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This time, though, I would like to make an important addition to the list of those to whom I am deeply indebted.

I speak of the founders of the United States and of the protections they bequeathed to us all through the Constitution. These days, when so many of us feel free to challenge entrenched authority wherever we find it, it is worth remembering that such challenges have not always been easy, a fact that remains true in much of the world today. Indeed, as we chronicle in these pages, many of our forebears paid with their lives for attempting to express sentiments much like those written here.

However, the fact that our freedom of religion—no small matter in a book called Forbidden Religion—and the freedom of the press, so dear to all of us in the publishing business, are now taken for granted may be both a wonderful thing and something to worry about. If we forget how fortunate we are, can we expect to continue so? In a time when so many feel threatened by the freedoms of others—especially freedom of conscience—and they seek the means to deny such rights to those with whom they differ, we must not forget the importance of vigilance.

That these liberties, at least as spelled out in the Constitution, may now be commonplace does not mean they are insignificant. Without them, we suspect that some would try very hard to prevent publications such as ours from seeing the light of day. We are forever grateful to be free of their oppression, and to be able to discuss our issues openly, without fear of the consequences.



Introduction

J. Douglas Kenyon

The history of the world, some allege, is the history of a war between secret societies. And religion, they argue, is but the public tip of a secret iceberg by which human activity can be directed for good or ill. Just as leaders may have kept their real agendas secret, so have the true purposes of many religions been hidden from public view.

But, as with the wind, invisibility does not mean an absence of force, direction, or intensity that, to a careful observer, can reveal the ultimate goal. Just as approved religions may advance the hidden purposes of powers that be, virtually forbidden religions exist that do not, and their followers must gather in secrecy.

If religion is defined as a set of beliefs and practices maintained by the faithful that assert the nature of divinity and his (or her, or its) relationship to humanity, then, in fact, many people are religious who do not think they are. Indeed, even those who deny the existence of a deity are themselves religious, in that they espouse a belief in the nature of deity (i.e., that it does not exist) that they cannot prove and that they maintain by something very much like faith.

In the meantime, many have come to believe that behind the veil, strings are pulled and preachers of every persuasion—including the secular, the scientific, and the political—proclaim visions that have been revealed to them, while an ancient and invisible chess match among hidden elites has shaped our entire history and continues doing so to this very day. This great struggle is focused on the true dimensions of man’s inner being, and at stake may be the survival of the human soul itself.

On the one hand are those who see the human race as little more than consumers of artificially manufactured stuff—religious and academic doctrines included. According to this line of thinking, we are all products of the Darwinian struggle and nothing more. Whatever claim we have to worth and dignity is due solely to our collective advancement since leaving the caves a mere few millennia ago, from which, we are told, we set forth on a heroic ascent to our present “lofty” height. Notions of immortality and transcendent individual possibilities are said to be illusions born of social conditioning—nothing more.

Those who support another view, however, see unlimited capacities in each of us—not excluding personal immortality. Never mind that the human psyche of today clearly suffers from ancient wounds. The evolutionary scheme is seen by these optimists as far grander, more subtle, and, indeed, more sublime than mere survival of the fittest.

And yet, in this age, so many people are enslaved by a shriveled concept of their own identity. Programmed to accept the authority of the dominant scientific/secular/humanist establishment, we have given up on the more exalted possibilities that lie within us. The ruling—academically rooted—edifice has convinced most of us that its formulations are settled matters, well beyond challenge. We are left to play our assigned parts—nothing more.

The writers of this book argue that the underlying logic or rationale on which the ruling establishment—whether Church, state, or academia—bases its authority is fallacious, if not corrupt, and has been so for a long, long time.

At the heart of the matter remains the old dispute over how one can know the truth of anything—and which is better, science or religion? Let’s not forget that the distinction between science and religion, so fundamental to our twenty-first-century point of view, is an entirely modern one born out of the alienation of Western civilization. Only a society that sees a great gulf between what is within and what is without is capable of drawing such a sharp distinction between the two. Even quantum physics has demonstrated the lack of separation between the observer and that which is observed, yet we stubbornly cling to our cherished—albeit artificial—distinctions.

The ancients did not divide the world in this way. For them, science and religion were one. What mattered was ultimate truth, not category. If their enlightened understanding of the soul was actual knowledge and not entirely based on faith—as we have learned to believe today—who can say what kind of science and technology may or may not have developed?

Could the study of subjects like electricity, magnetism, gravity, and energy have grown out of experience with the soul in search of immortality? For us, the natural world as currently conceptualized is subject to scientific study; but if we can’t conceptualize it, we call it supernatural and consider it—if not hallucination—simply beyond human understanding.

Perhaps the ancients were not so constrained. If, as we encounter their legacy, our arrogant attempt to pigeonhole their handiwork falls short, the fault is more likely ours than theirs.

Knowledge, it has been said, is power. We have also heard that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing (emphasis on little). We think the important question is: What is knowledge anyway? Or—to take a cue from neurotic contemporary thought—does knowledge even exist?

In many great and ancient spiritual traditions, gnosis or knowledge of some sort—self-knowing, truth-knowing, love-knowing—is a goal, if not the goal, of life. And yet we see Western culture questioning the very possibility of knowing anything with certainty, least of all the answers to ultimate questions of truth: Who are we? Where did we come from? What is our purpose?

The issue, of course, is not whether there is such a thing as truth, but how capable are we of apprehending whatever it may be. From Slaughterhouse Five to A Clockwork Orange, from Catcher in the Rye to Rebel Without a Cause, countless contemporary myths make disputing the capacity of humankind to understand truth into a kind of heroism. From psychoanalysis to existentialism, from situation ethics to political correctness, today’s thought has undermined the authority that goes with true knowledge. Hamlet-like, we are left to wonder if we should be or not be.

On such issues, science—at least the kind of science that dominates civilization today—does us little good. The best an honest empirical method can hope to achieve is an indication of probabilities. Nowhere in the halls of academia is pure knowing found, the kind that comes with what philosopher Theodore Roszak called “rhapsodic declaration.” Present in copious quantities, though, is despair.

When, a few centuries ago, we decided to free ourselves from the corrupt priesthood of the Dark Ages and turn to what we thought was a more enlightened way of deciding things, we believed we were getting closer to true knowing. Ironically, what we got in the bargain was doubt, and in place of old superstitions came a new kind of fear. Instead of hellfire, we got the void. It has taken awhile for the full implications to sink in, but who can question that a widespread hunger for certitude now threatens to overwhelm civilization?

