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PREFACE

In my little book, Prince Immanuel of Bethlehem & Yeshua of Nazareth, which was first published in Danish in 2011, followed by an enlarged version in Norwegian in 2015, and an edition in English in 2018, I presented an introduction to the open mystery of the Nativity. I called it ‘open’ because it is openly expressed in the accounts of the birth of Jesus, available for all to read in the Gospels of St. Luke and St. Matthew. It astonishes me as much today as it did then that a mystery involving the best-known human being in history, conveyed on all channels the world over every year at Christmas, continues to go undiscovered. This, a considerable mystery in itself, begs closer scrutiny.

I wrote Prince Immanuel of Bethlehem & Yeshua of Nazareth in such a way that it can be read and understood by anyone who approaches it with good will, without requiring any prerequisite knowledge on the reader’s side. The book you are about to read is somewhat more demanding in that respect, as it delves more deeply into the esoteric tradition. Yet here, too, each topic is by and large self-explanatory inasmuch as it is accompanied by a backdrop of the main ideas that forms its context.

There has in recent years been a notable re-evaluation among scholars concerning the significance of historic esoteric currents. A good example is the major work by Frances A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (1964), which has helped to renew interest in ‘obscure’ traditions such as Hermeticism, alchemy, Kabbalism, Gnosticism, to mention only a few. Additionally, the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, first in 1947 but continuing in the following years, as well as the writings found in Nag Hammadi in Egypt in 1945 have contributed to new knowledge about the esoteric currents in the Middle East in the centuries adjoining the time in which Jesus lived.

This book’s contents are supported by the findings of such research. Simultaneously, it is inspired by the re-actualization of the esoteric by Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925). The fact that Steiner’s presentations rest essentially on his own spiritual experience and research should not make him a ‘pariah’ for academia. What he presented should be evaluated in the light of other research and other sources of esoteric content according to the principle that applies for every researcher: regardless of the source you draw on, however little or much it is recognized, what you present must be judged from the so-called holistic criterion for understanding. This criterion was formulated by Hans-Georg Gadamer, the founder of modern hermeneutics. He stipulated that “The harmony of all the details within the whole is the criterion of correct understanding. The failure to achieve this harmony means that understanding has failed.” (Gadamer, 2004:291)

An archeologist who believes he can read and understand certain archaic characters can be tested by investigating to see if his interpretation holds with respect to all the details and is consistent when applied. A successful reading of a text will result in coherence. The criterion for a credible interpretation is that all the relevant facts result in coherence. This holistic criterion may thus be applied as a criterion of falsification with which to test all readings (or alleged readings) of meaningful phenomena. The content of esoteric sources may equally well be assessed by such a criterion, thereby obtaining a more secure and independent basis for its validity or nonvalidity.

The book is divided into two main sections – The Forbidden Topic and The U in the Middle of Evolution. The first section investigates traces of esoteric insights which are relevant to the understanding of two great mysteries: the Jesus mystery and the Christ mystery. It will also serve to distinguish between the two mysteries, a distinction that lies hidden and forgotten beneath the surface of our culture. The esoteric traces presented bear the signature of Christianity as well as that of pre-Christian and Jewish traditions, including Gnostic currents with lesser or greater connections to Christendom. The book’s first section points to actual traces without entering into a comprehensive understanding of them. First by dwelling with the actual phenomena, allowing them to reveal themselves, do we gradually gain the ability to read the significance and meaning they express. This ability to read and interpret comprises the red thread in the second section which fans out into a spiritual understanding of evolution.

For those who may fear that the mystery element will disappear or be reduced to mundaneness by an attempt at interpretation, take heart, for that is not going to happen. The explanations proffered here will in no way discard the element of mystery or even detract from it. On the contrary, it will help us to observe the mystery element more keenly at the same time it enables us to connect our thinking with it and live with it not only on a heartfelt level, but also on an intellectual level. In that way, the mystery can begin to grow. It becomes larger and deeper, enhancing our lives by lending them an added dimension and depth as well as radiance.

Since we may no longer assume that everyone has the birth accounts described by Matthew and Luke at his fingertips, I will include the main features here as I did in Prince Immanuel. Other elements from Prince Immanuel are also included here for the sake of context. The poem Immanuel by Vladimir Solovyov is reproduced here because it resonates so well with the book’s contents. It can serve to remind us that there are alternative paths, one of which is reserved for the child at heart, represented by the shepherds, and another for the wise men. The shepherds’ path is short, the path of the wise men is long. But even the wise men are going to need hearts if they are to hold out on the long desert trail.

