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FOREWORD



Toward the end of an exceptionally fruitful period of fiction writing in the 1860s and 1870s, in which he produced such enduring classics as War and Peace and Anna Karenina, Leo Tolstoy was shaken by a personal and spiritual crisis that effectively halted his labors as a novelist. He had fallen into despair, become preoccupied with death and found himself on the verge of suicide, navigating existence with nothing more than the nihilistic belief that he was “an accidental clutter of parts, that there was no purpose in life and that life itself is evil.” In this deep existential anguish, Tolstoy recalled the Christianity he had seen in his youth and located some hope in the memory of the simple believers among whom he had grown up. He saw in these believers an example of a real, fulfilled life, and it was this recollection that encouraged him to begin a deep study of the Christian teaching as found in the Gospel. This spiritual crisis and its consequences are documented in detail in Tolstoy’s subsequent nonfiction work, serving as the impetus for his texts on personal spirituality, such as A Confession, What I Believe and The Kingdom of God Is Within You.

Tolstoy’s study of the Bible, which he began in 1879 purely for personal enlightenment, had developed by the following year into a massive project in which he intended to retranslate the four books of the Gospel and synthesize them into one narrative. This labor, which lasted for close to three years, was transformative. He would later refer to it as a time of intense concentration and “constant, rapturous exertion of my soul.” He felt that he had “come to know the light” and, in the words of his wife, Sofia Andreyevna, this study had made the normally stentorian Tolstoy “calm, concentrated and quiet.”

A large portion of his study was devoted to referencing early Greek texts with the help of books by the biblical scholars Johan Griesbach, Constantin von Tischendorff, Édouard Reuss and Vasilii Grechulevich, as well as checking the Latin Vulgate and certain German, French, and English translations of the Gospels. Tolstoy also frequently made use of his philologist friend and tutor to the Tolstoy children, I. M. Ivakin, who was readily available on the estate at Yasnaya Polyana. He set upon the texts vigorously, dismissing any reservations about the spiritual sanctity of the words themselves, or his theological qualification for such work, asserting with some humor that the most remarkable aspect of this translation process was that “an artillery lieutenant had decided to translate a Greek book for himself.”

 

The purpose of Tolstoy’s investigation into the Christian Gospel was to find the practical, pure teaching of Jesus Christ, to free it from the linguistic patina of ritual and scripture, removing both the dogmatic and the supernatural. In illustration of this approach, Ivakin recalls an 1881 conversation in which Tolstoy said to him: “What is it to me if [Christ] was resurrected? If he was resurrected, then God bless him! The questions important to me are: What should I do? How should I live?”

The project, and indeed the direction of his own spiritual development, seems to have crystallized with the triumph he felt in translating the first ten verses of the Gospel of John, where he renders the familiar “In the beginning was the Word” as “As the basis and source of all things stood the knowledge of life.” He felt that his usage of “knowledge of life” for “the Word” could be justified philologically, and this gambit seems to typify Tolstoy’s approach to the text as a whole: He stretches the words themselves, ridding them of their encrusted ecclesiastical connotation, in order to reveal a text that corresponds to the deeper spiritual truth that he felt he had discovered in the course of his study.

Such stretching of the Bible verses is especially apparent in the accounts of Jesus’s miracles. For Tolstoy, the miraculous multiplication of fishes and loaves becomes a lesson in communal sharing as his followers each learn to give away their food to others, the story of the healed blind man now operates as a slight metaphor in which restored sight is read as a type of spiritual “enlightenment,” and Jesus’s early temptation in the wilderness plays as a sort of Socratic dialogue with himself.

