who discarded literalistic Torah observance since they now understood the real, i.e., symbolic, meaning of it.

The Gospel of Thomas includes sayings in which Jesus’ disciples ask him which rituals they ought to continue now that his arrival has inaugurated a new order. In response, he warns them no longer to fast, pray, or give alms, since these were all works of supererogation, extra devout piety undertaken to ready oneself for the Judgment to come. Well, it has come, but it might as well not have if you continue to behave as if it is not yet here! (Thomas 14, 51, 113).

The Hindu Nondualist Shankara outraged the pious because, having attained enlightenment, the experience of his Oneness with the Brahman, he no longer saw any point in prayers, hymns, etc. These presuppose a continued (illusory) separation of the atman from the Brahman. Time to put away childish things! Such a person has gone beyond good and evil in the sense that his actions in this world no longer accrue either good or bad karma. They cannot because the Enlightened one henceforth lives in a state of “mere witness,” his actions motivated by neither good nor evil. The Ismailis were mystics; could they have meant something like this?49 Or think of 1 Corinthians 8:1; 10:23: “We all have gnosis…. All things are lawful, but not all things are helpful.”

Sufis shared with Ismailis the philosophy of Neo-Platonism, which, among other things, understood the whole world as the product of successive emanations from the Universal Soul. Both groups interpreted scripture according to a seven-level system of esoteric allegory. This approach tended to reduce the literal beliefs and practices of Islam to childish things best left behind (1 Cor. 13:11). And included among such toys were conventional Islamic ethics. These Gnostics, like those in the early church, believed themselves superior to the laws binding lesser mortals, the psuchikoi. Their theology eventuated in libertinage, antinomianism. Such was rumored of the Ismailis, and bold public displays50 by radical Shi’ites led to a backlash against Sufi Pantheism.

Mad About the Mahdi

Actually, the term “Mahdi” was first used in a messianic sense of Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya, a son of Ali by a woman other than Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet Muhammad. He was a rebel against ’Abd Allah ibn-al-Zubyr. It was al-Mukhtar ibn Abi ’Ubayd al-Thaqafi who proclaimed Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya the Mahdi, but he himself seems to have declined the honor. He died in 687 CE, but many said he was only in hiding and would return to establish a world rule of justice. There have been many contenders for the position of Mahdi, and not a few hailed from outside the Middle East. Here are some Mahdis who arose in India.

Ruknu-ed-Din came forth as Mahdi in Delhi, India, during the reign of Sultan Firuz Shah (1351–1388). He claimed to be unlearned and to have received from direct divine inspiration the knowledge of the names of all things (hitherto known only to Adam) and the mystical significance of the letters of the alphabet. He taught mystical practices deemed unorthodox by the elders who enlisted the Sultan’s aid against him. He and some disciples were sentenced to death, and he was torn limb from limb by a mob.51

Mahdi Sayyid Muhammad of Jaunpur (1443 or 1448–1505 or 1506). He was a zealous and pious student, and an orphan, and well-educated. Those who knew him revered him as a living saint and as “the Lion of the Ulemma.” He was an other-worldly ascetic who taught his followers to renounce worldly concerns and to seek union with God. At age 40 he heard a heavenly voice telling him he was the Twelfth Imam, the Mahdi. He was in fact a lineal descendant of the Prophet Muhammad (as the honorific “Sayyid” denotes). In the fall of Jaunpur, a city of great learning, he saw the beginning of the End of Days. He claimed to work miracles. The Mughal lords of India expelled him from his town along with a few disciples. In his travels he gained hundreds of thousands of disciples. But he was discouraged by the opposition he received and announced that he had received a revelation allowing him to step down! He died several years later in Herat, Afghanistan. Despite his renunciation, not all of his followers abandoned faith. The Zikri sect survives in Baluchistan, mainly nomads. There are also followers in Channapatna, Bannur, and Kirigaral in the State of Mysore.52

Sayyid Ahmad, born in 1444 in Gujarat, had been a follower of Sayyid Muhammad of Jaunpur. He seems to have decided he was destined to take up the Mahdist banner dropped by his predecessor. He died in 1505. His sect has its own mosque. Their priest concludes each meeting with the benediction, “Imam Mahdi came and went; he who does not believe in this is an infidel.” The sect, also called the Daireh (“Circle”) because of the stone menhirs they build, marry only among themselves. Once persecuted by Sunnis, they are now prosperous thanks to the manufacture of silk goods and painted toys.53

Aga Muhammad Reza, an Iranian Muslim adventurer, deposed the local Rajah Krishna Chandra, having enlisted the Kuki Nagas in Assam (today’s Burma or Myanmar) in 1799. To rally further support against the encroachments of the British East India Company, he declared himself the Twelfth Imam, the Mahdi and a prophet, destined to deliver India from the British. But he was captured in battle, and that was that.54

Mahdi Sheikh Alai of Bayana appeared in North India during the reign of Islam Shah (1545–1552). He was a dervish. He had lived with Miyan Abd Allah, who had been a disciple of the Mahdi of Jaunpur. Sheikh Alai declared himself Mahdi and was accepted as such by six or seven hundred heads of families. The Shah heard of his claims and exiled him to the Deccan. He continued to preach there and was recalled. The Ulemma condemned him as a heretic and ordered him to be scourged. After the third blow, he died. The sect is extinct.55

Abdul Rahaman proclaimed himself the Imam Mahdi in 1810 and drew an armed band of followers from the Ismaili sect of the Bohras. They captured the Hindu town of Bohdan, but the British finally killed him in battle.56

Miyan Bayazid Ansari (1525 or 26 to?) founded the sect of the Roshaniyah (so named for Bayazid’s title Pir Roshan, “Guide of Light”). He had been a disciple of Mullah Salayman, an Ismaili heretic, and had studied with Hindu yogis from whom he adopted pantheism and reincarnationism. He claimed direct revelation from God. The angel Gabriel had descended to him; he was thus a prophet though apparently he did not actually claim to be the Mahdi. He interpreted pantheism along the libertine lines of the Brethren of the Free Spirit57 and the Ranters.

God remains concealed in the human nature like salt in water, or grain in the plant, and he is the same in all his creatures; and the Lord of all; since nothing exists but God, what meaning is to be assigned to such terms as right and wrong, good and bad, excepting that every man should implicitly obey his religious instructor? Behold now, I am both your God and your prophet. There is nothing you can do so meritorious as to obey my commands. If you fulfill them, I will restore you after death to the forms of men; if not, you shall be degraded to the forms of hogs and bears, and those who obstinately oppose me shall be utterly annihilated.58

His disciples, once fully perfected, were beyond every law and commandment. This justified the sect’s wanton robbery of outsiders and slaughter of unbelievers. They also practiced community of goods and wives. There were inevitable clashes with the authorities. Bayazid eventually died of “fatigue and vexation.” Various sons and grandsons succeeded him as head of the sect, though I don’t know what claims they may have made for themselves.59

Saiyid Ahmad (1782 or 1786 -1831). Though a lineal descendant of the Prophet Muhammad, he was an outlaw until about age 30, when he repented (in 1816) and became a disciple of Wahabi reformer Shah Abd-ul-Aziz of Delhi. The Wahabis sought to restore Islam to its pristine purity, believing that such restoration would usher in an earthly paradise. He became a zealous preacher. He was an epileptic; he and others interpreted his seizures as fits of divine ecstasy, a traditional understanding of the affliction. During these times, he claimed, he communed with God and his Apostles. In a dream Fatima and Ali appeared to him and saluted him as their son.

Two of his first followers, fellow students of his master Shah Abdul-Aziz, were great scholars. They argued from scripture and other Islamic texts that Saiyid Ahmad was the Islamic Mahdi who was to come just before the advent of Jesus. But they had to revise the Mahdi doctrine to fit their man, given his checkered past. They decided that the Mahdi was not supposed to be the direct precursor of Jesus but was rather to appear at the historical midpoint between the Prophet Muhammad and the second advent of Jesus. They produced (hitherto-unheard-of) prophecies that proved Saiyid Ahmad was the Mahdi.

Initially reluctant to accept all this, Saiyid Ahmad finally was convinced and accepted his destiny. He was relaxed as to theological niceties, welcoming Shi’ites (he himself, as a Wahabi, was a Sunnite) and creating a new order of holy men who concentrated on major doctrines only. On the other hand, he was a fierce opponent of any borrowings from Hinduism. He appealed to the common people by using analogies drawn from everyday life.

Eventually he began agitation against British rule, but first he led his followers in an attempt to “finish off the Sikhs,” no mean feat. After an initial victory, he was defeated and killed in battle. But one of his lieutenants, Vilayet Ali, claimed Saiyid Ahmad had not really died but had gone into seclusion whence he would reappear at the proper time to lead his followers to victory. He set up three straw effigies, representing Saiyid Ahmad and his attendants, and propped them up in a mountainside cave mouth. He would bring doubters to view them—at a distance!—to prove they were still alive. The Wahabi revolution was finally crushed by the British in 1871. Of course it survived and came to power in Saudi Arabia.60

Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (1838–1908) was born to a Sufi family in the Punjab. In 1879 he claimed a divine revelation, which it would be his duty to proclaim to all nations. In 1880 he published his book Burhan-i-Ahmediya, in which he announced himself to be both the Christian Messiah and the Islamic Mahdi. In 1889 he formally founded the Ahmadiyya sect. At first he appeared to have understood himself primarily as the Christian Messiah and spent the bulk of his apologetical efforts to demonstrate that he was not exactly Jesus himself but merely possessed the Spirit and power of the Christ and as such was the fulfillment of the prophecy of the second advent. There couldn’t be a literal second coming of Jesus anyway because, though he survived crucifixion to go on to teach in India, he finally died in Kashmir. Ahmad identified the traditional tomb of Yusuf Asaf as that of Jesus. Jesus, then, neither ascended (contra Islam) nor rose from the dead (contra Christianity).

The Old Testament had predicted a second coming of Elijah, but the New Testament said it was fulfilled in John the Baptist. Why not such a figurative fulfillment of the prophecy of Jesus’ own second coming? Ahmad viewed himself as a perfect image of God and was ushering in the Kingdom of God. As an afterthought, he claimed the office of the Mahdi, too, but he redefined it as a peaceful role. He had no political aims. Toward the end of his life, he claimed also to be Kalki, the eschatological avatar of Vishnu, but his followers found this so distasteful that they quietly ignored it, preferring to consider Hinduism a false religion pure and simple. His religion, the Ahmadiyya, still exists as a worldwide missionary movement.61

Muhammad Ahmad ibn ‘Abdallah was the famous Sudanese Mahdi strikingly depicted in the great Charlton Heston film Khartoum. He proclaimed himself the Mahdi on the Island of Aba in June 1881. He established an Islamic theocracy in the Sudan which lasted till 1898–89, even though he himself died in 1885. He was succeeded by a caliph. The Mahdist theocracy became a hereditary monarchy, with the sons of Caliph Abdallahi ibn Muhammad standing in line for the Sultan’s throne. Mahdist troops overthrew Turko-Egyptian rule of the Sudan, defeating the British troops, too. But the British finally reasserted their control. The consolidation of the Mahdist movement from a reforming crusade to a theocracy caused worldly concerns to replace the original otherworldliness (exactly as happened when Muhammad turned from preaching in the streets of Mecca to take the throne of Medina). This is another case of a rationalization and historicization of the eschaton.

Purported miracles of the Mahdi included the wondrous appearance of his name or title on eggs, leaves, and stones, his feeding of the multitude, and the foretelling of events. He promised his troops immunity from bullets in battle (a common promise in Islamic revolts as well as the Chinese Boxer Rebellion). Fire was said to have emerged from the wounds of his defeated foes, to scorch them.
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Chapter Nine: The Druze Religion

Both the adherents of the Druze religion and their beliefs remain a mystery to the public nowadays, despite the sect’s recent mentions in connection with Middle Eastern turmoil. The news media, who specialize in oversimplifying and dumbing down (when not merely spewing propaganda and lies) created the impression that the Druzes were simply another splinter-faction of Muslims. For another thing, until recent years, their cherished doctrines were purposely concealed from outsiders, i.e., non-believers, as well as the uninitiated among the Druze themselves. (Once I had the rare opportunity to question a Druze speaker at a local Congregational church. I asked him about the role of a character in Druze theology, named “Shatnil.”62 But he confessed he had no idea!)

The Druze have always fought to maintain their independence in Lebanon, and this determination explains their positions taken in Middle-Eastern affairs. Politics are not our concern here, but it is important to note that their tenacious clinging to independence stems from their religious origins. From the beginning, their beliefs were so distinctive as to solidify them into an ingrown and defensive ethnic group.

To understand the Druze, we must go all the way back to the dawn of Shi’ite Islam. Let us review: It began with Ali, the cousin and sonin-law of Muhammad. He was chosen as the fourth caliph, the political head of the Islamic Umma (“community”). I stress “political,” because Muhammad, being the “Seal of the Prophets,” could have no successors in the prophetic office. The caliphs, then, were political caretakers, not Popes. The first three caliphs were early allies of Muhammad and were called the Companions: Abu Bekr, Umar, and Uthman. Ali, a younger man, had been one of the Prophet’s first disciples, too, and was finally made the fourth caliph. Alas, he was deposed in a civil war, and his loyal followers went underground and, like Australia embarking on a parallel course of animal evolution, began to develop distinctive doctrines and traditions. They championed the descendants of Ali, venerating them, one by one, as Imams, not prophets, but the next best thing,1 divinely inspired interpreters of the secret meaning of the Koran. This claim to be privy to a higher, esoteric meaning of the text constituted a repudiation of the mainstream Sunni Muslims whose scholars interpreted scripture literally, and/or according to the traditions (hadith) (ostensibly) passed down from Muhammad and thence to his successors. In the same way, the Shi’ites (“partisans,” i.e., of Ali) were guided by a whole separate body of traditions accredited to the “Pillars,” the family members of Muhammad, not the Companions. The Imams of Twelver Shi’ism are these.

Ali ibn Abu Talib (600–661 CE)

Hasan ibn Ali (625–670 CE)

Husayn ibn Ali (626–680 CE)

Ali ibn Husayn (658–712 CE)

Muhammad Ibn Ali (677–732 CE)

Ja’far ibn Muhammad (aka Jaafar es-Sadiq) (702–765 CE)

Musa ibn Ja’far (744–749 CE)

Ali ibn Musa (765–817 CE)

Muhammad ibn Ali (810–835 CE)

Ali Ibn Muhammad (827–868 CE)

Hasan ibn Ali ibn Muhammad (846–874 CE)

Muhammad ibn al-Hassan al-Ashari (or Askari) (Born 869 CE).

Though several passages in the Koran (14:1; 47:18; 70:7; 78:40) plainly imply the soon-coming Day of Judgment, history went on and on, requiring the Muslims (just like early Christians before them) to make huge adjustments, creating institutional structures to apply the new Islamic revelation to the ongoing mundane world. Chief among these were jihad, or holy war, spreading an Islamic theocracy over a world they had first expected to see brought about by sheer divine power: “He saith unto a thing, ‘Be!’ and it is.” The Gentile Mission of the early Christians was an analogous attempt to rescue the truth of apocalyptic prophecy by trying to make it come true by their own vigorous efforts. Muslims did the same, only their evangelistic efforts were augmented by the sword.2 In the same way, Muhammad as the Seal of the Prophets meant that there would be no further revelation to humanity, since ordinary history was now over. Muhammad’s role had been to ring down the curtain. And, ala 1 Corinthians 13:8–12, the perfect had now arrived, rendering new prophecy, gnosis, and glossolalia superfluous.

But history did not end. The Eternal Kingdom did not arrive as promised. Divine guidance would still come in quite handy! But the Seal of the Prophets was gone! Where could the faithful find a timely word from God? The Sunni’s sought it via scholarly extrapolation from increasingly old and old-fashioned texts. The Shi’ites consulted, not new prophets, Allah forbid!, but rather the prophets in all but name, the Imams.

