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Chapter One from Revelations of the Aramaic Jesus by Neil Douglas-Klotz
1. See, for instance, the website of the Israelite Samaritan Information Service: www.israelite-samaritans.com.
2. Check online for the history of these various empires, which is outside the scope of this book.

image1.png
CHAPTER ONE

Frequently Asked
Questions

Why Aramaic? I thought Jesus spoke Hebrew or Greek.

Some form of Aramaic was the most spoken language in the whole area of the world
formerly called the Middle East (now usually Southwest Asia). This was the case from
several hundred years before the time of Jesus.

Ancient Hebrew, the Hebrew spoken by Abraham—or at least by the time of someone
like Moses, David, and Solomon—had mostly died out. The ancient Hebrew-speaking
peoples in what the Bible calls the Northern and Southern Kingdoms (making up parts of
present day Judea, Samaria, Gaza, the Golan Heights, the West Bank, and Syria)
experienced various invasions, first by the Assyrians and then by the Babylonians, between
the 8 and 6 centuries BCE. As was the imperial habit of conquering powers at the time,
the invaders exported the rulers and members of the elite classes back to the invading
country and largely left the peasants on the land.

Some of those left behind (for instance, those called the Samaritans in the Gospels),

continued their own way of speaking the ancient Hebraic language and do so to this day.l
When the Persians defeated the Babylonians in the late 6th century BCE, they allowed the

elite classes from Judea to return from captivity to their native land.2 When they returned
these people already spoke Aramaic, a language very similar to ancient Hebrew, utilizing
the same alphabet (the same letters, if not always the same way of writing them).

Ancient Aramaic was originally the language of old Assyria (an area including parts of
present-day Turkey, Syria, and Iraq), but it also became the lingua franca of the ancient
Babylonian empire and of this whole region.z Jesus interacted with very few people who
spoke Greek, the exception being the few elites who were collaborating with the Romans,
the new empire in charge by that time. Most of Jesus's listeners were poor and native
Aramaic speakers. They would have understood very little Greek and less Latin. All of
Jesus's teachings had to be presented in Aramaic, because his listeners simply would not
have understood him otherwise. Also, as we'll see, he uses many figures of speech that are
uniquely Semitic.

Why consider Jesus's sayings in this language, much less
use them in prayer or meditation?

Language determines our way of viewing the world. Different languages have different
words for the same thing, but also unique words that cannot be directly translated into
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another language. In ancient languages, many of these unique expressions were about the
way people perceived their relationships to nature, other human beings, and Reality itself
(a reality often translated “God”).

Aramaic offers a way of looking at life as an interrelated whole, not simply at spiritual
or religious ideas. As mentioned, things we perceive and think about as opposites, like light
and dark, good and evil, or even maleness and femaleness, are differentiated but not
separate from each other in ancient Semitic languages. I will be making this point
repeatedly, since it's a key to understanding Yeshua. Like the ancient Chinese concept of
yin and yang, opposites like those above are connected, embedded within a larger field that
contains both, rather than being divided from one another as separate “things.”

Just as we see day and night gradually change into one another in nature, all seeming
opposites are really connected polarities when viewed through ancient Semitic languages
—Ilike our planet's north and south magnetic poles. Although we can distinguish them to
speak about them, they are always in relationship with each other and, from the point of
view of a greater reality (in the case of the magnetic poles, their shared magnetic field),
unified and interdependent.

In addition, as we shall see, ancient Semitic languages have a very different way of
looking at time than the one we presently use. Where we in modern society perceive time
as separate points on a line designating past, present, and future, Aramaic links past-
present-future together. In this view, they all move in concert in the same greater reality of
the “field” called Alaha. While Alaha is usually translated as God, the word derives from
Semitic roots meaning both “yes” and “no”: it relates being and nothingness as part of a
greater unity.

Finally, Aramaic perceives entirely differently what we call mind, body, soul, spirit, and
emotions. For instance, it doesn't even have a word for a living “body.” For the past several
hundred years, Western culture has used the above words to construct a way of looking at
human life in which all these ways of experiencing life are separate. Hence, we need to
speak of “mind— body approaches” when referencing alternative medicines or somatic
psychologies. A native speaker of ancient Aramaic would describe such healing differently,
using words that assumed the interconnection of what we call today the inner and outer
worlds.

