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  What people are saying about




  A Secret History of Christianity




  In this remarkable and timely book Mark Vernon helps us to recover a lost tradition in the Christian faith. At a time when the outer forms of Christianity seem to be in a state of exhaustion and confusion, he recalls us to an inner experience of Christ, a call to transformation of both vision and consciousness. In doing so he brings back into central focus neglected thinkers like Owen Barfield, poets and mystics like Blake and Traherne. He offers us a movement from the outer to the inner, from discourse about faith to a lived sense of the inner life of the Kingdom.




  Malcolm Guite, Poet and author of Mariner, the biography of Samuel Taylor Coleridge




  This is a book I wish I had written. Mark Vernon offers a forensic diagnosis of the Church’s ills and invites us to recover an authentic and life-giving Christianity.




  Angela Tilby, Church Times columnist, author, and Canon Emeritus of Christ Church, Oxford




  Mark Vernon’s A Secret History of Christianity introduces us to two individuals whom he eloquently argues embody a vital, creative response to the spiritual malaise of our time. One we have heard of and think we know, the other is practically unknown. Their names are Jesus Christ and Owen Barfield. The Jesus you’ll find in this urgent, thoughtful work may surprise you, but the real surprise is Barfield. Why isn’t such an insightful and necessary thinker better known? Vernon answers that question and among other things shows that by getting to know Barfield we may get to know a rather different Jesus too.




  Gary Lachman, author of Lost Knowledge of the Imagination and Dark Star Rising




  



  Running as the golden thread through Mark Vernon’s remarkable panorama of Christianity are the extraordinary heterodoxies of Owen Barfield, last of the Inklings and in some ways the greatest. In this thrilling overview Vernon explores how the fulcrums in the history of human consciousness lead to radical deployments in our cosmogonies. Crucial to this is the sweep of human imagination and here Barfield joins hands with the other Inklings in their insistence that beyond our mundane sphere lie far richer worlds invisible.




  Simon Conway Morris, Professor of Palaeobiology, University of Cambridge




  Mark Vernon’s A Secret History of Christianity rescues Owen Barfield from undeserved obscurity in the shadows of J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis but in the process does so much more than that. By tracking Barfield’s careful attention to how words are used and what they say about the users, he lifts our eyes, expands our horizons and reintroduces imagination into our shared religious life. We are richer for reading him – and Barfield – and listening carefully to what they have to say.




  Nick Spencer, author of The Evolution of the West, and Research Director, Theos




  In this fascinating study, Mark Vernon reminds us of the often overlooked truth of the Christian faith – that it is not there to inform us but to form us. Introducing us to the thought of Owen Barfield and the need for mystics in a flat time, this is a celebration of the “wholespeak” of poetic belief and not the “narrowspeak” of so much that peddles itself as religion in our day. The secret is, as Mother Maria Skobtsova said, “Either Christianity is fire or there is no such thing.”




  Mark Oakley, Dean, St John’s College, Cambridge




  



  Mark Vernon has bravely stepped forward to point out what my grandfather called the taboo subject of our era; namely that people’s experience of being alive evolves over time and that the pivotal moment of human evolution was two millennia ago. He invites us to step up and share the bigger view of incarnational awareness. From this new perspective, the secret history of Christianity is revealed.


   Owen A. Barfield, Grandson of Owen Barfield




  Mark Vernon provides fresh insights into the role of Judaism, ancient Greek philosophy, Jesus Christ, Church history, mysticism and imagination in the evolution of Western consciousness. His book gives an intriguing new perspective on where we are today. A brilliant overview.




  Rupert Sheldrake, PhD, biologist and author of The Science Delusion
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  Introduction




  Something is going wrong with Christianity. In the western world, it’s not hard to make the case that something’s gone terminally wrong. People are abandoning churches in their droves or, more commonly, simply steering clear of the services that nourished their forebears. In spite of sustained attempts to reverse the decline, and notable exceptions to the rule, nothing seems able to stop it.