Sadly, that unrequited longing has already carried many beyond the brink of madness and into the abyss. Into the knowledge vacuum created by our corrupt scientific priesthood has rushed a multitude of false priests and charlatans promising the true wine of spiritual knowledge while delivering a plethora of poisons—from genocide to jihad. Whether Adolf Hitler or Osama bin Laden, the pied pipers of hell, by exploiting the legitimate human desire for ultimate answers, continue to ensnare the unwary masses.

Ironically, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, one relic of nineteenth-century thinking maintains a grip on modern thought. Still dancing its strange Kabuki ritual on the public stage is something that may reasonably be called the cult of reductionism.

This archaic philosophy—also known, ironically, as logical positivism—promoted materialism and doctrines such as social Darwinism, behaviorism, Marxism, and even phrenology (a system claiming that human character can be understood by measuring skulls). Logical positivism promoted many other discredited notions, once insisting that the universe could be explained in simple terms fully transparent to conventional science.

To the logical positivists, the cosmos worked something like a giant pinball machine with objects colliding and careening about in ways that were inherently compatible with the science of the day. They had little use for metaphysics, spirituality, or invisible forces in general, and they certainly would not have cared much for quantum physics. Long written off by more discriminating minds as naive at best, the reductionist conceit was largely replaced by deeper and more subtle notions promoted by thinkers such as Jung and Einstein. Nevertheless, like Count Dracula, militant reductionist thinking clings stubbornly to its twilight existence.

Today it maintains considerable influence over much thinking in academia, politics, and the media. The bolder of the breed even set themselves up as a virtual priestcraft of professional “debunkery,” pretending to expose the so-called fallacies and quackery that threaten their most cherished assumptions—weirdly echoing the Dominican inquisitors of an even darker time. The reductionist’s task is aided, in no small measure, by widespread public ignorance of relevant facts. Subtle preachings of this primitive belief system can be found in current science news. Here, findings of the research community are offered to explain away evidence for concepts that are anathema to materialist reductionists—for example, belief in the paranormal is said to arise out of genetic predisposition; near-death experience is a brain anomaly; God is a subatomic particle; and so on.

Self-styled skeptic Michael Shermer, author of Why People Believe Weird Things, argues in an article in Scientific American that “smart people believe weird things because they are skilled at defending beliefs they arrived at for non-smart reasons.” By “weird,” Mr. Shermer refers to notions he rejects or cannot understand, and since he admits smart people espouse them, he is forced either to trash these notions or to own up to his own failings. Not surprisingly, he has chosen the former.

Like a slow-witted child, the unrepentant reductionist has deduced that the cart propels the horse—not the other way around.

But hopeful signs emerge. Indeed, something in our collective psyche may have shaken loose in the shock of 9/11 and its aftermath, forcing us to think about things we had set aside or forgotten for too long. In the face of looming threats to life itself, the search for meaning and the real purpose in our existence has taken on new urgency for many of us; consequently, we are less tolerant of the shams and scams that, in less turbulent times, could be foisted upon us with impunity. Such changes do not bode well for the merchants of illusion who have flourished in the twilight.

Philosophies and scientific paradigms that limit the possibilities of the human soul clearly reflect the corruption at the top of the idea establishment. From this quarter has come a multitude of cheats and ploys calculated to align us with discredited worldviews—or what might be called false religions.

“Scientifically” derived doctrines declaring that we are mere animals—accidents of nature for whom destiny is a meaningless illusion—seem no longer to awe the people or to empower these self-anointed custodians of ultimate truth. Notwithstanding frantic efforts to prolong their tenure at the top, a corrupt “scientific” priesthood—out of touch with its own divinity—finds the emptiness of its official pronouncements becoming clear to all, and its departure from the dais of authority inevitable.

The recent best-selling novel Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code brought massive and—from the orthodox viewpoint—unwelcome attention to several topics seldom considered by the general public. To the extent that it may result in some sorely needed education, we applaud. We are well past the day when the most crucial aspects of Western civilization’s suppressed history should be shouted from the housetops. Any secret agenda of Leonardo da Vinci or his brethren is well worth unraveling. However, to the extent that Brown has, in our view, misrepresented many of the matters he reveals, we are not so happy. How unfortunate that the multitudes discovering this esoteric realm for the first time are, in our opinion, poorly served.

To suggest, for example, that the Holy Grail is a specific person or even a bloodline seems an inadequate and shallow interpretation of a truly profound mystery. At the least, it is reductionist and materialistic, if not idolatrous, and it misses the sublime point made by great sages and saints of East and West that “the kingdom of Heaven is within you” (read: “in all of us”). Certainly Parsifal and his fellow knights were required to learn that lesson well or fall short in their quest for the Grail. Buddhists have a saying: “If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him.” The point being: Don’t identify your liberation with an external physical being—look within.

We have no doubt that, in the pursuit of power, corrupt institutions on this planet have played the games that Brown describes (this book itself details many of them). Fortunately, their games do not include what some call the “ultimate game,” and that—for those who have ears to hear and eyes to see—is written between the lines of our sacred, albeit forgotten, texts.

An important point to grasp is that in the development of our civilization, the divine feminine was rejected and trampled underfoot. We think it equally important to understand that the means to her rescue are within us all, not confined to a secret elite. The divine feminine within us must be brought into harmony with our masculine aspects, where it can be raised well beyond the rudimentary stage. When this elevation is ardently and honestly pursued, the ancient wisdom teachings say that life energies will rise like sap in spring up the spinal stalk. This uniting of masculine and feminine polarities at every level causes the chakras to blossom, culminating in the unfolding of the thousand-petaled lotus in the crown, with a new birth in the new earth of infinity—a world unlimited by mortal constraints.

This, we suspect, is the nature of enlightenment and the goal of evolution. And yet, like the seven blind men and the elephant—where each attempts to use his own limited experience to describe something virtually indescribable—we tend to interpret according to our individual lights. If we’ve lost sight of our immortality, simple procreation may seem like the best thing we have going.

The quest for truth cannot and should not be abandoned—far from it. We are convinced, however, that the goal should be pursued more sanely, wisely, and less fanatically.

For those lost in the sea of meaningless contemporary life who yet seek to navigate past the pirate coves and into the safe harbor of true gnosis, remember that anyone claiming special knowledge of such things—seeking the authority that goes with such knowledge—is subject to challenge and must be required, among other things, to show his real fruits.

To put it another way, when evaluating truth, the proof is in the pudding. Nothing else has quite the flavor of the real thing.



PART ONE
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CHRISTIANITY: THE TRUTH BEHIND THE ORTHODOX VEIL
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The Mystery of the Christ

Is There More to This Story Than Even Hollywood Imagines?

J. Douglas Kenyon

As millions have flocked to see Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ, a multitude of controversies have also arisen. For some the issue is: Can such graphic violence serve a spiritual purpose? For others, questions of anti-Semitism are crucial, while still others see advancement of a religious agenda. Hollywood’s moguls, however, look to clone the formula, create a franchise, and perhaps develop a holy cash cow.

