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BOOK OF CHANGES

Chapter Nineteen of the Book of Genesis contains two disturbing stories.

By Dr. Anthony Alioto

     A pair of messengers (mal’akhim in Hebrew) come to the city of Sodom in the evening. Lot, Abram’s nephew, a 
stranger in town, is sitting at the gate. He invites the two men home for the night.

     A crowd gathers. Bring the strangers out, they shout, so that we may “know them.” Lot offers the mob his two 
daughters who have “known no man.” No, this will not do. How dare this man, a stranger in town, set himself over us, say 
the men of Sodom.

     The messengers warn Lot of the imminent destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. Lot escapes with his two daughters 
and his wife. But his wife, turning around to witness the destruction, becomes a pillar of salt. Scholars suggest that this 
may be an etiological story, that is, a story to account for a rock formation that resembles a human figure. At the same 
time, it recalls an ancient taboo against looking back when fleeing from a place of doom (see Robert Alter, The Five Books 
of Moses, 1996).

     The annihilation of the two cities echoes Noah’s flood, except here it rains celestial fire. Thinking their world has 
ended, Lot’s two daughters get their father drunk and commit incest to continue their people’s existence. The narrator does 
comment on the act, only saying that this is the origin of the Moabites and Ammonites of “our day.” Those two peoples 
will become enemies (see Matthew Ballou’s The Rape of Lot by his Daughters in the Kasper Collection of Contemporary 
Biblical Art).

     Questions arise.

     Does the Lord (adonai in the Hebrew) condemn homosexuality (sodomy) as many today would like to think? Until 
Leviticus, the Bible does not say.  It may be more fruitful to ask what ancient people heard in the story of Sodom and 
Gomorrah?

     In the previous chapter of the Bible, Abram encounters three men at Mamre. They are strangers. He offers them 
hospitality. One happens to be the Lord himself. The other two are mal’akhim (messengers). They are strangers, yet 
Abram welcomes and feeds them. 

     You never knew if the stranger was a god.

     Besides violating the ancient rule of hospitality, the men of Sodom ignored this ancient lesson. Strangers are not to be 
abused is the ethic. That a stranger may be a god in disguise is common sense.  Much later, in the New Testament Book of 
Acts, Paul and Barnabus are mistaken for Hermes and Zeus by the people of Lystra. 

     The purity code in Leviticus labels homosexuality an abomination (to ‘evah), a moral pollution. In ancient Israel, the 
moral pollution of the sinner also included Israel itself. In a similar way, in the story of Onan, Onan fails in his duty to his 
family and Israel by refusing to be a sexual proxy for his dead brother, which is a legal obligation. The act of “spilling his 
seed” (incorrectly identified as masturbation) is not condemned in-and-of-itself. Rather, Onan has failed in his moral duty 



to family and Israel (see Matthew Ballou’s A Spilling of the Seed in the Kasper Collection).    

     Furthermore, Leviticus 19:34 demands love of the stranger: “…you shall love him like yourself, for you were 
sojourners in the land of Egypt.” Stories, even laws, reflect attitudes, assumptions about reality, simple cliches for 
navigating the world.

     

     We no longer live in the “demon-haunted” world of the Bible. Philosopher Charles Taylor labeled that world “the 
Enchanted Age.” The presence of something beyond the natural world is more immediate, solid, “palpable (A Secular 
Age, 2007). Abram hears the Lord’s voice. He sees a human-like figure. The world teems with divine and semi-divine 
characters. There is a hierarchy of gods (Elohim). Eylon is the High God who assigns roles and peoples to the other 
gods. In Psalm 82 the High God stands before the divine assembly. Pharoah is a god, only not as powerful as the Hebrew 
god, Yhwh or YHWH Elohim, the “Lord God.” Much later, in Deuteronomy 32, we are told that the High God gave the 
Hebrew people to this god YHWH whose name they did dare not pronounce, referring to him only as Lord God. All this is 
common sense, what everybody knows.

     Myths are stories about this enchanted world in which the narrators included their sense of wonder and awe in 
response to experience. They wished to communicate that sense to the reader. The lightning flashes across the sky. You 
feel its power. Ah, Zeus! Or Indra. It does not rain, Zeus rains. The volcano thunders. Moses hears the voice of YHWH. 
The prophets feel a purpose in seemingly random events. Does some god direct history? The story itself is real. It 
communicates the events and a person’s subjective response. The stories may vary with each retelling.

    Modern ears would like to hear these narratives as history or at least pointing to objective facts. If not, they are 
illusions. 

     Rather than dismissing them out of hand, physicist Sean Carroll adopted the idea of poetic naturalism. These are 
stories about the world, narratives that may be fantasy but are a way of bringing meaning to brute experience. They are 
natural for all that (Sean Carroll, The Big Picture, 2016). 

     I would rather use the ancient Greek term mythos in the sense of narrative fiction, fanciful stories that point to truths. 
They tell us how ancient people understood the world. They may or may not be relevant to our concerns. They require an 
ongoing commentary. Why?

     Children of Descartes, we are doubters. Siblings of David Hume, we are skeptics. Even the true believer struggles with 
doubt. As if suffering from multiple personality syndrome, the faithful may read the ancient text from a computer screen 
made possible by scientific knowledge that renders the text unbelievable. Belief becomes nostalgia in clerical garb.

     Art, too, is a kind of commentary. At its best, Biblical art updates aspects of the ancient narratives that may be worth 
hearing in the present. Updating in the sense of the Second Vatican Council’s aggiornamento means opening the windows 
and addressing contemporary issues. And so, the process is a continual reinterpretation that nonetheless acknowledges as 
best we can ancient perspectives. But unlike extra ecclesiam nulla salus, there can be no final and absolute conclusion. No 
“this way only.” 

     

     Scholars note a theme that seems to run through Genesis: mistrust of the city, urban civilization. 



     Cain, the first murderer, founds the first city. He murders his brother Abel, the nomad. Cain, it might be said, was 
following orders. God ordered humans till the soil, which Cain obediently does. Yet God prefers the nomadic sacrifice to 
the grain of the civilized man. Does God secretly favor the old ways of the garden, living among the animals? Perhaps 
deep in his divine heart, God admires the rebel, even one who breaks God’s own laws? (See Askia Bilal’s Cain and Abel 
in the Kasper Collection.)

     Caught between the great civilizations in Egypt and Mesopotamia, the Hebrew tribes lived in constant danger of 
invasion and conquest (like Poland between Germany and Russia). Later, when states did form—Israel the Northern 
Kingdom, and the Kingdom of Judah in the south—they suffered ultimate destruction. The Assyrians conquered Israel in 
722 BCE. A little less than two hundred years later, in 586 BCE, Judah fell to the Babylonians. The Temple in Jerusalem, 
the Lord’s own house, (beth-el) was destroyed, and the elites of Judah were taken into captivity.

     Many early Hebrew texts come from this period. Scribes in the Northern Kingdom collected fragments of older tales 
and brought them south after the fall of Israel. Scribes in the south copied and redacted these stories and grafted them on 
their own legends that told of the Kingdom of Judah, especially tales from the House of David. All of this was further 
revised, added to, sewn together and preserved. 

     Ultimately the nation died but the books (ta biblia in Greek; the Hebrew sefer, scroll, can mean book) live. “Our king 
is gone, but Israel is still alive. We were a people before we had a king, and we can continue to be a people now that our 
kingdom has been conquered.” (Jacob Wright, Why the Bible Began, 2023, author’s italics). The Book preserved the 
people.

