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It is gratifying to acknowledge the reception given to the first edition of The Gospel of John in the Light of Indian Mysticism.1 It was widely reviewed, and I continue to receive letters from complete strangers as well as from friends, scholars, and non-scholars who have been very moved and helped by my reflections. I have myself continued to ponder and take delight in the marvelous wisdom of the Gospel. I am rewarded if this book helps some people to read or reread it with more attention and love.

Many readers have found this book to be a fresh and a profound look at John’s Gospel. While they have found many ideas and interpretations challenging, they have felt assisted by it in their search for inner transformation. For some readers the distinction made between Jesus and Christ has been engaging. They have found the suggestion that Christ is the way but Jesus is a way liberating and helpful in coming to terms with religious pluralism in our world.

The emerging spirituality in our global village requires a confluence of many perspectives. If the ancient texts are going to have contemporary relevance, their transcultural significance needs to be discovered. Different traditions have developed in different regions—whether near the river Jordan or the river Ganga. A view from an airplane, however, reveals different aspects of our planet than does one from a camel by the Jordan or from a bullock cart by the Ganga.

Numerous changes have been made in this revised edition to allow for gender-inclusive language throughout, except in some cases in which literary usage called for preserving the original wording (as in the expression “the hollow men”). The intention throughout the book, however, is to be inclusive not only in terms of gender but also with respect to religious and cultural traditions.
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The only reason that I, an outsider to the Christian tradition and not particularly learned in it, write about one of its most sacred texts is because of my love for it. The first time I encountered it, I was much moved by the Gospel According to St. John. Since then I have read this Gospel many times. Always it leaves me in an uplifted internal state; I feel myself called by a mysterious and higher voice.

In our contemporary pluralistic world, where cross-cultural communication has increasingly become a matter of necessity for global survival, a new consciousness is emerging. One of the major features of this new consciousness is a nonsectarian spirituality. A universal spirituality is at the very root of all traditions, but it is continually lost in theological exclusivism, or in scholastic partiality, or in evangelical enthusiasm, and it needs to be rediscovered and restated again and again. Anybody who would approach a major work of a religious tradition with a global perspective, and with an effort to discover the universal truths in it, will aid the development of the new consciousness.

Because I was brought up in India, my psyche is naturally Indian in its early formation. When I read the Gospel According to St. John, I am struck by many similarities with the Indian traditions, and, of course, by many differences. In trying to understand the Gospel, I have found some Indian texts particularly helpful in suggesting a new way of looking at a metaphor or in enlarging the appreciation of what has already been understood. I am persuaded that the major division in the human psyche is not horizontal or regional, dividing the Eastern from the Western soul, but rather vertical and global, separating the few from the many, and the spiritual, inner, and symbolical way of understanding from the material, outer, and literal one—culturally as well as in each human soul.

My understanding of the Hindu tradition is that it aims at Sanatana Dharma (eternal order), of which, at its best, it is one representation, and that the tradition is most fulfilled only when it succeeds in leading us to the truth beyond itself and beyond ourselves, to experience it and become one with it. We are born prakrita (natural, common, unformed); we must attempt to die samskrita (well sculpted, cultured, educated). The truly educated person, the formation of whom is the real aim and meaning of any spiritual path, of any yoga, is the one who is internally rightly ordered, and, in the words of the Bhagavad Gita, “sees the Self in everyone, and everyone in the Self, seeing everywhere impartially” (6:29).

Everywhere, the one Truth and one Being, or simply the One, has manifested itself in many truths, myriad beings, and many selves, corresponding to different times, places, cultures, religions, and needs. Each language has its own particular genius, and some things can be expressed in a given language in a way that is especially profound and engaging; nevertheless, no language has a monopoly on depth of discourse, nor does any particular language exhaust all possibilities of communication. In fact, at its best, as one sees in love, and in the utterances of so many mystics and sages, a language may best succeed by carrying us to the silence beyond any articulation. Similarly, each religious and spiritual tradition has its own beauty and emphasis, and certain truths are most profoundly expressed in it, and perhaps in it alone. Nevertheless, no tradition exhausts all possibilities of the Vastness, as no being exhausts all modalities of Being.

No two spiritual paths can be exactly the same, even though there may be many parallels and areas of agreement between them. Each path has its own specific center of gravity. And the most important thing from a practical religious point of view is to actively search for and respond to a way, a path of inner integration. That alone can lead to salvation or freedom or truth. Still, not only the theory but even the practice of a path can be illumined by a light coming from another tradition. What is important to appreciate is that no spiritual path can be true if it is essentially devised here below by human reasoning. A true path depends on the will of heaven; it originates from above. There cannot be a way from here to There, unless it first be laid from There to here. In these matters, more than elsewhere, it is true, as the Gospel says, “No one can lay hold on anything unless it is given him from on high” (John 3:27).

