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PROLOGUE

SOLOMON’S TEMPLE REVISITED

Most Jews remain to this day ignorant of their esoteric heritage, regarding it as a strange pursuit of the exceedingly Orthodox . . . Yet it cannot be denied that the Kabbalistic schools are the sole representatives of the Mystery religions that have continued uninterruptedly from the day of their foundation until the present.

JOSCELYN GODWIN

In 70 CE Jerusalem fell to the Roman army, and the second Jerusalem temple, prime monument to a Yahwist version of monotheism, was burned down as King Solomon’s had been in 586 BCE. Of that first temple no archaeological trace remains. The search for it takes us back to a time before the Hebrew Bible was written and before rabbis wove the myths of Hebrew history, back into the deep past of the Hebrew people when historical fact and fantasy merge in the mists of yesteryear. Not until the fourth century BCE and the Jews’ return from their Babylonian exile are we on sure historical ground. Around that time a second temple was built in Jerusalem, and it was on its modest foundations that the Idumean Arab-Jew King Herod (d. 4 BCE) raised his stupendous edifice. His was believed to be the largest temple then known in the Roman world, certainly one of the most magnificent, and its fall was great.

For forty years or more the city had been in turmoil, seething with rumors. The Jewish scholar and author the late Dr. Hugh Schonfield sketches several illuminating studies of that climactic period in Palestine that saw the birth of Christianity. In The Pentecost Revolution he describes how two reforming preachers had come to Jerusalem with their separate bands of followers, prophesying that the temple was soon to be destroyed and its blood sacrifices made obsolete. A Day of Judgment was imminent that would usher in a new messianic age.1 The two teachers were foreigners, Hebrews from the outlandish northern provinces, where the Torah was tainted by old forbidden teachings. It was even whispered that the two might be prophets, though the prophetic orders were now outlawed and had long been exiled far to the north among the heathen.

Certainly the two foreigners were no rabble-rousers but men known to be of high repute, healers and miracle workers who brought in their wake supernatural signs such as had never before been seen. It was also said that they might be baptizing magi from the Delta city of Alexandria in Egypt, where—so rumor had it in informed circles—the old Mystery teachings of Solomon were being revived in collaboration with Greek and Egyptian philosophers. Thought to be cousins, initiates of the Nazarean line, the two men were preaching not behind closed doors but directly to the people, on riverbanks and hillsides and in the synagogues, their tongues golden with a kind of heterodox wisdom that had not been heard openly in Judaea for as long as people could remember. The doctrines they voiced had long been outlawed by the Jerusalem authorities, creating in the populace a ferment of speculation and controversy.

It was incumbent on Jews of the day to attend the temple in the holy months, there to buy what livestock they could afford, a pigeon, a lamb, or a goat, and take it to a priest as a sin offering to be ritually slaughtered. Besides paying the temple tax, that was the sole extent of the religious obligations required by the temple. The practice of blood sacrifice for the atonement of sins was widely detested. The British historian A. N. Wilson tells us that the renowned first-century Greek magus Apollonius of Tyana, although a seasoned traveler, refused to visit Judaea because of his abhorrence for the animistic Yahwist cult of animal sacrifice. He considered it polluted the country and the people.2 Many Jews agreed with him—especially the liberalized, well-educated, and cosmopolitan Jews of the diaspora, those settled in great Hellenized cities like Alexandria.

The two northern teachers came to Judaea on the cusp of one of the greatest periods of religious reformation in Jewish history, bringing with them, among other things, an alternative to animal sacrifice. Instead, John the Baptizer, a famous spiritual leader, practiced free baptism in the Jordan River for the remission of sins; and during their separate missions both men brought conversions, exorcism of spirits, and initiation into forbidden esoteric teachings. It was said that the second preacher, Yeshua ben Joseph, even spoke cryptically “for those with ears to hear” about the Mystery teachings of the bridechamber, a topic long banned by the temple though still familiar to the populace. For contrary to modern assumptions, remnants of the pagan Mystery religions like the cult of Tammuz, with its hieros gamos or sacred marriage rites, still survived in Jerusalem in the first century, although long driven underground. Officially, the Great Goddess had been banished, as had her secretive royal rites, but among the people there still lingered memories of the pageantry and celebrations of the ancient Mystery cycle that had lain at the heart of temple worship.

Popular unrest increased when the execution of these holy men, one by beheading and one by crucifixion, was followed at a Pentecostal assembly by a wave of euphoric mass conversions to their cause. Thousands from every walk of life embraced the new revelation they had brought, including many of the younger priests of the temple who were dissatisfied with the venality and abuse of power that they witnessed there, and others from the sects of the Pharisees and the Essenes. Dangerous and incendiary rumors swept anew through the city, fueled by those who had undergone the Pentecostal spiritual transformation: the Messiah had come, or his reign was imminent; the laws of caste defilement were to be repealed, the sacrificial system made obsolete, the temple theocracy abolished, a new egalitarian dispensation begun, and the temple itself destroyed.

The second temple, magnificent though it was, had never won the same reverence from the Jews as had King Solomon’s legendary first temple. The present one, built at vast cost and dedicated to a Yahwist cult cast in a legal-ritualistic mold, had never been able to replace the earlier one in the Jewish heart and imagination. Like King Herod himself, the high priests and the senior clergy were despised as corrupt and autocratic quislings of the Roman power; and the temple, for all its grandeur, shared something of the spiritual impoverishment and general decadence that had befallen Judaism since the ascension to power of the Hasmonean priest-kings nearly two centuries before. As A. N. Wilson comments, “[T]he temple, for all its marble and gold, was really a magnificently constructed abattoir designed to ease and ritualize relations between humanity and the Unseen.”3 It could not compete with the aura of sanctity that surrounded the legend of the first temple, which had been destroyed, so it was said, by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar in the sixth century BCE.

The rich mythology surrounding Solomon, the Hebrew Sun King, is regarded by archaeologists as one of the West’s strangest legacies from the remote past. For although modern researchers can find no trace of the first temple, nor of the king who built it, nor of his united monarchy,4 according to scripture Solomon was the great Sun King who brought untold wealth, power, and prestige to his united kingdom of Israel and Judah, establishing an empire in the tenth century BCE that stretched from the Euphrates to the borders of Egypt (1 Kings 4:21). A figure of folk fable, the philosopher king of Ecclesiastes “was the wisest man who ever lived, master of magic and the secret arts, whom even the demons must obey.”5

The mystical lore of Solomon and the temple he built for Yahweh has reached as far as Afghanistan and India; and yet, recent investigative research into the Palestine of the tenth century BCE has cast doubt on the historicity of King Solomon, his temple, and his united monarchy.6 A certain miasma of folk legend attaches to this great and wise king, veiling him in deepest mystery. Why is he so important to the Western esoteric tradition, indeed to the esoteric traditions of all three religions of Semitic origin? And why have his great knowledge and powers fascinated in turn the Essenes, the Therapeutae, the Qabalists, the Shi’ite Sufis, the Knights Templar, Freemasons, Rosicrucians, and other Jewish, Christian, and Islamic fraternities for the past two thousand years, seeming to lie in some mysterious way at the very root of the whole Western religious tradition? Can it be that the genesis of these esoteric movements is in some way linked to the Hebrew Old Religion, the forgotten Mystery tradition that King Solomon represents?

The fall of Jerusalem and of the entire state of Israel, and the rise thereafter of a distinctive rabbinic Judaism, has become an important watershed in religious history. Until recently the books of the Hebrew scriptures, edited in the main by early Talmudic rabbis, were the only source of information scholars possessed about the world of the ancient Israelites before they were carried off in the thousands to Babylon. The picture painted was of a people uniquely embracing monotheism and so establishing a sublime faith threatened by crude fertility practices borrowed from the Canaanites, by tribal fetishes and royal apostasy, and marked by the struggles of the prophets of Yahweh to carve a true Hebrew religion out of the surrounding pagan plasma. But this picture was effectively challenged when the Hungarian anthropologist and biblical authority Raphael Patai, himself Jewish, published his groundbreaking work The Hebrew Goddess in 1976.