Everyone agrees on at least one thing: The movie has been a phenomenon, breaking most box office records. Passion, it seems, may have benefited from the same power source that brought the world the Christian religion in the first place. Certainly the story of a hero unjustly sacrificed for the crimes of the multitude has been the stuff of countless tales from many cultures, and the catharsis that comes from frequent retelling has, over the centuries, provided no small measure of cultural uplift.

In Hero with a Thousand Faces and other books, the mythologist Joseph Campbell has suggested that the solitary journey of the universal Hero—East or West—is fundamental to the survival of the human tribe, even though that tribe may persecute and even kill its benefactor. Others, such as Sir James Frazer in The Golden Bough, make similar arguments. Indeed, echoes of this theme undergird many of Hollywood’s best efforts, from Lord Jim to The Man Who Would Be King.

Unfortunately, Mel Gibson seems little interested in such stuff. As in his previous blockbuster Braveheart, he appears fixated on the graphic details of physical torture. Passion spends an interminable ten minutes on the actual flaying of Jesus by Roman guards, and it dwells in excruciating detail on the most violent aspects of the story. In Braveheart’s climactic scene, Gibson’s Scottish hero William Wallace is vividly executed. Such imagery, Gibson has argued, serves to move his audience emotionally. Indeed it may, but whether it serves any higher purpose is debatable.

Passion relies for its narrative in large measure on the gospels and on familiar Catholic tradition. The fourteen Stations of the Cross are clearly depicted, including the wiping of Jesus’s face by Veronica. Though the scene is probably unfamiliar to most evangelical Protestants, they have embraced the film nonetheless. Regarding the actual events of Jesus’s last hours, Gibson veers little from orthodoxy, thus doubtless endearing himself to conservative Christians bitterly opposed to less conventional Hollywood versions of recent distribution (e.g., The Last Temptation of Christ).

Opinions divide largely along believer/nonbeliever lines. On one side is mainstream Christianity—represented by Catholics and Protestants—and on the other, the secular humanist establishment. Ironically, both sides base their reaction on literal biblical interpretation. Christians who read the Bible literally and believe accordingly are opposed by secularists who object to a literal reading of the Bible and maintain their disbelief accordingly.

The charge, for example, that The Passion of the Christ is anti-Semitic is based on a fear that blame for the crucifixion will fall on Jews, whose first-century elite priesthood provides the villain of the story. A more enlightened view—that sees the antagonist as a perennially corrupt power elite present in every generation—is lost in the argument. We fail to notice the “Scribes and Pharisees” all around us, who appear in our modern culture in entirely different guise—perhaps as college professors or intellectuals preaching new, more subtle doctrines of intolerance.

Both camps attempt to apply an essentially materialistic standard to subject matter usually considered spiritual. Almost unheard in the tumult is a third point of view, one that looks for meaning in symbolic terms, along some of the less traveled byways of history. Often stereotyped as “New Age,” its adherents can actually claim a pedigree far older than that of most popular religions, including Christianity and even Judaism. At times called the perennial wisdom or an esoteric or mystical brand of Christianity, the general outlines of this view are accepted by authorities as diverse as Edgar Cayce, Mary Baker Eddy, Paramahansa Yogananda, and Helena Petrovna Blavatsky.
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Fig. 1.1. The Head of Christ, a traditional representation of Jesus, as painted by Rembrandt van Rijn in 1655.

According to this thinking, the real power of Christ’s message to bestow eternal life has been stolen from Christianity by a corrupt elite. In an attempt to frustrate the natural aspirations of “God’s children” on Earth—namely, to return to their creator/parent—the true wine of an ancient wisdom tradition represented by Jesus has been returned to mere water by Earth’s powers and principalities.

Advocates for esoteric Christianity point out that the Bible, as currently constituted, is the product of church councils convened to address early controversies. The Council of Nicaea, for instance, was assembled in a.d. 325 by Constantine I, the newly converted Christian emperor of Byzantium. At the top of the council’s agenda was the so-called Arian heresy. This argument centered on the divinity of Jesus was waged between the Gnostics (or Arians) and the Nicaeans. The Gnostics sought direct personal knowledge of God (gnosis) and took seriously such statements by Jesus as “Know ye not that ye are gods?” and “The kingdom of heaven is within you.” The Nicaeans, on the other hand, saw Jesus as the absolutely essential mediator between God and man. The Gnostics were outvoted and their teachings were thereafter forcibly removed from Church doctrine.

Some researchers, including Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh, and Henry Lincoln in The Messianic Legacy, have argued that fourth-century Gnostics inherited the mantle of the apostle James, brother of Jesus and leader of the first-century Church. Few people realize that the Church’s early years produced many gospels and books purported to have been authored by direct associates of Jesus (e.g., The Gospel of Thomas and The Gospel of Mary Magdalen, as well as the recently discovered Gospel of Judas). Most of these gospels and books were destroyed by order of the Church, which wanted no interference with its designs. Recently, however, some have been rediscovered near Nag Hammadi, Egypt. Author Elaine Pagels has included many excerpts from these writings in her best seller, The Gnostic Gospels.

The Gnostic texts appear to fill in gaps exposed by the so-called Dead Sea Scrolls, which were discovered near Qumran in Palestine in the 1950s. Despite bitter resistance from orthodox scholars, many respected researchers believe the scrolls were created by a sect known as the Essenes, a group that likely included Jesus and his followers among its members. Many common elements between the Dead Sea Scrolls and the teachings of Jesus are easily recognized.

Norman Golb, author of Who Wrote the Dead Sea Scrolls? says handwriting analysis indicates that at least 500 scribes were involved. To the reasonable mind, this suggests that the texts were produced by a broad movement that encompassed Palestine and Judaea, not by some tiny, isolated sect. This view is supported by the influential scholar Robert Eisenman.
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Fig. 1.2. A fragment of a Gnostic gospel. These gospels were suppressed by the early Christian Church.

Baigent and Leigh, in their book The Dead Sea Scrolls Deception, draw on Eisenman but go even further by contending that the Qumranians and early Christians not only were one and the same, but also were nationalist militants trying to install their priest/king, Jesus, on the throne of Israel, and possibly his brother James after him. They cite Jesus’s lineage from King David, as does Matthew’s gospel. In their view, Jesus becomes a literal king of the Jews, perhaps a freedom fighter against the Roman occupation. Ensuing elements of this story line, as it may have impacted European history, figure prominently in Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln’s Holy Blood, Holy Grail and, most recently, in Dan Brown’s best-selling novel The Da Vinci Code.

