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A THEOLOGY OF LOVE
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“I literally cannot think of another scholar who could reasonably attempt what Richard Smoley not only attempts but succeeds in doing in A Theology of Love. Smoley constructs a new, mysterious, utterly practical, and broadly gnostic Christian-based approach to life; it is one of mysticism, questioning, critical belief, and personal change. Some contemporary scholars possess the intellect, some possess the inner experience—but none, other than Smoley, possess both, and in sufficient amounts, to achieve this unprecedented task. When you read A Theology of Love you will understand why Richard is our generation’s premier independent scholar of spirituality.”

MITCH HOROWITZ, PEN AWARD–WINNING 
AUTHOR OF OCCULT AMERICA 
AND THE MIRACLE CLUB

“In our increasingly secular world, people hunger for a way of harmonizing their actual spiritual experiences and their inner knowing with religious traditions that no longer affirm them. In A Theology of Love, Richard Smoley shows how this is possible. This is a powerful contribution, powerful because it is also simple and uncomplicated. To those who grieve that Christianity has lost its way because of its sellout to tawdry, unprincipled politicians, Smoley’s message is CPR for the soul.”

LARRY DOSSEY, M.D.,
AUTHOR OF ONE MIND: 
HOW OUR INDIVIDUAL 
MIND IS PART OF A 
GREATER

CONSCIOUSNESS AND WHY IT 
MATTERS

“This book addresses some very important issues for the community that calls itself Christian. The author’s breadth of knowledge and his ability to talk the ecclesiastical talk should help his message reach many readers who know nothing about A Course in Miracles but would find that it speaks to them. And maybe it will help to dispel the glut of misinformation that’s out there, too.”

ROBERT ROSENTHAL, M.D., 
AUTHOR OF FROM NEVER-MIND TO EVER-MIND 
AND FROM PLAGUES TO MIRACLES

“Far and away the most exciting examination of the core Christian promise and its continuing relevance for us today that I have read in years.”

PTOLEMY TOMPKINS, COAUTHOR 
OF PROOF OF ANGELS

“No one gives a deeper and more balanced account of what he calls ‘inner Christianity’ than Richard Smoley. Historically erudite and theologically awake, he is that rare scholar who is a practitioner—well versed in the spiritual practices of all those currents of ‘true Christianity’ that recognize that to be a ‘Christian’ is to become a ‘Christ’ and embody his unconditional love of human beings (individually, as beings of infinite and absolute value) and humanity as such: the human project. Too much of contemporary Christian thought ignores this fundamental teaching—at its and our peril. A Theology of Love will perhaps deepen the understanding of those who seek a deeper, healthier Christian path. ‘Love one another as I have loved you’ is what Christ teaches in St. John’s Gospel. And, when all is said and done, what other teaching does one need?”

CHRISTOPHER BAMFORD, AUTHOR OF
HEALING MA DONNAS AND
AN 
ENDLESS TRACE
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Note on Citations from A Course in Miracles

Quotations from A Course in Miracles are taken from the third edition, published by the Foundation for Inner Peace in 2007. In-text references are to the three volumes of the Course: the Text (T), the Workbook (W), and the Teacher’s Manual (M), along with page numbers. Thus a reference to page 1 of the Text will be (T, 1), etc.

Also see the Appendix, “Studying A Course in Miracles,” for additional information about these three cited texts.

 



INTRODUCTION

She was a queen, and her reign was long, imperious, and cruel.

She held up high ideals and inspired a great civilization, but she could be arrogant and capricious. She demanded full agreement to everything she said; dissent was not tolerated. She could change her mind, and sometimes did, but it was forbidden for anyone to point out that she had done so or to claim that she had ever said anything than what she was saying now.

Physical submission and tribute were not enough for her. She demanded the allegiance of the heart and the mind, and those who did not give it could and did have their tongues torn out, their hands cut off, or their bodies burned at the stake. She was the mother of totalitarianism.

Her reign came to an end, as all reigns must, and she was cast off her throne. The strain was too much for her, and she broke down. She now sits ignored and doddering, muttering scraps of jargon to which few pay attention.

She is theology. She was once called Queen of the Sciences, but now she is no longer called a science at all.