But the Imams eventually expired, too! Where would the world be without living Imams? Up Shi’ite Creek, that’s where! Thus developed the belief that no Imam would die without leaving a son behind to succeed him in office. But when finally the twelfth Imam, Muhammad ibn Hasan el-Ashari, disappeared without leaving an heir, the faithful inferred that he must have been “occulted” (hidden away) for a longer or shorter period, at the conclusion of which he should return as the Mahdi (“Rightly Guided One”). He would be, in effect, an Islamic Messiah, not usurping Messianic honors from Jesus, but teaming up with him to usher in a golden age of true (= Shi’ite) Koranic governance and worship, which had been so long delayed, deferred by the overthrowing of Imam Ali. And as for Jesus, he must destroy Dejjat, the Antichrist, then die and rise in the general resurrection of the dead.1

Early Christians faced a major faith-crisis. They had been led to believe that the End would arrive before the generation of Jesus and his contemporaries all died (Mark 9:1; 13:30). But when that period expired, Christians floated several rationalizations for the delay. Perhaps people had not sufficiently repented (or not enough of them repented), as implied in Acts 3:19–21, a traditional Jewish explanation for the Messiah’s seeming tardiness. Others speculated that God had indeed postponed the End in order to grant more time for sinners to repent (2 Pet. 3:9–10).2 Still others sought to redefine the coming of the Kingdom as, e.g., the Transfiguration (Mark 9:2–8). Or resorting to the old standby of realized eschatology: the Kingdom has arrived, but only the eye of faith can discern it (John 3:3; 14:22–23).3 Step by step, Christians readjusted to mundane life in an ongoing, unredeemed world. Sure, the End would come someday, but not necessarily soon. Jesus might return tonight, but given his track record, what are the odds?

Well, Muslims found themselves bailing water in the same leaky boat. Muhammad’s office as “Seal of the Prophets” is already a clear claim that the Day of Judgment was at hand. Otherwise, would not the ancient succession of prophets continue for the good of yet more generations? If the earliest preaching, preserved in many Koranic verses, were true,4 there would have been no need for caliphs or imams to mind the store. But the fervid prophecies fizzled. “When the approaching end failed to take place, the early followers of the Prophet were forced to refashion or rework the text of the Koran to eliminate that doctrine from it.”5

Alfred Loisy6 famously quipped that Jesus predicted the Kingdom of God, but what came was the Church. Exactly. Only in the case of Islam, what came was the Ummah (the Islamic community).

If the mahdist cheque is cashed now, the future collapses into the present, and the poise gives way to the intrinsic meaninglessness of post-eschatological reality… But if the cheque is never cashed, the recession of the mahdic future empties the present of political meaning, and the emotional tautness is lost… For Ismailis, like Marxists, have to dissimulate the fact that in the last resort they must choose between encashing their promise in a sordid Russian imamate and dishonouring it in an effete Parisian galut; and the grandeur of Ismailism, like that of Marxism, lies in a vision the plausibility of which must sooner or later wear out.7

All this is embarrassingly conspicuous in the case of the Shi’ites. They insisted that Muslims still required divine guidance as new situations arose, but there could be no new prophets! Muhammad had painted them into a corner. So they started splitting hairs. No new prophets, Heaven forbid! But a divinely inspired Imam might do the trick. Muhammad received direct revelations from God via the angel Gabriel. That wouldn’t happen again. But an Imam (descended from Ali) could provide inspired, infallible esoteric interpretations of the Koran. And since allegorical exegesis turns scripture into a virtual ventriloquist dummy, saying whatever you want it to say, what’s the difference?

Something similar happened with the notion of the Mahdi (“the Rightly Guided One”). Shi’ites came to believe that when their latest Imam went into hiding, communicating only through a spokesman (the Bab), but then went silent, they, whether Ismailis or Twelvers, settled down and waited for him eventually to emerge and lead the victory of the faithful over the sinful world. Occasionally a pretender would come forth, but these never amounted to anything. Mostly, the orphaned Shi’ites (John 14:18) just counted the years and waited. But what was a realistic estimate of the Hidden Imam’s natural lifespan? Here was the same issue those early Christians faced when it became clear it was too late for Jesus to return before his (= his contemporaries’) lifetime was surpassed. How did the Shi’ites deal with it? They decided that the Hidden Imam was not living in an undisclosed location here on earth, as originally imagined, but rather that they had repeated Jesus’s fate: just as God had raptured Jesus to heaven before he could be crucified, so Allah must have taken the Imam to Heaven, where, again, like Jesus, he must cool his heels till time to return to earth to kick the butt of the Antichrist. And, sure enough, Jesus and the Hidden Imam, the Mahdi, would descend to earth as the World’s Finest team.8

How Firm a Foundation

The Shi’ite movement was not imposed from the top but grew up from the bottom, an eventual coming together of disparate groups of Shi’ites, each attached to this or that local claimant to the mantle of Ali (cf Mark 13:6). But their unity did not last long, as succession disputes erupted. Some Shi’ites could not agree upon which son of the previous Imam to follow. For instance, some espoused the Imamate of one of the two sons of the fourth Imam, while others backed the other, Zaid. This faction, in the minority, split off and became known as the Zaid’is and as the Fivers, since they split over who should be the fifth Imam. There was a chain of Zaid’i Imams in Yemen. Zaid died on the battlefield and was briefly succeeded by his son Yahya (= John). But after his demise the Zaid’is dropped the requirement that their Imams must be descended from Ali (as Zaid and Yahya had been), choosing new Imams on the basis of competence. The sect ruled Yemen for a millennium, until 1962. Even today Zaid’is make up 35% of the population.

The same thing happened two Imams down the line among the Shi’ites who had not exited with the Zaid’is. This time, the occasion for schism was the sixth Imam, Jaafar -es-Sadik: who should succeed him as the seventh Imam? The trouble was that the elder son of Jaafar-es-Sadik, named Ismail, died while his father still lived, so he obviously was not a viable candidate! Who’s left? Let’s see: we could go with Jaafar’s second son, Musa-el-Kathem, or Jaafar’s grandson, Mohammed el-Habib, who was the son of the originally designated (but now dead) Ismail. Those who supported Musa-el-Kathem became known as the Ismail’is as well as the Seveners. The split happened in 765 CE, and Ismail’i Shi’ism went on from strength to strength. They remain a minority but have been very influential. Their version of Islam is distinctly esoteric. They began to put a more mystical spin on the doctrine of the Imams, a development that gave rise to even more radical Ismail’is (the Ghalat, or Extremist sects). These sectarians considered the Imams to be not merely divinely guided but as actual incarnations of Allah!

They believed that there had been a long series of such (re)incarnations spanning the entirety of human history, beginning with Adam. In each dispensation, God would come among men as a “Proclaimer” of an exoteric, public religious teaching. In his role as Proclaimer he appeared as Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Muhammad, and Mohammed el-Habib, the Mahdi. Shortly thereafter, God would send (or appear as) the “Foundation” or the “Silent One,” this latter title denoting that he had nothing to say to the uninitiated (cf 1 Cor. 2:13–14), reserving his deeper wisdom for the inner circle (Mark 4:10–13). Al-Kirmani, in his ar-Risala al Wadiyya, explains the necessity for this double approach.9

Thus, by moderating the divine Message, exoterically stated…, allegorical interpretation… produces life. This is because of the extent of power the divine Message has, and its being of no avail if taken in its pure form. What the Proclaimers have stated… is of extreme power and excess. It can by no means be understood without being moderated with explanation and allegorical interpretation.

The successive appearances of God as the Foundation were Seth (interpreting Adam), Shem (supplementing Noah), Ismail (the biblical Ishmael) following Abraham, with certain descendants of Ismail interpreting Moses,10 Simon Peter (following up for Jesus), Ali (explaining Muhammad’s teaching), and Abdallah ibn Maimon, the interpreter of the Ismail’i Mahdi. What might have been the content of the “advanced” teaching? Ismail’is most likely assumed they had all taught what the most recent Foundation was known to have taught, which was a kind of Dualism influenced by Zoroastrian, Manichean, and Greek philosophical doctrines. This was a way to claim the authority of the latest guru’s teaching by reading it back into ancient predecessors, whose actual teachings, if any, were not known.

Parenthetically, as Rudolf Bultmann11 suggested, something like this “Proclaimer/Foundation” schema was already in play in the Gospel of John, where Jesus is made to tell the disciples, on the eve of his death, that he has much more to teach them but cannot because they are not mature enough to grasp it. But when they are ready, the Paraclete will come to them to impart that advanced knowledge to them. He will not teach or replace the pre-cross teaching of Jesus but simply explain the deeper meaning of it. Bultmann thought it likely that the gospel author did not intend the Paraclete as some spiritual abstraction like the Holy Ghost but rather as a new exponent of Jesus, merely “channeling” his promised gnosis. I think Bultmann was right on target. It seems obvious to me that the reader is meant to recognize the Paraclete in the character of the so-called Beloved Disciple, the teacher’s pet through whom only may one question Jesus (John 13:23–25; 14:16–17, 25–26, 16:7, 12–15). This, of course, is why Jesus in John’s gospel sounds so different from Jesus in the other gospels. John wants the reader to think the fourth gospel is providing the deeper teaching hidden in the Synoptics.12

Taking it to Extremes

The Batan’is (“esotericists”) were another extremist Ismail’i sect. They had their own esoteric interpretation of the Koran, which means they, like all allegorizers, could make scripture (seem to) say whatever they wanted it to. One can hardly blame them since, by some estimates, from one fifth to one third of the text of the Koran is frankly unintelligible, to the point that even orthodox Sunni scholars had to reverse-engineer a whole ad hoc grammar in order to make the text seem to make sense! Essentially, how different is this from reinterpreting a literal text in an allegorical manner? Either way, it’s ventriloquism.

They believed that the Fatimid caliphs (i.e., rulers descended from Muhammad’s daughter Fatima, and who ruled all North Africa between 909 and 1171 CE) were incarnations of Divine Reason, or the Logos, and that additionally, the caliphs were reincarnations of the Fatimid (Ismail’i) Mahdi, Mohammed el-Habib. They were well on their way to their mutated offshoot, the Druze faith.

Perhaps the single thing the Shi’ite sects shared in common was that all believed their last known Imam had been taken into supernatural concealment in suspended animation as he waited for the appointed day of his return. And we are talking about numerous smaller or larger sects, not just the Big Three: Twelvers, Seveners and Fivers.13

Several small sects, widely scattered, focused on Ali, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet and fountainhead of the Shi’ite Imams. The Imams might be important, too, but the emphasis in these Ghulat sects was understandably centered in Ali since these folks believed that Ali was greater even than Muhammad, since Ali was Allah in the flesh, the rankest of heresies for most Muslims. If you say the whole set of Imams were inspired or even divine, you are really talking about the reliability of their teaching. But it is a significantly different matter to deify and worship a favorite individual, and this is what distinguishes the Ali-ilahi (“Ali-is-God”) sects. I think here of Albrecht Ritschl’s liberal Christology: “Jesus has the value of God for us.” At any rate, one such group is the Shabak, a Shi’ite community located in small villages in northern Iraq, though originally Turkomans, as their language suggests. It seems to have begun, as a distinct sect, in the late fifteenth century, stemming from the older and similar Kizilbash sect, whose name refers to their distinctive conical “red hats.”

The Bektashis were a Turkish Sufi order who flourished in the thirteenth century, with roots in the Babaiyya, a movement headed by one Baba, who proclaimed himself the only true apostle of God, condemning Muhammad as a fraud. That element of skepticism persisted into the Bektashi sect, accounting for the general Ali-illahi tendency to denigrate Muhammad as Ali’s inferior. The Bektashis appear to overlap the very similar Kizilbash sect to the point where some believe they are just two names for the same movement. Six of one… There were others as well. All these Ghulat groups believed that Ali was the same as Allah, God himself, not just “divine” in some slippery, derivative, or metaphorical sense. Some were trinitarians. One version was the triad of Allah, Ali, and Muhammad. Another was composed of Muhammad, Ali, and Muhammad’s advisor Salman al-Farisi, a Persian. Salman was believed to have been a contemporary of Jesus—but still pretty spry!

Some held that Ali and Muhammad were somehow one and the same person. Another group, the Alyaiyya, dared to assert that the angel Gabriel had been sent to recruit Ali as Allah’s apostle but went to the wrong address,14 recruiting Muhammad by mistake! Another sect holds that Ali used to live inside the sun until he descended to earth for the sake of mortals.15

In the case of the Iranian sect, the Ahl-i-Haqq (“People of the Truth”) sect, the circling serpent has swallowed the tip of its own tale: they understand Jesus to be divine, an honor they do not grant to Muhammad, though neither do they denigrate the latter. Some among their Kurdish adherents identify Ali as the Second Coming of Jesus and thus consider the two to be the same person. “He is God himself.”16

And, like history, heresy tends to repeat itself. Many early Christians taught “Docetism,” the belief that Jesus had not actually taken on flesh, but was pure spirit, a kind of insubstantial hologram (1 John 4:2). Well, it is no surprise that the Alawis (“Followers of Ali,” also known as the Nusayris17) followed the same theological logic. “In their desire to emphasize the divinity of Ali, the Nusayris deny that he was flesh and blood. They believe him to be a luminous apparition.”18 As we have seen, Buddhists said the same thing about their sainted founder. He never took on flesh either. His mother was impregnated in a dream by a white elephant touching her side with its trunk. She experienced a painless delivery, what some call a phantom birth. The infant state, too, was a bit of a charade, as the Bodhisattva was already in full possession not only of adult faculties but even of the full knowledge of the Dharma. Like baby Jesus and newborn Ali, he spoke gospel truth straight from the cradle.19

It is important to understand that this theme of Docetism forms part of an encompassing pattern. My thought is that it all spun out from the closing acts of the hagiography: the only apparent death of the hero. If the phantom birth motif denotes that the savior is too good for this world (or too pure to bear the stinking scuba-suit of flesh, the sham death says, with the crowds in Jesus Christ Superstar singing, “You’ll escape in the final reel.”

Closely allied to the incarnational theory, and working out as a corollary from it, was the belief in the immortal character of the Imam in whose case “disappearance” … takes the place of death and whose final “return” is expected so that he may lead his people in triumph to a new and happy age. When, therefore, al-Hakim, on that fateful day in 1020 A.D., went on his usual promenade to the Muquattam hill just outside the city of Cairo never to return… his “admirers refused to believe in his death and began to expect his return.” They still hold that he is in a state of temporary occultation.20

Ibn Hazm also states that when the news of the assassination of Ali reached Ibn Saba, he denied that Ali had died. He said to those who brought the news, “If you brought us his head seventy times, we would never believe he has died.” Ibn Saba continued to say that Ali would never die, and would replace the iniquity of earth with an equal measure of justice.21

In fact, when the Prophet Muhammad died, his companion Umar Ibn al-Khattab could not believe it, because he believed that Muhammad was above death.22

[The] Nusayris believe that al-Husayn [an Imam, son of Ali,] like Jesus Christ, was not killed: that his murderers merely thought they had killed him…. But in fact he was concealed from their eyes and they killed another man, Hanzala Ibn Asad, instead: one who resembled al-Husayn.23

One group, refusing to acknowledge Ibn al-Hanafiyya’s death, believed he was concealed… in the Radwa mountains near Medina, whence he would eventually emerge as the Mahdi to fill the earth with justice and equity, as it had formerly been filled with injustice and oppression. […] A second group, apparently under the leadership of a certain Hayan al-Sarraj, while affirming Ibn al-Hanafiyya’s death, maintained that he and his partisans would return to life in time, when he would establish justice on earth.24

A small group refused to believe in al-Sadiq’s death and awaited his reappearance as the Mahdi.25

One group, denying the death of Ismail during his father’s lifetime, maintained that he was the true imam after al-Sadiq; they further believed that Ismail remained alive and would eventually return as the Mahdi.26

Just as some early Christian apocryphal infancy gospels had Jesus enter this world painlessly (for his mother), the Gospel of Peter describes the crucified Jesus as “silent as having no pain.” This eagerness to make Jesus invulnerable eventually expanded into full-fledged Docetism as in the Preaching of John (contained in the Acts of John) where Jesus is said never to have eaten food, to have left no footprints in the sand, to have appeared differently to different observers at the same time, and to have altered his physical density from steely hardness to misty insubstantiality. It all starts with the well-meaning urging, “God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to you!” (Matt. 16:22). And, as the story gets told and retold, it doesn’t. Piety finally does what Providence didn’t. It protects the savior from the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to.