Patai argued that the kings of Judah’s monarchic period officially worshipped not only Yahweh but also the Sun god El, his son Baal, and other Canaanite gods. As well, they worshipped the goddess Asherah, whom they called the “Mother of the Gods” and “Queen of Heaven,” the titles of the Egyptian goddess Isis and the later Christian Virgin Mary. Asherah, the mighty Near Eastern goddess of shamanistic skills, she who had been El’s wife since Neolithic times, became in turn Yahweh’s consort and was inseparable from him in Israel’s devotions.7

“Solomon,” says Patai, “built many sanctuaries for Asherah in the ‘high places’ of the countryside, planted her sacred tree, the terebinth, beside each one, and possibly placed her image in the temple on Mt. Zion; and the kings of Israel after him, and the court, the priests, and all the people worshipped her.” The reverence for this ubiquitous Canaanite deity, Patai asserted, is undeniable, “an integral element of religious life in ancient Israel prior to the reforms introduced by King Josiah in 621 BCE.”8 He notes that the Zohar, or Splendor, the most influential medieval Qabalistic work, gives great reverence to the Divine Couple and calls the Supreme Mother the Companion of God because his love never departs from her.

The Father and the Mother, since they are found in union all the time and are never hidden or separated from each other, are called “companions” . . . And they find satisfaction in permanent union. (Zohar III 4a)

The medieval Qabalists, whom Patai closely studied, believed that the key to this theme of divine conjugal love running through Jewish history lay in the fact that Solomon’s temple had been built, not for the worship of Yahweh alone, but as a bridechamber for the Divine Couple. There the most ancient Mysteries were conducted by the reigning king and high priestess according to the rites of the hieros gamos, which celebrated the heavenly union of Yahweh and his wife Asherah. And there also, in somber ceremony, the ritual killing of the king and the reinstatement of the new god-king were carried out.9 Other modern scholars besides Patai agree with the Qabalists. One recent authority has written, “It is generally (although not universally) agreed that a ritual involving a dying god, a divine marriage, and a ceremonial procession, was found in Israel.”10 According to Geo Widengren, distinguished Professor of Religious History at Uppsala University,

we are thus able to assert that there was just such a ritual mourning in Israel as there was in Mesopotamia after the death of Tammuz, and that this lamentation festival was celebrated in connection with the Feast of Booths, after the jubilation ceremonies of the sacred marriage.11

According to the Zohar, the marriage of the supernal King and Queen (God and his consort) “could not be celebrated until Solomon had built the temple at Jerusalem, which was to serve as their wedding chamber, and thereafter their bedroom.”12 The Queen, surrounded by her handmaidens, repaired each midnight to the couch set up in the temple, and there the King, come down from his heavenly abode accompanied by songs of praise, embraced and kissed her in sexual union. So it would seem that the first Hebrew temple was regarded by medieval Qabalists as quite literally an earthly bridal chamber sacred to the Divine Couple. Although Patai himself refrains from drawing such a conclusion, it is obvious that the fifteenth-century Zoharic text in which this description occurs is describing the classic Mystery rituals enacted by the high priestess and the reigning monarch or prince of an ancient Hebrew royal court.

The Hebrew scriptures also say that King Solomon placed the Ark in the temple Holy of Holies as a sacred receptacle of two stone slabs inscribed with the Ten Commandments that Moses received from God on Mount Sinai. But Patai is of the opinion that in the beginning there must have been two images in the Ark, those of the Divine Couple, and that these “two images, or slabs of stone . . . represented Yahweh and his consort.” Patai further notes that in Solomon’s time the holy receptacle was said to be guarded by two golden cherubim carved in the likeness of the traditional winged Egyptian cherubim, angelic beings who guarded the Egyptian Mysteries, but he notes that in the second temple a strange change had occurred: one cherub was male and the other female, and they were to be found twined together in the Holy of Holies in matrimonial embrace, even though such images were officially forbidden. The historian writes,

As late as the third and fourth centuries, the memory of the original function and the significance of the Cherubim in the Sanctuary survived among the Babylonian Talmudic masters. According to a certain Rabh Qetina, “When Israel used to make the pilgrimage, they [the priests] would roll up for them the Parokhet [the Veil separating the Holy from the Holy of Holies], and show them the Cherubim which were intertwined with one another, and say to them: ‘Behold! Your love before God is like the love of male and female.’ ” Rashi, the eleventh-century commentator, explains the passage: “The Cherubim were joined together, and were clinging to, and embracing each other like a male who embraces the female.”13

This practice had the effect of throwing the populace gathered in the temple forecourt into a festive sexual orgy, a practice forcibly curbed by the priests only a short time before Jerusalem’s fall. It becomes apparent therefore that in the first century the Jewish people were by no means dead to memories of their more colorful past. Restricted as they were to the dry legalities and cultic proscriptions taught in the synagogues by the scribes and Pharisees, many of them would no doubt have joyfully greeted the healers from the north. For these were preachers whose words, however strange and inscrutable at times, evoked memories of the Old Religion and the sacred union of the Divine Couple.

SACRED MARRIAGE, SACRED DEATH

Patai’s work has begun a revolution in our picture of early Judaism that still continues, throwing into confusion the traditional approaches to Israel’s past. Perhaps we can no longer take at face value the story of King Solomon—that great philosopher king and national hero of unimaginable wealth and wisdom who married a pharaoh’s daughter—but that is not to say that the post-Exilic authors did not draw on old oral traditions for their own purposes. However, these purposes, Dr. Thomas Thompson suggests, were didactic rather than historical, concerned with creating a vehicle for spiritual instruction rather than with historical narrative.14 Thompson, who is the Professor of Old Testament Studies at the University of Copenhagen, claims that, like the Qur’an, the Bible is a magnificent theological, philosophical, and mystical teaching vehicle; but it is not history.

The burden of Thompson’s thesis is that in the Hebrew Bible’s books of Kings and Chronicles we have not history but a Solomonic romance not unlike the Western Arthurian romances, an allegory that conceals the teachings of a monumental Mystery cycle once practiced in Israel and in all the surrounding nations of the period. Such occult teaching vehicles are found in the Sumerian epic of King Gilgamesh’s search for wisdom and immortality, in medieval Europe’s tradition of the alchemical marriage, and in the great chivalric saga of King Arthur and the Grail Quest—all variations on the same immemorial theme of the sacred marriage that runs through the biblical Song of Songs imputed to Solomon. In such a view the Sun King, his brilliant reign and achievements, and his messianic personality are fables. As in the sagas of the ancient god-kings, it tells us in epic style about the search for wisdom, the adventures, and the temptations of a Hebrew royal initiate and outlines the universal nature of his Mystery background. This interpretation of the Solomonic legend as mythic has indeed always existed in certain esoteric circles, for whatever he may or may not have been in historical reality, in occult symbolism King Solomon, like the Egyptian pharaohs, has always epitomized the Son of the Sun, the supreme adept, the initiate of the Solar Mysteries illumined by the Sun’s divine power of Life and Knowledge combined.

Ongoing research in the Holy Land is revealing the full extent of Israel’s participation in the Solar Mystery religions of the ancient East. As far back as the middle of the third millennium BCE, when the pyramid complex at Giza was in the process of being built, the Semites of Palestine were carrying on a thriving trade with Egypt and thereby absorbing all the cultural elements of its high civilization, including its religious traditions.15 From the fifteenth century BCE until the end of the Bronze Age the Levant was virtually a province of Egypt, the northern hegemonies of Phoenicia and Syria, in particular, faithfully reflecting all aspects of the superior Egyptian culture: its Solar cult, its immense temple learning, and its fertility rites. Israel was surrounded by such Mystery religions and borrowed elements from all of them in the creation of its own cultic mysteries.

These formed a two-tiered or double-phased sacred cycle, one that was to remain at the root of all subsequent religious institutions—the foundation, however deeply hidden, of all exoteric religions up to the present day. The first phase was matriarchal, tantric, and fertility-centered; the second patriarchal, messianic, and wisdom-centered. The first celebrated the earthly sexual joys of the god-king, the second his immolation as the heavenly redeemer of his people. The scriptures are full of cryptic allusions to this foundational cycle, a cosmic drama in which the whole of humanity is involved. Thus in the biblical myth of the Garden of Eden, we find that both the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge are central to the development of the human story, but one Tree is permitted to Adam and Eve, the other is not. And so too in the history of religion a public celebratory light shone only on the first phase of the Mystery cycle, while the second, the ritual sacrifice of the god-king, was shrouded in mystery and denial. Until the rise of Christianity, the great fertility rites of the hieros gamos dominated the popular religious scene, while the sacrificial messianic rites were unknown to the people and hidden in deepest shadow. Indeed, even today Judaism officially denies the presence of ritual regicide and human sacrifice in general in the annals of Jewish history.

