



[image: ]








[image: ]








First published by Christian Alternative Books, 2014
Christian Alternative Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd.,
Laurel House, Station Approach,
Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK
office1@jhpbooks.net
www.johnhuntpublishing.com
www.christian-alternative.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Thomas Daniel Nehrer 2013


ISBN: 978 1 78279 548 3


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Thomas Daniel Nehrer as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Lee Nash


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.








A Note to the Reader


If you want to understand what Jesus of Nazareth was all about, you’d better not ask a Christian. You’ll get a fantasy-based, sterilized figure of a perfect, divine, inerrant superman. The Christian caricature emerges from ancient lore and medieval paintings replete with halo and ever-smiling countenance, that Anglo-Saxon-featured portrait, god-imbued myth, idealized wonderment, suffering Savior – and all other shared notions of an übermensch. These will only inhibit your search.


If you want to understand the real Jesus, you must – from the outset – flush from memory an extensive array of culturally iconic but fully deceiving mind images.


If you really want to understand Jesus, his message and meaning, you’d better not ask a scholar. You’ll get a logical conclusion – scientifically and hermetically extracted from crumbling Greek papyrus manuscripts, rationally reconstructed to prove unquestionably that he was a wise teacher, itinerant healer, apocalyptic doomsayer, standard period rabbi, charismatic fraud, traveling comedian or didn’t actually exist. You’ll find some fascinating, historical accounts – and a lot more useful information than Christianity will supply – but not the real Jesus.


If you absolutely want to understand the “real” Yeshua, the visionary who roamed the dusty roadways of first-century Roman Judea, you’d better find a grounded mystic to ask, one who is aware of Reality and its integrated functionality with the Consciousness that experiences it – but who isn’t lost in cryptic, vague spirituality and occult grandiosity. Your source needs to take Jesus’ metaphorical illustrations of a Kingdom “within” and translate them into comprehensible English.


That particular quest will be remarkably easy for you to accomplish. You already found him. All you have to do is keep reading.


But…


You’ll need an open mind. Without that, stuck in either “true believer” devotee mode or “analysis only” scholarly framework, you won’t get it. And you’ll need considerable background on Jesus’ context – his culture and its historical setting. I’ll supply the latter. If you don’t have the former, the open mind, you’d better go read something else consistent with your preconceived “Truths”. You won’t ever understand the real Jesus.


For years now, Biblical scholars, archeologists and historians have been reconstructing a “historical” Jesus. Through extensive research into ancient manuscripts and thorough analysis of writing styles, cultural conditions, changes introduced by copying and distortion via translation, scholars have painted a fascinating picture of Jesus of Nazareth. Indeed, I rely heavily on scholarly accounts for context. But, while his life and times – what he likely said and did – can be deduced from ancient accounts with reasonable probability, conclusions as to what he meant, and thus, what he was remain elusive to such overt analysis.


People – devotional, scholarly and you included – see life through a veil of personal beliefs and accepted definitions, interpreting reality and descriptions thereto based on a deep-seeded world view firmly solidified during early childhood. This integral bias in really understanding life stems from an innate human propensity: the mind wraps itself around its accepted tenets, predisposed to confirm held beliefs.


Thus, any observer, however objective, will only ever glean a tainted view of Jesus’ nature, unconsciously distorted to conform to personal expectations. Where the Jesus devotee sees a divine super-human, the scholar interprets a wandering teacher or healer. Each will find a man shaded in hues that stem from his/her own world view. And the search remains like a hall of mirrors in a carnival, with seekers ultimately observing no more than a distorted image comprising, in essence, their own preset bias.


My perspective, however, and my interpretation of Jesus’ nature – a “real” Jesus vs. an aggrandized or historical one – differs from both “true” believers‘ icons or objective academicians‘ reconstructions. While I will first illustrate the historical setting and reconstruct Jesus’ place within that context based on extensive research into scholarly publications, when I explain Jesus’ message and its substance, the perspective will emerge from a unique, unobstructed angle.


Through time, through man’s ages of development from nomadic to agricultural and on to technological, occasional individuals have perceived Reality and their own conscious engagement of it more clearly than their peers. Jesus was certainly such a visionary, as his parables and occasional other statements indicate a clear and unique awareness for life’s functionality.


However, clouding the picture – thus opening Jesus’ perceived nature to diverse misconceptions – are other comments and deeds attributed to him of a more mundane nature, traditional in essence, even superstitious in nature. As myth and lore accrued on accounts of Jesus’ life after his early demise (and appended even later), his message muddled toward many potential interpretations.


My trek through life, detailed later, has provided a viewpoint explicitly freed of distorting beliefs and definitions common to the traditional western mindset. When I regard statements and parables attributed to Jesus, I can separate points voiced originally by a visionary source aware of life’s flow from those which reflect notions common to his and subsequent times, because I am aware of life’s subtle, interactive function, as he was.








Focus…cultural Context: Overview


To clarify Jesus’ “real” nature and message, it is vital to enhance the historically derived picture with a thorough illustration of the mindset of Jesus’ contemporaries: how they saw their world and how he would have learned to see things. Equally necessary to explore for valid sense to be drawn from his parables is the general mindset of the common man as it has evolved over two millennia to our time. That evolution led to common western ideas you inherited, as woven into the beliefs and assumptions that color your engagement of daily life and underlie literature, history, story-telling and even language itself.


If you do not understand how you see Reality and your own Self within it, you will assume you understand life fully from this haughtily modern standpoint, presuming your default cultural complex of notions to be accurate and valid. But all people in all times fallaciously assume they understand life as they interpret experience consistent with their belief structure. Views shared by peers through common thinking, literature and arts seem always to be corroborated, thus becoming reinforced.


Until you begin to recognize that life functions in subtle ways that elude common perception and supersede the standard modern religion-and-science mindset, you will never grasp Jesus’ illustrations of a “Kingdom” to be found within – a message deep and profound, cryptic to common thinking, yet blatantly obvious to one who perceives life’s real function.


Oh, and…


One other point here: I don’t employ mushy New-Age generalities or glowing, light-headed spiritual claims. I don’t cower daintily in awe of cultural “Truths”, which aren’t. Not only do I disdain political correctness, but I abhor its more insidious cousin: spiritual correctness – reverence typically accorded popular but invalid doctrines. If you aren’t prepared for an in-depth, unfettered, intellectual view of Consciousness and Reality, ready with an open mind to have the grand distortion of religion exposed, you’ve opened – or downloaded – the wrong book.


This account will clarify precisely what Jesus meant in his teachings and quite accurately what he was – the “real” person. Beyond that even, it will clarify for you precisely what you are.


Without the latter, you’ll never comprehend the former.


Without understanding your place as a conscious entity manifesting and engaging an experiential Reality, you will only be able to perceive Jesus within the confines of your belief structure. And that would present that hall-of-mirrors Jesus caricature comprising a divine myth or a deduced, amenable stick figure – either of which may perhaps satisfy your own needs, but have nothing to do with the real man.


Communicating New Vision: Hurdles Galore


Moving man’s view of himself and life past common thinking, the true visionary faces great difficulty: exactly that deluded mindset the sage would have listeners outgrow is the very filter through which any new perspective must pass.


Most people, solidly frozen into long-held, common notions, are unable to grasp clearer views. But another factor further hinders any movement: established views have invariably attracted practitioners who make their living off their fields. These have a vested interest in maintaining adherents: new approaches could render religions and various healing practices obsolete; they could displace various spiritual disciplines. Each of those fields features many who make their entire living from the genre, accepted experts in the field of explaining life – those preachers, priests, healers, gurus, scientists, self-help experts, holistic practitioners, rabbis, psychologists, philosophers, imams, physicians, etc. With titles and degrees, broad respect and high status in society, will such professed experts be open to ideas that question their expertise, thus threatening their cozy niches?


For years now, I’ve encountered such a situation.


Already having jettisoned religion as a valid explanation for anything as a 10-year-old, thereabouts, I came to see science as an incomplete (thus faulty) account of real life by my thirties. Regarding other genres, I could detect flaws – along with occasional insights into Reality – in eastern mystical traditions, holistic health, core spirituality, modern philosophy and every other established explanation out there. Ultimately, aided by a mystic experience and facilitated by a long inner journey and fierce personal independence, I came to see, personally and intimately, the interactive nature of Consciousness/Reality – far more clearly than standard, popular and even advanced esoteric explanations did or could depict.


In short, I consciously, explicitly scoured my subconscious store of absorbed notions, layered there from childhood, and deleted any and all definitions and beliefs I held. Concurrently, recognizing the innate connection between mind and body – and subsequently between Consciousness and Reality – I cleared away a plethora of inner roots that were leading to outer health, relationship and success issues, a gesture that always spurred improvement in real life. That inner journey, spread over 30 years or so, led to personal Clear Awareness, a state of cognition equivalent to the mystic experience I’d had during my twenties – only now it is ongoing, not periodic and fleeting.


Trying to explain Clear Awareness – through a website, books and talks across the English-speaking realm – has been an adventure steeped in the above condition: some get it and benefit greatly, many others kind of get it, but don’t pursue the requisite inner journey, while most just don’t get it. And the preponderant horde doesn’t even listen.


