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        has been an inspiration to me
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      From the time I was a teenager in Ireland, the Celt in me wanted to weave a triple-knot story reminiscent of the standing-stones petroglyphs of the druids and the illustrations of The Book of Kells. And so, I have spent the last fifty-five years interlacing my studies of science, psychology, and spirituality into one holistic thread. This book is the culmination of that process. In it, I have striven to liberate spirituality from the reductionism of religion and the concomitant abasement of scriptural revelation to mere literalist, fear-based dogma. I’ve tried to restore psychology—the study of the soul—to its former plinth and, in the process, rescue it from the pits of mere behaviorism. And I’ve attempted to set science free from an outdated monist-materialism which, in spite of over a hundred years of study in the field of quantum mechanics, still pretends that matter is all that exists and that consciousness is an illusion.

      Those stone circles of Ireland, thousands of years after being erected, still stand in spite of weather and generations of scratching cattle. And so will the holy trinity of inner and outer observation: real open-minded science, a psychology that has recovered its roots, and a spirituality that once more honors its original mystical impulse.

      However, I have come to realize that in order to set spirituality free, I must first set God free. My Celtic triple knot has thus become a mandala—the ultimate symbol of balance, harmony, and completeness, as Carl Jung so eloquently pointed out. Thereafter, the quadruple liberation took on a logical sequence. The first task is setting psychology free. The second task unfolds in an extraordinary court case in which God “Himself” is liberated from our individual and species-wide shadow projections. Only then can spirituality itself be rescued and, finally, science can be liberated.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      And that has been my purpose in writing this book. I’m not interested in dismantling the violent elements of the Judeo-Christian faith just to prove a point. I wish to set God free to do what God does best: love.

      While agnostics are still deciding whether or not God exists, atheists subscribe to a religion that claims to have proof that God does not exist, and many traditionally religious people are willing to abandon their God-given intellect and lay garlands on the altar of somebody else’s image of God. I am none of those things. And chances are, if you’re reading this book, neither are you. Your beliefs and practices are likely more complex, evolved, and evolving than a given label can describe. But then how do we know what we know? And why do we believe what we believe? And who or what is God, really? I’m eager to explore these questions along with you.

      Rather than looking to dogma-driven interpretations of scriptures deemed inerrant, together we can explore the direct spiritual experiences available to us all as we cultivate better understanding, greater awareness, and deeper love of God. If you’re Jewish, Christian, or Muslim, maybe you’ve secretly doubted your ability to simply will yourself to “love the Lord your God with all your mind, with all your heart, and with all your strength” as an act of obedience. I certainly did. We may begin our faith journey expecting some kind of Hollywood romance with the Almighty, but if we depend solely on the stories available to us in our holy books, that movie might end up looking more like the psychological thriller Fatal Attraction than the fairy tale we had hoped for!

      Perhaps your religious roots lie outside the Abrahamic storyline, or maybe they’re less defined in terms of tradition. It doesn’t matter where you’ve come from or where you’re going; we all face the same challenges as we attempt to make sense of who the heck “God” is and how we’re supposed to love someone or something we can’t even see. If Shakespeare was correct when he wrote “the course of true love never did run smooth,” I’ll happily choose the bumpy ride to find true love with the True God. Are you ready to join me?

      I hope you’ll see that this book is not a disgruntled rejection of God, but rather a labor of love for the One who is my origin, my journey, my destination, and my Source. In all the vicissitudes of life—personal, societal, and ecclesial—my devotion to God is unwavering. I know no other home than God.

      But I had my first real fight with God at age four, when I found that God’s white-bearded, red-coated helper named Santa Claus discriminated against poor families like mine. In the annual Yuletide distribution of gifts, I received a chintzy dime store toy gun while the kid across the road got the whole western playset. Complaining bitterly against this injustice on God’s part, I flung my pistol at the crèche under our Christmas tree, knocking over St. Joseph, the donkey, and several of the sheep. My dear grandmother was compassionate enough to sympathize with me, and wise enough to explain that even the baby Jesus had it really tough as a little boy. That was the start of a lifelong loving friendship between Jesus and me.

      On two occasions in my adult life, in remote locations where I lived alone, I was close to death—once from typhoid at age thirty-eight while living in Kenya, and a second time, at age fifty, from carbon monoxide poisoning from a blocked chimney flue in my little cabin in the woods in Healdsburg, California. My response both times was to sing hymns in my native tongue—Gaelic. I invited Jesus to join in the chorus of each one. I have no doubt that when my time really comes, Jesus and I will lock arms and serenade each other on the way home.

      I have been a Catholic for seventy-three years and a priest for forty-eight years. From an early age, I wanted to weave science, psychology, and spirituality into the seamless garment that best describes our search for the God that is the True Source. From my late teens, I attempted this synthesis by majoring in college in Pure Mathematics and Mathematical Physics, spending eight years in the seminary studying philosophy, scripture, and theology, completing a PhD in transpersonal psychology, practicing as a licensed clinical psychologist in the state of California for the past twenty-five years, living in three different continents (Europe for twenty-seven years, Africa for fourteen years, and America for thirty-three years) and mastering six languages. I share these credentials not to brag, but to assure you that I’m up to the challenge I’ve laid out in this book. And I trust you are too.

      There are moments that prove to be major turning points in our lives, significantly shifting our cosmology and reality, often when we expect it least. For me, one such moment occurred as I was ministering in the Roman Catholic parish of St. Thomas Aquinas in Palo Alto, California. I had struck up a friendship with a Jewish woman named Arlen Brownstein—who is still my closest friend—after her dog singled me out in a crowded park and proceeded to jump all over me as if he knew me. (The dog was clearly on to something!) My friendship with Arlen has brought many meaningful moments over the years, but the one I’d like to share with you occurred on Palm Sunday, 1989, when Arlen decided to bring her mother, Anne, to mass to meet me.

      The gospel that day involved the alleged attempt on Pilate’s part to save Jesus from the Jews by saying “I am innocent of the blood of this man.” The Jews’ supposed response was, “His blood be upon us and upon our children!”

      As I stood in the pulpit before my Jewish friend and her mother, my heart was torn in two. I suddenly realized, after having heard this phrase each Lent for forty-two years, exactly what its historically anti-Semitic effects had been. As soon as Christianity was in a position to do so (starting in 312 CE, when Constantine merged the Roman church and state), it had begun orchestrating the persecution of Jesus’s own people—justified by this gospel passage. Dressed in full Roman Catholic vestments as I celebrated mass, I just wanted to weep in front of the whole congregation. You see, I was keenly aware of the fact that Anne Brownstein’s mother (Arlen’s grandmother) had survived the Holocaust by escaping a shtetl in Russia at age eighteen, just months before her entire family, including her two-year-old brother Artzy, had been murdered in an Easter pogrom to avenge the deicide of Jesus. For the first time, I realized the weight this scriptural story held. This shocking wake-up call significantly altered how I would subsequently view the Bible and the God it depicts.

      From that day forward, I began retooling my own cosmology and regularly reexamining what I believe. This one moment in time left an indelible mark on my future. I suppose it’s only fitting, then, that I pay a lot of attention to the forces that fashion the future as I examine our individual and collective role in moving our species forward on a path of spiritually enlightened evolution. And in so doing, I will try to forge a balanced epistemology that interweaves philosophy, theology, and science on a loom constructed of experiential, intellectual, and authoritative frameworks.

      Only when we break down systems long in place can we begin to understand how we know what we know about anything, much less the mysterious creator figure many of us call God. Whatever name we use to describe the divine reality we seek, we must begin by separating the god we have constructed in our own image and likeness from the God in whose image and likeness we were created. And by dismantling the false gods our species has held hostage for millennia, I hope to set God free.

      I believe that the only reality is God. We are simply characters in God’s dream. But God is nothing like what religion has made God out to be—especially the jealous, irascible, patriarchal, genocidal god of the world’s great monotheistic religions. I want to uncover the True God in whose image we were created—who I often refer to as Source—and discard the god we have created in our own image and likeness. If you would like to join me in this adventure of a lifetime, please read this entire book before coming to any final conclusions. This is a never-ending journey, but I think you’ll find it one well worth taking.
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      It’s our nature to presume that the world as we found it as little children has always been the same. And even when we get to school, we presume that math has always been the math we met in our textbooks. And that professions have always been the same even way, way back. But remember, the fields of surgery and dentistry began as jobs the local barber performed as far back as the tenth century! Now both surgery and dentistry have many sub-specialties of their own. And that is also the story of psychology. In the old days, when I was in the seminary in the 1960s, psychology was included in the philosophy department. In fact, philosophy—the love of wisdom—was the science that dealt with ontology (the study of the nature of reality), epistemology (the study of how we know what we know), ethics (the study of moral behavior), and cosmology (the study of the universe—physical and metaphysical.) So before we can set psychology free, we first need to spend some time looking at epistemology and cosmology. And let’s take a look at ontology while we’re at it.

      Imagine trying to collect all of the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that have been scattered throughout the house by a three-year-old child. To make matters worse, the dog has chewed up the corn flakes box, and now pieces of it are in the mix. Some part of you has to be able to tell the corn flakes box pieces from the genuine jigsaw-puzzle pieces. That part of you is what you activate when you employ epistemology, which is the art/science of figuring out how you know what you know.

      Then comes cosmology, which is the part of you that figures out how the real puzzle pieces go together. Without epistemology, you’d be trying to integrate corn flakes box pieces into the design, not realizing that they don’t belong. And without cosmology, you’d have all the correct pieces but no clue how to assemble them into a whole.

      The first task of this book is to apply this analogy to sorting out our basic worldview, religious/spiritual beliefs, personal values, etc. First, we’ll make sure there are no corn flakes box pieces in the mix, and then we’ll explore how to go about recognizing which combinations of the real pieces might allow us to re-create the picture on the cover of the jigsaw puzzle box. The process involves two main questions:

      1. How do we know what we know?

      2. How do we organize what we know?
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      How in God’s Name Do We Know What We Know?

      “How do we know what we know?” and “How do we know what we know is true?” Philosophy calls this the epistemological question. St. Thomas Aquinas, who was, according to many people, one of the greatest philosophers and theologians of all time, claimed, “Nihil est in intellectu quod non antea fuerit in sensu.” (Translated from Latin: “There is nothing in the intellect which is not first in the senses.”) In a rare moment of congruency, mainstream psychology, neuroscience, and the Roman Church agree with this religious master. But I respectfully disagree with them all. Their position is based upon the notion that the objective world of rocks, trees, stars, animals, people, etc. sends data that the human senses deliver to the brain (intellect), which then processes those data and creates an accurate one-to-one internal map of what has been captured. These maps of individual sensory experiences fuse, eventually, into a bigger map of total reality—how things are in themselves. I have two issues with this model. Firstly, I do not believe that the sensorium is the only channel that delivers data to the intellect; secondly, I do not believe that the “senses + intellect” equation gives a full and accurate map of objective reality.

      Let me tackle this second objection first. Philosophy itself, at some stage, recognizes that it is a fallacy to presume that our internalized maps correspond with outside objective reality. They call this fallacy “the myth of the given.” In fact, we have no idea what lies outside before our senses model it. A dragonfly with 2,700 facets in each of its two eyes has a radically different map of the visual world, while a bat, who can hear up to 100,000 hertz, has a totally different map of the acoustical world than humans (who can only hear up to 20,000 hertz) do. Moreover, Quantum Mechanics (QM) has been telling us for almost a century now about the observer effect: it is the witnessing consciousness that collapses the primal reality of any phenomenon to our human perception of it. The founder of QM, Max Planck, said, “I regard consciousness as fundamental. I regard matter as derivative from consciousness. We cannot get behind consciousness. Everything that we talk about, everything that we regard as existing, postulates consciousness.”1

      We cannot get outside of our consciousness or perceptual mechanism to see what’s “really” there before we get our hands on it. The net with which we fish determines not what’s in the ocean, but simply what we can catch with that particular tool.