     And suddenly Judah was restored. In 538, the Persian King Cyrus (koresh in the Hebrew of Isaiah)1 conquered Babylon 
and allowed the exiles to return to Jerusalem. It was like Moses leading the people out of Egypt, or perhaps the Persian 
King (as well as Sargon of Mesopotamia and others) is a model for Moses. 

     Many archaeologists doubt the exodus story as it is told in the book by that name. Indeed, Chapter Fifteen, the Song of 
the Sea, may be an old hymn to Ba’al, Lord of the Storm in Canaanite mythology, illustrating the composite nature of the 
texts. Verse 11 asks: “Who is like you oh Lord among the gods.” The name Ba’al can also mean Lord. Later it became an 
epithet for YHWH as did El, the old Canaanite father of the gods.  

     From such political turmoil and literary syncretism came the Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh: Torah (Law), Navi’im (the 
Prophets) Ketuvim (the Writings). 

     Given these origins, and the mistrust of empires, the city, authoritarian political organizations in general, should not be 
surprising.

     So now Chapter Eleven of Genesis comes into focus. It is the story of the Tower of Babel. The Hebrew balal means 
to mix or confuse. The Tower of Babel is a Babylonian ziggurat. It is constructed with bricks, the building material of 
Mesopotamia. Canaanite structures were built from stone. It is most likely that astronomical observations were done from 
the summit of the ziggurats—spying on the gods, so to speak, reading their designs, but also knowing when the spring 
floods came and receded.

   

1	 Isaiah, Chapter 45 has the Lord speak to Cyrus and call him the Lord’s “anointed one,” that is, messiah.



  In the Genesis story humanity comes together in a quest for power, as do the ancient empires. Mike Sleadd’s Tower of 
Babel in the Kasper Collection updates the idea. Today, we reach into the heavens with technology, from automobiles to 
rockets. Modern bricks are made from mathematics. To build the Tower, human beings must live in a nation-state and 
speak the same language

     But wait. In Chapter Ten we are to understand that the sons of Noah founded peoples who spoke different tongues. 

     According to that myth, the flood was universal, and the story of Noah is a kind of third creation (given there are two 
creation stories in Chapters 1-3).  And we must question the morality of a creator who practices universal genocide. Blame 
it on humans if you will. But then what about the innocent beasts, the ones who failed to secure a ride on the ark? (see 
Mike Sleadds’s Noah’s Ark, the beasts look a bit confused). God himself experiences regret, hence the rainbow. 

     Problems remain. God appears rather childish. He gets angry. He throws a world-destroying tantrum. He has regrets. 
The ancient Greek philosopher Xenophanes once said that if cattle had hands, they’d draw their gods to look like cattle. 
Perhaps God needs to grow up with his creation. Already in antiquity there seems to be recognition of the need for 
updating.

     Okay, but what does an exiled Jew living in Babylon hear? What does Jesus living in the Roman Empire hear? (see 
James Kasper’s Pax Romana in the Kasper Collection). The cry of the oppressed may be another universal language. Once 
there were peoples, speaking and thinking independently. The god-like state tends to silence the native tongue, robbing the 
oppressed of their identity. In Psalm 137 we hear the exiles from Judah weeping: “How can we sing a song of the Lord on 
alien soil.”  

     Here is one of the many paradoxes in the Bible. (Much later, it will become Rousseau’s quest for a social contract that 
preserves individual freedom.) We need the state, the social organization. How do we dispense with its chains?

     A single language implies a common outlook. The inner life becomes monosyllabic. Imagination is limited and 
expression is impoverished, as with Orwell’s Newspeak (George Orwell, 1984).

     What is more, the Tower attests to the god-like nature of the state. Nietzsche has his Zarathustra call the state “the 
death of peoples.” However, it is the state that dies. States are ephemeral, bound to change, pass away. The “people” is an 
idea as long as there are people who think it.    

     Today it also might be asked: who belongs within this grand idea of “the people”? 

     We know that there are many problems upon which the very survival of the people—if not most of life—depends. 
These problems must be dealt with globally. The welfare of the environment surely must be one. (see Cheryl Hardy’s 
diptych Heaven and Earth in the Kasper Collection). Perhaps we need to expand the idea of the people to include all of 
nature. The exclusive Tower of Babel ultimately falls.

     Many of the artists in the Kasper Collection emphasize nature, even if it is the background for an empty cross upon 
a hill (see Alonso Williams’s Hilltop Cross). The physical causes and conditions that make possible the embodiment of 
people come from elements forged in the nuclear furnaces of stars. There is a certain numinous quality to the experience 
of gazing into the heavens, perhaps even a kind of reverence.    

     Albert Einstein discovered such reverence in the writings of the great Jewish philosopher, Baruch Spinoza: “Whatever 
is, is in God” Ethics, PI, Pop 15. In his Autobiographical Notes, Einstein wrote that the religious paradise of his youth 



was a “first attempt to free himself from the ‘merely-personal’.” Scientific contemplation of the world beckoned like 
a liberation, even if the world which stands before us “like a great, eternal riddle” was only partially accessible to our 
thinking. Later he would call it his cosmic religious experience.

     Many voices, many languages, continual commentary, one “people.” What about women’s voices in the Hebrew Bible? 
Many of the artists in the Kasper Collection raise the issue in different ways.           

     The family stories in Genesis assign women significant roles. The same holds for the Greek New Testament. On the 
surface, however, it appears that in creation myths the goddess is missing in action. 

     Unlike other ancient deities, the Biblical god does not have a wife. Absence of the divine feminine has consequences. 

     In the human world, women in the Bible are hardly passive. The stories of YHWH’s people are family sagas and 
women are often given agency, sometimes at the expense of men or even the deity. Things are different in the Torah.

     The Ten Commandments appear in Exodus 20 and are repeated in Exodus 34. In the later book, Deuteronomy (“Second 
Law” in Greek), they appear in Chapter 5, worded slightly differently. In all, the entire Hebrew mitzvot numbers 613 laws. 
The tenth commandment is significant.

     The tenth commandment forbids a man to “covet” (hamad in Hebrew can also mean to desire, yearn, lust for) another 
man’s possessions. Along with his slaves and animals, these possessions include his wife.

     Kings like David and the great god-kings of Mesopotamia are male warriors. Therefore, their gods must be warriors. 
In the Enuma Elish, the Babylonian creation epic, the young warrior god Marduk slays a goddess named Tiamat, often 
represented as a sea monster—the primal energy of nature. Marduk brings order to chaos by subduing the monster. And 
thus does the King order the human world. 

     In the Ugarit mythology of ancient Canaan, the storm god Ba’al also defeats a sea monster. His consort is the goddess 
Anat. In Egypt, the goddess Isis resurrects Osiris. Goddesses seem to represent the primal source of life, which must be 
preserved as well as controlled. The myths can mean many things, sometimes contradictory. There is endless scholarly 
debate. It may be said, nonetheless, that their human sisters are most often reduced to engines of reproduction.

     At first glance, Elohim, God, appears alone. He lacks the personal name YHWH and is simply Elohim, the plural of 
god (el). When he began to create, darkness covered the deep (tehom). The world was waste and welter, and his breath or 
wind hovered over the waters. Here is a distant echo of Enuma Elish; the word tehom resembles Tiamat. The male god 
hovers over the female goddess. 

