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To my recently deceased mother, Beverley Ann
Peterson, who, like all of us, wrestled with God (she
more happily than not).
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CARRION COMFORT

Not, I will not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee;

Not untwist—slack they may be—these last strands of man

In me or, most weary, cry I can no more. I can;

Can something, hope, wish day come, not choose not to be.

But ah, but O thou terrible, why wouldst thou rude on me

Thy wring-world right foot rock? lay a lionlimb against me? scan

With darksome devouring eyes my bruised bones? and fan,

O in turns of tempest, me heaped there; me frantic to avoid thee and flee?

Why? That my chaff might fly; my grain lie, sheer and clear.

Nay in all that toil, that coil, since (seems) I kissed the rod,

Hand rather, my heart lo! lapped strength, stole joy, would laugh, chéer.

Cheer whom though? The hero whose heaven-handling flung me, féot trod

Me? or me that fought him? O which one? is it each one? That night, that
year

Of now done darkness I wretch lay wrestling with (my God!) my God.!1!

Earlier drafts of the final line:

Of darkness done, that I wretch wrestled, I wrung with God.
Now done I know that I wretch wrestled, I wrung with, God.
Done now, I know that I wretch wrestled, I wrung with God.
Of darkness, now done with, I wretch in wrestle wrung.

—Gerald Manley Hopkins (1885)



OceanofPDFE.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

The history of supreme beings whose structure is celestial is of
the utmost importance for an understanding of the religious
history of humanity as a whole. We cannot even consider
writing that history here, in a few pages. But we must at least
refer to a fact that to us seems primary. Celestially structured
supreme beings tend to disappear from the practice of religion,
from cult; they depart from among men, withdraw to the sky,
and become remote, inactive gods (dei otiosi). In short, it may
be said of these gods that, after creating the cosmos, life, and
man, they feel a sort of fatigue, as if the immense enterprise of
the Creation had exhausted their resources. So they withdraw to
the sky.... [2]

—NMircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane (1959)
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FORESHADOWING: THE STILL,
SMALL VOICE

We begin our journey, our wrestling with God, with a singular story. It is
one that presents a remarkably weighty idea, in the dramatic form typical of
the biblical narratives—an idea that can help us understand why we should
explore these increasingly forsaken ancient stories. It is the story of the
prophet Elijah, also known as Elias, and it offers one of the most
fundamental characterizations or definitions of God. The prophet in
question lived in the time of King Ahab and his wife Jezebel, in the ninth
century BC. Though his story is a brief one, Elijah is notable among the
prophets for two reasons: his strange departure from earth, and his much
later appearance alongside Moses and Jesus of Nazareth at the pinnacle of
Mount Tabor during the Transfiguration, when Jesus revealed his divine
identity to his disciples (Matthew 17:1-9; Mark 9:2-8, and Luke 9:28-37).
That term, transfiguration, was employed by the Latin translators of the
original Greek text, who referred to that event with the word metamorphoo,
with its connotations of the qualitative transformation of caterpillar into
butterfly. Human beings grow and develop as they mature—assuming they
mature—in a manner nearly as radical as that of the winged insect. As the
apostle Paul notes in 1 Corinthians 11-13: “When I was a child, I spake as a
child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a
man, I put away childish things.” It is thus far from irrelevant that the Greek
word psyche (Yuxn)—the root from which the term psychology is derived,
the signifier for the human spirit or soul—literally means butterfly.
Profound as that linkage is between soul and butterfly, it is not the only
reason for the comparison. Butterflies are also capable of astonishing feats



of navigation. This is something at least near-miraculous, given their
fragility and hypothetically limited intelligence. In this navigational
capacity—and, perhaps, in their brevity of life and restrictions—they are
similar to human beings, who have traveled from their African point of
origin to every corner of the planet, no matter how distant and inhospitable.
The gossamer-winged insects are also beautiful, exceptionally symmetrical,
and remarkable in their capability to perceive in relationship to that beauty
and symmetry, and select mates accordingly. They can detect deviations
from both characteristics with stunning accuracy. This reveals a high
capacity for judgment, in relationship to the ideal: another ability that the
perfectly crafted insect shares with the human psyche. Why is all this
relevant to our account of the prophet Elijah and to the understanding of
life? Because his manner of death, and his later appearance in the company
of the transfigured Christ, are both representative, or symbolic, of the
psyche’s capacity for qualitative and revolutionary transmutation.

We are informed in Kings 2:2 that Elijah is taken up bodily into heaven
while still alive, a privilege that the Old Testament awards only to him and
the prophet Enoch (Genesis 5:24). It is of course part and parcel of
Christian tradition that Jesus ascends into heaven, in a similar manner, after
his resurrection (Luke 24:50-53; Acts 1:9—11). Much of Christendom also
accepts the doctrine of the Assumption of Mary, the taking up of her body
and soul into heaven after her death, but that is the extent of such
phenomena. Ascension or assumption to the divine realm marks the
presence of someone very notable indeed. At the time of Elijah’s
assumption, he is in the company of Elisha, his disciple and successor. They
are traveling from Gilgal to Bethel, both places of deep biblical import.
Gilgal is, for example, the place where the Israelites set up a memorial to
God to commemorate safe passage over the River Jordan to the promised
land (Joshua 4:19-24). Bethel, for its part, means “house of God.” It first
appears in Genesis 28:10-22 as the place where Jacob dreams of an
upward-reaching ladder to heaven with angels—intermediaries between the
divine and man—descending and ascending upon it. In this dream, God
reaffirms to Jacob the covenant He had made with Abraham and Isaac,



promising him numerous offspring, land, and divine protection. Any story
that features its heroes moving from a place of momentous occurrence to
another of equivalent or even greater consequence is an account of the idea
of “significant journey” itself—a description of a path of life being realized
in the optimally adventurous and meaningful manner. It is in keeping with
this that Elijah’s last and greatest adventure occurs at or near Bethel, the site
of the vision of Jacob’s Ladder. Elisha is with him:

And it came to pass, when they were gone over, that Elijah said
unto Elisha, Ask what I shall do for thee, before I be taken away
from thee. And Elisha said, I pray thee, let a double portion of
thy spirit be upon me.

And he said, Thou hast asked a hard thing: nevertheless, if
thou see me when I am taken from thee, it shall be so unto thee;
but if not, it shall not be so.

And it came to pass, as they still went on, and talked, that,
behold, there appeared a chariot of fire, and horses of fire, and
parted them both asunder; and Elijah went up by a whirlwind
into heaven.

And Elisha saw it, and he cried, My father, my father, the
chariot of Israel, and the horsemen thereof. And he saw him no
more: and he took hold of his own clothes, and rent them in two

pieces.
2 Kings 2:9-12

Here, Elijah is delivered into the Kingdom of God, in the same manner
that the great seeker after beauty and navigator of the insect world takes
wing into the heavens after its metamorphosis. This rise into the realm of
the divine on the part of the prophet sets the stage for his later reappearance
with Jesus on the pinnacle of Mount Tabor:

And after six days Jesus taketh Peter, James, and John his
brother, and bringeth them up into a high mountain apart,



And was transfigured before them: and his face did shine as
the sun, and his raiment was white as the light.

And, behold, there appeared unto them Moses and Elias
talking with him.

Then answered Peter, and said unto Jesus, Lord, it is good
for us to be here: if thou wilt, let us make here three
tabernacles; one for thee, and one for Moses, and one for Elias.

While he yet spake, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed
them: and behold a voice out of the cloud, which said, This is
my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye him.

And when the disciples heard it, they fell on their face, and

were sore afraid.
Matthew 17:1-6

A similarly awe-inducing transformation occurs in the accounts of
Moses: “And it came to pass, when Moses came down from Mount Sinai
with the two tables of testimony in Moses’ hand, when he came down from
the mount, that Moses wist not that the skin of his face shone while he
talked with him. And when Aaron and all the children of Israel saw Moses,
behold, the skin of his face shone; and they were afraid to come nigh him”
(Exodus 34:29-30). This shining is the co-occurrence of the ultimate up, so
to speak, with what is normally merely human—an indication of the
descent of the divine to the profane, or the ascent of the profane or wordly
upward.

It therefore makes perfect sense, symbolically speaking, that such
revolutions in character or transmutations of psyche occur on mountaintops.
The summit of the holy mountain is the mythical place where heaven and
earth touch, where the merely material meets the transcendent and divine.
Further, life is well portrayed as a series of uphill journeys. For pessimists,
that is the dread fate of Sisyphus, doomed to roll a rock up a mountain to
the peak only to have it roll back down, so the process must be endlessly
repeated. A more optimistic interpreter of life might see instead the
opportunities for personal transformation. When we have climbed a new
mountain and reached the pinnacle—that is, attained our aim—we have



brought something successfully to an end, fulfilled a proximal vision, and
become more than we were. When we have reached the top, at least of our
present climb, we can also see everything laid out in front of us, including
the next challenge—the next possibility for play, maturation, and growth;
the next calling for transformational sacrifice. The continually ascending
progress represented by a series of uphill climbs, each with its peak
experience, is a variant of the path of ascension represented by Jacob’s
Ladder, the spiraling rise into the heavens toward the Kingdom of God,
with God Himself beckoning at the high point—on the apex of the highest
conceivable mount.

There is much more to the story of Elijah than his assumption into God’s
kingdom and his final transformation. The great prophet lived in the time of
the divided kingdom of Israel and Judah. At that point, the people of Israel
labored under the rule of King Ahab, who turned them to the worship of
gods other than Yahweh, the traditional deity of Abraham, Isaac, and the
chosen people. This perversion of aim occurred as a direct consequence of
Ahab’s marriage to Jezebel, a wealthy, privileged princess of Phoenicia—
one who brought her false gods in tow in the aftermath of her wedding.
Baal, her god of choice, was a Phoenician/Canaanite deity of nature,
responsible for fertility, rain, thunder, lightning, and dew. Ahab’s new wife,
who was nothing if not direct, killed most of the prophets of Yahweh during
her attempts to establish Baal’s primacy. It is said that Jezebel’s husband,
fully under her sway, “did more to provoke the Lord God of Israel to anger
than all the kings of Israel that were before him” (1 Kings 16:33). Elijah
warns the king against his weakness and idolatry, telling him that the
consequences of his misguided rule will be years of drought so severe that
even the dew will cease to appear.

As Baal was the god deemed directly responsible for the life-giving rain,
Elijah’s predicted drought clearly undermined the authority of the god and
his priests, as well as the people’s trust in Ahab, their king, and Jezebel. The
literary motif of the “parched kingdom” employed in this narrative
fragment is a stably meaningful symbolic trope. This was evidenced, for
example, in the Disney animated masterpiece The Lion King. When Scar,



the evil brother of the rightful king, deposes Mufasa, true King of Pride
Rock, he banishes his son, Simba, to the periphery of the kingdom.
Consequently, the rain ceases to fall and the animals the lions hunt and
depend on vanish. When Simba retakes the throne, the rain returns. The
fairy tale The Water of Life by the Brothers Grimm elaborates on this theme,
presenting it as the adventure of a younger brother charged with bringing
the water that revitalizes to his dying father. Something similar is indicated
in the Book of Exodus, with its contrast between the stonelike rigidity of
the intransigent pharaoh and the dynamic mastery of water characteristic of
Moses. When the wrong principle is established as supreme—when a false
king is set upon the throne or an impious ethos prevails—the people quickly
find themselves deprived of the very water of life. More deeply, however, a
kingdom oriented around the wrong pole—that worships the wrong gods, so
to speak—suffers psychologically or spiritually.