      And now back to my first objection. As I said, I do not believe that the sensorium is the only channel that delivers data to the intellect. Rather, I think that there are myriad ways in which this can happen. For starters, Carl Jung defined intuition as “perception via the unconscious.” Intuition is a way of experiencing and knowing that does not rely solely upon the external senses. But this is only the tip of the iceberg. Each time you shift your state of consciousness, you encounter a treasure trove of data that can form or transform your model of truth and reality. For millennia, human beings have either stumbled upon or created practices for volitionally entering these other dimensions and experiencing alternate data fields via dreaming, dancing, entheogens2, music, drumming, singing, chanting, meditation, liturgy, art, prayer, storytelling, and reading—to name a few methods.

      The data delivered by any one and all of these modalities provide complementary pieces to the puzzle of reality-building and truth-finding. Helen Keller, who could neither see nor hear, may have had far fewer data to build her reality model than a person for whom all senses are in perfect working order. Yet, she’s famous for her ability to develop alternate means of constructing her reality. In her oft quoted words, “What I'm looking for is not out there, it is in me.” By the same token, any culture or “science” that discards the data delivered from other dimensions and modalities can only offer limited models of truth.

      Here’s a visual analogy to illustrate my point. I invite you to pause and take three deep breaths as you enter the imaginal realm with me for a moment. (I’ll wait!) Now picture a skyscraper that is cylindrical in shape. A bank of elevators is located in the center and when you ascend to any floor and exit the elevator, you find yourself in a circular corridor with eight doors to eight rooms. Each room, then, is wedge shaped, with a greater external curved wall and a smaller internal curved wall. You enter each room through the lesser curved wall and immediately you see that there is a mural painted on the greater curved wall. And let’s say that the eight rooms represent eight distinct states of consciousness.

      On the first floor, you enter room #101 and see a section of the mural. Since you haven’t yet entered any other room, you presume that it’s the entire mural. But if you visit room #102, you quickly realize that the imagery continues, but the entire mural cannot be seen by entering only one room. If you visit all of the other rooms on the first floor, you will smile and realize, “Oh, I get it! I need to go into all the rooms to see the full mural!” But a further surprise awaits you. If you ride the elevator to the second floor and begin to visit rooms 201 through 208, another layer is revealed. Whereas the mural on the first floor was drawn in stick figures, the mural on the second floor is done in more realistic drawings. Riding up to the third floor, you wonder what you’ll find. Here, the mural is in life-like color. Moving up to the fourth floor, you discover the mural is comprised of 3-D holographic images. Do you want to go further? It’s a bit overwhelming, but surely you want to see for yourself what wonders await!

      The problem is that most people, especially materialistic scientists, have never gone beyond room 101. But that doesn’t stop them from pontificating on “reality” and scoffing at claims that other rooms, let alone other floors, exist. In my analogy, the rooms represent different states of consciousness, while the floors represent different stages of consciousness. For the person fully committed to the spiritual journey into ultimate reality and full truth, it is important to not merely experiment with the different rooms (states) but to aim at growing through the floors (stages). In our quest for ultimate reality, we need to ride the proverbial elevator all the way to the top.

      How Do We Know What We Know Is True?

      Basically, we know things in one of three ways: (a) an authority figure (the Bible, a priest, a scientist, the television, etc.) told us it was true; (b) we had a personal experience of it; or (c) we figured it out for ourselves. None of these three methods is infallible because all “authorities” are, themselves, proclaiming a “truth” they’ve acquired in one of these same three ways and all authorities make errors, even serious errors. Personal experiences run the gamut from delusions to genuine mystical revelation. And working stuff out for ourselves on the basis of the little laptop we carry between our ears has tripped all of us up occasionally.

      Is there an ultimate Truth with a capital “T”? I don’t believe so. Or at least not one to which we humans have access. When Thomas Aquinas said truth is found only in the judgment, he was speaking of “personal truth” or truth with a lower case “t.” To claim to know Truth is to claim to be God. And to say that there is Truth because God revealed it to us is to go right back to the “authority” route, because to claim that God told us the Truth—through scripture or through science or any other method—is itself a judgment based on a belief in the infallibility of some teacher in the lineage. Dedicated, genuine adherents of significantly different scriptures (the Hebrew Bible or Tanakh of Judaism, the Gospels and Epistles of Christianity, the Koran of Islam, etc.) each claim that their message is God’s inerrant message for all people. Yet we risk God’s wrath by choosing one among them and denying the others. Each group is equally convinced that it, and only it, has the real truth. Moreover, they have been prepared to commit genocide on behalf of their God to protect His good name. This caricature of God, which we have crafted in our own image and likeness, has long outlived his usefulness.

      When Jesus spoke of God, he affectionately called him “Abba”, a deeply personal, familial term like “Papa”—in stark contrast to the fearful relationship many of Jesus’s contemporaries held with the divine. Jesus also said, “By their fruits you shall know them” (according to Matthew 7:16). Show me followers who act in love, compassion, and forgiveness, and I will show you a God worth adoring. Show me a God who is on the record as perpetrating global destruction (the flood), mandating genocide as an accepted strategy for becoming top dog, and still supports violence against humans based on skin color, creed, or any other easily-distinguishable difference from the “chosen,” and I will show you the human shadow writ large, which is quite opposite to the example and teachings attributed to Jesus the Nazarene.

      I’d like to take it one step further: any belief that results in creating fear, anger, prejudice or violence in thoughts, words, or actions cannot be true.

      Please allow me to explain what I mean by “true.” There’s a big difference between truth and fact. Something can be true but not factual, while something can be factual but not true. Here’s my personal definition of truth: I believe that something is true only if it transforms me and aligns me with Love; I believe something is ultimate Truth if it transforms me radically and aligns me permanently with Love. When I am holding everybody—even my so-called “enemies,” as Jesus enjoined on his followers—in a heart of love, I know I have found truth. If, because of a given belief, anybody becomes the target of my anger, then that belief doesn’t square with my understanding of the core message of Jesus’s example and teaching.

      We each need a set of deeply personal tools to help us determine what is true as we seek ultimate Truth. In the chaotic whirlwind of competing, cacophonous voices and perspectives, the unifying nature of Source gets lost in sectarian claims of “Truth.”

      So how do we navigate these choppy waters? What search criteria can help sift the wheat from the chaff? Here’s my litmus test: a belief or creed that divides us, leads to xenophobia, or creates prejudice, fear, anger or anxiety, cannot be of God. And when a creed or belief results in compassion, forgiveness, serenity, and justice, I think it’s safe to say we are firmly in God’s camp.

      We can study the great religions and read accounts of world history, but neither is a substitute for actually meeting and befriending devotees of other faiths and people of other cultures. I was sent by the Catholic Church to Kenya at age twenty-six, armed with a burning commitment to save “dark Africa” from its pagan ways and win souls for Christ. Upon arriving and steeping myself in African languages and mythologies, I quickly realized that ancient Africa held a beautiful and pure spirituality which hadn’t been straitjacketed by “Sunday obligation” or Nicene creeds, but was alive in its dance with nature and her elemental entities. That was a Transformational experience of Truth for me.

      Later, this experience would morph into a kind of Ultimate Truth or Radical Transformation for me. Throughout my fourteen years living under equatorial Kenya’s twelve-hour night skies, I systematically exhumed my own unconsciously acquired, Christian-dominated cosmology and began to examine its artifacts like an archaeologist at a dig in a sacred place. One by one, I held these doctrines up to the light of reason and of love and asked myself the following question: “If I had been born Hindu or Buddhist or Taoist or…, would I still believe that this doctrine held spiritual value?” If the answer was no, I blessed it and sent it on its way. If the answer was yes, I put it into another box from which I hoped to create my new cosmology. To adapt Lynne Twist’s beautiful phrase, I was trying to hospice the old cosmology and midwife the new cosmology.3 Beliefs like papal infallibility or being damned to hell for all eternity if I ate sausages on a Friday quickly fell by the wayside. Teachings like the Golden Rule—“Do not do to another what you would not want done to you”—I found in every spiritual system I studied. These were keepers. I soon had enough pieces in the box to create a love-based cosmology free from guilt, fear, and prejudice, expunged of old, tired stories of chosen races, mortal sin, and divinely decreed hierarchies. For me, living in Africa was an experience of radically transformative ultimate Truth.

      Let’s get back to the difference between truth and fact. A fact is merely a data point in the physical world. For example, the Dow Jones has a set value today. That’s a fact. Is it earthshattering in the sense that we instantly become an enlightened being by virtue of that information? I somehow doubt it. But let’s look at the story of the Good Samaritan from Luke’s gospel. At the tail end of an interrogation from one of the religious “experts,” Jesus said we are not only to love the Lord our God with all of our heart, soul, and might, but we are also to love our neighbors as ourselves. The religious one responded: “And who is my neighbor?” As was his way, Jesus replied with a story: A Jewish man on his way to Jericho was mugged, robbed, and left for dead on the side of the road. A priest from the temple in Jerusalem passed by and ignored the plight of this fellow Jew, as did a Levite (a member of the temple police). However, a Samaritan attended to the wounded man, brought him to an inn in Jericho, picked up the tab and asked the innkeeper to continue caring for the injured man while he (the Samaritan) conducted his business in the area, at the end of which he would pay the bill in full. Jesus ended the story by asking, “Which of these people was neighbor to him who fell among robbers?”

      The religious one was really on the spot here, because he knew that the Jews looked down on Samaritans with deep prejudice, considering them subhuman and unworthy of such recognition. By sharing this story with him, Jesus gave the religious one an opportunity to see things differently—to break out of the cultural contamination he was born into and discover a more accurate and thus “true” definition of the word neighbor.

      Suppose, now, you were a reporter for the Jerusalem Post, and you heard Jesus telling this story. You found it hard to believe, so you spent the next three days interviewing the priests, the Levites, and the innkeepers of Jericho. None of them could verify Jesus’s story. In other words, it probably wasn’t factual. Agreed! It may not have been based on an actual event. However, by my definition, it is indeed true, because, for those who understood the message, it was radically transformative.

      So, to revisit Thomas Aquinas’s “truth is found only in the judgment,” we can see how the observer determines the quality of truth in a given scenario. Here’s what Aquinas meant: Faced with any proposition, in science, scripture, psychology…an individual person will either believe it (as truth) or reject it (as not true.) So some internal human faculty must make a judgment and assign the proposition to one of these categories. This sorting process can either be done with full, deliberate, intelligent awareness, or else be a kneejerk, mostly unconscious, and even irrational reaction. The process depends on our willingness to see beyond the limitations of our previous beliefs and thus be transformed. So, we really don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are.4

      In the end, there is no such thing as a self-evident truth. If there were, then there could never be contrary opinions on the matter. But we humans don’t find that level of unanimity anywhere. Reality, then, is a composite of all the “truths” to which we cling. So there is a “personal reality,” the sum total of our own beliefs; then there is a “consensual reality,” which is the intersection set of all the personal realities of the members of the culture.