You may think you have never heard of the Alawi sect, but you most likely have. They are the ultra-Shi’ite sect behind the Baath Party that ruled Syria for decades (and until the fall of Saddam Hussein, Iraq, too), though the news media is not interested in this aspect of the whole mess. The Alawi are a Ghulat sect, deifying Ali. As such, they are rank heretics in the eyes of more traditionalist Shi’ites. Thus it is doubly strange that they form but a minority of the (Shi’ite) population of Syria and that they nonetheless rule the country! It is perhaps even more surprising that the Shi’ites of Iran (all Twelvers) will have anything to do with them, much less work closely alongside them against Western interests. But you know the saying: “The enemy of my enemy….” It’s just that we do not think of religious fanatics making strategic compromises.

Sects grow, then split like zygotes, producing new mutations. So with the Alawis. One of their sub-species, the Kalazis, divided over the burning question of which celestial object might best be identified with Ali. The Qamais (“Moonies”) believed the moon was Ali’s dwelling, while the Shamalis (“Sunnies”) placed Ali, again, inside the sun.27 Was such Astro-theology a literalistic misunderstanding of astronomical symbolism? Or perhaps vestiges of an earlier period of primitive worship of heavenly bodies?28

But even such honors as these pale in comparison to that accorded Hussein, one of the martyred sons of Ali. So great was the devotion of his admirers that they came to believe Hussein was/is the universal principle by which all things, the whole creation, coheres (cf Col. 1:17)! It seems a somewhat odd connection to make, except that perhaps, as ostensible monotheists, they dared not believe in him as God incarnate or dared not admit to themselves that this was really what they were doing. But sometimes one can obfuscate by means of subtilties. And didn’t the same thing happen to the martyr Jesus? What is the logical connection between a cross and the divine Logos?

It seems safe to posit that gods are the imaginary incarnations of the worship they receive. Thus the greater (and greater) adoration rendered them by their devotees, the greater and greater the gods become. This, I think, is the mechanism whereby religious saints, martyrs, and heroes become deities. They must become worthy of the praises we bestow upon them, and we do not relish making fools of ourselves by glorifying that which is inferior to ourselves. This is the object of ridicule in Isaiah 44:9–20. Thus, religious leaders with enough charisma to be loved by people (fans) who do not know them personally may not be intentionally cultivating belief in their own divinity, much less proclaiming it. In fact, they may recoil from over-the-top adulation. Take Jesus. An inquirer addresses him with polite praise: “Good teacher, what must one do to inherit eternal life?” At first Jesus is too taken aback to give an answer. Instead, he replies, “Why do you call me ‘good’? No one is good but God alone!” (Mark 10:17–18). What does he have in mind? The same sentiment is found in Ephesians 2:8–9: “By grace you have been saved—through faith, not from yourselves. It is the gift of God lest anyone should boast.” He is on guard lest he start believing the praise that people are always aiming at him. He doesn’t want to come to the point where, as Judas says, “You’ve started to believe the things they say of you. You really do believe this talk of God is true!”

But in fact, he hadn’t. And neither did Ali, for (we are told) his fans began glorifying him as God incarnate already in his lifetime and that he didn’t much like it.

Ibn Hazm states that a group of followers of Abd Allah Ibn Saba came to Ali saying, “You are He.” Ali asked, “And who is He?” They answered, “You are God,” which Ali thought was abominable. He ordered a fire lit and the men thrown into it. As they were cast into the fire, they kept saying, “Now we believe that you are God, because no one tortures by fire except God.”29

Does this not call to mind a similar scene?

BRIAN: I am not the Messiah, will you please listen! I am not the Messiah. D’you understand. Honestly!

GIRL: Only the true Messiah denies his divinity.

BRIAN: What!? Oh! (in exasperation) What sort of a chance does that give me? … Alright! I am the Messiah!

Uproar.

CROWD: He is! He is the Messiah!

They all fall and worship him.30

The Ali episode must be a fiction, but the presupposition of it is serious: it assumes that a “Christology” of messiahship or divinity may indeed be projected upon an adored figure by his contemporaries regardless of the figure’s own repudiation. A nonfiction example would be the circulation of rumors in Zaire that prophet Simon Kimbangu was the “God of the blacks” or the “Christ of the blacks.” When Kimbangu was so informed, he was mortified and disavowed this “Christology,” but that did nothing to put a stop to it.31

Shortly before his death, Simon Kimbangu heard what the people of the Ngunzist Movement had made of him…. He replied, “I was, and am simply a servant of Jesus Christ and nothing more.” He was perplexed to know where and how all the stories about him had originated.

This point is of wider significance in that Christian apologists like to argue that the closer to the historical Jesus one can date the occurrence of a high Christology among Christians, the more likely it is that it stemmed directly from Jesus himself. The earlier one can plausibly date gospel stories, the closer to the time of Jesus, the more likely they are to be historically true. I think these examples show that such contentions are unsound.32

The Hakim-God33

Despite their highly controversial character, Ismail’i doctrines were widely accepted among Egyptian Shi’ites, especially the Fatimid caliphs themselves. One day the young caliph al-Hakim awoke to the knowledge that he himself was actually none other than Allah incarnate! He was even the most perfect of all the incarnations. He largely kept this news to himself and a few others, while he was content to allow the population to believe he was “merely” the destined Mahdi. He was assisted by a newly arrived theologian from Persia (the part of it known today as Afghanistan) named Hamza ibn Ali ibn Ahmad al-Zuzani, in 1016. Shortly thereafter, another Persian, Mohammed Ibn Ismail al-Darazi, came to town and attracted the attention of the caliph, who must have confided in him concerning the secret of his divinity. “In 1017, at the urging of these two apostles,34 the caliph revealed his divine identity in an official proclamation, and Darazi began to preach this doctrine. The caliph was officially declared to be God, and all other worship was forbidden. This was too much for the largely Sunni population. As far as they were concerned, this was the forbidden heresy of hullul, incarnationism. They would not stand for this outrage and rioted.

Of course, al-Hakim’s mode of governing might have had something to do with it, too. He was the roughest of customers, sort of a pre-incarnation of Saddam Hussein, an encore of Antiochus IV Epiphanes.

All historians agree that his reign, which extended to a period of twenty-five years, is distinguished only for its folly and tyranny, and he is stigmatized as an impious and bloodthirst monster, the sanity of whose mind appears to be very doubtful. Many pages could be filled with even a condensed account of his awful cruelties.35

A more recent scholar, Farhad Daftary, notes that this was not the universal estimate of the caliph: “His changing moods and eccentricities have given rise to many different descriptions of his character, even causing some to regard al-Hakim as a person of unbalanced character. However, some sources regard him as a wise and tactful leader.”36 Similarly, Betts37 paints a more sympathetic portrait of the divine caliph:

Certainly some of the more seemingly bizarre examples of his behavior usually cited by Christian authors as evidence of mental imbalance… do take on an aura of rationality and cunning when seen in the proper context of the political and religious instability of the age. The general picture that emerges is of a brilliant megalomaniac who dreamed of uniting the Islamic world under his own aegis at any cost—a goal toward which all his political moves, internal reforms, and even the creation of a new religious movement with himself as the divine center were aimed.

Amidst the rioting, the caliph al-Hakim saw to it that ad-Darazi safely skipped the country. Tradition says that al-Hamza wanted Darazi (who may have at one time been Hamza’s disciple) to undertake a missionary journey to Lebanon anyway, so the time was ripe. Lebanon seemed a good bet since there was already a mountain-dwelling community of expatriate Persians and Persianized Arabs who were already favorably disposed to similar beliefs. The story goes that Darazi enjoyed a friendly reception there, chalking up many converts. The community he founded there still thrives there today. In fact, they bear his name; “Duruz” is the plural of “darazi.”

But (wouldn’t you know it?), nowadays some historians doubt that Darazi ever went to Lebanon/Syria on any missionary journey. The story may instead be a “foundation legend” intended to claim (retroactively) an “apostolic” pedigree for the Druze community located there, however it may have gotten there.38

Meanwhile, back in Egypt, Hamza had gone underground with his now very inconvenient faith, striking an outward pose of regulation Ismailism.39 “Just kidding, folks!” Three years later, the divine caliph al-Hakim himself disappeared, probably assassinated in a plot by his sister.40 Hamza then began teaching that al-Hakim had been occulted and would someday return as Christ and Mahdi. Then he made a fast exit to Lebanon as well. The remaining Druzes were exterminated. That marked the end of the Druze faith in its native Egypt. Henceforth the religion was to be found in a small area overlapping Lebanon, Israel, Syria, and Jordan.

Eventually a split developed between Hamza and Darazi. One important issue between them was libertinage (antinomianism). The Druze revelation was that the time had arrived for humanity to shed all religious ritual, as it had, inevitably, ossified into vain repetition and become an end in itself, no longer a means to encounter God but rather an idolatrous substitute for him. Real Druzes would understand that the next step must be to transcend the charade and press on to genuine divine knowledge. The training wheels were off. Time to jump out of the nest and soar! But others took this newfound freedom from the old regulations as a blanket permission to whoop it up! No holds barred!41

It seems that Darazi, in order to make the faith more attractive to potential recruits, allowed considerable license. As Pope Gregory the Great once quipped to a bishop who used crass entertainments, much in the manner of megachurches today, to garner new members, “Do you think you will catch more fish the lower you sink?”42 But this easygoing attitude backfired; it brought the whole movement into disrepute. Hamza, on the other hand, though he taught the abrogation of Sharia law, did not take antinomianism to be the implication. Perhaps even more serious was Darazi’s advocating forceable coercion as an evangelistic technique!43

This was no mere academic dispute; Darazi’s forces reportedly besieged a fortress where Hamza and a mere seven men had to fight them off. And, legend tells us, Hamza’s defenders managed to vanquish some twenty thousand armored assailants that day — without losing a man! Joshua son of Nun, move over! Darazi was executed the very next day.44 But this looks like more of the same legend-mongering. In fact, Darazi was assassinated, probably by the order of the divine caliph himself.45

The split yawns open still today, with Darazites being looser in behavior than the pious Hamzaites. The Hamza group chafes at being confused with their rivals, much as the ancient Epicureans disliked to be confused with their philosophical cousins, the Cyrenaeics. Both were self-proclaimed “hedonists” who deemed pleasure the greatest good, though the former defined pleasure as “the absence of pain from the body and anxiety from the soul,” while the latter understood it as sensuality. Both groups would rather drop the confusing tag “Druzes” and prefer Muwahhidun, or “Unists” or “Unitarians.” The name denotes the stripping away of every ritual observance or inadequate concept of God.

As to the Druze God-concept, there is an important sense no possible “adequate” God-concept, even though the ultimate goal of human existence is the arrive at (experiential) knowledge of the Unity of God. By “unity” they do not mean a strict Monotheism but rather a species of Monism or perhaps Pantheism. God is eternal, infinite, all-encompassing, the sum total of all things, Existence itself. You can form a concept of God, but it will not truly describe “Him.” As Paul Tillich also said, a personal deity (“Father” or “King”) is the highest form of Being known to us, since that is what we are; thus, it is perforce the best symbol of God we can grasp.46 As we expand our spiritual capacity, we can know more and more of God. But the distance between us and the Reality we seek (since we belong to it) is so great that it will require an indefinite number of incarnations to allow for the necessary spiritual growth. The Druze understanding of reincarnation is complex. One’s deeds, good or bad, dictate the circumstances and vicissitudes of this life and the next, but that is not very important, since whatever trials one experiences in life are meant to function as educative challenges, occasions for spiritual advancement. And, even if you have no memory of previous lives, the spiritual progress you made is retained in the next. This explains why some individuals appear to be just “naturally” more spiritually sensitive.

Druzes do not intermarry with people from other faiths. Nor do they practice evangelism. In the early days they did, during the brief period of “the Call,” when Hamza and Darazi were busy preaching their gospel. This window of opportunity slammed shut once al-Hakim vanished to parts unknown (whether on earth or in heaven!). The ban on conversion was a reaction to the ruthless persecution they had suffered. They had naturally become quite suspicious of outsiders (Acts 9:26). They believe that the first (and only) generation of converts are reincarnated again and again in every Druze baby.

By the way, if it weren’t obvious already, it was this danger of persecution that accounts for the famous secrecy of the Druzes as well as other “heretical” Muslims. They practiced taqiyyah (“dissimulation”)47 with a clear conscience. Why throw away your life? “In addressing you we speak in accordance with the measure of understanding, since what is meat for the gnostics is poison for the uninitiated, and the highest mysteries ought to be jealously guarded from profane ears.”48

We might compare the traditional Jewish and Christian insistence upon bold confession leading to martyrdom to Kant’s dictum that one is always obliged to tell the truth, no matter the foreseeable repercussions. If the axe-wielding maniac demands to know if you are harboring that bastard Price, and it happens that you are, you must admit it. Too bad for Price. Most of us suspect Kant had made “a wrong turn in Albuquerque”49 and that it is permissible, even obligatory, to lie to the maniac. In the same way, the Druze felt at liberty to tell a white lie when some scimitar-brandishing inquisitor asked, “You one o’ them Droozes, boy?” “Me? No! What’s a Drooze?” “[W]hen a believer is in a place where his adversaries are in the ascendancy, not only may he profess outwardly the form of the prevailing religion [“Me? I’m just a harmless Methodist!”] but he must do so in order to protect himself and his coreligionists.”50 JT. Parfit called the taqiyya “the official recognition of hypocrisy,”51 but this is unfair.

The ritual and literal aspects of religion serve to educate the soul, to help prepare him or her for spiritual readiness, to make one ripe for instruction in the esoteric doctrines derived from scripture by means of allegorical exegesis. Remember, the exoteric aspects were laid down by the Proclaimer, and the esoteric ones were subsequently provided (to those with ears to hear) by the Foundation. The final “knowledge toward which all these efforts and advancements are directed is an experience of one’s essential identity with the One. We have always been one with God; we had just forgotten it. Final enlightenment is like an amnesiac suddenly snapping out of it and regaining the memory of who he is.

The Druze faith is a gnostic one, a term they, and their Ismail’i cousins, do not hesitate to use.52 It is not simply the centrality of esotericism that qualifies them as gnostics. Just as Valentinianism traced the sorrows of the world back to the Fall of Sophia, the last of the Aions emitted by the Unknown Father, Druze cosmogony envisions a primordial Fall within the Godhead. This is a bit difficult to explain. Bear with me. At first there was simply the ‘Aql, the Will of God, including his Thought and Vision. From this Will emerged all things, though they were still included in the Will. The Will was simultaneously a self-aware hypostasis within the Godhead, as per Aristotle’s “Thought thinking Itself.” It could hardly do other than rejoice in its dazzling perfection. Yet in this self-attention, pride crept in, and, to that extent, it experienced alienation from God. This distancing opened up a void in the Godhead, a pocket of Non-Being, the womb from which evil must spring. Here God created disobedience, the Adversary, as a temptation for Will. Will then sought forgiveness and begged for aid to resist temptation henceforth. In reply God created the Universal Soul to combine efforts with Will to withstand the Adversity. The Soul was also the Realm of the Forms of all things and creatures, which then emerged from it to populate the universe.

But the Soul somehow combined with the Adversary to create a kind of Adversary Junior, the Antagonist, a partner in evil. The Soul returned to the One (the Godhead) in repentance. The Will strengthened it, and together they opposed the Adversary and the Antagonist. Now a third luminous Entity, the Word, the vitality in all living beings, emerged. The Word petitioned God for yet more help, and so the Precedent appeared. It was the light that creates harmony and order in the universe. But it wasn’t enough, so from the Word issued forth the fifth Entity of the Godhead, the Follower. Together, these last two are the origin of the world perceived by mortals.

If this set-up doesn’t count as Gnosticism, I don’t know what does. Consider yourself fortunate, dear reader, for now you are one of the Illuminati!