After declaring the drought and retiring to the desert, where he is initially
fed by ravens and drinks from a brook, the prophet’s own stores dry up.
God directs Elijah forthwith to a widow in the town of Zarephath. He finds
her by a well and asks for water and bread. She responds, “As the Lord thy
God liveth, I have not a cake, but an handful of meal in a barrel, and a little
oil in a cruise: and behold, I am gathering two sticks, that I may go in and
dress it for me and my son, that we may eat it, and die” (1 Kings 17:12).
Elijah reassures her, saying that God will not allow privation into her house:
“For thus saith the Lord God of Israel, The barrel of meal shall not waste,
neither shall the cruse of oil fail, until the day that the Lord sendeth rain
upon the earth” (1 Kings 17:14). It may seem strange that an emissary of
God finds it necessary to turn to an impoverished widow for sustenance.
But the biblical accounts are subtle and sophisticated. Here, the story of
Elijah stresses first, the importance even of the lowly (the widow, in this
instance); second, the necessity of moral orientation even under conditions
of privation (the widow’s willingness to provide hospitality, an obligation
that will resurface in our investigations); and third, the absolute dependence
of abundance upon proper moral orientation on the part of all, regardless of
their status.



The undue and manipulative influence the wife of the weak king brings
to bear on her feckless and faithless husband threatens the integrity of the
state itself. In part, she represents the oft-dangerous attraction of the strange
ideas and customs that can invade and permeate a society under the guise of
the creative, sophisticated, and new. Before the objection arises—“The
authors of the biblical stories were inexcusably prejudiced, even
xenophobic”—it is right to consider Old Testament figures such as Moses’s
father-in-law, Jethro, who figures so importantly in the Book of Exodus
(see, particularly, 18:17-23); Rahab, a courageous and faithful prostitute
from Jericho (Joshua 2); and Naaman (2 Kings 5), whose humility and faith
allowed for his healing at the hands of Elisha. These are all individuals
who, despite, or even because of, their foreignness, perceive with an
untrammeled eye and conduct themselves morally, and they therefore play a
corrective role when the Israelites corrupt themselves. Sometimes the new
parasitizes and poisons, and sometimes it restores and renews. Wisdom is,
not least, the ability to discriminate help from hindrance in such cases.

The poor but good woman who has lost her husband is subtly presented
as desirable opposite to the arrogant and dangerous queen Jezebel. Why?
For most of human history, widowhood was a dire state of affairs,
particularly when the women so afflicted had dependent children. In the
biblical corpus, the figure of the widow is therefore often used to represent
vulnerability, powerlessness, and existence on the social and economic
fringe. Her miserable state of affairs might well be regarded as an ever-
present form of cosmic injustice. It is for this reason as well as for the moral
edification of his people, that the spirit of God calls on the Israelites to
redress this inequity—to forgo the temptations of narrow self-centeredness
and greed and to leave something for the dispossessed:

And when ye reap the harvest of your land, thou shalt not
wholly reap the corners of thy field, neither shalt thou gather
the gleanings of thy harvest.

And thou shalt not glean thy vineyard, neither shalt thou
gather every grape of thy vineyard; thou shalt leave them for



the poor and stranger: I am the Lord your God.
Leviticus 19:9-10

This principle is elaborated in the Book of Deuteronomy, along with an
additional point: at some stage in life, each and every individual will
depend on others; therefore, a properly structured psyche and society are
arranged so that this inevitable dependence meets with necessary care and
concern. There is no sense in establishing a society that fails to care for the
people who compose it at every stage of their development, from vulnerable
to able, productive and generous.

When thou gatherest the grapes of thy vineyard, thou shalt not
glean it afterward: it shall be for the stranger, for the fatherless,
and for the widow.

And thou shalt remember that thou wast a bondman in the

land of Egypt: therefore I command thee to do this thing.
Deuteronomy 24:21-22

The widow who is generous despite her poverty embodies the pattern of
reciprocal sacrificial conduct and mutual aid that characterizes a mature,
reliable individual and a peaceful and productive state alike. She stands in
the starkest contrast to the privileged queen whose self-absorption threatens
the psyche and community.

As the story of Elijah continues, the idea that the psychological and
social hierarchy of values must organize itself under the appropriate ruler—
or, more abstractly, the proper principle—is driven further home. The
prophet leaves Zarephath and sets up what might be regarded in colloquial
terms as the showdown at Mount Carmel. He convinces the head of Ahab’s
palace, Obadiah, to gather all the prophets of Baal, as well as the people of
Israel, at the mountain’s foot. Two sacrificial altars are prepared: one for
Baal, under the control of his prophets; the other for Yahweh, under the
dominion of Elijah. Each god is called on to ignite the altar fire that will
consume the sacrifice. Baal’s prophets pray for hours to no avail. Elijah
soaks his altar with water three times (just to drive his point home), and



then requests Yahweh’s intercession. A fire immediately descends from
heaven and immolates the sacrifice and even the altar itself. Yahweh’s
supremacy is thus established. The prophets of Baal are executed, and an
“abundance of rain” (1 Kings 18:41) immediately returns. There can be no
wealth in the absence of a true moral order. Under the guidance of the
appropriate animating spirit, privation can be made a distant memory.

None too happy, Jezebel directs her wrath at Elijah. The hapless prophet
therefore flees deep into the barren wilderness. He takes shelter in a cave,
where God speaks to him (1 Kings 19). The receipt of revelation in a
solitary place is a common storytelling trope. Internal voices and
imaginative experience become more likely under conditions of isolation,
when external verbal communication is minimized, and in darkness and
silence, where external sensory stimuli are dramatically reduced. This
increases the likelihood of revelatory experience—for better or worse. At a
deeper level, this may be because the neurological systems of the right
hemisphere, which (at least in right-handed people) are more associated
with unconscious and implicit thought and action, can take control of verbal
and imagistic experience when they are not drowned out or otherwise
suppressed by the more normal conditions of social interaction and sensory
input.[1]

Elijah expresses great frustration and hopelessness, believing that his
attempts to remain faithful have resulted in nothing but disaster: “And he
said, I have been very jealous for the Lord God of hosts: for the children of
Israel have forsaken thy covenant, thrown down thine altars, and slain thy
prophets with the sword; and I, even I only, am left; and they seek my life,
to take it away” (1 Kings 19:10). God says to him, “Go forth, and stand
upon the mount before the Lord. And, behold, the Lord passed by, and a
great and strong wind rent the mountains, and brake in pieces the rocks
before the Lord; but the Lord was not in the wind: and after the wind an
earthquake; but the Lord was not in the earthquake: And after the
earthquake a fire; but the Lord was not in the fire: and after the fire a still
small voice” (1 Kings 19:11-12). There are many famous phrases in the
Bible, and “a still small voice” is certainly one of them. It is at this moment



that Elijah—and through him, mankind—comes to understand that God is
not in the wind, no matter its ferocity, nor in the earthquake, regardless of
its magnitude, but is something within; the voice of conscience itself; the
internal guide to what is right and wrong; that autonomous spirit that
resides in each soul and shames us before ourselves, draws attention to our
shortcomings and sins, and generates the impulse to repent, apologize, and
atone.

This is a discovery of unparalleled magnitude: the possibility of
establishing a relationship with God by attending to conscience. God grants
man and woman free will, even though He wants the allegiance of His
created creatures and also wishes to guide them. How can He best manage
to reconcile these competing desires? Not by command, force, or fear but
by the provision of a voice, an image, or even a feeling that can nudge and
suggest or shame and humiliate quietly and softly (even though it is capable
of magnifying its intensity when necessary). This identifying of conscience
with God is made increasingly explicit within at least certain streams of
Christian thinking. The nineteenth-century British theologian Cardinal
Newman, for example, insisted on exactly that in much of his writing:

The Divine Law, then, is the rule of ethical truth, the standard of
right and wrong, a sovereign, irreversible, absolute authority in
the presence of men and Angels. “The eternal law,” says St.
Augustine, “is the Divine Reason or Will of God, commanding
the observance, forbidding the disturbance, of the natural order
of things.” “The natural law,” says St. Thomas, “is an
impression of the Divine Light in us, a participation of the
eternal law in the rational creature.” This law, as apprehended
in the minds of individual men, is called “conscience”; and
though it may suffer refraction in passing into the intellectual
medium of each, it is not therefore so affected as to lose its
character of being the Divine Law, but still has, as such, the
prerogative of commanding obedience.!2!



This can well be considered a more powerful and justified argument than
the now much more frequently used “argument from design”—the
insistence that the complexity of nature necessarily indicates an active
creator. In 1 and 2 Kings the revelatory groundwork is laid for a much more
psychological and relational definition of the Supreme Deity, detaching
God from the pagan theater of the natural world (awe-inspiring as nature
might indeed be) and placing Him, wonderfully and terribly, inside us all. It
is Elijah’s realization that sets the stage for the account of Jonah, as well—
for the mysterious tale of the prophet who first rejects and then obeys the
call of the still small voice, and whose exploits constitute the story that
closes this volume. The fundamental and revolutionary importance of
Elijah’s contribution is signified by the miracle of his bodily assumption
into heaven. This event, prefiguring Jonah’s deliverance from the belly of
the whale, as well as Christ’s resurrection, indicates Elijah’s unparalleled
success as a prophet. The biblical texts and their characterization of God
simply cannot be understood in the absence of appreciation for Elijah’s
unparalleled significance as a prophet and for the vital importance of his
transformative and revolutionary realization. After encountering the story of
Elijah, we perceive the nature of being—ours and that of the divine—
differently, more clearly, and more directly and personally. Our eyes are
opened and we can hear in a new way.

Why the story as the foundation even for the act of perception itself?
Alternatively, for the transformation of the act of perception itself? Because
the world has to be filtered through the mechanism of story to become
comprehensible or even apprehensible; because the world is simply too
complicated to attend to and to navigate within, in the absence of aim and
character (which are defining features of story itself). An infinite plethora of
facts present themselves, continually, for our consideration: one fact per
phenomenon, perhaps, and more—a fact not only for every phenomenon
but for all their possible combinations. That is simply too many facts. The
same problem obtains with regard to outcomes: every action, every possible
cause, produces an exponential branching of effects—far too many to
contemplate, consider, and take into account. This is an intractable problem;



something that philosopher Daniel C. Dennett famously characterized as “a
new, deep epistemological problem.”[3] There are a near-infinite number of
ways to categorize—hence, to perceive—a finite number of objects. We do
not and cannot attend with equal devotion to everything occurring always
and everywhere around us. Instead, with every glance, we prioritize the
facts. In doing so, we attend to very little and ignore much. We do so in
keeping with our aim. We do so to gain what we need and want—but what
is that? It might be the foolishness of our momentary whim, when we are or
have remained infantile, or childish, and oriented toward the immediate
gratification of our desires. It might be our desire to obtain the power that
makes such gratification possible despite the presence or even objections of
the others we are forced to contend with as we navigate forward. It might
instead be mature establishment of the ties that bind and give true meaning
to our lives—the ties of marriage, family, friendship, trade, and state.
Perhaps, as well, it is the harmonious and productive integration of present
and future in the autonomous individual that makes up true maturity and
responsible conduct, both cooperative and competitive.

We weigh the facts we encounter in accordance with our values. We
elevate some pathways forward, things in the world, and people to a higher
place than others, consigning everything deemed lesser to the netherworld
of impediment, obstacle, enemy, or foe, or to the invisible domain of
irrelevance. Thus we order, simplify, and reduce the world, prior even to
encountering it. This prioritizing is not merely a passive process. It is,
instead, an active giving up, offering, or sacrifice. We are not the
submissive receivers of simply self-evident truths. Every perception is an
effort as much as it is a sensation. Every perception requires the movement
of eyes, the inquiry of fingers, or the direction of hearing. Everything we
experience is irreducibly dependent upon motivation and action instead of
reflexively sensory—with sensation therefore never occurring simply prior
to action. Whatever occupies our attention—whatever we are conscious of,
however briefly—is thus something elevated for the moment to the highest
place, celebrated and worshipped, whether we know it or not. We must
specify what is most valuable, currently, and not anything and everything



else, even to see. Those elements of momentary, even pinpoint, attention are
in turn themselves organized more or less coherently (depending on the
degree of our integrity) into a pyramidal structure of worth. That structure,
moreover, is either one with something at the top—our ultimate aim—or is
the house divided against itself that cannot stand (Mark 3:25). We see the
world through a hierarchy of value. This is the map we use to guide our
navigation through the unknown territory in which we would otherwise be
lost. We perceive, therefore, in accordance with our aim. That is a
remarkable and insufficiently heralded realization, implying as it does
nothing less than that both our misery and our joy depend on our values.