I owe my gratitude to Cato Schiøtz for his critical perusal and appraisal of the manuscript and for his good feedback and to James Martin Shank for his dedicated effort to bring the manuscript to life in the English language – including his translations in English of the poems Immanuel and Legend.

Trond Skaftnesmo – Spring 2023


Immanuel

Sublime the momentary hush

when Earth imbibed the gift of Heaven –

God was born in us. That hallowed flush

now lost in Time’s dark gloom and rush.

Multitudes have sunk, mired in despair.

No longer do wise men skyward gaze;

Nor are shepherds graced with astral glare

while angels sing the wondrous news to share.

Time may not that gift endanger-

that rose and lives unbidden thence.

And deep within is born the Word – remember,

begot that Holy Night in a manger.

Aye, God-in-Us, not there in yonder domains

of Space nor bottomless abyss;

and not in storms, flames nor sweet refrains,

no longer there where stuff of dreams pertains.

Hark! He has come – is with us.

Day in day out, through mundane moil and worthy toil

we partake in Love’s mystery – God-in-Us.

Powerless the evil, immortal our Souls!

Original by Vladimir Solovyov (1894),

translation in English by James Martin Shank


FOREWORD

The human and the divine in all of us

All human activity is influenced by two principle dynamic forces: one directed inwards and one directed outwards.

In the first instance each of us experiences that in his innermost sanctuary he has an absolutely clean room, a room that is spotless and true. This holy space cannot be destroyed. It is there in times of progress and well-being but also when we experience misfortune and in times of weakness, in prison, in war, or in a violent marital relationship. It is there from the cradle to the grave even though we may hardly be aware of it in the humdrum of our daily life. If we want to gain a mental image of this clean room within, we can do well to imagine a small child with its open and affectionate attitude to everything around it. A child is always ‘true’ and ‘pure.’

This may no longer be taken for granted with an adult. Yet the room is still there even though it may have become less accessible. Often, we become conscious of its existence first when our feeling of self is met with resistance, when we are not taken seriously, or when our opinion is not respected. It has a lot to do with something we regard as holy becoming tainted.

The other dynamic thrusts us in the opposite direction. The child begins to venture into the world, it wants to explore its surroundings and discover something new, try out its wings, and take chances. The child notices little by little that the price is high, that the world is not only pure and harmonious, but that it dishes up mistakes and disappointments. As adults we realize our limitations and choose – more or less freely – our environment in terms of family, occupation, friends, and hobbies. Within this environment we can move around as competently as possible creating joy, respect, and a sense of meaning. We are also prepared to defend this environment of our making if it becomes exposed to threat.

This driving force may be represented figuratively in fairy tales: the wise and just king with responsibility for his kingdom. Here the citizens fare well. No-one is overlooked or oppressed. Everyone takes responsibility for his own actions, and everyone supports each other for his share. A kingly, responsible attitude towards people, Nature, culture, and community leaves its imprint on such an environment.

We live our lives in a field of dynamic tension between these two powerful drives. The child in us wanders from the cradle to the grave, innocent and without a stain. The king in us wants to explore, take responsibility, try everything even at the risk of getting his hands dirty, carry on in spite of failure, judge rightly, care for the weak in his realm, and stand courageous in the storm.

What has all this to do with Christendom?

Christendom does not consist of teaching. Its centre is the Christ-figure Himself in His puzzling duality. Some call Him God’s Son while He Himself mostly calls Himself the Son of Man. The Bible speaks alternately about Jesus and Christ, or Christ-Jesus. Today these names are experienced as practically synonymous and more like formal titles of honour, but we can sense that behind the names there lie hidden tensions and paradoxes. The names must have something to do with Christendom’s basic riddle: How can God Himself be a human being like you and me?

In the course of 2000 years one has attempted to solve this riddle and fought bitter conflicts over it. Already when Paul, on the heights of Areopagus in Athens, proclaimed that God had come as a human being, the assembled philosophical elite shouted “Scandalous!” In the fourth century Augustine and Faustus, bishop of Mileve, were engaged in a feud over the timing of Christ’s actual birth: was He born with the birth of Jesus or with the baptism in the Jordan?

If each human being carries within himself two powerful conflicting basic drives, does that not mean that the god who lets himself be born as a human being must also have these same drives in order to penetrate the whole way down to the darkest space of existence and really become human like us? Must not that god, like human beings, experience the tension between the conflicting elements of existence in order to be truly human? Must he not also experience the cleavage, doubt, and the susceptibility to misfortune that we must?