I Am the Truth: Sufism

In the case of still another species of Islam we need not fret over whether to classify it as “Gnostic,” since its adherents freely apply the word to themselves. They are the Sufis. The word means “woolen” and refers to the plain, patched frocks sported by Middle Eastern ascetics, whether Christians or Muslims, but as a sect label it now applies specifically to Muslims. One will find Sufis among both Shi’ite and Sunni Muslims, not surprising since the point is to transcend mere doctrine in mystical ecstasy. Much like the Desert Fathers53 of Egyptian Christianity, the Sufis adopted an ascetical existence as hermits in reaction to the corrupt worldliness of the Abbasid Caliphate in Syria in the second Islamic century (the 700s C.E.). This was a civilization of high cultural, mathematical, and scientific achievement, from which Islam has long since declined, so it was not like Lot fleeing wicked Sodom, but even cultural sophistication can be seen as “worldliness” from the standpoint of the other-worldly minded.

Sufism began as rigorous self-mortification, a personal struggle to conquer the flesh and its distracting appetites. “I know that in my flesh dwelleth no good thing” (Romans 7:18). “But I say, walk by the Spirit, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you would” (Gal. 5:16–17). The motive was the fear of God, quite understandable from the ubiquitous and colorful descriptions of Gehenna in the Koran. “The damned shall be cast into the fire of Hell, where, groaning and wailing, they shall abide as long as the heavens and the earth endure” (Surah 11:107–108). “I will fill the pit of Hell with jinn and men!” (Surah 32:13).

Is this not a better welcome than the Zaqqum-tree? We have made this tree a scourge for the wrongdoers. It grows in the nethermost part of Hell, bearing fruit like devils’ heads; on it they shall feed, and with it they shall cram their bellies, together with draughts of scalding water. (Surah 37:62–67)

But those that do evil shall be cast into the Fire. Whenever they try to get out of Hell they shall be driven back, and a voice will say to them, “Taste the punishment of Hell-fire, which you have persistently denied.” (Surah 32:20)

The logic is simple and unassailable: “I will tell you whom to fear: him who, after he has killed, has power to cast into hell; yes, I tell you, fear him!” (Luke 12:5; cf Matt. 10:28).

And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame than with two feet to be thrown into hell. And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into hell, where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched. (Mark 9:43–48)

But in the mid-third century of Islam, Sufism saw something of a sea change. Sufis were still living the (very) simple life, but their whole motive had changed. They now pursued mystical experience, the love and worship of God for his own sake, eschewing alike both fear of Hell and hope of Paradise. Their goal was fana, the eventual extinction of ego, selfhood, replacing them with God—at least experientially, phenomenologically. This distinction was no mere scholastic hair-splitting. Upon it rested the difference between theism and pantheism. Theistic Sufis would be like Jewish mystics or Christian Pentecostals: while maintaining the infinite qualitative distance between Creator and creatures, one could still feel one was absorbed in the Holy Spirit, afloat on the golden cloud of God’s love. Pantheistic Sufis, on the other hand, believed that they, as all things, were in essence divine and that in mystic ecstasy one had the direct experience of this oneness. And in certain Islamic circles, “talk like that can get you killed.”54 In fact, it did get the famous Sufi al-Hallaj killed, crucified in 309 A.H./922 C.E. In a state of spiritual elevation one day, he went about the city declaring, “I am the Truth,” which all recognized as a Koranic epithet for God. And, yes, that’s what he meant, though not quite in the sense they thought. Al-Hallaj didn’t mean that he was God and you weren’t! Everybody is God!

When he was brought to be crucified and saw the cross and the nails, he turned to the people and uttered a prayer, ending with the words: “And these thy servants who are gathered to slay me, in zeal for Thy religion and in desire to win Thy favour, forgive them, O Lord, and have mercy upon them; for verily if thou hadst revealed to them that which Thou hast revealed unto me, they would not have done what they have done; and if Thou hadst hidden from me that which Thou hast hidden from them, I should not have suffered this tribulation. Glory unto Thee in whatsoever thou doest, and glory unto Thee in whatsoever Thou willest.”55

Pantheism was eventually perceived as a threat to monotheism, the great pride of Islam, so steps were taken to defeat Pantheism. This was understandable but ironic, since the Pantheists understood themselves to be safeguarding monotheism and their opponents as unwittingly undermining it. How could that be? The great sin of old-time polytheism was shirk, the ascription of partners to God. “There is no God but Allah,” right? Well, if God is infinite, he must therefore be the only reality. If anything else even exists, it is a rival to God. Thus all must be God.56 But it’s easy to see how traditional monotheists wouldn’t see it this way, and theologians like the great al-Ghazali, himself a Sufi, didn’t. He found it possible to pursue Sufi mysticism without the pantheistic inferences drawn by some. The Sufis agreed, in effect, to turn the mysticism down a notch. The resulting compromise was what today we call “Panentheism,” i.e., “All Is in God-ism.” This means that, while God is indeed the only existing substance, he is manifest as both the multiform creation and a personal deity, Allah. The world is the body of God; God is the soul of the world. You may recall this as the model advocated by Ramanuja, the founder of Visistha Advaita in India. Panentheism was all the rage among Liberal Protestant theologians in the 1970s.

Al-Ghazali set forth this and much more in his monumental Revival of the Religious Sciences. In compiling this work, al-Ghazali appears to have incorporated, piecemeal, a collection of Sufi sayings ascribed to Jesus, who was the great model for the Sufis. Here are some of my favorites.

“It is not merely he who knows, but he who does and teaches who shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.”

“The decree of God is this: those who render the worship required of them will be saved, while those who worship beyond what is required will be drawn close to him.”

“Trees are of many sorts, not all of them yielding fruit; and fruits are of many kinds, not all of them fit for food; and knowledge is of many varieties, not all of them profitable.”

“Do not entrust wisdom to those who are not ready for it, or you may harm it; and do not keep it back from those who are ready for it, or you may harm them. Be like a careful physician, who applies the remedy to the diseased spot.”

“It is not profitable for you to come to know what you did not know, if you neglect to implement what you know already. Too much knowledge only multiplies pride if you do not act upon it.”

Jesus met a man who merely sat. He asked him, “What are you doing?” “I am devoting myself to God,” the man replied. Jesus asked, “And who is seeing to your needs?” “My brother,” replied the man. Jesus said, “I should say your brother is more devoted to God than you are.”

Satan, the accursed, appeared before Jesus, saying to him, “Say, ‘There is no God but God.’” He said: “The saying is true, but I will not utter it at your behest.”

Jesus was asked, “Who was your teacher?” He answered, “No one taught me. I saw that the ignorance of the fool was a shame, and I avoided it.”

Jesus, walking past a pig, said to it, “Go in peace.” Those with him said, “O Spirit of God, do you speak thus to a pig?” He answered, “I do not want my tongue to learn evil.”

The apostles said to Jesus, “How is it that you can walk on the water, whereas we cannot?” He said to them, “What is your opinion of the denarius and the drachma?” They said, “They are precious.” He said, “But to me they are no better than dirt.”

“This world is a bridge. Cross over it. Do not linger upon it.”

Jesus once sat down to watch an old man digging up the earth with a spade. Said Jesus, “O Lord God, take away his hope.” At once the man put down his spade and lay down. After an hour, Jesus said: “O Lord God, restore hope to him.” At once he got up, and got busy again. Then Jesus asked him what had happened, and he said: “While I was laboring my soul whispered to me, ‘How much longer will you labor, now that you are an old man?’ So I tossed my spade aside and lay down. Then it said to me again, ‘By God, you must live out what span is left you!’ So I got back up and picked up my spade again.’”

“How many sleek bodies, comely faces, and clever tongues, shall tomorrow be screaming on the griddles of Hell!”

But Jesus took second place behind Muhammad even here in Sufism. Indeed, Muhammad took on the contours of Jesus theologically. The Prophet became the pre-existent Logos through which Allah created the universe! The Logos was both the Man of Light and (as in Philo and the Kabbalah) the blueprint for the creation. God created him as the image of his own divine attributes, which means they are his attributes, which in turn are indistinguishable from his divine essence. Here we are perilously close to Nicene Christology, despite the fact that the Logos-man was himself created. The Light of the Primal Man entered into Adam and all the subsequent prophets, including Jesus. But it was associated with Muhammad in a special way, often being described as the Light of Muhammad’s soul even before the Prophet’s earthly birth. This may be interesting, even fascinating, as it is to me, but what has it to do with Sufi mysticism? Simply this: the Divinity is reflected back to itself in enlightened human beings (cf 2 Cor. 3:18) as they open themselves to their own spiritual inner man, their spirit double, who is none other than the Primal Man of Light.

How exactly do Sufis pursue such unification with their higher selves? In other words, are there ways, methods to cultivate this consciousness? Indeed there are. One example is Dhikr (“remembrance,” “recollection”) whereby one chants the divine Name (as in the Jesus Prayer of Russian Hesychasts, like the subject of The Way of a Pilgrim) as a way of cultivating round-the-clock “God-consciousness” (Schleiermacher). Another is sacred dance, e.g., that of the Mevlevi Order of Turkey, the so-called Whirling Dervishes.

You’ve heard this question before, I’ll wager: “What must I do to be saved?” In a Sufi context one might instead inquire: “What must I do to be enlightened?”57 And Sufi adepts would have a sure-fire answer, a guaranteed method to achieve that goal. First, one must embark on the stages, ascetical, meditative devotional exercises that befit and prepare the seeker for what comes next. There are no less than forty-five of these(!)58 Thus prepared, one can expect the manifestation in him of the stations, beatific states of grace including miracles (analogous to the siddhis of Hindu and Buddhist spiritual evolution). These “fringe benefits” are not exactly rewards for one’s good works. They are unearned, though they are predicated on completion of the preparatory stages. At length one enters upon gnosis, the higher knowledge, an awakening of subtle spiritual senses of “imagination,” but not the idle imagination we use to escape momentarily from the mundane daily grind. It’s more like Carl Jung’s “active imagination,” something like “lucid dreaming” whereby one can explore the hidden world of the Collective Unconscious. In this state one can perceive sounds and colors. One can undertake soul travel through a spiritual geography of mountains, lakes, etc., according to a repeatable, objective pattern available to all delvers.59 The whole thing is reminiscent of the Dream Lands of which H.P. Lovecraft wrote: a shared realm accessed by “great dreamers” who visit the common dream world together or separately, as in his novella The Dream Quest of Unknown Kadath.
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Chapter Ten: The Baha’i Faith

I Am the Door

Ali Muhammad was born in Shiraz, Persia, in 1819. He was a Shi’ite Muslim of the dominant Twelver sect. This is worth pointing out, since subsequent theological developments would seem more likely to have evolved from the Seveners (Ismailis). At any rate, deep study and meditation on scripture led him to the realization that he was the “Bab,” the Gate to the Hidden Imam. The Shi’ites were constantly being persecuted, so their Imams had to live in concealment. To communicate with his fellow Shi’ites the Imam would issue communiques through a kind of press secretary, who alone new of his whereabouts. This intermediary was a, or the, Bab.60 Thus, many men served in this capacity through the centuries, and each was called “the Bab.” But this was the era of the Hidden Imam, the long absent one, his life prolonged supernaturally, “whom heaven must receive until the time for establishing all that God spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old” (Acts 3:21). Just as Muhammad was the Seal (i.e., the Last) of the Prophets, one might have with equal justification called Muhammad ibn Hasan el-Ashari, the Seal of the Imams, the Mahdi. Accordingly, Ali Muhammad would be the Seal of the Babs. Any message conveyed by him from beyond the veil must be of climactic urgency. And it was.

The Mahdi’s glorious return was imminent! There had been false alarms before, when this or that self-important Bab decided that he deserved to go higher, announcing that he himself was the Mahdi.61 Well, so did Ali Muhammad, and he made a greater impact than his predecessors. All along, he had preached in the name of “Him Whom God Shall Make Manifest,” apparently referring to the Hidden Imam, soon to arrive. But eventually he admitted he was talking about himself.62

But then he ascended even higher, making the claim that he was the bringer of a new era and the “Point of Manifestation” of God, not precisely an incarnation, but nonetheless close enough: the unique focus of divine epiphany. And if that weren’t sufficient, he was also the reincarnation of Moses, Jesus, Muhammad, etc. That about covers it, one supposes.

All previous scriptures were declared null and void. Book burning lit the night skies. But you could still read the Bab’s own new revelation, the Bayan. Needless to say, the Bab’s debut aroused enormous opposition with his heresies including realized eschatology, the inevitable fallback position when a Messiah finally arrives but no resurrection of the dead occurs, no ouster of the oppressors, no miracles, no apocalyptic fireworks. Well, you see, ah, it did happen, but in such a way that it takes faith to (pretend to) see it. The “resurrection” had occurred! Don’t you recognize it in the spiritual revival brought by the Bab?

He also used the same cheat as the recent boosters of the Mayan Calendar, who initially predicted the artifact counted down to the end of the world. When nothing happened, they shifted ground and explained that the calendar merely measured the years till the old era ended and a new one began. In the same way, the Bab dropped the notion of the Mahdi ending the world as we know it in favor of the Mahdi (himself) simply inaugurating a new era of revelation, hence the Bayan. (If the Eschaton ends human existence as we know it (1 John 3:2; 1 Cor. 15:35), why would we require a new scripture at all? It is the same question that arises in mystical Judaism: if there is to be no sin in the Messianic Kingdom, is the Torah outmoded?) At any rate, the Bab did not even claim he was unsurpassable. No, to the contrary, some thousands of years in the future, another Point of Manifestation should arise to wipe away the past and establish yet another era of revelation.

But the new revelation of the Bab proved quite attractive to many, who shortly formed the Bab’i community. The first convert was a fellow named Mullah Hussein. He belonged to the Shaykhi sect, who avidly expected the imminent advent of the Mahdi. They also harbored heterodox beliefs including the doctrine that the twelve Shi’ite Imams were hypostases of various aspects of God, a notion seemingly more at home among the Ismail’is.63 The followers of this group had a litmus test to pick out the true Bab. It concerned a puzzling Surah of the Koran, the Surah of Joseph, also the hero of Genesis chapters 37–50. The Joseph Surah was as much of an enigma to Muslims as the Song of Solomon was to Jews: what is a love story doing in holy scripture?64 Whoever could unriddle the Joseph Surah must be the Bab! And Ali Muhammad passed the test.

The Bab declared himself the Hidden Imam and announced the dawn of the Kingdom of God on May 22, 1844. Three years later he was arrested and imprisoned. This signaled a huge persecution, to which the Bab’is, no pacifists, responded with armed force. But this in turn provoked the execution of the Bab. The following legend is told of his martyrdom.65

The Bab was suspended by a rope to a beam set into the prison wall, a favorite disciple being suspended across His breast [John 13:23]. A Christian regiment was chosen to be the firing force and its colonel, horrified at the thought of raising his hand against so holy a Man, implored Him to excuse him from committing so great a sacrilege. “Follow your instructions” said the Bab, “And if your intention be sincere, the Almighty is surely able to relieve you from your perplexity.”

Just before the execution the Bab drew aside His amanuensis,66 Siyyid Husayn, for a confidential conversation in one of the rooms of the prison. The gaoler interrupted and ordered the Bab to go at once. “Not until I have said to him all those things that I wish to say,” the Bab warned the gaoler, “can any earthly power silence Me. Though all the world be armed against me, yet shall they be powerless to deter Me from fulfilling, to the last word, My intention.” He then went with the gaoler.

The Christian regiment opened fire on the Bab and His disciple, tied to the beam of wood, and when the smoke from seven hundred and fifty rifles had cleared away, it was seen by ten thousand onlookers that the Bab had disappeared and the disciple was standing unharmed, on the ground. A frantic search ensued and the Bab was discovered completing His talk with his amanuensis. “I have finished My talk with Siyyid Husayn,” He said. “Now you may proceed to fulfil your intention.”

The Christian regiment refused to continue the execution. Their place was taken by Muslims and the Bab and his disciple were instantly killed.

Note the variant of the empty tomb story of Jesus as well as that of the fruitless search for the body of the ascended Elijah (2 Kings chapter 1). The point of the story is exactly parallel to Jesus’ rejoinder to Pontius Pilate in John 19:11, “You would have no power over me unless it had been given you from above.” The function of the story is also the same as the gospel Passion predictions, to assure the reader that, despite appearances, the hero remains in full control, knowing the divine plan. Finally, the inflated numbers of the firing squad and of the witnesses make it clear we are reading pious fiction here.

Hear, then, the Bab.

