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Editor’s note 

Divinity: From Religion Towards Humanism 
 

 In the history of evolution, humans stand out as 

the first animals with a consciousness sophisticated 

enough to question their own existence, purpose and 

future. They understand that at some point in their lives 

they will face an unavoidable death. Almost paralleled 

with modern consciousness, religious beliefs have 

allowed for coping with the trauma of death. Humans 

understand that with life comes joy, love and satisfaction 

but also misery and suffering. Throughout history, 

religions have offered relief and evasion from the 

miseries of daily living and a promise for a better life 

after death. Research in psychology shows that the 

“divine call” (praying or asking God for help) is fairly 

common under circumstances of significant stress, 

uncertainty and suffering. Spiritualism among our 

species is so frequent that neuroscientists suggest an 

intrinsic biological nature in our brains. Perhaps, Homo Heidelbergensis, Neandertharlensis, 

and other hominids also had spiritual thinking.  

The first accounts of organized religions took place in Anatolia thousands of years ago. 

They gradually integrated with Greek beliefs leading to current practice in Abrahamic religions. 

To this date these Abrahamic religions have persisted and predominated in the Western World. 

Nonetheless, with globalization religious practices from Asian religions such as Buddhism or 

Hinduism are being incorporated. As society continues to evolve we may see how humans 

gradually become less interested in specific systematic beliefs and begin to embrace a more 

unified and universal form of humanism. That way we may solve differences between groups, 

decrease tolerance to violence and encourage solidarity and compassion within the human race.  

 

Fernando Espi Forcen, M.D., Ph.D. 

Contact: fespiforcen@gmail.com 

 

The Lion-Man, Thought to be 
an early Divinity, 40000 BCE , 
Source:pinterest 
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Icons of Psychiatry 
 

 
Malevich: White On White 
 

Carlos Espi Forcen, Ph.D., Department of Art History, University of Murcia, Spain 

 

Kasimir Malevich was a Russian 

painter heavily influenced by previous avant-

garde European movements such as Cubism 

and Futurism. However, he undertook an even 

more radical attitude in his style and founded 

Suprematism to proclaim “the supremacy of 

feeling in art.”  Malevich intended to liberate 

art from the restrictions of objectivity to create 

a universal language capable of expressing a 

free mysticism and a cosmic unity. In so 

doing, he “took refuge in the square.” After 

different compositions with colors and 

squares, Malevich painted his most radical 

“White on White” in 1918.  Malevich was a 

devout Christian and believed that an art totally liberated from objectivity could fully express 

mystical feelings and the reality of God. Through his paintings he did not pretend to transmit his 

individual psyche, but a universal revelation and a cosmic transcendence. Previous artistic 

movements attempted to express mystical and religious feelings with figurative images. 

Nevertheless, Malevich believed that the absolute truth could not depend on perceivable reality 

because “nothingness was God…God exists as ‘nothingness,’ as non-objectivity” (Malevich, 

God Is Not Cast Down).  

Contact: espforce@gmail.com 

 

 

 

White on White, 1918, Kasimir 
Malevich, Moma, New York 
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The Liver As A Divine Object:  

Haruspicy In The Etruscan Civilization 

Fernando Espi Forcen, M.D., Ph.D., Department of Psychiatry, Rush University, Chicago, IL

 

The interpretation of the 

entrails of sacrificed animals, known 

as extispicy, was a common practice 

among ancient Babylonians, 

Assyrians, and Greeks. The practice 

was later assimilated by Romans and 

Etruscans. In extispicy, the liver was 

considered the most important organ. 

Perhaps this was related to the ancient 

idea, that blood was thought to be 

fabricated by the liver. Liver 

interpretation also known as haruspicy 

or hepatoscopy became imperative amongst all forms of entrails interpretation. Whereas oxen or 

goats’ livers were the preferred animals for the Greeks. Romans and Etruscans also used 

chicken livers. The technique was made more complex and sophisticated by the Etruscans 

during the Roman Empire. Etruscan haruspicy played an important role in military and political 

decisions. A stone model used for haruspicy from 2nd century BCE was found in Piacenza, Italy. 

In this model we can appreciate how the liver has been divided in up to forty different regions 

that related to different divinities and astrological elements. The gallbladder and the vena cava 

are also accurately depicted. These two anatomical areas were considered among the most 

relevant. 

The practice of haruspicy consisted of the reading of the animal liver and its association 

with natural astrological phenomena. Similarly to priests in today’s society, the Etruscan 

haruspex (the priest that interpreted the sacrificed animals’ livers) served as mediators and 

messengers of the gods’ will and intention. The haruspex would read the different anatomical 

parts of the liver and associate it to astrological phenomena at the moment such as the number 

of clouds covering the moon, or the length of the day. Through a complex method of 

interpretation, the haruspex would come to a “yes” or “no” answer to the pleader’s question.  

 

The Liver of Piacenza, Etruscan, 2nd century BCE, 
Source:wikipedia 
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 Psychologically, haruspicy served the purpose of helping people deal with uncertainty 

and decision-making in life. That way if a general had to decide when to start military 

campaign, a favorable response from the haruspex would strengthen the decision and also the 

likelihood of success, since the gods’ approval will strengthen the confidence about the 

decision. In today’s society, though probably less sophisticated, psychic readers would play a 

similar role to what Etruscan haruspices may have done in the past. Also the human attitude of 

surrendering to God’s will or intention when not knowing what to do in an important matter is 

at least psychologically related to the purpose and meaning of Etruscan haruspicy.  

 

 
 

Essays 
 

 

Religion And Science In The Life Of Galileo 

Galilei 
Teodoro Jimenez Pozo, Law Student, University Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Spain 

 
It has been some time since Karl Marx, author of The Communist Manifesto proposed 

together with Friedrich Engels the most important ideas of their thought: “Religion is the opium 

of the people”. Today, this statement sounds very true since by accepting religion, a person 

would deny the hegemony of reason. That would allow faith to guide their paths following 

fantastic stories about human life and a hypothetic life we may have after death on Earth. 

However, to deny the thoughts and deeds of so many believers that have contributed to 

humanity would be to deny the evidence. Historical characters such as Charles Dickens, Fiodor 

Dostoyevski, Guillermo Marconi, Isaac Newton, Louis Pasteur o Albert Einstein seeded in 

society the fruit that we are still collecting today and never converted to agnosticism or atheism. 

Nonetheless, it might be worth talking about a character that don’t belong to that group and has 

also been very important for the history of humanity: Galileo Galilei.  

Considered the father of modern astronomy, Galileo spent most of his life researching 

findings against his religious convictions. This Reinassance man tried to probe for everyone that 

the so-called “geocentrism” was wrong. This theory had been supported by previous astronomer 

Niccola Copernicus. At that time, to say that the Earth would round around the Sun was 

considered heregy. Therefore he was persecuted by the authorities for that and other reasons.  
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From Galileo’s work, it is important to point out 

“the floating bodies theory”, in which Galileo argues 

against the Aristotelians why ice can float on water and 

that it is possible to have life outside the Earth. The latter 

theory was also proposed by Giordano Bruno years 

before and cost him a death sentence in the fire.  

When Maffeo Barberini became Pope with the 

name of Urban VIII a period of calmness started for 

Galileo. Both were friends when Barberini was a 

cardinal and he always had supported his research. 

However Barberini could not help him after the 

Inquisition forbid Galileo’s work Dialogue concerning 

the two world chief systems after two years of its 

publication. In fact, due to this work, the Inquisition 

sentenced him to torture and death unless he publicly 

denies all his findings.  