The ancient Semitic languages, in their vocabulary, tend to distrust outer appearances
and prefer to deal with sound rather than sight. These languages focus on what vibrates or
radiates from within our “flesh” (Hebrew, basra, Aramaic, besra), rather than on the outer

form of “bodies .”f For instance, to determine whether a string is “in tune,” we listen for the
sound it makes, not how it appears. Likewise from this view, the forms we perceive are not
empty shells filled with “spirit,” but are themselves capable of resonating with and
conveying the divine breath-spirit, ruha. Whether a living being is “ripe” or not depends on
how it acts, not on how it looks.

In ancient Southwest Asia, people perceived each other as vibrating with a particular
atmosphere or sound, their shem in Aramaic or Hebrew. This sound was associated with
their “name,” another translation of the word. It was as though human beings were
condensed sound rather than mere outer appearances. The easiest way to connect with the
shem of a prophet was to breathe as they were breathing, to get into rhythm with them, to
walk in their footsteps, or to intone sound as they were intoning it.

Following this method, praying or meditating using Aramaic allows us to connect
directly to Yeshua through his sound to his vibration, rhythm, and atmosphere. Yeshua's
shem is still resonating now, in any moment when we feel his presence.
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But weren't all the original Gospels written in Greek? Are
you translating backwards from Greek to Aramaic? If not,
what manuscript are you using?

Over many years, academic and religious scholars have proposed various theories about

how Jesus's words went from his mouth to written pages or scrolls.’ None of these are
more than theories, based on scholars' reading of various texts, on their analysis of the
dating of various manuscripts, or on the social and archaeological data available. No theory
has proven conclusive, and scholars continue to argue to the present day about the

“transmission history” of the various Gospels o

Aramaic Christian scholars offer evidence that the earliest Greek versions of the four
Gospels contain various Aramaic words and idioms transcribed into Greek letters (“eth-
phatah” is one such example we'll see). The earliest Aramaic versions contain no such
Greek expressions. They conclude that some Aramaic version of the four Gospels must
pre-date any Greek one.

Having said all this, the earliest copy of the whole Greek New Testament in existence,
dating from about the third century CE, is about a hundred years older than the earliest
Aramaic one. Dating of individual Gospels is disputed according to the theories mentioned
above.

Aramaic Christian scholars counter the dating argument by saying that in their tradition,
people did not keep copies of old manuscripts. Rather, they recopied them before they

became tattered, then ritually burned the old ones.’

Aramaic Christians of all branches today use the version called the Peshitta, meaning
“simple” or “straight.” It is in an Aramaic dialect called Syriac; however, all the major
words that Jesus must have used are the same in his earlier first-century CE Palestinian
Aramaic. Somewhat earlier than the Peshitta is the Old Syriac version, the oldest copy of
which was found in the Egyptian Sinai region in St. Catherine's Monastery. Again, the
main words Jesus must have used are the same in it. I use the Peshitta for my translations
of Yeshua's sayings and stories and occasionally refer to the Old Syriac version.

How can one Aramaic word have so many different
meanings? Isn't there a simple, “literal” translation you can
give?

In ancient times, people knew everything by its context. They heard practical things in a
practical way. They heard the words of a prophet or shaman on many possible levels if they
had “ears to hear.” Like other early languages, the ancient Semitic stream suited itself to
this multi-levelled understanding. Semitic languages a employ a root-and-pattern system in
which individual letters and sounds each have meaning and then combine with one another
to create new meanings. It would be as though the letters themselves married and
intermarried, creating new unions and even new offspring. Hence one looks up a word in
an Aramaic dictionary by its roots rather than in alphabetical order as is done in Western
languages.

