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    ADDITIONAL PRAISE FOR THE DIVINE MIND


    “Michael Gellert offers a road map that leads from the mind's myriad projections to the enigmatic soul and its own origin. Crossing some fascinating and at times painful terrain, he brings the reader into silent realms of contemplation, and concludes his book on a joyful, mystical note. It is an intriguing book, to put it mildly.”


    —Vraje Abramian, translator of Nobody, Son of Nobody: Poems of Sheikh Abu-Saeed Abil-Kheir and Winds of Grace: Poetry, Stories and Teachings of Sufi Mystics and Saints


    “This is a rich and surprising book. The clarity of Michael Gellert's prose belies the profound ambiguity at the heart of his subject. He makes a compelling case that if we allow ourselves to experience the pregnant silence that the Western notion of God has given way to, a space opens up in our minds to consider the creative possibilities of everything that is left to us to complete.”


    —John Beebe, author of Integrity in Depth


    “With great erudition and eloquence, Michael Gellert profoundly challenges our established understanding of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The story of God's awakening that he so poignantly tells is really our own. One will never again read our scriptures in the same way or argue for a theological position that holds that God is outside of us, or only outside of us, or fundamentally different than us. Even atheists will find common ground with this book's all-embracing and inspiring vision.”


    —Gary Granger, Humanities Professor Emeritus, Vanier College, Montreal

  


  
       

    [image: images]

  


  
    

    Published 2018 by Prometheus Books


    The Divine Mind: Exploring the Psychological History of God's Inner Journey. Copyright © 2018 by Michael Gellert. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or conveyed via the Internet or a website without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.


    Cover image © Media Bakery

    Cover design by Liz Mills

    Cover design © Prometheus Books


    The Internet addresses listed in the text were accurate at the time of publication. The inclusion of a website does not indicate an endorsement by the author(s) or by Prometheus Books, and Prometheus Books does not guarantee the accuracy of the information presented at these sites.


    Inquiries should be addressed to

    Prometheus Books

    59 John Glenn Drive

    Amherst, New York 14228

    VOICE: 716–691–0133 • FAX: 716–691–0137

    WWW.PROMETHEUSBOOKS.COM


    22 21 20 19 18     5 4 3 2 1


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


    Names: Gellert, Michael, author.


    Title: The divine mind : exploring the psychological history of God's inner journey / by Michael Gellert.


    Description: Amherst : Prometheus Books, 2018. | Includes bibliographical references and index.


    Identifiers: LCCN 2017014367 (print) | LCCN 2017045201 (ebook) | ISBN 9781633883185 (ebook) | ISBN 9781633883178 (hardcover)


    Subjects: LCSH: God. | Psychology, Religious.


    Classification: LCC BL473 (ebook) | LCC BL473 .G435 2018 (print) | DDC 202/.11—dc23


    LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017014367


    Printed in the United States of America

  


  
    

    [image: images]

  


  
    

    The feeling remains that God is on the journey, too.


    —St. Teresa of Avila1


    All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveler is unaware.


    —Martin Buber2
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    Whether true or not, men have always believed in “unscientific concepts,” and these beliefs often are the real “facts” which shape their destiny.


    —Max I. Dimont1


    When I was a child, I was taught to worship the God of the Hebrew Bible. In Jewish school, I learned of his extraordinary feats in a three-volume set of books called Children's History of Israel. With chapter titles such as “Israel Conquers!,” “Saul to the Rescue!,” “The Wonderful Prince,” “The Romance of Ruth,” “The Bravest Boy in Israel,” “The Battle with the Giant,” “Hunted!,” and “Treachery!,” I was rapt in awe. History was alive, and God was its powerful mover and shaker. He was a flawless, heroic superbeing who ended the sufferings of his enslaved people and championed them through arid years in the desert and against formidable enemies in the Promised Land of Canaan.


    In later years, I discovered that this God wasn't so one-sidedly wonderful. I saw the other side of something that glitters. Learning of my father's experiences in the concentration camps of Hungary shook up my views not only of the world but of its maker. The so-called Holocaust theologians whom I then read raised the burning question: where was God when six million were gassed, executed in mass shootings, and killed in other horrific ways? The Bible itself confirmed God's dark side through a multitude of condemning episodes. He meted out fatal punishments for trivial violations of his Law. His ferocious temper would erupt when his chosen people threatened his sovereignty over them by worshipping other gods. He was, by his own admission, a jealous God.2 To help them win the land he promised them, he literally went into battle with them as their commander-in-chief. He was, the Book of Exodus tells us, a “man of war.”3 He would spearhead military campaigns that would result in what today could only be described as wholesale genocides, and his inclination toward ethnic cleansing, one gathers, served the purpose of eliminating not only Israel's enemies but the foreign gods he was in competition with. As the people continued to fall prey to idolatry and to violate his Law, he eventually resorted to apocalyptic measures, and not for the first time in his history, as Noah's flood confirms. He inspired the Assyrian and Babylonian Empires to invade Israel, resulting in the Babylonian exile that deprived the land of its most prominent people. He was relentless in his ambition to get his way, whatever the cost. He was, at least in the early phase of his development, a primitive and psychologically young God, and not the omniscient, always loving, equanimous being many today look to in their faith.


    However, I also discovered that he did not stay young forever. Centuries later, Jewish, Christian, and Islamic mystics, all sharing the same Abrahamic God, would encounter him in a very different way and yet identically to each other. They would experience him very intimately but not as a kind of “superperson” the way scripture usually portrays him, with anthropomorphic features including a masculine gender (which incidentally is how we shall refer to “him,” since we will be dealing largely with scripture and tradition). Rather, they would understand him as a phenomenon that is infinite and not limited by form, present in all things, and ultimately changeless even though those things change. God would be revealed to them in his original condition before creation, before time and the universe existed. Their eyes would see through his eyes, and they would grasp his eternity as their own. They'd perceive him as a state of pure awareness identical to theirs, as beyond good and evil and all the other opposites that riddle human life, and as consisting of essentially nothing. To the mystics, this latter quality would imply a pregnant nothingness much like the emptiness or Void of the Buddhists, and not the static, nihilistic nothingness of existentialists like Sartre. One wonders, did God mature or did we—or both?


    My discovery of the mystics went hand in hand with a few personal experiences, including one that occurred in 1973 and that I wrote about in a previous book, Modern Mysticism, an investigation of the role of the unconscious mind in religious experience. Another and more enveloping experience in 1982 deserves a few words here, since it had some role in the genesis of this book. Like the first episode, it also took place in the midst of difficult circumstances. I was suffering from a nasty intestinal condition that my doctors suspected might have been caused by an undetected parasite acquired from my travels through Asia and the Middle East; I was enrolled in a doctorate program in psychology that I found uninspiring and deadening; I was sharing an apartment with someone I did not get along with; and I could neither improve nor yet had the clarity to find my way out of an unsatisfying, painful relationship with a girlfriend. Nothing in my life seemed to be going well, and a heavy and pervasive sadness had crept up on me and swallowed me. In short, I was miserable, and at that point had been so for over a year. All I could do was work my suffering as if it were a meditation exercise—watching it gently without judging it as something “bad,” without taking it personally, as if God had specially selected me for it, and without getting bent out of shape by it. But I wasn't cognizant of this until much later. It occurred subliminally and without conscious intent.


    One afternoon, for no reason that I could put my finger on at the time, I was swept into an unusual state of mind. I was crossing a street on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, where I lived, and the view of the cityscape and busy traffic for many blocks ahead somehow caught my eye in a penetrating, fresh way. Suddenly it became evident to me, on a crisp, perceptual level, that my depression was essentially sheer nothingness—as light as a feather if existent at all—and yet filled with a quiet, indescribable divine presence of a nonanthropomorphic sort. I also immediately realized that I had been in this state of mind throughout the entire duration of the depression but hadn't been aware of it, if such a thing makes sense. As with the meditative attitude, and possibly in connection with it, this had been there subliminally all along, going on perhaps in the way that cosmologists speak about the ever-present background radiation of the universe. And Boom! One day, in a single moment while crossing 81st Street on First Avenue, the shell of my suffering cracked and the nothingness within broke out. My mind became like an open sky as I effortlessly grasped the perennial teaching of the mystics and sages of all the world's major religions, that where there is nothing, there is everything. A heightened awareness and an almost crazy-making ecstasy coupled with a sober peacefulness and appreciation of divine grace emerged. My sadness instantly evaporated. As this state lasted several days, and its embers weeks longer, each of my problems were addressed and, if not altogether resolved, managed with an attitude of lightness.


    In the years since then, I developed a passionate interest in the implications of this experience—so resonant with that of the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic mystics—for an understanding of the Abrahamic God. I studied the three Abrahamic traditions to see what I could learn about how this God unfolded from the one presented in scripture to the one the mystics proclaimed. Eventually it became evident that he was on a journey—a journey of consciousness, or what in mythology is described as the hero's journey. This wasn't, however, a typical hero's journey, because the Abrahamic God is not human, even though he exhibited human characteristics up until the mystics. Nevertheless, his evolving consciousness as presented in our Abrahamic traditions shows him in a process of transformation through heroic trial and ordeal. It is no accident that experiences like mine, and like that of the mystics, were also fruits of trial and ordeal.


    This book is about God's journey from the Hebrew Bible (or what many call the Old Testament) to the mystics of the Middle Ages and onward to modern times. Following the tracks of God forward from his first encounters with humankind, it aims to show where he came from and where he went, as this journey is one thing that distinguishes him from other gods: he was going somewhere; he was on a mission. Of what value is it for us to retrace his steps? To begin, his journey is interesting. It is a historical, psychological, and spiritual adventure. By recounting it, we will be invited to peek into his inner transformation process. Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly, this process may be very similar to our own, and possibly God can teach us a few things by virtue of his own story. The exploration of matters of ultimate truth, in any case, deepens and prepares us for the challenges of our own journey. We may discover what is humanly possible. Finally, we currently live in a world where one of the three Abrahamic traditions—Islam—is undergoing, for lack of a better term, an identity crisis that is affecting all of us. It may be helpful to learn about the core identity of both Islam's tradition and its God, who happens to also be the God of Judaism and Christianity. This may empower us to deal more authentically with our confusing, troubled times by giving us a larger religious or spiritual context to view them in.


    Our approach to God's journey will revolve around the principle that the statements humans make about him reflect their experience of him, experience that, history reveals, changes over the course of time and tends to become psychologically more sophisticated. In telling his tale, I wish to preserve the magical way the biblical authors experienced him—namely, as an omnipotent, miraculous being, albeit one plagued with anxiety and dark moods that he acts out on. At the same time, I want to convey the gravitas of God as he evolves in the other Abrahamic scriptures and sacred writings that followed the Hebrew Bible. The profound intellect and wise heart of the mystics in particular give the impression that they pierced into his true nature. However, all statements about God must in the end be treated as expressions only of the human experience of him, since this is all we can truly know about him. As Jung was repeatedly compelled to say, the experience of God is a psychological fact regardless of whether or not he exists.4 Neither scripture nor mysticism provides irrefutable proof of the existence or nature of God; they only prove our experience of something we call “God.” Our inquiry will thus be concerned only with what we can verify about him, and that indeed is only our experiences.


    God mirrors the psyche that experiences him, another psychological fact worth mentioning. For example, both the biblical God and the ancient Israelites were tribal in their thinking and values, and not particularly philosophical. Both were fierce, brutal, and barbaric. This raises the question, who was created in the image of whom? It is apparent that Yahweh—God's name in ancient Hebrew, meaning “I Am Who I Am” and sometimes mispronounced as “Jehovah”—was pictured with anthropomorphic imagery. (This was not only in the visual sense of sometimes having a human form but with respect to his other human traits too.) This is to be expected given the common view that the only way we can begin to comprehend the unknown is by proceeding from the known (and the Hebrew Bible marks the beginning of the Abrahamic quest to know the unknown, and hence is God presented in a way that is knowable). The psychological term for this, of course, is projection.


    By contrast, the mystics advocate that God can be perceived only by altogether jumping off the cliff of the known and free-falling into the divine abyss of the unknown. Our images and ideas of God must more or less be sacrificed—our projections withdrawn—until nothing remains, and our self-image as other than God must also be extinguished. Only then can divine nothingness be grasped. However, this is not to say that the mystics had no religious imagination at all. The religious imagination is not to be equated with “fiction,” “illusion,” or “make-believe.” It is the human faculty that attempts to make the unknown knowable through images, ideas, myths, stories, and other forms of symbolic thought. As a psychic realm full of magical and mystical possibilities, it is also the source of many varieties of religious experience. The mystics employed the religious imagination to explain the metaphysics of creation and the psychology of the mind. But with regard to God, they were expressly interested in liberating him from the limitations of any kind of imagination or imaginal qualities. They wanted to taste, as Kant would say, the thing-in-itself.


    This psychological factor of the religious imagination offers us a lens to view not only the God of scripture but the wider statements the Abrahamic religions make. Some still insist on a literal approach to questions like “Were the Israelites really slaves in Egypt?” or “Did Moses really receive the Ten Commandments and other Mosaic laws directly from God?” In fact, there is very little historical evidence for the events of the Exodus (and the ancient Egyptians were excellent record-keepers). As for the Mosaic Code, we know that it was predated by the Code of Hammurabi—the Amorite, Semitic king of Sumer who ruled the first Babylonian Empire in the eighteenth century BCE—and that the content, terminology, and even arrangement of the two codes bear a striking resemblance to each other.5 The Bible itself informs us that, around that time, Abraham, the patriarch upon whose covenant with God all the Abrahamic religions are founded, came to Canaan from Ur of the Chaldeans, which was in Babylonia. Is this the historical origin of the Mosaic Code, or at least an influence upon it?


    What is important for our inquiry is not the factual history of the Abrahamic religions, but rather what they say is their history. One can approach the events they describe—whether the Exodus, the Resurrection of Jesus, or the angel Gabriel's revelations to Muhammad—as history or myth or a blend of the two. For our purposes, the issue of whether they actually occurred or were instead dramatic inventions of the religious imagination is an unnecessary dichotomy. From a psychological viewpoint, even if they happened only in the religious imagination, they nonetheless happened. Whether literally or symbolically, they tell the story of the human experience of God. By the same token, this book is both a history of God's inner development and our history of his development, not necessarily his. After all, who can truly fathom the mystery of God's inner workings, thoughts, and feelings?


    In another matter that speaks to the anomalies of the Hebrew Bible, we can observe toward its end the occurrence of something unique in the history of religion: Yahweh participates in his own transformation to become a more viable God, if not yet a mystical one. He is subtly portrayed, again in the spirit of the hero's journey, as seeking greater consciousness. It would be one thing if the primitive biblical God just died off as he evolved into a more sophisticated God, but instead he suffers his own inner conflict with himself in service to his evolution. He demonstrates an urge toward self-realization. I know of no other god who does this. Perhaps here he again mirrors the psychic disposition of the Israelites. The historical moment at which he displays this is around the same time the Israelites become known as the Jews, the time of the Babylonian exile and the return from exile. They go through a tremendous paradigm shift, as does he.


    God's journey has three stages that correspond to the history of the Abrahamic experience of him, and with this we may turn to how we will proceed. These three stages also correspond to the book's three parts. We will begin with (1) the Hebrew Bible (all or almost all of which is accepted by all three Abrahamic religions). We will then progress to (2) the Talmud, New Testament, Qur'an, and Gnostic literature. Finally, we will conclude with (3) the writings of the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic mystics. We may note here how God's journey parallels the evolution of our consciousness. At first, we pictured him as he is presented in the Hebrew Bible, as a tribal war god. Much later, we encountered him no longer as a projected external image but as our own innermost essence. God's journey from the imaginal to the mystical is really our own. The three stages are thus both historical and psychological.


    The first stage, the period of the Hebrew Bible, spans approximately from 2000 to 200 BCE. (Of course, other stages of religious development in the ancient Near East preceded this, but the Israelite religion, adopting the Canaanite sky god El as Yahweh, begins in this period.) God here is something utterly other than ourselves, and yet he has a personality, as if he were a human. Our treatment of him in this stage, while acknowledging his otherness, will therefore be as a personality who feels, thinks, and behaves in human ways, for this was how the Israelites experienced him.


    The second, intermediate stage produced the Talmud, the New Testament, the Qur'an, and the Gnostic literature. It spans from around 200 BCE to 1200 CE. In this period, God is still, with some exceptions, conceived as external to us. However, he here begins to develop, beyond his humanlikeness in the Hebrew Bible, a humanitarian orientation that exercises his inner, spiritual character. He becomes less a personality and more humane. One can observe in this middle phase a chipping away of the original image of the Abrahamic God (Yahweh), each tradition in its own manner.


    Lastly, the culminating stage, spanning from about 1200 to 1800, saw a complete transformation of this original image. During this period, the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic mystics discovered that the true God is not in any image but in absolute nothingness. By detaching themselves from traditional, anthropomorphic notions of God, they found the limitless, formless, changeless, omnipresent Godhead—the source of all gods—who always was, always is, and always will be. They believed that we can all at least glimpse this Godhead because, even though it is transcendent, it dwells within each of us. In perhaps the greatest revolution in the history of human consciousness, God and humanity became one and the same.


    But this culmination is not the end, at least not for us who, living some five centuries later than the more pivotal of these mystics, would witness atrocities that would raise questions striking at the heart of any discussion about God: How could an ethical and now mystically evolved God allow something like the Holocaust to happen? Does his silence mean that he has turned his back not only on his so-called chosen people but the millions of others who also perished? Has he, in his mystical loftiness, simply lost interest in humanity? In order to be complete, our journey must confront the dimension of evil and embrace the gritty details of human suffering, and so, in the final pages of this book, we will explore how our mystics and sages could help us with these questions. Their penetrating words and deeds offer something more substantial than the pat answers we are often given, such as, “God works in mysterious ways.” Indeed, we need teachings that acknowledge the powerful force and reality of evil without succumbing, on the one hand, to fundamentalism's oversimplifications and, on the other, to modernity's disillusionment and loss of moral values—what Nietzsche was really referring to when he declared that “God is dead.” If in the mystics’ experience God reached the pinnacle of his development, then it is up to us to extract from their experience the insights that would for us furnish a more complete understanding of how there could exist a God of love and higher truth in a world as dark as ours. To make their truths relevant to us, we must wrestle with the mystics and sages of our traditions the way Jacob wrestled with God. We must earn the benefits of their insights for ourselves.
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    Not that I am (I think) in much danger of ceasing to believe in God. The real danger is of coming to believe such dreadful things about Him. The conclusion I dread is not “So there's no God after all,” but “So this is what God's really like. Deceive yourself no longer.”


    —C. S. Lewis1
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    Yahweh was certainly a volcano god…. He is an uncanny, bloodthirsty demon who walks by night and shuns the light of day.


    —Sigmund Freud1


    There is a most mystifying scene in the Book of Exodus that captures the essence of the Israelite experience of God. It occurs on the heels of Yahweh's command to Moses to go from the wilderness of Midian, where he had been banished by the pharaoh, back to Egypt to liberate his people. Moses was traveling with his wife, Zipporah, and their two sons:


    At a night encampment on the way, the Lord came to meet him and tried to kill him. At once Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son's foreskin, and touched Moses's genitals with it, saying, “You are truly a bridegroom of blood to me!” And when He let him alone, she added, “A bridegroom of blood because of the circumcision.”2


    Let us unpack this scene. To begin, we can take note of how powerful and dangerous is the encounter with the living God. Even though he appeared supposedly as a man (as he or his angels had also done earlier in the Bible), it was still obvious that he was El Shaddai—“God Almighty”—an alternative name for Yahweh. His visit was just as numinous or emotionally charged as others that came before and would come again. To the Israelites, he did not have to appear in an epiphany or a celestial vision. His power came from the fact that he could be so close as to be among them, in their midst, and even appear as one of them. How especially powerful this was given his absence and silence during the long years of their slavery in Egypt. But he was clearly not one of them. He didn't come on this visit to have a conversation, as he did, for example, when he appeared to Abraham and promised him that his unfertile wife, Sarah, would become pregnant.3 He came to kill in the darkness of night, like an assassin.


    This episode is also unsettling given its context. How could God have wanted to kill Moses when he had just appointed him as the redeemer of his people, as his representative on earth in his confrontation with the pharaoh? Was this little piece of skin so important that he would risk his people's liberation over it? His behavior seems so disjointed and irrational that one has to wonder, was he himself aware that he was endangering his own mission? Did his right hand not know what his left hand was doing? Or was he gripped by some madness?


    Nowhere in the story does Yahweh indicate to Moses an urgent desire for his son to be circumcised. There is no preceding occurrence in which Moses angered God. Like the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, this assault came out of the blue. However, as rabbinical scholar Jeffrey Cohen suggests, there is one slight hint as to what may have triggered it.4 In the passage immediately prior to the one describing this event, the Bible tells us:


    And the Lord said to Moses, “When you return to Egypt, see that you perform before Pharaoh all the marvels that I have put within your power. I, however, will stiffen his heart so that he will not let the people go. Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord: Israel is my first-born son. I have said to you, “Let My son go, that he may worship Me,” yet you refuse to let him go. Now I will slay your first-born son.’”5


    Now it happened to be that Moses, who grew up as an Egyptian, may not have been circumcised. Nor was his first son, Gershom, circumcised. According to two classical rabbinic texts, the reason for this is that Zipporah was not an Israelite but a Midianite, and her father, Jethro, gave her in marriage to Moses on the condition that their first son would be brought up in their tradition while their second son could be raised in the Israelite tradition.6 However, another rabbinic source informs us that the uncircumcised son was Moses's second-born, Eliezer, and that Moses delayed his circumcision because he thought that his primary obligation was to embark immediately on the journey to Egypt.7 Furthermore, he didn't want to risk the child's life by making him travel in a weakened condition. Whether the son was Gershom or Eliezer, the grounds for not circumcising seemed reasonable enough.


    But Yahweh evidently had different priorities. To him, circumcision was very important, so much so that its avoidance or prevention was punishable by death. He originally mandated its practice to Abraham as a sign of his covenant or agreement with him and his descendants.8 On his part, he assured the Hebrews that he would give them a Promised Land and make them “exceedingly fruitful,” a people who would give rise to nations and kings (hence do the Abrahamic religions owe their origins to him). On the people's part, the act of circumcision expressed that they willingly embraced Yahweh as his chosen people. Thus, the circumcision itself was and continues today to be a sacrificial rite that symbolizes the Jewish male's bond with God.


    When Yahweh instructed Moses to tell the pharaoh that Israel was his firstborn son, that he should let him go in order to worship him, and that for refusing he, Yahweh, would slay the pharaoh's firstborn son, he was, in effect, letting him know that he would force him to make a sacrifice. But, Cohen argues, how could Yahweh insist on the pharaoh making such a sacrifice when his own servant Moses, and Moses's son, had not made the basic, required sacrifice of circumcision? Yahweh did not take kindly to hypocrisy (at least in others). But still, did he have no civility? Could he have at least asked Moses to comply with the covenant before trying to kill him, or given him a warning?


    Cohen also proposes that Yahweh wasn't really trying to kill anyone, but enacting a “charade” or “role-play, a symbolic and harmless acting-out of the slaying of a firstborn.” The purpose of this would have been to convince Moses that he could trust Yahweh to carry out his threat to Pharaoh, as well as to remind him to “put his own house in order and circumcise his firstborn without a moment's delay.” This interpretation, however, is inconsistent with the Hebrew Bible's portrait of Yahweh and seems to be aimed at soothing our anxiety around having a God who behaves irrationally and wickedly. But this anxiety is understandable and appropriate. Why should we be soothed? In fact, Yahweh did not engage in charades. He might have tested his people (as he did when he commanded Abraham to kill his son, Isaac—another filial sacrifice), and he might have on occasion changed his mind (as he did when he gave in to Abraham's request to spare Sodom from destruction if ten righteous men could be found there),9 but he did not play games. He wasn't much inclined toward humor, either.


    Furthermore, this kind of senseless and deadly behavior was not an isolated incident. Later, Yahweh would slaughter over fifty thousand men for merely looking into the ark that contained the tablets of the Ten Commandments and the mercy seat or atonement piece upon which he was enthroned.10 The reason for this was that the men were not sanctified priests. Not long after that, he would strike down Uzzah when he disregarded protocol and grasped the ark in an effort to prevent it from falling to the ground when the ox pulling it had stumbled.11 This occurred during a festive celebration in which, the Bible tells us, “David and all the House of Israel danced before Yahweh with all their might, singing to the accompaniment of lyres, harps, tambourines, castanets, and cymbals.” Can we imagine the people's reaction to this event, to witnessing one of their own, who meant well, killed in this fashion beside the ark of God? David himself was distressed and frightened, as evidently Yahweh knew no grey zone, but only sharply defined categories of black-and-white thinking. Again, ritual propriety meant more to him than the value of human life, not to mention the spirit of celebration. It was undoubtedly with familiarity of such demonstrations of his austerity and hardness that Nietzsche famously wrote, “I could believe only in a God who would know how to dance.”12


    And finally, what are we to make out of Zipporah's stirring words? “You are truly a bridegroom of blood to me!” About this, Cohen couldn't be more right: “Ironically, it is Zipporah who stands out here as the one brimming with righteous indignation, and Moses, the future law-giver, is cast as the religious compromiser!” The God of Moses not only sends her family into a hornet's nest in Egypt but then attempts to kill her husband, threatening to deprive her children of their father because he and one of them haven't been duly circumcised. Seizing the moment and circumcising the boy, she performs Moses's job and saves him. Her symbolic gesture of touching Moses's genitals with her son's foreskin signified that he too should be considered properly sanctified. This is a case of the proverbial mother whose amazing strength enables her to singlehandedly lift the car under whose wheel her child is pinned. She stops God. She alone instinctually “gets” his savagery. Naturally she is incensed at her husband and his inexcusable naïveté and negligence. She knew the Other with whom she had to share her bridegroom of blood.
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    The wrath of God lies sleeping. It was hid a million years before men were and only men have the power to wake it.


    —Cormac McCarthy1


    A volatile, angry God makes human life extremely tenuous. It is for good reason that insurance companies define hurricanes, tornadoes, and other natural disasters as “acts of God.” However, this is somewhat a misnomer, for these are much too random compared to the targeted vengeance of the God of the Hebrew Bible.


    As indicated earlier, Yahweh displayed a level of violence that, for a God, is shocking to our modern sensibilities. The first wide-scale demonstration of this was, of course, Noah's flood, or the deluge. As an expression of the apocalyptic fever that also drives his ending of the world in the New Testament and Qur'an, it points to his ambivalence toward his creation. God's urge in all these instances is connected to his judgment of the world as evil and his wish to begin it anew or transform it into a more godly state. It is thus only in part a destructive impulse; in its totality it also includes the impulse for regeneration. This theme of ending an old order and giving birth to a new one is among Yahweh's legacies. We can see it surface in such diverse historical movements as the American Revolution, which Thomas Paine announced with his famous words, “We have it in our power to begin the world again.”2


    In the instance of the flood, God's action was less rageful than grief-stricken:


    The Lord saw how great was man's wickedness on earth, and how every plan devised by his mind was nothing but evil all the time. And the Lord regretted that He had made man on earth, and His heart was saddened. The Lord said, “I will blot out from the earth the men whom I created—men together with beasts, creeping things, and birds of the sky; for I regret that I made them.”3


    We can detect here his profound disappointment. This episode also insinuates God's humiliation and shame: is this the best that he could create?


    Of course, Yahweh did not altogether wipe out humanity in the flood. He came close, but he hoped that from the progeny of one good man and his wife a new order would be ushered in. Humankind's goodness would triumph over its darkness. Though it had eaten of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, Yahweh apparently believed that humanity's evil could be counterbalanced by its goodness enough for the latter to prevail. After the flood Yahweh established his first covenant or agreement with humankind: “never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.”4 This covenant was memorialized by the sign of a rainbow in the sky after every rainfall. Notice that it was only by water that humanity would never again be decimated; Yahweh here made no mention of fire, which would be his preferred method in later apocalyptic threats.


    It was only a matter of time before it became evident that the new order was no better than the old. God's attempt to reboot the program of creation without its bugs failed because its default position was hardwired with serious and inevitable flaws. The dark side of both God and humanity could not be exorcised, as revealed in the Tower of Babel episode that soon followed the flood. Here the sin was humankind's inflation, its godlike reach for the sky. “Thus the Lord scattered them from there over the face of the whole earth; and they stopped building the city.”5
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    With Abraham, the first patriarch of the three Abrahamic religions, God's strategy to win the devotion of humankind changed. He decided to focus on a particular people rather than the entire human species. A second covenant was framed succinctly by Yahweh: “I am God Almighty. Walk in My ways and be blameless. I will establish My covenant between Me and you, and I will make you exceedingly numerous.”6 Yahweh's further encounters with the patriarchs show that he was very invested in their procreation, but the Bible never explains why. Procreation continued the process of creation, assuring Yahweh that he would be perennially worshipped.


    Abraham was not only the first patriarch but also the first person to take God to task for his imbalanced ethics and unfair punitiveness. Bent on destroying Sodom and Gomorrah without regard for the righteous who lived there, God was convinced by Abraham to spare the cities if even ten righteous people could be found in them. “Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?” Abraham pleaded.7 In appealing to God in this way, Abraham showed that man is not only in partnership with him, but in certain respects morally superior to him. This theme would later be echoed even more strongly by Job.


    If Abraham challenged Yahweh to be more ethical, then Yahweh tested Abraham in a manner that, had Yahweh gone through with his demand for Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac, defied all ethical standards—or at least later ethical standards. As explained by rabbinical scholar Joseph Hertz, child sacrifice was rife among the Semitic peoples and “in that age, it was astounding that Abraham's God should have interposed to prevent the sacrifice, not that He should have asked for it.”8 Yahweh tested Abraham not only to determine the degree of his faith—this obedient submission to God's will earned him the distinction of standard-bearer or “father of faith”—but also to purposely impress upon him that human sacrifice was abhorrent. This is supported in Jeremiah 32:35, where Yahweh describes the child sacrifice that some Israelites were practicing as an “abomination.” “Unlike the cruel heathen deities,” Hertz writes, “it was the spiritual surrender alone that God required.” Likewise, the eleventh-century rabbi Yona Ibn Janach suggested that God demanded only a symbolic sacrifice.9 Historically then, this episode signifies the huge leap from human to symbolic sacrifice.


    Taking a different tack, Søren Kierkegaard boldly argues that Abraham believed that Isaac would not die because God would not in the end permit such an unethical action. As a “knight of faith,” Abraham believed this “by virtue of the absurd.”10 His faith in God's ultimate goodness superseded whatever evidence contradicted it. Naturally, he could not have foreknown with any certainty what this unpredictable God would in fact do. Indeed, it is doubtful that Yahweh himself knew in advance what he would do. The passage in Jeremiah was written a number of centuries after the episode with Abraham and Isaac. We must remember that Yahweh was evolving and was in this early period still quite savage, as we shall soon see.


    The notion that this test could have gone either way begins to make sense when we accept that God, wounded from previous rejections reaching back to Adam and Eve, might have gone to any lengths to determine what was in Abraham's heart.11 Desperately wanting humanity's devotion, Yahweh was more concerned about his own needs than Abraham's or Isaac's. He wasn't thinking about ethics, which he repeatedly demonstrated did not apply to him. Most commentaries on God's test of Abraham attempt to whitewash his motivations because they are based on the assumption that God is good. Again, they reflect the kind of thinking that aims to soothe our anxiety around having a God who can behave irrationally and wickedly. In truth, only one side of him is good. He is good and evil. As he himself said to Isaiah, “I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create evil: I the Lord do all these things.”12 If he could later allow Satan to act as his proxy and test Job the way Abraham was tested, murdering his entire family and not just one child, then how could we be sure he was not inclined to permit Isaac's death?


    Given that at the final moment he revoked his command to Abraham, this episode speaks not only to Yahweh's brutality but to his mercy—a feature that the Hebrew Bible often emphasizes and that is revealed in a variety of situations. As biblical scholar Richard Elliott Friedman points out, God's self-description is reiterated in one form or another in numerous places: “Yahweh, Yahweh, merciful and gracious God, long-suffering and abundant in kindness and truth, keeping faithfulness for thousands, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin.”13 The Hebrew Bible is replete with reminders of his compassion and mercy: he blessed Sarah (she was infertile and then she conceived); he consoled Hagar when Sarah had coerced Abraham to send her and her son Ishmael into the wilderness; he spared Sodom from destruction; he did in the end spare Isaac and bless Abraham by giving him descendants as numerous as the stars; he blessed Jacob in manifold ways, not least of all with visionary foresight; he protected Joseph during his difficult years in Egypt and set him high in the court of the pharaoh; through his prophet Moses he emancipated his enslaved people and, exercising paternal patience, guided and took care of them for forty years in the desert; he eventually forgave David for murdering his general, Uriah, in a scheme to marry the latter's wife, Bathsheba, whom the king had impregnated; and he oversaw the end of the Babylonian exile and the people's return and restoration. Moreover, his basic intent in creating the world and its creatures was good-natured: “And God saw all that He had made, and found it very good.”14 One can sense in the opening pages of Genesis that he wished for an abundance for humankind. We should therefore not give short shrift to his bright and good side. Our focus is on his dark side not only because it is less commonly discussed, but, more importantly, because it is his eventual confrontation with this that initiates his transformation, our main theme (though for sure, the more he comes to terms with this side, the more loving he also becomes). His range in this regard sets him apart from other gods.
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    The Bible never raises or answers the question of why God quietly allowed the Israelites to become enslaved in Egypt, and why he disappeared those years. Was this part of his plan to make them need and appreciate him? His constant reminders to them throughout the Hebrew Bible, repeating again and again that he is the God who delivered them from the house of bondage, from Egypt, suggest that his ingratiating himself with them was premeditated; his expectations of how they'd respond seemed greater than how they in fact did. In any event, in Exodus we begin to see an aspect of God emerge that is different than his role as creator in Genesis. He becomes a lawmaker, using the Mosaic Code or Law as a means to ensure his people's devotion to him. If he could not win their love naturally and spontaneously, he would command them to give it: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might.”15


    The importance of the Mosaic Code cannot be overestimated. As the centerpiece of the Israelite religion, it was an engaging and revolutionary covenant that exercised a tremendous capacity to bond God's people to him. It institutionalized and organized the relationship between them, on the one side assuring God that he would receive the devotion he craved, while on the other certifying Israel as his “chosen people.” The Law not only regulated worship but made the profane sacred. Yahweh's commandments—there were 613 of them and not just ten—covered every facet of life, including sacrificial rites, agriculture, hygiene, diet, and taxes. Some commandments may seem to us today to be just common sense or altogether outdated, while others are extreme, if not in their prohibition then at least in the punishments they incurred when violated: adultery, incest, homosexuality, and bestiality were punishable by death. From a psychological viewpoint, it is not unlikely that Yahweh saw such extreme punishment as necessary in order to prevent the Israelites from regressing to the instinctual ways that they formerly shared in common with their Near Eastern neighbors.


    Failure to observe the Mosaic Code fastidiously led to dire consequences. Yahweh forewarned at the outset and in no uncertain terms what these would be:


    But if you do not obey Me and do not observe all these commandments, if you reject My laws and spurn My rules, so that you do not observe all my commandments and you break My covenant, I in turn will do this to you: I will wreak misery upon you—consumption and fever, which will cause the eyes to pine and the body to languish; you shall sow your seed to no purpose, for your enemies shall eat it…. And if these things fail to discipline you for Me, and you remain hostile to Me, I too will remain hostile to you: I in turn will smite you sevenfold for your sins. I will bring a sword against you to wreak vengeance for the covenant; and if you withdraw into your cities, I will send pestilence among you, and you shall be delivered into enemy hands.16


    This was more than hyperbole. Such a catastrophe as the exile of a significant portion of the Israelite population to Babylon some centuries later was already an anticipated possibility.


    When punishing for a violation of the Code, Yahweh unfurled his wrath without being able to gauge how much was appropriate. He had no inner thermometer to measure the heat of his rage, and no inner thermostat to control it. There was no such thing as a small violation, and, again, his thinking was black and white in these matters. His sense of discrimination of who deserved punishment and who didn't was sorely lacking. The fourth commandment of the Ten Commandments instructed the Israelites to “Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy,” which meant: do not work. Sometime after this commandment had been given, the following occurred:


    Once, when the Israelites were in the wilderness, they came upon a man gathering wood on the sabbath day. Those who found him as he was gathering wood brought him before Moses, Aaron, and the whole community. He was placed in custody, for it had not been specified what should be done to him. Then the Lord said to Moses, “The man shall be put to death: the whole community shall pelt him with stones outside the camp.” So the whole community took him outside the camp and stoned him to death—as the Lord had commanded Moses.17


    Probably the poor man needed kindling to make a fire because he was cold, or he had a hungry wife and children depending on him to bring home wood so they could cook. Would Yahweh have really wanted him to celebrate his holy day in a condition of deprivation?


