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At the height of the heavens,

the angels, whose voice I hear, glorify me.

I am beneath the sun, a wandering ant,

small and black, a rolling stone

reaches me, 

crushes me,

dead, 

in the sky

the sun blazes furiously,

it blinds, 

I cry out:

"it will not dare"

it dares.

 

--George Battille

Inner Experience




 

 

 

Introduction:

Hunted by the Hound of Heaven

 

 

I fled Him, down the nights and down the days’

I fled Him, down the arches of the years;

I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways

Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears

I hid from Him, and under running laughter.

Up vistaed hopes I sped;

And shot, precipitated,

Adown Titanic glooms of chasmed fears,

From those strong Feet that followed, followed after

But with unhurrying chase,

And unperturbéd pace,

Deliberate speed, majestic instancy,

They beat—and a Voice beat

More instant than the Feet—

“All things betray thee, who betrayest Me."

—Francis Thompson, The Hound of Heaven

 

 

I have always had the feeling that I was fundamentally irredeemable. I remember vividly as a child of six or seven being ushered into the Pastor’s office by my mother. I was sure that I was going to hell. I didn’t know how I knew it, but I was terrified—and quite certain—of it. The pastor of our mid-sized Southern Baptist Church led me through some scripture verses, assuring me that God would not let me slip through his fingers no matter what happened. I appreciated Pastor Jones’ patient and concerned explanations. But even as I was walking back out to where my mother was waiting I knew he was wrong. God was out to get me. I knew it.

Nevertheless, I did everything I was supposed to do to win God’s favor. The stories of God’s wrath poured out upon the heathen nations in the Old Testament were there for my sole benefit, a foreshadowing of what was in store for me. The many sermons I endured vividly depicting the horrors of hell made me faint with panic at what would most assuredly be my final resting place. As a child I remember crying myself to sleep, wondering if my mother would endure hell on my behalf. I knew the answer to that, and the terror of my utter aloneness and certain damnation wracked my little life.

Later, when I was licensed to preach (at the wise old age of sixteen), I began to give back what I was given: I used to walk up to people in shopping malls and inform them that they would spend an eternity in unquenchable fire unless they embraced my peculiar religious formula. I cringe today at the thought of it, but the truth was I was driven to do this, too, out of fear. Quoting Ezekiel 33:8  (“If I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked ones, you shall surely die,’ and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn from their ways, the wicked shall die in their iniquity, but their blood I will require at your hand.”) our leaders told us that God would hold us accountable at judgment for every person we came in contact with that we did not proselytize. So, out of fear, I inflicted fear on others, perpetuating a sincere but insidious spiral.

Near the end of my high-school years (when I was called “Rev” and carried a huge red Bible wherever I went) my family and I were disfellowshiped from our church for a variety of petty reasons. I was bitter and very, very hurt. I played the church game a while longer, but I finally renounced the God of my parents and my childhood. Keeping him happy was an impossible and thankless task, and, as a young adult, I was discovering that all of those people whom I had long considered evil and corrupt—namely anyone who wasn’t a Baptist—were fine and sensitive people with beliefs and wounds of their own. This was quite a revelation, and I began to avidly explore the faith traditions of others, searching for the “right” one.

Disconcertingly, I discovered that these other traditions also had strict proscriptions of just how one should believe and act, with terrifying descriptions of the eternal consequences of ignoring them that rivaled the vividness of my tradition of origin. Finally, blind drunk at four in the morning in the parking lot of my girlfriend’s apartment building, I sank to my knees and screamed up at the heavens, “I don’t know who you are—and I cannot accept the God of my parents—but if something is up there, I have to know. Please!”

Within twenty-four hours, I was on a road-trip with my girlfriend and my best friend BJ and his wife. I asked BJ to describe God. BJ began to describe a magnificent cosmic dance, with all the planets, suns, galaxies, angels, and demons spinning around in a seemingly chaotic but endlessly ornate choreography. Only humankind had forgotten how to dance, and our various faith traditions are our attempts to learn the steps again and rejoin the cosmic shindig. It was the most marvelous and intuitive explanation I had ever heard. Everything in me cried “Aha!” and I wept for two days. I realized that Christianity was my tradition—my place in the Dance—and that I must learn to dance again.

But this time, I would be real. I got my ear pierced as a covenant with God never to fall back into fundamentalist conformity. I would be the first to admit to being a hypocrite, and would do everything in my power to be a person of faith, intellect, and integrity.