We elevate what we most highly regard to the utmost place of supremacy
or sovereignty. We aim at the upward target we deem central, however
momentarily. We bring our consciousness itself to bear on what we define
as worthy of the expenditure of our attention and the efforts of our action.
We begin our continual journey forward by positing a good—a good that is
at least better than our point of departure. This is an act of faith as well as
one of sacrifice: faith, because the good could be elsewhere; sacrifice,
because in the pursuit of any particular good we determine to forgo all
others. All of our perceptions are allies—“spiritual partners”—of our first
and determining decision. Our aim delineates around us a moral landscape,
with the destination we are striving toward serving as the highest
imaginable good, at least for the time and place given relevance by our
intent. Aim thereby gives the world its point, prioritizing and organizing
even our perception of it. Consequently, we see laid before us the pathway
forward, the route we perceive as most likely to lead us to where we have
determined to go; we see what and who impedes our movement forward,
and we despair; we see what and who aids us, and we hope.

Much of our communication is the description of aim. We tell other
people what we are up to, and we expect and want them to tell us the same.
We talk among ourselves, often shallowly, about just exactly what those we
know are up to. What do they want? What are they attending to? How are
they acting, in consequence? We begin to talk of character, rather than
immediacy of aim, when we speak more deeply of such things, because



character is nothing more than the habitual embodiment of aim. To know
ourselves or others—that is to understand character. How do we go about
acquiring and representing such knowledge? We act out, imitate, perform—
dramatize—so we can represent and internalize the patterns of attention and
action that characterize ourselves and other people. More abstractly: we tell
a story. When we describe the aims of a person or a people, their pathway
forward, the obstacles and opportunities that emerge on that journey, the
friends and foes that accompany their movement—the moral landscape that
emerges—we tell a story. In so doing, we prioritize, organize, and perceive
the world. In that manner, we describe aim. We see the world in relationship
to aim. What is a story, detailing aim and all of its consequences? A
description of the structure through which we see the world. Stories reveal
to us, in their various characterizations, the structures of worth within which
the world makes itself manifest to our perception. Why does this matter?
What does it signify? Why is it important—even vital? It is a terrible
challenge to see and act in the world, in all its incomprehensible
complexity. Thus, we value descriptions of how to perceive and behave—
and perhaps more highly than we value anything else.

We become engrossed in the stories we act out as children—stories we
observe on the stage or screen, or read in the works of fiction, even as
adults—because there is nothing we need to know more than how to
construct, adjust, and improve the hierarchy of value within which the
relevant facts of the world realize themselves. That is how we come to
construct the world we occupy, existentially. That is how we make the
reality we inhabit. That is how we navigate forward—and decide where
forward itself lies. We watch the hero aiming upward, living in truth,
sacrificing for what is better, struggling nobly against the slings and arrows
of outrageous Fortune, yet maintaining his integrity. We watch the objects
of the world reveal themselves to him as the tools and obstacles relevant to
his journey. We watch the friends he meets along the way perform the
sacrifices necessary to be of aid and are pleased to see it. We watch his foes
cheat, steal, betray, lie, and fail, and we feel that justice has been served—or
we watch them succeed, and we experience the moral outrage of the



deceived. In short: we are entranced by those with lofty aims, and we wish,
if we are brave, to be possessed by their spirit.

We aim at their aims—or hope to—see what they see, experience the
emotions they feel, and learn the lessons they learn, while safely ensconced
in the world of the imaginary. That is the value of the fictional: it is where
we experiment with value, while remaining secure. It is the place where the
play that shapes our very perceptions can take place most safely and
effectively.

We place what we most value—the good whose discovery is our
purpose; the destination that is the target of the moment—at the top, at the
pinnacle, in the place of supremacy or sovereignty. We aim at the target we
deem central, however momentarily. We focus on what we define as worthy
of the expenditure of our attention and the efforts of our action. We posit a
good—at least a good that is better than our point of departure. This is an
act of faith as well as sacrifice: faith, because the good could be elsewhere,
and sacrifice, because in the pursuit of that good we determine not to pursue
all others. Every perception is aligned with that initial and determining
faith, while the decision that establishes the interpretive frame is itself a
partial voyage toward the promised land of our aim, dependent as such
perception is on action, which is the very constituent element of voyage.
Our aim delineates around us a moral landscape, with the aim serving as the
highest imaginable good, at least for the time and place made relevant by
that aim. Again, aim gives the world its point, prioritizing and organizing
even its perception. That aim reveals the pathway forward; the route we
perceive as most likely to lead us to where we have determined to go. We
see character, too, as aim. Character is aim embodied, the habitual pursuit
of aim. That is the point of someone’s action.

This all begs several very important questions: If we do and must see the
world through a story; if the world reveals itself to us in the form of a story
—what is that story? How do we properly characterize our aims, our most
profound temptations, our most admirable upward strivings? What is
relevant and what can and should be ignored? To what should we devote
our costly attention? To what ends should we aim our action? What



uncomfortable truth is our conscience eternally attempting to reveal? What
is the appropriate hierarchy of value through which the world most
productively, generously, and sustainably reveals itself? What, in other
words, is the story, the true story of our lives—what is it, and what should it
be? It is an account of our highest aspirations, our most fundamental
relationship, and, simultaneously, of the true ground under our feet. It is
therefore and must be the characterization of the divine itself, of God, just
as the biblical accounts insist. And what is this?

Conscience, important as it is—the conscience that makes itself manifest
to Elijah—is not the only manifestation of God; not His only dramatic
persona. He appears also, as we shall see, as a calling—inspiration,
adventure, enthusiasm, curiosity, even temptation—in another of His
primary guises, and as much more. We most profoundly wish to meet, and
if possible to become, the hero, for example (another guise)—and not just
the hero but the hero of all heroes. We want to take on the mien not just of
the king, master of his domain, but of the king of kings. We are constituted
so that we admire the divine principle of sovereignty itself. We want that so
we can take on the perspective of the spirit properly put in the highest of
places and experience the world through his eyes. We want to do this so we
can ourselves adopt that stance of heroism and responsible kingship toward
the problems that beset us and offer us opportunity in our own lives. We
want to understand, as profoundly as we are able, the nature of the Good
that stands behind all proximal goods—the Good who brings about the
compelling life more abundant than is the true garden of eternal desire. We
want to identify, likewise, the Villain who stands behind all acts of villainy
—the nature of the spirit who wishes to produce all the suffering of the
world for the sake of nothing but all that suffering. We want to understand
Good so that we can be good and understand Evil so that we can avoid
being evil. In this way we can bring about the salvation and redemption of
the world, in small ways and great. We can constrain the hell that evil
produces, and not just for ourselves but for everyone we care for and love,
for the stability and continuance of the societies that we inhabit, and for the
love of the world itself.



For better or worse, the story is the thing—and for better or worse, the
story on which our western psyches and cultures are now somewhat
fragilely = founded—however fragile they’ve become—is most
fundamentally the story told in the library that makes up the biblical corpus,
the compilation of drama that sits at the base of our culture and through
which we look at the world. This is the story on which Western civilization
is predicated. It is a collection of characterizations not only of God, whose
imitation, worship, or, indeed, embodiment is held to be the highest of all
possible aims, but of man and of woman, whose characters are held to exist
in relationship to that God, and of society, in relation to the individual and
the divine. It is, as well, the revelation of the sacrifice that makes such aim
possible, and an examination in dramatic form of the transcendent target
that is held to unite all things in the best possible manner. The biblical story,
in its totality, is the frame through which the world of facts reveals itself,
insofar as the West itself is concerned: it is the description of the hierarchy
of value within which even science itself (that is, the science that ultimately
pursues the good) is made possible. The Bible is the library of stories on
which the most productive, freest, and most stable and peaceful societies
the world has ever known are predicated—the foundation of the West, plain
and simple.

The landscape of the fictional is the world of good and evil—the world
of value, with its pinnacle ever receding into the promised land itself, and
the eternal pit of abysmal and infinite suffering occupying the lowest of
possible places. The biblical stories illuminate the eternal path forward up
the holy mountain to the heavenly city, while simultaneously warning of the
apocalyptic dangers lurking in the deviant, the marginal, the monstrous, the
sinful, the unholy, the serpentine, and the positively demonic. God, in this
formulation, is the spirit that leads up. Man is the being who struggles with
that spirit with every decision, because a decision is a matter of
prioritization; with every glance, as every glance is a sacrifice of possibility
toward some desired end, and with every action as he moves toward some
destination and away from all others. At every moment of consciousness,
we are fated to wrestle with God.
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In the Beginning

1.1. God as creative spirit

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.
And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was
upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon

the face of the waters.
Genesis 1:1-2

H ow is God presented as the great book of Genesis begins? As an

animated spirit—creative, mobile, and active—something that does,
and is. God is, in short, a character whose personality reveals itself as the
biblical story proceeds.

Genesis opens with a confrontation. God is “moving” upon the face of
the “waters.” What does moving mean? It means God is mobile, obviously.
Less obviously, moving is what we say when we have been struck by
something deep. God is what has encountered us when new possibilities
emerge and take shape. God is what we encounter when we are moved to
the depths. What, then, does waters mean—particularly the waters that God
has not yet created? That is the ancient Hebrew tehom or tohu va bohu:
chaos; potential; what lurks but has not yet been revealed—as water is the
precondition for life—but also harbors the unknown in its depths. God is
therefore the spirit who faces chaos; who confronts the void, the deep; who
voluntarily shapes what has not yet been realized, and navigates the ever-



transforming horizon of the future. God is the spirit who engenders the
opposites (light/darkness; earth/water), as well as the possibilities that
emerge from the space between them:

And God said, Let there be a firmament in the midst of the
waters, and let it divide the waters from the waters.

And God made the firmament, and divided the waters which
were under the firmament from the waters which were above
the firmament: and it was so.

And God called the firmament Heaven. And the evening and
the morning were the second day.

And God said, Let the waters under the heaven be gathered
together unto one place, and let the dry land appear: and it was
sO.

And God called the dry land Earth; and the gathering
together of the waters called the Seas: and God saw that it was

good.
Genesis 1:6—-10

And God said, Let there be lights in the firmament of the
heaven to divide the day from the night; and let them be for
signs, and for seasons, and for days, and years:

And let them be for lights in the firmament of the heaven to

give light upon the earth: and it was so.
Genesis 1:14-15

How might we, in human terms, understand this first encounter with
God? What is He, and what is He confronting? Imagine, for a moment,
what you face when you awaken in the morning. Your attention does not
seize on the objects that surround you—on the banal reality of your
bedroom furniture. Instead, you ruminate on the challenges and
opportunities of the day. Perhaps you feel anxious, because there are simply
too many things to deal with. Maybe (hopefully) you are in a better



situation, and you look forward, instead, to the opportunities that present
themselves. Your consciousness—your being—hovers over the potential
offered to you by the new beginning of the morning in a manner akin to the
conditions and process of creation itself, as portrayed in the opening verses
of the Bible—a creation that continues with every glance you take and
every word you utter. Through consciousness we process the domain of
possible being—of becoming. That is the realm that inspires both hope, in
our apprehension of positive things ahead, and anxiety, in the face of life’s
dreadful uncertainty.!1]

Here is another way of understanding our confrontation with possibility.
Imagine any object. Now imagine that there is a space surrounding that
object consisting of what that object could become as time progresses and
context shifts. Under normal conditions, the most likely future state of any
familiar object—a bottle, a pen, the sun—can be predicted by its current
state. With a vicious twist of fate, however, or a radical shift of aim, such
constraints can be lifted, and the object’s unrevealed possibility made
apparent. A bottle in a raucous bar can become a deadly club or, smashed in
anger, a spear with the edges of a razor. A pen can become the mechanism
of life itself when inserted into the trachea of someone choking. The sun
can become not the stable and predictable giver of life and light that defines
the days and nights we inhabit but the source of the solar storm that brings
down the electrical grid on which we so fragilely depend.

