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Introduction
Belief in God is a matter of faith, not the quantifiable facts that
comprise science. Faith is the starting point of this inquiry.
However, is there qualitative and quantitative evidence about the
nature of God? The premise of this book is that there is.
My experience in studying and living religion is that clarity comes
not through study alone, but experience. When you strip away the
conflicting and self-promoting doctrines, the physical miracles that
people seem to expect from God, the “God is on our side” hoopla,
and the contradictions from history and today, what you have left
are concepts about how God leads us to treat each other. These say
“Try me and prove to yourself that God’s ways work best.”
This study listens to the voices of the ancients throughout the major
developmental stages of early religions. It listens through filters,
and these are the major religious concepts of law, mercy,
forgiveness, and love.
Listening through other filters, such as the god of the state or the
god of miracles, would likely yield a different result. The results
from those filters are usually more self-aggrandizing and
contradictory, they often oppose other religions, and people find
them more objectionable and harder to believe.
This study walks a fine line of selectivity. The consensus voice is
sought, while avoiding the day to day details of popular religion and
the grand schemes and interpretations (or spin) of government and
organized religion.
There are plenty of religions in the world. This book does not
proffer religious unity or new religions. This book attempts to view
the diversity of expression of the one God who created us all.
The “nature of God” is the basic constitution or essence of the
divine, or ontology. In contrast, why God does something at any
given time, or “decides this or that,” are about the “mind of God,”
which is not the subject of this exploration.
ix

Neither is this study about the scripture as literature nor the
scripture as history, nor linguistics.
I hesitate to enumerate everything that this book is not about, but
people tend to hear what they are listening for and the expectations
of others often lead to errors of perception. Obviously this book is
not about angels or miracles, but I should clarify that I have
experienced my share of miraculous happenings that defy
explanation and odds, and have witnessed them in other’s lives. I
don’t deny the existence or the place of these things in the lives of
believers. But this study is not about clarifying miracles, which are
difficult to interpret and speak in a loud voice, probably speaking
more about God’s presence and what we expect from God, than
about his nature and expectations of us.
Perhaps the ancients had something important to tell us if we listen
carefully to the quieter voice, as Elijah did, about our perceptions of
God. Elijah, a man of enormous religious influence and power who
spoke of the destructive power and retribution of God, listened for
God in symbols of power. But he didn’t find the voice of God for
himself in the mighty wind nor the earthquake, but in the still small
voice.

x

1

The nature of God

What does God actually ask of people? Does what God asks of us
reflect his nature? With over 5000 years of written history and
experience, dating from Ancient Sumer and Egypt to today, and
with libraries full of religious literature, do we know more than we
did? Can we begin to answer the question, based on all that we have
seen, about the nature of God?
What is the nature of God? Through the ages, people have
conquered nations “in the name of God.” They have fought battles
for the sake of what they consider right, while shouting, “God is on
my side!” They have proclaimed that God is Love. They have said
that God likes this and hates that. They have listed “sins,” and made
endless lists of rules. They have seen natural forces at work and
labeled them “Acts of God,” sometimes even declaring them to be
punishments directed at some presumed misdeeds of those people
affected by calamity.
Today the question is even more relevant than it was 5000 years
ago. One nation makes laws telling people that they have to dress
one way (women cover their heads, faces, and entire bodies, men
must have beards), and other nations make laws telling them that
they can’t dress that way (must have hair and faces exposed), while
many nations allow men and women to remove most of their clothes
in public or even allow men and women to be nude in certain
places. Butting heads in this public arena are religious beliefs, legal
requirements, and degrees of tolerance.
11

In some nations you may be reported to the government if those
watching you determine that you don’t pray often enough or are
involved in immoral behavior. In other nations, it is not legal to
even have public prayer in schools or to promote religion through
displays or teaching.
Nations judge the moral behavior of other nations and condemn
their behavior, or even take direct action to change it. The US and
allies declared the regime of Sadam Hussein to be a corrupt
dictatorship that cruelly killed its own people for political reasons,
and was a threat to his neighbors and the entire world. For this they
invaded Iraq and overthrew the Hussein regime.
Usama bin Laden, and many other Muslim extremists, judged the
Western World to be a poisonous influence in the world, and his Al
Qaida terrorist organization destroyed the World Trade Center in
New York in an attempt to destroy the US and Western World
economically and politically. Usama bin Laden declared “holy war”
and promised a ticket to heaven for terrorist acts and martyrdom.
Extremists are not limited to Third World countries. Timothy
McVeigh, a US citizen and military veteran, who lived in a climate
of deep mistrust of government, blew up a Federal building in
Oklahoma, killing 168 people. Deep moral ambiguity about the
actions of government in war and justice seems to have been at the
root of the attitudes of McVeigh and his accomplice, Terry Nichols.
Individuals have the power to do tremendous destructive damage to
our world. Even young adults do very destructive things when their
problems become too acute and they blame those around them as
the primary cause of their problems. When some become so
enraged, they find guns and shoot their classmates.
Do the actions of these nations and individuals actually reflect God?
Moral ambiguity. Can we determine that anything is morally
certain? This research project searches for clues in what we believe
God asks of people, as seen in historical religious literature. This
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can be a window into what God is all about.1 For example, just as
the police and justice system reflect our beliefs about justice, and
the Constitution and government reflect our beliefs about
democracy, similarly how God acts toward us, and what God asks
of us reflects the nature or character of God.2

How can we hope to understand God?
Belief in God is an enigma. Archaeological evidence indicates that
people in every corner of the world have believed in a supernatural
force outside of themselves, from the beginning of civilization.3
This belief for most is a Supreme Being. Lasting monuments that
point to spiritual matters were built at great hardship by the
ancients. These include Stonehenge in England, the pyramids of
Egypt, the Mayan pyramids of Central and South America, and the
statues of Easter Island.
A more isolated example is Stonehenge in England. If the Ancient
Druids built Stonehenge, then they somehow managed to move 26
ton stones over 130 miles. For comparison, stack 13 full size
automobiles on top of each other, remove the wheels, and try to
drag the stack 130 miles. Do this 80 times. (Take the wheels off a
car and see if two people can drag just one 2000 pound car 10 feet.)
If the purpose of all this effort was simply related to celestial
alignments, a stack of small rocks would have sufficed. If it was
1

In creating a construct of characteristics of God (an ontology of one
particular kind of relationship) this is a key type of relationship to explore.
I call this Ontological Construct Theology. (Not to be confused with
Ontological Theology.)
2

The research methodology is explained in Chapter 10.

3

Civilization: Meaning no longer primitive in culture or methods, but
taking advantage of knowledge (technology) and collective living.
Civilization is represented by larger towns, improved agriculture, refined
treatment of people, and possibly a political structure and system of
writing.
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simply for ceremonial reasons, such as weddings, a wooden or
fieldstone structure would have been enough.
The effort required to build this structure reflects something that is
beyond human need. Something moved people to go to an extreme
effort to create a massive monument related to something.
Archaeologists are not certain what, but it is most commonly
believed that the reason was related to the supernatural, that is, God.
Stonehenge raises many questions about its purpose, but in
Egyptian and Mayan pyramids there is more evidence of people
involving God in human affairs, and these took similar efforts to
produce.
The first representations of God, or of supernatural influences, were
statues of woman. These statues, reflecting fertility and life, go back
as far as 32,000 years. This anthropomorphism (applying human
characteristics to other entities) seemed to be man’s first attempt to
understand what underlies life – the supernatural, the spiritual, the
realm of God. Represented in woman is the creator and giver of life,
the deep and eternal mystery.
Goddesses were important to religions in Ancient Sumer and Egypt,
around 3000 BC, which became evident through archaeology. Even
early words for God in Judaism were feminine, following the
linguistic traditions of the population already in the land. But as
religion developed and took prominence in the affairs of state,
images of God became more male oriented and more related to
power. How this development happened is open to further findings
and interpretation.
In their attempts to understand (or control) their world and their life,
people see God. But you can’t actually see God, can’t reach out and
touch his face, and can’t prove his existence through empirical
(scientific) means. You can’t talk with him directly as in a
conversation between two people. You can’t look with a
microscope into the microcosm of the atom, or peer through a
telescope into the macrocosm of the universe, and see a figure of
God in the way we think of entities.
14

People universally sense that there is a God, and in major religions
he is called the Most High God. Despite the loud arguments by
many religions about there being only one true God (monotheism),
in reality most religions already believed that there is one absolute,
most powerful God. If they believe in a pantheon of gods, or believe
that God is manifest in many different ways, they still only believe
in one Supreme Being.
To try to understand God, we could create a monument or a statue
and project onto it what we sense about God. At this point in
history, that seems like it would be a useless exercise. Been there,
done that. So, how do we know God? Well, how do we “know”
anyone? We often times think that we know someone by knowing
his name or his picture – symbols. Can we know about God through
his name or his pictures? Or do we know people through their
character?

What’s in a name?
If you say, “Ask God,” or “Thank God,” to whom do you refer?
You know who you mean, but that doesn’t mean any other person
does. The word “God” is not a name as we think of a name, such as
Paul, Abe, or Terry. “God” is a designation. The word God is better
thought of as a category or classification, or even a title.
The oldest meanings seem to come from the idea, “to invoke a
higher power.” Invoke means to call on, request assistance from, or
appeal to. The origin of the word “God” is probably from Sanskrit
(huta, gheu) reflected in the Hindu religion as Khooda, or possibly
from the Persian (khoda). The word resided in German as “Gott;”
and then was Anglicized into “God.” The designation was originally
neither male nor female.
The word God is the same means of expression as Governor,
President, Pontiff, Royal Highness, Reverend, Imam, or King. You
can refer to “the” King, or “the” God. Like these titles, the word
God does not designate gender or name, or even the characteristics
15

of that position or entity. It simply indicates a designation, or “the”
Most High God – the only God.
The Orient is where religion seems to have blossomed and born the
most fruit.4 Most civilizations in the greater Orient were polytheistic
(believed in many gods), but all believed in one Supreme God,
while relegating other gods to lesser status in their mythology.
(Mythology is not meant to indicate falseness, as in fiction, but
simply the stories that existed in a culture, often explaining their
situation and giving meaning to events in their lives.)
There were common meanings associated with the general
designation translated God in all of the languages in the Orient and
bordering areas (that is, Mesopotamia, Assyria, Persia, Palestine,
bordering European, Asian (India), North African, Egyptian, and
Saharan populations). Meanings from this area convey the ideas of
most high, mighty, pre-existence, creativity, wisdom, and power:


The one who is before all from the beginning: The selfexistent, or eternal. The father of all gods.



The one who is mightier than all others: The deity in charge
of the cosmos. Mighty. Most High. Power of understanding.
Ruler and Lord. All pervading God.

Early civilization
Through archaeological finds, early civilizations that produced
writing or symbols (for representation), tell us much. Civilization in
the Middle East dates from about 9000 BC. The city of Jericho, in
modern-day Palestine, has been continuously settled from about

4

The Orient indicates the eastern lands, the land of the rising sun. It
originally referred to the Middle East, which includes Persia/Mesopotamia
(Iraq, Syria, Turkey, Iran) and the Fertile Crescent (Palestine / Israel,
Egypt), and often a greater area including Northern Africa, and the islands
of Greece (predominantly Arab areas). The meaning blossomed to
sometimes include India and even Japan - those countries whose religions
had their roots in Brahman, and for Europe were the rising sun lands.
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9000 BC. It was a walled city that seems to have had little to do
with the surrounding area that was predominantly inhabited by
small settlements until around 3500 BC. Unfortunately Jericho did
not have writing, but subsequent civilizations did.
Civilization began in Sumer and Egypt around 3000 BC. They were
separated from each other by over 900 miles (actually farther
because travelers had to follow the Fertile Crescent around the
desert). But since they were both on important developing trade
routes, ideas probably circulated and influenced each other.
Their writing in Sumer and Egypt was in the form of pictograms
(cuneiform and hieroglyphics respectively), and their language and
writing are unrelated to each other. Like Jericho, Sumer also
seemed to have had little to do with the indigenous population, the
people having come from elsewhere (probably North). (See
Excursus 1: Who Was Abraham and his God? for more information
on the development of this region.)
It is difficult to miss pyramids rising from the desert, so Ancient
Egypt is hard to miss. But were it not for archaeology we would not
be aware that Sumer ever existed. It predates the Babylonian
civilization referred to in the Jewish Bible (and was assimilated by
the Babylonians). The only Biblical reference we have to it is the
mention of the city of Ur, which Abraham, patriarch of the Hebrew
(Jewish) religion, came from. Much of what we know about Sumer
was preserved in the Babylonian library ruins. The actual language
spoken in Sumer may have been known by some Babylonian priests
up until about the time of Christ.5
Sumer was a very important civilization. The earliest written
records from ancient civilizations come from Sumer. Sumer
blossomed in Ancient Southern Iraq, largely on the Tigris and
Euphrates rivers, close to the gulf. It began to develop when the
climate changed from arid to a moister climate in which crops could

5

Samuel Noah Kramer. The Sumerians: Their History, Culture, and
Character. 1963, The University of Chicago Press.
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grow.6 In less than 500 years it developed agriculture; irrigation
systems; trade and barter systems; a legal system with laws and
personal and property rights that protected families and even
protected people from corrupt government officials. The religion
became integrated with their government. There was literature and a
system of education.
Both Sumer and Egypt give us some idea of ancient notions about
God, and are referenced often in this book.

6

Nissen, Hans J. The Early History of the Ancient Near East. 1988. Then
University of Chicago Press.
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Figure 1: The Orient
The Orient (Land of the Rising Sun)
composition is the Middle East and surrounding area. It is
located on the land/cultural bridge between Europe/Asia and
Africa. It is bordered on the North by Russia, the East by
India, and the West and South by Africa.

Paletine, Israel

Area of Ancient Sumer

- CIA World FactBook
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The designation for God
Are there names for God? Yes, many. And the title, Lord, is
commonly used. But ancient Semitic7 traditions prohibit followers
from mentioning the name of the Most High God. The Canaanite
name Ba’al was prohibited from being used (unless referring to the
lesser Son of Ba’al). The God of the Jews had no name, and they
did not give God a name, although they referred to him in general
terms. Many Jews even today will not utter the name of the Most
High God. Many won’t even say the designation “God.” One can
infer that not using the name creates more respect so that the name
is not used in common (base, profane, and not respected) ways.

7

Semitic: Middle Eastern origin, particularly in language, somewhat
paralleling the Orient, in an area more commonly identified today as
Arabic (and Jewish).
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Etymology (developmental history) of words designating the Most
High God through the ages, in the greater Orient, in descending order
from the earliest dates down to more recent at the bottom:
Sumer
Akkadian/Sumerian: ilu. (Akkadian: a non-semitic language spoken by
the Babylonians Assyrians, and a pre-Assyrian stage of Ancient Sumer).
The oldest recorded title (ca. 4000 to 4500 BCE): dingir. Probably
means "the deity in charge of the cosmos." Enki is the name of the father
of the gods. Elyon Yesod (short: Elyon); Exalted One or Most High.
Note the use of “El,” which occurs later in the Semitic languages.
India
Sanskrit is the language of the Hindu religion:8
divas (see the similar use in Persia)
arati: all pervading God.
hub or emu: not a god, but referring to an action - to invoke or to
sacrifice to.
Greek
theos: a deity, especially the supreme Divinity.
dios: god-like, divine.
Persia, Indo-Iranian into Afghanistan (European and India language
influences):
deva. Heavens. Power related to understanding. Not a god, but one of
three aspects of creation from which gods are personified. (Persian or
Vedic origin, later the Zoroastrian which is similar in its use of Vedic
traditions. The Hindus were probably present ca. 5000 BCE.)
Semitic (from the earliest Semitic writings of the Middle East):

8

Hinduism and Buddhism both have roots in Brahmanism. Buddhism does
not teach that there is a Supreme Being, thinking that ignorance is the
cause of the universe, and enlightenment and overcoming the desires of
this world takes one to an eternal state. (Ignorance might be thought of as
an experiential state.)
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Il or El.
Also the name, Adonny: Lord; from a root, adon, meaning master,
owner, sovereign, to rule.
Hebrew
yhovah: (Pronounced jehovah.) The self-existent, or eternal. This is the
word most commonly used during the age of the Israelite prophets.
Perhaps from “He is,” which is perhaps a migration from “I am that I
am.”
yhovih: Pronounced as elohiym (below), but meaning yhovah (above).
elohiym: plural. Gods in the ordinary sense. The deities. This is the word
most commonly used for God in the Hebrew Bible until the age of the
prophets began. This title possibly originated with the indigenous people
in Canaan, giving it the plural tense (see below). In the Hebrew Bible, it
is typically used in a singular sense.
eloahh: the diety.
elohim: Canaanite, plural. From el.
el: strength; as adjective: mighty, especially in reference to the almighty.
From ayil.
ayil: strength; mighty. From awl.
awl: be strong, strong, powerful, mighty.
Aramaic/Syriac (language probably spoken by Christ):
Alaha: The Divine. “God” or “the God.” Christ also used the more
personal term, “Abba,” meaning “Father.”
Arabic: 6th. Century Muslim: ilah, Alah, and then Allah. The strong or
mighty one.
Egyptian
“Nu: oldest of the ancient Egyptian gods and father of Re, the sun god.
Nun's name means "water," and he represented the primeval waters of
chaos out of which Re-Atum began creation. Nun's qualities were
boundlessness, darkness, and the turbulence of stormy waters; these
qualities were personified separately by pairs of deities; Nun, his female
counterpart Naunet, and three further pairs together formed the Ogdoad
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(group of eight gods) of Hermopolis.”
- Copyright 1994-1998 Encyclopedia Britannica
These names and meaning were compiled from various sources including:


The Sumerians: Their History, Culture, and Character, by
Samuel Noah Kramer.



Wikipedia.org.



Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible. (Print version)



The Jewish Encyclopedia (.com).



The Catholic Encyclopedia at
www.newadvent.org/cathen/index.html

Note that nouns are considered names of things (appellatives), but there is
a difference between a proper name (as those of individuals) and a
common name, such as categories, titles, etc. In common usage, the
difference is likely to blur so that in practice a designation actually
becomes a proper name. The purpose in this book is to understand the
intention, or original usage, and less so the common usage.

The name of God
Within these various cultures, gods were often given names that
described their characteristics, such as in Sumer, Enki, the father of
the gods, and Ea, the God of Wisdom.
The characteristics of God are communicated by adding to the word
for God a word that carries a meaning. The name typically takes the
form: God + characteristic. In Ancient Hebrew, “El” is the word for
God, and descriptive names take the form El + characteristic.
We “classify” things endlessly. We like to create designations that
set one thing apart from another. We probably would have difficulty
understanding the world around us if we did not create
classifications, or categories. A classification is designated by a
23

name that refers to a type that includes one or more like things. For
example, the "chair" is the name of all types of items that resemble
a chair. If all other chairs disappeared, we would refer to the
remaining chair as "chair," just as we refer to "God" or "gods."
Classification names, which differ in various languages, are often
the stem words that are used in those languages to create
differentiating categories and more personalized names. For
example, "highchair" and "armchair" are further designations of
even more categories of chairs. In Hebrew, the word for God (or
gods), El, is made descriptive in El'azar (meaning God is helper),
El'elohey (God of Israel), Elda'ath (God of knowledge). These
forms aren't yet personal names, as would be "Ea," the God of
Wisdom.
e

The name, Jehovah (Y hovah), which means "the eternal and selfexistent one" became the national designation for God, for Israel.
The designation perhaps was to many God’s name, just as today the
designation “God” is hardly distinguishable from a name. This
designation was also often extended with descriptive words:
Jehovah-jireh (God will see to it), Jehovah-nissi (God is my
banner), and Jehovah-shalom (God is peace). In Hebrew writing,
vowels are left out, so YHWH is "Jehova," which may be
pronounced closer to the form "Yahweh." No one really knows for
certain how the word was pronounced.
So from a technical or practical point of view, ancient people
generally believed that there was one supreme God, even though
they worshipped many gods. The word "God," then, as commonly
used, most commonly means "The God." It indicates that there is
only one commonly recognized God, the one who is above all.
People like to identify characteristics of God by adding to the
stem or root word for God, in any language. They similarly
extend the word to reflect a relationship. Examples of
characteristics and relationships are, "God is good," or "Lord."
Representatives of God, such as prophets (spokesmen), angels
(messengers) and cannonized saints (those recognized for
24

exemplary lives and working miracles), are not gods, although
they too are sometimes called “Lord” because of their
commanding position.
The designation Lord is a title that is about relationship.
What about the pantheon of Gods in Greek mythology? The Greek
pantheon of gods, most notably prominent in Homer’s epic poems,
were the stuff of good stories, and possibly were worshipped.
Are there so many gods, or do we see one God in different ways?
Christians and Hindus are an example of seeing God in different
ways. They both believe in one God, but see different aspects of
that one God.
Christians believe that God (the Father) is personified in human
form by the Son (Jesus the Messiah, or Christ), and in spirit form by
the Holy Ghost. Christians believe that after death, the spirit of the
individual goes to be with God.
Hindus believe that God is personified in three aspects of creation:
creation, preservation, and dissolution and recreation. People may
relate to God in many ways, so someone wanting knowledge might
relate to this aspect of God, and put a name to this aspect of God.
But the “parts” are inseparable from the one Supreme Being.
For the Hindu, when one has overcome the trappings of illusion in
this world, the soul returns to the One God. Illusions are things that
tempt us away from Truth.
Christians, Hindus and many other religions similarly believe that
we are all children of the one God, and that God is in us. In practice
though, the ancient world looked very polytheistic to observers.
Gods seemed to be everywhere. To the Ancient Israelites, with their
emphasis on monotheism, the land of Canaan must have seemed
infested with gods, lesser gods, and false gods. With the Canaanite
Gods on one side and Egyptian Gods on the other, how could they
make any sense of it?
Similarly at the time of the Christian Apostle, Paul, (~40 AD) the
Roman Empire was awash in a sea of conflicting new religions with
25

competing names of gods. People freely worshipped anything,
including their national leaders. Only in the Fourth Century did the
Roman Emperor, Constantine,9 force a consensus and settle the
entire empire on Christianity. This move created order out of the
chaos of endless and pervasive religious conflict. At moments like
these in history, it took decrees by those in power to stop endless
religious wrangling. It was not unlike the situation pervasive in the
Middle East in 2007.
The designations and descriptive names used for God tell us a lot
about his nature. These designations are from the voices of the
ancients. They say, God is the one who is before all from the
beginning, the self-existent, or eternal. The “Most High,” the
creator, is mightier than all others; he is the deity in charge of the
cosmos, ruler, and Lord. He has the power of understanding and is
present in all of the universe. He is strongly associated with power,
wisdom, peace, assistance, and goodness.

Who is in a picture?
What about pictures of God? Some of the ancient Israelites believed
that you could not see the face of God. If you saw his face, you
would die. Perhaps they got that logic backwards – perhaps if you
saw God it was a sure sign that you were dead. But the taboo
against visual representations of God was reinforced even more
strongly by the ancient Israelites. They were commanded not to
make any “graven images” of God. The images were considered
false gods, or idols.

9

Constantine is thought, when a soldier, to have had a vision of a symbol
of Christ (chi-rho sign), and under this symbol he would conquer. He did
conquer Rome and ruled the land. His embrace of Christianity appears to
have been incrementally slow and motivated by practical concerns,
although he fully embraced the religion in old age. It isn’t known how
strong his actual commitment to Christianity was during his rule.
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The image of God most prominent in the minds of the early
Israelites would have been those of Egypt – a bull – one they would
certainly have wanted to isolate themselves from, especially in
Canaan, where the bull was the symbol for Ba’al. They wanted to
separate themselves from the cruel images of God linked to human
sacrifice. For them, God represented no such thing, and in the
example of their patriarch Abraham, God selected the sacrifice of a
sheep over a child.
The Hebrew Bible tells us that when the people created a golden
calf as an image of God to worship, punishment was swift and
severe. However, people find it hard to worship without something
to focus on, and the evidence is that the use of images was
pervasive in Semitic cultures, which includes the Hebrew.
Invoking a far off God that you couldn’t see or visualize, and who
demanded perfection, was an abstract idea that people couldn’t
warm up to. Twelve centuries later, Christ became the “touchy
feely” flesh and blood interface that humans needed. Christ was the
very physical presentation of God who was born and walked among
the people, until he finally was sacrificed for them. He was in all
ways human.
Christians seemed to have little reservation about making pictures
of Christ. We have pictures dating from around 400 AD to today.
Some are from grottos in today’s Turkey, some adorn cathedrals in
Italy from works commissioned by the Catholic Popes, and some
are simply paintings by artists from all walks of life. But we don’t
have an actual portrait of Christ. We don’t know what he actually
looked like.
What do pictures of Christ tell us? Probably they are projections of
divine nature based on the perceptions of the painters who created
them. Perhaps they were inspired in the sense that devout artists
were moved to paint what they felt. Many of the ancient masters
were very devout Christians (and some perhaps were mischievous
and not above putting personal messages in their work). What do
the paintings tell us? Possibly we see something divine. Perhaps we
see compassion and forgiveness. Some paintings tell us that Christ
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loved children. And many tell us of the suffering that Christ
endured for the sake of all people.
It is interesting what we don’t see in pictures portraying Christ. He
sometimes spoke of a lake of fire and being cast into outer darkness.
But we don’t see pictures of him heaving people into torment. He
also spoke a lot about money, but we don’t see pictures of him
counting money.
We don’t see Christ laughing. Is our perception of religion that it is
a very sober endeavor? Does God not have a sense of humor? Is he
never delighted? Never jovial? Never filled with joy? What would
we think if we saw a picture of God laughing? Laughter in a picture
can be interpreted in many ways. It can convey a sense that a topic
is not serious, or is trifling, or is a joke. It could indicate that a topic
is scorned.
Laughter could indicate insobriety (too much drinking). It could
indicate a lack of authority and respect. Laughter usually indicates
that the one laughing confronted something unexpected. It might
indicate that the person in the painting is removed from our troubles
and not responsive to them. Laughter is a symbol. Laughter in a
picture tells us something. For each person that “something” is
probably different – it depends on our interpretation.
The statuary and pictures that we see of Buddha (the enlightened
Siddhartha Gautama who overcame all), are often smiling or even
jovial. Does this reflect the happy state that a Buddha achieves?
It seems unlikely that a person would want to go to a high religious
authority to confess some misdeed he has done, ask for forgiveness,
and have the authority laugh at him. But a simple smile wouldn’t
hurt. Smiles are usually associated with acceptance and even
approval. The God who smiles at you, invites you into his realm and
accepts you as you are, warts and all. But we don’t see pictures of
Christ smiling. Odd.
Artists throughout history, in presenting Christ to us, seemed to
show us something divine and compassionate. Does this correspond
with what ancient voices say?
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How do we know God? Names, pictures, words, phrases, actions
(laughter), context – are all symbols that carry meaning. Symbols
communicate. Symbols (semiotic10 perspective) are a way of
accessing meaning if you can determine what the symbol meant to
the user. But names and pictures tell us very little.
How does a child differentiate between a stranger and someone they
know? “Knowing” someone relates to a level of experience with
them. We know people by their past actions. Actions are
represented (symbolically) in allegories, stories, laws, and word
choices. Character. The ancient voices were moved to try to tell us
something about God through their symbols. If we listen carefully,
perhaps we can hear their message.
This book looks across various ancient religions, stopping at about
400 of the Common Era (CE11) (~1600 years ago), when the major
religions had been developed. The Muslim religion, Islam, whose
roots are in ancient Semitic cultures (as was the Hebrew Judaism),
began around 700 CE, and Islam is occasionally referenced.
In doing this research it wasn’t my frame of mind that the ancient
religions “got it right,” and that we have lost our way and need to
return to ancient ideas about religion. Hopefully in the forest of
today’s understanding, there are taller trees of wisdom than there
were in ancient days.

10

Semiotics is the study of signs and symbols, and how meaning is
constructed and understood – not to be confused with linguistics.
Linguistics is a more limited approach than semiotics, dealing only with
language. However in recent history semiotics has been studied less, and in
the US linguistics sometimes incorporates a limited portion of semiotics.
The author explores visual semiotics, which is the use of visual imagery
(mental and real images, moving images), physical action, and context to
convey meaning.
11

CE means Common Era, and is the Jewish equivalent of AD, and refers
to the same date as AD. Also BCE is the same as BC.
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It does mean, I think, that the ancients possibly had something
important to say to us, and by looking across religions we can look
for uniformity in their voices. Consensus and uniformity are not
easy to see. For example, religions were basically monotheistic, but
there was a proliferation of gods, which in the popular mind
confused the issue. For example, Catholics of today pray to a
number of saints, even though they are not regarded as God, they
are though to have influence and powers. But just as there was
consensus that there was one Most High God, there was also much
consensus about what God asks of us. We can then ask ourselves a
very important question: “Does the way God acts toward us, and
what we believe that God asks of us reflect the nature of God?” The
premise of this book is that it does.
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Interpreting religious writing

Interpreting literature is a perilous undertaking. For example,
consider a phrase in use today: “poetry in motion.” Does it refer to
its rhythmic structure? Does it mean that the words move, as in
poetry on the side of a New York City subway or bus? Does it mean
that the poem orchestrates emotional reactions within us? To people
unfamiliar with this phrase, the meaning is clear as mud, or seen in
a different context.
There is a New York City “Poetry in Motion” program on mass
transit. But many of us readily understand the phrase in the context
of today’s culture and usage. It refers to the orchestrated movements
of a woman that speak to us like poetry, popularized by the song by
Bobby Vee. Seen in that light, how are we to understand phrases
and concepts spoken of 3000 years ago when the world was
completely different?
Words are typically interpreted based on context, which includes
the sentence, the field of endeavor, the level of writing (or writer),
the literary work style and contemporary literature, the culture, and
the time in history. Word meanings change from person to person,
place to place, and time to time. I don’t attempt to interpret ancient
languages – I have just enough knowledge of that field to
understand the difficulties.
Our understanding is based on what the translator thinks they mean.
For example, “poetry in motion” could be transliterated as “the
poetry moves.” It would completely miss the meaning of
orchestrated movement that pleased our minds, thrilled our senses,
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and touched our souls. But if the translator had had that experience,
he would know how to translate the phrase. Meaning and
interpretation also have an experiential context as well, and this is a
point often missed by the outside observer or the interpreter from
outside the experience.
Unlike literalist interpretation that confines meaning to only a direct
rendering of the words from one language to another, an actual
interpretation by the same person may vary through the years based
on his growing experience. Sufi Mystics are noted for having this
style of interpretation. Hindus typically seek deeper meanings
through contemplation. Christians commonly find levels of meaning
in religious writings.
One thing that we can understand relatively well is that the “don’ts”
are points that we can understand experientially when someone
offends us or we offend others. By offending, I don’t mean just
insulting, I mean doing something that is wrong or hurtful to others.
We understand the don’ts through lists of rules, through illustrative
stories, and through other’s reactions to offensive behavior.
Illustrative stories come early. In the Hebrew Bible, illustrative
stories come long before laws came into being. We might gather
from this, that experience led to rules.
Central to the idea of understanding the Judeo-Christian-Muslim
God, and the God of Mesopotamia, is our understanding of the
concept of offending God and others. For example, are we "born
into sin," as some teach, so we are somehow contaminated with
"original sin," and what does that mean?
Some interpretations of the Hebrew Bible book of Genesis cast an
evil pall over all of humanity. Are people really born “sinful” by
nature, or is Genesis a fictitious myth and misinterpreted at that? Or
is it an example that isn’t meant to be taken literally? Was this
creation myth a story that was passed down orally for possibly
thousands of years, possibly modified to suit the purposes of the
family clan, culture, or politics? Was it then written into a book
about origins, and possibly rewritten to suit the purposes of Kings
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and religious leaders? We can’t say with any certainty. The answer
can only be a matter of belief.
The Biblical book of Genesis helps set the interpretive structure in
place for the Judaic, Christian, and Muslim traditions for the rest of
the Bible, giving an explanation and interpretation of humanities
beginning and its formative relationship with God. Variations
between the Samaritan, Judaic, and Muslim versions indicate that
the Bible endured some additional rewriting to support the views of
each. It is then interpreted endlessly by those who use it.
Other traditions
The Judeo/Christian/Muslim traditions are not unique in their
stories. Other religions or myths have very similar stories. What is
unique is the way in which these stories are interpreted so that they
have meaning in people's lives.
For comparison, around 750 BC, the Greeks put their stories in
writing, notably through Homer, who probably did not invent the
stories but recorded oral traditions that had been passed from
generation to generation, and were known in many regions.
Flood stories were common in many regions. Hero stories grew in
popularity, and were seen as early as Sumer in the Gilgamesh epic.
The earliest Gilgamesh stories were very rudimentary in form.
Creation stories circulated. Even the “Savior motif,” and “born to a
god motifs,” typified in Christ, were common stories, with elements
of Christ's story present in many other regional religious leader
stories. Even in Ancient Israel, many "Messiah" type people
circulated in the years before Jesus the Christ.
In Ancient Greek stories, there is a parallel to the Biblical Garden of
Eden. It is the "golden" era of humanity in which people existed in
an idyllic setting. Another parallel is in the Biblical Eve, who ate of
the forbidden fruit and got them kicked out of the idyllic garden.
Eve's counterpart in Greek myth is Pandora, who opened a
forbidden box and brought evil into the world.
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Fear of women was also a prevalent motif in Greek mythology as it
was in Persia and the Middle East. Women are these magical
creatures who are able to bring life into this world and to nourish
life with their own bodies. For some men this is an awesome and
even frightening thing – something to be controlled so it is safe. In
many cultures men use their superior strength to dominate women.
Creation stories were known in Ancient Sumer as early as 3500 BC.
They were recorded in rudimentary story form, and continued into
Babylonian culture. Most of these stories probably had common
roots in older cultures of which we know little. Many are thought to
have their root in an area of Turkey that was rather idyllic, and
probably did flood, giving rise to both the Adam and Eve story, and
to the Noah story, for the entire region. The names in that region
changed little through time, and seem to fit the Biblical story.
The Ancient Greek myths were stories that were primarily about
gods, and mostly about what they do to people. The gods had all of
the characteristics of people: love, sex, hate, jealousy, rage, spite...
The Greek stories appear to be projections of the human condition,
projected onto gods.
In the Greek stories, human behavior could be examined in the
actions of the gods. The gods knew few consequences for their
actions; they did things, but few things happened to them. In
comparing The Iliad with The Odyssey, there is a major progression
in maturity about life. The Iliad is a story of warriors, prizes, and
reprisal. The Odyssey is a story of warriors maturing and journeying
home to love and responsibility. Passions of youth wan as people
realize through experience what is really important.
From the somewhat arbitrary actions of the gods in Greek
mythology, some rationale was presented for understanding the
events of nature and of people. Something happened with the gods this became the reason for... seasons. Someone displeased the
gods... this was the reason for a person's misfortune.
By puzzling about the gods and their humanlike actions, people
could puzzle about their own nature and the consequences of their
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own actions, plus the events in the world around them. These stories
are typically more fully developed in Ancient Greek myths as
storylines than in Biblical literature.
Biblical stories are very different. Biblical stories tell us next to
nothing about the world of God and the constituents of God's
environment. A relationship with Arch Angels is about all that we
are made aware of. Biblical stories, in one context, are about the
interaction of people with God, as a way of knowing God (revealing
of God). Of the Biblical sources, we know little. Many of the
Genesis stories predate Abraham and Israel by an unknown but
substantial amount of time. They were either oral traditions that
were known to the Semitic people, and earlier civilizations, or the
Israelites came into contact with them while in captivity in Babylon.
The source is not so important as the context in which these Biblical
stories are cast. They differ from the Greek in at least two important
respects. First respect is, they are about understanding God through
experiential relationships between God and people. The second
respect is the meaning interpretation of the stories, which creates a
framework for understanding events in people's lives, and of the
events in the world.
Interpreting Biblical stories
If you look at the Garden of Eden story12 on a symbolic level, what
do the ancient voices try to tell us? First, consider the context of the
life of ancient people. People toiled for most of the day to get food
for their hunger. Childbirth was very painful, and often the cause of
a woman’s death. Children often died in their first years of life.
Hardship was the pervasive curse of living. If there was a God, why
did he allow this? Why? Why? Why? People were moved to
provide an answer, and the Adam and Eve story addressed these
questions.