Not long after, I went away to California Baptist College, where I had to confront the demons of my childhood faith face to face on a daily basis. I was looked down upon as a sort of bohemian misfit, but in the Humanities Department I found many like-souled friends and compatriots. All seemed to be going well until the nightmares began. I dreamed of hellfire night after night, and would wake up screaming and thrashing (which upset my wife to no end, as one might imagine). I was reaching another point of crisis in my life, when I came upon the Robert Browning poem, “Caliban Upon Setabos.”

Caliban, you might recall, is the monster in Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Setebos is Caliban’s name for his god. In the poem, the monster is soliloquizing about how he loves to make other things suffer, and surely Setebos must be the same, reveling in the groveling of the weak before his might, playing with them, squashing them at whim. Caliban fears that he may be ground underfoot as he has done to so many creatures smaller than he. So he grovels, begs the Monster God Setebos for more mercy than he himself has ever shown, and envies the might that could very well extinguish him:

 

This Caliban strives hard and ails no less,

And always, above all else, envies Him;

Wherefore he mainly dances on dark nights,

Moans in the sun, gets under hoes to laugh,

And never speaks his mind save housed as now:

Outside, ‘groans, curses. If He caught me here,

O’erheard this speech, and asked, “What chucklest at?”

‘Would, to apease Him, cut a finger off,

Or of my three kid yearlings burn the best,

Or let the toothsome aples rot on tree,

Or push my taem beast for the orc to taste:

While myself lit a fire, and made a song

And sunt it, "What I hate, be consecrate

To celebrate Thee and Thy state, no mate

For Thee; what see for envy in poor me?"

 

The poem shook me deeply—for the first time someone had dared to speak the awful truth: God was a monster, driven by lusts beyond his control, hell-bent on our misery and destruction. 

This had a twofold effect upon me. I realized in a moment of satori that repentance born of fear is invalid, and that only love is an acceptable religious motivation. But how can one love a monster? I had no answer to that question at the time. The other effect was that I began to write poetry of my own in which the figure of the Monster God became more and more prominent and well-defined. I was terrified at first of what was pouring out from my pen. The poems came fast, a torrent of rage and violence. The Monster God developed as a fierce but buffoonish caricature wantonly leveling buildings and masticating innocents. At first I had to rename God "Zeus" and Jesus "Apollo" in order to deal with the fear that accompanied these creations. 

The final chapter of the Monster God cycle from my novel-in-odd-verse The Frog Mentality, takes the Monster God caricature to the outermost limit:

 

It was God’s Birthday and so we took him to Denny’s for dinner. God didn’t wait his turn when the time came to order, but thundered out “Thick slabs of meat!” so loud that the waitress picked blood from her ear.

     “I’m First!” God slathered at Dad.

     “Uh, of course,” Dad said nervously, inching closer to Mom and sweating at the neck.

     When their meals came God grabbed whatever he wanted from their plates, and not only that, he chewed with his mouth open, making loud “smack, smack” noises.

     “Hey!” objected Timmy, but God crushed his head in.

     When God got up to go to the bathroom, Sis leaned over and whispered, “What a pig!”

     “Well,” Mom, flustered, mounted to God’s defense. “I’ll bet that where God comes from, grabbing, smacking, and murdering the young are the very peak of social etiquette.”

     “You mean in heaven they chew with their mouths open?” Sis asked.

     When dessert was over, God was licking his lips and staring at the food at the next table. Dad turned over the check.

     “I’ll get that!” God shouted.

     “No, it’s your birthday….”

     “You think I can’t pay for this, don’t you?” God sneered.

     “No, not at all, it’s just that….”

     “Well, I’ll teach you a thing or two!” God reared and splattered Dad’s head across the paned glass.

     “Oh, how beastly!” Sis piped indignantly.

     “Beastly? What? Fuck off!” God said and stuck his thumb through her head. 

     “I’m a nice guy,” he breathed to the horrified clientele, “and don’t forget it. And don’t forget to tell your kids. ‘Cause if you do….” and he rambled off a deluxe assortment of threats.

     “Can’t take him anywhere….” Mom sobbed.

     “I heard that!” God sneered.

 

Eventually I began to make an internal distinction between the God of my true and heartfelt devotion and the Monster God of my childhood. The true Mother of the Universe was not the Tasmanian Devil of my nightmares, but the full internalization of this distinction was still a long time in coming.

After many years of study, and the completion of my doctoral work in philosophy and religion, I have again turned to the subject that has stalked me all of my life. In researching the history of the Monster God, I found the evolution of an idea, not the biography of a person. In this book I stare the Monster God in the face, and explore the many facets of his personality, displaying him naked in all of his glory and his shame.