It is that breadth of possibility that consciousness confronts and
processes when it apprehends the world and determines to act on it. Our
movement forward in time is therefore no mechanical procession through a
realm of stable actuality. Consciousness deals with what could yet realize
itself in exactly the way the spirit of God deals with the void and formless
deep; in the way the divine contends with the massa confusa that is chaos
and opportunity and the matrix from which all forms emerge.

God is equally that which (or who) creates not only order but, as is
stressed repeatedly throughout the opening book of the biblical corpus, the
order that is good. On the first day, He establishes the separation between
light and darkness (Genesis 1:3—4). On the second, He creates the dome of



heaven, separating the lower waters, the terrestrial, and the upper waters,
the source of rain (Genesis 1:6-8). On the third, the terra firma we inhabit
is gathered together and separated from what then becomes the oceans, and
plants appear on the ground (Genesis 1: 9—13). On the fourth day,

God made two great lights; the greater light to rule the day, and
the lesser light to rule the night: he made the stars also.

And God set them in the firmament of the heaven to give
light upon the earth,

And to rule over the day and over the night, and to divide the

light from the darkness: and God saw that it was good.
Genesis 1:16-18

On the fifth day, the fish and birds appear (Genesis 1:20-23). All this
creation, despite its pristine quality or goodness, is still striving upward,
developing further, as indicated on the sixth and last day of God’s calling
forth of the world. The animals make their appearance (Genesis 1:24-25),
and finally, man and woman:

And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our
likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea,
and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the
earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the
earth.

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God
created he him; male and female created he them.

And God blessed them, and God said unto them, Be fruitful,
and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air,

and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.
Genesis 1:26-28



In this finale of Creation, God seems to have extended Himself beyond
anything He managed previously. He renders the following judgment: “And
God saw every thing that he had made, and behold, it was very good”
(Genesis 1:31). What does this mean? It means, in the first place, that God
not only confronts and shapes chaos and possibility but does so with
benevolent intent and positive outcome. God is presented as the process or
spirit guided by the aim of having all things exist and flourish; the spirit
guided by love, in a word. This sequence of creation means, in the second
place, not only that life should and will manifest itself more abundantly but
also that it will do so in the constant upward spiral—from good to very
good—that might serve as the definition of heaven itself. That is Jacob’s
Ladder, the process that is eternally making everything as it should be but is
somehow also improving, finding new pathways to higher orders of the
true, the beautiful, and the good.

Creation culminates in the making of man and woman, and it is their
creation specifically that is deemed “very good.” The first two human
beings, and men and women in general, are thus avatars of God Himself,
with God as the creative spirit that calls order into being from chaos and
possibility, and man and woman as a microcosm of that spirit, similar or
even identical in essence, charged with forever reiterating the creative
process. A more optimistic conception of humanity could hardly be
imagined. Nor could the importance of God’s insistence be greater. This
description of creative process—portrayal of the action of the Word,
oriented to the good—is also a statement of first principles: the very
principles that man and woman are immediately called upon to submit to
and uphold. The biblical account ascribes to each of us a value that places
us at the very pinnacle of creation; a value that is very good in a cosmos
that is good; a value that supersedes all earthly evaluation (given our
reflection of the image of the divine itself). This, it must be understood, is a
matter of definition. The stake in the ground around which everything else
must rotate is established upon humanity’s divine reflection, and it is to be
held as immoveable, sacrosanct, inviolable: sacred. This is nothing less than
the description of the moral order implicit in the cosmos itself, reflective of



the nature of God, man and woman, and the foundation on which the idea
of intrinsic rights and sovereign responsibility is based.

Do we believe this story? Do we believe what it states and implies? First:
What does it mean to believe? We certainly act, individually and
collectively, as if it were true, at least when we are behaving as we should—
at least when we are acting in the genuinely best interests of ourselves and
everyone else. We treat the people we love (and even the people we hate) as
if they are indefinitely valuable loci of creative consciousness, capable of
finding their way forward and creating the world that is dependent on their
finding. It is the fact of this supreme identity and being that forever impedes
the power-mad striving of every organization, society, or state that dares
threaten individual sovereignty. The wise and the unwise alike would do
well to thank the Lord for that.

We object, deeply offended, if anyone fails to treat us as befits a child of
God—that is, if anyone fails to treat us as if we truly matter. We likewise
offend if we treat others as if they are beneath us; as if they are anything
less than the conscious beings of sacred worth upon whose experience
reality itself somehow mysteriously depends. Even if the story that we tell
ourselves in this increasingly atheist, materialist, and fact-based world
exists in skeptical contradistinction to that belief, we still believe, insofar as
we act out such offense, whether given or taken. No man who avows
disbelief in free will or even in consciousness itself dares to treat his wife as
if she lacks free will or consciousness. Why not? Because all hell breaks
loose if he does. And why is that? Because the presumption of intrinsic
value reflects a reality that is deep enough—*“real” enough—so that we
deny it at our practical peril. And, if that presumption is so absolutely
necessary, how is it not true? And if the presumption that structures our
every interaction is acceptance of or dramatization of the transcendent value
of the individual (even ourselves), then in what manner do we not “believe”
that value to be real? More profoundly, we may ask: At what point must it
be admitted that a “necessary fiction” is true precisely in proportion to its
necessity? Is it not the case that what is most deeply necessary to our
survival is the very essence of “true”? Any other form of truth runs counter



to life, and a truth that does not serve life is a truth only by an ultimately
counterproductive standard—and thereby not fundamentally “true.”

At this point in the Genesis story, we have been barely introduced to God
as character. Nonetheless, these inexhaustibly rich opening lines describe
the essential nature of the cosmic order: the existence of a process that
transforms chaos and possibility into the habitable order that is good,
aiming at very good; the proclamation that this process is both fundamental
to and superordinate in that creation; the assertion that reality itself depends
on it; the insistence that human beings do and should participate in this
process and that the possibility of such participation bestows upon each
person divine and ultimate worth and responsibility. Man (and woman, too,
so miraculously, right at the beginning) are thus formulated in the very
image of the divine. Whatever essence typifies or characterizes every
human being—the very spirit that makes them both human and valuable—
is directly akin to the force that transforms the void into the Heavenly
Garden itself. All of the most functional and desirable places and states of
the world, from the microcosm of happy marriage to the integrated
community of nation, are predicated both implicitly and explicitly on
something much like this presumption. Furthermore, and in a manner that
buttresses the central point, the lack of that belief or faith makes the terrible
relationships and polities that man can also create the true hell that they far
too often become.

Do we believe? When we falter in that commitment, catastrophe looms.

1.2. The spirit of man in the highest place

God says to the men and women of his new creation that they are to
“subdue” the earth (notably, after they “replenish” it). This idea has been
widely criticized, not least because of its expansion in the next verse, which
gives man and woman sovereignty (“dominion”) over fish, fowl, and “every
living thing.” Those who claim something else should be placed in the
superordinate position object vociferously to the ethos encapsulated in these



words. It is not man and woman in relationship with God that should be
elevated, celebrated, and worshipped, according to such critics. Consider
the words of history professor Lynn White, taken from his famous essay of
1967, “The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis”:

Especially in its Western form, Christianity is the most
anthropocentric religion the world has seen. As early as the 2nd
century both Tertullian and Saint Irenaeus of Lyons were
insisting that when God shaped Adam he was foreshadowing
the image of the incarnate Christ, the Second Adam. Man
shares, in great measure, God’s transcendence of nature.
Christianity, in absolute contrast to ancient paganism and Asia’s
religions (except, perhaps, Zoroastrianism), not only established
a dualism of man and nature but also insisted that it is God’s
will that man exploit nature for his proper ends.... In Antiquity
every tree, every spring, every stream, every hill had its own
genius loci, its guardian spirit. These spirits were accessible to
men, but were very unlike men; centaurs, fauns, and mermaids
show their ambivalence. Before one cut a tree, mined a
mountain, or dammed a brook, it was important to placate the
spirit in charge of that particular situation, and to keep it
placated. By destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it
possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the
feelings of natural objects.2!

What is White claiming? That it is immoral to elevate the merely human;
that whatever constitutes the ill-defined term nature, or worse, the
environment, should be put first and foremost, instead of man and woman,
society, or human well-being. Such objections made theoretically on behalf
of nature sound fine—even altruistic and humble (why should that
presumptuous evolutionary accident, man, take center stage?)—but are in
truth the very opposite of these. If nature is placed above man, such that



every brook has its transcendent spirit, then man, woman, and child are by
necessity placed below nature. This might mean in principle that the
wonders of the environment would become rightly valued. In practice,
however, it all too often means instead that human beings are given no more
shrift than weeds or rats. This inversion of value enables not so much the
stewardship of the earth as the exploitation of those deemed no more
worthy than the lowest forms of life—exploitation by exactly the sorts of
people who eternally step forward to abuse such advantage.

A similar moral objection is frequently leveled at the injunction to
populate the earth. (“Be fruitful and multiply” Genesis 1:28.) This directive,
however, is offered in a very particular context: one characterized by the
spirit that has already brought about the order that is good and very good
and that is continuing to do so, not least through the intermediary of man.
This means that the human enterprise of creation, including that of family,
must be carried out in a manner that is replenishing, as is clearly stated in
exactly that verse, implied by those that precede it, and that most truly
reflects the spirit of the Creator. Man’s dominion over the earth must be, to
use a word now tainted by association with ideological force, sustainable;
must make what is good still better. Our planet is not to be worked selfishly
to exhaustion—a strategy that would render the injunction to be fruitful and
multiply meaningless in almost no time, generationally speaking. For this
reason, Genesis 2:15 places Adam, the first man, in the eternal garden to
“dress and to keep it.” This garden is Eden, which means well-watered
place, and paradise—para-daiza—a walled enclosure surrounding nature.!3!
This optimized environment is the delicate balance struck between the
material world and the social order that best enables each person—more
accurately, each couple and then family—to demarcate a section of creation
for themselves and then to work and sacrifice to make it part of the order
that is good or very good.

Later biblical injunctions to periodically rest the land (Exodus 23:11) as
well as to care for working animals are in keeping with this productive and
farseeing sentiment: “A righteous man regardeth the life of his beast: but
the tender mercies of the wicked are cruel” (Proverbs 12:10). “Thou shalt



not muzzle the ox when he treadeth out the corn” (Deuteronomy 25:4). “But
the seventh day is the sabbath of the Lord thy God; in it thou shalt not do
any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy manservant, nor thy
maidservant, nor thy cattle” (Exodus 20:10). The latter passage is
particularly telling in that even those over whom power or excessive
authority could be easily exercised are to be given rest. These principles of
care reflect the even deeper notion saturating the biblical corpus, which is
that the highest of moral effort is exactly what makes the water of life flow
so that even the desert can bloom.

To “subdue” is also not to dominate—and all claims to the contrary be
damned. The divine continually opposes the tyrant (as in Exodus 7—14) and
warns against even seemingly benevolent kings (1 Samuel 8:10-18).
Further, God is presented (defined) as the spirit that (or who) punishes even
markedly great men, even archetypal leaders of their people who succumb
to the temptations of force and compulsion (Numbers 20:12). To top it all
off, of course, are the examples first of Job and then of Christ—which will
be dealt with exhaustively in a forthcoming work—who abjure the use of
force even in the most provocative and desperate of situations. To subdue is,
therefore, not to control and command but to put everything in its proper
place—to give everything its subordinate value or due; to order everything,
hierarchically, so that the priorities of attention and action can be
established; and to place things so that the world is no longer mere potential
or disorder. The fact of this responsibility is stressed in Genesis 2, the
second chapter of creation, in which God first “formed every beast of the
field, and every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he
would call them” (Genesis 2:19). This verse implies strongly that the work
of creation undertaken by the Logos, or Word of God, was somehow
incomplete until differentiated further by man, whose decision in such
matters appears strangely final: “And whatsoever Adam called every living
creature, that was the name thereof. And Adam gave names to all cattle, and
to the fowl of the air, and to every beast of the field” (Genesis 2:19).