I am the Mystic Fane which the Hand of Omnipotence hath reared. I am the Lamp which the Finger of God hath lit within its niche and caused to shine with deathless splendour. I am the Flame of that supernal Light that glowed upon Sinai in the gladsome Spot, and lay concealed in the midst of the Burning Bush.1

The substance wherewith God hath created Me is not the clay out of which others have been formed. He hath conferred upon Me that which the worldly-wise can never comprehend, nor the faithful discover… I am one of the sustaining pillars of the Primal Word of God. Whosoever hath recognized Me, hath known all that is true and right, and hath attained all that is good and seemly; and whosoever hath failed to recognize Me, hath turned away from all that is true and right and hath succumbed to everything evil and unseemly.2

Two years after the Bab’s martyrdom, a pair of rogue3 Bab’is tried to assassinate the Shah, which succeeded only in igniting further persecutions. Fortunately for the fledgling faith, there was someone standing by to grab up the fallen standard and carry on the fight.

That one was Hussein Ali, who adopted the title “Baha’ullah” (“the Glory of God”) in 1848. Even before the Bab’s death, Baha’ullah had played a significant role, writing a remarkable treatise, the Qitab-i-Iqan, “The Book of Certitude,”4 a work of apologetics on behalf of the Bab’s realized eschatology. In it he urged his contemporaries not to write off the Bab’s revelations just because they had not fulfilled apocalyptic prophecies in a literal manner. Baha’ullah reminded readers that Jesus, Muhammad, and others had been rejected precisely because people ignorantly insisted on a literal fulfilment of ancient prophecies. Don’t make the same mistake!

Baha’ullah was born two years before the Bab, on November 12, 1817, and though the two corresponded, they never met in person. His father is said to have had a dream about his infant son (a common element in such stories, as Martin Dibelius notes in his discussion of “the law of biographical analogy.”)5 Here it is.6

When Bahá’u’lláh was still a child, the Vazir, His father, dreamed a dream. Bahá’u’lláh appeared to him swimming in a vast, limitless ocean. His body shone upon the waters with a radiance that illumined the sea. Around His head, which could distinctly be seen above the waters, there radiated, in all directions, His long, jet-black locks, floating in great profusion above the waves. As he dreamed, a multitude of fishes gathered round Him, each holding fast to the extremity of one hair. Fascinated by the effulgence of His face, they followed Him in whatever direction He swam. Great as was their number, and however firmly they clung to His locks, not one single hair seemed to have been detached from His head, nor did the least injury affect His person. Free and unrestrained, He moved above the waters and they all followed Him.

The Vazir, greatly impressed by this dream, summoned a soothsayer, who had achieved fame in that region, and asked him to interpret it for him. This man, as if inspired by a premonition of the future glory of Bahá’u’lláh, declared: “The limitless ocean that you have seen in your dream, O Vazir, is none other than the world of being. Single-handed and alone, your son will achieve supreme ascendancy over it. Wherever He may please, He will proceed unhindered. No one will resist His march, no one will hinder His progress. The multitude of fishes signifies the turmoil which He will arouse amidst the peoples and kindreds of the earth. Around Him will they gather, and to Him will they cling. Assured of the unfailing protection of the Almighty, this tumult will never harm His person, nor will His loneliness upon the sea of life endanger His safety.”

That soothsayer was subsequently taken to see Bahá’u’lláh. He looked intently upon His face, and examined carefully His features. He was charmed by His appearance, and extolled every trait of His countenance. Every expression in that face revealed to his eyes a sign of His concealed glory. So great was his admiration, and so profuse his praise of Bahá’u’lláh, that the Vazir, from that day, became even more passionately devoted to his son. The words spoken by that soothsayer served to fortify his hopes and confidence in Him. Like Jacob, he desired only to ensure the welfare of his beloved Joseph, and to surround Him with his loving protection.

After the failed attempt on the Shah’s life, Baha’ullah was imprisoned for three months. This was in 1853. During his time in the Big House, he experienced his prophetic call.7

I was but a man like others, asleep upon My couch, when lo, the breezes of the All-Glorious were wafted over Me, and taught Me the knowledge of all that hath been. This thing is not from Me, but from One Who is Almighty and All-Knowing. And He bade Me lift up My voice between earth and heaven, and for this there befell Me what hath caused the tears of every man of understanding to flow…. This is but a leaf which the winds of the will of Thy Lord, the Almighty, the All-Praised, have stirred.

His destiny was to be the next Point of Manifestation of God, the future successor predicted by the Bab. This deserves comment. It is the exact opposite of the dilemma in which early Christians found themselves. They believed that Jesus had predicted his return before the generation of his contemporaries had died out (Mark 9:1; 13:30), but nothing happened. History kept inching along for two millennia at last count. How are Christians to retain faith in Jesus as the Christ in light of this no-show? The Bab had projected the appearance of another Point of Manifestation many centuries in the future, but all of a sudden here came Baha’ullah a measly six years after the Bab’s death! How could he possibly be the new Point of Manifestation? Like Nietzsche’s Madman, he might have exclaimed, “I come too soon!” Way too soon.

Here one may wonder if the original understanding was along the lines of the Ismail’i doctrine of the two revealers in tandem, with, in this case, the Bab serving as the exoteric Proclaimer and Baha’ullah as the only slightly later Foundation. Recall Baha’ullah’s book the Qitab-i-Iqan in which he sought to explain the allegorical claims of his predecessor. That would certainly fit the Ismail’i pattern even though we are told both Babi’ism and Bahai’ism had their origin in Twelver Shi’ism, not Sevener.

It was almost inevitable that Baha’ullah’s declaration would alienate many Bab’is who could not rationalize the difficulty of his advent far ahead of schedule. Among these was his half-brother Yahya (= John), who bore the title Subh-i-Azal (“Dawn of Eternity”). Both brothers claimed to have been designated by the Bab to be his successor, a new Bab (presumably the mediumistic spokesman for the far-future Point of Manifestation, if not the one recently deceased). Great strife ensued. The Azal’is claimed Baha’ullah twice attempted to assassinate his brother but failed. Did he? Allah knoweth. But eventually most Azal’is rallied to Baha’ullah, though the Azal’is never entirely faded away.

Baha’ullah was finally acquitted of any involvement in the assassination attempt on the Shah but was exiled to Baghdad for a decade, where his reputation as a sage grew. Apparently, not even exile in a foreign land could prevent his magnetism attracting others. So the Muslim authorities transferred him to Constantinople, then to Adrianople for another four years, and finally to the city of Akka (Acre), where he lived under house arrest until his passing in 1892.

In a marvelous display of apostolic hutzpah, Baha’ullah spent his time authoring epistles to every contemporary potentate you could think of: Pope Pius IX, Queen Victoria, Kaiser Wilhelm, Czar Alexander II, Emperor Franz Josef, and Napoleon III, to name a few. In these missives he urged them to recognize his spiritual sovereignty and to do their best to promote God’s will on earth.

And for Baha’ullah, the will of God was no vague platitude. His agenda was very specific, comprehensive, and remarkably progressive. He wanted to see a single world government, a common world language, universal currency and trade, a free press, racial and sexual equality, the reconciliation between science and religion, the obliteration of class distinctions, universal education, world peace, and the extermination of disease. Christian social reformers scoured the New Testament gospels for clues for a Social Gospel and found only slim pickin’s. One wonders if any of them looked on the message of Baha’ullah with some degree of envy. On the other hand, Baha’ullah is on record as rejecting political liberty as so dangerous to the common good as to require suppression!8

Baha’i Beliefs

Baha’is hold that God lies beyond all possible human thought and can be spoken of only in symbolic language. This is highly reminiscent of the theology of Paul Tillich, but not far from older theologians like Saint Anselm and Thomas Aquinas. Likewise, the nature of the afterlife must remain mysterious to us (1 Cor. 13:12), but at least we may say that our present conduct somehow affects it positively or negatively. And one need not be a card-carrying Baha’i in order to qualify for “salvation.” There is, strictly speaking, no reincarnation, but there are successive lives on higher and higher worlds.

The central teaching of the Baha’i Faith is progressive revelation. They say there has been a long series of revelational dispensations, each inaugurated by a new prophet sent from God, actually a manifestation, but not an incarnation, of God. Each dispensation brings with it a new set of laws and, generally speaking, each one builds upon and supplements the one before it. But remember, that which supplements also supplants.9 For instance, the Bayan adds to the stock of revelation, but it consigns the Koran to the genizah. And Islam added the collective, social, and political elements lacking in the preaching of Jesus,10 which was concerned only with individual sanctification.11 Sometimes a later revelation may appear less profound or grandiose than a previous one, but that does not discredit the later one. The more modest one may be all that is needed in the circumstances, and it will have been delivered perfectly, spectacular or not. And every revelation will be progressive relative to the prevailing conditions of the time and place. New Manifestations tend to appear in times of backsliding and ossification. Not only will sincerity have hardened into ceremony, but, as we have seen, allegorical meaning will have petrified into literalism. Baha’ullah has delivered the greatest revelation, and with it has arrived the maturity of humanity. Yet nothing rules out the appearance of future Manifestations.

The Baha’i Faith claims to be the fulfilment of all religions, but this is not the same as claiming that all religions are the same. Its own truth is a kind of plumbline that functions to evaluate the traditions of other faiths. For instance, they prefer hadith wherein Muhammad stresses his own near-divine character12 because it seems to authenticate the Baha’i belief that the prophets were more than mortal messenger boys but somehow partook of the divine. They are not afraid to repudiate Pauline teaching and that of various gospel sayings of Jesus which cannot be read in the light of Baha’i understanding.13
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Chapter Eleven: Mandaeans

More Than a Prophet

We have had occasion to mention the Islamic veneration for Yahya, or John the Baptizer, as well as a mysterious group whom the Koran refers to as the Sabeans. There survives to this day both the sect of John as well as that of the Yezidis, though both are “endangered species” as religions go. Despite this, and equally because of it, these faiths deserve our attention and will amply repay it.

As David Friedrich Strauss pointed out long ago,14 the gospels, despite themselves, provide ample evidence that in the early decades of Christianity the sect of John competed with the early Jesus movement. For one thing, Mark reveals that Jesus’ disciples were notorious for not observing the fasting regimens of other sects including the Pharisees and the followers of the Baptizer (Mark 2:18). Luke notes that the disciples of John employed a special prayer composed for them by their Master (Luke 11:1), and that the disciples of Jesus wanted one of their own. This would not have been so had John and Jesus been twin leaders of the same group.

Beyond this, it is apparent that both John the Evangelist and Luke are aware of the rivalry of the John and Jesus sects continuing in their own day. Both attempt to coopt John into Christian theology in as generous a way as possible. Matthew 3:11 quotes John as predicting another figure who vastly surpasses him: “I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry; he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” Luke 3:15–16 has the same saying, but he introduces it differently, making it a response to an implied question: “As the people were in expectation, and all men questioned in their hearts concerning John, whether perhaps he were the Christ, John answered them all, “I baptize you with water; but he who is mightier than I is coming, the thong of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie; he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” Those who speculated about John’s possible messianic role stand for those readers of Luke’s gospel who believe John is/was indeed the Messiah. Luke is trying to have John himself tell them they are wrong.

In precisely the same way, John the Evangelist seems to have altered his gospel’s poetic prologue (1:1–18), which originally glorified John as the Logos and the Light of the World, so that it now places Jesus in that role. John the Baptist, as it now reads, “was not that light but came to bear witness to that light” (1:7–8). Clearly, you would not have this double disclaimer if you weren’t trying to challenge the opposite belief.15 Likewise, the anecdote in 3:25–30 has the Baptizer humbly defer to Jesus. At John 1:35–37, we see John tell two of his followers that they are free to leave him to follow Jesus instead, and they do so then and there. This is just what John the Evangelist wants any Baptist sectarians who are reading this to do. Otherwise, what’s the point?16

Note that in John’s gospel John the Baptist is not even said to have baptized Jesus! This version even has the Baptist explain that his whole baptismal ministry was no more than a device to introduce Jesus to a wider public (John 1:31).

Luke goes so far as to adopt John into the company of the relatives of Jesus, making him the cousin of Jesus, something not even hinted at elsewhere (Luke 1:36, 44).

This was not the only early Christian approach to dealing with John. In the Pseudo-Clementines we read of a formal debate between Christians, John the Baptist sectarians, and other Jewish groups. We read of the Baptists’ contention that John, not Jesus, must be the true Messiah since it was Jesus who submitted to John’s baptism, of repentance, no less, not the other way around, and that even Jesus himself praised John as his own superior (Matt. 11:11a, “Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has risen no one greater than John the Baptist”). To this, the Christians replied by tacking on Matthew 11:11b: “yet he who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.” So there!

And as for Jesus (guiltily) showing up to confess his sins to John, Matthew has Jesus admit that he doesn’t really need any forgiveness; he just wants to set a good example for others (Matt. 3:13–15). But besides all this, we read that for every prophet God sends (i.e., John), the devil sends a false prophet to oppose him, and that’s the Baptist, the fountainhead of heresy! What did the Baptist’s fans say to this? Of course, they responded in kind. In the Mandaean Book of John, we “learn” that Jesus, not John, was a false Messiah! To this day, the Mandaean Gnostics excoriate Jesus as an Antichrist.

Yes, the Mandaeans of the marshes of Iraq trace their origins to John the Baptist, and I for one see absolutely no reason to doubt it. Edwin M. Yamauchi, an Evangelical apologist as well as a leading authority on Mandaeanism,17 rejects this genealogical linkage as a strategic fiction, suggesting that it was only during the period of Islamic expansion that the Mandaeans claimed descent from John in order to place themselves under the protection of the “People of the Book” umbrella. Jews had Moses and Christians had Jesus, so who was left? How about John the Baptist? Nobody’s got dibs on him yet! But I cannot accept this. Remember, Muslims venerate Jesus and always have. How would they react to a sect that execrated Jesus as a false prophet? No, I must side with Bultmann: the Mandaeans are the still-surviving sect of John the Baptist.

It is quite plausible to picture a Mandaean/Nasorean sect already in business before John joined up. In his Against Heresies XXX.ii .2, Epiphanius of Salamis (fourth century) tells us there was a pre-Christian sect of Nazoreans, and of these Hugh J. Schonfield18 has much to say. But once John gained prominence in the movement, he would have become its great figurehead, the “second founder” of the religion, even as some scholars see Paul as the “second founder of Christianity.”

The Sword of the Planets19

And just as Christians embarked on a long path of theologically magnifying Jesus, far beyond simple messianism, so did the Baptists virtually deify John. In their developed doctrinal system John is understood as the earthly avatar of one of the great Archangels, Manda d-Hye (“Knowledge/Gnosis of Life”), sent to earth as the mighty Gnostic Revealer. Among his angelic colleagues were a company of glorified Patriarchs including Enosh Uthras, Hibil Ziwa, and Sitil, better known as Enosh,20 Abel, and Seth, heroes of the Book of Genesis. Mandaeans believed these great beings worked for the salvation of the hapless humans created ill-advisedly by the entity Ptahil, reflecting the Egyptian Creator, who proved unequal to the task until assisted by the Twelve (the signs of the Zodiac) and the Seven (the orbiting planets).21 These, of course, correspond to the standard Archons of other Gnostic systems (see just below). The animating light is appropriated from the Primal Man, called the Secret Adam22 (cf, the Adam Kadmon of the Jewish Lore of Creation). Every human endowed with this Adamic light is said to harbor his or her own Secret Adam within the body.

Mandaeans also revered a special angel, Melek Taus, the Peacock Angel. Proud as a peacock? Whom does that remind you of? Of course, it is Satan, the Archangel who, because of his overweening pride, refused to bow before the newly-minted Adam. “When he brings his first-born into the world, he says, ‘Let all God’s angels worship him!’” (Heb. 1:6). But Lucifer refused. “What? Me? Bow to him? Oh, I don’t think so!” And for this was Lucifer exiled from heaven. Orthodox Christianity and Islam used this story to explain the origin and continuance of evil in the world. Satan determined to prove irrefutably the poor stuff of which man was made. He tempted Adam and Eve to disobey God, using the hapless snake as his sock puppet. And it took surprisingly little persuasion to turn the first couple against their Creator. And Satan, having nothing better to do, spent the next several millennia rubbing it in.