  This book is a response to the crisis, though it differs from others. It focuses on the inward aspect of Christianity’s troubles. It approaches the problem at a felt or mystical level.




  The root issue, I believe, lies with how Christianity has come to be presented or, to be more precise, how religious Christians have come to misunderstand the message. What was once experienced as a pathway to more life has, today, morphed into a way of life that to outsiders seems self-evidently deluded, defensive or distorted. The almost limitless capacities of the human soul, which in the past have been articulated and explored by Christianity’s key exponents, as they have by the adepts of other traditions, have been largely forgotten by Christians today, and sometimes actively rejected. The upshot is that the working assumption of many western people is that Christianity will curtail your options, not expand your life, let alone affirm the truth about yourself. The people whom sociologists call “spiritual but not religious” and “nones” shrink from it.




  It’s tragic and, in my view, most Christian apologetics haven’t really understood the nature of the problem. It’s why more evangelical writers try to sell or prove, not learn and grow. It’s why more liberal writers tend to cut Christianity back, feeling they must conform to, not test, contemporary secular assumptions. Both wings whittle away the secret sense of life to which the historical Jesus was clearly supremely alert.




 



  By “secret,” I don’t mean a Dan Brownish reference to an occult code, let alone a conspiracy theory, but to a truth that seems obscure or hidden only because it’s tricky to grasp. It’s secret in the sense of being hard to see even when plainly spelt out. It’s secret in the way that a buried hoard is secret though is, in truth, simply resting beneath your feet, waiting to be found. It’s a perception that can be known like the quiet constancy of your breath. It’s that your life springs from God’s life and that this truth is yours to be discovered. It can be known directly, not on the basis of someone else’s report, someone else’s authority, someone else’s rhetoric, but inwardly and reliably – though it’s the work of a lifetime fully to align with it.




  This is, in fact, standard mystical theology. It follows from the discernment that God is not another being, like you and me, but is the ground of being itself. God is known implicitly as the poetry in the poem, the fire in the equations, the life in the living, the pulse of the cosmos. And it’s a truth that must be inhabited to be understood.




  The situation has become critical for Christianity because over the last four or five hundred years churches have been losing touch with this inner element, which is crucial for any path that would call itself spiritual. That’s happened for various reasons – the rise of science, the impact of the Reformation, the separation of psychology from spirituality. Nonetheless, it is possible to rediscover. Like the goodly pearl of great value, it’s waiting to be uncovered.
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  I was lucky enough to find a guide in this task. He’s the Oxford Inkling, Owen Barfield. He is sometimes known as the “last Inkling” because he was the last of the celebrated group to die, in 1997. A close friend of C.S. Lewis and J.R.R Tolkien, they both thought he had the most penetrating ideas. However, he wasn’t as good a writer, particularly when it comes to blockbuster fiction, and so is not nearly so well known. That said, his core idea is readily understood, and radical. He has an account of our spiritual predicament that is illuminating.




  It arose from a discovery. Barfield realized that the human experience of life shifts fundamentally over periods of cultural time. Our awareness of things evolves. Our consciousness changes dramatically across history.




  He proposed that it happens in three phases. The first, he called “original participation” – the word “participation” referring to the felt experience of participating in life. Original participation dominates when there is little distinction between what’s felt to be inside someone and what’s outside because the boundaries of individual self-consciousness, which today we take for granted, are not in place. Life is therefore lived at the level of the collective. It’s experienced as a continuous flow of vitality between what is “me” and “not me,” between mortals and immortals, between past and present, and also between other creatures and the human creature. The inner life of the cosmos is the inner life of the people. “Early man did not observe nature in our detached way,” Barfield writes. “He participated mentally and physically in her inner and outer processes.”1




  It determined life in ancient times and can sometimes be glimpsed today. It’s in the waves of emotion that sweep across a crowd as, then, there’s a temporary dissolution of the boundaries between the individual and others. It’s an experience that’s akin to stepping back in time.