This labor to infuse the text with greater flexibility comes out more successfully—or more believably—in certain sections than it does in others. Ivakin felt that in many places Tolstoy had stretched things too far in order to support his previously held views, as did Tolstoy’s great confidant and reader Nikolai Strakhov, who, though he supported the work as a whole, saw in his friend’s translation “many weak spots and exaggerations” and took particular exception to his treatment of the first ten verses of the Gospel of John. Readers may also question the consistency of Tolstoy’s translation at certain points. For example, he includes the episode of Jesus’s conversation with the Samaritan woman at the well in chapter two and then repeats it without explanation in chapter five, using markedly different wording and emphasizing somewhat different aspects of the story.

Indeed, before long, Tolstoy began to feel the weakness of his philological justifications and admitted that in some places he had stretched meanings further than the original text could sustain. “There are many such places where…the sense is stretched and the translation is contrived. This happened because I wanted, as much as possible, to depolarize, as does a magnet, these words which had been given an entirely nonnative polarity as they have undergone interpretation by the church. To correct that alone would be a beneficial endeavor.” And yet, despite admitting that he had overtaxed the Gospel words, it is clear that Tolstoy felt that his zeal was justified by his goal. His critical feeling toward the weakness of his philological arguments did not make him any less confident in the rightness of his understanding of the essential Christian teaching, a conviction that would carry him through the three years of his work on the Gospel.

By March 1881 he had produced a draft, in manuscript, of his translation, though he still felt that it was far from being ready to be published. It was titled A Synthesis and Translation of the Four Gospels. This work consisted of four distinct parts: an account of his personal spiritual life, his recent attraction to the Christian teaching, and how he came to understand it in his own terms; a discourse on and refutation of the Christian teaching as it had been falsely presented by the church; an investigation into the original teachings of Jesus, as found in the Gospel, and its synthesis into one narrative; and an interpretation of this text, an illumination of its true meaning, and a suggestion of the consequences that follow its teaching.

While the manuscript was in this form, V. I. Alekseyev, who had been staying on the estate as teacher to Tolstoy’s eldest son, asked permission to make a copy of Tolstoy’s text before his departure. Tolstoy consented, but as Alekseyev began his copying he realized that he would only have time for a portion of the work, and decided to copy out the third section where the actual synthesis and translation was located, omitting the other sections as well as all of the philological evidences that Tolstoy had labored over to justify his decisions as translator. Tolstoy examined this copy and approved it, realizing how much he liked the compactness of this shorter account. Shortly afterward, he edited this version of the work, wrote a long preface for it, and titled it A Brief Account of the Gospel. In a November 1881 letter to Strakhov he says that it would make a good small book and that he would like to see it published in the fall, but that it must be published abroad. Tolstoy felt some satisfaction with this condensed text and simultaneously felt so overwhelmed with the unwieldiness and seemingly infinite revisions required for the larger work that, apart from some minor adjusting here and there, he never returned in earnest to finish the project.

 

One need not read very far into the text to see just how inflammatory Tolstoy’s translation would have been to the leadership of Orthodox Christianity. Not only was it a drastic rewording of sacred text, and therefore sacrilegious, but it went so far as to draw very direct parallels between the Orthodox leaders of the nineteenth century and the Pharisees of the Gospels by referring in many places to the Pharisees as “the orthodox” (pravoslavnye). The preface also made it clear that the translation is a challenge to those against whom he polemicizes, and that reading his new version of the Gospel would leave them two choices—either to choose the path of “humble repentance and renunciation” of the lies they use to hide the true Christian teaching or to persecute him for exposing these deceptions. At a time when state power was tied so closely to church power, Tolstoy could not have hoped to have such subversive writing pass censorship review, and made no effort himself to have the work published in Russia.

Accordingly, the text’s first publication was in a French translation by Tolstoy’s friend L. D. Urusov. This was an abridged version that appeared in the Paris journal La Nouvelle Vague in July 1883. Tolstoy was not satisfied by this version, considering it to be a perversion of his writing. This was followed in 1885 by an English translation in a collection called Christ’s Christianity, which also included What I Believe and A Confession. This version was also heavily edited and included only the introduction and the chapter summaries, without the text from the Gospel verses themselves.