In the past few years, such revelations emanating from alternative scholarship have offered compelling insight into Christian origins. Emerging from the mists of antiquity is a picture of intrigue and treachery in which Jesus’s original teachings were codified as laws and doctrines enforced by a priestly elite in collusion with secular princes determined to preserve their authority. The hidden agenda was to deflect the people’s attention away from troublesome notions of personal immortality and substitute the specter of sin and guilt, requiring the intercession and vicarious atonement of Jesus. This doctrine mandated actual worship of Jesus as the wholly unique Son of God with the burden for all human error borne on his shoulders alone.

Thus diverted from accepting responsibility for their own sowings, the people were robbed of the power to address personal challenges and, ultimately, to transcend their circumstances—prevented, in other words, from endangering their rulers’ supremacy.

Seen in this light, the current campaign—epitomized by Mel Gibson’s movie—to emphasize Jesus’s suffering and focus on the guilt associated with it appears aimed at reenergizing a formula for control that—though successful for centuries—now seems in danger of losing its grip.

Many mysteries remain concerning the actual life of Jesus, and esoteric Christianity seeks to supply answers. Rumors have circulated for years that the Vatican suppressed material relating to the life of Jesus. Indeed, some argue that Jesus lived for a time in India; this notion is strengthened by strong links between material found in the Gnostic gospels and some tenets of Eastern spirituality. Another compelling theory draws comparisons between the ancient Egyptian god Osiris and Jesus, and suggests that certain aspects of Christian tradition regarding Jesus were modeled on this unique Egyptian figure.

Esoteric Christianity presents the life and teachings of Jesus primarily as a path of initiation on which the Christ, acting more as a priest than a king, guides disciples—those with “eyes to see and ears to hear”—through various rituals of purification, culminating in their illumination and liberation. (This might constitute at least one source of hostility from an ignorant high priest—jealousy.) In this sense, Christ’s role as the anointed revealer of sacred mysteries harmonizes with the purest and most ancient temple wisdom and practice.

To initiates seeking gnosis, Jesus’s every step takes on rich symbolic significance. Striving—spiritually speaking—to assimilate their master’s very body and blood (his example and teachings), the initiates’ resulting illumination ultimately unlocks the mystery of communion with the master. This sacred communion is symbolized by the cup at the Last Supper—otherwise known as the Holy Grail—and leads to unity with their master and eternal life, or immortality.

Ironically, the makers of The Passion of the Christ, whatever their conscious intentions, may have participated in a much greater process than they realized, and one they may have been powerless to escape—one in which both they and their audience may have been led unwittingly upward.

In one variation of Masonic practice, the initiate is invited to climb “the 33 steps of the spinal altar to the place of the skull, where the Christ is crucified between the two thieves of the anterior and posterior lobes.” The concept is that as consciousness evolves—spiraling upward through the various centers aligned with the spine (also known as chakras) toward liberation—it must pass through stages symbolized by the crucifixion. Those who focus their attention on that process may benefit, whether or not they understand what they are doing.



2

The Osiris Connection

Hints of Christian Imagery in Ancient Egyptian Artifacts

Richard Russell Cassaro

Why did the Egyptians bury their dead with a headdress on the head, a beard on the chin, and shepherd’s staff in the hand? 

There is no universally accepted theory in Egyptology providing a logical explanation for these funerary vestures. A new study reveals they form an image of the Christian savior—a bearded shepherd with long hair. The headdress, beard, and shepherd’s staff have symbolic meaning. They were used to transform the outward appearance of the deceased into an image of the god Osiris, the single most important Egyptian deity and the first on record to have risen from the dead.


RELIGION OF RESURRECTION

“The central figure of the ancient Egyptian religion was Osiris,” wrote the late Egyptologist Sir E. A. Wallis Budge, “and the chief fundamentals of his cult were the belief in his divinity, death, resurrection, and absolute control of the destinies of the bodies and souls of men. The central point of each Osirian’s religion was his hope of resurrection in a transformed body and of immortality, which could only be realized by him through the death and resurrection of Osiris.”

Early in Egyptian history, religious custom called for burying dead kings in the image of Osiris. Later the upper classes, and eventually the common masses, were given an Osirian burial. The custom reflects the Egyptian quest to follow in the god’s resurrection.

Henri Frankfort, once a professor of pre-classical antiquity at the University of London, underscored this idea: “It may be well to emphasize that the identification of the dead with Osiris was a means to an end, that is, to reach resurrection in the Hereafter.”

Hieroglyphics for the name Osiris (Ausar) include the silhouette of a bearded man with long hair. This same image was engraved on the anthropomorphic coffins. The nemes headdress, beginning at the forehead of the deceased and resting upon the shoulders, is symbolic of long hair, and was tied into a ponytail in the back of the head, as is often done with long hair. The plaited beard on the chin represents a long beard.

This burial pattern presents us with a fascinating mystery: For thousands of years before the rise of Christianity, Egyptians strove to share in the resurrection of a bearded man with long hair and acquire life after death!

Coffins depicting the image of Osiris also display a shepherd’s staff in the left hand, a distinctly Christian symbol—Jesus described himself as the Good Shepherd of the human flock and portraits of Christ show him holding a shepherd’s staff. Egyptian artworks include a shepherd’s staff in the hands of Osiris. In literature, his epithets sa and Asar-sa mean “shepherd” and “Osiris the shepherd.”

The term shepherd seems an appropriate title for a beloved spiritual leader whose religion of resurrection ensured a promise of life after death.




CROSS OF LIFE

Remarkably, the continuation of the life of the soul life after death was represented by the ankh cross, another symbol with a counterpart in Christianity. The ankh was the most revered and prolific emblem in Egyption lore; it was inscribed on tombs and temples and was depicted in the hands of gods, kings, priests, viziers, ordinary citizens, and their children. Its origins are unknown, but its significance is strikingly similar to the meaning of Christ’s crucifix, also symbolic of life after death. Jesus’s Doctrine of Eternal Life is a recurring theme in Christian scriptures—in John 11:25 Jesus says: “I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead yet shall he live: And whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.”

Notably, symbolists see in the ankh the outline of a crucified man: The circle represents his head, the horizontal line his two arms, and the vertical line his legs nailed to the cross as one.