  A second phase away from original participation is marked by what he called a “withdrawal of participation.” It happens when there’s a shift from the sense of being immersed in the life of others, nature and the gods. An awareness of separation, even isolation, is felt. A person will begin to sense that they have an inner life that is, relatively speaking, their own.




  Barfield argued that a momentous withdrawal of participation began to unfold in the middle of the first millennium BCE. It’s the period during which quasi-scientific ideas about the cosmos began to be formed. Some humans turned away from an exclusive reliance on myths as their interests changed from sharing in life to explaining life. Questions such as the meaning of life started to appear because meaning no longer spontaneously revealed itself to such enquirers.




  It was a troubling time, though, with the withdrawal of participation came an astonishing gain. The concentration of inner life that the separation from outer life brought came hand in hand with an intensification of the sense of being an individual, and with that came all manner of novel possibilities. Moral responsibility emerged, as did new relationships with deities. In the West, this moment is identified with the birth of philosophy in ancient Greece and the emergence of new religious imperatives from the Hebrew prophets. (I’m going to focus on these developments from a western perspective, though a comparable story could be told of the East.)




  It’s a time of awakening and rebirth and results in what Barfield called “reciprocal participation,” a third phase. Now, the inner life of the individual is felt to belong to him- or herself – the gain of the withdrawal – but also to reflect the inner life of nature, the cosmos and of God. The individual has a soul that is not cut off; an interiority that can reflect and reflect on life and its meaning. People of this age have a subjectivity that can forge purposes and intentions. The awareness of participating in life still involves shared rites and ceremonies, but ideally these will be undertaken freely and consensually, not simply because a priest or a king demands it. Inwardness as we can know it is born.
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  Barfield’s three-stage account of the evolution of consciousness is akin to what is also called the Axial Age or, as I think is more accurate, times through which “axial shifts” can be observed developing. This way of putting it was formulated by the German philosopher, Karl Jaspers. Original participation is also related to what the French ethologist, Lucien Lévy-Brühl, called participation mystique. Axial shifts occur when people evolve, not in the usual Darwinian sense but culturally, socio-economically, religiously and, fundamentally, existentially – in terms of their sense of themselves. It’s a psychological transformation.




  Where Barfield differs from axial approaches to history is that he argued these changes haven’t stopped. The stages are not linear but cyclical. In fact, about five hundred years ago, western civilization embarked upon another protracted period of withdrawal. Called the Enlightenment, it has embedded the mentality of modern science and, as with previous periods of withdrawal, the developments it made possible have brought novelties. One was caught by the philosopher, Immanuel Kant, in a famous essay on the essence of this enlightenment. “Dare to know!” he declared to be the clarion call for the scientific age. However, this daring has led to many troubles taking hold of the western soul. A key one is the so-called “death of God,” the widespread sense that, in truth, we may be drifting through empty, meaningless space, both literally across the cosmos, and metaphorically in our minds.




  It’s the predicament with which Christianity now wrestles, as do other wisdom traditions, and Barfield’s analysis and its application show a way that this might be more skillfully done. The aim of my secret history is to show how, through imaginatively engaging with him, as well as testing his ideas against the findings of recent scholarship, he offers an invaluable diagnosis of the malaise of our times and, further, how the latest withdrawal may actually be part of a divine process that can still be progressed. I believe his insights can help make sense of Christianity not only to those who faithfully, if somewhat uncertainly, still go to church, but also, potentially, to the many who increasingly recoil from it.
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  Barfield made his discovery about the evolution of consciousness through the study of words. Philology showed him how words change meaning over time and can be treated, therefore, as fossils of consciousness. They record how minds experienced life differently in previous periods, much as the fossils of shells and bones record how bodies worked differently in previous periods.




  An example is illuminating. Consider the words “wind” and “spirit.” It turns out that in ancient Greek, as in many other old languages, there is a single word that means both “wind” and “spirit.” It’s pneuma in Greek and it’s a relic from previous times. It’s a linguistic fossil from the undifferentiated consciousness of original participation because back then, the material world mingled with the immaterial; outer with inner; mortal with immortal; wind with spirit. One word captured what we now think of as two distinct things. It’s why, today, verses like John 3:8, “the pneuma blows where it wishes,” are almost impossible to translate.