Nevertheless, the myths that once dramatized on earth the divine coupling in heaven, from the crude theater of the village medicine huts to the ritualized pomp of the great hieratic courts, were everywhere in principle the same, in Palestine as elsewhere. Immeasurably old, they held universal sway in royal courts in Hebrew, Sumerian, Phoenician, Ethiopian, Indian, and Babylonian hieratic city-states, and in those of northern Europe, Shang China, and the rest of the Far East as well. Even in the New World there is evidence of the same Solar mythology. And wherever they ruled, the high priestess and the king were the earthly representatives of the Divine Couple—the High Goddess, Giver of life, and the High God, Lord of death and rebirth—acting out their celestial marriage in similar forms of pageantry and ritual.16

Of the two-thousand-year-old Eleusinian Mysteries and their rites of the pastos, or bridal chamber, the Egyptologist Jane Harrison notes that “the rite of the Sacred Marriage and the Birth of the Holy Child. . . were, I believe, the central mystery.”17 Robert Turcan, Professor of Roman History at the Sorbonne, similarly suggests that the rites of the pastos celebrated in the ancient cult of the Goddess Cybele and her castrated priests conveyed the centrality of the hieros gamos, as did those of other Syrian Mother cults of the time.18 And in an Indus Valley seal of about 2300 BCE that records the sacred copulation of a priestess and a king, the female tantric rite is accompanied by a priest who stands nearby swinging a censor “to purify the god and the goddess before their connubium . . .”19

Closer to home, we find prime evidence of the hieros gamos in the Song of Songs, that most richly lyrical and erotic of love poems, which was written down in about 100 BCE and included in the Hebrew scriptures. Once regarded as a celebration of God’s love for his chosen bride Israel, and still later as a hymn celebrating Christ’s love for his Church, it is now more generally agreed to be part of an ancient liturgy that accompanied the Hebrew king’s participation as bridegroom in the temple rites of the sacred marriage, probably at his coronation.20 The delight in the sensuous beauty of nature and the innocent ecstasy of love flows like nectar in the Hebrew poetry as the high priestess invites the king into her sexual garden: “milk and honey, apples and pomegranates were all the fruits of her garden, images of her fertility and the fertility of the land generated by the rite of the sacred marriage.”21 The genre goes back to the oral traditions of the second and third millennia BCE, to the exquisite love songs of the Sumerian goddess Inanna. In just such rhapsodic phrases did Inanna praise her gardener lover and bridegroom Dumuzi, and so too did the Babylonian goddess Astarte sing the praises of her doomed young husband Tammuz.

In this archaic coronation rite a king received the wisdom and divine authority of his office only through sexual intercourse with the high priestess of the temple, which represented and indeed embodied the spiritual power of the Great Goddess herself. In point of fact, the queen herself was often the high priestess; but such a transmission was possible only where the hierophant was a true spiritual adept, trained to control the transformation of sexual energies involved and through them to bestow mystical enlightenment. This was certainly the case in archaic Egypt, where the same nuptials were once celebrated between high priestess and pharaoh in the temples of Isis and Osiris: he was her consort and lover; she his initiatrix, his spiritual mentor, his guide.22

It is significant that Solomon is proverbial for his prodigious knowledge, for the hidden name of the Goddess Asherah was Wisdom, later to be known as Sophia in the Jewish Wisdom writings and still later as the Shekinah of Judaic lore. Asherah would have had her priestesses and her secret schools of female wisdom, and we can confidently assume that, following the Egyptian model, female sacerdotal orders played no small part in the cultural life of ancient Israel. This is an assumption strengthened by the findings of archaeology and biblical research. Carol Myer, an American archaeologist and Professor of Religion at Duke University, notes that Israelite life in the early monarchic and pre-monarchic period was relatively free of gender bias and that an unusually large number of prominent and powerful women prophets were to be found in it. Moses’ sister Miriam is cited as an influential prophet in the book of Exodus, and in the book of Judges the prophetess Deborah is also a judge, an office that carried with it the highest intertribal authority.23 Early Talmudic rabbis have written the women’s orders out of the Hebrew scriptures, but in 2 Kings 22:3–11, Huldah the prophetess has escaped the scribal editing of a later age. We learn that she lived in the Jerusalem college around the time of the prophet Samuel, a woman evidently of great spiritual prestige who offered oracular information and counseling to the temple officials. Female priestcraft can therefore be assumed to have been well established in ancient Israel at that time.

Some scholars who base their views on Bible study dispute this, claiming that in the words of Roland de Vaux, an archaeologist and Catholic priest, “no women ever held a place among the Israelite clergy [in the Jerusalem temple].”24 But such statements cannot be taken seriously, since no original Hebrew texts have ever been found to show that the Deuteronomic laws pertaining to the status of Hebrew women go back so far. On the contrary, everything we are now learning about the Solar symbology and its relation to Moon symbology in ancient Hebrew religion, particularly as it emerges in the classic story of King Solomon, demands the contrapuntal participation of both male and female priesthoods.

The language of symbolism is universal, and the sun, whether it be feminine as in the Germanic tradition, or masculine as in the Hindu and Greek traditions, always has a spiritual or celestial significance in relation to the moon, which . . . stands for earthly or human perfection.25

Therefore, if Solomon is to be given the accolade of Sun King, we can only suppose that massive editing has been at work in the Hebrew Bible to excise the figure of the high priestess, his Moon counterpart. No doubt in the major Levantine towns of that period temples and shrines had their presiding priestesses, and the ruling chieftain or princeling would have played out the traditional role of Sun to the high priestess’s Lunar role, uniting with her in the temple in the coronation rites of the bridechamber. Under such circumstances, the practice was a folk fertility rite at one level and at another a holy sacrament, a king-making initiation of great power that could generate the wisdom and inner powers needed for the king to govern his land.

But this beautiful sun-filled idyll is incomplete: the Bible tells us only half the tale. Cast into deepest obscurity and relegated to the forgotten margins of history is its somber coda. Ritual regicide was once the second and final stage of the Mystery cycle. In secrecy, in silence and mourning, the ancient custom was played out whereby the king was sacrificed a fixed number of years after his coronation. Performed by priests, the symbolic rites of scourging and humiliation ended with his immolation—or that of his substitute, generally his own son or daughter or a noble captive of war.26 This was the other face of the bridechamber, dark, solemn, yet most hallowed. Although there is no record of human sacrifice in Egypt such as was entailed in the death of the god-king in other cultures, the mythologist Joseph Campbell suggests the sacrifice of the Apis bull replaced that of the pharaoh. The first kings of Egypt were from Ethiopia, where ritual regicide certainly was practiced, and the Isis and Osiris mysteries clearly reflect vestiges of the Bronze Age custom, which must have been modified at an early stage of Egyptian history.

Regarding it as the skeleton in Judaism’s cupboard, the Hebrew Bible has concealed beneath euphemisms and silence the fact that the kings of Israel and Judah, or rather their substitutes, were subject to the same age-old practice of human sacrifice as all the pagan god-kings of deep antiquity. Yet the Bible has not been able entirely to obliterate from view the killing field that once lay just outside the walls of Jerusalem. There, in the Valley of Ben-Hinnom, the burning, smoking pit known as the Tophet—the “Place of Fire”—was located, which the prophet Jeremiah called “the Valley of Slaughter” (Jeremiah 19:6). This ominous place, lit at night by the glow from its fires, became Gehenna, the Hebrew word for “hell,” where, as the British investigator Patrick Tierney says, “sinners suffered the eternal torment of fire.”27 The immolation in the Tophet of sacrificial victims, at night and to the accompaniment of wild music, seems to have continued until the sixth century BCE, when the Babylonian exile brought the practice forcibly to an end. Jeremiah says: “They have built a shrine of Topheth in the Valley of Ben-Hinnom, at which to burn their sons and daughters” (Jeremiah 7:31). We know, for example, that King Ahaz of Judah worshipped at this Tophet, substituting his sons for himself.

He also burnt sacrifices in the Valley of Ben-Hinnom; he even burnt his sons in the fire according to the abominable practice of the nations. He slaughtered and burnt sacrifices at the hill shrines and on the hilltops and under every spreading tree. (2 Chronicles 28:3–4)

It has always been thought that the practice was dedicated to the heathen god Moloch; but archaeological research has uncovered evidence that the Hebrew word mlk, which can mean victim, has probably been mistranslated as Moloch, and that there never was a god of that name: the victims of the Tophet were dedicated to Yahweh.28 And this is what the prophet Isaiah declaims in his ecstatic war song of victory and sacrifice:

With the downsweep of His arm and the crash of His voice, with His staff Yahweh will beat the victim, with hot wrath and flame of consuming fire He will make him cower.