DAY OF JUDGMENT

After Osiris’s resurrection, he became judge of the souls of the dead, wielding the power to grant life in heaven to those who behaved righteously on Earth. Wallis Budge explained: “The belief that Osiris was the impartial judge of men’s deeds and words, who rewarded the righteous, and punished the wicked, and ruled over a heaven which contained only sinless beings, and that he possessed the power to do these things because he had lived on Earth, and suffered death, and risen from the dead, is as old as dynastic civilization in Egypt.”
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Fig. 2.1. Michelangelo’s painting The Last Judgment (left) has much in common with the image depicting the Day of Judgment (below) as found on Egyptian tomb walls. In the Egyptian ceremony the heart of the deceased—symbolic of his virtue, moral character, and earthly deeds—was laid on a set of scales before Osiris and weighed against a single feather representing maat, the divine law. If the scales balanced, the deceased was allowed to pass into heaven.
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Similarly, the Day of Judgment is a central tenet of the Christian religion. Souls of the deceased shall stand before the judgment seat of Christ. Those who have followed his teachings during their lives shall be deemed righteous and be admitted to heaven. In 11 Corinthians 5:10, the scriptures state: “For we must all appear before the judgment seat [emphasis added] of Christ; that every one may receive the things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad.”

Depictions of Christ and Osiris as judge are remarkably similar.

Michelangelo’s The Last Judgment has many features in common with the Day of Judgment etched on Egyptian papyri and carved on tomb walls. In the Egyptian judgment ceremony, the heart of the deceased—symbolic of the individual’s virtue, moral character, and earthly deeds—was laid on a set of scales and weighed against a single feather representing maat, the divine law. If the scales balanced, the deceased was allowed to pass into heaven. As judge, Osiris was portrayed in the seated position, a posture that parallels the Christian scriptures’ characterization of the judgment seat of Christ.

What are we to make of these striking similarities? Did Christian scholars simply borrow images and symbols of Osiris from the Egyptian religion? Or does this evidence reveal a profound and hitherto unheralded phenomenon that has influenced the course of human civilization? By revealing the similarities common to the Egyptian and Christian religions, are we in fact rediscovering the sacred blueprints of an ancient Messianic tradition that has accelerated human cultural and spiritual development since the beginning of history?




MYTH VERSUS FACT

Because the story of Osiris was so well known in Egypt, it was never set down in writing. As a result, modern researchers cannot accurately determine the events surrounding his life, death, and resurrection. The first written accounts of Osiris come down to us from sources outside of Egypt by way of ancient historians such as Diodorus Siculus (first century B.C.), Herodotus (fifth century B.C.), and Plutarch (first century A.D.)

These classical writers describe Osiris as a semi-divine king who abolished cannibalism, taught men and women to live according to the law of maat, advanced their morality, and—filled with love for mankind—set out on a quest to travel the world and bring the benefits of civilization to other cultures. Their commentaries continue with mythological descriptions of the murder of Osiris by his jealous brother, Seth; his rebirth, accomplished by the magic of his sister/wife, Isis; and his second death, caused again by Seth, who dismembered his body and scattered the pieces up and down the Nile. After the utter destruction of Osiris, his son Horus defeated Seth in an epochal battle, thereby vindicating his murdered father.

The myth of Osiris unfolds half in our world and half in an enchanted world of magic and make-believe. This element of fiction is responsible, in part, for the misconception that Osiris was a fictional being. The facts left among the ruins of ancient Egypt tell a different story. The Osirian religion sparked a renaissance among ancient Nile-dwellers, the effects of which touched on every facet of their primitive society. It instilled in them a high moral code, a sense of good and evil, and an inclination toward brotherly love and admiration that was unprecedented in human history and unparalleled by other ancient nations.

The Osirian religion also fostered a highly advanced philosophy. Osiris worshippers realized the human body was neither perfect nor permanent. Given this, they were also convinced that death was not the end of their being. An eternal, spiritual element dwelled within them that would rise—resurrect—from the body and exist in a higher spiritual realm, provided their behavior was in accordance with a high moral code—maat. For these reasons, they avoided becoming too attached to the things of this world. This is the same philosophy expressed in Christianity, sparked by the life, death, and resurrection of the Christian savior.




PHOENIX IN THE EAST

The Egyptians likened the spirit of Osiris to a heavenly bird much as Christianity portrays the soul of Jesus as a white and shining dove. The Egyptians called the bird Benu; the Greeks called it the phoenix. According to legend, this magnificent creature miraculously appears in the eastern sky during fixed points in history to announce the start of a new world age. When it appears, the bird mysteriously sets itself ablaze and is consumed by fire, leaving only ashes. And yet it arises triumphantly from death, renewed and rejuvenated.

Scholars agree that the phoenix was a symbol of Osiris. German philologist Adolf Erman explained: “The soul of Osiris dwells in the bird Benu, the phoenix . . .” A passage from the Coffin Texts (ancient magical funerary texts) supports this observation: “I am that great Phoenix which is in On. Who is he? He is Osiris. The supervisor of what exists. Who is he? He is Osiris.”

The attributes of Osiris as phoenix are the same attributes associated with the Christian Messiah. Both the phoenix and signs of the Messiah appear in the eastern sky (the star of Bethlehem arose in the east heralding the newborn King). Both rise from the dead. Both embody the theme of life after death through resurrection. Both herald the start of a new age. (Christ’s appearance initiated the current age: B.C./A.D.) Finally—and perhaps most importantly—both are associated with a destined reappearance (Christians await Christ’s imminent return: i.e., the Doctrine of the Second Coming).

What significance lies behind these parallels common to the phoenix and the Messiah? Does the phoenix myth enshrine the wisdom of a recurring savior appearing throughout human history, a savior whose life, death, and resurrection were purposely designed to accelerate the development of human culture? Is there a powerful and well-guarded tradition expressed in the myth of Egypt’s enigmatic phoenix? And is it a tradition now on the verge of being rediscovered?




THE “FIRST TIME” OF OSIRIS

The Egyptians associated the first appearance of the phoenix with a golden age in their history known as Zep Tepi, the First Time. They were convinced the foundations of their civilization were established during this remote and glorious epoch. R. T. Rundle Clark, former professor of Egyptology at Manchester University in England, commented on the ancients’ conception of the First Time:

Anything whose existence or authority had to be justified or explained must be referred to the First Time. This was true for natural phenomena, rituals, royal insignia, the plans of temples, magical or medical formulae, the hieroglyphic system of writing, the calendar—the whole paraphernalia of the civilization. . . . All that was good or efficacious was established on the principles laid down in the First Time—which was, therefore, a golden age of absolute perfection.

The First Time appears to have been the period during which Osiris reigned as foremost king of Egypt. During this era he established law (maat) and initiated worship of Ra, Egypt’s monotheistic god. Rundle Clark explained: “The reign of Osiris was a golden age, the model for subsequent generations. Maat and monotheism, the ‘model for subsequent generations’ set forth by Osiris, was the driving force behind Egyptian culture for thousands of years.”