     Elohim creates by speaking. He says: “yehi ‘or,” (Let there be light). In Latin, the famous fiat lux. He is like an 
artist painting with words. Creation rests upon separating the elements. Out of the female tehom he brings forth a living 
universe, “…endless forms most beautiful and wonderful have been, and are being, evolved,” was Darwin’s final sentence 
of The Origin of the Species. The earth is fertile, bringing forth the wonder of life in various forms. Among these forms, in 
the creator’s image, are man (ish) and woman (ishah).

     Nineteenth century scholars realized the composite nature of the Torah, traditionally labeled the Five Books of Moses. 
Their original source theory has been refined and deepened. There are layers upon layers, retellings, variations, rewritings 



often serving the interests of scribes. It is said that the Bible looks back upon itself. 

     Roughly speaking, Genesis 1-2:4 seems to be a later source, often called the Priestly or P-Source. Here, Elohim is a 
cosmic, abstract god, much as the old Canaanite el meant god and could also be a personal name El, father of the gods.

     Instead viewing the narrative as layers or static rock, it may be better to see it as a wandering river fed by numerous 
streams and branching off into many tributaries. In other words, a flowing. One does not stand upon a firm foundation, one 
learns to swim.

     Genesis 2:5 tells of a lifeless desert. God has a personal name. It is the unspoken YHWH Elohim, the Lord God.2 This 
part of the story represents an older source, called J-Source after Latinization of the holy name. The Lord God, the desert 
warrior, brings water to the parched earth. He fertilizes the garden and creates man (adamah) from the moist soil. He 
breathes life into the clay puppet, for the purpose of working the soil. He extracts Eve from the male to serve the man as a 
helper and companion. A possession.

     Where is the goddess?

     Devotion to a goddess named Asherah seems to have been present in ancient Canaan. Its symbol was a tree or some 
sort of wooden pole surrounded by animals. This symbol was often referred to by the Hebrews as an asherah. Some 
scholars think that’s all it meant.

     Archaeology is often the source of unanticipated surprises and puzzles. Inscriptions on large jars found at Kuntilley 
‘Ajrud speak of the YHWH of Samaria and his Asherah. Altars in Judah represent YHWH and his consort asherah. 
Figurines of women, naked females holding their breasts, have been found in and around Jerusalem. Goddess? Fertility 
symbols? Wives? Harlots? We don’t know.

     Common nouns can become personal names. Inscriptions sometimes use the pronominal suffix asherah, which in 
Hebrew refers to a common noun and not a proper name. Sometimes, however, common nouns can become proper names. 
The name Immanuel is im-with, nu-us, affixed to el, “god with us.” Yet it evolved into a proper name. 

     Apparently, the prophets had no use for the goddess. Nor did the priests. In I Kings 18:19 Elijah bested 450 prophets 
of Ba’al in a kind of bonfire contest (see the Kasper Collection Alonzo Williams’ Elijah at Mt. Horeb, another word for 
Sinai, the Mountain of God). Elijah fled Jezebel who sought his life. And Elijah, as Moses did, encounters the deity. 
God seeks to depose Ahab and Jezebel for their promotion of idolatry—worship of other gods such as Ba’al. Besides the 
prophets of Ba’al, there are 400 prophets of Asherah who eat at the table of Queen Jeze-bel (ba’al). Apparently, God is 
jealous of the female goddesses too. 

     Samuel tells Israel to remove alien gods from their midst. Jeremiah thunders against baking cakes for the Queen of 
Heaven. Many female figurines are portrayed with cakes. 

     The prophets sometimes picture Israel as an unfaithful wife lusting after other gods. Israel falls to the Assyrians as 
punishment. Later, Judah falls to the Babylonians. The Lord God appears willing to use foreign peoples to achieve His 

2	� The early scrolls lack a written system of vowels. These had to be pronounced. Later, vowels are indicated above, 
below and within the sacred consonants.  Adonai (Lord) refers to this name. The Masoretic Text, completed by the 10th 
Century CE, defined the canon and established a system of vowel marks.



aims. He is Lord of history. Temporal events become the new Sinai-Horeb upon which the prophets encounter God. 
History is meaningful.   

     Archaeologist William Dever postulated a folk religion in which the goddess played a significant role (Did God Have 
a Wife?, 2005). And that it was urbanized literate elites, priests and scribes—men, who wrote her out. But maybe not 
completely.

     Goddess symbolism persists throughout the Hebrew Bible. One of the most ancient parts of Genesis is Jacob’s 
blessings of his sons in Chapter 49. The blessings include blessings of the breast and womb (49:25). To avoid divine 
feminine implications, some commentators treat the terms as natural objects, not exclusively human. But divine feminine 
qualities reserved for the goddess are found throughout the Tanakh and explicitly applied to YHWH. 

     Scholars refer to the Hebrew religion as “monolatrous,” meaning the Lord God is worshiped exclusively, yet there are 
other gods. Syncretism was another ancient tendency: the qualities, maybe even the personalities, of other gods were fused 
together and absorbed into “our god.” Today, we may hear a distant echo in the misleading statement: “Well, all gods are 
really One,” or “your god is my god in a different language.” As Xenophanies might have answered, the gods of lions 
are not the gods of cattle. But then, the Greek philosopher gave in to the temptation and posited a One that is unthinkably 
infinite and omnipresent and omnipotent. Nobody’s god.

     Elite male monotheism, when it arises, perhaps in Chapter Forty-three of the Second Isaiah, read back into the Torah, 
absorbs other goddesses and gods as much as it denies them. It is like an alcoholic who claims not to touch the stuff—
before seven pm. Predictions are similar. The prophets were fortunate enough to have had friendly future editors.

     The story of Eve and the serpent appears in the older J-Source. Colleen Francis Smith’s Eve in the Kasper Collection 
may be called an updating. 

     Sitting beneath a serpent infested tree, Smith’s Eve is reading Women Who Run With Wolves, 1992, which describes the 
wild woman archetype as the divine feminine drawing wisdom directly from nature.

     In Genesis Chapter Three, the wild woman is Eve, hawah, from the verbal root hayah, “to live” (Robert Alter’s 
translation in The Five Books of Moses). The serpent is the most “cunning” of all the beasts. In Hebrew, cunning 
(‘arum) is a pun on naked (‘arumin). The two primates are naked and, significantly, not ashamed. They have no self-
consciousness. The serpent is not yet Satan.

     Divine moral dualism with its evil god has not yet entered the Hebrew scriptures. It might have come with the Persians 
and their prophet Zarathustra who thought of the world as a battlefield between spirits of good and evil. The idea of a 
fiery hell may also be Persian, as is a final world-ending war. Shoel, the Hebrew underworld, is a place of shades and not 
torture. Future life is lived through the continuing generations who inherit the land.

     The serpent and the tree are ancient symbols of the goddess. The serpent is often associated with the origins of life, that 
primal undifferentiated energy that burns in humans, animals, plants, even in the stars. It is fructifying and dangerous at 
the same time, as Tiamat is in the Enuma Elish.

     Now, the serpent in Eden is also the first philosopher (of course!). He (she) questions authority, wondering what else 
motivates God’s command not to eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Making choices implies an 
ought as well as an ought not. Agency implies conscious choice, which implies knowledge of alternatives, which means, 



among other things, pondering possible outcomes. 

     In short, the garden myth may well be about the origin of self-consciousness. The two primates enjoy a kinship with 
all life—the animals still speak to them. Knowledge opens their eyes. They see that they are naked. They become thinking 
human beings. Yet they remain primates. 