Most ancient languages seem to have evolved in a similar way. Language arises from
individual sounds—breaths that are made audible. These breath-sounds express a
relationship with what appears to a person, or with something with which one feels
connected (for instance, an idea). Any word originally expressed a relationship between
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what we now call inner and outer experiences. The split between the two happens
gradually and is finally formulated as a theory by Descartes, who proposes a separation
between “mind” and “matter.” This theory is breaking down under the influence of, among
other things, quantum physics. Throughout the book I will point out the vast difference
between our way of perceiving reality and that of ancient peoples for hundreds of
thousands of years.

In ancient Semitic languages, the original root was each individual letter-sound. People
felt each letter as a living energy or being through which the Holy One—Reality itself—
speaks creation into existence. In Hebrew, this is the story that the first chapter of Genesis
relates. Each time you read “and God said,” the various Hebrew words usually translated
“said” express an activity like engraving, radiating, bundling into light particles, or
carving. This is not “mysticism.” It's just the way that ancient Semitic peoples experienced
their world.

Much later, Semitic grammar developed, and grammarians began to limit the basic root
of meaning into set combinations of two or three letters. The ancient Semitic way was freer
and more open; individual letters combined and recombined like notes in a jazz suite. From
this creative process arises the multi-levelled translation and rendering of sacred texts

called midrash in the early Jewish tradition, and ta'wil in the Islamic one 8

Remember that language itself always precedes grammar—the “rules of the road” that
develop for various reasons. These reasons included limiting the meaning of a text to
support institutional, political, or religious agendas. The reasons also reflect an evolution of
consciousness throughout the history of humanity. We experience the same developmental
process as children: first breathing, then sounds, then words and speaking, then later
writing and grammar. The childhood of humanity goes through the same development,
individuating itself from what it perceives around it using sounds and words to create a
relationship with it.

I have heard people say, “Oh well, words meant something different then.” Statements
like this miss the point. Reality was perceived and experienced differently in Yeshua's time,
so people treated its appearances— nature, each other, the entire world — differently.

As the wisdom of Yeshua came to be institutionalized and interpreted in the West, much
of its inner dimension was lost—and yet not lost. This missing inner dimension is hiding in
plain sight when viewed through his original language and its ancient way of knowing. His
words and actions reveal a new dimension of what it means to be human, both in his time
and in ours. As we'll see, the Aramaic language of Yeshua's time was perfectly suited to
help him deliver this message.

You mentioned the name Alaha. What did Jesus mean when
he talked about “God”? Was it a personal God or an
impersonal one?

Answering this question requires that we look more closely at the way people at the time of
Yeshua perceived the divine as well as the individual human person. The ancient Semitic
languages reveal the following map by which people navigated the world:

¢ We have a personal breath and self, a “small self,” called naphsha (nephesh in
Biblical Hebrew, nafs in Qur'anic Arabic). This allows us to say “I” within ourselves.
The sound of the roots of these words—NPh (or NF)—resonates in the head area of
one's body awareness with the feeling of a held breath. This breath is held in our flesh
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and form for however many years we exist here on earth.? The sounds also invoke the
individualizing capacity of human consciousness that enters at a certain stage of
humanity's evolution. As the Hebrew scholar André LaCocque put it, it is not so much
that we possess a nephesh-self inside us as that we are one when we perceive life

from an individual viewpoint 10 we experience our naphsha existing within space and
time, the world of all the polar opposites I mentioned above.

o The force behind the naphsha, and the ultimate source of its “I-ness,” is the ruha
(ruach in Biblical Hebrew, ruh in Qur'anic Arabic)—a breath flowing freely, always
connected with the source of reality, Alaha (Elohim in Biblical Hebrew, Allah in

Arabic).!! This breath continues without interruption beyond time and space,
including when we are asleep. The sounds of RU (“roo”) are open, felt in the chest
and belly, without any sharp border. Here, for the sake of clarity, I call it soul to

distinguish (but not separate) it from the self, the naphsha 2

The two breaths or selves may seem paradoxical, even irreconcilable, yet the ancient
Semitic peoples really saw them as looking through two eyes upon the world. With only
one eye we get a limited, two-dimensional view. With two eyes, we have a three-
dimensional view. When we reconcile them, it's as though we have access to all
dimensions.