    Now Moses shrewdly found a way to talk to Yahweh that both calmed him down and had a corrective effect on his shortsightedness and rigidity. Whereas Abraham appealed to his virtue, Moses appealed to his vanity. At a certain critical moment in the Exodus, Yahweh became enraged at his people's lack of faith and wanted to strike them with pestilence and disown them. Moses bravely stepped in: “If then You slay this people to a man, the nations who have heard Your fame will say, ‘It must be because the Lord was powerless to bring that people into the land He had promised them on oath that He slaughtered them in wilderness.’” This swayed him to restrain his temper: “And the Lord said, ‘I pardon, as you have asked.’”18


    As Jung said, “Whoever knows God has an effect on him.”19 Moses clearly knew God. We could observe in the above exchange between them a significant shift from the earlier episode regarding the circumcision of Moses's son. Moses and Yahweh had journeyed a great distance together. We are told that “the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend,” and that “there has not arisen a prophet since in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face.”20


    Yet in the end, not even Moses was spared God's wrath. In spite of their intimacy, Yahweh became hardhearted in but an instant. The event that triggered this was as follows: The people were without water and railed against Moses for leading them into the wilderness, so Moses and Aaron appealed to Yahweh and were told to take one of their miraculously powerful rods, assemble the community, and before their very eyes order a rock to sprout water. Upon gathering the people together, Moses said:


    “Listen, you rebels, shall we get water for you out of this rock?” And Moses raised his hand and struck the rock twice with his rod. Out came copious water, and the community and their beasts drank.


    But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust Me enough to affirm My sanctity in the sight of the Israelite people, therefore you shall not lead this congregation into the land that I have given them.”21


    In other words, Moses and Aaron were not allowed into the Promised Land because Moses chose to strike the rock rather than speak to it. He lacked the faith to follow Yahweh's instructions exactly as they were given. This was the standard of faith God demanded from his servant. The rabbinic sage Moses Maimonides further explains that Moses also inappropriately showed anger, adding that “he who is angry is like an idol-worshipper.”22 (Of course, this did not apply to Yahweh.) Others comment that Moses was inflated when he said “shall we get water for you out of this rock?” when the credit clearly belonged to God. A final factor is that Moses displayed his disobedience in front of all the people, and Yahweh felt obliged to make a public example of him. He judged his entire career of service based on one mistake. One might remark upon how picayune Yahweh was.


    And stubbornly unforgiving. Naturally, Moses could not accept this punishment without attempting to change Yahweh's mind. He later pleaded with him:


    “Let me, I pray, cross over and see the good land on the other side of the Jordan, that good hill country, and the Lebanon.” But the Lord was wrathful with me on your [the people's] account and would not listen to me. The Lord said to me, “Enough! Never speak to Me of this matter again! Go up to the summit of Pisgah and gaze about, to the west, the north, the south, and the east. Look at it well, for you shall not go across yonder Jordan.”23


    So, God denied Moses's request to let him cross over into the land but granted him his wish to at least see it.
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    Whatever you say about God you should be able to say standing over a pit full of burning babies.


    —Elie Wiesel1


    If Yahweh were only stern, controlling, and perfectionistic we might say that he was simply a difficult God to please. But there was something driven and obsessive about his demand for affection. He himself reveals this when he confesses, “I the Lord thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me.”2 This unspoken but ever-present sense of his anxious neediness permeates the entire Hebrew Bible up to and including Job.


    Yahweh dominated the Israelites with his operatic emotionality. He was a drama king. Idolatry made him mad, perhaps in every sense of the word. It spelled rejection. His 613 commandments and scores of detailed ritual instructions assured him that his people were living not only righteously but with total devotion to him. With his generosity in doling out retribution, he kept his people on a tight leash. He consistently revealed himself to be a supreme but all-too-human personality, with a mercurial yet rigid temperament. He could be explosively hot-tempered, or coolly aloof and coldly dismissive. Though primitive, he was far from simple. As literary critic Northrop Frye said, he was “not a theological god at all but an intensely human character as violent and unpredictable as King Lear.”3


    The story told in the Hebrew Bible is undoubtedly one of the bloodiest ever. On his people's behalf, Yahweh became an indefatigable warrior. This became so central to his identity that it overshadowed all his other aspects, including his roles as a creator and lawgiver. Again, we are told, “The Lord is a man of war.” The priest's address to the troops before battle shows how active he was:


    Hear, O Israel! You are about to join battle with your enemy. Let not your courage falter. Do not be in fear, or in panic, or in dread of them. For it is the Lord your God who marches with you to do battle for you against your enemy, to bring you victory.4


    To David he even gave specific tactical instructions of what should be done in order to win battles.5


    Yahweh's covenant with his chosen people not only made them more susceptible to become the objects of his wrath but also made them the instruments of it. In an episode in which Midianite women induced the Israelites to “trespass against the Lord,”


    The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Avenge the Israelite people on the Midianites….” They took the field against Midian, as the Lord had commanded Moses, and slew every male…. The Israelites took the women and children captive, and seized as booty all their beasts, all their herds, and all their wealth. And they destroyed by fire all the towns in which they were settled, and their encampments.6


    But Moses, understanding Yahweh's instructions differently, was angered by this limited purge because the women were the very ones responsible for the Israelites’ transgression. So he commanded his men to go back and do the job right, to “slay every male among the children, and slay also every woman who has known a man carnally; but spare every young woman who has not had carnal relations with a man.”7


    Moses was not so sparing in the long campaign to win the Promised Land, as Yahweh's mercilessness defined the standard military protocol of the invading Israelites:


    Sihon [king of the Amorites] with all his men took the field against us at Jahaz, and the Lord our God delivered him to us and we defeated him and his sons and all his men. At that time we captured all his towns, and we doomed every town—men, women, and children—leaving no survivor.8


    The same decimation was visited upon Og of Bashan—another Amorite king—and his sixty towns, and then upon the Hittites, Girgashites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites.9 With all foes Israel was instructed to “doom them to destruction: grant them no terms and give them no quarter…. You shall destroy all the peoples that the Lord your God delivers to you, showing them no pity.”10 The strategy here was not only military, that is, for the purpose of dislodging the inhabitants of the Promised Land and securing it. Immediately following the latter passage Moses reveals Yahweh's emotional motivation: “And you shall not worship their gods, for that would be a snare to you.” It was also Yahweh's jealousy and possessiveness that drove his genocidal program. His aim in extinguishing the various peoples was to eliminate their gods.


    The tumbling walls of Jericho might not be such a celebrated theme in popular culture if people were more cognizant of the fact that the Israelites “exterminated everything in the city with the sword: man and woman, young and old, ox and sheep and ass.”11 If Yahweh had no qualms about this bloodbath, he was certainly infuriated by Achan, an Israelite who stole spoils from the city. “Israel has sinned!” he fumed. Achan and his sons and daughters were put to the fire and stoned.12 Yahweh was apoplectic over a single person's theft but cavalier about the execution of many who were innocent of any crime.


    Jericho's total annihilation was a fate that also awaited other cities. Ai was burned down and turned into a “mound of ruins,” its king impaled on a stake. “The total of those who fell that day, men and women, the entire population of Ai, came to twelve thousand.” Makkedah was next, then Libnah, Lachish, Eglon, Hebron, and Debir. The Israelites, now under the leadership of Joshua, “let none escape.” Following this, “Joshua defeated the whole land, the hill country and the Negeb and the lowland and the slopes, and all their kings; he left none remaining, but utterly destroyed all that breathed, as the Lord God of Israel commanded.”13 We see in these episodes a particular form of warfare, that of razing to the ground all that remains of one's enemy. Not only is he and his progeny wiped out, but also his livestock, his cities, and his civilization and way of life. More will be illustrated shortly about this scorched-earth policy of Yahweh.


    Yahweh was certainly no armchair warrior. As the kings of Hazor, Madon, Shimron, Achshaph, and others united against Joshua, Yahweh shored up his courage: “Do not be afraid of them; tomorrow at this time I will have them all lying slain before Israel. You shall hamstring their horses and burn their chariots.” In battle he hurled huge hailstones from the sky on the Amorite kings of Jerusalem, Hebron, Jarmuth, Lachish, and Eglon. Joshua 12:9–24 gives an inventory of conquest, listing thirty-one kings who were vanquished. One might wonder why, with this track record, only one of them—the king of the Hivites—surrendered in order to save his people. Yahweh's strategy was not only to strengthen Joshua but to weaken the kings in exactly the same way he did with Pharaoh a few generations earlier, by hardening their hearts so they would go to battle and be destroyed.14


    Thus was the land purged of its peoples and gods. But this ethnic cleansing did not end with the campaign for the Promised Land. There would always be neighboring peoples and gods whom the Israelites would come into contact with, and then again, the cleansing wasn't always a hundred percent antiseptic. In later wars, Yahweh instructed Saul to attack the Amalekites and “spare no one,” and David “led out the people who lived [in Rabbah] and he hacked them with saws and iron threshing boards and axes; David did this to all the towns of Ammon.”15 How similar such atrocities must have been to the bloody mass slaughter of Cambodians by the Khmer Rouge in the 1970s and of Tutsis by Hutus in Rwanda in 1994.


    In ordering his genocides, Yahweh probably thought that he was being true to the spirit of his sixth commandment, “Thou shalt not murder,” which stands in contrast to “Thou shalt not kill,” as it is commonly interpreted.16 We don't need a Talmudic education to tell the difference: the murderous shedding of innocent blood entails bloodguilt, while killing in service to God, country, or one's self-defense is morally justifiable (some would add capital punishment to this list). In fact, we know from these genocides that Yahweh did not observe his own injunction against bloodguilt. What he said and what he did were two different things. He regularly demonstrated a capacity to be self-righteous while at the same time immoral in his actions.


    Yahweh was truly a tribal god. He was both the divine chieftain of a tribal people and himself, thinking and behaving with a tribal mentality—“my tribe vs. your tribe.” As we know too well from human history, this mentality breeds a loyalty and devotion that can altogether supersede moral considerations. The love of tribe extends the self into the group, and through this form it is utterly self-serving.


    As morally reprehensible as the Bible's genocides are, they must, however, be seen in their historical context. What Israel did was typical in ancient warfare. Armies frequently killed the inhabitants of a city or city-state that refused to surrender to them. Carthago delenda est—“Carthage must be destroyed”—said the Roman statesman Cato the Elder.17 “Genocide” is a modern word (coined by the Polish-Jewish jurist Raphael Lemkin in 1944), but an age-old act. Genocide scholar Ben Kiernan points to archaeological evidence that mass murder was committed even in the Mesolithic and Neolithic eras of the Stone Age.18 Similarly, all ancient peoples had war gods who sanctioned their military campaigns. What distinguished the Israelites was that their warfare was raised to a divine prerogative serving a larger historical purpose or design. It was endowed with the ultimate intent of God's covenant. He was on a special mission over and above mere conquest. With this, the Abrahamic phenomenon of the righteous, holy war—all the Christian Crusades and Muslim jihads against infidels—had been launched, and it included the justification for mass murder if not genocide. Hitler, too, was convinced that he was serving a holy cause. “I believe,” he wrote in Mein Kampf, “that I am acting in accordance with the will of the Almighty Creator. By defending myself against the Jew, I am fighting for the work of the Lord.”19 What might we conclude from the fact that his missionary zeal and “final solution” had among their antecedents the Israelite religion?
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    The beginning of wisdom is fear of the Lord.


    —Proverbs 9:101


    God's apocalyptic fever began with Noah's flood but certainly didn't end there. As he became increasingly disgusted with his people and their sinfulness, it returned. Early in the Bible, Joshua warns the Israelites that Yahweh “will not forgive your transgressions and your sins. If you forsake the Lord and serve alien gods, He will turn and deal harshly with you and make an end of you, after having been gracious to you.”2 But as often as such warnings were issued throughout their history, the Israelites would just as often fail to heed them: “They followed other gods, from among the gods of the people around them, and bowed down to them; they provoked the Lord.”3 Punishment would come in the form of drought, blight, mildew, locusts (all these causing famine), pestilence, or war. The Israelites would invariably repent and the retribution would end. If they were threatened by enemies, Yahweh would save them by leading them into battle and defeating their foes. In the end, his hunger for affection and relationship—indeed, his mercy—would overcome his bitterness and vengefulness, as in the following instance when the Israelites worshipped, among others, the gods of the Phoenicians, Ammonites, and Philistines:


    “No, I will not deliver you again. Go cry to the gods you have chosen; let them deliver you in your time of distress!” But the Israelites implored the Lord: “We stand guilty. Do to us as You see fit; only save us this day!” They removed the alien gods from among them and served the Lord; and He could not bear the miseries of Israel.4


    Tranquility would hence return for a few years or more, after which the Israelites would again be led astray into idol worship and be punished.


    This inclination toward idolatry, however, was a problem not just for the people but also their kings, beginning with Solomon:


    Solomon followed Ashtoreth the goddess of the Phoenicians, and Milcom the abomination of the Ammonites. Solomon did evil in the sight of the Lord and did not remain loyal like his father David. At that time, Solomon built a shrine for Chemosh the abomination of Moab on the hill near Jerusalem, and one for Molech the abomination of the Ammonites. And he did the same for all his foreign wives who offered and sacrificed to their gods. The Lord was angry with Solomon, because his heart turned away from the Lord, the God of Israel, who had appeared to him twice and had commanded him about this matter, not to follow other gods; he did not obey what the Lord had commanded.5


    One has to wonder why Solomon, a king renowned for his wisdom, would insist on worshipping foreign gods even after two personal visits from the Lord dissuading him from doing so. Was he deluded, or an idol addict or fetishist, or what? The words “did evil in the sight of the Lord” became a catchphrase alluding to the idolatrous acts of some thirty (out of thirty-nine) kings who followed Solomon and ruled the kingdoms of Israel and Judah until the former was defeated by the Assyrians and the latter by the Babylonians.6 (After Solomon, Israel split into two kingdoms, each often at war with the other.) What was it that compelled these kings to risk their lives and the lives of their people with such overtly provocative behaviors? Did they forget that Yahweh had already killed twenty-four thousand of his own people for an incident involving idol worship?7 Or was it simply that polytheism was so deeply ingrained in their psyches that they could not relinquish it? Psychologist Erich Neumann suggests that idolatry—the worship of gods who have concrete, physical images—was a reaction to the “imagelessness” of Yahweh, a quality that at this point in history would have been difficult for the religious imagination to tolerate.8


    My own suspicion about this compulsion for idol worship is that the kings, as the representatives of their people, may have had buyer's remorse. We have to remember that the Hebrew Bible was written by prophets or authors with a preferred leaning toward Yahweh, so we are reading the historical events through their eyes and with their biases. The kings themselves may have been men far more practical. Perhaps they were shopping for foreign gods in hope of being adopted by them. Perhaps these gods would help deliver their people from this tyrannical, monomaniacal Yahweh, since they alone could obviously not do so. Their ancestors bought his promises for a land of their own, and he kept that promise; but with his 613 commandments ordering every aspect of their lives and his deadly-serious insistence on their devotion, he may by now have felt to them like a stuffy, controlling, demanding father. Had the covenant become a Faustian pact? Ashtoreth, or Astarte, was a mother goddess connected not only with war but also with fertility and sexuality—so much more appealing than Yahweh!


    Of course, I'm speaking tongue in cheek here, but the fact remains: for whatever reasons, Yahweh was not an easy god to serve. The failures of one generation after another created a momentum of misbehavior on the people's part and of disappointment on Yahweh's part—an increasing momentum that would eventually lead to punishments so severe that the prophets forecast them in apocalyptic terms, namely, as the “day of the Lord.”9 This has often been interpreted as a final, eschatological “Day of Judgment” when Yahweh would orchestrate a global catastrophe leading to punishment of the wicked and salvation of the righteous—the end of the world as we know it, or Armageddon in the New Testament. Armageddon is predicted to have such huge consequences both on earth and in heaven that it constitutes the New Testament's crowning event, its final book and revelation (the “Book of Revelation” or the “Revelation of St. John the Divine”). Islam also caught Yahweh's apocalyptic fever, adopting the prophecy of Armageddon with little modification.


    However, on its own terms, the Hebrew Bible, though certainly lending itself to this eschatological interpretation, more or less treats the day of the Lord as the invasion of Israel by Assyria in 722 BCE and of Judah by Babylon in 586 BCE. (Judah was also invaded by Egypt in 608 BCE.) Insofar as the collapse and dispersion of the Israelite nation under both Assyrian and Babylonian rule was experienced as the end of its world, the eschatological and historical views converged. After all, what could have been more devastating for the chosen people than to be exiled from their Promised Land because they had lost God's favor? The return of the exiles to Judah under the dominion of the Persian Empire, which had conquered Babylon in 539 BCE, was then naturally seen as an act of salvation. Similarly, the endpoint of this apocalypse is presented at one moment as a vision of doom and death and the next as one of regeneration and life. How baffling and, again, ambivalent. Biblical scholar Jack Miles concludes that the “mind that contains them both is by no means at peace with itself.” This is in no small measure due to the inner constitution that history has endowed Yahweh with: “In ancient Mesopotamia,” Miles explains, “there were two gods, a creator god and a destroyer god, who fought. In ancient Israel, by contrast, there was just one God, who both created and destroyed. The fight was within him.”10


    On a historical level, the prophets’ vision for a radical renewal—either “the day of the Lord,” “a new heaven and a new earth,”11 or the glory of a reconstituted Jewish peoplehood—in fact never materialized. After capturing Babylon, King Cyrus of Persia did allow the exiles to return to Jerusalem, but only a relatively small number of them actually did so, and the city was only partially reconstructed. The peace and international brotherhood Yahweh promised never occurred. In the following centuries Judah was dominated by one foreign power after another—the Persians, the Ptolemaic Egyptians, the Hellenistic Seleucids, and the Romans. In short, Yahweh did not come through on his word, this adding to the image and experience of him as fickle. As Miles said, “The failure of prophecy, a fact of massive importance in the history of Israelite and then of Jewish religion, is a personal failure in the life of God.”12 This failure left a haunting emptiness where there was hope before. A fermenting desperation in its wake spawned a host of Jewish messianic movements extending from the second century BCE to the seventeenth century. Big Daddy in Tennessee Williams's Cat on a Hot Tin Roof could have been speaking about the lingering effect of God's failure when he said, “There ain't nothin’ more powerful than the odor of mendacity.”13
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    For our purposes of understanding God's inner journey, what is important about his appetite for the apocalyptic is its exposure of his temperament or character. Although his apocalyptic threats and measures were ultimately aimed at redeeming creation and humanity, they more immediately provided a cathartic vent for his rage and vengeance. Again, his woundedness peeks out from behind. Four consecutive chapters from Isaiah 54–57 describe how his people have abandoned him and how he will forgive and bless them if they return to his ways, to keeping the sabbath and all his ordinances and moral guidelines. Threatening to descend upon Assyria, he has no qualms about portraying himself as a dragon-like monster:


    Behold the Lord Himself

    Comes from afar

    In blazing wrath,

    With a heavy burden—

    His lips full of fury,

    His tongue like devouring fire,

    And His breath like a raging torrent

    Reaching halfway up the neck.14


    For six consecutive chapters from Jeremiah 46–51, Yahweh articulates in precise detail, and at times boastfully, how he will unfurl his “flaming wrath” against Egypt, the Philistines, Moab, Amon, Edom, Damascus, the tribal Kedarites, the kingdoms of Hazor and Elam, and the Chaldeans (Babylon). All will be punished for their iniquities—their pride, wickedness, and worship of other gods (even though Yahweh never revealed himself to them). With some, he will use one nation to conquer the other, and to a few, he strangely promises to later restore their fortunes. He likens his wrath to a cup of wine that all the nations must, by his command, drink from so that they will vomit, retch, and act crazy.15 With his hankerings for global destruction, his cup had runneth over: “In that day, the earth shall be strewn with the slain of the Lord from one end to the other. They shall not be mourned, or gathered and buried; they shall become dung upon the face of the earth.”16 We can again see in such dire warnings Yahweh's scorched-earth policy. The same characterological extremism would surface some twenty-seven hundred years later in our own godlike flirtation with an apocalypse by means of nuclear war and climate change. It seems as if the scorched-earth mindset that fuels nuclear proliferation and our current ecological problems is among our inheritances from Yahweh.


    Yahweh's wrath reaches the grotesque in Ezekiel's forecast of the exile:


    On account of all your abominations, I will do among you what I have never done, and the like of which I will never do again. Assuredly, parents shall eat their children in your midst, and children shall eat their parents. I will execute judgments against you, and I will scatter all your survivors in every direction…. One-third of you shall die of pestilence or perish in your midst by famine, one-third shall fall by the sword around you, and I will scatter one-third in every direction and will unsheathe the sword after them. I will vent all My anger and satisfy My fury upon them; and when I vent all My fury upon them, they shall know that I the Lord have spoken in My passion.17


    Reminding the exiles of the source of their suffering, Yahweh gives us another glimpse into the tender feelings that underlie his wrath: “And those of you that escape will remember Me among the nations where they have been taken captive, how I was brokenhearted through their faithless hearts which turned away from Me, and through their eyes which lusted after their fetishes.”18 As in Isaiah and Jeremiah, in Ezekiel he hints at his hidden vulnerability in the language of estranged lovers. He rebukes Israel for being a wayward wife and whore.19 To graphically illustrate this to his people, he instructs Hosea to marry a prostitute: he wants them to see that this is what they were doing in their idolatry and unfaithfulness—they were prostituting themselves.20 Yet regardless of how hurt he was, in the end it was his vengeance that spoke the loudest. Yahweh was as enraged as a rejected lover. And hell hath no fury like a god scorned.
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    Yahweh's dark side is presented as larger than ours since the image of God is, as one would expect, larger than life. His dark side reflects his character—that is, his character as the biblical authors implicitly saw it—more than our own. Theologian Raymund Schwager counts approximately one thousand episodes of Yahweh's violence in the Hebrew Bible—more, he says, than the incidents of human violence.21 These were direct responses to man's evil deeds. An additional one hundred events involve Yahweh commanding people to kill on his behalf. (By my own count at least seventy-five of these were acts of genocide, if we consider decimating single towns as separate episodes.) He also delivered evildoers into the hands of other cruel human beings and simply allowed evil deeds to fall back upon their perpetrators’ heads (a kind of karma). Over seventy occurrences illustrate the latter.
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    Yahweh took pleasure in his wrath. In one incident involving the Philistines he seems to have displayed sadistic humor, though, in fact, the Philistines got off easy considering their audacity: they had captured his ark from the Israelites and brought it to their city, Ashdod, placing it in the temple of their god, Dagon, as a trophy confirming Yahweh's defeat:


    The hand of the Lord lay heavy upon the Ashdodites, and He wrought havoc among them: He struck Ashdod and its territory with hemorrhoids…. He struck the people of the city, young and old, so that hemorrhoids broke out among them.22


    Yahweh would agitate himself into a bloody rage with relish:


    Thus says the Lord, Say: A sword, a sword is sharpened and also polished, sharpened for slaughter, polished to flash like lightning!…Ah! it is made like lightning, it is polished for slaughter.23


    When intoxicated by his rage in this way, he threatened to kill the innocent with the guilty: “Behold, I am against you, and will draw forth my sword out of its sheath, and will cut off from you both righteous and wicked.”24 However, most of the time, Yahweh's wrath was connected with his judgments against specific acts of sinfulness, even when this appears irrational, as in the earlier-discussed incidents of Moses and Zipporah and the two slaughters for impropriety in relation to the ark.


    Most striking is Yahweh's love of terror. He passionately and unabashedly forecasts his wrath:


    Desolation, devastation, and destruction!

    Spirits sink,

    Knees buckle,

    All loins tremble,

    All faces turn ashen….

    Hosts of slain

    And heaps of corpses,

    Dead bodies without number….

    I am going to deal with you

    —declares the Lord of Hosts.25


    Those who inflict terror upon others usually have a secret relationship with it themselves. The terror Yahweh let loose was acceptable to him not only because he was amoral, but also because it probably relieved the terror he himself privately harbored in response to his people's ongoing rejections of him. His inability to win their affection was constantly rubbed in his face, once again confirming that he had failed at his creation. How was this creation going to end up—in redemption, or in another apocalypse? Or muddling along somewhere between the two, as it arguably is still doing today? His may not have been an overt terror like the kind portrayed in Edvard Munch's The Scream, but rather an amorphous, involuted one that haunts its victim silently from deep within, like the sort brooding in Captain Ahab's soul as he relentlessly pursued Moby Dick. Melville's tale, like its biblical prototype, the story of Jonah and the whale, is about a man possessed by the spirit of Yahweh. Jonah was punished because only Yahweh himself had the right to pass judgment, and, similarly, Ahab—whose namesake was the wicked king of Israel—fell because of his hubris. In effect, he drowned in it.


    As observable in the self-justification terrorists provide for their murderous acts, there is a close connection between the love of terror and revenge. Vengeance is the Lord's, except when it is also appropriated by us. In Moby-Dick, again, we are informed that Captain Ahab was driven by a hunger for revenge, in his case rooted in his earlier confrontation with the whale and the resulting loss of his leg. Because Yahweh and Ahab could not acknowledge and heal their terror, they took it out upon whomever they judged to be the culprit responsible for it. We often do to others what has been done to us, whether they are genuinely responsible for it or not. “Revenge,” a Latin proverb tells us, “is a confession of pain.” In their revenge, Yahweh and Ahab were essentially saying, “I am suffering from terror; now you will suffer terror too.” An I for an I, and a truth for a truth.


    Yahweh knew that revenge is a dish best served cold. He planned it well—he was Machiavellian in this as well as in his methods to control his people—and he gave plenty of lead time with his warnings so that the recipients of his rage could not determine exactly when it would come. It would be delayed just long enough for an anticipatory terror to grow before the real terror was delivered. Yahweh announced the following early in Jeremiah's ministry and probably at least a few years, if not decades, before the Babylonian invasion:


    Lo, I am bringing against you, O House of Israel,

    A nation from afar

    —declares the Lord;

    It is an enduring nation,

    It is an ancient nation;

    A nation whose language you do not know—

    You will not understand what they say.

    Their quivers are like a yawning grave—

    They are all mighty men.

    They will devour your harvest and food,

    They will devour your sons and daughters,

    They will devour your flocks and herds,

    They will devour your vines and fig trees.

    They will batter down with the sword

    The fortified towns on which you rely.26


    Forecasting the destruction of the Temple and the exile, he adds that “I will turn Jerusalem into rubble” and “you will have to serve foreigners in a land not your own.”27 If this did not instill fear into his “stiffnecked” people, as he called them, one could only wonder what would.28


    Yahweh's electric personality becomes neutralized or flattened as he increasingly discharges his anger at the expense of experiencing other emotions. His relentless wrath makes him monochromatic. As the actor John Hurt, describing his approach to performing the role of Krapp in Samuel Beckett's Krapp's Last Tape, said, “I'm trying to veer away from too much straight anger because it's such a boring emotion.”29 We can imagine the effect Yahweh's anger had on himself, not to mention on his people, based on what we know about the toxicity of anger: it slowly eats us up from the inside.


    And yet, even with all his apocalyptic rage and inner torment, it behooves us to keep in mind that Yahweh's dark side must be viewed in the entire context of who he was. No one can deny that he was a raw and brutal force. He exercised his will through nature, bending its laws to part the sea, to stop the sun in the sky, and to send plagues and hailstorms as he saw fit. He likewise commandeered the warring instincts of human nature to pit nation against nation, this adding to his own skill set as a master warrior. His displeasure could have sweeping consequences for the world as a whole or his chosen people in particular. However, his sense of purpose and design for history surpassed even his prowess, distinguishing him among the ancient Near Eastern gods, most of whom were no more than nature forces given a human or animal shape. He alone held together the opposites of primeval nature and the aspiration toward a higher moral, social order. He emerged in a pivotal phase in the evolution of human consciousness, specifically, during our transition from Stone-Age barbarism to civilization. It is therefore not surprising that he demonstrated the features of both a savage and a lawgiver. Psychologically speaking, he was one stage beyond the gods who demanded human sacrifice and who had no real emotional relationship or dialogue with the individuals worshipping them. To the Israelites, he was the numinous experience of everything, of all possibilities—creation and destruction, mercy and wrath, good and evil. He was the living, absolute source of all life and, through his 613 commandments, he infused himself into every aspect of life, making it sacred and supremely meaningful. No critique of his dark side could minimize his singular totality. The advent of Yahweh represented a monumental, revolutionary achievement in the history of religion.
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    If a man in prison was at any time to have a chance of escape, then he must first of all realize that he is in prison.


    —G. I. Gurdjieff1


    The covenant between Yahweh and Israel was a partnership that depended on each party living up to their commitment. Tradition has tended to weigh in on the failures of the Israelites to live up to their part, to keep the commandments and worship only Yahweh. A more balanced view might look also at Yahweh's failures, or at least how his responses to Israel's failures contributed to undermining their relationship rather than repairing or improving it. It is true that Yahweh bestowed upon his chosen people a distinct and elevated identity, but integral to this was his need to have his own identity confirmed and continually reconfirmed. For their undivided devotion he offered them much: progeny as ample as the stars in the night sky; freedom from slavery; a land flowing with milk and honey; the protection, guidance, and beneficence of a divine chieftain; and a nation with special status, a gem among the nations of the world. But if disappointed by them, he would let loose his deadly wrath in vengeful acts of mass murder and destruction.


    Yahweh seemed to have no sense of how his dark side affected others, or how ineffective was his dysfunctional pattern of expecting devotion from his worshippers by making them fear him. In a single moment he could mercurially become a monster. He didn't recognize his own double standards, and thought it was acceptable to execute men who were scavenging for wood for their families simply because they were doing so on a sabbath. He was fanatical about his rules, permitting absolutely no bending. He was merciless with petty thieves, revealing how petty he himself could be. He showed that he didn't recognize his moral crimes whatsoever. His lack of moral conscience—in spite of his preoccupation with the Mosaic Law—combined with his apocalyptic inclinations made him the most dangerous god on the Near Eastern scene. With the flood he resorted to a global catastrophe and with the Babylonian exile to smashing the Israelite nation. With him it was not “my way or the highway,” but my way or no way. He thought that his people should worship him because he delivered them from slavery to the Promised Land. Given humankind's short memory when it comes to the lessons of history, did he really expect their gratitude to last? Why, if he was truly omniscient, couldn't he see that it wouldn't, and why couldn't he see the insanity of meting out punishments over and over again and expecting different results?


    By the time we reach the final part of the Hebrew Bible—which it should be mentioned here is arranged differently than the Old Testament that was edited by the early Christians (see Appendix I)—we can observe that something begins to change in Yahweh's inner condition: he begins to mature. This part of the Hebrew Bible is known as the Writings. It consists of Psalms, Proverbs, Job, the Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and 1 and 2 Chronicles. Viewed in their entirety, they seem to suggest, between their lines, that Yahweh begins to ask himself why he did the things he did. Or at least he is confronted with this question, as is evident in his encounter with Job. Consequently, he becomes a problem not only to his worshippers but to himself—the sign, Jung tells us, of a growing consciousness.2


    The episode with Job is one of the most discussed by biblical scholars and clergy alike, and it can be considered the crowning statement of the Hebrew Bible. Though it is intended to explore not the mystery of suffering but rather the depths of faith in spite of suffering, it strikes at the heart of the problem of evil, that is, God's evil. How could a supposedly good and merciful God be capable of not only the kinds of acts discussed so far but also the utter disregard for human suffering that he exhibited with Job? Einstein famously said that God does not play dice with the universe, but with Job he certainly did. When Yahweh boasts that no one on earth fears him and shuns evil as does his righteous servant Job, Satan challenges him: What if you take away everything you've given him—his seven sons and three daughters, his good fortune to have become the wealthiest man in the East, his huge household—would he still speak so favorably about you, or curse you to your face? Satan cleverly appeals to Yahweh's pride in Job's perfect faith in him, betting that he will now feel compelled to test him. Yahweh succumbs to Satan's gamble: Go, all that he has is in your power, do as thou wilt, but do not lay a hand on him. Evidently, Moses was not the only one who knew how to manipulate Yahweh. In fact, Moses may have even learned his tricks from Satan. Biblical scholars believe that the core story of Job, if not all its finer elements, had already been told in the second millennium BCE as part of an oral tradition. Job was not an Israelite or a prophet but a pre-Abrahamic sage from the land of Uz (supposedly in the eastern part of the Syrian desert). He was, in different guises, an archetypal figure of legendary stature to a number of peoples, including the Sumerians and Babylonians.3 This speaks to the fact that wisdom literature in the ancient Near East knew no national boundaries.


    So having now received Yahweh's imprimatur, Satan goes and unleashes terrible calamity upon Job. He slaughters his sons and daughters, yet Job does not curse God. Believing he has won the bet, Yahweh tells Satan that Job was destroyed for no good reason. Satan ups the ante: A man will sacrifice even his own flesh and blood to save his life. But lay a hand on his own person, and he will surely curse you to your face. To which Yahweh responds, Go. He is in your power. Only see to it that you spare his life. Satan afflicts Job with a severe inflammation from head to toe, and still Job does not blaspheme against his Lord. For seven days, three of Job's friends try to console him, urging him to accept that he must have somehow sinned—otherwise why would these calamities have fallen upon him? Though acknowledging that he is not perfect, Job rejects their conclusions. He not only claims he is innocent but maintains his integrity, cursing only the day he was born.


    Following this comes a debate between Yahweh and Job that one would hope would address the very question posed above, why did these calamities fall upon Job (or, as we would commonly express it today, why do bad things happen to good people)? If Job had not sinned, why would Yahweh do this to him? But Yahweh, speaking out of a whirlwind, never answers that question. Instead, he rebukes Job (as well as his friends) for assuming that a mere mortal can comprehend such matters: Where were you when I laid the earth's foundations? he quizzes Job. Do you know who fixed its dimensions or set its cornerstone when the morning stars sang together and all the divine beings shouted for joy? Have you ever commanded the day to break, assigning the dawn its place so that it seizes the corners of the earth? Have you reached the sources of the sea or the vaults of snow? Have the gates of death been disclosed to you? If you know of such things, tell Me. Can you order the clouds to rain or dispatch the lightning on a mission and have it answer you, “I am ready”? Do you give the horse his strength and clothe his neck with a mane? Does the eagle soar at your command? Have you an arm and a thundering voice like Mine, and can you deck yourself with grandeur and eminence, glory and majesty? Can you scatter wide your raging anger, seeing every proud man and bringing him low? Would you impugn My justice, condemn Me so that you may be right? Stopped in his tracks, Job can only reply, Alas, I am of little worth. How can I answer You? Overwhelmed and flattened by Yahweh's long litany of his wondrous creative acts—it runs for four chapters—Job concedes, Indeed, I spoke of things which I cannot know. Before I heard you only with my ears, but now I see you as the awesome whirlwind before my eyes. Therefore I recant and relent, being but ashes and dust. Placated, Yahweh restores Job's fortunes, giving him twice what he had before and a long life with seven new sons and three new daughters (as if this were to simply replace the ones he had lost).4


    But all is not as it seems here on the surface of things. Yahweh in fact admitted to one of Job's friends that Job had spoken the truth about him.5 Job has accurately seen into Yahweh's nature, grasping that he has different sides that cannot be easily reconciled and that make him behave in unexplainable, contradictory ways. However, this was not an altogether new insight on humanity's part and was even a built-in premise of Job's story, of the way it was set up. In challenging Yahweh, Satan was not being devious or malevolent but only serving in his role as the “adversary”—or ha-satan in ancient Hebrew. Regardless of his Machiavellian methods, his job was primarily to challenge humanity—and perhaps God, too—with good and evil choices. In those pre-Christian times he was seen not as diabolical but rather as an angel or servant of God. The Israelites knew explicitly that Yahweh and Satan were different sides of the same God, as illustrated in the two versions of the census story. The version in 2 Samuel 24:1–15 states that Yahweh instructs David to take a census, whereas in the version in 1 Chronicles 21:1–14, Satan incites him to take it. Yahweh appears ambivalent about the census, finding it both desirable and repulsive (here proving wrong Abraham Lincoln's assertion that “God cannot be for and against the same thing at the same time”6). Perhaps he himself wants to know the precise plentitude of his people but feels that quantifying goes against his nature, as if it were measuring or deconstructing something sacred. In both versions he sends a pestilence against Israel, killing seventy thousand of her people.


    It may seem capricious on Yahweh's part to both order the census and then punish the people for implementing it, but this is what happens when you get an ambivalent God whose different impulses act out at the same time. He doesn't have an organizing ego and superego like we do, so there is no internal regulator that tells him what's too much or too conflictual. In his provocative Answer to Job, Jung observes, “Yahweh is not a human being: he is both a persecutor and a helper in one, and the one aspect is as real as the other. Yahweh is not split but is an antinomy—a totality of inner opposites—and this is the indispensable condition for his tremendous dynamism, his omniscience and omnipotence.”7 On the scaffolding of this oppositeness within himself rests not only the tale of Job but the entire Hebrew Bible. His antinomy and lack of internal regulation provide an answer to the question raised earlier in connection to how he could attempt to kill Moses while at the same time selecting him to liberate his people: it is not that his right hand didn't know what his left hand was doing. He was, indeed, not split or dissociated. Rather, both hands worked at the same time, each with a mind of its own and without care for any contradictions in each other's intent or for damages incurred. He was not only an ambivalent God but an ambidextrous one.
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    At first glance, it may also seem that Yahweh won the debate with Job. But not the real contest: by showing that he was more ethical than God, the creature surpassed the creator. Job maintained his integrity in the face of Yahweh's lack of it. The shift in Yahweh's subsequent behavior strongly suggests that Job's moral superiority had penetrated his defensive armor, the blustering diatribe of his greatness. There is a reason why this older story, already extant for some centuries, was retrofitted with certain additions and inserted into the Hebrew Bible as its climax: a new insight was emerging on the parts of both Yahweh and those who served him. A transformation had been sparked in both.