Every passage of the rod of His punishment which Yahweh will lay upon him will be to the sound of timbrels and lyres . . . For his Tophet has long been prepared . . . Yahweh has made its firepit deep and wide, with fire and wood in abundance. The breath of Yahweh, like a torrent of sulphur, sets it ablaze! (Isaiah 30:29–33)

Does this throw light on the cryptic story of Abraham and his beloved and only son Isaac? Did God really save the Hebrew patriarch and clan prince from sacrificing his son on Mount Moriah, or did the consecration go ahead? Esoteric tradition interprets Genesis 14:18 as a passage in which Abraham is initiated into the fertility rites of a Jebusite Mystery religion dedicated to El Elyon, the High God of Canaan.29 “The whole episode,” says Guénon, “enacts a true ‘investiture,’ almost in the feudal sense of the word,” but with the difference that it is a spiritual investiture. On Mount Moriah Abram meets Melchizedek, King of Righteousness, the Jebusite priest-king who proffers him the timeless symbols of initiation. “Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine; he was priest of El Elyon, God Most High. And he blessed him . . . and Abram gave him a tenth of everything.” After this tithing, Abram receives the new spiritual name of Abraham, in accordance with the age-old usages of initiation. So would not Abraham’s new religious allegiance demand a living sacrifice—in other words, his own son?

And what of King David, of whom it was said in Psalm 110:4, “the Lord has said and will not change his mind, ‘thou art a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek’”? Does this not mean that David also was initiated into the Order of Melchizedek, as his ancestor Abraham had been? And would he not thus be made subject to the somber ordinances of El Elyon’s Mystery cult, and be obliged, like Abraham, to offer a human sacrifice? Here we cannot help noting that the Bible text also gives considerable space to the stories of David’s two overly ambitious sons, Absalom and Adonijah (2 Samuel 1:5; 1 Kings 1:5), who are ostensibly killed in battle for their sins. But were they actually given to the Tophet in punishment for trying to seize the throne? Were they in this way given the opportunity, as it was believed, of earning their soul’s redemption?

For inhuman cruelty was not in essence the original sense of such immolations. On the contrary, ritual regicide was altruistic at its source; it was a celebration of the noblest ideal known to humanity, the impulse to self-sacrifice for the good of others. The archaic god-kings of the Neolithic age, so Joseph Campbell tells us, went to their deaths voluntarily, for this reason assured of the full forgiveness of their sins and an instantaneous translation to the divine realm. They acquiesced in their sacrifice to the extent that as late as the sixteenth century a god-king of Malabar, in southern India, was observed to sacrifice himself, cutting off parts of himself with sharp knives until he nearly fainted from loss of blood, whereupon he slit his own throat.30 Says Campbell,

These [sacrifices] are not gifts, bribes, or dues rendered to God, but fresh enactments, here and now, of the god’s own sacrifice in the beginning, through which God became incarnate in the world process. All the ritual acts around which the village community is organized, and through which its identity is maintained, are functions and partial revelations of this immortal sacrifice.31

Accordingly, the rites of regicide were given the highest honor; they were a second and higher initiation in the bridechamber that prepared the king, through intensive spiritual instruction, for his messianic role in the afterlife. Resurrected to the astral world, he would intercede for his people as their heavenly benefactor and judge, rain blessings on their crops, and succor them in times of need. And so, prepared by initiation into the highest wisdom of his race, in death he was divinized, honored, and worshipped as a risen god, the supreme example of the spiritual adept.

Campbell points out that among the Indus Valley seals of about 2300 BCE are depictions of the goddess Kali’s consort as the Lord of Yoga. He who would be immolated like countless others of Kali’s victims in the sacrificial rites is portrayed as a yogi, a prototype of the god Shiva, seated cross-legged in meditation upon his throne and surrounded by adoring beasts.32 The king became divine precisely by his attainment of the enlightenment associated with sacrificial death.

The ancient Egyptians also believed that the tragic regicidal office was synonymous with the downpouring of divine Light and divine Power, the bestowal of Life and Knowledge. According to the Egyptian Book of the Dead, written in the second millennium BCE, there were priestly rites designed to bring about the inner transformation of the dying pharaoh that would make him “one with the light.”33 Highly mystical and esoteric Pyramid Texts and Coffin Texts, which have been preserved for a thousand years in the Osirian temple at Abydos, bear the title “Transfiguration Texts: texts to bring the dead to the divine light.”34 Behind these hieroglyphic records we glimpse the darker presence of the rites of human sacrifice that were once conducted in the Sun-temples along the Nile, in which the sacrificial victim was first given spiritual instruction for his soul journey to the stars.35 There in an astral heaven he would thenceforth live on as the celestial redeemer of his people, continuing to intercede for them and bless the life of earth. In Israel he became Isaiah’s Suffering Servant and the early prototype of the Messiah.

In the royal funeral rites, initiation was conducted under the auspices of a male priesthood especially charged with exoteric knowledge, with an understanding of the secret laws of nature, of the human body, and of the greater universe—in other words, all the spiritual and secular knowledge on which civilization depended—so complementing the tantric knowledge of the female orders. Both initiations were celebrated in the bridechamber, but the first was carnal, the second spiritual, or “unsullied.” For the masses, deprived of initiation, the sacred cycle was mythic, celebrating the rising and dying fertility of the spring and autumn festivals, but in sacerdotal circles it was a hidden teaching based on a science of Light, a twin-pillared theosophy of supremely mystical significance.

This was Israel’s Old Religion that flourished in the legendary days of its kings. No archaic culture known to us failed to enact this Mystery cycle regularly in one form or another, for there was a universal belief that the divine creative fission that engendered the universe—the Many out of the One—must be continually repaired by human love and sacrifice so that the Many might return to the One. The goal was cosmic union, nothing less than the union of the cosmic polarities, the healing of the cosmic rupture in the sanctity of the bridechamber. Only then would humanity be blessed and civilization prosper.

It was against such a background that the two prophets from the north entered Judaea with their revolutionary teachings on the ancient theme of the bridechamber. They came to revive the Old Religion, but in a new form. They sought to establish what had never before been known: a messianic age and a new type of Mystery religion—the sacrificial Christ Mystery.
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CHRISTIANITY: THE GREAT DIVORCE

Where the Greeks were all verve and inquiry, poetry and caprice, high nobility and spirited debasement, the Romans homogenized the uneven scene with a genius for system. The Roman talent was for empire and law—sword and conscripted pen. With these they fashioned Europe’s future. Both the patrons of the Middle Ages—the Holy Roman Empire and the Papacy—drew for much of their structure and motivation on the bequest of old Rome.

BRENDAN LEHANE

The esoteric is the heart of human civilization. And should the outward forms of a human civilization become totally unable to contain and adapt the energies of great spiritual teachings, then that civilization has ceased to serve its function in the universe.

JACOB NEEDLEMAN

For more than a hundred years, esotericists have been predicting the moral and spiritual collapse of Western civilization. Long before the turn of the twentieth century, the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche foresaw the coming of an age of greater materialism and voiced his pessimism regarding the future of European civilization. So also did Édouard Schuré, the controversial French esotericist. “Today neither the Church, imprisoned in its dogma, nor science, locked up inside matter, any longer knows how to make men whole,”1 he warned, prophesying a grim reckoning to come. Another celebrated French Qabalist and Sufi writer, René Guénon, in The Crisis in the Modern World spoke of the history of Western civilization from the Middle Ages to the present day as an accelerating downward spiral, and regarded its inexorable cataclysmic outcome as linked to the loss of a true religious tradition.

Decades later the ill omens evident in the arts, sciences, and politics of society were becoming equally apparent to Western historians. “We have to accept the fact,” said William Irwin Thompson in the 1970s, “that we now live in a time when the esoteric traditions of Christianity are dead, and the esoteric traditions of Western science are fast dying, so that the whole light of civilization that came out of Christian Europe is flickering toward a new age of darkness.”2 Not much later this presentiment was being shared in scientific circles as well, as the catastrophic ecological and sociological effects of postindustrial technology were felt.

In a sense, these omens of catastrophe seem no longer valid. New spiritual currents are bathing the West: the wind of a changing zeitgeist blows through the world of the third millennium, promising a renewal of the spirit. And yet the widespread resurgence of interest in soul care, in the occult, and in a spectrum of meditational and yogic practices from the East—in a word, the reawakening of a sense of the transcendent—is highlighting as never before the depth of the cultural/social crisis that besets us. Is it, some ask, the beginning of a spiritual renaissance or the last efflorescence of a dying organism? As the Eastern giant stirs, the rising sun at its shoulder, it is surely time to consider the situation: for the West, time is short.

