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Session One:  



The Darkness of Unknowing (Exodus 20:21)

[Moses] breaks free ... away from what sees and is seen and he plunges into the truly mysterious darkness of unknowing.  Here, renouncing all that the mind may conceive, wrapped entirely in the intangible and the invisible, he belongs completely to him who is beyond everything.​[1]

––––––––
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Introduction

What does the name ‘Moses’ conjure up?  A tiny Hebrew baby tucked up in a basket, hidden in the bulrushes, to be rescued by an Egyptian princess and brought up in the royal court?  Or the miraculous sight of a burning bush not consumed; or the twelve plagues; or the dramatic crossing of the Red Sea, when the waters parted for the Israelites, but rushed back to drown the Egyptians?  These familiar stories are told in the first half of the biblical book of Exodus.  The second half tells of events at Mount Sinai, starting with the giving of the Ten Commandments.  And it is on the second half that we will be focussing in these lectures.  But we will not be reading the biblical text ‘straight’ – we will be looking at it through the lenses of some early Christian contemplative writers, who lived in the 4th to 6th centuries of the Common Era.  I would like to say immediately that I am not presenting their way of reading Exodus as the only way, or indeed the ‘right’ way.  The extraordinary thing about the Hebrew Bible, of which Exodus is a part, is that it became scripture for two different faith traditions.  Judaism and Christianity revere some of the same texts, but draw different conclusions from them.  At the same time as our Christian writers were looking to Moses as the ideal monk or bishop, Jews were exploring the teachings of Moshe Rabbenu – Moses our rabbi.  There is, however, one thing that those ancient interpreters had in common.  Whereas Christians today who talk of the Bible as the inspired word of God tend to imply that it therefore has one simple, straightforward meaning, ancient interpreters studying scripture as the word of God, whether Jewish or Christian, assumed it to have infinite depth, and therefore concluded that as human beings we would never get to the bottom of it.  There is a Jewish saying, found in the Pirke Avot, in which a certain Ben Bag Bag says of the Torah:


Turn it and turn it again for everything is in it; and contemplate it and grow grey and old over it and stir not from it for than it thou canst have no better rule.​[2]



And similarly, Gregory of Nyssa, one of the Christian contemplatives that I shall be introducing properly later on, writes of difficult passages in scripture:


If something is stated in a concealed manner by way of enigmas and below-the-surface meanings, and so is void of profit in its plain sense, such passages we turn over in our minds ...​[3]





As we join with Gregory and others in their search for the higher, spiritual meaning of Exodus, turning over puzzling passages in our minds, we will be following but one Christian strand of interpretation.  There are plenty of other fascinating strands out there, Jewish and Christian.  Think only, for example, of the Haggadah – the liturgy that Jews read at the Passover Seder Meal; or of the way in which black spirituals draw on the theme of God’s deliverance of the oppressed Israelites from slavery in Egypt to give hope and strength in the present.  I fully recognise that Gregory, in common with other early Christians, did not write of his Jewish contemporaries with understanding or respect, but that is no reason for us not to do so.  That, however, is a discussion for another time!

Back to Moses!  In this course of lectures, we will be indulging in ‘time travel’ – switching back and forth between different eras.  Did Moses ever exist?  Biblical scholars point out that there is no evidence for his life other than in the Bible, and that there are all sorts of difficulties in aligning biblical history with Egyptian sources.  But if he did, it might possibly have been in the 13th century Before the Common Era.  The work of editing the account of Moses’ life as we now have it in Exodus began maybe in the 6th century BCE (in other words, some seven centuries later).  And we shall be reading that account through the eyes of Christian authors who lived in the 4th to 6th centuries of the Common Era (about a millennium or so later still), and who read Exodus in its Greek translation.  At no point in our exploration will we be looking for the ‘real’ Moses.  I shall make the occasional comment about scholarly views on the construction of Exodus, and the depictions of God contained within it; but our focus will be on discovering how the biblical text of Exodus – and especially the difficulties in the biblical text – inspired Christian understandings of prayer and contemplation.  The five lectures will look at five episodes among Moses’ experiences on Mount Sinai:


	Moses entering the darkness, in Exodus 20:21.

