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By his analysis of the human significance of the temptations of Jesus in the desert, Dostoevsky presents an image of Jesus in `The Grand Inquisitor' that uncovers the sacred in the profane.


Contemporary scholarship on the gospels distinguishes between Christology from above and Christology from below.  Christology from above emphasizes the gospel of John and interprets Jesus as the Divine Word made flesh.  Jesus is fully conscious of his truly sacred nature as the Son of God and explicitly claims in the gospel that before Abraham came to, `I am," thereby identifying himself with the God who revealed the true name of God to Moses.  However, Christology from below emphasizes the gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke and how the humanity of Jesus is manifested in those gospels.  In this approach to Christ from below, the beginning point is the clear humanity of Jesus, and attributions to Jesus of the prediction of the details of his death and later resurrection are interpreted as not historical statements of Jesus.  They are preaching formulae of the early Church retrojected into the life of Jesus precisely in order to help believers correctly interpret the significance of his tragic death.  It is in the gospels of Matthew and Luke that the human, ordinary, profane Jesus is revealed through the temptations in the desert.   Rather than understanding the rejection by Jesus of the temptations in the desert as coming from the all-knowing Son of God which would be significant in a `Sacred' Christology from above, we may rightly follow Dostoevsky in grasping the responses of Jesus to the temptations as significant in a `Human or Profane' Christology from below.

In Christology from below, Jesus may seem to become too human, too profane, too ordinary.  Christians generally believe that Jesus was without sin because Jesus challenged his opponents to convict him of sin if they could (John 8:46).   The classic statement in the scriptures is found in the Epistle to the Hebrews which states that Jesus "in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin" (4:15).  Nevertheless, theologians distinguish between impeccantia, the fact that Jesus did not sin, and impeccabilitas, that Jesus was unable to sin.  Although Christology from above has concluded to the impeccability of Jesus,  Christology from below emphasizes the humanity of Jesus.  This latter approach concludes that Jesus had to have true freedom in his human will and options; otherwise he could not have been tested in every respect as humans are.  Furthermore, whereas Christology from above emphasizes the perfect, divine knowledge of Jesus, even concluding that Jesus knew that he was the Son of God, Christology from below emphasizes the imperfect, human knowledge of Jesus.  Jesus made a mistake about the identity of the high priest in the time of David because Jesus said it was Abiathar, but the high priest when David ate the holy bread which only the priests were supposed to eat was Ahimelech (Mark 2:26; 2 Chronicles 24:20-22).  Furthermore, Jesus admitted ignorance about the date of the Second Coming, saying, "But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father" (Mark 13:32).  If Jesus could be wrong about some things in past scripture and ignorant of the future of God's action in history, then Jesus certainly would be capable of growing in wisdom, as Luke's gospel declares of the young Jesus (Luke 2:52).  If Jesus had possessed in his human knowledge the perfect, divine knowledge of all past and future, then Jesus could not have been tested in every respect as humans are.  In Christology from below and in the existentialist understanding of freedom, Jesus can only have true human freedom if he is ignorant of the future.   Human freedom is more than freedom from internal or external constraints and determinisms from one's past; human freedom is also freedom for the future, the freedom to make the commitment of faith, hope, and love. (McBrien, 545-555)


First, in regard to faith, if one knows with perfect knowledge that God exists and the nature of God, then one doesn't need to make a commitment of faith in God.  One knows God with certitude.  If one knows with perfect knowledge what one is in one's true nature, then one doesn't have to have faith in oneself.  One knows oneself with certitude.  Second, in regard to hope, if one knows with perfect knowledge all the future effects of one's actions and even of God's actions in the future, then one doesn't need to make a commitment of hope in one's future or of trust in God.  One knows with certitude exactly what one's future will be.  Finally, in regard to love, if one knows with perfect knowledge exactly how other people will develop in the future, then one doesn't need to make a commitment of love to others that will help in their uncertain development.  One knows with certitude exactly what people are and will be; love is not needed to help effect their future.  Only manipulation of others would be needed to direct their future course of events if we could control their future with exact determining conditions.  But given the real uncertainty of people in their free development of their future, we do not even know that love will work automatically.  Even if love forgives them for their failures, we do not know that they will love in response. Love isn't love unless it is freely given and freely returned.  In summary, it is exactly human ignorance that enables human freedom to have openness to the future that can be profoundly affected by the commitment of faith, the commitment of hope and trust, and the commitment of love.  In Christology from below, the humanity of Jesus' knowledge and freedom enables him to be tested in every respect as all humans are.  We may turn to Dostoevsky's analysis of the three temptations of Jesus and find the profound significance of Jesus' free commitment of faith, his free commitment of hope, and his free commitment of love. 