With this book I have turned a significant corner in my journey. I have also found that this journey is not mine alone. I was not the only child to cower before the specter of a malignant deity. The image of the Monster God has been haunting us for as long as we have cringed at the crack of thunder. The idea that the being that controls all things might not only contain the capacity for evil, but might in fact be evil creates a cognitive dissonance that is difficult for us to resolve, and has kept the human imagination busy creating a variety of fabulous theologies and theories to account for this awful contradiction. Not only does it shake us intellectually, but psychologically it undermines our hope and moves us to apathy and despair.

Of course, I am no stranger to these feelings. I know them intimately, and this book is the result of such dangerous and tender knowledge. This is a “small book,” and I am not attempting an exhaustive treatise on the subject. It is my goal only to explore ideas about the Monster God in a few choice traditions. But it will be clear, when we are finished, that this deity is part and parcel of the human experience, from the very earliest glimmerings of spiritual intuition.

I will explore this darker aspect of the divine in many of the world’s Native traditions, as well as in each of the three dominant religions in the West: Judaism, Christianity and Islam, with a brief foray into Zoroastrianism. I have also chosen to focus on the mythologies of the Hindus, for although the monster gods are found in nearly every culture of the world, few have celebrated them to the extent that India has.

Within each of these contexts, I shall examine the nature of evil, what precisely it is that evokes the ire of the gods; the gods of wrath, whose violence and anger have left a trail of destruction; the gods of betrayal, who tempt and trick humankind into being the objects of their wrath; the gods of rape, whose violation is supreme; the gods of genocide, whose destruction is absolute; the gods of judgment, whose unforgiving nature compels them to punish dissidents in unspeakable and eternal ways; and finally, the shadow of God, the dualistic projection which we have named Satan, the cosmic scapegoat upon whose head the sins of God are carried into the wilderness, or the “outer darkness.” Finally we shall examine the implications of the monster God for people of faith, and attempt a reconciliation of God with us.

This study has been a profoundly personal one, but it is also the journey of all peoples of faith for whom the immensity of God has proved more daunting than comforting. It is the result of the existential terror of a random universe, of the void, and of the spiritual coercion of others. It is the evil chapter of the bible of humankind, lending us license through the ages to be as merciless, unrepentant, and destructive as the monster gods we have served.

My experiences with the Monster God have not been extraordinary. I have not suffered major loss in my life. I have known no holocausts. The stories told in the Fundamentalists Anonymous group I ran several years ago are very like my own. My experiences are most ordinary, which leads me to believe that there are many who have lived as “sinners in the hands of an angry God.” In fact, I have no doubt that history is also full of them, especially in light of the myths and legends that follow.

Today, at this stage in my journey, I find that I am a man who struggles with belief, but also one who aches with great hope. Faith comes to me only as a result of great mental effort. I still find comfort and meaning in my tradition, but I do not approach it uncritically or unreservedly. I know where my home is, but just as my native country is not without its political and social evils, my native faith is likewise riddled with spiritual ones. I have learned to talk back to God, to hold the Ancient of Days accountable for what role “he” might have played in the world’s misery, but I am also concerned that the blame rest in its proper place. These are by no means resolved issues, and this book offers no such resolution. I do hope that within its pages you will find the horror you always knew was there, but whose name you were forbidden to speak. And I wish to offer what hope I have found for living in the shadow of an angry God.

 

JRM

January 2006

Pt. Richmond, CA




 

 

 

Chapter One:

The Ire of the Gods

 

Wherefore should God be wroth at thy voice,

and destroy the work of thy hands?

—Ecclesiastes 5:6, Darby Bible

 

 

As a child in Sunday School, I was puzzled by a fact that caused me a great deal of distress: God gets angry. Usually the Sunday School teacher had a good explanation for this: the inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah were wicked; so were the people of the whole earth prior to the flood; the people of Israel were fickle, worshipping the gods of their neighbors. The scriptures also spoke of God’s anger towards Israel’s enemies (which, at least in my Sunday School classes, was clearly understandable). But growing up in a home where any display of rage was surely punishable, God came across to this child as rather childish, and I was sure that my parents would not tolerate such behavior if God were living in our house.

When I grew up and began to study the mythologies of other traditions, Yahweh’s behavior did not seem so unusual. The gods are funny people. One minute they can put you on the top of the world, make you invincible, give you great glory and wealth, and in the next, dash you to your ruin. Poets have written innumerable pages through the aeons describing their fickleness, and staying on their good side has been one of humankind’s primary concerns.