Adam subdues and names. These are the actions or even the essence of
human consciousness. And there is more. Given the dependence of Being



on that consciousness (as Being without consciousness is literally
inconceivable and perhaps also impossible), consciousness is the essence of
that which undergirds Being itself. That would be the Divine Creator of All
Things, the ineffable reality on which all revealed reality depends. That
would be the Word identified as there “in the beginning” in Genesis and
much later by the apostle John (John 1:1). The hero—the spirit of Adam
made in the image of the foundational spirit—is the active process of
subduing and naming, which is the valuing that makes perception, meaning,
and even existence itself possible. That hero eternally confronts the primal
chaos—the waters and void over which the spirit of God moves. That as-of-
yet-formless possibility is the Great Mother, the matrix from which
actuality emerges, the prima materia, the primal matter from which
everything tangible and real is most primordially “made.” And it is the hero
who makes it. This means not least that the human beings God created have
something both real and vital to occupy themselves with—something that
truly matters even in the cosmic scheme.

1.3. The real and its representation

What could possibly be more real than the facts? First, which facts? And
there indeed is the rub. This is why we find the archetypal stories at the base
of every well-integrated psyche and every unified community. These stories
provide the structure through which we apprehend the facts and
communicate the hierarchy of value that lends weight to one fact over
another. The great stories reflect the aim that motivates us and provides
security to the individual, and which when shared constitutes the basis for
community. That aim is a prerequisite to the act of perception that allows us
even to encounter what most truly exists. The stories that are depictions of
our aim and our character have a primary reality, not least because even our
understanding of the real—even our “direct” perception of the facts—
depends on the a priori existence of these depictions. Are the facts more real
than the instrument that allows for the determination of facts? We cannot



help but see the world through a story. More precisely, we see the world
through a structure that, when portrayed in drama or verbalized, is a story.

Even our science has now progressed such that we ever more clearly
understand how the language that makes up a story works—and why that
matters to anyone concerned with stories themselves, particularly in their
greatest form. The body of any human language contains within it an
empirically derivable coding of meaning. We can map this coding as the
statistical relationship between letters, words, phrases, sentences,
paragraphs, and so on up the living tree of the Logos. A word is identifiable
as a word because it fits the mathematical pattern of the relationship
between letters that characterizes all comprehensible words. It is this pattern
that makes certain nonwords plausible, such as vims, blin, and flumptuous,
and that enables them to be distinguished at a glance from implausible
nonwords, such as kjlk and zxnq and gwlelrltl, or even more radically
m4a3s2tlr. Plausible nonwords adhere to the sound patterns of the language
in which they are created.4] They possess combinations of consonants and
vowels that are both familiar to, say, English speakers and pronounceable in
English.[>] In contrast, implausible nonwords contain letter combinations
that are either unfamiliar or impossible to pronounce in English.[6!

We see an analogous situation at “higher” or “more fundamental” levels
of meaning. Just as there is a calculable probability that a given letter will
follow any other given letter (in fact, there is a hierarchy of such
probability, in that the letter e, for example, is more likely than a to follow
any given consonant but a is more likely than @), there is a high and
calculable probability that any given phrase, and therefore concept, will co-
occur or exist in close proximity to a network of other concepts with
associated meaning. That set of proximate conceptions are the so-called
symbolic associations that help connote, rather than denote, the meaning of
the phrase in question. In a well-constructed story, any given network of
such associations is surrounded by other networks of comparative similarity
and contrasted with networks of contrasting dissimilarity.

This expanding network of associations constitutes the landscape of
meaning. At the linguistic level, this landscape contains concepts that are



similar or equivalently weighted, or are likely to exist in proximity to one
another with a high probability. For example, the word dragon is likely to
occur near words or phrases such as fire-breathing, mythical, legendary,
creature, serpent, beast, fantasy, folklore, mythology, guardian of treasure;
the word witch near magic, spell, broom, cauldron, familiar, black robe, hat,
hex, potion, and coven; the word father near love, family, support,
guidance, role model, mentor, provider, protector, legacy, wisdom, and
magic; the word villain near evil, antagonist, wicked, nefarious, malevolent,
despicable, corrupt, malicious, unscrupulous, and diabolical.l?] Beyond the
linguistic level, this landscape also exists in the realm of image and
behavior. It is easy to bring to mind relevant examples drawn from popular
culture—the basilisk (a dragon variant) in the second volume of the Harry
Potter series,/8] whose gaze killed, or at least petrified (as a rabbit is turned
to stone by the eyes of a wolf), and whose bite can be cured, so
mysteriously, by the tears of a phoenix; the father represented by Geppetto
in the film Pinocchio,/®! who wishes most devoutly that the son he carves
could free himself from the marionette strings that determine his destiny
(the attraction of deceit, the temptation of neurotic victimhood, the cheap
rebellion of delinquent hedonism); and the figure of the Joker in The Dark
Knight/10l—the villain whose perfidy is so deep that he betrays even the
ethos of the thief.

Such association between images is, if anything, deeper than the
analogous association between words because an image can present a very
large number of ideas at once, in comparison to the more restricted
bandwidth of language. This is perhaps particularly true in the case of
moving pictures. The association between images exists because there are
patterns of character in the human world of attention and action that exist in
relationship to one another in a regular and identifiable way. If this were not
true, we could not maintain our proximity to one another, or even to
ourselves, as the unpredictability that would otherwise reign would prove
emotionally intolerable, and we would certainly not be able to cooperate in
relation to some shared goal or aim.



This pattern of association is how the idea of, say, symbol is best
understood. Something that is symbolic of something is not a mere
substitution, obscuration, or false replacement, in the Freudian “repression”
sense for that thing. It is instead something that brings to consciousness, in
word or picture, a host of co-occurring ideas and images and in that manner
fleshes out the relevance, significance, implications, or meaning of what it
exists in association with. Someone’s pattern of attention and action in the
real world can produce the same effect: a new person can be someone
reminiscent of an old friend, an old enemy, a sister or brother—or even
something more fundamental, more archetypal; something that calls to
mind a hero, say, or a villain. We experience such an effect, for example,
when we are seized by admiration for someone compelling and charismatic,
or by a sense of unease and visceral discomfort, dismay and disgust. It is
the fact that those who affect in such manners are acting out a pattern of
spirit that compels us to notice more than is simply there for simple and
immediate apprehension—that draws our attention to the possibility that
something profound and necessary to understand is playing itself out.

Although symbolic meaning has been generally regarded as more or less
or even indefinitely and irreducibly open to interpretation—a notion taken
to its final extreme by the kingpins of the postmodern schoolllll—the idea
that there is statistical regularity to the co-occurrence of words, images, and
behaviors is hardly radical. The reflection of this in the culture at large
seems obvious. If it were possible to gather all the texts produced by a
given society and map the relationship between words and concepts within
those texts, a mathematical model of meaning—at least at the linguistic
level—would be, in principle, possible, at least insofar as that production
was simultaneously coherent and comprehensible. Furthermore, we now
have an indisputable existence proof for precisely such a representation in
the form of so-called Large Language Models.[12] These AI platforms use
an improbably large number of parameters (estimated by some observers at
1.76 trillion in the case of GPT-4[13]) to specify the relationship between
words and concepts that are present in the many texts that serve as training
material for such models. For a variety of reasons, it is far from clear that



even such an expansive textual library is sufficient to train a statistical
model with an unbiased representation of the linguistic map of meaning,
and this presents a major problem, both practically and theoretically. Some
of that bias is a consequence of manipulation by the model’s developers;
some is a consequence of favoring contemporary works in the selection of
training materials, as electronic text is the most easily accessible.[14] No
such objections, however, undermine the central point: meaning can be
mapped, and the maps are not merely imaginary, subjective, or arbitrary.

To say it again: this mathematically detectable landscape of linguistic
meaning is made up not only of the relationship between words and then
phrases and sentences but also of the paragraphs and chapters within which
they are embedded—all the way up the hierarchy of conceptualization. This
implies, not least—or even necessarily and inevitably means—that there is
an implicit center to any network of comprehensible meanings. The center,
for example, of the words wildlife, creature, pet, fish, mammal, vertebrate,
bird, reptile, insect, and amphibian is the word animal. That center of a set
of associated ideas is something akin to the soul (even the god?) of that set.
This is no dead statistical relationship between letters and words in a body
of printed text. It is instead a relationship in the minds of people—in the
collective meta-space of human imagination, where those related ideas are a
living force or even entity. As animating, motivating, and organizing forces,
these associated ideas are more like characters with aims or personalities
than mere mathematical relationships. Thus, a pattern of co-occurring
animating ideas can be well represented and appropriately and effectively
regarded as a living spirit, dynamic and moving, rather than static and dead.

Consider the words of Christ in this regard, as He insists in the gospel
accounts that the Word of God can be likened, for example, to a seed. In the
parable of the mustard seed (Matthew 13:31-32; Mark 4:30-32; Luke
13:18-19), the Kingdom of Heaven is portrayed as contained within and
emerging from something small but powerfully alive. In the parable of the
sower (Luke 8:5-15; Matthew 13:3-23; Mark 4:3-20), those who listen or
fail to do so are compared to the soil. Some seed falls on the pathway (those
who hear but do not understand), some on rocky ground (those who receive



the word with joy but do not endure), some among thorns (those choked by
the cares and riches of life), and some on fertile ground (those who hear,
retain, and bear fruit). That theme is developed further in the parable of the
wheat and the tares (Matthew 13:24-30; Matthew 13:36-43), which
indicates that various seeds can take root in the human soul, such that many
(the “tares” or weeds) are tempted to take the pathway of the eternal
adversary, while others (the “children of the kingdom” [Matthew 13:38])
are those who allow themselves to be possessed by the spirit of upward
sacrifice that characterizes the redemptive covenant with God.

It is for this reason that Christ warns against the false, contaminating,
even deadly “leaven of the Pharisees” (Luke 12:1; Matthew 16:6). The
members of that sect play the role of the religious hypocrites in the Passion,
manipulating their tradition to put forward their own self-serving ideas
(Mark 7:6-9)—claiming for themselves, as do Adam and Eve, the right to
establish the transcendent moral order itself, and doing so for no other
reason than to falsely elevate their social standing (as Christ describes in an
utterly damning manner in Matthew 23). This is a sin akin to the breaking
of the third commandment (Exodus 20:7): “Thou shalt not take the name of
the Lord thy God in vain; for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that taketh
His name in vain,” which is not an injunction against the careless sin of
speaking profanely or swearing, as is commonly presumed, but a
prohibition against the much more serious error of claiming allegiance to
and understanding of the divine order while in fact pursuing only self-
serving goals. It is hard to imagine a more egregious and damaging pursuit,
bringing as it does nothing but the disrepute of hypocrisy to the religious
enterprise itself. From evil seeds grow bitter fruit, indeed.

The German philosopher Georg W. F. Hegel put forward a concept
similarly based on associated meaning in his discussion of the zeitgeist—a
term used then and now to mean the spirit of the times.[15] It is the zeitgeist
that gives old photos the look of their era—a style or quality that possesses
everyone in that time and place as they admire and imitate one another. The
same idea of living spirit (albeit in its pathological or Pharisee-like form)
makes itself present in the works of the greatest commentator on the



catastrophes of the Soviet era, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. He illustrated
precisely how the evils perpetrated by the authorities in that dread
communist system were not an aberration from the hypothetically pure and
moral spirit of Marxism but a direct consequence of the poison implicit in
that terrible doctrine of accusation and Cain-like envy. “From each
according to his ability; to each according to his need,”[16] indeed. Around
that central idea, stake in the ground, flagpole, guiding rod, or staff
develops a network of ideas, images, and behaviors. When composed of
living minds, that network is no mere “system of ideas.” It is instead a
character expressing itself in the form of zeitgeist; a character that can and
does possess an entire culture; a spirit that all too often manifests itself as
the iron grip of the ideology that reduces every individual to unconscious
puppet or mouthpiece. Such networks are best considered alive;
transpersonal but also personal; abstract, in that they are in part the
relationship between ideas but concrete in that they invite and can be
welcomed in by the careless, prideful, and bitter, and subsequently take
control of every aspect of their being.