All this is related to the first statement in this paper in which Marx states that religion is 

the opium of the people. He was reflecting his own reality. However, should we consider 

relativity theory opium if it comes from a pantheistic person? Could we reject Marconi’s 

findings because he was a Catholic? Would we take pastheurization more seriously if it came 

from an atheist? It is true that the Christian church did not accept Galileo’s research but this did 

not change the fact that he continued being a Catholic. He never rejected Copernicus’ theories 

for example.  

One can agree or disagree with the theses of Karl Marx but what cannot be denied is 

that one can be a great intelectual and a professional despite being a believer, an atheist, or an 

agnostic. This is exemplified in the life of Galileo, his faith did not stop him from continuing his 

research even to the extent of contradicting the theories accepted by the Church. In that sense 

religion is not the opium of the people.  

Contact: TEO_JIPO94@hotmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

Galileo by Justus Sustermans, 
1636, Source: wikimedia 
commons 
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Lessons Of A Divine Nature 

Or: Brexit And The Tower Of Babel 

Simon Wein, M.D., Pain and Palliative Care Service, Davidoff Cancer Center, Petach Tikva, Israel 

 
 

 Biblical stories may be literal or metaphorical. This quibble does not interfere with the 

lessons they come to teach. 

 

Take the Tower of Babel. A story found in 

several ancient cultures. The original version is in 

the Hebrew Bible, Genesis (11:1-9) (1). 

 

1. Now the whole world had one language and a 

common speech. As people moved eastward, they 

found a plain in Shinar and settled there. 

2. They said to each other, “Come, let’s make 

bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They used brick instead of stone, and tar for mortar. 

3. And they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower whose top is in the heavens; 

let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth.” 

4. But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower which the sons of men had built. 

5. And the Lord said, “Indeed the people are one and they all have one language, and this is 

what they begin to do; now nothing that they propose to do will be withheld from them. 

6. Come, let Us go down there and confuse their language, that they may not understand one 

another’s speech.” 

7. So the Lord scattered them abroad from there over the face of all the earth, and they ceased 

building the city. 

8. Therefore its name is called Babel, because there the Lord confused the language of all the 

earth; and from there the Lord scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth. 

  

 
Peter Bruegel the Elder 1563 
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According to the Bible, the city received the name "Babel" from the Hebrew 

word balal, meaning to jumble, confuse or confound; hence reasonably the origin of the modern 

word, to babble. 

 

 

 According to tradition, people before 

the Flood thought of themselves as supermen 

and lived narcissistic lifestyles; they were also 

violent, corrupt and evil.  

 After the Flood they all spoke one 

language with one culture and developed a 

radically different philosophy of life. The 

individual was not important; his value was 

only as a cog in the machinery of the 

community. The individual was forced to 

suppress his personal interests for the sake of 

the group (2). In a small community like a 

kibbutz, communism can work (at least for a 

period and under certain socio-economic conditions). But when this philosophy of Marxism is 

expanded to all of society it inevitably leads to forceful suppression of the individual. Thus a 

communal ideal becomes a totalitarian regime such as communist Russia or China. 

The Jewish-Roman historian Flavius Josephus, in his 'Antiquities of the Jews´ (c. 94 

CE), wrote that it was Nimrod who built the tower to reach Heaven, in order to turn the people 

away from God. Nimrod persuaded them to believe that it was Mankind that created all things 

good. Not God. To acknowledge a debt of gratitude to God was evidence of moral weakness 

and unbecoming of Mankind's glory. Societal narcissism. 

The Tower of Babel also encapsulates the conflict between extreme nationalism and 

absolute universalism. In either camp the individual is denigrated and society collapses under its 

own contradiction. Consider the fanatic nationalism of Germany and Japan in World War II; or 

a totalitarian regime where the individual's conscience and consciousness is controlled (3). 

Since World War II and in the shadow of the Holocaust, the European Union (EU) has tried to 

create a single mega-state in order, amongst other things, to avoid the conflict of nation states. 

Twenty-eight states signed up to the Schengen agreement which guarantees free movement of 

people in the EU. In the fullness of time the hope is for a European mono-culture to evolve, as 

idealized in Friederich Schiller's poem Ode to Joy (1808): 

 

 

Tower of Babel by Lucas van 

Valckenbroch, 1594 

 



  10 The Journal of Humanistic Psychiatry, Vol. 4/Iss.3 

Joy, beautiful spark of divinity, 

Daughter from Elysium, 

We enter, burning with fervour, 

heavenly being, your sanctuary! 

Your magic brings together 

what fashion has sternly divided. 

All men shall become brothers, 

wherever your gentle wings hover.' 

 

This poem was immortalized after Beethoven put it to music in the rousing Finale of his 

Ninth "Choral" symphony (1824). Ultimately it was Beethoven's tune (and not Schiller's words) 

which was adopted by the European Union as the Anthem of Europe. 

In the brotherhood of Mankind all men, women, feelings, thoughts and cultures are 

equal. Together a new world order could be created, and Mankind in together-hood could 

conquer and control. In parallel, though not by chance, God has been eviscerated from much of 

Christian Europe. There is no need for an absolute external framework of morality, whilst the 

sisterhood of mankind builds a new Tower of Babel in Brussels.  

The multiple languages post-Babel was meant to introduce multiple cultures forcing us 

to live in groups. The lesson: we cannot change our nature post-Babel but we must learn to 

control it in order to live in harmony. 

Europe's desire to create, nay enforce conformity, runs against the grain and unlearns 

the Divine lesson of The Tower of Babel.  

This is what the British people intuited in their recent referendum (Brexit). They elected 

to respect difference and honour humility. 

The European Union as it stands now will fail and fall as surely as the Tower of Babel 

crumbled into the dust-plains of Shinar. 

Contact: weinsimon56@gmail.com 

 

(1) Wikipedia: Tower of Babel 

(2) http://www.chabad.org/  

(3) Nineteen-eighty four, George Orwell, 1948 
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Xenophanes And The Birth Of God 
 
Fernando Espi Forcen, M.D., Ph.D., Department of Psychiatry, Rush University, Chicago, IL

 

 Xenophanes was a 

Greek philosopher, poet and 

theologian born between the 

5th and 6th century BCE in 

Colophon (Today Turkey). 

He travelled all over 

Ancient Greece. Only 

fragments of his writings 

have survived in citations 

by later authors such as 

Plato and Aristotle. 

Xenophanes was known in 

Antiquity for his criticism 

of polytheism and religious 

anthropocentrism in Greece. 

For instance, in his fragments B11 he criticized the stories of the gods told by Homer and 

Hesiod:  

 Homer and Hesiod have attributed to the gods 

all sorts of things that are matters of reproach and censure among men: 

theft, adultery, and mutual deception. (B11) 

 

In fragments B14 and B16 he criticizes divine anthropocentrism commenting on how 

humans conceptualize the gods according to his image  

But mortals suppose that gods are born, 

wear their own clothes and have a voice and body. (B14) 

 

 

Temple of Apollo in Claros, region of Colophon (Today 
Turkey), Source: following hadrian.com 
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Ethiopians say that their gods are snub-nosed and black; 

Thracians that theirs are blue-eyed and red-haired. (B16) 

In fragment B 23, Xenophanes concludes with a refusal of Greek anthropocentric 

polytheism proposing a non-anthropocentric monotheism.  