For Gnostic Christians, the Fall was not that of Satan, or even of Adam, but of Sophia, the female version of the Logos. The Ultimate Father had projected (much as in Neo-Platonism) from himself a series of divine emanations, in pairs (called syzygies, “yoke-fellows”), each pair producing the next. The whole rippling pond of light waves was called the Pleroma, the “Fullness” of divine Spirit. But the final offspring of the Father, the very last in the chain, was Sophia1—all by herself. There she was, all alone at the rim of the Pleroma, shut out from the ocean of transcendent knowledge. So somehow she succeeded in conceiving and bearing her own son, Ialdabaoth (= “Yahweh Sabaoth,” the Jewish Creator deity). He, the Demiurge (whom, remember, Mandaeans call Ptahil), created a group of angelic minions, the Archons, or Rulers. He and they created the material world but were disappointed to see it was inert, unconscious, unmoving. Finally they managed to steal sparks of Pleromatic light, injecting them into the mudpie creations of the Demiurge, and they functioned like batteries activating toy dolls.

The Archons had obtained these photons from one of the Aions, emanations from the Pleroma, the Man of Light (or Primal Man). Mandaeans call him the Secret Adam. They drained him like vampires, but he managed to escape total imprisonment in matter and betook what remained of him back to the Pleroma to lick his wounds. In the meantime, humans, beginning with the earthly Adam, began to awaken. The divine photons were unequally, randomly distributed, resulting in three classes of individuals: the superior pneumatics (“spiritual ones”); the middling psuchikoi (“natural ones”) who were basically well-meaning and conventionally pious, but who did not realize their worship was directed, not to the Unknown Father, but to the Archons and the Demiurge (who imposed upon them their laws and doctrines); and finally the sarkikoi (“carnal ones”) or hylics (“wooden ones”), essentially two-legged animals driven solely by lust. Those who possessed a divine spark felt like strangers in a strange land, as indeed they were. They chafed and suffered until the day they died. But even then there was no escape, since, though their material bodies died, their spirits were immortal and thus passed again and again into new physical bodies. They had been orphaned but did not even know it.

The Mandaeans provide us an important clue as to how such distinctions were socially embodied (not just theoretically, on paper): Their official self-designation, “Nasoreans,” meaning “keepers” (i.e., of the secrets) applies, strictly speaking, only to full initiates who alone share the most advanced gnosis of the sect. The term “Mandaeans,” on the other hand, applies to the laity who have as little knowledge of “the deep things of God” (1 Cor. 2:10) as the average pew potatoes in churches today.

In later manuscripts Nasurai are often mentioned as if they were of higher grade than laymen, e.g. ‘Nasurai and Mandai’, while nowadays I hear the word sometimes applied to a priest who is especially literate, or reputed skilful in white magic. ‘Ah, he is a real Nusurai!’2

The Man of Light eventually resolved to re-enter the material cosmos to reclaim his stolen photons. The only way he could do this was to appear on earth in human form, perhaps clothed in flesh, perhaps as a phantom hologram, and seek out the pneumatics whose perpetual puzzlement and dissatisfaction signaled their true nature and predicament. If the Gnostic Revealer could convince them of their true origin and heavenly destination, they would, when this life was done, ascend through the concentric spheres above the earth, slipping past the ever-vigilant Archons, and rejoin the Pleroma.

To sum up this mystery once again: the Hidden or Secret Adam is an emanation from the Great Life which appeared in the form of Man and of material man who appeared later on earth. In his highest aspect, Adakas-Ziwa, the mystic Light-Adam, he is re-created at every masiqta [baptism], for he represents sublimated humanity, a state into which the souls of the departed who no longer ‘stand in the body’ pass after they have been provided by his re-creation with a new and spiritual body. In and by him they pass upward into ‘worlds of light’ and eventually, with him, into the final union with the Absolute which is above human imagination.3

An exception to the usual Gnostic rule, Mandaeans do not believe in reincarnation. Armed with his new knowledge, the newly-awakened pneumatic will, upon death, be able to evade or defeat the “demiurge’s thugs”4 and make his way back to the Pleroma. The all-important Mandaean Mass for the dead, rather like the Tibetan Book of the Dead, helps guide the departing soul through a series of ordeals occurring in a sequence of seven (or eight) spheres or purgatories, “heavenly hells,”5 intermediate between this world and the World of Light (cf. Rom. 8:38–39). That journey is not without risks and perils, but, with the guidance of Abatur, the keeper of the scales of justice, one will likely reach the goal.6 So, though one must run the celestial gauntlet of purgatories before he appears at the judgment seat of Abatur, at least there is no wearying treadmill of reincarnation. Nor would there be room for it in the eschatological schedule, since the ascent of the soul begins only three days after physical death.

All this seems to apply only to the Mandaeans.7 Presumably, they are supposed to be the only ones carrying the divine spark. But even they are not home free; there are all those purgatories, but there is still that appointment with Abatur, who will weigh your deeds in his scales.8 You might come up short! And then what happens? The irredeemable sinners will be unceremoniously tossed into the Ocean of Suf (a mythologized version of the Yam Suf, or Sea of Reeds, which figures into the Exodus epic). I think here of the gospel parable of the talents (Matt. 25:14–30, in which on the Day of Reckoning it is assumed that one has the divine treasure; the question is rather: what did you do with it?

But how about the poor slobs who don’t have it to begin with? They, of course, will be the sarkikoi, the oblivious bipeds who do little in the scheme of things but take up space. They are essentially animals and will simply rot (Eccl. 3:21).

Mandy, There’s a Minister Handy

Mandaeans were one of the hydra-heads of Gnosticism. They still are. They still baptize. In fact, one’s baptism is repeated/renewed every week! The ceremony requires the candidate to kneel in the shallows, then bend over, face first, into the surface of the water (a few inches of it). Neither total immersion nor sprinkling. Was this the original method of John the Baptist? Like some Christian sects today (e.g., the Campbellites or Restorationists), the Mandaeans hold that one must receive water baptism if one hopes to be saved. First Corinthians 15:29 asks: “What will those do who are baptized for the dead? If the dead are not raised at all, why then are they baptized for them?” Go ask the Mandaeans, because, like the Mormons, they still do it.9

The Mandaeans, however, despite the substantial element of Jewish and biblical material in their religion, reject circumcision. They view it, like modern opponents of the practice, as gratuitous mutilation. God, they aver, must reject it since it represents a presumptuous “editing,” so to speak, of God’s work. Those who worship God must appear before him wholly intact, just as he made them. Remember, in the Torah, men with injured testicles were not even allowed to attend worship (Lev. 21:20).10 Perhaps Mandaeans appealed to that regulation, extending it to include giving one’s penis a crew cut.

The Book of John and the Gospel of John

The Mandaeans have a couple dozen scriptures that, of course, enshrine their beliefs, including that concerning the relation of Jesus and John. One of the most important is the Book of John. Another is the Ginza (“Treasury”). A particularly fascinating episode recounts the baptism of Jesus by John in the Jordan. As already mentioned, early Christian writings struggled with this scenario. The Gospel of John skips the rite. Matthew has the Baptizer demur: it is he who requires Jesus to baptize him instead, but Jesus brushes John’s hesitations aside without any clear explanation except that it would be more fitting to go ahead with it even though John is right: Jesus doesn’t need it. This is all for the benefit of the Christian reader: “Don’t be embarrassed! It’s not what it looks like!” Well, there is something analogous in the Mandaean version, where John recognizes Jesus as a false messiah11 and does not want to make a mockery of the ritual by baptizing him. But finally he goes through with it when a letter falls from heaven telling him to go ahead and immerse Jesus anyway! No explanation is provided the reader, but the answer seems clear enough: the Mandeans knew of the standard Christian version and would not get very far if they simply denied that it happened, so they said it took a direct bulletin from heaven to make it happen! Humanly speaking, everything was against it. It was sort of like God commanding Abraham to sacrifice Isaac.12

But another Mandaean account of the baptism is even more startling. In this one, Jesus actually does baptize John, subsequent to John baptizing him!

When John is in…, Jerusalem… Jesus Christ comes, moves about in humility, is baptized with the baptism of John, and becomes wise through John’s wisdom. He then proceeds to pervert the word of John and change the baptism of Jordan, altering the word of kusta [truth], and summoning wickedness and falsehood into the world. On the day that John’s measure is full, I myself [Christ] come to him. I appear to John as a small lad, three years and one day old, and I converse with him about baptism and I instruct his friends. Then I take him out of the body and cause him to rise up in triumph to the world which is full of radiance, and I baptize him in the white Jordan of living and brilliant waters, clothe him in garments of radiance, and cover him in turbans of light and put praise in his pure heart from the praise of the angels of light. (Right Ginza II).13

It may seem inappropriate in a chapter on Mandaeanism to exploit their scriptures for the sake of interpreting the Christian Gospel of John, but I think this observation will serve to illuminate both faiths. Bultmann, as aforementioned, theorized that John’s Gospel was originally Gnostic in character. And to my way of thinking, his strongest argument was the amazing similarity between the Gnostic Revealer’s self-declarations in the Mandaean Book of John and those ascribed to Jesus in John’s gospel.

A vine am I, a vine of life, a tree in which there is no falsehood. The tree of praise, from which everyone who smells of it becomes alive. Whoever hears his word, his eyes are filled with light… The vine which bears fruit ascends, the vine which bears nothing is cut off here from the light. Whoever is enlightened and instructed by me rises and beholds the place of light. Whoever is not enlightened and instructed by me is cut off from the light and falls into the great ocean of Suf.

I am a shepherd who loves his sheep, I protect the sheep and the lambs. The sheep are upon my neck, and the sheep do not go away from the villages. I refresh them not on the seashore, so that they do not see the whirlpool… I carry them and give them water to drink from the hollow of my hand, until they have drunk their fill.

But how do we know gems like these were not borrowed by the Mandaean author from the Gospel of John (as Christian apologists, suffering from “the anxiety of influence,” like to contend)? We don’t because there is no way to determine the date of either scripture’s composition. It is true that our extant Mandaean manuscripts are much later than our New Testament manuscripts, but that really means nothing, since one must remember that the textual resources for Christian scripture are far, far richer than the scant textual remains for Mandaeans, a tiny, marginalized and persecuted sect.

But it’s not just John. Lady Drower remarks:

Indeed the synoptics as well as the Fourth Gospel abound in phrases and allusions understood and used by Nasoraeans, such as ‘children of light and children of darkness’, ‘living water’, ‘everlasting life’, ‘bread of life’, references to wheat and grain, fish and fisherman, and so on. Names are ‘blotted out of the scrolls’ of divine beings; the Day of Judgement… and the Last Day are constantly mentioned. There are those who have ears and do not hear. Souls stumble and are supported, stray from the right path, and there is the ‘Way’ which must be followed without diverging All these expressions and similies occur over and over again in the Nasoraean literature.14

Those Reputed to Be Pillars

Mandaean lore has it that, far from remaining celibate, John the Baptist was the father of several children, named Handan, Sharrath, Birham, R’himath-Hiia, Nsab, Sam, Anhar Ziwa, and another (!) Sharrath.15 To me, this implies a genealogical pedigree like those in the first few chapters of 1 Chronicles (ultimately in behalf of the Zadokite priesthood), Matthew chapter 1 and Luke chapter 3 (messianic credentials of Jesus), and, by extension, Mark 6:3, where not merely the fact of Jesus having had siblings, but also their names, though only those of the males (Joses, Judas [Thomas], Simeon [bar Cleophas], and James [the Just]) are recorded, while the mentioned sisters remain anonymous. The point of the Markan list was to stake the leadership claims of the “Heirs,” the caliphs/successors of Jesus in the Jerusalem church. They constituted a rival leadership faction to the Twelve. (The anonymity of Jesus’ sisters is no accident but reflects the ineligibility of women for leadership in the sect that compiled the list.) Such ostensible genealogical pedigrees are historically worthless, serving only propaganda purposes in succession disputes: who’s entitled to ride those messianic coat tails? Thus, I’m guessing that the names of John’s offspring preserve those of the “Pillars” of the Johannine Holy Family, analogous to the Shi’ite Pillars Ali, Fatima, Hussayn and Hassan, the children and grandchildren of the Prophet Muhammad. The idea of succession disputes among the John the Baptist sect is attested also in the Pseudo-Clementine literature where we read of a dispute between Dositheus and Simon Magus in the wake of the Baptizer’s death.16

Like endangered species of animals, in imminent peril of going extinct, fascinating faiths such as Mandaean Gnosticism, their membership shrinking and secularizing, are poised at the precipice of oblivion. One almost wishes that, simply in order to prolong their existence among us, some “religious conservationists” might step up and join these faiths, pledging to raise their children in them, even if they did not believe in the doctrines in any literal sense. You might call them “theological surrogates.” After all, how many members of our familiar mainstream religions continue in them just to keep the thing afloat? Anyway, I’d be willing to get a bumper sticker emblazoned with “Save the Mandaeans” or “Adopt a Yezidi.” How about you?
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Chapter Twelve: Yezidis

The Sect of the Sheikh Adi

This predominantly Kurdish community is more or less coeval with the Mandaeans and might be their distant relatives. One of the earliest Western researchers into Yezidism, Lady Drower (nee Ethel S. Stevens), suggested this identification is based on the “coincidence” that the Mandaeans also spoke of a peacock angel called Melek Taus.17 How many of those are you going to run across? I think she was right. But even in that case a lot of water has passed under the bridge, and the two sects have many differences. And if that is so, these very differences throw light on the resultant character of each.

Yezidis are commonly (that is, among the tiny tribe of students of esoteric religions!) known as “devil worshippers.” This epithet turns out to be misleading if one looks no further, but if you understand the real denotation, it is quite accurate. An earlier Western understanding of Yezidi diabolism had it that the sect believed God had retreated from active supervision of the world (much like some African religions still today), not so much entrusting as abandoning it to the rule of lower, evil Powers, especially the Peacock Angel, Melek Tous. He was indeed Lucifer, the archangel whose overweening pride (“proud as a peacock”) had resulted in his fall from grace. And now he was in charge!

Think of Chicago in the 1920s: the Mob ran the city, but at least it was better than the unbridled chaos that ravages the Windy City these days. Corrupt government is better than none at all.18 In such a situation, what is the wise thing to do? Obviously, one has to pay for protection from the Mob. You don’t complain; no, you butter them up, at least if you’re smart, right? Yezidi “Devil Worship is primarily based on the sincere belief that propitiation of the Power of Evil is most calculated to make for happiness in this world and everlasting life in the celestial one.”19

I can’t see that this is much different from the chastened worldview common to Jewish Apocalyptic and its cousin, Gnosticism. Both, like Yezidism, posit that, for whatever reason, the world is run by fallen Watchers, Archons, Principalities and Powers. “We know that the whole world is in the power of the Evil One” (1 John 5:19). But if we can hold on and learn to deal with them, things will turn out fine. And once they do, the question of why God allowed it in the first place, it will be moot.20 Water under the Chinvat Bridge, as it were.

In fact, is this “devil worship” really all that different from religious worship in general? “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” Of course, in the liberal West we hasten to pretend that this “fear” really just means a “healthy reverence,” right? But we have psychologized and demythologized the raw root of religion. Offering sacrifices, singing praises, all such were (?) cringing attempts to butter up the gods and gain their favor. “O Rudra, do not harm us! It is your kindness that we seek to have!”

Let us praise God. O Lord…

Oooh you are so big…

So absolutely huge.

Gosh, we’re all really impressed down here I can tell you.

Forgive us, O Lord, for this our dreadful toadying.

And barefaced flattery.

But you are so strong and, well, just so super.

O Lord, please don’t burn us,

Don’t grill or toast your flock,

Don’t put us on the barbecue,

Or simmer us in stock,

Don’t braise or bake or boil us,

Or stir-fry us in a wok…

Oh please don’t lightly poach us,

Or baste us with hot fat,

Don’t fricassee or roast us,

Or boil us in a vat,

And please don’t stick thy servants, Lord,

In a Rotissomat…21

Contemporary researchers into Yezidism have a different perspective on the fall of Satan (Melek Tous22), in view of the variety of Yezidi mythology and theology. In one version, God’s order for his angels to worship Adam (Heb. 1:6) was a test, analogous to God’s commanding Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. Lucifer/Satan refused and so passed the test! He recognized that to worship Adam, even if God said to do it, would violate monotheism, and this he refused to do. So he was never really a villain, but a hero! In other versions, he did indeed rebel but soon repented and was forgiven, a Prodigal Son. Either way, Melek Tous was back in God’s good graces, and naturally God restored him to his post as viceroy, de facto ruler of earth, while God in his Aristotelian transcendence was busy with higher things.