    More clearly than anyone before him, with eyes wide open and all innocence shattered, Job saw that Yahweh was utterly unaware of the suffering caused by his ruthlessness and violation of his own moral rules. Although he did on many occasions demonstrate mercy, his cold heart could at other times be impenetrable. As Jung writes, Job could have a greater insight into God's nature than God himself because man's smallness and defenselessness against the Almighty demanded a keener sensitivity: “He must, in order to survive, always be mindful of his impotence. God has no need of this circumspection, for nowhere does he come up against an insuperable obstacle that would force him to hesitate and hence make him reflect upon himself.” Jung adds that Yahweh appears to possess a primitive, animal-like consciousness, in accord with the image of him in his revelation to Ezekiel as three-quarters animal and one-quarter humanoid.8 Thus does he behave like an irrational, amoral, erratic, and thundering force of nature that has no self-reflection. “The image of God,” Jung intuited earlier in his Red Book, “throws a shadow that is just as great as itself.”9


    Jack Miles explains how the Hebrew text is full of subtle nuances and double entendres that indicate that Job bowed to God not only out of deference and fear for his life but with irony and a defiant mockery of God's limited understanding. With this, Job winks at his reader, quietly insinuating that, in truth, he had won the debate—no doubt a Pyrrhic victory given how much he had suffered and how evident it now was that the world was at the mercy of an unjust despot. Miles, too, notes Yahweh's unique history of isolation, describing him as a “cosmic orphan.” He was different than the Greek and other ancient gods: he had no parents or siblings. He knew nothing about relationships, about how to relate to others. His “onlyness” and complete otherness did not help him bridge his gap with the humanity whose devotion he so craved.10


    Why is this important? Job's insight into God's limitations did not altogether escape him. He saw that Job now knew something about him that he himself had not known, and again, as Jung said, “Whoever knows God has an effect on him,” or as he also said, “The encounter with the creature changes the creator.” The effect or change here was revolutionary: “If Job gains knowledge of God, then God must also learn to know himself.” Jung adds that this episode was the beginning of God's incentive to incarnate as a human being; that is, it was the seed out of which grew the Christian revelation. By taking human form and taking on human suffering, God would atone for his injustices to humanity, for his sin. Jung here turns tradition on its head.11


    Miles speaks more to the remainder of Israelite history in the Hebrew Bible. Placed near its end, the Book of Job is soon followed by the Book of Daniel, which marks Yahweh's final appearance on the stage of history. After Daniel, he withdraws into silence and no longer reveals himself through great miracles such as his deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt (excluding here the Incarnation, since that is a different scripture with its own narrative). His disappointment with humanity, a bitterness simmering since the beginning of creation, undoubtedly played a part in this, but it was chiefly his encounter with Job that compelled him to retreat and examine himself in a sobering, transformative way. He didn't retreat from the world merely to disengage from it; he retreated into himself. Although Yahweh silenced Job with his bullying rant (eloquent as it was), it would strangely seem, Miles argues, that it was Job who silenced Yahweh. After their debate, Yahweh never again uttered a single word in the Hebrew Bible, and in some of the later books he is hardly even mentioned. Even in the Book of Daniel, he appears in a subdued way, merely prophesying future events through dreams and visions rather than actively shaping them.12
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    One can sense that Yahweh had a strong emotional reaction when Job stopped him in his tracks. His initial belligerence followed by silent withdrawal suggests that he might have fallen into a depression. However, the kind of depression that he would have fallen into would best be characterized as melancholy. It is less a clinical condition than an existential one, reflecting something that the heart or soul is missing in both senses of the meaning, that is, as something it both lacks and yearns for (in German, this feeling-state is known as sehnsucht).


    Certainly, Lamentations and Ecclesiastes, two Writings that soon follow Job, have a melancholic quality. The first of these is a dirge over the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians and over God's apparent desertion of his people, and the second is a darkly lyrical tract by an existential philosopher complaining how “all that goes on under the sun is futile and pursuit of wind,” even wisdom.13 Although Lamentations is about the people's suffering and not God's, and Ecclesiastes hardly even mentions God, one can easily imagine Yahweh's mood—no matter where he retreated to—as identical to that conveyed by these texts. His pain is implicit in the subtext of practically the entire Hebrew Bible. If the Hebrew Bible is the Israelites’ history of their turbulent experience of Yahweh, it is also Yahweh's history of his sorrowful experience with his people. He suffered every time they failed him. The anguish he inflicted on them in retribution was also his own. He wanted to make them feel the way he felt: sad, abandoned, dejected. Rightly or wrongly, he was showing them exactly what they showed him, as observable, again, in his instructions to Hosea to marry a prostitute. The prophets voiced not just their own but also Yahweh's anxiety over the people's idolatry and the coming apocalyptic events. Similarly, Lamentations and Ecclesiastes have at this place in the narrative the effect of being a megaphone for Yahweh's melancholy. Whether or not their authors consciously aimed for this effect, these two books suggest that this leaden and contagious mood descended on the Israelites and God alike.


    In his classic essay “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud could have been speaking about Yahweh's emotional state in the Writings when he said,


    The distinguishing mental features of melancholia are a profoundly painful dejection, cessation of interest in the outside world, loss of the capacity to love, inhibition of all activity, and a lowering of the self-regarding feelings…. [As with mourning,] it is evident that melancholia too may be the reaction to the loss of a loved object. Where the exciting causes are different one can recognize that there is a loss of a more ideal kind. The object has not perhaps actually died, but has been lost as an object of love (e.g., in the case of a betrothed girl who has been jilted). In yet other cases one…is aware of the loss which has given rise to his melancholia, but only in the sense that he knows whom he has lost but not what he has lost in him.14


    Such an unknown loss could have haunted Yahweh insofar as he did not in fact empirically know the love he yearned for, since he had never received it with any degree of consistency. The example of a betrothed girl who has been jilted is curious. Yahweh saw Israel as his bride and himself as the jilted groom, or, alternately, he saw Israel as his cheating wife.15 Also relevant is the conflictual nature of melancholy due to the unconscious ambivalence that one may have felt toward the loved one and that finally surfaces. Freud observes that “countless separate struggles are carried on over the object, in which hate and love contend with each other.”16 Yahweh's relationship with his creation, his people, and even his most devoted servants like Moses and Job was riddled with alternating hate and love, and although his melancholy may be pronounced in the Writings, a case can be made that he was slowly building up toward it well beforehand.


    Finally, Freud connects melancholy with conscience, with moral dissatisfaction with oneself.17 We grieve not only for the loved one who has been lost but for the harm we have done to them, or, as the case may be, the good deeds we have failed to do for them. We reproach ourselves for what we blamed the other. Although Freud sees melancholy as abnormal, with one's loss of self-regard so severe as to be pathological, the self-critical aspect of this has positive implications for Yahweh. Perhaps Job's mirroring made him become morally critical of himself: the humble Job shocked him, jolting him emotionally by forcing him to recognize that the arrogance he accused Job of was his own. Perhaps he also recognized—or began to recognize—that the faith or loyalty he was testing Job for he himself lacked, and that the test itself, with its effects on human beings, was truly diabolical. The pain from such recognition and the moral self-evaluation it inspired would have been handmaidens to each other, each heightening the other. This would have been a defeat and victory at the same time, felt as an attack of melancholy but internalized as a development of conscience. We may wish to qualify that Freud called the psychic agency of our conscience the “Over-I” (Über-Ich), not the “superego,” which according to Bruno Bettelheim is a mistranslation.18 We might then surmise that Yahweh's defeat by Job led to a development of his Over-I. As Jung said, the experience of the higher self (of which conscience is a core element) is always a defeat for the ego or the lesser self.19


    God's retreat after the Book of Job seems to be part of his introverting process, of going inward into his depths. Such a process may involve a reappraisal of one's basic assumptions and values about what is real or truly meaningful, or it may give birth to character traits that have not yet been developed but exist in latent form, in a state of potential. With Yahweh, we can observe, if not a clear inner death-and-rebirth process, then at least the beginnings of a reappraisal of his basic approach to humanity. But his retreat took a heavy toll on Israel. His absence was itself a very real thing. The history of God must take into account that he was the God of history. He was once very actively interested in what happened to his people. His absence meant something. As Miles says about the mood pervading the six books following Job, Yahweh's absent presence had become a present absence.20 Again, God was everything to the Israelites, and so this was also an experience of him, the likeness of which can only be found in the days of slavery in Egypt when he seemed asleep. However, here he was anything but asleep…
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    It is better to conquer yourself

    Than to win a thousand battles.

    Then the victory is yours.

    It cannot be taken from you,

    Not by angels or by demons,

    Heaven or hell.


    —Buddha1


    God's transformation, though understood by the Israelites as an absence where once there was a presence, did not occur in a vacuum. An old heroic ideal was dying: Yahweh was giving up his mantle as a war god—a role that had anyways altogether receded under the peace enforced by the Persian Empire2—and he was becoming…becoming what? As history shows, his character would undergo change as the Abrahamic legacy diversified into three distinct religions and as each developed their mystical traditions. But in the meantime, Yahweh would have to face himself in the predicament in which he found himself in the Writings.


    What if the things you do to survive destroy those whom you love? Bruce Springsteen asks.3 Yahweh's retreat from history went hand in hand with his discovery that he had to change if he wished to be a God in the hearts of men and women and not just on the battlefield or through the wielding of his power. Job had made him painfully aware of his problem with evil—his unconsciousness of its effects on others. Realizing that his people would never love him if he remained a tyrant, he would need to confront his angry emotional style. He would have to recognize that the Psalmist's words might apply to him as well as to them:


    Give up anger, abandon fury,

    do not be vexed;

    it can only do harm.4


    Inevitably, Yahweh would have to also confront the driving force behind his anger and aggression in general. Jung put his finger on this driving force when Yahweh so loudly itemized to Job his many majestic feats in creating the world:


    Yahweh sees something in Job which we would not ascribe to him but to God, that is, an equal power which causes him to bring out his whole power apparatus and parade it before his opponent. Yahweh projects on to Job a skeptic's face which is hateful to him because it is his own, and which gazes at him with an uncanny and critical eye. He is afraid of it, for only in face of something frightening does one let off a cannonade of references to one's power, cleverness, courage, invincibility, etc. What has all that to do with Job? Is it worth the lion's while to terrify a mouse?5


    What Yahweh was afraid of with Job was also what he feared in all his encounters with humanity. It appears as if he would have gone to any lengths to avoid exposing or facing it. Though the purpose of his wrath was to induce fear in others, even that was fear-based. Anger was merely the medium for fear. If anger was Yahweh's preferred language, fear was its syntax. And fear, Springsteen continues in the same song, is a dangerous thing, turning your heart black and filling your God-given soul with devils and dust.


    But what did Yahweh really fear that Job would see with his uncanny and critical eye? Jung suspects that he had a skeptic's “doubt complex.”6 Given humanity's relentless rejections of him, isn't it likely that he had a haunting fear and doubt about his self-worth, about whether he'd ever break out of his isolation and loneliness as a cosmic orphan? God gambled not only in regard to Job's integrity and faith but also his own worth: Am I a great enough God that my servant Job will not be tempted to stray from me? He was still testing in the same way as he did with Abraham and the Israelites throughout their history: Do they love me with all their heart and soul and might? The answer is inscribed on too many of the Bible's pages. From its beginning to almost its end, the Hebrew Bible is very much the story of a dismissed, disenchanted God. Is it any wonder that he would have suffered from melancholy?


    The helping agent that enables Yahweh to begin to confront his inner demons is Wisdom. This Wisdom—in Hebrew, Chochmah—is the personified feminine side of Yahweh. As Yahweh's beloved consort, she is given every attribute of sentience or consciousness that he has. Her appearance in the exceedingly wise and beautiful Proverbs, as well as the apocryphal Wisdom of Solomon and Ecclesiasticus, is owed to the influence of Greek culture: Chochmah is the Israelite conception of Sophia, who in Greece was the personification of philosophy, or philosophia (literally, the “love of wisdom”).7 A cosmic force in her own right, she existed before creation and was Yahweh's partner in creation. Proverbs tells us:


    The Lord created me at the beginning of His course

    As the first of His works of old.

    In the distant past I was fashioned,

    At the beginning, at the origin of earth….

    When he fixed the foundations of the earth,

    I was with him as a confident,

    A source of delight every day,

    Rejoicing before Him at all times,

    Rejoicing in His inhabited world,

    Finding delight with mankind.8


    As primordial wisdom, Chochmah is also the source of human wisdom. She is a hostess to all who hunger for spiritual knowledge:


    Wisdom has built her house,

    She has hewn her seven pillars.

    She has prepared the feast,

    Mixed the wine,

    And also set the table.

    She has sent out her maids to announce

    From the heights of the city,

    “Let the ignorant enter here”;

    To the fool she says,

    “Come, eat my food

    And drink the wine that I have mixed;

    Give up folly and live,

    Walk in the way of understanding.”9


    Jung suggests that in making Israel his bride and focusing on her faithfulness to him, Yahweh lost sight of Wisdom (thereby actually losing his own wisdom).10 His intoxication with the splendors of creation, which he so proudly touts to Job, may also have caused him to forget his omniscience or absolute knowledge. Yet Wisdom has revealed herself to us as a friendly helper and advocate against Yahweh's darkness, showing us his bright, kind, just, and amiable side. Perhaps our discovery of her would lead Yahweh to his re-discovery of her. Perfection, Jung writes, is a masculine virtue, while completeness or wholeness is a feminine virtue.11 Wisdom completes Yahweh, not to mention humankind. Insofar as wisdom nourishes our capacity for empathy—it is no accident that in Buddhism enlightenment and compassion go together—the Psalmist himself implies that Yahweh forgot his Wisdom:


    Has God forgotten how to pity?

    Has He in anger stifled His compassion?12


    Clearly, with Job, Yahweh demonstrated that he was invested in Job's love for him, not his love for Job.
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    The placement of Wisdom's origin at the beginning of creation is loaded with meaning, as is her exaltation in the Writings. How on earth could Yahweh have forgotten her, and what does it mean in the larger scheme of things that she is finally recognized in Proverbs? Jung's remark that Yahweh became preoccupied with Israel at the expense of Wisdom gives us a hint, but more can be deduced from the Book of Genesis itself.


    The parable of Genesis rests on the premise that God created humanity so that he would no longer be alone. He was, as rabbinical scholar Pinchas Peli and others have said, lonely. When Yahweh said, “It is not good for man to be alone; I will make a fitting helper for him,”13 he could just as easily been speaking about himself. The creation of Eve was perhaps his first genuinely wise and compassionate, empathic act. As a cosmic orphan having so far spent an eternity alone, he knew something about loneliness. The creation of the angels before humankind ostensibly did little to alleviate this condition, for, according to tradition, they were not created with the same free will and otherness that humankind had. That is why, according to the Talmud, humans are superior to the angels in the hierarchy of God's creatures.14


    When God entered the world he created, he didn't realize what calamity awaited him. He had left his solitary home to seek companions, and, on the sixth day of creation, after he breathed into humankind a living spirit, he thought he had found them. But while strolling in his garden one breezy afternoon, he came upon his human creatures and learned that they had violated the one condition that he commanded them to honor. They had eaten of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, which, as Martin Buber succinctly put it, meant that they gained cognizance of the opposites of fortune and misfortune or order and disorder.15 In other words, humans discovered the opposites that can riddle their lives—pleasure and pain, gain and loss, health and illness, love and hate, and so forth.


    The tale of Adam and Eve's fall from paradise is an allegory of the emergence of consciousness, of the beginnings of the observing and discriminating ego. This tale is always happening, again and again, and to all of us—at least if we are healthy. As our egos slowly form in childhood, we step out of the paradisiac consciousness of the oneness of all things. We become aware of ourselves as other than the rest of the world, and eventually, even apart from it. Adam and Eve, psychologically speaking, were children, and thus had to eat of the tree of discursive knowledge, otherwise humankind would never have evolved.


    We can observe here the beginning of the antagonism between God and humankind that would steadily increase as biblical history unfolded. We can also see that God did not want us to evolve. He wanted us to remain in an eternal state of paradisiac consciousness. Maybe he thought he was doing us a favor. Naturally, as the source of all life, he had absolute knowledge about the dance between the opposites, but he did not want to share this with us. He wanted us to have free will, but only up to a certain point. How ambivalent! Possibly he intuited the problems that this dance would present to us.


    His innocent expectation that paradise would continue forever is evident in his reaction to discovering what Adam and Eve had done. Most translations of the Bible portray God asking Eve, either dispassionately or angrily, “What is this that you have done?” This is curious, for didn't God in his omniscience already know what they had done? Immediately thereafter he punished—according to the text, “cursed”—the serpent, Eve, and Adam, so there can be no doubt that he was angry. However, in the highly regarded New Jewish Publication Society Hebrew Bible (known as the NJPS), God's words to Eve—the very same ones but differently punctuated—convey that before becoming angry he was shocked and alarmed, as if he were afraid: “What is this you have done!”16 We must keep in mind that the ancient Hebrew text does not have punctuation such as question or exclamation marks. Tone and nuance are inferred. The fact that God then immediately vented anger only confirms how difficult it is to deal with fear. Anger is easier to emote. We see here, from the very beginning, that fear again was the driving force behind his anger. In this scenario, God was shocked and alarmed because he hadn't anticipated this crucial flaw in his creation, and he was afraid because his hopes for companionship had been dashed and he would, alas, remain alone and lonely. Our beginning was supposed to be an end for him—an end to his loneliness. Rather than fellowship, he received a slap in the face. Herein lies the basis for his doubt complex, as the fear of abandonment triggered an uncertainty about his worthiness that would only increase with future rejections.


    Did God really feel things in this way? Everything that follows this event tells us, yes, he did. The traditional treatment of this theme is that man's behaviors offended God. But this explanation does not sufficiently penetrate the heart of the matter. As the Bible illustrates, God wanted a special relationship with humankind.17 To have experienced again and again what he perceived as humankind's rejection of him—one wounding event after the other from the Book of Genesis to the outcries of the prophets—must have been not only offensive to God but deeply hurtful. I say “what he perceived as humankind's rejection of him” because there appeared on his part strong features of hypersensitivity and unrealistic expectations due to his absolute idealism. Whether the transgressions were serious or mild, Yahweh reacted in an extreme fashion, as we saw in the various episodes we discussed.


    A key element of God's alarm in discovering that Adam and Eve had eaten from the tree of discursive knowledge was that, should they now also eat from the tree of immortal life, they would live forever. One way to understand this is that it would have been dangerous for them to live forever without mastering the knowledge of good and evil. However, one has to wonder: was God also threatened by the prospect of Adam and Eve acquiring the same knowledge and immortality that he had? In his own words, “Now that the man has become like one of us, knowing good and bad, what if he should stretch out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live forever!”18 Again, notice the exclamation mark in the NJPS that is absent in other translations. Here, too, we see God's ambivalence toward his creatures.


    The expulsion of Adam and Eve from the garden of Eden posed a special problem for God. In banishing them, he would have to go with them into a fallen state. The Talmud makes it very clear that “to every place to which the Israelites went into exile, the presence of God went with them into exile.”19 This means that he would have had to accompany man in the fall from paradise—the greatest exile of all—otherwise there would have been no divine-human relationship. When man fell, he took God down with him. This is not a novel idea. The Kabbalistic Zohar, or Book of Splendor, raises the question of who threw whom out of the garden of Eden, and radically concludes that it was man who threw God out.20 This sudden change probably was a shock to God no less than to man, further compounding his shock in the garden. “It is impossible,” Teilhard de Chardin writes, “to accede to a fundamentally new environment without experiencing the inner terrors of a metamorphosis.”21


    Here we can see the backdrop of Yahweh's alienation from his own primordial Wisdom. While in the garden, he was quite mellow and mild-mannered—again, taking leisurely strolls and enjoying the afternoon breeze. Neither he nor Adam and Eve had yet fallen, and all shared a mutual oneness in paradise. His identity as we came to know it in the Hebrew Bible actually began to form only after the expulsion from the garden. Now he was no longer relaxed and implicitly trusting. The episode of Cain murdering Abel added to God's earlier shock and alarm another layer: “What have you done?” he asks Cain. “Hark, your brother's blood cries out to Me from the ground!”22 (And once more, the NJPS emphatically heightens this passage.) A recurring pattern was now set in motion, and henceforth God would be an uneasy, hypervigilant enforcer of laws and requirements rather than a free-spirited creator. He would insist on being worshipped—eventually in very detailed, elaborate ways—whereas in the garden there was no such need to overcome any huge emotional or spiritual distance between God and man.


    God's emotional trauma comprises the First Story as much as man's tragic fall. It is itself a tragic factor that would gain momentum and magnify like a snowball rolling down a hill, becoming a posttraumatic stress disorder in which the original wound would be constantly reopened and intensified with new rejections, this making it in effect a continuous traumatic stress disorder. It may be worthwhile to briefly explore what modern psychology might tell us about how this condition affected Yahweh, as its reverberations would be felt not only through the entire Hebrew Bible but in the subsequent development of all three Abrahamic religions.
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    You know also that the beginning is the most important part of any work, especially in the case of a young and tender thing; for that is the time at which the character is being formed and the desired impression is most readily taken.


    —Plato1


    Of the many signs that Yahweh suffered from trauma, none are more telling than his developmentally arrested style of love. Love was a one-way street, demanded of the people but not expected from him (much less unconditionally given). As we said, Yahweh demonstrated that he was invested in Job's love for him, not his love for Job. It is questionable whether Yahweh was invested even in Job and the people's love for him, or rather in something that only resembled love or at best was an elementary building block toward it. In fact, Yahweh wasn't looking for love, at least not how we understand it. He was not nourished by a mutual and growing reciprocity of tender, intimate feelings between humankind and himself. As a cosmic orphan and loner, he never had a role model for this. His Mosaic instructions were aimed at securing his people's devotion or loyalty, and this is how his search for love should be understood. Most translations of such passages as the second of the Ten Commandments state that in exchange for man's obedience God will show his “steadfast love.” But the NJPS and Jerusalem Bible translations are more accurate: God will show his kindness.2 The King James Version also closely follows suit with its rendition of God “shewing mercy.” Yahweh was simply not a God oriented toward love, like Aphrodite, Krishna, or Christ. He seemed altogether indifferent to love. What he wanted was to be mirrored and affirmed—that is, worshipped—as the sole God of the Israelites, and he attempted to obtain this not through their love but their fear.


    With regard to their obedience to his Law, Yahweh did not recognize that punishment for noncompliance was less rather than more likely to produce good results. Punishing the people only reinforced to them the tyrannical nature of their God. It is true that with the kings he was very patient with their lack of obedience, but he nevertheless approached this matter of the heart as if it were an exchange of currency: he will give his devotion if they will give theirs. He did not appear to be aware that giving love or devotion is a higher, more selfless act than receiving it. Yahweh was not an altruist, and he was no saint.


    When Yahweh described himself as a jealous God, he revealed his deepest emotion: he wanted to possess his chosen people and to have their undivided adoration. Jack Miles calls this covenant love, the hopeful feeling one has at the beginning of an arranged marriage. In Isaiah we see that, as the marriage has progressed, this feeling has deepened into his delight and rejoicing over his bride, Israel. But even here, Miles says, the feeling is a “loving pity” because it is expressed in the context of God's forgiveness after he had forsaken Israel and had left her land desolate. It is a condescending compassion from a superior figure to an inferior one.3


    Yahweh's indifference to love was rooted in his wounding not in love but in the early mirroring that psychologists view as the primary building block toward love. The cognitive loop he relentlessly went around in—namely, emotional injury à demand to be worshipped à reinjury due to rejection—was hinged upon his yearning for mirroring and his frustration from not receiving it. Psychologists agree that it is vitally important for children to have their self-worth empathically reflected and reinforced. Although the biblical understanding of Yahweh is that he is an eternal, ageless being, as a personality he shows different periods of development in his relationship to humans as well as in his understanding of himself, with the earlier periods less mature. In other words, he evolves. Certainly, in the larger context of Abrahamic history, he very much represents God's childhood.4 With these considerations in mind, we can apply a category of human age such as childhood to him. A failure in early mirroring could have affected his capacity to love no less than it could affect us. With a human, the parents or caregivers would provide this mirroring. With Yahweh, it would have come from us, more in the role of worshippers or devotion-givers than as caregivers.


    Erik Erikson's famous formulation of the eight stages of psychosocial development proposes that the first, foundational stage for everyone is basic trust vs. mistrust: depending on our early experience—how our caregivers treat us—we either learn to trust others and the world around us or we do not.5 If we learn to trust, we will approach life with a sense of hope and a healthy drive. If we do not, we will have a pessimistic outlook that will negatively affect all our later development, our failure becoming cumulative. Yahweh's early traumatic encounters with Adam, Eve, Cain, and Abel led him to develop basic mistrust, a failure that became cumulative as biblical history unfolded. We see this mistrust blatantly in his testing of Abraham and later with Job, who threw him back upon himself, forcing him to confront his mistrust and its behavioral consequences.


    Heinz Kohut believes that mirroring is essential for the development of self-esteem, empathy, and love.6 Children need to feel seen, heard, and appreciated, and they need their caregivers to celebrate and admire them. Without this, Donald Winnicott tells us, they are susceptible to a “false self disorder,” a condition of frustrated emotions, of emptiness or deadness (as in melancholy), and of feeling phony or inauthentic.7 Did Yahweh's trauma give rise to a false self disorder, an alienation from his true self and primordial wisdom that existed before he fell out of his original condition in the garden of Eden? Did he feel he had to orchestrate great feats of salvation, such as the Exodus, in order to win his people's love? A deficit in mirroring can thus lead to what Michael Balint calls a “basic fault” in our character, a structural flaw in our personality that manifests as a feeling that something is fundamentally wrong with us.8 We can only wonder about Yahweh's internal image of himself. Might he have asked himself, “What's wrong with me that these people keep rejecting me?” Even if their behaviors were their failure, he created them—a factor that would naturally intensify what Jung observed as his doubt complex. Or was the pain of such self-examination too great, so that he would have to defend against it? Otto Kernberg sees primitive, rigid defensiveness, like the kind Yahweh would exhibit when his authority was challenged, as the result of early and extreme frustration by caregivers.9


    A host of other psychologists reiterate the above principles in different ways. John Bowlby holds that an unreliable attachment to caregivers in early development can lead to jealousy, neediness, fear of rejection, anger, insecurity, anxiety, and depression, as well as intrusive, controlling, and violent behaviors—a description that fits Yahweh's behaviors like a hand in a glove.10 Such a fear-based, anxious-ambivalent attachment style, as Mary Ainsworth describes it, was exhibited by both Yahweh and his people; both were distressed, reluctant, and inconsistent.11 Their relationship lacked the attunement that Bowlby says is necessary for a healthy attachment that has emotional vitality and connectedness. Such attunement, Richard Erskine writes, “goes beyond empathy: it is a process of communion and unity of interpersonal contact.”12 Martin Buber might say that this is the cornerstone of an I-Thou relationship.


    Ronald Fairbairn's concept of the internal saboteur is fitting here, too.13 This is a part of us that splits off from consciousness and becomes repressed because of our painful history of rejection. It is the part of us that internalizes and negatively identifies with the rejecting person in the form of self-hate and shame. As an independent agent within the psyche, the internal saboteur can also manifest as our inner critic, constantly belittling and undermining us. Its outward hostility, David Celani adds,


    includes sarcasm toward [the rejector], which often manifests later in life as a self-righteous condemnation of those who have failed in their assigned role…. In some cases, this amounts to “whining” and chronic complaining about [their failure], whereas in other [cases] it can take the form of an interpersonal revenge-based “crusade” against the specific [persons or group of persons], one that takes on the emotionality of a religious war.14


    This description matches Yahweh's sarcastic criticism and other condemnations of his “stiffnecked” people, his “whining” and chronic complaining about their failures in worshipping him, and his vengeful holy crusades against them (e.g., the Babylonian exile). Yahweh's internal saboteur was personified as Satan. Though the latter was not split off from Yahweh's consciousness and repressed but rather a conscious, free agent in his inner antinomy, he was, even from the very beginning in the form of the serpent in the garden of Eden, hostile to God's relationship with humankind. With Job, too, Satan's hidden aim seemed to be to sabotage or undermine God's relationship with him.


    Finally, Wilfred Bion's concept of attacks on emotional linking speaks to the “destructive attacks which the patient makes on anything which is felt to have the function of linking one [person] with another.”15 This defense results from early emotional wounding in which interactions with caregivers were too painful to tolerate. Feelings are evacuated, which leads to nothingness—not the mystical kind but rather inner oblivion.16 In this state of nameless dread and annihilation, emotions are hated, and, as Bion writes, “it is a short step from hatred of emotions to hatred of life itself.” But hatred only fuels the emotions, making them stronger and requiring increasingly powerful defenses against them. If intense enough, it can become a murderous hatred that in turn leads to a murderous assault upon the loved one “as a method of disburdening the psyche of the unwanted emotions.” Surely we have all experienced to some degree or another the need to discharge intolerable feelings by unloading them upon those whom we hold responsible for them—or even may not hold responsible, as the case may be. In its extreme, this state involves a hatred and fragmentation that can lead to indiscriminate expressions of rage such as shooting sprees. Was Yahweh's disgust with humanity as expressed in the flood and other hateful and murderous acts examples of this process? Though it can be argued that his rage was itself a form of emotional connection, albeit a dark one, there can be no doubt that it deterred positive, healthy linking. Possibly his attacks on linking even severed his connection to his wisdom, to his mystical side, to what Bion in his own mystical mode would call “O” (pronounced as the letter but nevertheless implying the number). O represents, in Bion's words, “ultimate reality, absolute truth, the godhead, the infinite, the thing-in-itself.”17
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    The divine urge for mirroring explains a host of phenomena in the Hebrew Bible that otherwise cannot be easily understood. Most obviously, Yahweh's fierce insistence on being worshipped and on ritual detail and perfection revolved around his need to be validated; this mirroring had to be unblemished. Less saliently, he was quite preoccupied with human fertility and procreation. This was really a preoccupation with his own immortality or continuity in the world. He was, once again, all-too-human. Adulation and legacy, furthermore, are great deodorants for one's wounded self-esteem. Even Yahweh's special relationship with David may have had more to do with mirroring than the love he supposedly had for him. No doubt, his feelings for David were unique in contrast to those for other biblical figures, including Abraham and Moses. Perhaps David the sinner secretly reminded him of his own foibles and flaws, reflecting back to him his own vulnerabilities.


    The failure of mirroring explains what went wrong in Yahweh's early development. “Nothing is so delicate and fugitive by its very nature,” Teilhard de Chardin writes, “as a beginning.”18 It also explains why Yahweh didn't truly become a God of love until well after the period of the Hebrew Bible. His personal development missed a crucial step that he kept trying to make up for in all his interactions with humanity. Without sufficient mirroring in our formative years, our capacity for empathy and genuine emotional relatedness to others will be limited. This is why Yahweh's expressions of love toward his people strike us so often as hollow: they tend to be sandwiched between one episode of punishment and the next. If anything, Yahweh must have felt to the Israelites like an abusive lover, though for sure, with their idolatry, the reverse was also true. Their failure to mirror and affirm him led to his character formation as an angry, authoritarian, and saturnine God, or, as William Blake jocularly described him, “Old Nobodaddy”—Nobody's Daddy.19 Had Blake been aware of the depth of Yahweh's emotional injury and suffering, perhaps he might have had a more tolerant attitude, a little “sympathy for the devil,” as the Rolling Stones would say.


    Poor mirroring can lead to a number of clinical syndromes. PTSD, or what Freud called “traumatic neurosis,” is usually not one of them, as it is a condition resulting from the shock of a specific event like war or rape or some other assault on the psyche, if not also on the body.20 The trauma that arises from poor mirroring may not fit all the clinical criteria of PTSD, as it is not isolated to a single event or series of events but develops gradually over a lengthy period of time in response to an ongoing deficit of emotional nurturing. In Yahweh's instance, however, both trauma in the general sense and PTSD in particular were prominent. He did, after all, suffer shock from the specific events we discussed in the previous chapter. Of course, the physical symptoms of PTSD obviously did not affect him (at least as far as we can tell). But its other features do seem pertinent.


    PTSD is a disorder of emotional learning, of fear conditioning.21 Repeating the same dysfunctional behaviors over and over but getting nowhere, its victims get caught in a cognitive loop like the kind that afflicted Yahweh. Cues that remind one of the original trauma trigger fear and anxiety, as if the event were reoccurring in the moment. There is difficulty in coping with these emotions and in disengaging from the cues. Repeated exposure to such cues leads to increased sensitization and fear. In other words, the fear gets worse as the condition continues. This sheds light on Yahweh's intense reactions even when there was no strong indication that he'd be rejected. Naturally, like anyone suffering from this syndrome with its intensifying cognitive loop, Yahweh lacked the objectivity to recognize its dynamics and effects on him. Whether the traumatic type or otherwise, neurosis, Freud remarked, is the “result of a kind of ignorance, a not-knowing of mental processes which should be known.”22


    In his drive to get the mirroring and affirmation he craved, Yahweh exhibited additional conditions that were byproducts of his trauma (“trauma” here in the wider sense of the meaning). A pervasive one is that of the obsessive-compulsive personality (which differs from the biochemically based obsessive-compulsive disorder, with its ritual behaviors and unwanted obsessive thoughts and impulses). This condition may be viewed as an attempt, however inadequate, to cope with the trauma. As Freud explained, the symptoms of such a condition appear to be a partial solution to the problem, a compromise between repressing it and admitting it into consciousness (he called this a “compromise formation”).23 The obsessive-compulsive personality attempts to control his anxiety—rather than altogether repress it—by perfectionistic behavior and a preoccupation with rules, efficiency, and trivial details. He's stingy with his emotions and very mindful of his status of dominance. Stubbornly insisting that others conform to his way of doing things, he is unaware of the feelings of resentment or hurt that this evokes in them. He tends to be excessively moralistic, scrupulous, and judgmental. If unable to control others or a situation or environment, he often ruminates about this and becomes angry. The obsessive-compulsive focuses on minutiae at the expense of personal relationships, losing sight of the big picture.24 Is this not how Yahweh operated, with his 613 laws and draconian consequences if they were not strictly observed? Of course he was compassion-disabled: there was little room for relating to others.


    Yahweh also displayed characteristics of the narcissistic personality, including self-aggrandizement, a need for admiration, and a lack of empathy. Greg Lester writes that others commonly experience the narcissist as selfish and self-centered, presumptuous, uncaring, demanding, manipulative, unsatisfiable, demeaning, rageful, self-righteous, power-hungry, insensitive, and arrogant.25 She wants others to admire her. She strives to make herself special. She tends to view others as objects and is punitive toward them if they are insufficiently attentive. Does this not sound like Yahweh? Jung alluded to Yahweh's narcissistic character when he noted that “his thunderings at Job so completely miss the point that one cannot help but see how much he is occupied with himself.”26 Reactions that narcissists often evoke in others include irritation; fear; placating, pacifying, or trying to please them (we see this in both Abraham and Job's responses to Yahweh); avoiding or resisting them; passive aggression; and hating them. Narcissists secretly have low self-esteem and insecurity, their self-aggrandizement an attempt to compensate for these. Their condition is seen as rooted, again, in a failure in early mirroring.


    Other features from other clinical syndromes may be observed in Yahweh's behavior as well. However, an exhaustive survey of these would only further prove how similar to humans and how wounded he was. Such characterological diagnoses can anyways be fettering and formulaic, and Yahweh was anything but fettered and formulaic. In spite of his rigidity, fixations, and repetitive patterns, he was unpredictable and unfathomable.
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    Forgetfulness leads to exile, while remembrance is the secret of redemption.


    —Baal Shem Tov1


    The above words by the Baal Shem Tov (or “Master of the Good Name”), an eighteenth-century Jewish mystic, are as applicable to God as they are to us. Except in God's instance we might add that his exile with Adam and Eve into the fallen world preceded rather than followed his forgetfulness of Wisdom. His remembrance of her then led to his redemption, or at least the beginning of it. The hero here was not only Yahweh, nor only the Israelites, but also the feminine. If folklore's damsel in distress is saved by a prince or some other masculine hero, then the Bible's Yahweh is a hero in distress saved by the feminine. Certainly, if his behavior up to this moment in the Hebrew Bible is any indication, he was, deep down, wounded in the feminine. He brooded and acted tempestuously as any man or woman typically might when wounded in this way. The feminine consists of such qualities as emotional relatedness, empathy, and nurturance, all presupposing a connection to our own feelings as well as those of others. It is the wellspring of intimacy and compassion, the latter thus often depicted in religion as female (e.g., the Virgin Mary in Christianity or Kuan Yin in Buddhism). The feminine represents the spirit of collaboration and harmony, the “and” that unites things.