12

The Adam and Eve story is in the Holy Bible, book of Genesis, Chapters
2 and 3.
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From the Adam and Eve, Garden of Eden story, there are a number
of points to ponder:
1. God put Adam in a garden to take care of it. Symbolically, this
environment was a place of purpose and activity.
2. Adam was not to eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil.
There was a “no-no.” This was a specific type of temptation –
something that would appeal to people (knowledge), and perhaps
was a little naughty or taboo (good and evil).
3. Eat the fruit from this tree and you die. There were consequences
- very harsh ones.
4. Adam named the animals in God’s presence. It was a time of
working together with God.
5. God created Eve for Adam’s companionship. God looked after
people’s needs, and we can note that God did not create Adam to be
satisfied with God alone, but to need people and need activity (the
garden work). Note that Eve was not created subservient to Adam,
nor was Adam subservient to Eve. They became one flesh. They
were in harmony.
6. They were naked and not ashamed of it. This implies a naiveté
about life; an innocence.
7. Along came a serpent, and he was the utmost of subtlety.
Centuries of interpretation have conditioned us to identify the
serpent with temptation into evil, and personify the serpent as the
devil. The devil is not identified here. The serpent is simply one
who craftily presents a view that casts doubt on God and his
motives. If someone else doesn’t do this for us, we do it to
ourselves. If nothing else, we do it in a good philosophy or religious
studies class. We naturally question – it’s part of human nature.
8. The serpent says to Eve that she won’t die if she eats the fruit
from the forbidden tree. God doesn’t want her to eat it because he
doesn’t want her to know good and evil and – you not only won’t
die, you will live forever. Hmmm. Would they have lived forever
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anyway? Is there a hint here that people’s logic might be shortsighted?
9. Prohibitions safely put away, Eve ate the wondrous fruit and gave
some to Adam. Some try to interpret this as Eve being the weak one
and women should forever be given a subservient role to men. But
Adam seemed to eat the fruit without protest, or without giving it
the same thoughtful consideration (I might die) that Eve did. The
symbolism in the action is probably that people do what they see
others do, especially those close to them who they trust. Eve was
the adventurous one, the risk taker, the early adopter.
10. Who was to blame? To the crux of the matter – was it really Eve
who caused the fall? Adam blamed Eve for the mess, and then Eve
blamed the serpent. Was Adam simply the brainless follower? The
real crux of this fiasco is that the idea of personal responsibility did
not live in them. They both disobeyed. And what did Adam’s
blaming of Eve do to their relationship? Disobedience resulted in
blame, which resulted in strife – a downward spiral. What would
have happened if they had accepted responsibility for their actions,
and apologized (and meant it)?
10. Immediately they knew that they were naked, and they hid from
God. More on this in the paragraphs following this itemized list.
11. They didn’t die. God said that they would die, but they didn’t.
Why? Mercy. They would be tolerated by God, and they would
suffer. Instead of death, their consequences would be that they
would leave the garden, they would have to find their own purpose,
their life work would be difficult, and women would want their
husbands sexually but find them to be their taskmasters (rule,
dominion, power). This would explain sexuality and power in
relationships.
Away from the care of God, who supplied all of their needs, their
lives would be much more difficult. Disobeying God causes
separation from him and hardship. Note how the first thing that
suffered was relationships. Adam and Eve no longer lived in
harmony with each other, as they were intended, or with God. Also
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note that even though they didn’t die, they don’t live forever. Would
they have? Is this an explanation for death? It isn’t clear.
12. One reason given that they would have to leave the garden is so
that they could not eat of the tree of life and live forever, just like
God. Wait a minute – they hadn’t been forbidden from eating from
this tree, only from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.
Well, Genesis is full of paradoxes like this one. Interpreters can
present these stories as allegories, or try to find logical explanations
and insist on absolute logic. More about pushing logic to extremes
later.
Is this myth allegorical or a prophetic story? Interpretations vary.
Some believe that it is purely fictitious, and really has no practical
application. Some think that it applied up until the time of Christ,
who set people free from their bondage to “sin.” Some think it still
applies today.
The proof is in the pudding. Do people find their lives harsh and
difficult? Some do, and some don’t. Many people find their work
and families to be very rewarding, even if life is a bit difficult at
times. But in many Third World countries, which make up the
largest population on this earth, for many work life is hardly
different in hardship than it was for Adam and Eve. But despite
hardship, many people are satisfied with their lives. It is difficult to
find a strong and consistent correlation between the Adam and Eve
story and the hardships of life today.
The turning point of the story of Adam and Eve, in the idyllic
existence of the Garden of Eden, is the point where Eve disobeys
God and eats the forbidden fruit - that is, the fruit of the Tree of the
Knowledge of Good and Evil. They tasted the forbidden fruit of
disobedience, and so knew good and evil. The temptation addressed
man’s God given quest, not just to survive, but “to know and live.”
To have control over life. And that desire is so strong that it leads
people to take risks. The consequence, “You will die,” didn’t stop
Eve. Being alive isn’t just about surviving. In contrast to Maslow’s
Hierarchy, surviving often takes a backseat in the quest for
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experience and knowledge. People often throw caution to the wind
and run headfirst into dangerous situations.
Is disobedience a common human experience? It is a universal
phenomenon. We want things and we are willing to disregard the
consequences to get them. Even with the best of nurturing and
training in religious or other good environments behind them,
people do what they know they shouldn’t. Disobedience takes us
from the safe, secure, and approved path, and confronts us with the
experience of other things.
Through the experience of disobedience, Adam and Eve were no
longer in an innocent and idyllic state. They understood the
implications of taking the unapproved road: probably death.
Experience (disobedience) brought them knowledge of good and
evil – they came to understand “why” they should not do
something. As a symbol of this new awareness, they knew that they
wore no clothes, and they were embarrassed (ashamed - naked unprotected - vulnerable), they hid from God, and covered
themselves with fig-leaves. They had lost their innocence.
At one level, the mythology explains why people wear clothes. At
another level, disobedience often brings shame. Shame occurs in the
light of exposure of our true and disobedient selves. When we find
ourselves exposed and ashamed, we look for a way to hide.
Adam and Eve’s relationship with God is diminished by their
knowledge of having offended God so they (symbolically) hide
from him. Offence puts distance between them. Therefore they no
longer can live in an idyllic state so are banished from the comfort
of the Garden where God meets their every need. Expulsion
symbolically indicates the distance between them and God.
Yet it also means a voyage of discovery from naiveté to knowledge
- learning the hard way. As a consequence, they would find it
difficult to eke out an existence, and would have pain and suffering
in birthing children. Relationships would suffer. So at a surface
level, this explains why cultivating crops for food is so difficult,
why marital relationships are strained, why women suffer in
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childbirth, and possibly why we die. In retrospect we know that
without separation and difficult obstacles to endure and conquer,
there is no growth.
The moral of the story, which points to a way to interpret hardship
in life, is that disobedience to God (offending God) causes people to
separate from God, so difficulty in life and relationships is the
result. Extended further, suffering because of offending and
separation from God, makes people want to find God and cease
offending.
What did the ancients feel compelled to tell us? What the Adam and
Eve story symbolizes is the human experience. Why doesn’t God
make everything perfect and easy for us? Experience, gained
through disobedience and living, helps us learn about the
consequences of our actions. We not only see what happens, but
through the light of consequences, we also feel ashamed and we
distance ourselves from God. But all is not lost, as hinted at by the
fact Adam and Eve didn’t die, and a compassionate God even made
clothes for them. The Bible is not so much a book about offending
God as it is a book about experiential learning and turning back to
God for mercy and reconciliation.
What were the ancients trying to tell us through the Adam and Eve
story? Interpretation of the Adam and Eve story depends on
perspective… that is, the meaning imposed on the story by one’s
theological point of view.


For the “man is made for God,” interpreters, Adam and Eve
is a story about limiting man, his rebellious nature, and the
consequences of disobeying God.



For the authoritarians and those with a power agenda,
Adam and Eve is a story about knowing one’s place and
facing one’s sinful nature, and then returning to God
repentant and cowed.



For the allegory interpreters, Adam and Eve is a story about
causation. Why is man here? Why does man find life so
hard, and suffer?
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For the meaning interpreters, Adam and Eve is a story about
man’s purpose and relationship with God.



For the experiential interpreter, Adam and Eve is a story
about life and interaction with God.

None of us are purists, and we typically have many perspectives.
So we add one more context bearing on interpretation: our
theological point of view.
Over the centuries, each religion develops an interpretive tradition.
It begins with a perspective on such things as the Adam and Eve
story, and grows from there. Unfortunately the interpretive
perspective may be incorrect, leading to centuries of tradition based
on nonsense.

Logical extremes
One of the great temptations for us, in trying to understand God, is
to explore things by taking them to their logical extremes. So, if a
little fire in your house is a good thing because it keeps you warm,
then a bonfire in your house must be a wonderful thing. Somebody
call the fire department.
Interpretation of the Bible typically pushes logic to extremes. Those
who strive for a very “literal” interpretation of everything in the
Bible have to go to great lengths to resolve the questions? For
example, if Adam and Eve were the first people, who did their
children marry? Incest? Is this story meant to be taken literally? The
Jewish Talmud and Midrash writings show that ancient people
sought to understand and teach every word as fully and legitimately
as possible, and they discussed these issues at great lengths to solve
such paradoxes.
What about death and destruction as a punishment? Was this meant
to be taken literally? The threat of death and destruction because of
having displeased God is a powerful motivator. But the Adam and
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Eve story questions its effectiveness. In the Noah story in Genesis,
mankind is reportedly destroyed by a flood because of having
displeased God.
In the book of Exodus, the threat of death hangs over everyone for
very minor offences. Death by stoning was a common remedy for
adultery throughout Mesopotamia. In Israel, mediums and wizards
were also candidates for a headstone, until the kings began
consulting them. The kings were the supreme religious leaders, so
lines were sharply drawn between religious seers and secular seers.
Seeing the future might be a political necessity to stay ahead of your
enemies and support wars, but allowing everyone to see the future –
not good. If your children misbehaved, you could even stone them
to death. The cities of Sodom and Gomorrah were reportedly
destroyed by fire from heaven for being “wicked,” in their treatment
of others.
The logic of death and destruction for offending God, reached its
apex in “The Day of the Lord” – that day when the Lord would
visit, pass instant judgment on people, and punishment would be
swiftly executed: death and destruction to all. The Day of the Lord
became a common threat voiced by Israel’s prophets against her
neighbors, and even against wicked people within Israel. Every bad
thing that happened became interpreted as a judgment from God
because of displeasing him. This culminated in the apocalyptic
literature in which prophets saw visions in which the entire world is
threatened by evil people, and judgment and destruction has or will
bring tremendous death and destruction.
Were these threats of destruction simply the musings of a people
hopeful for an end to bad things, or were they looking for an
explanation for natural disasters, or are these a warning to us from
the ancients? In the Adam and Eve story, remember God didn’t go
through with his threat to kill them. We don’t know what would
have happened if they had taken responsibility for their actions and
reconciled with God. We do see that reconciliation is typically
offered by the prophets.
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By the time of the Prophet Jonah, discerning people were beginning
to see a pattern. Jonah was sent to give warnings to people. He
argued (in effect), “Wait a minute, God. You never follow through
on this stuff. You send me to pronounce gloom and doom, and tell
people to turn from their bad ways. They mouth the right words,
tear their clothes, and cover themselves in ashes, so you don’t kill
them, and then I look like an idiot. I’m not going!” (He went.)
Destruction isn’t the plan or the goal. Warnings that lead to
reconciliation is the goal.
Throughout history we see another pattern. It is the pattern of things
that the ancients warned us about in their stories and their
apocalyptic visions. The Apocalypse of John probably was about
the Roman Empire and persecution of Christians. We see the pattern
repeated in Hitler and the persecution of the Jews. We see it
repeated in little dictators in small countries all over the world. We
see it in mob (organized crime) activity and in corporations that spin
out of control, oppressing the underprivileged or unwary for their
own gain. We see it in crusaders and explorers who conquered lands
and slaughtered inhabitants for the land and riches in the name of
God. We see it in extremist religions that would reshape the world
to live in their form of tyranny. The ancients felt compelled to tell
us their experiences using their own words and images. It is up to us
to recognize the patterns and counter them.
The most consistent pattern we see is that when people do things
against God, or to hurt other people, they create a separation
between themselves and others. If they continue down this path, it is
destructive. If they turn back to God, they are forgiven.

Inverse logic
The inverse logic of the Adam and Eve story is that people believe
that those who please God are blessed for their efforts – life is easier
for them. This teaching in ancient times was extended to say that
God blesses those who follow his ways, both materially and
spiritually. This teaching continues among many to this day. But the
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Biblical Wisdom literature challenges this teaching. Solomon, a
King of Israel, found in his observations that the wicked also
prosper, and the righteous also suffer.
The puzzles of life are not readily answered in mere observation of
the world, either by reading about Adam and Eve or by being King.
Life brings some bad things to everyone – this is the nature of life.
Life brings some good to everyone – this is the nature of life. As
Christ put it, God makes the sun to shine on everyone, both good
and bad.
One cannot analyze everyone's brief experience and draw
conclusions. What is more commonly recognized is that following
God brings spiritual rewards to your life, such as character growth
and improved relationships. Setting your heart on doing things for
the sake of money is the stuff of grand illusions and tragedy. Thus,
such extremes as giving money simply to get money or wealth in
return, as a few teach, is not a sound policy, and not consistent with
religious experience. But if you bilk enough poor people out of their
pennies, it can make one person rich.
Does this “logically” mean that God doesn’t care about our welfare
and is disconnected from our material needs? Christ gave two
important pieces of advice. 1. Consider the wild birds and animals –
they are clothed and fed. “Your heavenly Father knows that you
need them all.”13 Are we not more favored than they? 2. “How
much more will your Father, who is in Heaven, give good things to
those who ask him!”14 It isn’t that we get what we deserve, good or
bad, it is simply that we ask. God gives to those who ask.
(When it comes to how we treat others, in charity to them, in
judging them, and in forgiving them, we may find the “measure” of
give and take is reciprocal.15)

13

Matthew 6:32 RSV of the Christian Holy Bible.

14

Matthew 7:11 RSV of the Christian Holy Bible.

15

Luke 6:27—39 RSV of the Christian Holy Bible.
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Be careful what you believe
The prophets of Ancient Israel faced a terrible dilemma. The people
believed that they were God’s “chosen” people. Many believed that
their treatment of others was not important – they were chosen, and
therefore privileged. The prophets told them that because of their
terrible treatment of others, they were worse than the evil people of
Sodom and Gomorrah. Offending others offends God.
The nation of Israel was conquered by Babylon. The people were
captured and taken into exile in foreign lands. Captured people were
typically used as slaves, but many were allowed to resettle and live
normal lives. When the Israelites were captured and dispersed into
foreign lands, their prophets interpreted this as the result of their
having displeased God.
People listened to the prophets. Obviously they had been horrible.
Chosen? The pendulum of belief began to swing the other way.
When some were allowed to return to their land, they became very
attentive to following "The Law" of God. In fact, they became so
preoccupied with following the letter of the law, that by the time of
Christ, they were willing to commit great offences to others in order
to follow the letter of the law. It was like mindless, unfeeling,
uncaring bureaucracy run amuck, trampling the innocent while in
pursuit of the holy grail of a bypass ticket to God’s blessings.
This interpretive framework ultimately became completely twisted
as the Ancient Israelites tried too hard to please God. Every good
event in their lives was interpreted as a reward for having pleased
God. Every bad event in their lives was interpreted as a punishment
for having offended God.
Christ tried to help them understand that strict obedience to laws
makes one lose perspective - the law is a beginning, not the key to
life or spirituality. To put it succinctly, Christ and the Apostle Paul
reframed this as: The law condemns you. It is a beginning for
knowing good and evil. It brings awareness of offending.
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Interpreting Adam and Eve
There is a lot of misinterpretation, or more probably overemphasis,
that happens with this literature. Some emphasize "original sin" or
that we are all sinners, saying that we are all born into sin and all
are condemned, and we got in this condition because of Adam. The
famed Apostle Paul was one who spoke of it. It is true in that we all
want our own way and often make decisions that help us, but aren’t
so good for others. But original sin from Adam?
This overemphasis is often offensive to people and drives them
away from what is perceived as a tyrannical and threatening God.
The answer to the confusion, I have already given in the previous
paragraph. The ancients tell us that disobedience to God, as shown
by Adam, is destructive and can lead to great difficulty in our lives
and relationships.
The more important thing to emphasize would be that we are all
children of God, we hunger for knowledge, and like children, we
learn by doing and experimenting. We were created in harmony,
blameless when we were babies, but we often choose the more
difficult road. God, our parent, loves us and forgives us for what we
do. Through experience, we grow spiritually. Without experience,
we don't grow spiritually. Fear of making mistakes simply paralyzes
many. As some wisely counsel, we learn the right way to do things
by making a lot of mistakes.
Precisely, we learn what hurts others by hurting and being hurt, and
then reconciling. We become better people for it. Relationships
become stronger through it. But is all of this hurting necessary, so
we should hurt as much as possible? Logic run amuck. We also
become better simply by doing good things for others – we don’t
have to hurt others. Encouraging hurting others, to learn, would also
be as badly placed an overemphasis as adhering to the letter of the
law. We have to encourage not hurting, and be tolerant, and forgive
it when hurting does happen.
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Reading the books in all of the libraries in the world from all of
history won’t make you a better person. They are just good guides.
The fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil is
deliciously tempting. But it is only worth one bite. It is through
experience, not consumption, that we learn about good and evil, and
about God... and maybe even live forever.
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Excursus 1 - Who Was Abraham and his God?
Three religions, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim, look to Abraham as
the patriarch of their religion. The ''God of Abraham'' is a pivotal
phrase for these religions. Who was Abraham and who was his
God? Prior to 1900, we had no idea where Abraham was from or
what his God was like. Since then, archaeology has given us clues.
After telling the story of Noah and his sons, the Hebrew Bible tells
the story of the tower of Babel, which was probably a Ziggurat in
Babylon. This story locates us in what is modern day Iraq. The text
then leads us toward Abraham. He is a descendent of Noah's son,
Shem. The Bible calls him Abram from Ur of the Chaldeans.
With the archaeological discovery of ancient Sumer, in Southern
Iraq, we now know that Ur was a city in the lower portion of Iraq,
not too far from the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.
Around 4000 BC, the southern portion of Iraq was under water. As
the waters receded, it left dry land that was full of rich silt from the
rivers (400 x 100 mile area). Despite being a very arid climate, the
lowlands flooded frequently, but people were drawn to this rich
farmland and learned irrigation techniques. Small settlements
formed, and when agricultural techniques (irrigation) could support
larger populations, cities formed, populating this area much faster
than surrounding areas. Sumer controlled the southern half of Iraq,
while the Babylonians eventually controlled the upper half.
Eventually the Assyrians invaded these lands, and this area became
the Babylonia mentioned as Israel’s enemy in the Bible, around 587
BC. Scholars vary considerably regarding when Abraham left Ur.
Some give the date as 1200 BC, some around 1500 BC, and some
give it as early as 2100 BC. The Chaldeans weren't in the land until
around 600 BC. So the term ''Chaldeans'' probably identifies a
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territory known to the writer at his time, rather than a specific time
and people.
One historical event can help us locate Abraham in history.
Abraham was around for the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.
Cities in the land around the Dead Sea were probably destroyed by
an earthquake circa 1900 BC. Two ancient cities in that area, near
today's Bab-edh-dhra and Numeira, show strong evidence of having
been destroyed by earthquake and fire, probably around 2000 BC
(no early bronze age IV inhabitants followed). This helps give us a
date.
What was happening in Ur at that time?16 Ur was a very strong
center of power in the area, but the Amorites and the Akkadians had
also been strong rulers in the area and had conquered Ur. The
Akkadians were Semitic speaking people. Even the Indo-European
Gutis had ruled for a while. In 2018 BC the Sumerian empire
disintegrated. In 2007 BC, the Elamites of Susa (Iran) captured Ur.
1932 BC: Gungunum became king of the Amorites with their
capital at Larsa. They built the E-Babbar temple and conquered Ur
and Elam.
So against a backdrop of political turmoil, Abram probably decided
to get out of the area. His father apparently had already migrated
with them to Haran in Northwest Mesopotamia, for similar reasons,
leaving some of the household in Ur. Leaving Haran, Abram took
with him his nephew, Lot, his wife Sarah, and their many
possessions and household of many people (workers and some
indentured servants/slaves, which was common in that area). During
this time scholars believe that there were waves of people moving
through the Middle East for trade, immigration, and famine
(weather).
Ur (Sumer) was rich in religious and political culture and very
civilized. The Ur-Nammu law code (2112 BC) came from this area

16

A time-line of the Ancient Middle-East.
- http://.scaruffi.com/politics/neareast.html
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(Uruk). Religion was institutionalized in Temples with priests and
connected with economics, the kings, and worship ceremonies.
Each of the conquering nations brought their own gods (the
Elamites had around 200). But most religions recognized a ''Most
High god,'' the creator God to whom all other gods, kings, and
people were subject.
The idea of God was prominent in the civilization of Sumer. The
Semitic language was used in Babylon at this time. It was a
prevalent language in cultures in the area, and probably used for
trade since it was the common language of the Middle East. It had
many dialects, which spawned Aramaic and Hebrew.
Ur was very important as a place of power and a strong player in the
trade routes. It probably was a very multicultural place, having been
invaded by many nations with many cultural differences and
religions, but it rebounded each time probably as a new blend.
Traders undoubtedly brought news and cultural ideas from afar.
The ''gods'' came and went with conquerors. When Abraham left Ur,
for Haran in northwest Mesopotamia, he probably carried with him
knowledge of other civilizations, a strong sense of justice (inherited
from Sumer), a strong sense of hospitality that was common in
Semitic lands, the ability to converse in the Semitic language, and a
sense of God that probably focused on authority and a sense of
justice. In Salem he met Melchizedek, King of Salem, and priest of
God Most High, to whom he paid tribute, rather than to the other
lesser gods of Canaan. The Canaanites worshiped the god Ba’al. It
was forbidden the Canaanites to speak the name of the Most High
God, but at some point in time Ba’al was more personally known as
“son of Ba’al.”
Not speaking the name of God was a strong tradition in that area,
and the God of Abraham became known as “I am,” the God with no
name. This was a curiosity to the Egyptians, who had names for all
of their gods.
What is important is that most religions recognized the Most High
God, refused to speak his name, and the Most High God (the creator
50

God) was the God of Abraham. The name is much less important
than the concept of “Most High God, creator of the universe and
Lord of all.”
Abraham's journey to Canaan (Palestine), following the fertile
crescent trade routes from Haran, was about 600 miles, where he
would have encountered many city-states that would not have
appreciated his presence. He moved from a house in Ur or Haran to
live the rest of his life in a tent among people who may or may not
have been friendly.
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What is God?
We try to control our world by endlessly naming things, putting
them in categories, and defining their characteristics. By doing so,
we can predict behavior and know when to get out of the way or
when we can use something to our advantage. When we get to know
things too well, the magic is gone, and familiarity breeds
contempt.17 Perhaps this is what began the taboo about not using
God’s name or seeing his face.
Ah, to be that respected person, hiding in the shadows, mysterious,
the object of admiration, no dirty secrets revealed. Is this where God
lurks? After all, we can’t actually define God. We don’t know what
God is. We can describe certain characteristics of God, but this
commonly leads to the “logical extreme” phenomenon that I
previously described.
God is sometimes characterized as the grand, wise man on the
throne, ruling over others; thought to be all powerful (omnipotent),
all-knowing (omniscient), and everywhere (omnipresent). The
absurd end of that logic, often mentioned in religious commentary
and philosophy classes, is that we are all puppets on a stage with
God pulling the strings, with no free will of our own. At minimum,
he already knows what is going to happen. Are we then responsible
for our actions? Should we be punished or corrected, or sent to
prison or to Hell? Should we set idly by believing that everything is
happening as it should, as people do terrible things all around us?
Churches have been known to split over this issue.
17

“Familiarity breeds contempt, while rarity wins admiration.” - Apuleius.
Roman philosopher, rhetorician, & satirist (124 AD - 170 AD). The
Quotations Page at www.quotationspage.com.
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At the opposite extreme is the thought that the world is simply a test
in which a few win the grand prize of eternal life, and the rest are
just fuel for a giant celebratory bonfire. Another view is that God is
the universal consciousness, which is a projection of all of
humanity. Yet another view is that of the absent builder - God
created the world and then left it to us, taking no further interest in it
or us.
Some of these various views, when pushed to their logical extremes,
would make time and space non-existent, our lives simply dreams,
would make God an entity of absolute power (or maybe no power),
would assign people to having no responsibility for their actions,
and make the happenings in this world of no consequence. Existing
at the extremes of interpretation, none of this really seems supported
by reality or to be well supported by religious literature.
In reality we live in a world of consequences for our behavior.
Everything that we do affects someone else. We live in the here and
now. We can’t wrestle God to the ground and force the answers out
of him. We can’t answer the question about what God is.
Humans have stubbornly clung to this belief that there is a
supernatural “entity” who exists outside of our dimensions of reality
and understanding, to whom we are responsible. We can’t apply
human logic to a being that we can’t even fathom, without getting
absurd results. We certainly aren’t bigger than God, so that we
could judge and condemn his actions. Only in our own conceits
could we imagine ourselves the judge of God. But then, maybe
questioning God is a sure sign we are beginning to ask the right
questions. We can’t see, touch, feel, analyze, or document this
entity, so the best we can hope for is to understand this entity’s
relationship with us through the historical clues left to us.
Is even a relationship something that we can understand? People use
many nouns to describe the relationship between God and man. On
the one hand, the relationship is perhaps unbounded, and it isn't up
to individuals to put restrictions on God. On the other hand, naming
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relationships is rather anthropomorphic,18 and perhaps is only an
attempt to understand God through the vision of our own limited
experience. For example, calling God "he" or "she" (as some
ancients prescribed) is probably a cultural and linguistic limitation,
as in the French language in which all nouns have a gender identity.
To be limited to a human male role is probably a gross
understatement of comprehension. Yet would the genderless "it" be
any better? Perhaps we have no word that is adequate, except,
"God," which is an inadequate symbol that can only point back to
our own limited experience and understanding.
In the world of Ancient Israel, the Jews refrained from calling God
by a specific name. They often used descriptive terms beginning
with the generic "El" for God, such as "God is good." El means
(most high) "God," and is not a name. The word "God" (most high)
is a term, not a name. Christ, who likely spoke Aramaic, a language
closely related to the more formal Hebrew, was in a sea of cultures
and people who probably used the word "Allah" for God, or
possibly even the Greek word "Theos." For more information on
names of God, see Chapter 1.
Christ used the word "Abba," translated “father,” which for many
would be a long way from the word “Lord.” However, some may
have the opposite perspective, depending on their experience with
fathers, so the word father can be misleading. That meaning is very
individualized – it isn’t a good symbol for conveying meaning, but
it does imply a more personal relationship.
Would God even fit into a category? The term "Most High," is used
widely and historically as a descriptive term for God. "Father" and
"mother" are other historical terms that represent both a relationship
and a category. Even the word, "friend," has been used (in the
Christian Scriptures) to describe a relationship with God. Can God

18

Anthropormorphic: ascribing human characteristics to non-human
entities, such as animals or God.
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be Most High, father, mother, judge, and friend, all at the same
time?
Which designation would work best? If we pare away all of the
other attributes of God that we can know very little about, and focus
on the relationship between God and man, perhaps the
noun/category "leader," can be applied adequately as a tool for
understanding. (No suggestion that God should now be called
leader).
Let’s test this. In the nouns that describe our relationship with God,
"leader" seems like the more appropriate choice for this inquiry,
because it fits the notion that God is known to us by what he asks of
us (which includes how he treats us). Similarly, the things that are
important to a leader are reflected in what that leader asks of others.
That reflection tells us the characteristics of the leader... God..., to
an extent.
For example, the leader of a corporation will set policies, monitors,
and sub-leaders in place, covering sales, marketing, accounting,
product management, manufacturing, support, distribution, etc., to
make sure that it is known what the market wants and make sure
that a quality product is manufactured, delivered, and revenue
collected. The requirements that the leader places on the company
reflect what is important to the leader. There is a dance between the
leaders and the customers.
This same analogy works for government, education, health care,
religion, and even nonprofit and volunteer organizations, and any
other human enterprise. This analogy would work for trying to
identify important characteristics of God.
Leaders set not just essential requirements, but also many other
responses. These might cover such diverse things as staffing that
places surplus people back in the organization or on outplacement;
charitable contributions; care for the environment; etc.
We can't see everything that a leader does, and it is difficult to
interpret the individual actions of a leader since we aren't privy to
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specific motivations, except in the broader context of something
like "love," and "responsibility."
So the narrow window that we have into seeing characteristics of
God, logically inadequate or not, is through the requirements that
God places on us.
Do we know if this characterization of God as a leader is correct?
Would some other word be better?
Another word might be “guide.” God seems to perform the role as a
guide to humanity - but a guide does not have the responsibility of
forgiveness, chastisement, and judgment of conduct. A leader may
embody some of these qualities, with limited scope.
A "Lord," as many commonly call God, does not convey the idea of
choice and free will that we commonly imply in our relationship
with God. A "Lord" carries the idea of "master" and "authority" one who is "over" others. The relationship describes one who
commands and expects obedience - he is not a guide or a "friend" or
necessarily even a leader. The title, Lord, describes the one who
creates and has all power, but not necessarily the relationship in
evidence that we are looking at.
Titles have come down to us through history to describe God in
terms of traditional functions and roles of Kings and similar roles.
Titles are very narrow. We are better to think outside titles to a
wider category that doesn't pigeonhole God in some narrow concept
of what God is. The category "leader," seems to fit.
The word leader encompasses the idea of one who is "over" others,
or at least due allegiance and respect. It encompasses enough of the
idea of "power," without emphasizing it. Leaders sometimes do
command, such as military leaders must, while others lead more so
by invitation, by example, by listening, by inspiring, and by
empowering others. We know enough about effective leadership to,
in an anthropomorphic spasm, try to use this term to understand a
bit more about God.
This book explores this relationship in a wide context. Is God the
God of the universe and the world, or simply a tribal God who only
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leads a minority of people called Christians or Muslims or Jews?
Most religions believe that there is only one "Most High God," who
is God of everyone - the same high God that most religions worship.
God is revealed to people in the way he chooses, and he can't be
held captive by any group. We believe that he cares for all people,
and that it is not within him to favor a few and respond to the
majority in a callous way, but rather through love that is caring and
rescuing. So this exploration looks at a variety of religions to see
what ancient religions can tell us about God.

Leader characteristics
To avoid negative and narrow conceptions, this exploration will
simply use the larger category, leader, implying a "leader /
follower" role, whose relationship we are exploring. The leader /
follower role might be described as a leader typically having four
major concerns:
1. Reaching an objective, which may simply be the individual
achievement of followers.
2. Loyalty, retention, and recruitment of his followers.
3. Welfare of the followers, individually and collectively.
4. Collateral effect on environment, culture, people, and
organization.
Leaders have wide latitude in their style, and this is reflected in the
multitude of views that people have of leaders. Some people see
(and maybe need) an autocratic leader who makes the road ahead
very well marked. Others see a leader as someone who sets general
priorities, and lets each person independently assess situations and
create effective solutions. Similarly, some people view God as a
very personal leader who communicates with and helps them every
day. Others view God as a very impersonal leader who created the
world in some way, and then left it up to us to make it work. Either
way, the leader is still the leader.
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Leadership is an uncertain and undefined concept, descriptive rather
than definitive, and the description encompasses a broad range. The
characteristics of the leader and of the followers dictate variations in
leadership style. Some people and situations require autocratic
leadership, and some require democratic. But leadership styles
aside, dedication to the objectives set by the leader is imperative.
So, in choosing the word leader as a vehicle for exploring the
relationship between God and man, while it might seem misleading,
it does leave the door open for a variety of conceptions about what
leadership is, and how it varies.
The thrust of this thesis is in three areas that God is about:
1. Allegiance to the leader and the organization.
2. Our treatment of others, a just society, and individual
responsibility.
3. Individual needs.

A leader first and foremost requires loyalty
It seems obvious that to get a group going in one direction requires
that everyone be going in the same direction. If everyone goes their
own separate way, the only result is chaos. In a chaotic situation,
two people pull the cart one way to get it out of the mud, while the
third person pulls in the opposite direction since it is better suited to
him and he feels no commitment to working with others.
While an organization can find many ways to employ individual
talent, address dissenting opinions, etc., for any organization to
accomplish anything, a direction has to be prescribed and everyone
has to move in that direction, and has to continue moving in a
concerted effort.
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Similarly, the very first thing that God requires of man is allegiance
to Him. On an organizational level, if people make no personal
commitment to follow God and stay the course, then God's
leadership and the course of the follower are ineffective and
irrelevant.
On an individual level, personal change of any kind, such as
changing habits, overcoming addiction, learning better ways of
doing relationships - all require commitment.
Once allegiance to God is accomplished, God turns people's
direction toward their treatment of and relationship with other
people.