The way of Jesus Christ is through the Christ himself—that is to say, through the I that is “the only Son of God,” that is “one with the Father,” that is “the Word that was in the Beginning, with God, and was God” (John 3:16, 10:30, 1:1). Having completely emptied himself of himself, so that the word we hear is not his but rather the Word of the Father who sent him (John 14:24), having become a transmitting conduit without any personal distortions, he could say, “I am not myself the source of the words I speak: it is the Father who dwells in me doing his own work” (John 14:10). Such an I, in supreme identity with the Father, is the one who can say, “I AM the Way, the Truth and the Life; no one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). Whether the Father had incarnated in the body of Jesus of Nazareth, or whether Jesus became one with the Father, is not necessary for us to resolve here, especially when we recall the Gospel saying, “No one went up into Heaven except the one who came down from Heaven” (John 3:13).

It is important to guard against a lowering of the level of insight: the significant truth, which alone has the power to lead to eternal life, resides in the egoless supreme identity in which “the Father and I are one,” and less in any exclusive identification of the Father with this specific person or that. In the Indian tradition, particularly in the Upanishads, the deepest Self of every human being, the very kernel of a person, the Atman, is said to be beyond any limiting particularity, and is identically one with Brahman, the Absolute, the essence of all there is. Furthermore, the way to Brahman is through the Atman. This is equally true in the Bhagavad Gita, where the overall mode of discourse is much closer to the Gospels in its theistic metaphor to the Upanishads in general: Krishna, the incarnate God, repeatedly says that he is seated in the heart of everyone, and that we can come to know him and participate in his being by following our own essential being. Any who speak from that core of themselves, which is possible only when they have surrendered all of their relatively superficial selves to the service of this one Self, constitute a bridge, a way, from here to There.

The way, however, is not the goal; and a person can too easily become excessively attached to a particular way or teacher. When someone opposes other teachers and other ways, that person commits a sin against the Holy Spirit in limiting its possibilities to only one mode of expression, which the person has typically encountered through an accident of birth in a particular culture. Thus we can practice idolatry even though we may reject the idols of other people. The ever-present sense of exclusivism of the way and the savior so pervasive in Christianity is, in my judgment, based on a misunderstanding of the sacred texts. Interpreting at the surface what is spoken from the depth belittles Jesus Christ, who completely denied his self and emptied himself of any feeling of particularity, as well as distinction from God. “A certain ruler asked him, ‘Good teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?’ And Jesus said unto him, ‘Why call me good? None is good but God alone’” (Luke 18:18–19).
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This book is written with certain assumptions and attitudes, which together specify what may be called “the method of vertical reasoning.”

The first assumption is that the Gospel According to St. John is not on test. If anyone or anything is on test, it is we ourselves and our sensitivity. The text has proved itself: many times, in many places, and to many very intelligent and sensitive people. It is one of the most sacred texts of a great religion, and it has provided spiritual nourishment to an entire culture over centuries. If it does not speak to us, alas! too bad for us! It is not for nothing that so many great teachers have said words to this effect: “You have ears but you do not hear; you have eyes but you do not see.” If we cannot hear, we must surely be hardened and closed of heart, and in a defensive posture of narrow-mindedness. There are some people in whom such a posture has been formed in reaction to the extreme insensitivity and bellicose aggression of others who proclaim adherence or opposition to the Gospel and its message. Still, if we can free ourselves of such reactions, the beauty of the Gospel will be apparent.

The second assumption is that the Gospel has come down to us from a higher mind than ours. If there is something in it that we do not understand, the difficulty is likely to be in us and in our limitations. One cannot be blind to the fact that there are several places where later editors, compilers, translators, and others with various interests have added words or stories to the Gospel that change the original meaning or intention. This was perhaps done sometimes unintentionally and sometimes with a view to a doctrinal dispute. Wherever scholarship has revealed alterations or additions in the text, a note has been made if appropriate and helpful in understanding the heart of the matter. Otherwise, in attempting to make sense of the text, whenever there is any question about its intelligence, there is no doubt that the Gospel comes from a higher intelligence than ours. In fact, precisely at the point where our best efforts do not yield a satisfactory sense in the Gospel, there is an opportunity for us to listen quietly with humility so that we may hear what we are not accustomed to hear and may allow the Gospel to work its magic in lifting us above ourselves.

I am convinced that scriptures and teachers are not among us for them to be intelligible to us while we remain as we are; on the contrary, I believe that they are here so that we may rise above where we ordinarily are. All religions everywhere insist that we do not live as we might: from our right mind. Thus we live in sin, or in sorrow, or in illusion, or in a dreamlike sleepy state; and not in grace, with joy, in reality, wakeful. The teachings from above, of which the scriptures are an example, cannot be for the purpose of adding more knowledge or comfort or dreams to our sleepy state; they can nudge us a little toward wakefulness if we do not undo their effect by dragging them down to our level—where we win or lose theological arguments, convert others to our doctrines, and exercise control over them while remaining as we are, untransformed.