Visionaries of the past faced precisely the same effect. For them however, it was worse, often much worse. Socrates, blamed for aggravating gods (which, of course, didn’t exist, but were widely believed in), was forced to commit suicide. Lao Tzu, tired of dealing with the blockheads of his day, wandered off, never to be seen again. Jesus of Nazareth, engaging dogmatic forces of his time, was summarily crucified. Meister Eckhart was hounded by the church over his penetrating teachings until his death, and Galileo relegated to house arrest by the same fixed thinkers.


For my part, though, complications resulting from such a gesture have eased up a bit. First, this timeframe and setting are more placid. Modern America and European-based cultures allow a freedom of expression not available earlier.


Second, modern English, flexible, concise, yet illustrative, allows fuller expression than ancient Greek, Chinese, Aramaic, Middle German or Italian of those mentioned seers. English has acquired a vocabulary allowing pointed illustration of mind elements and psychological processes adequate to illustrate inner structures that correspond to outer effects.


Third, far more people have begun to look deeply into life. The potential audience for profound insights is not only considerably larger than ever before, but also more educated, more exposed to alternate proposals and often open to considering even more advanced perspectives than they’ve heard. (The only down side here is that fancy new esoteric explanations abound: vaunted spiritual teachers still not quite perceiving life’s functional Oneness often create new, more mystical-sounding “truths” – which, indeed, are only the same old misconceptions rephrased – providing more adorned illusions to get caught up in.)


And fourth, reaching people through advanced communication facilities in this timeframe is much easier. (With a similar drawback – lots of goofy, fallacious voices out there.)


As for any threat from irate Islamists or dull-witted fundamentalist Christians, I have come to shed the inner conflict and struggle that would entice backlash from aggressive sources. This alone should mitigate the long tradition in many creative fields that, in order to succeed, one must already be dead.


I have no more interest in martyrdom than in attracting followers or supplicants.


To Make the Point


Visionaries have two principal means to immediately communicate insights beyond people’s mundane, common mindset. They can liken awareness to equivalent situations in life to which the listener can relate – using metaphor, analogy and other grammatical tools to picture points. Or they can illustrate how listeners can gain such awareness – a path to proceed on, techniques to engage, what to look for within. Both of these gestures are much more precise and expansive now than earlier visionaries had at their disposal, given reasons just listed.


Lao Tzu relished use of allusion and interconnected illustration to picture reality’s flow as the Tao, an essence not explicitly describable. Gautama, the Buddha, however, was pretty good at doing just that, for he described various aspects of reality exceptionally concisely – if not always accurately. Additionally, the Buddha provided applicable techniques meant to propel the seeker toward greater awareness – meditation and corrected thinking.


Jesus of Nazareth – as we will see in great depth – relied heavily on simile with his parables, likening his “Kingdom of God” concept to various aspects of daily life for Galilean peasants he addressed. His principal gesture was simple teaching.


By comparison, for communicating means to enhance awareness, I illustrate techniques of self-hypnosis, dream analysis and other means to explore explicit information in the subconscious, then relate it to real-life meaning. Perceiving the connection between Self and experienced reality – Jesus’


Kingdom – requires enhanced focus both inward and outward. While scarcely able to get there by simply reading Jesus’ wisdom, one can certainly relish that wisdom having already gotten there.


Brand New Word


Before proceeding, I need to augment the English language.


Noncept. That’s it: created by revising the “con-” (together, jointly) in concept (a general notion or idea) into a neutralizing “non-“, and combining that with the retained “-cept” root (from Latin – cipere or capere, meaning to seize). A noncept – henceforth – is a word for something that doesn’t really exist, but is formulated in the imagination with whatever characteristics are assigned to it.


That renders, in my terminology, the word “concept” as referring to a real thing – something demonstrably in existence in reality, either tangible (desk, foot) or intangible (pain, hope).


Some examples of noncepts are unicorns, fairies, the government, headaches and colds. None of these exist as understood. But each of them generates an illusion of existence based on definitions (often absorbed early in life) and commonly shared references.


(What you think of as government is actually a collection of big buildings and people carrying out tasks. Headaches and colds are conditions of the body, perceived and experienced only in the physical context. The word noncept, by the way, is not a noncept itself. I’ll let you figure that out.)


Many notions of highly cherished, sacred things don’t actually exist in reality, making them pure noncepts. I may rattle your contentment by exposing flawed definitions deeply embedded within your mindset by pointing that out.


In order to outgrow fallacy, it is vital – and exceptionally beneficial – to shed illusions of “Truth” embedded in cultural fallacies, however widely accepted and deeply honored they are. Let’s angle right into Jesus’ life with a look at essential background points.








Slant In: Jesus’ Real Life – Background and Context Freed of Myth


Christianity has coexisted for so long with evolving western culture that it has become tightly woven into the common mindset, permeating not only its world view and literature, but even language itself. However religious you might be – or might have ever been – Christianity’s values (many quite negative), inferences and myths form a subtle but significant part of your “understanding”.


Should you consider yourself Christian, your religious tenets may be welded so firmly to your self-image and world view that the following in-depth look at the history and myth of Christianity could prove disturbing to your equilibrium, for many “Truths” you’ve been handed on golden platters are, at their core, anything but.


Should “true believers” have made it even this far, recognize that I feel no need to ever sugar-coat any perspective for easier consumption. Your convictions may be shaken, but your understanding of reality can only improve.


All others will want the unbridled, unmitigated facts about the real man whose teachings and deeds led to Christian theology, spiritual dominance – or rather, imposing societal dominance based on a spiritual façade – and the structured paradigm that grew out of that unique, early first-century life of Yeshua, the man from Nazareth.


But there aren’t any.


Facts, that is.


Even his name, “Yeshua” – likely pronounced ye-shew-a, a very common name in his day – was corrupted through language translations and transliterations through the Latin “Iesus” (yay-zoos) to the westernized “Jesus” we know him as. However, as we will see, this phonetic alteration is nothing compared to the plethora of changes applied to his message from the outset and continued over two millennia. A tradition that garbled his name has much more thoroughly mangled the meaning to his legacy and originally simple, yet profound message.


As to “facts” as a basis of understanding things in this investigative age: if there is anything greatly preferred to valid, reliable information in our culture, it is the appearance of facts – nice, tidy story lines that seem complete and perfunctory, stories that can be widely circulated in mutual agreement, despite lacking validity. And, as there are absolutely no historical facts concerning the life of Jesus of Nazareth – not a single word about him recorded during his lifetime – Christianity provides such a wonderful substitute appearance.


Views of Jesus


There are some 1.2 to 1.3 billion people in the world who consider themselves Christian. Yet, if you queried each of them for a description of god’s nature and the spirituality they believed in, you would get 1.2 to 1.3 billion different answers – that is, to the extent that many of them could actually formulate an answer. Many don’t really know what they believe enough to explain it. Others, if not simply parroting stock Christian jargon, would utter inconsistent, divergent accounts and outright impossibilities – yet each explanation would be perfectly believable to the person holding the religious tenets.


That is not surprising: the mind judges “Truth” based on accepted beliefs – whatever they are, they seem valid. The shock would be the vast difference among Christians as to understanding.


Beyond those billion variations on the theme of redemption, three main views of Christianity and life will be regarded here:




1.  The Orthodox: stated tenets of the Roman Catholic Church and offshoots as to:


•  What life is all about, as construed through theology and tradition,


•  What Jesus was and did, reconstructed consistent with the gospel accounts (less myth and accrued lore), and


•  What that means, not only in itself, but to you and modern society.


2.  The Scholarly: results of research and analysis of ancient manuscripts, leading to:


•  An evaluation as to what the ancient writers meant,


•  Who they actually were,


•  How things changed all along the way, and


•  How many different conclusions can be drawn from the evidence.


3.  Mine: how an ancient visionary’s perspectives, woven into sketchy accounts, appear to another visionary who explicitly sees reality beyond commonly held, fallacious notions.





The Orthodox view has grown, evolved and morphed considerably across two millennia. It was invented early on by people who never saw, heard or knew Jesus, based on vague accounts passed along by those who had, but who themselves had basically failed to understand his message – and by Paul based on his own vision. It was revised all along the way in response to political expediency, weak logic, popular mores, whim and church organizations’ agendas – including a propensity toward maintaining control, enhancing wealth and perpetuating church organizations and priesthoods.


It is vital to see not only what Christianity asserts, but where its precepts came from – how they evolved from primitive, superstitious metaphysical claims into “Gospel Truth”. In that pursuit, it is pertinent to note that, what is now considered orthodox, as established and correct theology, was once only one of many varying views. What made it main-stream orthodoxy wasn’t its inherent rectitude, but that holders of this view had the political clout to stamp out other views, thus bludgeoning them into the isolated, derided category of heresy.


Scholars have long attempted to cut through church claims, Biblical accounts and tradition to discern what the historical Jesus would have been like. They’ve dissected ancient manuscripts, comparing early and later versions of New Testament (henceforth, “NT”) books to extract a more impartial understanding than could ever be gleaned by simply reading English NT accounts. Documents include some 5700 remnants in the original Greek, thousands more in other languages, ranging from fragments to the four, rather complete uncial works – including the Codex Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus from the mid-fourth century. (Uncial means very old style Greek script, all upper case, no punctuation, no spaces between words.)


Able to read the original text in surviving manuscripts, researchers compare writing styles and varying content, the motivation of scribes along the way to change things, the meaning of ancient phrases and claims, etc. – analyzing the ancient Greek text in light of historical situations and cultural values.


So, much of this book relies for context on scholarly research into what the “Historical Jesus” was all about.