After all the prophecies warning that Western civilization is dying, the imminence of the fact raises some interesting questions. Why has it been so violent, so rapacious, so loveless a reign? Why has it been so brief at its apogee, contrasting with the Egyptian civilization, which lasted for nearly three thousand years? Above all, to what extent has Mother Church been at the root of our malaise, fostering a materialistic power lust that has now spread to every corner of the earth? While perfecting society’s most advanced means of physical comfort and communication, and the most advanced machinery for the destruction of enemies that the world has ever seen, has the West the Christian religion to thank for its otherwise poor performance?

The Canadian author John Ralston Saul believes we belong to an unconscious civilization, meaning one that lacks self-knowledge.3 Seduced by its new marketplace mythology, it lacks awareness of the underlying societal realities inherited from the past and therefore of its true condition. Quoting Cicero, Saul says: “He who does not know history is destined to remain a child.”4 But if he is right, it would be fair to say that the unconscious condition of Western civilization stems from the fact that it has been built on the foundations of an unconscious religion. Christianity too may be said to lack self-knowledge, to lack an effective grasp of its warlike history, its divisive philosophy, and its negative options for a peaceful future. Even more cogent is its lack of awareness of the antiquity and worldwide spread of its roots, or of its debt to pagan religious traditions that were old when the pyramids were built.

For nearly two thousand years the whole thrust of Christian doctrine has centered on one very powerful emotive belief: the salvific efficacy of Jesus’ death on the cross and his resurrection—a cosmic event that vicariously atoned for the sins of the world. But for many in the West, that belief has now lost its force and its meaning. What drives the spiritual search today is of a more pragmatic nature: the need for a holistic philosophy that transcends racial and ideological differences, a moral and social vision capable of unifying rather than dividing peoples, a teaching that synthesizes the individual’s highest evolutionary aspirations.

This longing for unification—of the soul, of nations, of ideas—although frequently inarticulate, evokes the mood of the earliest phase of Christianity. The apocryphal gospels found at Nag Hammadi speak repeatedly of a bridechamber rite that offers the possibility of rebirth into the unitive consciousness of Christ, a rite of self-transformation in which the primal opposites find their resolution, conflict between the soul’s polarities is transcended, sorrow ceases with the coming of peace, and the soul at last “enters into her rest,” a phrase that occurs frequently in the Gospel of Philip. This bridechamber sacrament, unknown to us today, was once the pivot on which the whole Judaeo-Christian movement turned, yet many centuries have passed since the mainstream Church celebrated it or aspired to its ideal of holy love.

Instead, competitive and adversarial attitudes have developed in the Church that divide rather than unite. Beneath all the pious declarations of accord there is a sense of extreme discord: ruptured relations between science and religion, between faith and knowledge, between individual and society, between the sexes, between humanity and Nature, and a barrier of fundamentalist intolerance between Christianity and the rest of the world religions—a far cry indeed from the Sermon on the Mount. This confrontational style is a massive obstacle to the spirit of inclusiveness and synthesis that sped the infant religion on its way, and must bear much of the responsibility for the carnage that is now rapidly consuming our entire world.

The fact that a yoga of love is the engine that once secretly drove the very heart of Christianity is only one of the corrections that need to be made to our innumerable misconceptions of what makes up a genuine religion. Dr. David Tacey, the author of The Spirituality Revolution, suggests that for the younger generation especially, less piety and more informed knowledge of religious history would be welcomed.5 Tacey, the Associate Professor of Religious Studies at La Trobe University, in Melbourne, believes that even though the sacred motifs of the religion are now losing their potency in their traditional form, their symbolism—their essence, or universal spiritual meaning—must be understood if they are to be reborn in a form more effective for the times. Yet for such a task, the Christian establishment seems ill equipped.

Our present institution reflects almost nothing of the rapture of spiritual creativity that poured forth from the core of the new Jesus movement during the first and second centuries. In those days its agenda was nothing less than to shift the locus of control, both emotional and intellectual, from the externalized government of the gods and goddesses of pagan antiquity to the inner governing center of every human being. This elevation of the Self over the authority of the Community was so radical a change in spiritual direction that it could scarcely be conceptualized, but remained a powerful underlying motive force in the new religion that overcame all before it. The pagan world, although uncomprehending, found it irresistible. It is impossible now for Christians to recapitulate that early spiritual magic, for the shift from outer to inner authority and power is no longer possible in its original form. The sacramental mechanism by which it was effected—that is to say, the bridechamber rite within a system of graded initiation—was excised from the religion within three centuries of its birth. That sacrilege is now returning to haunt us.

Today Christianity is the only world religion in existence that has no sanctioned esoteric tradition, no body of transcendental science at its core that can be accessed by an institutionalized system of individual initiation. Every other world religion has incorporated into its overall belief system an inner yoga or wisdom tradition to which the believer seeking greater understanding of his faith can turn. Through initiation he can enter a more advanced path that will take him to higher levels of enlightenment and spiritual fulfillment, one that will offer a more informed overview of the doctrines he lives by and the universe he inhabits. But despite the existence of monastic orders supposed to fill this need, such a course is no longer available to Christians, and has not been for many hundreds of years.

“Only in the western Christian movement,” says the American theologian and writer Elaine Pagels, “do we see a suppression of this kind of mystical tradition [evident in other religions].” As more and more critics are insisting, the inadequacy of the Christian tradition reveals what the Renaissance magi knew, that almost from the beginning there has been a mutilation of the original revelation, and indeed a major extirpation of the very heart of the faith. The discovery of the Nag Hammadi codices has merely reinforced the conviction, long held in esoteric circles, that what began as a gnostic Mystery religion has become little more than a ritualized tribal mythology.

These long-forgotten Gnostic scriptures recovered from the sands of Egypt suggest that if the roots of Christianity are to be rediscovered, we should be approaching Jesus’ teachings as we would the “whispered teachings” of the Upanishads, as belonging in the tradition of the great yogic schools of India, whose “twilight” wisdom was transmitted only through initiation. This is what Jesus himself recommends in the Nag Hammadi texts. In the elliptical language of paradox and dissent, time and again he reverts to the inner mystery of the Kingdom of God, dropping hints that he is transmitting in secret “what no eye has seen and what no ear has heard and what no hand has touched and what has never occurred to the human mind”6 (Thomas 17).

Indeed, the idea that from the beginning Christianity may have contained a Mystery doctrine with Gnostic overtones secretly transmitted to the few has received confirmation in the famous document that Dr. Morton Smith, the late Professor of Ancient History at Columbia University, found in 1958 in the library of the Greek Orthodox Mar Saba monastery in Palestine.7 It was an eighteenth-century copy of a fragment of a letter, subsequently authenticated by numerous experts, that had been written by Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–240), one of the earliest, most erudite, and most gnostic of the church fathers, to one Theodore, evidently a trusted friend.

The letter indicates that a hitherto unknown gospel, written by Mark in Alexandria around 90 CE, had been based on an earlier Aramaic gospel and translated into Greek. Smith quotes Clement as saying that after Mark wrote his canonical gospel in Rome soon after 70 CE, he had written an account of the Lord’s deeds in this secret gospel, about “whatever makes for progress towards knowledge (gnosis).” Clement continues:

Thus he [Mark] composed a more spiritual gospel for the use of those who were being initiated . . . When he died, he left his composition to the church in Alexandria, where it is even yet most carefully guarded, being read only to those who are being initiated into the great Mysteries.8 (author’s italics)

Another instance of the Mystery grades in Christianity appears in the work of a Gnostic named Theodotus, who wrote in Egypt during the 160s: Clement of Alexandria quoted from him a report that Jesus taught his disciples

at first by examples and by stories with hidden meanings, then by parables and enigmas, but in the third stage, clearly and nakedly, in private.9

Morton Smith cites many other instances, including ones in the Christians scriptures that suggest the existence in the primitive Church of a hidden tradition that had been taught by Jesus to those considered worthy of his mysteries, which for a time was transmitted in an initiatory structure of progressive grades. These could be accessed by every member of the Church who was prepared to undergo the necessary purification, study, and acts of penance. The professor refers especially to Paul’s letters: Rom. 5:3 ff, 1 Cor. 12:12 f, Gal. 3:26 ff, 2 Col. 9:3–4, which connect baptism with a visionary ascent of consciousness into the heavens. “Why else did so very many gnostic sects,” Smith asks, “spring up so early in so many parts of the Christian church?”

