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Dedication

For Kamae, who teaches me to persevere.
“Blessed are those who plant peace each season.”
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Foreword

Reader beware: though this book is brief, it contains the seeds of a revolution.

Those who understand what is at stake in a paradigm shift will immediately grasp the power in this little book. A paradigm shift requires a new pair of glasses by which to look anew at our inherited treasures. Just as all translations of our mystics are affected by the ideology or worldview of the translator, so the same is true of the translations of our Scriptures. Those who have lost a cosmology and the mysticism that accompanies it hardly recognize that fact when they translate the Bible for us.

Yet Scripture, as the monks of old who chanted it daily have attested, must be experienced with the heart and not just studied with the head. So much biblical training in our times tests young scholars for the latter but does little to foster the former. Mysticism—banished from our academic life for three centuries—rarely emerges on the printed page of translators who become steeped in the words but not necessarily the music of the author’s spirit and intention. When scriptural passages become overly familiar, matters of rote, memorized prayers instead of living words, religion is paralyzed and loses its capacity for transformation. Scripture then becomes the property of specialists.

How disturbing and refreshing, therefore, is this effort by Neil Douglas-Klotz to recover the original language, the native Middle Eastern language, the Aramaic that Jesus spoke! How much expanded heart consciousness and prophetic juice might result from hearing, for example, that what we have translated as “be you perfect” really means “be you all-embracing,” or that “to be satisfied” means “to be surrounded by fruit”; that “blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” also means “soften what’s rigid inside and you shall receive physical vigor and strength from the universe”; that “blessed are the pure in heart” means blessed are those “whose passion is electrified by deep, abiding purpose”; that “heaven” in Aramaic means, in fact, “the universe”; and that the overly familiar words “lead us not into temptation” can be translated in this way: “Don’t let surface things delude us, but free us from what holds us back.” Can we get any more cosmological than that? Do the words of Jesus not take on new life and vigor in this version of his saying?

Douglas-Klotz’s translations also reveal how feminist Jesus was. Consider that the word Jesus uses, which we have traditionally translated as “kingdom,” is related to the word for the “Great Mother” in the Middle East; the word we translate as “daily bread” means nourishment of all kinds and derives from roots for the divine feminine and for Holy Wisdom, or Sophia.

Prayers of fhe Cosmos is sot t aboo kbout mysticism in the eible. It is a practical meditation that can draw the mystic out of the reader once again, just as the mystic who heard the startling words of Jesus two thousand years ago was drawn out. This is a book that allows us to experience the Scriptures once again through the heart, which means through the body, which means on earth, the source and origin of our bodies. Douglas-Klotz’s dedication to bringing the mystic out of self and others through the Dances of Universal Peace is highlighted in the practical and bodily prayer forms that he recommends for recovering the living, breathing Scriptures. He teaches us truly to pray the Scriptures anew, to understand prayer as more than reading or talking. If Hildegard of Bingen was correct eight centuries ago in defining prayer as “breathing in and breathing out the one breath of the universe,” then Douglas-Klotz is also correct in insisting that we dance—that is, breathe—the Scriptures anew.

Douglas-Klotz’s version of the Lord’s Prayer is like a commentary in itself. For centuries theologians have offered us commentaries on this prayer of Jesus, but this one is like no other. It embraces, grounds, challenges. It opens our hearts to cosmology once again—as Jesus was open to cosmology and as all native persons are. It allows the mysticism of our scriptural heritage to move us once again, maybe even to transform us.

I welcome this book and the rich fruit it is sure to bear.




MATTHEW FOX, FOUNDING DIRECTOR
INSTITUTE OF CULTURE AND CREATION SPIRITUALITY


Introduction

The richness of expression present in the native Aramaic language of Jesus is a treasure that has been lost—or limited only to scholars—for too long. To discover this treasure, we must challenge ourselves to participate in the prophetic and mystical tradition that Jesus has represented. It is a far cry from our ordinary way of thinking.

A tradition of both native Middle Eastern and Hebraic mysticism says that each statement of sacred teaching must be examined from at least three points of view: the intellectual, the metaphorical, and the universal (or mystical). From the first viewpoint, we consider the face value of the words in question—what so-called modern people normally call the “literal” meaning. According to native Middle Eastern mysticism, however, each Aramaic word presents several possible “literal” translations. “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” could as easily be translated “Blessed are the gentle” or “Blessed are those who have softened the rigidity within.” The word for “earth” in Aramaic also carries the meanings of “earth-iness,” “the natural abundance of nature,” and “everything that appears in particular forms.” To understand how all these relate to one another, we must go further.

From the second viewpoint, we consider how a statement or story presents a metaphor for our lives-or the life of a community. Here we must awaken our poetic sensibility: we must participate in re-creating meaning from several possible literal translations. With reference to the above saying of Jesus, where are the rigid places in our lives—or in the life of our society? How do they prevent us from receiving sustenance from the natural abundance of nature?