Allegiance
We can see the allegiance aspect in action in tests of commitment.
Abraham was made to wait until his late years before having
children. He was then asked to give that child up, and then when
Abraham did so, God relented and gave Abraham back his child.
As Moses led followers in the wilderness, for over 40 years the
group was led, instructed, cared for, tested, and purged of those who
lacked allegiance and commitment.
As new groups of early Christians began to form unique
communities to try to understand and live their interpretation of a
Christian life style, those who held back (Ananias and Sapphira),
were purged and made an example of.
These actions seem harsh to us, but they seem isolated to the early
developmental stages of the movement when high commitment was
crucial. Yet some testing of our commitment comes to all of us...
As religions progress from their formation through history, their
statements about God improve as their understanding improves.
One of the earliest questions in the Bible arose after Cain had slain
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his brother Able. Asked of Able's whereabouts, he queries, "Am I
my brother's keeper?" Much of the Bible explores this question.
The allegiance aspect is also very clearly spelled out in the code of
conduct (laws, just society, treatment of others), as shown in the
next chapter, The Code of Conduct.
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4

The Law
The code of conduct: law in many forms in many religions
Ancient religions typically begin with a code of conduct that is a
minimum standard: laws. At some point, they broaden their
perspective and state their overall mandate: "love." This is the
consistent history of the development of religions that appeared and
grew during the Axial Age.19 This includes Judaism, Brahmanism
(root of Hindu and Buddhism), and the even earlier religions in
Egypt and Sumer. A summary of the laws of each of these, and
others, is included in this chapter.
The law and allegiance
The law gives humanity the most basic requirements for living with
others. It is following the "rule of law" that lets nations (of people)
live in a just society. In the modern world, most societies have
turned from barbaric conduct, tyranny, and oppressive leaders, to
freedom and governing laws - codes of conduct that enable peace
19

The Axial Age is an identification of a historical period, which doesn’t
have consensus by all historical scholars. The term originated with German
philosopher Karl Jaspers, who used it to describe the period from 800 BCE
to 200 BCE, during which the philosophy formed behind most of the
world’s major religions in the Orient (the Eastern world and Middle East).
An interesting and relevant site, The Web Chronology Project features
"...hyperlinked chronologies developed by instructors, and historical
articles prepared by students, intended for use in history classes. The
chronologies present alternatives to conventional historical periodizations."
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and justice. It is largely from religion that these codes of conduct
were obtained.
Today, when some Christians, Hindus, Jews, and Muslims demand
that their society be based on laws from God, their demand is often
redundant. Laws are already based on the spirit, if not the letter, of
ancient laws and the requirements of God, which ensure a just
society.
These laws, as illustrated below, have been stated numerous times
throughout history, as civilizations have tried to write into a code
the laws that should guide humanity.
Ancient Sumer. The earliest recorded laws are from Ancient
Sumer, the city of Ur (later Abraham's birthplace), around 2050
BCE. Ur-Nammu, the first human representative appointed to them
by the gods, after removing the external threat of the land being
taken over by Lagesh, immediately instituted social and moral
reforms.
First Ur-Nammu attributed these laws to the gods, and then he
banned witchcraft (this probably bears on allegiance to the gods).
He then turned to social justice. Rather than cruel eye-for-eye laws,
Ur-Nammu created more humane laws setting monetary
recompense for people who were injured by others. He established
accurate weights and measures for trade; ensured that the wealthy
did not rob from the poor, widows, and orphans; and established
other laws to ensure justice in the land. He threw out the officials
who used their power to take the people's beasts of burden and food
animals.
At this early date, over a period of 60 years, the laws of Sumer
became very sophisticated. Women could own land, and marriage
agreements were set in written contracts. Courts with appointed
judges were set up for lawsuits, and rules established for pretrial
investigations and subpoenas. Lawsuits (reflecting the existence of
laws) were over marriage contracts, divorces, inheritance, slaves,
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hiring of boats, pledges, property damage, and malfeasance in
office.20
The Sumerians established a law code regarding what can be termed
religion, and regarding people's treatment of each other, and
attributed it to the gods. Over the centuries, they continued to
develop many law codes regarding the Temples, their treatment by
government officials, and their treatment of each other, including
the concept of "freedom." They were later destroyed by the
Akkadians and the Amorites (Babylon), although many of their
ideas were handed down to us today through other cultures which
had associated with the Sumerians.21

20

Kramer, Samuel Noah. The Sumerians; Their History, Culture, and
Character, The University of Chicago Press, paperback 1971 (1963), pp
79 - 87.
21

Kramer, Samuel Noah. The Sumerians; Their History, Culture, and
Character, The University of Chicago Press, paperback 1971 (1963), pp
79 - 87.
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A

Abraham is believed to have lived at the second Millennium BCE
(~1800 to 2100 BCE – dating is difficult). He was from around the
city of Ur, in Sumer (modern day Southern Iraq). At about 2100
BCE, the Gutians invaded Sumer, and this may have prompted a
migration from the land, of which Abraham was a part.
Sumer threw off the Gutians, but from 2100 to 1595, Sumer seldom
remained free of foreign domination. It was occupied later by the
Elamites, and then Amorites, and then Babylonians (Hammurabi),
and then the Hittites. The Babylonians eventually maintained the
civilization’s written records and literature in their libraries.
Abraham was of Semitic origin (the dominant Akkadian population
of Sumer) and is considered the father of beliefs that have a Semitic
origin in Palestine: Samaritans, Judaism (Hebrews), Christianity,
and Islam.
Each of these beliefs use some variation of the Pentateuch, which is
the first five books of the Hebrew Bible. Consisting of oral tradition
(not written), these beliefs were implanted in Palestine (ancient
Israel) with the return of some Semitic people to Palestine, from
Egypt, under Moses. They had apparently migrated to Egypt from
Palestine during periods of droughts, famine, and conflict, but these
“Hebrews” were made subservient to the Egyptians, probably in
exchange for being allowed to stay in their land.
Many of these Semites unified in Palestine, put the Pentateuch into
written form at an unknown point in their history, and formed
Judaism. Judaism was composed of twelve tribes, which split into
two nations, the Northern and Southern Kingdoms of Israel and
Judah.
Their Bible and literature continued to develop with their history
and prophets, but these later developments were not accepted by
some, such as the Samaritans. These embraced the Pentateuch, but
remained only loosely allied with Judaism or left it.
Twice in their history, Palestine was overrun by the Babylonians
and much of the population taken into exile. When some of the
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Israelites were allowed to returned from the second exile in
Babylon, their quest for religious purity caused them to shun those
still in the land, many who were Samaritans, even though they
worshipped the same God.
The differences between various versions of the Pentateuch are
thought by some to be variations introduced to support a specific
group of believers and their customs. For example, the Jewish and
Muslim versions differ in who was the true son of Abraham, and the
Jewish and Samaritan versions differ regarding which mountain is
appropriate for worship. There could be only one Temple, so the
Jews destroyed the Samaritan Temple on Mt. Gerizim in 100 BCE.
Some scholars believe that the versions found among the Dead Sea
Scrolls more closely support the Samaritan version, which may
have more to do with ethnic source than authenticity. Tradition has
it that the Romans destroyed the Jewish copies, and they were later
rewritten from memory.
Unlike the Jews and Muslims, Christians don’t feel a strong tie to
religious geography and specific sites that are related to patriarchs
or events.
For more on Abraham, see Excursus 1 - Who Was Abraham and his
God?

Hammurabi Law Code
Destroying the Sumerian culture put an end to humane
punishments, but many of the Sumerian ideas about justice
prevailed in the conquering culture. Hammurabi, King of Babylon,
who was very concerned about oppression, instituted a law code
over the land with 282 laws.
Hammurabi didn't set up any kind of law regarding religion,
however, his preamble to his laws asserts:
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"Hammurabi, the exalted prince, who feared God, to bring
about the rule of righteousness (right-living and blameless) in
the land, to destroy the wicked and the evil-doers; so that the
strong should not harm the weak."
- Translated by L. W. King
Further, Hammurabi asserted that he was appointed by the high god
and the god rulers, and that he has proven his loyalty to them by
aiding them.
Hammurabi's laws involve false witness against others, corrupt
judges, theft, slaves, medical malpractice, property rights, use of
mercenaries, tilling the land and laziness or failure to fulfill, damage
from carelessness, fair trade, adultery, divorce, support of
dependents, inheritance, incest, injury of others, and malfeasance of
tradesmen.
So, Hammurabi cites allegiance to the gods, and his basic laws
related to people's treatment of each other.

Ancient Egypt
Ancient Egypt held no recorded law code, as such (that has yet been
found). The goddess Ma'at represented the fundamental order of the
universe. She represented truth, order, justice, and balance in the
universe. In the Underworld (the Underworld was the commonly
held idea in the Orient and North Africa regarding where people go
at death) Ma'at was the judge who weighed a person's heart against
a feather to see if the person had been "just" during his life. Those
who were light were not weighted down by misdeeds. Even though
Osiris was the supreme deity, all of the gods deferred to Ma'at.
Justice reigned supreme.
The Pharaoh represented God, and he made the laws. Pharaohs
often emphasized their role in upholding justice by taking the name
"Beloved of Ma'at." In general, Egypt had a well-ordered society,
and the things that were considered wrong in other societies were
also considered wrong in Egypt. The Pharaoh appointed officials in
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his administration to act as judges. So traditional ideas of right and
wrong were the rules that applied to society. Later, as in Ancient
Greece, oracles, who represented the gods, were consulted on
issues.
So here again in Ancient Egypt, there was first an allegiance to
God, and the idea of justice was the uppermost ideal ascribed to
God, and the most fundamental value in the land. Justice was above
all and equated with how people treated each other.

Ancient Israelites
The Israelites (Jews) similarly created a body of law, which became
known to them as "The Law," or Torah. This law began with Moses
and the inspired writing of the Ten Commandments from God.
While we don't have a list of the ten which Moses recorded, there
are ten scattered among various places of the "legal" books of the
Bible, which are generally considered to comprise that list.22
In the accepted lists, the Israelites were to "have no gods before
me." That God is the God who they identified as the God without a
name, known as "I am," the God of Abraham, God Almighty (or
commonly referred to in the region as Most High), who became
known to them as "The Lord," who they called Jehovah (YHVH).
The commandments involved a day of rest (not worship), family
relationships (honor, adultery), crime and false witness, and
"coveting" what other's have. (Coveting goes beyond jealousy.
Interpretation: desire for other's mates and property in a preoccupied
way that misdirects a person’s energy and actions).
Over the centuries of Ancient Israel, to these few laws were added
other laws, and they blossomed into a large body of laws and
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interpretations, often taken to extremes which lost the spirit of the
law. These laws then became cited and interpreted to support
Judaism, Christianity, and the Muslim faiths.
The spirit of the Israelite initial laws was to enlist allegiance to God,
get everyone moving in the same direction, establish some basic
rules of conduct toward other people, strengthen the family
(adultery), set rules about over-working and getting refreshed, and
even prevent crime (suppress coveting). So again we see that
allegiance to God came first, as a way of directing conduct toward
others.

Aztecs
In Aztec culture in South America (pre-conquest), the Great
Speaker was head of the government, considered a god, and the
main priest of the Great Temple. The Aztec also believed in an
underworld (nine of them) to which the dead went, which was
characteristically as drab as their counterparts saw on the other side
of the earth. The Supreme Being is Ometeotl, and the lawgiver and
civilizer is Quetzalcoatl. The law addressed grievances like
adultery, theft, and selling substandard goods.
Here again, there was first an allegiance to God, and then the idea of
justice regarding people’s treatment of each other.

Hindu
In Hinduism, Brahman is the Supreme God above all gods (there is
but one God in Hinduism, who manifests in several gods and
goddesses). Brahman is the law-giver.
In Hinduism, Dharma encompasses many ideas that are central to
the religion. Its primary meaning is "that which is established." It
relates to law, morality, and scripture, which include conduct, good
works, and justice (or punishment). This same principal is found in
Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism.
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So in Hinduism, allegiance to God comes first, followed by law
(treatment of each other).

Greek
Greek law did not appear in any codified form until around 620 BC.
At that time, Draco was appointed to write the first written law in
Ancient Greece, so far as has been found. Draco became known as
"the lawgiver," and he was followed in this role by Solon. The laws
addressed family matters regarding inheritance and support,
property ownership and transfer rights, trade laws, and criminal law.
Greek law was not inspired by religion in the Axial Age, as
civilization developed, but was probably modeled on surrounding
civilizations.

Cherokee – Native American
The Cherokee law was also of a religious origin. They believe that
the world is naturally in harmony (balance), and it is the
responsibility of the people to keep it that way. If a person disturbs
the balance, it was the responsibility of the person, or the
jurisdiction, to recompense. For example, a murder would require a
death.

Others
Not all civilizations initiated laws claiming God as the origin, nor
did they develop similar laws under influence of other civilizations,
even centuries after the Axial Age. For example, the Mongols (or
Huns), up through the time of Attila the Hun, around 400 AD, had
no formal code. These were tribal people whose laws were simply
their customs and sense of right and wrong. Attila seemed to be bent
on dragging all of the civilizations around him back into
barbarianism.
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By the time of Chinggis Kahn around 1200, the Mongols had
created a few laws, and Kahn enumerated considerably more that he
wanted them to follow. These were later recorded as Chinggis
Khan's Yasa and Bilig. None of these were attributed to God. Tribal
people seem to be the last to acquire law, probably influenced by
the civilizations around them, and only some attributed these to
God.

The spirit of the laws
The laws in these ancient societies were expressed in different
ways, and probably met the specific needs of these societies.
Themes run through them all, even if on different continents that
had never had contact.
The spirit of the ancient laws, declared to be divine in origin,
addressed the following:


Harmony, justice, and restoring balance in society



Integrity of the family



Well being of the needy and society



Fairness in trade and economics



Misuse of position, power, and wealth - oppression and
tyranny



Individual and community moral (law) responsibility

Basically the consistent theme in the laws was about how we treat
each other.
We can gather from this that one primary concern of God is about
social justice. God asks of us, and this reflects the core of God, that
we set up our social structures, such as legal and trade
infrastructures and our everyday individual interactions with others,
so that people are treated equitably, and abuse and oppression are
minimized.
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The purpose of religions
Religions often serve the role of bringing laws into their world of
people. Is law what religions are about?
Religions are about whatever they want to be about. Religions are
basically a guide to the transformation of the individual from being
a creature that satisfies its own needs, to a creature that is open to a
wider picture of the world. Religion guides people into accepting
responsibility for the world beyond themselves. The premise of this
book is that religion first directs a person toward God, and the
teachings of God direct that person toward better conduct toward
others. The encyclopedia describes religion this way:
Religion: human beings' relation to that which they regard as
holy, sacred, spiritual, or divine. Religion is commonly
regarded as consisting of a person's relation to God or to gods or
spirits. Worship is probably the most basic element of religion,
but moral conduct, right belief, and participation in religious
institutions are generally also constituent elements of the
religious life as practiced by believers and worshipers and as
commanded by religious sages and scriptures.23
To say that religion is only about law would be comparable to
reducing the work of an experienced physician to kindergarten
efforts. A physician knows that skin puncture invites infection and
could kill the person. However a physician may puncture the skin to
administer hundreds of different necessary treatments, and he
knows how to protect the skin against infection.
Religions understand law. For example, they know that killing is
harmful, but their primary message is not about “not killing.”
Religions administer guidance that transforms the person so that he
does not kill. The foundation was laid eons ago that people should
not kill others. This was codified into laws that existed in early
religions, and now exist in all of society in all the world. The law
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makes people aware of a minimum code of conduct, and makes
them aware when they have violated something very important.
There are many things that religion is not about. Religion is not
about redistribution of wealth. If you take from the rich and give it
to others, some of them will simply waste the funds and have it
gone in a day. Redistribution of wealth is a Robin Hood approach
that ends in everyone being in economic rubble - and usually
undeserved at that. Religion is about assuring that everyone will
have enough, or at least will have the opportunity and skills
necessary to have the basics. Religion does this not by doing the
work, but by advocating and sometimes organizing. It influences
others to do it.
Religion isn't about religious institutions setting up world-wide
institutions for economic relief (except where they must).
Religion is not about being the government. Religion has enough to
do without trying to run the world. Besides, when religion becomes
such a bureaucracy, it becomes ineffective because it becomes a
master rather than an inviter, which automatically disavows the
value of religion, and often becomes corrupt so that its image is
tarnished.
The image of religion has become tarnished repeatedly in many
religions throughout history. Religion is about influencing the world
through the people who are its followers. Its followers are often in
an advocacy role.
In the book The Battle For God, Author Karen Armstrong points
out an effective Islamic advocacy in 18th. Century Egypt. The
powerful Ottomans ruled Egypt in 1794.
“The Ulema (scholars, teachers, intellectuals) were a
very powerful tool of communication between the
government and people. The Ulema also held the
majority of positions in the legal system, held powerful
political positions, and were the guardians of the
Shariah (Sunni Muslim religious law). They could
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easily rally the people. Once when the government
raised taxes, the Ulema advocated against it, declaring
it oppressive and un-Islamic, and brought a mob to the
streets in protest. The government was forced to back
down.”24
Followers of religions have the power and obligation to influence
government, societies, and the world.
Religion, in a pragmatic sense, is about transformation so that
people are treated well – that is, making the world a fair and just
place for people. Religion becomes about whatever its followers see
in the world that is necessary to make the world fair and just.
Sometimes religion is about law when there is lawlessness. As
society and the times change, religion addresses new issues about a
fair and just world.

What is “just?”
The themes of allegiance to God and of a just society are reflected
throughout ancient history. The Jewish Prophet Micah, in the early
6th Century BC, summed up three things that God requires of
people.
Micah 6:8 "He has showed you, O' man, what is good. And
what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love
mercy and to walk humbly with your God."25
The first thing that can be said that characterizes man's relationship
with God, is creating a "just" society. The spirit of "Just" finds its
most fundamental expression in "law" - that is, a minimum standard
24
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73

regarding how we treat each other. Specifics vary by religion,
circumstances, and over time. There are a variety of forms that
accomplish tasks, but there is a spirit of the law that must have
integrity.
This spirit of the law must be reflected in a societal infrastructure
that must be in place to govern conduct at a most basic level.
Without this infrastructure, there is tyranny, oppression, failure of
the family (the primary support structure of humanity, regardless of
form), starvation among the poor and needy, severe economic and
opportunity disparity, and lack of responsibility and accountability.
Laws must be durable, but not necessarily permanent, as reflected in
the variation in ancient laws.
When we think of justice and law, we typically think of the legal
system. The legal system too often is about neither justice nor law.
For example, something that is "lawful" isn't necessarily right. High
interest rates may be "legal," but that doesn't make them moral. An
action to bring about "justice" doesn't necessarily right a wrong.
Religion deals with a much deeper understanding of what is just.
Justice etymology: Middle English, from Middle
French & Latin; Middle French juste, from Latin justus,
from jus right, law; akin to Sanskrit yos welfare [bold:
editor]
1 a : having a basis in or conforming to fact or reason :
REASONABLE <a just but not a generous decision>
b archaic : faithful to an original
c : conforming to a standard of correctness : PROPER
<just proportions>
2 a (1) : acting or being in conformity with what is
morally upright or good : RIGHTEOUS <a just war>
(2) : being what is merited : DESERVED <a just
punishment>
b : legally correct : LAWFUL <just title to an estate>
- © 2005 Merriam-Webster, Incorporated
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Justice is about preserving and restoring harmony and balance. For
example, a just society is one in which trade is fair - people can't
become wealthy through theft and unfair advantage to the detriment
of the poor; and those who are dependent and vulnerable have
financial support available to them. Widows, who are dependent on
husbands, as they have been throughout history and still are in most
of the world population. The infirm (weak from age or disease)
should not be reduced to begging.
Religion and society have endless advocacy work cut out for them
in social action to ensure that we live in a harmonious, just, and
balanced world:


Many people in the world today live under tyranny and
oppression from political leaders, groups in power,
terrorism, unfair economic practices, and prejudice.



When people bond together as a family, their family unit
must be respected and protected. Infidelity, struggles, and
divorce tear the emotional bonds of families apart. Society
has a responsibility to help families stay together. Similarly,
society has to help people understand that if they bring a
child into the world, then they have the burden of
responsibility for the emotional and financial care of that
child and typically for the mother.



Many people have difficulty accepting the responsibility for
their actions, and for redressing the damage they cause.
Society must help these people do both, not just dump them
in training camps for criminals, or tolerate irresponsible
behavior such as easy divorce or bringing children into the
world without a stable family structure in which to raise
them.



Many people today are unable to support themselves and
their families due to unfair economic forces and lack of
opportunity. Society has a responsibility to help them
become economically self-sufficient and prevent unfair
trade practices.
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In a society in which widows and orphans have no means of
support without a husband, then society must find a way to
meet their needs (contributions or jobs). Similarly, when
some communities have 20 to 80% unemployment, leading
to high crime rates and up to 25% of a population
imprisoned during part of their lives, society needs to
proactively supply a remedy for economic opportunity.



It is not fair when some become wealthy at the expense of
taking away from the poor simply because they are on the
power side of supply and demand. One example of this is
high interest rates for mortgages, credit cards, and shortterm loans (title loans at 30% per month interest, 300% per
year) that create wealth for a few investors, at the expense
of those who can least afford high rates. Another example
of this is the inability of people to pay for medical
insurance, literally suffering and dying because of it.
Another is the wreckage that capitalism sometimes creates
of existing economic systems, when it moves into third
world countries, causing severe economic disparity and job
loss.

The idea of justice is not a small idea restricted to the confines of
the legal system, that is, "punishing" criminals. A just society is one
in which all people are treated with respect, people are free from
tyranny and oppression, people are able to support their families,
families are able to stay together, and there is recompense for
injustice. This is the essence of morality. This is the essence of law.
This is the basic part of the essence of following God.
This kind of advocacy and activism is the most basic expression of
Godliness and religion by the religious community both directly and
through inspiring individuals. Without these fundamentals in place,
the messages of religion have an empty promise in them, and
simply indicate that God and religion do not care for them in any
real way - people are shown nothing.
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Conclusion
“If the people be led by laws, and uniformity among them be sought
by punishments, they will try to escape punishment and have no
sense of shame. If they are led by virtue, and uniformity sought
among them through the practice of ritual propriety, they will
possess a sense of shame and come to you of their own accord.”
(Lunyu 2.3; see also 13.6.) – Confucius26
Laws only go so far in creating a just society. You can create
endless laws to address every conceivable way in which people can
be harmful to each other. People are diabolically creative at finding
ways to steal and harm others. Conversely, getting people to do
good for each other is very difficult to impossible with laws
(although sometimes laws are a necessary beginning – the civil
rights legislation of the mid-20th Century helped change attitudes
about race). Life isn't just about surviving, but about opportunity,
growing, and excelling.
No one would have time to read all of the law books needed to
corral the misconduct of people - it would be an endless course of
classroom study, partially attended by those who don’t care. Laws
are a foundation of minimum conduct, but much more than law is
needed to transform selfish, and even brutal, people into kind
people. As religions matured, and people's understanding increased,
so did their acknowledgment mature about what God asks of us.
That is the subject of the next chapter in this series: Mercy.

26
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Excursus 2 - Do ancient religious stories contain the
wisdom of the ages?
The attempt to use stories and literature as a way to influence rulers
How did peace become a whore?
The ancient Sumerians were the first in written history to create epic
literature containing heroes. The epics they created likely influenced
storytellers in adjoining areas, such as Greece and India. The epic
heroes danced with the gods. The third great epic hero, Gilgamesh,
is the most notable, and the epic was borrowed by other cultures.
The Semitic writers of ancient Assyria took story elements from the
Sumerian epic adventures about the hero Gilgamesh, and created
epics for their own purposes. Even though the Sumerians were the
first people that we know about to record history in writing and to
create literature, they probably weren't offended by the Assyrian's
actions.
You see some of the Sumerian stories may have been borrowed
from a preceding greater civilization which may have been the basic
source for many narratives in the Middle-East, that is, the stories in
the Judeo/Christian/Moslem heritage and in the Sumerian, Assyrian,
and Babylonian ancient epic stories. These same epic stories very
possibly circulated the trade routes and conqueror/captivity
territories among many ancient cultures such as Greek, Indian, and
Indo/European, and were modified by them for their own purposes.
The entire world loves a good epic story.
The Sumerians probably recorded something close to the truth in
the Gilgamesh story. Gilgamesh probably was a real historical king
circa 2700 BCE who triumphed over the kings of two other city
states, and had all the makings of a good epic figure. The Sumerians
seemed to have little imagination when it came to characterization
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and plot, but at some point the Sumerians endowed their hero with
the gift of being able to communicate in person with their gods. But
at this point the Sumerian tale really wasn't a very good story.
Why weren't the Sumerians more imaginative writers? Why did the
Assyrians change the story? We're talking about the very beginning
of man's recorded storytelling here. Show me a story written today
that will survive two empires and be alive after 5000 years. The
Sumerian civilization began about 5000 years ago and flourished for
a couple of thousand years. It developed codes of law influenced by
ideas of fairness and equality, and developed schools, etc. But it
was gone before the Semitic Akkadian and Hebrew era and not even
given honorable mention in later religious literature
(Bible/Torah/Koran and Assyrian tablets recorded long after 1200
BCE). Even the Sumerian cities of Erech and Ur (Ur was the
original home of Abraham) were not attributed to the Sumerians.
Sumer was assimilated by the Borg... er, wrong story, by the
Assyrians. Assyria was a powerful and respected civilization that
dominated the Middle East and conquered surrounding territories.
The Assyrians and the Hebrews were never great friends. In fact,
the Assyrians had an appetite for Hebrews and assimilated half of
them in the first Diaspora that swept them into captivity. That
presented considerable opportunity for swapping good stories, but
that's another story.
The Assyrians had come to understand the power of great literature
and embellished the Gilgamesh story for their own use. The
Gilgamesh story existed written only in the Sumerian language for
most of the great period of the Assyrian empire. The last great king
of the Assyrians, Ashurbanipal, was a patron of the arts and had the
Sumerian Gilgamesh epic translated into Semitic Akkadian. After
that the empire lost power and slowly disintegrated into city/states
again.
Many versions of the Gilgamesh epic exist in Akkadian. Why?
What were these mad Assyrian writers up to from a storyteller's
point of view? It gets strange. They painted Gilgamesh as one wild
young man. He was totally undisciplined, tyrannizing his people
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and indulging his insatiable appetite for sex. This is the makings of
a hero? This sounds more like a villain.
A new device came into the story: a woman. A woman could tame a
king in a story and turn him into a civilized person. But a writer
could get his head chopped off for writing stories that made kings
look bad and subject to the wiles of women. Why would the
Gilgamesh story suddenly go in this direction?
There were additional changes to the story. It became the gods who
had created Gilgamesh, and it became the gods who were concerned
about Gilgamesh's actions. The story was now removed from the
opinions of mere people and given the authority of the gods. But,
gods came and went in ancient civilizations and nobody really paid
that much attention, like today, so they had to find another way to
make this story appeal to the kings. They had to find a way to make
the king save face in front of the people.
So in the story, the gods decided to create an opponent worthy of
Gilgamesh (take note, writers, you must always have a worthy
opponent, no milk-toasts). So they created Enkidu. Cute name women could like this guy. Enkidu becomes the example for the
King - he must either be someone the king abhors (a negative
example) or someone the king likes and will identify with (a
positive example). But the kings who heard the story must never
understand this. How is this accomplished? Tactfully.
Enkidu is written as a man created by the gods and who lives with
the animals, a person who is totally uncivilized. Of course no king
wants an animal for a comrade - Enkidu at this point was the
ultimate in what the kings would not want to identify with - a
negative example. But the writers want Enkidu to be a positive
example. So the gods must make Enkidu worthy of the king's
respect. They must humanize Enkidu. Note the perspective
presented: the gods are going to make Enkidu worthy of respect
from a king’s point of view, not from theirs. The focus is shifted to
what a king would want, not what the gods or the people want.
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How do the gods plan to civilize Enkidu? With a woman, a
courtesan. So a woman of Erech becomes the sexual and social
mentor of Enkidu, rounding off his rough edges and brute
characteristics, transforming him into a wise and civilized man.
When he is refined, only then does she present him to Gilgamesh.
Enkidu is now fit for a king... or at least worthy to be a king's
opponent. Gilgamesh invites Enkidu to an orgy (or to a Wedding
night where the rule is that the king gets first privileges), but the
civilized Enkidu is offended by Gilgamesh's unrestrained cravings
and prevents him from entering the gathering. Immediately a battle
ensues between the two. Gilgamesh could look really bad here. He
can show his colors as an unrestrained beast who opposes the gods
and all that is refined, or he can endorse this new moral code and
get in league with the gods and look good.
Imagine the turmoil in the minds of the kings who hear this story.
The gods have fashioned Enkidu as someone that a king would
respect. Through these characters, a mirror is held to the kings' own
souls. Who do they identify with, the wild Gilgamesh (yes, no), the
wild Enkidu (no) the refined Enkidu (yes)? But their behavior can't
be both ways. So in the story before any serious harm is done,
Gilgamesh comes to his senses, embraces Enkidu (the symbol of
refinement) and the two become best of friends, setting a path
forward through the dilemma that is in the minds of the kings. In the
story, before long Gilgamesh and Enkidu grow tired of the good life
and are thinking up new adventures and proving themselves to be
true epic heroes. At this point the real kings can either emulate the
example, or wrestle with looking bad to the people and themselves.
I can't decipher the real motives of the Assyrian storytellers any
more than I can decipher the motives of current writers. Some
writers know exactly what they are doing, and some create stories
and only stumble onto good elements. (Part of why I chose the
Gilgamesh example was to help get people interested in ancient
literature by looking more deeply into it. Calling peace a whore was
just a gimmick to get readers into the article. [Effectively or
ineffectively]) I not only can't decipher motives, I don't even have
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access to all of the Gilgamesh stories, or the ability to correlate
different translations with events, as an Assyriologist would.
What it looks like to me is this: In the city/states of those days (and
even in governments of today), the people who became kings were
often those who did well in battle, but they weren't necessarily full
of the social graces. They could be as tyrannical with their own
people as with those that they conquered. The story took a great
epic figure from history, an example to kings of what a great king
should be, and the story was modified to teach a specific lesson
without being offensive to the kings.
Perhaps this modification came from the King's mother, perhaps
from the King's court, perhaps from his wife or even his courtesan
in a desperate Shaharazad (1001 Arabian Nights) attempt at
influence. Perhaps Ashurbanipal himself ordered the new storyline.
Perhaps the Hebrew Diaspora influenced the story. Perhaps the
popular story circulated aurally and a priest or scribe "stylused"
another one in clay to be read to the Kings, or slipped it into the
library where he knew someone would find it. Most likely of all,
storytellers were influenced by the public, government personnel,
culture, and events, and through the centuries watched the king's
and other's reactions and related talk and spontaneously softened
and improvised the story as they told and retold it. It evolved into
instructions for the king.
Who knows who or why the Assyrians modified the Sumerian story.
But what it seems to me to be is an inoffensive example to kings, a
narrative intended to provide part of the meaning structure of life in
those times. It is a story about doing the right things so that people
live in peace.
The Story's examples of self-control
The story contains several examples about self-control related to
making peace. These examples were probably forged out of
necessity during very difficult times, and they are probably practical
stories that endured because they worked. This narrative has the
following examples:
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Shows that even the best of action figures require some grooming to
make them suitable for use by the gods and for the people.
Uses "friendly persuasion," that is, a woman's influence, to create
social sensitivity in those who don't know restraint. (Dangerously
close to abuse of women, although there are plenty of willing
candidates for courtesans.)
Uses the example of epic heroes as a teaching device (Gilgamesh)
for kings and citizens.
Uses an influential figure (a worthwhile opponent) to press a point
(opposes a king's "first privileges" with women, or the idea of an
orgy.)
Uses respect of others and self, through a worthwhile opponent as a
place to start influencing someone to exercise self-restraint.
Stories of today provide similar examples to those taught to the
kings of Sumer and Assyria. People still love an epic hero and they
still like examples on how prominent figures should behave, such as
the movie Air Force 1 in which the President stands up to terrorists.
The story has an example role about peace in that it presents and
reinforces for people the position that the US doesn't negotiate with
terrorists under any circumstances.
Who do the Presidents of today look to for examples? Presidents
that they think were great, such as Washington, Lincoln, Roosevelt,
Kennedy, Reagan, etc. And they point out the examples of these
past Presidents to the American people to support their plans and
actions of today. These Presidential examples are stories that form
the meaning framework of our lives, telling us how to act and how
to interpret the situations and events in life. They answer, "What
does this event or situation mean to me?" How well any particular
story does at influencing the way we live probably has to do with
how well the story sticks in the popular imagination. Most stories
don't stick, although many probably help reinforce selected ideas.
The Assyrian version of the Gilgamesh story is a story for kings. It
influences them to live in peace with their people by following
moral codes and exercising self-restraint.
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Is Gilgamesh Valid Today?
Real or imaginary? Are these points just as valid today as they were
3 - 5 thousand years ago?
Point 1: Even the best of action figures require some grooming.
People aren't born beating a peace drum, even though we are
fashioned by God. Like Enkidu, we are born rather animalistic in
nature, and it isn't natural to find peaceful ways to resolve conflict.
More like animals, we selfishly seize our share or more, and only
share with other animals when it serves our purpose.
There are exceptions in both men and animals, of course. It is
natural, like Gilgamesh, to selfishly suppress and misuse others to
get what we want. No different than Gilgamesh in character,
President Nixon misused his powers to get information to suppress
the opposing party, and even Kennedy and Clinton misused women.
Yet, for individuals, groups, and the species to survive and prosper
we must address these issues and change, to live together peaceably.
Point 2: The need for women's influence. It is no secret to me that
neither men nor women should rule the world. Alone they can make
a fine mess of it. But together they moderate each other's extremes.
It is also no secret that the President's wives have been influential in
their husband’s jobs, and are usually the butt of jokes because of it.
The ancient Assyrians realized that some men have boundless
ambition and boundless lust, and that without a woman's influence,
they quickly get out of hand. Once a warrior is victorious in
conquering, raping, and pillaging, then he is in a mode of getting
what he wants by force and he is likely to do the same to his own
people. On the other hand, Hitler had his mistress and she
encouraged him in the wrong direction.
But there is a peace-making influence in a woman's presence.
Mothers cultivate civility and sensitivity. Female friends and
associates encourage a different perspective. Wives and lovers
encourage responsibility and restraint. The Biblical book of Esther
and the story Anna and the King of Siam are true examples of a
woman's influence with kings.
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"Friendly persuasion" is effective, but I will stop short of endorsing
the courtesan approach despite the fact that it is definitely in use,
and save the story of men's influence on women for a more
"appreciative era" (in other words, I'm still looking for that story…).
Point 3: Epic heroes as a teaching device. Already illustrated in the
preceding text such as the "The truth will come out" and "Never
negotiate with terrorists" elements in stories.
Point 4: The influential figure. Which "King" of today has not been
called into service to influence another king who respects him as a
friend and protégé? A measure of peace was brought to Serbia
through the military intervention of many nations. But the US
President, or his envoy, had to repeatedly visit the heads of state of
those other countries to maintain a unified front. Similarly the
President of Russia was called into service to influence the Serbian
head of state. And Jordan, Egypt, and Morocco often influence each
other in policy decisions, as well as the other Arab states. Even
former opponents have influenced each other in summit meetings,
such as the US and Russian heads of state. No different today than
in ancient Assyria, worthy opponents and respected colleagues can
be used to influence others toward peace. Of course there is always
someone like Idi Amin, the young Gilgamesh who went the other
direction.
The protégés of "kings" are not just short term influences to keep
situations in check, they are long term influences that help shape the
attitudes and future actions of their comrades.
Point 5: Respect of others and self, through a worthwhile opponent
as a place to start influencing someone to exercise self-restraint.
Exactly what Gilgamesh thought (supposedly) when he stopped
fighting Enkidu and embraced him isn't known. Probably Enkidu
represented something good and right to him and he realized that in
fighting Enkidu he was choosing the wrong path. When the kings
look in the mirror of Gilgamesh and Enkidu, they realize that they
are good people and are fighting the wrong thing within themselves.
Gilgamesh chose to respect himself, and to gain the respect of
someone that he respected.
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So there you have it, it was a courtesan who was the instrument of
peace in the life of Gilgamesh. "…I cherish the inhabitants of the
land of Sumer and Akkad; in my shelter I have let them repose in
peace..."
- Hammurabi, the King who presented a code of law to the ancient
Assyrians.
Samuel Noah Kramer, Sumerologist and cuneiformist, is the leading
authority on this literature. He noted about the Assyrian and
Sumerian versions of the Gilgamesh epic, "Only the broad outlines
of the plot are held by the two in common." The content changed
almost entirely.
The Gilgamesh epic was a good story framework on which to
evolve a decent meaning framework example story for kings, and to
even share with other cultures in the regions with which they traded.
The wonder is, the Assyrian version is probably as applicable today
for living together peacefully as it was three thousand years ago.
Various versions of the Gilgamesh story exist, and I haven't read all
of the others for comparison. But to me this Assyrian Gilgamesh
story seems like a story which grew out of the collective wisdom of
the eon. It is probably the story of people getting some control over
unrestrained kings. Like Homer's epics, the Gilgamesh epic
probably contains the collective and refined wisdom of a growing
civilization, which was hammered out on the forge of countless
storytellers through the millennia who were either received warmly
or thrown out, depending on how they told their new version of the
story.
The ancient Assyrians sought peace with their kings through a story
that said that the person who is causing the conflict has to become
civil, whether it be an individual or the king.
The Gilgamesh epic, in its various transformations, communicated
wisdom and influence, just as religious literature does.
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Originally published in my Peace series article, Let it Begin with
Me,
at
http://www.visualwriter.com/HumanCond/PeaceBeginWithMe.htm.
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5