 One god greatest among gods and men, 

not at all like mortals in body or in thought. (B23) 

Xenophanes’ theistic monism differs from Parmenides’ existential monism in which 

Xenophanes includes the divine element in his conception. Xenophanes’ monotheistic 

conception is congruent with current conceptions of God in society. Nonetheless an 

anthropocentric view of divinity has also persisted in the West throughout the centuries. For 

example in Christianity, depictions of Jesus-God and Father-God in the human form have been 

standard in the history of art.  

Throughout the history of humanity we have developed different conceptions and ideas 

on the divine that agree with the values of the contemporary societies at the time. The concept 

of the divine has been dynamic switching from polytheism, anthropocentrism, monotheism etc. 

Even in Abrahamic religions, the attitudes and relationship between man and God have varied 

through the years having a punishing, revenging God at times and other times a compassionate 

and caring one. In this sense, we may have a conflict in accepting the idea of a mankind created 

by God. This idea may only be logical and possible in the divine order. In the cognitivist, 

historiographic and, arguably, in the naturalistic and scientistic order, man would have created 

God and not the other way around.  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Articles 
 
Jesus Vs. Christ:  

The Birth Of A Man And The Creation Of The Myth 
 

Carlos Espi Forcen, Ph.D., Department of Art History, University of Murcia, Spain 

 

A duality between Jesus as a human and Jesus as God has always existed in the 

Christian church. It is symptomatic that when Christians first confronted the representation of 

Jesus in Roman art, Church authorities questioned the viability of an image of God 

acknowledging God’s dual nature. Eusebius of Caesarea replied to Emperor Constantine’s 

daughter, Constantia, in the 4th century about the impossibility of praying before an image of 

Christ: 

 

You wrote to me regarding a certain icon of Christ and your wish for me to send you 
such an icon: What did you have in mind, and of what kind should this icon of Christ 
be, as you call it? Which icon are you looking for? The true, unchangeable image that 
by nature shows the likeness of Christ, or rather the other image that he has taken on for 
our sake when he clothed himself with the form of a servant? I cannot imagine you are 
requesting an icon of his divine likeness. Christ himself has instructed you that nobody 
knows the Father except the Son, and that nobody is worthy to know the Son except the 
Father alone who has begotten him. Thus, I presume, you desire the icon of his form as 
a servant, the form of the humble flesh with which he clothed himself for our sake. Yet 
about this we have learned that it is intermingled with the glory of God, that what is 
mortal has been swallowed up by life. (Eusebius of Caesarea, Letter to Empress 
Constantia) 

 

The Incarnation was nevertheless an argument to support the representation of images 

of Christ in later periods such as the Christian Iconoclast Controversy in the Byzantine Empire, 

but the problem of Jesus’ dual nature as a man and God continued in the Christian Church to the 

extent that a good number of his representations in medieval art felt the need to include the 

sentence Nec Deus nec homo (Neither God nor man) around Christ’s image to specify that the 

image was neither the human nor the divine representation of God but both at the same time. 

We have no idea about Jesus’ physical appearance, although, through Christian texts—

mainly the three Synoptic Gospels—we can reconstruct the most relevant moments of his public 

life that lasted roughly about four years until his crucifixion. It is my intention to elucidate the 
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figure of the historical Jesus as a Jewish carpenter, peasant, rabbi and revolutionary leader in 1st 

century Israel from the mythological Christ constructed by his followers. 

 

A Jew and Not a Christian. 

 

It is even acknowledged by the Catholic Church that Jesus was not a Christian; he never 

had the intention to found a new religion, and he did not wish to break the Mosaic Law. Jesus 

was a Jew, lived as a Jew and died as a Jewish leader. His message can be largely reconstructed 

in the Jewish mentality of his time: he was convinced of the upcoming restoration of the 

Kingdom of Israel and the return of the twelve lost tribes; hence, the need of twelve apostles to 

receive the twelve tribes after the arrival of the kingdom of heaven. The belief that the world 

was about to end and a new messianic era would be reestablished was shared by other Jewish 

groups previous to Jesus’ birth. These are above all the Pharisees and the Essenes. The 

Pharisees were originally a minority group that defended the restoration of the Kingdom of 

Israel was about to take place. Compared to the Sadducees, they belonged to middle and lower 

class people and believed in the resurrection of the soul after death. Essenes were deeply 

concerned with the growing influence of Hellenism on Judaism and purported a strict 

observation of the Mosaic Law. They lived retired from the civilized world in rural areas, lacked 

private property, and survived out of farming and agriculture. Essenes were also convinced of 

the imminent arrival of the messianic era; their message and way of living were so close to that 

of Jesus that it has even been argued that Jesus may have been an Essene, since they also 

practiced celibacy and it has been generally believed that Jesus was celibate. 

One of the most evident influences of Pharisee and Essene theology on Jesus’ message 

involves the apocalyptic tradition of the imminent arrival of the Kingdom of Heaven that would 

establish God’s rule over a paradisiacal restored Israel and the consequent liberation of the 

Jewish people from Roman subjugation. The Synoptic Gospels insist in this idea either through 

direct sentences or in parables. In fact, Jesus is also recovering the tradition of John the Baptist 

who claimed in the Jordan River: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Matthew 

3:2). Jesus speaks in very similar words: “‘The time has come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God 

has come near. Repent and believe the good news!’” (Mark 1:15). Jesus is even more specific 

when he announces the future destruction of the temple and the end of times: “Truly I tell you, 

this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened” (Matthew 

24:34). For this near event we all have to be prepared, an idea beautifully explained in the 

parable of the ten virgins (Matthew 25:1-13). 

The affinity between Jesus and John the Baptist and the fact that Jesus was baptized 

proves that Jesus must have been a disciple of John the Baptist. John’s lifestyle was similar to 

that of the Essenes since he lived in the dessert with clothes made of camel’s hair and ate 
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locusts and wild honey. His revolutionary baptism substituted the inaccessible holocausts in the 

temple for the poorer layers of society. Redemption was now available to everyone through the 

simple act of submersion in the Jordan River. Like John, Jesus protected and preached primarily 

to the poor, the sick, and those in disgrace. Both leaders’ image of the kingdom of heaven did 

not include the rich or those in power. John deliberately warned Sadducees and Pharisees: “You 

brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?” (Matthew 3:7).  Jesus’ 

picture of the kingdom of heaven as a privilege of the poor is clear when a wealthy man asked 

him what he should do to gain eternal life. Jesus replied that he should give all his possessions 

to the poor and follow him, but the wealthy man rejected the proposal. Then, Jesus confessed to 

his disciples: “Truly I tell you, it is hard for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of 

heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for 

someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God” (Matthew 19:23-24).  Jesus’ social message 

and condemnation of the rich is graphically explained in parables like the story of the Rich Man 

and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31). In this story, the rich man in hell asks Abraham to send the poor 

Lazarus from heaven to “dip the top of his finger in water and cool his tongue,” but Abraham 

has no mercy with him. Jesus’ defense of the poor was categorically expressed in the Blessing 

and Woes: 

 

“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who 
hunger now, for you will be satisfied. Blessed are you who weep now, for you will 
laugh […] But woe to you who are rich, for you have already received your comfort. 
Woe to you who are well fed now, for you will go hungry. Woe to you who laugh now, 
for you will mourn and weep” (Luke 6: 24-25). 