However, scholars attempting to swoosh away the haze of distortion clouding what Jesus really said and did, can only reach conclusions based on their own world views and understanding of life. But the exceptionally diverse viewpoints expressed across the New Testament – reflecting changing perceptions of Jesus’ nature through time as NT books were written – provide evidence to reach many different conclusions. And scholars do just that! Indeed, one can find some noted researcher or other who has reached just about any variation of possible conclusion – interpreting Jesus as anything from mainline Jewish rabbi to rebellious creator of a new religion, from stand-up comedian to wise teacher, from itinerant metaphysical healer to fake magician!


It’s a fairly lucrative field – writing articles and books about the historic Jesus. Scholars, it seems, are actually motivated to reach different conclusions than their peers, otherwise they couldn’t write yet another book about Jesus!


My take will be different. While scholarly research provides extensive information, the real Jesus, the man who voiced various timeless insights on life, can only be revealed when life is understood better than the common mindset of our time allows. Having clarified his historic setting and the political situation of first-century Judea, Galilee and the Roman Empire, I won’t be looking for a sterile historic character, one deduced from shreds of his comments and reports of his deeds passed along for decades before being recorded.


Rather, having spent much of my life clearing from my own mindset the debris of flawed ideas – religious notions (a controlling god), pagan impressions (luck, fate) and scientific tenets (chance, probability, external causality) – I see clearly a direct relationship of consciousness with encountered reality. This “Clear Awareness” of a functional Oneness of Self with Reality is a standpoint approached, if not fully arrived at, by great visionaries of the past.


Thus, my stance provides a twofold advantage in reconstructing the real Jesus: first, I recognize perception of this integral Oneness when it is expressed by other visionaries. And second, I don’t “form an opinion”, i.e., draw conclusions based on complex underlying impressions, common to cultural “Truths” and riding typical beliefs and assumptions. Instead, having dismantled those synthetic mind elements through which most impressions are construed, I perceive the essence of situations directly, undisturbed by familiar cultural bias, trendiness, political pressure and favored interpretation. So I see clearly what Jesus meant with his parables, and have unique insight on how he would have arrived at his level of awareness.


He wasn’t alone among our predecessors in seeing life more clearly than his peers.


Lao Tzu termed life’s encountered flow the Tao – loosely translated: “The Way”. To promote awareness of this Tao, he illustrated in the Tao de Ching how rational manipulation, that is, concocted action, would only interfere with that flow. Gautama termed such a state of consciousness Nirvana – pictured slightly different from, but in effect equivalent to, the Hindu Moksha. Plotinus, in his Enneads of the third century, spoke of the “One” without division or multiplicity.


Doubtless many others – Heraclitus, Plato and possibly Aristotle, Jacob Böhme, Honoré de Balzac, Bartolomé de las Casas, Meister Eckhart, Benedict Spinoza, Blaise Pascal, Dante, and Shakespeare of earlier times, Walt Whitman, Krishnamurti, Alan Watts, Sri Aurobindo, Gurdjieff and many others of more recent times – glimpsed or fully comprehended life’s interactive Oneness as well, relating their vision in some fashion to others.


Jesus’ insight took form in his expression, “Kingdom of God”, a status he was illustrating as being “within”, i.e., a state of mind.


Following background on Jesus’ life and times in this segment, the Upright section reviews all the caveats to accepting gospels at face value. Straight then traces the real Jesus’ life, exploring encounters he must have had, lessons he must have learned and realizations he must have reached in order to outgrow the standard Jewish world view to reach his level of perception. Diagonal extracts Jesus’ perceptive insights in parables and other sayings. Then Slant Out illustrates how his vision evolved in the hands of subsequent generations of people who failed to comprehend his message.


The Point of All This


Keep in mind this most fundamental point as the guiding principle for this endeavor: the purpose of the pursuit is to understand how life works. Any philosophy purports to explain reality’s function – and religion is only a specialized philosophical statement claiming to garner, often exclusively, THE “Truth” concerning the human engagement of reality.


The principal inhibiting factor in the pursuit of understanding is the utter gullibility of the mind – this over-riding tendency for the psyche, once having accepted a set of beliefs and definitions, to interpret reality in a way that confirms them. Religions take hold and dominate a culture, not because they accurately portray reality, but because they appear to, once having been accepted – such that succeeding generations are heavily indoctrinated into the shared cultural mindset from birth.


People compare their experience to the complex set of rules and definitions they absorbed since very early childhood. They find “Truth” in situations and explanations – often full of noncepts – that coincide with pre-accepted notions or judge as fallacy anything outside accepted tenets.


Yet, reality operates in a consistent way – the same physical, interactive functions are in play for every conscious human in existence. If religion reflected reality as it actually works, all religions would be the same: accurate rendering in words depicting life’s real flow. But they certainly aren’t! Indeed, not only are religions radically different, but any single religion – e.g., Christianity – displays broad differences in detail claimed by various denominations and countless variations off those theologies held by individual believers!


Life has a clearly discernible, easily recognizable integrated flow to it. It can be perceived and made good use of for each alert human to promote practical benefit within daily life. But implanted ideas easily distort that perception, infusing artificial, fallacious notions – particularly as to causality – into personal cognition in place of direct observation. The mind simply embraces accepted ideas as base “Truth”, so that they take on a veneer of validity that the believer can scarcely avoid because all subsequently encountered phenomena and explanation is compared back to them for acceptance.


Remember: Whatever you believe in appears true.


Reality’s functional flow can never be debated: reality manifests as it does regardless of individual recognition of its value-based inter-active function. Only simulated notions about reality – creeds, definitions, assumptions, paradigms – can be argued over. And that debate knows neither end nor resolution, as each arguing party hosts a personally customized fantasy – with each appearing unwaveringly valid to the holder.


Religions, from initiation through organization phases, invariably morph subtly from attempting to describe reality, i.e., depicting how life actually works, to reconfirming their invented, synthetic elements – and keeping their priesthoods employed.


This work provides an exposé of the concocted ideas that grew from the spurious admixture of archaic traditions, Jesus’ insights into life’s flow, misperceptions and misattributions of his peers and subsequent generations as to his meaning – and eventually to a critical examination of evolving Christian sects.


But regard of such theology and dogma must always be kept in perspective: the degree to which Christianity fails to depict reality is the extent to which it will be exposed as fallacious.


The Setting – Historical and Philosophical


I have absolutely no doubt that Jesus of Nazareth was a real person of first-century Judea, by then a Roman province on the eastern shores of the Mediterranean. He certainly was conceived and born, then grew up as all of us did/do, eating and drinking, learning and interacting with contemporaries. And I have no doubt he joked, discovered and enjoyed sex, had his successes and frustrations – and that he was crucified to end that life.


With some research, one can cut through romantic and mythical attributes heaped on that once real person to perceive what his life and times must have been like, and in surprising detail.


So let’s set the stage for the timely arrival of a peasant Galilean whose near anonymous lifetime would revise the trajectory of western civilization.


The Jewish Culture – in Traditional Context


The traditional Judean society into which Jesus was born about 4 BCE (Before Common Era = BC) had a long and firmly defined cultural heritage. From earliest times, Israelite tribes evolved into historical Judeans, emerging from a Semitic people of nomadic, herding and early agricultural ways. These Hebrew peoples stemmed, as per tradition, from forefather Jacob – the son of Isaac and grandson of Abraham, “Patriarchs” in the early second millennium BCE. Separated from their neighbors ethnically not at all, but culturally by their clannish attitude and functionally via religious fervor – believing themselves to be favored by their regarded god – they experienced a rocky history due ostensibly to their geographical homeland.


As a spawning ground of early civilization, the warm and sunny Middle East nurtured some of man’s earliest cultures – from Sumer, Akkad, Assyria and Babylonia of the Fertile Crescent, Persia and Media farther east, to Egypt at the south and the Phoenicians, Hittites and ultimately Greeks to the north. The smaller numbers of Israelites – with intense tribal identity and unique, unyielding religious traditions – only rarely held their own to maintain an independent kingdom in the face of powerful neighbors.


By the time of Jesus’ birth, Rome had controlled Palestine for some 60 years. But in a historical context, Roman domination followed tumultuous centuries of mostly foreign supremacy.


From David and Solomon’s United Monarchy a millennium before Jesus, a split led to conflict and the eventual absorption of the northern part, Israel, into Assyria under Tiglath-Pileser III about 730 BCE. By the sixth century BCE, Babylon had conquered the southern division, the Kingdom of Judah and, having destroyed its beloved Temple, seat of its revered Yahweh-god, removed much of its population back to their own Tigris-Euphrates center. Nearly fifty years later, Cyrus the Great’s Median/Persian Empire, following its conquest of Babylon, allowed return of many (mostly younger generations) to the homeland, even helping them rebuild. But foreign dominance continued under the Achaemenid Empire during this “Second” Temple period.


Persian regional control ceased with their defeat in 332 BCE by Alexander the Great. The ensuing era ushered in strong Greek influence throughout the Middle East, now cultural as well as political/military. Alexander, as his Macedonian army gained control of vast swaths of land stretching on to India, left colonies with organized control of conquered lands. Upon his early death – Alexander had not quite mastered his self-proclaimed godhood to the degree of functional immortality – his vast empire became partitioned, each region falling under control of various of Alexander’s generals. Seleucus gained control over Babylonia, launching the Seleucid Empire, while Ptolemy garnered Egypt, founding the Ptolemaic dynasty. Their successors maintained – with varying levels of competence – the lofty status and conflictual attitude of those former generals.