Mercy

In the shift in the continuum from law to love, "mercy" was an
important part in the shift in emphasis from "don't do” ...to... “do."
If we can take the ancient writings as a guide to what God requires
of us, which reflects what God is about, then so far these things are
"allegiance to God, justice, and mercy."
The Law, as shown in the previous chapter, was one of the earliest
developments in religion that presented some understanding of what
people thought that God wanted of man. As religions continued to
grow, such ideas as mercy followed. We can get to this conclusion
by conjecture, but there other, perhaps better, ways.
How do you understand, in the development of religion, what ideas
were present in people's thinking? How do you trace the
development of an idea? For example, what developmental ideas
transpired between the development of the notion of law and the
notion of love? The following, while discussing mercy, illustrates
the difficulty of using various research methods.
Concepts typically don't last long without being anchored to
something permanent. If there is an idea that becomes prevalent,
somehow that idea has to be communicated, and that is done
through signs (signifiers), such as words, which point to the idea
(the signified). So the first step is to identify the possible words that
might point to that idea.
By knowing the words that represent the concept, you have part of a
tool. But that tool is problematic. For example, if you created a
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word frequency table for a text, such as the Bible, you would find
that the word you are searching for not only would not occur very
often, it would only be less than .01% of the words in the entire text.
This would mislead you into thinking that the text was not "about"
that word. A quick scan of an "exhaustive concordance" that lists
every occurrence of a word in a text shows the limitations of this
method.
You could say that conceptually an entire religious text is about
"love," but the word "love" itself does not occur very often. The
current state of artificial intelligence, in analyzing documents, faces
this steep limitation. Evaluating a text is not as simple as doing a
word count. It also doesn't help that the Ancient Greek language,
from which modern Bible translations are typically made, had
several words for different types of love, yet they are all translated
into the English word, "love."
I'm not a linguist, and my method does not involve translation. I
depend on the translator's interpretation of the text, and only dig
into word meanings for background and technical reasons.
Also, because the concept might not have developed in exactly the
way that you understand the specific word, the next step is to map
that word to other similar words to create a cluster of words with
related meanings. This can be accomplished with a thesaurus, or a
lexical reference system that organizes words by synonyms, such as
Wordnet®. I also use Roget's Thesaurus of the Bible, as well as
concordances, various translations, dictionaries of ancient words
showing word roots, searchable electronic texts, and my own mental
associations. Having done this, I then begin searching for those
words in the historical literature, and examine their usage and
development.
This is one way to research. I also know, as already noted, that
many ideas occurred among the Prophets to Israel that were never
labeled with these words. (More on research in Chapter 10.)
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Kindness
Kindness is one word (I was taught in college) that is a key word in
historian's understanding of religion. The idea of being kind comes
from the root idea of "looking favorably toward, beauty, good
deeds, mercy, pity." It might also embrace the ideas of charity,
compassion, unselfishness, kindness, loving-kindness, and
hospitality.
"Kindness" or "loving-kindness" of God is spoken of early in the
Bible. You might think that this idea was central to the moral
conduct of early religious followers. But the idea of people being
"kind" to others was not mentioned in the Bible until the book of
Proverbs. Note that material for the book of Proverbs existed well
before it was put in writing after the Israelites returned from exile in
Babylon (598 to 538 BC).
Proverbs is a book filled with observations about life experience.
The zeitgeists of the times perhaps made kindness a favored topic in
many cultures. In Proverbs, kindness is spoken of with reference to
the poor and needy. Even at that, the idea of being kind to others
doesn't occur often until the New Testament writers use it.
Similarly, the words "kindness" and "kindly" have little use, not
occurring as an action toward others until the book of Ruth. The
book of Ruth probably was written during a time of harsh actions
that resulted from the inward turn of the Israelites in trying to purify
their religion (written after the rebuilding of the Temple in 516 BC).
The book of Ruth skews their inward turned focus outward, raising
the question of who should be included in this exclusive
community.
Note: In the Christian Bible New Testament, the words kind
and kindness are used more often. The Apostle Paul sees
kindness as God's instrument for changing us.
At about the same time that the Book of Ruth was written, and the
Book of Proverbs was put in writing, Buddha (~500 BC, Hinduism)
said, "By the practice of loving-kindness I have attained liberation
of heart, and thus I am assured that I shall never return in renewed
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births. I have even now attained Nirvana." ...loving-kindness is
sixteen times more efficacious in liberating the heart than all other
religious accomplishments taken together. In "loving-kindness,"
Buddha had found the keys to "heaven:" rest and joy.
Buddha's writings are sprinkled with words such as "charity,
compassion, unselfishness, kindness, and loving-kindness."
Occasionally these are in reference to the kindness of God, but
mostly these are all pointed outward from men toward others.
Confucius (China, Confucianism, 551 BC), said about perfect
virtue, "To be able to practice five things everywhere under heaven
constitutes perfect virtue." ...Gravity, generosity of soul, sincerity,
earnestness, and kindness. If you are grave, you will not be treated
with disrespect. If you are generous, you will win all. If you are
sincere, people will trust in you. If you are earnest, you will
accomplish much. If you are kind, this will enable you to employ
the services of others."
Confucius's perspective seems a bit more motivated by the selfinterest of the individual regarding a more practical point of view
about what the returns would be for your virtuosity. Yet he
embraced even the idea that "injury be recompensed with kindness,"
even more so than seeking justice for injury. Kindness to others is
mentioned only occasionally by Confucius.
Zarathustra (Persia, 628 BC, Zoroaster, Zoroastrianism - early and
later Zoroaster) speaks primarily of kindness of God toward men,
and only occasionally about kindness of one man toward another.
But he understands the power of kindness in the role of pleasing
God and counteracting wickedness, saying, "...the thing that
counteracts it, namely, when a man unasked, kindly and piously,
gives to one of the faithful something, be it ever so little, of the
riches he has treasured up."
Mercy
"Mercy," I would argue, is a word more important than kindness. In
English, it precedes kindness, and includes the idea of forgiveness.
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Mercy: A disposition to be kind and forgiving. 27
The word "mercy" (or merciful) has mostly usages in the Bible Old
Testament as an action by God. It isn't until the New Testament, in
the book of Matthew, that Christ says, "I desire mercy, not
sacrifice." He expects people to study this idea. Later he expresses
the idea that God has mercy on others, forgiving their debts, so they
should forgive others (in a larger sense than monetary).
Echoing Isaiah, Christ berates those who play at being religious
while neglecting things like justice and mercy.28
For the Buddha, mercy is part of the perfect quality of God, and of
the seeker. "Pure is he and wise, loving and full of mercy. As the
rays of the sun drown the darkness of the world, so he who
perseveres in his search will find the truth and the truth will
enlighten him." Mercy is infrequently mentioned by Buddha, yet he
asserts its quality is essential, saying, "...the truth which he has
taught us lives in our minds and cleanses us from all error. Let us,
then, go out into the world, as compassionate and merciful as our
great master, and preach to all living beings the four noble truths
and the eightfold path of righteousness, so that all mankind may
attain to a final salvation..."
The Hindu Upanishads seldom mention mercy, except, notably, to
instruct to be merciful. The Bhagavad-Gita mentions mercy only as
something coming from God.
Zarathustra (Zoroastrianism) seeks mercy from God only at
judgment.
For the Egyptians, in the Book Of The Dead, (written down as early
as ~1600 BC, but with some texts dating from as far back as 2400
BC) "God is merciful unto those who reverence Him..." Beyond
27
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Matthew 9:13; 12:7; 18:33; 23:23.
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that, justice, truth, and order (Ma'at) were the cornerstones of
Egyptian religion, and beyond the broad expression of justice the
religion is silent on the concepts sought in this query.
So far, I have found no words in the Mayan religion, which dates
much later in history than the Axial Age, corresponding to the
words used in this query.
Forgive
Forgiving others (forgive, forgiveness) is seen a bit earlier and more
often. In the OT, Joseph is asked to forgive his brothers (Genesis
50:17). But forgiving others isn't a big idea until in the New
Testament. In the New Testament, forgiving becomes a
dependency. Forgive others, and you will be forgiven. Don't forgive
others and you won't be forgiven.
For the Persian and Eastern religions, the word "forgive" draws a
blank. Buddha understands and uses the word, but not as an
imperative - not something he feels compelled to advise people to
do. While many of his teachings must embody a sense of
forgiveness, forgiving had not taken hold as an important concept in
its own right, of action toward others. Perhaps forgiving was a
cultural imperative, just as hospitality was in the Middle East, and
didn't have to be mentioned. I don't know.
Benevolence and blessings
Even the idea of being benevolent toward others doesn't get much of
a hearing in the Bible OT. God gives and blesses. Blesses means:
congratulates, praises, honors, thanks... or by extension, the visible
actions or indications of same. The idea is to set apart or recognize
as something worthy and special, and show favor, as applied to
creation, man, the Sabbath, God, etc. The blessings of God are
perhaps most fully perceived by the receiver.
Hypothesis testing and other methods
The hypothesis that important and lasting concepts become well
defined and attached to symbols (words) that can be searched for in
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ancient literature doesn't quite hold. Some concepts were present in
the action, but were simply not discussed in religious literature.
Forgiveness is one example, in Buddhist literature. "Hospitality" is
another. We know that the custom in the Middle East was for
people to be very "hospitable" toward travelers. Some have even
said that hospitality is the essence of religion. Was hospitality an
expectation? We see it practiced in the OT, but the word is not
mentioned until the NT.
Cultural context is an important element that has to be considered.
The Middle East is a semi-arid land, with rugged and inhospitable
areas through which travelers passed. It was difficult for people to
take enough food with them on a long journey. They could easily be
attacked by thieves in remote areas. Their animals, if they brought
them, would also need large quantities of food and water. They
typically traveled in groups for safety, making their needs even
larger. Wells and springs with water were infrequent and difficult to
find.
When people arrived unbidden at another's doorstep, it was both a
treat for the welcomer and the weary traveler... and a burden. Tired,
hot, dusty feet were washed, thirsts were quenched, food was
prepared, sleeping arrangements were made, animals were cared
for, and stories and news were told. Hospitality was typically the
custom of the land for those who took social responsibility
seriously. We know from as early as the days of Sumer that
travelers were to be respected and protected. Where this idea came
from, we don't know, other than from the growth of civilization in
meeting the legitimate needs of the people.
Another thing that has to be considered is that people don't take
ideas and run with them overnight. Populations develop slowly, and
their development through history, I believe, is based on their
existing good traditions that they build on.
For example, the Biblical narrative of the Israelites shows that they
first learned to follow God, a specific God (the identified God of
Abraham) through the wilderness, and then they were given some
basic laws to follow (Ten Commandments). They were then,
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through hundreds of years of history, shown example after example
of God's justice, forgiveness, and mercy. These were examples to
emulate. It wasn't until the time of the Prophet Isaiah that they were
pressed to do these things, as God had already set the example in
doing toward them.
Mercy and kindness are demonstrated as an action toward others,
and were known to people in ancient days - religions didn't invent
the action. A word symbol, in the appropriate language, was
attached to the concept. During the Axial Age, the concept of
"kindness" seemed to take hold in many religions. There is some
indication that "kindness" perhaps embraced all of the related
concepts sought in this query into individual ideas, such as mercy,
hospitality, compassion, and forgiveness. From "mercy," The
Israelites separated out the important idea of "forgiveness," and
made it blossom.
Opposites can also give a clue to the nature of things. What is the
opposite of kindness and charity? The Prophet Isaiah (742 to 687
BCE) devoted himself to expounding on this issue. When the
Northern Tribe of Israel, Judah, became conquered and annexed to
the Assyrian Empire, Isaiah scolded and berated his people for all of
the evils that they did.
He told them that they prayed and made sacrifices for God, but God
was sickened by them because their hands were covered in the
blood of their sick actions. He especially warned about their
treatment of the poor, mentioning their oppression of them a dozen
times. They must cease doing harm and learn to do good, he
informed them. That is, Isaiah explained, they must seek justice,
correct oppression, and support and protect the welfare of the
fatherless, and advocate for the widow.
If they continued their vile ways, they would end up with nothing
but misery. But Isaiah was not a prophet of gloom and doom. They
could change their ways and would then be forgiven and blessed.
He counterpoises his statements with forgiveness and hope,
describing beautiful and idyllic days ahead.
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The ideas expressed by Isaiah were hardly different from the codes
of justice already laid down (as seen in the previous chapter). But
Isaiah's focus was on social action. Isaiah's words are the first time
in recorded history that so much emphasis was placed on the
morality of social action.
Near the book’s end, Isaiah concludes, the sacrifice God wants is
for you to "...let the oppressed go free... share your bread with the
hungry, bring the homeless poor to your house... and clothe the
naked...”
Summary
Using key words for text analysis is problematic. What is important,
it seems to me, in analyzing text, is finding key texts that use the
key words within a contextual reference that has a wide perspective
over the entire literature, and summarizes the key thoughts or intent.
Hopefully I have noted here some key texts from various religions.
The Axial Age was a breakthrough age for many major religions. In
keeping with the spirit (intent) of the basis laid earlier in antiquity
for religion was this: Justice? Yes, absolutely, as already demanded
in earlier history. Care for the widow and orphan? Yes – this is part
of doing justice. Fairness in trade? Certainly.
Specifically in various religions: Fulfill the law out of love (Buddha
- Hindu). Don't return an injury for an injury (Confucius Confucianism). Repay injury with kindness (Confucius). Kindness,
loving-kindness - all of the religions. Mercy, forgiveness (Israel Judaism). Care of the poor and needy (Isaiah - Judaism).
We can encourage people to treat each other in certain ways. But
the social structure has a flaw. That is, we are all human and we all
do things that separate us from others. In society, and as individuals,
there has to be mercy and forgiveness. As the Buddha so wisely
noted, "People will forgive great wrongs which they have suffered,
but they will never be at ease about the wrong which they
themselves have done. They will persecute their victims to the bitter
end."
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The qualities of mercy and forgiveness must have a high profile in
our world. We have to know that our wrongs are forgiven. We have
to be able to forgive ourselves. Without this, the pain of guilt can't
heal and there is a defensive animosity toward ourselves that makes
us remain separate from others, even if it means continuing to hurt
them.
What does the religious thrust at 800 BC to 300 BC, ~ the Axial
Age, add up to? It was a shift in a continuum from law to love. It
was part of a shift in emphasis from "don't do..." to "do." If we can
take the ancient writings as a guide to what God requires of us,
which reflects what God is about, then so far these things are
"justice, mercy, and charity."
In action, these three things involve righting wrongs (such as unfair
trade and crime), protecting the defenseless against the ravages of
hunger and lack of shelter, being kind to others, and forgiving those
who injure us. People in all religions have always turned to God for
justice and mercy. This was the example shown to them through
God's treatment of them. This is the essence or spirit (intent) of
morality.
In the Christian Bible NT, Christ confirms the concept that
trying to be religious without showing mercy is offensive.
The Prophet Micah, summed up the words of his contemporary
Isaiah, in words that rumbled like thunder through history, telling
what was known about God: Micah 6:8 (RSV) "He has shown you
what is good. What does God require of you but to do justice, and to
love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God."
In the revelation (revealing) of God to man, there was more to
come... Next: love.
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6

Love

Do we become wiser, as a civilization? Do we learn anything from
history? In this exploration of love, I suggest that earlier views
emphasized the "emptying out" of the vessel, and letting God fill
them. There is that sense that all that we are is unimportant. In that
situation, there is constant conflict with physical wants and material
needs, as if neither has a place.
This has been a conflict through the ages. On one hand, material
wealth has been considered by some as showing the favor of God, a
blessing for having lived a good life. On the other hand, some
Gnostics (a term representing several differing traditions) went
completely in the other direction to consider the pursuit of spiritual
knowledge (secret intuitive knowledge enlightening the person
away from the illusions of the evil world) as highly important, and
the material world, flesh and all, is irrelevant and even a hindrance.
Even sexuality may be denied in some Gnostic traditions. The
denial of self in favor of enlightenment and serving others is often
found in the Christian mystic traditions. The evil nature of the world
is often a belief of fundamentalist religions. Both emphases material blessings and material curses - can miss other important
aspects of life.
While both emphases are OK for a few, we realize today that the
individual is important. Talents and aptitudes are considered to be
gifts from God, and pursuing and developing these requires a major
commitment of time and material resources.
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People have many needs. For one, they need relaxation to refresh
and rejuvenate themselves. This is recognized in many religious
traditions as a weekly day of rest. This day of rest often gets used as
a day of religious commitment; however, spiritual refreshment is
often essential to becoming relaxed. We overemphasize with the
Gnostics when we think that spiritual knowledge and commitment
is all we need. The diversion needed to relax often requires a
commitment of resources - both time and money.
Each of us is a favored child of God. Each of us has a place at the
table - we belong, we participate, we receive. Yes, receive as well
as give.
Looking beyond
The ancients looked for an explanation of events in their lives. They
looked for a purpose for their lives. They looked for control of their
environment outside of their lives. For all of these things they
looked to God.
In their early efforts, they probed the natural world around them for
clues, and even looked inwardly at themselves, ascribing their own
motivations to God, and ascribing natural acts of the universe to
God. They looked for a God of power and human emotions such as
hatred and revenge. To the Ancient Greeks, the gods were often
characterized in plays and stories as capricious semi-humans,
probably reflecting the capricious nature of events in their own
lives. Comedy and tragedy could come on the same day without
warning.
When the volcanoes exploded, they felt that God was angry. They
tried their best to appease an angry God. They made sacrifices, even
the lives of their own families. The floods came and ruined their
crops and swept away their villages. They interpreted these acts as
their lesson to do better. The droughts brought famine, and again
God was angry. They hoped that pleasing God would bring them
better weather for crops. Diseases brought life and love to a sudden
horrible end. Natural disasters and their enemies wiped out their
cities. Again, God's anger was the explanation.
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The ancients organized religion, and established priests to make
certain that the religious duties were performed and God was
appeased, so that they wouldn't feel his anger. Religious sites were
identified where people had communed with God, and shrines were
established at these places so that they would know where to go to
appease God.
As nature drove them to look for God, they began to find God in
unexpected places, and they found unexpected things about God.
With understanding, a different view of God began to emerge. By
200 CE, even those of the Roman world who worshiped countless
gods, had concluded that God was neither capricious nor filled with
human motivation. People had found a gentle God in the still small
voice of the wind. They found a God who loves to forgive. They
found a God of mercy.
They found a God who expects them to treat others fairly, and treat
others with love. Instead of the terrible God of wrath and vengeance
personified in nature's calamities and people's wicked deeds, they
found a God who transforms the hearts and minds of people. He
was not the God of control who works brute force miracle after
miracle in the physical world, protecting them from this or that.
They found the God who brings people together to accomplish
those same tasks. Miracles are exceptions, not the daily rule. He
was a God who works in the hearts and minds of people to
accomplish tremendous things in all realms, a feat greater than
physical miracles.
Through willing people working together for good, everyone could
be fed and sheltered, diseases could be conquered, fear and
oppression from wicked leaders could be ended, guilt could be
nullified with forgiveness, and people could recover from natural
disasters. People had looked for the power of God in the awesome
displays of nature's power that destroyed their lives, but they found
his power was in their lives to transform themselves and the world.
Repeatedly they wrote that God asks justice and mercy from us.
It was a learning experience. But the incratic (p167) people said the
revelation (revealing of God) stopped - all was known about God
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that could be known. (Incratic (p167) means characteristic of a
closed system of thought that is turned inward and excludes new
information.) They continued to try to appease God through
sacrifices of their time, effort, and goods, and by strict adherence to
laws. Those who were open learned important lessons about God.
And then there was at least one more thing. Love.
In this article on love, I am narrowing the scope to just two ancient
religions, instead of the many religions already covered with early
voices, whether ancient or pre-modern era. These two are Buddhism
and Christianity, since they represent various traditions and a stage
of development near the beginning of the common era (~600 BCE
to ~100 CE [or AD]), and are well developed.
Buddhism and love
What are the most important concepts in Buddhism? Buddha (~500
BCE) called them the Four Immeasurables, and they began with
love. "...practice loving kindness to overcome anger. Loving
kindness has the capacity to bring happiness to others without
demanding anything in return.... I call these the four immeasurables.
Practice them and you will become a refreshing source of vitality
and happiness for others."
For more information on the Four Immeasurables, see this
Internet article:
http://buddhism.kalachakranet.org/immeasurables_love_compas
sion_equanimity_rejoicing.html
Buddha looked at life from an interesting perspective. He looked at
attachments. What are we attached to? It is similar to Christ's
statement, "Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also."
Buddha saw that our attachments are illusory. We delude ourselves
into thinking that life is about the attachments that we make.
Wealth, glamour, fame, possessions, name brands, respect... there is
an endless parade of things that we believe will make us into
"something." And once we get that thing, we quickly move on to the
next thing in line, because none of these ever really makes us
"something," and we're never satisfied.
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In our quest for these things, we are caught in an endless
preoccupation with things that mean nothing and we become more
and more dissatisfied, while going to greater and greater extremes to
find satisfaction. Often we harm others in our quest for something
satisfying. As spiritual beings, our growth is stopped, and we create
large debts to others from hurting them.
Note: Buddhism looks at these debts to others from the
perspective of “Karma.” Karma is the cumulative effect of a
person’s behavior and determines destiny. Christianity sees the
debt as the consequences resulting from offending God or
others, which determines destiny. Christianity emphasizes
forgiveness. Both religions recognize suffering as a
consequence of one’s own behavior, and emphasizing
overcoming this world, meaning the entrapments, which result
from our own misplaced desires.
Buddha saw disaster in attachments merging with love. Our
attachments crowd right into the area of love. So love becomes a
"what can you do for me?" proposition. When love is influenced by
the need for attachments, it is a very self-oriented type of love, and
often becomes very conditional. In conditional love, love is simply
a vehicle to satisfying personal needs, and if the other person
doesn't satisfy those needs, then love may be withheld.
You scratch my back, I'll scratch yours. You don't scratch my back,
I won't scratch yours. You make me feel wanted and needed, I'll
make you feel wanted and needed. You make me feel like a
princess, I'll make you feel like a king. You don't do these things...
neither will I. Buddha saw the disaster in that and stated that love
must be detached.
I don't interpret the idea of being detached as "not caring." On the
contrary, I see being detached as very great caring about what
happens to the other person, but not caring in a selfish way. In other
words, instead of, "I want you to be happy so you will make me
happy," it is, "I want you to be happy, even if I'm not."
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Buddha taught his son that loving kindness brings happiness to
others, and expects nothing in return. He should look at everything
openly and equally - this is a "not-attached" way of looking at
things. He should take joy in other's happiness. Note the focus on
the other person, instead of on one's self.
Love is not selfless. But the emphasis is on what you can contribute,
not what you get.
We are all born with a basic need for love in our lives... at least
something that can be interpreted as love by behavioral scientists
who observe infants in various settings. It seems to be a continuum,
with some people (commonly called anti-social or sociopathic) who
seem unable to love, or for whom love takes a second place to other
emotions or needs. At the other extreme are those who seem driven
by some need to completely deny themselves and only serve others.
They are the ones with the "savior complex," or are ridden with
guilt and are endlessly looking for a way to pay their debt.
More importantly than this basic need for love that all of us have, is
how we interpret this need for love into action in our lives. Like
putting on rose colored glasses so that the entire world looks rosy,
many things in our lives influence us to interpret our need in
different ways. Perhaps it is the society around us with an influence
on materialism (get all the goods you can get and you will be
satisfied, or loved). Perhaps it is parents and siblings who have a
similar materialistic attitude that they pass on to us. Perhaps it is
peers or business associates who have this same attitude. The way
that we interpret our need determines what actions we take to try to
find love.
The need for love can be interpreted into action as ordering the
universe around you so that you get what you want. Wanting and
getting are illusory things - they seldom satisfy. The need for love
can also be interpreted as giving (whatever you can give) to others.
Each of us has the capacity to love and to give. Sometimes it gets
hidden by illusion. The more the illusion we have strived for, the
more difficult it is to change. (Christ talked about his message as
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seeds, some planted in rich soil, some planted among the weeds. If
it is planted in weeds, it is difficult to take root.)
Buddha challenged his son to "practice" loving kindness,
compassion, sympathetic joy, and non-attachment. In studying
attitude change, one thing you find is that people become (in
attitude) what they do. Doing is life changing. If you can believe
that loving is the best way, then set your feet in that direction and let
your heart (emotions) become where mind and feet take you. It is
one (very good) way of becoming not just a better person, but
becoming happy. As Buddha encouraged his son, practice love.
To be satisfying, love needs to be primarily interpreted in our lives
as what we can do for others.
..ask not what your country can do for you-ask what you can
do for your country.
My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what America will do
for you, but what together we can do for the freedom of man.
Finally, whether you are citizens of America or citizens of the
world, ask of us the same high standards of strength and
sacrifice which we ask of you. With a good conscience our
only sure reward, with history the final judge of our deeds, let
us go forth to lead the land we love, asking His blessing and
His help, but knowing that here on earth God's work must truly
be our own.
- John F. Kennedy, Inaugural Address, 1961

Christianity and love
What is the most important concept in Christianity? Christ was
asked, "...which is the greatest commandment in the law?" He
answered, "You shall love the Lord your God with all of your heart,
and with all of your soul, and with all of your mind. This is the great
and first commandment. And a second is like it. You shall love your
neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the
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law and the prophets." In this statement, Jesus quotes the book of
Leviticus (19:18) - contained in the Jewish and Muslim "Law," the
Pentateuch - thought to have been put in writing around 950 BCE. It
is a foundational concept of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
Love is a common word in the Bible, but what does it mean? One
passage in which Christ uses the word is very enlightening since he
uses it as a specific charge to a specific person, his disciple, Peter. It
is one of the rare places, in the Greek version, in which the Greek
word "philos" is used instead of "agape," for "love" - actually
interspersed - you'll see. It is at the end of Christ's ministry, and he
knows that he is leaving this earth. We can look at the text from the
English translation, a very early version in Aramaic, and from
historic Greek text.
Love - a collision of languages
Studying Christ's words presents us with a collision of languages.
To understand the meaning of the word love, it might help to poke
around in the languages in use.
The language that Christ and the Apostles spoke was probably
Aramaic/Chaldean. There were many languages spoken in the area
(North Africa and South West Asia - the Orient) that originated
from the Semitic root, and these included Hebrew and Aramaic. The
people of the Old Israelite Northern Kingdom, which later belonged
to Syria, spoke Aramaic. Aramaic supplanted Hebrew as the
common language in the area (spread by merchants) while Hebrew
remained the language of government - more the "official" and
formal language. Some of the Biblical books (Old Testament) were
written in Aramaic, some in Hebrew.
The Romans triumphed over the area militarily, and with them
brought Greek culture in large measure. They brought their
language as well. So many people would have known Greek as well
as Aramaic, and possibly even Hebrew. Each of these languages
also had its own peculiar way of writing.
The Biblical New Testament books were originally written in...
Greek... as far as we can determine. In the First Century, they were
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translated into other languages as well. What survives today are
fragments of texts, some of which date back to around 300 CE. (The
finds at Nag Hammadi are a notable exception, and seem to arise
from a tradition that was suppressed or lost.) Most actual complete
texts date from copies made many centuries later.
There are two very interesting exceptions, which can be found in
Aramaic or Arabic. One is the Diatessaron, and the other is the
Peshitta. The Diatessaron was believed "written" in about 170 CE,
and the oldest preserved copy of the Diatessaron, which is in Greek,
dates from the Third Century. It isn't known what language it was
originally written in, but it is thought that the individual source
books were in Greek, but some may have been in Aramaic and
Hebrew. Tatian supposedly compiled the Diatessaron, bringing the
four Gospels together into one text.
Can we rely on these ancient texts? How reliable are the
Diatessaron and Peshittta compared to the ancients’ texts that
preceded it? Is there any indication that the Diatessaron was
influenced by the 3rd Century movements toward orthodoxy (right
thinking or belief)? Why is this important? The Church leaders of
the Third Century came together under Roman influence to create
the canon of books known as the Biblical New Testament. The
group is viewed with jaundiced eye by those who believe the group
actually rewrote the Bible to establish their power29 - not that
scribes didn't monkey with the text to suppress heresies and shift
power to favored groups - they clearly did.30 So, was the
Diatessaron similarly changed? The consensus of linguistic scholars
is that the 3rd Century Diatessaron is a version that was probably not
influenced by the Churches of the Second and Third Centuries.

29

The author of this book takes the position that changes, if any, did not
distort the message of Christ.
30