 

Jesus acknowledges the wisdom and prominence of John the Baptist several times in the 

Gospels. It is highly likely that Jesus borrowed the “Lord’s prayer” from John the Baptist, since 

it is written in the Gospels that he taught the prayer to his disciples when they asked him: “Lord, 

teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.” (Luke 11:1). All this information induces to 

think that Jesus was a former disciple of John, but he may have created his own group probably 

because he dissented from John’s theological ideas or because he thought that God had chosen 

him and not John to preach the kingdom of heaven. It seems that after some time, John did not 

remember Jesus any more, but he was aware of his actions. When John was in prison, he sent 

two of disciples to ask Jesus: “Are you the one who is to come, or should we expect someone 

else?” (Matthew 11:2). Jesus refuses to call himself ‘Messiah,’ but his answer makes one think 

that he believed he was a sort of intercessor between God and humans due to his healing 

powers: “Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame 

walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news 

is proclaimed to the poor” (Matthew 11:4-5). 
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Jesus and John the Baptist are both mentioned in non-Christian sources such as Flavius 

Josephus’ Antiquities of the Jews. Josephus’ text on Jesus was later manipulated by Christian 

authors that added that he was God and resurrected from the dead. Obviously, this could have 

never been stated by a Jewish author, but if we eliminate later additions, it is possible to 

conclude that Josephus affirms that Jesus was a wise man followed not only by Jews, but also 

by some Greek people and was crucified by Pontius Pilate. The Jewish author devotes a 

significantly long text to John the Baptist, which indicates that he must have been at least as 

important as Jesus. In fact, they were both considered by many followers the Messiah or the 

reincarnation of Elijah. As late as the 2nd century, the Gospel of John has to insist that John the 

Baptist was not the Messiah (John 1:20). Both Jesus and John were religious leaders that 

threatened the established political and social order and were consequently sentenced to death. 

As a Jewish rabbi, Jesus had no intention to create a new religion; he was perfectly 

understood in the Jewish religious context of his time. He was baptized by John and assumed 

the same eschatological aspirations of his master and previous Jewish leaders. Jesus knew well 

the Mosaic Law, preached in rural synagogues, and respected the sacrifices in the Temple. 

Besides, Jesus insisted that he did not want to break the Mosaic Law: “Do not think that I have 

come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. 

For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke 

of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished” 

(Matthew 5:17-18). Jesus’ summary of the Law in the famous: “Love the Lord your God with 

all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength” and 

“Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:30,31) is not a depart from the Law but an emphasis 

on a message of love that was equally announced by the most beloved rabbis of the Jewish 

tradition. It has also been stated that Jesus’ healings on Saturdays obeyed an impulse to break 

the Law, but in the first half of the 1st century healing on Saturdays was not considered a kind 

of work, even if it could create a conflict among the strictest observers of the Law. 

One of the originalities in Jesus’ theology is the close connection that he felt with God 

as his father. Jesus actually refers to God as Abbá, which can be translated as “my father.” 

There was already a Jewish tradition to name God a father, as we can see in “Lord’s Prayer,” 

but Jesus insisted in this denomination more than any other rabbi of his period. Most scholars 

agree that Jesus spoke of God as his father because he believed to have a special connection 

with him, but by no means had Jesus considered himself “God” or “son of God.” The sentences 

in the Gospels in which he is mentioned as “son of God” are later additions that want to stress 

the theology of the Trinity. Jesus called himself “son of man,” but this Aramaic expression 

seems to have the modest intention to show that he was just a human being rather than an 

appropriation of the prophetic “son of man” of the Book of Daniel: “In my vision at night I 

looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He 
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approached the Ancient Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and 

sovereign power; all nations and peoples of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an 

everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be 

destroyed” (Daniel 7:13-14). In case Jesus did use the expression “son of man” in the prophetic 

sense of the Book of Daniel, it is probably that he considered himself a human being 

responsible to announce the arrival of the kingdom of heaven and not a divine figure as later 

Christians would interpret. 

 

Birth and Origin. 

 

We can be almost absolutely certain that Jesus was born and raised in the village of 

Nazareth in Galilee. Matthew and Luke tell us that Jesus was born in Bethlehem, but this is a 

later invention due to the prophecy that the Messiah had to be born in Bethlehem as a 

descendent of King David (Micheas 2:5). This prophetic intention led to the creation of two 

different genealogies of Jesus in Matthew and Luke that try to link Jesus directly with David, 

curiously through Joseph and not Mary. Luke justified Jesus’ casual birth in Bethlehem as a 

coincidence due to the fact that Mary and Joseph had to go to there to be inscribed in a Roman 

census ordered by Augustus. We know that this census never took place, so the birth in 

Bethlehem must belong to fiction. The gospel of Mark was written earlier than Matthew and 

Luke—probably in the seventh decade of the 1st century—and omits the birth in Bethlehem. 

Jesus is mentioned everywhere in the gospels as Jesus of Nazareth. In fact, a telling passage in 

Mark and Luke narrates Jesus’ preaching in his hometown of Nazareth: 

 

Jesus left there and went to his hometown, accompanied by his disciples. When the 
Sabbath came, he began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were 
amazed. “Where did this man get these things?” they asked. “What’s this wisdom that 
has been given to him? What are these remarkable miracles he is performing? Isn’t this 
the carpenter? Isn’t this Mary’s son and the brother of James, Joseph, Judas and Simon? 
Aren’t his sisters here with us?” And they took offense at him. (Mark 6:1-3) 

 

Jesus must have been a very intellectually gifted person in the village of Nazareth where 

he worked as a carpenter for the community. Galilee was a very rural area that had been 

incorporated to Israel one century before Jesus was born. Galileans were surrounded by pagans 

from Syria and other Greek cities, but avoided their influence and observed the Mosaic Law 

even more strictly than the Jews from Jerusalem. As we can observe in the text of Mark, they 

practiced their rites in the synagogue instead of doing sacrifices in the Temple, since Jerusalem 

was far from their region. Their study of the Law, their preference for an inner form of piety and 

their focus on the synagogue made Galileans unique in their expression of spirituality as it can 

be observed in Jesus’ theology.  
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People of Nazareth were surprised of Jesus’ wisdom and knowledge of the Law. It is 

possible that like many rabbis of his period, Jesus studied the Torah in his free time; his 

intelligence is proven by his skills to explain theological concepts in a language that illiterate 

people could understand. In fact, Jesus preached mainly in hamlets and little villages instead of 

cities where there was a heavier Hellenistic influence. Jesus came from a land of agriculture and 

farming and it was there where his message was better understood. He frequently used 

metaphors related to crops and harvests to explain theological concepts; good examples are the 

parable of the tenants, the parable of the sower, the parable of the weeds, and the parable of the 

mustard seed and the yeast.  Parables are one of Jesus’ main contributions to Jewish theology; 

thus, he managed to explain religious concepts to farmers and peasants that were Jesus’ main 

audience.  

We know very little of Jesus’ life in Nazareth until he started his public life, but this is 

probably due to the fact that it was not extraordinary. He would have worked as a carpenter or 

mason builder, a profession that could have been inherited from his father. He would speak 

Aramaic as his native language, but he was well learnt in the Mosaic Law, so he would be able 

to read and probably speak Hebrew. The Greek cities of Seforis and Tiberiades are not far from 

Nazareth, so if Jesus made a living as a carpenter, it is also likely that he had some knowledge 

of Greek and possibly Latin. We know nothing about Jesus’ wife or children, but it is true that 

rabbis in the 1st century were usually married around the age of nineteen or twenty, therefore it 

is likely that he had been married earlier in his life, but he could have been a widower by the 

time he started his public life. If Jesus was celibate, it was probably due to his sympathy for the 

Essene way of life. Nevertheless, he must have been a very attractive man, since he was 

followed by many women. His most celebrated female follower was Mary Magdalene, who 

played a special role in the Gospel of John by being the first witness of his alleged resurrection 

(John 20:13). After she saw this, Jesus told her assertively: “noli me tangere” (Don’t touch me!) 