I find it hard to read or hear anything of contemporary theology without being assailed by images like these. Theology is a fallen despot, and its pronouncements are now ignored, even, perhaps, by those who utter them. Many of the great minds of twentieth-century theology—Barth, Bultmann, Bonhoeffer, Niebuhr—leave me with the overwhelming impression that they are grasping for faith and that the pillars of conventional Christian belief—the divinity of Christ, the vicarious atonement, the final judgment—make no sense to them, whether or not they can admit this. They seem to be asking, “What do we believe now that we no longer believe?”

You may want an example of what I am talking about. Very well. Here is a passage from The Symbolism of Evil, a classic work of twentieth-century theology by Paul Ricoeur, in regard to the loss of faith in the literal meaning of Christian doctrine:

Does that mean that we can go back to a primitive naïveté? Not at all. In every way, something has been lost, irremediably lost: immediacy of belief. But if we can no longer live the symbolisms of the sacred in accordance with the original belief in them, we can, we modern men, aim at a second naïveté in and through criticism. In short, it is by interpreting that we can hear again. Thus it is in hermeneutics that the symbol’s gift of meaning and the endeavor to understand it by deciphering are knotted together.

How does hermeneutics meet the problem?

What we have just called a knot—the knot where the symbol gives and criticism interprets—appears in hermeneutics as a circle. The circle can be stated bluntly: “We must understand in order to believe, but we must believe in order to understand.”1

Ricoeur adds that this circle is “not vicious . . . ; it is a living and stimulating circle.” But in the half century since this passage was written, it has not proved so. Such hermeneutics has proved to be so contrived and artificial that it now seems neither worthwhile nor possible to try to sort its ideas out—except as questions. But then we are back to “What do we believe now that we no longer believe?”

Moreover, those forms of Christianity—notably liberal and mainstream Protestantism—that have taken such hermeneutics most to heart have been the ones that have suffered the severest hemorrhages in membership. Sheer numbers only mean so much, of course; but in this case they are telling us that some basic spiritual need is not being met by such hermeneutical athletics.

Why take my word for it? Here are the views of the late Huston Smith, one of the twentieth century’s most admired scholars of religion:

The problem with the mainline churches is their seminaries. Those seminaries surround the major universities and look up to the universities, which have more prestige and more money. And the universities are secular to the core, so their secularism rubs off on the seminaries. I’ve heard mainline seminaries described as institutions for inventing new religions—hybrids of the religions the seminaries were created to serve and of the reigning secular styles of thought in the universities nearby. . . . Of course the seminaries continue to say “God,” but what is the cash value of that word when it is injected into a world created by Darwin, Marx, Freud, and the Big Bang?2

James T. Charlesworth of Princeton Theological Seminary adds another perspective. He explains why scholarly findings about the literal truth of the Bible have barely made their way into the public eye:

Seminary students study for three years at the major seminaries such as the Princeton Theological Seminary. They are taught what scholars have learned about the composition of the books selected as “the Bible”; they often do extremely well in our classes, and then they leave us to serve a local church. Within a few years, their interest has shifted to the needs of the congregation, and often as young pastors they are no longer dedicated to struggling against the ignorance of those who pick up the Bible and read it as if it were this morning’s newspaper. Fearing that the local church leaders may not be supportive, they frequently forget our teachings and proceed to preach and teach, far too often, as if the uneducated have the final word on the composition of the biblical books.3

Blunt as he is, Charlesworth fails to point out that the clergy yield to “the uneducated” because they have no coherent theology to put in place of the old one.

It may be time to rethink theology along completely different lines. We now know that the current dominant worldview, that of materialistic science, does not have the range or depth to sustain the human need for meaning. To begin with, science does not have, and cannot have, any genuine ethical component. Science per se has no relation to ethics. A scientist can conduct a valid experiment even if it requires him to commit atrocities. And scientists frequently hire themselves out to cook up new recipes—all of them scientifically correct—for environmental desecration and mass destruction.

Nor is science a reliable guide to truths—not, at any rate, to ultimate truths. It is merely a method, and its findings are provisional and open to correction. Once it was scientific to believe in phlogiston and the luminiferous ether; it no longer is. This is as it should be. But we need more solid ground than theories and hypotheses in order to build complete and integrated lives.

So it may be time to revisit theology.

Of course it is constantly being revisited. Plenty of banners have been hoisted proclaiming new theologies; they are proffered to us as regularly as detergent manufacturers stamp “New and improved!” on products that are no different from their predecessors. But these revolutionary theologies are finding fewer and fewer hearers. They are no longer even preaching to the converted, because the converted too have lost interest.