This possession by a living idea is what the Swiss psychologist Carl
Gustav Jung was striving to indicate in much of his work in relationship to
the idea of God—an idea hypothetically criticized to death by
Enlightenment minds. This is what he meant by “complex,” an idea that had
its roots in the free-association method discovered and popularized by
Sigmund Freud.[17] It was for such reasons that Jung carved the following
words in an arch over the entrance to the castle-like stone house he built by
hand in Kusnacht, Switzerland, which served as his home in the latter years
of his life: Vocatus atqua non vocatus deus aderit (called or not called, God
is present).[18] If the center of a network of ideas (a symbol, in some cases)
has been represented, specifically—denoted—by a given word or concept
(“called”), then it has been made conscious or realized—or, even, made real
(?). If it has not, or has not yet, it may well still be implicit—coded in the
relationship between ideas, or images, or behaviors but not yet named or
subdued. This means, for lack of a better word, unconscious.



Similarly, if that center once existed and had been identified but has
since been ignored, carelessly forgotten, or explicitly rejected, then it is
abandoned—or dead. This state of unconsciousness or abandonment is
reflected, imagined, characterized, or described in an archetypal narrative
trope: the hero swallowed by the beast, living a half-life in its belly, like the
prophet Jonah or Pinocchio’s Geppetto, the dead god Osiris in the
underworld,[19] or the God of the Judeo-Christian world whose death was so
famously announced by Nietzsche: “God is dead. God remains dead. And
we have killed him.”[20] What is true of words, by the way, is also true of
the imaginative images and dramas that guide us and that contain a further
“map of meaning” representing the behavioral patterns, rituals, and manners
of our cultures.[21] They have a living center, which is there whether it is
acknowledged or not, and which plays a causal role in the determination of
our individual and collective patterns of attention and action. And that,
much as it definitely is, is not all: That behavioral/cultural foundation, still
primarily implicit (as it is action rather than its representation in word or
image), reflects the structure of the ordered and intelligible world. That
world is encoded in our map in the same way that dying from walking over
the edge of a bridge into the rushing river below reflects the relationship
between knowledge and reality. This is the reflection of the structure of the
cosmos itself in the soul of man. Thus, even when God is dead, he
maintains his existence not only in the depths but in the patterned order of
being and becoming itself.

The validity of a given worldview is therefore anything but arbitrary.
Instead, it is dependent on or mirrors the accuracy with which it reflects the
natural, social, and psychological world. That coding of meaning, that
representation of value, that implicit hierarchy of the likely prioritization of
attention and action is, to say it again, something very much akin to the
weighting of inputs that characterize our new Large Language Models. In
creating these artificially intelligent spirits, we have externalized and
formalized our unconscious—even our collective unconscious!22l—and now
must contend with and benefit from the wealth of possibilities and perils
resulting from that achievement. This also implies something else of



revolutionary significance alluded to earlier: The collective unconscious is
the relationship of concepts to one another, images to one another, and
behaviors to one another (statistically considered) across the whole culture,
with the personal unconscious then being the lower-resolution instantiation
of such concepts, images, and actions in the individual person. This
connection between the personal and collective unconscious helps account
for the sense of revelation we experience when reading, say, a particularly
profound book. That sensation is the expansion of our unconscious or
implicit model of meaning as a consequence of incorporating more of the
pattern or spirit that characterizes the deepest levels of the culture. In its
deepest manifestation that is precisely the reflection of the image of God
that is held to typify the soul of man and woman alike in the biblical corpus,
and that also constitutes the covenant between the state of chosen people
and the divine.

That encounter with depth, with our deeper cultural coding, is what
produces that sense in the reader of “I already knew that but did not have
the words.” It is the identity between the personal and the cultural that most
precisely defines the enculturated or socialized person and simultaneously
allows for mutual understanding and harmonious, productive, generous
community. This is the microcosm long held to be the central feature of the
human soul and a reflection of the broader cosmic order at its deepest
levels, as well as the concordance between reality and psyche whose
realization made the scientific endeavor itself both motivated and possible.
(23] This is the sharing of a pattern of understanding and action; the
simultaneous possession by the spirit of the collective. If we were not
imitating one another, we could not live together. But in imitating “one
another” we are also imitating the past, our tradition—or, more accurately,
the spirit of that tradition and, with God’s grace, the living spirit of that
tradition and not the mere remnant patterns of its corpse.

This unconscious imitation, individual and collective, is the behavioral
pattern that Freud attempted to found on the narrowly sexuall24] (a pattern
well adhered to by blinkered evolutionary biologists/25] and psychologists)
and Nietzsche on the will to power (a pattern extended beyond that



philosopher’s wildest dreams by the postmodern/neo- or meta-Marxists who
insist that human interaction is nothing but mutual exploitationl26]). These
two subdeities of pleasure and power might well be regarded as the spirits
that inevitably emerge to possess the culture when the higher monotheistic
unity is cast into doubt. Both pleasure and power are centers of a sort, and
are necessary centers, but are pathological when they are raised to the
ultimate position, instead of serving their superordinate master in the
properly subdued and appropriately humble, meek, or worshipful manner.
Much of the imagery within the Book of Revelation is an exploration of the
collapse into this dynamic of hedonism and force or compulsion, which is
eternally emblematic of the end of times.[27] The world cannot survive if it
is ruled by sex or power. Those forces degenerate into tyranny and chaos
intertwined, intermingled, and married when they are raised to the highest
place. The world of the proper sovereign order is and must be ruled instead
by the pattern of encounter with chaos, upward striving, truth, and
voluntary sacrifice precisely in the manner that is most deeply and
comprehensively encoded in the biblical corpus. We invite ourselves to be
possessed by this deepest spirit when we voluntarily and diligently strive
away from the hell of the totalitarian or the painful meaninglessness of the
nihilistic or the self-devouring elevation of the whims of the narrow self
toward the order that is good or very good.

Seeing how this spirit is reflected in a culture’s deepest stories helps us
understand the eternal value of the archetypal characters of the narrative
world: the Dragon of Chaos, the Great Mother, the Great Father, and the
divine Son.[28] Learning to understand and to recognize these characters,
wherever they make themselves manifest, also enables us to appreciate the
inevitability of their attractiveness and rebirth should they be forgotten or
otherwise abandoned. The Dragon of Chaos is the plenitude of
uncategorized or even unencountered possibility—that which forever exists
outside the realm of experience; the greatest of possible threats and the
limitless realm of what could yet be. That dragon is the tohu va bohu over
which the spirit of God eternally and creatively broods, the watery chaos
somehow extant before the emergence of the creative order. The Great



Mother,29] by contrast, is the most primordial manifestation of that chaotic
realm of possibility, within the domain of what is directly experienced. This
is nature itself, which is both the most basic manner in which potential
reveals itself to us, as well as our experience in relationship with our own
mothers: the all-encompassing love and care that is simultaneously the
prerequisite for life in the most concrete sense and the biggest impediment
to its independent realization when that care goes wrong. The Great Father,
for his part, is the a priori structure of value, derived from the actions of the
spirit that gave rise to such structure, and composed of the consequences of
its creative and regenerative action. He is also the eternal tyrant that can and
does arise when that structure becomes outdated, rigid, or willfully blind.
The archetypal individual, finally, is the Hero, the active and world-
engendering and renewing process of subduing and naming that is deemed
by God to be the primary attribute of Adam. This is the valuing that makes
perception itself possible, gives meaning to the world, participates in what
is good, and constitutes the very image of the spirit that engenders the real.
That Hero is always and forever opposed by the Adversary, the usurper, the
spirit of Cain and Lucifer who stands in prideful and presumptuous
opposition to the implicit cosmic order and to its progenitor.

This all means that the eternal Hero (the essence or spirit of Adam) is the
active process of encountering, subduing, naming, and relationship-building
described in the opening human drama of the great Book of Genesis.
Adam’s individual masculine efforts in this regard, however, are
insufficient, despite their central place and divine nature, as the very next
phrase following his acts of naming implies: “but for Adam there was not
found an helpmeet for him” (Genesis 2:20). The nature of this absence was
singularly well expressed by the English novelist Daniel Defoe, best known
as the author of Robinson Crusoe, although also a prolific philosophical
thinker and writer of the time.[30] Defoe regarded Adam as requiring (as
God Himself apparently concluded)

an equal, a companion, a sharer of his thoughts, his
observations, his joys, his purposes, his enterprises. It was now



evident, from actual survey, that none of these animals, even the
serpent, was possessed of reason, of moral and intellectual
ideas, of the faculties of abstracting and naming, of the
capacities of rational fellowship or worship. They might be
ministers to his purposes, but not helpers meet for him. On the
other hand, God was the source of his being and the object of
his reverence, but not on a par with himself in needs and
resources. It was therefore apparent that man in respect of an
equal was alone, and yet needed an associate.!31]

1.4. Eve from Adam

Eve is extracted, strangely, from Adam—a reversal, in some sense, of what
might be expected, given that it is woman who gives birth most evidently to
man. The reversal, however, drives home the idea of the creative primacy of
Logos working in harmony with the structure (or Father) through which that
Logos operates, as well as indicating the strange dependence of that process
on forces operating outside it and beyond its ken (at least in its human
form). It is perfectly apropos, therefore, that Eve is derived from the
unconscious Adam: “And the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon
Adam, and he slept: and he took one of his ribs, and closed up the flesh
instead thereof; And the rib, which the Lord God had taken from man, made
he a woman, and brought her unto the man” (Genesis 2:21-22).

Adam has just been confirmed in his role as describer and delineator of
the world; he is the locus of the differentiated consciousness upon which
Being and becoming themselves somehow mysteriously depend. Eve’s
derivation from Adam indicates her association with that very Logos; even
her primal femininity is another manifestation of the Word of God, as he
has fabricated her in that feminine image, as insisted upon in Genesis 1. It is
also the case, of course, that any given woman is dependent on and even, in
some limited manner, a creature of the social order, which is represented,
cross-culturally, as masculine,[32] as well as being a manifestation, in the



fact of her consciousness, of the Word that establishes the real and the
cosmic order. It is precisely this point that the postmodern gender-relativists
insist on, when pointing to the “social construction” of femininity and
masculinity, although they throw out the baby with the bathwater while
doing so, mistaking the fact of some derivation of the feminine from the
cultural with complete independence of sex and gender roles from the
underlying biological and physical substrate.

This does not mean that Eve’s role is identical to or is simply derived
from the naming role of Adam’s. It is from the unconscious Adam, to say it
again, that Eve is derived. Understanding this is key to understanding her
role. She represents and speaks for what is not yet known to Adam. Given
his ignorance, willful and otherwise, she has plenty to work with. Eve as
eternal feminine draws attention to what has not yet been brought to the
light of consciousness—to what has not yet been named or subdued into the
social order. That is Eve’s role as “helpmeet,” a word translated from the
Hebrew YT 2271 or ezer kenegdo.

The term ezer appears throughout the biblical texts. Applied to God, it
denotes his provision of potent assistance—and not in a subordinate
capacity: “Our soul waiteth for the Lord: He is our help [ezer] and our
shield” (Psalms 33:20). Psalms 115:9-11, 121:1-2, and 124:8 add to this
portrayal, depicting God in this ezer role, a source of strength and aid. The
word ezer is also used to characterize a military ally (Ezekiel 12:14). It
suggests rescue, strength, and strategic advantage.[33] The word kenegdo in
conjunction with ezer helps to flesh out this characterization. It appears
only as a descriptor of Eve and connotes something like striving with or
aiding against. It might be most useful to consider Eve something
approximating a beneficial adversary—a partner in play. Optimal
development in a relationship, psychologically speaking, depends neither
on stasis nor victory but on challenge. The union of opposites that
characterizes the dynamic between male and female is one of mutual trial
and testing—the contest of dance or play. The optimal play partner is one
whose skills on the playing field equal or perhaps even slightly exceed the
skill of the would-be player. That is where the true adventure is to be found.