    By contrast, the masculine consists of such qualities as psychological separateness, autonomy, and aggression, all ideally in service to the principle of mastery, whether of ourselves, of the forces of nature, or of the world. It represents the spirit of progress and competition, the “or” that distinguishes things from one another. In its power of discrimination, it includes the dimension of ethics. The Mosaic Law is a good example of masculine innovation. The masculine, with its emphasis on logic, is also the source of science and technology, a factor that emerged more in Greece and Rome than Israel. Neither side of ourselves is better than the other, and our wholeness depends on a healthy balance between both. This is what Yahweh lacked, and arguably what our civilization today lacks: at the root of many of our personal, interpersonal, and even global problems we find a dissociation between the masculine and feminine, and too often still a repression of the feminine.


    When one side becomes split off from the other, the dark side of both can easily become prevalent at the same time. Their shadows can even resemble each other, leading to a similarity of opposites. The dark side of the feminine is often emotional tyranny—being run by our feelings and demanding others to be run by them as well. The shadow of the masculine turns the virtue of mastery into domination and control, a behavioral tyranny. With Yahweh we see that he was both emotionally and behaviorally tyrannical. His angry flare-ups on occasion had a histrionic quality, as if he were, pardon the stereotyping, a hysterical woman. Of course, men and male gods can demonstrate dark feminine traits such as hysteria as easily as women and female gods. (For example, Jung diagnosed Hitler as a hysteric with a “tremendous mother complex.”2)


    Yahweh's reconnection to the feminine in a conscious, healthy way was a necessary and positive event in his character development. Not by coincidence do four of the thirteen books in the Writings deal with the feminine, with two of them named Ruth and Esther and the other two, Proverbs and the Song of Songs (or Song of Solomon), dealing, respectively, with Wisdom and the relational love of lovers. Ruth is also relational in theme, its story about the loyalty and love between a Moabite woman and her Israelite mother-in-law. The Book of Psalms, too, expresses matters of the heart and soul, including the thirst for wisdom, even if this is not always explicitly identified as such. In the same way that Lamentations and Ecclesiastes point to God's melancholy, these books insinuate his healing reconnection with the wisdom of the feminine. In the language of psychology, this signifies the beginning of his becoming conscious of his unconsciousness and of his return to his inner, innate wholeness, a condition we shall discuss in greater detail when we turn to the theme of his nothingness and allness.
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    To what practical end vis-à-vis his people did Yahweh's retrieval of this wisdom of the feminine lead? It led to a sea change in their relationship to each other, as observable during the periods of Babylonian captivity and the return to Judah. Most accounts of these periods applaud the awakening of the people. Captivity purified them by compelling them to change their ways. They saw that idolatry and straying from the Law had made them just like their captors. This was the effect that Yahweh had presumably hoped for when he first warned the prophets of exile. But at that time he had no way of knowing that Job would hoist him with his own petard, sending him on a downward spiral into his inner being. Yahweh didn't just stumble upon his forgotten wisdom; he slammed into it. Job was a rude awakening. And with this awakening, Yahweh now found himself in a new relationship with his people, who were themselves awakening in a strange new land. Unforeseen by him, he too would change. (“All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveler is unaware,” Buber wrote.) Their simultaneous awakenings were related in complementary but opposite ways, this giving the Hebrew Bible a most unexpected ending.


    The final six books of the Hebrew Bible are Esther (in which God is not mentioned at all), Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and 1 and 2 Chronicles (which review events up to the return from exile, as if to show how far God's people have come). As Jack Miles points out, in these books, Yahweh and the Jews—now expressly known as such rather than as Israelites—exchange roles: instead of God spearheading events, the Jews act on their own behalf.3 They now have a much greater role in determining how their affairs will be managed. God has taken a back seat. We must remember that since his encounter with Job he has been silent, revealing things through dreams and visions only and not speaking directly. In Daniel, he enlists the help of his angels, particularly Gabriel and Michael. There are no more monumental acts through which he miraculously intervenes in the course of history, as he did, for example, in Exodus or in orchestrating the foreign invasions that resulted in the exile. (His retreat from history appears to have begun shortly before or during the exile, if we take Lamentations as a marker.) Events already recorded in the divine “book of truth” are predicted but not altered, including the apocalyptic “time of the end” as revealed to Daniel; and, even there, Michael the mighty warrior will be in charge.4


    With Ezra and Nehemiah, the architects of the return from exile, a new sense of peoplehood emerges. Ezra, a priest and scribe often referred to as the “second Moses,” leads an exodus of exiled Jews to Judah. He rebuilds the temple that was destroyed by the Babylonians, while Nehemiah rebuilds the walls around Jerusalem and implements a host of measures to insure the continuity of Jewish identity. The Persian king Cyrus the Great, who conquered Babylon, approved this under his liberal policy of allowing autonomy and improvement of conditions in the nations of his empire. Although this is accomplished under the aegis of Yahweh, the latter again remains in the background, quiet and removed. Curiously, as he retreats, the Jews advance toward him, not only by abandoning idolatry and adhering to the Law, but by an outreach of innovation. “During that Exile,” Joseph Hertz writes, “Israel found itself. It not only rediscovered the Torah [the Five Books of Moses, meaning here the Law] and made it the rule of life, but under its influence new religious institutions, such as the synagogue, i.e., congregational worship without priest or ritual, came into existence—one of the most far-reaching spiritual achievements in the whole history of Religion.”5


    Here we see the complementary yet opposite ways the people and Yahweh were awakened. It is because Yahweh stepped back from history-making that the people stepped up to the plate, now doing so without the threat or act of punishment motivating them (as they were already in exile). Nature, including human nature, abhors a vacuum. Yahweh's detachment invited the people to become more attached to him. (“If you love somebody, set them free,” Sting sings.6) The shift in their relations was a dual event. As Yahweh changed, the people changed, coming forth and pursuing him without idolatrous rebellion. If their knowing God had an effect on him, as exemplified by Job, then his knowing himself also had an effect on them. His retreat from history and his retrieval of his feminine side fashioned a new emotional style on his part, one that his people evidently found attractive.


    At first glance, the final books of the Hebrew Bible may appear anticlimactic: we don't really know what to make of Yahweh. He appears to be half the God he was before. He is sober, restrained, calm, and friendly. Gone are his overbearing emotional needs (including his neurotic need to be needed), his anxiety, and his drive to be in control. Gone are his volatile outbursts, his bitterness from being an unloved God, and his testing and punitive behaviors. He has handed worldly matters over to his people, himself no longer overtly active in the human-divine drama. In his retreat he resigns from his role as champion of history and lets the universe unfold in its own natural way (how Zen-like!). Of course, this letting-go would not once and for all settle the problem of his evil side, but it would soften his brittle, defensive character so that he would be able to take in the dark effects of his actions. This made him a greater God, not a lesser one. A classical rabbinic text based on the Book of Lamentations poignantly describes the suffering he went through when the acts he set in motion with his prophets came home to roost (and notice his reference to his retreat):


    When [the First Temple] was burned [in the Babylonian invasion] God said, “I no longer have a dwelling place on earth….” At that moment God cried and said, “Woe to Me! What have I done? I allowed My Presence to descend to the world because of Israel. Now that they have sinned and I have returned to My original place, I have become a laughing stock to the nations, a mockery to all humanity.”…


    And when God saw the Temple He said, “Surely this is My house, and this is My resting place, that the enemies have entered and done as they pleased.” At that moment God cried and said, “Woe is Me for My house, My children—where are you? My priests, where are you? Those who love Me, where are you? What shall I do for you—I warned you, but you did not repent.”


    God said to Jeremiah, “Today I am like a person who had a single son, and he made his son a wedding canopy, and the son died under the canopy. Have you no pain for Me, nor for My children?”7


    Simone Weil once said, “The false God changes suffering into violence. The true God changes violence into suffering.”8 Yahweh here became a true God, suffering from the effects of his own violence and from grief for his chosen people upon whom it had been inflicted. In the Jewish tradition, he did not, in order to transform in this way, have to incarnate in a human form as he did in the Christian tradition. He could suffer just as deeply as the living, breathing Jesus or the Father who had to watch his Son's crucifixion. He was already “like a person” whose only son was sacrificed at the peak of his manhood.


    It is significant that God's transformation was initiated in the Writings as a retreat from humankind. Jung was right about the importance for us to be alone in our healing process: “The patient must be alone if he is to find out what it is that supports him when he can no longer support himself. Only this experience can give him an indestructible foundation.”9 The indestructible foundation that supported Yahweh when he could no longer support himself could only have been his long-lost wisdom, recovered by solitary reflection upon his failure with humanity. If comprehended, failure, to paraphrase Bob Dylan, can be a success unlike any other, even though it is not success at all.10 From its beginning until almost its final, victorious end, the Hebrew Bible is the story of God's profound failure to win and sustain humanity's love for him. But at this story's climax, this changed as God and his people found a new and more authentic, mature way to relate to each other, itself practically a new covenant. God and humankind had taken a great step toward redeeming each other.11
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    Love is a sacred reserve of energy; it is like the blood of spiritual evolution…. The day will come when, after mastering the winds, the waves, the tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the energies of love. And then, for the second time in the history of the world, man will have discovered fire.


    —Pierre Teilhard de Chardin1
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    If you have acquired wisdom, what do you lack?

    If you lack wisdom, what have you acquired?


    —Talmud1


    Panta rei, Heraclitus said. “Everything changes.” The fact that Judaism further evolved and also gave rise to two new religions, even though its God supposedly removed himself from history, speaks to Heraclitus's observation. Not only this, but the religions developed overt contradictions to each other. Christianity embraces Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God while Judaism and Islam do not; Islam doesn't accept either Judaism or Christianity as a complete or accurate revelation of God's truth. If all three religions recognize the same Abrahamic God yet claim to be authentic, what explanation can we give for how he could manifest in such inconsistent ways?


    One answer—the psychological one—is that this is how the religious imagination works: insofar as revelation comes through the psyche, through its dreams and visions, it acquires at least a modicum of human subjectivity, therefore varying from tradition to tradition. Another answer—one on the terms of revelation itself—is that this is the nature of the Abrahamic God, at least at this stage in his history. We need only remind ourselves of Moses's and Zipporah's encounter with this God in the wilderness. He simultaneously made Moses the redeemer of his people and attempted to kill him. He was, as Jung said, not split within himself but rather an antinomy, with two hands knowingly acting in contradictory ways. This was how his inner logic operated. His was a discontinuous reality and a complex, multifaceted identity. This implies that he could reveal himself in contrary ways in separate revelations in each of the three religions just as easily as he could elevate and attack Moses at the same time. He was thus able to get off the stage of history at the conclusion of the Hebrew Bible, and then later get back on it in the New Testament and the Qur'an, only to then, at their conclusions, again get off it. After each of these scriptures, God would make no further revelations on a large historical scale in the religions corresponding to them. Curiously, the one thing all three religions uniformly agree upon is that he will return on the final Day of Judgment. God may have diversified his portfolio with their conflicting scriptures, but in the end, with all three religions, he is heading in the same direction. How the notion of his “return” may itself have changed, taking on an entirely different meaning with the mystics, is a matter that shall become self-evident later. For now, let us turn to how the narrative of God's journey diversified after the Hebrew Bible.
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    Next to the Hebrew Bible, the Talmud is the most important text of Judaism. It transformed the “land-centric” Lord Yahweh into the God of the Jewish Diaspora, a God without national boundaries, and it endowed him with a sophistication, maturity, and wisdom beyond the Hebrew Bible.


    A record of rabbinic discussions about the Mosaic Law, ethics, philosophy, customs, legends, and history, the Talmud consists of sixty-three tractates organized into six thematic parts in some eighteen to twenty-five volumes, depending on the set used. It is believed to have originated as an oral tradition alongside the Hebrew Bible, since the Written Law does not explain many practical considerations. Some of the ritual and ceremonial instructions of the Written Law are incomprehensible without further elaboration, and certain laws present grave problems if taken literally. For example, how are we to understand the law demanding “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”? An orally transmitted explanation was needed to clarify that this verse is a figure of speech used to denote monetary compensation for damages incurred: the value of an eye is to be paid if the damage amounts to the same value.


    Given this necessity for oral elucidation, orthodoxy holds that Yahweh revealed to Moses an Oral Law together with the Written Law, and thus do many revere the Talmud as scripture. Whether or not this is its true origin, it is evident that an oral tradition had undoubtedly emerged by the fifth century BCE with scribes such as Ezra. This tradition gave rise to rabbinic Judaism, to “Men of the Book” whose primary activity in life was to study, to instruct the people in religious matters, and to legislate religious rules. The word talmud means “instruction” or “learning,” and is derived from the root lmd, which means to study and teach.


    The Mishnah, the first written version of the oral commentary and the foundation of the Talmud, was organized in Palestine by Rabbi Judah the Prince around 200 CE. It is a compilation of legal opinions, disputes, and debates involving careful, detailed exegesis and interpretation of the Bible, a method of reflection known as Midrash. (There is a large assortment of other Midrashic works separate from the Talmud. The term Midrash thus also refers to all rabbinic literature that applies this method, including a variety of stories and homilies.) In turn, the Gemara is an analysis of the Mishnah with commentaries by numerous great rabbis. More or less completing the Talmud, it was composed from around 200 CE to 500 CE (though David Weiss Halivni argues it was completed as late as 750 CE2). This took place not only in Palestine but also Babylonia (modern-day Iraq), which during this period had become the center of Judaism. There are thus two Talmuds: the Palestinian—usually referred to as the Jerusalem Talmud—and the Babylonian. The first predates the second by about two hundred years, and the second was compiled by the exiled scholars. That their Talmud became the dominant one was due largely to better editing, explanations, and publicity by the Babylonian academies. The spread of Islam also placed the Babylonian scholars at an advantage: Baghdad became a dynamic center that attracted rabbinic students from elsewhere and who in turn taught the Babylonian Talmud wherever they later settled. The Babylonian Talmud is today, for all intents and purposes, the Talmud (although recently there has been a revival of interest in the Jerusalem Talmud).


    The study of the Talmud is a rigorous, exacting task. As Joseph Telushkin tells us, religious Jews regard their Talmudic scholars with the same awe and respect that secular society has for its Nobel laureates.3 Yet the Talmud is not merely a body of literature to be mastered in an academic fashion. It is a form of religious practice, engaging the student, as the Book of Deuteronomy would say, with all his heart, soul, and might. With its quandaries and subtleties, it inspires an active, Socratic dialogue between the student and the text, thus gripping the religious imagination in an engrossing way. “After absorbing the basic material,” Adin Steinsaltz writes, “the student is expected to pose questions to himself and to others and to voice doubts and reservations. From this point of view, the Talmud is perhaps the only sacred book in all of world culture that permits and even encourages the student to question it.”4 (In this regard it has been compared to the Zen Mumonkan, or Gateless Gate, whose koans or riddles the Zen student wrestles with until the mind gives way to illumination.)


    For our purposes, the crucial contribution of the Talmud is that it signals an important change in the conception of God and in humankind's relationship with him. Here it becomes evident that Yahweh truly became a God of wisdom with whom humankind could commune in a mutually shared love for each other. If the resplendent conclusion of the Hebrew Bible weren't clear enough, here it becomes unmistakable that Yahweh's spiritual impoverishment and melancholy were transmuted not only into wisdom, but joy. The creator's journey of being affected by his creatures continued, and although the Talmudic passages that indicate this are relatively few, they are inimitable. The following account is by the rabbinic sage Ishmael ben Elisha who lived in the first and second centuries CE:


    I once entered the innermost part of the [Second] Temple to offer incense and had a vision of God, the Lord of Hosts, seated on a high and exalted throne. He said to me: “Ishmael, My son, bless Me.” I replied: “May it be Your will that Your compassion should overcome Your anger. May it prevail over all Your other attributes. May You treat Your children with mercy. May you not judge them by the strict letter of the Law.” And God nodded to me with His head.5


    At the end of the last chapter we read a Midrashic text in which Yahweh cried in grief to Jeremiah. There he was open and vulnerable. Here he is also humble and gracious.


    If in the Hebrew Bible Yahweh experienced defeat as melancholy, in the Talmud he positively delighted in it. Revealing how much both God and humanity had evolved since the days of the Hebrew Bible, “The Oven of Akhnai” is a story involving a number of great rabbinical sages arguing over a fine point of ritual law:


    One day Rabbi Eliezer declared that if a man made an oven out of separate tiles, with sand between each of the tiles, it would not be pure because it was assembled from broken fragments, while the other sages declared it would be pure.


    Rabbi Eliezer brought forward every imaginable argument, but the sages did not accept any of them. So he said to them: “If the Law is in agreement with me, let this carob tree prove it!” Sure enough the carob tree immediately uprooted itself and moved 100 cubits—some say 400 cubits—from its place. “No proof comes from a carob tree,” they retorted.


    Then he said to them, “If the Law agrees with me, let this stream of water prove it!” Sure enough, the stream began to flow backwards. “No proof can be brought forth from a stream,” they replied.


    Again he said, “If the Law agrees with me, let the walls of this house of study prove it!” Sure enough, the walls tilted as if they were about to fall. But Rabbi Joshua shouted at the walls: “When Talmudic scholars engage in a dispute over the Law, what right have you to interfere!?” Hence out of respect to Rabbi Joshua they did not fall but out of respect to Rabbi Eliezer they neither straightened up. And to this day they still stand this way.


    Finally Rabbi Eliezer said, “If the Law agrees with me, let heaven prove it!” Sure enough, a voice from the heavens cried out, “Why do you argue with Rabbi Eliezer, with whom the Law always agrees?” Rabbi Joshua stood up and, quoting Deuteronomy 30:12, protested: “The Law is not in heaven!” Indeed, it was known that, according to Rabbi Jeremiah [not to be confused with the prophet], we no longer need to pay attention to heavenly voices in such matters because the Law was given long ago at Mount Sinai and, as is also written, the opinion of the majority rules. The rabbis now interpret and decide what the Law means.


    Some time later Rabbi Nathan, who had been present at the debate, encountered the prophet Elijah in a vision and asked him, “How did God react when Rabbi Joshua refused to heed his voice?” The prophet answered, “He laughed with joy and said, ‘My children have defeated me, my children have defeated me.’”6


    Unquestionably, God here is not the rigid, autocratic, somber, and defensive Yahweh of the Hebrew Bible. If he ever had a character disorder, it has, with his neediness and aggression, dissolved. Equally significant is the advancement of human autonomy and the religious imagination in determining what divine decree means. Humankind is now seen as God's partner rather than a mere subject of his. This post-biblical, Talmudic or rabbinic God is in effect the one Jews have been worshipping for the last two millennia, whether or not they have been cognizant of how different he is from the biblical God. As Rabbi Susan Goldberg put it, the “People of the Book” became the “People of the Commentary on the Book.”7


    The principle of gemilut chasadim—“acts of lovingkindness”—is a cornerstone of Talmudic teaching. Known in the Hebrew Bible and Kabbalah as chessed, it is seen as one of few commandments we could never satisfy enough, so limitless is our obligation to practice it. The emphasis here is on practice, on making it real. The Talmud recounts a story about the great sage Hillel, who lived around the time of Jesus. A pagan challenged him, saying that if he could teach him the entire Torah or Law in the time one could stand on one foot, he would convert to Judaism. The rabbi replied, “What is hateful to yourself, do not do to your fellow man. That is the whole Torah; the rest is just commentary. Go and learn it.”8 The operating principle here is Go and learn it so that love does not remain merely a lofty ideal. Also note the difference from the phrasing in Leviticus 19:18, reiterated by Jesus, “love thy neighbor as thyself.” Talmudic scholars point out that this could be a problem for thy neighbor if thou art, for example, a masochist. A focus on avoiding what is hateful to oneself might in the end be more loving. Such is the wisdom of the Talmud.


    Turning to the love between God and humanity, the following is a typical example of the way the Talmud expounds upon the Bible, teasing out the deeper meanings of its passages:


    Beloved is man for he was created in the image. Extraordinary is the love made known to him that he was created in the image, as it is said, For in the image of God made He man (Genesis 9:6).


    Beloved are Israel for they were called children of God. Extraordinary is the love made known to them that they were called children of God, as it is said, Ye are the children of the Lord, your God (Deuteronomy 14:1).


    Beloved are Israel for to them was given a precious implement. Extraordinary is the love made known to them that they were given the precious implement with which the world was created, as it is said, For I give you good doctrine, forsake ye not My teaching (Proverbs 4:2).9


    The phrase, “For in the image of God made He man,” here implies a likeness to God not in man's physical appearance but, the Talmud informs us, in his intelligence and understanding; it is this that distinguishes him from animals.10 But the key phrase in the above passage is, “Extraordinary is the love.” Maimonides explains: “Extraordinary is the love in that it was made known to him that he was created in the image.” In other words, it would have been one thing for God to have created man in his image and to have not said anything about it, but it was another to have also gifted him with an awareness of this, for the love between them is enhanced when man can value his nature as similar to God's and hence divine. This gift of love, subtly inferred in the biblical verses quoted above, was what the Talmudic authors were attempting here to amplify. However, the insight was clearly their own. Every bit as much as the New Testament, the Talmud celebrates love as the highest aspect of both humanity's and God's nature.11
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    In another way, too, the Talmud parallels the New Testament and does for Judaism what Jesus did for his followers and for what later became Christianity: it redefined the nature of spirituality.


    To begin, the Talmud redefined the value of what is holy in ways that unmoored the religion from its dependency on the Holy Land. This became a necessity because the Jews simply could not go up against the superpowers who successively incorporated Palestine into their empires. But the Talmud didn't redefine what is holy by redirecting the people's preoccupation with the Holy Land per se. Rather, it did it by shifting their focus on the Temple—which was the center that most saliently gave the Holy Land its significance—to a religious life and practice of the Law that could endure even after the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple. (The Talmudic sage largely responsible for this shift was Yohanan ben Zakkai.) In a manner of speaking, the Law, known as halakhah, became the new Temple. It became a spiritual container in which the people dwelled. In no small measure, this assured Jewish survival in the two-thousand-year Diaspora that followed.


    This is to say that the study of the halakhah in the rabbinic period became not only the supreme religious duty but also the means to spiritual development. However, like all Abrahamic sacred texts, the Talmud has two sides—an inspired and inspiring wise side, and a rigid, dogmatic side. In the case of the Talmud, dogma served a specific purpose: a strict adherence to the Law was necessary in order to preserve Jewish peoplehood in diasporic exile, in order to genuinely replace the Holy Land and the Temple with a viable connection to the living God. Yet the close proximity and intertwining between the two sides seems remarkable. For example, in the Pirkei Avot, or Ethics of the Fathers—a tractate that is more aggadah than halakhah, more anecdotes and homilies than interpretation of the Law—Hillel famously advises us: “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, then what am I? And if not now, when?”12 When this aphorism is taken out of its Talmudic context, as it often is today, we do not see, firstly, that it refers to the knowledge and practice of the Law, and secondly, that it in fact advocates a strict understanding of halakhah as the underpinning of wisdom, bringing dogma and inspiration together. To be for ourselves means to live the Law and to live it fully—not just for ourselves but in service to others, and not just in the future but here and now.


    Curiously, the Talmud discourages a preoccupation with divine mysteries, as it was felt that they could distract us from the more pressing requirements of religious and moral duty. A passage warns us of this by reminding us of the tragic fates of four great Talmudic Fathers: “Ben Azzai gazed [into the being of God] and died; Ben Zoma gazed and became demented; Acher cut the plants [that is, he became a heretic and left Judaism]; R. Akiva departed in peace [even though he was martyred].” More pointedly, the Talmud states: “Do not seek out the things that are too hard for you, and into the things that are too hidden do not inquire. In what is permitted to you instruct yourself; you have no business with secret things.” We are advised “to regard as closed to inquiry what was before creation or what is behind; what is open begins from the actual time of creation.” By and large, with its implicit practical concern to help Jews survive in the Diaspora, the Talmud aimed to nurture a wisdom of how to live in the world we inhabit rather than the ones believed to be beyond.13


    Nevertheless, the inquisitive attitude cultivated by the Talmud in its centuries of development could not help but promote at least a glimpse into God's sublime mysteries. Many of the Merkabah mystics and the thinkers who studied how God created the world—two streams of esotericism that laid the groundwork for medieval Kabbalism—were Talmud masters. Furthermore, because the natural and supernatural worlds are not remote from each other but connected as a single realm, these mysteries were inescapable. For this reason does Elijah often appear to rabbinic sages, counseling them on the Law or other matters, as we observed in the above episode, “The Oven of Akhnai.” Here are some Talmudic insights and views that speak to God's mysteries:


    Moses never ascended to heaven and God never descended to earth [meaning that all corporeal references to God are figurative and not to be taken literally].14


    The Holy One, blessed be He, is the [dwelling] place of His universe, but His universe is not His [dwelling] place. [This view will change with the Kabbalists who saw God in everything.]15


    At times the universe and its fullness are insufficient to contain the glory of God's presence; at other times He speaks with man in intimate discourse.16


    You admit that you are unable to look at the sun, which is only one of the ministering servants of the Holy One, blessed be He; how much more beyond your power of vision is God Himself.17


    Even such things as you deem superfluous in the world, such as flies and gnats, are necessary parts of the cosmic order and were created by the Holy One, blessed be He, for His purpose—yes, even serpents and frogs.18


    “And God saw all that He had made, and found it very good” [Genesis 1:31]. But is the evil impulse [to be self-serving] very good? Were it not for that impulse, a man would not build a house, marry a wife, beget children or conduct business affairs. [Therefore it has a necessary role in creation.]19


    All is in the hands of Heaven except the fear of Heaven [meaning God is master of the Universe, but He is not master over man's moral decisions, which he must learn to make himself].20


    Do not think that because God knows what will happen things are predetermined and therefore a man is predestined to act as he does. It is not so. Man has the freedom to choose what he wants to do.21


    Do [God's] will as though it were your will so that He may do your will as though it were His will; undo your will for the sake of His will so that He may undo the will of others for the sake of your will.22


    This world is like a foyer leading into the world to come—prepare yourself in the foyer so that you may enter into the inner chamber.23


    Similar to the Hebrew Bible, the Talmud is not the creation of a single mind, like the Qur'an is, or even a few minds, as is the New Testament. A multitude of rabbis—estimated in the thousands—worked on it for at least six centuries. Over fifteen hundred rabbis are mentioned in the Talmud itself.24 Though very much a response to the pressures of history and of worldly demands—necessity, indeed, is the mother of invention—it is fundamentally a spiritual text. It not only attempts to solidify the individual's relationship to God, but it quietly announces an important transformation in God himself—humanizing him without making him human, and bringing him closer to us without diminishing his utter beyondness.
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    Fool! The Ideal is in thyself, the impediment too is in thyself: thy Condition is but the stuff thou art to shape that same Ideal out of…. Know this of a truth: the thing thou seekest is already with thee, “here or nowhere,” couldst thou only see!


    —Thomas Carlyle1


    As modern Christian theologians admit, Christianity cannot be fully understood without an appreciation of its Jewish roots. This is because Jesus was a Jew who referred to his tradition when he spoke of God, the Law, prophecies, and certain customs. His sermons were generously sprinkled with quotations from the Hebrew Bible, and his answers to skeptics or to his critics can also be comprehended only in their traditional context. St. Paul, in his influential role in the early development of Christianity, was also well acquainted with the Hebrew Bible. But most importantly, the New Testament's revelation, which defined the ethos of Western civilization more than any other historical force, is founded on the earlier revelations of the Hebrew Bible. It is a product not only of the Jewish yearning for the Messiah—a savior to liberate the Jews from centuries of foreign domination—but of the Jewish idea of redemption, a return from exile spiritually and not just politically. Understanding the Jewish roots of Christianity is necessary in order to appreciate how the latter's vision of the divine-human drama departed from the former's, and, also, how it didn't. With this in mind, let us take a look at the innovations of the New Testament.


    The New Testament refers to the God of the Hebrew Bible as the Father. However, the Father resembles Yahweh only in his state at the end of the Hebrew Bible, when he has withdrawn into his heaven or haven of contemplation. The Father is almost as silent and invisible as Yahweh is after the Book of Job. We only hear him speak directly three times in the New Testament: the first when Jesus is baptized and he proclaims, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased”; then the same to his apostles Peter, James, and John in Jesus's radiant transfiguration on top of a high mountain; and lastly, in Jesus's final days, when he announces that he glorifies his own name and, implicitly referring to Jesus's death and resurrection, will glorify it again. He also speaks in the Book of Revelation (henceforth referred to simply as Revelation), but that occurs in John's vision of the future.2 The New Testament's chief protagonist is not the Father but Jesus. Literary critic Harold Bloom makes the point that the static Father is so different from the impassioned Yahweh who inhabits most of the Hebrew Bible that for all intents and purposes they are two completely unrelated Gods.3


    But they only appear that way. The Father is Yahweh at a later stage of development, the stage of retreat. As such, he is a remote figure, seemingly detached from human affairs. Jesus himself insinuates this when he instructs us to say, in the opening verse of the Lord's Prayer, “Our Father who art in heaven.” The prophets would hardly have referred to Yahweh in this way, so palpable was his presence (at least to them, if not to all of the people). By the time of Jesus, Yahweh had been in retreat for five centuries. Yet here emerges, paradoxically, what is arguably Jesus's greatest and most radical contribution: he tells us as plainly as possible, “the kingdom of God is within you.”4 With this pronouncement and others like it, he brings God into the immediate foreground, anchored in our own being. Naturally, not everyone views this teaching in the same way. Tolstoy, for example, demoted its mystical aspect and instead advocated it as a “new concept of life,” namely, as nonresistance to evil and violence.5 I am not sure he did the kingdom of God a service: from the Armenian genocide to Auschwitz and Rwanda, all of which occurred after Tolstoy's time, passive nonresistance—which is in effect how the world's nations responded to these atrocities—has had consequences so abominable that no philosophy could justify them.


    It is in its precise emphasis on the individual's experience, rather than on the experience of Israel as a whole, that Jesus's teaching marks a distinct shift in the approach to God. When Jesus said, “the kingdom of God is within you,” he did more than merely reframe the Hebrew Bible's teaching that the practice of the Law will consecrate your life on a daily basis (a practice which, in his own words, he came to fulfill, not abolish6). His new approach rested on the fact that he directly pointed to the human psyche (or soul, if you prefer) as the residence of God. We see here the seed from which there later sprouted the Gnostic literature—particularly the Gospel of Thomas—that portrays Jesus as one of the first Gnostics. The word gnosis means direct knowledge of God (literally, “to know”).


    But even apart from later developments like Gnosticism, the New Testament is among the most psychological scriptures in the history of religion. Its focus on one's relationship to Christ (“Christ” meaning literally the “anointed one” or the “Messiah”) naturally places it in the domain of psychology, particularly transpersonal psychology. This relationship can be compared to the Pandava prince Arjuna's relationship to the god Krishna in Hinduism's very psychological Bhagavad Gita. Both relationships capture the dynamic of our ego or ordinary self in dialogue with our higher self, with the transpersonal part of ourselves that, so to speak, houses the kingdom of God within. Christ and Krishna can both be seen as figures representing the higher self. Insofar as Jesus was also a human personality, the Crucifixion symbolizes the sacrifice of the ego to this same higher self, here in the form of the Father. Service to this ideal of self-realization is what it means to psychologically carry one's own cross. The apocalyptic Revelation, with its complex, elusive imagery, cannot be truly understood in any way other than by mining the psychological meaning of its symbols.7 And the doctrine of the Trinity, Jung has suggested, illustrates subtle psychological processes both within God and between God and man.8


    Yet probably the most profound psychological gem in the New Testament is the inner transformation championed in the entire process of Crucifixion → Resurrection → Ascension. It symbolically conveys the archetypal death-and-rebirth motif central to the hero's journey, except here, with the third factor of Ascension, what actually occurs is death → rebirth → new order of meaning. This trajectory of the New Testament is derived from the Hebrew Bible's, namely, House of Bondage → Exodus → Promised Land. For this reason are Easter Sunday and Passover celebrated within days or weeks of each other, in early spring, when nature is beginning to burst forth with new life after the death of winter (Ascension Day falls forty days after Easter Sunday). We must spiritually die in order to be reborn. As Goethe said, “So long as you do not know this dying and coming to life again, you are but a gloomy guest on this dark Earth”9 (or, as Jesus put it, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit”10).


    However, for our purposes, the important question is, how does God's journey change in the New Testament?
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    If Judaism is the religion that wrestles with God (“Israel” in Hebrew means “fights with God”), and Islam is the religion that submits to God (as we shall soon discuss), then Christianity is the religion that incarnates God. Of the various changes introduced by the New Testament, the Incarnation is the most powerful.11 Other religions have espoused the idea of divine incarnation, too—for example, the Egyptian religion with its belief that the pharaohs were incarnations of Horus and other gods—but only Christianity built an entire theology of salvation or redemption upon this idea. The fourth-century theologian Athanasius encapsulated the significance of the Christian Incarnation when he said that “God became human so that humans may become God.”12 This mystical notion sets the Christian Incarnation apart from others. Yet paradoxically again, the Incarnation affords the Father the ability to be in retreat from history while at the same time having returned to it through his Son.


    In light of Jesus's teaching that the kingdom of God is within us, some Gnostics believed that Jesus was incarnated to bring gnosis to humankind. The New Testament, however, seems to position love as the leading edge of Jesus's purpose in the world. As Paul says, “there are three things that last: faith, hope and love; and the greatest of these is love.”13 We may assume that in his view gnosis lags behind as a distant fourth factor at best. Immediately preceding the above comment, Paul states, “the time will come when [knowledge] must fail. For our knowledge is imperfect and our prophesying is imperfect; but once perfection [in the resurrected life] comes, all imperfect things will disappear…. The knowledge that I have now is imperfect; but then I shall know as fully as I am known.” (Even his allusions to his own personal visionary knowledge—a state of rapture in which he was “caught up to the third heaven”—are modest.14 Less modest are the descriptions of his extraordinary visions in the Gnostic Revelation of Paul or Apocalypse of Paul, as well as in another apocryphal text with the same titles, but these are almost certainly the works of other authors.) Nevertheless, it is entirely conceivable that gnosis and love both belong to the kingdom of God that is now, with his incarnation, available to us. Jesus would probably agree that to know God is to know love, and to know love is to know God. John practically says as much: “Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God, and he who loves is born of God and knows God. He who does not love does not know God; for God is love.”15 In having become human, God has embodied all his divine attributes in human form, including both knowledge and love.


    This highlights an important point: the knowledge and love we are speaking of are themselves divine, are of God and not only of the natural, human kind. That is why, if we follow God's way of love as taught by his Son, we can find the kingdom of God. This principle is not merely a refashioned repetition of the Mosaic one, “Love thy neighbor as thyself” (though as previously discussed, Jesus does repeat that commandment verbatim). The Incarnation infuses God's love, divine love, into the world via his Son. The imitation of Christ, as Thomas → Kempis famously described the Christian path to God, is very much the cultivation of this unsurpassable love. Thomas writes about the “wonderful effect of divine love”: “Nothing is sweeter than love, nothing stronger, nothing higher, nothing broader; nothing is more lovely, nothing richer, and nothing better in heaven or on earth. Love is born of God and it cannot rest anywhere but in God, beyond all created things.”16


    By incarnating God's love in the world, Jesus evidently made him feel it more deeply. Again, among the rare occasions that God spoke in the New Testament, two indicate that he was “well pleased.” Yet as important as his love was in inspiring the Incarnation, it does not stand alone without other influences of a darker nature. The element of suffering is prevalent. A passage in Isaiah known as “the Suffering Servant” or “the Song of the Servant” and often cited by Christians as evidence that Jesus fulfilled prophecy (though it is also evident that he consciously aimed to fulfill prophecy17) depicts the servant's anguish and its source in God:


    He was despised and rejected by men;

    a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;

    and as one from whom men hide their faces

    he was despised, and we esteemed him not.


    Surely he has borne our griefs

    and carried our sorrows;

    yet we esteemed him stricken,

    smitten by God, and afflicted.

    But he was wounded for our transgressions,

    he was bruised for our iniquities;

    upon him was the chastisement that made us whole,

    and with his stripes we are healed.18


    Isaiah adds that “Yahweh has been pleased to crush him with suffering.” This suffering is explained as atonement, hence Yahweh's pleasure in it.19


    The Christian connection of Jesus to this passage implies that God has carried over into the New Testament something that is now seen as unresolved in the Hebrew Bible, some unfinished business of a messianic nature. (The Jewish understanding of the above passage is that the servant is Israel suffering at the hands of its foreign oppressors, an interpretation that fits with the larger context of Isaiah and the larger narrative in which the nation's iniquities are atoned for and resolved by the end of the Hebrew Bible.) Furthermore, if, from the Christian viewpoint, the servant will be revealed in the New Testament as the incarnated God, then the suffering in this passage is intended for God himself. This is different than the suffering we observed on God's part in the Hebrew Bible's final Writings (which include Isaiah). There God suffered as an unintended consequence of his own deprivation and the drastic measures he felt driven to take in order to rehabilitate his idolatrous people. In the Christian view of this passage he is seen as preplanning his suffering as part of a larger design that then becomes the New Testament's new twist on the divine-human drama: God will purposely suffer a crucifixion—a “sacred suicide” as Miles calls it—so as to redeem humanity of its sinfulness.20 But why is his suffering so crucial? In the Hebrew Bible, he forgave humankind for its sins numerous times, but he didn't take the bullet himself.