So one could well be suspicious of something that claims to be a fresh look at theology. All the same, there may be reason to risk this venture.

Conceivably, one element that needs to be added is experience—that is, religious experience. Many believe that religious experience occurs only to the few and favored. But this is clearly not the case.

Because theology has refused to admit this fact, it is being left at the wayside. Instead, in some neurotic fashion, much of present-day theology preoccupies itself with anything but religious experience. Your minister may be eager to tell you what to think about abortion, or gay marriage, or immigration, or the current presidential candidates. But if you go to him and ask why you saw your deceased mother at the foot of your bed, he will probably be clueless. He never learned how to deal with such issues. I have often heard from people that they have gone to a cleric to ask about some unusual experience, some apparition, some intuition of a higher world, and gone away empty-handed.

This is one aspect of the problem of religious experience: having such experience, but finding no one who can give any guidance about it. Then there is the other side: people who want to have spiritual experience but have received no guidance for that either. Often they seek out some form of meditation, and while this can be valuable and powerful, it is limited if one’s meditative experience does not also fit into a meaningful and complete worldview.

There is another aspect still. Consider this item from The Economist:

In the summer of 1974, a 26-year-old Mayan villager lay drunk in a town square in the Guatemalan highlands. Suddenly he heard a voice that was to change the course of his life and that of his home town, Almolonga. “I was lying there and I saw Jesus saying, ‘I love you and I want you to serve me,’” says the man, Mariano Riscajche. He dusted himself down, sobered up and soon started preaching, establishing a small Protestant organization in a room not far from the town’s ancient Catholic church.4

The article provides no further details about Mariano Riscajche, but we can still draw some conclusions. Without evidence to the contrary, we have to assume that Riscajche had this vision of Jesus, that it appeared to him as he said it did. That is, we need to take these experiences seriously from a phenomenological point of view. This does not mean, of course, that we need to take them at face value ontologically or theologically: we do not have to conclude that this vision was really of the historical Jesus Christ—a matter about which there can be no proof one way or the other. But it is intellectually treacherous—and logically circular—to write such experiences off as mere hallucinations.

Furthermore, if this was the totality of Riscajche’s experience—that is, Jesus appeared to him and told him to serve him—then it was more or less devoid of theological content. Riscajche evidently took it to mean that he should embrace evangelical Protestantism, because Protestantism is spreading rapidly in Latin America, but if he had had the same experience a hundred years ago, he would have had to turn to Catholicism, because there was no alternative at that time and place.

Religious experience tends to be free of conceptual content.*1 With some exceptions, visions do not as a rule lay down doctrines or posit theses: they are what they are. They call the individual to awaken; they may even give him some instructions. But he will decide what he makes of that theologically in the light of his own situation and beliefs.

Could this have happened in the earliest times of Christianity? Could the many diverse Christian faith communities have arisen almost immediately because the disciples, although they had a common experience, drew extremely different conclusions from that experience?5 We see this in the New Testament: evidently both Paul and James the brother of Jesus had visions of the risen Jesus, but as a result one decided that this meant he no longer needed to observe the Jewish Law, while the other decided that he must continue to observe it rigorously.

Thus spiritual experience is not enough. It operates, perhaps, on all levels of the mind, but most intensely on the emotions. Thus we get what G. I. Gurdjieff calls “an emotional religion, sometimes very pure but without force, sometimes full of bloodshed and horror leading to the Inquisition, to religious wars.”6

Gurdjieff is speaking about collective madness, but unbalanced spiritual experience produces individual madness as well. How many people are wandering around, broken and homeless, because they had some religious experience that, however genuine, hit the mind the wrong way and threw it off balance? Psychiatry begrudgingly admits the reality of religious and spiritual issues in mental dysfunction, but that does not mean that psychiatrists know how to deal with them.7

Guidance in spiritual matters implies theology. You will handle a vision of Jesus Christ very differently if you believe he was the Son of God than if you believe he did not exist. But theology has not been stripped of her crown for arbitrary reasons. As Christian theology developed, it mutated into various doctrines that are, viewed objectively, bizarre and self-contradictory. The most glaring example is unfortunately also the centerpiece of Christianity as it exists today: the doctrine of atonement through the sacrifice of Christ.8 Another example is the paradox that is the atheist’s delight: how an all-good and all-powerful God can permit evil.