Playing in the zone of proximal development/34—on the edge; on the
border between chaos and order—brings the exhilaration that is a marker of
continual upward development.

It is to bring about this mutual improvement that Eve is created, in a state
of fundamental equality and partnership—and in particular, created from
Adam’s rib, from his side, not from his head (as Athena sprang from Zeus,
which would imply a potential superiority) and not from his leg, foot, or
other lower bodily part (which would imply subordination or inferiority).
Eve corresponds to Adam precisely as the Taoist yin does to yang. It is her
job to bring to her partner’s attention all the concerns that Adam may have
overlooked, involved as he is in his enterprise of responsible stewardship.
He is called upon in that work to extend, expand, and update his naming
and subduing in keeping with the true and even novel needs of the time,
without too radically, pridefully, or presumptuously restructuring the entire
tradition. Eve’s role is in keeping with the well-known personality
differences between men and women, evident cross-culturally,[35] and more
pronounced in more egalitarian societies: Women are more agreeable—
more concerned with others; more interested in people than in thingsl36l—
as well as more prone to experience negative emotion, threat, and pain;
more sensitive to the things that will endanger or hurt people and cause
them distress. It is this role, unfortunately—tightly tied with caring for
infants and children and attending to their inchoate and subtle concerns—
that also renders her arguably more susceptible to the lure of the serpent (or
at least first susceptible).

The story of the primal father and mother of all mankind thus outlines
the major roles of the sexes, within the confines of the cosmic order, as they
play their respective roles as dependent, created inhabitants and
autonomous creators. That is not all that it accomplishes, however: the great
drama of Adam and Eve in the garden also characterizes the fundamental
pattern of error to which both sexes are prone. Every temperamental
proclivity has its advantages and its temptations. A story that
comprehensively characterizes man and woman in relationship to nature
and God is therefore also necessarily going to describe both proper aim and



sin. Adam orders, names, and subdues. Eve is predisposed by nature and
God to speak for the oppressed, ignored, and marginalized, bringing their
concerns to Adam’s attention. She is well suited to this key role, being truly
more sensitive in a manner that recognizes the concerns of the fragile and
the not yet verbal or socialized. This allows her to play a role that is both
stabilizing and exploratory—and, therefore, something deeply akin to the
Logos itself. She stabilizes, insofar as individual and social order maintain
their harmony when everything vulnerable yet valuable is taken into
account, as much as that is possible. She explores insofar as everything
ordered needs to be expanded whenever things change—when, for example,
a new child has been born, or a new household or relational concern has
emerged, or when someone once strong and able is ill, fragile, and in need
of care, however temporarily or permanently.

Knowledge of Eve’s essential sensitivity—her ability to serve as an
alarm bell, so to speakl37l—is also key to understanding her fundamental
temptation to sin, which is to pridefully assume something approximating:
“I can clutch even the serpent itself—even what is irreducibly poisonous
and false—within my all-embracing arms; I can incorporate the fruit that
the serpent offers, the mastery of good and evil, and become God Himself
in so doing. All of that elevates my reputation and puts that high virtue at
the very center of the world.” This is tantamount to the insistence that the
feminine capacity for empathic tolerance and inclusion is or should be the
basis of the moral order itself (that is, that what is good should be identified
with what is mother to dependent infant) and, simultaneously, the loud
proclamation that such compassion and nothing but that compassion is the
veritable hallmark of her moral superiority. This is a true overreaching, a
form of deceitful arrogance and presumption, and a manifestation of the
spirit that eternally strives to usurp. Hence the snake or serpent as tempter.

Adam is no better. He can categorize and order the world, but he can also
falsely claim expertise in doing so and ability outside his actual level of
competence, and is very likely to do that to impress the eternal feminine.
This is the boastful narcissism that characterizes the false masculine,
indicated in characters such as Gaston in Disney’s Beauty and the Beast!38]



or far more seriously in the case of the so-called Dark Triad or Tetrad of
pathological personality traits.[39] Adam’s self-aggrandizing, arrogant, and
equally usurping claim is that he can and should restructure the world so
that the serpent and its fruit can be incorporated any old way and as easily
as Eve, no matter how unreasonable the demands. His ethos is something
akin to “I will offer whatever will impress the feminine—even if the request
is overreaching; even if that offering involves the usurpation and violation
of the implicit moral order, as established by God.” Eve pridefully embraces
and incorporates too much, making a selfish show of her compassion and
care, and Adam falls on his face to impress his partner, insisting that
nothing she requires, wants, or demands is beyond his power. It is in these
dual manners that the eternal mother and father of mankind fall prey to the
cardinal sin of pride, and catalyze the fall.

Man and woman both incarnate the Logos, at least in potential. The
pattern of being that should characterize each individual is a reflection, an
imitation (and by no means a pale imitation) of what is both most real and
ultimately sacred. It is on that fundamental supposition—that axiomatic
belief (a claim of immense and still-unrealized magnitude and significance)
—that man and woman rest their dignity, intrinsically, outside the purview
of self, sovereign, state, and nature. It is on that fundamental supposition
that the transcendent value of the individual is founded; that the entire
edifice of rights and responsibilities that characterizes the highly functional
free societies of the West is built, insofar as each of those societies is truly
functional and free. It is around that flag, planted in the ground—that staff
of tradition—that every free individual, household, city, and state is rallied,
made secure and hopeful, and united in intent, purpose, and action. Perhaps
the world and everything perceptible must be founded on or centered
around one central axiom, one unquestioned and central proposition of
faith, one claim standing outside the issue at hand—even one miraculous
occurrence. Perhaps this is true because something has to intermediate
between our always flawed and incomplete knowledge and the world of
infinite mystery; perhaps because we must wrap up and conceal from
ourselves our extensive ignorance, so that we can act without an infinite



regress of doubt. Perhaps we need to carry with us some box, never to be
opened, so that the Pandora of our inquiry does not undermine ourselves,
such that we fall forever downward.

Lynn White, the historian and critic of the West referred to previously, 40
appears to approve of the animism that rendered nature impossibly haunted,
incomprehensible and untouchable, sacred or taboo: “Before one cut a tree,
mined a mountain, or dammed a brook, it was important to placate the spirit
in charge of that particular situation.” The same is true of his modern-day
environmentalist or nature-worshipping descendants. The reader of such
words, tempted to moralize without sacrifice, is supposed to assume,
uncritically, that such an attitude was superior to the dominating
anthropocentrism of the evil, nature-savaging Christians, who dared place
that pathetic creature, man, at the center of the world—naming, subduing,
assuming the mantle of stewardship. But what is the alternative? To raise
insect, rodent, tree, and shrub above the status of children? To elevate the
unconscious and uncaring natural world to the status of deity? To put nature
in the highest place, uncritically, is to denigrate man—and the
consequences of that will not be good for either man or nature. Man and
woman will subdue and dominate precisely because they rightly wish to
live, and for their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren to
flourish, in abundance. Any attempt to replace this central concern will end
in disaster—in the worship of the ideologies or idolatries or false gods that
will elicit tyranny and totalitarianism. This does not mean, to say it again,
that any man or woman or all of humanity has the right to pillage in the
name of narrow self-interest. Quite the contrary. As creatures formed in
God’s image, we have the responsibility to continue and extend the act of
creation in the best manner imaginable.

1.5. In God’s image

What does “created in the image of God” mean? It means that the human
spirit exists, in its essence, on the border between order and chaos; that it



serves as the mediator of becoming and being; that it shapes the manner in
which new reality manifests itself when what is old and outdated reality is
crying out for redemption and renovation. The view that man’s mediating
capacity is central or even identical to consciousness is reflected in sources
as diverse as the cosmogonies of the ancient Mesopotamians and
Egyptians/4l] and the musings of modern cognitive neuroscientists.[42] In
this view, consciousness is the active human spirit, the eternal slayer of
giants and dragons, the enemy of the evil king and the devouring mother,
and the force of responsible, self-sacrificing upward striving,
transformation, and movement. Why consider the thought of those ancient
peoples? Because their great, populous, and enduring civilizations were the
consequence of that thought. Why consider the modern scientists? Because
their investigations map the natural and biological world yet highlight a
remarkable parallel with the oldest ideas we can still access.

It was the duty of the ancient Mesopotamian emperor to make the spirit
of Marduk, the highest god in his society’s pantheon of deities, manifest in
his own attentions and actions. For precisely that reason, he was held to
account by his priests at the yearly New Year’s ceremony of confession,
repentance, battle, and renewal. It was incumbent upon him, as the
embodiment of valid authority, to adopt the character of that ultimate
divinity./43] It was in so doing, and in nothing else, that his sovereignty was
both characterized or understood (what should rule?) and justified. A good
emperor was, therefore, an avatar of the spirit of Marduk—a deity who, like
the God of Genesis, generated the order that was good from
chaos/possibility in consequence of the eternal battle with the primordial
mother-dragon of the deep, Tiamat (etymologically linked to tehom and
tohu va bohu). The abstraction of that spirit from the previous pantheon of
somehow insufficient original and primary gods constituted the
precondition for the development of the abstract idea of “sovereignty” itself
(as “sovereignty” is the spirit that transcends any given king; something
upon which the very existence of kingship is predicated and toward which
all who would properly be king must strive). Hence, Christ is traditionally



“Lord of lords, king of kings” (Revelation 19:16). He is, by definition, the
spirit or essence of sovereignty, its very embodiment.

We know from one of the most ancient texts in our possession, the
Enuma elish,/44] that Marduk was characterized by the Mesopotamians as
the victor of the eternal battle of the gods in heaven. He was the god who
emerged above all other gods; the emergent spirit who determined to
voluntarily confront the monstrous; the winner of the cosmic battle who
could inspire, unite, and lead others (other gods); the maker of the world
from the confrontation with the serpent or dragon; and, finally, the
regenerator of the dissolute world. This motif of the struggle of the deities
for primacy is extraordinarily widespread throughout human tradition.[45!
Why? Imagine that as tribal groups, each united under the dominion of one
or several gods, we came together in the attempt to establish larger polities.
Imagine that there was no shortage of battles, in consequence, for primacy
of drama and narrative, fought on the battleground of interest and memory;
for opinion and attitude, negotiated conversationally; and, when all else
failed, by force: by slavery, death, and destruction. Imagine, finally, that
those complex processes of consolidation can be represented as a great and
never-ending conflict between the great figures of the imagination, the gods
that man projected into the cosmos, battling for position and primacy in the
space defined by the collective human imagination, possessing their earthly
followers and acolytes, so to speak, and impelling them to do likewise.

From one perspective, human beings battle with one another to establish
their particular gods as superordinate. From another, gods use human beings
as their earthly representatives to establish their dominion in heaven. There
is much to be said for the latter frame of conception. Ideas are living spirits,
as suggested previously,l46] extant both in the collective and in the
individual psyche. The terrible reality of this battleground of the divine is
given voice by Gloucester in Shakespeare’s King Lear: “As flies to wanton
boys are we to the gods. They kill us for their sport”/47l—an echo of Homer,
in the The Iliad (Book 17, lines 515—16), expressing the sentiments of Zeus:
“There is nothing alive more agonized than man of all that breathe and



crawl across the earth.”[48] This is the terrible struggle toward unity, both of
psyche and of society.