After Ivan has had the Inquisitor arrest Jesus and begun his diatribe against Jesus, the Inquisitor comments that the "statement of those three questions was itself the miracle." (Dostoevsky, 261)

The phrasing of the three temptations unites "all the unsolved historical contradictions of human nature." (Dostoevsky, 261) The focus of the Inquisitor is definitely upon human freedom and how the three temptations disclose the fundamental options that every human being must face and which Jesus himself had to face.  "Didst Thou not often say then, 'I will make you free'?"  (Dostoevsky, 260)  Jesus has answered the temptations offering his own response as an image of true human fulfillment, but the Inquisitor and the Church have answered differently as a correction because of people's inability to respond as Jesus has.


The Inquisitor attacks Jesus verbally in the story of Dostoevsky, rightly accusing Jesus of having given truly human responses which exemplify how humans may reject the essential temptations every human must face and how humans may correctly seek the sacred in their following of the ideal human response, thereby finding the sacred in the profane, the holy in the natural.


(1) In the first temptation Jesus is asked to change stones into bread.  The meaning of the question for the Inquisitor is whether Jesus would go into the world, with the promise of freedom or the promise of bread for people.  If we assume that this fundamental option between freedom and bread reveals the very  dilemmas of human existence, we can say that freedom is a pervasive characteristic of all human consciousness.  First, in our conscience, our moral consciousness, we must decide what is morally good and morally evil.  Secondly, in our religious attitude, our worshipping consciousness, we must decide what is truly worthy of worship.  Finally, in our choices of actions, our conscious decisions, we either live out our moral and religious orientation or fail to live up to our self-chosen ideals.  The Inquisitor interprets humanity as having these three essential freedoms.  First, the Inquisitor sees humanity as desiring freedom of conscience but suffering in the freedom of choice in the knowledge of good and evil.  Secondly, the Inquisitor sees humanity as possessing the universal and everlasting craving of finding some one to worship but suffering in seeking to worship that which is beyond dispute of our freedom.  Finally, the Inquisitor sees humanity as having the responsibility to make practical decisions which live out their moral and religious values but suffering because humanity is weak, vicious, worthless and rebellious.


The choice of earthly bread rather than of heavenly bread by Jesus would have been a choice of that which would have taken away human freedom in morality, worship, and action.  Earthly bread, then, is a symbol of that which negates human freedom and responsibility.  By rejecting bread and by embracing humanity's freedom in morality and worship and action, the Inquisitor says, "Thou didst desire man's free love, that he should follow Thee freely, enticed and taken captive by Thee.  In place of the rigid ancient law, man must hereafter with free heart decide for himself what is good and what is evil, having only Thy image before him as his guide."  (Dostoevsky, 264)  But, "instead of giving a firm foundation to freedom, setting the conscience of man at rest for ever; Thou didst choose what was utterly beyond the strength of men, acting as though Thou didst not love them at all...."  (Dostoevsky, 264)   In contrast, in "[c]hoosing `bread,'" the Inquisitor says to Jesus, "Thou wouldst have satisfied the universal and everlasting craving of humanity--to find some one to worship . . . . to worship what is established beyond dispute, so that all men would agree at once to worship it."  It is not worship of something truly worthy of worship that Dostoevsky is condemning, but worship of something which takes away human freedom, worship of something which deadens freedom and takes away all its anxieties.  If Jesus had given people bread, that is, if Jesus had fulfilled their fundamental needs, then people would have worshipped Jesus.  People need something more than life; they need something to live for.  But Jesus forgot that humanity "prefers peace, and even death, to freedom of choice in the knowledge of good and evil. . . ." (Dostoevsky, 264)