E. M. Forster said it in the epigraph to his novel Howards End: “Only connect.” It was the connection between the mind and the emotions—or, if you prefer, the heart—that he meant. A religion that cannot do this, or one that permits one side to hypertrophy while the other side withers, is not a healthy religion at all. And it will bring forth fruit like itself.

The most obvious example is the degeneration of a large sector of American evangelical Christianity into a lobby for political extremism and reaction. Miguel de la Torre, a professor of social ethics at Denver’s Iliff School of Theology, states the case bluntly when he writes on the Baptist News Global website:

Christianity has died in the hands of Evangelicals. Evangelicalism ceased being a religious faith tradition following Jesus’ teachings concerning justice for the betterment of humanity when it made a Faustian bargain for the sake of political influence. The beauty of the gospel message—of love, of peace and of fraternity—has been murdered by the ambitions of Trumpish flimflammers who have sold their souls for expediency.9

Liberal and mainstream Protestantism has by and large avoided this mistake, but because its theological core has eroded so completely, it too is grasping at politics—for example, advocacy (admittedly more benign) for social justice. Its theological content has become extraordinarily skimpy—a cause of bewilderment to clergy and laity alike.

So where can we look for theology today? It should take into account spiritual experience, not only the raptures and stigmata of saints, but spiritual experience as it occurs to ordinary people (meaning practically all of us), and it should be able to deal with such experience intelligently, articulately, and open-mindedly. It should be able to point someone toward religious experience. It should also provide a doctrine that possesses inner consistency and does not beg us to merely have faith the minute we start pointing out internal contradictions. This doctrine should be convincing in and of itself, and should not need threats and punishments (in this world or the next) to beat down objections. And it should take the discoveries of recent centuries—including those of science—into account without creating another form of dogmatism, as present-day scientistic materialism has done. (I am using the term scientistic to indicate the attitudes of many current secularists, who invoke science as a kind of resurrected goddess of reason while ignoring the limits of the scientific method.)

Am I personally a Christian, then? Let me define what, in my view, a Christian is. A Christian is someone who tries to live by the teachings of Jesus Christ. That’s it. Most of the rest is doctrinal cant. The creeds and dogmas came centuries later than Christ and his disciples, and often contradict what the disciples evidently believed themselves.

By the terms stated above, I am a Christian. But I have no connection with any church or denomination, or for that matter with any religious organization. Some may regard this as a minus; others, as a plus.

Nor do I believe that Christianity is superior to the other great religions. Hinduism and Buddhism in particular offer any number of insights that are absent from Western thought. But I do think there is a universal core underlying all the traditions. This core can be expressed in many different modes, each of which needs to be considered without trying to boil them all down together in the same pot or, on the other hand, turning all others into straw men to be kicked over in favor of one’s own pet. These modes of expression can be viewed as religious languages. No one goes around trying to prove that one language is truer than the others.

In that case, why bother with Christianity in particular? Because Christianity is our background, our heritage, our thrownness.10 Christianity is not software. You can’t clear it out of your head as you clear a program from your computer. It sinks in deep, and it stays. And it is hard to install another system on top of it.

I discovered this in the 1980s. For several years I studied Tibetan Buddhism, and even came to think of myself as a Buddhist. But in the end I couldn’t become one. There was nothing wrong with Buddhism, but, especially in the Tibetan form, it seemed to require me to install another, equally elaborate but completely alien, theological contraption in my head besides the one I had gotten from Christianity. There was no point in that: one contraption was quite enough.

So I went back to exploring the Western esoteric traditions. With my book Inner Christianity, I attempted to encapsulate some of the central ideas of these traditions in the language that comes most naturally to them—Christianity.

Yet it would be unwise, I think, to reject the spiritual insights that we have gotten from other traditions. They tell us too much for us to turn them away.

Thus it would be useful if this new theology were able to make use of insights from all the world’s religions. In this book, sources of inspiration will include the Bible; Hinduism and Buddhism; esoteric and mystical strands of thought, including the Kabbalah; individual visionaries such as William Blake and C. G. Jung; insights from Kant, William James, Heidegger, Gurdjieff, and Karl Jaspers, and fiction writers such as Dostoevsky and Philip K. Dick. In the first part, I will sketch out an outline of the problematic reality we inhabit. In the second part, I will focus on the twentieth-century text A Course in Miracles, possibly the greatest reformulation of Christianity in recent times, to suggest some answers to questions posed in the first part.