Caught right in the middle? Yes, the Hebrew people found themselves dissolved from the Macedonian Empire only to be dominated by the Ptolemaic for a century, then the Seleucids until 141 BCE. By then, the latter empire having deteriorated, a period of independence emerged under the Hasmoneans following the Maccabean Revolt.


That period of self-rule was anything but placid, however. Intrigue and conflict ultimately led to a virtual invitation for the Romans to invade. Pompey obliged, establishing control in about 63 BCE. The Romans first kept Hasmoneans in tacit control under Hyrcanus II as nominal High Priest – but real political power rested from then on with increasingly Imperial Rome, whose interests were initially overseen by Antipater.


Antipater the Idumaean, quite a manipulator, wrangled himself efficiently into Roman graces, becoming the first Procurator of Judea, so named as a Roman province. His career was shortened by poison in 43 BCE (not an uncommon early retirement plan in coming times of the Roman Empire). By 36 BCE, his son, Herod (the Great), had emerged as client king of Judea, serving at the pleasure of Rome.


Herod, despite extensive building and reasonably prosperous times, was despised by his people. Ostensibly Jewish – Idumaeans from that southernmost province of the region had been forcibly converted – he was deemed illegitimate as ruler. His propensity for doing away with priests and family members, a lavish lifestyle and heavy taxes all added to common contempt. Herod died about the time of Jesus’ birth, leaving his son, Herod Antipas in control of Galilee as tetrarch. (Antipas received that honor due to his father’s penchant for executing most other eligible heirs. Tetrarch was less than king, in that Antipas only ruled over a quarter of Judea, including Galilee and Perea, a district east of the Jordan River and Dead Sea.)


Significant to note in that overview was the hard-headed, fervent mindset that was part of the Jewish tradition and religion. Rome, during its expansion from Republic into Empire, encountered, tolerated and even absorbed many regional religions. But, nowhere did it face the ardent encapsulation of religious traditions and mores into society as with the Jews. Most other religions at the time – in many variations – imagined gods in pantheons of some configuration or other, but typically acknowledged other groups’ deities and cults. Not so the Jews: in their minds, their god was exclusive.


Laying the Foundation – Onto the Footer


Understanding points Jesus presented to his peers requires exploring how Jews, local Greeks, Romans and other ethnic mixes inhabiting the region perceived reality. Without a clear recognition of the common ancient mindset, regard for precepts presented in the Gospels and Christian tradition becomes distorted by a default – yet highly flawed – impression that people back then thought and acted like people today, that their daily interaction with neighbors and family was similar to modern man’s. This defective assumption unavoidably distorts perception of Jesus and his message. It’s a pit trap devotional adherents to Christianity have occupied for ages – and one that the scholarly critic, seeking to reconstruct a historical Nazarene, can scarcely and only dimly peek out of.


Indeed, to understand the mindset of Judea’s common man and the more sophisticated – priests, scribes, prophets, Pharisees, philosophers, etc. – it is correspondingly vital to understand the common, modern mindset: how contemporary humans understand reality to function. Without recognizing how we each attribute causality to life’s engaged flow – and that certainly includes you and any school of thought to which you ascribe – any explorer of Jesus’ nature will join the devoted Christian, astute Jew and “objective” scholar, trapped in blissful ignorance in that spacious pit of misunderstanding.


However, resolving how minds of the first and twenty-first centuries (plus those intervening ages) worked is still not enough to determine Jesus’ viewpoint and meaning. The reader must also begin to recognize how life actually works.


The psyche’s functionality and common capability in earlier versions of our species, including those several millennia ago, was roughly equivalent to ours. But their foundation of assumptions – interwoven beliefs as to life’s qualitative source and manifesting mechanism – differed considerably. Without seeing how Jesus’ contemporaries thought, without seeing how “modern” man thinks AND without seeing how life really works, all three, any evaluator (including you) will chip, carve and conveniently shape Jesus and his deep insights into a form that fits neatly into that perceiver’s mindset.


Jesus, as a handful of other true visionaries through time, could see how reality works in ways imperceptible to others. He tried to explain that clarity of vision to peers using simple aphorisms and parables to liken life’s flow to various aspects of their simple agrarian lives.


But the body of his teaching and actions was grossly misinterpreted in his day. His succinct illustrations became mixed with common thinking of the time, misunderstood as they were by unschooled peasants who heard them. Because he didn’t compose anything personally, this resultant mishmash was passed along in oral traditions for decades before anything was recorded – and even then, that convoluted, often internally conflictual account continued to be revised for centuries. As generations passed, the grossly mythologized theology that resulted grew and sprouted ever new shoots off the fallacious bundle until orthodoxy has all but covered over the gems of wisdom that still remain to be seen in Gospel accounts.


My purpose here is to expose the fallacy and highlight the wisdom.


Reality functions in an invariable, inviolable way. Ancients, tied up with rigid notions of gods and spirits as forces, couldn’t see that functionality. Moderns, adding to those noncepts many external forces and sources, can’t see life’s flow either. Jesus could – to some degree. My intention is to reveal his insights, stripped of their original distortion and two millennia of added philosophical and theological tarnish.


The Ancients and Their Way of Thinking


Two thousand years ago, with customs well rooted in longstanding, heavily superstitious traditions, mankind attributed causality to the mystical realm of spirits and supernatural forces, headed up by gods. While the pantheon of specialized gods under Zeus/Jupiter of the Greco-Roman world had grown tired and less vivid in the common mindset, still gods, Fates – the Moirai, that personified trio inflicting destiny on man by spinning the thread of life, then measuring and cutting it based on their own agenda – and other good and evil daemons were seen to dictate events in one’s life. They were deemed exclusively causal; they were regarded as holding the power to make real events happen, good or bad, according to their own plans.


That acquiescence to unseen spirit forces in ancient, common cognition of life held by the average person cannot be overstated. Most people then – certainly including the Galilean peasantry Jesus encountered – were illiterate and uneducated. They had no exposure to science (which didn’t yet exist) and mathematics – little even to philosophy, save for some minor Greek influence, with that restricted to intellectuals. Geography consisted of vague impressions of powerful empires off to the east and west, with much of the world dim, distant and unspecified.


Had the common man in Palestine thought about it at all, he would have considered the world flat, with land riding on and surrounded by water below and above. Keeping water up there was the “firmament” – a great, canopy-like dome not too far beyond where birds could fly. Indeed, the firmament had gates for the sun and moon to go through, and through which water fell as rain from the waters above. Stars were loosely attached to this dome and sometimes fell off. The heavens, abode of gods – or Yahweh and his angels, as other original gods slowly got demoted – was up there in the sky even beyond the firmament.


Medical science – the interactive function of the body, its organs, nerves, etc. – was basically unknown. History was recorded in a biased fashion, but not studied commonly: there were no schools as we know them (only scholarly enclaves, such as the Library at Alexandria and other Hellenistic facilities). Only the very wealthy educated their offspring. And even they had no recognition of health sciences, anthropological differences between cultures, nutritional values of foods, law (beyond the unquestioned dictates of rulers), human rights or many of the other frameworks of modern cross-cultural understanding we hold as assumptions.


Children of the large lower classes not only weren’t educated, but were routinely exploited if not abused – made to work, sold off in marriage, treated as property. (They certainly didn’t sit endlessly watching TV, playing video games or texting one another, but had to work from early in life.) They would have been handed common cultural conjecture as fact, as revealed and accepted truth as to how things were – not as a religion, such as we regard common belief structures. With no alternative ideas available and likely punishment – imagined from the gods, exacted by parents and society – for any questioning of popular tenets, children then, as most do now and have done through all time, simply accepted explanations they were handed.


Humans of the first century not only didn’t think independently, they didn’t even want to: the ancient was highly motivated to fit anonymously into society, to share the common mindset and not stand out. Each, having grown through that childhood indoctrination period, looked at traditional explanations not as a religion, as an explanation with options. Rather, each bought into prevailing notions without question as to how life worked – having had local cultural “Truths” hammered into their mindset since childhood with no alternatives available, duly fearful of divine retribution for evil thoughts. They might question certain interpretations, but not core tenets.


Indeed, Latin, the language of the Romans during centuries of ascendance and decline, didn’t even have a word for religion until late in its run; religion wasn’t deemed a creed or set of convictions to be switched or dabbled in, but the standard way of life, self-evident, unquestionable.


This psychological adherence to religion was even more pronounced within the Jewish culture, given its ages-long identi fication with its exclusive god and his laws as identified by prophets and refined by long traditions.


But universally, common man didn’t understand astronomy – had no recognition whatsoever of the earth with atmosphere and oceans orbiting the sun along with other planets.


More generally, wandering regularly through the night sky, the planets were associated with local gods, named after them. Even days of the week became associated with – and named after – gods (Woden’s Day, Thor’s Day, Saturn’s Day) – inventing a 7-day week precisely because, along with sun and moon, five planets were visible moving through the “heavens”. Eventually, these planets/gods were attributed causality based on slowly established astrological relationships of stellar and planetary positions – orientations that seemed to correspond to real events, even cause them. Likewise, omens were read into appearances of comets and eclipses. (Some of these occult practices persist today, nurtured by ever-gullible minds, ready to interpret reality through held beliefs and always preordained to reconfirm them.)