(John 20:17). This sentence could have had a sexual connotation. Gnostic Gospels state that 

Jesus kissed Mary Magdalene in the mouth, but this had no sexual connotation, since in the 

Gnostic tradition this kiss was a way to transmit knowledge. 

A very interesting point in Jesus’ life is that according to the Gospel writers, the people 

of Nazareth recognized him not only as the son of Mary, but also as the brother of James, 

Joseph, Judas, Simon and several sisters. The family of Jesus appears other times in the Gospels 

mentioned as brothers. One example is in Matthew: “While Jesus was still talking to the crowd, 

his mother and brothers stood outside, wanting to speak to him. Someone told him, ‘Your 

mother and brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to you’” (Matthew 12: 46-48). If the 

community of Nazareth and other Galileans recognized Jesus’ mother and siblings, this would 

entail that Mary would have conceived other children besides Jesus; therefore, she was not a 

virgin. Saint Jerome thought to have solved the problem by interpreting that by “brothers,” the 
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Gospel writers meant “relatives.” Nevertheless, the Gospels were originally written in Greek 

and the word used for brother was “adelphós” that can only be translated as “carnal brother” 

and not as “relative.” In other passages Jesus is also recognized by the people as “Jesus of 

Nazareth, the son of Joseph” (John 1:45). His origins were known by other Galileans that 

wondered: “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know?” (John 

6:42). Also, in Luke’s version of his preaching in Nazareth, his fellow villagers asked: “Isn’t 

this Joseph’s son?” (Luke 6:22). From a historical point of view, we can assume that Jesus was 

the carnal son of Joseph and Mary and had other brothers and sisters. In fact, we know that 

Jesus’ brother James was the leader of the Christian community of Jerusalem after his death. He 

is mentioned as the brother of Jesus in the letters of Paul (Epistle to the Galatians 1:19) and also 

by the Jewish Flavius Josephus, who states that “Albinus was but upon the road; so he 

assembled the Sanhedrin of judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was 

called Christ, whose name was James” (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 20, Chapter 9, 1). James 

was the leader of the first Christian community in Jerusalem after Jesus’ death, which may have 

caused the mention as Jesus’ successor in the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas dated by some 

scholars in the second half of the 1st century (Gospel of Thomas 32:12).  Jesus’ family was not a 

problem for his early followers that most likely considered Jesus a preacher and a religious 

leader similar to John the Baptist. 

Even if it is contradictive with the mythological version of Jesus as son of God born out 

of a Virgin, the more realistic and historical figure of Jesus as a carpenter from Nazareth, son of 

Joseph and Mary with some brothers and sisters has nevertheless survived in the Gospels. The 

birth out of a Virgin was another later addition by the Gospel writers to justify that Jesus was 

the Messiah according to the prophecy of Isaiah: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a 

sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel” (Isaiah 

7:14). Christians felt somehow forced to invent this miraculous birth. The fact that his name 

was not Immanuel was generally explained in medieval theology by arguing that even if his 

name was Jesus, symbolically he also accepted the name Immanuel. 

Another interesting aspect of Jesus’ life is the date of his birth and death. We know 

through Matthew and Luke that Jesus was born while Herod the Great was ruling Israel. Herod 

died in year 4 before the Christian era, so Jesus had to be born a few years before Herod’s 

death: paradoxically Jesus was born before Christ. It has been generally assumed that he died in 

the year 33 AD during the rule of Emperor Tiberius, so if he was born before Herod’s death, he 

must have died when was close to 40 years of age. It is impossible to know the day of Jesus’ 

birth, the 25th of December was the day of the celebration of Mithra, so ancient Christians 

would have substituted pagan rites for new Christian celebrations. The visit of the shepherds, 

the three Wise Men, the star of Bethlehem and the killing of the innocents by Herod are all 

fictitious narratives to enhance the birth of the purported Messiah. 
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Miracles, Healings and Exorcisms. 

 

From a historical or rational point of view it is not possible to believe in miracles, since 

these belong to the realm of faith. The narratives in the Gospels regarding Jesus’ miracles are 

extremely legendary and were probably created after his death once it was believed that he was 

divine.  Some of the most fantastic miracles are Jesus walking on water, Jesus calming a storm 

or the miracle of the seven loaves and fishes. It is nevertheless undeniable that Jesus seemed to 

have healing powers acknowledged even by some pagans like the Roman centurion in 

Capernaum (Matthew 8:5). Famous miracles like the cure of the blind man, the leper or the 

paralytic may be exaggerations, but they show that Jesus took care of the outcasts of his time. 

Other miracles in the Gospels could collect the experience of direct witnesses such as the 

healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (Mark 1:31); whereas others are clearly legendary. One good 

example is the resurrection of Lazarus, who was already rotten after being buried for four days 

(John 11:1-44). However, from a philological point of view there is one “resurrection”—

probably a resuscitation—that seems to correspond to a possible historical event: the so-called 

resurrection of Jairus’ daughter. The Gospels report that Jairus asked Jesus to heal his daughter, 

who was about to die. When he was going to go to his house, some messengers arrived and 

announced that the child was already dead. Jesus went to Jairus’ house and saw everyone crying 

loudly for the death of the girl. Jesus told them: “‘What is all this commotion and crying about? 

The child isn’t dead, she is only sleeping.’ They laughed at him, but he threw them all out. 

Then, taking the child’s parents and his disciples with him, he went to the room where the child 

was. Taking her hand, he said to her, ‘Talitha koum,’ which means, ‘young woman, get up.’ 

Suddenly the young woman got up and began to walk around. She was 12 years old. They were 

shocked!” (Mark 5:39-40). The fact that the narrative includes an expression in Aramaic 

indicates that Mark is recovering an event that had been witnessed by Jesus’ contemporaries. It 

is possible that Jesus carried out a resuscitation of a little girl that was in coma, but his relatives 

believed that she was already dead. 

Jesus had a prominent reputation as an exorcist of demons. Demonic possession in the 

Old Testament was rare and lacked the features that we can observe in the Gospels. In the 1st 

century there was an increasing influence of Greek culture in Judaism that allowed that cases of 

extreme agitation, epilepsy and other mental pathologies were attributed to the evil influence of 

demons. In Greek culture “daimona” were spirits that could be good or evil depending on their 

actions, but by the time the New Testament was written, “daimon" was used to refer exclusively 

to evil spirits. There are several cases of demonic possession in the Gospels, sometimes the 

possession is attributed to the fact that someone in the synagogue does not believe Jesus’ 

teaching (Mark 1:21-25), but there are more legendary narratives that prove that severe mental 
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illness was explained in Jesus’ times as the result of the agency of demons. The most telling 

example is the Gerasene demoniac, who “lived in the tombs and no one could bind him any 

more, not even with a chain” (Mark 5:3). The fact that name of the demon is Legion—because 

there were many of them inside the demoniac—and that the demons are driven out from the 

man inside of a group of pigs make scholars believe that the story is legendary. After Jesus, 

heretics and mentally ill patients were generally considered to be possessed by a demon; the 

most common remedy was an exorcism, a practice that is still in use in hyper-religious circles. 