What exactly does the phrase “the First Time” mean? Is it a reference to the first appearance—the first coming—of the Christian savior on Earth? Was there a guiding force behind the rise of Egyptian culture? And did this same guiding force inaugurate the empire of Christendom? Was the First Time an era during which an ancient Messianic tradition was first established? Was it a tradition aimed at revealing cultural wisdom, law, and spiritual truth to mankind during different historical epochs?

In the past decade, extensive research has been undertaken—by authors Graham Hancock, Robert Bauval, and Adrian Gilbert—to link the events of the First Time with the god Osiris and the constellation Orion. They believe the three Great Pyramids at Giza were constructed to form a mirror image of the three stars of Orion’s belt (Orion was perceived as the celestial counterpart of Osiris).

Using computer imagery, these authors demonstrate that the best fit for the Orion/pyramids correlation was the year 10,500 B.C. One of the so-called air shafts inside the Great Pyramid points directly to the stars of Orion’s belt during the 10,500-B.C. epoch—further evidence, according to the authors, of a connection among the First Time of Osiris, the Giza pyramids, and the three stars of Orion’s belt.

What is the significance of the 10,500-B.C. era? Could Osiris’s life, death, and resurrection have occurred during this remote epoch? By establishing a date for the First Time of Osiris, have Hancock, Bauval, and Gilbert unwittingly discovered the date of the first appearance of the phoenix (Christian Messiah) on Earth?

Interestingly, 10,500 B.C. is an important date to the Ammonites, a hidden community of about 27,000 members who still practice the ancient Egyptian religion. Though the Ammonites are said to have been destroyed by the Israelites thousands of years ago, they have lived in hiding throughout the Middle East for centuries, settling for a time in Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. Their history can be traced back to the era of the first Ammonite kingdoms in Jordan, outside Egypt. The Ammonite Foundation is said to have been established by King Tutankhamun after the reign of the heretic Akhenaten, its purpose being to protect the sacred Egyptian texts from corruption.

Ammonite tradition asserts that the appearance of Osiris, known by his ancient Egyptian name Ausar, occurred in circa 10,500 B.C. Jonathan Cott, author of Isis and Osiris: Exploring the Myth, conducted an interview with Her Grace Sekhmet Montu, a spiritual leader of the Ammonites. She described the birth of the Ammonite tradition: “We didn’t start counting ourselves as followers until the death of Ausar [Osiris], and the date of his ascension into the other world marks the first day of the Ammonite calendar—12,453 years ago from this June 21, 1991!”

Here again the mysterious date 10,500 B.C. arises in connection to the First Time of Osiris.

Interestingly, the twentieth-century American psychic Edgar Cayce also spoke of the year 10,500 B.C. According to his readings, during this era the primitive Nile-dwellers came in contact with beings of a more ancient and advanced civilization who accelerated their culture and sense of spirituality by laying down the fundamentals of Egyptian civilization.
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East of Qumran

Searching for the Roots of Western Faith

David Lewis

In 1947, near the banks of the Dead Sea, Bedouin tribesmen found seven crumbling scrolls hidden in caves since the time of Christ. From then through 1956, archaeologists discovered a total of eight hundred scrolls in the same area, the desolate Judaean wilderness near the ruins of Qumran. In biblical times, a mysterious religious sect lived there, twenty miles east of Jerusalem. While the exact nature of the sect is uncertain, historians say they were the Essenes and that they authored the scrolls. But authorship of the scrolls has become a matter of fierce debate. Renegade scholars contend the site was not home to a sect at all, but instead to the fortification of a militant nationalist movement. They say these militants who wrote the scrolls were none other than the early Christians themselves.

If so, the ship of religion, even Western civilization, begins to rock in high seas. The Judeo-Christian world may have to take another look at itself and where it comes from. But a veil has settled upon the Dead Sea, upon the scrolls and their meaning, keeping them hidden still. Clues link them to other texts found as far away as Tibet. And Dominican priests, said to be fearful of the scrolls’ import, kept them secret for decades while tenaciously denying their relevance to early Christianity. Found near the ruins of Khirbet Qumran, deemed by historians as both a monastery and a fortress, the scrolls remain one of the most controversial and puzzling discoveries of our time.

From the beginning, a veil of intrigue fell over the scrolls. Early on, an agent of the newly formed Central Intelligence Agency examined one of the manuscripts in Damascus. However, any possible role that the CIA might have played in the subsequent drama remains unclear. In the political turmoil surrounding the formation of the state of Israel, it was uncertain which nation owned the scrolls, never mind who wrote them.

The scrolls changed hands on the black market, passing from Bedouins to shady antique merchants. Years passed. The world, it seemed, would fail to recognize the discovery’s significance, as if a sinister force had cast some spell upon the scrolls. But in 1954, an intriguing advertisement ran in the Wall Street Journal. It described biblical manuscripts for sale. Incredibly, these were the Dead Sea Scrolls searching for a buyer. The scrolls, already enigmatic, then fell behind another veil of secrecy, the Vatican.

The Ecole Biblique et Archéologique, a Dominican body created by the pope in the nineteenth century, took possession of the scrolls under the lax auspices of the Israeli Antiquities Department, which had painstakingly acquired the scrolls from black market and other sources. While slowly translating and publishing copies of biblical and apocryphal texts, the Ecole kept another category of scrolls secret. Until the 1990s, one-fourth of the entire corpus dealing with the political, cultural, and mystical nature of the mysterious Qumranians remained unpublished. Some scholars suggest that the Dominicans, in keeping the scrolls secret for so long, acted on the Vatican’s behalf because the texts threaten beliefs about Christian origins. And their suggestion, it turns out, has a historical basis.

In the nineteenth century, the Vatican assembled the Ecole Biblique to deal with archaeological discoveries and scientific theories pertaining to biblical history, just as science took up the empirical method. With newfound authority, archaeologists showed the world the truth or falsity of religious myths—Heinrich Schliemann’s discovery of ancient Troy being a notable example. As archaeologists dug beneath the ruins of the Temple at Jerusalem, the Vatican shuddered, recognizing the threat to religious doctrine posed by modern science. In the old days, heretics would simply be burned at the stake.

But this was the 1800s; an inquistion wouldn’t do. So the Vatican created an intellectual Guardian of the Faith, the Ecole Biblique et Archéologique Française de Jérusalem. Today the Ecole, though financed in part by the French government, is still composed largely of Dominican priests.

To deal with the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Ecole worked in semi-secrecy through an international team composed mostly of Dominicans. The Ecole’s team, while monopolizing the texts, meticulously pieced them together, translating from Aramaic and ancient Hebrew. The Ecole’s Father de Vaux promised publishing dates as early as 1970, already quite late. In 1989, a publishing date of 1997 was suggested, an incredible fifty years after the initial discovery.