Aristotle’s cosmic model featured earth surrounded by concentric crystalline spheres with sun and planets, etc., attached, each rotating at different velocities over a static earth. This model evolved complexity by the second century BCE needed to explain complicated, sometimes retrograde, planetary movement. But little of even that primitive model, shared by scholars, dispersed into common understanding.


Without newspapers or anything approaching objectivity in accounts passed along, people had no information on current events elsewhere – knowing only what they heard of distant lands from hearsay and rumor, perhaps delivered by caravan drivers or wandering minstrels, stories rife with fear and exaggeration. In cities, rumors spread rapidly – and changed with each telling!


Biology hadn’t emerged, leaving people ignorant of microscopic life forms, infection, cause of fermentation, need for fertil ization of crops, etc. Nor had geology. Lacking background in reliable history, common folk held correspondingly little orientation towards reporting events impartially.


Peasants hated their aloof, excessively wealthy rulers, but didn’t understand why the elite held power or even how, beyond force of arms. Common folk not only had no understanding of climate or weather patterns, they didn’t even recognize that air existed. They thought drought was punishment from the gods, believing prophets could elicit rain through incantations or entreaties. (When it worked, it was proven true; when not, apparently the entreaty wasn’t adequate or the god angry. Any outcome fulfilled common convictions!)


They had little regard for individual expression and personal fortitude: believing gods and spirits to be dominant (what that word comes from!) in human affairs, they thought that configurations of animals’ entrails could foretell the future. Indeed, they slaughtered an animal as sacrifice to appease appropriate gods before battle and killed a bigger one as thanks afterwards if successful.


Throughout the Greco-Roman realm, in order to detect what the gods had in store, divination was long practiced. Oracles were deemed the conduits to the spirit realm, able to directly scrutinize their god’s will. Lesser-connected seers were thought able to read the intent of the gods, generally by examining those animal entrails to predict upcoming events by interpreting liver, lung or other conditions. Other such means of predicting upcoming events spanned man’s cultures – from oracle bones and the I Ching in China to common occult gestures of reading palms, the stars, numbers, crystal balls, tarot cards, melting or dripping wax or even tea leaves.


Many of those, too, survive in some form or other to this day – save tea leaf reading, a practice sharply diminished by the invention of tea bags.


Libation was common – pouring out a few drops of wine (or whatever) before drinking as offering to the gods. And of course, special notation was used to even address any particular god – lest that deity be offended. A key means of influencing gods had been giving them offerings and sacrifices – from ritually slaughtered animals (Jewish “shechita” is still practiced) to grain and virgins.


Omens, portents and signs were sought as indications of the gods’ intentions, curses and jinxes highly feared.


The point to all of these observations is that, to the ancient mind and to far too many even today, a specific, dictated destiny is currently in store – about to happen, or “in the cards” – for each of us to encounter as set there by the force of some external, i.e., spiritual, source.


To ancient minds, gods and spirits were causal; man wasn’t. It behooved the interested party, so implied, to predetermine just what exactly is in store so decisions could be made whether or not to proceed with current undertakings. And in the interests of divine cajoling, urging positive events to happen certainly required reverence and offerings to the gods – or atonement, fasting, self-inflicted pain, etc. – to elicit from them desirable events.


Overlaid within common, functional paradigms for local groups sharing pantheons and mythical world views was the hierarchical character of imagined gods, their roles, powers and interactive propensities. This was the case virtually everywhere two thousand years ago.


A good example to illustrate that is Ahura Mazda, the wise and beneficent god in Old Persian lore.


Zoroaster, in reconstructing Persian traditions centuries before Jesus, had promoted Ahura Mazda from the chorus to soloist, picturing him as primary creator god. But, as a force of good and promoter of truth in the world, he was locked in ongoing conflict with the negative Angra Mainyu. Ahura Mazda (personifying words meaning light and wisdom) came complete with his entourage of Amesha Spenta – “Bounteous Immortals”, angelic sorts of entities that in turn personified positive qualities of wholeness, devotion, etc. Later on these Immortals, as such things evolve, became attributed to domains (again, what that word comes from) of life, such as water, fire, cattle, etc.


Jewish lore isn’t so straightforward. From the time of David, the prevailing god was named “El” or variations thereof: El-Shaddai (god of the mountain), Elohim (plural, the gods). El was rooted in Canaanite belief and not uncommon in various Middle Eastern groups in times one to two thousand years BCE. He was paired with Asherah as wife or consort and father to other gods – e.g., Mot (Ugaritic death god) and Yam (Sea god of Canaan) – and figured prominently in regional myth.


But Yahweh (or YHWH, the four-lettered “tetragrammaton” – without vowels, as per that time) was the name most often attributed to the Jewish creator god, particularly later, approaching the time of Jesus. Yahweh’s roots are more obscure, but it, too, was associated with Asherah in early times – according to clear archeological indications. At some point it either paralleled El, or eclipsed him after Israel (the northern part of the original kingdom where El was more firmly rooted) fell to the Assyrians and Yahweh took center stage in the Jerusalem temple (located in Judah to the south, where YHWH was imagined).


Clouding the exact evolution of El and Yahweh as concepts (and any other aspect of belief, for neither El nor Yahweh ever existed as anything except mind images of fervent believers) is the invariable propensity of associated religions to revise their history along the way according to subsequently popular interests. Judaism, for example, presents itself as monotheistic and retrofits that claim on its history by revising its lore. But in ancient times, Judaism was much more accurately Henotheism, wherein people (particularly common folk) worshipped a principal god while accepting the existence of other deities, or Monolatrism, where many gods were acknowledged, but only one worshipped.


In religions where dogma and definition passed through the ages via oral traditions as personal exchange and generational indoctrination, change was inevitable and easy: the past was simply revised to suit present whim. Yahweh’s peer gods became lesser in rank, ultimately relegated to mere angels. Hallowed accounts were updated – simply changed by the priesthood as needed to fit current interpretations. Even as writing made recording of traditions possible, for ages written materials had to be regularly recopied as old manuscripts wore out. Changes were easy and common as pious scribes would make revisions consistent with current conceptions (immaculate or not) – or simply not copy documents with accounts that differed from preferred interpretations.


Many a Jewish (and certainly later, Christian) tenet has passed into oblivion upon being rendered unpopular. With each revision, the past was simply reconstructed to fit current belief – a policy of deception inherited by its progeny, Christianity.


Fear and Powerlessness


So common peasant farmers, fishermen, housewives, laborers or basket weavers Jesus would have encountered were very superstitious. Totally unfamiliar with modern sciences and means of communication, unaware of history and current events beyond word-of-mouth accounts from caravan merchants or rumor, unable to read and with no access to objective news sources, peasants of Roman Judea were isolated, very credulous, fearful people. They attributed creative power to a remote, aloof, yet potent god and feared the impact of demons and spirits, any of which could inflict pain, illness, insanity or failure without warning or effective recourse.


This idea – perpetuated overtly or subtly to this day – held that the spiritual realm was good and powerful whereas the mundane, physical realm was flawed and weak; the spiritual desirable, the material disdained. Man’s “soul” element was thought trapped here in the world of pain and toil – prompting yearning toward the spiritual, resulting in efforts to appease the deity. Thus, burnt and animal offerings strictly followed revealed Law: complex rituals specified exactly how to slaughter animals and prepare food, how to conduct relationships, etc., to satisfy Yahweh. The process – the expertise required to deal with Yahweh correctly – had been revealed by prophets of old and was known only to priests of current times. That “expertise” and common fear that elevated it, promoted the priesthood into special societal classes – for they alone had the inside track to Yahweh’s attention. They alone could interpret signs and dreams, could administer rituals properly so as not to anger Yahweh-god and bring punishment, opening the way for surreptitious demons to gain control.


Where we look to medication prescribed by a doctor to counter symptoms of illness, they would have recoiled in shame, thinking themselves inflicted as impure sinners or taken over by evil spirits. And their neighbors would have judged them so, too. The only recourse was repentance and purification – again via ritual.


The priesthood’s driving authority was “Truth” as revealed in scriptures – insights gleaned by holy men of old and passed along through, by the time of Jesus, written accounts. Sense was made of a cruel and dangerous world by hearing and debating the meaning of scriptural passages – the dictates of the Psalms, words of Isaiah and Micah, accounts of Moses – then trying to relate those words to current, daily situations.


Common folk would have applied wine or oil to cleanse a wound – not to kill bacteria or soothe the skin, but rather to counter the evil that the lesion symbolized. To deal with illness, mental or physical, they might receive lashes or fast to appease Yahweh through personal suffering, or repent for sins they obviously must have committed to receive such illness as punishment.


But their principal means to accomplish intent – to erase the sin and impurity, thus assuaging Yahweh and eliciting favorable events – was to atone through sacrifice for sins inflicted on others. Distinct rituals specified exactly how to carry out such atonement: burnt offerings of perfect bulls, lambs, goats or doves, were required (couldn’t dump your deformed lambs on ol’ Yahweh), specifically chosen according to the negative act. Explicit peace, sin and grain offerings were carried out with exacting rituals performed by the priests.


By Jesus’ time, large-scale sacrificial procedures had become institutionalized, with the Temple hierarchy and many suppliers of goats, lambs and doves reaping great profits from dictated procedures set into place earlier by Major Prophets.


Beyond that, the common peer of Jesus had more negatives to overcome.