Ultimately, we discover that these are not two breaths, but one. Not two separate selves,
only one. The naphsha experiences life, offers the fruits of its purpose, and returns breath
to its source in ruha. According to Yeshua, this can either happen while we are still
enfleshed, in time and space, or it will happen once the ruha travels further, beyond this
time and space.

‘What can bridge the gap between the two? In reality, there is no gap, but again a shared
field that connects the two polarities. In the Semitic language traditions, this shared field is
created by our awareness of leba, usually translated “heart.” The heart embraces both
naphsha and ruha through its ability to both feel and know. The ancients in Southwest Asia
felt the heart's activity not only in the beating pulse felt within their flesh, but also in what
centered their lives in passion, love, purpose, willpower, and the ability to face challenges.
Our heart's activity balances the inner and outer worlds. Even up until the Middle Ages,
words like the French courage as well as the Old English heorte still included the outer and
inner meanings of heart as both substance as well as our feeling and purposeful activity.

In various translations of the Bible, both naphsha and ruha are inconsistently rendered
as “self,” “soul” “life” or “breath.” This has created enormous confusion. I will have more
to say about the naphsha-ruha dynamic as we move into Yeshua's sayings and stories.

Ultimate Reality itself, which Yeshua calls Alaha, is beyond these seeming opposites or
polarities and embraces all of our human conceptions about them. It enfolds (and
generates) our current sense perceptions as well as all our ideas of the personal and the
impersonal. Names for “God” or “Goddess” in ancient Semitic languages are really more
verbs and activities than nouns, objects, or separate persons. This led the late contemporary

Jewish Rabbi David Cooper to entitle one of his books God Is a Verb B

If we contrast this ancient view with a current one that human consciousness is
somehow generated by the brain, we can see that our usual perception of our personhood
differs greatly from that at the time of Jesus.

At Yeshua's time, human beings felt themselves less “individual,” less separate —from
both nature and other humans—than we do today. They also felt themselves interconnected
with unseen worlds full of other beings, including those that the Bible calls angels and
demons. We can hear this profound interconnection or inter-being in many Aramaic words.
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For instance, Aramaic has one preposition (the prefix b-) that means both “within” and
“among”; it includes both what we now call our inner self and our outer world.

Our individuality has evolved rapidly over the past 500 to 600 years. As we become
increasingly individualized in our consciousness, our separate self feels ever more separate.
During the same span of time our feeling of connection with others gradually withers.
Village life, knowing your neighbors, and a sense of community become endangered
species. About a hundred years ago, Western psychology emerges to try to help heal the
growing feeling of dislocation in modern life. At the other extreme, the philosophy of
existentialism develops, counselling us to resign ourselves to living with a profound sense
of alienation and isolation.

Our feeling of being embedded in nature, common in ancient times, also slowly erodes.
Most people in the so-called modern world tend to view nature as an object separate from
themselves and increasing as a commodity to be used. The tripod of most ancient life —the
link between humanity, nature, and the divine—no longer supports us.

It's clear from an Aramaic view of Yeshua's words that while he still felt this intimate
relationship with a living creation and its origin, he also saw the direction in which human
consciousness was heading.

If all was connected, how and why did Jesus pray?

Prayer also tracks the evolution of human consciousness described above. Just as Western
philosophy and science increasingly (but unconvincingly) viewed mind as separate from
matter and limited to the human brain, so prayer increasingly becomes private, ritualized,
and formulaic. Our inner prayer life then becomes something that usually has little effect
on our outer daily lives, and of which we have few expectations other than self-soothing.
This is why prayer and devotion are today ignored by increasing numbers of people who
consider organized religion either a problem or at best irrelevant to their lives.

By contrast, Aramaic does not have separate words for prayer and what we today call
meditation or contemplation. The word for “prayer” in Aramaic is shaluta, based on the
Semitic language root ShLT. Similar to the Hebrew shalu and the Arabic salle, it points to a
clearing or hollowing out of the naphsha. The roots show the image of a space shielded
from above by a protective covering. In this view, prayer allows us to create space within
to receive from Alaha; it also protects us from the uncompromising incomprehensibility of
that Reality by providing metaphors that shield us from its rays. The latter meaning
probably derives from a nomadic understanding that the sun can both heal and kill. In this
ancient nomadic view, we hollow ourselves out through prayer and can witness Reality
itself through each appearance of life around us.