In his book, Trond Skaftnesmo follows the tracks of this duality in the Being of Christ, a theme that has moved like an underground stream within Christendom from the first centuries up until today.

He takes the two Gospels, Matthew and Luke, each of which presents the birth of Jesus, as its starting point. The other two, Mark and John, begin their narratives with Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan thirty years later. The striking differences between the two Gospel accounts of Jesus’ birth and childhood have been a source of bewilderment throughout history. The only point of agreement between them is the names of the main characters: Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Otherwise everything is described differently, including different surroundings, different events and, to a degree, different people. With an attentive reading of the two Gospels, two different tonal experiences open up for us. One sounds within a harmonious, secure, and nearly dreamlike world in which the newborn child takes centre stage. The other is distinguished by abruptness, melodrama, and downright violence. Here the spotlight falls on the kings. We can sense that the two accounts cloak deeper truths regarding the Divine Being Who became human.

The book does not restrict itself to a narrow Christian framework, but the theme is deepened through a generous network of references to Greek philosophy and early Jewish mysticism. A thorough review of the duality treated by Renaissance painters, especially by the circle around Leonardo da Vinci, opens up new and thought-provoking perspectives regarding the question of Christ’s incarnation.

The idea of evolution runs like a red thread through the book. This evolution applies not only to that of the outer world, but also to humanity’s development; indeed, it even ventures so far as to include the transformation towards perfection of the gods themselves, the process in which Christ’s incarnation 2000 years ago marked a decisive turning point. This event opens up the possibility for each human being – in his concrete physical, self-contradictory existence – to be a co-creative actor in the great cosmic drama.

Lars-Åke Karlsson 
Retired priest and UN-officer, Finland


INTRODUCTION

The sacred mysteries

The word mystery is used here with a different meaning than the one in common parlance where it denotes a more or less trivial riddle. Originally, the word mysterion (Gr.) pertained to spiritual experiences and insights that could be gained through initiation. Such initiations were, as a rule, linked to specific mystery centres, each with its own administered tradition including specific rituals and annual celebrations. While a certain content of such a tradition would be exoteric (open for everyone), other parts of it, be they of a didactic or of a ritual nature, were of an esoteric character and reserved for a relatively few selected individuals.

All ancient cultures had their mysteries. We are familiar with many of them, at least by name: the mysteries of Mithras, the Orphic, the Eleusinian, and the Dionysian mysteries, to mention a few. That so little knowledge of the content of these mysteries has been carried down through the ages is largely due to the oaths of secrecy surrounding them. On the one hand, the pupils in these centres were not allowed to communicate anything of their experiences to non-pupils or to non-initiates, while, on the other hand, ordinary language was inadequate for expressing what they might have wished to communicate. Initiation into the mysteries involved, on the deepest level, encountering the world of the gods, becoming a citizen of the heavenly kingdom. Normally, this would require that one dies. In fact, ‘mystical death’ comprised the heart of the ritual. It consisted of a death-like initiation sleep lasting for three and a half days, the time period necessary in order for the relevant spiritual experiences to imprint themselves in a manner that would enable the pupil to remember them.

In the same sense that the temple was a sacred place where one could commune with divine beings, the rituals facilitating such communion were also regarded as sacred. What was sacred must not be profaned. Jesus admonished his disciples: “Give not that which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls before swine, lest they trample them under their feet, and turn again and rend you.” (Matt. 7:6)1

There were several reasons for this secrecy. As mentioned, the spiritual experiences and insights the novitiate had access to were, in part, of such a character as to be difficult or impossible to express in words except by drawing comparisons. Strictly speaking, they were unutterable. Even more important than cloaking the knowledge in secrecy was the need to keep secret the path itself, as it was a path filled with pitfalls and danger. It was particularly fraught with danger for anyone who was unprepared or attempted to seize initiation for himself by force.2 It was therefore initiation always took place in seclusion, hidden from the public view.

Punishment for betrayal of the content of the mysteries was death. Even so, secrets were now and then revealed, and Jesus was among those guilty of revealing them. His resurrection of Lazarus can be interpreted as a classic example of initiation as it was practiced, among other places, in Egypt. But in this instance Jesus, representing the hierophant, calls Lazarus out of his death-like initiation sleep before the eyes of the onlookers. The following verse was written in the aftermath of this event: “Then from that day forth they took counsel together for to put him to death.” (John 11:53) We may assume that Jesus was well aware of the punishment reserved for those who betray the mysteries.