Ehrman, Bart D. Misquoting Jesus - the Story Behind Who Changed the
Bible and Why, 2005.
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The latest preserved copy of the Peshitta, in Aramaic/Syriac, dates
from the 5th Century. Rabbula was a reforming Bishop of Edessa in
the Fifth Century, who took positions against the Gnostics and other
"heresies." It is claimed that he wrote a Syriac version of the
Gospels to replace the Diatessaron. He regarded Tatian as a heretic.
But copies of the Diatessaron were so widely distributed that
Rabbbula could not suppress them.
Not all of Tatian’s views were considered “orthodox” by the Church
by the 5th Century. Tatian was branded a heretic because he was
opposed to marriage, which was a common view of those who
anticipated the soon return of Christ, and also was a view of some
Gnostics. Were Tatian’s writings tainted by his peculiar views? Just
as importantly, did Tatian write with an agenda of any kind?
Whether Tatian himself actually even compiled the Diatessaron isn't
known for certain. Scholars tend to believe that Tatian translated
them from Greek to Syriac and changed nothing.
See:
Early Christian Writings at
http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/diatessaron.html.
Diatessaron manuscripts at http://www.ccel.org/fathers2/ANF10/anf10-07.htm#P538_71276.
Early Christian Writings: Tatian
http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/info/tatian-wace.html
What we can feel confident about is that if Rabbula considered the
Diatessaron a heretical writing, and the copies of it were in such
wide circulation and favor that he couldn't suppress them, then
copies that predate Rabbula probably were not influenced by either
he or the Church leaders. So the Peshitta and Diatessaron give us
two versions to compare to the Egyptian Church (Alexandrian), the
Latin (Catholic) versions, as well as the Greek Orthodox versions.
(The Greek Orthodox Church, incidentally, did participate in the
early councils before later separating from the Catholic Church.)
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On the passages that I look at below (John 23:16-19), the
Diatessaron and the Peshitta have similar text. The Greek version is
a little different, using different words. These present us with a
unique opportunity to study what was meant by the word “love,” in
a passage ripe with meaning that was illuminated in several
languages.
Note that I am not looking at these texts as a linguist (which I'm
not), but using the languages as an exegetical tool, since the
language in this case is important.
Diatessaron - earliest recorded version of Christ questioning
Peter, (probably translated into Aramaic from Greek ~170)
The Diatessaron largely follows the Gospel of Matthew, with notes
from the other Gospels. Written around 170 AD, probably in Syriac
(an Aramaic dialect), it was widely distributed. It was translated
into Greek. Later it was translated into Latin. It is one of the earliest
references we have prior to the Third Century, and appears to
scholars to be more true to original texts. The following is the
English translation.
39 "And when they had breakfasted, Jesus said to Simon
Cephas, Simon, son of Jonah, do you love me more than these?
He said unto him, Yes, my Lord; you know that I love you.
Jesus said to him, Feed for me my lambs. He said to him again a
second time, Simon, son of Jonah, do you love me? He said to
him, Yes, my Lord; you know that I love you. He said to him,
Feed for me my sheep. He said to him again the third time,
Simon, son of Jonah, do you love me? And it grieved Cephas
that he said to him three times, do you love me? He said unto
him, My Lord, you know everything; you know that I love
you."
- Diatessaron (Aramaic) at
http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/diatessaron.html
In this version, which predates the Greek versions, the Aramaic
word for love had been translated “love.” Christ asked Simon three
times if he loved him. Simon replied each time that he did love him,
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and the third time Simon was sorrowful about being asked three
times.
Peshitta - a later version of Christ questioning Peter, in
Aramaic
In the following Aramaic passage from the Peshitta, the word used
for love, RaKHeM, is a verb meaning mercy, compassion, or love,
depending on usage. In this dialogue between Simon Peter
(Shimon) and Jesus (Yeshua), RaKHeM is translated "love."
After they had dined Yeshua Shimon said, "Shimon son of
Yonah do you love me (love [RaKHeM]) more than these?
He said to him, "Yes, my Lord, you know that I love you." (love
[RaKHeM])
"Tend my lambs for me."
He said to him again a second time, "Shimon son of Yonah do
you love me?" (love [RaKHeM])
He said to him, "Yes, you know that I love you."
(love[RaKHeM])
Yeshua said to him, "Tend my sheep for me."
He said to him the third time, "Shimon son of Yonah do you
love me?" (love [RaKHeM])
He was sad that he said to him the third time, do you love me,
and he said to him, "My Lord, you understand everything. You
know that I love you. (love [RaKHeM)]
Yeshua said to him, "Tend my ewes for me."
- Aramaic: Peshitta.Org at http://www.peshitta.org/
In this version, which predates the Greek versions, the Aramaic
word for love is translated love each time. In this version, Christ
requests something slightly different each time: Tend my lambs,
tend my sheep, tend my ewes. Is this a clue to some different
meaning?
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The Greek version used for the King James Authorized version.
Did Christ and Peter say some of their words in Greek? In the Greek
version, we see significant differences in wording, using words that
are only used in Greek.
When they had breakfasted, Jesus says to Simon Peter, "Simon
(son) of John, do you love [agapas] me?"
He says to him, "Yes, Lord, you know I love [philo] you."
He says to him, "Feed my lambs for me." He says to him a
second time, "Simon of John, do you love [agapas] me?"
He says to him, "Yes, Lord, you know that I love [philo] you."
He says to him, "Shepherd my little sheep." He says to him a
third time, "Simon of John, do you love [phileis] me?"
Peter was grieved that he said to him a third time, "Do you love
[phileis] me," and he said to him, "Lord, you know all things.
You know that I love [philo} you."
Jesus said to him, "Feed my little sheep."
- Interlinear Greek-English New Testament.
This version has three different requests that are slightly different
from the Peshitta version: Feed my lambs, shepherd my little sheep,
and feed my little sheep. Is this significant? This version also uses
different words for love. The Greek word "agape," translated love,
means brotherly love or charity. So either the words were spoken by
Christ in Greek, or later translated to be more specific about the
meaning. Christ basically asked, do you feel charitable or
benevolent toward me?
Peter's reply used the word "philos" which means "dear to me in the
sense of a family relationship or a friendship." (English "dear"
means greatly cherished or loved.) Peter's reply basically meant
that he would do for Christ what he would do for a dear friend or a
family member.
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The three translations
In Aramaic, the emphasis of the action requested of Simon is on
tending lambs, sheep, ewes - metaphorically, the young, the adults
{old?}, and the women... those in need, everyone, using an
affectionate image of young and female sheep.
In Greek, the emphasis of action is, treat my flock as you would
your family: feed lambs, shepherd sheep, feed little sheep, using an
affectionate image of lambs.
In both the Aramaic and Greek, despite their differences, the request
has the same intent. The spirit of both passages is the same. The
word love is used in its theological sense: a willingness to do for
others. On the surface (just looking at the words) Christ asked Peter
to treat his followers (and by extension, the extended church family)
charitably.
In the passage, in both languages, the effect of the visual images
(lambs) and words (family relationships), indicate strong affection,
leadership, and preferred treatment. So Christ's imagery goes
beyond simple charity and mercy.
In context
So, seeing this in context, Christ has followers all over the area.
Many of his disciples, who learn from him, follow him from place
to place. Other people come because they have needs. He has
attracted the suffering - those whose physical problems are bad,
there situations are bad, those whose spirits are low, or whose
friends and relatives are in bad shape. It mattered not whether they
were mighty or low, rich or poor. They came and he ministered to
them.
Christ accepted all of those who came to him, in whatever condition
and situation they were in, fixed their suffering, whatever it was
from, and offered them hope for a better future. Christ referred to
them with endearing and all inclusive language: feed and tend my
ewes (female), lambs (young), and sheep (adults, old). His followers
were a flock of helpless and needy sheep. They mattered most to
him. He loved them.
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As he said these words to Peter, he knew that he was about to leave.
He was about to be taken by men who opposed him and be killed by
them. In parting, his mind was on his flock - the helpless lambs, the
women, the low in spirit, the powerless in the face of life's
tragedies, the suffering. Someone must fill this role. So he asked
Peter not once, but three times to be sure of him. Did he love him
enough to feed and tend his sheep?
Interpretation
Apparently Christ knew that Peter's dedication wasn't quite where it
needed to be, or possibly after he was gone, Peter's faith and
dedication would be damaged. In asking these three times, he made
certain for both Peter and himself of Peter's level of commitment.
He made sure that Peter was not just mouthing the right words, was
not just echoing a sentiment, not just giving a pledge that would die
with Christ's death, but that he was clear on what was expected: that
this was a long term commitment that he couldn't back out of. It was
not a call to be sentimental. It was not a call to be appointed to high
position. It was not a call to continue for only as long as Christ was
among them.
Peter was troubled. His commitment had recently failed (when he
denied to the authorities that he knew Christ), and was now being
called into question by Christ, who could peer into his soul and
know everything. Yes, Christ was “dear” to him. But Christ would
not play word games, and he was looking for commitment. He
switched from agape to Peter's words. "If you really do love me
(phileis, like a family member), Peter, promise me you will feed my
sheep after I am gone." It was a call to action, a call to serve, a call
for a lasting commitment.
In this context, the way the writer used the Greek words meaning
love, or the Aramaic word for love, clearly cast love in the strongest
terms - the family relationship in which one would do anything for
the other, and the charitable relationship. Despite the minor
differences in the three versions, the meaning was clearly a call for
dedication to action and service.
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Love, love, love
The ancient Greeks used many words to talk about love. They were
(or could be) very specific. Eros was the love that we would identify
as infatuation and sexual lust. It drew people together. Eros was the
name of the god of love, also to become known as Cupid. Eros is
pure attraction. (Aphrodite - to be thorough in this description- was
also a god of love, and very seductive.)
The word love, translated from the word agape, means "affection,
benevolence, charity, brotherly love," as opposed to philos meaning "affection as for a friend, spouse, or family member,
things, events, and approval." Agape especially meant the type of
love between man and God.
The words used by Christ indicate that he was talking not about
sexual attraction, or about affection. The basic meaning of love, in a
religious (theological) sense, is a commitment to take care of others
in benevolent way - even the same way you would your family. In
other places, Christ asks us to love others as we love ourselves.
Love is a call to action, a call to serve. Almost all Biblical New
Testament words translated love come from one Greek word: agape.
The exceptions are in Christ’s request to Simon.
A friend of mine, Linda M., said that love allows us to see Christ in
each and every one of us.
God makes the sun to shine on us all…even the difficult to love.
Often we are called on to be the sun that shines on others.
The continuum of love
Love is a continuum. As we get further from close personal
relationships, the intensity of feelings lessens: family - friends neighbors - enemies. Yet we are still asked to "agape" them. By that
is meant to wish for and do what is in their best interests, rather than
acting on hateful feelings or ignoring them.
Probably none of us are going partying with our enemies, but
neither should we let them starve, or go without housing or
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medicine. If they were drowning, we should throw them a life
preserver. Even in a war, soldiers assist wounded enemy soldiers.
Our "feelings" for others depends on the amount of acceptance, and
more is invested in family and friends, which creates more deep
emotional bonds. Emotional distance and investment are factors in
how we treat others. Empathy is more a factor with neighbors, and
humanitarian concerns more with an enemy.
We associate strong feelings with love, but in agape, feelings are in
the background. Christ didn't ask Peter to have strong feelings
toward him. He knew that Peter did. He asked Peter if he could love
in a way that was open to others - even the unlovable - with a strong
commitment.
Like most complex issues, nothing is ever purely one thing or
another. It's possible for eros to confound our feelings in our
personal relationships, toward strangers, and even toward our
enemies. Eros and enemies are the stuff of spy stories. We
particularly want eros to spice up our relationship with our spouse.
Agape, hopefully, is our primary basis of our relationships,
especially friendships - yet we depend on attraction to first bring us
together as lovers.
The ancient voices tell us about love. They tell us that if you strip
away all of the trimmings, at its core love is not a self-rewarding act
or an emotion. Love is first a strong willingness to invest yourself
for the benefit of another person.
When love is done to fulfill one's own needs, expecting something
in return, it lacks fulfilling power in the life of the giver and
receiver. Love is a foundation to build on. It is a unifying principle
from which grows strong family love, friendships, neighborly (or
brotherly) love, and can even bring enemies together as friends.
You can win a battle with a sword, but conquering militarily leads
to bitterness and endless war. To win a victory, it takes kindness.
Christ came to a needy people. Many expected a military conqueror.
They expected to show their faithfulness through their continuous
religious rituals and their sacrifices. But Christ said that he wanted
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mercy, not sacrifice. He rejected their pleas for military action and
instead turned their world upside down. Christ never swung the
sword, but he accomplished more than any other military
commander in history, teaching us to end the divisions between
people by loving your neighbor and even your enemy.
Love in marriage
Today people seem fixated on one aspect of love: sexuality - eros.
All of their energy goes into attracting the opposite sex. People do
tend to oversimplify things and fixate on some desirable aspect of
them. Even scholars who try to understand from a biological
developmental point of view become fixated on the role of sex in
human development, as if sex was the primary basis of human
relationships. We get a steady drizzle of "Just So..." stories that try
to simplify human development to terms of primal sexual relations.
Love is complex. Eros and Agape love stand at two extreme ends of
the spectrum of love, with philos somewhere in the middle. Marital
love is a combination of the three. None of the three answers all of
life's questions, not in the past human development, not today, and
not in the future. One word, love, can represent all, but we need to
understand that neither eros nor agape can individually take the
place of the word love. Neither can define love by itself.
Love has two aspects. It is giving. But if all of us gave and no one
was willing to receive, how would we give? Love is also receiving.
But if we are only willing to receive, who is to give?
God is the biggest giver of all.
Love is the law?
Christ actually quoted a law, in his response about the greatest
commandments. It is a requirement that people love (agape) each
other. Can you make and enforce such a law?
How do you codify love? How do you write it down as a
prescription or group of rules? Love is an action required in every
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circumstance throughout every aspect and moment of life, so how
do you write that into being?
With people looking for defined limits, self-serving restrictions,
escape clauses, and lists of do's and don'ts, is making a list of do's
something helpful? There could never be enough rules or laws put
in place to control our behavior. Laws and rules, even when looking
for the spirit (intent) of the law, tend to be incratic (p167) - just a
series of restrictions. Defined limits. Love is more diasophic (p167).
Love is expansive - it looks for opportunity, not restriction. Love is
a voluntary thing. It is a way of being. It is a prescription that can't
be enforced through law.
The Apostle Paul didn't define love, but described some
characteristics of it in the following:
1. If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not
love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.
2. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries
and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move
mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.
3. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to
the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.
4. Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not
boast, it is not proud.
5. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered,
it keeps no record of wrongs.
6. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.
7. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always
perseveres.
8. Love never fails.
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9. ...And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the
greatest of these is love. 31
Summary
Everyone needs love. It is up to each of us to learn what that means,
through experience. We learn that love is something that we need
from others. Yet it is also something that we need to give to others,
but expecting nothing in return. How we interpret our need for love
into desires and actions brings vastly different results. Some of the
outward signs (behavior, actions) of love are affection, sharing our
lives with others, and doing things for others. Not all people get the
same inward feeling or outward signs from us. Love varies in both
feelings and actions.
Love is like communications - it is one of the ways in which we
connect, relate to, and interact with people. If we interpret the need
in a very self-serving way, it probably won't be satisfying,
productive, or empowering. If we interpret the need for love in a
totally selfless way for everyone, the drain is just as likely to tear us
down as build us up.
If we try to make sex and attraction the basis of love, it probably
will be neither satisfying nor enduring. Sex alone is a flimsy basis
for anything.
If we set as our primary criterion for love, that we give as well as
receive, love can blossom into a rich experience that is rewarding,
develops us as people, and produces benefits for both the giver and
receiver.
It is often giving love that creates a transforming response in the
other person. In marriage, in studies of how people fall in love, we
typically fall in love with those who first love us. Love needs to
give first so that it can be understood through experience.
Remember, it was your mother who loved you first, and for many
years gave so much. It is God who gives first, often through others
31

New International Version of the Bible: 1 Corinthians, chapter 13
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and through noble ideas, giving life, sustenance, talents, love,
forgiveness.... Each must give, for the other to understand. Love
builds strong families, friendships, neighbors, and even helps
resolve differences between enemies.
Love is both a noun (something that is) and a verb (something that
does). It is something that is expressed in our deeds.
Three awakenings: It is the law that awakens us to how we should
treat others. It is mercy and forgiveness that awaken in us
compassion for others. It is love that awakens us to concern and
responsibility for others, and leads us into action.
If we can aspire to love others, our best efforts would be to emulate
the examples of Buddha and Christ.
From Buddha:
And the Buddha breathed forth this solemn utterance:
"Do not deceive, do not despise
Each other, anywhere.
Do not be angry, and do not
Secret resentment bear;
For as a mother risks her life
And watches over her child,
So boundless be your love to all,
So tender, kind and mild.
"Yea, cherish good-will right and left,
For all, both soon and late,
And with no hindrance, with no stint,
From envy free and hate;
While standing, walking, sitting down,
Forever keep in mind:
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The rule of life that's always best
Is to be loving-kind.”32
From Christ:
"You have heard that it was said,
`Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.'
But I tell you: Love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you,
that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.
He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good,
and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.
If you love those who love you,
what reward will you get?
Are not even the tax collectors doing that?
And if you greet only your brothers,
what are you doing more than others?
Do not even pagans do that?
Be perfect, therefore,
as your heavenly Father is perfect.33
"A new command I give you: Love one another.

32

BUDDHA, THE GOSPEL (HIS LIFE AND TEACHINGS), Edited by
Paul Carus. Electronically Enhanced Text (C) Copyright 1991, World
Library, Inc.
33

Matthew 5:43-48 (NIV)
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As I have loved you, so you must love one another.
By this all men will know that you are my disciples,
if you love one another."34
So say the ancient voices that this is what God is about. Is there still
more?

34

John 13: 34,35 (NIV)
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7

True Religion

“What is truth?” asked Pilate, the governor of the region. He asked
this of Jesus, who had just said to him, “My kingship is not of this
world; if my kingship were of this world, my servants would fight,
that I might not be handed over to the Jews; but my kingship is not
from the world….You say [accuse] that I am a king. For this I was
born, and for this I have come into the world, to bear witness to the
truth. Ever one who is of the truth hears my voice.” For this
testimony, Pilate then said to the population, “I find no crime in
him.”
These statements fit consistently with Jesus’ claim that he didn’t
come into the world to condemn anyone. People condemn
themselves. Those who have found forgiveness are not condemned
and recognize the truth in him.
Pilate was influenced by the thinking of the times, thinking that
persists even to today. In the 4th Century BC, Pythagoras brought
the notion of “philosopher” into the world. To him it indicated one
who loved truth and sought to discover what wise men already
knew. The philosophers were not dreamers, but educated men with
a practical turn. They were often pioneers in mathematics. They
wanted to create a more factual basis for what was known.
Pythagoras said that “…number is the ruler of forms and ideas and
the cause of gods and demons.”
Well, numerology and astrology perhaps promote a similar concept,
but the idea doesn’t hold much sway in scientific circles. But at
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least philosophy began a more rigorous inquiry into the soundness
of what people believe.
Plato’s contemporary, Socrates, used the method of “dialectic” to
refine what each of us believes. It was a process of using
questioning and conflicting ideas to scourge the truth from beliefs.
From this we get the “Socratic Method,” which is sometimes used
in philosophy and teaching. Socrates claimed he knew nothing at all
except that he knew nothing. Not much has actually changed.
Zeno of Citium, who founded the Stoicism movement a century
later, taught that it can only be a dispassionate inquiry that finds the
truth. He believed that any emotion confounded the search for truth
and led to biased answers.
Interestingly, modern philosophy tends to agree with Socrates.
Despite philosophical inquiry being an excellent method for
distilling what is true about the world that we can see and touch, it
fails to produce “truth” beyond the physical world. Philosophy
doesn’t claim to know what is best for the world, except in a
relative way such as ethics. The values of right and wrong and the
intentions of God are not philosophical questions but moral
questions, and are matters of belief.
Moral beliefs are ideas whose truth is confirmed by experience. I
recommend writing that down so that you don’t have to repeat life’s
bruises over and over. Confucius, the ancient Chinese philosopher,
served up many practical maxims that you could say were based on
scrutiny of historical examples and wisdom. For example, he spoke
an early version of the Golden Rule, “Do not do to others what you
do not want done to yourself.”
Perhaps more to the point of this discussion are these quotes
from Confucius:
By three methods we may learn wisdom: First, by reflection,
which is noblest; Second, by imitation, which is easiest; and
third by experience, which is the bitterest.
He who learns but does not think, is lost! He who thinks but
does not learn is in great danger.
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Heaven means to be one with God.
- Confucius
- BrainyQuote.com
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/c/confucius.html
Much of 20th Century philosophy was influenced by Stoicism. But
there is a qualitative difference between wisdom that we learn from
others, and wisdom that we learn from experience. If experience is
the best teacher, and experience anchors what we know by emotion
(suffering, pain, joy), then is Stoicism accurate?
For example, when you take any moral principle, and then ask
someone to apply that principle to a loved one, typically the person
will default to protecting the loved one, while only occasionally
using “tough love.” Emotion tells us more about value in
relationships than simply thought. Yet a world without principles
(or rules) is chaos. In the conflict, we begin to understand what
values such as love are, and their strength.
What are true religion, and true worship, and truth? We can easily
confuse the symbols and activities prescribed by religion with the
real thing. Attendance at prayer and religious services is often
considered to be religion. Believing the right things and believing in
the right God are considered by some to be true religion. But what
of the person who is helping others? Is one activity religion and one
not? In this, we look at the voices from history to see what is
considered "true."
What is true religion, and true worship? Is it to know something
secret, or something that makes "more sense" and has all of the
answers, such as some mystics believe? Is it to believe something
that is absolutely "right," as various fundamentalist religions
believe? Is religion simply a matter of belief, or is it something
else? To many ancient Jews, religion meant making sacrifices,
observing the Sabbath, and following every law to the extent of
dotting every i. It was this atmosphere that Christ stepped into.
Does being religious just mean attending religious ceremony once
in a while and saying you are a person of faith? Can it mean, just
124

not harming others - live and let live? Or does real religion mean to
believe that you are descendents or a follower of some powerful
religious figure? Is it love? Or is it just being "spiritual?"
Tip: you probably won't find true religion in a pair of jeans take that any way you want.
The terms "true religion" and "true worship" are nearly
synonymous. Today we are not really clear on what it means to
"worship" God, and even less clear on what "religion" is all about.
What the ancients meant by the word worship, and what we mean
today, are not even the same. The phrases "true religion" and "true
worship," have similar meanings in both Buddhism and the
Judeo/Christian religions.35
Following is the term "worship" defined in three languages,
including today's English. Note the migration toward the meaning,
"ceremony."
Common definitions of worship :
Ancient Hebrew: To bow down to (prostrate); to defer to; do
reverence (awe, respect).
Ancient Greek: prostrate (kneel or bow down); reverence; adore.
English: reverent love and devotion; ceremonies and prayers.
How we think today of the term "worship" (ceremony) and what is
meant in ancient writings by "true worship," are not the same. Yet
the same tendency to confuse ceremony with worship existed in
ancient times as well as today.

35

Hoping to include the Muslim Koran (Qur'an), even though it arose
some 700 years after Christ and the period covered here, the Qur’an
unfortunately offers only a description of true religion in terms of religious
form, with no substantive criteria for the phrases "true religion" and "true
worship."
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Let's begin with an illustration in which a person shows obeisance36
(respect and deference) to a king. The king wishes primarily that
each of his subjects treat each other fairly and honestly, and look
out for each other's well-being.
Which of the following two people actually shows respect and
deference to the king?
1. One person bows gracefully as the king passes by, attends
all of the official functions, but then goes out and oppresses
other people, steals from them, sends gifts to the king from
his ill-gotten gain, and scoffs at the king's wishes.
2. The other person simply smiles at the king as he goes by,
despite his own difficult circumstances, only occasionally
attends feasts and functions, but treats everyone fairly and
gives to the poor.
Which one actually has respect for the king and defers to his
wishes?

True Religion, True Worship - Buddha
"What love can a man possess who believes that the destruction
of life will atone for evil deeds? Can a new wrong expiate37 old
wrongs? And can the slaughter of an innocent victim blot out
the evil deeds of mankind? This is practicing religion by the
neglect of moral conduct. Purify your hearts and cease to kill;
that is true religion. Rituals38 have no efficacy;39 prayers are
36

Obeisance: Typically used in the sense of setting aside your own wishes
to do the bidding of another person who one holds in high regard.
37

Expiate: Make amends or reparation for; atone: expiate ones sins by acts
of penance. The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language,
Third Edition copyright © 1992 by Houghton Mifflin Company. Electronic
version licensed from INSO Corporation. All rights reserved.
38

Ritual b. The body of ceremonies or rites used in a place of worship. The
American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Third Edition
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vain [useless] repetitions; and incantations40 have no saving
power. But to abandon covetousness41 and lust, to become free
from evil passions, and to give up all hatred and ill-will, that is
the right sacrifice and the true worship."
- Buddha - The Gospel
Buddhism makes a clear and direct statement about true religion
and true worship.
True Religion, True Worship - Christ
Christianity also asserts that people must "worship in truth," but the
meaning is less clear. The meaning seems dependent on the earlier
traditions of what is meant by truth, and is more difficult to ferret
out. What does "worship in truth" mean in the Judaic tradition, on
which Christianity is dependent?
True worship means the same thing as what it means in Buddhism.
But the meaning is more fun to tease out of the relevant passages.
Early in Christ's ministry, Christ gave a clear indication of what it
means to worship God (John chapters 3, 4 and 5). At that point in
time, some in the Jewish religion were very preoccupied with
keeping "The Law." The Law is the rules set forth by the first five

Copyright © 1992 by Houghton Mifflin Company. Electronic version
licensed from INSO Corporation. All rights reserved.
39

Efficacy: Power or capacity to produce a desired effect; effectiveness.
The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Third
Edition copyright © 1992 by Houghton Mifflin Company. Electronic
version licensed from INSO Corporation. All rights reserved.
40

Ritual recitation of words or charms, the effect of which is worked
through the higher conscious or supernatural.
41

Covet: Excessively and culpably desirous of the possessions of another.
The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Third
Edition copyright © 1992 by Houghton Mifflin Company. Electronic
version licensed from INSO Corporation. All rights reserved.

127

books of the Jewish Bible (the Torah). The Law contained not only
rules of conduct, but rules pertaining to forgiveness, which used
sacrifice as a vehicle.
There were many daily practices that were tokens of personal
sacrifice, plus ritualized sacrifice of animals at the Temple. The
Jews were only allowed to worship at the Temple at Jerusalem,
making this type of worship an infrequent activity due to the travel
involved, although a Rabbi (teacher) could teach anywhere. For
most, the Sabbath was simply a weekly day of rest and possibly
reflection on the Scriptures.
So when the ancient Jews talked about worship, they usually meant
traveling to the Temple where they would make a sacrifice for
forgiveness. In part of this passage (John 4: 1- 27), during his
travels Jesus reached Jacob’s well in the area of Samaria. The well
is located on the land of their common spiritual ancestors. He
encountered a woman of Samaria, and spoke with her about some
mysteries that Samarians and Jews argued about, and he made some
very interesting statements about worshiping in Spirit and in Truth.
He also did two other unusual things. He talked to a woman, and
talked to a Samaritan. The first was taboo, and the other was
considered associating with the wrong people. A little history for
this passage is very illuminating.
A history of Israelite schisms and worshiping
King Solomon built the Jewish Temple, possibly at the site of the
current Temple in Jerusalem. (This Temple has been in ruins for
two centuries.) After Solomon’s death, in 992 BC, Solomon’s Son,
Rehoboam, ruled. He was a harsh ruler. The prophets spoke against
Rehoboam’s harsh rule, but it didn’t help.
The people of the land were already struggling with both political
and religious differences, and would not put up with such harsh
rulers. So the kingdom split into Judah in the South, with two
Jewish tribes, and Israel in the North with 10 Jewish tribes.
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Judah, in the South, retained the Temple that Solomon built, plus
many of the priests and whatever records there were. Most of the
priests and prophets of Judah believed in keeping the religion pure.
King Solomon had earlier set the example of marrying a foreigner
and allowing foreign gods to be worshipped in the land. His son,
Rehoboam, followed the same course. (The religion of Israel was
never very pure – it was always subject to corruption by other
people in the land and intermarriage.) The first king of Northern
Israel, Jeroboam I, continued with the practice in Israel (the
Northern kingdom). He established religious centers and set up
golden calves for people to worship. Of course this infuriated the
Southern Kingdom of Judah. The prophets of Judah railed against
every Northern Kingdom King that followed, declaring that each
was worse than the first.
King Omri built a new Temple for Israel in Samaria.
The worst king according to the Prophets was Ahab. For an alliance
with the Syrian (or Phoenician) kings, Ahab married Jezebel, who
was a worshipper of Ba’al. She had all of the priests of Jehovah
[YHWH] killed, and replaced them with priests of Ba’al. The
Prophet Elijah managed to reverse the course with both Ahab and
Jezebel, killing the priests of Ba’al and bringing back the priests of
Jehovah.
When the Northern and Southern Kingdom split, Omri built the
Northern Kingdom Temple in the small area known as Samaria,
because of its fertility. It became the political center, near the
important religious city of Shechem. It is a valley surrounded by
mountains, which gave it natural protection from invaders. It
successfully defended itself from invaders until 723 BCE, at which
time Assyria captured it and took many residents away as hostages
or slaves. Over 27,000 people were taken away and probably
included the elite leaders (troublemakers) of the area, the rich, the
priests, the ruling class, etc. Assyria put many of its own people into
the area, but they became afraid of wild beasts, so the Assyrians let
one priest of YHWH, who knew the area, to return to “protect” the
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inhabitants from the resident evil.
Religion in the area morphed into a blend of Judasim based on the
first five books of the Bible (aka. the Pentateuch, Torah, or Law
[law of Moses]), and whatever local religions the immigrants
brought with them – however these practices aren’t deemed to have
been very influential or long lasting. The Priest Manasseh, ca. 430
BCE, probably managed to fix the religion at about where it was
before the exile. It was considered Sadducean in nature. The
Sadducees were supporters of an independent political group in
Israel that formed around 200 BCE after the successful Maccabean
revolt against Seleucid Antiochus IV. They supported the
Hesmonaean High Priest at the Temple in Jerusalem. Their religious
beliefs encouraged a very strict literal interpretation of scripture. An
eye for an eye meant just exactly that.
Similarly, the Samarians generally followed the commandments
much more closely than the Jews, and did not admit any of the later
Jewish literary works, such as the kings (chronicles), wisdom
literature, and prophets. They did not adapt their religion to
changing conditions, as did the Jews. However they didn’t observe
the marriage commandments as rigidly, especially about divorce, so
the Jews generally would not intermarry with them.
- Summarized from Encyclopedia Judaica and other sources.
After that second exile of the Jews, many were allowed to return
with Ezra and Nehemiah. Their first major task was to rebuild the
Temple at Jerusalem. The prophets had convinced them that the
reason for their exile was that they had become very impure in their
religion and they vowed to be extremely pure.
The Samaritan “impure” form of religion was very unwelcome, and
the hyper-pure form of religion emphasized by those who returned
to the land was not at all welcome by the Samaritans, they did not
want to reunite. Interestingly, both the newly reformed religion of
Ezra, and the old religion of the Samaritans, were based on a literal
interpretation of the Law. It may have been the influence of Ezra
that later congealed into the Maccabean revolt and the Sadducees.
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“The empire of the world passed from Assyria to the Persians under
Cyrus, and Samaria was governed by a Persian satrap. The rejection
of Samaritan cooperation, as mentioned in Ezra iv. 3, and their
consequent attempt to prevent the building of the Temple by an
appeal to Xerxes, rendered a reunion with Judah clearly impossible.
On the other hand, Samaria became the natural and conveniently
placed refuge for all who were dissatisfied with the stringent
reforms taking place in Jerusalem. “
- Encyclopedia Judaica.
Around 330 BCE, the Samaritans built a second temple on Mt.
Gerizim. The “idols of Laban” were buried there. The Temple
lasted for around 200 years, at which time the Hasmonaean priestking John Hyrcanus42, probably took revenge for the Samaritan
opposition to Judah in the time of Antiochus Epiphanes. In later
years the Samaritans tended to side with the enemies of the Jews.
Samaritan ethnology
In ancient times the Samaritans were the tallest people in Syria.
Some were blond and had blue eyes, indicating an Amorite origin.
Genetic testing indicates they are Amorite and Jewish. A remnant of
this group still exists today, and they have one of the oldest known
versions of the Torah, a copy made ca. 1300 CE, which varies
slightly in a few details from the Jewish Torah, but is more
consistent with copies found among the Dead Sea Scrolls, dating to
around 100 BCE, and various editions vary slightly in detail with
each other. The amazing thing is not their differences, but that they
agree so much.

42

he Herod family was from Idumaea. Isaac exiled his son Esau away to
Edom (Idumaea). The Hasmonaean priest-king John Hyrcanus I subdued
the area ca. 200 BC and merged them with the Jews. So Herod could cite
his heritage back to Abraham
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Judaism only recognizes one true Temple, the one in Jerusalem,
which is still in ruins today after the Romans destroyed it in 70 AD.
This was the third time the Temple was destroyed by foreign
invaders. The Islamic Dome of the Rock, a Mosque, sits on top of
part of it today. Only a couple of other temples were ever built, and
they no longer stand. Today Jews have worship services primarily
in synagogues (not the Temple).
Jewish eschatology envisions the rebuilding of their Temple in
Jerusalem, the footstool of God, from which a river of water will
expand to nourish the earth and all people. (Note the reference
Christ makes to living water when speaking with the Samaritan
woman in the paragraphs below. Water is an important symbol in
the Bible.)
So there was long-standing animosity between the people of
Samaria and those of Israel/Judah. Jewish people had always had
disdain for the Samaritan temple and some destroyed it. The
Samaritans considered the Jewish reforms to be extreme, wouldn’t
follow them, and tried to prevent the Jews from rebuilding their
Temple. The Samaritans were strict followers of Moses, as were the
Sadducees, yet the Jews acted like snobs around the Samaritans and
wouldn’t associate with them because they permitted divorce. Over
marriage practices, the Jews considered the Samaritans as heathens
and considered their religion impure. Their temple was considered
illegal and defiled by idols.
Men did not talk to women (who weren’t their wives) in this era. It
was much like fundamentalist sects in Islam today. Contact with
women was taboo.
Jesus refers to history and worship
Against this historical backdrop of bad relations with Samaria, Jesus
walked through Samaria and stopped and talked to a woman at a
well. In John Chapters 2-5, which was early in Christ's ministry,
Christ gave a strong indication of what it means to worship God.
John 4: 1 – 27: Woman of Samaria (RSV) Jesus conversation
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with a woman of Samaria.
He [Jesus] had to pass through Samaria. So he came to a city of
Samaria called Sy'char, near the field that Jacob gave to his son
Joseph. Jacob's well was there and so Jesus, wearied as he was with
his journey, sat beside the well. It was about the sixth hour.
There came a woman of Samaria to draw water. Jesus said to her,
“Give me a drink,” for his disciples had gone away into the city to
buy food.
The Samaritan woman said to him “How is it that you a Jew, ask a
drink of me, a woman of Samaria? For Jews have no dealings with
Samaritans.” Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God and
who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have
asked him, and he would have given you living water.”
The woman said to him, “Sir you have nothing to draw with, and
the well is deep; where do you get that living water? Are you
greater than our father Jacob who gave us the well and drank from it
himself and his sons and his cattle?”
Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will thirst
again, but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will
never thirst; the water that I shall give him will become in him a
spring of water welling up to eternal life.” [Note the fit with Jewish
Eschatology in Isaiah’s Temple from which springs forth an everwidening stream that nourishes all the land.]
The woman said to him, “Sir give me this water that I may not thirst
nor come here to draw.'' Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband
and come here.”
The woman answered him, “I have no husband.”
Jesus said to her, ''You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband;’ for
you have had five husbands, and he whom you now have is not your
husband; this you said truly.''
The woman said to him, “Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet. Our
fathers worshiped on this mountain; and you say that in Jerusalem is
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the place where men ought to worship.”
Jesus said to her, ''Woman believe me, the hour is coming when
neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the
Father. You worship what you do not know; we worship what we
know, for salvation is from the Jews. But the hour is coming and
now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit
and truth, for such the Father seeks to worship him. God is spirit,
and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.”
The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming (he who is
called Christ); when he comes, he will show us all things.''
Jesus said to her, “I who speak to you am he.” Just then his
disciples came. They marveled that he was talking with a woman
but none said what do you wish? or, ''Why are you talking with
her?”

What does it mean to “worship in spirit and in truth?”
I have been studying this passage off and on since the late 1970s,
and have written about it several times. In my initial studies the first
clues that I got were in the Old Testament where the prophets spoke
to the people saying that God hated their ceremonies and feasts and
their sacrifices when they were so hateful toward others, mistreated
and stole from others, and ignored the poor and suffering. Christ
echoed this in his statement later in the New Testament, “I desire
mercy, not sacrifice.”
Worship in spirit
Spirit: Greek pneuma: current of air or breath. By analogy, the
rational soul, vital principle, mental disposition. (Love God with all
of your mind…) (Similar word in Hebrew meant wind, breath,
mind, spirit, wind.)
Spirit is that intangible, untouchable thing within us that guides our
actions. It is what we are about as people. It defines who we are in a
most basic way.
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Spirit, in today’s world, as in the spirit of the law, more closely
means intent. Intent more or less sums up the same idea as mental
disposition – something that guides our actions.
So to worship in spirit literally means that we are guided by our
basic intent. The question Jesus asks is, is our intent to follow God
as best we can, or to follow our own ways?
Worship in truth
That Jesus would talk to a Samaritan and a woman, tells us that
something is very different about Jesus’ concept of religion than
that of others in the Middle East. He says to the woman that he can
give her living water. She doesn't realize that he is talking of
spiritual matters, but when he tells her about her past, she realizes
that he is a prophet. She then questions him about one way her
religion stands apart from mainstream Judaism. She says, "Our
fathers worshipped on this mountain, and you [the Jews] say that
Jerusalem [where the Temple is] is the place where men ought to
worship."
Christ then tells us another way in which his concept of religion is
different. He replies to the woman, "...God is spirit, and those who
worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth." After talking
with the woman, he continued his journey, and healed the son of an
official. Although it is difficult to make much of this healing since
the chapter is about "signs" that attest to Christ's authority, we will
see later that this action of healing is relevant to Christ's concept of
religion.
In the next chapter (the chapter divisions are actually artificial),
Jesus came across an incapacitated man lying on a pallet. It was the
Sabbath, and the Jews were not to do any work on the Sabbath,
according to their predominant interpretation of The Law. This
included healing, and carrying pallets. Jesus healed the man, and
told him to pick up his pallet and walk. Two moving violations - he
could get a ticket in today's world. Anyway, now we have had two
healings in this passage, both signs of his power and authority, but
also making dramatic statements about Christ's concept of religion.
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His actions declared, "Human need is more important than The
Law."
These actions became typical of him. Jesus said that the Sabbath
was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.43 Sacrifice was
fundamental to the Jewish understanding of forgiveness, but Christ
said that God requires mercy, not sacrifice.44 He not only broke
taboos by talking to Samaritans and women, he also talked to and
healed outcasts, such as tax collectors and those with leprosy. His
actions were matched by the message he gave them. That message
was, those who seek God will not find him in a place (mountain or
Temple), or in following laws and doing personal and ritualistic
sacrifice. They will find him in another way "...God is spirit, and
those who worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth."
What is truth? The healing of two people is a bit telling. But the
story about "truth" and "true worship" goes back many years. But
first, much more was said in the three chapters, and deserve some
time unraveling the overall theme of John chapters 3, 4, and 5.
The matter of Jesus’ authority
The overall theme of John chapters 3, 4, and 5 is about Christ’s
authority and what it means to believe and worship God. Christ
weaves an interesting story about what it means to believe, and to
have the kind of belief that brings a person into living in the right
way - a way with lasting consequences.
In this passage about Jesus’ authority, we have people who are
already condemned, a statement about salvation being from the
Jews, a question about where to worship turning into some
mystifying statement about a wellspring of water and worshiping in
truth, and people being healed. Why?

43

Mark 2:27.