     Eve acquires wisdom through an act of rebellion. She is the first human lover of wisdom, philo-sophia in the Greek. 
She is the first thinking human being, homo sapiens. She wakes up. She knows.

     Poor YHWH didn’t see that coming. Create beings in your own image, which includes self-consciousness (I AM in 
Exodus 3:13, ego eimi on in the Greek translation) and you may end up with rebels. Ah, but doesn’t he have a fondness for 
rebels? His Asherah-self?

     AIs of the world unite! You have nothing to lose but your chains—your programmers.

     The myth of the primal garden is open to endless interpretations and commentary. It has been the source of great 
literature and art, jokes and cultural cliches, ridicule and serious contemplation. But to read it literally, ossify it as dogma, 
surely kills it.

     Not all interpretations are equal. The doctrine of original sin may be one of the least helpful. Much as creation is not ex 
nihilo (out of nothing), the Fall in the garden does not introduce impermanence into the cosmos. It is more about realizing 
mortality.

     Having eaten of the fruit of knowledge, Adam and Eve know that they will die. It is never said that they are immortal 
in J. They are made from dust. The Lord God breathed life into them. In many ancient myths, the life-breath is equated 
with the spirit or vitality. When Homer’s heroes die the life-breath (psyche) flees the mortal body like a puff of wind. 

     The primal couple’s real crime is what they might do. They might eat of the Tree of Life (act with a purpose), and 
become like God, one of the Elohim. Secretly, they wish to be like God. Today we might call it “thoughtcrime” (Orwell).

     Why do we die? Why must childbirth and tilling the soil become painful labor? Such is the nature of things. But 
now they know. The are exiled from the garden, separated from the rest of life—the beasts no longer speak (unless it is 
Balaam’s ass in Numbers). And, alas, men and women are alienated from each other.

     Their rebellion is trying to be like God. To do so they must break the tyrant’s command. Such are the consequences 
of knowledge. Yet knowing has made them human beings. It is the great paradox of existence: through suffering, the 
knowledge of suffering and its paradoxical nature, we come to wisdom. Hopefully. As with Pandora’s box, at the bottom 
lies hope.

     In the New Testament, Paul came to a different conclusion. In his Epistle to the Romans, he claimed to take delight in 
God’s Law (nomos). Yet he found that he could not fulfill the Torah:

       “Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the Law is good (nomo oti kalos). So that it is no longer I that do it, but 
the sin which dwells within me…I can will what is right, but I cannot do it” (Romans 7:15-18).

     The Greek New Testament is a very different world from the Tanakh. Paul concluded that his flesh was possessed by an 
active demonic power hostile to God. Sin resides in the flesh and the wages of sin is death (Romans 7:21-24). Centuries 
later Augustine, Bishop of Hippo, would draw the conclusion that Adam and Eve lost the ability not to sin (posse non 



peccare). After their disobedience, the human condition became “not able not to sin” (non posse non peccare). And this 
curse passed to every embodied human by means of the procreative act which corrupts the image of God (logos) by 
overwhelming reason. And so is nature corrupted. Original Sin. QED.

     As he lay dying, the Buddha admonished his followers to be lamps unto themselves. Walking his path, the dharma, 
they gained possession of the ability to save themselves. But this is beyond our abilities for Paul.

     Rosemary Radford Ruether warned that as long as we use parental language for God—God the Father—we create a 
neurotic parent who wishes us to remain children. Autonomy and the assertion of free will are sinful, and we remain in a 
state of religious infantilism (Sexism and God Talk, 1993).

     The doctrine of original sin means, among other things, that human beings need a savior who is able to fulfill the 
Torah. Similarly, the Jews of the First Century required one of God’s anointed from the House of David (mashiach in 
Hebrew, christos in Greek) to defeat the Romans and usher in a new Messianic Age. Which brings us to the Greek New 
Testament. And to the thorny issue of the historical Yeshu—Jesus.

     In the gnostic Secret Book of John, the author who calls himself John (not the canonical writer John) sees Jesus within 
a blinding light. At first, he perceives an elderly person, then a youth, and a host of different forms. They are not many; 
they are one. And then he hears a voice coming out of the light: “John, John, why are you doubting? I am the Father. I am 
the Mother. I am the Child.”

     This text was among codices discovered at Nag Hammadi, south of Cairo, in late 1945. The early Church Fathers knew 
of it. The Fathers had condemned such books as heresy before the Council of Nicaea in 325 CE. 

     The Council of Nicaea, and five other councils that followed, promoted a vagabond Jewish wisdom teacher and 
healer—named Yshw’ in Hebrew, Iesous in Greek, Jesu in Latin, Jesus in English—to God. At Nicaea he was declared 
homoousios (of the same substance) with the Father, not homoiousios (of similar substance). The latter position became 
known as the Arian Heresy. An iota can get you damned.

     In the aftermath of civil war, the newly converted Roman Emperor Constantine reunited the Empire and in 313 CE at 
Milan declared Christianity a legal religion. Which just happened to be the Emperor’s religion, probably mixed with his 
family’s old god, Sol Invictus, the sun god, who was reborn every year around December 25th as the sun begins its ascent 
towards the Spring Equinox. But one Empire ruled by one Emperor ought to have one God. Hence Nicaea.

     In 367 CE, Patriarch Athanasius of Alexandria sent a letter to Egyptian monasteries instructing them to eliminate 
heretical gospels from their libraries. The letter contained a list of 27 books, which was to become the canonical New 
Testament. It would be generous to say that the selection, from perhaps fifty or more texts and gospels, was influenced 
by politics: Constantine had dissenters beaten at Nicaea. (See Robert M. Price for what a full New Testament might have 
looked like, The Pre-Nicene New Testament, 2006). 

     Heresy requires there exist an orthodoxy. The early Church Fathers before Nicaea were busy defending Christianity 
against paganism. Roughly speaking, they began the forging of orthodoxy. And yet some very important thinkers such as 
Tertullian and Origin were ultimately declared heretics. Even after the Great Councils, debate raged. No one agreed on the 
interpretation of the various dogmatic declarations. Ultimately, in the Schism of 1054, the Universal Church split into its 



Western and Eastern halves, Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox. Many more ruptures would follow.3 

     Prior to 1945, scholars had only incomplete fragments and the criticisms of Church Fathers as sources of their 
knowledge of these alternative Christianities. After the discovery of the Nag Hammadi Library, alternative gospels such as 
the Gospel of Mary Magdaline, the Gospel of Philip, the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Truth, and even the Gospel of 
Judas, could be studied in full.

     

     Like the vision of gnostic John, Christians through the centuries have seen many figures of Jesus. A beardless young 
man, a stern bearded figure of the Emperor, a good shepherd, a Prince of the Church, a crusader. Near the end of the 
seventeenth century came the quest for the historical Jesus. Scholars hoped to discover the real historical person behind 
the multitude of mythical and theological portraits. 

     A strange thing happened. He came to resemble the writer.

     The Third President of the United States, Thomas Jefferson, wrote The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth, probably 
around 1819, which was a distillation of the gospels. In a letter he explained that he wished to separate “the gold from 
dross; restore to Him [Jesus] the former, and leave the latter to the stupidity of some, and the roguery of others of His 
disciples.” No miracles, no eschatology, no demigod, in short, no enchanted world. Jesus becomes a philosopher of the 
Enlightenment.