The first Russian-language edition was published in Geneva in 1890, but this was also abundant with mistakes, as it was printed from an uncorrected copy of the manuscript. As with most unpublishable works, many different manuscripts and lithographs of the text were in circulation in Russia, sometimes under the title “The New Gospel.” The first publication in Russia of A Brief Account of the Gospel did not occur until after the 1905 revolution, following a slight relaxation in censorship. It appeared in various editions in 1906, 1911, 1913 and 1918.

Vladimir Chertkov, a devoted follower and publisher of Tolstoy, had established Free Age Press (Svobodnoe slovo) in Christchurch, England, where, in 1905, he published a more authoritative Russian-language edition of Tolstoy’s Gospel. It contained an updated preface that Chertkov had requested from Tolstoy. The text was reorganized by Chertkov, who, in addition to making many editorial changes, placed the chapter summaries into one section at the end of the book, a major departure from the manuscript version. This edition was also missing the conclusion, which Tolstoy had based on the First Epistle of John.

The two main English-language translations still in publication today were completed by Isabel Hapgood and Aylmer Maude, both of whom seem to have based their translations on the Chertkov version of the Russian text, and thus have their translations structured similarly. These translations, done quite early in the twentieth century, feature a preface, twelve chapters without summaries, no conclusion, and an appendix with all of the chapter summaries combined at the end.

In this current translation, I have referred only to the text as it appears in the Soviet-era academic edition of Tolstoy’s complete works in ninety volumes, published by the state publishing house Khudozhestvennaia literatura (GIKhL) and edited by N. N. Gusev. The twenty-fourth volume of this collection, published in 1957, contains the larger, unfinished work (A Synthesis and Translation of the Four Gospels) as well as the condensed A Brief Account of the Gospel. The version produced in that volume was printed from the only existing manuscript to have been edited and approved by the author himself, and avoids the errors that appear in the Chertkov edition and those translations based on it.

I have maintained the original structure of the text, with the preface, an introduction, twelve chapters containing both Tolstoy’s summary and the main text based on the Gospel verses, and the conclusion based on the First Epistle of John. The only structural change I have made is to remove the verse structure, following the precedent of previous translations, in order to allow the text a more cohesive, informal and episodic style. This decision was made in keeping with Tolstoy’s stated desire to depolarize the text and retell the verses with the simplest popular language, which is the broad goal of this new translation. (A “Verse Index” is included at the end of this edition, for those readers who wish to refer to the traditional verse numbers.) In agreement with Gusev’s observation in his notes to the 1881 text that “Tolstoy apparently tried to write his new work so that it was above all else understandable to the working Russian people,” I have made every attempt to present a translation that is both light enough to appeal to a general public but strong enough to transport the profound truths that Tolstoy encountered in his reading of the Gospel.

—Dustin Condren









PREFACE



This short account of the Gospel is my own synthesis of the four Gospels, organized according to the meaning of the teaching. While making this synthesis, it was mostly unnecessary for me to depart from the order in which the Gospels have already been laid out, so that in my synthesis one should not expect more but actually considerably fewer transpositions of Gospel verses than are found in the majority of concordances of which I am aware.

In the Gospel of John, as it appears in my synthesis, there are no transpositions whatsoever; it is all laid out in the exact order as the original.

The division of the Gospel into twelve or six chapters (if we were to count each thematic pair of two chapters as one) came about naturally from the meaning of the teaching.

This is the meaning behind these chapters:


	Man is the son of an infinite source, the son of this father not by the flesh, but by the spirit.

	And therefore man should serve this source in spirit.

	The life of all people has a divine source. It alone is holy.

	And therefore man should serve this source in the life of all people. That is the father’s will.

	Only serving the father’s will can bring truth, i.e., a life of reason.

	And therefore the satisfaction of one’s own will is not necessary for true life.

	Temporal, mortal life is the food of the true life—it is the material for a life of reason.

	And therefore the true life is outside of time, it exists only in the present.