Depending on who composes them and for what purpose, some modern religious
prayers may leave toxic residue or side effects. For instance, they may ask us to surrender
passively to another person or institution. These toxic examples should not rule out the
importance of prayer and devotional feeling. Words can be infused with soul, or they can
be lifeless imitations of some earlier expression of wisdom, a reenactment devoid of living
inspiration. Likewise, silent prayer and meditation can be infused with life energy or they
can be merely lifeless passivity producing lethargy (including moral lethargy).

On the other hand, viewed in Aramaic Yeshua's way of prayer is like natural, “time-
release” medicine: it treats us as we are, but leaves no trace of itself behind. It wants to
bring us to wholeness and health, returning our naphsha-self to the remembrance of ruha-
soul.
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Jesus offers several prayers using words. However, we cannot possibly imagine that,
when the Gospels report that he went up into the Eremos Heights above the Sea of Galilee
to “pray all night,” he was constantly saying words to himself. Most of his time was likely
spent in silence.

In fact, when Yeshua's disciples ask him, “How should we pray?” he responds in a few
cases saying “shelu b'shemy,” usually translated “pray or ask in my name.” As you might
now guess, the word b'shemy can mean “with or within my light, sound, name, and
vibration.” Yeshua is not simply asking his students to say “in Jesus's name” when they
pray (although there is nothing wrong with this). He is recommending that they open
themselves to Alaha as though Yeshua himself was within them, and they within him,
when they do so. We will see how he repeatedly emphasizes this mode of prayer
throughout the Gospels.

Another way of prayer that developed in ancient Southwest Asia involves the use of
slow, thythmic movements, keyed to various times of the day, during which one limits
one's focus to Reality itself. For instance, one begins standing, then bowing and bending
over with hands on knees, and finally placing forehead on the earth so that one's heart is
above one's head. Then one rests in this position briefly, releasing into an awareness of
one's origin in the unseen world, before standing again and either doing another cycle or
going about one's day. Facing in a particular direction may also reinforce the feeling of
turning the naphsha toward one's ruha.

These simple movements symbolically track the passing of the sun through the sky each
day as it rises, comes to a high point, then sets, as light transforms into darkness and back.
In short, one remembers that just as the day is passing, just as the year is passing, I am also
passing. My time here is limited, but my soul's life came from before and will continue
after.

The Psalms mention at least seven times of bowing and prostration each day. Some
Aramaic Christians today still use five. The Christian monastic schedule of prayer (Matins,
Lauds, Vespers, and so forth) tracks the same changes in light and darkness. Those
following Prophet Muhammad continued the same times and more or less the same
movements as those of the ancient Aramaic Christians. This ritual is not about bowing
down to someone or something outside us. Rather, the intention of this contemplation with
movement is to bring a person (or group) to the present moment, feeling the whole of the
naphsha-self connected through the heart to the one's ruha-soul and so to Reality itself.

One can do such a sequence of movements together with the lines of the Aramaic prayer
of Jesus, as I detail in Appendix A.

Are the contemplations you include in the book modern
innovations?

Yes, to some degree they are, in that they aim to help one recover an awareness that is still
deep within us, but which the intervening centuries have veiled.

All of the world's prayer and meditation practices use the same “human resources”:
awareness of our breathing, of sound vibration, and of the perception of our bodies in
motion or at rest (as it's now called, our “body awareness™). All these are activated by
devotional, heart-centered feeling. Viewed in the light of the eons of time that precede the
development of what we call organized religion, the varying world spiritual traditions
differentiate themselves according to at least two factors: first, humanity's relationship to
the shem or atmosphere of differing ecosystems; and second, the inspired abilities of
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individuals who penetrate to a depth of life beyond or behind the senses. Such individuals
go by various names: shaman, prophet, messenger, or simply “wise one.”