Jesus accused the Pharisees and the scribes of blocking the way to initiation for the people: “But woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For ye shut up the kingdom of heaven against men: for ye neither go in yourselves, neither suffer ye them that are entering to go in.” (Matt. 23:13) With other words, You know a path of initiation (a path to the kingdom of heaven), but you no longer take this path yourselves. Furthermore, you block the way for others who want to take it. Luke 11:52 shows us that what is referred to here is esoteric knowledge that is granted to them that go in – become initiated: “Woe unto you, lawyers! For ye have taken away the key to knowledge: ye entered not in yourselves, and them that were entering in ye hindered.”

The Sadducees and the Pharisees3 administered an old esoteric tradition. The path of initiation in these orders had become a dead relic, shriveled up from disuse.4 They no longer “go in,” as Matthew and Luke phrased it. Nevertheless, they wanted to keep the respect and authority that the office of guardianship for the esoteric tradition invested them with. That meant keeping the ‘key to knowledge’ out of the hands of people who might want to go in.

Christian esotericism

Unlike the mysteries of former eras, the rites of Christianity – even those, like the Holy Communion, which lie at its very heart – are, in principle, open to everyone. That the rites are open, in this sense, does not in any way hinder them from being imbued with esoteric content and meaning; we can take it as a foregone conclusion that they were thus imbued from the outset. It is well known that Jesus often used metaphors and spoke in parables to the people. We read in Matt. 13:34, “…and without a parable spoke he not unto them.” To the disciples, he would explain his metaphors and interpret his parables, conveying content which was not meant for the ears of everyone.

When the disciples questioned him about this discrepancy, he answered simply, “Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not given.” (Matt. 13:10-11) Here Jesus clearly drew a line of demarcation between his exoteric teaching and his esoteric teaching. The former was for everyone whereas the latter was reserved for his disciples. The Greek term mystēria [μυστήρια] indicates which form of knowledge was meant here.5

Saul, a Pharisee who persecuted Christians, was also granted an insight into the ‘mysteries of the kingdom of heaven.’ Under the name Paul, which he received after his initiation, he, more than any of the other apostles, would be the one to carry the Gospel into the world. His initiation experience, which was to be the decisive turning point for him, occurred when he met Christ on the road to Damascus. (Acts 9) His supersensible experiences were not, however, to come to an end with that. It is assumed that he was speaking of himself when Paul wrote in II Corinthians 12: 2-4, “I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago, (whether in the body, I cannot tell; or out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;) such an one caught up to the third heaven […] and heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter.”

What Paul witnessed was, strictly speaking, inexpressible but neither was it permissible to express it. Thus, even Paul, who otherwise preached openly about Christianity’s deepest mysteries, set himself a limit. That should not surprise us since we know that Jesus too subjected Himself to constraints: “I have yet many things to say unto you, but ye cannot bear them now.” (John 16:12)

Two thousand years have passed since these words were uttered. Perhaps, by now, we are ready to bear a bit more?

* * *

In the scriptures of the New Testament, for example, in Paul’s letters, a great deal is expressed that our culture has been unable to bear so far. Time and again the Scriptures cross over the boundary, entering the realm of the esoteric. The Revelation of St. John is, in its entirety, an example of esoteric writing, sealed from all exoteric perusal by seven seals. Furthermore, the Gospels and the Epistles abound with themes and statements which require esoteric interpretations if they are to make any sense. One example is Paul’s teachings about Melchizedek in Heb. 7 and another is his extensive reference to the hierarchical beings in Col. 1:16 and in Eph. 1:21.

Pertaining to the Scriptures crossing the boundary between exoteric and esoteric, we come across a fairly sensational statement about the priest-king Melchizedek in the Epistle to the Hebrews:

For this Melchizedek, king of Salem, priest of the most high God, who met Abraham returning from the slaughter of the kings and blessed him; […] who is without father, without mother, without descent, having neither beginning of days, nor end of life; but made like unto the Son of God; abideth a priest continually.

We shall not embark on an interpretation of this statement at this stage (see Chapter 9), but it is obvious that it cannot be understood outside of its implicitly acknowledged esoteric context. The one who is not willing to admit this much owes us an explanation of how a human being can be without father or mother or heredity, an achievement that even trumps that of Jesus, according to the accounts of His life.