It seems likely that the primitive secret tradition of Christianity will prove the most important single factor in solving one of the major problems of the history of Gnosticism. Groups that seem gnostic occasionally appear in paganism or Judaism, but nowhere else is there anything like the quantity and vigor of the Christian development. This has to be explained, and the explanation must be something in Christianity. What else but the secret tradition?10

What we find in primitive Christianity is that beginners who had faith built largely on external factors were distinguished by grade from those who had acquired knowledge of inner realities: in other words, an outer circle of neophytes was distinguished from an inner circle of initiates in the classical manner of the temples. Early Christian communities were thus organized into three ranks, whose members were known as hylics, psychics, and pneumatics, respectively.11 The lowest spiritual initiation was for catechumens or hylics, for whom the ordinary baptismal rite was appropriate. The second initiation, that for psychics, took place at the Paschal Vigil, which was an all-night baptismal service preceding Easter Day, in which certain elements of Mark’s secret tradition were transmitted by insertion into the liturgy. But the third initiation, for pneumatics, the true Gnostics, involved an unwritten tradition that Mark never openly divulged and which was transmitted in more private circumstances.12

The first rank was likely to be composed of poorly educated and at best semiliterate men and women, who made up a large part of Near Eastern society in the first century. As Origen, the great Christian theologian, born in Egypt in 185 BCE, admitted, that was because in the world he inhabited “the illiterate necessarily outnumber the educated.”13 Above the hylics were men and women of a considerably more literate quality. The highest group was of a generally superior intelligence, education, and thirst for spiritual understanding. It alone would become cognizant of the secret tradition. As pneumatics, its members were free to enter small initiatory study groups, closed to the two lower grades, in which an advanced Christology was taught. They were likely to become as familiar with Platonic and Neopythagorean philosophies, with Qabalah,a even perhaps with the metaphysical doctrines of the gymnosophists of India, as any other of the intellectual sophisticates of great cities of learning like Edessa, Antioch, and Alexandria. Such Christian initiatory schools were frequently held in private homes and could be entered only by invitation. For two to three hundred years this triune initiatory structure prevailed in Gnostic circles, until it was denounced as heresy and eradicated. As long as it survived there is evidence that the Church possessed a high wisdom tradition no less rarefied than that of any Roman Mithraic cell or the Egyptian Serapion.

Even before the discovery of the lost Gnostic scriptures and Mark’s secret gospel, there were courageous thinkers like Walter Bauer who attacked the Roman Church for its obsession with heresy. Bauer believed Christianity had begun as a Gnostic religion in which a whole spectrum of attitudes and beliefs, both gnostic and conservative, were at first able to coexist peaceably, without accusations of heresy on either side.14 This is only what we would expect of an institution in which ascending grades of instruction and practice culminated in visionary experiences of the Christ Spirit incommunicable to those below: and not only visionary experiences, but also theosophical and cosmological insights of an esoteric nature that utterly transformed the worshipper’s worldview.

Indeed, it is highly probable that originally the four canonical gospels were chosen from among many others for inclusion in the Christian scriptures because of their suitability for the lowest, most numerous and most exoteric of the three initiatory grades. More esoteric texts, such as the Gospel of Thomas, the book of Clement, and the Gospels of Barnabas, Peter, Mary, and Philip, which we now refer to as apocryphal, may well have been regarded as suitable only for the higher grades and reserved for private readings.

“The imposition of a standard ‘orthodox’ belief came only later,” says another commentator, with the concentration of authority in the hands of the Roman Church successfully replacing the older apostolic tradition.15 Despite such revelations, the official and still largely unopposed view of the modern Church establishment is that the Gnostic vision had no part in Jesus’ message, but was a later development. Thus Bentley Layton, possibly the foremost authority on the Gnostic texts found at Nag Hammadi, denies the possibility of a gnosticism older than the first or second century CE, asserting that none of the gnostic myths “can be earlier than the first serious efforts of Christian theologians to come to grips with Platonic philosophical myth . . .”16 It was an opinion shared by his second-century heresy-hunting predecessors. They too regarded Gnosticism as foreign to Christianity, a relatively late pagan infiltration of the true Christian faith.

But Morton Smith was one authority who disagreed. He contended that Jesus himself was Gnostic in outlook, and that he taught a new kind of Mystery tradition to his inner circle of disciples in conjunction with a secret nocturnal baptism that freed them from Judaism’s purity laws. This “pneumatic” baptism some see as having been more particularly the gateway to the bridechamber and its gift of spiritual illumination. Smith believed the practice was regarded in orthodox circles as heretical and was the reason for the bitter opposition to Jesus maintained by the Pharisees and the Levitical authorities in Jerusalem.17 However, the new Judaeo-Christian sect would probably not have survived, he argues, had not Jesus’ brother James taken over its leadership in Jerusalem after a period of extreme persecution in which thousands of converts, including Peter and others of the apostles, had fled the city. James, an orthodox Nazarite from birth, effected a shift in doctrinal direction toward a strict observance of Mosaic law, after which “relations with the Pharisees markedly improved and there developed a party of strong observants who stood even to the right of James.”18

This doctrinal shift succeeded in returning the Judaeo-Christian community in Jerusalem to the exoteric stance from which it had originally distanced itself. Once again, the outer Law became more important than the inner voice of conscience, more important than individual moral authority. Dr. Smith contends that from then on until the Jewish Revolts in 70 and 135, the Jamesian Church of the Circumcision imposed its orthodoxy on the radical message brought by Jesus, thus altering the entire thrust of his breakaway movement. In Jerusalem, the esoteric Christian impulse was forced underground almost before it was born. Only in the Hebrew diaspora was the original apostolic faith, carried forth by Paul, the disciple from Tarsus, in southeastern Turkey, able to survive for several more centuries.

Walter Bauer and Morton Smith are by no means alone in suggesting that the Christian religion simply cannot be understood without reference to Gnosticism, nor the bridechamber sacrament without reference to the Gnostic initiates who disseminated it in obedience to their Master Jesus. Gnosticism was the term applied to a number of salvation sects that arose in the final centuries before the Common Era and which represented an amalgamation of Hebrew mysticism, Greek philosophy, and the Hermetic traditions of Egypt and the Near East. As one authority says,

Although Gnosticism’s origins and philosophy are essentially pre-Christian, it became linked with Christian ideas at an early stage and, because of Christianity’s influence, is still identified as an “heretical” doctrine.19

Christianity was swept into existence on the crest of a Gnostic tide that had first seeped into the popular culture in the wake of Alexander the Great’s conquests, and numerous scholars have insisted that it is only against this historical backdrop that the Christian religion reveals its intrinsic meaning.20 What emerged under mysterious circumstances in a flood of mysticism of an entirely new kind became loosely known as Gnosticism, a coined term derived from Gnosis. The primordial Gnosis was a body of sacred knowledge, a wisdom repository believed to have been given to the human race from the earliest times. From the sixth century BCE, Greek and Phoenician traders and adventurers had carried home in a secularized form the sacred arts and sciences they discovered on their travels abroad, and it was thus that many of the secrets of the Bronze Age temples began to flow out to the masses.21 By the third century BCE, the Hellenic enlightenment was spreading across the Mediterranean world and beyond, bringing in its wake a body of Gnostic speculation and temple practice that helped to offset the divisive influence of the new secular religions, such as Zoroastrianism, Confucianism, Reformed Judaism, and to a lesser extent Hinayana Buddhism.

These were populist religions that rejected the sacred sciences and secret magical rites of the temples, caring little for the Gnosis but a great deal for the victory of righteousness over evil. They represented an altogether new spirit of interreligious competition, diversity, and conflict; were loyal only to their own community; understood only their own doctrines; and were united only in their indifference to higher learning. Had it not been for the leaking of the Gnosis from the temples into the public arena, and especially into the Judaeo-Christian movement, our priceless wisdom heritage might have been lost forever. In any event, the Gnostic influx helped to democratize the ancient closed caste system and revolutionized the nature of civilization as it had previously been understood.

Gnostic ideas infused all the new mystery cults, of Mithras, Serapis, Isis, Cybele, and others that were emerging in the Hellenic period, but in Jesus’ Judaic movement the Gnosis found its most favorable environment and crystallized at once into a popularly realized form opposed to Reformed Judaism. Christian Gnosticism was a mystical path, a psychological tool, and a complex cosmology in one. Transmitting a knowledge potentially available to all, such as we find in the esoteric paths of Vedanta, Qabalah, and Hermetic and Sufi alchemy, Gnosticism was deeply concerned with the individual self and referred to immediate inner experience, to direct awareness of sacred things through self-knowledge, and to insights intuitively apprehended from within rather than from objective reasoning. Among the Christian pneumatics, it promoted psychospiritual methods that went beyond vocal prayer and ritual and included hitherto secret temple techniques: meditative disciplines and techniques of trance, the application of a science of subtle spinal energies, and the harnessing of symbological systems whereby what was known by such means could be practically controlled and utilized in the service of the spirit. This was a revolutionary innovation in first-century agricultural Palestine, a profound awakening of the mind nurtured by men and women for whom Jesus was the great Master who had said, “I am the intellectual spirit, filled with radiant light.”22

Many of Jesus’ most famous sayings are gnostic. The first Christian communities established in Mesopotamia and Egypt were gnostic. They were led by gnostic luminaries and professed beliefs that were gnostic, numinous, and concerned with a Christology that incorporated the Qabalistic Tree of Life icon. Although such beliefs were more prevalent at the higher stages of initiation, they influenced the whole. Gnostic Christians welcomed women disciples and slaves and gave them administrative and prophetic roles; they spoke of the Mother-Father God; and they gave every Christian member the opportunity, through ascending grades of tuition, to rise in wisdom from a simple mythological basis to a state of true enlightenment.