	Life’s deception with time: the life of the past or the future hides the true life of the present from people.

	And therefore man should strive to destroy the deception of the temporal life of the past and the future.

	The true life is not just life outside of time—the present—but is also a life outside of the individual. Life is common to all people and expresses itself in love.

	And therefore, the person who lives in the present, in the common life of all people, unites himself with the father—with the source and foundation of life.



Each two chapters share a connection of effect and cause. Besides these twelve chapters, the following is appended to the account: the introduction from the first chapter of John, in which the writer speaks, on his own authority, about the meaning of the teaching as a whole, as well as the conclusion from the same writer’s Epistle (written, likely, before the Gospel), containing some general conclusions on all that came before.

The introduction and conclusion do not represent an essential part of this teaching. They are simply general views on the teaching as a whole. Although the introduction and the conclusion both could have been omitted with no loss to the meaning of the teaching (especially since they were both written by John and do not come from Jesus), I held on to them for their simple and reasoned understanding of Jesus’s teachings, and because these sections, unlike the church’s strange interpretations, confirm one another and confirm the teaching as a whole while presenting the simplest articulation of meaning that could be attached to the teachings.

At the beginning of every chapter, apart from a short summary of its contents, I also present corresponding words from the prayer that Jesus used as a model to teach his students how to pray.

When I came to the completion of this work, I found, to my surprise and joy, that the so-called Lord’s Prayer is nothing other than Jesus’s whole teaching expressed in its most distilled form in the very order that I had already laid out the chapters, and that each expression in the prayer corresponds to the sense and order of the chapters.


1. Our father

Man is the son of God.


2. Who art in heaven.

God is the eternal, spiritual source of life.


3. Hallowed be thy name.

Let this source of life be holy.


4. Thy kingdom come.

Let his power be manifest in all people.


5. Thy will be done in heaven

And let the eternal source’s will come to be, both in and of itself


6. as it is on earth.

as well as in the flesh.


7. Give us our daily bread

Temporal life is the food of true life.


8. this day

The true life is in the present.


9. And forgive us our debts,

Let not the mistakes and as we forgive our debtors. delusions of the past hide the true life from us.


10. And lead us not into temptation.

And let them not lead us into deception.


11. But deliver us from evil.

And then there will be no evil.


12. For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory.

And it will be your power and strength and reason.


In the third section of the more comprehensive account, which is still in manuscript form, the Gospels according to the four Evangelists are thoroughly explicated, without the slightest omission. In this current account, the following verses are omitted: the conception, the birth of John the Baptist, his imprisonment and death, the birth of Jesus, his lineage, the flight with his mother into Egypt, Jesus’s miracles in Canaan and Capernaum, the casting out of demons, walking on water, the withering of the fig tree, healing of the sick, the resurrection of the dead, Christ’s own resurrection and all references to prophecies fulfilled in Christ’s life.

These verses are omitted in the current short account because, since they do not contain any teaching but only describe events that occurred before, during or after Jesus’s ministry without adding anything, they only complicate and burden the account. These verses, no matter how they are understood, do not contain contradictions to the teaching, nor do they contain support for it. The only value these verses held for Christianity was that they proved the divinity of Jesus to those who did not believe in it. For someone who perceives the flimsiness of a story about miracles, but still does not doubt Jesus’s divinity because of the strength of his teaching, these verses fall away by themselves; they are unnecessary.

In the larger account, each departure from the standard translation, each interjected clarification, each omission is explained and justified by a collation of the different versions of the Gospel, contexts, philological and other considerations. In this short account, all of these proofs and refutations of the church’s false understandings, as well as the detailed annotations with references, have been left out on the basis that no matter how exact and correct the reasoning of each individual section may be, such reasoning cannot serve to convince anyone that this reading of the teaching is true. The proof that this reading is correct lies not in reasoning out separate passages, but in the unity, clarity, simplicity and fullness of the teaching itself and on its correspondence with the internal feelings of every person who seeks truth.