    Traditional theological thinking informs us that the First Adam sinned and stained humanity with sin. (Paul conceived and Augustine later developed this idea as the doctrine of original sin.) The Second Adam, Jesus, then redeemed this condition by sacrificing his life. God voluntarily took on this suffering as an expression of his divine love: “For God so loved the world,” John tells us, “that he gave his only Son.”21 The word “sacrifice” literally means “to make sacred.” By making this sacrifice, by taking this sacred-making action based on the depths of his love, God restored to humanity its original wholeness. His suffering is intimately connected with his love. It is as if God were saying, “I will suffer the atonement for you.”


    The Crucifixion is thus an act of grace not in spite of its ugly violence but precisely because of it: it bestows upon humanity a great gift because of God's own suffering. It implies his vulnerability, his woundedness, his humanity, and very importantly, his capacity to transform. Hence is the Crucifixion followed by Jesus's resurrection and ascension to heaven. Jesus becomes the risen God who then serves as the mediator between humanity and the Father, between the worldly and transcendent realms. This latter feature has a particularly Greek flavor: the Platonic idea of the metaxy—a “middle region” in-between the human and the divine—was fused in the New Testament with the Jewish idea of the Messiah.22 This innovative fusion made it possible to conceive the new idea of Jesus Christ, a redeeming figure who was not merely human, nor exclusively divine, but in-between the two. It is necessary to appreciate this Greek contribution in order to understand the special significance of that development we call “Christianity,” at first a small Jewish sect, and today the world's largest religion. Humanity now had someone who could intercede on its behalf and help it to connect with the unfathomable Father, the God who had retreated from it.
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    A less traditional way of thinking about why God chose to suffer the Crucifixion adds a different dimension to the matter. He chose to suffer not for our sin, or at least only for our sin; he chose to suffer also for his. It was, indeed, his suffering on the cross, not ours. It is for this reason, in addition to imparting his knowledge and love, that God incarnated. His unfinished business was with himself. Jung argues that the Incarnation, and specifically the Crucifixion, aimed for atonement not as a payment of a human debt to God, but as reparation for a wrong done by God to man, a wrong symbolized in the story of Job.23 Jack Miles, too, conjectures that when Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist, it was God who was repenting for the “great crime” he committed with the expulsion from Eden and the human suffering to which this led.24 In other words, the New Testament intended to correct what happened in the Hebrew Bible. God was still working out his newly gained awareness of the impact his dark side had on humanity, and he was atoning for it through the Incarnation and Crucifixion.


    The question this raises is, did God succeed in correcting the errors of the past? Did the Incarnation and Crucifixion sufficiently transfigure God and the world? The answer is, apparently, no. Neither event resolved the duality in God: he still suffered from the inner tension between his opposing sides. For all the virtues of love that it extols, the New Testament concludes with Abrahamic scripture's darkest hour, the future Armageddon in which God will once again become gripped by apocalyptic fever. Some discussion of this crowning event may be helpful in elucidating why the Incarnation and Crucifixion did not succeed in correcting the errors of the past.


    John's vision of the Apocalypse or Day of Judgment is a complex variation on the prophets’ theme of the end of the world.25 It signals the renewal of a threat that in the Hebrew Bible God had seemed to postpone to a distant future and that Maimonides, based on the same Hebrew Bible, recast as a nonviolent development leading to world harmony.26 Armageddon's significance in the New Testament is unquestionable: it is second only to the Incarnation as a rare demonstration of an active God inserting himself into human affairs as he did more regularly in the Hebrew Bible. Although there appear cloaked references to things specific to that time, such as the Roman Empire, the Apocalypse is for the most part an eschatological drama concerned with the ultimate goal of history.27 In terms of its toll on human life, it exceeds all biblical events, perhaps including even that other great apocalyptic catastrophe, Noah's flood. John forecasts a global epic that will unfold over a thousand years and that will involve a fiery war against the devil and his servant, the Antichrist or false messiah, probably a category of persons rather than a single individual. A host of characters will drive this archetypal struggle between good and evil, including seven angels who will be instructed to “Go and pour out on the earth the seven bowls of the wrath of God,” each bowl containing a plague.28


    Although the Apocalypse ultimately leads to “a new heaven and a new earth”—terminology that Revelation 21:1 lifts straight from the Hebrew Bible to signify a restoration of the paradisiac condition—it is in fact the New Testament's own admission that the Incarnation and Death, Resurrection, and Ascension of Jesus weren't enough to set things right. Revelation additionally has its own problems. Jung astutely observes that John's Apocalypse is not the same as the Apocalypse or Day of Judgment of the Hebrew Bible.29 Its vision is not an objective expression of God's dark side but rather the byproduct of an avoidance of it. It is a psychological compensation both for John personally and for Christianity in general, inasmuch as it follows John's imbalanced orientation. When some attitude or behavior is extreme or one-sided, the unconscious has a tendency to balance it with an opposing impulse.


    On the human level, the vision compensated the attitude that we could and should live in a state of sinlessness and perfect love, as if this were possible. In John's words, “No one born of God commits sin; for God's nature abides in him, and he cannot sin because he is born of God.”30 This repression of the instincts that are naturally part of being human creates a mounting pressure that is bound to sooner or later lead to some reaction in order to balance the situation.31 We see this often with fundamentalist preachers who, after railing publicly against sexual sin and the heathenism of the sensual life, get caught with prostitutes. They are gripped by their own lust, which they have turned into a diabolical enemy, as if they believed that God had declared war against the primal instinctual forces that drive his creation forward.


    On the divine level, John's vision compensated for the destructive, vengeful side of God. This was split off as the image of the Father increasingly became one-sidedly good, as he became a remote, rarefied, and perfect being in heaven. It was further split off when he incarnated as a man. It is true that Jesus was not one-sidedly good. After all, he was tested and tempted by Satan for forty days in the desert and was therefore subject to the same vices as other humans. Yet the Trinity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Jung tells us, conspicuously excludes two members whose roles should not be denied or minimized: the Virgin Mary and, indeed, Satan.32 The former represents the feminine principle, of which we have spoken earlier, and the latter the principle of evil. In giving birth to the Son, Mary had a role similar to Wisdom in the Hebrew Bible: she birthed the process of God's transformation. She additionally introduced an earthy, chthonic element. In testing Jesus, Satan continued in his capacity in the Hebrew Bible as the adversary of God, reprising his role in the Job episode as adversary even against God himself. The inclusion of either Mary or Satan would have expanded the Trinity into a more complete—and surely, a more textured, interesting—quaternity. Without a clear recognition of one or both of them in the divine equation, God remains as self-divided as he was in the Hebrew Bible.


    The dark side of God, which supposedly is the source of our own, must be acknowledged and appropriately feared by both man and God, otherwise it will erupt explosively like it does in the New Testament's Apocalypse. The difficult truths of life that we don't let in through the front door in broad daylight will break in through the back door in the form of nightmares and haunting cataclysmic visions. Jung writes about John's vision, “A veritable orgy of hatred, wrath, vindictiveness, and blind destructive fury that revels in fantastic images of terror breaks out and with blood and fire overwhelms a world which Christ had just endeavored to restore to the original state of innocence and loving communion with God.” With his love and grace, God in the New Testament giveth with one hand, and with his “veritable orgy” of darkness and death at its conclusion, he taketh with the other. This appears to be the compensatory, corrective means to check his own imbalance.33


    Thus, the New Testament portrays the Father minimally and minimalistically until its end, though it is evident that his extremes were always present. The Crucifixion was inherently an act of God's violence as well as of his love and grace: he not only prefigured it in his divine scheme from the very beginning of the New Testament—it is absurd to blame either the Jews or Romans for it—but assured that Jesus would suffer it in the flesh the way any other human would. Was the Father still “well pleased” as he watched this from heaven? Jesus, too, straddles these extremes. Early in the New Testament he warns us, “Do not think that I have come to bring peace on earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.” (This passage is not political but refers to the necessity for us to psychologically separate from our family as the source of our authenticity. All the same, this “sword” of inner separation can upend our family relationships.)34 Jesus becomes especially Yahweh-like in Revelation (curiously, his name in Hebrew, Yeshua, means “Yahweh helps” or “Yahweh saves”). John writes:


    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.35


    Revelation is early Christianity's salute to the overpowering return of Yahweh's Sturm und Drang onto the stage of history. Jesus's humanity is all but consumed by it.
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    Overall, the remarkable wonder of the New Testament is that God developed a capacity to love selflessly. In the incarnated form of his Son he placed his kingdom squarely in the human mind and heart, where that divine love is to be cultivated. Also, as Jung notes, “There can be no doubt that man's importance is enormously enhanced if God himself deigns to become one.”36 Yet with regard to God himself, the Incarnation as it is understood in the New Testament left him fundamentally unchanged.37 Behaving as wrathfully in Revelation as in the Hebrew Bible, he remains the same old Yahweh, only repackaged in a more humanized form. This is in part why Jung's “answer to Job”—which is God's answer: it is Christ—is not really a final one.38 The other part, as Jung himself affirms, is that the Incarnation needs to be continued in us in order to become more broad and complete.39 It would be the mystics’ different understanding of the Incarnation that would take this process to the next level, transforming both themselves and God. He would then change from a God afflicted by his own internal divisions into one beyond the duality of good and evil, of Father and Son, and even of God and man.
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    I swear by the planets that recede, move, and hide, by the night that descends, by the dawn that softly breathes: this is the word [spoken by] a noble messenger [the angel Gabriel], who possesses great strength and is held in honor by the Lord of the Throne, obeyed there and worthy of trust. Your companion is not mad: he did see him on the clear horizon. He does not withhold what is revealed to him from beyond. This is not the word of an outcast devil.


    —Muhammad1


    Islamic tradition tells us that Ishmael was the forefather of the Arab tribe Muhammad was born into. As Abraham's first son from his wife's handmaiden, Hagar, Ishmael supposedly took the spirit of his father's God with him into the land that he came to inhabit. From him and his descendants—in particular Muhammad—arose the third monotheistic religion. Tradition also tells us that Muhammad, a religious man who would retire to a mountain cave and engage in solitary prayer and contemplation, received revelations from God through his messenger Gabriel. His first encounter with Gabriel occurred in 610 CE when he was about forty. Gabriel woke him from sleep or a meditative trance and said, “Recite!” Muhammad replied, “What shall I recite?” The instruction was repeated three times, until Gabriel said, “Recite in the name of your Lord who created, created man from clots of blood! Recite! Your Lord is the Most Bountiful One, who by the pen taught man what he did not know.”2 Hence the title Qur'an, or “the Recital.” Over a period of twenty-three years, Gabriel dictated to Muhammad what would become the scripture of the third Abrahamic religion.


    History offers additional explanations for the origins of Islam. One widely held view is that the Arabs felt that they had been left out of the divine plan by not having been sent a prophet and a scripture of their own, as had Judaism and Christianity. To many of them it seemed that they were a lost people, ignored by God. This provided fertile soil for the birth of Islam. Most scholars furthermore agree that Allah evolved not out of Yahweh but into him. Originally the chief god of the indigenous Arabian pantheon, he was known as “the deity”—literally, al-ilah, eventually shortened to Allah. Muhammad then transformed this pagan deity into the Supreme Being of Islam, pitching him to the Jews and Christians as the God of the Bible so that they would receive Islam as the natural culmination of their traditions.


    However, more important for us than his historical origins is who Allah is as an absolute personality, how he resembles and differs from Yahweh and the Father, and what advancement, if any, he represents in the Abrahamic God's journey. To begin, as the same God worshipped by Jews and Christians alike, Allah is supposedly omnipotent and omniscient:


    It is Allah who has created seven heavens, and earths as many. His commandment descends through them, so that you may know that Allah has power over all things, and that he has knowledge of all things.3


    He has knowledge of all that you hide and all that you reveal. He knows what you deserve.4


    He is possessive to the point of being punitive:


    Woe to the unbelievers, for they shall be sternly punished!5


    Call on no other god besides Allah, lest you incur His punishment.6


    He is militant, as borne out by the ten years of tribal warfare conducted by Muhammad:


    When the sacred months are over slay the idolaters wherever you find them. Arrest them, besiege them, and lie in ambush everywhere for them.7


    I shall cast terror into the hearts of the infidels. Strike off their heads, maim them in every limb!8


    He is judgmental, and if you are an idolater or have sinned, hell awaits you (indeed, Allah focuses more on hell and heaven than either Yahweh or the Father):


    The Disaster!

    What is the Disaster?

    Would that you knew what the Disaster is!

    On that day men shall become like scattered moths

    And the mountains like tufts of wool.

    Then he whose good deeds will be found heavy on the scales

    Shall dwell in bliss;

    But he whose good deeds will be found light,

    The Abyss shall be his home.

    If only you knew what this is like!

    It is a scorching fire!9


    And finally, in view of the above passages, our first attitude toward him should be fear:


    It is He who makes the lightning flash upon you, inspiring you with fear and hope, as He gathers up the heavy clouds. The thunder sounds His praises, and the angels, too, for awe of Him. He hurls his thunderbolts at whom He pleases.10


    Have fear of Allah, you men of understanding.11


    However, comparing Yahweh's militancy with Allah's, Islam scholar Judith Hecker points out that nowhere in the Qur'an does Allah in fact act as savagely as Yahweh does.12 It is his militant rhetoric that gives rise to jihadism:


    Let those who would exchange the life of this world for the hereafter, fight the cause of Allah; whether they die or conquer, We shall richly reward them.13


    Allah has purchased of the faithful their lives and worldly goods and in return has promised them the Garden. They will fight for His cause, slay, and be slain. Such is the true pledge which He has made them in the Torah, the [Christian] Gospel and the Qur'an. And who is more true to his promise than Allah? Rejoice then in the bargain you have made. That is the supreme triumph.14


    It is not quite clear where in the Hebrew and Christian scriptures God has promised the eternity of paradise for those who fight on his behalf. The belief that jihadists will be rewarded by beautiful houris or virgins attending to their wishes arises from such passages, though this reward is not intended only for jihadists, and the specific number of seventy-two of them comes from secondary sources rather than the Qur'an itself. It is also probably such rhetorical passages that compelled Harold Bloom to assert that “if Yahweh is a man of war, Allah is a suicide bomber.”15 Of course, similar to the Hebrew Bible, every militant verse in the Qur'an has a historical context, a perceived threat to be warded off or a campaign deemed as necessary. Muhammad led eight major battles and dozens of raids and other military expeditions.


    Like Yahweh, Allah is a tribal God, and for many Muslims today he still operates as a tribal God. The Shiites’ position in their historical feud with the Sunnis is that the leadership of the Muslim nation after Muhammad's death should have been passed directly to his cousin and son-in-law, Ali bin Abu Talib. The Sunnis by contrast believe that the new leader should be elected from among those capable of the job, as was the case when Muhammad's close friend and advisor, Abu Bakr, became the first caliph of the Islamic nation. The Shiite sentiment is essentially tribal—kinship-based—in character. Though, naturally, both denominations believe that Allah is on their side.


    Muhammad himself occasionally conveys Allah's wrath toward that other tribe, the Jews, who by and large declined the invitation to convert to the new religion: “they are people devoid of reason…and a painful punishment awaits them. The hypocrites may be compared to Satan…. [They shall] end in Hell and remain there forever. That is the reward for evildoers.” As if that weren't enough, “When their skins have been burned away, We shall replace them with new ones so that they may continue to feel the pain: God is mighty and wise.” Though such comments were directed at disbelievers in general, they had a particular significance with regard to Jews. Like the New Testament, the Qur'an used the Jews as a foil to validate the new revelation and embolden the faithfulness of its believers. Neither of the new Abrahamic religions acknowledged the Hebrew Bible's climax of redemption, emphasizing instead Israel's history of iniquity. Yet, at the same time, Muslim tolerance toward the “People of the Book” was urged, as the two traditions shared the same God and Abrahamic foundation. Allah willed different paths for different peoples and allowed intermarriage between Muslims and Jews. According to secondary sources, Muhammad himself had two Jewish wives (though some biographers maintain that one of them was a concubine).16


    Further toward the positive end of the spectrum and also similar to Yahweh, Allah is venerated as a merciful God. The famous first sentence of the Qur'an is, “In the Name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful,” and it is thereafter repeated at the beginning of all its 114 “suras,” or chapters, except one. In two suras he is identified as al-Wadûd, “the Loving One.”17 Although much is said in the Qur'an about the conditions humans must meet in order to earn Allah's love, it is also stated that “God said, ‘I afflict my punishment on whom I will, but My mercy embraces all things.’”18 Muslims often cite such passages that extol Allah's positive features to refute charges that the Qur'an condones jihad (which, as we have seen above, it does). However, the attempt to portray the Qur'an as being in one corner or the other is as convincing as would be the many similar passages in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament. All such scriptural passages only show that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam share the same paradoxical God who has two opposite sides. Yahweh/the Father/Allah is what the Christian philosopher-mystic Nicholas of Cusa would call a coincidentia oppositorum, or coincidence of opposites, stirring up and giving license to both the best and the worst in human nature.19


    Allah's personality is more akin to Yahweh's than to the subdued Father's, and more akin to the younger Yahweh than the more matured one at the end of the Hebrew Bible. He is robust and passionately invested in letting his subjects know that he exists and that he exists as the only God. To imbue them with a unique identity in service to him and to provide them with a guide to honor his presence in their daily lives, he has reconfigured Yahweh's lawgiving with his equally wide-ranging Sharia: Islamic law covers everything from ritual, diet, hygiene, and sexuality to crime, politics, and economics. (However, very little of the Qur'an is actually devoted to legal matters; most Islamic law is derived from the example of Muhammad's life and conveyed through secondary sources.) Like Yahweh, Allah is a God of power before being a God of love. “God is great,” Muslims commonly say. Perhaps here he even surpasses Yahweh. An indelible sense of his might and majestic splendor flies off the Qur'an's pages, as in the following verses:


    It is the Merciful who has taught the Qur'an.


    He created man and taught him articulate speech.


    The sun and moon pursue their ordered course. The plants and the trees bow down in adoration.


    He raised the heaven on high and set the balance of all things, that you might not transgress it. Give just weight and full measure.


    He laid the earth for His creatures, with all its fruits and blossom-bearing palm, chaff-covered grain and scented herbs. Which of your Lord's blessings would you deny?


    He created man from potter's clay and the jinn from smokeless fire. Which of your Lord's blessings would you deny?


    He is the Lord of the two easts [the locations at which the sun and moon rise, or alternately, the furthest points at which the sun rises in summer and winter], and the Lord of the two wests. Which of your Lord's blessings would you deny?


    He has let loose the two oceans [salt water and fresh water]: they meet one another. Yet between them stands a barrier which they cannot overrun. Which of your Lord's blessings would you deny?


    Pearls and corals come from both: large, small, and brilliant ones. Which of your Lord's blessings would you deny?20


    Allah celebrates his creation and invites us to join him. In sura 16 even the bee is worthy of celebration. This optimism about humans and his divine project for them is one significant difference between Allah and Yahweh.


    To his followers, Allah is undoubtedly a living God—he is intensely alive and always near—which at least in some measure explains the fierce faith of Muslims. His omnipotence and omniscience are matched by his omnipresence: “Whichever way you turn there is the face of Allah.” And: “He is with you wherever you are,” “closer to [you] than the vein of [your] neck.”21 This tight connection between Allah and humankind may have factored favorably in the emergence of Islamic mysticism, and may be partly why it was able to reach the same high point in the Late Middle Ages as Jewish and Christian mysticism even though Islam was established only in the seventh century. Another factor may be that Allah is not in conflict with himself, torn, like Yahweh, between his creative and destructive impulses. He did not have to wrestle with his own internal contradictions as Yahweh did toward the end of the Hebrew Bible, and could himself more easily arrive at a mystical disposition.


    Allah endorses the Hebrew patriarchs and Jesus as authentic prophets and as forerunners of Muhammad. His teaching on the resurrection of the dead and the final Day of Judgment mirrors Jesus's, and the latter will play the same leadership role in Armageddon as is described in the New Testament. However, he will do so as a prophet and not as the Son of God, for Allah does not recognize the Incarnation or the Trinity; he has “begotten no children and has no partner is His kingdom.”22 Nor does he engage in dialogue with his creatures the way Yahweh did with Abraham, Moses, the prophets, and Job. He does not entertain questions or arguments about the righteousness of his actions. He reveals his truths to Muhammad via the angel Gabriel, and Muhammad dutifully transmits them. Allah's chief intent is to impress upon man his exaltedness, and his sole expectation is for man to obey him. The Arabic word islam literally means “submission.” Though very close to us and omnipresent, Allah is emotionally distant insofar as man can make no impression upon him or affect him. In this matter he is more similar to the remote Father than to the hypervigilant Yahweh.


    In spite of Islam's claim that it completes Judaism and Christianity and that Muhammad is the final, consummating prophet, it is questionable whether the Qur'an genuinely advances God's evolution beyond the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. Except for the Apocalypse, there is no overarching historical movement within the Qur'an, no unfolding drama of God “doing” something momentous, something transformative, as in the case of the Exodus or the Incarnation. Even the order of its revelations is not chronological, as the Qur'an is arranged according to the length of its suras, with the longest ones generally coming first and the shortest last. The numerous stories in the Qur'an consist of moral anecdotes; accounts of events in the early development of Islam (during Muhammad's life); narratives on past peoples who perished due to their rejection of Allah and his commands (such as the people during Noah's time); and elaborations upon the lives of earlier prophets (including Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and Jesus). In its portrait of God, there is little if any new innovation. Like the Hebrew Bible, the Qur'an emphasizes God's unknowability; his absolute otherness and vastness render him beyond human comprehension. He is insurmountably different than man. The Qur'an's concept of al-ghayb, which speaks to God's hidden, transcendental aspect and its absence of qualifying attributes, tends to reinforce rather than bridge the gulf between God and humanity.23 The Qur'an makes no allusion to God's own humanity.


    His understanding of himself also remains as it was in the Hebrew Bible, at least prior to Job, who although honored in the Qur'an does not seem to have had the same impact upon God. Allah's relationship to Satan, that divine trickster who whispers the famous Satanic verses into Muhammad's ear and seduces him into idolatry (he later recants), is also identical to the Hebrew Bible: Allah has no conscience regarding his dark side or counterpart.24 His impassioned desire to spread his truth, yet without moral examination of the means, was replicated in the rise of the Islamic Empire, whose actors Jung described as “drunk with a wild god.”25 Their fiery, unbridled idealism led to intoxicated, fanatical military campaigns long before the Muslim extremism that has emerged in recent times. “The Mohammedan conquest of India,” Will Durant writes, “is probably the bloodiest story in history. The Islamic historians and scholars have recorded with great glee and pride the slaughters of Hindus, forced conversions, abduction of Hindu women and children to slave markets and the destruction of temples carried out by the warriors of Islam during 800 AD to 1700 AD.”26 These actions weren't explicitly genocidal like the military campaigns of the Israelites, nor could they be justified as defensive like the Crusades, which aimed to recapture Jerusalem from the Muslims but wreaked widespread and unnecessary devastation. Nevertheless, they exercised the same sense of entitlement and drive for conquest. They too were viewed as divinely ordained. As we shall later see, only with the mystics of its Golden Age would Islam truly envision a God whose power came less from his dominion in the outer world than from his empire of love and joy in the hearts of men and women.
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    There is a true God buried deep within the rock of the self and the other aspect of God is lost wandering the outer spaces somewhere.


    —Harold Bloom1


    New insights into the nature of God sprouted up in the West in the early centuries of the Common Era—after the canonization or closure of scripture—with both the Jewish and Christian Gnostics. This occurred before the rise of Islam. However, an Arab Gnostic like Monoimus, who lived from the second to third century, offered living proof that Gnosticism existed beyond the borders of any particular tradition. “If thou shouldst closely investigate these things,” he said, “thou wilt find Him in thyself, the One and the Many…for it is in thee that he hath his origin and his deliverance.”2 This quotation is proof too that the Arabs had ways of knowing God that preceded Islam. Such ways would later become absorbed by Sufism—a third factor, in addition to the two mentioned in the last chapter, that contributed to the development of mysticism in Islam so soon after its establishment. In this chapter, we will explore only Gnostic writings that are explicitly Jewish and Christian, since our inquiry is concerned with the evolution of God in the Abrahamic traditions.


    As discussed earlier, Gnosticism asserts that God can be known through our direct experience of him (again, gnosis in Greek means “knowledge” or “to know”). It is thus the opposite of agnosticism, which holds that God cannot be known. Gnosticism thrived until the Middle Ages when its more profound principles were almost imperceptibly assimilated into the mysticism that then emerged. The Gnostics were not identified as such because only a few of the “Gnostic” groups were known by this term in their day, this being a modern historical classification. Also, Jewish Gnostic teachings remained for the large part compatible with Jewish orthodoxy and blended in with it. By comparison, the teachings of Christian Gnostics diverged substantially from Church dogma, and consequently many Christian Gnostic sects were deemed heretical. Let us begin our exploration with the Jewish Gnostics.
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    The Hekhalot, the primary form of Jewish Gnostic literature, belongs to a period of early mysticism—known as Merkabah mysticism—that can be traced from the first century BCE to the tenth century CE and that peaked from the fourth to the sixth centuries. Most of the texts were probably written in the first four centuries of the Common Era. (There are also numerous references to this mysticism in Midrashic writings and the Talmud.) The Hebrew word hekhalot means “palaces” or “temples,” and the word merkabah means “throne” or “chariot.” The Merkabah mystics were ecstatic visionaries whose predominant focus was, through intense prayer and contemplation, the cultivation of visions of God's throne and its attendant splendors. This practice has its roots in Ezekiel's vision in the Hebrew Bible. This is an abridged version of Ezekiel's report of what he saw:


    Now it came about in the thirtieth year, on the fifth day of the fourth month, while I was by the river Chebar among the exiles, the heavens were opened and I saw visions of God.


    As I looked, a stormy wind came out of the north, a great cloud with bright light around it, a fire from which flashes of lightning continually darted and in the midst of the fire something like glowing bronze.


    In the center I saw what seemed like four living creatures. And this was their appearance: they had human form, but each had four faces, and four wings. Their legs were straight, and they had hooves like oxen, glittering like polished brass. Under their wings they had human hands. Their faces were turned in four different directions.


    They had a human face in front, a lion's face to the right, a bull's face to the left, and an eagle's face at the back.


    Their wings were spread upwards. Each had two wings that touched one another, and two wings that covered their bodies. And the wings moved straight forward without turning.


    Between the four living creatures was something that looked like burning coals of fire, like torches darting back and forth among the living creatures. The fire was bright, and lightning was flashing from the fire.


    Now as I looked at the creatures, I saw a wheel on the ground beside each of them. The wheels glittered as if made of chrysolite, and all four of them had the same form, their appearance and structure being as if one wheel were within another wheel. They moved without turning as they went.


    The four wheels seemed enormous and frightening. They had rims and spokes, and the rims were full of eyes all around them. When the creatures went forward, the wheels went forward beside them, and when the creatures left the ground, the wheels too left the ground.


    And when the creatures moved, I heard the sound of their wings. It sounded like rushing water, loud like an army, like the voice of God, like a thunderstorm.


    Over the heads of the living creatures was something that looked like a shining crystal. It was shaped like a throne and high up on this throne was a being that looked like a man. He shined like bronze, as if he were surrounded by fire and a light like a rainbow.


    That is how the surrounding radiance appeared. It looked like the glory of God. And when I saw it, I fell on my face and heard a voice speaking.


    And He said to me, “O mortal, stand up on your feet that I may speak to you.” As He spoke, a spirit entered me and stood me on my feet.3


    And there followed Yahweh's discourse about the problems assailing Israel and his instructions to Ezekiel.


    Daniel, too, had an encounter with the Merkabah or chariot-like, heavenly throne of God:


    Thrones were set in place,

    And the Ancient of Days took His seat.

    His garment was like white snow,

    And the hair of His head was like lamb's wool.

    His throne was tongues of flame;

    Its wheels were blazing fire.

    A river of fire streamed forth before Him;

    Thousands upon thousands served Him;

    Myriads upon myriads attended Him;

    The court sat and the books were opened.4


    According to one rabbinic text in the fourth century, Isaac saw the “Chambers of the Merkabah” at the moment he was about to be sacrificed by Abraham—a kind of near-death experience, perhaps.5


    What was the Merkabah mystic's purpose? The aim of the visionary's journey to the heavens was twofold. Firstly, it was a form of worship, of praising and adoring God. The image of him as a king on a throne placed him in an exalted position worthy of this. One can easily imagine the mystic fervently reciting these words by the same Ishmael ben Elisha whose visionary account we read in the chapter on the Talmud; Ishmael was not only a rabbinic sage but a Merkabah mystic and the author of the Hekhalot Rabbati (the “Greater Palaces”), a non-Talmudic text detailing the ascent to the divine throne through the seven heavenly palaces that are situated in the highest of the seven heavens:


    [It] is the duty of all creatures

    to make you mighty,

    to adorn you,

    to glorify you,

    to praise you,

    to extol you,

    to make you great,

    to sanctify you,

    to elevate you,

    to embellish you,

    to make you exalted,

    to laud you,

    great and holy king,

    ruler over those above and those below,

    over the first and the last,

    who out of fear and trembling

    sanctify you with a threefold sanctification,

    so, as is written:

    Holy, holy, holy.6


    The throne itself was venerated because, as the seat of God, it was closest to him. It was personified and spoken to directly:


    Rejoice, rejoice, supernal dwelling!

    Shout, shout for joy, precious vessel!

    Made marvelously and a marvel!

    Gladen, gladen the king who sits upon you!…

    —for your conversation is with the conversation of your king,

    and with your creator do you speak.7


    Secondly, and no less importantly, the visionary's aim was to capture a glimpse of the mysterium tremendum, the numinous, awesome mystery of God. The Merkabah mystics naturally wished to taste the bliss of what psychologist Abraham Maslow called a “peak-experience,” an altered state of consciousness. Here we see their Gnostic orientation.


    The Merkabah mystics understood the necessity to hold the throne in high regard but modestly, for to do otherwise would have established it as an object of idolatry. (It may be for this reason that their descriptions of God's actual appearance are hardly extravagant.) Speaking psychologically from a modern perspective, we could say that the throne served as an image of the ego's relation to the higher self, or of oneself to God. Passages such as this then acquire a different nuance:


    And three times daily,


    The throne of glory prostates itself before you and speaks to you:


    Zhrry'l, Lord, God of Israel, be honored!


    Magnificent king, sit down upon me, as your burden is dear to me and not heavy.8


    “Zhrry'l” is another name of God.


    Finally, the Merkabah mystics prepared for their visionary journey by ascetic practices that lasted twelve days by some accounts and forty days by others.9 These practices included fasting and prayer that led to an ecstatic, trance state. The sojourners had a great distance to travel from this world to the heavenly one, and they had to diligently purify their hearts and minds in order to make the voyage. They also had to be prepared to confront palatial gatekeepers who were opposed to their liberation, as well as hostile demons and angels. Since this voyage was understood to be the same one we make when we die, we see certain correspondences here to the Tibetan Book of the Dead, which aims to prepare us for what comes after death. This can include frightful, otherworldly phenomena. If we were to put this, again, into the language of modern psychology, we could say that the mind is not only a many-splendored thing, but a potentially dangerous one. Of course, by “mind” we would be speaking not only narrowly of the ego, but of the mysteries of the unconscious mind with its connection to other realms that the ego knows little about.
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    In contrast to the Merkabah mystics, Christian Gnostics were not visionaries in the strict sense of the meaning, as their knowledge of the divine was not derived from the sensory experience of visions. But there can be no doubt that their illuminations were colorful and rich, and that their vision of God was penetrating and, often, based on intuitive insight. Departing ideologically from established Christianity, they attempted to compensate for what was lacking, limited, or one-sided in it—a tendency that earned many of them the distinction of being heretics.


    For our purposes, the Christian Gnostics made at least two very important contributions. The first was the particular way they redefined the nature of God. The following, from the Wisdom of Jesus Christ, expresses early Christianity's attempt to reach for a God who transcended all previous notions of him. He is here apotheosized as the first principle in its purest state. Jesus informs us:


    The One Who Is is ineffable. From the foundation of the world until now, no power, no authority, no creature, no nature has known the One Who Is. Only the One Who Is, and anyone to whom this One wishes to give revelation through the emissary of the first light, knows the One Who Is….


    The One Who Is is…unconceived, without a beginning, for whoever has a beginning has an end; undominated, without a name, for whoever has a name has been made by another; unnamable, with no human form, for whoever has a human form has been made by another….


    The One is immeasurable, untraceable, perfect, without defect. The One is blessed, imperishably, and is called the Father of all.10


    We see here a sharp contrast between the visceral imagery of Zhrry'l, the king on the Merkabah throne, and the untraceable One Who Is. This is not to say that the latter, simply because he is beyond definition, is necessarily better than the former. The revelation of God's magnificent radiance is not something to be disparaged. Besides, that which is beyond form can and often does manifest in one form or another.


    A number of Christian Gnostics in the second century advocated the idea that the true God and the creator of the world were not the same. The creator God—the one of the Hebrew Bible and of the Law—was the Demiurge, a concept that has its origins in Plato's Timaeus. The Greek word demiourgos means “public builder,” “skilled craftsman,” or “creator.” The Demiurge was a lesser God, no longer the Supreme Being and at best only the architect of the material world. Such was the view of Valentinus and his followers, who held the God of Israel in high regard but as being limited in the range of his divinity. At worst, this God was, as Marcion and the Sethian Gnostics taught, a hostile, demonic force who sought to trap spirit in matter (this imprisonment a condition first discussed also by Plato). Either way, the God of Israel, whom both Judaism and mainstream Christianity recognized, became in one fell swoop a subordinate deity. This rearrangement neatly explained his erratic personality and idiosyncratic behaviors in the Bible. The advocates of both the positive and negative views of the Demiurge maintained that Christianity's God was the true one, which is what kept them in the Christian fold, even if as heretics.


    Valentinus provides a good illustration of how imaginative Christian Gnostic thinking was. Incorporating elements from Pythagorean theology, he called the highest and hidden God, who exists beyond the creator God, the Monad. The word “monad” comes from the Greek monos, which means “one” or “unique.” The Monad exists in its primordial condition alone, unborn in the world. Beyond all characteristics, it is the first principle as described by Jesus above. As Valentinus developed his thought, the Monad became a Dyad, the original pair or couple. The Monad, now called the Father, has a female partner, Silence, also conceived of as Thought and Grace. She constitutes God's primordial state of tranquility and self-awareness (perhaps not unlike the way feminine Wisdom was part of Yahweh's primordial state). In this manner Valentinus formulated a dynamic in which the absolute Monad acquires features that are accessible by humans, since in and of itself, it is unknowable. Yet even though it now had these androgynous features, as a whole it remained essentially singular. A Valentinian tractate affirms that although the Father is the “Root of the All, the Ineffable One who dwells in the Monad,” he also “dwells in the Dyad and in the Pair.”11


    Valentinus also refashioned the Son in his theology. As a manifestation of the masculine and feminine aspects of the Father acting in conjunction with each other, the Son, too, is a male-female dyad. He represents the process of emanation by which the Father gives rise to the universe, being both in it and beyond it. In the human form of Jesus, the Son came to bring gnosis to a suffering humanity that was desperate to find God. How compatible this Father and Son are with the ones in the New Testament is a matter of opinion. Valentinus certainly thought of himself as a Christian, and at one point he was reportedly a candidate for the office of bishop of Rome.12
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    The second important contribution of the Christian Gnostics was their approach to God through intuition or experience—their “knowing” process, which Gnosticism scholar Elaine Pagels likens to the process of self-discovery in psychotherapy.13 Self-inquiry is directed inward as opposed to being determined by outer sources, such as a church or even Jesus himself in his teaching capacity. External guidance is only a provisional measure, Pagels tells us, and authority is accepted in order to learn to outgrow it and only until one is mature enough to no longer need it. Gnosis requires us to turn to the Source of the teaching for ourselves. Again, the kingdom of God is within. A sense of this heuristic approach can be gleaned from the various Gnostic gospels, an approach that is among the factors of why they were not accepted into the canon of the New Testament: the burgeoning new religion of Christianity needed institutional coherence. Here are some samples of their wisdom. Valentinus (or one of his followers) speaks in the Gospel of Truth on the need for gnosis as a direct knowledge of God:


    Where there is unity there is completeness. Since deficiency came about because the Father was not known, from the moment when the Father is known, deficiency will cease to be. As one's ignorance about another vanishes when one gains knowledge, and as darkness departs when light comes, so also deficiency disappears in completeness.