These “children of the bridechamber” also believed that love and wisdom spring from the same root, that the two are interdependent. The first Christians therefore sought nothing less than personal union with the Divine through means that led into intellectual as well as devotional paths of self-transformation. To further their quest, many of them read widely and thronged the various religious academies of Alexandria, Rome, Ephesus, and Antioch. The result was startling. A new courage to think for oneself, to value independence of thought, led before long to expressions of individual opinion on even the most sacred subjects, in a show of intellectual independence and creativity that would amaze and mystify modern Christian congregations. From both pagan and Christian sources we learn of the contentious arguments that raged among Christians on such topics as the Resurrection, prophecy, the role of women in the new sect, whether to obey episcopal authority, the value of martyrdom, the meaning of the Crucifixion, and countless other things that would presently become too sacred to question. For a time, this intellectual vigor was the hallmark of the religion and, despite opposition, a prime reason for its success.

How had it been achieved? What was the secret dynamic at the heart of the new Jesus movement that so rapidly distinguished it from the many mystical cults that were emerging at that time and rendered it a very different religion from the one we know today?

SPIRITUAL KINGSHIP AND THE ROYAL CULT

The myth that ignorance is of little moment in matters of religion, that it is no barrier to holiness and may even be conducive to it, is an invention that has plagued Christianity since the fourth century, when the Gnostics were finally outlawed and their initiatory schools closed down. Since then the notion among theologians that the early faith was an intellectually unsophisticated movement built solely on prayer and unlettered enthusiasm has survived to the present day with the tenacity of a cult belief and is undoubtedly connected to Jesus’ supposed low social status. A well-known writer has recently enlarged, for example, on the fact that in Alexandria, Christians competing with their well-educated peers “had to become more sophisticated, transcending the simplistic message preached by Paul to his largely untutored flock.”23 The same source quotes the British scholar E. R. Dodds: “If Christianity was to be more than a religion for the uneducated it must come to terms with Greek philosophy and Greek science.”24 Such views reflect the prevailing patronizing assumption, almost universally held today, that Jesus was an uneducated, untrained, and unsophisticated tradesman: virtually an illiterate peon who founded a religion that appealed only to the most ignorant level of the population.

But great world religions are not built on “simplistic messages.” In the past all the visionaries or avatars who have founded world religions—the Vedic sages, Moses, Zoroaster, the Buddha, Mani, Muhammad—have emerged from their respective spiritual traditions as initiates adequately equipped with the most advanced spiritual learning of their day. Nor do we find their first converts to be ignorant peasants but rather men and women similarly trained in a religious setting, though perhaps earning their living by humble means—as did Paul, a sailmaker educated to a high standard in the rigorous law schools of the Pharisees. The most recent research into the beginnings of Christianity suggests that Jesus and his followers did not depart appreciably from this universal norm. Indeed, by claiming to be a scion of the line of King David, the Jesus of the gospels seems to be stressing this very point.

Throughout the canon there are numerous instances in which Jesus presents himself to the populace in the archetypal image of the King: sometimes as the ancient god-king of the Mysteries, at other times as a descendant of King David, or, again, as the one whom the prophet Isaiah immortalized as the Suffering Servant of Israel. This royal scapegoat (or his animal surrogate) was either sent out into the desert to die or burned alive in the Tophet, so atoning for the sins of the community. Indeed it was in the latter sense that the charge must be read that was written so derisively above Jesus’ head on the cross: “The King of the Jews.”

But all these cult heroes of the past, though monarchs, were considerably more than monarchs, more than key figures in the stately ritual and pageantry of court obsequies: they were also vessels of the most sacred knowledge of their race. Whether represented as mighty rulers like Solomon or as sacrificial victims of the Tophet, they were learned men initiated by their priests into the highest Mystery wisdom of their day. Similarly, in all the early scriptures available to us, Jesus too proclaimed by his followers a Jewish king, exhibits all the trained knowledge and skills of a royal initiate.

The spiritual brotherhoods that formed small communities in the wilderness areas of Syro-Palestine, especially in the Transjordan and along the banks of the river Jordan, were all schools of arcane learning; and it was in these areas that we know Jesus roamed with his followers, teaching and healing. It was a world of scriptural and occult scholarship, of prestige and social status, a closed system whose initiates possessed the secret of powers and sciences inconceivable to the common man. There can be no doubt that Jesus possessed, and would have passed on to his closest disciples, this higher knowledge withheld from “those outside” (that is, the uninitiated), as was customary among the hermetically sealed spiritual brotherhoods of his day.

Jesus said . . . “To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in parables; so that they may indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear but not understand; lest they should turn again, and be forgiven.” (Mark 4:11)

Matthew too relates that Jesus spoke in parables to “those outside,” saying to his disciples: “To you it has been given to know the secrets [literally, “mysteries”] of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given” (Matthew 13:11).

In the royal cult it was to the king that the priests transmitted their entire body of knowledge, and the king at his death would bear it with him to the stars, where he would become a god and would dispense judgment and salvation to his people on earth. There were many layers of symbolic meaning in Jesus’ monarchic ascriptions and self-identifications: they were a certification of scholarship as well as supreme authority. Far from being the faith cult it later became, primitive Christianity embodied an ancient Hebrew tradition that mirrored that of Egypt and India, one that associated royalty with privileged sacred knowledge. Thus Jesus’ claim to kingship gave his movement an intellectual underpinning of incomparable strength and richness of texture, and it emphasized at an even deeper and more hidden level the core of the royal cult, its very raison d’être: the sacred marriage rite. Secretly celebrated though it was, the bridechamber sacrament was the real key to Christianity’s success.

The canonical gospels make one or two guarded references to “the children of the bridechamber” and to Christ as bridegroom (Matthew 9:15); but it was the Gnostics who fully developed the theme of the sacred marriage, according it a pivotal importance in their apocryphal gospels. Bishop Irenaeus, of Lyons in Gaul (ca. 130/40–200), was the first to record for posterity the existence of this sacrament in the course of his diatribe Against Heresies. Some Gnostics, he said (probably meaning the Valentinians),

prepare a “bridal chamber” and perform a mystic rite with certain invocations, for those who are being consecrated (perfected), and they claim that what they are effecting is a “spiritual marriage.”25

The fact that Irenaeus needed to explain the bridechamber sacrament makes it evident that it was already moving onto the heretical margins of Christianity even by the late second century and was little known among mainstream Christians. It was not until 1946, when the Gospel of Philip, thought to have been written in the late second or early third century, was rediscovered among the Nag Hammadi documents, that scholars began to puzzle over the hitherto unknown bridechamber sacrament. After nineteen centuries of suppression, the Gnostic Gospel of Philip disclosed it as the culmination of five ascending degrees of Christian initiation, claiming, “The Lord has done everything in a Mystery, a baptism, and an anointing [a chrism], and a Eucharist and a redemption and a marriage-chamber.”26

What, wondered biblical historians, was this Gnostic marriage chamber that had been described by Irenaeus—and to which, according to the Gospel of Philip, Jesus himself had subscribed? The other sacraments were derived obviously enough from their Judaic parent: purification by ablutions in water, a sealing ceremony by anointing with oil, a sacred meal, and what was probably an act of penance—all these were simply variations on standard Judaic practices. But from whence came the spiritual marriage chamber? The modern German scholar Dr. Kurt Rudolph, one of the first to research Gnosticism in depth, concludes that the ceremony was evidently a kind of sacrament for the dying, accompanied by unction and recitations, and was intended to be a reunification of the soul in the afterlife with Christ Jesus as bridegroom.