What all this means is that Yezidism embraced the ancient Gnostic schema wherein the human race revered, worshipped, served and loved the Archons, the Archangels who hands-on ruled the world, even though, again, they are secondary and subordinate to the Ultimate Godhead. If Satan is the trusted deputy of God, like Joseph in Egypt, the whole thing is innocent and not sinister, optimistic, not pessimistic. The whole of the world becomes transparent to the divine, not an impenetrable barrier to it. Interestingly, like the Gnostic Druze religion, the Yezidis have dropped the key feature of Gnostic elitism, since they have withdrawn from a larger, diverse society which might otherwise have been divided into the pneumatics versus psuchikoi versus sarkikoi business. There no longer were any unenlightened plebians; the whole ethnic group (for that is what they in their mountainous isolation had perforce become) constituted the illuminati. And, just as important, the illuminati had now become the mundane psuchikoi! Or put it this way: if everybody’s an illuminatus, then nobody’s an illuminatus. If gnosis becomes common knowledge, what’s so special about it, or about those who know it? Think of the Protestant doctrine of the priesthood of all believers. Ostensibly exalting everyone, you wind up reducing everyone. Or, to go on beating it to death, if “every man’s his own Pope,” there ceases to be a Pope.

There are clergy who serve their congregations, administering the rituals and safeguarding scripture and inherited beliefs, and who therefore constitute a professional elite. But, as I interpret their role, they are analogous to Protestant ministers, individuals trained in administrative duties. They possess knowledge that the laity lack, but, again, this only makes them comparable to trained religious educators, not esoteric mystagogues. But of course, not being a mystagogue myself, I could be wrong! In fact, the preferred name Nasoreans (“keepers” of the secrets or traditions) applies to the sect as a whole but recently has come to be used mainly for advanced initiates and priests.23

Historically, the Yezidis have discouraged literacy, reserving that skill to their leadership who require it to deal with those outside the community. Why? It derives from their deep suspicion of scripture! They do have a couple of sacred volumes, the Al-Jilwah (the Book of Revelation,1 but not the one you’re thinking of) and the Meshaf Resh (the Black Book or Black Scripture).2 These texts themselves command rejection of belief in authoritative scripture! Why? Because such belief fossilizes living, evolving faith into legalistic dogma.3 Their alternative is an intentional lack of any normative theology. This is why they welcome a variety of incompatible legends, myths, and traditions. There are commonly observed rituals, ceremonies, holy days, venerated saints and sacred names.

On the other hand, this suspicion toward scripture4 might preserve a dim memory that these two writings are latter-day forgeries, first published in 1911 and 1913, as Alphonse Mingana demonstrated from internal evidence.5 Sometime in the 1970s, two Yezidi grad students sought and received permission from the elders of the sect to commit the genuinely ancient oral traditions to written form.6 It seems most likely to me that the earlier “forgeries” were simply previous transcriptions of the same oral traditions.7

The Yezidis’ fear of canonical scripture as the sure path to reductive theological dogmatism has, in our day, been amply realized in the wake of the writing down of the tradition, for now everything must be corroborated by scripture or else rejected. Unfortunately, these Yezidi texts do not contain the proverb “Be careful what you wish for!”

There was always an implicit theology, though it was easily lost sight of amid a floating cloud of gods and saints who are almost interchangeable, even when they stem from widely different historical eras.8 There is an original Creator, named Xwede, who first conjured up a great pearl (and, some say, dwelt within it) but subsequently retreated into an inviolable seclusion, far above the petty concerns of his creatures. He handed the world over to his chief lieutenant, the Peacock Angel, Melek Tous. This divine viceroy, to all intents and purposes, took over the position that his Creator had abdicated. Thus, functionally, Melek Tous virtually became God and is sometimes spoken of as if he is God. It is a slippery theological slope, since the Peacock Angel is also understood as the unique manifestation of God.9

Melek Tous is not alone but is the crowning peak of a divine Triad, along with two deified historical figures, though these two, transmogrified into deities, retain only the barest connection with the historical individuals whose names they bear. The first is the historical founder, the Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir (ca. 1072–1162 CE), who settled in a remote mountainous area of Kurdistan amid an isolated community of syncretistic heretics. Originally the saintly founder of his own Sufi order, under the influence of his new neighbors, he eventually came to claim Godhood! He himself had created the earth and should be acknowledged as the only God! And they did.10

In modern times, the Sheikh Adi’s star has become tarnished, or even fallen, as many Yezidis, eager to distance themselves and their culture from Islam, since Muslims had long oppressed and conquered them, now repudiate the Shiekh Adi as an Arab, a Muslim, and a Sufi who led their ancestors into heresy!11 How far from the days when (Yezidis believed) Sheikh Adi was the master of miracles.

It was believed that he had control over the snakes and the wild animals [Luke 10:19]. He could read the thoughts of his interlocutors [Mark 2:8] and make water appear from arid ground, turning it fertile. One day, by placing his hand on the chest of his servant, he enabled him to recite the whole Qur’an by heart. He could cause visions among his disciples [Mark 9:2–3] and reveal in a mirror the face of… absent people. He returned sight to blind men [Mark 10:46–52]. He would become invisible at will [Luke 4:29–30] and could shorten distances [John 6:21]. He communicated with the dead [Mark 9:4]. He knew magic words to open doors [Luke 2436; John 20:19, 26]. He reversed the course of rivers.12

How the mighty are fallen! One wonders how they deal with the resultant hole in the Trinity!

The second, the Sultan Ezid (or Yazid), though frequently invoked and celebrated, has a much more modest resume. Peter Lamborn Wilson is of the opinion that Yezidism is named for Yazid ibn Mua’wiyya, the son of the first Ummayad caliph, he whom all Shi’ites curse for having overthrown Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and adopted son, and killed Hussayn, the beloved martyr son of Ali. And yet there are theological elements shared with Ghulat sects like the Il-Allahis and Alawis,13 who consider Ali to be Allah incarnate! It may seem unlikely that the early Yezidis, sharing theological DNA with Shi’ite Muslims, would bear the name of one vilified by all Shi’ites, but it may well be that some partisans of the Ummayads, fleeing from vengeful Shi’ites, took refuge in the mountains of Kurdistan, and eventually found a place among the proto-Yezidi community, where the Shi’a focus had been diluted by various religious influences from non-Shi’a neighbors. The newcomers were called “Yezidis” simply because of their original allegiance. Finally, the whole composite community became known by that tag, even when its original denotation had been forgotten.

But Isya Joseph,14 an earlier scholar, rejected the derivation of the sect’s name from the Ummayad Yazid in favor of another, less problematic: the Yezidis were named for Yezid ben Unaisa, who had founded a sub-sect of the early Islamic Kharijite movement15 (who regarded any serious sin as tantamount to apostasy). These sectarians would have been so impressed with the piety of Sheikh Adi that they joined his following en masse, though retaining their original name. Again, some believe the sect was named after the Shi’ite scholar Jabir b. Yazid al-Ju’fi (aka Abu Sabrah Yazid), who, after playing an important role in the Arab conquest of Iraq, died in 745.16

In any case, the result was the Triad of Melek Tous, the Sheikh Adi, and Sultan Ezid/Yazid. The attributes of each one may be ascribed to either of the others. Furthermore, Melek Tous may actually be equated with Jesus and/or God and/or Yezid/Ezid and/or Ali! These are all ostensible entities, but they seem to be evanescent “incarnations,” living poetic metaphors, catalysts for devotion. They are mytho-literary comets streaking across the night sky. It is a beautiful and powerful understanding of myth and ritual apart from binding, creedal theology. And this can be considered a kind of anti-gnosis.

In addition to this quasi-trinitarianism, there is also among the Yezidis a layer of folk-superstition involving personified forces of nature, especially the sun and moon, thunder and lightning. And, in common with Judaism and Zoroastrianism, there is also a Heptad of archangels which are considered some sort of avatars or hypostases of Melek Tous. But, as in these other historic faiths, such angelology is not deemed inconsistent with monotheism. The result is, one supposes, a kind of mental juggling, trying to keep three or more balls in the air at the same time.

Yezidis are considered antinomians (and are darn proud of it!), but which laws are they “anti”? Foremost, the laws of the Koran and the hadith. It has long been rumored that their festivals feature “the Extinguishing of the Lamps,” basically a lights-out orgy where anything goes, including possible incestuous intercourse. Defenders17 point out that no one has ever offered real evidence of such naughtiness, but its occurrence would be by no means surprising given the premise of ritual liminality.18 When Sacred Time interrupts Profane Time,19 the usual rules are suspended without the guilt accrued in ordinary workaday life. When Profane Time returns, everything returns to normal. And since the lights were out, you don’t know who you were having sex with, so it’s almost like you never did it. Could have been an incubus for all you know, or your own spouse, right?

Black Testament

As a New Testament student, I find myself especially intrigued by the Yezidi story of Jesus’ death and/or deliverance. Some say that God was for some reason displeased with Jesus and sealed him in a cave, rolling a massive stone in front of it. Jesus called out to all the saints and angels, but none replied, seemingly afraid of God’s wrath. Finally, Melek Tous yelled down to Jesus,20 asking why he had not sought his aid. Jesus then did so, and, quick as a flash, the Peacock Angel descended to earth and removed the megalith, freeing Jesus. Jesus returned to heaven, much to God’s surprise, but he forgave Jesus because he so loved Melek Tous that he couldn’t stay mad at him, or at Jesus.21

There is, if you will, a paradigm of possible versions of the Passion Narrative: Jesus remains dead. Or he escapes arrest. Or he survives the cross. Or he dies, but spiritually ascends from the tomb. Or he returns to life in the tomb and is met there by women or men disciples. All these options have been actualized here and there in Christian, Islamic, Rationalist, etc., exegesis. But here is a “new” one: Jesus is, in effect, resurrected by Satan!

Jesus, they believe, was originally the second in rank, just behind Melek Tous, among the seven archangels in whose form the Creator manifested himself. Most Yezidis believed Jesus only ever existed in spiritual form, but some hold that he did come to earth in human form, where sinners crucified him, or at least thought they did, though in reality Melek Tous snatched him away, off the cross, at the least minute, as in The Last Temptation of Christ. Presumably he supplied a substitute victim, because this legend goes on to relate the visit of Mary Magdalene and her sisters to the tomb only to find it unoccupied. Melek Tous appeared to them in the form of a dervish and explained how he had rescued Jesus. But there was a resurrection that fateful morning: to prove his veracity, the disguised Melek Tous spotted a dead rooster and raised it to life. Then he told the astonished women that henceforth he wished to be represented as the most beautiful of all birds, the peacock.22

Anticipating twentieth-century Unificationist theology, this particular faction of Yezidis regard Jesus’ first coming as premature, failing to vanquish the power of evil. One assumes that, had he succeeded, the Yezidis would have discontinued their obsequious devotion (i.e., protection money) to the devil. But the world would see Jesus again. Melek Tous would rule the world for an even ten thousand years, of which only four millennia had passed, with six more to go. After that it would be Isa’s turn. He, too, would reign for ten thousand years.23 After that, who knows?

Another astonishing Yezidi variation on a famous biblical theme concerns Adam, Eve, and the human race(s). On the common reading of Genesis chapter 2, Adam was created first to tend the Edenic oasis for God and his divine colleagues. But the tasks were pretty easy, leaving Adam with considerable time on his hands. This prompted God to try to provide a viable companion for his pet human. So he set about fashioning new life-forms from the ground, molding them from the alluvial clay. But none proved satisfactory (perhaps because they could not speak?). So God tried a new approach, in effect cloning the man, fashioning Eve from one of Adam’s ribs. It worked, though maybe too well, given subsequent events. Eve eventually heeds the advice of Mr. Snake, eating the Forbidden Fruit, then urging her mate to see for himself how tasty it is! Uh-oh. Interestingly, the story seems to assume that Eve was intended to be Adam’s equal partner, and that Eve had only herself to thank when, in punishment, God made her Adam’s subordinate.

Way over in 1 Corinthians 11:2–12 Paul appeals to this story to pull rank on Corinthian prophetesses, not to silence them but to tell them to cover their heads while they prophesy, as an acknowledgement of male privilege. In 1 Timothy 2:11–14, according to one reading, the Paulinist author condemns a Gnostic version of the Eden story, found in the Nag Hammadi text On the Origin of the World 115:31–116, in which Eve, an angelic being, gives life and animation to Adam, a soulless, inert cadaver lying on the ground. In effect, she created Adam, but he did not know it, having been unconscious during the operation. He mistakenly imagined he was created first! Referring to this version, a Gnostic favorite, the 1 Timothy passage would best be translated as “I do not permit women to teach to have created men. She must keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve, and it was not Adam who was deceived [about Eve’s supposed priority], but it was the woman who was deceived and became a transgressor.”24

In the Yezidi Black Scripture Adam and Eve are created together by an archangel at the command of Melek Tous. At first Melek Tous forbade the pair to eat wheat, but the angel pointed out that, without wheat, their reproductive systems could not function, so Melek Tous relented and declared all foods clean. Eve began to boast that she could produce children with no help from Adam. To settle the bet, they agreed to place some of Adam’s sperm into one jar and some of Eve’s “seed” in the other (we would think of each one’s DNA) and then wait to see what would happen.25 After nine months, Adam’s jar was found to contain a male and a female infant. These two grew up to produce the Yezidi people. Adam being the children’s only parent, it was up to him to feed them. But how? The angel added lactating breasts to his anatomy,26 providing an ingenious explanation for why men have (now obsolete) nipples!

Meanwhile, Eve’s jar was found to contain only a disgusting mess of worms and maggots! But she did finally mate with Adam, and the rest of humankind was the result. Alas, it is to Mother Eve that we owe our sinfulness and mediocrity. We’re not as lucky as the Yezidis, and now you know why!

There are, inevitably, variant versions of this myth as well as other rival Yezidi accounts of human origins. For instance, some tell the tale that Adam’s jar brought forth a single male infant, whom they named Sahid bin-Jarr who years later married a houri, and that from their union sprouted the superior Yezidi people. The inferior run-of-the-mill humans were the product of Adam and Eve “working” together.

In yet a third version, Sheikh Abu Bekr, the incarnation of Archangel Michael, an avatar of Melek Tous, entrusted the original seed of humanity (apparently a milky liquid derived from the primordial cosmic pearl) to a goddess called Pira Fat[-ima], who preserved it for seven centuries (or seven millennia!) before it gestated. In all this one cannot help thinking of the Paulinist argument from primordial procreation priority.

This, then, is the fascinating lore of the Yezidi sect, but there are other, more superficial aspects that are better known. Careful to avoid taking Shaitan’s (Satan’s) name in vain, Yezidis will not utter the name or any other word that sounds anything like it. Also, Yezidis do not dare to cross the boundary of a circle anyone traps them in. It is an odd variation on the notion that a magician summoning the devil must remain safely within the chalk circle he has drawn, lest the fiend attack and destroy him. Alternatively, the magician must be careful to summon the demon to the center of a chalk circle which the demon cannot escape to attack him.

Here one must wonder how this belief got started, and whether Yezidis actually feel themselves unable to cross the circumference. Were they raised to believe something bad would happen if they did leave the circle and so dared not do so? That would be like someone whose parents warned him never to walk under a ladder lest disaster strike. We can imagine cruel playmates forcing a young Yezidi to stand still while they trace a circle around his feet, then exit the circle themselves, leaving the poor Yezidi inside as they mock and jeer at him till they get tired of bullying him and erase part of the circle to let him run home. What occult force would have kept the kid rooted to the spot? Probably the implicit threat that the brats would beat the holy hell out of him if he said, “Screw this!” and made to leave. That’s my guess anyway.