  More broadly, consider the Bible as a whole. It reflects the same change from the early phase of original participation because its many words have arisen from human experiences that stretch across more than 1000 years of evolution. It is, on this reading, a fascinating assembly of consciousness fossils, and an analysis of them supports Barfield’s conjecture. It shows that the New Testament is markedly more concerned with introspection than the Old Testament as would be expected, because the New Testament was written many hundreds of years after original participation and after, therefore, the emergence of a relatively autonomous inner life. Further, the words used by Augustine, three hundred years after the New Testament was written, are significantly more introspective again, because by then a phase of reciprocal participation had thoroughly bedded down.2 In other words, the Bible and the writings of other early Christian authors carry the imprint of the shifts of consciousness that Barfield identified.




  He wasn’t the first to notice it. Thinkers as diverse as the British utilitarian, Jeremy Bentham, and the American transcendentalist, Ralph Waldo Emerson, had done so before. Where he differed is in arguing that Christianity played a pivotal role in the development of human awareness. It has been so central to life in the western world because the life of Jesus captured a crucial juncture in it. Jesus can be said to have understood that the evolution of consciousness had reached a decisive moment. He embodied this moment in his life and worked it out to the full, and thereby became a forerunner that others learnt to follow. He launched the period of reciprocal participation that ran from the first millennium CE until the end of the Middle Ages. The heart of what he showed is the mystical truth, the secret: individuals are free to know in themselves that their life and God’s life is one life.




  It became possible to awaken to this sense of things because of what had been unfolding in the centuries prior to Jesus’ time. In both the Jewish and the Greek worlds, the spiritual geniuses of the first millennium BCE had seen that the way in which people participated in life was shifting. It meant that, whereas in the periods captured by the earliest stories of the Bible and the early myths of the Greeks, people experienced themselves as members of tribes and city-states, living under the influence of the local gods and deities, by the time of the Hebrew prophets and the Greek philosophers, some were seizing hold of another experience. They awoke to an interiority that had a life of its own. They also began to develop different perceptions of the divine. I’ll track this process in the first four chapters. It has relevance not only as history but as the backdrop for our perceptions and participation.




  The unfolding did not stop there. The prophets and sages began to feel that the full implications of these subtle shifts had to be incarnated. To be wholly realized, the inside of the cosmos needed to be manifested not just in the ideas of perceptive teachers but in the life of an individual. Only then, could the process of separating out the inner life of human beings from the inner life of nature turn, like a tide, and become a process of reconnecting human minds with the world and the divine. This individual would demonstrate that what comes into a person from outside cannot fundamentally affect them anymore, but instead what matters is what dwells in their hearts, and so comes out in their lives. He or she would need to project a felt sense of what it is to possess a mind that knows of a kingdom of infinite space not only above but also within. Such an individual would need not to teach others, but show them by embodying it. They would be a revelation of how someone can be fully human and fully transparent to God.




  In his life, Jesus became such a central figure in the West, the individual around whom is marked nothing less than the turn of the millennia, because his life was this revelation. He crystalized such a perception of what it means to be human, the perception with the potential for a consciousness of individuality as made in the image of God.




  Chapters five and six unpack this understanding of Jesus and examine his teaching, life practices, death and resurrection through this lens. It’s not an exclusive account – his life will always exceed any one telling – but it is different from what is commonly heard in churches, at least in my experience. It’s not about how “Jesus saves,” to cite the trite formulation of our times that I believe puts so many people off, but rather is about how Jesus initiates a way that can become our own. It’s about how Jesus invited his followers to take up their cross and work out their own salvation so that they, too, might know the mystery of life in all its fullness.