But exactly what it is that upsets the gods has changed as the gods have changed (though the desire to stay on their good side is constant enough). Historians of religion have divided human religious evolution into three discreet stages. In each, the motivations of the gods are drastically different, and so also are the methods human beings have used in coping with these celestial hotheads. Let’s take a look at each of these stages in turn.

 

Primordial Religion1

The first stage in humankind’s spiritual evolution is one in which our ancestors lived in small groups with a single, cohesive view of reality. This reality was filled with magic and spirits, and presented a world that might seem familiar to many of us when we recall our childhoods.

One of my earliest memories is of a very long night watching the closet. I was about three and a half, as close as I can figure, and when the lights were turned off, I perceived a glowing presence in amongst my shirts and jackets. Repeated cries to Mother brought a flick of the light (the ghost, of course, whipping out of sight) and a dismissive search of the room for the "bogeys." Then the light would go off, and the presence would re-emerge. In the course of the night, I clearly discerned the features of the ghost. What did it want with me? What had I done to deserve being haunted? I stayed awake and stared him, her, or it down for many hours until fatigue overcame adrenaline.

What strikes me about this memory is that, thirty years later, it is still extremely vivid. I remember the scene exactly, but most of all I remember my feelings: panic, dread, and eventually resignation.

Perhaps it is so clear to me even today because the experience is a primal one. Fear of the “things that go bump in the night” is a universal aspect of being human. We fear what we do not know. Darkness impedes our ability to know, it disempowers us and leaves us defenseless against the unknown. 

The famed Danish explorer Rasmussen was stumped during one of his many interviews with Native American "Eskimos" when one of them suddenly turned the tables on him and asked,

 

Why must there be snow and storms and bad weather for hunting, for us who must hunt for our daily food, who seek meat for ourselves and those we love? Why must hunters, after they have slaved all day, return without a catch? Why must the children of my neighbor sit shivering huddled under a skin-rug, hungry? Why must my old sister suffer pain at the ending of her days? She has done no wrong that we can see but lived her many years and given birth to good strong children.

 

I am sure that Rasmussen believed this to be an angry rant, and was probably not prepared for the answer that followed: 

 

We fear! We fear the elements with which we have to fight in their fury to wrest our food from land and sea. We fear cold and famine in our snow huts. We fear the sickness that is daily to be seen among us. Not death, but the suffering. We fear the souls of the dead, of human and animal alike. We fear the spirits of earth and air. And therefore our fathers, taught by their fathers before them, guarded themselves about with all these old rules and customs, which are built upon the experience and knowledge of generations. We don’t know how or why, but we obey them that we may be suffered to live in peace. And for all our [shamans] and their knowledge of hidden things, we yet know so little that we fear everything else.2

 

For this Native American, both fear and mystery appear to be at the core of life. The looming immensity of the unknown, the uncertainty of survival, and the tragedies of the past all conspired in this man, making him feel powerless in the face of cruel and impersonal circumstance.

I grieve that for the great majority of our history we have not remembered the names of those who suffered and died. We do not remember the tales of heroism and sacrifice, the myriad tragedies of our grandmothers and grandfathers. They might have words very similar to the Native American quoted above. They might have told us: Mystery is our sworn enemy. 

Our problem is that Mystery is bigger than we are. What humankind cannot control it must be content to persuade. Our ancestors were powerless over starvation, disease, and death, and it only seems natural that they would seek means to control in an occult fashion what they could not manipulate physically. The beginning of religion is the first toddling step towards putting a face on the gaping maw of time, and giving humanity some influence as to its own fate; some hope for survival, or at best, meager comfort.

It took a long time, however, before any recognizable concept of divinity emerged. Our ancestors first intuited that there was a force, a power, latent in nature which is the origin of “luck” or supernatural good fortune—or for that matter, bad fortune. The Melanesian islanders called this power “mana,” and scholars of religion have followed suit.

Mana was not perceived as being in any way “super-natural.” Mana was an element of the natural world, of which our ancestors also recognized themselves a part. Mana was the controllable and perceptible “force” that was part of a world brimming with—and beleaguered by—Mystery. Children grew up in a world where rocks, trees, animals, people, and mana were all equal and unquestioned facts of daily life.

But daily life was hard. For every success, a tragedy was not far behind. Our forebears did not have the precedent of Greek philosophy to separate the world into categories of the real and the ideal. There was only what they saw with their eyes, and perceived with their own acute intuition. The world was a mixture of pleasure and pain, an undifferentiated tangle of positive and negative impressions. People were good, and people were bad, much as the weather. Mana, not surprisingly, shared this ambivalence.