The Inquisitor says that Jesus rejected earthly bread for the sake of freedom and the bread of heaven.  The Inquisitor wants people to give over their freedom to the fulfillment of their needs, but the response of Jesus indicates that people live fully as human beings when they live beyond their needs and for the sake of freedom.  People need knowledge of good and evil, but humans must freely, responsibly choose this knowledge if we are to remain faithful to the existential nature of our being.  People need some one truly worthy of worship, that voluntary commitment of heart and mind that integrates all of a person's other voluntary commitments, but this total commitment of heart and mind must be given freely, responsibly chosen by humans if we are to remain faithful to the existential nature of our being.   Finally people need to make decisions that enact their moral and religious commitments, but these decisions must be made freely, responsibly chosen by humans if we are to remain faithful to the existential nature of our being.


(2) In the second temptation, the devil sets Jesus on the pinnacle of the temple and said, " if Thou wouldst know whether Thou art the Son of God then cast Thyself down, for it is written: the angels shall hold him up lest he fall and bruise himself, and Thou shalt know then whether Thou art the Son of God and shalt prove then how great is Thy faith in Thy Father" (Dostoevsky, 164-165). In an existentialist understanding of human freedom, humanity faces an uncertain future.  The human person may choose to hope that freely given faith in and action towards one's future will be responded to freely whether by other humans or by God.  There are two ways of failing to respond with the virtue of hope.  One may despair of one's future, failing to hope and trust in the response of others to one's free action, or one may be presumptuous, showing excessive trust in one's free action as determining and necessitating the forced response of others.  The Inquisitor interprets this temptation to mean that Jesus rejected being presumptuous, that He rejected tempting God by refusing to throw himself down from the pinnacle of the temple.  In an individual of great abilities, the more natural temptation against hope is not despair.  Despair is a temptation that comes to an individual when the weaknesses of the individual are becoming overwhelming.  Of course, such a temptation may be said to come to Jesus when He is crucified.  On the cross, Jesus cries out, "My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me? (Matthew 27:46)  But at the beginning of his public life, Jesus does not experience such abandonment.  He is challenged by the tempter to presume what God's response will be.  Of course, this challenge cannot be a temptation if Jesus knows with certitude how God will respond.  Nor can Jesus be tempted to despair on the cross if He knows with certitude how God will respond.  Jesus faces the challenge of hope versus presumption and despair precisely because he is human and therefore open to an unknown future.  


The Inquisitor says that Jesus rejected relying upon such a miracle to establish himself in his identity as the Son of God.  The human meaning of Jesus' response is that Jesus should not have presumed his identity before God.  Neither casting himself down from the temple nor giving up trust in God on the cross, Jesus rejects presumption and despair.  There is no gimmick, no miracle that assures our human future, and Jesus has rejected relying upon a miracle to save him from a foolish leap from the temple.  However, the Inquisitor argues that Jesus, in rejecting a miracle, has rejected God for humanity because humanity is all too willing to grasp after miracles to find God.  People want miracles to take away the mystery of our future, for, as the Inquisitor says, "man seeks not so much God as the miraculous.  And as man cannot bear to be without the miraculous, he will create new miracles of his own for himself, and will worship deeds of sorcery and witchcraft...." (Dostoevsky, 265).  Of course, the Church of the Inquisitor has been all too ready to certify miracles and to remove the mystery of humanity's future, letting humans abandon their freedom by presuming to rely upon the gimmick of the Church with its sorcery and witchcraft.  However, the response of Jesus indicates that people live fully as human beings when they choose their future with freely given hope and trust, not based on the guarantee of the miraculous.  For, as the Inquisitor points out to Jesus, "Thou didst not come down from the Cross when they shouted to Thee, mocking and reviling Thee, `Come down from the cross and we will believe that Thou art He.'  Thou wouldst not enslave man by a miracle, and craved faith given freely, not based on a miracle" (Dostoevsky, 265).