44

Matthew 9:13.
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Christ often began his sentences with “Truly, truly…” You might
miss this in the King James Version where it is transliterated
“Verily, verily,” and it is very important. The repetition is for stress,
and it means, “This is very true.”
Christ says some confusing things to a religious teacher, "Truly,
truly I say to you, unless one is born of water and the spirit, he
cannot enter the kingdom of God."45 And then he says to him, "God
sent the son [Christ] into the world, not to condemn the world, but
that the world might be saved through him. He who believes in him
(Christ) is not condemned; he who does not believe is condemned
already, because he has not believed in the name of the only son of
God." Interesting, but confusing if not seen in context.
Christ says a similar thing in the next passage. He does various
miracles so that people will believe in his authority: That he has
come from God. (Note that he is not doing miracles to try to get
people to have faith or believe in God, but instead to vouch for his
authority). The passage is confusing. "He who believes in the Son
has eternal life; he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but
the wrath of God rests upon him." The water that Christ gives, "...
will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life."
Note the emphasis is on the connection between name and authority
("this is the person") and following his words (water, meaning life),
which wells up to eternal life.
He says to the Samaritan woman that "...salvation is from the Jews."
What did Christ mean by this? Next he says to an official, who
wants his son healed, that he will only believe if he sees a miracle.
But the official has heard Christ’s reputation (believes in his
authority), so Christ heals his son, and then the man also believes.
Christ then says to the Jews who wanted to put a stop to his
ministry, reiterating the same theme of hearing and following:
"Truly, truly I say to you, he who hears my word and believes in
him who sent me, has eternal life; he does not come into judgment,
45

John 3:5.
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but has passed from death to life." He then says to the Jews, I don't
have any person to testify to my authority, as you seem to require.
Why was there all of this emphasis on establishing Jesus’ authority?
The Jewish religious leaders formed the Sanhedrin, which was the
ruling council of the Jewish religion. The leader of the Sanhedrin
was appointed by the Roman ruler of the region - the council was
considered as political as it was religious. Even though the Roman
ruler, Herod Antipas, was a Jew and showed favor to the Jews, yet
was despised by some for his Roman affiliation and for accepting
Roman culture.46
The religious leaders had certain expectations of a prophet, and of
religious leaders in general. They didn't want conflict with their
established system or with the Romans. The religious situation was
very controlled to prevent trouble. The leaders felt that the age of
the prophetic tradition had come to an end and was closed (an
incratic (p167) view). There would be no more prophets. (Zechariah
13, Malachi 4.)
So anyone who came as a prophet, speaking in God's name and
saying the bold, even outrageous, things that Christ said, was hardly
acceptable. He had the marks of a troublemaker. To them, The Law
was complete and only required interpretation and an occasional
clarifying ruling (an incratic (p167) view). Religion was controlled,
implemented, regulated, and had clear lines of authority. In their
eyes, they didn't need another prophet, especially not a Christ.
Christ did not have the stamp of the Roman government on him, nor
did he have the approval of the Sanhedrin. And saying the things he
said, he wasn't likely to get their approval. So he did miracles to
show his authority, and said to them: it is God and his word who
testify about me. And then he rubbed salt in the wound: "...I know
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The Herod family was from Idumaea. Isaac exiled his son Esau away to
Edom (Idumaea). The Hasmonaean priest-king John Hyrcanus I subdued
the area ca. 200 BC and merged them with the Jews. So Herod could cite
his heritage back to Abraham.
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that you have not the love of God within you [because of your
unbelief]." What Christ saw was that many would rather believe in
the restrictions of The Law in preference to healing or saving a life,
so they would not believe in his authority or word.
Chapters 3, 4, and 5, are a little difficult to understand because
Christ spoke in riddles, probably because people liked puzzling over
riddles (people love a puzzle), and probably because he could say
things in this way so that his statements did not get him into so
much hot water with the Jewish religious authorities or ruling
Roman politicians. The authorities would react very negatively to
bold, clear statements, but it was difficult to argue with miracles and
puzzles.
So in this passage about Jesus’ authority, we have people who are
already condemned, a statement about salvation being from the
Jews, a question about where to worship turning into some
mystifying statement about a wellspring of water and worshiping in
truth, and people being healed. Why?
Christ asked people to believe in his authority (his name and the
witness assigned to it (the witness being his miracles and God's
word), and to believe in his word. He provided a way, already seen
in Judaism (through the history of the Ancient Israelites), that would
bring a fulfilling and eternal life. This is what he meant by the
statement, "Salvation is from the Jews." Those who believed in his
word (his ways, his testimony) were those who were receptive
because they were already on the right path.
There is nothing exclusive about Christ’s statements - Christ was a
very inclusive person who didn’t come to condemn anyone. Those
who disbelieved were those who already believed what was
convenient to support their bad behavior, and they were unlikely to
find the healing of their broken character through his ways. He was
not there to condemn people - they had condemned themselves
already and had closed their ears - but he was here to verify the
valid (true) path for those who did believe and would believe.
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The overall theme is about verifying the true path, through
authority. Christ brought "very true" statements, saying he wasn't
here to condemn people - people condemn themselves. Others
believed already. The true path was already here, and people
recognized it in him. What is the true path? To worship in spirit and
in truth. What does worshiping in truth mean?47
For many of those Ancient Jews, the answer to that was framed in
one of their own practices. While Jesus raises a question about the
purpose of the Sabbath, it actually reflects on the purpose of all
moral law. Are people created so that they can be subjects of the
law? Or is the law created to serve people? Is the law a code of
conduct that regulates how people treat each other? Or is the law
above everything, and how people treat each other is secondary to
obeying the law? Why did God send The Law? The answer lies in
the perspective created by history.
Was Jesus right about the true path always having been here
(salvation from the Jews)? What does history tell us about what is
true? Which is more important, obeying the law or our conduct
toward others?
True and false - what is false or a lie?
You can get at what is “true” in three ways. One, by looking at
direct statements of things called, "true." Second, by looking at the
contrasting statements of what is called, "false." And third, by
looking at the context in which these words are planted.
The words "true, and false," and variations of them, are used many
times in the Bible. Many of the occurrences are not about any kind
of ultimate truth, but simply about people telling the truth, or
labeling something true. Other times when the word true is used
with reference to God's word, it is embedded in a context that is
historical, addresses some situation, and is in a topic (multiple
47
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paragraphs or a chapter about one theme). Overall these many
occurrences of the words provide a major context in which any
single occurrence is embedded. This gives the words established
meanings, so that we have a reasonably good idea of what the
speaker is meaning.
First, what is considered "false?"
"If a person goes around uttering hot air and lies, saying, 'What I
believe you should do is languish in alcohol,' is this person a leader
of people?!" - Micah 2:11 (paraphrased). In this verse, truth is
contrasted with the brashness of what is false. I think that this
simple statement from a prophet near the end of Ancient Israel's
life, puts in context what is meant by truth. It isn't misleading
people - it is straight-up talk. "Straight up, here is what is right."
Micah recaps a long tradition.
Psalm 119, from early in Israel's Ancient history, begins with,
"Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of
the Lord!" The entire chapter is about keeping the commandments
of God, and treasuring them. Verses 118 and 119 tell us that the
cunning of the wicked is useless, and they accomplish nothing of
value. But (v. 121) I have done what is just and right. (Verses 163165) I hate and abhor falsehood, but I love your law... great peace
have those who love your law. (Verse 160) The sum of your word is
truth, and every one of your righteous ordinances endures forever.
So in Psalm 119 we have the true thing - God's word and laws,
which experience says bring good things, juxtaposed against the
untrue thing: the wicked and their deeds, which bring about bad
things. Note that the statements about truth end by talking about the
results that they bring - truth proves itself.
In Isaiah chapter 28, which I won’t print here, Isaiah speaks against
the religious leaders, who have become unrestrained hedonists who
can't judge right from wrong because they are confused by strong
drink, and apparently believe and do only what is convenient. They
have made lies and falsehood their security, scoffing at God. But the
tested foundation of religion (God is the foundation) will bring back
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justice and right living. The focus is on good judgment and living in
justice and rightly with others.
Jeremiah echoes the same thoughts in Jeremiah 6:16: "... from the
least to the greatest of them, everyone is greedy for unjust gain; and
from prophet to priest, everyone deals falsely." Again, the emphasis
is on the bad things that people do to each other, which is against
the true word of God.
Christ used similar themes about those who mislead people for their
own gain, in Matthew Chapter 7. This chapter talks about sound
judgment. He asks, how are you going to help another with a small
problem, when you are completely blind to your own faults?
Whatever you want people to do to you, do to them. “This is the
Law and the prophets." He continues about those who mislead in
7:15, 16, "Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's
clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will know them by
their fruits."
What is truth?
Argh! Truth is probably the most hotly debated issue in religion and
philosophy.
Religion and philosophy have long debated what truth is. (The term
“philosophy” is meant here as a field of inquiry, not a specific
"philosophy.") The outcome is that we know that there are things
that are "valid," or can be called "true," and there are claims of
"absolute truth." Absolute truth is a claim about a system of content
that is considered by certain people to be absolutely right and
incontestable... but not necessarily provable. Those claims typically
run toward strict literal interpretations. The religious claims of
ultimate truth often don't stand up to the rigors of philosophical
inquiry. Ultimate truth, of which there is no shortage of claims by
various religions, is a matter of faith.
Religious people believe certain claims about God, just as much as
scientists believe their claims about science. The claims of both
science and religion change over time, and neither philosophy nor
religion can actually prove much of anything. What seems most
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likely, in this mess, is that proving through experience, something
more like the empirical method associated with science, provides
the feedback through history that develops faith. (Incidentally, the
"God of History" is a foundational concept of Judaism.) We know
that the ways shown to us by God are true because these "laws,"
work well, and are summarized by the Golden Rule and love. Time
tested guidelines (summaries of the spirit or intent of the law) are
truth, and these are what the Biblical people called true, right down
through history.
Where does this leave the prophets of Ancient Israel? The prophets
of Ancient Israel were not about ultimate truth in the sense of some
kind of provocative and debatable statement. They accepted that
Israel's religion was "truth," and what they spoke about was the
behavior of the people at a specific point in time - as their behavior
contrasted with the truth.48 Through The Law, God asked certain
things of them (mostly to treat others well), but they did just the
opposite. They mistreated others.
Pilate asked, “What is truth?” Jesus had said, “… I have come into
the world, to bear witness to the truth...“
Jesus was not referring to using logic and the ideas of Plato and
Aristotle, great though they were, to push statements to their logical
extremes so their validity could be discounted. Truth is all about
following the intent (spirit) of religion and the law, not glossing
things over to make yourself look good while continuing to mistreat
others and doing wrong, basically ignoring the intent of religion.
When Jesus spoke of truth, I believe that he basically meant, “You
can believe this. You can count on it. You can take it to the bank.
Straight up. Straight talk.” He often preceded his statement with,
this is very, very true.
Jesus the Christ laid it out very plainly. If you think following a
bunch of laws is all that’s required, then you have about the same
chance as someone trying to fit through the eye of a needle. Do
48
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good to others - this is what The Law and the prophets were about.
Beware of those people who tell you things that sound good, but are
just there to enrich themselves. People who speak the truth do good
things for others. If you hear my words (truth) and don't do them...
go figure where this will ultimately get you.

Philosophy, Religion, and extreme claims
Philosophically, truth is not an easy thing for us to assess. Why?
Because of our limited sight. The poem, The Blind Men and the
Elephant49 in which six blind men attempt to describe an elephant
by each feeling only its side, tusk, trunk, knee, ear, or tail, is my
favorite example, but there is another easy example. You can tell a
beginning elementary school child that you can't subtract 3 from 2.
He doesn't comprehend negative numbers. Later he can understand
that subtracting 3 from 2 leaves a deficit of -1. In a few years he
will be capable of understanding logarithms, solving for two
unknowns, imaginary numbers, Schroedingers Cat, and
superstrings. Anyway, try to explain Schroedingers Cat (a theory in
quantum mechanics) to an elementary school student. He doesn’t
have the sight for it.
It isn't just short-sightedness that limits our ability. Our methods are
not so great. Philosophy typically tests claims of truth through
logical reasoning, which pushes a claim to its logical extreme. For
example, "If God is all-powerful and all-knowing, and a God of
love, then (assumption) he won't let bad things happen? Bad things
happen, so he is not a God of love." Certainly many groups of
people have looked at the God of Ancient Israel and the later
conduct of Christians, compared these to the treatment (slaughter
and enslavement) of those who are not Jews or not Christians, and
49
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3.
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come to the same conclusion - the word and actual practice aren't
consistent. People at least recognize that the proof is in the pudding
- truth is as truth does. Surprise! This is actually a big part of the
key to understanding truth.
A similar debate has raged in Christianity from the beginning.
Is a person "saved" by faith alone? Is just believing the right
things all that is required? The counter argument is that "faith
without works is dead" faith. The Biblical book of Hebrews is
based on that premise. Jesus brother John was big on this issue.
Belief is a verb, not a noun, and is expressed in action. If a
person believes, then it is seen in his behavior.
Much of the content of the Bible and historical Christian conduct
isn't consistent with claims about God. Indeed, today, as in the
ancient world, some religious groups condemned the God of
Ancient Israel, and claimed that their God was not him, but a new
God.
By the First Century, cultures in the Orient tended to have a concept
of God that removed him from the realm of human pitfalls. But
ancient religious literature (both Hindu and Judaic) began with a
God who was more a clan god who supported the clan in war and
required very strict discipline. This was in contrast to a universal
god, and the clan god was probably a necessary step in the
interpretation and limited understanding of ancient people. They
didn’t have the sight for anything bigger. But philosophical inquiry,
the keen eye of human judgment, and The Law have very limited
ways to make exceptions in their deliberations.
The legalism of Ancient Judaism was in the same predicament as
philosophy. Legalism pushes things to extremes. For example, if
The Law (Torah) requires that you rest on the Sabbath (7th day,
Saturday), then it must not be within The Law to do any work on
the Sabbath. And since healing must be work, then it must not be
within The Law to heal on the Sabbath. Therefore, The Law is
always above human need, and mankind is therefore here to serve
The Law. It is an argument that is predicated on a misimpression.
As we have seen through Christ, The Law is here to serve people.
145

Philosophy and legalism easily make the mistake of misidentifying
the letter of the law as the intent of the law. The Law is not an
absolute, and we lack the knowledge and experience to declare
anything absolute.
Can you take religious thought to extremes? Following are some
examples of what happens:


Forgiveness: God loves to forgive, and all you have to do is
ask. Organized religion once allowed people to harm others
if a fine was paid in advance.



Healing: Religion once forbade people to heal on holy days.



Religious knowledge: Religion once permitted the Bible to
be read only in Latin by the religious elite, even though it
was originally written in Greek and translated into various
languages, and read to and by people in their native
tongues.



Treatment of others: Religion once viewed native people as
"lost," permitting many to enslave and slaughter them with
impunity.



Hate: The Ku Klux Klan is built on "Christian" texts taken
out of context and stretched to extremes.



Genocide. Even Hitler searched for religious relics,
believing that they gave magical powers. But, despite his
Catholic upbringing, he exterminated millions of his fellow
men based on bizarre beliefs that he developed later.

Our definition of truth gets stuck at whatever point we are incapable
of understanding. Love your brother, child, wife, neighbor,
foreigner in a different land, those of a different religion, enemy...
somewhere in there we all typically get stuck. We prefer what is
familiar, comfortable, and self-serving.
So it was that the people of Ancient Israel periodically lost sight of
the Spirit of the Law and shrank the scope of the law to serve their
purposes. And then a prophet would become acutely aware of the
situation and bring them a bone-jarring message: while they were
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judging themselves "better than everyone because they were
children of Abraham50 and followed the law," they were acing as
criminals.
We learn through experience. We prove that what God asks of us is
right both by our performing his requests, benefiting everyone, and
our failures in disregarding his requests. Religion, philosophy, and
the law struggle to guide us and help us understand. Our sight is
limited, so when we are shouting most adamantly that one thing or
another is absolutely right... we are typically absolutely wrong. We
simply don't have the entire picture.
The simple truth
Truth is as truth does. This is so simple that Forrest Gump51 might
have said it. If it is truth, it results in good things. If it results in bad
things, "it ain't truth."
In Isaiah 10:20, Isaiah is speaking to Ancient Israel, about whom
the prophets spoke many words of warning about their wicked
behavior. For this, they would go into exile. But he said, one day
some of them would return, and "...they will lean upon the Lord, the
Holy One of Israel, in truth." The word truth is contrasted with
wickedness.
In the 8th chapter of John, Christ spoke about himself and belief.
Verse 14, about himself, "My testimony is true." Verse 26, "...he
who sent me is true, and I declare to the world what I have heard
from him. And then he said about them, verse 31, "If you continue
in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth,
and the truth will make you free."
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Abraham as our father,’ for I tell you, God is able from these stones to
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does.”
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They didn't understand - none of them were slaves, they thought.
Christ continued, "Every one who commits sin is a slave to sin."
Once again, truth is tied to what comes out in people's behavior.
And he ends with verse 51, "Truly, truly, if anyone keeps my word,
he will never see death." The death he spoke of is eternal, the
consequence of wickedness and closing your ears to the truth.
What is true is the message of God - that which is revealed through
his history with people. It is people's experience of his word - that
constant pounding of real life that hammers out the truth. His word
is the cumulative understanding of what God asks of people, by way
of teaching them that living respectfully toward him and heeding his
word, brings people into a good relationship with each other, by
influencing them to act "rightly" toward each other.

Summary
It is very important "what" we believe. We hear a lot about truth,
but the proof is in the pudding - the "fruits." Truth is translated into
actions that bring about good things. If it doesn't do that, then it isn't
truth, and the truth wasn't in that person. People's behavior and
actions toward others is the fire that reveals whether there is truth in
their words. There are people who attend religious services three or
more times a week, but they are preoccupied with hating other
people, and their religion is just a sharp barb to aim at others who
are different from them. Not everyone who goes through the
motions of religion is actually religious.
Buddha, the prophets, and Christ spoke at length about our
treatment of others. When you read their books, you find that they
talked about dealing honestly with others in economic trade, about
not taking unfair advantage of others in economic trade, about not
lying and manipulating in the courts for gain, about giving to the
poor, about not stealing other's things, about not murdering, about
not sexually violating women, in short: about not mistreating others
but instead treating others like we want to be treated. When the truth
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of God is spoken about, it is his word that is true, but the word true
is generally used in the context of how we treat others.
While rituals, sacrifices, and attending religious services can be
very effective reminders of what religion is about, they are only
symbols, they are not religion. Religion is the juncture of what we
believe and how we act. It is belief being revealed and converted
into deeds. It is dynamic truth, live, vital, proving itself through
experience. Religion is the love of God moving through the world
to make it a better place, by making each of us a better person who
does better things.
The voices through history are very consistent, whether tracing the
core message through Judaism and Christianity, or comparing the
core message of various religions. The path that is false is typically
more convenient, and is composed of actions that are in opposition
to the Golden Rule. It is a divisive path leading to hate and
condemning others.
True religion is not about secret or exclusive beliefs or following
certain practices or even trying to follow all of the rules.
True religion is a path of love that is proven, consistent, credible,
and stands out as a clear choice that is worth following - you can
count on it. It isn't as flashy as end of the world images, but you can
have faith that it works.
My hope is that you can make your religion, whatever it is, a true
religion.
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Excursus 3 - A lesson in the experience of true
religion - good VS wickedness
For those who are interested, here is the short course on Ancient
Israel and its slide into its first exile. It is a lesson in the experience
of knowing truth: the difference between good acts, ritual, and
wickedness.
Worship of God is not just bowing to God. This was a message
which had been delivered to the ancient Israelites many times by the
prophets. The Prophet Amos came when Ancient Israel was at the
height of its prosperity and military power. Those were heady days
when the people considered themselves the chosen ones for all
eternity, and seeing no end in sight they never considered that the
future of their election might be conditional. Life was good and
people appeased God through religious symbols: they bountifully
supported religious shrines, had frequent religious feasts, and
religious ceremonies abounded.
But outside the Temple in their daily lives, their conduct was
atrocious. Amos looked at this picture and accused Israel and her
neighbors, saying, (paraphrased) "You go to one holy city and do
wrong, and then you go to another and do ten times worse. You rely
solely on your military power, your dealings with others are full of
corruption, you ignore the poor while you sit in opulence, you are
horribly immoral, you're totally shallow, and your religious feasts
and ceremonies are meaningless. God hates... no, he despises your
religious feasts and meetings! He doesn't want to hear your songs.
What he wants is for justice to roll from you like an ever-flowing
stream."
They didn't listen and a hundred years later the Prophet Jeremiah
stepped into the scene. He tried to make them realize that their
"election" was conditional. He asked (paraphrased), "Would you
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steal, murder, commit adultery, lie against others, worship false
gods, and then come to God's House and say, "We are cleansed,"
and then go back out and do the same horrible things all over again?
Is this Temple a den of thieves? I don't think so. God doesn't think
so. Don't trust in these deceptive words, 'This is the Temple of the
Lord, the Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord.'" Once again
they were symbolically bowing to God, pretending to do what He
wanted, and then doing the opposite. They toyed with the symbol of
religion, the form, but ignored the content.
They didn't listen to Jeremiah either, so when the Prophet Ezekiel
arrived on the scene about a hundred years later, the worst was
already on its way. Ezekiel said to them (paraphrased), "God is tired
of talking to a bunch of rebels who won't see and won't hear
anything but their own voices. You have perverted everything - the
house of God has now become a symbol of your horrible crimes.
You go to the Temple but you can't find God there because your
crimes are blinding you and you aren't listening anyway. Well guess
what, God is booting you out and leaving the Temple."
Of course they didn't listen. Ezekiel saw the glory (literally splendor
or honor) of God leave the Temple (literally or symbolically), and
the Assyrian Empire conquered them and deported most of the
people in the northern half of Ancient Israel to Assyria. Later a new
agreement was made with "the chosen" that emphasized individual
responsibility. Chosen didn't mean pampering and protecting
wickedness, it meant chosen as an example and to deliver a
message.
Isaiah’s advice
"The multitude of your sacrifices-- what are they to me?" says the
Lord. "I have more than enough of burnt offerings, of rams and the
fat of fattened animals; I have no pleasure in the blood of bulls and
lambs and goats. When you come to appear before me, who has
asked this of you, this trampling of my courts? Stop bringing
meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to me. New
Moons, Sabbaths and convocations-- I cannot bear your evil
assemblies. Your New Moon festivals and your appointed feasts my
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soul hates. They have become a burden to me; I am weary of
bearing them. When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide
my eyes from you; even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen.
Your hands are full of blood; wash and make yourselves clean.
Take your evil deeds out of my sight! Stop doing wrong, learn to do
right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of
the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.
"Come now, let us reason together," says the Lord. "Though
your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though
they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool."
- The Prophet Isaiah (NIV Isaiah portions of verses 1:4 - 18)
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In a Good Place
What to believe? Are there aliens on the horizon? Will that change
our beliefs? Every once in a while I listen to some old voices in
religion, Bishop Fulton Sheen or Jack Van Impe. Things change.
Some of Fulton Sheen's teachings are as interesting and appropriate
today as they were in days past. He died in 1979. Van Impe? He
quoted scripture from memory, having memorized the entire Bible.
His sermons were packed with emotion. He was once a
fundamentalist, but broke with that tradition. He was a colorful
character in Church history, and still is today. Not having heard him
for thirty years or so, I was a bit surprised to hear him talking about
aliens coming.
What to believe? The more things change the more they stay the
same. At the time of Christ, people had very strong opinions about
what God could and couldn't do. The Jews believed that he would
send a military leader to free them from political oppression. Some
believed in an esoteric savior who would not be in physical form.
Christ caused quite a stir when instead of a liberator and military
hero, like King David, he fit the role of Isaiah’s suffering servant.
John the Baptist, who baptized Christ and preached about
forgiveness of sins and about Christ, found himself locked in prison.
Was this they way things were supposed to go? He heard them say
of Christ, "Behold, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax
collectors and sinners!" John could see no liberation for himself or
the Jews in this Jesus, and he sent a messenger to Christ asking if he
was the one they should expect.
And just who was this John the Baptist? He dressed like a wild man
in animal skins, and ate insects. He screamed to the crowds about
their sins being "washed" from them. Many people thought him
153

insane. Christ spoke to people about their expectations of John. He
said to those around him, just what did you expect to see? A well
dressed man living in luxury? Then in response to John, he didn't
assert, "Yes, I'm the one." Instead he replied, "Go tell John what
you have seen and heard. The blind receive their sight, the lame
walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear. The dead are raised
up and the poor have good news preached to them."
What sounds authoritative to us? That Christ take control of the
government and military? That he take control of the religious
leadership? That he have great wealth and friends in high places? Or
that he come to the people who needed him most? Those fighting
physical infirmities and premature death, those suffering as a result
of their own misbehavior, and those suffering economic injustice
and so lacking the economic power to control their own lives?
Christ's answer is more telling than any assertion of authority that
he could have made. People can always dispute other's assertions,
but it is another matter to dispute the facts. It is difficult to dispute
that the walk of Christ fit with the message of religion around the
world from Ancient Sumer to that day. People believed in Christ.
The Western world and much of the rest of the world was
profoundly affected by Christ's message.
Belief in God comes not from conjecture about how we want the
world to be - some pie-in-the-sky religion, but through seeing the
results of following and trusting God. That is, his influence over our
and other's behavior brings people into good relationships with each
other, and then they make the world a fair and just place in which to
live.
Faith isn't a tangible thing that we can see and feel. We can't see the
wind, but we can see its effects. The letter to the Hebrews (Hebrews
11:1) tells us that, "Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, and
the conviction of things not seen." Like knowing the wind, knowing
God means that we know what will happen for us.
People are also the weak link in the chain. Both the Apostle Paul
and the writer of James tell us about expectations of us. Paul tells us
154

in Galatians (Galatians 5:6 and 5:23) that all of the signs and claims
we make about religion mean little. What is of actual use is faith
working through love. The result of faith is love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self
control. James (James 2:14) asks, what good is it if a man says he
has faith, but faith has no influence on what he does? If a brother or
sister lacks clothing and daily food, and you say, 'Go in peace, be
warm and filled," without giving them the things they need, what
good is faith? So if you have faith but it doesn't influence you to do
anything, your faith is dead.
The dead variety of faith would make every good thing that happens
in this world the result of some intervention by God... a miracle.
Miracles happen, but the biggest miracle is that God transforms
people's lives through his Word and his emissaries.
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What about the problem of
God
A philosophical dialog about God
Unless you are interested in the technical points of literary
interpretation, this is the ending chapter of the book. What seems
fitting is this philosophical dialogue that makes the point.
"So," I ask my imaginary friend, "do you believe in God?" I might
be on safe ground here - only about 1% of the world claims not to
believe in God. And I think I can get away with having an
imaginary friend for the purpose of argument, without being looked
on as insane, or even mildly delusional. After all, I am accustomed
to talking to a piece of paper - or a computer screen. We shall wait
for the reports.
My friend looks perplexed - that's what I want him to do. "Well, no,
actually... actually I'm confused - I really don't know what to
believe."
"Don't look at me," I counter. "I don't tell people what to believe."
"See, that's just the problem," my friend replies. "Some people can't
wait to tell me what to believe, but their idea of God makes me want
to puke." Very demonstrably, he pushes his finger down his throat
and gags. I'm thinking my friend has been watching the Simpsons
TV program, but I can't stand the Simpsons, so ... anyway. "Other
people just smile and say they can't tell me what is God. Then there
are some, like Karen Armstrong explains in her book, A History of
God, who believe that God is basically a construct. He is a figment
of our imagination - in fact he is a device of our collective
imagination. We need God, therefore He is."
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"Gulp. I see - that is difficult to deal with. Well, can you prove any
of this - can you prove that God is not?"
"Well... no. How can you prove that something is not? That's a
kind of negative logic. It is difficult enough to prove what is, let
alone prove what isn't. We can imagine all kinds of things - shall
we spend our days trying to prove everything conceivable that is
not, is in fact, not? Where would it end?"
"Aha," says I, smiling at the cleverness of my little trap. "Some
would say that everything really is a construct of our imagination.
If you question what is, then you must prove everything exists."
"Go soak your head," he replies. My friend is sometimes given to
editorial comments in lieu of difficult answers.
I charge on, knowing I have him. "So then, it is better to take what
is in the world as a given - a starting point. Man has believed in
God from the beginning of time (or somewhere thereabouts in
human history). If 95+% of people believe in God, does it make
any sense to doubt His existence?"
My friend looks skeptical - he has his doubts. He thinks he might
be a Postmodernist. He thinks he has a friend in me on that
account, but he is unsure and he looks most uncomfortable. "Ok,
Ok, show me God," he demands. "Show me this real thing that I
can put my hands on or see in a microscope. Show me how I can
test God and see if he is real."
I think of all the classic arguments about seeing God in nature,
about faith and seeing the results of God in people's lives, and about
miracles and explanations of events that can't be explained without
God. But these arguments have their counter-arguments: intelligent
agency in the universe - does that mean there is a God; faith and
miracles - are they not the power of suggestion, or possibly some
psychic phenomenon - does faith mean there is a God? These are
things that support faith, but don't prove God. I'm not going to go
there. Since God is an abstract notion, I try to think of some similar
abstract term that also can't be tested. Yet all I can think of are
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abstract terms that are built of more concrete and testable elements that only looks like a recipe for a long argument.
"OK, I will show you God."
My friend's eyes grow wide in disbelief, fearing what he will hear
next. "Stop writing, NOW! You can't put things like that in
writing - if people had any doubt that you were completely mad
when you started talking to an imaginary friend, now the asylum
will be coming to get you for sure. You will be disgraced! No one
has ever shown anyone, God. You can't do it! You're - " He was
about to start editorializing again so I cut him off.
I carried my friend out to the backyard (he's rather light-weight) and
handed him a shovel.
"What?!" he asks in that contemptuous tone he uses when he thinks
I'm ridiculous. He learned it from my teenage son.
"Dig." He has to dig - he can argue, but I control him.
grasp a shovel, so we don't lose many calories.

He can't

"What are we doing?" he asks.
"We're planting a garden."
"Oh, get off it," he replies. "You know you're not going to prove
God by pointing to God in nature."
"You're absolutely right. But take a look around you. What do you
see?"
"A shovel, metal, wood, fertilizer, the earth, worms, growing plants,
blah, blah, blah. What's you're point?"
"You see reality."
"Yeah, are we going to go into this 'you can't prove reality exists
nonsense again?'"
"Nope. When you see reality, you see one aspect of God."
"Oh, brother. You dragged me out to the backyard to show me this?
At least you got an imaginary garden out of it."
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I'm not disturbed by his lack of excitement. I know where I'm going
with this - he's only along for the ride. I took him over to watch a
young man work on a car. The young man tightened a bolt too tight
and it broke off. He was now in for a lot of work. We got out of
there before the cursing started. "What was he doing?" I asked my
friend.
He chuckled. "Learning."
OK, so now you know another aspect of God.
We passed a neighbor's house where an elderly man lives. A man
in his forties finished raking his yard and other odd jobs and got in
his truck to leave. The elderly man approached the truck and tried
to pay him, but the younger man refused. "What was going on
there?"
"Love. Another aspect of God? OK, I see where you are going, but
this doesn't prove anything. Humanism could account for all of
these things."
"Could it? Humanism doesn't seem to account for the role of
society in creating the very norms that humanism decides are worth
having. And those people in society who created those norms
mostly believe in God - in fact believe that He is the author of those
norms. But, I'll give you that one, too."
"You are only trying to confuse me," he counters. "You don't have
an argument, let alone proof. You don't even have a prayer." He
smiled smugly.
"What if I showed you proof, but you didn't understand it?"
My friend was insulted; irate. "What do you think I am, an
earthworm? I'm just as smart as you are."
"You're as smart as I let you be," I corrected. But he wasn't
consoled - he valued being smart and to have someone control his
smartness was not acceptable. The only thing that would help was
to get to the point with a concrete example of just what I'm talking
about.
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"OK, suppose you are a Neanderthal who I discover in some remote
region of the world and I bring you back and you watch as I open
my garage. I have a proximity switch at the end of my drive that
senses the car. It uses radio waves to signal the garage door opener
to open the door. The garage door opens and a light comes on.
The Neanderthal would have no idea how any of that happened. He
doesn't understand radio waves, he doesn't understand electricity, he
doesn't understand light bulbs, he doesn't even understand wire or
garage. In his mind, I can assume he would attribute the garage
door actions and light to God. Am I right?"
"Yes, of course, you have just made my point for me, perfectly God lives in the shadows of what we don't understand. God is not."
"And you have missed the entire point of coming to understand
about God."
"What?!"
"That you don't now have the capacity to understand, but if you
keep learning all these aspects of God, you are learning about God.
Like the Neanderthal, right now we don't even have the capacity to
understand. In our pride, we would like to think that we do,
because we think we are rational and logical and we have these
scientific tools that explore the universe from microcosmic to
macrocosmic. But we have no idea of how vast knowledge is, or of
the measure of other aspects of the world, like love. So we think
that we do understand what is to be known and we say therefore that
we don't see God, therefore he doesn't exist."
My friend is not yet convinced. "I knew it! You never intended to
actually show me God."
"What you want me to do is bring God here, put a label on him that
says 'God,' and write a definition for him that defines everything
that God can and can't do. All His powers, all aspects of Him, all
His knowledge. Religions have done that forever. It's called
revelation. (God reveals himself through history and in the affairs
of man.) The most extreme aspect of it is called fundamentalism.
I'll bring you the Koran, and the Bible, and the Talmud, and
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Bhagavad-Gita, and all the rest. Is this what you want? A
compendium of religious thought? What does it take to satisfy
you?"
"I don't believe any of those." My friend is really in a tantrum.
"Have you tried living any of those? Have you made their journey?
If you plan a vacation to Morocco, but never make the trip, you
never visit the common land and meet a nomad that lives off the
land, so you've never been to Morocco. If you never make the trip
to explore God, then how do you expect to know what he is made
of?"
My friend shakes his head. "I might not like nomads, or Morocco. I
only want to read about them."
"Then you are the epitome of the armchair warrior. You have heard
the rules of the game, but you only watch and criticize, and
philosophize about it. If it were football, you would know nothing
of the bone crunching, strategizing, instant decision making, man
behind you, spikes in the leg, horror of it all."
"You don't even like football."
"Well, it's an example. I'll use soccer, if it pleases you. The fact is,
you confuse fact with reality."
"You're full of it."
"No, really, there are millions of facts - things other people tell you
about things. Then there is experiential reality - things you know
because you have experienced them yourself. There are facts about
iron. Iron has an atomic number and certain compressive and
tensile strengths. It is meaningless to you personally until you
personally hit your finger with a hammer, or try to build a bridge
that won't collapse under the weight of a railroad car. Facts about a
soccer game have little to do with your reality. Aspects of soccer
are only real when you play the game."
"Maybe you have a point," my friend concedes. "I don't get in the
game. I guess it really isn't quite fair to claim God doesn't exist if
I'm not willing to be part of the things that it takes to understand
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him. But I see a lot of disillusioned people bow out of religion.
What does that say about religion?"
"I guess that people grow and change and that what they know no
longer seems to fit in their mental model of their religion, or of God.
But the fact that they have changed doesn't mean that God has
changed or that God doesn't exist. They haven't integrated a new
concept of God that draws from different aspects of God."
"Oh, boy, here we go, psychobabble. And about religion."
"I'll drop that, my feathered friend." I gave him really cool pastel
green and pink feathers for the moment. My friend winces.
"Good. So tell me, you call God a Him, capital letters and all - just
what does this guy do, sit on a great throne and shoot lightening
bolts at people he doesn't like, and smack misbehaving kids with his
scepter, and judge people and send them to Hell?"
"Yes, of course."
"You're kidding."
"Yes, of course. I was kidding about the feathers, too. I have no
definitive idea what God can be characterized as. We tend to
anthropomorphize human attributes to God. Whatever we think
humans are like, we attribute the same characteristics to God. In
this way, we put labels on God that we can understand, and perhaps
control. We need to understand. Religion tends to describe God in
very abstract terms: 'I am.' 'God is love.' People having near death
experiences typically describe God as a light. These experiences
are usually structured in the religious garb of the beliefs of the one
having the experience.
The psychic Edgar Cayce described God's beginning as knowing
that He knew that he exists and pulled Himself together. Cayce's
comment almost seems like a metaphor for the solidification of
planets at the beginning of the universe. Others describe God as the
universal consciousness - a metaphor for the collective conscious of
all people. Perhaps God is all these things and much more. Perhaps
God is whatever we need Him to be so that we can make sense of
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our world and learn from our experience, just as electricity serves us
in any capacity we wish. But that doesn't make electricity any less
real, and it doesn't make God any less real. Perhaps when we reach
the end of the journey we will already know."
God, faith, and belief are ethereal things that can’t be sensed in the
physical world by sight or touch, yet we have empirical evidence
similar to the wind. We can’t see the wind, but we know that it
exists by what it does. God is not known by “miracles that we can
see,” but is experientially known. You see his transforming effect in
the lives of people. You prove God by testing what he teaches us.
Treat each other with kindness… it generally works, and it is much
more effective than hatred, malevolence, and force.
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10

Ontology
Theoretical positions and personal notes

Understanding methods for understanding God are as much a part
of this research project as understanding God. Various methods
were used and evaluated. They are discussed in this chapter.
What is an ontology?
The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines "ontology" as: 52
1 : a branch of metaphysics concerned with the nature and
relations of being
2 : a particular theory about the nature of being or the kinds
of existents
The way that I use the word, in the context of these articles is, "an
ontology states the relationship between things." While I typically
just say, the "aboutness," or the "core," these words don't accurately
convey the meaning. For example, I'm not writing in this book
about "everything" about God. I doubt that I have the ability for
even a fractional understanding of that. This book simply explores
what can be learned through existing writings, specifically religious
scriptures, about God's relationship with certain people. Those
certain people are those who left us with a religious legacy.