This mishmash may open me up to the charge of bricolage. You can certainly mix and match all of these texts and traditions, but aren’t you just cooking up a thick gray mess? Possibly, but as Jacques Derrida famously observed, every discourse is a kind of bricolage.11 So, for that matter, is cognition. Right this moment your mind is pulling together an adventitious collection of data—your sense impressions—and using them to fashion a world. There is no avoiding bricolage. When constructing a worldview, you have to employ the materials at hand.

With all this said, we may as well begin at the best place to begin.

With nothing.
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FALL




ONE


[image: image]

WHAT IS GOD?

It is daunting to ask who or what God is. Each time I face the question, my mind has to stretch itself beyond capacity. As soon as it has done so, another dimension, another vista, opens up, and my mind has to stretch itself still further.

Some say God is ineffable, beyond all thought or conception; therefore it is impossible to say anything about God. This sounds reasonable until you realize that this is a self-refuting statement akin to “This sentence is false.” If it is impossible to say anything about God, then it is also impossible to say that it is impossible to say anything about God.

Usurping permission in this way, we can begin.

Perhaps the question of who God is is too difficult a place to start. So let’s begin with something easier—like creating the universe.

To create the universe, you have to start with nothing. Literally. So let’s start with nothing, symbolized by a patch of black (see figure 1.1 
below).

This Ground of Being (as one may call it; it has been called many things) is mentioned in many of the world’s sacred texts. In the Kabbalah, it is called Ain Sof, literally, “no limit,” or the “infinite.” Here is a description by a thirteenth-century Kabbalist named Azriel of Gerona:
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Figure 1.1

The boundless is called Ein Sof,*2Infinite. It is absolute undifferentiation in perfect, changeless oneness. Since it is boundless, there is nothing outside of it. Since it transcends and conceals itself, it is the essence of everything hidden and revealed. . . . The philosophers acknowledge that we comprehend it only by the way of no.1

The “way of no” is sometimes called the via negativa, the “negative way.” It means that you can only characterize the Ain Sof by saying what it is not.

The Kabbalah also speaks of three veils of negative existence. They are these:

Ain (“Nothing”)

Ain Sof (“No limit” = the infinite)

Ain Sof Aur (“Limitless light”)

In some odd way, something is described both as infinite darkness and infinite light. How could that be?

If there is nothing to see, all is darkness. But what if light were limitless? Everything would be light. There would still be nothing to see.

The only difference is that infinite light creates a situation in which 
seeing is possible. Let’s represent it by this white dot against the black 
patch (see figure 1.2 above).

In fact the point may be the most common symbol for this primordial beginning. Another thirteenth-century Kabbalistic text, the Zohar (“Splendor”), describes it ornately:

At the head of the potency of the King, He engraved engravings in luster on high. A spark of impenetrable darkness flashed within the concealed of the concealed, from the head of Infinity [the Ain Sof]—a cluster of vapor forming in formlessness, thrust in a ring, not white, not black, not red, not green, no color at all. . . . Deep within the spark gushed a flow, splaying colors below, concealed within the concealed of the mystery of Ein Sof. It split and did not split its aura, was not known at all, until under the impact of splitting, a single, concealed supernal point shone. Beyond that point, nothing is known, so it is called Reshit, Beginning, first command of all.2
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Figure 1.2

It would take a long commentary to explicate this passage. But let us put it plainly and baldly: now we have something, even if we don’t know what it is. In fact we now have two things: something and nothing.

It is partly explained by the word reshit, “beginning,” which is in the first word in the Bible, bereshit, usually translated as “in the beginning.”

Much attention has been paid to this word. To begin with, the first letter is bet (בּ), the equivalent of the English B, and, like it, the second letter of the alphabet. Sages have often asked why the Bible should begin with the second letter of the alphabet rather than alef (א), the first.

The answer often goes along these lines. Bet was originally an ideogram meaning “house”—in fact, bet is the word for “house” in Hebrew. A house defines an inside and an outside. Without some distinction between these two, a house is simply not a house at all. Furthermore, the letter bet at the beginning of a word signifies a preposition that is usually translated as “in.”