	The enigmatic episode of Moses and the elders beholding the feet of God on a sapphire pavement, in Exodus 24:9-11.

	The revelation to Moses of the ‘pattern’ of the tabernacle, which takes the four chapters 25–28.

	God placing Moses within the cleft of a rock and telling him, ‘No-one can see my face and live’, in Exodus 33:18-23.

	Moses descending from Mount Sinai with the skin of his face transformed, in Exodus 34:29-35.











The Book of Exodus

Before we move to the first of those episodes – Moses entering the darkness – I need to say a little more about Exodus, the second book of the Bible.  It is an edited work, compiled out of a number of sources, and, as I mentioned, the editing process began possibly in the 6th century BCE.  You may have heard of the documentary hypothesis about the formation of the Pentateuch, which talks of J, E, P and D sources.  If you haven’t, don’t worry!  Suffice to say that as we read the Pentateuch – the first five books of the Bible, what Jews call the Torah – there are noticeable changes of style, which scholars take as evidence of different sources.  The most obvious example is at the beginning of Genesis, where there are two creation accounts.  The first rhythmical, poetic, account, divided into seven days, in which God creates by speech alone, is thought to reflect priestly concerns for order and liturgy.  Scholars label this the P source, with P standing for Priestly.  The second account, probably composed earlier, presents a God who fashions Adam out of clay, breathes life into his nostrils, and later uses one of his ribs to create Eve.  For reasons that we needn’t go into, scholars label this the J source.  These two versions are simply placed side by side with no attempt to reconcile them.  The narrative of Moses’ experiences on Mount Sinai is similarly crafted out of different sources.  But here some of the patchwork squares, as it were, are much smaller.  The simplistic scheme of J, E, P, D breaks down.  And accounts which may originally have been independent are now so intertwined that it is difficult to separate them out.  But some of the joins still show.  The narrative is full of incongruities and awkward transitions.  So, for example, in Exodus 19:9 God announces his imminent arrival to Moses.  The second half of the verse then says that Moses reported the words of the people to God.  What words? – The people have not said anything!  Another discrepancy which biblical scholars take as indicating different sources concerns the sacred tent of meeting.  As we shall be exploring in the third lecture, on the summit of Mount Sinai Moses is shown the pattern of the tabernacle tent which the Israelites are to build, in the centre of their camp.  The construction is not finished until the end of Exodus.  But in chapter 33 another tent appears – this one on the edge of the camp – which seems to be for the exclusive use of Moses and his attendant Joshua (33:7-11).  The second half of Exodus is a complex text, with many puzzling features.  All in all, from Exodus 19:3 to 34:29, Moses is said to ascend the mountain eight times, sometimes in company, sometimes alone.​[4]  As one scholar has written, the story of the Lawgiving at Sinai ‘abounds in difficulties – at times appearing so disrupted and inconsistent, so contradictory and repetitive, that it is difficult to read as a continuous whole’.​[5] (Details, by the way, of all the scholars that I quote are in the e-Book version of these lectures.)  We shall not be looking at the whole narrative of Moses at Mount Sinai, indeed we shall omit some key episodes, such as the fashioning of the golden calf; but focussing on those details which fed into the development of early Christian mystical theology.

Early Christian theologians did not chop up the biblical text into sources, as do modern scholars.  They viewed it as the unified word of God.  But they did study it carefully and notice some of its discrepancies, along with other puzzling features.  It will be one of the major themes of my lectures that rather than trying to smooth over those difficulties, or explain them away, they elevated puzzles to paradoxes – in other words, they saw them as cryptic clues, indicating a higher, or deeper, meaning to the text.  These contemplatives were not interested in the historical realities of Moses’ time; but in the ongoing spiritual message of Exodus, such as the way in which Moses’ experiences might indicate what Christians should believe, and how they should live lives of virtue and contemplation, thereby journeying towards God.  They were not concerned with Mount Sinai as a real place; but sought to discover Sinai within – a landmark in the geography of the soul.  Gregory of Nyssa talks of Moses ‘stealing into the secret place of the divine mystical initiation’.​[6]  He, along with the other writers I shall be quoting, tends to be categorised as a mystic, or a mystical theologian, because they all highlight the mystery of the divine.  They insist that human beings can never know the essence of God, or capture God definitively in human language.  Yet they believe that in scripture, God has given us words on which to ponder, words which point to the divine.  Contrary to what we might expect of mystics, they do not write of their own experiences of prayer, but draw their conclusions from the teachings of the Bible.  Let us turn, therefore, to the first of our passages from Exodus.