Scholars trying to gain access to the scrolls protested, having been refused access for decades. In the press, the Ecole’s delaying tactics provoked charges of scandal. Herschel Shanks, editor of the prestigious Biblical Archaeological Review in Washington, D.C., charged that piecing together and decoding thousands of crumbling fragments written in ancient Hebrew and Aramaic—an ancient jigsaw puzzle—was too great a task for the team. He said they would never publish the scrolls because the team was too small. Shanks, as we shall see, was right. The scrolls went public through an independent source, with possible CIA connections.

Everything changed in the fall of 1991. The Huntington Library in California announced, magically, that it had a set of photographs of all the Dead Sea Scrolls. Back in 1961, Elizabeth Bechtel, wife of Kenneth Bechtel, of the megalithic but shadowy Bechtel Corporation, somehow acquired the photos and entrusted them to the Huntington Library. How Mrs. Bechtel came into possession of the photos is unclear—perhaps through her husband’s connections with Middle Eastern governments or the CIA (Bechtel Corporation built the huge military complex in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, which was the staging ground for forces in Operation Desert Storm; Bechtel is often linked with the Central Intelligence Agency). The Ecole team and the Israeli government demanded the photos from the Huntington. The Israeli Antiquities Department even charged the library with theft—without a legal basis, it turned out, for Israel had taken the scrolls as a kind of war bounty.

Undaunted by these threats, the Huntington Library responded by offering scholars access to the photographs for a mere ten dollars. The veil had parted, at least to a degree.

So, what do the scrolls say?

Interpretations vary. But language in the scrolls suggests the Qumranians were involved with the early Church. The language used gives the scrolls weight—the Bible and Jesus speak in Qumran-like phrases and cadences, using terms such as zeal, liar, and law that renegade scholars Robert Eisenman and Michael Wise, in their book The Dead Sea Scrolls Uncovered, associate with militant Zealots who challenged the Roman domination of Palestine. Jesus’s fierce denunciation of the Pharisees, too, imitates the tone and character of certain scrolls, specifically The Community Council Curses the Sons of Belial, as translated by Eisenman, an execration of The Angel of the Pit and the Sons of Belial.

John the Baptist too speaks and acts much like a zealous Qumranian. And travel to the Jordan River, where John baptized Jesus, requires a route that passes very near the ruins of Khirbet Qumran—Jesus and his followers would at least have known of the settlement. Moreover, the gospels, the Beatitudes, and the Sermon on the Mount repeat key words and concepts from the scrolls as if the terminology and context were second nature to Jesus and the early Christians. In short, because the scrolls predate the Bible, which was written after A.D. 60, early Christianity may derive from the sect at Khirbet Qumran.

The scrolls, therefore, may be as relevant to early Christianity as the Bible, though most scholars squeamishly reject this. But looking at the Christian scriptures, the renegade scholars identify specific passages that suggest not only a connection to Qumran, but an origin there as well. Some texts refer to Qumranians as followers of the Way, using the same phrasing found in the Christian scriptures. The Bible, in fact, is rife with Qumranianisms that when put in context give those phrases a revolutionary meaning. Especially revealing is the use of the Hebrew “Ebionim,” meaning “the Poor,” found in the “Hymns of the Poor,” in other Qumran texts, and in the Christian scriptures. Synonyms appear as well—“the meek,” “the downtrodden”: terms familiar to Christians. In the Dead Sea Scrolls, however, Qumranians use these terms as self-designating.

Eusebius, the fourth-century Church historian, speaks of these Ebionites as sectarian, of Palestinian origin, and responsible for the Christian takeover of Rome. Once the bishop of Caesarea, he writes about this group derisively, since the Ebionites did not regard Jesus as divine. Revealingly, a Christian tradition tells us that the descendants of the early Church, the Jerusalem community of James the Just, the brother of Jesus, went by the name of “the Poor” as well. This suggests that the Ebionites and early Christians were the same people, and that James, as leader of the early Jerusalem Church, did not view Jesus as divine—a problem for the Vatican, and in fact for all of Christianity.

Steven Feldman, also with the Biblical Archaeological Review in Washington, asserts that the common phraseology of the scrolls and the Christian scriptures was simply that—the talk of the times—and that linkage of Qumranians with early Christians springs from the fringe of biblical scholarship. Yet traditional scholarship, as we have seen, often prefers a path of least resistance over findings that threaten the status quo, and a wide array of evidence supports the “fringe” point of view.

Ancient copies of the scrolls turned up at Masada, the Jewish fortress besieged by Rome in the first century. Jewish Zealots there apparently revered the scrolls, presumably as they were adherents to the Qumranian form of Judaism. Outnumbered and starving, the rebels committed mass suicide rather than succumb to Rome’s suppression of their spiritual and national identity. That some historians see Khirbet Qumran as a fortress, not a monastery—and draw connections between it and the Maccabean Revolt of the first century A.D.—contradicts the long-held notion of a pacifist Essene community on the banks of the Dead Sea. With Christian scripture linked to the scrolls, and scrolls turning up at Masada, the early Christians look more like the rebels in Star Wars fighting the Darth Vader of Roman hegemony than the passive sheep of tradition.

Michael Baigent and Richard Leigh, authors of The Dead Sea Scrolls Deception (and coauthors with Henry Lincoln of Holy Blood, Holy Grail, a source book for the fictional The Da Vinci Code), portray a pacifistic Jesus as equally unlikely. As the authors point out, Qumranian phrases flowed from his lips, sometimes word for word. These were phrases of the same Qumranians who eschewed the world outside of Judaea and Palestine while possibly linked with, or identical to, Zealots fighting and dying for their national cause.

Traditionally, scholars concede that at least some Zealots were within Jesus’s inner circle. The Bible itself reveals Jesus acting in a Zealot-like way, driving moneychangers out of the Temple, violently overturning their tables. He states in the gospels: “I am come not to bring peace, but a sword.” In the same vein, when a cohort of Roman soldiers come for Jesus in Gethsemane, Peter raises his sword against them, hardly the act of a meek Christian. Equally revealing is the number of soldiers in a Roman cohort—six hundred, according to Baigent and Leigh. Why send 600 soldiers except in anticipation of armed resistance? And crucifixion, as we might well recall, was the designated method of execution for rebels, not rabbis. These biblical events, in conflict with Christian tradition, do not conflict with the Qumran context of the renegades. To the contrary, they fit within it.

Norman Golb’s book Who Wrote the Dead Sea Scrolls? points out that, based on handwriting analysis, at least 500 scribes worked on the scrolls. To reasonable minds, this disproves the small-sect theory of Qumran. Instead, the texts must have come from a broad movement spread across Palestine and Judaea.