      Yet truth as a concept is a powerful thing. Indeed, the truth shall set you free and lies will incarcerate— not just individuals, but even the world community. From the beginning of religions, there have been false prophets, dedicated to ingratiating themselves with the king by “prophesies” that praised his wisdom and policies, at the expense of truth. The real prophets were often savagely attacked by these royal sycophants. From the beginning of empires, there have been court historians who put on record only the magnificent achievements of the blue bloods while ignoring their ignominious failures or bloody reigns. From the beginning of warfare, there have been false-flag operations calculated to outrage the citizens and have them howl for battle. This was Hitler’s final puzzle piece prior to his invasion of Poland in September, 1939. The United States instigated the Spanish-American War in a similar fashion in 1898, with the very suspicious sinking of the USS Maine. And in 1964, the infamous Gulf of Tonkin incident allowed the United States to escalate the Vietnam war. If the end justifies the means, then it seems that it’s acceptable to use increasingly nefarious means to justify increasingly nefarious—but secretive—ends. Like Sir Walter Scott waxed poetically, “Oh, what a tangled web we weave when first we practice to deceive!”

      The willingness of the mainstream media to suppress the truth and promote the agenda of oligarchs, coupled with modern communication technologies, means that the new global storytellers are empowered to create narratives of fear, division, and violence on an uneven playing field where the real prophets are spanceled and hobbled. I believe that the fictitious past of the court historians and the fictitious present of propaganda are just as influential in creating the future as are the real past and the real present. If it’s true in psychology that the individual mind often can’t distinguish between memories, sensations, and imagination (e.g., false memory syndrome, optical illusions, the placebo effect, and post-hypnotic suggestions), then it is much more powerfully true of the “mass mind” under the influence of “fake news”—a phrase I’ve been using for many decades that, for me, did not originate with the political jujitsu we’ve been subjected to in the US in recent years. Over thirty years ago I used the term “fake news” to describe the willful deception employed by then-president of Kenya, Daniel Toroitich Arap Moi, who declared his false narrative not only to be the truth, but to be the only acceptable truth—for which I was deported from the country I loved. Here in the US, I’ve seen both Democrats and Republicans craft and promote false narratives as the only acceptable truth—once again fake news, as far as I’m concerned. With a culture so deeply in the clutches of such willful deception, it has never been more important to redefine truth as “that which transforms and aligns with Love.”

      In an oppressive society, there are very few “truths” outside of the consensual reality. It then becomes very difficult to experience that which the culture insists does not exist. On the other hand, in an evolving society, people are free, even encouraged, to think and explore outside the box. One function of the prophet is to break open the boxes, the constricting reality models, the small “truths” and deficient cosmologies, in order to invite us to wonder and venture more deeply into the awesome mystery of God.

      The Ultimate Reality is the God-perspective. If Truth is transformation, then Reality is alignment with Love in one of its many manifestations. If, on the other hand, a reality model leads me into fear, in one of its many manifestations, while it may be true and real, it most certainly is not True or Real.

      Where truth is in the judgment and reality is in the composite amalgam of the truths, cosmology is the explanatory model that pulls it all together and offers a satisfactory, solid basis for life. However, for the vast majority of us, this entire process, especially the cosmology piece, has been acquired unconsciously and, in any particular situation thereafter, is accessed unconsciously. Ask somebody, “Why did you say that?” and they will likely reply, “Because it was the appropriate thing to say.” Or, “Why did you do that?” will evoke, “Because it was the right thing to do.” What made it appropriate or right? It was the unconsciously acquired and unconsciously accessed cosmology! So, the sages advise, “Know thyself” and “The unexamined life is not worth living” (both attributed to Socrates); “I am Buddha; I am awake” (delivered by Siddhārtha Gautama); or “If the householder knew when the thief was going to break in and steal, he would not have gone to sleep” (attributed to Jesus in Matthew 24:43).

      In synopsis, there are personal, consensual, and ultimate (God-like) levels to truth, reality, and cosmology. It’s up to us to choose consciously. And choose wisely.

      Another Look at How We Know What We Know

      The first model I’ve presented suggests that we know what we know because (a) some authority figure told us, or (b) we personally experienced something, or (c) we figured it out for ourselves. A second model suggests that we know (a) through philosophy, which attempts to arrive at truth through reason and logic; or (b) through science, which attempts to arrive at truth via observation and experimentation; or (c) through religion, which attempts to find truth by building upon revelation from God.

      I’d like to invite you to examine a third model, also in three parts. Firstly, there is objective reality, which is true whether or not we believe in it. For instance, even if I have not studied Newton’s law of gravity, if I fall out a second story window, I’m going to experience the reality of gravity during the free fall and, upon impact, its consequences. Secondly, there is subjective reality, which may only be available to the experiencer like a headache or the certainty that this bread pudding is warm and delicious. And, thirdly, we have intersubjective reality, which warrants a bit more elucidation.

      Communities and cultures of all kinds constellate around intersubjective reality, which is simply an imaginative idea—a meme—that is effectively sold to the masses by a thought leader. For this to work, each person has to believe that the other people will have the same level of trust in the fiction that they do. Of course, the meme is never presented as a fiction—though that indeed is what it is. Rather, it comes with all the persuasive power of an absolute, self-evident truth.

      People will only abandon one great fictional truth—let’s call it “A”—when a more powerful fictional truth gains credibility—let’s call it “B.” Then the tide can turn really quickly, and people are left asking the question, “How could we ever have believed in A? Duh!” Most great “isms” are fictions that become fact by fiat (e.g., capitalism, communism, fascism, consumerism), though occasionally war and conquest can persuade the reluctant. Let’s explore three examples of such powerful fictional memes that have become intersubjective reality: religion, nations, and money.

      Religion is one of the most ancient examples of intersubjective reality. True spirituality, as I understand it, is always based on a deeply transformative mystical impulse. But the same cannot be said of religion. I’ve heard it said that if you happen upon the tracks of a religion, you should follow them not to where they are leading, but rather, from whence they’ve come. The community that forms around a mystical prophet almost inevitably, by fiat, becomes an organization, then an institution, then a dogma-dictating orthodoxy, and finally, a heretic-slaying, infidel-conquering war machine. At its best, religion can unite previously hostile tribes—as did the rise of Islam around 600 CE in the war-torn Arabian Peninsula and as did Confucianism in China around 500 BCE. It can elevate the ethics of the individual members and promote the Golden Rule—do not do to others what you would not want them to do to you. This is particularly true when a religion is in its infancy and is being discriminated against or even persecuted. At this stage, it advocates very strongly for tolerance and ecumenism.

      But, as Lord Acton famously said, power tends to corrupt. The history of the major religions—especially the three Abrahamic religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—has shown that tolerance and ecumenism are abandoned once power and control are achieved. Then the “separated brethren” become labeled as infidels, pagans, or gentiles, whom it is mandatory to convert or kill. And each of these phases is driven by a fiat based on the fiction of a new intersubjective reality—a new “truth.” All that it takes is a demagogue who can persuade the members that he, and he alone, is privy to God’s will. The same is true of national identity and colonial and expansionist aspirations.

      The United States of America is actually a legal fiction based on the intersubjective consent of those who were persuaded by charismatic rebels to secede from the British Empire. The USA came into being in 1776, via a piece of paper—the Declaration of Independence. And it will survive until a more powerful fiction draws another fiat from us, the citizens. Look at the example of the USSR. A nation that began in bloody revolution in 1917 and went on to become the second great empire of the 20th Century ended with the scratching of a pen on December 26, 1991 with declaration number 142-H of the Supreme Soviet of the Soviet Union, which dissolved the USSR and acknowledged the independence of the former soviet republics. What to the patriot seems like a real and solid basis for a deeply personal identity—worth killing and dying for—is really just scribblings on flimsy paper without powerful intersubjective constructs in place.

      Money—really just fancy pieces of paper and metal cast into specific shapes—is an equally temporary construct. How did the first communities, clans, tribes get their daily bread? Initially, they were self-sufficient hunter-gatherers with very simple needs that a typical band of fifteen to forty members provided for itself. As groups got bigger, however, and life got more complex, individuals were unable to provide for all of their needs: food, shelter, clothing, medicine. So they introduced the barter system and specialists arose and traded resources and products to meet wants and needs. But when people began to gather in big cities and merchants began travelling to distant lands, bartering became problematic. Travelling with all your worldly possessions made you easy prey for bandits, highwaymen, and pirates. Moreover, humans began to desire lots of heretofore exotic commodities like silks and spices. So, about five thousand years ago, the Sumerians invented money. Initially, it took the form of precious metals. But these were heavy and vulnerable to theft, especially for mobile persons. So, tokens—innately valueless but valuable by fiat—were invented. We still have these currencies today. A $100 bill is a useless piece of paper unless a sizeable number of people agree to accept its assigned, and ultimately fictitious, value and—this is the most important part—to trust that all others will also accept this assigned, fictional value.

      Money is the most universal and efficient system of mutual trust ever devised; it knows no prejudice of gender, class, creed or culture; even people who don’t trust each other tend to trust each other’s money. If a population loses this trust in a currency, its value plummets. And we’ve seen this happen many times in the world’s currencies. In antiquity, cows and conches were currencies. Obviously, cows have a lot of intrinsic value and conches have some, whereas a $100 bill has zero intrinsic value, unless you want to cover a hole in the wallpaper. However, try going into the Apple Store to buy a computer and offering three camels in exchange for a MacBook Pro and hope to get two goats and a dozen eggs as change! Once the intersubjective reality of a currency—cows, conches, or cents—changes, the value changes too.

      Imagination, as in intersubjective reality, is not merely the handiest tool in the box of the artist, mystic, or scientist, it is the lifeblood of trade. And meme-making is the way in which intersubjective reality is created and sold. Modern advertising utilizes this very effectively, persuading people to go into lifelong debt in order to buy stuff they neither need nor can afford. And intersubjective reality not only influences our behaviors—left unchecked, it shapes our core beliefs about who we are, where we’ve come from and where we’re going.

      Now that we’ve defined Truth and examined a few lesser truths, let’s explore together how our own cosmological outlook is based on intersubjective reality.
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      Taking Control of Our Cosmology

      We all have at least a partially-developed personal cosmology. But we rarely fully know what it is, much less how we arrived at it. It is crucial to seek to better understand the cosmos by asking “What are the origins of the universe?” It is also crucial to attempt to better understand the kosmos by attempting to crack the metaphysical code that created the blueprint and template of which the world is the printout. Both are crucial to intentionally developing a personal cosmology. (A brief note here: by Cosmos the Greeks meant the physical universe, while Kosmos meant its metaphysical origins and foundation.)

      The first step is to loosen our grip on what we “know” and open our mind to possibilities we may have never considered. Carl Sagan bemoaned the ways science not only asks us to disregard the law of cause and effect when considering the origins of the universe, but the ways it generally discourages us from challenging the usual theories. I’m asking you to go out on a limb with me here—so don’t bring any heavy baggage with you!

      An agile canoe can reverse direction in seconds, whereas huge oil tankers can take hours to turn 180 degrees on the open sea. But if you’ve ever watched a supertanker or a huge cruise ship being nudged into its berth at a harbor, you’ll remember that two tiny tugboats—one at the tanker’s prow and the other at the stern—can turn it about very quickly and very efficiently. If organized religions are the huge cumbersome ships, the prophets are the tugboats. A great prophet—like a Jesus or a Buddha figure—can, in a single lifetime, dramatically re-direct the supertanker of their religion of origin. But the prophets don’t change the world once-and-for-all, allowing us to stagnate in the new position; they exemplify for us what we all need to do regularly in our personal cosmologies and for the religious and political systems to which we belong.