  The next chapter explores how this was known in the medieval period, and then finally we come to how consciousness evolved again into the modern period. It is marked by a second, major withdrawal from a felt connection with nature and the divine. It’s produced the gains of science and technology, and a further valuing of the individual. But it’s also led to the problems of our age. So, in the last chapter, I come to what this way of looking at things can mean for us. At heart, it is that we can develop the skills of the mystics once more and actively align to a level of life that was appealing, even obvious to our ancestors, and can become so again. We can gain a form of reciprocal participation right for our times.




  New sight emerges across the course of time, Barfield argued. Our awareness of life changes. This development is painful, though the struggle often reveals gifts. It shatters limited horizons. It enables us imaginatively to perceive the vitality of divine reality afresh, and once more participate in it.




  Chapter 1


 

  The Early Israelites


 


  The secret history of Christianity has a long prehistory. It has two ancient strands – one Hebrew, one Greek – and we’ll begin with the first. Take the earliest archaeological evidence that there was a tribe called Israel. It’s immediately suggestive of how different their consciousness of themselves was from ours.




  The evidence is an inscription written into the Merneptah Stele, a granite slab that was found in the ruins of ancient Thebes. Dating from the reign of a thirteenth-century BCE Egyptian pharaoh, it memorializes a confrontation. The conflict was between the great civilization of the Nile, which by then was already close to two millennia old, and a younger tribe of hill people who lived in northern Palestine. “Israel is laid waste and his seed is not,” it reads.




  Pharaoh’s army had attacked Israel, presumably because it troubled the valuable trade routes that ran between Egypt and Mesopotamia. It’s known from other sources that capture and removal was deployed by the Egyptians in the late centuries of the second millennium as a way of neutralizing trouble spots. The policy may well lie behind the stories of Moses and the exodus as well as the biblical “novella” that tells of the fortunes of Joseph, who was kidnaped and taken to the land of the black soil and sun (Genesis 37–50).




  The Israelite hill people were followers of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the fathers of an ancient clan lineage. Back then, these names would have carried immense power. As a Bronze Age community, they would have felt them not as dead patriarchs but present realities. The names conveyed a felt rootedness to the land and a spirited belonging with their god. The Bible echoes this vitality when it points out that “Abraham” carries the meanings of “exalted ancestor” and “ancestor of a multitude” (Genesis 17:5).




  Pharaoh’s declaration of his victory over Israel was as much a boast or a warning as a report. Israel’s seed clearly wasn’t terminated. And in this seeming exaggeration, Egypt was engaged in a common feature of these times. Ancient people reveled in their triumphs, and they did so in a particular way: by amplifying the bloodshed.




  The first Israelites did it, too. In line with the received wisdom, they saw their conquests as an outflow of divine justice. The accounts of slaughter were experienced as restoring a right relationship between gods and peoples, and they showed little or no concern for those who were slain. Justice then meant cosmic balance not personal rights. There was no conception of the individual who might have rights. It’s another example of the experiential gap between then and now, and how ancient people’s perception of life was dramatically dissimilar to our own. It means that nowadays it can be profoundly uncomfortable to read some sections of the Hebrew Bible.




  The perception was linked to the way in which they shared their experience of life with the life of the land and of the deities who dwelt in the land, not least on sacred mountains. The divine saga was their saga; nature’s life was their life; its story was theirs.




  Take Psalm 125. In modern translation, it begins: “Those who trust in the Lord are like Mount Zion, which cannot be moved, but abides forever. As the mountains surround Jerusalem, so the Lord surrounds his people, from this time on and for evermore.” The psalmist turns to the mountains that encircle Jerusalem, and the holy Mount Zion in particular. In front of him, he sees the source of his strength. He is not celebrating an inner resilience, hidden within, and composing metaphors to assert it, as we might do today, but is instead straightforwardly assured by Judea’s sacred geography. He doesn’t have an inwardness that is separate. He identifies with his god, place and people. It is as if he sings: I am safe because I am in Judea, and in Judea is Jerusalem, and surrounding Jerusalem are the mountains where God dwells.