The third assumption is that the Gospel belongs to the whole world, and in particular to those who feel called by it and find some help in it, even if they are not nominally Christian and have no need of so labeling themselves. It is a great classic of world spirituality, and it is too important to be relegated to an exclusively sectarian reading. I detect a curious attitude among many of the Christians I have met, scholars and non-scholars alike. They find it a little odd that anybody who is not a Christian should be seriously reading Christian books. It is understandable to them that one might read such books to become a Christian, or even in order to engage in polemics against Christianity, but it is expected that one must choose and take sides. Commitment to Christ seems to imply for them either an enthusiastic to mild commitment against other teachers and teachings or a certain degree of tolerance and allowance for the coexistence of other religions, but it does not very often allow any conviction that these other teachings could be useful for one’s own salvation. And those Christians who find something of value in other teachings often find it necessary to put Christianity down and to deny that they are Christians. Perhaps this either/or attitude arises from an overliteral interpretation of a fragment of a saying of Jesus Christ, “He who is not with me is against me” (Matthew 12:30; Luke 11:23). For myself, I am happy to find light wherever I can, without thereby having to deny other sources of illumination or other colors of the spectrum, which together can more fully express the glory and abundance of the Vastness than any one can alone.

The fourth assumption is that there is a characteristic, which I call spiritual sensitivity, that perhaps all human beings have in a rudimentary form and that is highly developed in some. This spiritual sense is able to comprehend subtle ideas, suggestions, and phenomena that are not comprehensible to the other senses or to the rational mind. To me it appears obvious that scholarship, erudition, and mental acumen by themselves are not sufficient for approaching the scriptures, although they justly have a high place and could be most illuminating. This extra dimension of spiritual sensitivity seems to be a much more important requirement. As is said in another tradition, just as a donkey bearing a load of sandalwood knows its weight but not its fragrance, so also the scholar may know the texts of the scriptures but not their significance. It is clear, however, that ignorance of what scholarship has to say about any matter pertaining to the scriptures is by itself no guarantee of spiritual sensitivity!

My interest in the Gospel is not doctrinal or dogmatic in the ordinary sense of these words. Nevertheless, we may recognize and understand what Jesus the Christ said: “Whoever chooses to do the will of God will know about the doctrine—namely, whether it comes from God or is merely my own” (John 7:17).

There are many levels of the quality of being Christian—from Jesus the Christ to Torquemada the inquisitor. In pointing to this wide variation, my purpose is not to belittle Christianity or to elevate it; a similar qualitative range exists in every religious tradition. My interest in this book is to discover a subtler and less churchly level in the Gospel than is usual, which is lost to many thoughtful and sensitive Christians as well as non-Christians simply because they have not been taught to appreciate the various levels of being within each person or of the corresponding levels in Christianity. As we grow spiritually, it is natural and necessary to move past the level of religion that we know and in which we dwell; in clinging to that level, we accept a stunting of the natural process of development. Unfortunately, far too often there is a fixed, externalized notion of what Christianity is that does not permit people, especially disgruntled ex-Christians, to see its immense spiritual wealth or its dynamic elasticity, which is adequate to the full measure of the most developed soul. Many years ago in one of my classes, while disputing an interpretation of one of the parables in the Gospels, an ordained minister of a Protestant church declared, “Mysticism has nothing to do with Christianity; it is just a Catholic heresy.” To be sure, he later regretted having made that remark and wished to withdraw it because, as he said, he had spoken unconsciously. After the class, another participant, a Sufi Muslim and now a well-known professor of religion, said to me with tears in his eyes, “How sad! So many Christians don’t know what treasures there are in the Gospels.”

This book is written in the hope of letting the inner Christ grow in us; for me it is a form of prayer and meditation. I am called by, and heartily endorse, what the seventeenth-century mystic Angelus Silesius (translated by Frederick Franck) wrote:

Christ could be born

a thousand times in Galilee—

but all in vain

until He is born in me.
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The reader will not find in this book an academic or historical analysis of any particularities of John’s Gospel of the kind published in professional journals dealing with biblical studies. Here I am interested in the spiritual heart of the Gospel rather than the details of any facts about it. As far as I am aware, I do not belong to any specific school of Johannine interpretation. Those well versed in biblical scholarship, which has an immensely sophisticated intellectual tradition behind it, may find some specific remarks and interpretations too well known to them, and some others too rash and lacking in the customary scholarly caution. I have no intention in this book to enter into a debate or a detailed discussion of the minutiae of the relevant scholarship. There are fine commentaries available for this purpose; the one by Raymond Brown in the Anchor Bible Series, although nearly three decades old, is unsurpassed in its genre. I wish to look at the Gospel unburdened by any particular churchly point of view. One reader has said that what I have written here is a compendium of almost all the heresies that have been condemned by the Church through the ages! But he did add that, all considered, some of these points of view should not have been condemned after all. Above all, I wish my point of view to be that of a lover—first, of the Spirit, and second, of John’s Gospel. Apart from my delight in it, I read the Gospel as scripture that provides spiritual nourishment.