Concerning all general deviations in my account from the accepted church texts, the reader should not forget that our quite customary concept about how the Gospels, all four, with all of their verses and letters are essentially holy books is, from one perspective, the most vulgar delusion, and from the other perspective, the most vulgar and harmful deception. The reader should understand that at no point did Jesus himself ever write a book as did Plato, Philo or Marcus Aurelius, that he did not even present his teachings to literate and educated people, as Socrates did, but spoke with the illiterate whom he met in the course of daily life, and that only long after his death did it occur to people that what he had said was very important and that it really wouldn’t be a bad idea to write down a little of what he had said and done, and so almost one hundred years later they began to write down what they had heard about him. The reader should remember that such writings were very, very numerous, that many were lost, many were very bad, and that the Christians used all of them before little by little picking out the ones that seemed to them best and most sensible, and that in choosing these best Gospels, to refer to the adage “every branch has its knots,” the churches inevitably took in a lot of knots with what they had cut out from the entire massive body of literature on Christ. There are many passages in the canonical Gospels that are as bad as those in the rejected apocryphal ones, and many places in the apocryphal ones are good. The reader should remember that Christ’s teaching may be holy, but that there is no way for some set number of verses and letters to be holy, and that no book can be holy from its first line to its last simply because people say that it is holy. Of all educated people, only our Russian reader, thanks to Russia’s censorship, can ignore the last one hundred years of labor by historical critics and continue to speak naively about how the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, as we currently have them, were each written completely and independently by the respective Evangelist. The reader should remember that to make this claim in the year 1880, ignoring all that has been developed on this subject by science, is the same as it would have been to say last century that the sun orbits the earth. The reader should remember that the Synoptic Gospels, as they have come down to us, are the fruit of a slow accumulation of elisions, ascriptions and the imaginations of thousands of different human minds and hands, and in no way a work of revelation directly from the Holy Ghost to the Evangelists. Remember that the attribution of the Gospels to the apostles is a fable that not only does not stand up to criticism, but has no foundation whatsoever, other than the desire of devout people that it were so. The Gospels were selected, added to, and interpreted over the centuries; all of the Gospels that have come down to us from the fourth century are written in continuous script, without punctuation. Since the fourth and fifth century they have been subject to the most varied readings, and such variants of the books of the Gospel can be numbered as high as fifty thousand. All of this should remind the reader not to become blinded by the customary view, that the Gospels, as they are now understood, came to us exactly as they are from the Holy Ghost. The reader should remember that not only is there no harm in throwing out the unnecessary parts of the Gospels and illuminating some passages with others, but that, on the contrary, it is reprehensible and godless not to do that, and continue considering some fixed number of verses and letters to be holy.

Only people who do not seek for truth and do not love the teachings of Christ can maintain such a view of the Gospels.