The Darkness in Exodus 20:21

Exodus chapter 20 begins with the giving of the Ten Commandments.  Then, in Exodus 20:18-21, we are told:


When all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the sound of the trumpet, and the mountain smoking, they were afraid and trembled and stood at a distance, and said to Moses, ‘You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, or we will die’.  Moses said to the people, ‘Do not be afraid; for God has come only to test you and to put the fear of him upon you so that you do not sin’.  Then the people stood at a distance, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was.​[7]



It is this ‘thick darkness’ in which we are interested.  We are very used to God being described using imagery of light; so why is God here said to be found in darkness?  The Hebrew word ʿaraphel is not the usual Hebrew word for ‘darkness’.  It seems to refer to a dense cloud.  Another place where the same word is used is during the dedication ceremony for the first Jerusalem temple, when Solomon refers to God as dwelling in ‘thick darkness’ (1 Kgs 8:12), presumably alluding to the windowless chamber of the holy of holies.  In much of Exodus, particularly in the P source, the manifestation of God’s presence tends to be talked about in terms of ‘glory’ (kavod in Hebrew, doxa in Greek) – an intense, dangerously bright light.  In some biblical texts, ‘glory’ refers to an abstract divine characteristic – God’s honour, or splendour; but in others, it indicates something more substantial.  One way to understand the concept of glory is as God’s body – something located in a particular place at a particular time.  It is capable of being seen, even if to do so risks death.  Being God’s body, however, it needn’t obey the same rules as human bodies.  As one scholar writes, ‘In modern terms, we might tentatively suggest that this body was made of energy rather than matter’.​[8]  And just as our physical bodies are not the be all and end all of who we are, so glory is not the sum total of God’s being.  Another suggestion is that we think of glory as God’s cloak: ‘for, while it reveals the importance and location of its bearer, it simultaneously conceals him in its radiant folds’.​[9]  Because this dazzling luminosity would be lethal to human beings, it comes surrounded by a protective cloud.  And that is what the ‘thick darkness’, ʿaraphel, refers to in Exodus 20:21.  Sometimes, however, the glory shines so brightly as to be still visible through this veil of cloud (for example, Ex 24:16-17).  We see the interplay between glory, cloud and ‘thick darkness’ in the passage about the dedication of Solomon’s temple just mentioned:


And when the priests came out of the holy place, a cloud filled the house of the Lord, so that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud; for the glory of the Lord filled the house of the Lord.  Then Solomon said, ‘The Lord has said that he would dwell in thick darkness.  I have built you an exalted house, a place for you to dwell in forever.’ (1 Kgs 8:10-13)



Darkness as Interpreted by Gregory of Nyssa

We turn now to the meaning given to Exodus 20:21 by Gregory of Nyssa.  Let me therefore introduce him properly.  He was born in the 330s to a pious, wealthy, well-educated family of Pontus and Cappadocia (now north-eastern Turkey), which had been Christian for at least three generations.  By the time Gregory was born, persecution had ceased, and the Roman Empire had become Christian.  Together with his older brother Basil, and their friend Gregory Nazianzus (the three of them known as the Cappadocian Fathers), he was involved in establishing what became the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity: three divine persons – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – in one God.  The process of doing so involved acrimonious debates with the disciples of Arius, who had maintained that Christ the Son was created by and therefore subordinate to God the Father.  Arius himself died in 337, soon after Gregory’s birth.  But in the 360s and 370s first Basil and then Gregory wrote fierce denunciations of one of his followers, named Eunomius.  One of Gregory’s disagreements with Eunomius was over the comprehensibility of God.  How much of God can human beings grasp?  Eunomius seems to have argued that the proper name of God is ‘Unbegotten’, and that that name encapsulates God’s essence.  By contrast, Gregory maintained that the essence of God is beyond not only the physical senses of human beings, but their intellect as well.  No name for God captures God’s essence.  And this is where Exodus 20:21 comes in.  Gregory read the Bible in the Greek Septuagint translation, and in that verse the Hebrew ʿaraphel  is rendered as gnophos, a common Greek word for darkness.  So Gregory asks:


What does it mean that Moses found himself inside the darkness and thus saw God in it (Ex 20:21)?