    From then on the world of appearance will no longer be evident, but rather it will disappear in the harmony of unity.14


    How philosophically similar the above is to the teachings of Buddhism and Hinduism's Vedanta. In fact, Pagels and Edward Conze suspect that there may have been a Buddhist influence on at least the Gospel of Thomas.15 Although there is no hard evidence for this, it is not an absurd suggestion, as trade routes between the Greco-Roman world and the Far East opened up at that time (80–200 CE). In this gospel, Jesus states:


    When you make the two one, and when you make the inner as the outer and the outer as the inner and the above as the below, and when you make the male and the female into a single one…then you shall enter [the kingdom].16


    Also resonating with the spirit of the East is a passage that acquires special meaning in light of the following chapters on the absolute nothingness shared by God and man:


    Jesus said: “I took my stand in the midst of the world, and in flesh I appeared to them. I found them all drunk, I found none of them thirsty. And my soul ached for the children of humanity, because they are blind in their hearts and do not see that they came into the world empty, and that they also seek to depart from the world empty. But meanwhile they are drunk. When they shake off their wine, then they will change their ways.”17


    This notion that our usual state of mind is like an intoxicated stupor speaks to how ignorance or unconsciousness clouds over the kingdom of God within. “Recognize what is before your eyes,” the Gnostic Jesus tells us, “and what is hidden will be revealed to you.”18 In the opening lines of Thomas's gospel, Jesus elaborates on his core teaching in a way he does not in the New Testament:


    If those who lead you say to you, “Look, the kingdom is in the sky,” then the birds will arrive there before you. If they say to you, “It is in the sea,” then the fish will arrive before you. Rather, the kingdom is inside you and it is outside you. When you know yourselves, then you will be known, and you will realize that you are children of the living Father. But if you do not know yourselves, then you live in poverty, and you are the poverty.19


    Jesus adds that denying or frustrating our God-given potential to awaken to this inner kingdom can do worse than merely stifle our development:


    If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.20


    Pagels here again alludes to modern psychology's understanding of the unconscious. If the creative energies within the psyche are not harnessed they can fester and surface through a variety of symptoms.


    If, on the other hand, these energies are harnessed, the psyche, or again, the soul, will reveal all that is needed in order to find redemption. The inner kingdom will guide us home. “Who seeks and who reveals?” the disciples ask Jesus in the Dialogue of the Savior.21 “One who seeks [also] reveals,” Jesus answers. Also encouraging are the Teachings of Silvanus: “Knock on your inner self as upon a door, and walk within yourself as on a straight road. For if you walk on the road, you won't be able to go astray. And if you knock on this one, you knock on hidden treasures.”22


    We should not conclude from such passages that Christian Gnosticism was solipsistic or merely a collection of lofty parables. Like Merkabah mysticism, its practical methods were arduous, involving prayer, chanting, and meditation. As the application of esoteric, secret teachings, they were generally not recorded and were transmitted only orally and only to those who were well qualified and mature. In fact, these methods were known to be so demanding that the Early Church Father Tertullian criticized the Gnostics—in particular, the Valentinians—for the lengthy instruction and initiation imposed even upon their most adept students.
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    How should we appraise the Jewish and Christian Gnostics? Unquestionably the importance they placed on direct, personal experience was a significant development in the history of Abrahamic religion. Although the Merkabah mystics may not have distinguished between the inner and outer worlds as clearly as did the Christian Gnostics, they knew that their visions did not take place “out there” in our physical world. Even if they conceived of the Merkabah as existing in another world, they knew that to get there they had to undertake a journey of the soul. For both traditions, the inner realm became the avenue to the divine.


    As numinous and ecstatic as the Merkabah experience was, the God it was centered upon was still Yahweh. “Jazzed up” with the accoutrements and powers of his throne, he was the same God Ezekiel encountered in the Hebrew Bible. Or was he? Jewish mysticism scholar Gershom Scholem summarizes what was different: “In the Hekhaloth, God is above all King, to be precise, Holy King. This conception reflects a change in the religious consciousness of the Jews—not only the mystics—for which documentary evidence exists in the liturgy of the period. The aspects of God which are really relevant to the religious feeling of the epoch are His majesty and the aura of sublimity and solemnity which surrounds Him.”23


    The main thrust of Hekhalot literature was to highlight God's hidden, heavenly side. No longer active on the stage of history as he once was, God was now a cosmic force to be met in his own territory. The very process of crossing into this territory, with its “aura of sublimity and solemnity,” paved the way for the Jewish mysticism that was to subsequently come, for it opened up the psyche to even deeper prospects. Though the Merkabah mystics did not go where the later mystics did, they rode the chariot, as it were, with such concentrated devotion that those who built on their experiences were able to go a step further, leaving the chariot and charioteer altogether behind. The Merkabah mystics beat a path to the door of the ultimate, transcendent God. Thanks to them, the Kabbalists were able to open that door.


    The Christian Gnostics had a less powerful impact on the future of Christian religious experience. One might think that by borrowing the Greek distinction between the Monad and the Demiurge and using it to liberate the higher Abrahamic God from the lower one, they would have helped the later mystics to do the same. But we must remember that the church did too good a job in suppressing them as “heretics.” All the Christian Gnostic gospels and sacred texts referred to in this chapter belong to the Nag Hammadi library. They weren't available until they were accidentally discovered in 1945 by an Arab farmer in Egypt. For some sixteen hundred years they were sound asleep in a clay jar buried in the earth (possibly a monk from a nearby monastery hid them there in the fourth century to protect them from being destroyed, as they had been banned). The medieval Christian mystics did not have the benefit of their wisdom, and most of what was known about Gnosticism was what was conveyed with animus in the writings of the Early Church Fathers. The Nag Hammadi library was a spiritual gold mine. The Gospel of Thomas alone was a watershed in the history of retrieving ancient scrolls, not to mention other texts like Thunder, Perfect Mind, the beautiful discourse of a female divinity in the vein of Sophia or Wisdom (like the writings of alchemy, it was not discussed here simply because its connection to Judaism and Christianity is interwoven with elements from other sources and it is not plainly about the Abrahamic God).


    But either way, with or without the historical assets of their Gnostic predecessors, the Jewish and Christian mystics had a great divide to jump over—the divide that separated God and humankind from the beginning of Abrahamic religion. Let us now turn to what is one of history's greatest expressions of human genius, the mystics’ leap over this divide and the illumination of God in his true and ultimate nature.
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    Soon, spread out to the four corners of the world, I was the wind, and in the wind, these columns and this arch, these hot flagstones, and these pale mountains around the deserted city. And never have I felt so strongly both my detachment from myself and my presence in the world.


    —Albert Camus1
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    They asked Rabbi Aaron of Karlin what he had learned from his teacher, the Great Maggid, Dov Ber of Mezeritch. “Nothing at all,” he said. And when they pressed him to explain what he meant by that, he added: “The nothing-at-all is what I learned. I learned the meaning of nothingness. I learned that I am nothing at all, and that I Am, notwithstanding.”


    —Hasidic tale1


    With Gnosticism, the encounter with God decisively shifted from the collective and historical to the individual and psychological, this in turn paving the way for the rise of mysticism in the Middle Ages. God may have retreated from history, as the Hebrew Bible portrays, but he didn't retreat from humankind. We know this because we can trace his footprints in the experiences of the mystics in all three Abrahamic religions. Again, we must remember that when we speak of God's journey or evolution we are referring to the evolution of our experience of him. It is in fact the collective, historical image of God—a projection—that slowly retreated from history in order for the mystical God to emerge. But even here we can only speak of God as an experience because the human psyche is always integrally involved in anything we say about God. To their credit, the mystics not only understood this but built upon it by developing their own psychology of the mind, of the way the mind can encounter God and the way it is one with God. This is not at all to psychologize God, to reduce him to some human, psychological phenomenon, merely now without anthropomorphic imagery. Rather, it is to raise the mind to its highest level, to its own Godlike potential and nature.


    Just like we can appraise the development of the image of God in the narratives and revelations of scripture, we can detect its mystical transformation in the writings and revelations of the mystics. These comprise the “scripture” of mysticism. It is with this that we shall be concerned in the following three chapters. However, before we proceed, it might be helpful to provide a brief overview of mysticism in general in order to better navigate its particular forms in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
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    “God made everything out of nothing. But the nothing shines through.”2 With these words, poet Paul Valéry unveiled the simple secret that lies at the heart of mysticism. To many, Zen Buddhists may appear to be the traditional standard-bearers for nothingness—or emptiness, as they refer to it—but Taoists, Neo-Confucians, Vedantins, Kabbalists, Christian mystics, and Sufis all venerate, in their own ways and according to their own unique temperaments and orientations, the hollow marrow of existence. (For an explanation of why this was discovered in the East before the West, see Appendix II.) The words “nothingness,” “emptiness,” “void,” and “vacuity” crop up again and again in their writings. Here is one place that the religions of the world unanimously agree with each other, confirming Jung's observation that “Ultimate truth, if there be such a thing, demands the concert of many voices.”3 In fact, history's visionaries of nothingness probably share more in common with each other than they do with the more pedestrian followers of their own traditions. The principle of absolute nothingness—which, again, is not the nihilistic nothingness of the existentialists, a mere absence of things—is integral to all of them. The Hebrew word for “void,” tohu wa-bohu, even appears in the Hebrew Bible's first sentence: “When God began to create heaven and earth—the earth being unformed and void, with darkness over the surface of the deep and a wind from God sweeping over the water—God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light.” This void, however, is not exactly the same kind as that of the visionaries of nothingness. Even though it is formless and empty, it is more akin to primordial chaos.


    Of God's various revelations to the mystics, that of his nothingness is not only the most universal, but also the most revealing of his true nature. In its infinite vastness, his void is his true nature. In making everything out of it, he made everything out of himself. Therefore is he in everything and one with everything.


    God's nothingness and oneness go together. Although the mystics repeatedly tell us that the experience of this cannot be grasped by concepts and words, let us attempt to reach at least a descriptive understanding of it so that we can speak about their rich writings in an informed way. (As my theology professor, Arthur Webster, once remarked, “It is funny how the mystics insist that their experiences are beyond description, yet they can't stop talking about them.”) When the universe is perceived as a single, infinite expanse with nothing separate in it or beside it to contrast it to, it has the sensation of being nothing at all and is hence experienced as a void. If, for example, you imagine the universe as an all-pervasive block of steel with nothing else in it, it acquires the quality of being like a cloudless sky—for all intents and purposes, empty—even though it is solid. Similarly, because God's nothingness has no borders or boundaries and is everywhere and in everything—in fact, it is the essence of everything—all is one. Perhaps it is the inconceivable, core condition that existed before the Big Bang and continues to exist after it, invisibly permeating the universe (though the word “before” is not quite right here since time is itself a phenomenon created by the Big Bang).


    The reason we can, under the right circumstances, directly perceive God's nothingness is that the latter is also the mind's essential nature. As philosopher Alan Watts writes, “You are not, as parents and teachers are wont to imply, a mere stranger on probation in the scheme of things; you are rather a sort of nerve-ending through which the universe is taking a peek at itself, which is why, deep down inside, almost everyone has a vague sense of eternity.”4 Kabbalists note that in Hebrew the word for “nothingness,” ayin, is phonetically the same as the word for “eye,” and its letters are the same as those in the word for “I,” ani, but merely in a different order. Altogether, this infers that we have the capacity to see divine nothingness because what is deep down inside us is identical to it. What a different light this casts on the biblical premise that God created man in his image. It is our minds, not our bodies, that are created in his likeness. Thus does the element of consciousness play a key role in mysticism, whether exercised through prayer, contemplation, meditation, dervish dancing, or some other discipline. Our consciousness enables us to glimpse the greater consciousness that is at its root.
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    In Judaism, the transformation of the biblical God into the mystical Godhead—a term both the Jewish and Christian mystics used to denote the Monad or essential, ultimate nature of God—involved a gradual but dramatic paradigm shift that was foreshadowed by three developments. The first occurred in the ninth century when Saadia Gaon boldly declared that the world was created out of nothingness—a rather novel notion in the West. The second was in the eleventh century when the Jewish Neoplatonic philosopher Solomon ibn Gabirol described God as “the Endless One” (she-en lo tiklah). Although even the biblical authors knew that God was the greatest thing in the universe and without limit, Gabirol's understanding was more in the sense of his omnipresence. As another source—variously identified as Empedocles, Augustine, or Voltaire, among others—famously put it, “God is a circle whose center is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere.” The third development occurred in the twelfth century when Maimonides, also influenced by Neoplatonism, became an advocate of apophatic theology (or the via negativa, the way of negation), which asserts that God can be qualified only by means of negation, by what he is not.5 Because it sweeps the mind clear of concepts, apophatic theology from a variety of sources also contributed to the discovery of the Godhead in Christianity and Islam. Although it is itself a kind of idea, it is a case of what the Vedantins characterize as using a thorn to remove a thorn and then throwing both away.


    The actual idea of the Godhead over and above God did not take hold in Judaism until the thirteenth century, when either Isaac the Blind—who has been called the father of the Kabbalah—or his student Azriel of Gerona coined the term Ein Sof. This is usually translated as “Infinity” or “Without End” but, with the close affinity between ein and ayin, it also connotes nothingness. From this point forward, Yahweh was implicitly understood to be a manifestation of the Godhead rather than the Godhead itself. The Kabbalists did not altogether dissociate the Godhead from Yahweh, but they did think of it as so distinctly different from him that they had to give it another name. Elaboration of the nature of Ein Sof continued with a number of remarkable rabbis, including Moses de Leon in the thirteenth century; David ben Abraham ha-Lavan in the fourteenth century; Moses Cordovero and his circle of students—most notably, Isaac Luria—in the sixteenth century; and finally, beginning in the eighteenth century, the Eastern European Hasidic masters who popularized the Kabbalah with a more emotional, soulful approach to realizing the Godhead in everyday life.


    The principle that the Godhead could indeed be realized in everyday life was undoubtedly the Kabbalah's most revealing discovery, yet this principle was shrouded in paradoxical logic: how could something that is really nothing and that is transcendent and immeasurably beyond our grasp also be immanent and omnipresent? How could it be the most completely hidden of all things and also the most plainly evident, as near to us, in the words of Eleazar of Worms, “as though a man speaks to a friend”?6 How different this God is from the remote Yahweh who dwells at the top of Mount Sinai or the supernatural, celestial King of the Merkabah mystics. David ben Abraham ha-Lavan gives us a hint as to what makes this hidden Ein Sof contradictorily so near to us: “Nothingness is more existent than all the being of the world.”7


    The Kabbalah is a complex discipline, connecting the mysteries of the cosmos with those of the individual's spiritual development. Its account of creation as developed by Isaac Luria and his closest disciples ingeniously advances the biblical one. It claims, firstly, that Ein Sof had to withdraw and contract into itself to provide a space for the universe. Because it is everywhere, in all things and all places, a primordial space that would allow creation's independence had to be established. This process of Ein Sof contracting into itself is known as tzimtzum. The Kabbalists differentiated between two strata of Ein Sof—one that is utterly hidden, transcendent, and beyond form, and the other that is its dynamic self-expression through the manifold forms of creation. (The Vedantins make the same distinction about Brahman, their term for the Godhead.)


    Secondly, the divine power or energy that is the primal essence of the Godhead—known as Ohr Ein Sof, or “Light of Ein Sof”—at a certain moment shattered out of its original condition, falling into exile as a myriad of small sparks. These sparks became the cosmos, including our souls and bodies. This is one of the ways Ein Sof is present in creation. The sparks inhabit all things, trapped in them. Through righteous intentions and deeds, the Kabbalist's goal is to free and raise these sparks to the higher world from which they came and reunite them again into the original, single flame of Ohr Ein Sof. This repairing of our world, known as tikkun olam, will redeem both man and God.


    Another way Ein Sof is present in the world is a variation of the previous one and was touched upon earlier in the play on the words “nothingness,” “eye,” and “I.” The Kabbalah's theory of the soul's levels proposes that the Godhead is the ground of the soul, its very foundation. Its innermost level is the neshamah, our higher self or the divine part of us. Residing deep within each of us, it is our spark, or portion, of Ein Sof. As Moses ibn Ezra said, “In my body he has kindled a lamp from his glory.”8 Through the practice of bitul hayesh, or “nullification of [one's] somethingness,” the ego is transcended and the spark of Ein Sof within the neshamah is awakened.


    A final way Ein Sof incarnates in the world and unfolds in our lives is through its ten sefirot or divine attributes. Known all together as the Tree of Life, they provide a guide for developing ourselves, a psychological roadmap that can be likened to yoga's chakra system but is more intricate. Five sefirot particularly germane to our inquiry are Keter/nothingness; Shekhinah/divine presence (also referred to as Malchut); Chochmah/wisdom (the same principle that underlies Chochmah or Wisdom in the Hebrew Bible); Binah/understanding (this is associated with the heart as the intelligence or discernment that processes and applies the raw, intuitive ideas of wisdom); and Chessed/lovingkindness (Chessed is the force behind the gemilut chasadim or acts of lovingkindness that the Talmud extols). Keter connects the nothingness of Ein Sof's condition with the same in our condition. Shekhinah, an idea rooted in the Hebrew Bible and first discussed in the Talmud, manifests the living presence of the Godhead in everything. Feminine by nature, she has been likened to the moon reflecting the light of Ein Sof into the world. Chochmah, Binah, and Chessed then give Keter and Shekhinah meaningful values. After all, what human purpose does God's nothingness and presence in the world serve without wisdom, understanding, and lovingkindness?
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    The Kabbalists interpreted the Bible in the mystical light of Ein Sof by creatively teasing out what they believed were its references to it. For example, Deuteronomy 7:21 states that “the Lord your God is in your midst”; one Kabbalist explained “in your midst” as an allusion not only to the people or social environment—the standard and obvious interpretation—but to the individual or their inner psyche.9 There resides the spark of Ein Sof. Such clever reinterpretations of the Bible may also be found in that masterpiece of Kabbalistic literature, the Zohar, or Book of Splendor (also known as the Book of Radiance), of which we spoke earlier. In that instance the Zohar concluded that humankind threw God out of paradise rather than the other way around, a reinterpretation of the Genesis story that we may now further explore in a mystical context. Evidently, the paradise God was exiled from was his consciousness of nothingness, of his true condition as Ein Sof. The world he was exiled into, together with Adam and Eve, was by contrast the consciousness of only somethingness and of opposites like good and evil.10 This suggests that God forgot his vital essence of nothingness and the primordial feminine wisdom that kept him connected to it. Then with the Kabbalists, and with the Christian and Islamic mystics, too, he fully remembered it and returned to his roots. Naturally, I am speaking here in the same language of myth used by the Genesis story or the Zohar. More psychologically, we could say that God's discovery of his essential nature of nothingness symbolizes or parallels our discovery of our own.


    Another example of the Zohar's interpretive agility is its rendition of Job 28:12, usually translated as, “But where shall wisdom be found? and where is the place of understanding?”11 Because the Hebrew word ayin can mean both “nothingness” and “where,” the Zohar translates this as “wisdom emerges from nothingness.”12 (The question mark is also a matter of interpretation since, again, ancient Hebrew has no punctuation.) A canonical or sacred text written most likely in the thirteenth century by the Spanish rabbi Moses de Leon, the Zohar stands in importance side by side with the Bible and the Talmud. In addition to being a commentary on the Bible's hidden meanings, it ventures into a host of mystical subjects, including reincarnation, visionary experiences, and the influence of otherworldly forces. The folkloric notion of the golem, a prehuman, mindless man made of inanimate matter and supposedly brought to life by virtue of the mystic's ecstasy, is also a magical element in Kabbalistic thinking. (An analog to this in Tibetan Buddhism is known as the tulpa, a thought-form brought to life.)


    The Kabbalah has no single classical text on how we can awaken to the absolute nothingness within and all around us. There's no standard manual for this, such as St. John of the Cross's Ascent of Mount Carmel (in Christianity), Taoism's Secret of the Golden Flower, Zen Buddhism's Mumonkan, or the Tibetan Book of the Great Liberation. In fact, Ein Sof is rarely mentioned even in the principal part of the Zohar.13 Instead it is discussed, along with practical methods, in a variety of treatises and oral teachings. The latter are not altogether reliable. The disciples of Isaac Luria, for example, conflicted with each other on the details of his oral teachings, each hearing him in his own way. On the other hand, such liberal thinking is characteristically Jewish—as the joke goes, no two rabbis can agree with each other—and it promotes individual expression and tolerance. In putting forth their new notion of God, the Kabbalists for the most part did not have to fear the authorities as some of the Christian and Islamic mystics did; in their tradition, as rabbis, they were the authorities. In order to be permitted to study the Kabbalah—it was treated as an esoteric discipline needing to be safeguarded—they had to be mature (at least age forty) and well-grounded in rabbinical knowledge. As such, many of them were pillars of their communities.


    Some scholars say the Kabbalists were concerned less with a direct, living encounter with Ein Sof than with developing a complex cosmology that explained how it created our world and the hierarchy of metaphysical worlds existing between itself and our world. For instance, F. E. Peters writes, “What is termed ‘Jewish mysticism,’ though it had its affective side and counseled the cultivation of devotional practices in its ‘rules of piety,’ at least some of which were intended for popular consumption, was far more speculative than experiential. Almost from the beginning, Jewish mystics were searching for knowledge of God rather than experience of him, how to get from here to There rather than Being There so prominent in the accounts of Christian and Muslim mystics.”14


    History does not corroborate this view. As Gershom Scholem explains, Jewish mystics inherently felt that to talk about their experiences would have been immodest.15 They believed that a pristine understanding of the transpersonal Godhead should not be tinctured by personal idiosyncrasies. Deeply averse to mystical autobiography, they would have fully supported Lao Tzu's famous observation, “He who knows does not speak. He who speaks does not know.”16


    Nevertheless, legends unavoidably grew around them and, especially with both the German and Eastern European Hasidim, a degree of personal testimony developed in the form of anecdotes and short teaching stories. These vividly show that Jewish mystics were no strangers to states of mystical illumination. What little we know about them reveals that they were immersed in a simple, direct experience of God. One may immediately think of Judah ben Samuel of Regensburg, the Baal Shem Tov, Dov Ber of Mezeritch (who exhorted one to “think of oneself as nothingness and forget oneself totally”17), Nachman of Bratslav, Elimelech of Lizhensk, and Schneur Zalman of Liadi (who summarily said shortly before his death, “All I can still see is the divine nothingness which gives life to the world”18). There is no reason to believe that such figures were the exception and not the rule. As they were masters of both the intellectually rigorous Talmud and the Kabbalah, it is also impossible to claim that their ecstatic expressions were merely the affective side of Jewish mysticism. Certainly, their mysticism was speculative; as we shall see in a later chapter, they wrestled with large questions about the nature and intentions of God. But that their experiences both grounded and transcended their intellectual theories is beyond question. In the end, the intellect to them was an instrument in service to nothingness. As Levi Isaac of Berditchev remarked, “There are those who serve God with their human intellect, and others whose gaze is fixed on Nothing…. He who is granted this supreme experience loses the reality of his intellect, but when he returns from such contemplation to the intellect, he finds it full of divine and inflowing splendor.”19 If anything critical can be said of the Jewish mystics, it is that a few of them were inclined toward ridiculous and sometimes psychotically manic messianic delusions.


    Isaac Eizik of Komarno's account of his mystical illumination illustrates the experiential dimension of Jewish mysticism. The following occurred on the heels of a three-month period of melancholy, bitterness, and “immense smallness of soul”—what St. John of the Cross would call a dark night of the soul and what Yahweh suffered in the final part of the Hebrew Bible:


    Suddenly, in the midst of the day, as I was studying [the Talmud] tractate Yevamot in the name of the eternal God, in order to adorn the Shekhinah with all my might, a great light fell upon me. The whole house became filled with light, a marvelous light, the Shekhinah resting there. This was the first time in my life that I had some little taste of His light, may He be blessed. It was authentic without error or confusion, a wondrous light and a most pleasant illumination beyond all comprehension. From that time onwards I began to serve the Creator of all with a marvelous, unvarying illumination.20


    This light was the Ohr Ein Sof discussed above. (The Shekhinah or divine presence was often depicted as light, or as manifesting as light, and the two concepts are related insofar as different schools used different terms for the same phenomena.) Eizik's experience is a shining example, no pun intended, of the Kabbalist's aspiration to become a vessel for divine light. However, it raises the question of whether Eizik's was a perception of Ein Sof in its purest form, since the latter is supposedly beyond all qualifiers such as light. The answer is yes, because the Godhead, the Kabbalists inform us, has three “veils” or levels: Ayin (Nothing), Ein Sof (Infinity), and Ohr Ein Sof (Divine Light). These are a further differentiation of the Godhead's two strata also mentioned above, showing just how intricate the Kabbalah's roadmap is. The veils represent the range of the Godhead's inner movement from its pure essence as nothingness to an infinite condition of inexpressible fullness and finally to the divine light from which creation, through countless constrictions of tzimtzum, was made. This light is not the qualified physical kind we know on a daily basis. It is, as Scholem indicates, an invisible light that “shines inwardly.”21 It becomes visible as the Godhead becomes externalized in its second stratum, in the world. We may therefore say that Eizik encountered the Godhead in one of its veils. Mystics in other traditions have had similar experiences, and the Tibetan Buddhists in particular believe that when we die there appears a “Ground Luminosity” or “Clear Light” that is the portal to our essential, true nature.22 People who have had near-death experiences also report being bathed in a radiant light that emanates divine love.
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    The Kabbalists conceived of Ein Sof as clearly beyond the divine personality of scripture. As Judah Hayyat commented, “Any name of God which is found in the Bible cannot be applied to the Deity prior to His self-manifestation in the Creation…. A name implies a limitation in its bearer, and this is impossible in connection with the ‘Ein Sof.’”23 Following are some selections from Moses Cordovero that convey the nature of Ein Sof and how we should conduct ourselves in view of it. Spinoza, a Jew and a mystical philosopher in his own right, acknowledged Cordovero's influence upon him, and in these passages we see why. Spinoza's idea of man and the universe as “modes” of God can be traced directly to Cordovero:


    The essence of divinity is found in every single thing—nothing but it exists. Since it causes every thing to be, no thing can live by anything else. It enlivens them; it exists in each thing. Do not attribute duality to God. Let God be solely God. If you suppose that Ein Sof emanates until a certain point, and that from that point on is outside of it, you have dualized. God forbid! Realize, rather, that Ein Sof is in each thing that exists. Do not say, “This is a stone and not God.” God forbid! Rather, all existence is God, and the stone is a thing pervaded by divinity.24


    The Creator is Himself Knowledge, the Knower, and the object known. His knowledge does not consist in the fact that He directs His thoughts to things outside Him, since in comprehending and knowing Himself He comprehends and knows everything that exists…. He is the archetype of all existing things.25


    When Ein Sof hides himself in the recesses of His holy and pure perfection, no letter, dot or picture can represent Him…. Of Him nothing may be imagined, or postulated, or spoken of, neither justice nor mercy, neither wrath nor anger, neither change nor limit, nor process nor any quality whatsoever, neither then before emanation [creation] took place nor now after the process of emanation.26


    How could one assume that the call to know means to believe in God's existence?…It is written “to know.” This means specifically to attain knowledge, a comprehension of God in accordance with human intellectual capacity…. To serve Him properly we must know Him.27


    Though life branches out further and further, everything is joined to Ein Sof, included and abiding in it. Delve into this. Flashes of intuition will come and go, and you will discover a secret here. If you are deserving, you will understand the mystery of God on your own.28


    A man should consider himself as actually nothing and his nonexistence far better than his existence…. [Nevertheless, he] should train himself to do two things: first, to honor all creatures, in whom he recognizes the exalted nature of the Creator Who in wisdom created man. And so it was with all creatures, that the wisdom of the Creator is in them…. The second is to bring the love of his fellow men into his heart, even loving the wicked as if they were his brothers and more so until the love of his fellow men becomes firmly fixed in his heart.29


    I declare that God is my portion. My soul has a portion in God on high, and I am as worthy of the word of God as one of the ministering angels.30


    The Kabbalistic treatment of the Godhead attempts to make it humanly accessible even though, as Cordovero tells us, nothing of it can be imagined, postulated, or spoken of. Though some Kabbalists thought of it as having a certain visual appearance in the higher worlds, most knew that its inner state defies all representations. It is seeable only with the mind's eye and only when one has been sufficiently prepared through contemplative prayer and kavvanah, or meditative concentration. This leads to devekut, or communion between man and God, which is as much a fruit of God's grace as man's effort, if not more. As Moses Hayyim Luzzato writes, “The highest level of holiness is a gift; all that man can do is to attempt [to attain] it, through the pursuit of true knowledge and constant concentration of the intellect upon the holiness of one's acts.”31 The supreme experience of God thus comes about by God acting within our souls and not by some method on our part. The method merely makes us receptive to this occurrence. (Likewise, as American Zen master Robert Aitken said, “Meditation does not make enlightenment happen. Enlightenment is an accident. What meditation does is make us accident-prone.”32)


    The experience of the Godhead has implications not only for the Kabbalist's relationship to the divine and to the divine part of himself (which are one and the same), but to the everyday world (also the same). Kalonymus Kalman Epstein of Cracow writes:


    Now the true tzaddik [or “righteous person”] proceeds in his prayers through all the upper worlds until he reaches the Supernal Intelligences and from there he proceeds until he reaches Ein Sof, the negation of all comprehension…. This is the main thing in prayer, to pray until a man reaches the negation of his comprehension….


    The way of the tzaddikim [or “righteous persons”] who walk in the way of the Lord is well-known. They occupy themselves mightily in the study of the Torah or in prayer with such great burning enthusiasm (hitlahavut), as they experience the fragrance and sweetness of God, blessed be He, that it would take but little for them to become annihilated out of existence in their great longing to become attached to God's divinity, as they ascend from heavenly hall to heavenly hall and from spiritual world to spiritual world…. So great is their longing to attach themselves to His divinity, blessed be He, that they have no desire to return to the lowly world of the body. However, since the One on high, who caused the worlds to be emanated from Himself, wishes to have the tzaddik worship Him in this world, He shows that tzaddik that the whole earth is full of His glory and that even in this world he can experience some of this sweetness and fragrance. He is then willing to return, desiring to live in this world, since he appreciates now that even in this world he can experience the sweetness of his divinity, blessed be He. The Zohar calls this “one who goes in and comes out again.”33


    The rabbi adds that there are those who go into the Godhead permanently and do not come out again, probably meaning that they die. One may here think of those yogis—more rare now than in earlier times—who lived in caves in a deep trance state, absorbed in nirvana, only to awaken once a year for a few days to a eat a meal or two and say a few words to their disciples. The implication then in regard to the one who does “come out again” is similar to the Buddhist ideal of the bodhisattva who renounces the final, absolute condition of Buddhahood and remains in the world to help others on the path to liberation. As with that ideal, the purpose of the tzaddik's experience of absolute nothingness is not to benefit himself, but all of us.
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    Until I am really and truly oned and fastened to God so that there is nothing created between us, I will never have full rest or complete happiness. For in order to love and have God who is uncreated, we must have knowledge of the smallness of creatures and empty ourselves of all that is created.


    —Julian of Norwich1


    Christian mysticism from the thirteenth to eighteenth centuries did not form out of thin air any more than did the Kabbalah. As the latter was preceded by the Merkabah mystics, so too was this period of Christian mysticism foreshadowed by such apophatic theologians as St. Clement of Alexandria, St. Gregory of Nyssa, and Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite. All three of the latter were influential in both the Eastern Orthodox and Catholic traditions, and Pseudo-Dionysius in particular has been called the father of Christian mysticism. In his Mystical Theology he argues that the Godhead is beyond life and lifelessness and that even our affirmations of what God is not must be negated.2 His thought here is remarkably close to that of the Buddhist sage Nagarjuna, whose logical philosophy of negation concludes that nothing descriptive can be said about nirvana.


    Equally important as the above, if not more, is the influence of the Desert Fathers and Mothers of the third and fourth centuries. These ascetic hermits of both genders populated the deserts of Egypt and, to a lesser degree, Palestine, Arabia, and Persia. By the end of the fifth century, hundreds of monasteries and thousands of cells and caves were scattered throughout Egypt's desert as a result of their example. All Western and Eastern Christian monasticism, and most explicitly the Coptic and Cappadocian traditions, have their origins in these contemplative communities. Aiming to attain a union with God, the Desert Fathers and Mothers practiced a simple, nondiscursive form of prayer known as hesychasm (literally meaning “to be quiet”). Consisting of a meditative watchfulness, it was remarkably similar to Eastern practices like mindfulness. Such inspiring and instructive literature as the Verba Seniorum (“The Sayings of the Fathers,” also known as the Apophthegmata Patrum) and the later Philokalia (“The Love of the Beautiful”) reveals a religious experience rooted in detaching oneself from everything but an awareness of God. Though their conception of God was still biblical insofar as it was dualistic—God was seen as other than or outside of ourselves—these hermits provided a role model for the mysticism that would then flourish from the thirteenth to eighteenth centuries.


    During this period, there arose a host of mystics who saw God as beyond the grasp of the human mind and yet, in some intuitive, suprarational way, humanly knowable because God and human are in essence united. These mystics include Meister Eckhart and his disciples Henry Suso and Johannes Tauler, the three of them forming the nucleus of the German, or Rhineland, school of mysticism in the fourteenth century; John of Ruysbroeck and the anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing, also in the fourteenth century; Julian of Norwich from the fourteenth to fifteenth centuries (one among Christianity's numerous female mystics); St. John of the Cross in the sixteenth century (he was born as Juan de Yepes y Alvarez into a Jewish family that converted to Christianity); and Angelus Silesius in the seventeenth century. Others were perhaps more fixed in tradition but nevertheless espoused a notion of God that was neither too Christocentric nor remote like the New Testament's Father. Among them were Brother Lawrence of the Resurrection in the seventeenth century and Jean-Pierre de Caussade in the eighteenth century, both of whose experiences had a Zen quality.


    Of these mystics, Meister Eckhart, a religious genius who was described by one of his disciples as the man “from whom God hid nothing,” speaks most directly to our concerns.3 His enduring appeal is bolstered by his iconoclastic sensibilities and sophisticated, relativistic understanding of how God is a phenomenon of our minds no less than our spirit is a phenomenon of his spirit. This makes him a fluid state of our consciousness, living creatively and actively in the moment as our own psychodynamic process. God is not abstract to Eckhart. Contemplating his razor-sharp insights in the silence and darkness of night cuts through the confusion and chaos of daily life. His words gently radiate absolute nothingness while ushering in a profoundly personal, intimate connection to the ground of our being. There can be little doubt that Eckhart was enlightened in every sense of the meaning, Christian and Buddhist alike.


    Eckhart's contagious enthusiasm—and by “enthusiasm” I mean its etymological root-meaning: to be inspired or possessed by God—is conveyed in the pithy title of his sermon “Into the Godhead!”4 The German word Gottheit is usually translated in English as “Godhead.” However, in Eckhart's writing Gottheit can mean both Godhead and Godhood—that is, our Godness or state of being God—and sometimes his use of this word can also mean both, as in this case. He also playfully distinguishes between God and the Godhead by referring to them, respectively, as “god” and the real “God”:


    The authorities say that God is a being, an intelligent being who knows everything. But I say that God is neither a being nor intelligent and he does not “know” either this or that. God is free of everything and therefore he is everything…. Therefore I pray to God that he make me free of god, for his unconditioned being is above god and all distinctions. [Italics Eckhart's.]5


    I could never again be satisfied with a god, or anything that is a god's, nor with any divine activities, for in bursting forth I discover that God and I are One.6


    Elsewhere Eckhart draws a contrast between God and truth—purely hypothetically: “What is truth? Truth is something so noble that if God could turn aside from it, I could keep to the truth and let God go.”7


    The following statement expresses a notion already hinted at by Gnostics like Basilides, namely, that God transformed in creation, changing from nothingness into somethingness and becoming a god of form such as Yahweh:


    Before there were creatures, God was not god, but, rather, he was what he was. When creatures came to be and took on creaturely being, then God was no longer God as he is in himself, but god as he is with creatures.8


    Even Yahweh then would have to merge back into the Godhead in order to access and appreciate his nothingness.


    Eckhart's notions on the nature of the human soul—or what we today would call the psyche—both deepen and elevate it, opening it up to eternity and raising it to the status of God:


    What I am as a temporal creature is to die and come to nothingness, for creatureliness came with time and so with time it will pass away…. I shall be neither god nor creature, but I shall be what I once was, now, and forevermore.9


    By this kingdom of God we understand the soul, for the soul is of like nature with the Godhead…. So much, says one Master, is God in the soul that his entire Godhood rests upon her. It is a higher position for God to be in the soul than for the soul to be in God. The soul is not blissful because she is in God, she is blissful because God is in her. Rely upon it, God himself is blissful in the soul.10


    And in what way is God in the soul? Eckhart tells us of a man who had a “waking dream” (a vision) in which “he became pregnant with Nothing like a woman with child, and in that Nothing God was born, He was the fruit of nothing. God was born in Nothing.”11 God is within us as our pregnant nothingness.