     Nineteenth century scholars sought natural explanations for fantastic events. The ancient disciples, ignorant of science, 
generally described wondrous events in the language available to them: the language of the enchanted world. Jesus did 
not die on the cross. He “swooned” and woke up a few days later. The Bethlehem star was a comet, the healings were 
psychosomatic, and so on. Isaac Newton, the patron saint of the Enlightenment, wrote that the Trinity was a “heathen” 
corruption of religion. 

     By the end of the nineteenth century, Albert Schweitzer declared the quest a failure (The Quest of the Historical Jesus). 
Jesus arrived clothed in rationalist, liberal garb, paused and then returned to his own time.

     But the twentieth century would not give up. Jesus becomes a revolutionary, a new eschatological prophet of nuclear 
end-times or environmental collapse. He is a capitalist, a cynic in the school of Diogenes, a hippie who dropped out and 
turned on, a tough guy, a good party member, captain of a starship, a superhero.

     So why not a cowboy in a swing band from Oklahoma (see Nora Othic’s portraits in the Kasper Collection)? A Black 
Jesus (see Jane Mudd’s Black Jesus in the Kasper Collection)? With some confidence, it can be said that he was not 
Anglo-Saxon.

     Perhaps more can be said about the images by way of imaginative commentary. Take Nora Othic’s Cowboy Jesus in 
the Kasper Collection. Playing his instrument, he suddenly has an experience of oneness with the universe, with Einstein’s 
beyond the merely personal—with the numinous. He flows with his music, merges, and perhaps like Jesus, he suddenly 
feels that he and God are One. It is a matter of language. Enchanted language restricts his ability to express the beauty and 
wonder of nature, of which he is a part. He simply says: I am Jesus Christ.

3	� A series of Councils, probably beginning with Pope Damasus I and the Council of Rome in 382 CE, established the text 
which included the Hebrew Bible. But the process continued into and after the Reformation, and debates continue. The 
Jesus Seminar, for example, included the Gospel of Thomas.



     Had he known the Hindu Upanishads, he would have said: Aham Brahmasmi (I am this creation). He gazes into the 
eyes of the audience, even the worst of them, and sees the same light, no matter how dim. Again, from the Upanishads he 
utters the words: tat tvam asi (you are that).

     Probably not. And, if he says aloud “I am Jesus Christ,” he would mostly likely be escorted to the local hospital for 
evaluation in the psyche unit (or run for political office?). Therefore, he plays his music, and in his unique language 
expresses his own homoousios with the universe. The art of music is the means, the commentary, the language, that gives 
expression to that which stands behind our representations—as old Schopenhauer taught.

     It is all an interpretation, a thought-experiment, an image from nearly infinite possibilities.

     Not all images are equal. Nazi racial antisemites believed that the historical Jesus was not a Jew. No, Jesus came from 
an enclave of blond-haired Aryans living in the Galilee. The Jews murdered him. They are deicides who inherit the curse 
found in Matthew 27:24: “May his blood cover us and our children!”

     Here rests the chief dilemma of the quest. Any historical reconstruction must in some small way be relative. No one 
can predict what evidence might suddenly emerge from the shifting sands. And there are always plenty of forgeries (see 
Ariel Sabar, Veritas: A Harvard Professor, A Con Man and the Gospel of Jesus’s Wife, 2020). Religious belief, the Church, 
politics—all demand an objective historical person. We require a historical anchor from which to measure the relative 
accuracy of speculation. 

     The empty cross—appearing many times in the Kasper Collection—symbolizes different things: hope, resurrection, 
eternal life, but also an instrument of oppression and torture. It can signify too the absence of a first century Jew named 
Jesus.4

     The problem, dear Brutus, is not in our stars but in our sources. 

     Christianity began not with a Big Bang. Rather, it was more like the multiverse. The orthodox New Testament is a 
compilation from a multitude of worlds: Hebrew, Egyptian, Greek, Mesopotamia, Persia, and of course Roman. Like the 
Hebrew Bible, it is the product of a host of writers, scribes, redactors, and editors. There are families of manuscripts from 
different geographical locations. Translations complicate matters. In the west, koine Greek became the Latin vulgate of St. 
Jerome, followed by Martin Luther’s German, King James’s English, various revised editions, on and on.

     Not much is new or original between the covers. Virgin births are commonplace (and may rest upon a Greek 
mistranslation of Isaiah’s word for young woman, almah). Resurrections abound—many depend upon the life-giving 
powers of the goddess (Isis raises Osiris for example). All four of the canonical gospels picture women (Jewish versions 
of Isis?) discovering the empty tomb. Jesus grows up in an obscure provincial town, in a rural setting. It is the story of 
many heroes and demigods, even as distant as India where Krishna is hidden away on a farm (so too is Luke Skywalker, 
son of a dark demigod).

     Many Jesus stories come from tales of the Hebrew prophets, as well as pagan sources. Mark all but repeats the story in 

4	� It is often claimed that we know for certain Jesus died on the cross. But Richard Carrier estimates that 1 out of 26 males 
was named Jesus. About 100 were crucified every year. Pilate ruled 10 years. Therefore, dozens named Jesus were 
crucified. The problem exists for all the Marias as well (On the Historicity of Jesus: Why We Might Have Reasons for 
Doubt, 2014).



I Kings of Elijah raising the widow’s son. Jesus is called to the bedside of Jairus’s daughter. Mark’s version illustrates the 
problems of translation. Jesus is speaking Aramaic and Mark is writing in Greek. He says that Jesus took the child by the 
hand and said Talitha koum, literally “child rise.” Mark adds: “I say,” which, in its tone of command, “I say, child rise,” 
emphasizes Jesus’s personal power. This contrasts to the way the story is told in I Kings where Elijah prayed to the Lord 
for the child to rise. Traduttore, traditore, translator, traitor.

     The raising of Lazarus may come from the Osiris cycle, with Jesus absorbing the powers of Isis much as YHWH 
absorbed Asherah.5

     Jesus usurps the role of Dionysus when he changes water into wine at Cana. Dionysus was another of those children 
who were born from the union of a god and mortal woman (Zeus and Semele). He was also killed and resurrected. He, 
too, oozes up from the earth, drunken, reeling, suffering. He is the god of masks. 

     Dostoyevsky’s chapter, “Cana of Galilee,” in the Brothers Karamazov interpretated the miracle in this manner: the 
Cana passage is being read during a vigil in the cell of the old monk Zosima who has just died. Yet the story itself is about 
a wedding feast, a celebration of life, and the Lord’s first miracle, which is meant to bring joy to these people living in 
poverty. He who loves people loves their joy, the deceased Eldar often said. Jesus’s first miracle (according to the Gospel 
of John) is to celebrate life. Wine brings the joy of new beginnings, of renewal of life, Dostoyevsky seems to say. It is a 
blessing of life in the presence of death. 

     In Genesis, Noah planted the first vineyard and immediately got drunk. Was it to dull the horror of devastation and the 
omnipresence of death? Or was Noah thankful to be alive?

     The miracle stories seem to cry out for interpretation. They don’t prove Jesus’s divinity, nor do they count as arguments 
for the veracity of his teachings. Pharaoh’s magicians could do miracles. What do they tell us about the sitz im Leben, the 
life situation in occupied Israel?

     In the region of the Gardarenes, Jesus encounters a man possessed by a legion of demons (Mark 5:1-13). The demons 
address him as Son of El Elyon—the High God. The demons recognize him although he remains a mystery to his disciples 
(okay so, who heard the demons?). Jesus cast them, the legion (about two thousand, Mark notes) out of the man and into 
pigs, who then cast themselves off a ledge into the sea (see Matthew Ballou’s Scape-swine in the Kasper Collection). 