  Alternatively, consider what may be the oldest biblical reference to Israel, found in the Song of Deborah (Judges 5). It’s a victory hymn that comes from about the same time as the Merneptah Stele. It includes the memorable detail of Jael, the wife of Herber, using a mallet to drive a tent peg into the head of Sisera, an enemy commander (Judges 5:24–27). But alongside the violence comes an exuberant celebration of the god and land that the Israelites took to be on their side.




  When they marched against their Canaanite foes, they felt that this god was marching with them: “Lord, when you went out from Seir,” they sang (Judges 5:4, my italics). His presence was known to them not because they felt brave or just in their cause, as an embattled group might today, but because the earth trembled and the heavens opened, pouring forth life-giving water (Judges 5:5). The surrounding mountains, which is to say the nearby deities, fearfully acknowledged the advance, too. They “quaked before the Lord, the One of Sinai, before the Lord, the God of Israel” (Judges 5:4). And then, during the battle, the stars in heaven fought for Israel, as did the waters of the River Kishon. It disgorged a torrent that swept the enemy away (Judges 5:20–21).




  Such experiences of divine entities fighting enemies in alliance with human warriors are common in stories from other ancient cultures that share this type of consciousness. In the Iliad, Homer describes Achilles’s fight with the river-god, Scamander. The watery deity was on the side of the Trojans and repeatedly tried to kill the Greek hero from the waves. Or consider again how ancient Egypt celebrated its triumphs. Amongst the ancient inscriptions at Luxor are those that describe the famous battle of Kadesh, in which Ramesses II fought the Hittites. They, too, deploy “mythic history,” as Jeremy Naydler calls it.3 For instance, they commemorate the battle taking place at night, which in practice probably didn’t happen because ancient generals preferred the daylight, though the inscriptions are not a piece of clumsy misreporting. Rather, they’re an attempt to express how human affairs are reflections of timeless encounters between gods, in this case the victory of the sun god Ra over the serpent-god, Apophis. Apophis is the enemy of the divine sun. Hence, at a mythical level, the battle of Kadesh took place before a new dawn, which is to say that, by the wisdom of the times, it is more correct to report that the conflict occurred at night.




  This points to a further difference between then and now. You could say that if time is a unit of measurement for us, time was a playing field of heavenly conflicts and purposes for them. Instead of working out what had happened, they worked out what things meant. That depended upon insightful mythological explanations, not good evidential support. The story that was told was shaped by the prophetic discernment of outward signs, not the weighing up of hard facts. As is sometimes noted by biblical scholars, Israel’s god is presented as a “lord of history” so that “whatever happened was ultimately Yahweh’s doing,” as Michael Coogan explains.4 The old tales are interpreted, therefore, as attempts to fathom what Yahweh was up to, and why. It was a natural and spontaneous way to gain understanding. Mythic history was not fanciful history but true history, as ancient peoples saw it.
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  What was remembered, and the way in which it was remembered, illustrates the type of awareness that people then had. If that’s accepted then the concepts and judgments that shape our sense of things can be put to one side, and the ancient world can re-emerge. It becomes possible to tune into an older form of consciousness, at least to some extent. The Old Testament can take on powers akin to those of poetry, dislodging the assumptions of our age to disclose an experience of god and place that’s half forgotten. The epics and narratives have an inner life and can facilitate an expansion of our awareness of the divine, insofar as we can imaginatively refocus and connect with them.




  It’s why biblical stories and prophecies still feel enriching to read and study, though often simultaneously disorientating and troubling. They are powerfully evocative, opening upon not only the prehistory of Christianity but the prehistory of our minds. Jews know it when they recite the tale of the exodus not in a seminar but in the context of the Seder, accompanied by ritual blessings and special food. Christians know it when they hear a recitation in a dark cathedral, before sunrise, at the dawn service of Easter. The setting helps to recapture something of original participation.
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  The Bible preserves myths and memories that, read aright, can reignite. Take a single verse that has been dated back to the earliest oral traditions of the prehistoric period: “A wandering Aramean was my father” (Deuteronomy 26:5). It’s known to be old because the name “Aram” was found in a non-biblical text from the eighteenth century BCE, implying that what is now the biblical verse could echo back to 2000 BCE or more. The phrase, “A wandering Aramean was my father” is, therefore, another fossil in words. It transmits something of the experience of semi-nomads from the Fertile Crescent. It is intimately connected to the story of Abraham leaving the city of Ur. The phrase could have become a kind of incantation, with the power to bond the Israelite tribesmen who lived under the name. I think it would have felt as if it had been given to them. Working from the outside in, they would have absorbed this experience of belonging into themselves. It could, thereby, forge a collective sense of the people’s self.