In and out: this is the most elementary distinction that can be made. Having said this, let us go back to the idea that this primordial nothing is absolute—that, as Azriel of Gerona said, “There is nothing outside of it.” If this is so, the universe is something that cannot be created, as it were, from a distance, but must be created from within. This requires us to take a certain stance at a certain place—somewhere, even if we know nothing further about what this somewhere is.

Now we have two things: where we are—or, better, where I am—and everywhere else. (This would suggest why many mystics have said that the ultimate name of God is “I am.”)

These things can be called, respectively, self and other.

In the image of the diagram, the white dot is the self, the black space the other—at least initially. But from the other side, the black space is the self, the white dot the other. These two entities now exist in relation to each other. Note, however, that this is an arbitrary and suppositional distinction. It could have been so, but it could just as well have not been so. This introduces a dissonance: the distinction between self and other is real from a certain point of view, but from the point of view of the Absolute, it is not. This helps explain a number of esoteric teachings, such as why the world is so often characterized as an illusion and why Buddhism says that everything is ultimately void or empty or open.

Because this distinction between self and other is both true and not true, it can and does appear to vacillate back and forth between the two—between existing and not existing. This vacillation assumes a certain regularity and even rhythm. Hence the idea of vibration, which has also been said to underlie all of existence at all levels.

This idea of a primordial distinction between self and other appears fairly often in esoteric literature. Here it is, as stated by Papus (Gérard Encausse), one of the leaders of the French occult revival of the late nineteenth century:

The Ego cannot be realized except through its opposition to the Non-Ego. The assertion of the Ego is scarcely established, when we must instantly realize a reaction of the Ego, or Absolute, upon itself, from which the conception of its existence will be drawn, by a kind of division of the Unity. . . . But the opposition between the Ego and the Non-Ego immediately gives rise to another factor, which is the Affinity existing between this Ego and this Non-Ego.3

What Papus (or his translator) calls Ego I am calling self. What Papus calls Non-Ego I am calling other. What Papus calls Affinity, I will call relation.

There are now three things: self, other, and the relation between self and other. We can represent them as shown in figure 1.3.

They are all purely relative stances: no one of these is absolutely self or other or relation.

Each of the three sees itself as self and the remaining two as other. The remaining two, from the point of view of the third, are an other, an additional entity. But this other too, from its own point of view, is self, and it beholds its counterparts as other. The process can, and does, continue indefinitely, with iterations of increasing complexity. These ideas help us understand this verse from the Tao Te Ching:
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Figure 1.3

 

Tao gave birth to One;

One gave birth to Two;

Two gave birth to Three;

Three gave birth to the ten thousand things.

What Lao-tzu calls the Tao is conceivably equivalent to the Ain Sof. The Tao, which, as he emphasizes, is undefinable (“The Tao that can be stated is not the Eternal Tao”), thus seems to be the source, or the background, for manifest existence, whose primary characteristic is that of self versus other. As the Tao Te Ching also says, “These two come out from the same source, / But are different in name.”4

Is this Ain Sof God? It may be, or, as we shall see, it may not be. At any rate the fourteenth-century German mystic Meister Eckhart describes it as the ultimate God, the “Godhead,” which lies behind the Christian Trinity:

The soul enters the Trinity but it may become even more blessed by going further, to the barren Godhead, of which the Trinity is a revelation. In this barren Godhead, activity has ceased and therefore the soul will be most perfect when it is thrown into the desert of the Godhead, where both activity and forms are no more.5

For Eckhart, the personal God—in fact, the three persons of the Trinity—is merely a manifestation of the impersonal Ground of Being. (Meister Eckhart’s name for this is the Godhead.) In light of what I have just laid out above, the Godhead is the Ain Sof, while the Trinity is the primordial sacred ternary, which I have characterized as self, other, and the relation between the two.

The idea of the sacred ternary appears virtually everywhere.

Table 1.1 lists some of the names given to it.
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It would take a long time to go through this table and discuss exactly how all these systems relate to one another: as usual, there is a clear general pattern, but one must be careful about rushing to conclusions and simplistically deciding that they are all saying exactly the same thing. René Guénon discusses this issue at length in his book The Great Triad.6 For the time being, it will be enough simply to keep the idea of the sacred ternary in mind.