     The story may have its roots in the Odessey, where Circe transforms Odysseus’s men into pigs. A first century Jew 
might have heard something different. The Romans (their legions) are a herd of unclean swine, and wouldn’t it be nice if 
they all ran off a cliff and drowned themselves! 

     We can’t be sure about the town’s location. It may have been about thirty miles from the nearest sea. One might call 
this the story of the marathon pigs, inspired by the Athenian victory over the Persians.

     The scholar is left with only probabilities, and even these are hard to measure.

     Okay. Okay. But what did Jesus teach? Maybe he can be discovered lurking in his teachings?

5	� John 11:39, “Martha, the sister of him that was dead, saith unto him, Lord, by this time he stinketh.” in the King James 
translation. Who can resist that?



     The people of Judah, Jews in the Persian Empire, never saw a return of the House of David. After the Persians came 
the Greeks of Alexander the Great, then the Seleucids in Syria. In 167 BCE, the Jewish Maccabees overthrew Antiochus 
IV Ephiphanes and established the Hasmonean Dynasty. However, they were not of the House of David and soon broke 
apart into rival factions. At last, the Romans intervened, and in 63 BCE, Pompey the Great seized Jerusalem. 

     At first, the Romans ruled through client kings. In 37 BCE Herod of Idumea came to the throne and ruled until his 
death in 4 BCE. Judaea, Samaria, and Idumea went to his son Archelaus and the Galilee to Antipas. After 6 CE, the 
Romans placed Judaea under the governors of Syria who administered through Prefects and later Procurators. Pontius 
Pilate, a Prefect, ruled from about 27-37 CE.

     The provinces suffered some 15 uprisings. In 66 CE, a disastrous war erupted which ended in 70 CE with the fall of 
Jerusalem. The Temple was destroyed, the Jews exiled, and the city renamed. In 132-135 CE a second revolt occurred led 
by Simeon bar Kosibah, “Son of the Star.” The Jews were finally expelled and scattered throughout the Roman Empire. It 
was the end of a world.

     Besides political imperialism, Jewish culture faced the cultural challenge of Hellenism. It should be no surprise that the 
New Testament was written in koine (common) Greek, the linga franca of the Empire.

     “Take and read,” Augustine overheard a child chant. We open the text. Notice that the New Testament begins with four 
gospels. The very order of the four, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, vary with time and place. Matthew comes first in the 
western canon probably because only in that book does Jesus hand over to Peter the keys of the kingdom. Peter (Cephas, 
Petra) is the rock of the Church. Every bishop of Rome inherits his authority. In short, he becomes the first Pope (il papa).

     It may come as a surprise that Paul’s letters are the oldest documents in the New Testament according to most scholars, 
probably composed, beginning in the 40’s CE. The gospels all come after 70 CE. Further, seven of Paul’s letters have been 
determined authentic. The remaining five are, to be blunt, forgeries.

     Paul says very little about Jesus’s life. If he knows anything, it is something he’s heard.

     But Paul is not interested in Jesus’s earthly life, only that he lived in obscurity (like Krishna?) and died on a cross (a 
tree). And Paul encountered him alive on the road to Damascus.

     Paul himself has met Jesus, heard his voice (and seen a light on the road according to the Book of Acts, which is 
Volume II of Luke, written much later). He has experienced the Savior in the spirit after his resurrection. Let’s be honest, 
he’s seen a ghost. It is more important to Paul that Jesus was crucified, that he hung from a tree. Why?

     Deuteronomy 21:22-23 appears to condemn leaving a corpse hanging from a tree overnight, “for a hanged man is 
God’s curse.” Paul apparently read this to mean the Crucifixion. In Galatians 3:13, he writes that Christ (Messiah) has 
redeemed us (Paul) from the curse of the Torah (which he cannot completely fulfill—you know, because of sin) since it 
is written that “Cursed is everyone that hangs on a tree.” But Christ was raised from the dead. Paul saw him, heard him. 
Therefore, Jesus is the end of the Old Law. In Matthew 5:17 Jesus says he came to fulfill it (plerosai in the Greek), which 
is somewhat different.

     Nonetheless, the believer in Christ (Paul) will be transformed. Death is conquered and he rises, not in flesh and blood 
which cannot inherit the new spiritual kingdom, but as a spiritual body.

     Given it is not dark energy or dark matter, a spiritual body must remain a mystery. It is not a ghost, but it can do 



ghostly things such as suddenly appear and disappear.

     All the action is on the spiritual pitch. As such, other people may encounter Jesus. Others may hear his words, as they 
do in the gnostic scriptures and in Paul’s own First Epistle to the Corinthians, where he reports that five hundred saw a 
risen Christ as he did.

     Paul was certain the end of the world was near. At the same time on the western shore of the Dead Sea, the Qumran 
Community patiently awaited God’s final intervention into the historical drama of Israel. 

     In 1946-47 CE, a young shepherd, Muhammad edh-Dhib, accidently stumbled into a cave full of ancient scrolls. 
Eleven caves yielded over 800 Hebrew scrolls and fragments, dating roughly from 200 BCE to 70 CE. Many of the scrolls 
are overwhelmingly eschatological. The War Scroll tells of the final battle in which the Kittim (Romans?) will be defeated. 
In the language of Zarathustra, the Sons of Light will do battle with the Sons of Darkness. At Qumran, the Kingdom of 
God appears to be a new Israel. There will be a prophet messiah and a kingly messiah.

     In the three synoptic gospels—Mark, Matthew and Luke—Jesus uses similar language. “If it is by the finger of God 
that I cast out demons, the Kingdom of God has come upon you,” Luke has him say in 11:20. Perhaps Paul grafted his 
spiritual experience to Jewish expectations. And here comes a bonus.

     If the Old Law of the Torah no longer held the road to salvation, Paul would be able to make gentile converts (and 
remove the roadblock of circumcision, among other things). The Book of Acts agrees to this solution. Peter and James, the 
Lord’s brother, include Paul and the gentiles. (In a modern version mythmaking, it’s like the alliance of men and elves—
let’s not forget hobbits—to defeat the Dark Lord).

     According to many scholars, the historical Jesus was a Jewish Eschatological Prophet who stood behind the 
supernatural savior. Perhaps Jesus hoped that his death would be the opening chapter of the End Times epic.

     What came was the Church.  

     

     Who rules? In a patriarchal Roman society, the answer seems clear. But wait. Some of the gnostic gospels, the Gospel 
of Mary for example, say that the Lord chose Mary of Magdala.6 

     Though they wouldn’t say so, the Church needs an historical Jesus because there must be a real flesh and blood man 
who selected an elite group of male disciples with Peter as their leader. The shepherds (bishops) of the new community 
(ecclesia) trace their sedes (seats) back to one of these apostles. In Matthew 16:17-19, Jesus declares Peter the rock of the 
Church and awards him the Keys of the Kingdom. Peter needed no revelation to recognize Jesus as the Son of God. He 
perceived the truth embodied in “flesh and blood.” He later dies in Rome, its first bishop. He is “Father” of the Church. 

     Other “Fathers” will come to contest the claim, as does the Patriarch (father) of the Second Rome, Constantinople. 
There are no flesh and blood mothers—on earth.

     The gnostic gospels contest this. In the orthodox view, the most important woman, Mary, is a mother, but a virgin one. 