As he says,


For what is now recorded seems somehow contrary to the first theophany; for the divine is then perceived in light, but now in darkness.



By ‘first theophany’ he is referring to Moses’ vision of the burning bush.  He continues,


Let us not consider this out of tune with the ascending series of thoughts we have been contemplating.  For the word teaches us by this that religious knowledge at first appears as light to those in whom it springs up.  Therefore the opposite of piety is thought to be obscurity; and the escape from obscurity comes with participation in the light.  But as the mind advances, and through an ever greater and more perfect attentiveness comes to envisage an understanding of all existence, the nearer it draws to contemplation, the more it sees that the divine nature is not to be contemplated.​[10]



Conversion, says Gregory, is rightly portrayed as a turning from darkness to ‘participation in the light’.  But as the journey of faith progresses, the more we realise the mystery of God:


For leaving behind everything visible, not only what the senses grasp but also what the mind seems to see, (Moses) yearns to go ever further in, until, thanks to the mind’s curiosity, he slips into the unseen and incomprehensible, and there sees God. For in this is the true knowledge of what is sought, and in this is the seeing which consists in not seeing, that what is sought transcends all knowledge, cut off on all sides by incomprehensibility, as by a kind of darkness. That is why the sublime John, who has been in this radiant darkness, says, ‘No one has ever seen God’ (John 1:18), affirming by this negation that the knowledge of the divine essence is unattainable not only to human beings but also to any intelligent nature.​[11]



The darkness of Exodus 20:21 symbolises for Gregory the radical unknowability of God – ‘knowledge of the divine essence is unattainable not only to human beings but also to any intelligent nature’, by which he means the angels.  Gregory’s commentary here is not original to him – he is drawing on the writings of Philo, a first-century Alexandrian Jew.  Philo describes the fruitlessness of Moses’ quest, out of which Moses sees precisely this, ‘that the God of real Being is ... incapable of being seen’.​[12]  There is, however, an added dimension to Gregory’s interpretation.  Exodus 20:21 (in the Septuagint) reads, ‘Moses went into the darkness where God was’.​[13]  Gregory, however, talks of Moses entering the darkness and seeing God.  This is because within the darkness of Mount Sinai, Moses is given a vision of the pattern of the tabernacle which the Israelites are to build.  As we shall discover in the third lecture, Gregory interprets this tabernacle as symbolic of Christ, whom he considers (in opposition to Eunomius and other Neo-Arians) to be fully God. This Christian interpretation of the tabernacle enables Gregory to say that Moses ‘sees’ God in the darkness.  But he emphasises the paradoxical nature of the vision, talking of ‘the seeing which consists in not seeing’; and also of ‘radiant darkness’, which chimes with the picture in Exodus of a protective cloud surrounding overpowering divine brilliance.  Note that ‘darkness’ for Gregory is not an emotional state, but a darkness of understanding: however much we search for God, we can never say that we have arrived.  There will always be more to learn; God will always be beyond our grasp.  Gregory even seems to be implying that the nearer we get to God, the less we know. He continues,


When, therefore, Moses grew in knowledge, he declared that he had seen God in darkness, that is, that he had come to know that the divine, by nature, is that which is beyond all knowledge and apprehension.  For it says, ‘Moses entered into the darkness where God was’.  What God?  He who ‘made obscurity his hideaway’, as David says, who was initiated into ineffable mysteries in the same secret place.​[14]



Gregory is here drawing on Psalm 18 (which he assumes to have been written by King David).  It draws a dramatic picture of God riding on a cherub (not a chubby angelic child, but a fierce hybrid creature) in the thick of a storm:


He bowed the heavens, and came down; 

thick darkness was under his feet.  

He rode on a cherub, and flew; 

he came swiftly upon the wings of the wind. 

He made darkness his covering around him, 
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