 

A Rebel against the Political and Religious Order. 

 

 Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom of heaven caused many religious and political 

problems.  According to Jesus and some of his contemporaries like John the Baptist, the 

kingdom of heaven was to arrive immediately. This entailed that a messianic kingdom of Israel 

would be installed with the return of the twelve Jewish tribes and the liberation from the Roman 

rule over the land of God. These ideas were extremely dangerous for Romans because they 

could easily provoke a rebellion against their power; in fact, a revolt took place three decades 

after Jesus’ death that caused disastrous consequences for the history of the Jewish people. 

Jesus’ preaching was also highly uncomfortable for Jewish religious leaders, since they were 

mainly accommodated and wealthy Sadducees and Pharisees that would have no chance to 

participate in Jesus’ version of the kingdom of heaven. Jesus became more and more dangerous 

as his popularity increased and he felt confident enough to publicly display his power. His most 

controversial actions were his triumphal entry into Jerusalem and the cleansing of the temple. 

He surely could not take these actions on his own or just with a few disciples, he must have 

been accompanied and supported by a significant group of people with weapons. The Gospels 

give us some hints that Jesus’ followers did carry weapons as we can read in the arrest of Jesus: 

“Judas, one of the Twelve, arrived. With him was a large crowd armed with swords and clubs, 

sent from the chief priests and the elders of the people” and when they arrested him “one of 

Jesus’ companions reached for his sword, drew it out and struck the servant of the high priest, 

cutting off his ear” (Matthew 26: 47-51).  

Jesus was a threat for Roman authorities and therefore he was arrested and sentenced to 

death. However, the Gospels blame Jews for Jesus’ death and free Pontius Pilate from an active 

role in his crucifixion:  

 

“Which of the two do you want me to release to you?” asked the governor. “Barabbas,” 
they answered. “What shall I do, then, with Jesus who is called the Messiah?” Pilate 
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asked. They all answered: “Crucify him!”  “Why? What crime has he committed?” 
asked Pilate. But they shouted all the louder: “Crucify him!”  When Pilate saw that he 
was getting nowhere, but that instead an uproar was starting, he took water and washed 
his hands in front of the crowd. “I am innocent of this man’s blood,” he said. “It is your 
responsibility!”  All the people answered: His blood is on us and on our children!” 
(Matthew 27:21-25). 

 

The role attributed to Pilate in the Gospels does not match the historical figure of a 

Roman prefect or procurator. By the time the Gospels were being written in the last quarter of 

the 1st century, there was an increasing rivalry between the Jews that believed Jesus was the 

Messiah—gradually known as Christians—and the Jews that believed that the Messiah was still 

to arrive. It is highly likely that the followers of Christ liberated Romans from their 

responsibility in their master’s death to avoid problems with the authorities and instead chose to 

accuse their rival Jews. From a historical point of view it can be hardly argued that Jesus was 

not killed by Roman authorities in a very Roman and cruel way. His death is also confirmed at 

the beginning of the 2nd century by the Roman historian Tacitus in his Annals: “Christus […] 

suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators 

Pontius Pilate” (Tacitus, Annals, book 15, chapter 44). The inscription on the cross “Iesus 

Nazarenus Rex Iudeorum” (Jesus from Nazareth King of the Jews) seems to be historical and 

explains that the Romans would have killed him because he was a threat to the Roman rule. His 

crucifixion during Easter time would have been an exemplary punishment for those that dared 

to question Roman power and dominion over Israel. Jesus was tortured and crucified most 

likely with two of his followers in the year 30 or 33 of our era when he was close to forty years 

of age. It is highly likely that his body was thrown into a common grave, but his followers 

would enhance this humiliating death by creating the story that he was buried with the 

assistance of Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea. 

 

The Aftermath. 

It is not clear if Jesus thought that he was the Messiah but many of his followers 

believed that he was. His death on the cross converted him into a failed rabbi and prophet: the 

kingdom of heaven never arrived and the Romans continued to rule over Israel. Some of Jesus’ 

followers may have dispersed after such a humiliating death, but a community of them led by 

James, the brother of Jesus, stayed in Jerusalem and continued to believe in him. Apparently 

some women started the rumour that Jesus had resurrected and was still alive, maybe due to the 

fact that they still felt his presence in a spiritual way. This phenomenon could be accepted by 

very pious Jews, as it had happened earlier with John the Baptist: “Now Herod the tetrarch 

heard about all that was going on. And he was perplexed, because some were saying that John 

had been raised from the dead, others that Elijah had appeared, and still others that one of the 
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prophets of long ago had come back to life” (Luke 9:7-8). After a period of vacillation, some of 

Jesus followers also believed that Jesus had resurrected and convinced many others that he was 

the Messiah (Khristós), who was to come in the end of times to judge our deeds, namely the 

Second Coming of Christ. 

One of the Jews that believed in Jesus’ messianism was Paul of Tarsus. Like Jesus, he 

believed that the end of times was to take place in his generation, but he realized that according 

to the prophecies some other nations had to be converted to the religion of Abraham. Paul was 

Jewish, but he was a Roman citizen, raised in a wealthy family in a Greek city; he wrote and 

spoke Greek, which gave him the opportunity to travel all around the Mediterranean preaching 

the Christian message. In so doing, Paul converted a Jewish Messiah into a universal saviour 

easily accepted by pagans that had long been interested in Judaism. One reason that explains 

why Christian Judaism triumphed over traditional Judaism was that in the 1st Council of 

Jerusalem in the year 50 AD, Jesus’ followers decided that gentile converts would not be forced 

to get circumcised. This was a blasphemy for traditional Jews, but encouraged many pagans to 

accept this new monotheistic religion. Christianity still had a long way to go, but surely Paul—

as much as Jesus—played a definitive role in his beginnings. The four canonical Gospels were 

written roughly between the years 70 and 120 of our era. Christianity slowly separated from 

Judaism and a new Christian church defined his theology, structure and hierarchy, something 

that the historical Jesus would have never approved. By the end of the 4th century, Christianity 

was declared the official religion in the Roman Empire: Romans had killed Jesus, but his 

followers conquered the Empire.  
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Cinema and Psychiatry 
 

Embrace Of The Serpent  
Matthew Brown, D.O., M.B.A., Department of Psychiatry, Rogers Behavioral, Skokie, IL 

 

Embrace of the Serpent by Ciro Guerra is 

nothing short of a cinematic masterpiece. Released 

internationally in 2015 it won 25 different awards 

that year including the Art Cinema Award at the 

Cannes film festival and was nominated for, best 

foreign language film at the Academy Awards. Set 

to the backdrop of the Amazon rain forest, the film 

depicts the story of 2 different ethno botanists 

searching for the sacred yakruna plant said to 

contain magical healing powers. The explorer’s 

tales are based on the real life accounts of the 

German Theodor Koch-Grunberg (Theo) in 1909 

and the American Richard Evans Schultz 

(Richard) in 1940. They encounter an Amazonian 

shaman named Karamakate who accompanies 

each on their journey, set 30 years apart. While 

this is the primary narrative, the subtext of the film 

is really about humanity’s search for itself and the 

circle of life and death. The film masterfully uses 

the animal symbols of the snake, the jaguar and the bird to make its points.  