    This experience and idea of God being born in the soul relates to Eckhart's other insight that the Incarnation is happening all the time: “When the Father begets his Son in me, I am that Son and no other.” (This Father-Son relationship finds its parallel in Vedanta as the Brahman-Atman dynamic. In both traditions, the Absolute Source gives rise to its human offshoot.) At any given moment, Eckhart purports, God is entering our souls “with his knowledge shining clearly.” In his constantly occurring incarnation in us, he simultaneously “achieves self-consciousness” and “divinely enlightens” us, which is to say both parties undergo a transformation of consciousness.12 The Godhead gets to be born in our consciousness, seeing and becoming aware of itself, while we absorb its Godhood—a win-win arrangement for both partners. This summarizes Eckhart's sublime understanding of how God and humanity redeem each other. By giving themselves up to each other, they come to see their true and mutual nature in each other, an ultimate kind of mirroring and validating that transcends their duality. Each becomes enlightened through the other:


    God desires urgently that you, the creature, get out of his way—as if his own blessedness depended on it. Ah, beloved people, why don't you let God be God in you? What are you afraid of? You get completely out of his way and he will get out of yours—you give up to him and he will give up to you. When both [God and you] have forsaken self, what remains [between you] is an indivisible union. It is in this unity that the Father begets his Son in the secret spring of your nature. [Italics my own.]13


    It is here that God finds joy and rapture in fulfillment and the person who is thus within God's knowing and love becomes just what God himself is…. The eye by which I see God is the same as the eye by which God sees me. My eye and God's eye are one and the same—one in seeing, one in knowing, and one in loving.14


    Why does God desire us to get out of his way urgently? In addition to his wish to share his love, he needs our awareness in order to realize his spirit in the world. Without us there can be no Incarnation, no experience of nothingness. In its pure state the Godhead knows no experience. There never was anything before it or outside of it. This was its original condition: it was all there was, only sheer nothingness. It was unconscious of itself. The Godhead doesn't know its being until man knows it. “By being created,” Eckhart writes, “the soul created God, for he did not exist until the soul was made. A little while since and I declared, I am the cause that God is God! God is gotten of the soul, his Godhead he has of himself.”15 This insight—naturally alarming to the Church authorities—had never been articulated as such. Although Buddha taught that “All experience is preceded by the mind, led by the mind, created by the mind,” this is not quite the same.16 Only Eckhart turns God inside out, emptying him of all his contents and even his existence.


    On a less cosmic note, Eckhart's religious practice was quite simple. Naturally, as a Dominican priest he observed all the rites of Catholicism, and we can imagine that his contemplative prayer went deep. His public teaching—he gave sermons and lectured widely—aimed at inspiring us to realize our true self, to come out of the darkness of our having forgotten it and to reclaim our connection to our original, ultimate nature. “God is at home; it is we who have gone out for a walk,” he said.17 He encouraged us to get out of God's way by emptying ourselves, by undergoing a similar kenosis, as the New Testament calls this process, that Jesus did.18 This is the Christian understanding of the “spirit of poverty.” We know we are practicing emptying correctly when we can honestly say we are not attached to the things of the world but love them and suffer them in a spirit of disinterest. “But note carefully,” Raymond Blakney writes, “that disinterest does not mean uninterest. Quite the reverse. Eckhart would say that no one can be truly interested in anything until he is disinterested.”19 We must diligently empty ourselves of all obstacles that blind us, including our attachment to God:


    Keep this in mind: to be full of things is to be empty of God, while to be empty of things is to be full of God.20


    Everything must go. The soul must stand alone in absolute nothingness…. As long as the soul possesses God, is aware of God, knows God, she is aloof from God.21


    Only the hand that erases can write the true thing.22


    Through nothing I become what I am.23


    Love God as he is: a not-God, a not-spirit, a not-person, a not-image, a sheer, pure, clear unity, alien from all duality. And in this One let us sink down eternally from nothingness to nothingness. So help us God. Amen.24


    “The soul must stand alone in absolute nothingness” again brings to mind Jung's comment, “The patient must be alone if he is to find out what it is that supports him when he can no longer support himself. Only this experience can give him an indestructible foundation.” In this context we are naturally speaking about that indestructible foundation that is our fundamental ontological nature, our Godhood.
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    The Flemish mystic John of Ruysbroeck is somewhat more dualistic than Eckhart in his theology, but when he speaks about inner experience all differences between God and the individual dissolve:


    The state of beatitude is so simple and so unrestricted that in its every essential act of gazing, every inclination and every distinction of creatures pass away, for all exalted spirits melt away and come to naught by reason of the blissful enjoyment they experience in God's essential being, which is the superessential being of all beings. There they fall away from themselves and become lost in a state of unknowing which has no ground…. They will ebb and flow with God and constantly stand empty in possession and enjoyment; they will work and endure and fearlessly rest in the superessential being; they will go out and enter in and find their nourishment both without and within; they are drunk with love and sleep in God in a dark resplendence.25


    Being “drunk with love” raises Christianity's central teaching that God is love to an ecstatic level. This too, in addition to their commonly shared “superessential being,” unites humanity and God:


    These two spirits—that is, our spirit and the Spirit of God—cast a radiant light upon one another and each reveals to the other its countenance. This makes the two spirits incessantly strive after one another in love. Each demands of the other what it is, and each offers to the other and invites it to accept what it is. This makes these loving spirits lose themselves in one another. God's touch and his giving of himself, together with our striving in love and our giving of ourselves in return—this is what sets love on a firm foundation.26


    Naturally, this intense love between oneself and God generates the same in the mystic's heart toward their fellow beings. From St. Francis of Assisi to Mother Teresa, Christian mystics have not only professed a divinely inspired love but actively devoted their lives to its service. Overwhelmed and mystified by her erotic love affair with God, St. Teresa of Avila wrote, “God grant that I may be able to understand this, and even more that I may be able to describe it, for I am not sure that I know when love is spiritual and when there is sensuality mingled with it, or how to begin speaking about it.”27 With her passion and aspiration to attain a mystical marriage with God, Teresa subscribed to a tradition known as bridal mysticism, in which the soul is conceived as the bride of God.


    However, it would be an oversight to think that mystical experience is all bliss. Earlier we learned that the Jewish mystic Isaac Eizik of Komarno underwent a period of melancholy, bitterness, and diminishment. St. John of the Cross, Teresa's junior partner in reforming the Carmelite order, understood the sacrifice and suffering inherent in the path to Godhood perhaps better than any other mystic. He clearly demonstrated that, contrary to the impression many of us may have, the mystics were people who suffered more, not less (though, as we shall see, there are ecstatic elements of bridal mysticism in John's experience, too). Seeking a way to transform mystical suffering into a methodical pursuit of nothingness, he developed a psychological, ascetic discipline that he called the “ascent of Mount Carmel.”28 (For this and his intellectual rigor in general he was recognized as the Mystical Doctor of the Catholic Church.) He saw the mystical journey as a spiritual ascent occurring in three stages that include two dark nights or periods, a dark night of the senses and a dark night of the soul—both terms that he coined. The aim of this cultivated process is for our soul to lose itself in order to find oneness with God. It is in its lostness and loss of all its attachments—sensory as well as spiritual—that the soul goes through these two dark nights. More than simply a confrontation with hardship, they involve a shattering sense of disorientation and confusion (what Zen Buddhists call the “Great Doubt”). Even the sacrifice of our faith may be demanded in a true dark night of the soul, and there may be no limit of despair and loneliness—existential loneliness. “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” the Psalmist and Jesus both cried out in their blackest hour.29 Mother Teresa revealed an excruciating crisis of faith when she wrote in her posthumously published journal, “The reality of darkness and coldness and emptiness is so great that nothing touches my soul…. There is no God in me.”30 Accusing her of hypocrisy and not understanding that the dark night of the soul is a natural part of the mystical journey, some in the press excoriated her. Yet the degree of the darkness is a sign of the depth of the journey. “In a real dark night of the soul,” F. Scott Fitzgerald observed, “it is always three o'clock in the morning, day after day.”31


    From the dark night of the soul there eventually and paradoxically emerges a state of deep inner peace and beatitude. Stripped naked, the soul becomes wedded to God in perfect love. The ascent of Mount Carmel concludes with an unceasing mystical liberation and joy. We have arrived. A celebrated poet, John writes:


    Without a place and with a place

    to rest—living darkly with no ray

    of light—I burn my self away.


    My soul—no longer bound—is free

    from the creations of the world;

    above itself it rises hurled

    into a life of ecstasy,

    leaning only on God.32


    The dark night of the soul is thus the inner blindness we voluntarily endure when transitioning from the world of things to the Godhead's world of nothing. John described the latter as todo y nada—everything and nothing—three words that summarize his entire theology on the nature of God. To become one with God, we must become like him, and so we must also become everything and nothing:


    To arrive at being everything

    desire to be nothing.

    To arrive at knowing everything

    desire to know nothing.

    To arrive at the pleasure you have not

    you must go by a way you enjoy not.

    To arrive at that which you know not

    you must go by a way that you know not.

    To arrive at that which you possess not

    you must go by a way that you possess not.

    To arrive at that which you are not

    you must go through that which you are not.33


    Nothing familiar remains. The Mystical Doctor adds that even things divine, such as glory, joy, and comfort, must be relinquished. “Now that I no longer desire them,” he tells us, “I have them all without desire.”34


    Our final selection from Christian mysticism comes from the poet Angelus Silesius, whose simple rhyme should not deceive us as to its acuity:


    I am as great as God, and He is small like me;

    He cannot be above, nor I below Him be.


    God is the fire in me and I in Him what shines;

    Is this not how each of us with the other entwines?


    Where is my dwelling place? Where I can never stand.

    Where is my final goal, toward which I should ascend?

    It is beyond all place. What should my quest then be?

    I must, transcending God, into a desert flee.


    The more you know of God, the more you will confess

    That what He is Himself, you can name less and less.


    God is the purest naught, untouched by time and space.

    The more you reach for Him, the more He will escape.


    The tender Godhead is a naught and more than naught.

    He who sees nothing in all, believe me, sees God.35
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    To conclude our excursion through Western mysticism, it is noteworthy that the centuries of scholastic, theological inquiry conducted by the Talmudic and Early Church Fathers—the Common Era centuries leading up to the Middle Ages—were preparing for God's transformation in the Western psyche. It was necessary to sufficiently explore the nature of God for an intellectual understanding until it became evident that ideas, regardless of how profound they are, could never adequately grasp it. As St. Augustine said, “If you can grasp it, then it is not God.”36 The nature of God could only be perceived (as opposed to conceived) by emptying the intellect of ideas and replacing these with direct intuition or insight. St. Thomas Aquinas knew this only too well when, after years of working on his Summa Theologica, a treatise that attempts to present all of Christian theology as systematically as possible, he had a powerful religious experience while saying Mass. It was so intense that he altogether stopped writing, never finishing his magnum opus. “Everything I have written,” he said, “seems like straw by comparison with what I have seen and what has been revealed to me.”37


    To the Jewish and Christian mystics, the existence of the empty Godhead implied that the biblical God Yahweh was a creaturely phenomenon. The Godhead was of a higher order than Yahweh, preceding and superseding him. (Eckhart did associate the Father with the Godhead, but he probably would have agreed that this Godhead could not have been identical to the mercurial, capricious, and wrathful Yahweh.) These mystics would remain extremely marginalized in society, unlike the mystics of the East. The Western religious imagination would, for the most part, continue to conceive of God as he was portrayed in biblical times. Absolute nothingness would not take root simply because a few men and women had numinous experiences of it. Yet their legacy stands out in Western history as a benchmark of what is humanly possible. In their total self-diminishment and realization of what true greatness is, they were giants.
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    The eyes of the dervish who is a true lover see nought but God; his heart knows nought but Him. God is the eye by which he sees, the hand with which he holds, and the tongue with which he speaks.


    —Sheikh Muzaffer1


    The ecstatic joy of the Sufi's experience of God is equaled only by its eloquent poetic expression and effusion of love. With its dervish dancing as a way to merge with the divine, Sufism is one of the world's most colorful religious traditions. Like all mysticism, Sufism aims to strengthen one's connection to the Godhead. Though Sufis do not distinguish between the Godhead and the God of scripture, as do the Kabbalists and some Christian mystics, the tone of their literature is markedly different from that of the Qur'an. The God of the Sufis is a lover and often referred to as “the Beloved,” whereas Allah is called “the Merciful,” implicitly to contrast his wrathful and punitive side. Nevertheless, many believe that Sufism is merely the inner dimension of the Qur'an's teachings. There is something to be said for this because it was a rather short leap from the inception of Muhammad's revelations in the seventh century to the rise of Sufism. Many of the principles of Sufism's complex system of psychology were first mentioned in the Qur'an, for instance, al-ilm al-ladunni, or knowledge imparted directly by God.2


    The Qur'an's teachings on jihad also lend themselves to the Sufi project of curing the afflicted soul. Westerners tend to think of jihad purely as holy war of the external kind. However, there is also a more symbolic, mystical understanding of it. The Arabic term jihad literally means “striving” or “struggle.” Two kinds were originally distinguished: the “greater jihad,” or the struggle Muslims must wage against sin—a spiritual notion; and the “lesser jihad,” or the armed struggle against nonbelievers—a more worldly and militant notion. Both were viewed as integral to redeeming and unifying our divided world. The greater jihad is naturally more difficult, and is “greater” precisely for this reason. It has an enduring meaning that is dependent not on outer factors but rather on inner values. As the Muslim Bollywood actor Shah Rukh Khan aptly put it, “Fighting and conquering negativity in your heart is the real jihad.”3 If jihad were only this kind of struggle, history would have been very different, including recent history.


    Though its early forms were already germinating in the seventh century with figures like Uwaris al-Qarni and Hasan of Basra, Sufism crystallized as a distinct tradition within Islam in the ninth century with Persian mystics like Junayd Baghdadi, his disciple Mansur al-Hallaj, and the ecstatic Bayazid Bastami. It continued to gain momentum with such prominent figures as the poet Abu-Saeed Abil-Kheir from the tenth to eleventh centuries (he is also known simply as Abu-Saeed); the influential thinker al-Ghazali from the eleventh to twelfth centuries; Ibn al-Arabi from the twelfth to thirteenth centuries; Rumi in the thirteenth century (he is today the most widely read poet in America); and Hafiz in the fourteenth century. All advocated lahoot salbi, or apophatic theology, ta'til, or self-negation, and fana, the state of emptiness or extinction of the self in God. All believed that when we empty ourselves of ourselves we become filled with God. This state is attained through muraqaba, or meditation. In the dervish dance we see a beautiful and physically active form of practicing nonattachment to anything other than God. It is no accident that Abu-Saeed described himself as “nobody, son of nobody.”4


    Let us look at some of the thematic threads that run through Sufism and that give it its distinct character. To begin, there is the absolute hollowness of God. It is so complete that it leaves no traces even of sanctity. Much like the Zen masters, the Sufis have a great sense of humor about this, and they similarly don't take themselves too seriously. A Sufi proverb informs us, “I heard a voice whispering to me in the night saying, ‘There is no such thing as a voice whispering in the night.’”


    Then there is the unequivocal sameness between ourselves and God. Another Sufi proverb says, “I searched for God and found only myself. I searched for myself and found only God.” Rumi expressed this idea thus: “You are the voice we're echoes of.”5 And Mansur al-Hallaj: “There is nothing wrapped in my turban but God.”6 Our sameness with God makes possible the experience of oneness with him. Al-Hallaj adds, “I have seen my Lord with the eye of my heart, and I said: ‘Who are You?’ He said: ‘You.’”7


    Al-Hallaj's reference to the eye of his heart has a special meaning. In Sufi psychology, the psyche is seen as having a number of different faculties, the understanding of which varies according to which Sufi schema you read (the Sufis are not unlike the Jewish mystics in this respect). The nafs can be translated as soul, self, ego, or consciousness (it is analogous to the biblical and Kabbalistic nefesh). Its seven levels or stages range from the depraved or tyrannical self to the pure or complete self. The ruh refers to the spirit and also has multiple levels, including the lower animal realm, or part, of ourselves and the highest, which houses the divine spark within each of us (it is analogous to the biblical and Kabbalistic ruach, or breath or spirit). The qalb, or spiritual heart, is a cognitive faculty (it roughly corresponds to the biblical and Kabbalistic binah). It is also the seat of divine love and wisdom—the “home of God,” in the words of Ibrahim Haqqi of Erzurum.8 Some see the qalb as a battleground between the nafs and the ruh, between the appetitive drives of our ego or soul and our spiritual aspirations. This view expresses the archetypal theme of the lower and higher parts of ourselves fighting each other for the human heart, both vying to possess it.


    The Sufi's aim is to balance the nafs and the ruh and to purify the qalb so that it becomes a sincere, loving, and compassionate heart that relates to the world joyfully yet with detached equanimity. A process known as tazkiah-e-qalb, this purification of the qalb is achieved by cultivating and celebrating the heart rather than repressing or subduing it. Abu-Saeed proclaims:


    Drink from this heart now,

    for all this loving it contains.

    When you look for it again,

    it will be dancing in the wind.9


    As the home of God, the qalb is both the place where we encounter him and the conduit we rely on to encounter him in others.


    Thus, when al-Hallaj says he has seen the Lord with the eye of his heart, he is implying that he has done so through the eye of the Lord that is in his—al-Hallaj's—heart. How well this eye matches Eckhart's eye through which the individual and the Godhead see each other as identical. Similarly experiencing himself in consubstantial unity with God, al-Hallaj declared, “I am the Truth” (in Arabic al haqq means both “truth” and “God”).10 The difference is that the authorities only prosecuted and censored Eckhart; al-Hallaj was tortured and executed, reportedly for the latter statement.


    Further playing upon the theme of the eye as an “I” that is mutually shared between God and us, the highly esteemed Yunus Emre writes:


    There is an I in me,

    Deeper than me,

    Whose eyes look at me

    From inside of me.11


    Jung would have fully concurred with this impression.


    However, in comparison to Jungian psychology, the Sufi idea of the shadow is that of a more pandemic phenomenon. Whereas in the former it is our dark side—and archetypal shadow is the dark side of God, his propensity toward evil—in the latter it is everything that is not God. Says Rumi,


    In truth, everyone is a shadow of the Beloved—

    Our seeking is His seeking,

    Our words are His words….

    We search for Him here and there

    while looking right at Him.

    Sitting by His side we ask,

    “O Beloved, where is the Beloved?”12


    Ibn al-Arabi agrees: “Everything we call other than God, everything we call the universe, is related to the Divine Being as the shadow to the person. The world is God's shadow.”13


    Emptying ourselves in order to bring ourselves into alignment with God's emptiness is as crucial to Sufism as it is to Jewish and Christian mysticism. Our ego attachments, cravings, and distractions, Sa'd al-din Mahmud Shabistari tells us, must be emptied out:


    Go sweep out the chamber of your heart.

    Make it ready to be the dwelling place of the Beloved.

    When you depart out, He will enter it.

    In you, void of yourself, will He display His beauties.14


    The ego is here but an instrument to aid in this divine purpose. As Eckhart indicated, its job is to get out of God's way. “What is important for the ecstatic,” al-Hallaj emphasizes, “is for the One to reduce him to oneness.”15 “Until you become an unbeliever in your self-identity,” says Abu-Saeed, “you cannot become a believer in God.”16 Emptiness is of paramount importance to Rumi, too:


    Essence is emptiness. Everything else, accidental. Emptiness brings peace to loving. Everything else, disease. In this world of trickery, emptiness is what your soul wants.17


    And:


    Oh, let me not exist! for Nonexistence Proclaims in organ tones, “To Him we shall return.”18


    These last words by Rumi could have just as easily come out of Moses Cordovero's mouth.


    But perhaps even surpassing their high evaluation of emptiness is the Sufis’ exuberant homage to love—and yet the kind of absolute love they aspire to goes hand in hand with emptiness because in the latter there are no obstacles. The consistency with which they have been gripped by the power of love distinguishes them among the world's mystics and sages. Following are some of their utterances. Amir Khusrau writes:


    Love came and spread like blood in my veins and the skin of me,

    It filled me with the Friend and completely emptied me.

    The Friend has taken over all parts of my existence,

    Only my name remains, as all is He.19


    Sumnun the Lover (how fitting is his name!), alluding here to the devotion of his qalb:


    I have separated my heart from this world—

    My heart and Thou are not separate.

    And when slumber closes my eyes,

    I find Thee between the eye and the lid.20


    And, speaking more philosophically:


    A thing can be explained only by means of something more subtle than itself, and since there is nothing subtler than love, by what then can one explain it?21


    Ibn al-Arabi, in a poem that speaks not only to the Sufi ideal of love but to the tolerance of Islam at the height of its civilization:


    My heart has become capable of all forms:

    A meadow for gazelles,

    A cloister for Christian monks,

    A temple for idols,

    Ka'aba for the circling pilgrim,

    The Tables of the Torah,

    The scrolls of the Qur'an.


    I profess the religion of Love;

    Whatever direction Its caravan may take,

    That is my creed,

    My faith.22


    And the celebrated female saint, Rabi'a al-Adawiyya, who demonstrates a welcome feminine attitude as she highlights the elements of grace and of letting the Other bestow the mystical experience of divine love:


    I have two ways of loving You:

    A selfish one

    And another way that is worthy of You.

    In my selfish love, I remember You and You alone.

    In that other love, You lift the veil

    And let me feast my eyes on Your Living Face.23


    Finally, Hafiz offers wise words on the value of psychopharmacology:


    Resist your temptation to lie

    By speaking of separation from God,

    Otherwise,

    We might have to medicate you.

    Listen,

    They have clinics there too

    For the insane

    Who persist in saying things like:

    “I am independent from the Sea,

    God is not always around

    Gently

    Pressing against

    My body.”24


    This poem humorously turns the claim that mystics are psychotic or crazy on its head. Here, it is the rest of us who are delusional. In making this diagnosis, the Sufis are allied with the Hindu sages who hold that our experience of the phenomenal world is distorted by maya, the principle and power of illusion. But in this neither tradition—and for that matter, no tradition that champions absolute nothingness—argues that the world and our existence in it are without value or significance, that they are vain and groundless. It is only our perception of our world and ourselves that is clouded by illusion. As someone once said, the ego sees what is not there (the separateness of things) and does not see what is there (their nothingness and unity). Rather than illusions in themselves, the world and our lives are allusions to the divine and true reality that they reflect. It is this exaltation of what life is really about that makes the Sufis the great lovers that they are.
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    It helps to start by admitting that evil cannot be satisfactorily explained—and that perhaps it should not be explained, since explanation is a slippery slope that tends to tilt toward acceptance, by way of that immense inanity, the fallacy of Tout comprendre, c'est tout pardonner [to understand all, is to forgive all]. At the same time, evil can't be ignored, or dismissed. Evil is emerging with a new urgency; it has to be thought about in a new way.


    —Lance Morrow1


    No discussion of God would be complete without some exploration of the problem of evil, that is, his dark side, which naturally is, again, the ultimate source of our own. In our treatment of the Hebrew Bible, we observed many eruptions of this dark side. The account of God's fall from paradise and of his continuous disappointments with humanity suggests that he was traumatized and that his dark side emerged in response to his trauma. However, this does not explain the actual source of evil, which seems to have existed before creation. After all, why was there a diabolical serpent in the garden of Eden in the first place, and why a tree whose fruits were prohibited because eating them would have dark consequences? And what about suffering, the inevitable corollary to evil? Or, as Bono asks in the U2 song, “Yahweh,” why is there always pain in childbirth, and why does darkness precede the dawn?2 These questions strike at the heart of the problem of evil: Is evil part of God's nature, or something he somehow acquired? Or is it rather the unavoidable byproduct of complex factors that are built into creation, or perhaps a prerequirement to put teeth into the gift of our free will? The mystics whose words we have read seem to view the Godhead as beyond good and evil. If we follow their lead and do not identify their God as an entirely separate being from the God of scripture, we are faced with a vexing paradox: how could the sophisticated, transcendent Godhead whose substance is absolute nothingness coexist with—and worse, permit!—the evil and suffering in our world?


    For me, this has always been a burning question, even if I didn't always frame it in these terms. It certainly cast a pall over my childhood. Relatives whom I never had the chance to know—over forty including extended family members—vanished in the Holocaust. My parents, both now deceased, were among the survivors. My father was a victim of torture at the hands of the Arrow Cross—the Hungarian Nazis—and his harsh time in the camps affected him for the rest of his life. My mother, too, was often a hair's breadth from death, and she carried the pain of her losses to the grave. Yet both my parents had religious experiences during the war; both felt that God saved them. Why did he save them and not also the six million who perished, or the sixty million if we include all the others who are estimated to have died in World War II? I have no sure answers to these questions. They're still very much a mystery to me. Yet the story of God's journey and its implications have shed some light on them, some sense of a working hypothesis with which to proceed. But before we turn to this, I'd like to begin with another story. Told by the Christian theologian Robert McAfee Brown, it is about the Auschwitz survivor and Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel. It sets the tone for what seems to me to be the right attitude to take as we face the dense mystery of God's relationship with evil:


    By the time he was fifteen, Elie Wiesel was in Auschwitz, a Nazi death camp. A teacher of Talmud befriended him by insisting that whenever they were together they would study Talmud—Talmud without pens or pencils, Talmud without paper, Talmud without books. It would be their act of religious defiance.


    One night the teacher took Wiesel back to his own barracks, and there, with the young boy as the only witness, three great Jewish scholars—masters of Talmud, Halakhah [Law], and Jewish jurisprudence—put God on trial, creating, in that eerie place, “a rabbinic court of law to indict the Almighty.” [This practice originated with the eighteenth and nineteenth century Hasidic master Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev. He not only served God in joy, but protested his unjustness by challenging him in a lawsuit.] The trial lasted several nights. Witnesses were heard, evidence was gathered, conclusions were drawn, all of which issued finally in a unanimous verdict: the Lord God Almighty, Creator of Heaven and Earth, was found guilty of crimes against creation and humankind. And then, after what Wiesel describes as an “infinity of silence,” the Talmudic scholar looked at the sky and said “It's time for evening prayers,” and the members of the tribunal recited Maariv, the evening service.3
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    Of all the world's traditions of absolute nothingness, Jewish mysticism focuses most on the problem of how to reconcile the existence of evil with a creator God who is also supposed to be absolutely good and loving. Probably this strong interest is influenced not only by theological concerns but also by the fact that Jews have been, with their history of being persecuted and oppressed, victims of evil as have few other peoples. They are especially sensitized to God's dark side, and therefore it should come as no surprise that the Kabbalists felt obliged to speak about this in view of Ein Sof. What they knew about Yahweh was of little help in this regard because there was, until their discovery of Ein Sof, no reference point outside of him or beyond him upon which they could rely to discuss his darkness with any degree of theological authority. To be sure, Job revealed much about his darkness and did so with a great deal of personal authority—human authority—but this did not shed much light on the cause of God's darkness, its source or origin. This became the task of the Kabbalists.


    In advocating a new paradigm of God, the Kabbalists also boldly introduced a mystical theology of good and evil (we shall explore here only one of its ideas). They intuitively knew that Ein Sof must somehow resolve the problem of evil. They knew that a mystical understanding of God would be incomplete if this problem were not sensibly explained. The Talmudic Fathers already established how important evil is in the scheme of creation with their cryptic statement that gave it primacy over good: “By thirteen years is the evil impulse older than the good impulse.”4 Now the Kabbalists pinpointed why this primacy is so. They postulated that evil originates in the Godhead's necessary severity in the creation process. This is an interesting way to describe the precursor to evil, given that the Kabbalists had Yahweh as the original image of God in the back of their minds: if there is any one bleak quality of Yahweh's that stands out besides his propensity toward evil and that at the same time goes with it, it is his severity, his austerity. By focusing on this quality in the Godhead's creative process, the Kabbalists implicitly addressed the source of Yahweh's own severity and, by extension, the source of his evil. They argued that if evil was not inherent in the Godhead, then severity, or at least the capacity for it, was.5 Severity thus served as the bridge from the Godhead's innate condition beyond good and evil to the good and evil in creation. (The Christian mystic Jacob Boehme made a similar connection when he said, “The whole Deity has in its innermost or beginning birth, in the pith or kernel, a very tart, terrible sharpness, in which the astringent quality is a very horrible, tart, hard, dark and cold attraction or drawing together, like winter, when there is a fierce, bitter, cold frost, when water is frozen into ice, and besides it is very intolerable.” Boehme saw this sharpness or astringent quality, which he also referred to as severity, as one factor among others that gave rise to both evil, in the form of the devil, and an “angry, zealous or jealous God, as may be seen by the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai.”)6


    But what exactly is this severity, and why is it necessary? Severity is the opposite yet complement of the Godhead's love. It is associated with the Godhead's self-restraint, judgment, and power to create things and fix their limits, all of which were required in the hit-and-miss process of making a “good” creation. Some Kabbalists believed that the Godhead made more than one attempt at creation, with earlier efforts aborted due to the Godhead's dissatisfaction with them. Divine severity is the primal agent that determined if one feature was too much or another too little. Evil, then, arose when severity became isolated from the love and other positive divine forces with which it was originally united. (These forces comprise the previously discussed sefirot, the ten attributes through which the Godhead manifests. Evil is the result of an excess of Gevurah, the sefirot of severity or strength.) Humans subsequently further activated this split, as symbolized in the drama of the garden of Eden with its tree of the knowledge of good and evil, of dualism and opposites. We may say that the Godhead's severity got out of hand. (We can see an analog to this principle of severity in the ego and superego: their power to restrict and control, when it becomes too severe, can lead to evil consequences.)


    Isaac Luria advanced the notion of severity by applying to it a finely honed metaphysical logic. He hypothesized that for creation to be possible, the Ein Sof had to, as discussed earlier, contract into itself to make a space for something new. This first act of creation was what Luria called tzimtzum. This idea shows that, to the Kabbalist, creation takes place within God, as opposed to the biblical presentation of it as something that God makes outside of himself, much like the way a builder constructs a house. However, the Godhead could not create a perfect world, for this would have been identical to itself. It could not duplicate itself, but only restrict itself. Because creation differs from the Godhead in its pure form, an element of imbalance, defectiveness, and darkness entered it. This element was the source of evil, if not evil itself, but without it, creation would have instantly ceased to exist and would have been reabsorbed into the Godhead. There is thus an element in the Godhead itself that is opposed to creation: it does not want anything lesser than itself to exist.


    Now to the discerning mind all this may sound like a clever sleight of hand by which the Kabbalists explained the problem of evil while maintaining the status of the Godhead as beyond evil. Was this merely a reallocation of Yahweh's evil to a neutral Godhead without holding the latter responsible for that evil? Or a subtle way of asserting the theological principle of privatio boni, which holds that evil is not a substantial force but merely the absence of good, as St. Augustine believed?7 Or was it rather an acknowledgment that God is guilty, as Wiesel's tribunal concluded, but guilty with an explanation? The answer to any of these questions is, perhaps so. However, what is significant about Kabbalistic cosmology is that it sees evil as a function of the unfolding process of creation. By defining it as an effect that naturally occurred when God's different abilities split off from each other, it posits evil as an evolutionary phenomenon (although this, of course, predated the Darwinian idea of evolution). Centuries later, Teilhard de Chardin, in his capacity as an evolutionary scientist as well as a philosopher, would insist that evil appears necessarily and abundantly in the course of evolution not as an accident but because it is part and parcel of the very structure of the universe. “Evil,” he writes, “is inevitable in the course of a creation which develops within time. Here again the solution which brings us freedom is given us by evolution.”8 The last sentence refers to Teilhard's thought on the future of human evolution, which curiously is not so dissimilar from the Kabbalists’ idea of tikkun olam, the repair of the world that, as also previously discussed, will return it to its oneness with the Godhead. Both Teilhard and the Kabbalists see humankind's future—no doubt a distant future—as a redemption that will occur by virtue of our unification with God.


    The Kabbalah evolutionarily reframed even the human role in promulgating evil. Ezra ben Solomon of Gerona reached an intriguing conclusion about this based on a passage in Leviticus in which God instructs the Israelites to not eat the fruit of the Promised Land for the first five years after their arrival there. He said that God's instruction to Adam to not eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge was similarly intended for its first fruit only.9 In other words, Adam had to wait until the creation process—which included his own development—had evolved to the point at which the potential problem of evil could be humanly dealt with. He had to become ready to eat from it. By acting prematurely, he disturbed the harmony of the world and unleashed the inherent power of disharmony, or evil. Gershom Scholem writes:


    Man's two urges or drives, for good and for evil, are implanted within him as possibilities of action, just as the qualities of love and severity are present in God Himself. Had Adam subordinated his will to that of God, in which all contradictions function in sacred harmony, then the restrictive factor within himself, the Evil Urge, would have been nullified with the totality of his being, and evil would never have emerged as a reality, but only remained as a potential, to be defeated repeatedly within the totality of his being. We learn here that evil is nothing other than that which isolates and removes things from their unity…. So long as man absorbs this separation into his being—this is the meaning here of the eating of the fruit, which belongs to the “fruits of the soul”—he creates inauthentic, false systems of reality, productive of evil—i.e., that which is separated from God. Both man's experience of reality and his moral nature are damaged by this misguided contemplation.10


    By defining evil as the extraction of things from their unity and making this something that we ingest, that we take into our being, the Kabbalah reframes the problem of evil not only mystically but psychologically. Evil is a function of—or rather, a dysfunction in—our consciousness. It is a distortion of awareness of the nature of things, so that we create “inauthentic, false systems of reality.” This neatly coincides with Buddhist thought, according to which evil derives its power more from our ignorance than from any other factor. We are ignorant of our fundamental emptiness and unity with all. We do not see that our ego is, although a requirement of living, ultimately a mirage. With its sense of itself as other than this emptiness and unity, it exaggerates its self-importance. This ignorance is partnered with our cravings and hatred, the three together forming Buddhism's “Three Poisons” (or, in Sanskrit and Pali, akusala-mula—the “roots of evil”). From these stem the suffering we unnecessarily create and add to the basic, unavoidable suffering of life (aging, sickness, death, and so forth). The opposite of the Three Poisons consists of wisdom, unselfishness, and compassion (or kusala). Once we admit and own our ignorance, we have the problem of evil rather than it having us. Jesus, too, gave voice to this idea of ignorance as a source of evil when on the cross he pleaded on behalf of those who crucified him, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”


    Some points to consolidate our treatment of evil thus far:


    
      	Evil does not exist in the absolute nothingness of the Godhead other than as a latent possibility. Evil and hate arise as a result of what God's original condition had to go through in order to propel itself out of its eternal nothingness. (This condition was also our own; as the Zen masters would say, it was our original face before our parents were born.)


      	The dark side of God is therefore not really a flaw. It is an epiphenomenon of what happens when absolute nothingness embarks upon creation and enters time and space (as the Zen master Shuho Myocho said, “Where the wheel of free activity turns, the empty void gnashes its teeth”11). Similarly, Teilhard de Chardin understood evil as a natural feature and consequence of evolution. Our biblical traditions, too, hint at this by ascribing to Satan a key role in creation (he was the “bringer of light,” as indicated in the etymological meaning of the name “Lucifer”).


      	Lurianic Kabbalism, like other Abrahamic traditions, views human life as a constant struggle between good and evil. (Buddhists understand this as the struggle between wisdom and ignorance, or kusala and akusala.) If love is the overarching and highest principle of the universe, then severity is its primary and leading one. Auschwitz and all other horrors of this kind reflect severity that has gotten out of God's hand and into human hands. They are living proof of extreme severity, or evil. Yet with ethical conduct and good deeds, evil is countered and tikkun olam and the human condition are advanced. This is a lengthy and demanding process in which each human being evolves to the point of being freed from the cycle of rebirth (another parallel with Buddhism).


      	Evil, like everything else in creation, is essentially empty. This however does not alter its capacity to seize and hypnotically grip us, a phenomenon that in former times was understood as demonic possession. Today we would describe this rather as an archetypal possession: the ego overidentifies with and becomes the willing instrument of some dark archetype of the collective unconscious, the transpersonal part of the psyche known for its inner angels and demons. But either way we are possessed, and the ego's and moral faculty's discrimination between right and wrong is extinguished. An example of this: Canadian Lieutenant-General Roméo Dallaire, the commander of the UN peacekeeping force in Rwanda during the genocide of 1994, said that he had the impression, when attempting to negotiate with the murderous and crazed Hutu leaders, that he “literally was talking with evil, personified…. they weren't human.”12 Journalist Lance Morrow describes this effect aptly: “You know evil when you are in its presence. I think you do, anyway. You feel it as a vibration, a hum that seems to emanate almost from a disorder of the molecules.”13 (I will always remember the sensation I had of this when a psychotherapy patient once proudly confessed to me that he had committed multiple murders for which he was never caught and prosecuted.) Because the core nature of evil is nothingness doesn't mean it loses its numinous energy and force of attraction. Nor does it mean we are exempt from our moral responsibility to stand against it. As Camus writes, “We all carry within us our places of exile, our crimes and our ravages. But our task is not to unleash them on the world; it is to fight them in ourselves and in others.”14 Knowing that evil is empty helps us to fight it without getting swept up in a crusade against it, which would likely lead to other evils.