All factual, informational, and textual material and the translation of the scriptural passages, as well as of the specific words and phrases singled out for emphasis in my comments, rely on the work of others, who are listed in the bibliography. As one would expect, these scholars do not agree with each other concerning all details and nuances; wherever there was a choice, I have made selections suitable for my purposes.

The Gospel According to St. John is different from the other Gospels in its overall point of view concerning Jesus Christ and his mission on the earth. It is much more cosmological in scale and mystical in nature than the other canonical Gospels, which are together called the synoptic Gospels because they, in contrast to John, can together be regarded as revealing the same vision. John’s Gospel has for a very long time been considered more inner, more spiritual, or more esoteric. Clement of Alexandria (about 150–215 C.E.) said about this Gospel: “Last of all [meaning after the other evangelists] John, perceiving that the external facts had been made plain in the gospel, being urged by his friends, and inspired by the Spirit, composed a spiritual gospel.”

It is not clear who wrote this Gospel. The Church tradition for centuries has identified the author with the “beloved disciple” mentioned in the Gospel itself, and him with John, son of Zebedee. It is doubtful that it was written by one of the apostles who witnessed the events himself; but the Gospel may have been based on some eyewitness accounts that circulated orally for decades among a school of early Christians. The direct evidence, such as it is, regarding the time of composition of the Gospel points on the whole to a date between 80 and 120 C.E., after the other three Gospels. This is not at all certain, however. The Gospel could have been written as early as 70 C.E. and could thus be the first Gospel to be written. In any case, this and other related questions, although of enormous scholarly interest, are not the concern of this book.

Many scholars seem to be in agreement that some alterations and additions have been made in the text as it has come down to us. For the purpose of the comments made in this book, however, the standard arrangement of chapters and verses in the Gospel is followed. The comments are arranged by sections, not by individual verses, but in strict order, and the complete text is given. After much consideration, I decided to use this method rather than a thematic approach. The major reason is that there is an integrity to the text as it has been accepted for many centuries, and I found it a useful discipline to have to wrestle with each verse, even difficult ones that are likely to be less accounted for in a commentary focusing on specific topics. It will become obvious to the reader which verses have not yielded anything to me and which have been left unremarked. My advice to the reader is to read a particular section of the Gospel text and meditate on it for a while before reading my comments on it. It is also helpful to have any one of the many standard commentaries on the Gospel (some of which are listed in the bibliography) to refer to, both to gain the sort of information and interpretation that have not been of interest to me here and by way of contrast. The reader is also urged to make liberal use of the index, where references to the remarks scattered throughout the book on specific themes, such as virgin birth, baptism, witness, disciple, belief, sin, I AM, and the like, are gathered together with reference to the appropriate section of the Gospel and my comments.

[image: image]

Among the distinctive features of the Gospel According to St. John are two of particular note. Much more than the other Gospels, this one has a special propensity for highlighting contrasts: between light and darkness, between one who is from above and one who is from below, between God and the world, between good and evil, between Spirit and flesh, and the like. Second, the author seems to be self-consciously setting out a parallel in many places between the Hebrew Scriptures and the Christian Scriptures. For example, the opening lines of the present Gospel are similar in scale and style to those of the Book of Genesis; and there is a detailed parallel between the sacrifice of Jesus Christ as the Lamb of God and the lamb sacrificed by the Israelites at the Passover feast, the latter having to do with physical freedom from bondage, the former with spiritual freedom from sin.

In general, John is much less concerned with the actual historical events in the life of Jesus Christ than with his spiritual teachings. There is no mention at all of Jesus’ birth or childhood, nor of his father, Joseph. Although his mother is mentioned in the Gospel, she is never identified as Mary. The author is not particularly interested in such biographical or historical details. The first reference to Jesus Christ on the earth is his sighting by John the Baptist, who recognizes him as the Chosen One of God, and as the Lamb of God, previsioning his sacrifice for the sake of humanity.

There can be no doubt about the symbolic nature of the various events and miracles mentioned in this Gospel. Two of the most important miracles performed by Christ, the raising of Lazarus from the dead and the transforming of water into wine at Cana, are not even mentioned in the other Gospels. This is especially puzzling in the case of the former miracle: By any ordinary or literal standard, bringing a dead person to life has to be considered the most stunning miracle of all—and one about which it is difficult to avoid public notice. There are occasions, in the appropriate places in the discussion of the text, for fuller remarks about these miracles; here it may be briefly noted that these are ways of speaking about transformation of being and the forging of an internal integration so that those who were like the dead could find a new and a more abundant life.