      Here’s a more biological analogy. Every single cell in the human body answers to one, and only one, of two commands: grow or defend. It cannot do both at the same time. When a person is under constant stress—real or imagined—the entire organism is stuck in defensive mode and ill-health is a likely outcome. All religions are comprised of individual people that function like cells of the body they inhabit. If the people who comprise a religion get stuck in a defensive posture, all evolution ceases. They cannot grow if they are committed to defending themselves. Typically, the religions then react by instituting an increasingly rigid combination of dogma and orthodoxy that finally play out in violent forms like inquisitions and crusades.

      Each of us is a cell that is part of a greater being. If we are truly committed to a particular religion, then rather than devoting our lives to defending inherited religious beliefs at all costs and staying the course for the sake of continuity even if we’re headed for an iceberg (if I may return to my maritime analogy), or simply rearranging the deck chairs while the ship is sinking, we can, instead, choose to be part of the crew that steers the ship. Rather than being passive passengers thoughtlessly snoozing below decks, we can readily serve the greater good by helping to maneuver the behemoth mother ship from the wheel of our personal tugboat. But if we want to serve in this way, we need to know how to navigate these waters and study the charts available to us.

      Before we can begin to contribute to the larger conversation, we must first spend quality time and energy in developing our own personal cosmology. Let’s begin with yet another metaphor. You’re living in the house you’ve grown up in since birth. You’re not even aware of its features. “It’s just my house!” you say. Until you compare it with other houses, you don’t know whether it’s ugly or beautiful, warm or cold, bright or dark, damp or dry, safe or dangerous, welcoming or hostile to you, unfriendly or hospitable to others. So, one day, you wake up and decide to design, build, and live in the house of your dreams. There are four stages to this project: firstly, you make a mental map of your ideal home; secondly, you draw a detailed blueprint; thirdly, you assemble the building materials; and, fourthly, you employ a work force. Building your personal cosmology involves four similar stages.

      Of course, over time it will be imperative that we do some periodic remodels. No personal cosmology is permanent. Rather, each one is simply your best attempt, at the moment, at aligning with your God, Self, Neighbor, and Mission. The personal cosmology is simply a map, not the terrain itself. It is incumbent upon us to continually upgrade it. The best we can hope for is not to produce a perfect model, but hopefully less and less imperfect ones.

      As we begin to think seriously about this, we will quickly see that the cosmologies with which we are bombarded run the entire gamut. Initially, they were utterly anthropocentric: human beings are the only sentient creatures with souls, in a universe otherwise devoid of life; a universe that spins worshipfully about planet Earth, which is the center of the cosmos. From there, we swung wildly to a cosmology of meaninglessness and despair, in which all life, including us, is a random wandering driven by a purposeless algorithm in which we may as well soothe our savaged ego by becoming addicted consumers of baubles that allow us to temporally forget our accidental arrival and sorry end. Somewhere in between are religions that promise heaven—though space is very limited and reserved for the elect—and threaten hell that will willingly accommodate the rejected overflow. This model has recently been superseded by a religion I call “scientism,” a materialistic science which claims that if we or our instruments can’t detect and measure something, then it doesn’t exist. Scientism promises utopia— here and now—while actually delivering a dystopia—also here and now—that gives us weapons of mass destruction, ecological Armageddon, and a mad scramble for diminishing resources like water. It is, in fact, a pseudo-science that attempts to explain away the uninvestigated instead of investigating the unexplained.

      The problem is—we don’t know what we don’t know. Imagine, if you will, that you—and everybody you’ve ever met—have had to spend your entire lives in a (very) large room, which has neither ingress nor egress. On one wall is a large machine from which, by pushing a button, you can extract mushy, hamburger-like mincemeat. None of you has any idea what lies on the other side of the wall which, in actual fact, contains a cow factory. But none of you has ever seen or even heard of such a thing as a “cow.” Every so often the owner of the cow factory simply herds a living, breathing cow up to the other side of the large machine which then mangles it into meat, to be delivered at the push of the button to your side of the wall. There is no way you could possibly infer the reality or description of a cow from merely observing the mince. Your presumption would be that at the other side of the machine is simply an inexhaustible mound of squiggly meat.

      Our senses are the instruments that allow us to experience the mincemeat but never actually enable us to see the cow, and our scientific instruments are basically extensions of our sensorium. Perception is the stove that then cooks the mince into the meal that we call reality. The cosmos is a giant room with a cow mangle set in the wall. We can never see the other side, so we presume its reality is identical to our own. Neither the sensorium nor science will ever be able to deliver primary, un-mangled reality to us. And that is what philosophy calls “the myth of the given”—the fallacy of presuming that our senses give us an accurate one-to-one map of what’s out there.

      Any effort to make sense of life must begin with an understanding of the self. I believe we must choose among three versions of self: the soul self, the experiencing self, and the narrating self. The soul self is our true, eternal essence. It is who we are before, during, and after this life. It is a bite-sized piece of God and it leads to the realization that we are spirits in spacesuits. Each of us is a God-probe into corporeality, a way for the Divine to temporarily experience the game of self-alienation. We are souls on safari on planet Earth. Unfortunately, very few of us identify with that level of the self, and that failure causes all the vicissitudes of life.

      Next comes the experiencing self. It is the total psyche consisting of the conscious, subconscious, and unconscious parts of us; it is equipped with senses, perception, memory, imagination, will, desires, and intuition; it has huge throughput per second—billions of experiences—most of which are stored off-line in the spiritual “cloud” sometimes called the Akashic Records. Before we move on to the narrative self, let me elaborate a bit on this.

      Everything that exists in the physical cosmos leaves an electromagnetic signature. So, theoretically speaking, if you could travel faster than the speed of light, you could catch up with your favorite episode of “I Love Lucy” by zipping out at warp speed in the direction of planet Zorg. But even if you decided not to risk time travel, all episodes of “I Love Lucy” and of all human, animal, vegetable, and mineral events are still available in intergalactic space. The Akashic Records are Hinduism’s very detailed and fascinating treatment of that reality. In short, Hinduism teaches that we exist at seven levels of body—the gross or physical body, the etheric or energy body, the astral or emotional body, the mental body, the causal body (where we activate our psychic gifts), the soul body and, finally, Cosmic Consciousness. On the death of the gross body, the astral body archives all of the experiences of the incarnation just ended—to be taken aboard again as in-built hardware when we return for our next incarnation. The causal body is the library of our experiences and learning from all of our incarnations in all the places/dimensions we’ve ever lived in. Moreover, we can access and benefit from other peoples’ lifetimes as well. It’s as if we upload photos of our vacation onto the cloud and give the gate code to family and friends. Everybody can then access them. Grandma God is the ultimate librarian/archivist/videographer. And the Akashic Records is the name Hinduism gives to Her enormous collection of family photos.

      Thirdly comes the narrating self, which most of us take to be the real “me,” but it’s actually just our ego. It’s the editor/censor that filters out most of the data and attends only to a non-representative subset that suits some self-image. It’s the part of me I share on the plane ride with the stranger in the next seat. It mixes real, historical data with movies seen, stories heard, books read and hopes projected, in order to create a personal sense of self—an identity which is largely fictional, but stubbornly held in place. At various stages of life, I can identify myself with my body, emotions, mind, job, relationship, gender, or ethnicity. We all do our own version of Walter Mitty or Don Quixote characters by which any new contrary experience is dismissed. Only what supports our self-image is retained.

      It is from the sense of self that we tell our stories and create our future. This “sense of self” exists at all levels: individual, tribe, religion, nation, species. It influences each story we tell: personal, historical, theological, or cosmological. We tell these four kinds of stories, but all are non-representative, because there is an experiencing self and a narrating self of the tribe and of the species, as surely as there is of the individual person. Mystics stand out because they tell their stories from the soul level. And each story, at each level, will either be transformative or crippling.

      There is a Spirit of God (true self) beneath each community. Whether we remember or not, we all volunteered to be here now. I believe we each said, “Here I am Lord, send me. I want to be one of the people putting a shoulder to the wheel of human evolution to uncover the Buddha nature of the species and propel it into Christ consciousness/Self-Realization/enlightenment.”

      If you’re willing to visit this minefield with me, together we can construct a road guide that makes sense to the soul, plays music for the heart, and causes the mind to exclaim, “Yes, this finally has the ring of truth!” First, we’ll explore the core dialectic or struggle of the human condition—the tug-of-war in the human psyche between love and fear. Then we will engage with the questions, navigational tools, and exercises necessary for developing our own personal cosmology.

      The Four Kinds of Stories We Tell

      The stories we tell come from the version of self that tells them. I’ve identified four types of story that, together, form the narrative by which the human story unfolds: personal, historical, theological, and cosmological.

      Personal stories consist of the cluster of experiences that congeal about the narrating self and create the myth of personal identity, which then becomes the sole arbiter of what other experiences are allowed to join the family of the self. It is the ego complex, as defined by Carl Jung, clinging tenaciously to the archetype of the “me.” It can crucify or it can promote the soul’s mission.

      Then comes “history”—the story of the tribe: its origins, grandeur, tragedies, specialness, and purpose. Once again, it is a very selective club to which only certain experiences are allowed membership. And the fees are very high. In a telling experiment, English and French children were asked to write down the twenty most important battles between their two countries. The English kids wrote an accurate list as did the French kids. However, there was almost no overlap between the two lists; each group had only recorded battles in which its country had been victorious.

      I believe that the tribe is to the species as the ego is to the soul. So, not only is ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny, but phylogeny is recapitulating cosmology. In other words, the individual human can be thought of, starting from conception, as a single-celled creature, then turning into something resembling a “fish” swimming in the amniotic fluid, then into a primate with a tail, into a land animal at birth, into Homo erectus as it learns to walk, and finally into Homo sapiens sapiens as it learns to speak. This physical progression reenacts the evolutionary trajectory of the species. Similarly, the species is reenacting the journey of the soul back to Source.

      By the same token, the notion of a chosen people (tribe/religion) is like the ego’s need to feel special. In the individual journey into enlightenment, the ego must be transcended and the self must become identified with the soul. So, too, in the journey of the species, the notion of a chosen people must be transcended and the tribal-self must identify with the soul-pod: the community of the holographic fractals of God incarnated.

      Problems begin when the ego develops a narrative self, founded on victimhood in times of powerlessness and on arrogance in times of power. When you scale that up to the level of the tribe, it becomes a very volatile weapon. Then victimhood becomes a reason to smother initiative, and arrogance becomes the justification for slaughter. “We” are always the good guys even when we commit genocide. “They” are the terrorists. (Remember this later in this book when we begin to dismantle some of the more ego-driven stories of the Bible, where we inevitably meet all of these competing forces.)

      Thirdly comes “theology,” the story of our god. He—and God has, up to now, primarily been described as a He—chose us, made a covenant with us, and has punished us regularly for our failures. We claim these are divinely revealed stories, but they are mainly human creations. The mystical impulses of awakened holy people, once they get into the hands of the disciples and their institutionalized communities, are frequently dipped—nay marinated—in the cauldron of human fear, anger, and xenophobia until the encrusted, unrecognizable love-essence of God is pulled out as a golden calf to be worshipped by the fundamentalist mindset.

      There are two possible explanations for the behavior of this golden-calf-god: either he is schizophrenic, oscillating constantly between love and anger (though his center of gravity is definitely much closer to the anger end of the spectrum), or the spiritual impulse is refusing to be permanently quenched, peeping through stubbornly and fanned into flame by mystical influences.

      Thankfully, mystics in various forms have always had an influence on humanity. In the rural Ireland of my childhood, the fire was never allowed to go out. Each night, after the rest of the family had retired, the mother would gather the glowing embers and cover them with the ashes. In the morning, before anybody else had arisen, she would rake back the ashes, uncover the still-glowing embers and blow them into flame. There were houses in which the fire had not gone out in over three hundred years. That is the job of the mystics vis-à-vis the flames of God’s love. The mystics are the keepers of the ancient wisdom fires—many of whom were actually burned at the stake for daring to fan the embers of truth.