On the other hand, I ask the reader of my account of the Gospels to remember that if I do not look at the Gospels as holy books that come to us from heaven via the Holy Ghost, I also do not look at the Gospels as if they were merely major works in the history of religious literature. I understand both the divine and the secular view of the Gospels, but I view them differently. Therefore I ask the reader, while reading my account, not to fall into either the church’s view or the historical view of the Gospel customary to educated people in recent times, which I did not hold and which I also find incomplete. I do not look at Christianity as a strictly divine revelation, nor as a historical phenomenon, but I look at Christianity as a teaching that gives meaning to life. I was brought to Christianity neither by theological nor historical investigations, but by the fact that fifty years after my birth, having asked myself and all the wise ones in my circle who I am and what the purpose of my life is, I received the answer that I am an accidental clutter of parts, that there is no purpose in life and that life itself is evil. I was brought to Christianity because having received such an answer, I fell into despair and wanted to kill myself; but remembering that before, in childhood, when I believed, there had been a purpose to my life and that the believers who surrounded me—the majority of whom were uncorrupted by riches—lived a real life. I began to doubt the veracity of the answer that had been given to me via the wisdom of the people in my circle and I attempted to understand the answer that Christianity gives to the people who live this real life. I began to study Christianity and to study that which directs people’s lives within the Christian teaching. I began to study the Christianity that I saw applied in daily life and began to compare that applied belief with its source. The source of the Christian teaching was the Gospels, and in these Gospels I came upon an explanation for that meaning that directed the lives of all the people that I saw living the real life. But studying Christianity, I found next to this source of the pure water of life an illegitimate intermixture of dirt and muck that had obscured its purity for me; mingled with the high Christian teaching I found foreign and ugly teachings from church and Hebrew tradition. I was in the position of a man who has received a stinking sack of filth and after much labor and struggle finds that in this sack full of filth, priceless pearls actually lie hidden, a man who realizes that he is not to blame for his feeling of repulsion from the stinking filth and that not only are the people who gathered and preserved these pearls in the dirt not to be blamed, that they are in fact worthy of respect, but a man who nevertheless does not know what he ought to do with those precious things he has found mixed in with the filth. I found myself in this tormented position until I became convinced that the pearls had not fused with the filth and could be cleaned.

I did not know the light and I thought there was no truth in life. But having become convinced that people could only live by this light, I began to seek its source and I found it in the Gospels, despite the false interpretations of the churches. And having arrived at this source of light, I was blinded by it and was given full answers to my questions concerning the meaning of my life and the lives of others, answers that completely harmonized with all the answers from the other cultures familiar to me, answers that, in my opinion, transcended all others.

I sought the answer to the question of life, not to theological or historical questions. Therefore it was completely irrelevant to me whether or not Jesus Christ was God and where the Holy Ghost comes from and so on, and it was equally unimportant and unnecessary to know when and by whom which Gospel and which parable was written and whether or not it could be ascribed to Jesus. To me, what was important was the light which had illuminated eighteen hundred years of humanity and which had illuminated and still illuminates me. However, what to call that light, what its materials are, and who lit it was entirely irrelevant to me.

I began to look deeply into that light and toss away all that was opposed to it, and the further I went along this path, the more un-doubtable the difference between truth and falsehood became for me. At the beginning of my work, I still had doubts and there were attempts at artificial explanations, but the further I went, the firmer and clearer the task became and the more irrefutable the truth. I was in the position of a man gathering together the pieces of a broken statue. At the beginning there may still have been uncertainty as to whether a given piece was part of the leg or the arm, but once the legs had been fully reassembled, it became clear that a certain piece probably was not part of the leg and when, moreover, the piece seemed to fit with some other part of the torso and all the fracture lines seemed to align properly with the other pieces, then there could no longer be any doubt. I experienced this as I made forward progress in my work, and unless I am insane, then the reader should also experience that feeling when reading the larger account of the Gospel, where every thesis is confirmed directly by philological considerations, variants, contexts and concordance with the fundamental idea.

We might end the foreword on that point, if only the Gospels were newly revealed books, if the teaching of Christ hadn’t undergone eighteen hundred years of false interpretations. But now, in order to understand the true teaching of Christ, as he might have understood it himself, it is important to realize the main reason for these false interpretations that have spoiled the teaching and the main approaches these false interpretations take. The main reason for these false interpretations that have so disfigured the teaching of Christ, to such a degree that it is hard to even see it beneath the layer of fat, is the fact that since the time of Paul, who did not understand Christ’s teachings very well and did not hear it as it would later be expressed in the Gospel of Matthew, Christ’s teachings have been connected with the pharisaical tradition and by extension all the teachings of the Old Testament. Paul is usually considered the apostle of the gentiles—the apostle of the Protestants. He was that on the surface, in his relationship to circumcision, for example. But the teaching about tradition, about the connection of the Old Testament with the New, was introduced into Christianity by Paul. This very teaching on tradition, this principle of tradition, was the main reason that the Christian teaching was distorted and misread.