 
(3)  In the third temptation, the devil offers Jesus all the kingdoms of the earth if he will bow down and worship the devil.  The Inquisitor says that Jesus wrongly rejected the mantle of authority over humanity when he rejected the devil's offer of all the kingdoms of the earth.  Jesus could have established universal peace through the sword and power of Caesar.  The Roman Catholic Church and the Inquisitor have taken the challenge and accepted the power of Rome and the sword of Caesar.  Through power over people and nations the Inquisitor and his kind will establish universal justice, thereby accomplishing the universal happiness of humanity.

The Inquisitor sees this temptation not as something that only great leaders like Ghengis-Khans experience but as a craving for universal unity that all human beings suffer.  The Inquisitor addresses Jesus, "Hadst Thou accepted that last counsel of the mighty spirit, Thou wouldst have accomplished all that man seeks on earth--that is, some one to worship, someone to keep his conscience, and some means of uniting all in one unanimous and harmonious ant-heap, for the craving for universal unity is the third and last anguish of men." (Dostoevsky, 267)


The temptation that Jesus suffers here, then, is not a temptation that Jesus experiences because he is a great human being like Gengis-Khans and Alexander the Great who would especially feel the temptation to gain power over all humanity.  Rather all human beings long for this unity with all of humanity.  The question is whether this unity will be imposed upon humans by a great power that takes away their freedom, reducing all humanity to the unconscious harmony of an ant-heap, or this unity will be through their own freely given commitment.  The temptation that the Inquisitor has identified can also occur in one to one relationships between humans.  Will one person force the other, dominate the other, and lord it over the other, thereby taking away the freedom of the other; or will they offer their love freely to each other, thereby enhancing the freedom and consciousness of each other in their dignity as human beings?  It is the very uncertainty of the future nature of the free relationship of love that evokes this universal temptation in personal relationships.  It is also the very insecurity of the future nature of the free relationship amongst nations that can lead nations into the destructive cycle of an arms race and actual combat.  Humans seek unity and peace whether in their personal relationships or amongst nations.  The temptation Jesus faces is whether he will seek this unity and peace through force or through freely given love.  The refusal of Jesus to use force indicates that people live fully as human beings when they seek peace and unity through love, not through domination.


Of course, the figure of the Grand Inquisitor is for Dostoevsky an image of the corrupt Western Church ruling humanity through miracle, mystery, and authority.  Miracle, mystery, and authority effectively take away human freedom.  First, miracle reduces the free response of faith to a magical reliance upon such miracles as turning stones into bread, satisfying human need.  But the virtue of faith challenges humanity to believe in God as it believes in its own freedom.  Second, officially proclaimed mystery which predicts the future with certitude reduces the free response of hope into the presumptuous gimmickry of the miraculous future. But the virtue of hope challenges humanity to trust in God as it trusts in its own freedom.  Third, the power of force as an authority over human nations reduces the free response of love to a compulsion that forces humans to unify.  But the virtue of charity invites them to love God freely as they love each other freely.


In my Existentialist reading of the story, which figure, the Inquisitor or Jesus, has correctly found the authentic sacred in the profane, the true holy in the natural freedom of humanity, fully challenged and authentically responding?  Is humanity "weaker and baser by nature [that is, profane] than You [Jesus] believed him to be[?]  Can he, can he do what You [Jesus] did?" (Dostoevsky, 265) Or is Jesus correct in finding the sacred in the profane of the response of freely given human love that goes beyond miracle, mystery and authority?  Dostoevsky finds the sacred in the profane. As Father Zossima explains:  "One who does not believe in God will not believe in God's people.  He who believes in God's people will see His Holiness too, even though he had not believed in it till then.  Only the people and their future spiritual power will convert our atheists, who have torn themselves away from their native soil." (Dostoevsky, 306)
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