So is there no personal aspect to the divine? Much of Hindu and Buddhist thought appears to reach this conclusion. Here is one statement of such a position, by one of the hidden Masters who allegedly instructed the nineteenth-century Russian occultist H. P. Blavatsky. (The existence and identity of these Masters has been much debated, but I think it is safe to assume that these personages existed and were not made up by Blavatsky.) One of them, known as Koot Hoomi, writes in 1882:

Neither our philosophy nor ourselves believe in a God, least of all in one whose pronoun necessitates a capital H. . . . We know there is in our system no such thing as God, either personal or impersonal. Parabrahm [the Ground of Being] is not a God, but absolute immutable law, and Iswar [the personal God] is the effect of Avidya [ignorance] and Maya [illusion], ignorance based upon the great delusion.7

Rarely have I read such a categorical statement about a subject about which so little is known. In any event, this position is not satisfying. “Absolute immutable law”? Very well—but where did this law come from? Who decreed it? In this worldview, this law, known in Sanskrit as dharma, appears out of nowhere, for no discernible reason.

In any case, even in this short space, we see an impressive collection of witnesses saying that the source of manifestation as we know it is ultimately impersonal. Today it’s much easier to believe this than it was in the past, because we have an expanded idea of the magnitude of the physical universe. According to a recent news item, there are now known to be two trillion galaxies, ten times more than astronomers believed.8 It becomes rather hard to say that the source of this infinitude is a person like us who can be irked and flattered and placated.

This is not the end of the question, of course. But before we can explore it further, we need to say a little more about the nature and process of manifestation.



TWO
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THE FIVE-DIMENSIONAL 
BOX

Before we return to theology per se, we may need to take another few steps in the creation of the universe.

Each of us creates a universe every second. Our cognition takes in the data of the senses and uses them to create a reality. This reality is (usually) enough like those of other humans so that we can communicate with them about it. So it must be based on some more or less universal coordinates.

Consider: you are here now. There is something in front of you. There is something in back of you. There is something above, something beneath, something to your right, and something to your left.

Let’s count them:

1. Front

2. Back

3. Above

4. Below

5. Left

6. Right

If we add you sitting in the center of all these, we have a total of seven. These seven are always with you. They are the coordinates of your reality and mine. It is practically impossible to envisage a world without them. This suggests why seven is universally regarded as a sacred number.*3

Taken on its own, this sevenfold world is static. If it is not to stay frozen in place forever, it must include movement. Movement, in the world as we know it, is unidirectional. You cannot move in two directions at once.

The question then arises: why move at all? Why not stay right exactly where you are? You must have a motivation: you must have a reason to move toward something or away from something else. You would not even get up and go into the next room unless you thought that somehow you would benefit from it.

What you move toward is what you perceive as good. What you move away from is evil. If you do not regard something as either good or evil, you have no reason to move in either direction. Even if you think of something as bad in the long run, you will move toward it if your desires pull you that way. Cigarette smoking is one example. A teenager takes up smoking because the immediate benefits (looking cool, yielding to social pressure) outweigh the disadvantages of disease decades later. (It could be the epitaph of humanity: “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”)

We now have a curious development. We not only have a dimension of movement in the universe, but we have a moral dimension: good and evil.

Movement necessarily involves another factor: change. If you move toward something, your relation to it immediately changes. It is closer. The opposite is true if you move away from something.

So finally there is the dimension of change. Like movement, it is unidirectional: it goes, or appears to go, in one direction only. We can consider this the dimension of time. In fact time is sometimes defined as the measurement of change.

We end up with ten directions:

1. Front

2. Back

3. Above

4. Below

5. Left

6. Right

7. Toward (Good)

8. Away from (Evil)

9. Past

10. Future

With the self as the center of them all.

I am speaking phenomenologically: this is the way the world appears to us. It would appear to be universally true for all humans. It has nothing to do with religious dogmas or scientific formulations. A thousand years from now our religion may be forgotten and our science may have mutated into something beyond recognition, but people will still have fronts and backs, lefts and rights.

This schema inspires some striking realizations. For one, we now know why there is evil in the universe. Evil is one of the primary dimensions of the universe. The universe—our universe, as experienced by us moment by moment—could not exist without it.

We see evidence for this fact in people’s conceptions of heaven. People often complain that heaven would be extremely boring. Who wants to stand around on a cloud, strumming a harp and praising the Almighty forever? Even more hedonic views—heaven as a pleasure garden with lots of fruit and lions and tigers to pet—do not improve the picture much.