The Class Structure


Filling out the picture of Jesus’ cultural environment brings up an aspect of man’s tradition that is much less rigid in western society currently than in other regions and in the world in general of earlier eras. The United States comprises a populace whose ancestors left Europe and other areas often enough to escape rigid societal class structures in place there. The mix prizes the flexibility of a system, wherein the possibility exists to better oneself – through education, hustle, training, imagination, etc., to improve one’s lot in life. American class implications divide out based on wealth and education – both of which are attainable.


That flexibility can be taken for granted, by presuming other cultures in other times, featured upward mobility, too. Such was not the case in first-century Judea – or anywhere else on this planet at that time.


People by birth were virtually fixed into rigidly defined, inflexible classes offering scant possibility of upward mobility.


At the top was royalty and the privileged class – landowners, high government officials and their families, whose children would learn to read and write, whose status and wealth passed on to those offspring. This small sliver of the population, perhaps 5 percent, controlled probably two thirds of the wealth.


In first-century Judea, they certainly didn’t rock the boat. These people – along with the aristocratic temple priesthood, the Sadducees, also enjoying status, power and wealth from taxation – weren’t about to fight or even offend the Romans and thus threaten their own good lifestyle.


Just under that upper class were scribes, those literate who wrote out legal forms, hand-copied documents and interpreted writings. There were no manufacturing operations, however, no “corporations” and little real industry, but there were merchants and artisans – smiths and potters, etc. They could make a living, despite the tax burden to the Romans and local ruler, plus another tithe to the temple. But that class was relatively small.


Below that were tenant farmers working the fields, vineyards and olive orchards, fishermen and laborers – basically construction people, involved in Antipas’ building projects. The farmer owed a cut of profits or crop yield to landowners, while all owed taxes to the Romans, the local hierarchy and the temple cult. Indeed, most people would have been farmers to a degree. They grew whatever edibles they could in their own gardens and kept their own animals – typically right in the same small, dirt-floored houses they lived in.


Jesus’ occupation, referred to in the gospels by the (Greek) word “tekton” would have been a general construction worker – laboring with his father on building projects. The romantic image of carpenter, building furniture or frame houses, is a romantic myth. The simple, mud-brick or stone houses of the time lacked amenities such as furniture and commercially crafted cabinets, wood being scarce and expensive anyway. And Nazareth wasn’t near the Sea of Galilee for boat-building operations. But building was plentiful, so masons and general-purpose construction workers were certainly feasible lines of employment. (Nazareth sat within an hour’s walk of Sepphoris, a regional center that was undergoing major building in Jesus’ time – due to heavy damage from an uprising following Herod’s death. Construction jobs would have been plentiful there during Jesus’ youth.)


With no social programs available, everybody had to earn their “daily bread” somehow. Most worked hard throughout their short lifetimes, following lines of work their fathers had.


Soldiers were needed, guards, etc. But while Rome drafted many locals for its legions, Jews weren’t sought for this line of work: they wouldn’t fight on the Sabbath, and wars couldn’t be so conveniently scheduled.


In comparison to much of the Roman Empire, slaves were uncommon in Judea, it seems, so that bottom-end cultural stratum was largely relegated to the peasantry for low pay or food.


Cultural Standards


Framing the mindset of common people in Jesus’ setting was the traditional promotion of purity, tied in with the primitive spirit-world-based standards of thinking. Imagining a god that meddled continuously in human affairs from mass events down to a personal level, the positive gesture to elicit favorable conditions via burnt and grain offerings – so considered – was purity, i.e., cleanliness, in a defined sense more than physical, though material cleanliness was a part of the equation.


Daily life in a village would have been pretty smelly. Without running water and sewage systems, people had to fetch water from the town well – hardly pristine to begin with – and carry it home (a menial task often assigned to children) for all purposes. For an extended family with an older generation and numerous children (lacking other diversions, sex would have been a frequent evening pastime, with headaches likely not yet a good excuse for overworked females to decline it – however, many babies died early, tempering the household numbers somewhat) there was a lot of daily poop to deal with. And no bathroom, no outhouse in which to sequester it. Plus, goats, cattle and any other animals stayed right there in the same house – adding to the ambient stench. Outside the house, donkey dung and urine would have graced the streets, added to by men and dogs.


So conceptually, purity did include some recognition of sanitary values: anointing people, the principal gesture of purification, would have served to cover over ambient malodors with sweet fragrance. That symbolized good overcoming evil.


However, being pure involved more in a spiritual sense: following accepted traditional dictates as prescribed by the prophets – what to eat, exactly what to offer for sacrifice, how to prepare food, not working on the Sabbath, etc. Indications of higher purity – that is, as reflected in the reality Yahweh was deemed to manifest – included wealth, health, being Jewish and being male.


Being female entailed, by definition, impurity, owing to menstruation and long, primitive traditions featuring women as property in this male-dominant Patriarchal Society. Add seductive guile and its twofold negativity: temptation to physical pleasures (worldly, as opposed to high-minded spirituality) and control over men. Also defined as impure, and deemed lower class, were the diseased, lame, poor, non-Jews, outcasts, etc. Down there, too, were robbers, prostitutes, bar owners, herdsmen, tax collectors, those who ducked Temple taxes and those who didn’t follow set rituals and observations.


So stratified, the culture Jesus grew up in was rigid and unyielding. Seemingly immersed in foul-smelling evil, it strived for the good, however out of reach it seemed.



Personal Engagement


As across the Roman Empire, the common man of first-century Palestine spent his day not driving off to his office or workplace in the morning (no such thing as regular pay with extensive benefits), not shopping at the store with all manner of food and household products available (town bazaars would have offered local produce and grain in season, perhaps expensive spices), not playing with the kids (no time for that) or helping them with homework in the evening (no schools) nor watching a movie (entertainment wasn’t available), but trying to eke out a living.


A workday was as long as the season’s daylight hours provided – and in Palestine, there were six of them wrapped around the non-working Sabbath. Active life took place during the daytime. With lighting only by oil lamp and fire (candles didn’t appear in the Middle East until four centuries later), night activity was limited – and discouraged by the cost of olive oil or wood. Venturing out at night risked encountering thieves without police for security.


The typical man dominated his small home, likely treating his family with the same overlord authority that he faced from his government, his landlord and his imagined god. His effort was spent trying to follow traditional rituals to appease and not anger spirit sources of pain and hunger.


In his own mind, the average peasant was powerless; he faced real forces of cultural suppression and imagined forces of evil spirits out to get him and his family. Tolerance, fairness and empathy for the ill and less well off (all of whom, at least in Palestine, were deemed impure and thus eliciting their own fate) was unlikely. Social programs to help anybody were not part of the Roman agenda – nor of either Antipas or the Temple elite.


So, outside restricted, privileged groups – ruling and administrative classes, some merchants and the temple hierarchy – the average man had no upward mobility, no power and no hope. And the common woman, impure by definition, was worse off yet, both politically and socially inferior, particularly in the male-dominant Middle East. For sure, there would have been joking and social interaction, relationships between neighbors and friends, talk and gossip, and various festivals. Human nature survives despite conditions. But on a personal scale, daily living for Jesus’ contemporaries was a tough undertaking.


The Bigger Picture


Adding to the bleakness of life for the Judean realm was an overriding negativity of tradition. For more than a millennium, generation after generation, Hebrew lore featured Yahweh’s standing promise that the Jews would be independent, ruled by a descendant of David, free of outside oppression and control. That self-rule had been the guarantee of the covenant forged in ancient times, promised by a god who, in turn, expected his chosen people to honor him and him alone as sole deity-in-chief.


But for centuries, since the capitulation of Judah, the Jewish peoples had been almost continuously under foreign control. So, where was Yahweh all this time while his people suffered, toiling endlessly under the yoke of outside authority? Why would he allow the Babylonians, Seleucids and Romans to dominate his chosen people?


Far from ever questioning the very being of such an inept deity, the conclusion was invariably reached – likely promoted by religious authorities living privileged lifestyles – that the people had sinned, had worshipped other gods, had somehow failed their side of the bargain. And thought grew through time that any day now, people would have adequately atoned for their sins, and Yahweh would smite the enemies and restore the Jewish state to its rightful prominence. Leading that charge would be a grand hero, anointed as king and savior – a Messiah.


Ritually significant to Jewish tradition was that a priest, king or prophet be duly anointed with scented olive oil. This had to do with that orientation to purity: the sweet oil was cleansing and purifying, signifying goodness in opposition to foul-smelling, evil things. The Aramaic word, “Messiah” simply meant Anointed One, a person deemed special religiously or politically, consecrated by proper authorities using that time-honored gesture. (“Christ”, of course, is Greek for Messiah. Subsequently, though, Christ took on vaunted meaning well beyond being anointed as head of state or holy man.)


So hope and yearning built over time that some great leader, a Messiah, duly selected by Yahweh from available stock if not supplied directly from above, would emerge to lead Israel to independence.


People in any time or place, when faced with austere realities, very often retreat into the safe confines of their own imaginations. When rejected by a lover or society, they’ll imagine a more desirable setting, visualizing in the unhindered bounds of thought an alternate reality, more pleasing, more satisfying. Surely that’s how it should be, how it will be one day…


So, it would have been then: if oppression and discontentment dominate life now, surely Yahweh will intervene to improve things soon. We need only follow the prescribed dictates – the Law and Prophets – to appease his requirements and unleash his mighty force. This had been promised by the covenant, foreseen by the prophets of old, foretold in the scriptures – all cornerstones of the undergirding Jewish world-view of the day.