This film is full of so many layers and is rich with symbolism. It is difficult to decide 

where to start when analyzing the text of the film. Perhaps analysis of the title it self is a good 

jumping off point. “Embrace of the Serpent” can be interpreted in many ways, as in many 

ancient cultures the serpent represents death, the past, or the underworld. Additionally snakes 

are often depicted eating their own tails, the Ouroboros, is a symbol of infinity, and wholeness. 

The most obvious symbol of this as seen in the film would be the Amazon River itself as it is 

omnipresent throughout.  
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There are many circular narratives in the film, but considering the theme of this month’s 

journal let’s focus on the quest for spirituality as seen through the relationships of the charters in 

the film. The relationships are each problematic in their own way for there is a constant tension 

in power dynamics as fueled by race or ethnic background. Much like the Amazon river itself, 

the charter of Karamakate weaves the two stories together and most of the tension in the film 

can be seen through his relationships. Karamakate is involved in 3 primary relationship 

struggles. There is the tension between himself and Theo, the complex relationship between 

himself and the missionaries, and the relationship between himself and Richard.  

The film opens with Karamakate, squatting, waiting and then standing as he senses 

something come near him from down river. A dying Theo emerges accompanied by his friend 

and manservant Manduca. Manduca begs Karamakate to help Theo as he is very sick. At first 

Karamakate refuses despite learning that Theo has allegedly met members of his tribe that 

Karamakate thought to be lost or dead. After sleeping on it, Karamakate decides to help Theo 

find that Yakruna plant which is the only plant with strong enough medicine that might be able 

to save Theo’s life. Karamakate remains suspicious of Theo as he has been cataloguing his 

journey in the Amazon and hopes to send back all the knowledge that he has learned to 

Germany. Karamakate keeps Theo alive through the use of medicinal plants until they do 

eventually reach the yakruna. However at the moment when the reach the sacred plant, before 

Theo can imbibe and hopefully be healed, Karamakate, fueled by his own racism, literally set’s 

Theo’s dreams on fire. This act is punctuated by Karamakate calling Theo “a snake” and saying 

“You bring hell and death to the earth”. We do not see Theo die, instead, we are given a 

montage where a jaguar and a snake face off and the Jaguar eats the snake.  

The montage becomes fascinating when viewed through ancient spiritual symbology. 

The Jaguar traditionally is seen as a sign of the present. It is also a symbol of power, but can 

represent danger. It may represent a warrior or courage. Many shamans have taken the form of a 

Jaguar. Jaguars have the ability to exist in both the underworld and in our own realm. Therefore, 

this scene could be read as Karamakate, as embodied by the jaguar has killed the snake that was 

Theo, or perhaps this represents Theo becoming Jaguar crossing into the realm of the 

underworld. The fact that Theo begins to growl and make noises reminiscent of the jaguar lays 

more credence to the second hypothesis, however I feel that both readings hold merit.  
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The racist seeds that bloomed into the racist rage mentioned above we learn were 

planted by the Spanish missionaries when Karamakate was a child. We discover that 

Karamakate grew up for a time in the mission camp as he was “saved” by the Christian monks 

after his family was slaughtered by the white man. The monks attempted to tame the savage 

children to believe in Jesus Christ as the savior and teach them the ways of Western 

Christianity. Unfortunately we see how the message gets twisted and “love” is expressed mostly 

through violence in search of obedience. We do not see until later just how extreme the 

perversion of scripture 

goes until the second 

visit to the 

encampment when 

Karamakate is 

traveling with Richard. 

The native children 

who grew up in the 

camp now practice a 

faith that idolizes one of the clan as a Christ figure who urges them to engage in 

undiscriminating sex, violence and alcoholic vice reminiscent of a scene out of Sodom or 

perhaps the movie Salo.  

Perhaps after seeing what became of his brothers, is what allows Karamakate to repent 

for his choice to condemn Theo to death and is where he finally decides to actually help Richard 

on his quest to learn the secrets of the yakruna. Although ironically, Richard turns out to be an 

even more nefarious individual than Theo ever could have been. Despite this, Karamakate gives 

him the medicine, and Richard becomes enlightened by the yakruna. 

We know that Richard has become enlightened in the end as seen in the symbology of 

the birds. In multiple ancient cultures and religions, birds such as the falcon and the condor 

amongst others have represented the heavens. They are able to speak to the Gods in the sky. The 

bird is also a symbol of the transpersonal and even of the future. We know Richard has seen the 

future as the only moments of color in the film during Richard’s trip on yakruna.  

However, as I said and hopefully have shown, the subtext of the film is humanity’s 

search for itself and the circle of life and death. We know it has come full circle in the final 

scene as despite the fact that we know Richard is enlightened, we also know he also lost his 

only connection to humanity and is destined for death. And the circle, the serpent, goes on.  

Contact: info@drmattbrown.com
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The Holy Mountain 
Fernando Espi Forcen, M.D., Ph.D., Department of Psychiatry, Rush University, Chicago, IL

 

After the success of El Topo (1971), 

Alejandro Jodorowsky collected more funding 

for a more ambitious project. John Lennon, 

Yoko Ono and The Beatles’s manager Allen 

Klein helped the production of The Holy 

Mountain (1973). Quoting Jodorowsky’s own 

words “En Holy Mountain, hice lo que quise” 

(“In Holy Mountain I did whatever I wanted”). 

The film stands out for its originality, artistic 

creativity and subjectivity. Highly charged 

with iconographic symbolism, each scene of 

the film could well be the subject of a whole 

different discussion.  Multiple Freudian and 

Jungian concepts are directly or indirectly 

reflected in the film. Congruent with the 

counterculture of the time, the director was interested in helping the audiences understand the 

effects of LSD but without being under the effect of the drug. In this sense The Holy Mountain 

can be interpreted as a beautiful depiction of a psychedelic trip.  

 In one of the first scenes, a Jesus-like figure known as “the thief” befriends a dwarf. 

Together they decide to go to the city where there appears to be some festivities. In the main 

square, there is a performance of a reenactment of the conquering of Mexico.  A number of 

toads dressed like Spanish friars and 

conquistadors invade the Aztecan 

city of Tenochtitlan. The Aztecs here 

are chameleons beautifully dressed 

and standing on Pyramids. Here 

similarly to the first stages of a 

psychedelic trip there is a lot of 

confusion and psychosis. Scenes of sexuality and religiosity appear disorganized and 

intertwined. Later the thief meets the alchemist, played by Jodorowsky. The alchemist 

encourages him to join seven more people (each one representing a different constellation) for a 
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metaphysical journey to the Holy Mountain in the search of the secret of immortality. This has a 

parallel with the Epic of Gilgamesh.  According to the film, a Holy Mountain is a universal 

place of divinity shared by all cultures throughout history. The thief decides to join but seems to 

be the least prepared. He is still greedy and vain driven by materialistic pleasures. While they 

are sailing to the island that contains the Holy Mountain, the thief is finally able to get rid of his 

“ego” with the help of the group. The thief’s ego turns out to be the dwarf he had befriended at 

the beginning of the film, despite the difficulties to depart from him; he is finally able to throw 

him out of the boat. Now he will be ready to go to the Holy Mountain. Once at the island, the 

group goes to a cemetery where people party and take LSD. This is an encounter with mortality 

prior to going to the Mountain in an attempt to discover the secret of immortality. In their 

journey, most members of the group have visions of their biggest fears: suffering, pain and 

death are depicted. This can be a common experience in latter phases of a psychedelic trip. A 

person may have no choice but to face the envisioned fear normally repressed to the 

unconscious mind. Once near the top of the Mountain, the alchemist signals where the nine 

immortals are located. He commands the group to meditate for a few hours before they go and 

meet with them. They finally go meet the immortals to discover that there is only one physical 

person, the alchemist. At this moment the spectator can see the cameras, and all the film making 

crew. The alchemist then instructs the group, the crew and the audience to leave the Holy 

Mountain and makes a memorable statement: “Real life awaits us!”  