That such miracles may have actually and externally taken place, indicating that Jesus Christ was in possession of supernatural powers, is entirely possible. Why not? We hardly know all there is to know about nature; and there may be principles and forces available only in heightened states of consciousness, as is attested universally in all cultures. What interests me here, however, is the greatest miracle of all: the transformation of being. Vastly more engaging to me than the external transformation of water into wine is the fact that by the action of Christ, Saul could be internally transformed into Paul.

Soon after the descent of the Holy Spirit on his head, seen spiritually by John the Baptist and by him alone, Jesus Christ begins to teach. It is his teaching that engages John; and in this Gospel we find mainly long discourses and only a few short sayings or parables. The teaching of Jesus Christ exists for exactly the same purpose as do all other authentic teachings: to show human beings a way of transformation of being so that we may live not self-centered but God-centered. The true teaching does not originate from this individual or that, but only from God; and only the person who is one with God can reveal it. “The teaching that I give is not my own; it is the teaching of Him who sent me” (John 7:16).

According to the Shatapatha Brahmana (I, 7, 2, 1–5), when a person is born, simultaneously are born that person’s obligation to the gods, to the sages, to the ancestors, and to the community. Of these, the obligation to the sages is met by studying the Veda (literally, “sacred knowledge”); this is how we repay our debt to them. We are living at a special moment in world history: For the first time, now it seems to be possible for us to be free of our cultural isolation and to become heirs to the wisdom and truth as much of the Christ as of Lao-tzu, of Krishna, and of the Buddha, if we would. In the global village we live in, as we have access to the words and teachings of more sages, our obligations are also increased. I hope to meet a part of my obligation to the Christian sages by studying the Gospel According to St. John, which represents the Christian Veda par excellence.

In paying our debts to the sages and the saints, however, we must not forget a yet higher obligation to the Vastness beyond. It is this that the sages behold and to which they themselves are beholden; they show us that the kingdom is neither in this place nor in that, but in each individual soul that is centered in the present moment on the only One Who Is. As Christ said, “An hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain, nor in Jerusalem. . . . An hour is coming, and is already here, when those who are real worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth. Indeed it is just such worshippers the Father seeks. God is Spirit and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and in truth” (John 4:21, 23–24).
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INTELLIGENCE BEYOND TIME

In the Beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the  Word was God. He was present to God in the Beginning. Through him all things came into being, and apart from him nothing came to be. What came to be in him was Life; and Life was the Light of mankind. And the Light shines on in Darkness, and the Darkness has not overcome it. (1:1–5)

The great Prologue (John 1:1–18) is an independent hymn with a formal poetic structure. It was almost certainly adapted later as an overture to the Gospel According to St. John. The hymn gives a cosmological and mystical dimension to this Gospel, setting it apart from the others.

Right away, we are faced with a very great difficulty: how to understand timeless realities in the language of time. When we hear “In the Beginning . . .” we are likely to think in the dimension of time, extended into the past along a linear axis. All mystical and mythological literature, however, understands a different dimension of consciousness—one that has a perspective of eternity, not in opposition to time but independent of it. This eternal vision does not speak of reality in the past or in the future, but in the suchness of the present now, when alone the eternal manifests itself in time. The True Word not only was in the past, it is at the present moment, and it will be in the future. Whenever the Word is present to God, it is with God, and is God. Eternal is the Word.

“Moses said to God, ‘When I go to the Israelites and say to them, “The God of your fathers has sent me to you,” if they ask me, “What is His name?” what am I to tell them?’ God replied, ‘I AM WHO AM.’ Then he added, ‘This is what you shall tell the Israelites: I AM sent me to you’” (Exodus 3:13–14).

“I AM WHO AM” is the translation of the original “Yahweh,” which can also be translated as “I AM WHO WAS” or as “I AM WHO WILL BE.” We will have occasion later to speak about I AM as the most sacred and esoteric name of God, embodied by Christ, the Word. God or Christ or I AM is not restricted by a sequencing of time, for it is present everywhere at once: “Before Abraham was, I AM” (John 8:58). It is understood in spiritual literature—for example, in Patañjali’s Yoga Sutras (4:32–34)—that sequencing in time is a feature of a consciousness lower than the highest. The moment we use language, however, we are in the realm of temporal and logical sequence. Only when the mind is totally silent, when one is on the Mount Sinai of consciousness, can the timeless Beginning embracing all beginnings in time be experienced.