The Mesopotamians “knew,” or at least represented in narrative, the
monotheistic idea that what is deepest—ultimate and divine—was precisely
the spirit of voluntary encounter with soul, society, and nature. They
“knew,” as well, that any emperor worth his salt would strive to embody
that spirit, and that the very survival and renewal of the kingdom depended
on that striving, as I explained in my 1999 book, Maps of Meaning:

The Mesopotamian emperor’s identification with the most
divine of all the deities (according to the judgment and election
of those selfsame powers) lent him power, and served to
maintain social and psychological order among his people.
Furthermore, the Mesopotamian emperor stood in the same
relationship to his people as Marduk stood to him: as ritual
model for emulation, as the personality whose actions served as
pattern for all actions undertaken in the kingdom—as the
personality that was the state, insofar as the state defined and
brought order to interpersonal interactions (which, after all, is
its primary function). Babylon was therefore conceptualized as
“the kingdom of god on earth”—that is, as a profane imitation
of heaven. The emperor served this “imitated heaven” as the
“imitator of Marduk,” at least insofar as he was conservative,
just, courageous and creative.[49]

The Mesopotamians determined that the pattern for legitimate
sovereignty—the spirit of voluntary confrontation; the animating principle
that should be put in the highest place—was all attentive eye and magic
voice. Marduk had eyes encircling his head, and he spoke the magic words
that transformed, for example, night into day. That is a brilliant and
inspiring vision: the idea that the god of all gods is attention and the
creative, transformative word—the Word that transforms monstrous



possibility and darkness into the world itself. Who should lead? Not the
person capable of wielding the most force. Not the person who is richest.
Not the person who can manipulate most effectively, in some Machiavellian
manner. Instead, the attentive, visionary communicator: the person who
watches most closely and tells the best story, past, present, and future. What
should lead? Not power. Not the immature, hedonistic whim of the moment,
even in its strongest, sexual manifestations. Something higher. Something
that genuinely brings together, establishes, names, places, and renews;
something upward striving and reflective of the truth.

How might these archetypal ideas be brought down to earth? How might
chaos, possibility, and their voluntary confrontation be understood, in a
practical sense? Let us consider the morning, once again. What faces you
when you awaken? Consider, once again, what makes itself manifest in the
theater of your consciousness when the new day dawns; the promise and
peril of the next sixteen wakeful hours, the as-of-yet-unshaped future. That
unfolding present is neither determined nor even constrained, ultimately, by
the past—not in any simple and predictable sense, as even the most
previously stable, predictable trajectory can transform in a heartbeat and
turn on a dime.[20] Consequently, we cannot apply a set of deterministic
rules and make our way forward, even in principle. No algorithm allows us
to unerringly compute the transforming horizon of the future—not in a
world that is not, even in principle, deterministic.[51!

We are called on, instead, to meet the eternal challenge of shaping—in
accordance with our vision (however immature that vision may be)—that
which not yet is but could yet be. We are oriented in the world toward
becoming, toward what is changing and what can be changed—while
everything static and fixed is rendered irrelevant and invisible, even to
perception itself.[52]

“I could do this; I might do this; I should do this; this is interesting to me;
this is plaguing me; things will turn out badly if I do this and not this, or
well if this and not that”—this is the domain of concern and carel53] that



constantly presents itself to and grips consciousness. Perhaps you face all
that possibility in fear because your circumstances are too chaotic—
complex beyond your competence (or so you fear). Perhaps that is, in turn,
a consequence of the slings and arrows of fate—but possibly a function of
your own inadequacy, pride, arrogance, proclivity to avoidance and
deception, and, subsequently, resentment. Perhaps, by contrast, you are
enthusiastic, as you perceive both possibility in the positive sense and a
traversable pathway toward just that. Maybe this is because you were
properly encouraged to face, confront, and explore; to challenge yourself—
and because you took that responsibility onto yourself, voluntarily, and
made it a habit of attention and action. Perhaps, finally, you allow yourself
to accept that challenge right to the point of fear, so that apprehension and
enthusiasm are balanced perfectly. Thus positioned, you are awake and
alert; watching for trouble but prepared to move forward; ready to parry,
thrust, and dance. That means you are optimally situated—if you can play
with the horizon of the future, you are indeed doing well.

The horizon of the future, so encountered, is equivalent to the chaos of
possibility extant at the beginning of time, portrayed in the opening verses
of Genesis. We cast our visions upon the waters and bring into being,
through our affinity with the Logos (through exploration, imagination,
thought, and speech), the habitable world, good or even very good in
precise proportion to the accuracy of our aim. That is the continual
manifestation, within each of us, of the Divine Word that generated the
cosmos when time and space themselves began. That is the initial biblical
characterization of the spirit of what is highest; the initial manifestation of
the spirit of the one God. This is a stunning idea, a revolutionary idea, a
world-ordering idea, a civilization-engendering idea—an idea that is the
precondition for optimized psychological and social order alike. It is from
that presumption of our implicit individual value—to say it again—that we
derive our infinite set of natural rights (and, let us not forget, as we are so
prone to, natural responsibility).

These rights and responsibilities are not bestowed upon us, secondarily,
by some process of social contract—not granted to us by the omniscient,



omnipresent, and all-powerful state. They are instead the deepest reflection
of what gives rise to the enduring state, and which protects it from its
otherwise inevitable decline into anachronism, blindness, gigantism, and
tyranny. Those rights and responsibilities are there in the beginning, like the
Logos, which is their true source. They are axiomatic; the true foundation of
everything, including any possible state that could possibly establish any
rights whatsoever—or deny them. The spirit that mediates becoming and
being is therefore there in the beginning, present in the present, shaping the
future, and residing within or even characterizing us (if we will only allow
that).

We “have our rights.” Why? Consider this, now: society, tradition, the
law—all that is dead, in some real sense. They are merely the remnant of
the past. They are what is already fixed and invisible as we strive upward
because of that fixedness. These are exactly what can be taken for granted,
screened from consciousness by its predictability. By contrast, it is the
future making itself manifest in the present that calls to consciousness; it is
the potential of the future that makes itself manifest in the theater of
consciousness. That is the eternal flowing of the water of chaos and life into
the dead but necessary bedrock of traditional certainty. What—or who—
masters that future? The locus of consciousness. The individual. The
visionary and adventurous daring of the individual soul. The truly ethical
striving of the individual. The individual capacity to imagine, think, and
communicate (and those are all variants of the intrinsic Logos). It is the
sovereign individual who is shaper and potentially master of the
indeterminate future—or, more accurately, it is the consciousness
manifesting itself within each individual who is such a master.

Society can adapt to the future only insofar as it attends to and integrates
the vision and thought (the Logos) of its citizens. Those who lead,
therefore, must serve and foster that divine individuality; aggregate and
unite its concerns; gather, amalgamate, and communicate its visionary
wants and needs; and transform the law, the necessary but dead past, into
the living and guiding Word. The genuine leader, therefore, necessarily
gazes into the abyss—into the suffering of his or her constituents; discovers



the once-great heroes of the past languishing in the underworld; identifies,
rescues, and rejuvenates the eternally dying Father, integrating the past with
the present; and gives new life and vision to what has been established
before. This is the eternal story, which has already happened and is
happening now, and will happen forever into any identifiably human future.
This is what the ancient Egyptians discovered with their worship of the god
Horus, the great eye of attention, the force that confronts chaos and evil and
revivifies Osiris, god of the state, languishing blindly in the underworld.>4]
The state would grind to a halt, paralyzed by its mere instantiation of the
dead past, if it failed to attend to the vision and thought of its current
constituents. It is eternally the truthful visionary individual—the prophetic
seer and voice—who stands against stagnation and tyranny. Even to
maintain and propagate itself, the state must therefore subjugate itself to the
Logos of the individual.

This is no mere ideology; no merely relative truth. It is instead that
which must be primary—truly—so that hell does not make itself known. It
is the denial and eradication of the Logos of the individual that produced
the tyrannical totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century. We have by no
means risen above the power-mad and hedonistic delights of such
temptation. This does not mean that those who exist in the present can
somehow do whatever they want: the state may be delimited by its need for
the creative, renewing, and active vision of the individual but, equally, the
individual must sacrifice his mere isolated and atomized individuality to the
tradition that constitutes maturity, and that unites us communally.

In keeping with this vision, the state does not allow its citizens their
freedom. The state that forbids its constituent individuals to pay attention
and to speak the truth ossifies. The freedom that abides withers, and it dies
in a fit of self-defeating and increasingly demoralizing lies. This is the
victory akin to the evil brother of the king; the dark, resentful, egotistical
uncle of the banished but true prince; and the dread event that sets the stage
for plague, stagnation, and the disappearance of the very water of life. This
is a truth beyond all mere relativistic objections. There is a necessarily
reciprocal relation between state and citizen—and there is no manner in



which the state is superordinate, although it provides what is necessarily
static and stable. Without the individual—without you, in a nutshell;
without you embodying the appropriate ethos, the state would grind,
terribly, to a halt. We—the human race, at least at its best—have determined
through a painful process of trial and error that both tyranny and slavery are
intrinsically wrong, as they both exist in contradistinction to this principle.
The tyrant suppresses and simultaneously attempts to supplant the Logos,
while the enslaved are too intimidated and lazy—too faithless and arrogant,
in truth—to make that Logos manifest within. This suppression and
servitude dooms both individual and state—and not just “dooms,” if that
doom is construed as mere death, but engenders instead a literal hell, which
can in its full manifestation be something that makes even death preferable.
Do you believe in your heart that slavery is wrong? Do you believe,
genuinely, that the tyranny that insists on slavery is also wrong? Do you
believe, therefore, in the intrinsic divinity of the individual (the deep worth
of the individual, technically, given our working definitions)? How
otherwise can you possibly make sense of your objection to the
slaveholding tyrant? To say it another way: the heartfelt opposition to
compulsion and force, as well as the weak, or hedonistic and immature,
irresponsibility that enables compulsion and force, even if it’s merely felt or
inchoately sensed (the feeling, for example, of violation produced by
conscience), is faith, at least in the alternative to tyranny and slavery. A
further question, once that definition has been clarified: Do you oppose
slavery and tyranny on the basis of your belief deeply enough to abide by
the dictates of the creative Logos? Or do you instead waver, construing the
responsibility as too burdensome, and thereby abandon the true adventure
and meaning of your life? The opposition to enslavement and force alike is
genuine belief, and religious belief, at that, as a matter of first principles.
We fought many wars over whether or not the axiom of the divine intrinsic
value of the individual man and woman is true—whether it is deeply,
fundamentally, and nonarbitrarily true. Those who fought for freedom made
many sacrifices to put that idea forward; to raise it to the highest place.



Slavery was opposed and then substantively and painstakingly eradicated
in the name of that same deep truth—and this was done for the deepest of
religious reasons!>2l—positing against all immediately proximate evidence
(the evidence of comparative wealth, power, and status, for example) that
the soul of the individual was properly and ultimately sovereign, no matter
how apparently lowly and excluded; positing that such value was no higher,
in the ultimate sense, for those who were wealthy and great, no matter how
rich or apparently important. The difficulty of such a realization should not
be underestimated. It flies in the face of the most immediately self-evident
facts, such as the fact of the ability of strength to dominate weakness and
the evident advantages of wealth over poverty. “If I can, why should I not?
If T have the power, why are those who oppose me anything other than
contemptible and weak? If I am rich, even by inheritance, is that not
evidence, prima facie, that I am loved more by God (or fate and nature) and,
therefore, entitled to special status, as the facts indicate I should be?” This
was certainly the presumption of the classic, pre-Judeo-Christian world, and
is certainly the proclamation of the spirit possessing most individuals and
societies today.

Under the sway of the spirit encapsulated in the biblical writings and
traditions, we in the West realized that such favoritism and subjugation
were wrong, fundamentally; that they violated some divinely deep
principle; that they offended not merely some tenet of rationality or
compassion but the very spirit of what was great itself. We decided,
likewise, that tyranny was immoral, whether it manifests itself within
psyche, family, city, or state; that the king himself, regardless of his power,
must bow to what is truly sovereign; and, more importantly, that there is
some “celestial reality” that is forever and truly superordinate to any earthly
or secular ruler or even to an explicit principle or law. It would be very
careless and dangerous of us to forget that the impetus to do so—to
eradicate slavery and tyranny; to subordinate authority to the
transcendentally sovereign—was clearly (and I am speaking historically as
well as psychologically) a consequence of the ethos established in nascent
but potent form at the beginning 