      The Bible, if it is to be resuscitated as the word of God, needs to be purified in the loving light of the human mind and in the gentle compassion of the human heart. Then, and only then, shorn of its parasite-riddled shell, will it reemerge as the tiny, whispering sound of Source in the human soul as experienced by Elijah on Mount Horeb. But first, Elijah needs to outgrow his expectations that God will reveal Himself violently in the mighty wind, or devastating earthquake, or all-consuming fire. A strident message laced with violence is always proof of its human origins. When God speaks, even as She challenges and confronts, it’s done in tones of a gentle mother guiding her baby’s steps, not in the angry threats of an abusive parent.

      Like the creative tension between the experiencing self (which is awash in all of the events of its life) and the narrating self (which selectively and in a non-representative fashion mixes real historical data with movies seen, stories heard, books read, and hopes projected) so, also, we have been caught at the theological story level. In order to grow, we must disidentify with the narrating self and identify with the soul self. We must disidentify with the tribal self and identify as a single Earth family. We can no longer retreat self-righteously into the separate stories, the tribal myths that divide us. The world and our species desperately need new stories and more powerful, unifying myths that propel us into thinking, talking, and acting as a global family. As I continue to point out and chip away at this straitjacket in which we have immobilized the Compassionate One, my hope is to set God free.

      That’s what God is asking of us at this stage of the maturing of Homo sapiens sapiens. Nothing less than becoming Homo spiritualis will allow us to survive the present crisis and reach for true greatness—the unconditional love and unity consciousness of the God we, in our infantile and adolescent phases, buried in the tomb of our fears. There is a need now for a new resurrection. One that mines the nuggets of true wisdom that are buried in the Bible and in the sacred stories of all peoples, and weaves them into a new scripture, where no one group is “chosen” because all are children of God.

      And only then will we be ready to tackle the fourth story—that of cosmology. Many cultures have fashioned colorful but scientifically inaccurate versions of our origins. The Bible claims it happened in six God-busy days and it gave us a world model of an upturned bowl resting on four pillars set in the abyss, with waters both above the bowl and beneath the flat disc of dry land. In response to an enquiry from the emperor, a Chinese sage responded, “the Earth rests on the back of a great elephant, your majesty.” “And on what does the great elephant stand?” “Why, he stands on the back of a great tiger, your majesty.” “And on what does the great tiger stand?” “Why, he stands on the back of a great turtle, your majesty.” “And on what does the great turtle stand?” “Why, from there on down, it’s turtles all the way, your majesty.”

      Science has added its own depressing model. It has robbed us of both God and meaning, promising us a technology and eternal life via bioengineering, artificial intelligence, and a future as cyborgs. In the interim, it has treated us to weapons of mass destruction and ecological degradation. Modern techno-scientists are prophets and peddlers of a demythologized utopia.

      The first great weapon of mass destruction, however, was “the Word of God,” or rather, “the word of god,” because genocide and xenophobia are incompatible with both the creative Logos and the all-loving Source. The former gave birth to the warring nature of sectarian religion—the calling down of God’s blessing on our genocide of the “unbelievers.” The latest and most devastating WMD has been gifted us by scientism, is deadlier than a flock of H-bombs, and robs humanity of its core organizing principles by claiming that God is dead, the soul is an illusion, free will is as real as the tooth faery, and religion is irrelevant.

      Many claim God is dead. However, neither philosophy nor science has been able to produce the divine corpse. From a strictly rational perspective, it is much more difficult to prove that God does not exist than to prove She does exist. The cadaver that militant atheists love to impale for display and ridicule on the gate posts of science is merely a Guy Fawkes scarecrow that was, ironically, created and worshipped by the fundamentalist religious mindset.

      When one civilization conquers another, a major weapon in its arsenal is the imposition of a new story on the subjugated people. This may be done by choking the indigenous language in favor of the new, “superior” one. This was done very cruelly but very effectively by the British education system in 19th-Century Ireland, and by the United States in the “schooling” of First Nation children up to very recently. Or the conquerors can also simply enforce the new cosmology by brute force. But they must also eradicate the stories that hold the identity of the conquered civilization intact. The process is rather like setting a trap to deal with an infestation of ants. The trap contains an alluring poison that ants carry back to their nest—thus killing the queen and all of her subjects.

      We experience milder forms of this whenever we meet a new idea. Often it raises fear: “Without my old story, who am I? How can I really know what is truth?” Hence, people resist any examination of even a flawed cosmology. But what do we do when the new story is even more violent than the old? That’s the situation in which we currently find ourselves vis-à-vis scientism. Former indoctrinations simply substituted one meaning-filled story for another. The greatest danger of scientism is that it has obliterated the old story (i.e. it killed the queen) and replaced it with a myth of meaninglessness. All other cultural conquests have simply given a new meaning to the conquered; this one has substituted meaning with nothingness—no God, no soul, no purpose, no free will, just self-serving neurons firing promiscuously like a series of explosions in a warehouse filled with July Fourth fireworks.

      The Seven Timelines

      Once upon a time, an actual present moment gave birth to a possible future. From the billions of sperm swimming hopefully towards the egg, only one implanted itself, and this day is born. It is the saga of the “now” which will birth the future—a future whose mother is three kinds of Self, whose father is four kinds of story, and whose midwife is seven kinds of time.

      These four kinds of stories intersect with seven timelines, which along with the sense of self, fashion the future. Here are the seven timelines: 1) the actual past, 2) the imaginary past (history as written by the victors), 3) the actual present, 4) the imagined present (of propaganda), 5) the fated future, 6) the probable future, and 7) the possible future. We are as much products of our imagined future (our hopes and aspirations) as we are of our imagined past (our founding myths). When it comes to the journeys of evolution and enlightenment, time is a very malleable commodity.

      We are fashioned both by the actual past, which has created the very environment (physical, emotional, mental, social) in which we find ourselves, and by the imagined past—because we believed the stories of the victors and this has reoriented us to new reality models. Whether or not something is factual, it can have huge effects once it is believed, especially if it becomes the story adopted by the masses. The same is true of the present: both the actual present and the present of propaganda create the mindset and the reality we experience. Whether or not there are monsters under the bed or ghosts hiding in the closet, as long as we believe there are, then we are in the clutches of both.

      The present is the logical, consistent outcome of all the choices of all the players in the past. And the future will be the logical, consistent outcome of all the choices of all the players in the present. If today is the child of a once-upon-a-time now-past present-moment, then the future is the child whom we are presently conceiving by our thinking, talking, and behavior. Will our baby be a monster or a messiah? That is up to us to determine. Only by dismantling the false gods made in our own image and likeness and reconnecting with the mystical impulse can we hope to survive, thrive, and evolve into the next stage of our incarnational contract. Our mission, individually and collectively, is to bring forth Christ Consciousness, to liberate our Buddha Nature, and to become a Soul-Self-Realized Species. We must identify the real God behind those mystical impulses and become not one nation under God but one species under God, in harmony with all creation.

      When it comes to the future, this is where dreamers, mystics, and avatars are in a cosmic tug-o-war with those at the other end of the rope. And here’s why: because there is no such thing as the future. There is a real past and a real present, but there is no such thing as a real, inevitable, fated future. There exists only the imagined future in either its probable form or its possible form. The probable future comes from refusing to make changes (based on false self and false stories); while the possible future comes from being willing to change (based on true self and true stories). Hence, the role of the prophet is to prevent the probable future and instead cause the possible future.

      Margaret Mead once said, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it's the only thing that ever has.” And the first prime minister of the new state of Israel, Ben Gurion said, “Anyone who does not believe in miracles is not a realist.” The human ability to dream, coupled with our inner-divine attraction to love, is the greatest architect of a peaceful future.

      Many years ago, I had a vision in which I saw planet Earth as a rock sitting on a sheet of ice in the emptiness of space. There were seven billion ropes attached to this rock with a human being pulling vigorously on each one. Using simple vector mathematics, I could calculate the exact speed and direction in which the rock would move. It was being pulled towards a cliff and was in danger of being catapulted into the void. Later, I came to realize that the seven billion ropes were actually humans clustered into camps. As I pondered this vision, I was able to see that originally, these groups of people were comprised of small clans, then tribes, then global religions and, finally, economic and ideological megacommunities. Each group’s instincts were honed into intention by the stories they told, especially the historical, theological, and cosmological tales. The meme-makers (storytellers) had learned how to harness the masses. Sometimes this was done for purposes of enlightened transformation, like in the work of Lao Tzu, Confucius, Buddha, and Jesus. Other times it was used for nefarious purposes, like the greed and warfare exemplified by people like Hitler, Stalin, and Pol Pot.

      In our times, courtesy of the political-military-economic hegemony and its loyal servant the mass media, a few megagroups have formed around the cleverly disguised intentions of the oligarchs. According to a 2016 Oxfam Davos report, sixty-two individual persons together own the same amount as half the world combined. And this is why xenophobia, avarice, and genocide are endemic to our times. The intentions of the masses have been carefully harnessed by the oligarchs in the service of global domination. Meanwhile, we have been lulled into sleep by the old Roman technique of panes et circenses (bread and circuses), as the oligarchs pollute the planet and collect the loot.

      But like the great avatars, we too can channel our small group energy in ways that empower us in a world where “little people” have been made to feel helpless. Like never before, there is a need to get behind the rope of hope, of love and of unity consciousness, before our precious rock is pulled over the cliff into the chaos of the abyss.

      My vision was inspired partly by history and current events and partly by physics. There is a simple formula that calculates the force of attraction between two heavenly bodies; it says: F = (M1 x M2)/r2 where F is the force, “M1” and “M2” are the masses of the two objects and “r” is the distance between them. If either of the masses were bigger, or if the distance between them were smaller, the force would increase.

      Dreams are like that. But mostly we dream from the little “planet ego,” about a tiny, personal dream, like a nicer house or a higher salary and—to shrivel our chances even further—we don’t really believe we can have them, or even deserve them, thus increasing the distance between the dreamer and the dream because of our lack of faith. Wonders happen, as Jesus said they would, when we have the wisdom to dream as a species, to dream a dream that is love-impregnated, and to dream with a faith that shrinks distances between subject and object, between intention and manifestation. When instinct becomes intention and intention is energized by desire and desire is motivated by love, all things are possible. It only takes two or three to begin, or, as described in Lynne McTaggart’s most recent book The Power of Eight, with each increase in numbers, you get not just arithmetic progression, but an exponential one.1

      If you want to grab a strand of this new rope, how about joining or starting a little eight to twelve-person regular prayer/intention group? The networking of such groups will, I believe, be the key to not merely the survival of our “Rock” but its ascension. Maybe this is what Jesus really meant when he said, “thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church.” And it is just like Francis of Assisi, who at first misunderstood his vision as an injunction to re-erect the broken shell of his local chapel, but later realized he was being asked to reform the very corrupt Vatican-dominated Christian Church. Perhaps, just perhaps, there is a next stage to this statement of Jesus. His work was never about erecting stone structures nor even about creating human institutions, but about aligning with the community of incarnated souls as they attempt to move planetary consciousness into the next stage of global ascension.

      As Jesus discovered, it can be really difficult to persuade others that your new perspective bears open-minded examination. This can be very threatening to their security. If you question a culture’s cosmology, you risk ridicule at best and incarceration or extermination at worst. This has been the fate of many a prophet.

      Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions is a satirical novella by Edwin Abbott Abbott, published in 1884. In reality, it is a social commentary on the caste/class system of Victorian England, but for my purpose here, it provides an elegant mathematical metaphor for the difficulty of shifting a culture’s belief system. The author describes a two-dimensional world occupied by geometric figures. A three-dimensional sphere visits this “flatland” and has a helluva time convincing the natives that a third dimension exists. The sphere determines to prove his existence by passing through the plane of the 2-D world, but all they can see is a blob that begins as a point and grows into a circle with a larger and larger circumference until the sphere is midway through its passage and then a smaller and smaller circle, culminating in a point, before even that is extinguished as it continues and completes its passage through.

      The sphere is amused by the inability of the flatlanders to see or believe in his existence until he finally makes a convert who travels to sphereland. Once the convert has understood the idea of a third dimension, he tries to convince the sphere of the theoretical possibility of the existence of a fourth (and fifth, and sixth ...) spatial dimension; but the sphere poo-poos this possibility and returns his student to Flatland in disgrace.

      That is how difficult it can be to see what nobody else in the culture can see; to envisage a cosmology that nobody else in the culture can envisage. Without such awareness we are like the frog who lives in the well, a character in a delightful Sufi teaching story. An ocean frog visited his cousin, who had spent his entire life in the enclosure of a well. The ocean frog tried to give his cousin a sense of the vastness of the ocean, but without success. “Are you trying to tell me,” the well frog asked, “that this ocean of yours is half the size of this well?” “More,” said the ocean frog. “Three-fourths of this well?” “Even more!” the ocean frog replied. The well frog refused to believe that the ocean could be larger than the extent of his world, the well. Finally, he was persuaded to visit the ocean, where, upon seeing the enormity of the ocean, he was so overwhelmed that his brain exploded.

      All we have is our stories (personal, tribal, theological, cosmological.) Once we accept the cultural wisdom, we will make appropriate, consistent sense of our own experiences so they align with that wisdom (the community stories). While conquests are often won through violence, they always involve imposing/proposing a different story. So there has to be a way to distinguish among them—and there is! Remember what Jesus said: by their fruits you shall know them.2 Stories that speak of or encourage hatred, fear, anxiety, prejudice, entitlement, and chosen-ness are bad stories, to be discarded and rejected. Stories that speak of or encourage forgiveness, love, compassion, and justice are good stories, to be cherished and incorporated into our lives.

      Christians have savaged each other self-righteously in inquisitions and sectarian warfare, and have murdered Jews, Muslims, and Pagans in crusades and conquests over the centuries. So have other “great” religions once they were in positions of power—for example, the ban policy (‘cherem’ in Hebrew) employed during the exodus from Egypt and the subsequent conquest of Canaan; and more recent and ongoing, the misguided violent form of jihad emerging in fundamentalist Islam. Religions are very ecumenical when they are in a position of powerlessness, but they often become intolerant and even genocidal, once they are in a position of power.

      Since revelation of all kinds is based on core stories and key memes, we have to be very careful who the meme-makers and storytellers are. St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, emphasized that skill in spiritual direction was dependent on de discretione spirituum (the discernment among spirits). Even a cursory review of history and a week’s exposure to the current mass media should quickly convince the critical thinker that most memes and many stories have either been composed or corrupted, at best, by the bean counters and bureaucrats who steer the ship of state on a daily basis or, at worst, by dictators and oligarchs who chart the long-term trajectory.

      If you’re serious about crafting your own cosmology, you must become a serial killer! You have to commit four murders. First, you need to kill your ego, by which I mean you must put it in its place. You need a healthy ego in order to live in society, but when the ego thinks it’s the center of the psyche, instead of the servant of the soul, you’re going to have problems. It’s the personal equivalent of the geocentric universe of yore, when people thought the cosmos revolved around our planet. So the ego needs to be put in its place, otherwise it gets up to all kinds of mischief. A wise one once said that all human suffering lies in the gap between the ego and the soul.

      Next, you need to kill your father, by which I mean you must transcend your own culture and religion of origin—just as Jesus did. To transcend is not to abandon; it’s forming an epigenetic relationship to your past wherein each subsequent stage incorporates and goes beyond all of the previous stages. As a tree puts out leaves, it does not separate itself from its roots, trunk, limbs, branches, or twigs. The leaves and the roots continue to feed each other—the roots by providing nutrients to the leaves from the soil in which it’s grounded and the leaves by sharing spare chlorophyll (energized by the sun) with the roots. And so, you move beyond your mother and father’s beliefs, but you may incorporate some version or portion of their beliefs into your own.

      Murder number three: you must kill your guru. No matter how advanced or spiritual your teacher may be, you are a unique individual on a unique mission and there are places and experiences which only you can access. In Star Trek lingo, you must boldly go where no one has gone before. Of course, this does not mean badmouthing the guru or devaluating what you have learned, but bowing gratefully and moving on, just as an adult child does with the parents.

      And, finally, the toughest killing of all, you gotta whack your god. No theology can take you to Source. Meister Eckhart says, “I pray daily to God to rid me of God.” Since Source is utterly ineffable, it can be experienced but not articulated. Medieval mystic Thomas à Kempis said, “I would rather experience love than be able to define it.” Are you feeling like you’ve just committed deicide? You haven’t. Rather, you’ve begun to set God free from the ludicrous dogma that purports to describe Her. Then, and only then, you may be ready for your own divine revelation.

      Revelation in Its Many Forms

      Truth is a seamless garment. It cannot contradict itself. But the seekers after truth are like the proverbial blind men trying to figure out what an elephant is based only on the part of the creature they happen to feel. They have two choices: firstly, each man could insist that his description is the only true one; or, secondly, they could combine their observations and arrive at a much more accurate picture of the whole elephant.

      “Revelation” is the elephant in the room of human knowledge, and so it behooves us to combine our findings. Therefore, I’ll look at revelation through story and myth, through philosophy and reason, through science and experimentation, through scriptures and sacred texts, through history and literature, through altered states of consciousness and imagination. There is no point in trying to force all of these modalities to speak the same language. Rather, the student must become multilingual and listen to the mother tongue of each kind of revelation.

      Here’s another way to look at it. A card, a bunch of flowers, a cake, and a hug might all be ways to say, “Happy Birthday!” There’s no law that says the only way to wish somebody a happy birthday is to sing that song. I’ll try to look at many of the facets of the diamond of truth, and not seek to reduce them all to a single perspective (which also explains the pile of mixed metaphors I’m asking you to play with here.) Stay with me as I share some introductory ideas with you, then look at the notion of Revelation in general, followed by a focused look at the Bible as Revelation. It all comes together—I promise!

      Recall our discussion of epistemology in the first chapter of this book—how we know what we know—and the suggestion that it happens in one of three ways: we know because an authority figure told us it was so, or we know because we experienced something for ourselves, or we know because we figured it out on our own.

      Revelation, too, can happen in any of those three ways. Typically, we think of revelation as some kind of information that comes directly from God. But in fact, revelation simply means uncovering that which was previously hidden. So, let’s make some important distinctions here. There’s a big difference between what is unknowable and what is unknown. “Unknowable” means that something in its essence cannot be comprehended by human effort, whereas “unknown” is just a state of being temporarily hidden. The unknowable cannot be either discovered or invented unless there is a supernatural intervention, whereas the unknown is subject to eventual discovery or invention. Let’s say you come up with a killer recipe for Tandoori Chicken but, though you serve it regularly to your friends, you keep it as a closely guarded secret until you publish it in your first cookbook. Before the publication, it was secret, hidden, and unknown, but it was not unknowable.

      It’s the same distinction between invisible and not visible. Invisible means that something cannot be seen, ever, whereas not visible is simply a passing phase. The sun is not visible between sunset and sunrise, but it is not invisible per se. The soul, however, is essentially invisible, since it is not composed of physical matter.

      That which is merely hidden can eventually become known, i.e., can be revealed. But this kind of revelation is simply through human agency. That is, for example, how science operates. The principles of thermodynamics have always existed but were unknown until scientists discovered them. So there is discoverable revelation. Jesus had something to say on this issue when he berated the religious teachers of his time for being able to discover the laws governing weather but being unable to see the spiritual laws. Invention is a close relative of discovery. Humans can combine previously known but separate parts (wheels, glass, rubber, steel…) into a brand-new artifact, e.g., an automobile. Thus, invention is also a form of revelation.

      However, normally, when we hear the word “revelation,” especially in a religious context, we think of divine revelation, whereby God directly intervenes and passes on information that could not be inferred, deduced or experienced if we were left to our own devices, e.g., the idea of the Holy Trinity, or that God created the world in six days and then chilled on day seven.

      In this form of revelation, God is always the agent. Sometimes, He is personally involved, e.g., He speaks directly to Moses in the burning bush incident. On other occasions, He uses an intermediary, e.g., the angel Gabriel to speak to Mary, to Joseph, and to Zechariah in the New Testament, and to Mohammed in the Holy Quran. Often, then, these recipients become prophets—secondary kinds of agents—who purport to speak to the community on God’s behalf, as did Moses, Jeremiah, Mohammed, and Joseph Smith.

      Thus, we typically think of revelation—especially when we speak of the scriptures—as coming directly from God. Of course, ultimately, all knowledge and wisdom come from God, whether it’s via authority, personal experience, or figuring it out for ourselves.

      To use an allegory, it is like the difference between a rural farmer and an urban householder. The farmer raises chickens and feeds the eggs directly to his kids. That’s like divine revelation. The urban householder feeds her kids eggs that she bought in a store that had purchased them from a packing factory that the farmer had supplied. That’s like human revelation.

      The fly in the ointment is that, even with direct, divine revelation, it wasn’t made to you. There is a long lineage of teachers and office holders between you and God. So you are depending on authority figures, and you are presuming that they got it right from people who hopefully got it right from predecessors who hopefully got it right from their predecessors, and so on.

      So, once again, using Thomas Aquinas, you have to use your judgment to discern what is true about divine revelation. Later, we’ll consider the differences between gullibility, critical thinking, and debunking, but for now, let’s just look at the two forms of divine revelation: oral and written. Of course, the oral tradition is much older than the written one. People told stories for tens of thousands of years before cuneiform and hieroglyphics (and later, alphabet-based orthographies) were invented. The vast bulk of the world’s scriptures, in fact, are based on earlier oral traditions. It was a point of great dispute, even in Jesus’s time, between the Pharisees who believed Moses left two forms of revelation—spoken stories and the written Torah—and the Sadducees, the priestly caste, who accepted only the Torah as true revelation.

      Most written traditions began as oral traditions. The few exceptions may be the Book of Mormon, first published in 1830 by Joseph Smith, who claimed he received it on golden plates, and which an angel commanded him to translate from its original “reformed Egyptian” into English. The other exception is a modern form called channeled writing, like Neale Donald Walsch’s series Conversations with God.

      There are, of course, other forms of revelation—more exotic forms like art, music, and dance. The latter two are the hallmark of the Shamanistic traditions of revelation. And, I believe, science is another form of revelation. Most of us, however, encounter “revelation” in the form of “mass media”— at least, the talking heads of the oral tradition (radio, TV) and the clacking typewriters of the written tradition (newspapers, magazines, and journals) would like us to believe so as they inveigh mightily to prove that their particular brand and theirs alone is the “gospel truth.”

      Historically, however, revelation has been primarily received and transmitted orally. Oral transmission comes in many forms—stories, myths, folklore, parables, proverbs, analogies, metaphors, aphorisms. For example, the prophet Mohammed began his public ministry as a result of a wrestling match with the angel Gabriel who grabbed him and shouted, “Iqra! Iqra!!” (Recite! Recite!!) There are shades here of Jacob striving with an angel, as a result of which he is renamed, Israel (the man who wrestled with God.)