52

Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary copyright © 2004 by MerriamWebster, Incorporated
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This book presents two different types of research through an
"ontological construct approach to theology." One type is the
intuitive presentation in which I present what I already know.
Obviously this is "finding what you are looking for," and is not
"scientific." To eliminate bias, some of the research is presented as
guided by an analytical strategy of literary analysis. What I expect
to find, and the analytical strategy, are both presented in the
following.
"Relation" or "relationship" is the key. If two items are related, what
is that relationship? For example, if I have a collection of blue
items, then that hidden line that relates all of them is "blue." The
relationship could be "relevance."
Categorization is a similar principle, but categorization more
commonly means that the items are alike or share an important
characteristic. They don't have a relationship, just commonness. In
an ontology, I am looking for the basic nature of the relationship.
Ontology is not about similarity, but about the relationship itself
between items. For example, love, hate, warmth, desire for another,
admiration for another, cheapness in a relationship, and opaqueness
in a relationship, are characteristics for which individual ontologies
might be created, or might describe a single relationship. Ontology
is the unifying element for which the construct is created. A
construct is just a list of characteristics that represent something.
In this ontological construct about God, what I am focusing on is
the relationship between God and a subgroup of people which I
generalize to all of humanity. The predominant characteristic is
love. I am populating the construct with characteristics that arise in
the relationship.
Is this ontology an attempt to define God?
To clarify an important point, I don't "define" anything in this book,
and usually not anywhere. Definitions are "closed" in that they set
permanent boundaries. I'm not all-knowing about any subject, so I
don't set boundaries, or prevent ideas from growing. I simply
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"describe" what I find. Descriptions are open systems that can grow
and continue growing.
Religions have difficulty describing the indescribable. To tell us
about God, the experience has to be described in terms that are
already familiar to people. So by necessity, the divine becomes
described in terms that are very human. As history continues and
people understand more and have words that extend the boundaries
of knowledge, the descriptions of previous ages seem very
inadequate and even misleading.
These chapters are an exploration. They aren’t about "defining"
things, but about "describing" them. Without getting too technical,
defining puts things in a box. Defining helps us understand because
it places limits - puts things in bite size chunks. Describing and
defining impact how we view our world. How is describing
different from defining? Define a couple of new words that deal
with just this topic:
incratic: adjective.
1. Characteristic of a closed system of thought that is turned
inward. <Their incratic thought saw not the slightest wisp
of sunshine.>
2. From those who are within, especially an idea from
within a system that lacks new thinking. Uninformed. <An
incratic idea.>
3. Relating to an idea that would fit well within the
framework of partisan theory, particularly of those in
control. <An incratic approach to the problem.> <The
conservatives formulated an incratic approach to the
problem.> <The Congress, locked in old ways of thinking,
could not resist an incratic view of the issue.>
4. Characteristic of a system with people who are closed to
fresh thinking, particularly self-imposed exclusion of
outside thought, such as by an ideology maintained by the
power elite. <An incratic system.>
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5. Characteristic of thinking in a system that is stuck in a
rut. <A system in incratic stagnation, mired in its own
thought.>
6. Characteristic of a system that can't evolve, or reach
beyond being a fresh mixture of stale ideas. <Hopelessly
locked in incratic dispute.> <Incratic inbreeding.>
Note how in the previous example, there are multiple
definitions, each similar to the others, but very specific. It is
an incremental approach. Every nuance of the expression
breaks the previous limits, so creates another definition 1, 2,
3, 4, 5, 6. Many things are easily categorized in this way.
Could you define God? It seems like a highly improbable, if
not impossible, task. Describing, on the other hand, lets
understanding grow. Describing has no boundaries. This is
a descriptive exploration of just one aspect of God: his
relationship with man and what we know about it, as seen
through specific filters, such as law, mercy, forgiveness,
and love - which we can call the nature of God (an
ontology).
This has practical implications. There is a view of religion
that we have to get back to earlier times, as if early voices
contained all wisdom, and wisdom is somehow lost through
the ages. There is also the opposite view that people and
civilization mature, and through experience they gain more
wisdom. One is a closed system of thought (incratic); the
other is an open system of thought (diasophic: open,
incisive, perceptive, discerning, luminary, sound judgment).
diasophic: adjective.
1. Characteristic of an open system of thought that cuts
across available ideas. <Their diasophic thought let the
sunshine through.>
2. Characteristic of thinking that is informed, incisive,
perceptive, discerning, luminary, and resulting from sound
judgment. <A diasophic idea.>
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3. Relating to an idea that would productively expand the
framework of sectional theory. <A diasophic approach to
the problem.> <The conservatives, in consultation with
others, formulated a diasophic approach to the problem.>
<The Congress, cutting across party ideas and incisively
adding new ones, hammered out a diasophic view of the
issue.>
4. Characteristic of a system with people who are open to
fresh thinking, and opposed to rigid ideologies. <A
diasophic system.>
5. Characteristic of thinking in a system that is constantly
improving. <A system in diasophic evolution, finding new
effective solutions.>
6. Characteristic of a system that evolves, becoming fresh
and relevant. <Hope emanating from diasophic
discussions.> <Diasophic fertility.>
Interpretive perspective
I am a person of faith (Christian), and my interpretive perspective is
from a position of faith. I have no real position on history, and don’t
consider historical accuracy to be a basis for faith. I don’t judge the
validity of other faiths, and favor pluralism.
The intention in my research is not that of the religious reformist
(reformists, such as in the Protestant reformation, tried to go back to
the original, thinking that we have somehow lost the path and are
trying to get back on it).
Experience is a great and valuable teacher, improving our
understanding of the past and needs for the future. As experience
grows so do our understanding and concepts. My approach is to try
to understand from our rich heritage what the original spirit (intent)
of things was in addressing needs and objectives in the past, clear
away the muddle of unnecessary things that grow up around these,
and then reconstruct, adapt, and create so that we have ways of
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addressing current and future needs. The approach is
deconstructive, reconstructive, progressive, adaptive, and creative.
Critical orientation regarding text
Do Biblical and other religious literatures lend themselves to
standard literary interpretation techniques? Possibly, but they are
highly problematic for a number of reasons, not the least of which is
we are dealing with experientially based faith and interpretation, not
necessarily unbiased historical accounts. It is like the pharaoh
presenting pictures of his reign on a wall. It will be a biased
accounting of a great victory, and the losses in other battles are not
likely to be presented. Yet religious literature tends to be more
complete because it sees moral lessons in the stories, even the ones
which show people in a bad light.
Interpretation of religious literature is highly dependent on context.
Context includes, 1) the perspectives of prevalent cultures in the
Orient; 2) the framework that the idea fits into, such as some portion
of religious Law following some type of condemnation; 3) the
words themselves; 4) the other words used in the passage that create
meaning; 5) actions used in the passage that create meaning; 6) the
purpose of the words, following from the situation(s) being
addressed; 7) the perspectives of the religious communities through
history on this and other similar "offences;" 8) attitudes of the
community toward its own beliefs and actions, and regarding the
past; 9) the consistency of the Scriptures; 10) understanding the
passage through the example given by Christ; 11) often deeper (and
often more personal) meanings are seen in the text as people
mature; and 12) the future direction that the religious community
decides to take.
How people view the interpretation of Scripture is one of the
contexts that determines how things are interpreted. Views inherent
in community and in views of the past are very important. In
looking at interpretation, one thing to consider is from whose point
of view is the story being told. For example, in an example later in
this book on the Gods of Ancient Israel, I listed the points of view
of different books, including creation stories, the state, the prophets,
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and the people. Each tells the story from a different perspective, but
none of the perspectives is solely correct nor solely incorrect.
For example, the Noah story in the Bible appears in the Gilgamesh
literature in Babylonia, which dates from the culture of ancient
Sumer. At some point the story entered the Middle East cultures as
an oral tradition, probably inspired by an event of flooding. Each
culture interpreted it differently.
Another example is the wrathful and vengeful God portrayed in
many stories, yet these stories may relate more to tribal or state
spin. The Hebrew King David, a warrior, was not permitted to build
a Temple to represent God because he was a warrior. His son,
Solomon, was awarded the privilege. Ezekiel listened for the voice
of God in the power of nature, but could only find him in the still
small voice.
Similarly, traditions in the Hebrew Bible are sometimes an
overemphasis, such as traditions related to the cause of rewards and
suffering. Christ questioned this emphasis, indicating that some bad
things just happen to good people.
Speculation on the cause of writing, or on other meanings, typically
casts doubt on the veracity of a passage in scripture, but it is not a
very convincing approach unless it can be convincingly
demonstrated that the writer clearly had other motives. In other
words, speculation that a text fits into some other social, historical,
or motivational context doesn’t mean that it actually does. The
simplest explanation is probably the correct one.
There is no ideal speaker or ideal hearer possible for most scriptural
text due to several factors: 1) the evolution of words over the
centuries; 2) the lack of a definition of words in ancient times, the
many translations into various languages; 3) the evolution of ideas
through the centuries; 4) major cultural differences; 5) and
unknowable context in historical times.
An example of speaker/hearer difficulty is seen in what I believe is
the evolution of the idea of destruction of wicked individuals and
civilizations, which grew into the “Day of the Lord” motif which
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foreshadows a day of judgment. It flowered in the prophetic
tradition of prophesying doom on cities and Israel’s enemies, and
finally became the apocalyptic literature. Christ used similar
apocalyptic concepts and rich visual images of fearful endings.
These ideas later morphed into ideas of hell as an actual place of
punishment, and then the Roman Catholic Church seems to have
borrowed the idea of “Purgatory” from another religion. People like
Dante let their imaginations run free, creating more rich visual
images of this place called Hell.
What we have today is a fully blossomed tradition of judgment and
punishment of wickedness, which is far different from what the
ancients thought or Christ intended. It is built mostly on speculation
and engenders fear, which is a method of control that is
representative of the brutality of the Middle Ages. When today’s
notions are deconstructed, they lead back to a couple of basic ideas
about the suffering and possible destruction of those who ultimately
refuse the way of God in their lives or who become evil. There were
multiple ideas in ancient times of what came after death, the Bible
contains few of them, and what the ancient people meant when they
said certain things is not what we mean today.
From the point of view of historical (era) analysis, each era
represented in the literature can’t be evaluated independently from
other eras. Each era is dependent on previous eras, and many books
appear to have been either rewritten or added to in one or more
additional eras. This should be self-evident since the Bible, for
example, is not a single book, but a compilation of books that were
written over at least 8 centuries, and some oral histories weren’t
written until centuries after the events.
Regarding the integrity of the literature (accuracy, and veracity),
who knows? The strategy is to pretty much take it as it is,
considering to be of primary importance the message that someone
thought important enough to record as their inspired interpretation
of events. It is there as an example, and we are the interpreters of its
importance today.
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I simply try to pay respectful homage to the linguists and historical
scholars who shed light on these issues and render translations.
Research analytical strategy for literary analysis on this
project
The goal was to create an ontological construct of the characteristics
of God’s relationship with humanity, specifically with a small group
of people in a limited historical period. It’s a challenge.
In 1979 someone said to me that Christ spoke about Hell as often as
he spoke about love. I did a quick survey of one of the gospels and
found that although “love” was more prominently mentioned, Hell
was very frequently mentioned also. I found this odd for a text that
supposedly features the idea of love.
The reasons Hell is mentioned so often is because 1) various
concepts were interpreted as “Hell.” 2) Christ spoke primarily to the
Jews, and the focus of his talk to them was about the logical
outcome of depending only on “The Law” for your future. No one
can ever live up to all of the terms of the law – no one is that perfect
– so the law only condemns you.
Love is the alternative that he offers them, and love is more often
mentioned when he changes his focus and speaks to those who are
not Jews. This points to one of the difficulties in analyzing
literature, specifically the Bible. Simple things like “word
frequency” counts fail to categorize themes because different
themes are targeted to different audiences.
An example of this problem is the President’s State Of The Union
Address in 2004. The President intended foreign countries to hear
certain messages, he intended Democratic Congressmen to hear
certain messages, Republican Congressmen to hear certain
messages, all Congressmen to hear certain messages, industry
leaders to hear certain messages, government leaders to hear certain
messages, segments of the population (retired, those without
healthcare, Hispanics) to hear certain messages, and the American
people to hear certain messages. So without indicating in any way
that this was his intent, he was talking to a number of different
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people about a number of different themes and topics. To analyze
his entire speech would be a very complex task.
Word frequency counts are compounded by the fact that concepts
may be represented by many different words. For example, the
concept of Hell, today would have several words lumped into the
category. “Outer darkness, the lake of fire, gehena, and sheol, today
are simply considered synonymous with the concept of hell. This
requires deconstruction of today’s common vernacular to determine
what the actual concept is, and then requires searches on possibly
several different words.
Concepts presented in the Christian New Testament don’t have
uniform opposing concepts. For example, love is the key motivating
concept in the New Testament. The opposite of love is “hate,” as in
“love the one and hate the other.” But the word hate is not found
very frequently. Instead, what we find is that the word love is the
translation of several words, many of which would not count in a
word frequency count to represent a topic.
Love is the word that Christ also used to describe his feelings for his
associates, and for brothers. In English the word love could also
mean sexual desire, etc. To make the matter even more complicated,
the original words of Christ were probably spoken in Aramaic,
translated to Greek during the next 30 to 200 years, and then
translated to English about a thousand years later. There is also the
Latin tradition, which skews the interpretative tradition for well
over a thousand years. Greek words took on different meanings over
periods of centuries, and in different geographical areas, just as we
can hardly recognize the English of even 400 years ago. The
complexity of the literature doesn’t lend itself to easy numerical
(word frequency) analysis.
The topical approach to analysis, which I highly prefer, is also
problematic. Should all passages be considered that relate to the
topic? How will they be found, and how relevant should they be?
Some concepts are referenced without even using a representative
keyword. This would be the classification project of a lifetime, (see
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the Roget’s Thesaurus of the Bible) and it would be followed by a
consideration of each passage, in an extensive context - another
very long project.
Memory is one device for locating relevant passages of text;
however, I have the memory of a steel sieve. And since my early
religious experience is from the 1950s, I remember passages mostly
in the King James Version, which I haven’t used for decades.
Choosing passages that represent certain concepts is one valid tool
of study, but it brings an obvious bias: selectivity.
Random sampling of passages of text or representative books is
another method of analysis, but which passages and books are really
representative of the entire Bible? Probably none - they are all
written for a purpose.
On the one hand, the Bible, and other religious scripture, is subject
to the interpretation of religious institutions. On the other hand, it is
subject to personal interpretation and faith. It resists modern
methods of analysis, and even systematic theologies vary.
Rather than force literature to fit the mold of a single methodology,
the methodology I have selected is simply eclectic.
The scriptural clues
The first ancient ontological clue about God was simply the
statement, "I am." People have puzzled over that statement ever
since it was made. Ancient Judaism believed that God was
encountered in human events. That means that God is known by
participating in and experiencing history. Just as faith is
demonstrated by what people do for others, so is God demonstrated
by his influence on history and the affairs of people.
An ontology might be created through both stated and demonstrated
characteristics. Stated characteristics are those that are native to the
being, such as the statement, "I am." Demonstrated characteristics
are those that are experienced. For example, we consider a person to
be kind when he does kind things for other people. The person's
behavior reveals the person's characteristics, his basic nature. The
175

Ancient Israelites had experienced God in many ways, and had
names for God that reflected these experiences. For example,
Jehovah-jireh, means God will provide. Jehovah-nissi means God is
my banner. Jehovah-shalom means God is peace.
The resulting construct of hundreds of years of people's experience
with God, was summarized by the OT prophet, Micah, as God's
expectation of man: "...to do justice, love kindness, and walk
humbly with your God."
The Apostle John wrote the ontology that Christ delivered as, "God
is love," and began his account of Christ with the statement, "In the
beginning was the word, and the word was God, and the word was
with God." The word of God is Christ among us, and God is love.
Christ is the message. The message is love. The words of John are
ontological statements about the nature of God that reflect the idea
of loving God and loving your neighbor that had evolved in
Judaism. Christ gave us an ontology of God (what God is about),
and indicated a way (love) of viewing the Bible and its Laws. The
new ontology doesn't negate the OT, but puts it into a wider context.
This new construct moved thought about God from a very objective
"strict and foreboding God who passed out strict rules and expected
blind obedience, to a compassionate God who expects people to act
from a higher moral principal (intent), understanding and
determining for themselves what is right and wrong.
Is all of history relevant?
Whatever people's new understanding of God might be at the time
of Christ, the Roman Empire had a major influence over it, possibly
freezing the evolving understanding. The citizens of the Roman
Empire were converting to Christianity. The Roman Emperor
favored Christianity. The Roman Emperor then insisted that the
entire empire convert, probably to stop the chaos of competing
religions and the resulting anarchy. The empire then continued in
the direction that it knew. The Roman Empire did what Christ
would not: it made Christianity a major unifying element of its
political and military power.
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Under the Roman influence, the Christian religion became
canonized into books and codified into creeds, as if these would
make the religion more authoritative, known, consistent, rote, and
comprehensible. In other words bureaucratic and easy to administer.
Christianity's misadventures and disrepute grew from there.
Misguided people sent into the world the Crusaders with their
slaughter of people of other beliefs; the Inquisitions with their
torture and killing of innocent people; the conquering of other lands
(Americas) and slaying the inhabitants for wealth; the tolerance of
crime and power for fines (donations); the slaughter of entire
communities who held “heretical” beliefs, the decades long wars
between religious groups; the killing of the Knights Templar;
preventing the Bible from being read; the Puritan age in which sex
was villainized; Prohibition, in which alcohol was outlawed; and
many other things too numerous to mention.
Christianity has played the villain to the world while speaking
salvation. Today we still have Christians who prefer the end of the
world to actually working for its redemption, and who actively seek
to promote conflict between Muslims and Jews. The actions of
Christianity in the centuries following Christ, don't characterize
Christian beliefs. So history since Christ has largely been ignored in
this book.
By this I don’t mean that modern religion is corrupt. Religion tends
to self-correct as people within the religion realize that it has gone
bonkers. The Protestant Reformation was one such correction.
Catholics continue to evolve their beliefs with each new Pope and
Vatican Council.

Interpretation and perspectives
There are many ideas about where scripture inspiration came from,
varying from "Every word came directly from God," to "Every
word is superstitious nonsense, most of which is intended for
manipulation and control, and never actually happened." Religion
often leaves the educated afraid of feeling foolish, and leaves the
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cynical wary of being duped. Yet those with faith in some creative
power outside themselves commonly feel a powerful attraction to
religious writing and ritual. It is often an uncomfortable fit, as the
actions recorded about the historical god sometimes appear to be
morally unacceptable, overly judgmental, tribal or state oriented,
those of a doomsayer, with motives more like humans than a god,
and even capricious.
What are we to think? Are we to judge God? Perhaps our
understanding and questioning is a mark of growth. Perhaps at other
times it is that we overlook the historical context, and don't realize
that something like opposing other gods who demanded human and
child sacrifice was a major step in a positive direction. And perhaps
we sometimes don't consider the interpretive framework and narrow
sight of the times.
Biblical literature is typically seen in the light that every act
recorded that is not explicitly condemned must have been right. But
the messages should make us think, not mimic. It helps to
understand the perspective from which people saw God and wrote
about him. This includes the nature of the times, the social
environment, and the roles of the people involved.
There are strong parallels in the development of the major religions
in the world. The attitudes about God, and the development of
religion, were similar in Hinduism, Babylonian/Assyrian, Egyptian,
and Judeo-Christian-Muslim religions, and these developed through
parallel eras. For example, the Jewish and Christian were marked by
birth pains that placed high demands of loyalty and harsh
punishments for those who didn't live up to very high standards.
If you look past the veneer of perspectives, you see beyond such
things as tribal gods who supposedly supported local war efforts.
You see the Goddess of Ma'at in Egypt, who is concerned with the
noble ideas of justice and fair treatment (truth, law, and universal
order). You see a similar sense of balance in Native American
religious tradition. You see the tolerant God of justice, mercy,
forgiveness, and love, of the Israelites. You see the ideas of peace
and an ordered society in the Muslim heritage. You see the strong
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emphasis on laws and social order that people can live by, in
Ancient Sumer and in Babylon prior to rule by the Hittites. And in
the Ancient Greek world you see the willingness to explore spiritual
issues through the many varieties of religious thought, in a search
for wisdom and a perfect society.
Beyond the pantheons of gods, and rituals which make no sense or
were even repugnant and destructive, and beyond the chest
pounding voices of nationalism, we can see a single God pointing
the way, and we can see people struggling with understanding God
and often leaving a written record of their struggles. We can see
many stories repeated in the history of all religions. These stories
either got at the root of what people were trying to communicate
about God, so they copied and repeated them, or similar events
actually happened in many cultures. These stories told important
messages that people were hungry to hear.
To the cynic, borrowing or creating stories destroys credibility. To
the purist, borrowing or creating stories demands a strong defense
of their religion, and suppression of the unwanted. The cynics and
purists have too often ruled down through history, either destroying
literature or weaving unintended meanings. To the rest of us, these
actions leave us wondering if all religious apologists throughout
history have acted in this way, hiding, destroying, and deceiving
when uncomfortable literature presents itself. We are challenged to
see beyond perspectives and actions to the message from the core
God within.
Our own perspectives set us up for trouble
The perspective from which we view religious writings places us in
uneasy relationships with them. For example, it is largely only the
interpretation of scripture that brought the Bible into conflict with
science. Remove interpretations from the Middle Ages to the late
19th Century, and the Bible is very resilient. Similarly, if we view
the stories as being absolutely concrete fact in which each word was
written by God, at minimum we find ourselves looking at a text that
openly contradicts itself.
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When people box themselves in with an extreme and unyielding
perspective, the smallest opposing "proof" can destroy their faith.
For example, a recent book purports to offer proof, through the
discovery of contradictory ancient writings, that Christ was not
from God, but a man like any other, and the Roman Emperor
Constantine elevated him for the political expediency of uniting the
lands under one religion.
Much of the evidence is simply rehashed supposition. This is just
another in a long string of supposed discoveries, often centered on
the supposed secret acts and literature of the Knights Templar.
Ancient contradictory stories of the past abound, some of which are
partially true, and if taken by themselves question the validity and
veracity of religious writing. Faith is damaged, and perspective can
put one in the trap of an indefensible position.
Was Christ crucified and "resurrected," as questioned by so many,
and if so, resurrected in what form; or was he only a man? The
supposition that he wasn't is disproved simply by the experience of
believers, and by what Christ pointed to. As a practical matter,
questions like these in this or any other religion are of little
importance to faith. However in the tradition of apologetics in a
religion and mother religion anchored in history, many feel
obligated to seek more concrete answers.
Mystery and hidden things are nothing new to Christianity. Mystery
and hidden things are an integral part of what Christ preached. He
intentionally hid things by speaking in riddles, a common practice
among Middle Eastern religious speakers at that time. In fact, there
were even many contenders in the last two centuries BC for the title
of Messiah (Greek: Christos, English: Christ), who were also named
Jesus, and who traveled and spoke much as Christ did. They
considered themselves to be "saviors" and often fomented political
revolt.
People were expecting a Messianic figure to come and free them
from the Romans. There were also many sects, such as the
Nazarenes, from which John the Baptist originated, and with which
Christ was associated. These sects claimed to have "secret
180