The Christian Talmud begins at the time of Paul, calling itself the church, and thus the teaching of Christ ceases to be unified, divine and self-contained, but becomes just one of the links in a chain of revelations which began at the start of the world and which continues in the church up to this time.

These false readings refer to Jesus as God. However, professing him to be a God does not prompt them to attribute the words and teaching of this supposed God any more significance than the words they find in the Pentateuch, the Psalms, the Acts of the apostles, the Epistles, Revelation or even the collected decrees and writings of the fathers of the church.

These false interpretations allow no other understanding of the teaching of Jesus Christ than what would be in agreement with all preceding and subsequent revelation. So their goal is not to genuinely explain the sense of Christ’s sermons, but only to find the least contradictory meaning for all the most hopelessly conflicting writings: the Pentateuch, the Psalms, the Gospels, the Epistles, the Acts, i.e., in everything that is considered scripture.

With such an approach to Christ’s teaching, it is obvious that it would become incomprehensible. All of the innumerable disagreements on how to understand the Gospel flow out of this false approach. One might guess—and guess correctly—that these explanations, which are interested primarily in reconciling the irreconcilable, i.e., the Old and New Testaments, would be innumerable. So, in order to profess this reconciliation as truth we must have recourse to external means: miracles and the visitation of the Holy Ghost.

Everyone reconciled the differences in their own way, and such reconciling continues today; but in their reconciliation, everyone asserts that their words are the continued revelation of the Holy Ghost. Paul’s epistles follow this model, as does the founding of the church councils, which begin with the formula: “It pleases us and the Holy Ghost.” Such too are the decrees of the popes, synods, khlysts* and all false interpreters who claim that the Holy Ghost speaks through their mouths. They all rely on the same crude platform to confirm the truth of their reconciliation, they all claim that their reconciliation is not the fruit of their own thoughts, but the testimony of the Holy Ghost.

When one refuses to enter this fray of faiths, each of which calls itself true, it becomes impossible not to notice that in their common approach, wherein they accept the enormous amount of so-called scripture in the Old and New Testaments to be uniformly sacred, there lies an insurmountable self-constructed obstacle to understanding the teaching of Christ. Moreover, one notices that it is from this delusion that the opportunity and even necessity for endlessly varied and hostile sects arises.

Only the reconciling of an enormous amount of revelations can foster endless variety. Interpreting the teaching of one individual, who is worshipped as a God, cannot give birth to a sect. The teaching of a God who has descended to earth in order to instruct people cannot be interpreted in different ways because this would be counter to the very goal of descending. If God descended to earth in order to reveal truth to people, then the very least he could have done would be to have revealed the truth in such a way that everybody would understand it. If he did not do this, then he was not God. If God’s truths are such that even God couldn’t make them understandable to people, then of course there’s no way that people could have done it.

If Jesus isn’t God, but was a great man, then his teachings are even less likely to give birth to sects. The teachings of a great man can only be considered great if he clearly and understandably expresses that which others have only expressed unclearly and incomprehensibly.

That which is incomprehensible in the teaching of a great man is simply not great and the teaching of a great man cannot give birth to a sect. The teaching of a great man is only great insofar as it unifies people in a single truth for all. The teaching of Socrates has always been understood uniformly by all. Only the kind of interpretation which claims to be the revelation of the Holy Ghost, to be the only truth, and that all else is a lie, only this kind of interpretation can give birth to hatred and the so-called sects. No matter how much the members of a given denomination speak of how they do not judge other denominations, how they pray for communion with them and have no hatred toward them, it is not so. Never, going back to Arius, has any claim, regardless of its supporting dogma, arisen from anything other than condemnation of the falseness of the opposing dogma. To contend that the expression of a given dogma is a divine expression, that it is of the Holy Ghost, is the highest degree of pride and stupidity: the highest pride because it is impossible to say anything more prideful than, “The words that I speak are said through me by God himself,” and the highest stupidity because
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