What is translated as “Word” is logos in the original Greek. Among other things, logos means intelligence, wisdom, God, spirit, fire, and order. In the present hymn, it clearly signifies the Intelligence that is beyond time, which was present before anything was made in the entire creation and is present now and shall be evermore, for nothing whatever of time or of darkness can overcome it. As Krishna says in the Bhagavad Gita, “Yes, that is indestructible by which this universe was spun. That eternal being is not destroyed by anyone” (2:17).

Everything that has come into existence has done so through this eternal Intelligence, without which nothing could be created. The whole cosmos is the handiwork of God, who, as the Bhagavad Gita puts it, is “external, yet inside creatures, immobile and yet moving, too subtle to be explained, distant yet near . . . the goal of wisdom . . . the very light of lights . . . seated in everyone’s heart” (13:15–17). All those who participate in this Intelligence beyond time find eternal life, which is the true illumination of a human heart.

There is no question of gender, male or female, in the realm of this eternal Intelligence. Neither he nor she, this Intelligence is best referred to as “It.” It must be remembered, however, that, as with the Hindu notion of Brahman or the Chinese notion of Tao, we are not talking of something so primitive that it is still undifferentiated sexually, but rather of an essential wholeness that is beyond distinctions altogether.

There is a constant struggle in the soul of every creature between the tendencies of light and of darkness, between that which comes from above and that which pulls us down. In the midst of this struggle, each can be assured that the eternal light continues to shine, summoning us to be rightly ordered and to dwell in the wisdom of the True Word.

There was a man named John, sent from God; he came as a witness to testify to the Light, so that through him all men might believe. He was not himself the Light; he came to bear witness to the Light. The Light was in being, Light absolute, enlightening every man born into the world. (1:6–9)

Although these verses did not originally belong to the Prologue, they introduce two very important notions, of being a witness and of believing, that become more significant later in the Gospel. We shall return to them on several occasions; here only a few remarks are made concerning them.

According to the present Gospel, John the Baptist was the first witness of the special status of Jesus Christ. He was the one who saw the Spirit descend like a dove on Jesus Christ, and recognized him to be God’s Chosen One; that is to say, he was the first person to realize and to testify that Jesus is the Christ. In other Gospels, that first realization, although perhaps not to the same full degree, is vouchsafed to Mary or to the shepherds or to the magi; but here it is only to John the Baptist, who was sent from God. This divine messenger was also responsible for baptizing Jesus—that is, for marking, through a significant external rite, his ascent to another level of truth: perhaps the highest level possible for any human being, the level of the Chosen One of God; or, as the Christian tradition has held, the Son of God; or, as Jesus Christ himself said, being “one with the Father.”

There cannot be any question about the very high level of spiritual development of John the Baptist, even though the Gospels do not say very much about him after his fulfillment of these crucial functions in the life of Jesus Christ. It is also important to underscore his function as a midwife, a witness who enables the realization of what is potentially there to be born.

The word believe is connected with the English word beloved. In John’s Gospel, believing is not far in meaning from recognizing and seeing. In fact, direct understanding and believing are practically interchangeable in this Gospel. Only those who love and are loved by the subtle can see what is subtle; only they can believe. As Christ said, “The man who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I shall love him and reveal myself to him” (John 14:21).

ALL WHO RECEIVE THE WORD ARE BEGOTTEN BY GOD

The Word was in the world, and through him the world was made, yet the world did not know who he was. To his own he came, yet his own did not accept him. But to all who did receive him, to those who have yielded him their allegiance, he gave the right to become children of God, begotten not by blood, nor by carnal desire, nor by man’s willing, but by God. (1:10–13)

This remarkable statement suggests that the Word has always been in the world. This should not be at all surprising, for the Word is with God, and is God, and thus is wherever God is—that is, everywhere, including the world. However, the Word remains distinct from the world, which does not know him and does not receive him; thus the world, in general, is cut off from God’s grace even though it has been made by God. However, it is possible to relate, in various degrees, to the wisdom and love of God and not be driven wholly by the blind necessity of matter, including the psychic matter of the soul.

Only a few human beings make the requisite effort and have the necessary subtlety, purity, wisdom, and grace to receive the Word. John’s Gospel, like the other Gospels, is permeated with the notion of a hierarchy of human beings. This hierarchy is determined by openness and receptivity to the Word and actual impregnation by the Spirit. Anyone who accepts the Logos in the core of the heart undergoes a radical change of being, a new birth. Whatever the human patrimony, the new being has been begotten by God and is a child of God. The only real purpose of all the incarnations and descents (avatars in Sanskrit) of God is to help us all, all those who yearn for it and are called to give birth in our soul to a child of God. Meister Eckhart regarded the calling of everyone who aspires to be a Christian as to be like Mary and give birth to the Word.