Eisenman supports this view. Baigent and Leigh draw on Eisenman’s work but then go further. They contend that the Qumranians and early Christians not only were one and the same, but also were nationalist militants trying to install their priest/king Jesus on the throne of Israel, and possibly his brother James after him. They cite Jesus’s lineage from King David, as does tradition. Jesus becomes, in their view, someone other than the traditional Jesus—a would-be king of the Jews in the literal sense, perhaps a freedom fighter against the Roman occupation. You can almost hear the Vatican rumbling.

Through gleanings from the gospels, however, and from more obscure sources that we shall explore, Jesus remains a revolutionary, but a deeply mystical one, a warrior of the spirit drawing on traditions from a far broader geographic and spiritual context than even the renegades of modern scholarship dare reveal. Was he far from Palestine, as one tradition claims, during the lost years of the Bible? Could he have been in India, or Tibet, and returned to a politically chaotic Palestine? The Bible itself supplies some initial clues.

While the Bible provides little historical information, the writings of the apostle Paul help explain how early Christianity may have evolved from a fervent nationalistic Judaism to a purely spiritual movement that swept the Western world. Also, Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus may provide us with a missing piece in the 2,000-year-old puzzle—that of mystical communion.

After the death of Jesus, Paul traveled and preached a doctrine beyond Judaea and Palestine, actions inconsistent with the religious nationalism of the Qumranians (and of Judaism). Was he a Roman agent infiltrating the Jewish rebels, co-opting the movement, as Baigent and Leigh suggest? Or was he a mystic teacher inspired by progressive revelation?

After being struck by his vision of Jesus on the road to Damascus, Paul sets out for Rome, Greece, and Asia Minor, spreading a new religion that extols faith in Christ, while the scrolls—the writings of James’s Jerusalem Church, we are told—extol Jewish law and works over faith. Keeping in mind that the Christian scriptures did not yet exist, that formal Christian doctrine did not manifest until the Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325, we see Paul creating a new religion.

Paul makes Jesus into an Eastern-style avatar, like Krishna, capable of leading his followers into a divine state, a mystical promised land. He preaches joint heirship with Christ, oneness through inner contact, a blend of Eastern mysticism and Judaic dualism that defies orthodoxy to this day (where spiritual parity with Jesus is blasphemy).

Paul speaks of an “inner man of the heart,” much in the way the Vedas of ancient India speak of an inner spiritual identity united with Brahman, the All. The Dead Sea Scrolls also speak of this identity, as does the Kabbalah, suggesting ties, or at least shared knowledge, between Eastern mystics and the Jews of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures.

Eisenman offers the following revealing translation from a Dead Sea text, called the Beatitudes for its similarity to the biblical passage of the same name. His translation reads: “Bring forth the knowledge of your inner self.” This phrase (among others in Western scripture) appears to derive from the Vedas of India, just as Jesus referring to himself as the “Light of the World” resembles Krishna’s language in the Bhagavad Gita. Implicit in Eisenman’s translation is that this “self” (Atman in the Sanskrit) is the divine identity residing mysteriously within each individual. This heretical teaching is not Christian in the orthodox sense. But do the traditions of East and West have a common origin in Eastern mystical experience?

Other evidence tells us that Jesus taught the initiatic mysteries, the science of immortality, like the great Eastern mystics. In 1958, at a Greek Orthodox monastery in the Judaean desert, Morton Smith discovered a letter written in A.D. 200 by Clement of Alexandria—the same Morton Smith who suggests that the writings of Jesus himself were suppressed. The letter speaks of a secret gospel of Mark, “[a] more spiritual gospel,” Clement writes “. . . read only to those who are being initiated into the great mysteries.”

This intriguing letter, written long before Eusebius, tells of a secret mystical tradition without nationalistic borders. That Jesus taught and participated in this tradition is more than likely. In so doing, in all probability, he was no slave to regional agendas—beyond symbols of relative good and evil, Jew and Gentile—while fiercely opposed to spiritual evil embodied in corrupt priests.

Paul also speaks of hidden truths for the “mature,” or initiated, that he would have learned from Jesus through some paranormal exchange. And Paul frequently uses the word mystery, which in the context of ancient religious tradition had to do with initiatic cults and secret doctrine. In this context, the Ecole Biblique, and scholarship at large, falls short when tracing Christian origins. Neither considers the likelihood that Jesus was an adept in the Secret Mysteries, which draw upon Eastern mystical tradition—or that Christianity sprang from this tradition.

Could it be that Paul seized the kernel of Christian and Vedic wisdom, leaving behind the rind of local politics; that as a mystical initiate, he tried to bring Eastern wisdom to the Western world? The teachings of “joint heirship” and the “inner man of the heart” seem to do precisely that by suggesting parity with a divine identity within, stated in the Dead Sea Scrolls as “Bring forth the knowledge of your inner self.” Could this be the real threat the scrolls present—spiritual freedom, individual enlightenment, as opposed to subservience to rigid orthodoxy? Going a step further, was this pursuit of mystical oneness at the heart of early Christianity?

Texts from a Tibetan monastery provide some clues.

For many years rumors have circulated that the Vatican holds exotic texts about the life of Jesus Christ, texts that would drastically alter traditional beliefs about Christian origins. In 1887, a Russian traveler, Dr. Nicolas Notovitch, claimed to have discovered these texts in a monastery at Himis, Tibet. Returning to Russia, he wrote The Unknown Life of Jesus Christ, a book about Jesus’s journey eastward as a young man—his lost years. Another book detailing Notovitch’s Tibetan adventures, The Life of Saint Issa, describes Jesus studying and teaching the Vedas in India.

Taking up with a caravan at an early age, the story goes, Jesus traveled the Silk Road, then on to Kapilavastu, the birthplace of Buddha. While in India, Jesus denounced the Hindu priest class, the Brahmins, in much the same way he denounced the Pharisees in Matthew’s gospel, which resembles the tone of the Dead Sea texts. An Indian swami, Abhedananda, published a Bengali translation of the Buddhist texts in 1929. The same year, Nicholas Roerich, the painter and explorer, quoted from those texts in his travel diary. Roerich’s transcription reveals a mystical teaching on the Divine Feminine given by Jesus in India—again, with similarity to teachings in the scrolls, a decidedly different take on reality than that of the Vatican.

If it seems a stretch that Jesus traveled to India and studied the Vedas, and that Vatican clerics stashed away Buddhist accounts of his journey, remember the Vatican-founded Ecole Biblique and the Ecole’s handling of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Consider that Thomas, the follower of Christ, journeyed to and built a mission in India, and that faithful Christians worship there to this day. Consider this opening verse from the Gospel of John: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”

And this verse from the more ancient Rig Veda of India: “In the beginning was Brahman, with whom was the Word, and the Word is Brahman” (Vak being translated from the Sanskrit as “Word”).
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