Thus the comprehensive mindset Jesus would have encountered in his Galilee environs was a primitive one indeed. People projected power to the spirit realm, ultimately to Yahweh god, and looked to divining means and prophecy to foretell what would come. Hopeful but wary, trusting in imagined power sources to counter imagined evil, they faced a daily grind to feed themselves and their families and pay their heavy taxes.



The Western Version


We, too, inherited variations of these same elements of mind: concepts that project power to gods and intangible metaphysical sources. But the western mindset grew from European root notions – conceptually removed from Middle Eastern variations and only later overlaid with them.


European traditions at their core stem from ancient Germanic, Greek, Celtic, Slavic and South European peoples, most of whom emerged from the same Indo-European roots.


Before Abraham migrated from Babylon towards the southern Levant, before pyramid building began in Egypt, even before Sumer coalesced into civilization in southeast Mesopotamia, advanced inhabitants of the Black Sea region began to expand outwards. Having mastered agriculture and experienced its accompanying population growth, having developed the wheel and domesticated horses, various tribes began to migrate into surrounding, lesser populated regions. In time, they absorbed or displaced native groups, differentiating their language (as well as culture and ethnic identity) as they split regionally to become major European peoples: Greeks, Celts, Slavs, Germans, Scandinavians, various Latins, etc. (Basques remain today as a carryover indigenous people, where Finns and Hungarians represent a later incursion.)


Attitudes and the prevailing mindset of these early Indo-European peoples are reflected by their myths and gods. From Greek and Roman Zeus/Jupiter to the Celtic Taranis and Germanic Odin/Wotan and Thor, each with accompanying pantheons of specialized deities – sun, war, vegetation, love, fertility, harvest, fire, wind, etc., gods – specific projections of source causality can be seen.


Our western ancestors perceived a world ruled over and directly influenced by pantheons rather than predominant single deities, as in eventual Yahweh characterizations. Ancient Europeans projected their gods onto apparent star formations – the constellations – and saw the planets, sun and moon, as well as comets and an occasional nova, as indicators of the gods’ intent. As noted, they would fervently seek to portend the future by determining godly intent through various means of divination, and adjust plans accordingly. And they tried to influence their deities through animal sacrifice, prayer/entreaty and other means.


Interactive gods and goddesses imagined by our ancestors incorporated several features that passed to succeeding generations even as the gods themselves died out following the introduction of Christianity.


First, the Fates, mythical entities initially spinning the thread of personal life, evolved into a force unto itself that would dictate life’s track: Fate, Kismet (Persian roots) or Destiny (Latin roots) all allude to a subtle power, a seemingly external agent, that is setting the course of events in one’s life. Fate, generally, as the thought has come down to us, regards the present and future as events unfold. It indicates a prescribed outcome, hidden and not specifically sourced to a god or other explicit agent. Destiny tends to look backward, interpreting an inevitable line to life that led to the current outcome or to one’s final status in life – as though, seen in retrospect, it were fixed in place and unavoidable.


Related to these, but separate and in addition – for all such notions accumulate within the mindset – is fortune. The Roman Goddess, Fortuna – cognate to the Greek Tyche – was deemed to capriciously inflict good or bad outcomes into life events. She lives still in the common words “fortunate” and its adverbial cousin, “fortunately”. Notice how often you or others use those words – and recognize that doing so reveals a subtle attribution of causality, active within your own subconscious, that projects the underlying source of the event explained to some external force.




Two Key Points necessary to recognize concerning Theism:




1.  The only difference between holding one god as exclusive or supreme and believing in many gods specialized in function is the number.


•  Gods exist only in the imagination of believers – however real they seem to those holders.


•  Projecting creative causality to one source as opposed to many is merely arithmetic.


•  In terms of idols which represented various gods: worshipping an idol or star cluster is no different than worshipping a concept.


2.  As cultures evolved in their understanding, absorbing alternate impressions from surrounding or conquering groups or integrating more accurate perspectives from visionaries within their own midst, old ideas were never fully eradicated. All such cultural conjecture simply accumulates, covered over with new layers of definition, with the mix passed on to subsequent generations.


•  The mind can host numerous, diverse notions as to causality – how life works – that are inconsistent, even conflicting. Yet, it won’t detect any contradiction, as all definitions, absorbed during early learning, are held as truths.


[image: img]  E.g., if a god created the world and drives it by instigating all events according to a divine plan, then luck can’t be a valid mechanism driving events, as all causality would default back to the god. But a mind primed from early childhood with both of these common definitions won’t notice the exclusive dichotomy to those notions.


[image: img]  Likewise, Science, attributing causality to real world forces and sources is absolutely inconsistent with religions that deem gods as instigators. Yet many people blindly accept both Christianity and Science, which are actually mutually exclusive paradigmatically.


•  Elements pertaining to understanding how life works, shared across cultures, are built into the mindset in many subtle ways.


[image: img]  Not only are religion and likely science absorbed as explicit belief structures during childhood, but these common notions are subtly embedded in literature and entertainment. They are thus communicated and reinforced in every mode of value expression from childhood stories to cartoons to movies.


[image: img]  Indeed, language itself carries specific implications for the nature of reality – and different languages, in diverse tone and varying detail for describing experienced phenomena, incorporate substantially different world-views.


[image: img]  Common cultural behavior and personal interaction also reflect shared values and pass them on to subsequent generations.


•  The religious and scholarly alike arrive at conclusions as to Jesus’ nature based on the world-view they hold, the belief structure that shapes their interpretation. Inaccurate views of the function of reality can only lead to erroneous conclusions.








Also related functionally and bundled as well into standard thinking is the impression of luck. The Indian goddess Lakshmi, presiding over wealth, beauty and, (you guessed it) fortune, weaseled her way into western thinking, likely through old German or Slavic connections. Luck, functionally, is more short term and immediate than related notions of fortune or fate. But the good/bad outcome impelled by some determining force out there, some subtle driver, seems insurmountable in comparison to personal will, planning and execution: hence the common sports idiom, I’d rather be lucky than good.


Luck, Fate and Fortune all slink stealthily within common western thinking. All are carryovers from ancient thoughts that undergird traditional European thinking. All predate Christianity in their roots. And all impact the holder’s confidence and thus his/her life flow.


From the fourth century onward, as Christianity became the state religion of the Roman Empire – thanks to Constantine – the single god notion spread through various continental cultures. But importantly, monotheism never really displaced older concepts; it simply got piled on top of common cultural understanding. And it willingly adopted older pagan lore to promote acceptance. Easter, rooted in spring rebirth and fertility rites (Jesus rising from the dead, bunny rabbits and eggs) was a facelift of German rites to Eostre. Christmas borrowed gift-giving from year-end Saturnalia, its date from winter solstice celebrations (when the sun’s trek, as rebirth, began to head northwards) and much lore from other pagan roots.


So European Late Antiquity and Middle Ages were dominated by common thinking that projected creative, effective power outwards to various imagined sources. Indeed, the lack of literary output and philosophical advancement of the often-termed “Dark Age”, with a general cultural decline (in comparison to the preceding Roman Empire) that characterized Europe then resulted directly from the powerlessness of the shared mindset of superstitious, fearful people. With a dominating church riding fear and its own authoritative, self-serving attitude, stultification was the only possible outcome.


But by about 1600, some thinkers began to nudge man’s point of view past the strictly religious.


Understand that religion, at least western versions of it, rests on a type of thinking called Revelation. This mode holds that truths concerning the workings of reality are hidden, masked by, through or behind a deity such that only a few privileged souls are able to see through the veil and “reveal” those truths. Long traditions of Judaism were compiled from prophets’ revelations over centuries. Christianity’s emergence rested solely on revealed word as put forth by Jesus, Paul and subsequent enhancers like Tertullian (inventor of the Trinity), Irenaeus, and Augustine on to Thomas Aquinas.


(Of course, such revelation wasn’t actually revealing anything new or insightful about a god who didn’t really exist. But rather it only added slight permutations of already accepted definitions – principally grander and more glorious versions of the same myth. Religious establishments and common people never accept valid, visionary perspectives as “revealed”. Real insight into how life actually works, which always exposes the flaws of accepted “Truth”, would seem blasphemy. Only notions in line with preaccepted bunk are regarded as revelation.)


But revelation as a means of understanding began to be challenged by two other methods of differentiating truth from fallacy: Reason and Empiricism.


Reason, as rooted in ancient Greek thinking, was refined by Descartes, Hobbes and others to allow for considered arguments based on experienced reality as opposed to spouted, unquestioned, exposure of supposedly divine secrets. Truth, i.e., veracity, had to be supported by rational argument.


Empiricism, while also rooted in Greek philosophical implications, came of age through early efforts of Francis Bacon and John Locke from the seventeenth century onward. The gist of this line of thinking was that, if you want to understand reality, you must examine, explore and test propositions concerning real, physical aspects according to defined rules.


From empiricism, argued through reason, has resulted Science – a widespread system of regard that in the intervening four centuries has become a standard mode of thinking roughly on par with revelation still promoted by religion. Science as a paradigm considers only the “real” world, the micro-and macrocosm of particles and objects encountered daily. It attributes causality only to real agents – not to any sort of metaphysical source: gods, demons or fate. Science finds mathematical values in objects and their movement, not spiritual values in esthetics or derived meaning. Just as movement requires physical impetus, so accomplishment requires manipulation – if you want something to happen, you must make it happen through planning and execution. To science, the self and the world of objects are separate, the material realm only responding to force and manipulation.