The practices offered in this book are what they claim to be, practices. We practice
different ways to awaken to a deeper awareness of our humanity and a larger awareness of
the source of reality to which Yeshua's words point. This practicing intends to influence
how we live our lives, not to provide stress management or a moral sedative. Yeshua did
not intend his teachings to be conceptual, that is, a set of ideas one must subscribe to in
order to establish “right belief.” I share the contemplations offered only as possible
doorways to such awakenings.

As mentioned, the awareness of one's heart—leba in Aramaic—is the key, as it is in all
ancient Southwest Asian nomadic traditions. The heart stands between, as it were, naphsha
and ruha, self and soul. The knowing-feeling heart can turn in either direction, so clearing
the heart's lens of unhelpful veils or impressions becomes the first step toward accessing
the soul's guidance and light (the Aramaic word nuhra) on a more regular basis.

You can find resources online!* that offer the approximate sounds of various Aramaic
words given here, but don't become too fixated on a “correct” pronunciation. Even today's
Aramaic Christians of different denominations pronounce the same words differently. What
I give on my own website is my best approximation of the way that Yeshua probably
pronounced the words, based on an understanding of how ancient Semitic languages
developed.

Jesus repeatedly advises his students that their own heart intention and connection to and
through him is more important than the outer form. Likewise, please consider the book's
contemplations as an invitation to have your own opening to the Reality to which Jesus's
words point.

Did Yeshua really exist? What about the “historical Jesus”
research?

The so-called historical Jesus scholars base most of their theories on tabulating the
frequency of sayings in the various texts we have. They assume that the more times a
saying is repeated, the more likely that Jesus actually said it. This assumption, the doctrine
of “multiple attestation,” became almost an article of faith for a while among certain
scholars, who embarked on the search for the “real Jesus” through an ever-decreasing
selection of his sayings and stories.

Even from the standpoint of common sense today, it is easy to see why a prophet or
teacher might offer one message to one group, then change it slightly or entirely for
another group. From the viewpoint of ancient oral cultures, still steeped in the
remembrance of the impermanence of nomadic life, this seems even more obvious.

Another assumption of “historical Jesus” scholars is that “Jewish” and “Christian”
communities separated very early after the time of Jesus. This turns out to be an illusion.

Most scholars now admit that the word translated Jew in the New Testament Greek of
the Gospels is a mistranslation of the word loudaios meaning Judean, a person residing in
a geographical area rather than a member of a specific religion or ethnic group. The same is
also clear from the Aramaic version. This tragic mistranslation helps to put in perspective
1500 years of blaming and justifying the persecution of all Jewish people (however
identified) for the crucifixion of Jesus.

The Jewish scholar Daniel Boyarin proposes, based on overwhelming evidence, that
what we presently call “Judaism” and “Christianity” both emerged from a mingled “hybrid
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identity” that only slowly divided, a process that lasted up until the time of Constantine in
the 4th century CE B

‘What we currently call the Jewish religion did not begin to evolve into its modern form
until after the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple by the Romans, in about 70 CE. Early
rabbis like Rabbi Akiva revived and reformulated the ancient Hebrew scriptural tradition
into one that could survive without a central shrine. All of this occurred a generation or
more after the time of Jesus himself. What we find at the time of Yeshua are multiple,
competing forms of late Hebrew religion or spirituality. Various contenders believed
themselves to be the real inheritors of the traditions of Moses and the Biblical prophets,
and some groups even contested the status of the ancient Judean kings like David and
Solomon.

Placing Yeshua in such a diverse, hybrid context again argues for reviewing his sayings
and actions from within a Semitic cosmology and psychology, themselves rooted in the
language he spoke.

Some people have proposed that the sayings and acts attributed to Jesus in the Gospels
were put together by a committee or channeled by later followers who then assigned these
channelings to a fictional individual. This, as is evident from what I have presented so far,
is clearly not my point of view. Some flesh and blood person existed, one who had a
connection with the unseen worlds of Alaha's reality and then made that connection
available to others over the centuries.

Such connections are not exclusive to Yeshua's way; they are part of our human heritage.
Yet as I hope to show, Yeshua's shem—the atmosphere, light, and resonance he offered —
was, in fact, unique. It also opened a door for others to, as he said, “do the works that I
have done, and greater.” (John 14:12)