    


    If we should now integrate these Kabbalistic points with the biblical premise of God's departure from the stage of history, an explanation will emerge—even though it may not be one that we like—as to why he did not prevent the Holocaust or stop it once it began. However, before we turn to this I would again like to present a story, this one serving as an illustrative preface to this explanation.
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    The following is from an autobiographical essay, “At Age Eighty-Four,” by the Jewish-German psychologist James Kirsch, who was a personal friend of Jung's and who helped establish a number of Jungian training institutes, most notably in London and Los Angeles. He here relates an event that occurred when he was seventeen. Having finished school, he was working during World War I in the Museum of Gas Shells as a member in the Hilfsdienst or “auxiliary service” of Germany's War Department:


    On the 9th of November, 1918, I heard in the morning that an armistice had been declared on the Western front. The war was over. This was the end of my “Hilfsdienst.” I simply walked out of the “Museum,” never to return. While I was standing in the street, waiting for a streetcar, I suddenly heard, again, a low voice speaking to me. This time it said: “There is a man who should have been killed in the war but was not. He will try to kill all the Jews.” In my opinion, God had spoken to me again. I took this statement of the “voice” very seriously. I never doubted that it told me the truth and that its message was a genuine prophecy. While I was studying Medicine, my soul was attentive to everything that was going on in Germany and the world. I tried to identify the man whom the warning voice had characterized as Killer of the Jews. When the first “Hitlerputsch” occurred in 1921, I knew at once he was the man whom the warning voice had referred to. Throughout the 20's and the beginning of the 30's, I knew what fate was waiting for us Jews. I warned many of my Jewish friends, but mostly to no avail.


    Well-prepared by the voice, I knew what to do when Hitler was elected chancellor. This historical event occurred on January 30th, 1933. On the 31st, I went to the police station and got passports for myself and my whole family…. I left Berlin in August 1933.15


    The matter of whether this voice was truly God's or the manifestation of some paranormal force within the human psyche, or both, is a complicated one outside the scope of our present inquiry.16 Suffice it to say that if it was purely a force of the psyche, it was likely the same kind encountered by the prophets of the Hebrew Bible. (It was in part occurrences like this that prompted Jung to famously say, when asked if he believed in God, “Difficult to answer. I know. I don't need to believe. I know.”17) For our purposes, we will simply treat the voice, in the spirit in which Kirsch experienced it, as God's.


    So, why didn't six million other Jews, including my mother and father, hear this voice, we may ask with indignation. Well, unfortunately, this is just not the way God works in modern times. He is, as the latter part of the Hebrew Bible established, no longer a God of history, of global events. As such, he had made a decision not to intervene in such global affairs as our wars. To have provided Kirsch's auditory vision to six million others would have signaled a return to the times of Mount Sinai, to the paradigm of collective theophany, that is, a more widespread, commonly shared revelation. God would then once again have been a biblical God, not the mystical one he has become. As Eckhart might say, he would have regressed to god and would no longer be the Godhead. Kirsch's experience, though transpersonal by nature, occurred distinctly in the personal realm of the individual as opposed to the collective sphere. It was also an experience of grace, a gift, and not the first, since he stated that he heard the voice “again.”18 There is no method or formula for making grace happen, no collective recipe. But as an individual who had cultivated a dynamic inner relationship with the divine since childhood, when he had first heard the voice, he was at least open to receiving this gift.


    A personal experience of God entails a covenant of spiritual freedom grounded in one's inner life, while a collective one usually involves a covenant of spiritual submission to some standardized social norm, even if it is a religious one. The personal dimension becomes objectified to the extent that the revelation of the “voice” to the individual becomes the dogma—the law—of the masses, an occurrence that took place to some degree or another in the founding of all religions. The Christian existential philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev, a kind of mystic in his own right, upholds the value of our unique personhood or identity over and against collective, social forces. A person's self-determination must come from within, not without. Berdyaev writes that “not even God can do it,” for that would make us dependent upon him in a servile way. “It is for this reason that the mystics have taught that man should cut himself off even from God. This is the path man has to tread.”19


    Hence, as much as we might wish that God had spoken to the six million the way he had to Kirsch, we can see that it would have reestablished an archaic precedent. In his poignant When Bad Things Happen to Good People, Rabbi Harold Kushner wrestles with the question, “Why didn't [God] strike Hitler dead in 1939 and spare millions of lives and untold suffering, or why didn't He send an earthquake to demolish the gas chambers?”20 His answer, in accord with Berdyaev, is that if God were to miraculously intervene in humanity's affairs he would usurp its freedom to determine its own destiny. If the Kabbalists argued for an endless God in contrast to the biblical one, Kushner argues for a God who is self-limited in his capacity to change events in the world. In essence they are arguing for the same thing: an endless God cannot squeeze himself into carefully measured acts of history any more than a self-limited God can set himself loose upon the world without further limiting both himself and humanity.


    The argument that God's intervention in the Holocaust would have been at the expense of our free will appears like rationalization only when we overlook the importance of free will for our spiritual development. We might recall here that as God diminished his biblical role as a miracle worker we increasingly evolved into freer beings. Or was it the other way around? Remember, it was Job's advanced moral consciousness and what he mirrored back to Yahweh about himself that sent him into retreat. Either way, it is now up to us to work our own miracles. God's absence on the stage of history provides an incentive for us to step up to the plate and practice strong ethics on our own initiative. Our maturity can be measured by the degree to which we voluntarily do for ourselves what we previously relied on him to do, namely, to discern the difference between right and wrong, between good sense and nonsense. As Jung said, “Freedom of will is the ability to do gladly that which I must do.”21 In this way, God's silence in the face of such horrors as the Holocaust can empower our own humanity as we confront evil.


    The principle of spiritual freedom, which includes not only the freedom of will but of how we think about our personhood or identity, is closely bound up with the problem of evil in modern times. Evil is exacerbated by the objectivization and collectivization of our personhood and by our lack of authentic self-determination. How well social psychologist Stanley Milgram's obedience experiments, influenced by the Holocaust and the Eichmann trial, demonstrated this: like submissive automatons his subjects knowingly inflicted pain on others simply because they were told to.22 When we forfeit our inner freedom we fail to recognize ourselves and each other as living images of God, images not in the physical or visual sense but the spiritual one. God didn't fail humanity at Auschwitz; it failed him and itself by failing to keep up with him in the changes he underwent with the mystics. The self-discovery he shared with them was, again, limited to a relatively few number of individuals, too few. The majority of Western civilization remained fixated upon the old biblical God who could no longer grip the religious imagination.


    This is a subtle but important factor in the inner dimension of abominations like Auschwitz. The death of the familiar, biblical God—an event Nietzsche intuitively grasped at the beginning of the modern era—left a vacuum of absolute nihilism as the inverse effect of our failure to apprehend the absolute nothingness that this God had become and to which we were guided by the premodern, medieval mystics. (“If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”) Of course, we could not fill this vacuum of absolute nihilism, which naturally included a moral nihilism. It consequently filled us, as it continues to do today with one genocide after another. Auschwitz—an act of absolute annihilation—was a manifest expression of this vacuum that took up residence in our souls. Our barbarism was released not by the death or disappearance of the biblical God (as Dostoevsky would contend23), but by the loss of moral values that were historically tied to the belief in him. After all, there has also been much murder in the name of this God when he was alive and well, and reversely, atheists have demonstrated the capacity to be moral in every way that believers have (as an “anti-anti-Semite,” Nietzsche was himself arguably an exemplar of this24). It is absolute meaninglessness and amorality that set the stage for genocidal insanity, not the disappearance of God, which both the biblical authors and the mystics have shown is a vital facet of religious experience.


    God's silence during the Holocaust belongs to the same order of mystery as his innermost nature as Godhead. Possibly he is even more his true self, his unbounded nothingness, in silence. I could only hope that my relatives, if not also the multitude of others who faced horrific deaths, were able to hear this mystical silence with the same clarity with which Kirsch heard the voice, and that they also knew, as did the mystics, that his silence didn't mean he wasn't there.
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    Again, it is important that we do not fall prey to a mystical quietism and dismiss evil simply because it is part and parcel of the structure of the universe. On a human level we must exercise our moral responsibility to deal with it. The mystics and sages of history have known this better than anyone. A good example of their own confrontation with evil is provided by the Talmudic Father and Merkabah mystic Rabbi Akiva ben Joseph, who lived during the first and second centuries CE and whom we mentioned briefly in the chapter on the Talmud. Fighting against the oppression of his people, Akiva is said to have participated in the Bar Kochba Revolt, known also as the Third Jewish-Roman War. Not long after that, he violated the Roman emperor Hadrian's edicts forbidding the practice and teaching of the Jewish religion. For this the Romans tortured him to death by flaying him (that is, skinning him alive). In legendary fashion, the Talmud tells us that he recited the Shema prayer calmly throughout his agony, prolonging the last word of its opening sentences—“Hear O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord is ONE”—until he expired. A heavenly voice was then heard proclaiming, “Happy are you, Akiva, that your soul has departed in oneness with God.”25


    More recently, the German and Lutheran theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who during his studies in America became sensitized to racial injustice, took an active stand against the Nazi regime from its beginning. Banned from Berlin in 1938, he immediately went there the same year to investigate the destruction of synagogues and Jewish businesses in the event known as Kristallnacht. Later, he publicly voiced his strong opposition to Hitler and his “final solution,” which he learned about as a member of the Abwehr, a German military intelligence organization that was part of the Ministry of Defense and that eventually became a covert center of anti-Hitler resistance (its operatives took part in a number of assassination attempts against Hitler, including the most famous one on July 20, 1944). Imprisoned in 1943 by the Nazis for his efforts to evacuate Jews from Germany, he wrote that the “ultimate question for a responsible man to ask is not how he is to extricate himself heroically from the affair, but how the coming generation is to live. It is from this question, with its responsibility towards history, that fruitful solutions can come, even if for the time being they are very humiliating.”26


    Bonhoeffer believed that when Jesus died for the guilt of others, this was a responsibility that he took on as an act of love—a responsibility that we are also obliged to take on in whatever form is appropriately required in the moment. We must each carry our own cross. “A love which left man alone in his guilt,” he wrote, “would not be love for the real man. As one who acts responsibly for the historical existence of men Jesus becomes guilty…and for that reason every man who acts responsibly becomes guilty.”27 Consequently, Bonhoeffer insisted that his political action was not guilt-free and did not make him guilt-free. As early as 1932 he predicted in a sermon that the time would come “when the blood of martyrs will be demanded. But this blood, if we really have the courage and honor and loyalty to shed it, will not be so innocent and shining like that of the first witnesses [for the Christian faith]. Our blood will be overlaid with our own great guilt.”28 When the full range of Bonhoeffer's activities was discovered by the Gestapo—he had garnered international support for a coup against Hitler—he was transferred from military prison first to Buchenwald concentration camp and then to Flossenbürg concentration camp, where he was hanged in 1945, two weeks before the US army liberated the camp and four weeks before Germany surrendered.


    And then there is the renowned Persian and Muslim poet Saadi Shirazi, who in the thirteenth century witnessed what has been described as the Mongol holocaust that swept across Eastern Europe, Russia, and Persia and included the devastating Siege of Baghdad in 1258. Saadi traveled widely, observing the upheaval and anguish ordinary people suffered at the hands of their Mongol invaders. Though the story that he was enslaved by Christian Crusaders for seven years and was forced to do hard labor is probably not true, it nevertheless conveys his very real familiarity with the hardships of life and the dark side of God.29 Speaking to God, this is how he expressed this familiarity:


    If the sword of your anger puts me to death,

    My soul will find comfort in it.

    If you impose the cup of poison upon me,

    My spirit will drink the cup.

    When on the day of Resurrection

    I rise from the dust of my tomb,

    The perfume of your love

    Will still impregnate the garment of my soul.

    For even though you refused me your love,

    You have given me a vision of You

    Which has been the confidant of my hidden secrets.30


    What can we learn from figures like Akiva, Bonhoeffer, and Saadi? Although we hopefully will never have to suffer as they did, we could help assure that we won't by making certain that the world around us doesn't become like the Roman or Mongolian Empire or Third Reich or some other form of tyranny. We must stand against evil and stand against it intelligently. What is “intelligent” varies from situation to situation, but in every case the right action depends on our strength of character. Figures like Akiva, Bonhoeffer, and Saadi teach us that regardless of whether character is inborn or developed, or both, it is fortified by a religious attitude that sees evil against the larger backdrop of the mystical dimension of the human spirit. This reminds us of who we really are and helps to give us the courage and stamina to fight evil. Such an attitude depends less on our faith in this or that God than on the experientially grounded conviction that the Godhood in us and in our fellow beings is our true nature, even if at times it doesn't seem that way.
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    The divine mind pours upon us constantly, emanating its sacred abundance to us, for more than the calf wants to suck, the cow wants to suckle. Let us do good deeds and engage in aloneness—sitting in a loft with books, myrtle, ink, pen, paper, and tablet, to combine the letters and draw the divine mind into us.


    —Isaac of Akko1


    Much of the Western and Muslim world still conceives of God in limited ways. Even if he is no longer viewed as the primitive tribal god of the Hebrew Bible, the idea of him as a puritanical judge or a “big boss” of the universe still looms large in our imagination. Many are at a loss to explain how he could exist if our world has so much evil and suffering in it. Others struggle with the notion of a supreme sentient being, preferring to believe in God as some other cosmic force, such as energy or nature. And still others turn to Eastern religions that are less contaminated with anthropomorphic imagery of God or in which his darker and brighter sides are better integrated. For many, the God of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic scripture has become an anachronism that cannot keep up with our rapidly changing, complex times. As we know, one source of Muslim extremism and terrorism is secular modernity's assault on traditional beliefs and the fear that the traditional Islamic way of life will be lost. This is the terror that jihadists act out.


    The fact that the Abrahamic God has evolved beyond what he was in scripture offers alternatives that are compatible with modernity. Understanding him as the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic mystics do allows us to reconceive him in fluid ways. His journey or evolution from an anthropomorphic image to absolute nothingness did not end with him trapped in a fixed belief system on our part. Nor did he abandon creation; otherwise there would have been a place where he wasn't present, which would have limited his oneness. The mystics experienced him in and as creation, as pure being in a process of becoming, as changelessness in change. His nothingness is not only identical in nature to the Absolute in Eastern traditions but can be considered in tandem with scientific ideas like the quantum void and the Big Bang theory, the latter of which still offers no hypothesis for how the “primeval atom” or singularity that supposedly gave rise to our universe came to exist. Infinite nothingness is a feature easily transported from one era to the next. Even the course of God's evolution as portrayed by the Abrahamic religious imagination lends itself to scientific descriptors: he underwent a kind of fission when he entered his creation and eventually reached a state of fusion with the experience of the mystics.


    But this alone says little about the intensity of God's journey. Beginning with his traumatic rejection in Eden and continuing through the Hebrew Bible with his repetitive failures to win his people's love, he fell twice. The first time was with humankind's fall when he left paradise, and then, in the final part of the Hebrew Bible, he fell into his own melancholic darkness. It was with this fall that he began to turn inward, embracing his pain and his dark side in a less reactive and, evidently, more contemplative way. With this came his reconnection to his forgotten, innate wisdom. His new approach to humanity reflected a new understanding of himself and of his role in the world, a new order of meaning in which his self-worth would be defined not by being adulated by others but by increasingly sharing with them his inner being. Fission led to fusion in the sense not only of integration of his various parts but of union with others.


    Thus, God's own paradigm shift of House of Bondage à Exodus à Promised Land, or death à rebirth à new order of meaning, necessitated that his journey involve a descent into his darkness. He had to plumb the ways he himself was psychologically and spiritually in bondage or enslaved. He had to suffer his anguish in order to arrive at a new order of meaning, a new level of understanding and way of being. His suffering in the Hebrew Bible, and then again in the New Testament, attests to this. That suffering was the death phase of his death-and-rebirth process. Although he became detached from the world and its havoc, he became more humane and compassionate, as the Talmud and New Testament show. In accord with the teachings of the world's sages, his detached attitude made this possible. Finally, with the mystics it appears as if God, at the same time in all three Abrahamic religions, dissolved, and in his place there emerged the wholeness of the original, eternal condition of the Godhead. In this sense, God was reborn as the Godhead. The experience of God as a primitive, personified form of our higher, innermost self—what Jung believed Yahweh in fact was2—made way for a more advanced and direct experience of that self as who we really are. It is us and beyond us at the same time, “a circle whose center is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere.” This is the God who ultimately succeeded the insecure, self-preoccupied Yahweh. In view of this dramatic change and the vast arc of God's journey, his story is among the most sweeping and spellbinding.


    God's dialogue with humanity in the Hebrew Bible and his Incarnation in the New Testament are only the beginning of this story. With the mystics it becomes apparent that we redeem God as much as he redeems us. His redemption takes place daily in our souls and in the world through tikkun olam, our Kabbalistic work of reparation that reunites his fragmented sparks of light with the original, single flame of his Ohr Ein Sof. We make him whole again just as he makes us whole. Eckhart boldly proclaims that God attains self-consciousness at the same moment that we become enlightened. By our knowing him, he comes to know himself, an ability he did not seem to formerly have because there was no Archimedean point outside of himself from which he could gain a perspective on himself. His situation was like that of an eye that cannot see itself; hence the need for a mirror. We now reflect him to himself so that he can see himself clearly as the empty Godhead that he is. We have the same importance for him as he has for us.


    Reversely, God's transformation has significant implications for our development. His journey offers us a metaphor for our own. If, as the Hebrew Bible shows, he could have a dark side that he struggled with in an effort to become more conscious, responsible, and wise, why can't we do the same with our own dark side? Though the issues defining it may vary from person to person and nation to nation, the shadow is a universal problem; we all have one. The fact that Yahweh confronted his, beginning with his episode with Job, encourages us to do the same.


    But it is with its mystical element that God's transformation most potently impacts us, further affirming his journey as a metaphor for our own. His evolution from the biblical God to the mystical Godhead is really the story of our own evolving consciousness. Here the dualistic thinking that keeps God separate from us also prevents us from understanding that nothing fundamental transforms and that we only uncover the timeless, immutable nothingness that is ever-present in everything. The idea that God changes from one state to another or that we redeem each other as if we were two separate beings is itself injected with dualism and somethingness. It is, again, our experience that changes. Practically speaking, one thing has clearly changed. Having reached the present moment in the evolution of our consciousness, we are now able to experience ourselves as faces of the Godhead, and looking out into the world we can see this same Godhead in the faces of others. We can find that our true center also is everywhere, and that in the end it is no different than God's. We are the same being. A parable nicely illustrates this: A man knocked on God's door. He said, “Who is it?” The man said, “It is I, Lord.” God said, “Go away!” Discouraged, the man went away. Some time later he returned and again knocked on the door. “Who is it?” “It is Thou, Lord.” “Come in!”


    Of course, as a species we are far from attaining this state in which we are emptied of ourselves, and even among individuals, familiarity with it is rare. The medieval mystics who discovered it were a rare breed. As most of them would confirm, authentically acquiring such insight into our true nature is no small feat. The above parable makes it sound easy, but to live it poses a daring challenge: are we willing to relinquish our ego's belief in itself as the sovereign principle defining who we are? Indeed, to enter God's sanctuary, this is what was required of the man.


    “In truth,” Nachman of Bratslav said, “the one thing man is afraid of is within himself, and the one thing he craves is within himself.”3 Naturally, it is scary to let go of our self-preoccupation, to surrender to some higher self we may initially know little or nothing about. Who will then be in control, minding the store? If we're accustomed to seeking happiness through such things as wealth, power, or fame, we will furthermore have to empty ourselves of these attachments, as they will prevent us from finding the kind of happiness that endures. In Jesus's words, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”4 What must be sacrificed is not necessarily wealth or power or fame themselves—for there is nothing inherently evil in these—but rather, the use of them in selfish or self-idolizing ways. Love, perennially the greatest source of happiness, can also be abused when it becomes self-serving or laden with the drive for power over the ones we supposedly love. “Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory,” St. Paul counsels us.5 The Eastern sages too emphasize the illusory quality of the ego's strivings and vanities, urging us to disidentify from them.


    By restricting the ego only to the job that evolution honed it to do, we set free its survival and other problem-solving capacities but not its reckless ambitions. We're then in a better position to realize that who we really are is not who we think we are. At its best, the ego is a vehicle of the higher self; at its worst, it forgets its origins in that self. We must remember and reclaim our eternal, true nature if we wish to be whole. Anchored in this, we would see that the belief that we are separate from the world and each other—that we are isolated, atomized egos doomed to live in a state of existential aloneness—is false. It stems from our conditioning, from the evolutionary function our ego exercises in its job to establish our identity as healthy individuals. We need to be psychologically separate from each other. But we are not spiritually separate. The ego is overworking when it extends its evolutionary task into the spiritual domain that long preceded its own development.


    The ego's inflated sense of its separateness, not to mention that of its sovereignty, lies at the root of many evils, both on an individual level and socially. It is perhaps chief among the obstacles to inner peace and world peace, to inner balance and ecological balance, and to the vanquishment of spiritual impoverishment and global poverty. On the individual level, it is a strong contributing factor to many of our neuroses. Certainly, it magnifies whatever other suffering we may have. Socially, the belief that we are irremediably different from the other has justified many wars and genocidal campaigns. Of course, it is unlikely that the world as a whole will in the foreseeable future, if ever, wake up to its own true nature as the Godhead. As discussed, this kind of awakening does not lend itself well to collective programs, nor should it: it belongs to the inner territory of personhood. Nevertheless, it would be a boon for the world if even a few of us were to become more at one with that part of ourselves that is, as Moses Cordovero described it, our “portion in God on high.”


    If we wish to discover our Godhood, we can trust the course that the mystics mapped for us and that God himself took in his journey from the imaginal to the mystical, from somethingness to nothingness. Our spiritual work in modern times is not to worship God, but to join him in our mutual nothingness. In times past, we both sought ourselves in each other. But now, for our part, we need only to look within to discover that we and God are one and the same. We share the same Divine Mind; it is simultaneously his and ours. Its core condition of nothingness is not something we make happen. It is already and always there. Religious practices such as contemplative prayer and meditation make us receptive to the grace that will allow us to see it, but likewise they do not make nothingness happen. The mystics encourage us to let nothingness happen of its own accord by emptying ourselves of our attachments. In this way we too, like Abu-Saeed, can taste the lightness and joy that come from being nobody and the sons and daughters of nobody.


    With its constant flux of loss and gain and pleasure and pain, life provides us ample opportunities to know this nothingness, this Divine Mind. Only when we know it firsthand as the wellspring from which all waters flow, and back into which all waters flow, will we be truly relieved of our existential worries and inner conflicts. We'd be able to better acquaint ourselves with it were it not for the blinders and barriers we defensively erect against it by insisting on our self-importance and other excesses. It takes a leap of faith and courage to sacrifice these and free our true self, to let go and, as they say, to let God. Our spiritual destiny rests upon our capacity to take this leap.
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    The order of history emerges from the history of order.


    —Eric Voegelin1


    Many people reading or hearing the words “the Hebrew Bible” equate them with “the Old Testament,” perhaps believing that the former is the term Jews prefer simply because Jews don't like to think of their scripture as old or dated or superseded by the New Testament. There is an element of truth to this. But the difference is far greater than that. The Hebrew Bible (sometimes also referred to as the Jewish Bible) and the Christian Old Testament are two different versions of the same scripture, giving, for all intents and purposes, alternate histories of what happened to both the Israelites and their God. Not only does the arc of their story vary according to which narrative you read but also the meaning of events in the larger scheme of things. Political philosopher Eric Voegelin calls this meaning of events the order of history, and, as the above quotation from him indicates, he believes that the meaning of events depends on how the events are meaningfully ordered.


    Both the Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament consist of three parts. Originally in the form of scrolls, these were transferred during the Roman Empire into the then-new medium of codexes—pages sewn together into books. The Jews organized them one way, the Christians another:


    
      
      

      
        	The Hebrew Bible:

        	The Old Testament:
      


      
        	I. The Five Books of Moses

        	I. The Five Books of Moses
      


      
        	II. The Prophets

        	II. The Writings
      


      
        	III. The Writings

        	III. The Prophets
      

    


    Both agree on the foundation of the Bible, but reverse the order of the last two categories. Why? We can only speculate, but the demands of history give us some hints. Jack Miles explains that the main thrust behind the Christian editor's arrangement was presumably his wish to better announce the New Testament by concluding the Old Testament with the prophets.2 This would more tangibly connect them to the Christian belief that the life of Christ fulfills their prophecies. The Old Testament editor was as conscientious about linking the Hebrew and Christian scriptures to each other as were the New Testament authors.


    More specifically, the Old Testament appears to be designed to validate Christianity's theology of the ultimate, eschatological Apocalypse and the Second Coming of Christ. Its concluding words in the prophetic Book of Malachi predict, as the forerunner to the day of the Lord, the return of the prophet Elijah, whom Matthew much later equates with John the Baptist. This finale is similar to that of the New Testament's Book of Revelation, which also ends with this theme. This Day of Judgment will lead to a redemption and regeneration of the human condition but not without great upheaval first. By contrast, the Hebrew Bible ends with 2 Chronicles and on a note of redemption and regeneration already accomplished, namely, the return of the exiles to Jerusalem and the rebuilding of Solomon's Temple under the generous reign of King Cyrus of Persia (this First Temple had been destroyed by the Babylonians).3 With this climax, the historical apocalypse of the Babylonian exile—at least this particular great upheaval—is over, and the Jews, under the leadership of Ezra and Nehemiah, have a new lease on life. The difference in tone between the two conclusions is palpable. The last two verses of all three scriptures are as follows:


    
      
      
      

      
        	
          Old Testament (Malachi):


          Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lord:


          And he shall turn the hearts of fathers to their children, and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the earth with a curse.4


          New Testament (Revelation):


          He who testifies to these things says, “Surely I am coming soon.” Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!


          The grace of the Lord Jesus be with you all. Amen.5

        

        	 

        	
          Hebrew Bible (2 Chronicles):


          And in the first year of King Cyrus of Persia, when the word of the Lord spoken by Jeremiah was fulfilled, the Lord roused the spirit of King Cyrus of Persia to issue a proclamation throughout his realm by word of mouth and in writing, as follows:


          “Thus said King Cyrus of Persia: The Lord God of Heaven has given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and has charged me with building Him a House in Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Any one of you of all His people, the Lord his God be with him and let him go up.”6

        
      

    


    The Old Testament concludes with the pathos of the prophetic books and the pathetic, depraved condition of the Israelites. The Hebrew Bible concludes with the spectacular return from exile and the Writings, the crowning jewels of the Israelite story.


    However, the real difference between the Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament is how they each portray God's activity. Again, Miles eruditely grasps the critical issue: “A view common to nearly all commentators on the Book of Job is that, one way or another, the Lord has reduced Job to virtual silence. Unnoticed is the fact that from the end of the Book of Job to the end of the Tanakh [the Hebrew Bible], God never speaks again.” In truth, it was Job who silenced God. This exchange between Job and Yahweh happens in the final part of the Hebrew Bible but in the middle part of the Old Testament. In the Old Testament, the prophets come after Job, and to them, God is once again speaking. One could only wonder how the Jewish editor might have felt about the arrangement of his Christian counterpart, so divergent are the two narratives. As Miles puts it, “The distinctive, broad movement of the Hebrew Bible from action [the Five Books of Moses] to speech [the Prophets] to silence [the Writings] is not matched in the Old Testament, whose movement is from action to silence to speech.”7 The Hebrew Bible has a subtlety and poignancy lacking in the Old Testament, even though the contents of both are the same. The final part of the Hebrew Bible includes the Wisdom Books (Psalms, Proverbs, Job, the Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes). They are largely poetic, introspective, and contemplative. By contrast, the Old Testament concludes with the visionary but fearsome prophecies of the coming apocalypse or exile. These are rather extraverted and concerned with the state of affairs in the world. Furthermore, God's maturation process, as discussed in chapters five, six, and eight, simply does not occur in the Old Testament, or if it does he then regresses because in its final part he is portrayed as reverting to earlier behaviors.


    This rearrangement not only has a literary effect but has also had a profound historical effect. As Harold Bloom points out, it contributed to two thousand years of anti-Semitism: the Old Testament ends with God's anger at the Jews, justifying both the hatred of them and the need for Christianity.8
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    Who himself and others knows

    Here is rightly guided;

    Orient and Occident

    Are no more divided.


    —Goethe1


    One may wonder why the East discovered absolute nothingness some 1,800 years before the West. The historical differences in how the experience and idea of nothingness emerged among the world's religious traditions naturally reflect their psychological differences. Around 500 BCE, Buddha, Lao Tzu, Confucius, and the Vedantin authors of the Upanishads were all more or less contemporaneously mining their revolutionary insights and establishing their traditions (some scholars date the origin of the main Upanishads in the eighth and seventh centuries BCE). At that time, the Hebrew prophets were with great anxiety rebuking their people for their idol worship and pagan tendencies, and warning them of the impending punishment that God was about to unleash in the form of the Babylonian exile. God was still at a primitive stage of his evolution, conceived of as a tribal war god whose covenant with his chosen people was a collective form of religious experience in contrast to the developing Eastern emphasis on the individual's religious experience.


    In Greece, the other wing of early Western civilization, the pre-Socratic Parmenides in the fifth century BCE addressed nothingness as a concept but dismissed its existence, as did Aristotle in the fourth century BCE. Arriving on the historical scene between these two, Socrates and Plato also had little if anything to say about absolute nothingness. Even with the mystical Neoplatonic philosopher Plotinus in the third century CE, it would remain an intellectual abstraction and not an experience.


    The East discovered nothingness before the West, firstly, because the ego developed differently there and with less fear of self-transcendence (an annihilation of the ego's self-importance). The Eastern ego, if there is such a thing, is not placed front and center in consciousness as it is in the West. It is therefore not so invested in itself. As Jung said, “It seems as if the Eastern mind were less egocentric, as if its contents were more loosely connected with the subject, and as if greater stress were laid on mental states which include a depotentiated ego.”2 The importance of family, clan, and society tend to come before that of oneself. The West may at one time have been like this, but increasingly less so as the Cartesian ego with its keen awareness of itself—“I think, therefore I am”—gained historical momentum. That ego began to form with the Greeks.


    Secondly, the East discovered nothingness before the West due to their different psychological orientations. Even in its religious attitude and spirituality, and not just its emphasis on materialism, Western civilization has been extraverted: “In the East,” Jung further observed, “the inner man has always had such a firm hold on the outer man that the world had no chance of tearing him away from his inner roots; in the West, the outer man gained the ascendancy to such an extent that he was alienated from his innermost being. The One Mind, Oneness, indefiniteness, and eternity remained the prerogative of the One God. Man became small, futile, and essentially in the wrong.”3 Up until the medieval mystics, God had always been conceived as an Other “out there,” as a being separate from humans and existing over and above them. Of course, as discussed, there were exceptions to this, such as with the Gnostics and when Jesus before them said, “the kingdom of God is within you,” but by and large the West has envisioned God as something outside ourselves and even outside the created world.


    The opposite is true with the East's vision of God as Nothing within ourselves and at the heart of the created world. No tradition posits a unity between ourselves and God so simply and clearly as Vedanta with its equation of Brahman = Atman, or Godhead = Inner Self. Zen and Taoism also lend themselves easily to the experience of nothingness because they are likewise devoid of anthropomorphic images of God. Though there exist numerous gods in Hinduism and Buddhism, it is widely understood that they are but incarnated forms of Brahman or sunyata (emptiness), and that their worship is for devotional purposes and to gratify the worshipper's emotional needs. But the Western religious imagination did not in its foundations make such distinctions. It had to undergo a gradual and extensive process of the via negativa (or way of negation), emptying itself of the anthropomorphic contents projected onto the Godhead. In the Book of Exodus, God was pictured quite literally as a man: we are informed that when he placed Moses on a rock and passed by him, he revealed his “back parts.”4 Anthropomorphic imagery persisted as well with the Merkabah mystics, who envisioned God as having a gigantic but distinctly human shape. (Although the Kabbalah, too, was concerned with God's shape, this was understood symbolically.5) Only with their mystics did the West reach the same understanding of God as the East.


    And why, in turn, would history or the collective unconscious engineer this oppositeness in Western and Eastern psychology in the first place? We can only speculate: perhaps this was necessary in order for our species to be balanced and yet excel in the unique ways it did. Eastern humanity was precocious in its spiritual evolution, whereas Western humanity leapt forward in science and technology. In fact, the West's domination of nature—arising not only from the Hebrew Bible's enthronement of man over creation but also Greek philosophy's mind-body, spirit-matter split—was precisely what powered the West's mastery in science and technology. Today the East is rapidly catching up to the West, if it has not already caught up, while both civilizations are becoming increasingly impoverished spiritually. Given the problems now plaguing our world, what our survival as a species most depends on is whether we can finally join together our extraversion and introversion and thereby unite the material and spiritual realms in the wholeness that they require.
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    Even if it is much ado about nothingness, this book did not develop in a vacuum. During the process of writing it, I have been blessed with family, friends, and colleagues who have given me moral support or who have otherwise helped, and I want to thank them.


    The unsinkable Kimberley Cameron of Kimberley Cameron & Associates was, once again, everything one can hope for in an agent. She has been not only a creative collaborator and a tireless advocate in the publication process, but a kind and trustworthy friend over the years.


    I am deeply grateful to everyone at Prometheus Books. In his appreciation of the adventure of ideas, Steven L. Mitchell, editor in chief, recognized the book's implications for a religious understanding for modern times and welcomed it into the company of Prometheus's titles. Special thanks go to Sheila Stewart, associate editor, not only for her consummate skills in polishing the manuscript and turning it into an elegant book, but for her generous spirit and patience as I struggled to meet deadlines. Graphic and web designer Liz Mills created the beautiful cover. Lisa Michalski, senior publicist, delivered the book to the world with gusto and precision. With her kindness and efficiency, editorial assistant Hanna Etu was helpful in many matters. Mark Hall, communications editor and metadata manager, managed informational presentation on the book for a variety of purposes. Cate Roberts-Abel, production and traffic coordinator, shepherded it to completion. Bruce Carle typeset and designed the interior of the book.


    Charles Zeltzer, a good friend and a supple thinker, helped with a variety of concerns that arose in the writing process, ranging from biblical matters to the translation of Eckhart's and Angelus Silesius's German into English. Through our lively dialogue over many dinners, Steven Frank brought his deep-rooted interest in religion and his keen acumen in psychology to bear upon core themes of the book. Gordon Nelson shared glimpses of his extensive knowledge of Eastern and Western religion, and his passion for their subtler teachings on the nature of consciousness fueled my own. The late Marvin Spiegelman, also a don of comparative religion and who toward the end of his life truly embodied the “wise old man” archetype, helped shed light on the problems of balancing a personal and transpersonal understanding of God. He additionally introduced me to the story of Elie Wiesel recounted in the final chapter. In their collegial generosity, all four of the above read chapters from the book in an earlier form, and I am also thankful to them for their enthusiastic support of my writing over the years.


    Judith Hecker evaluated the chapter on the Qur'an. Sherri Mahdavi introduced me to the poem of Saadi Shirazi quoted in the final chapter. Gary Dennis helped with the history of the kings of Israel and Judah and, in an unpublished paper, “Creation, Chaos and Choice: A Short Reflection on Evil,” with other scriptural matters. Gabrielle Klatsky shared her rabbi's thoughts on the Talmud. Although mentioned only in passing, the material on the quantum void and Big Bang theory is based on a number of discussions with Matilde Marcolli of Caltech.


    Wendy Goldman Rohm was instrumental in the early publication process. Artist Penelope Etier Dinsmore offered some compelling options for a cover. Monika Wikman introduced me to some sacred stories of wounded gods outside the Abrahamic traditions. In sponsoring my talks on evil for the Public Programs of the C. G. Jung Institute of Los Angeles, Wendy Wyman-McGinty provided fertile opportunities for me to explore this subject, and this in turn contributed to the book's chapter on evil.


    George Gellert, my loving brother, consistently encouraged me to keep going in the face of numerous obstacles. Noelle Gellert, my sister-in-law, was always a great hostess during my retreats at her home. My cousins Agi Orsi; Ernest, Esther, Etan, and Nir Lorant; and Ronit and Vern Buller and their children all helped make this recent period of writing rich and rewarding.


    Norman Weinstein, a cherished friend since fifth grade, took the jacket photograph on our recent adventure to Africa. With his spiritual comradery and steady interest in the book's progress, Jerry Barclay, also one of my oldest and dearest friends, was a strong support. Ann Walker, a special friend who could always be counted on for her good cheer and good words, facilitated a review of the book in her capacity as book review editor for the journal Psychological Perspectives.


    Last but certainly not least, Elizabeth Blas Cortes, my dedicated and competent assistant, has been a savior.
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    Almost all excerpts from the Hebrew Bible are taken from Tanakh, The Holy Scriptures: The New JPS Translation According to the Traditional Hebrew Text (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985), hereafter cited as NJPS. (Tanakh is an acronym of the first Hebrew letter of each of the Hebrew Bible's three subdivisions: Torah [“Teaching,” or the Five Books of Moses], Nevi'im [“Prophets”], and Kethuvim [“Writings”]—hence, TaNaKh.) Excerpts are occasionally taken from The Holy Bible, King James Version, hereafter cited as KJV; The Holy Bible, Revised Standard Version, hereafter cited as RSV; The Jerusalem Bible, Reader's Edition (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966), hereafter cited as JB; and other translations. These are selected for poetic purposes or when I wish to emphasize features that only they distinguish. No translation is cited when any translation suffices for the purpose intended.
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