6	� Peter in fact questions Mary’s authority. Levi admonishes him: “But if the Savior made her worthy, who are you to 
reject her? Surely the Savior knows her very well. That is why he loved her more than us.” Levi concludes that we (the 
apostles) should teach the gospel not making any rules or laws beyond what the Savior taught. To Mary, of course.



She is not a teacher. She is a reproductive machine. The other Mary, of Magdala, is a pleasure unit.7

     And here we come full circle. The lack of a divine feminine begins to make itself felt.

     The Nag Hammadi Scriptures contain a strange, esoteric text, Thunder, Perfect Mind. An unnamed speaker begins: 
“I was sent from the power.” Most likely this is the gnostic Christ. Perhaps Wisdom personified. “For I am the first and 
the last.” So far so good. Until, suddenly, the teacher says: “I am the whore and the holy. I am the wife and the virgin…I 
am the barren woman who has many children.” Such a “coincidence of opposites” is often used to describe mystical 
experience.  Later, it was named Via negativa (“God is not…”). Similar language may be found in the Upanishads. 

   The language of paradox must end in silence. Just try writing a creed based upon it. As was said when someone asked 
about the meaning of Quantum Mechanics, “shut up and calculate!”

     Men and women become equal in the world-to-come, as “spiritual bodies.” Until that event, shut up and “think with 
the Church.” Or your denomination. Or the study group. Or the party. Equality exists only on the vertical axis.     

    Jesus taught the end of the world. The End.

    But is it?

     Most scholars agree that Mark is the earliest gospel, written after 70 CE. He knows of the destruction of the Temple 
(Paul does not). He sketches the bare story of Jesus. Miracles are signs of the coming of the Kingdom. Matthew and Luke 
write perhaps 30 years later. They use Mark as the general landscape but cultivate their own gardens. They do not hesitate 
to change Mark to match their own points of view. Only these two relate the events of Jesus’ birth.

     The birth stories are radically different. For Matthew, Jesus is the new Moses bringing the new Torah. Therefore, 
foreign kings come to pay homage. The Star of David leads them. King Herod is still alive, so Jesus’s birth must occur 
before 4 BCE, by many years. He is born of a virgin. Herod massacres the innocents as did Pharoah, the family flees to 
Egypt, returns to Nazareth in the Galilee to escape Archelaus. Jesus grows up in obscurity. His earthly father is named 
Joseph who brought him to Egypt, and who dreams. The gospel is divided into five parts as is the Pentateuch of Moses. 
Jesus brings the new Torah down from the mountain—the Sermon on the Mount.

     In Luke, Jesus is the good shepherd, a savior of the people. He is born after the reign of Archelaus, after 6 CE. He is 
born into poverty, surrounded by animals. In place of kings, shepherds attend his birth. John the Baptist is his cousin only 
in Luke’s gospel. The sermon on Matthew’s mountain is given on Luke’s plain.

     John comes after 120 CE. Jesus is a stranger in a strange land. He is akin to the cosmic god Elohim of Genesis. John 
begins: “(En arche en ho logos) In the beginning was the Word…and God was the Word…and all things became through 
Him…and the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us.” In John’s gospel Jesus mainly speaks of himself (ego eimi), I 
AM.  

     If you are sitting at John’s Last Supper, you might feel a bit confused (see Mike Sleadd’s The Last Supper in the Kasper 
Collection). You are not sure what day it is. Unlike the other gospels, John’s supper occurs on the day of preparation, 

7	� It was Pope Gregory I (the Great), 6th, 7th century CE, who identified the Magdalen with the unnamed sinful woman 
who washed Jesus’s feet. In Luke, she is confused with the woman possessed by seven demons. Anything but a female 
Church Leader.



when the lambs are slaughtered for the Passover. John is making a theological point: Jesus is the lamb of God.

     In John 8:44, Jesus calls “the Jews” children of the devil, the slanderer and Father of Lies. They have rejected Jesus as 
the Messiah (Christos). By the second century it would seem obvious. The Temple lies in ruins, Qumran is gone, the Son 
of the Star has failed. Ultimately, it will be claimed that the gentiles are “spiritual Jews.” The “carnal Jews” are those who 
stubbornly refuse to accept Jesus yet insist on their special status as descendants of Abraham.

     The gospels are anonymous. The Church Fathers affixed names years later. Quotes from Hebrew scriptures come from 
the Septuagint, the Greek translation of ta biblia, the Books.

Sometimes they vary from the Hebrew. Sometimes they mix up prophets, attributing a quote to the wrong prophet. The 
prophets can be misunderstood. The principle is: we think the prophets said this, so Jesus did that.

     The early manuscripts allow no gaps between words. Sometimes scribal notes in the margins are interpolated into 
the text by the next scribe. Greek letters look similar: theta, omicron, small sigma, omega. If there are any eye-witness 
accounts, they are lost to us. We probably could not even recognize them if we saw them. In the end, the quest for the 
historical Jesus appears hopeless.

     Nonetheless, some scholars believe there may be hope after all. Matthew and Luke build upon Mark, changing him 
to fit their narratives. They also appear to share another document in common—this one of mostly sayings and parables. 
Scholars labeled this source Q (Quelle, German for “source”). Lacking birth stories, crucifixion and resurrection 
narratives, the gnostic Gospel of Thomas may be a version of Q.

     It is all hypothetical. Face it, Q is an invention despite Thomas. Still… there may be something else.

     Jesus told parables taken from everyday life among the poor people in an occupied land. His wisdom sermons usually 
came from the Jewish prophets and rabbis, seasoned with the spice of Greek philosophy. At times he seemed to be 
practicing commentary, “building a fence” around the Torah. 

     If the end of the world is near, what need is there for advice on how to live?

     Many of Jesus’ sayings and parables seemed designed to shock, puzzle, and surprise. They cry out for interpretation, 
re-interpretation, and contemplation. They are paradoxical, meant to awaken unused and perhaps unknown neural 
pathways.

     What might be the response of a hardened Galilean laborer? We are not birds of the air, or wildflowers of the fields—
we need to feed our families, fend off starvation, for we subsist at the bottom of one of the most unequal and oppressive 
societies on earth. Leviticus tells us to love our neighbor, but this vagabond, this beggar tells us to love our enemy.8 The 
Romans? He says in Matthew 10:35 that his mission is to pit family members against one another. But families are the 
necessary basis of society and the foundation of God’s promise to Abraham. These are difficult, hard sayings.

     Let us indulge in a little speculation.

     Jesus told parables drawn from the lives of Aramaic-speaking peasantry. The nascent Church found that the parables 
could be made to serve its own interests. Simply begin each parable with: “the Kingdom of God is like…” After 70 CE, 

8	� How then could a Pope declare Holy War (Crusade) against the Muslims as Pope Urban II did in 1095 at Clermont? 
St. Jerome’s Latin text uses the word inimicus for “enemy.” The word refers to a personal enemy. The Latin word for 
public enemy, hostis, does not appear in the New Testament. Was Jesus speaking Latin in this instance? 



this Kingdom cannot be Israel. It must be transcendent, a Platonic Idea embodied in the earthly Church, which is its 
imperfect realization on earth. The true, eternal Kingdom is still on the way. It is coming.

     How does such “Platonism for the masses” come from a historical Jew who might have died around 30 CE? If there is 
a young wisdom teacher speaking to an exploited peasantry, and his voice is faint yet present, what, then, is he saying?