From the third viewpoint, the universal or mystical, one comes to a truth of the experience pointed to by a particular statement. Here we must go beyond seeing a prayer as an affirmation or petition, or a parable as mere metaphor. We must embrace the wordless experience to which the living words of a mystic point. To continue the above example: one faces the question, What do the words rigid and soft have to do with my experience of life, of the cosmos, of God? What feelings do the sounds of the key words in Aramaic evoke? How do I act responsibly from this new understanding? There are no set answers to these questions: they challenge us to an individual response.

To a native Middle Eastern mystic like Jesus, none of these viewpoints excludes the others. One holds all the possible meanings of key sacred phrases and prayer and lets them work inside. According to the Hebrew sage and language scholar Fabre D’Olivet (1815) in The Hebraic Tongue Restored, the tragedy of biblical translation has been that expressions meant to resonate many levels of meaning—at least the intellectual, metaphorical, and universal—have been whittled down to become “wholly gross in [their] nature … restricted to material and particular expressions.” This tendency to divide and overliteralize was reflected in the whole Newtonian era: a period that repressed mystical cosmology was also ill at ease with mystical translation. An unnatural division between God, Nature and humanity, unknown to people who lived close to the earth, crept into our language with the advent of modern civilization.

Some of the difficulty harkens back to the source of our texts—and our thinking. Most of the English translations of the words of Jesus come from Greek, a language that differs greatly from Aramaic. Aramaic was the common spoken language throughout the Middle East at the time of Jesus and the tongue in which he expressed his teachings. (Hebrew was primarily a temple language at this time.) According to some scholars, Aramaic was a derivative of ancient Hebrew; others say that Aramaic itself is older, and based on still more ancient Middle Eastern roots. Although Greek was introduced into the Middle East after the conquest of Alexander the Great, it never became the language of the native peoples. Aramaic served as the lingua franca until it was replaced by a derivative tongue, Arabic, during the rise of Islam. Even so, Aramaic continued to be spoken widely in the Middle East into the nineteenth century and is still used in parts of Syria, as well as in the entire church of the East.

Unlike Greek, Aramaic does not draw sharp lines between means and ends, or between an inner quality and an outer action. Both are always present. When Jesus refers to the “kingdom of heaven,” this kingdom is always both within and among us. Like- wise, “neighbor” is both inside and outside, as is the “self” that we are to love to the same degree as our “neighbor.” Unlike Greek, Aramaic presents a fluid and holistic view of the cosmos. The arbitrary borders found in Greek between “mind,” “body,” and “spirit” fall away.

Furthermore, like its sister languages Hebrew and Arabic, Aramaic can express many layers of meaning. Words are organized and defined based on a poetic root-and-pattern system, so that each word may have several meanings, at first seemingly unrelated, but upon contemplation revealing an inner connection. The same word may be translated, for instance, as “name,” “light,” “sound,” or “experience.” Confronted with such variety, one needs to look at each word or phrase from several different points of view—the ones mentioned above, and possibly others. Jesus showed a mastery of this use of transformative language, which survives even through inadequate translations.

In addition, the Aramaic language is close to the earth, rich in images of planting and harvesting, full of views of the natural wonder of the cosmos. “Heaven” in Aramaic ceases to be a metaphysical concept and presents the image of “light and sound shining through all creation.” Like its native Middle Eastern predecessors and like other ancient native languages around the planet, Aramaic is rich in sound-meaning; that is, one can feel direction, color, movement, and other sensations as certain sacred words resonate in the body. This body resonance was another layer of meaning for the hearers of Jesus’ words and for the native Middle Eastern mystic. In fact, this writer finds similarities between some of the most important words used by Jesus and words used in native Middle Eastern chants for thousands of years before his time.

Organization of This Book

Because of these special qualities of Aramaic and of Jewish mysticism, I was challenged to devise a structure that would begin to reveal the many facets shining in each statement, much as one would view the various facets of a cut crystal. The majority of this volume considers the lines of the Lord’s Prayer in Aramaic. This cleansing prayer helps us remember what is important in life and contains the central themes in Jesus’ sayings. These themes portray a cycle of renewal revealing a spiral journey through stages like those presented by the “four paths” of creation spirituality: the paths of original blessing, letting go, breakthrough, and compassion.

First, each line of the prayer is rendered according to the root meaning of the words, but from several different points of view, as indicated above. Second, textual notes are given so that the reader may begin to understand the richness of the Aramaic roots and make his or her own connections or alternate translations (the metaphorical level). Third, I have added open-ended meditations or “body prayers,” which point toward an experience of the words of Jesus in one’s body and life. These body prayers encourage one to participate in the sound and feeling gof the words
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