Mana could be good, causing the grain to grow and relations to be congenial. But mana could also be bad, causing disease and strife. Our ancestors naturally sought to inspire and make use of good mana through the use of incantations or charms, while devising rituals of purification to be rid of negative mana, and by doing this they constructed our first metaphysical “tools.”

Like the ghost in my closet, whom I was sure was haunting me for a specific reason, our forebears eventually began to discern personality in mana, and began to speak of the “powers” as individual entities like themselves, with feelings and motivations of their own. These became the “spirits,” the numina that indwelt all things around them. The dryads and naiads of classical mythology are remnants from this stage. The spirits had minds of their own, and could easily be more destructive than helpful. Our ancestors devised ways to persuade them to behave, or to entreat them to help in difficult situations by offering gifts.

For them, the spirits were an aspect of everyday life; part of the family that must be lived with, made peace with, and at times coerced into doing one’s bidding. These spirits were as much part of the forest as humankind, and although possessed of magical powers, and worthy of fear, they were perceived to be locals, part of the scenery, and not above, or ruling over, humanity. Sometimes, in fact, they were seen as the ancestors themselves, the spirits of the departed. By means of magic, humankind attempted to temper nature and the spirits, enlisting their cooperation, and sometimes coercing them in order to keep their people safe and plentiful. Chinese culture even today retains this fear of the harm ancestors might wreak upon a family’s status.

At this stage in our collective history, ethics as a philosophical category did not exist. Evil was thought of as that which threatened the well-being of the community: the wild forces of nature that bring disaster and drought, and those persons and spirits that may harm or kill members of the tribe and so endanger its survival. The ethics of our ancestors could probably be summed up simply: That which helps the people to survive is good; that which endangers them is evil.

 

Polytheistic Religion

This scene shifted dramatically when our ancestors became farmers. No longer content with the insecurity of hunting and gathering, but longing to gain greater control of their future, our forebears were willing to sacrifice the freedom and autonomy of nomadic life for greater economic security. People became connected to the land in a way that was unknown before. Land became the instrument of survival, and the chief commodity to be seized and controlled. As various tribes began to conquer each other, and sought to regulate communities distant from their own, the leap was made from the local to the universal. Suddenly it was not enough to rule one’s own people: an early impulse toward manifest destiny declared that the more people one ruled over, the better chance one’s tribe had of survival. So chiefs became kings, and the people became subjects.

Not content to leave their spirits in the dust, theological speculation traveled along similar lines. The spirits became gods, ruling like kings over vast spaces in heaven and on earth. Instead of being the “spirits of the grove,” and local neighbors, the gods became distant monarchs residing on the far and noble mountaintop or even in the heavens. This shift inaugurates polytheism in the history of humankind’s religious development.

Often the line between Primordial and Polytheistic religion is blurry at best. There are steps toward transcendence, and yet the fascination and interaction with nature powers is maintained, sometimes within the same system of belief. For instance, among several African tribes along the Nile, there is the idea of jok, which can be a name for the spirits, the gods, beings from another world, the Creator God, or even (most recently) the Holy Ghost (as used by Christian missionaries). According to these tribes, someone who is very lucky is jok, while someone who has suffered misfortunes has “angry jok.” Europeans appeared to be magical because of their technology, and so, of course, they were jok. A wounded beast is jok, as well.3

“Jok is the unified spirit of God and the gods, personal and impersonal, local and omnipresent,” says one historian of mythology.4 Such ambivalence towards categorization is not uncommon amongst tribes "in transition" between the Primordial and Polytheistic stages.

While such holdovers inevitably remain, much of humanity’s relation to the numen nevertheless changed drastically. The spirits were now writ large, and had to be propitiated in the same way as human kings. The gods could not be coerced or controlled by magic. For our ancestors, success or failure in controlling the spirits rested in one’s competence as a magician or a medicine person. It was the shaman who decided what must be done, and drew upon his or her traditions of ritual magic to manipulate the spirits, and to effect their behavior. In Polytheistic religion, however, humankind no longer felt they could directly coerce the spirits, and so a person’s success lay with how pious he or she could be. The means of manipulating the gods thus shifted from control to persuasion. But as the deities came to be conceived of as kings, people had to be as respectful and discreet in their methods as they would be towards any earthly ruler. Rituals became longer, and more elaborate. Formal places of worship were built and a class of professional clergy emerged.
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