      All scriptures begin as stories whether they are about Adam, Abraham, and Moses of the Torah; Jesus, the Magdalene, Peter, and Paul of the New Testament; Mohammed of the Hadith; or Arjuna and Krishna of the Bhagavad Gita. Only later do these stories get worked into torturous theologies and deadening dogma. Since all revelation begins with, and trades in, storytelling, let’s begin with that topic as we explore revelation in general.

      Every major religion identifies with holy scriptures or religious texts of some sort. Even before the 13th century BCE, when The Epic of Gilgamesh first hit the shelves of Sumerian bookstores, the Egyptians were carving graffiti on the walls and sarcophagi of the pyramids of Saqqara. Historians, archaeologists, anthropologists, and ethnographers study these texts exhaustively in their quest for important insights into the cultures from which they emerged. If every follower of every religion took the same care to fully understand the books that inform their traditions, the world might experience less bloodshed in the name of religion. But the fact that people are ready to die and kill over a Biblical passage makes it all the more important that we examine this library of sacred books and letters with educated minds, discerning hearts, and a critical eye.

      This process is necessary and important to do for every holy book—the Koran, the Bhagavad Gita, the Book of Mormon, the Baha’i Revelation, etc. I’ve studied many religious texts with great reverence for the wisdom they hold, but for our purposes here, I’ve chosen to put the Judeo-Christian Bible under the microscope. The Hebrew and Christian scriptures hold pervasive influence around the world, but they’re really no different from other texts that traditionally hold the status of divine revelation. I’ll start with the Bible as a model for how we might examine all religious texts.

      I hope that by now I have laid down a thorough and honest foundation for this examination of the Bible—its origins, evolution, and claim to divine revelation. My purpose is not to dismantle the Bible, but to find the eternal, mystical core beneath the countless remodellings, in which each generation has tried to make sense of it and bend it to its own agenda. Indeed, the devil himself can appeal to scripture, which he did in quoting Psalm 91 as he attempted to persuade Jesus to jump off the parapet of the temple. And Jesus himself radically reframed many of the earlier Hebrew teachings, beginning with the mantra-like phrase, “You have heard that it was said to the people of old…but I say to you…”

      The task, then, is to unearth God’s real message, and that means thinking critically about its wording and provenance. We must learn to distinguish historical aberrations, driven by political ambition, from the necessary reframing of original texts that were formed in the petri dish of more barbaric times.

      In elementary mathematics, one and one always add up to two. In higher math, you’ll meet mathematical systems (e.g., binary Boolean algebra) in which this is not the case. In the elementary understanding of the Bible, every utterance is God’s inerrant teaching, to be understood according to the literal meaning of each word. In the more advanced schools of real spirituality, however, this is not always the case. In the search for “God’s word,” it is vital to be able to make that distinction. Otherwise, we are destined to get even more embroiled in religious wars and to drive an even deeper chasm between religion and science.

      In seeking the true word of God, we must ask ourselves if what we’ve encountered leads only to love, compassion, and forgiveness. If our journey is taking us anywhere else, we need to overhaul the ship’s compass. And that is my core objective here.

      The United Church of Christ recently created a marketing campaign that speaks for God. Ironically, the tag line is “God Is Still Speaking.” I think it’s a good message, often emblazoned on rainbow banners above the same door that says “All Are Welcome.” God speaks as eloquently in Celtic mythology, African folklore, and Aboriginal dreamtime as He does in the Bible, Koran, Upanishads, or Pitakas. In fact, God speaks every bit as eloquently in a single flower.

      The shortest homily the Buddha ever gave was to simply pluck a flower and hold it silently aloft as his disciples watched. Minutes passed, but he uttered not a word. His disciples were getting impatient and thinking, “Alright, dude, what’s up?” But still he remained silent. Then one of his disciples broke into a huge smile. The Buddha noticed this and nodded his head in confirmation. The disciple had suddenly realized that to really see even a flower is to see everything. It’s not important where you look, but how you look. If you don’t know how to look, you can search everywhere and find nothing; but if you do know how to look, then wherever you search you can find everything. Revelation is in the eye and in the soul of the beholder.

      Jesus gave a similar sermon, though he wrapped it in a spoken sentence: “Look at the lilies of the field.” The gospel writers went on to expand that saying and then to offer both an interpretation and a lesson—both of which they attribute to Jesus. I’m not certain he actually added anything to those seven (in English) words. Like the Buddha, he was demonstrating to his disciples that to really see the essence/origin of a lily is to see Source Itself.

      And that mystical English poet, William Blake, said it so beautifully: “To see the world in a grain of sand, and to see heaven in a wildflower, hold infinity in the palm of your hands, and eternity in an hour.” In other words, God reveals Herself in all of Her creation and in all of Her stories. And the Bible is a beautiful compendium of one nation’s God-stories.

      It is actually incorrect to speak of the Bible as a book, even as a holy book. The term Bible is a version of the original Greek, τὰ βιβλία, which means, “the books”—plural. And rightly so, because the Christian Bible is more like a library—sixty-six books in the Protestant version and seventy-three in the Catholic version. Moreover, like any library, it has very different kinds of books in it—e.g., laws, history, liturgy/ritual, riddles, letters, theology, myth, parables, musings on existential issues (e.g., Job), eschatology, a hymnal (psalms), prophecy, wisdom literature (e.g., proverbs), and much more.

      Without even realizing it, as you read your Sunday newspaper and move from the comic section to gardening, movies, finance, and foreign news, you are subtly shifting your mindset. But people presume that they can just dip into the Bible anywhere and engage meaningfully with the content. You cannot read eschatology (the study of the end times) with the same mindset as the liturgical prescriptions of Leviticus. So, before we can begin to understand the Bible as a whole, we need to appreciate that it is made up of a diverse collection of parts.

      With estimated sales of over five billion copies, the Bible is very probably the best-selling book of all time. It continues to sell about 100 million copies annually and it has had a huge influence, not just on Judeo-Christianity, but on world history, literature, art, architecture, music, and civilization. The Gutenberg Bible was the first book ever printed using moveable type.

      The oldest extant copy of the complete bible (the Codex Vaticanus) is held in the Vatican Library in a Fourth-Century CE parchment-book. Strangely enough, the oldest copy of the Hebrew/Aramaic Tanakh comes from much later—the tenth century CE.

      In 1631, the royal printers in London were commissioned to do a reprint of the King James Bible. In a grievous error, the word, “not” was omitted from the commandment, “Thou shalt not commit adultery.” It became known as the “Wicked Bible.” King Charles I and the archbishop of Canterbury were outraged. Most of the copies were confiscated and burned, but a few escaped and are still available for display, including one in the New York Public Library. The printers were fined the equivalent of 46,000 pounds sterling and deprived of their printing license.

      The original language of the Tanakh is Biblical Hebrew, but a few passages of Ezra, Jeremiah and Daniel are in Biblical Aramaic, which was much more widely spoken among Semitic peoples. For the New Testament, Koine Greek is the original language.

      The original scriptures (both the Tanakh and the New Testament) consisted of complete books or letters without any formal “breaks” in the text. But in 1226, Stephen Langton, the Roman Catholic archbishop of Canterbury, divided them into chapters; and in 1551, Robert Estienne, a French printer, divided the chapters into verses.

      The Hebrew Scriptures are composed of three parts. The acronym TaNaKh stands for the three parts: “T” stands for Torah (meaning “Teaching”) which is the first five books of the Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy—believed to have been written by Moses himself; “N” stands for Nevi’im (the Hebrew word for “prophets”) and means the works of the minor and major prophets, e.g., Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel; and “K” stands for Ketuvim (literally “the writings”). This included the wisdom literature developed while the two remaining tribes were in exile in Babylon from 589 BCE to 538 BCE, as well as the book of Psalms and the book of Proverbs. Under the very significant influence of Zoroastrianism, the exiles pondered the great existential issues, which were then written as the books of Job, Ecclesiastes, etc. This wisdom included a belief in angels, spirits, and the afterlife. The Pharisee party accepted all three parts of the Tanakh as revelation, but the Sadducees rejected the Ketuvim. And there was a deep division between the lay-theologian Pharisees and the priestly Sadducees based upon their differences regarding divine revelation and the Bible.

      Similarly, Roman Catholics, Anglicans, and Eastern Orthodox Christians emphasize the complementarity of Sacred Tradition (the belief that Jesus’s teachings were preserved from generation to generation both in the Scriptures and oral traditions under the supervision of Church leaders), whereas Protestants focus on the idea of “sola scriptura” (the Bible alone.) But those who consider the Bible to be the revealed word of God actually span a very wide spectrum. At one end are those who claim that it is inspired by God, whose Holy Spirit influenced the words, message, and collation of the Bible. Then comes the position that it is also infallible when it comes to matters of faith and practice, but not necessarily in scientific or historical matters. Position number three is occupied by those who claim that its inerrancy extends to all matters—no exception. Then comes biblical literalism, whose adherents further claim that not only is it inerrant on all topics, but that its meaning is clear to the average reader.

      It gets even more confusing. Most evangelical Bible scholars claim that only the original texts in the original languages were inspired, but not the translations, while other groups—like the followers of the King-James-only Movement—are convinced that there is only one translation which is inerrant—the King James Version (KJV). In 1546, the Council of Trent decreed St. Jerome’s translation into Latin of the original Hebrew/Aramaic and Greek language versions (called the Vulgate)—completed around 380 CE—to be the only authentic and official Bible of the Latin Church.

      As you can see, it is far from clear what the ideas of “revelation” and “divine inspiration” of the Bible actually mean. There is lots of wiggle room here. Many scholars point out that the biblical texts come from a creative thousand-year-long conversation between ancient oral traditions and different faith communities. And there were many voices in this conversation: political, cultural, theological, economic, and even health-related topics.

      Perhaps one of the greatest of all human inventions was writing—the creation of orthographies that turned spoken languages into visual symbols. The original efforts were cumbersome and only highly trained practitioners could master the thousands of symbols necessary to read and write cuneiform and hieroglyphics. However, that changed dramatically when a second great invention superseded the first. It was the creation of “modern” alphabets. It actually came in two waves—firstly, “abjads,” which represented only the consonants of the spoken language, and then the “true” alphabet which provided symbols for both consonants and vowels. Greek was the first to render this complete alphabet. But the original genius was that of the Phoenicians, who (around 1,300 BCE) invented the radical idea of representing the sounds of a written language rather than a myriad of symbols to represent “things” (trees, cows, hands) or internal “states” (love, fear, loyalty). Now, unlike cuneiform and hieroglyphics, a few dozen symbols—or, in the case of the Phoenician and other Semitic languages, merely 22—could capture it all.

      The Phoenicians were a maritime trading culture and their new ideas on written language soon spread around the Mediterranean. Its brilliance was that it could immediately be adapted to any other language, and its simplicity meant that it could be learned even by the “common people.” Heretofore, only royal and religious hierarchies knew how to write, so this new system had significant social implications. These hierarchies in many Middle Eastern kingdoms, however, continued to use cuneiform for legal and liturgical matters right down to the Common Era.

      The new system was adopted by the Greeks, and the Romans got it from the Greeks. The Roman/Latin orthography is the single most common one among languages today. As this new system encountered spoken languages whose sounds could not be represented by only 22 phonemes, alphabets got extended. English has 26 letters in its alphabet.

      Hebrew, Aramaic, and Arabic also borrowed it from the Phoenicians beginning around the 9th century BCE. Hebrew, with its 22 characters, still has no vowel signs (even in modern Israeli newspapers), so context is very important when reading it. So, in the 7th century CE, Jewish scholars, called the Masoretes, fixed the meanings of the texts by adding vowel signs in the form of little marks above and below the consonant signs.