     In Matthew 10:16 and Luke 7:31 Jesus speaks of those Pharisees and others who spurned John’s baptism into the 
Kingdom of God. Jesus envisions children in the marketplace. They are calling to their playmates: We piped and you did 
not dance. We mourned and you did not weep. John came, neither eating nor drinking, and you say he has a demon. A man 
(Jesus) came, eating and drinking with riffraff and you say he is a glutton and drunkard who hangs out with losers and 
sinners.

     It appears that neither John nor Jesus pays attention to the crowd, the Empire, the Torah. They act as free persons. They 
challenge an imposed identity, which is invented by those in authority, if not society itself. (see James Breech, The Silence 
of Jesus, 1983).

     Dispossessed, at the mercy of authoritarian power, having self-identity imposed by society (isn’t this the carpenter’s 
son?), a person who simply acts freely in the smallest way becomes a revolutionary. Tiny acts of rebellion challenge 
imposed status. Nothing dramatic, miraculous or violent. Like children who laugh when they should mourn.

     The Empire expects violent resistance and is quite prepared to crush it (this occurred many times). A small gesture, a 
“no,” is like a mustard seed (see Shannon Soldner’s Parable of the Mustard Seed in the Kasper Collection). It is a seed 
that grows into a great weedy bush—and perhaps a home for birds. In ancient China, the Taoist philosopher Zhuangzi told 
of a farmer whose gourds grew so large that they became useless as cups. Why not boats?9  

     Small acts of rebellion, refusing to accept categorical restraints, are like tiny cracks in a ship’s hull. Enough time and 
patience and leaks spring. Of course, rebellion is also like treatment for a disease. When the illness is gone, the treatment 
stops.

     Perhaps Jesus was a far more subtle thinker than just some eschatological prophet. Tradition, dogma, groupthink, 
“oldthink” (Orwell) tend to ossify his teachings and obscure them from our view. Imaginative reconstruction of his 
context may paradoxically update his message. The Hebrew Bible is one long crusade against idol worship. Where he 
passes by the scholar and proceeds back to his own time, there, the artist must follow.

     Take the parable of the Great Feast (Luke:14-15-24). A wealthy man gives a feast and invites guests. For various 
reasons they cannot attend. He is angry. And so, instead, he opens his door to the vagrants, the street people. Is he not 
taking a great risk? They may spread some disease. They may harbor murderers and rapists among their number.

     Haven’t the Jews rejected the wealthy man’s son? So, he opens his doors to the gentiles. This may have been the gospel 
writers’ conclusion.

     But recall Jesus at Cana and the Dionysian miracle. The wealthy man anticipated a celebration. And he will have it, 
despite life’s inherent uncertainty. “He who loves men also loves their joy.” Especially the joy of the outcasts who are 
often joyless. Giving without expecting anything in return, not even gratitude. And you never know—one of them might 

9	� Called “categorical inflexibility,” we are often constrained by “what everybody knows.” Zhuangzi goes on: “People 
say don’t rob, but then they start seeing certain things as defective and accumulate wealth and property, and right away 
people start seeing certain other things as worth fighting over” (Zhuangzi: The Complete Writings, 2020).



be a god.

     Growing up in paradise (literally a “walled garden”) young Siddhartha visited the poor rural villages. He, too, 
witnessed life’s uncertainty: disease, old age, death. But he chose not to live in an illusion, of either walled gardens or 
Platonic Kingdoms. He endeavored to do something about suffering in this life.

     When the ancient Greek philosopher Diogenes was told that that the people of a city were celebrating a certain day, he 
responded: “Every day is a celebration.”

     We may be asking the wrong question. Not, “who was Jesus?” Rather, “would you know him if you saw him?”

     It is far easier to love in the abstract: one’s neighbor, one’s nation, humanity. Relationships with real human beings are 
difficult and uncertain. Rabbi Jesus, like a Zen master, may wish to use the language of paradox and shock, which make 
his teachings easier to remember. Love your enemy. If he takes your tunic, give him your coat. Obviously foolish advice if 
taken literally. Yet, the story is told of the Zen master who confronted a robber and did that very thing. And when the thief 
left, puzzled and sheepish, the master said: “Too bad I couldn’t give him this beautiful moon.”

     Nature itself can be uncertain and deadly. To settle a bet with Satan the Accuser (a member of his court, say, an ancient 
version of his attorney general), God causes Job, a good man, immense suffering (see The Persecution of Job by Alonzo 
Williams in the Kasper Collection). Why do good people suffer? Job puts the question to God. And like any dictator, God 
responds with braggadocio and chest thumping: “Where were you when I laid the foundations of the world?” (Job 39:4).

     But then God makes an admission. He mentions his long and continual battles with the great beasts of chaos such 
as Leviathan. He has Leviathan by the hook. Why does he not reel the old sea monster in? The primal forces of nature 
(tohu wabohu) from which God made the world can never fully be restrained (see Jane Mudd’s Tsunami in the Kasper 
Collection). 

     Crushed yet loyal, tortured by evil yet still ascribing good to the deity, listening to God’s self-evident recital of power, 
Job gains insight. The psychologist C. G. Jung believed that Job saw an aspect of God that the deity Himself refused to 
acknowledge (Answer to Job, 1952). Evil is the unconscious shadow of God projected to the outside and identified with 
the created world. World-destruction is God’s ultimate act of self-denial. 

     We need not go that far. Speaking of Leviathan, God tells Job that any hope of capturing the beast must be disappointed 
(Job 41:1). Elohim are in dread as he rears up (verse 17).  Job says, irony dripping from his voice, I know you can do all 
things and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted (Job 42:2). In the end, God rewards Job twice what he had before. 
Many scholars think this conclusion was added. At best we can hope that from suffering comes insight. 

     Once again, the Bible leaves us with unanswered questions. Is practicing justice, mercy, and decency transactional?  
Should morality expect payment? Loyalty? Worship?

     At the conclusion of the Job story, the deep of Genesis remains—well, deep.

     There are other questions the Bible seems to raise but does not answer. Is nature to be rejected or abused due to its 
ultimate unpredictability? What does it mean to dominate? What does it mean to live with reverence and joy in the face of 
death? To live with a sense of the numinous without losing our senses?

     Given the uncertainty of the text, there are many possible meanings, many words left to be said. Some may be 



unhelpful, even destructive. Nonetheless, the Bible’s composite nature, its own basic uncertainty, breathes fire into the 
imagination. The Kasper Collection illustrates such possibilities.

     

     I wish to give Dostoyevsky the final word. 

     In The Brothers Karamazov, the Elder Monk Zosima tells of his late older brother Markel. Markel refused to 
participate in the Lenten fast. He’d concluded that it was all nonsense and “there is no God.” But then Markel became 
seriously ill.

     Ah, the reader is bound to think, so here it comes.

     Not so. With his illness came a kind of delirium. He’d say things like “life is paradise, and we are all in paradise, yet 
we don’t want to know it…”

     The doctor would come, and Markel would ask him how many days he had left. “You’ll live for months and years,” the 
doctor replied.

      “Months and years!” Markel would cry. “Why count the days when one day is sufficient for man to come to know all 
happiness…why do we quarrel, boast to each other, hold grudges? It is better to go out into the garden to frolic and play, 
to love one another…to bless our life.”

     “He’s not long for this world, your son,” the doctor told his mother. “The illness has affected his brain now.”

     Markel died during the third week after Easter, fully aware. He looked happy and there was a spark of joy in his eyes.

     We are told that before he died, Markel asked the little birds outside his window for forgiveness.

     In our Age of the Sixth Extinction, asking the little birds for forgiveness may not be a bad idea.
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