Science’s paradigm implies a flow through time of self-contained, isolated objects in a universe of space. These interact based on rules of momentum, gravity, etc., and change in movement upon applied force. To science, all effects have a realworld cause. And to science, since the real universe is the only thing that exists, consciousness is a fleeting, insubstantial result of brain function. Human-level consciousness thus results from long evolution of brain complexity based on natural selection. By this model, your capability to think, love, create, remember, emote, care and reason all result from synapses firing in the physical organ, the brain – for your consciousness must rest on brain function. Science, in essence, reduces meaning in life to mechanical functionality of a brain-generated consciousness that experiences it. Self-recognition, according to science’s paradigm, must cease to exist upon cessation of physical viability, taking memory, value, accomplishment – and love – with it into oblivion.


Along with its physical-only model, science introduced “probabilities” into the common mindset as Chance – the percentage likelihood that an event might take place, based on known vs. unknown factors and influences.


Mankind, via propagation of scientific thinking, absorbed a more reasoned, logical approach to life. Science-based orientation impelled western culture toward an age of industry and, later, technology and communications.


However, just as earlier, when Christianity was introduced it didn’t eliminate pagan conceptualizations, but layered new beliefs on top of them, so science simply added to the western mindset. It didn’t fully displace religion, luck, fate, etc. Science just heaped other definitions onto the average person’s already conglomerated psychic truckload.


Thus, common modern thinking incorporates three modes of intertwined understanding, customized in weight according to the individual:




1.  Attribution of life experience to metaphysical forces (as per religion):


•  A creator god out there making things happen.


•  Luck, Fate and/or Fortune as independent functions driving events.


2.  Acknowledgment of real-world power sources (thanks to science).


•  The weather, government, conditions, rich people, earthquakes, bacteria and viruses, hiring practices, the economy, one’s enemies, others’ whims and priorities, laws, the police or crooks, one’s own weaknesses – all these and more are deemed causal, needing to be counteracted personally through planned action and manipulation.


•  Accidents and coincidences, unknowns, etc., combine for chance – even “random” – events. These might be counteracted with insurance, strength, weapons, wealth and fortitude.


3.  Use of Reason to manipulate any of those external forces and sources.


•  We learn to get education, out-think, out-argue, work hard, pray, bully, cheat, use money as leverage, steal, etc., to overcome factors deemed causes to our lives.


•  Effectively, we each learn to manipulate our parents while children, and apply those rules throughout life, regardless of efficacy.





So, modern man, unlike his ancient predecessor of Jesus’ time, carries a much more complicated mindset. Instead of just offering sacrifices and maintaining purity to appease gods, we hold complex notions for how to influence perceived forces in our lives.


Even worse, by inheriting that complex of forces, modern man picked up supplemental inner conflict in the bargain. Conflict is inherent when gods out there, with other agendas, are deemed to make things happen. And struggle results within the mindset when imagined mechanisms of causality are inherently, by definition, unconcerned – as per science.


So instead of just imagining gods running the show, worrying about them and spurious demons, we modern individuals – and collectively as cultures – strive to contend with a plethora of realworld sources and forces. We spend much time, minds muddled in planning how to overcome all the factors aligned against us, executing complex procedures to manipulate a world seeming invariably opposed or uncaring.


How Life Works


As I explain the functionality of Consciousness engaging an interactive Reality, you will naturally compare my illustration with your own personal view of existence, perhaps “agreeing” with some points, disagreeing with others. Religious convictions may undergird your world view; you may base your understanding on scientific principles. As noted, many variations of those two paradigms populate our shared understanding. You certainly have your own custom blend of components formulating your overall view.


Whatever they are, it is important for you to focus on them for a time and stipulate for yourself what they are – particularly in the terms I’ve presented above: do you think a god directly causes events? Or luck? Do you think all causality can be traced to realworld agents, as science holds? Do you think illness is caused by bacteria invading the body, triggered by conditions? Or does the body sometimes just spontaneously malfunction? Does your cognitive awareness result from complex brain function?


Thorough review of your current understanding is essential, because whatever I explain that doesn’t fit into your accepted viewpoint you will question, perhaps reject. Possibly you hold to a more eastern slant, with meditation at the core of Buddhist leanings. Rigid scientific orientation, should you hold that, would not readily allow considering metaphysical connections wherein the mind affects the real world outside of direct manipulation.


Likely, whatever your take on life, you see yourself as one thing and a world of objects and people “out there” as something else, detached and remote from the isolated self enclosed within your body-shaped container. Science, religion and each of those older notions – luck, fortune, etc. – are all functionally dualist; they separate the self from experienced reality.


But you are connected, whether aware of it or not. Practically all beliefs compromise that awareness.


The conscious Self which you recognize is intimately and inviolably connected to the flow of events and relationships which you experience daily – in terms of quality and meaning, how they impact you in measured experience. This connection, this “Oneness” with which you engage life is most noticeable in the patterns you tend to weave into your life…


Looking back into memories of your lifetime, you’ll notice that you attract particular types of people – while individual relationships form, grow and fade through life’s stages, types of people you engage and roles they play persist. Friends and intimate relationships now (or lack of them) replicate earlier interaction in repeating patterns back into your childhood – reproducing how you related to parents and siblings. The extreme case illustrating this propensity is the classic abused woman, breaking away from her belligerent husband and moving elsewhere to start over. Men she finds there, attracting and being attracted to, will invariably also be abusive.


With many, diverse qualities and subtleties, we all do the same. We all create patterns in our relationships, attracting certain types of people based on nature, not on action taken, not necessarily in accord with intent.


But we also create patterns in other life aspects, each customized to our own core nature. Health issues, when regarded not on specific episodes and illnesses but in terms of impact on our lives, also emerge in patterns. Within the framework of the intimate body-mind connection, how your body functions in all ways echoes inner guidelines.


And very notably, we create patterns in success or failure in our undertakings. For some, anything they try – business ventures, investing, playing poker, gardening, whatever – works well. Others can’t win no matter what they attempt. Most lie somewhere in between those extremes, but invariably their “fortune” unfolds, once again, in meaningful patterns.


The key limitation to recognizing this pattern-generating propensity: we all learn as children to attribute causality to external forces and sources. Having absorbed cultural “Truth” assigning life’s impelling power to gods and luck, we don’t see our own personal role in eliciting meaningful outcomes.



First Hand Look


My first glimpse of this Oneness, this interconnectedness with which each conscious Self engages a meaningful Reality, was that fleeting mystic experience I’d had while traveling through Europe as a 24-year-old. Peering out over the narrow Ionian straits that separate Corfu from mainland Greece and Albania, in a fleeting moment, I could see clearly that I wasn’t one thing, separate and removed from the trees, water and distant hillsides, but that I was a Oneness, perceiving itself from within its own being.


While that direct perception – and the ebullient feeling that accompanied it (no, I hadn’t been sipping retsina or ouzo!!) – passed in short order, it left a recognition of a mindset, a perceptivity or cognitive state that was possible, even normal and natural. But I had no clue as to how to return to that state of awareness.


Regain it, though, I did. That process required years of a multi-faceted journey – principally inward, but including extensive exposure to other viewpoints, eastern and western, ancient and modern. The key element to my journey was twofold: views of the subconscious from the outside in and the inside out.


During my thirties, living in San Diego, I did a workshop in Self-Hypnosis. While honing my technique to explore the inner realm, I found Leslie LeCron’s pioneering book, Self-Hypnotism, which laid out explicit inner mechanisms that corresponded to outer physical symptoms. LeCron pointed out that all health issues had inner roots: by delving inward to remove the inner component by auto-suggestion, one could heal troublesome ailments – or rather allow the body to heal them, which it will do if not inhibited by negative inner factors.


The point was that body and mind are connected: eliminating inner roots to outer issues alleviated the external symptoms. Applying that technique, I found it to be invariably the case and proceeded for many years to encounter, identify and eliminate many physical issues, from minor to significant. Along the way, I uncovered additional mechanisms to LeCron’s basic set. And I expanded the connection: consciousness is not only intimately connected to the body, but to all of life. Relationship issues and success/failure in undertakings all hearken back to inner roots: all difficulties in life stem from within – and are changeable.


So in decades following that early mystic experience, having realized the innate power to revise my life, I scoured my inner realm, searching the subconscious to clear away elements that led to failure, illness and rejection. And it always worked – no prayer, no visualization, no medicine, no acupuncture, just inner change resulting in improvement in my health, life and freedom at each step.


Along the way, I also jettisoned fallacious mind elements that projected causality to illusory sources and forces “out there” – including ones listed above.


For a brief period while beginning my inner venture, I gave psychic readings. In that regard – the “outside in” angle just mentioned – I found it easy in the proper setting, facing total strangers who had come for a reading, to clear my mind and simply tune into information about them. For subjects open and sincerely seeking understanding, that connection was effortless: pertinent information just came to mind. Nothing vague or hokey, asking no questions from which to formulate stock replies, using no cards or other props, I could just “read” people, providing pertinent, deep information about them and their lives, their intent, their weaknesses.


I don’t do that anymore, rather preferring to illustrate how people can much more effectively read themselves. But it was a unique experience during my budding, mystical journey, to be at the same time exploring my own inner strata of meaning and psychological mechanism and reading other people’s psychic shells – discerning in each pertinent insights into the inner roots of real life.
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