      The first books of the Bible began to be written about 950 BCE employing the new Phoenician-inspired orthography. So, when they spoke of Abraham (c. 1850 BCE) and Moses (c. 1250 BCE), they were dependent on oral traditions. Later parts of the Bible were then composed and written over the next 1,000 years by hundreds of different writers.

      The Bible tells us that the Israelites entered “the promised land” about the year 1210 BCE and, beginning with the sacking of Jericho, spent the next 200 years conquering the country. By 1010 BCE, King David had conquered Jerusalem, made it his capital, and united the tribes into a single nation. Solomon built the first temple around 950 BCE. But when he died in 933 BCE, a civil war ensued which divided the country in two: the southern kingdom of Judea (consisting of two tribes – Judah and Benjamin) with its headquarters (and the temple) in Jerusalem; and the northern kingdom of Israel (consisting of the other ten tribes) with its headquarters in Samaria.

      In 721 BCE, the great Assyrian empire, with the cooperation of Judea, overthrew Israel, deporting the ten northern tribes, who then disappear from history. They are referred to, even today, as “the lost tribes of Israel.” After the Babylonians overcame the Assyrians, they laid siege to Jerusalem and conquered it in 597 BCE, installing a puppet king. When he rebelled, they came back, reconquered Jerusalem, destroyed the temple and exiled the last two tribes. The prophet Ezekiel managed to hold the people together until 538 BCE, when the Persian king Cyrus overthrew the Babylonians and set the Jews free to go back to the land of Judea. This remnant set about building the second temple, which was completed around 515 BCE.

      Alexander the Great overcame the Persians in 333 BCE and marched eastwards, conquering “the entire known world” to the gates of India. The Greek language and culture followed behind him. But by 63 BCE, the Romans had fully defeated the Greeks and now ruled the Middle East, including the land of “Palestine”—the Roman name for the country. The Romans installed King Herod, who ruled from 40 BCE to 4 BCE. The Romans put down a Jewish revolt in 70 CE and flattened the second temple. All that remains of it, to the present day, is the western wall, better known as the “Wailing Wall,” where millions of Jews come each year to pray.

      This history is very important because each phase left its mark on the composition, writing, and redaction of the Bible. Modern scholarship employs three main techniques in establishing the time of composition of various parts of the Bible. Historical Analysis seeks to establish the “intent” of each writer, so as to be able to translate accurately. Materialist Analysis looks at the social, economic, and political environments at the time of composition. And Structural Analysis, especially using the twentieth-century discipline of Semiotics, tries to determine internal consistencies and inconsistencies within the texts. Semiotics is the science of understanding the grammar not just of individual sentences (e.g., subject, predicate, object…), but of an entire text. Texts have a natural flow, and when edits or redactions are done, they leave footprints in the text.

      Each organization, from tennis clubs to nations, needs a variety of documents to establish itself. In the case of a theocratic culture, the stories of the ancestors bind them together as family; epics celebrate (and exaggerate) their past heroes and heroines; laws establish the ground rules; poetry/prayers focus their spirituality; oracles/prophets align them with God’s precepts; teachings steer them on the journey; and “wisdom” writings help them reflect on the great existential issues.

      The Bible employs all of these kinds of documents, and using all three kinds of analysis just mentioned, scholars can identify when and where various parts of the Bible were written. In a nutshell, they’ve discovered four great origins/redactions, which are widely known as J, E, D, and P.

      J (or Y in Hebrew) gets its name from how God is called in this group of writings, i.e., Yahweh. It represents the oldest writings, beginning around 950 BCE. It is the sacred history of the southern kingdom of Judah—centered on a promised land, a chosen king, and a temple-of-the-divine—and it treats of the beginnings (Adam and Eve), the Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob), and the core story of Exodus and Moses. The author of J is a great storyteller and God is presented as very “human.” He is a gardener, potter, surgeon, and tailor. He bargains with Abraham, is quite forgiving, and always ready to bless.

      E gets its name from how God is called in this group of writings, i.e., Elohim. Once the civil war divided the nation, the kings of the northern kingdom of Israel did not want their subjects going down to Jerusalem to worship. Unlike the south, where leadership centered on the king and the temple, the north’s religion now centered on the prophets like Elijah, Amos, and Hosea. E begins to produce its writings around 750 BCE. The E tradition speaks of a very different kind of God than is presented in J. He is accessible mainly through dreams or in spectacular manifestations or theophanies. No images allowed! E is very interested in moral questions and quite focused on sin. Real worship is about obeying God, keeping the covenant, and rejecting false gods.

      D gets its name from the book of Deuteronomy. It is a collection of laws that was begun in the northern kingdom, but taken south and hidden in the Temple after the Assyrian conquest in 721 BCE. During renovations there in 612 BCE, it was rediscovered, completed, and offered as a rededication of the people to God. It became the book of Deuteronomy and also influenced other books of the Bible. Its style is very emotional and its words are put into the mouth of Moses—though it was composed over 600 years after the time of Moses.

      JE. Around 700 BCE, scholars in Jerusalem, under the direction of King Hezekiah, began to amalgamate J and E—the sacred histories of the southern kingdom of Judah and the (fallen) northern kingdom of Israel. It was an effort to heal the results of the civil war of 933 BCE. It is known to scholars as JE.

      P gets its name from the “Priestly” documents of the Bible, which were written during the Babylonian captivity—587 to 538 BCE—and later, especially under the influence of Ezekiel. P has a rather dry style, with lots of figures and lists. The vocabulary is very technical, having to do with liturgy/cult/worship. Genealogies appear often because it is written during the Babylonian captivity and it is vital that the exiles retain a sense of history and belonging. The huge emphasis on worship covers pilgrimages, festivals, and the importance of priests. The priests replace the role of the king in J and of the prophets in E. Because of its unique style, it is the easiest of the four traditions to identify when reading the Torah.

      JEPD. Over a period of some five hundred years, religious leaders had gone over their history several times in order to find meaning in their experiences as a culture. Around 520 BCE, under Ezra the priest-scribe, they began to bring the four main attempts together into a single work, called JEPD by scholars. It was completed around 400 BCE and is known as “the Pentateuch” in Greek or “Torah” in Hebrew. It consists of the first five books of the modern Bible—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. The books of Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers contain input from J, E and P; Leviticus is a pure P document and Deuteronomy is a pure D document.

      In a later major redaction, the writings of the prophets (Nevi’im) and the wisdom literature (Ketuvim) were added to the canon; hence the total work is known as Tanakh or the Hebrew Bible.

      Much later, in Yavneh after the fall of the second temple in 70 CE, when the final decision was to be made about which books to include or exclude, the Jewish scholars used two criteria. To qualify for admission, a book had to have been written (i) in Hebrew and (ii) before 400 BCE. Both criteria were misapplied. Some books, whose originals were written in Hebrew but were lost and which “now” existed only in translation, were excluded, only for the originals to surface when it was too late—e.g., The Book of Enoch and the Book of Jubilees. And some books which purported (according to internal claims) to have been written before 400 BCE were discovered, through modern scholarship, to actually have been written much later. (You win some, you lose some!)

      A simple example will illustrate this weaving of sources. The story of the escape from slavery in Egypt contained in chapters 13 and 14 of the book of Exodus has J, E, and P interwoven into a single narrative, but it oscillates between them throughout the two chapters, drawing upon J eleven times, E eight times, and P eight times.

      This is a work of love and dedication that spanned many generations of priests, prophets, and scribes. Each redaction was an attempt to make sense of their relationship with their God and express it in a way that the people of each era could comprehend.

      Beginning in the third century BCE, the Hebrew Scriptures were translated into Greek. Tradition says that 70 elders, acting completely independently of each other, did this translation and arrived at identical versions. Thus, believers held, this translation was also divinely inspired.

      Translations vary; some are more faithful to the original texts. To express the Bible in idiomatic English, for example, a translator must often take liberties with the source texts. In general, there are three basic ways in which one can translate any language into another. The first is literal translation. At first blush one might imagine that this is the optimal way. In actual fact, this method often corrupts the original and fails miserably to convey its message. When you are dealing with idioms, alliteration, poetry, puns, and proverbs, for instance, literal translation is most inadequate.

      The second way to translate is called dynamic transference where you try to establish the intent of the original writer and study the history, economics, politics, and culture of the times in which it was written. Of course, there is still an element of subjective interpretation on your part, but it puts the least amount of detritus into the mix.

      The third way to translate is to begin with an agenda or bias and then force the original text to conform to your position. This is called “paraphrasing.” Unfortunately, many fundamentalists favor this approach and several such translations exist. Of course, even a good translation can be read with a paraphrasing mindset— since “truth” is in the eye of the beholder—and used to “prove” one’s prejudices.

      But even with the best of intentions and the best of scholarship, there are linguistic constraints that create problems of their own. Let’s just take the issue of gender. In English, to use the third person singular pronoun, one is forced to land on the side of one gender; I have to choose she or he or else resort to the cumbersome he/she. In Hebrew it is even worse: even with second-person-singular pronouns, I must make a choice. If I want to say “blessed are you” I have to say, baruch ata if I am addressing a male and baruch at if I am addressing a female. Kiswahili does not have this problem with first, second, or third person pronouns: alienda nyumbani can mean “he went home,” “she went home,” or “it [e.g., a cow] went home.” So, in translating from Hebrew, one is forced to choose sides.

      Add to that the fact that, as I have said previously, Hebrew does not have vowel signs. Now let me tell you of a real issue I encountered when I worked as a missionary among the Kalenjin peoples of Kenya. The Kalenjin languages did not have an orthography; there was no written form of the languages until quite recently. They are also semi-tonal. Now, take an ancient Hebrew story that existed only in an oral form for hundreds of years, was then written in a language without vowel signs and redacted several times over a period of hundreds of years. Translate that story into Tugen (a Kalenjin language) which is semi-tonal and didn’t have a written form until a few years back. Here’s an example. Jesus tells a parable about a farmer who sowed wheat in his field, but an enemy came at night and sowed cockle among the wheat. Cockle is a weed which, in the early stages of its growth, looks identical to wheat. The master’s workers, upon discovering this evil deed, ask him if they should pull up the cockle. The master says, “No, because you might also uproot the wheat. Wait until harvest time, then we will separate them.” Now the missionaries who first translated this into Kalenjin had several problems. Firstly, the Kalenjin are nomadic pastoralists with no agricultural practice or know-how. Next, neither wheat nor cockle is native to Kenya and there are no words in Kalenjin for them. How now to convey the clever and deep meaning of this parable of Jesus?

      The translators had to invent both words. For wheat they used bainik, which is the plural of the Kalenjin word for “food,” and for cockle they invented a new word, chemulbainik, which literally means “that which imitates food.” Talk about beating the listeners over the head with the punch line!

      Another issue with translating is the occasional “need” to sanitize the language. Let me give you two examples. I hope I don’t offend any pious ears or eyes, but I am, in fact being true to the original Hebrew and Greek texts.

      Example one: the Douay–Rheims Bible or the Douai Bible is a translation of the Bible from the Latin Vulgate into English made by members of the English College, Douai, in the service of the Catholic Church between 1582 and 1610. The “ban” is an alleged edict from God, found in several parts of the Torah, which says that when the Israelites sacked a town, they were to kill all the males. The problem is that the Hebrew Bible didn’t actually say, “Kill all the males.” What it actually said was, “Kill everything that urinates against the wall.” The Douai Bible translated this phrase into English as, “Kill everything that pisses against the wall.” That would not have been considered “rude” in 1610.
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