  A recognition of this type of pooled identity can make sense of the early traditions surrounding Moses, too. He was another figure whose living name grew and grew as knots of meaning were continually added to it. In a world of oral memory, his story gathered together and organized perhaps several tales of Egyptian enslavement, exodus and liberation. In the mentality of the era, the name came to carry enormous theological weight. It could convey what had happened as a sign of celestial victory, as well as memorializing the terrestrial suffering and struggle.




  The method is embedded in another old pericope, now recorded at Exodus 15:20, the song of Miriam: “Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously: horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.” It is one more fossil phrase, as if given out of divine time. With it, more insights into divine activity could be uncovered. It’s not that the facts would become firmer, but that the implications richer. The Israelites, along with other ancient peoples, were embedded in such an experience of life. They had no perception of the this-worldly criteria that so intensely inform what we make of things now.
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  The early gods of Israel were also known through these multidimensional cross-currents of experience and event, which is why scholars today stress that there is not one religion or theology in the Bible, but a superposition of many. It couldn’t be otherwise. The research shows that the deities who formed the lives of the first early Israelites were not singular or simply identified with Yahweh. Solomon’s temple, for example, clearly contained altars to Baal, Asherah and others (2 Kings 23:4).




  It was only subsequently that this became a scandal, when Yahweh was adopted as a favored protector-deity by the first kings of Israel and Judah, around 1000 BCE, and then, as ninth-century BCE prophets like Elijah and Elisha championed a “Yahweh-alone” movement. Before then, most people’s experience of the divine was inherently plural and dispersed. Gods were encountered as diffuse presences associated with various mythologies, different times of the year, and assorted sacred places.




  Some were felt day by day. They make an appearance in Genesis 31:19, in the form of the clan deities that Rachel steals from Laban the Aramean in a bid to gain the upper hand in a local dispute. These are the gods of the ancestors. They were attended to at the fire of the encampment, the natural focus for offerings and prayers, as is still half-caught in the intimate phrase “hearth and home.”




  Another set of deities were those associated with sacred locations, like Mount Zion. This category of gods known to the early Israelites included a number mentioned in the Bible, such as El, Baal, Asherah, Ishtar, and Yahweh. I think you can go so far as to say that a tribe of the time would have known they were in a different place not only by changes in the landscape and geography but by changes in the gods who manifested themselves as they traveled. It’s another experience implicitly acknowledged in the Bible. “When the Most High [Elyon] apportioned the nations, when he divided humankind, he fixed the boundaries of the peoples according to the numbers of the gods” (Deut 32:8). It may explain why the Israelites developed the practice, in their periods of wandering, of carrying a tabernacle. A portable altar was an innovative way of keeping one particular divine presence with them.




  A few of the old gods stood out. “El,” for example, means “high god.” So, when Jacob had a vision of a ladder reaching between earth and heaven, at the top of which he saw “the Lord,” he assumed that he had seen El (Genesis 28:13). In time honored fashion, he raised a stone to commemorate the revelation, remarking that the Lord is in this place, and therefore naming it, “House of God,” Bet-El or Bethel (Genesis 28:18–19). Similarly, Baal can mean “master” or “lord,” and Yahweh “the one who is” – a meaning that was to become overwhelmingly important from the eighth century BCE onwards. But before that perception developed, the many gods reigned and they formed a pantheon. “God [Elohim] has taken his place in the divine council; in the midst of the gods he holds judgment,” says Psalm 82:1.
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