This birth is, of course, a virgin birth—that is to say, a spiritual birth, not of the flesh. So it was with Mary (Luke 1:28–38, 46–47). “Rejoice, O highly favored daughter!” said the angel Gabriel. “The Lord is with you. Blessed are you among women.” Like all those who genuinely hear words from above, Mary was surprised and troubled. “Do not fear, Mary,” said the angel. “You have found favor with God. You shall conceive and bear a son and give him the name Jesus. Great will be his dignity and he will be called Son of the Most High.” “How can this be since I do not know man?” “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; and for that reason the holy child to be born will be called ‘Son of God.’” Mary’s acceptance is total: “Here am I. I am the servant of the Lord. Let it be done to me as you say.” In her obedience is her joy: “My being proclaims the greatness of the Lord, my spirit finds joy in God my savior.”

Scripture constantly proclaims the need to hear subtly and to guard against a lowering of level by a literal-mindedness that is always an indication of a shallow mind. The virgin birth has no more to do with physical virginity than being born again has to do with physically reentering the womb. But the mind that understands at that level of physicality alone always intrudes. Each one of us has his or her Nicodemus, demanding to know at his own level: “How can a man be born again once he is old? Can he return to his mother’s womb and be born over again?” (John 3:4).

It is hard to see how a literal, biological impregnation of Mary by the Holy Spirit can possibly be intended by the Gospel writer. The masculine association with the Holy Spirit in English is derived from the corresponding Latin phrase, Spiritus Sanctus. This in its turn is the translation of the Greek word pneuma, which is neuter. Although the Gospels are written in Greek, in the circles of Jesus and his disciples the language of ordinary usage was Aramaic, whereas Hebrew was used for sacred purposes. The two words from Hebrew that are both translated into Greek as pneuma are rhuh and shekinah. However, both of these words in Hebrew are feminine. There is a pertinent passage in the Gospel of Philip: “Some said, ‘Mary conceived by the Holy Spirit.’ They are in error. They do not know what they are saying. When did a woman ever conceive by a woman? Mary is the virgin whom no power defiled. . . . And the Lord would not have said, ‘My Father who is in heaven’ (Matthew 16:17) unless he had had another father, but he would have said simply ‘My Father’” (II, 3).

“Give ear and try to understand,” said Jesus to the crowd (Matthew 15:10). The “crowd” is all of us, except at those few moments when we are not driven by our fears and desires and can hear what is behind the words, subtly, with a spiritual ear.

ETERNITY IN LOVE WITH TIME

The Word became flesh and dwelt in us, and we have seen his glory, such glory as befits the Father’s only Son, full of grace and truth. (1:14)

Here we encounter the central core of spirituality, the very heart of the practice: the incarnation. Precisely because of its profundity, it is a mystery, highly cherished wherever the word mystery has not been denuded of its spiritual power. We have become habituated to the notion of mystery as in a murder mystery or a detective novel, in which the solution is found either when we accidentally stumble upon a missing clue or when we cleverly deduce it from other information. But no amount of data or clues or information or cleverness at reasoning can lead us to solve a spiritual mystery. Spiritual mysteries always remain mysteries. They cannot be solved, simply because their mysteriousness is not a result of any missing data; it arises from their fullness, which cannot be wholly comprehended by the ordinary mind. But if we let such a mystery play its proper role, submitting to it in contemplation and allowing it to work in us, we can ourselves be raised to the level of the higher mind, and higher still, without end. At the vantage point of the right mind, the mystery is not solved, but the knots of the mind are resolved. And the mystery has been instrumental in this movement, as a koan can be instrumental in the practice of Zen. A genuine mystery carries with it the living water for a true baptism, an initiation to another level of being, a new birth.

Then came, at a predetermined moment, a moment in time and of time,

A moment not out of time, but in time, in what we call

history: transecting, bisecting the world of time,

a moment in time but not like a moment of time,

A moment in time but time was made through that moment:

for without the meaning there is no time, and that

moment of time gave the meaning.

T. S. ELIOT, “CHORUSES FROM THE ROCK,” VII

Here, then, is the point of intersection between eternity and time, an extraordinary manifestation of the Spirit in flesh, God himself incarnate in human form—for the explicit purpose of leading human beings to divinity. And he dwelt in us (literally, “he pitched his tent in us”), participating in us, in the tabernacle of our own body. This incarnation in the human being shows the commonality of the Word with us in form if not wholly in substance. Closer to God than ourselves, he is like our older brother, our common Father’s firstborn son—firstborn not in time, but in spiritual substance that is not out of time but is not bound by time. The fact of human incarnation must be taken seriously: We must not ignore the link either with eternity or with time; both Spirit and flesh must be honored.

“Flesh” here means the whole person, including the physical body, emotions, and mind. Thus Jesus Christ is both God and human. Furthermore, we must not ignore the possibility of this dual paternity within ourselves: Born of the will of flesh as we are, to be truly human we must also be begotten by God. As one of the Vedas puts it, at the end of our journey we must become a child of two mothers, the human and the divine. Whether God is expressed as male or female is a matter of convention.