 From the perspective of psychedelic psychiatry, The Holy Mountain illustrates 

beautifully the different stages of a psychedelic trip. Initially there is a phase of overwhelming 

imagery, content and thinking with confusion. Later a phase of group shared consciousness and 

brotherhood followed by an insightful and psychologically introspective journey to conclude 

with a return to the prosaic world. In the field of psychiatry, psychedelics now are being 

revisited. For instance, former American Psychiatric Association president, Paul Summergrad 

presented last year in Atlanta a symposium on psychedelics. Recent research shows that 

psychedelics can be very helpful in treating treatment resistant depression and cancer related 

existential anxiety. Nonetheless, we must keep in mind that psychedelics can be very strong and 

powerful. They take the individual to a different state of consciousness and perception of reality 

that can be life changing but not for everyone. Psychiatric research must either explore the idea 

of creating psychotropics from psychedelics that don’t involve altered states of consciousness, 

or start incorporating in their research protocols the subjective experiences that usually happen 

with the ingestion of psychedelic substances.  

Source of film images: IMD, cineaste, pinterest 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Free Text 

Does The Divine Have A Need? 
Simon Wein, M.D., Pain and Palliative Care Service, Davidoff Cancer Center, Petach Tikva, Israel 

 

Epigram: We must believe in free will, we have no choice.  

       Isaac Bashevis Singer 

Is God perfect?  

In the Hebrew Bible God is given anthropomorphic characteristics. Including attributes 

such as anger, pride, and flexibility. All this is surely to humour us earthlings because it does 

not tell us much about the essence of God. God being God cannot be judged by man as we 

learnt in Job 38:1-4: 

1 Then the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind, and said, 

2 Who is this that obscures my plans with words without knowledge? 

3 Brace yourself like a man; for I will demand of you, and answer you me. 

4 Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? Tell me, if you understand. 

 

In Exodus there was an intimate moment between Moses and God, where God seemed 

to let down his guard. Moses with chutzpa jumped at the opportunity to ask God to 'reveal His 

essence'. However God replied testily: "you cannot see my face, for man cannot see me and 

live" (33:20).  

This recalls a conversation recorded between Fernando and Drusus in the previous 

publication of TJHP (Spring 2016, pps. 30-34). In trying to discuss the metaphysical Other 

('something non-ontic, non perceivable and non-representable') Fernando and Drusus were 

unable to conclude anything. Which is logical of course. Humans can not know God. We cannot 

know His motives, or reasoning, or attributes of Justice or Mercy. We can really only talk about 

God in the negative – God is not this and is not that. We can deduce, induce and reduce. But we 

cannot know. We are like ants crawling over a newspaper trying to read. The human mind 

cannot grasp the Divine even when lubricated with alcohol, singing and other altered states of 

consciousness. 

Therefore from our perspective God is perfect. We cannot fault Him. We cannot 

anticipate Him. He has no needs, no desires, no wishes, no human foibles.  
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But hang on a moment. Then why did He create the Universe? Was something lacking 

in His life? Was Creation a need? A need implies a want or a lack. Is this, God forbid, an 

imperfection? To my mind this is the big theological question - for all other questions follow 

this one. 

In order to answer this we shall digress and ask:  

Q. What distinguishes Humans from all mineral, vegetable and animal forms of life?  

A. Consciousness and its necessary companion free will.  

There are two points to clarify. Some commentators do not think there is free will. They 

claim we are forced to act because of genetic traits, neurotransmitters and past experiences. 

According to these determinists our free will is an illusion. I disagree and for the purposes of 

this paper will assume the existence of free will.  

The second point concerns consciousness. I do not think that consciousness is the same 

in animals and humans - or God. Indeed, some argue that consciousness is a primal universal 

force like gravity waves or photons. It just expresses itself differently in different receptacles. 

The animal that hosts consciousness determines how consciousness will manifest. 

Consciousness in a mouse is as different from a dog and as from a human – but it is the same 

fundamental consciousness. At some point along the spectrum of consciousness free will arises. 

Free will is an expression indeed consequence of human consciousness.  

How do we know as an observer whether another life-form has free will? Does the 

migrating swift decide by free will when to migrate as the days shorten?  

Does God have free will? It seems as if He does when we listen to the anthropomorphic 

'conversations' between the prophets and God in the Hebrew bible. But can we be sure? 

In Genesis, life was created in stages similar to the presumed steps of evolution. From 

simpler to more complex, with Homo sapiens at the pinnacle, the piece d'resistance, so to speak. 

In the Creation chapters of Genesis each life-form was announced and created but only man was 

created with the epithet 'in the image of God'.  

It is important to note that any creation – be it a house, a painting, a book, a baby – has 

to carry something of the creator, by definition. Hence from rocks, to seas, to plants and 

animals, each has something of the Godly. 
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Homo sapiens share at least 99% of our genes with the chimpanzee, the next animal on 

the ladder of life. What difference is so significant that God would say to man 'in my image' but 

not to chimpanzees? 

And what characteristic of God can be deduced? 

I would argue that consciousness is mankind's unique distinguishing characteristic. 

Other animals have consciousness but ours is qualitatively different (#). Mankind's unique 

feature reflects God's unique epithet 'in my image'. Therefore we deduce God has some form of 

consciousness. 

Going back to the question – how do we know if someone is exercising free will? I 

cannot know with certainty that another person is exercising free will or at that moment acting 

through unconscious reflex. The only way to confirm a conscious decision based on free-will is 

to have a physical expression of that decision. That is, a 'decision' that only ever remains a 

thought cannot be said to be an expression of free will. (~) 

Therefore the biblical algorithm is as follows: Humans were made uniquely in the 

image of God; the unique characteristic of humans is consciousness; therefore Divine 

consciousness is found in the Human being; consciousness in certain configurations produces 

free will; in order to demonstrate the existence of free will one must act, create, do - otherwise 

free will remains an unborn evanescent thought.  

Thus God HAD TO express His 

free will by DOING something – if not 

there would be no evidence of free will - 

hence Genesis and the Creation. 

Consciousness then is a Divine force to 

be reckoned with. 
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* For the sake of convention and clarity I use the word 'God' interchangeably with 'The Divine' 

in this article.  

# I understand that some people argue that we 

cannot know that our consciousness is unique 

or superior to other animals – dolphins for 

example. This article emphatically rejects such 

a futile position. This is notwithstanding 

Douglas Adams' claim about dolphins in 'The 

Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy' 'trilogy' in 

five parts. Adams wrote: 'For instance, on the 

planet Earth, man had always assumed that he 

was more intelligent than dolphins because he 

had achieved so much—the wheel, New York, 

wars and so on—whilst all the dolphins had 

ever done was muck about in the water having a good time. But conversely, the dolphins had 

always believed that they were far more intelligent than man—for precisely the same reasons.' 

(~) I confess that this statement is an assumption however intuitively it seems to make sense to 

me. Nevertheless I am open to comments. 

Southern Hemisphere 
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