Taking another example, the doctrine of the angelic hierarchies has not always been as esoteric as it has become today. The Bible abounds with references to angels, archangels, cherubim, and seraphim but does not contain any systematic teaching about the heavenly hierarchies. For all practical purposes such knowledge was regarded as esoteric up until the fifth century when Pseudo Dionysius Areopagite collected and systematized it in his treatise The Celestial Hierarchy. Subsequently, the learning of the angelic hierarchies became widespread and popular during the High Middle Ages and the Renaissance. In his best-known work, Summa Theologica, Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) confirmed the teachings of Dionysius regarding the hierarchies and expanded on them with his instruction concerning the spectrum of their various duties and functions. Thereby such learning achieved an official status within the church. With the passage of time, however, it has more and more been relegated to the status of an odd relic belonging to the scholastic teachings of the Middle Ages. Although the theme of angels remained popular, scholarly teaching concerning them declined, becoming rare and esoteric. Gradually it became the norm, especially among Protestant theologians, to understand angels in a metaphorical sense or “images of God’s manifold help,” as termed by the Norwegian theologian Carl Smith-Gahrsen in his widely used textbook on Christian studies. (Smith-Gahrsen, 1998:149).

In Christian tradition the angels were divided into three hierarchies, each consisting of three classes. The first hierarchy (of the Father) encompassed the Seraphim, Cherubim and Thrones; the second hierarchy (of the Son) encompassed the Kyriotetes, Dynameis and Exusiai; and the third hierarchy (of the Holy Spirit) encompassed the Archai, Archangeloi and Angeloi. Implicit in Paul’s teachings was the fact of his familiarity with this tradition and that he expected his audience, at least the more informed among them, to also be aware of it. He illustrates this in Col. 1:16 where he names four of the hierarchies in the sequence: Thrones – Dominions – Principalities – Powers. In the original Greek text this reads as Thronoi – Kyriotétes – Archai – Exousiai.6

There is good reason to assume that these terms contained meaning for Paul, albeit in a context that was not yet widespread within Christendom. The one who first developed this learning systematically was, according to tradition, Paul’s disciple Dionysius the Areopagite (see Acts 17:34). As mentioned above, it was not written down or published until four hundred years later by an author of unknown identity using Dionysius the Areopagite as a pseudonym, thus the pen name Pseudo-Dionysius.

As shown, Christian esotericism flowered as long ago as during the life and teachings of Jesus and the apostles. Some elements of this esotericism have at certain times been allotted orthodox status, which is to say they were embraced as a part of the exoteric Christian culture. At other times it was declared heresy and driven underground. It has, on occasion, fallen into the forlorn realms of logic and scholasticism only to, again, at other times, reappear in forms reinvigorated by genuinely inspired artists, mystics and thinkers.

It was, on balance, smartest to leave the esoteric remain esoteric instead of courting the dangers posed by stirring in it. Those who were slow to catch on were assailed with plentiful reminders: the crusade against the Cathars (1209), the extermination of the Knights Templar (1307-14), the Inquisition against the free-thinking researchers like the Hermetic occultist Giordano Bruno (1600), and the witch hunts – all of which were effective arguments against unbridled expression. Yet there arose innovative methods for conveying important insights in encrypted forms that managed to slip under the radar of the Inquisition.

Regardless of the obstacles, the goal remained steadfast, namely, that the Christian esoteric content that had been available to only a select few since the time of the disciples should eventually be made known to everyone. The Master gave his disciples a concise message regarding that:

But when they persecute you in this city, flee ye into another. […] Fear them not therefore: for there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; and hid, that shall not be known. What I tell you in darkness, that speak ye in light: and what ye hear in the ear, that preach ye upon the housetops. (Matt. 10: 23-27)

* * *

The core of Christian mystery is obviously linked to Christ-Jesus: Who He was, what He said, and what He did. Christians have been inclined to regard all episodes in the life of Jesus, as well as his parables and other statements, as ‘mysteries.’ Thereby a deeper meaning is attached to them than that which appears on the surface – a greater meaning, indeed, than what the scholars of earlier times and later times have been able to comprehend.

The mysteries the author sets out to investigate in this book contain quite possibly the most controversial question in Christianity’s history: the question about the human versus the divine nature of Jesus. The riddle this question poses mirrors itself in two designations Jesus applied to himself: Son of Man and Son of God. Likewise, Luther, when elaborating the Second Article of Faith, used the expressions “truly God, begotten of the Father from eternity” and “truly man, born of the Virgin Mary.”

Contemporary Christians do not bother to ponder at great length over how God could become human, but they certainly did so in the first centuries of our era. It was precisely the mystery of the incarnation which was the central issue of dispute until two ecumenical church councils – in 325 and in 431 – took decisions regarding the matter and declared the debate to be over. We shall first attempt to approach this mystery through the thicket of heresy hunts and accusations surging around it.
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