God sent His own Son, full of grace and truth, for him to dwell not only among us, as the usual translations have it, but also in us, as it literally says in the original Greek, divinizing all those who let the Logos abide in them. “While he was speaking thus a woman from the crowd called out ‘Blest is the womb that bore you and the breasts that nursed you!’ ‘Rather,’ Jesus replied, ‘blest are they who hear the Word of God and keep it’” (Luke 11:27–28).

John testified to him by proclaiming: “This is he of whom I said, ‘The one who comes after me ranks ahead of me, for he was before me.’” (1:15)

John the Baptist brings a quality of subtle insight in understanding the level of Jesus Christ while displaying remarkable self-awareness and objectivity.

Out of his fullness we have all received grace upon grace; for while the law was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God; but the only one, himself God, the nearest to the Father’s heart, has made him known. (1:16–18)

A distinction is made here between what we obtain lawfully, as a just reward for what we have undertaken and carried out, and something that overflows toward us freely from its own fullness. The first is the domain of the law and tradition, personified by the great prophet Moses, to whom the Torah was given by God on Mount Sinai. That is the domain of law and justice (together equivalent to dharma in the Indian tradition), with the consequent reward and punishment. Every action (karma) in this domain is basically controlled by either desire or fear—which, furthermore, are merely two sides of the same coin—and will have its results, good or bad, in time, either in this life or in the life to come. At its own level, the law is valid and needs to be given its due. Nevertheless, there is something radically different, and completely other: The kingdom of God is a realm of freedom from all law, from action, from desire and fear. The possibility of coming to that kingdom, the possibility of a transformation enabling a connection with that state of freedom, is brought by Jesus Christ, who said, “My kingdom is not of this world” (John 18:36). His domain is that of grace, truth, and love—not opposed to action, tradition, or justice, but beyond them. Since no one knows the Father but the Son and those to whom the Son reveals the Father, the Son calls without ceasing, “Come unto me, all you that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:27–28).

This persistent tension between tradition and freedom appears elsewhere as well. It shows up as the tension between law and love, between obligation and grace, between justice and compassion. In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna advises Arjuna to go beyond the Vedas, which speak of actions and their consequences. “Abandoning all concerns of law [dharma], come to me alone; I shall liberate you from all evil, do not worry” (18:66). But Krishna is no more against the Vedas than Jesus Christ is against the Torah. Traditions have their place; the great avatars (incarnations) even come to fulfill them. But they are not bound by any tradition. In the very heart of the tradition is its ending, and in the end of the tradition, the great teachers reveal its fulfillment. As St. Paul says, “If you are guided by the Spirit, you are not under the law” (Galatians 5:18).

THE WITNESS AS THE MID WIFE OF THE SPIRIT

The testimony John gave when the Jews of Jerusalem sent a deputation of priests and Levites to ask, “Who are you?” was the direct statement, “I am not the Messiah.” They questioned him further, “Who then? Elijah?” “I am not Elijah,” he answered. “Are you the Prophet?” “No,” he replied.

Finally they said to him: “Tell us who you are, so that we can give some answer to those who sent us. What do you have to say for yourself?” He said, quoting the prophet Isaiah, “I am a voice crying aloud in the wilderness: make straight the way of the Lord!”

Those whom the Pharisees had sent proceeded to question him further: “If you are not the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet, why do you baptize?” John answered them: “I baptize with water. There is one among you whom you do not recognize—the one who is to come after me—the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to unfasten.” This happened in Bethany, across the Jordan, where John was baptizing.

The next day, when John caught sight of Jesus coming toward him, he exclaimed: “Look, there is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! It is he of whom I said: ‘After me is to come a man who ranks ahead of me, because he was before me.’ I confess I did not recognize him, though the very reason I came baptizing with water was that he might be revealed to Israel.”

John gave this testimony also: “I saw the Spirit descend like a dove from the sky, and it came to rest on him. But I did not recognize him. The one who sent me to baptize with water told me, ‘When you see the Spirit descend and rest on someone, it is he who is to baptize with the Holy Spirit.’ Now I have seen for myself and have testified, ‘This is God’s Chosen One.’” (1:19–34)

All of us is are at one time or another confronted with a direct question about our true nature: Who am I, and what can I really say for myself? If we are not hasty in replying, and do not take the question lightly, this is the most potent and the most profound question we can face; it cuts radically through any mask that we may wear or that others may impose on us out of their need or fantasy. John, who is clearly a great teacher—great enough that Jesus Christ himself was baptized by him, great enough that he could have been taken for the Messiah—knows himself very well and impartially. He knows his proper place and function and accepts them without vanity or complaint. He knows that his function is to bring integrated discernment, conscience, and will in himself and in others to
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