Not that heaven is anything like these images. But it is true that if we try to conceive of a realm without evil, it looks extremely flat and flavorless. Evil is so much a part of the fabric of our reality that it is hard to imagine a world without it.

We now also can answer the question of whether the universe, or rather our universe, is fundamentally good or evil. It is both good and evil. It is not fundamentally one or the other. One seems to be preponderant at a certain time and place; the other, at other times and places. There even seems to be some alternation between the two, an action producing an equal and opposite reaction.

This ten-directional schema is a remarkably clear, concise, yet comprehensive outline of the structure of reality as we know it. I did not invent it. I found it in the Sefer Yetzirah (“Book of Formation”), the oldest of the Kabbalistic texts, dated to sometime between the third and sixth centuries AD:

Ten Sefiroth alone: they are measured by ten without end: the depth of the first and the depth of the last, the depth of good and the depth of evil, the depth above and the depth below, the depth of the east and the depth of the west, the depth of the north and the depth of the south.1

This text, in a couple of thousand words, provides a schema for fashioning a world. The Infinite, the Ain Sof, gives rise to three primary forces, self, other, and relation (or, if you prefer, ו ה י, yod, heh, and waw, the three letters in the Tetragrammaton, the Hebrew name of God par excellence). These in turn, through their own combinations, fashion a realm of dimensions that is more familiar than we are to ourselves.

To see this world from a wider perspective, we can turn to the literature of near-death experiences (NDEs). C. G. Jung had such an experience after he had a heart attack in the spring of 1944. It took the form of several visions. In the first, he wrote, “it seemed to me that I was high up in space. Far below I saw the globe of the earth, bathed in a gloriously blue light. . . . I knew I was on the point of departing from the earth.” But, he added, “the sight of the earth from this height was the most glorious thing I had ever seen.”

He also had a vision of a temple carved from a rock, of the sort he had seen on the coast of the Bay of Bengal. “As I approached . . . I had the feeling that everything was being sloughed away; everything I aimed at or wished for or thought, the whole phantasmagoria of earthly existence, fell away or was stripped from me—an extremely painful process.”

Jung was not allowed to enter the temple. He encountered Dr. H., the physician who was treating him in real life, here in the guise of an ancient Greek healer-king. “As he stood before me, a mute exchange of thought took place between us. Dr. H. had been delegated by the earth to deliver a message to me, to tell me that there was a protest against my going away. I had no right to leave the earth and must return.”

The image of the doctor vanished, and Jung returned to earth and his physical body. “In reality,” he went on, “a good three weeks were still to pass before I could truly make up my mind to live again. I could not eat because all food repelled me. The view of city and mountains from my sickbed seemed to me like a painted curtain with black holes in it, or a tattered sheet of newspaper full of photographs that meant nothing. Disappointed, I thought, ‘Now I must return to the “ box system” again.’” Afterward, “although my belief in the world returned to me, I have never since entirely freed myself of the impression that this life is a segment of existence which is enacted in a three-dimensional boxlike universe especially set up for it” (emphasis added).2

So this sublime dimensional structure, viewed from a distance, turns out to be a narrow and confining box.

Many of those who experience NDEs say they did not want to come back to physical life. (Obviously we only hear from the ones who have.) Jung’s case is typical: the subject is reminded of some commitment or obligation that he has on earth, and he returns, but with irritation and disappointment—a strange response to a life to which we cling so desperately.

A more recent NDE is described by Natalie Sudman in her book Application of Impossible Things. Sudman was a civilian contractor with the U.S. Army in Iraq. In 2007 she was in a vehicle that was blown up by a roadside bomb. Badly hurt, she lost consciousness for a few seconds.
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TABLE I.1. THE SACRED TERNARY

Tradition
Christianity

Judaism (symbolized
in the three letters
of YHWH, the
Tetragrammaton,
the name of God)

Hindu gods

Hindu primordial
elements

Taoism

Buddhism: The
Three Poisons

G. |. Gurdjieff’s
system

Self

Father

Yod (% y)

Brahma

Rajas

Heaven

Desire

Holy
Affirming

IN VARIOUS TRADITIONS

Other

Son

Heh (77; h)

Shiva

Tamas

Earth

Anger

Holy
Denying

Relation
Holy Spirit

Waw or vav (; w)

Vishnu

Sattva

Man

Ignorance or
obliviousness

Holy
Reconciling
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