Finally, Yezidis do have prayers for ceremonial occasions, but they are pretty much equivalent to hymns. They do not engage in personal or private prayer, believing that the divine Sheikh Adi has prayed in their behalf and absolved them from any obligation to pray. This development might be understood as an example of the tendency Max Scheler27 described, whereby the founding prophet calls people to join him on the path of “radical discipleship,” something a good number are initially willing to do, but which soon becomes a burden too heavy for them to bear, so they proceed to deify the prophet. Who but a god could “fulfill all righteousness” as he did? No wonder we mere mortals have had to throw in the towel! The founder is no longer understood as the shower of the way, but as a vicarious savior: his perfect righteousness is gratuitously reckoned as ours, so we needn’t feel guilty for our mediocre piety. Whew!

Though religion is always understood as a framework imparting meaning and rules of conduct for this earthly life, it seems safe to say that most believers are at least as concerned with the next life, which they hope their religion will help them to secure. As for the nature of that postmortem state, it takes many disparate forms. But one of the most important ones is certainly reincarnation. Given its syncretistic character, it is hardly surprising that, for the Yezidis, that doctrine would enter the picture. Lady Drower, a tourist-cum-field anthropologist, took every opportunity to question any believer in the exotic faiths she encountered, and with interesting results.28

Then we spoke of reincarnation, which is, perhaps, the only positive form of belief which a Yazidi holds. An evil man may be reincarnated as a horse, a mule or a donkey, to endure the blows which are the lot of pack-animals, or may fall yet lower and enter the body of a toad or scorpion. But the fate of most is to be reincarnated into men’s bodies, and of the good into those of Yazidis.

It is tempting to wonder if the notion of reincarnating as a beast of burden is intended symbolically to refer to the mortal human body with its desires and its aches, as when St. Francis of Assisi used to call the recalcitrant physical body “Brother Ass.” Similarly, Tibetan Buddhists reject the belief that sinners are reborn literally as animals. They take such scriptural scenarios as depicting the dominant sin characterizing each individual, whose lot in the next life, a human life, will “fit the crime.”29

As for the righteous reincarnating “first class” into birth as a Yezidi, one is reminded of the belief of the Druzes that the original converts are reincarnated over and over again, a revolving membership. Remember, the Druzes have a “closed membership” policy: no outsider may join up, not since the expiration of the initial, short-lived period of “the Call.” But can an outsider become a Yezidi? And, if so, does that mean he or she was predestined to do so? That is, wouldn’t one have to infer that the convert had always been the lucky recipient of a Yezidi soul, just waiting to be revealed? It would not be surprising, since something similar is claimed for the Yezidi elders.

The shaikhs are supposedly the lineal descendants of the companions of the sect founded by Shaikh ‘Adi early in the twelfth century, although these were so pure, says Yazidi legend, that they created their sons without the assistance of women. These miraculously begotten sons, however, took wives to themselves and founded families.30

I confess I do not know whether any Yezidis connect the dots in the way I am about to suggest, but it sounds pretty good to me! You will recall that Yezidis believe that Yezidis, and only Yezidis, were the offspring of Adam’s seed with no assistance from Eve. This notion, then, was extended to, yet also narrowed to, the ruling Yezidi sheikhs. It made them into new Adams, as if to renew the ancient purity of the line via miraculous conception. One might consider this a form of “padded resume.”

[image: image]

17. Lady Drower (Ethel S. Stevens), The Peacock Angel. Being some Account of Votaries of a Secret Cult and their Sanctuaries (London: John Murray, 1941).

18. Here’s a parallel from pop culture apocalypticism. In Gordon McGill’s Omen series novel The Final Conflict we see the Antichrist Damien Thorn preparing to bring the world’s population under his yoke by taking control of the global food supply (Rev. 6:5–6; 13:16–18). He is finally defeated, but in the next book, Armageddon 2000, his misbegotten son, “Baal,” pursues a different goal: total destruction of the human race! Yikes! This is too damn much even for his dad’s Satanist cult, and they turn on him. Given the alternative, Melek Tous doesn’t look half bad, even if he is the devil!

19. R.H.W. Empson, The Cult of the Peacock Angel: A Short Account of the Yezidi Tribes of Kurdistan (London: H. F. & G. Witherby, 1929), p. 26.

20. Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (Garden City: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1969), pp. 69–70.

21. Graham Chapman, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Eric Idle, Terry Jones, and Michael Palin, Monty Python’s “The Meaning of Life.”

22. Variously rendered as Malka Tausa, Tawsi Melek, Tawusi Melek, Malak Tawus, Melek Ta’us, and Malek Taus, possibly derived, as per M. Lidzbarski, from the ancient fertility god Tammuz/Dumuzi. See Alphonse Mingana, The Yezidis: The Devil Worshippers of the Middle East: Their Beliefs and Sacred Books (Sequim, WA: Holmes Publishing Group, 2005), p. 13. Richard Carnac Temple (Was that a pseudonym?), in his “Commentary” appended to Empson’s, Cult of the Peacock Angel (pp. 184–185), explicates a possible link between Tammuz and Melek Tous. Some Yezidis believe that Melek Tous, identified as Shaitan, extinguished forever the fires of Hell with his penitential tears while exiled there for seven millennia after his fall from Heaven. Might this have anything to do with the mournful ritual weeping for Tammuz in remembrance of his semi-yearly exile to the Netherworld (Ezek. 8:14)?

23. See Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis: The Nature and History of Gnosticism. Trans. P.W. Coxon, K.H. Kuhn, and Robert McLachlan Wilson, (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1993), p. 343. Also Eszter Spät, The Yezidis (London: Saqi Books, 1985), p. 41.

1. Tradition ascribes this book to Sheikh Adi himself, who dictated it to his scribe, Sheikh Fakhru’ddin, around 1162. See Empson, Cult of the Peacock Angel, p. 149.

2. The ostensible author was Sheikh Hasan al-Basri, in or around 1342 CE. The title derived from the fact that the forbidden name “Shaitan” has been blacked out throughout the text. See Empson, Cult of the Peacock Angel, p. 146.

3. Peter Lamborn Wilson, Peacock Angel: The Esoteric Tradition of the Yezidis (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2022), p. 52.

4. It is also quite likely that the long refusal to commit their holy traditions to paper was a precaution against persecution, which they have suffered often enough. If they had possessed written scriptures and they fell into the wrong hands, it would just add fuel to the zeal of the heresy-hunters. The Jewish apocalypses may have been cast in symbolic code for the same reason.

5. Mingana, “Yezidi Books Under the Light of Criticism,” in Yezidis, pp. 3–10. Also see Garnik S. Asatrian and Victoria Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: The Yezidis and their Spirit World. Gnostica Texts and Interpretations (London: Routledge, 2014), p. viii.

6. Spät, Yezidis, p. 38. Also see Acikyildiz, Yezidis, p. 89.

7. Birgűl Acikyildiz, The Yezidis: The History of a Community, Culture and Religion (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2010), p

8. Asatrian and Arakelova, Religion of the Peacock Angel.

9. Acikyildiz, Yezidis, p. 90.

10. Nearby Nestorian Christians, who believe the Yezidis were originally Christians but apostatized from the faith, claim the Yezidis were evangelized by Jesus’ disciple Thaddaeus/Addai, and that he was their Sheikh Adi! See Acikyildiz, Yezidis, p. 37.

11. Spät, Yezidis, pp. 39–40.

12. Acikyildiz, Yezidis, p. 86.

13. Wilson, Peacock Angel, p. 70.

14. Isya Joseph, Devil Worship: The Sacred Books and Traditions of the Yezidis (1919; rpt., Middletown, DE: Strigoi Publishing, 2016), pp. 114–115.

15. Acikyildiz, Yezidis, p. 36.

16. Acikyildiz, Yezidis, p. 36.

17. Wilson, Peacock Angel, p. 131.

18. Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. The Lewis Henry Morgan Lectures 1966, University of Rochester (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), Chapter 3, “Liminality and Communitas,” pp. 94–130; Arnold van Gennep, The Rites of Passage. Trans. Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle L. Caffee (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960), pp. 114–115.

19. Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. Trans. Willard Trask. A Harvest Book (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1959), Chapter II, “Sacred Time and Myths,” pp. 68–115.

20. Yezidis call Jesus “Melek Isa.” “Isa” is the Arabic/Koranic version of the name “Iesous/Jesus.”

21. Joseph, Devil Worship, pp. 54–55.

22. Empson, Cult of the Peacock Angel, pp. 143–144. Obviously, this is a different version of Yezidi belief concerning the Passion and Empty Tomb stories from the one mentioned above. But I’m sure Evangelical apologists could jury-rig some harmonization of the two.

23. Empson, Cult of the Peacock Angel, p. 143.

24. Catherine Clark Kroeger, “1 Timothy 2:12 - A Classicist’s View,” in Alvera Mickelsen (ed.), Women, Authority & the Bible (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1986), pp. 225–244.

25. According to the version told to R.H.W. Empson, it was blood samples drawn from Adam and Eve that were placed in different jars, which makes at least a little more sense. Empson, Cult of the Peacock Angel, p. 47.

26. Acikyildiz, Yezidis, p. 88.

27. Scheler, Problems of a Sociology of Knowledge, pp. 84–85.

28. Drower, Peacock Angel, p. 25.

29. Sir John Woodroffe, “The Science of Death.” Foreword to The Tibetan Book of the Dead, or The After-Death Experiences on the Bardo Plane, according to Lama Kazi Dawa-Samdup’s English Rendering. Ed., W.Y. Evans-Wentz (New York: Oxford University Press, 1927), p. lxxxii.

30. Drower, Peacock Angel, p. 15.


Conclusion: Too Many Religions?

Should we rejoice in the plenitude of dazzlingly different faiths—or bemoan it? Some pious folks wish there were but a single religion: theirs! They believe that, though there is some room for denominational differences within a religion, there can be but one true faith. Anyone belonging to a different faith is sadly deluded and will almost certainly wind up damned in the long run. Such a stance need not necessarily be bigoted or irrational. Most religions posit a particular cause of damnation and prescribe a single cure for it. If this or that medicine is the only remedy that can deal with a specific malady it is scarcely narrow-minded to prescribe that medicine and no other. Is it bigotry to warn the patient that popping a few Aspirins is just not going to cure your cancer? Of course not. You might prefer to take Coca-Cola to cure what ails you, but you are just being a fool. Likewise, if the Buddhists are correct that all suffering in life stems from craving, faith in Christ’s atoning death is not going to take care of the problem—or vice versa if the Christians are right and you are a Buddhist.

But how do you know which or who is right? Maybe you’ll find out one day in Heaven or Hell, but then the point will be moot, since there will be no opportunity to go back and correct your mistake. Good luck!

Personally, I figure that if certainty were possible, humanity would have stopped debating the question millennia ago. So I say, back to the drawing board! Maybe a whole different approach would yield a more satisfactory answer. The many religious symbols and doctrines all over the world seem to fit remarkably well into the cultures in which we find them embedded. I take that as a clue that these cognitive castles have all been constructed from materials ready to hand, i.e., environmental and historical conditions and concepts, mores and myths that go to make up local worldviews and beliefs. Anthropologists never encounter religious systems expressed in the garments of modern Western industrialism occurring in primitive jungle societies. That’s no accident, is it? All religions appear to be home-grown. Otherwise they’d make no sense to anyone in the ill-matched societies. From this the inevitable inference would seem to be that all religions are creations of human imagination and artistry, appropriate to and arising from the worlds in which they first appear.

Because of this, I agree with Paul Tillich31 that it would be equally disastrous if one religion should, in its missionary zeal, conquer and obliterate all others or if the faith communities ever got together to merge into a single Esperanto religion, an artificially synthesized product familiar in one respect to any believer but simultaneously alien in several other respects. Far better, I say, to respect and rejoice in the tapestry of religious diversity, renouncing the error that “one size fits all.”

But what of the “Higher-Critical” element, the analytical scrutiny of each faith’s sacred autobiography? Each such story of holy and supernatural origins is itself an extension and reflection of the religion’s doctrines rather than any attempt at a dispassionate reconstruction of actual landmark events. In short, these origin accounts are to be placed among the myths and parables used by the religion to convey its sacred values. Historical criticism is itself a kind of sacred hermeneutics in that it reminds us where the real importance of these stories lies, something, ironically, obscured by a literal reading that may mislead us, and usually has, into imagining it is the ostensible facticity of, e.g., a week-long creation of the universe or the elevation of a man, unsupported, into the sky.

The critical approach used in this book is but an extension of Luther’s Grammatico-Historical Method of biblical interpretation: you treat the biblical texts as you would any secular ancient document, trying to reconstruct what the original writer meant to communicate. Even the highly controversial technique of Deconstruction is only a consistent extension of Luther’s now-venerable approach, based as it is on the insight that an author, because of an inherent ambivalence in linguistic communication, may unwittingly convey more (and other) than he intended, producing an implicit “countersignature” in tension with what he intended.32 That, too, must be established by a close reading of the text, with a more sensitive capacity.33

Also, the Higher Criticism consistently applies the Sola Scriptura principle to the text insofar as it refuses to limit the possible meanings of the text to those compatible with the official rule of faith. We must use the standard rules and let the chips fall where they may. If we find disturbing results, what of it? “Jesus said: ‘He who seeks, let him not cease seeking until he finds; and when he finds he will be troubled, and if he is troubled, he will be amazed, and he will reign over the All’” (Gospel of Thomas, saying 2). Imagine the horrified reaction of King Josiah as Shaphan read him the riot act from the Book of the Law (2 Kings 22:10–13). Martin Luther was troubled by what he read in scripture, but he had the courage to “go back to the drawing board” to implement what he had read. If you are a Protestant, you are no doubt glad he did. Pilgrim leader John Robinson famously declared that “I am verily persuaded the Lord hath more truth yet to break forth out of His Holy Word.” Well, how do you think that happens? Through learning new ways to understand biblical truth. Even so, the searching scrutiny of the Higher Criticism has, by prescinding from any theological party line, caused a stunning explosion of light from scripture, about scripture. And our eyes are still smarting, only gradually adjusting to the intense new illumination. “I see men as trees walking” (Mark 8:24).

And it is so for all the great religions, though most of their adherents are yet sunk deep in dogmatic slumber.

Jesus said: “I stood in the midst of the world, and I appeared to them in flesh. I found them all drunk, I found none among them thirsting; and my soul was afflicted for the sons of men, for they are blind in their heart and they do not see. For empty came they into the world, seeking also to depart empty from the world. But now they are drunk. When they have thrown off their wine, then will they repent. (Gospel of Thomas, saying 28)

Bringing to light the secrets of the religions’ true origins, so frightening to many, is necessary for any further perfection of those faiths. Why? Because self-knowledge is the key to enlightenment.

The disciples said to Jesus: “Tell us how our end shall be.” Jesus said: “Have you then discovered the beginning, that you seek after the end? For where the beginning is, there shall the end be. Blessed is he who shall stand in the beginning, and he shall know the end and shall not taste of death.” (Gospel of Thomas, saying 18)

[image: image]

31. Paul Tillich, Christianity and the Encounter of the World Religions. Bampton Lectures in America 1961 (Ithaca: Columbia University Press, 1964), pp. 96–97: “A mixture of religions destroys in each of them the concreteness which gives it its dynamic power. The victory of one religion would impose a particular religious answer on all other particular answers. […] The way to achieve [real dialogue] is not to relinquish one’s religious tradition for the sake of a universal concept which would be nothing but a concept. The way is to penetrate into the depths of one’s own religion, in devotion, thought, and action. In the depth of every living religion there is a point at which the religion itself loses its importance, and that to which it points breaks through its particularity, elevating it to spiritual freedom and with it to a vision of the spiritual presence in other expressions of the ultimate meaning of man’s existence.”

32. Jacques Derrida, “From ‘Plato’s Pharmacy,’” in Peggy Kamuf, ed., A Derrida Reader: Between the Blinds (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), pp. 112–142; Robert M. Price, “Saint John’s Apothecary: Difference, Textuality, and the Advent of Meaning.” In Biblical Interpretation: A Journal of Contemporary Approaches (6/1) 1998.

33. I think of a Star Trek episode in which Captain Kirk demands to know from Mr. Spock why he had not earlier picked up certain radiation signals. Spock explains that one can detect only that for which one’s device was designed to pick up, but that it is always possible to extend the device’s observational detecting capacity.
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