The bridal chamber is the “Holy of Holies” and ranks above the other sacraments. The object in view was evidently to anticipate the final union with the Pleroma (represented as a bridal chamber) at the end of time and realizing it in the sacrament; though not by a sexual act or a kissing ceremony, as was frequently assumed . . . There is an explicit contrast between the earthly and celestial marriage: the latter is the “unsullied marriage.”27

Was this marriage chamber related to the one that, according to Jewish Qabalists, took pride of place in Solomon’s temple? Was it connected to the union of the Divine Couple? Or could it be associated even more pertinently with the statues of the two embracing cherubim, one male and the other female, that made of the Holy of Holies in King Herod’s second temple a similarly erotic bridechamber? True, two illustrious visitors to the Jerusalem temple seem to deny this possibility: both Philo Judaeus and Josephus strove to give the impression that the Holy of Holies was empty. But Raphael Patai notes that they did so with such self-conscious and self-contradictory circumlocutions that the opposite impression is conveyed.28 He concludes that, despite official claims to the contrary, there is sufficient historical evidence to accept as fact the presence of the embracing cherubim within the innermost Jewish sanctuary.

That an implicit relationship—and clear differences—existed between the Jewish bridechamber and the Christian sacrament Dr. Rudolph makes apparent when he emphasizes that the latter is not a sexual act or “kissing ceremony”—not, in short, like that imputed to the Hebrew cherubim. Although the Levitical priests assured visiting pilgrims that the cherubims’ embrace in the Holy of Holies was purely symbolic of God’s love for Israel, Patai points to a historical event that renders undeniable the mythological connection of the statuary to the ancient hieros gamos of the Mysteries.

Patai’s researches into Talmudic sources reveal a historical incident in which Gentiles broke into the inner sanctuary of the temple—a dark chamber officially declared empty and devoid of images—and there discovered the hidden erotica. Since Judaism was famous for being an ani-conic religion devoted to the worship of the invisible God, the invaders (according to rabbinic records) carried the two cherubim entwined in conjugal embrace out into the streets of the city, parading them to the accompaniment of much ridicule. “You used to say this nation was not serving idols. Now you see what we found and what they were worshipping!” they jeered.29

Patai believes this incident, so embarrassing for the Jewish priests, may be dated to 170 BCE, when Antiochus Epiphanes, the Seleucid king of Syria (175–164 BCE), took Jerusalem and looted the second temple, bearing away all its treasures, no doubt including the cherubim statuary. The treasures were eventually restored, and the historian suggests that the embracing cherubim too were restored to their traditional position in the Holy of Holies, probably remaining there until the destruction of Jerusalem.30 If he is right, the inner sanctuary, all official dogma to the contrary and however symbolically intended, indeed served as a mystical bridechamber and a secret memorial to the forbidden Judaic Mysteries.

We find the same Mystery tradition being continued in the Jesus movement—yet apparently with a profound difference. While the bridechamber in the Jewish sanctuary clearly refers to the first tantric phase of the Mysteries and the ancient fertility rites of the king and his high priestess, the Christian bridechamber is not admitted to have any such overt meaning. Its “unsullied” celestial marriage celebrates rather the second phase of the Mystery cycle, the last rites of the dying god-king. As we have seen, his tryst in the bridechamber is spiritual rather than carnal. He is done with the passions of the flesh and his end is a lonely one. Taken from the court and from the side of his queen, he is sequestered in a solitary place and initiated into all the sacred practices and knowledge of his race before being delivered to his death. Thus on a higher initiatory arc than at his coronation, the god-king’s soul ascends to union with the Divine Light.

The Christian belief in a spiritual marriage seems to have been based on a variation of this same primal theme. It rested on the idea that when the soul descends to earth only a part of the individual incarnates. The lower self lives its life on earth, as though spellbound, estranged from the angelic higher Self, which remains in the worlds of spirit. The goal of the spiritualization process therefore is a resurrection of the lower unit and a reunification of the sundered elements. “The pneumatics or gnostics,” states Rudolph, “are understood as brides of the angels, and their entrance into the world beyond as a wedding feast.”31

The Mysteries of ancient Egypt enshrined the same ideas. A rare mural in an Egyptian temple at Abu Simbel portrays the resurrection ceremony following the death of Osiris, at which Isis and her son Horus are officiating with initiatory tools. Horus holds to the back of Osiris’s head a long rod with a tuning fork at its end, called the rod of resurrection, which Horus situates at the seventh chakra in the king’s spinal system.32 Other tools are shown in the mural that further facilitate the king’s spiritual metamorphosis and ascension to the Light. Love is the dominant theme throughout the Egyptian Mystery cycle, but the love the dying Osiris now embodies is not eros but agape. Delivered from passion and ignorance, his is a marriage on high, a union in a celestial analog of the earthly bridal chamber, culminating in rebirth.

This ancient Egyptian theme was recapitulated in the Christ Mystery. Gnostic gospels state repeatedly that the progression of the Christian sacraments was toward an ultimate union with Christ in a ritual marriage chamber, offering the possibility of regeneration to every participating soul. Taking place in a sacred inner space, an inner citadel, it clothed the soul in the garments of life and light and crowned it with glory. Andrew Welburn, a well-known author and Fellow of New College in Oxford, agrees with Morton Smith that there is much evidence in the gospels that Jesus conducted a secret nocturnal baptism that initiated his inner circle of disciples into a heightened state of consciousness known enigmatically as the Kingdom of God or the Kingdom of Heaven; and Welburn identifies this ritual activity with the bridechamber sacrament.

“The evidence of a baptismal Mystery,” he asserts, “sheds a direct light on some of the most perpelexing passages of Jesus’ teaching.”33 He refers to the story about Nicodemus, the influential Pharisee who at night sought rebirth from Jesus, and to the parable about the king who invited guests to a great wedding feast but found among all those assembled in the marriage chamber one who was not wearing a wedding garment. “This,” says Welburn, “surely suggests that the garment in question was the white baptismal robe worn by all Christians, without which the bridechamber initiation was invalid.” He stresses too the prevalence of light symbolism in the Gospel of Philip, which the author continually couples with references to the marriage chamber. The candidate comes in the night to be initiated into the “light of a higher consciousness that will dawn in him,”34 and thus

[e]very person who [enters] the bedroom will kindle the light and it will be manifest to him or her alone hidden not in darkness and the night, but hidden in a perfect day and holy light. (Philip 107:14–16)

The Mystery cycle of antiquity represented a unified field whose function it was to be a kind of mystical transmitting station that continuously radiated the energy of love and wisdom from the temples out to the common people. The Christian bridechamber rite accomplished a similar result. It wove into this living energy field a new law of social compassion and transformed the archaic goddess of fertility into Sophia, the goddess of wisdom, of spiritual knowledge. Love and wisdom thus transformed the initiates of the Christian bridechamber into accomplished servants of Christ.

Although they were few in number compared to the rest of their community, the initiates of the bridechamber became community leaders, healers, and prophets, and acquired extrasensory gifts such as telepathy and clairvoyance as well as the noble character traits required to use those gifts wisely. It was in the bridechamber, in short, that the leaders of Christian congregations were incubated as warriors of the spirit and architects of a new and more enlightened society, for love was conceived of as being far more than the magnetic emotional bond between humans. It was the creative energy that also organized the raw material of ideas into meaningful conceptual patterns. Love was the basis of a winged intellect, the very mother of wisdom.

Why, then, did such a metaphysically vibrant and enquiring Christian climate, so different from the Church today, so soon die out? Resentment at what was seen as elitism was not the only factor in the reaction against the Gnostic model. Christianity also had its rivals in the pagan world, which tested to the utmost its new creed of communal love, as the tidal wave of change that had swept Gnostic thought from the temples out into the greater world had led to the emergence of a whole crop of new mystical cults that all too strongly resembled the Judaeo-Christian movement. Competitive pagan schools like those of Serapis of Egypt and Mithras of Rome, which beckoned a new well-educated middle class and could be entered by the requisite financial outlay, were increasingly viewed by the more conservative Christians with suspicion and antipathy. At least two of them, the Mithraists and the Mandaeans, also practiced the bridechamber rite. By the third century, the mysticism professed by these rivals was being seen as the work of Satan, or at best as a blasphemous imitation of Christ’s revelation to man, alienating many Christians from the Gnosis.

Yet in his writings, René Guénon repeatedly questions the traditional Christian attitude to other faiths, emphasizing the heterodox nature of Christian origins.35 He believed that all the great religions of antiquity were rooted in one common Wisdom tradition, the sole primordial Gnosis for this planet, and that therefore their differences, over which so many tears have been shed, wars fought, and civilizations destroyed, were fundamentally illusory. Indeed, scholars have long noted that a strong family likeness is apparent in Christianity and the other Mystery cults of Jesus’ time. Their similarities include personal salvation, redemption through repentance, and, in the case of the Osirian religion, circumcision, confession, baptism, and a cult of the Holy Family.36
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