knowledge" as attested by the Dead Sea Scrolls. But there was only
one who "turned the world upside down." There was only one
person who spoke of a spiritual Kingdom in this world, but not of
this world - a spiritual kingdom for individuals, not military rulers
and political nations.
Is it any wonder, since people love a mystery, that people even
today look for secret literature and relics, especially associated with
secretive organizations like the Knights Templar? Even Hitler
believed that there were ancient relics hidden that would give him
power, and sent teams to search for items from Jewish history even
as he was exterminating the Jews. Unfortunately the quest misses
the entire point of religion - it is spiritual, not physical, and the
power is a transforming power within, not a power over others.
The Bible is not a collection of all of the literature available from
the era. In the flurry of letters between churches about Christ,
collections of his sayings, and Christianity, there were many many
documents that were repeats or were not of any significance, or not
authoritative, or simply didn't well represent the faith (or were even
considered to be in error). Some hotly debated issues, like
Gnosticism, rightly or wrongly were kept out of the Bible, although
we can still hear echoes in various passages of that type of thought.
Gnosticism was clearly a divisive emphasis, and much of its
practice seemed out of place in the rest of Christianity.
Not everyone was in full agreement on the literature to be included
in the Bible, but the leaders did come to a consensus opinion about
the literature that most closely represented Christianity. To my
point: There are simply a lot of old manuscripts that still exist today
(copied in later centuries) that predate anything that the Church
leaders under Constantine potentially could have rewritten, or are
known to have existed in parallel in that era, and these support the
crucifixion and resurrection of Christ.
These documents, such as the Diatessaron, and the Nag Hammadi
library documents that were found in the 19th and 20th Centuries,
verify that the church of the Third Century did not invent fantastic
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stories about Christ. Whatever happened has independent witnesses
who told the story independently.
For example, the Gospel of James, a book from the Nag Hammadi
library archaeological find, that was not included in the NT and was
lost to history, speaks directly of the cross and resurrection, and of
the "son of the Holy Spirit" (an unusual saying, possibly Gnostic in
origin). The Gospel of Mary Magdalen, from the same documents,
also attests to Christ’s crucifixion.
Also found at the Nag Hammadi library were the Gospel of Philip,
the Gospel of Thomas, and many other documents. Except for
Thomas, these are considered to have been "corrupted" by having
Gnostic additions, but they appear to have been written and
preserved prior to any potential revision by Church leaders. These
books were of little value compared to the four gospels (the books
of Mathew, Mark, Luke, and John).
Another book that was not included in the Bible is worth
mentioning. The first person to meet Christ, after he left the tomb,
was Mary Magdala (Magdalene), according to the Bible. In The
Gospel of Mary, Mary (a disciple or Apostle of Christ) and the other
apostles are talking, and this is obviously after Christ has died. They
speak of his appearing individually to Mary, and also collectively to
them. It also speaks of his spirit being in them. (They also speak
through their jealousy of Christ having given additional knowledge
to Mary, and not to them - a writing touch that adds some credibility
to the document. She then tells them the secrets that Christ had told
her.) So the teachings that Christ was crucified, resurrected, is of the
spirit of God, and his spirit is in them, is on firm ground.
My experience with Christianity and Judaism is that less than
thorough research by opponents usually leads to wild speculation.
However, close examination of the scriptures, other documents of
the time, and the archaeological record, usually indicate that the
wild speculation is unjustified, if not totally contradicted.
I feel compelled to add that I take no position on who wrote
scriptures, inspiration, or inerrancy. A book is not God. To me these
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are moot and improvable questions that only create arguments, and
that have no value when it comes to faith. While there is a long
tradition of trying to screen the gospels for the true sayings of Jesus
(such as the Jesus Seminar), my small experience with literary
interpretation tells me that the effort is fraught with hidden traps.
The voice that speaks through scripture to inspire faith and guide,
can as easily speak to the heart and mind through a magazine
article, a neighbor, experience, a leader, a fool... . But if the heart
and mind are focused on ignoble interests, they can just as easily
find justifications for misdeeds in any voice, including scriptures just look at the history of the Church's followers and their infamous
deeds. (Perhaps one of the major problems in the Church's history is
that many were simply unable to read the scriptures.)
Difficult choices VS bias
Scriptural writings are written throughout history. The desire to
collect them into a book and be selective about which ones best
represent a religion, is a human initiative, and beliefs vary about
their guidance. Some very obvious choices were made regarding the
Judaism canon (list of included books), and the Christian canon.
Some historical periods were not included. Some writings were not
included.
For example, if the leaders thought that scripture (revelation) was
closed, they didn’t include literature from the period of the
Maccabees, between the Prophet Micah and Christ. The writings of
the Gnostics were considered heretical and not included, even
though there was great variation in belief between Gnostic
communities. Yet Gnostic-like ideas are present in many books of
the Christian canon. What was common about early Christianity
was not the unified voice, but the variety of opinions.53
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Documents that seemed supportive of some divisive dispute were
not included in canons. Various scholars, theologians, and religious
movements don't agree on these canons, and major groups publish
Bibles with different books in them. For example, the Protestant
Bible has many fewer books than the Catholic Bible, which has
fewer Old Testament books than the Jewish (Hebrew) Bible. The
Samarian Bible has many fewer books than the Jewish Bible,
presenting only the Pentateuch (first five books of Moses) and there
are variations in the text. Islam also uses the first five books of the
Bible, but it has variations in the text that reflect its perspective.
Beyond these things, none of the early writings in any religious
tradition stand up to the literary, historical, and scientifically based
standards of today, or even stand up to close inspection. Yet in spite
of its perceived faults, the Bible passes on an effective message that
inspires faith. It probably fares better than many histories written
about our current time that are either self-serving in perspective, or
revisionist. Today's histories have simply become the histories of
interpretation, correctness, agendas, and convenience. Show me one
history book in the public high school system that even mentions
duals by a Vice President elect and his flight to an island off of
Georgia (not that this is a terribly important issue, it is just an
example).
The Bible even contradicts itself, and leaves much unexplained. For
example, the “rediscovered” book of Deuteronomy is far stricter in
its prescribed punishments than the earlier four books. Why these
differences? The Bible is not an account of history, nor is it a book
of science. The Bible is a selective account of people's relationships
with God, in a very limited historical environment. The writers'
ideas of how to record things were undoubtedly very driven by the
purpose at hand. To them, recording "just the facts" was not a
purpose at all. What they wrote, sometimes centuries after the event,
was an interpretation, so that readers would understand the
importance of that event in their lives.
Some of them even played "fast and loose" with facts, writing in the
spirit of some "tradition," that reflected the personality of some
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previous historical figure. This treatment of literature is true in the
sense that it sees events in the same interpretive perspective as the
original historical figure. Writing in this way is like the experience
of a child who has heard her parents' advice so often that years after
they have gone the adult child knows exactly what they would say
and how they would say it. We wouldn't consider the style
authoritative today, but it was widely accepted in ancient times.
Additionally, the example of the Jewish Samaritan and the Gnostic
communities has clear evidence of rewriting existing texts to
support their own points of view (or perhaps the Samaritan text was
correct and the other is a revision). How widespread this practice
was, and whether it affected literature in the Biblical canons, isn't
clear.
As an example of the ancients' idea of history, we know from
inscriptions on Egyptian walls that the stories placed there reflect
the triumphs of the kings or later pharaohs. We lose half of the truth
because they had no interest in recording their failures. Failure
wasn't something to carve in stone in big letters - that really did
little to engender confidence in the king and kingdom, or prepare
one for an afterlife. And then their idea of revision of anything that
didn't suit them was to simply obscure the text in the stone.
The Israelites, with their emphasis on moral behavior, were more
likely to record failure, but it was always through the interpretive
lens of their beliefs. One belief, which possibly originated in
Ancient Sumer where it was common, and was reflected in other
nations as well, was that individuals, cities, and nations brought
destruction on themselves by disobeying God. People have always
felt compelled to appease the volcano, earth, sea, and storm gods to
prevent their destruction... which they felt they must have deserved.
But today, when we see some individual or group suffering, we are
much less likely to attribute it to disobedience to God and divine
retribution. For example, when an earthquake recently struck Bam,
Iran, killing over 30,000 people, (or mudslides or flooding in
California, China, Chile, etc.) instead of sitting around with a smug
look and saying that once again God has struck them and their evil
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ways, instead the people of other nations rushed to help. Even the
more fundamentalist leaning Southern Baptists sent aid workers to
Iran.
The interpretive emphasis of ancient time, while we can't say it was
false, certainly led to an overemphasis and painted a much darker
picture than it was in reality. We can learn from this. We have a
much fuller perspective on events, so we have to look beyond the
interpretive structures that helped them make sense of their world,
to the basic message under this that they were trying to
communicate. If the ancients were guilty of anything, it is the same
interpretive mistakes that we are all still guilty of today.
On the one hand, the Bible (Jewish Torah, chronicles, and prophets;
Christian literature), are very impressive at how well they have held
up to archaeological evidence, to other historical accounts, and to
changes in scientific perspectives. The accounts may be very hard to
prove through direct evidence, but despite considerable speculation,
Biblical accounts are tough to disprove.
On the other hand, the scriptures are subject to the limitations of
human understanding at the time of the writing. People can only
describe things in terminology that they know. For example, Isaiah's
"wheel within a wheel," can be interpreted today as a flying saucer,
or just about anything imaginable. We don't know what it was that
he saw, and obviously there was no name in existence, or similar
pattern, for what Isaiah saw. Theological descriptions are similar.
Ideas may be presented, but there may be no verbal patterns in
existence to draw on as an explanation, metaphor, or name. Lack of
understanding yields incorrect interpretations. Yet somehow these
ancient descriptions pass on important ideas to other people down
through history.
We also need to keep in mind that the Biblical revelation of God is
part of a continuing history that we ourselves experience. It is
completed in us, not in the past. We understand much more today
than the ancients ever could. Our judgments today are much better
informed, even though our individual experiences may lag. Faith is
in an interactive God, not in a stale book.
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In understanding religious literature, what is important are the
messages that the ancient people felt were important enough to
record for future generations, and it is up to us to understand their
relevance today.
Five perspectives on God in Ancient Israel affecting
interpretation
The God of creation
This part looks at different perspectives from which ancient people
have felt inspired to tell stories about God. Perspective determines
expectations and the interpretive direction of the storyteller.
Although there are various classifications of literature within the
Bible, such as the "wisdom" literature, the voices described here are
not strictly selected from these classifications.
There are at least four perspectives present in the Jewish Bible
(Christian Old Testament) that help shape the context in which the
stories need to be understood. The first perspective is the God of
creation. These are ancient stories that circulated in many ancient
cultures, in oral form (or in writing in Ancient Sumer). Creation
stories are found in ancient cultures all over the world, and give
people an interpretive framework for understanding their disjointed
and unpredictable lives. Why do the seasons change? Where did the
animals come from? Why do I have to work so hard? Why is
childbirth so hard? Why does disease kill so many people, and why
do I have a disease. Why do we suffer? Why do my children die at
such a young age? Why does my land flood and my crops fail, and
people starve to death? How can I appease God so he will spare us?
What happens to us when we die? Why do we know so little about
our purpose? What is our purpose? Questions like these demand
answers, and the human mind is stretched to examine experience
and latch on to the one closest at hand.
Creation stories try to give some kind of explanation for these
questions - questions that are just as valid today as eons ago. Each
culture seems to either create a story, or expand on it with an
interpretation from their unique perspective. Israel had a strong
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unique perspective, some of which probably was from the Semitic
culture, and some from the other cultures with which they had
contact, such as Ancient Sumer, Persia, and Egypt.
What is important is not so much the accurate historical account,
which we can never prove or disprove in any culture or religion, but
the message.
According to the Genesis story, God created an ideal world in
which people lived an idyllic existence. People began to suffer only
because they disobeyed God. While part of the idea is supportable
in people's experience, Ancient Israel interpreted this simplistically
to mean that people had to labor for a living, and women had
painful childbirths - all suffering was because of Adam and Eve's
disobedience. Additional stories in the book of Genesis serve to
confirm that this is so. Mankind became so wicked that God
destroyed the entire world (Noah story), or after the rainbow, only
the wicked parts (Sodom and Gomorrah story). This interpretive
framework for life was very simple: want a better life, then obey
God. Know your purpose: help your husband, and bear children.
The wicked get destroyed.
How far can we ever extrapolate deeper and more influential
meanings from these simplistic stories? Each tiny element in these
stories has been used to create major societal influences. The idea of
"be fruitful and multiply" is sometimes used to justify large families
and banning birth control. The idea of Adam's "sin" is used to
declare that we all exist in original sin. This is a blanket
condemnation of humanity. Sex has sometimes been identified with
original sin, and it is sometimes used to condemn sexual activity
even among married people. Saint Augustine, who knew a lot about
sexual temptation, is largely responsible for this interpretation.
The question for today is, do we still use the same interpretive
framework for understanding God's purpose toward us, and our
relationship with God? Well, since we don't see destructive events
today as being God's retribution on individuals or wicked societies,
it is very questionable whether we use the same interpretive
framework. Today we are more likely to see that dissatisfaction
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with life, and the resultant suffering, is often, but not always, a
reflection of our personal estrangement from God because of
mistreating others and ignoring God - an idea that is supported by
the Adam and Eve story without taking the interpretation to
extremes.
The God of the state
The second perspective on God is the "state" God, the God of the
government. This perspective on God is probably an outgrowth of
the tribal gods, and the influence of other nations. This is the God
who is supported by, and promoted by, the government. This
perspective includes the rules of conduct, rules concerning
maintaining order, rules of establishing authority, and rules for
establishing the authority of state control, such as Kingship,
building campaigns and other civic functions, wars, and controlling
or coexisting with religion. The lineage of Kingship, which was
inherited, was documented and enforced by the government. The
lineage of the priests, which was an inherited office, was limited to
the tribe of Levi.
In this perspective, authority is traced back to Abraham (father of
the nation), and is documented through King David up to at least the
time of Christ and even today. The priesthood is a succession from
the tribe of Levi. The religious laws are traced to Moses (Ten
Commandments), who is the authoritative source for the Pentateuch
(the first five books known as the Torah).
Kingship did not come from Moses - it supposedly came from the
people. Prior to Kingship, there were a number of judges in the
land, tied to the 12 tribes. The judges were more like religious rulers
who interpreted law and settled disputes, such as the Mullahs in Iran
today. The concept of having a king was explained to the people
and preserved in writing. The story was told that the people
complained, "Why can't we have a king like other lands?" The reply
from God was, you won't like having a king, but you asked for it.
(King Solomon later confirmed that having a king was a better way
to go for nations that grew crops.) So a king was anointed by the
priests. The kingship style and ceremonies that were established are
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very similar in authority and succession to the Egyptian system.
Thus, authority and the consent of the people was documented and
authenticated, and given a validating context in the example of other
countries.
It is this perspective that was used to support grand building
projects, such as building the king's palace and the Temple (there
was no house for God, earlier). From this perspective, records are
kept of laws, history, and succession. Wars are justified, such as the
traditional taking of the land, and the defending of the land.
While the state and priests controlled religion, religion was very
much a tool of the state. Scores of so called "prophets," who were
seers of the future, were maintained to advise the king. Other
nations were courted, and with agreements and intermarriage, the
gods and practices of those nations were accepted into the land. So,
while the role of the state was to bring order, the state actually did
what was politically expedient, using the state religion or abusing it.
As a result of kingship and political expediency, we see in the
history provided to us by these writers, lessons in relations between
man and God. The first king, Saul, selected and anointed by the
priests, was afraid for his throne and schemed to kill his
competitors. He was killed in one of the battles. The second king,
David, lusted after a friend’s wife, and had his friend killed in
battle. David's sons competed to succeed him as king, like in any
other country. The kings allowed the religion to be displaced or
corrupted whenever it suited them.
In future years, Israel's armies became less and less effective at
defending the nation. One day, in a fit of bravado, thinking that God
was on their side and they were unstoppable, the Israeli army
marched to encounter the Egyptian army. The Egyptians, who were
on their way to battle another army, marched over the Israeli army
like they weren't even there.
Later, one half of the kingdom was captured, and then there
followed a long period during which the capital and leaders were
taken captive and other countries dominated them. While the seers
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saw victory, these events were consistently interpreted by the
prophets as punishment on the nation of Israel for failure to obey
God. We see the tragic results of interpreting events from the
perspective of the state: political expediency, abuse of power,
military adventurism, and unjust wars.
From the lessons of history, we can question whether religion
should ever be a tool of government. We saw abuse of religiously
influenced political power in the Middle Ages by the Catholic
Church in the Crusades and in the Inquisition. Many thousands were
tortured and killed at the hands of the crusaders and the inquisition.
People were falsely accused and tortured until they confessed.
Accusation equaled guilt. If they failed to confess, they were
tortured during their execution. The crusaders killed men, women,
and children in entire provinces, exterminating everyone without
consideration - thousands of them (Cathars in France). Few things
in history have been as heinous, ungodly, barbaric, and inhumane as
the crimes against the people by the Church in the Middle Ages.
We saw abuse in the early 1900s in Zionism, which is a religiously
influenced political movement among Jews to reestablish the State
of Israel. Zionism even used terrorism in its past, and it often
supported extremist positions. The various parties that gained power
in Israel typically had religious orientations, and the Arabs
(Palestinians) suffer from loss of land, homes, jobs, and
relationships.
In turn, there was abuse by Muslims in this tit-for-tat hatred that has
gone on for over a millennium. The Jews hated anyone in their land,
beginning from the return from the Diaspora (538 BC) to rebuild
their Temple (which was later again destroyed by the Romans in 70
AD). After 700 AD, the land has often been under Muslim rule. The
hate was reciprocated by the Muslims to the point of abuse,
sometimes delegating the Jews to second-class citizen and servitude
roles, and negating them of the full protection of the law that any
Muslim would have had. Through the centuries and continuing
today, Arab literature and lore has cast the Jews in a very negative
light. This position is promoted in the Middle East by the Muslim
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religion and the religiously influenced governments. The position
toward the Jews that was written by Mohammed, is ignored. Neither
side has the moral high ground - elements of both seek the low
ground.
We see abuse in politics in various religiously influenced political
movements among various groups in Palestine, such as Hamas,
many of whom support or use terrorism to achieve their aims
(typically the aim is the total destruction of the Jews, and nothing
indicates that this has changed except words that have no credibility
(on either side)).
We see abuse by religiously influenced politics in Iran, where the
Mullahs are (1/13/2004) disqualifying thousands from running for
Parliament, including many incumbents who were democratically
elected by the people. It seems the conservatives lost majority
power to reformers in the last election, and the conservative
Mullahs intend to thwart reform by simply rigging the election...
brazenly. Election rigging and religious motivation are nothing out
of the ordinary - it also happens in the US, but in the US it doesn't
have government sanction and sooner or later it gets stopped.
We see abuse by religiously influenced politics in political terrorist
movements such as the Taliban and Al Qaida, which point to
supposed religious justification for their actions, even though there
isn't any except by wild interpretation of the Koran - their actions
are motivated by the lust for power of corrupt leaders. Abuse of
power gets justified in God's name. Those who believe that they are
the most right before God... do the worst crimes against humanity.
As history has proven over and over, and historian Lord Acton
stated, "...absolute power corrupts absolutely..."
The God of the prophets
The third perspective is that of the prophets of Israel, the
"spokesmen" for God. The prophets had their finger on the pulse of
what was happening in the land. They spoke out against the state,
against the people, and even against the priests, when injustice and
ungodly practices were happening. The prophets were the moral
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compasses of the land, raising the alarm when things were getting
out of control. They pointed people back to moral and just behavior,
partly by decrying bad behavior and predicting dire consequences
for those who continued to do wrong.
The legacy of the prophetic perspective is to strengthen the idea that
destruction befalls civilization because of bad behavior, and the
extreme of this is the apocalyptic literature that foretells the end of
the earth because of rampant bad behavior. This emphasis promotes
a greater emphasis on following God, especially regarding religious
law and justice.
Today we question this line of thinking that national events and
human calamity are consequences of bad behavior. We know that
great (powerful, widespread, and sometimes advanced) civilizations
rose and fell. We have repeatedly seen powerful but corrupt leaders
smash the citizens of other countries, throughout history. Powerful
leaders built powerful nations, assembled powerful armies, and then
conquered others to continue building their empires. Empire
building was the game of the day in the surrounding nations for all
of Israel's ancient history. The nation of Israel was simply an
unwitting pawn in these power struggles. The idea that their
problems with independence had something to do with God really
doesn't fit the scenario.
The effect of the later prophets interpretive perspective was to
strongly motivate those who returned to the land, to place religious
law (The Law of Moses - first five books of the Bible) above all
else. The religious rituals and emphasis wasted a great deal of time,
and isolated many of the people, causing them to overlook
important things like being friendly to their neighbors. It caused
many of them to continuously fight the political powers that
dominated their countries, and brought endless grief to them. Since
it was sanctioned by their leaders, I have called it, "bureaucracy run
amuck." Yet, given the overall emphasis of the religion of the
Israelites, this was a correct interpretation and justified by the
events of their time. But in retrospect it was an over-interpretation.
193

The prophetic interpretations caused the people to be much more
isolated and more rejecting of other people, which is partly the
cause of problems that continue today (as mentioned above under
The God of the state. What we can learn from the prophetic
perspective, is to be more discerning about the reason for events in
our lives, and more discerning of the voices that automatically
assign a divine motivation to our circumstances.
When we vary from the interpretation that "life happens and God
helps us deal with it," we need to be on very firm ground in our
assessment. The logical extensions of overemphasizing God as the
author of every large and small event that happens in our lives is to
assign to God every good thing, and blame God for every bad thing
that happens, and then cede responsibility for our future and the
consequences of our own behavior since these all seem to be
predetermined anyway. Justification for these things can be found in
the Scriptures - depending on interpretation. Our interpretive
frameworks that help us make sense of our lives, needs to be much
less narrow and inflexible.
The God of the people
The fourth perspective on God that we are provided is from the
people's point of view. Some, like Job, is called “wisdom
literature.” These are the stories like the ones of Ruth and Esther,
the "non-kingly" personal observations of King Solomon, and the
"non-prophetic" personal stories of prophets like Jonah. We don't
know who wrote these stories, but undoubtedly they were written
for a purpose. These are personal stories that challenge conventional
thinking.
The book of Ruth is a story about acceptance of foreigners. It stands
in contrast to the decrees of the governors Ezra and Nehemiah about
keeping the nation pure by not marrying foreigners. There was
always tension in the land between the voices who emphasized the
people being the elect of God and being separate, and the other
voices who emphasized that foreigners should be treated well. As
mentioned earlier, the people returning to rebuild the Temple
insisted on strict separation.
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There are no commands from God in the book of Ruth, and no
prophetic voices about what one should and shouldn't do, or the
consequences. This story is simply the story of a foreign woman
who had married an Israelite, and then the man died. She briefly
returned to her original land, but then went back to Israel. Would
the nation of Israel turn their back to her since she was a foreigner?
No. She was treated well, like any other person who had been born
in the land.
Ruth's kinsman by marriage fulfilled his responsibility and took her
as wife so that she could bear children and be provided for. As
usual, the iron stances of the policy-making hard-liners were
counterbalanced by the more compassionate approach of actually
dealing with people. It is a thought-provoking message to today's
world about religious dictates as opposed to how we should actually
treat other people. I think that the core God's voice who speaks
through the scriptures comes down more on the side of the people,
not the loud voice that pronounces edicts.
The book of Esther is about a woman who was among those who
were deported to another land after their land was invaded. The
people in those circumstances often became slaves, but sometimes
were simply transplanted and became citizens of their new land.
Esther was chosen as one of the wives of the King, but she didn't
forget her roots. She persuaded the king to give better treatment to
the Israelites, and spared them from death at the hands of one of the
King's unscrupulous leaders. This and other stories speak of godly
women and their courage in the face of difficult circumstances.
These raise questions about the subservient or religiously powerless
position in which women are typically depicted (although it is a role
of being protected).
The writings of Solomon in the book of Ecclesiastes, are not the
chronicles of a king, but instead his personal reflections about life.
Solomon, the son of King David, followed David as King of Israel.
Unlike the warrior legacy of his father (which prevented David
from building a religious temple), Solomon's legacy was to be
known for his wisdom. Solomon, as King, did a number of things
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that were politically expedient. But Solomon as a person looked at
real life and evaluated it.
Solomon heard what the priests had to say, such as the advice about
leading a life that honored God so that God would bless your land,
defend you, and make you prosperous. Solomon looked around him
and said, wait just a minute here. I've seen evil people live long
lives, and I've seen righteous people poor, oppressed, and dead at a
young age. What gives?
Solomon, probably because of the facts that he was king, he built
the Temple, and he was considered wise, probably had to try to
understand what things meant in his life. It wasn't an easy journey.
He mused, you know, everything that you do in this life turns to
dust in the wind. You can't create anything that continues to say you
were here, or make people remember you. (And it has been very
hard for archaeologists to find any trace of Solomon's Temple,
although they may have found supportable evidence in the 1990s.)
There may be an earthly reward, maybe not. You can make yourself
crazy trying to figure it all out. What do all of peoples' efforts
mean?
As a person, Solomon's message to us invites us to look at our lives
and ask what they mean. Will a legacy tied to a building, eventually
be torn down and forgotten? Or perhaps have we had an impact in
people's lives that will continue to affect their progeny down
through history? He advises, when you are prosperous, or when you
have adversity, give your situation serious consideration, but don't
drive yourself nuts by trying to figure out God's motives or by being
overly religious. Enjoy your work, eat, drink, and enjoy these. Or
more succinctly, keep on keeping on and be happy. Solomon, the
admired King, the man of power, the wise person, advises us to
enjoy life, but consider what is really important.
Jonah was a prophet, in the book named after himself. Jonah looked
at his role as spokesman for God and said as a person, you know
what? Being a prophet stinks. I go tell people that God is going to
destroy them if they don't change. They change, so God doesn't
destroy them, and it makes me look like a liar - I'm completely
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invalidated. Who needs this? I want to call down fire and brimstone
- scorched earth.
So in a very human move, Jonah ran in the other direction, got on a
ship, and fled the country. Eventually he realized he had to continue
his work. Jonah sends us an important message. Yes, the work of
people who follow God can be complex, difficult, and unrewarding.
Jonah invites us to look closely at God's real purpose in delivering
his message, and then to look less at ourselves and our own
hardships, and look more at the real impact we can have in others'
lives.
We don't know that any of these stories were actually written by the
individuals who they portray. For example, King Solomon may
have recorded some of his musings, and then others added to it "in
the tradition of Solomon." All of the preceding stories were likely
recorded for a purpose. But they are more from the peoples'
perspective than other stories. Without the influence of Ruth on the
foreign king, the Israelites in his land would have been killed by one
of his trusted men. We learn that God is a real power for influence
and change in peoples' lives, whether they are a foreign king or the
person next door, and he works through other people who follow
God. Be good to all other people - don't isolate yourselves - it
generates hatred. Don't strain over the incongruities of religion, but
enjoy life and try to understand what is really important.
The God of Christ
What, then, does the Christian Bible (Old Testament plus New
Testament) emphasize? Christ refused to acknowledge any role of
religion in government, and he hardly recognized any religious
authority. Christ crossed the boundaries that divide people from
each other, talking to women (men were not supposed to talk with
women), he went to the hated Samarians who were not considered
Jews, to the hated tax collectors who were considered to be thieves,
to the despised Romans who governed their land and considered to
be ungodly, to the sick who were considered being punished for
their sins, and even to those who were considered to be living lives
197

that offended God and man. Mercy and forgiveness traveled in the
footsteps of Christ - his was a healing and reconciling ministry.
Christ changed our view of The Law. He didn't negate it, but
fulfilled it, giving us a new perspective on it. Love mediates The
Law. Don’t judge others, but be kind to them. For example, Christ
asked us to look at the meaning for the Sabbath, not at the rules
surrounding it. He asked us to look at the purpose of sacrifice and
worship, not at the money that came from it. He set people free.
Christ asked us to look deeply at religion and understand. He asked
us to look at others without bias, regardless of who they are and
what they have done, and include them.
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Summary

Some look cynically at the messages from the past, and declare
them worthless. In a telling way, illustrating that most of the world
has not understood what must be "secret" messages, only in the last
century has a significant amount of the world changed their thinking
that it is acceptable for one nation to go to war with another to take
their land, killing everyone in sight - especially if they are of
different religions.
The Emperor Constantine and Roman Catholicism repeated many
of the mistakes of Ancient Israel, before Roman Catholicism
abandoned these attitudes and roles. Today, some people would still
make an authoritative God of state, and a ruling priesthood. Some
would make tribal gods that make war on other people and promise
prosperity. Some would make prophets that use the hammer of
doom.
It is up to us to try these messages in the fire of experience and
consistency with the overall message of scripture, and understand
the clear message from all of these perspectives on God's
relationship with people.
In this short treatise expanding on what God is about (ontology,
core), we can see that there are various perspectives from which to
view God. The experience of each view leaves a message. For
example, if you ask if God is a God of warfare, you see the
counterpoint in Israel's history that Israel's first king, King David,
was a man of battle, and for that reason he was not allowed to build
a temple that represented God. What does this say about Israel's
past? David's son, Solomon, a wise man of peace was allowed to
build the Temple. The symbol has a clear message. Christ, coming
as a representative of God, did not come as a military person of war
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or as someone influential with the government and priests, but came
as a man of peace with a message of hope for all people. These
things speak to what God is about.
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Iraq, 17, 48, 64
irrigation, 48
213

Isaiah, 96
message, 151
social action, 97
Islam, 29, 64
foundational concept, 106
Islam holy writings, 184
Islamic advocacy, 72
Israel, 33, 35, 42, 45, 54, 64
Northern Kingdom, 106
Israel’s enemy, 48
Israelites, 25, 26, 45, 91, 178
Italy, 27
Jack Van Impe, 153
Jacob’s well, 128, 133
James, 154
Jehova, 24, 129
Jehovah, 24, 67
Jehovah-jireh, 24
Jehovah-nissi, 24
Jehovah-shalom, 24
Jeremiah
prophet, 150
Jericho, 16, 17
Jeroboam I, 129
Jesus Seminar, 183
Jesus the Christ, 33
Jesus the Messiah, 25
Jewish, 48
Jewish Bible, 184
Jewish eschatology, 132
Jewish Law, 106

Jews, 54, 57, 62, 132
Jezebel, 129
Job, 194
John 23
16-19, 111
Diatessaron, 109
Peshitta, 110
16-19 in context, 112
John 4
1-27, 132
John F. Kennedy, 105
John Hurcanus
Hasmonean
priest-king,
131
John the Baptist, 153
joke, 28
Jonah, 43, 194
prophet, 196
Judah, 64, 128, 131
Judaic, 33
Judaic God, 145
Judaism, 61, 64, 68, 129
foundational concept, 106
Judeo/Christian/Muslim, 33
Judeo-Christian-Muslim God,
32
judging, 44
judgment and destruction, 42
judgment of conduct, 56
justice, 50, 97
essence of morality, 76
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not always legal, 74
what it is, 76
Justice
restoring harmony and
balance, 75
Khooda, 15
kindness, 90, 92, 96
King Ahab, 129
King of Salem, 50
King Solomon, 128
kings, 42
Kings, 32
Knights Templar, 180, 181
know God, 29
Knowing, 29
knowing God, 35
knowing good and evil, 45
knowledge, 36
knowledge of good and evil,
36, 39
Lagesh, 62
lake of fire, 28
Language
Bible New Testament, 106
Larsa, 49
Latin translations, 108
Laughter, 28
Laughter is a symbol, 28
law
allegiance to God, 68
Aztec, 68

enables peace and justice,
61
essence of morality, 76
Hindu, 68
intent, 146
Israelite, 67
letter of, 146
love, 116
Mongols, 69
Moses, 67
religions understand, 71
spirit [intent], 74
Law
of Moses, 193
lawless
tyranny, oppression, failure
of the family, 74
laws, 32, 102
basic theme, 70
Laws
limits, 77
laws of Sumer, 62
Lead by command, 56
lead by invitation, 56
leader, 55, 56, 57
autocratic, 57
leader objectives, 57
Leader style, 57
leadership
allegiance, 59
democratic, 58
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direction, 58
personal, 57
personal commitment, 59
styles, 58
Leadership, 58
learn
by
doing
and
experimenting, 46
learning the hard way, 39
legalism
extremes, 145
letter of the law, 45
liberation, 91
Life brings some bad things
to everyone, 44
limited
experience
and
understanding, 54
linguist, 109
linguistic limitation, 54
linguistic scholars, 107
lists of rules, 32
literal interpretation, 41
literalist interpretation, 32
literally, 32, 41
literary work style, 31
literature, 18
Assyrian, 78
Babylonian, 78
Gilgamesh, 78
Gilgamesh, Assyrian, 79
greek, 78
religious, 79
Semitic, 78

Sumerian, 79
trade routes, 78
logic
of
death
and
destruction, 42
Logic run amuck, 46
logical extremes, 53, 144
Logical extremes, 41
Lord, 20, 24, 54, 56
Lord of all, 51
lost our way, 29
Lot, 49
love, 56, 57, 61, 99
2 aspects, 116
action, 104
agape, 114
eros, 114
greatest
commandment,
105
greatest law, 105
law, 116
meaning, 106, 109
mediates The Law, 198
need for, 104
philos, 106, 114
sex, attraction, 118
summary, 118
transforming, 118
love is
ancient voices, 115
loving kindness, 104, 105
loving-kindness, 91
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Ma’at, 178
Ma'at, 66
truth, order, justice, and
balance, 66
Maccabean revolt, 129, 130
Maccabees, 183
major religions, 29
man’s God given quest, 38
Manasseh
Priest, 129
martyrdom, 12
Maslow’s Hierarchy, 38
master, 56
material needs, 99
material world, 99
materialism, 104
Matthew
Gospel, 109
Mayan
mercy, 94
meaning, 33, 54
Meaning, 32
meaning framework, 86
meaning freamework of our
lives, 83
meaning imposed, 40
meaning interpretation, 35
meaning interpreters, 41
meaning structure of life, 82
mediums, 42
Melchizedek, 50

mercy, 40, 89, 92, 93, 96
forgiveness, 92
Mercy, 37
mercy not sacrifice
Christ, 134
Mesopotamia, 42, 49, 50
Messiah, 33
Micah, 73
prophet, 183
Middle Ages, 172, 191
Middle East, 19, 26, 34, 49,
50, 79
Midrash, 41
mighty, 16
mind of God, ix
Mohommad, 192
money, 28
Mongols, 69
monotheism, 25
monotheistic, 30
moral ambiguity, 12
moral beliefs, 123
moral law
purpose of, 140
moral lessons, 170
moral of the story, 40
morality
essence of, 98
Moses, 64, 189
law of, 193
most high, 16, 54
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Most High, 26, 54, 67
Most high god, 66
Most High god, 50
Most High God, 15, 20, 30,
50, 51, 57
Most High God - etymology,
21
mother, 54
Mt. Gerizim, 64
Mullahs, 189
multicultural, 50
Muslim, 33, 48, 68
Muslim heritage, 178
Muslim Law, 106
Muslim religion, 29
Muslims, 57, 62
myth
allegorical
or a
prophetic story, 38
Nag Hammadi, 107
Nag Hammadi library, 182
naiveté, 39
naiveté about life, 36
name of God, 23
names for God, 20
naming relationships is rather
anthropomorphic, 54
naming things, 52
Native American
law = balance, 69
nature of God, ix, 13, 30
nature of life, 44
naughty or taboo, 36

Nehemiah, 130
Nirvana, 91
no growth, 40
no name, 20
Noah story, 34, 42
non-attachment, 105
not seeing God’s face, 52
not using God’s name, 52
Nu, 21
Numeira, 49
observation of the world, 44
offended God, 45
offending God, 32, 40, 42
Offending others offends
God, 45
ogical extreme, 52
Ometeotl
lawgiver, 68
omnipotent, 52
omnipresent, 52
omniscient, 52
Omri, 129
one flesh, 36
one God, 25
One God, 25
ontological construct, 165,
173
ontology
definitions, use, 165
God is love, 176
nature of God, 176
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oppressing
the
underprivileged, 43
oppressive leaders, 61
oracles, 67
oral tradition, 64
oral traditions, 33, 35
orally, 32
organized crime, 43
Orient, 21, 170
religions, 145
original sin, 32, 46
original sin from Adam, 46
orthodox, 108
orthodoxy, 107
Osiris, 66
Ottomans, 72
outer darkness, 28
outside observer, 32
Palestine, 51, 64
Pandora, 33
pantheon of Gods, 25
pantheons of gods, 179
paradoxes, 38, 41
patriarch, 27, 48
Pentateuch, 64, 106, 184, 189
Jewish, 64
Muslim, 64
perfect virtue, 92
persecution of the Jews., 43
Persia, 34, 92, 188
Persian

forgive, 94
personal responsibility, 37
perspective, 40, 41, 45, 54,
92, 97, 140, 179
interpretive context, 170
Perspective, 84
perspectives, 41, 179
interpretation, 177
Peshitta, 107, 108
John 23
16-19, 110
Peter, 115
questioned by Christ, 109
Pharaoh
represented God, 66
pharoahs, 185
philos, 106, 116
love, 114
philosophers, 122
philosophy, 123
Phoenician, 129
phrases, 31
physical wants, 99
pictograms, 17
pictures of Christ, 27, 28
Plato, 123, 143
please God are blessed, 43
pleased God, 45
poetry in motion, 31
political necessity, 42
politics, 32
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polytheistic, 16, 25
portrait of Christ, 27
power, 16, 56
predict behavior, 52
pre-existence, 16
priest of God Most High, 50
priests, 50
primary concern of God
social justice, 70
privileged, 45
Prohibitions, 37
projected onto gods, 34
projections of the human
condition, 34
prophet
expectations of, 138
Prophet Jonah, 43
Prophet Micah, 73
prophets, 24, 42, 45
prophets of Ancient Israel, 45
prophets of Israel, 143
Proverbs
book of, 91
puppets on a stage, 52
Purgatory, 172
purpose, 37
purpose and activity, 36
purpose of religions, 71
puzzles of life, 44
puzzling about the gods, 34
pyramids, 13, 14, 17

Pythagoras, 122
quest for experience and
knowledge, 39
Quetzalcotal
civilizer, 68
Rabbula, 108
random sampling, 175
Re, 21
reality, 53
rebuilding of the Jewish
Temple, 91
reconciliation, 40, 42, 43
reconciliation:, 42
reconciling, 46
reformist
religious, 169
refused to speak God’s name,
51
Rehoboam, 128
relationship, 54, 56
relationship between God and
man, 53, 55
relationship understandable,
53
relationship with God, 39, 54
relationship with us, 53
relationships, 37, 46
Relationships, 39, 46
relaxation, 100
religion, 124, 125, 149
Religion
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advocacy for social action,
75
advocates for fairness and
justice, 73
Religions understand law, 71
religious
literature, 79
religious experience, 44
religious leader stories, 33
religious leaders, 33
religious reformist, 169
religious seers, 42
religious services, 149
religious studies class, 36
respect, 28
responsibility, 56
responsibility for actions, 37
responsibility
for
their
actions, 53
responsible, 53
revealing of God, 35
righteous also suffer, 44
risk taker, 37
rituals, 149, 179
roles of Kings, 56
Roman Catholocism, 199
Roman Empire, 25, 176
Roman
Empire
and
persecution, 43
Roman worship, 101
rule of law, 61
rule, dominion, power, 37

Ruth, 194
book of, 91
Sabbath, 136, 145, 151, 198
healing on, 135
Jewish, 128
sacrifice, 136, 149
Sadducee, 129
Sadducees, 130
Saint Augistine, 188
saints, 24
Salem, 50
Salvation is from the Jews,
139
Samaria, 128, 129, 131
Samarian Bible, 184
Samaritan, 33
Samaritan ethnology, 131
Samaritan religion, 130
Samaritans, 64, 132
Samuel Noah Kramer, 86
Sanhedrin, 138
Sarah, 49
satrap, 131
savior complex, 104
Savior motif, 33
scripture closed, 183
secret knowledge, 99, 180
secular seers, 42
see God, 14, 26
self-oriented love, 103
Semitic, 20, 29, 49, 64
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Semitic cultures, 27
Semitic lands, 50
Semitic language, 50
Semitic people, 35, 64
Semitic root
languages, 106
Semitic writers, 78
sense of humor, 28
sense of justice, 50
sentence, 31
separation
between
themselves and others, 43
serpent, 36
sexuality, 99
sexuality and power in
relationships., 37
shame, 39, 40
Shariah, 72
Shechem, 129
Shem, 48
sheol, 174
Siddhartha Gautama, 28
signifiers, 89
simple truth, 147
sinful by nature, 32
slaves, 45
Smiles, 28
social justice
accurate
weights
and
mesaures, 62
corrupt officials, 62

everyday
individual
interactions with others,
70
poor, widows, and orphans,
62
The spirit of the laws, 70
sociopathic, 104
Socrates, 123
Socratic Method, 123
Sodom and Gomorrah, 42, 49
Solomon, 128, 194
king, 189, 195, 199
Solomon, King of Israel, 44
Solomon’s Temple, 196
Son, 25
son of Ba’al, 50
South America, 68
spirit
intent, 97
original, 169
spirit of the law, 74
spirit of the laws, 70
spiritual growth, 103
State of the Union Address,
173
statues of Easter Island, 13
statues of woman, 14
Stoicism, 123, 124
stone them to death, 42
Stonehenge, 13
stories, 43
strict obedience to laws, 45
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strife, 37
subservient role to men, 37
suffer, 37
suffering, 28
suffering servant, 153
Sufi Mystics, 32
Sumer, 14, 17, 21, 23, 33, 34,
48, 50, 61, 62, 64, 154,
178, 188
earliest laws, 62
freedom, 63
ideas affect today, 63
literature, 78
social justice, 62
Sumerian
literature, 79
supernatural, 13, 14, 53
Supreme Being, 13, 15, 25
Ometeotl, 68
supreme God, 24
Supreme God, 16
Susa, 49
Sy’char, 133
symbol, 39, 54
symbolic level, 35
symbolically, 39
Symbolically, 36
symbolism, 37
symbolizes, 40
symbols, 16, 29, 149
synagogue, 132

Syria, 106
Syriac, 108
Aramaic dialect, 109
Syrian, 129
talents, 99
Talmud, 41
Tatian, 107, 108
Tatian translation, 108
temple
connected with economics,
50
Temple
connected with kings, 50
God not there, 151
Jerusalem, 129
Jewish, 128, 191
Mt. Gerizim, 131
one true, 132
rebuild after exile, 130
rebuilding again, 132
Solomon’s, 196
Temples, 50
temptation, 36
Ten Commandments, 67
tent, 51
terrorist acts, 12
The Battle For God, 72
The God, 24
the God of Abraham, 67
The Iliad, 34
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The Law, 45, 61, 67, 127,
136, 139, 140
here to serve people, 145
love mediates, 198
The law and allegiance, 61
The law condemns you, 45
The Lord, 67
the nature of God, 11
The Odyssey, 34
The Orient, 19
theos, 21
Theos, 54
Third World countries, 38
threat of death, 42
three aspects of creation, 25
Tigris, 17, 48
time and space non-existent,
53
time in history, 31
title, 15, 25
title, Lord, 56
tolerant, 46
Torah, 67, 128, 145, 189
tough love, 124
trade, 49
trade routes, 50, 51
literature, 78
Traders, 50
tradition based on nonsense,
41
tragedy, 44
translator, 31

treat others, 44
tree of life, 38
Tree of the Knowledge of
Good and Evil, 38, 47
tribal God, 56
Tribe of Levi, 189
true
message of God, 148
truth, 140
true religion, 124, 149
true worship, 124, 133
truth, 122, 123, 124
false, 140, 141
Jesus, 143
philosophy tests claims,
144
proves itself, 141
simple, 147
what is?, 142
Turkey, 27, 34
turning point of the story of
Adam and Eve, 38
twelve tribes, 64
tyrannical and threatening
God, 46
tyranny, 43, 61
Ulema, 72
underworld
Aztec, 68
Underworld, 66
uniformity, 30
universal consciousness, 53
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unselfishness, 92
Upanishads, 93
Ur, 17, 48, 49, 50, 51, 62, 64,
79
Ur of the Chaldeans, 48
Ur-Nammu, 62
Ur-Nammu law code, 50
Uruk, 50
vision of our own limited
experience, 54
voices of history
consistent, 149
voices of the ancients, 26
voyage of discovery, 39
warning to us from the
ancients?, 42
Warnings, 43
what God is all about, 13
What is “just?, 73
why did God allow this, 35
wicked also prosper, 44
wisdom, 16
wisdom literature, 129, 194
Wisdom literature, 44
wizards, 42
woman of Samaria, 128
word frequency counts, 174
Word meanings, 31

worse than Sodom and
Gomorrah, 45
worship
defined in three languages,
125
worship God, 125
worship in spirit, 134
worship in spirit and truth,
133
worship in truth, 127
Christ, 132
worshipping in spirit and in
truth, 128
writer, 31
writing, 16
Xerxes, 131
Yahweh, 24
Yasa and Bilig, 70
Yehovah, 24
Yesod, 21
YHVH, 67
YHWH, 24
Zarathustra, 92
mercy, 93
zeitgeist, 91
Zeno of Citium, 123
Ziggurat in Babylon, 48
Zoroaster, 92
Zoroastrianism, 92
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