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Oriental Christianity 

October 2014 
Presented by Dr. Lynn C Bauman 

 
Recommended Resources: 

Mid Eastern View: 
The Luminous Gospels: Thomas, Mary Magdalene, and Philip, Lynn C. Bauman, Cynthia Bourgeault, 
Ward Bauman  
Gospel of Thomas, available on line:  http://gnosis.org/naghamm/gosthom.html 
Gospel of Mary, available on line:  http://gnosis.org/library/marygosp.htm 
Gospel of Philip, available on line: http://gnosis.org/naghamm/gop.html 
“Hymn of the Pearl”, available on line:  http://gnosis.org/library/hymnpearl.htm  and 
http://www.mountainman.com.au/essenes/Hymn%20of%20the%20Pearl.htm 
“Odes of Solomon”   http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/odessolomon.html 
“The Book of Theophanies” ibn al-arabi, available on-line:   
http://www.mysticsaint.info/2010/09/book-of-theophanies-ibn-al-arabi.html 
http://www.australiansuficentre.org/sufi_teachings_book_theophanies.htm 
Zealot: The Life and Times of Jesus of Nazareth, Reza Aslan 

Jesus and Buddhism: 
Going Home: Jesus and Buddha as Brothers, Thich Nhat Hanh 
Jesus and Buddha, The Parallel Sayings, Marcus Borg (editor), Jack Kornfield, Introduction 
Living Buddha, Living Christ, Thich Nhat Hanh and Elaine Pagels 
The Zen Teachings of Jesus, Kenneth Leong 

Jesus and Taoism: 
The Jesus Sutras: Rediscovering the Lost Scrolls of Taoist Christianity, Martin Palmer 
The Lost Sutras of Jesus: Unlocking the Ancient Wisdom of the Xian Monks, Thomas Moore and Ray 
Riegert, editors  
Tao Te Ching 

Jesus and Eastern Traditions: 
Jesus, Buddha, Krishna, and Lao Tzu: The Parallel Sayings, Richard Hooper   
 

This is a crash course in Christopher Columbus.  We say that he discovered a whole new world, creating 
a whole new map.  After a decade or more in the Middle East, on-going scholarship has evolved an 
awareness of Christians previously unknown from a Western perspective.  We are generally swallowed 
up in the Western tradition and yet the tradition includes Syrian-Christians, Coptic Christians, and so 
forth.  This is a whole new world, the generally undiscovered and unknown arm of Christianity, Oriental 
Christianity.   

This stream is rich and has much to offer, deepening our faith journey and understanding of Christianity 
in a deeper way.  Christianity exists all over the Orient – Syria, Persia (Iran), Coptic (Egypt), Asia (India, 
China).  We are going to be looking at the distinction between Occidental and Oriental Christianity.   

 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Lynn+C.+Bauman&search-alias=books&text=Lynn+C.+Bauman&sort=relevancerank
http://gnosis.org/naghamm/gosthom.html
http://gnosis.org/library/marygosp.htm
http://gnosis.org/naghamm/gop.html
http://gnosis.org/library/hymnpearl.htm
http://www.mountainman.com.au/essenes/Hymn%20of%20the%20Pearl.htm
http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/odessolomon.html
http://www.mysticsaint.info/2010/09/book-of-theophanies-ibn-al-arabi.html
http://www.australiansuficentre.org/sufi_teachings_book_theophanies.htm
http://www.amazon.com/Reza-Aslan/e/B001JONKIK/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1
http://www.amazon.com/Going-Home-Jesus-Buddha-Brothers/dp/1573228303/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1386131200&sr=1-1&keywords=jesus+and+buddha+as+brothers
http://www.amazon.com/Thich-Nhat-Hanh/e/B000AP5YRY/ref=sr_ntt_srch_lnk_1?qid=1386131199&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Thich-Nhat-Hanh/e/B000AP5YRY/ref=sr_ntt_srch_lnk_1?qid=1386131130&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Martin-Palmer/e/B000APPG72/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Richard+Hooper&search-alias=books&text=Richard+Hooper&sort=relevancerank
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Maybe the West’s view of Christianity is not complete, what does the East have to teach us?  
Understanding the cultural flavor of the region is important.  It is one thing to hear about it through a 
Western viewpoint, but it is also helpful to begin to understand it through the view of the culture.  
Offered as the evening meditation is music from a CD produced in Syria.   

Syriac, Hebrew, and Aramaic (the oldest of the Semitic traditions) are in the same family of languages 
(paralleling Italian, French and Spanish in the Western Romance languages).  In Syria is the headquarters 
of the Syrian Orthodox Church, this music celebrates 2000 years of their tradition in music.  Offered are 
two traditional songs. The Aramaic name for Jesus, Jeshu (Jeshua), is heard throughout the song.  The 
music is completely different than what we are familiar with in the West pulling us to understand that 
our own understanding of the tradition may also have been substantially limited.   

This music originates only 100 miles northeast of Jerusalem in Damascus and is consistent with the 
traditional music dating back 2000 years.   

This evening we begin to lay the groundwork for the totality, the “universe” of our tradition.  We have 
only lived in one half of it, the tradition includes more than the Western tradition.  We are going to go 
back to ground zero, following the ripples from the center, some ripples went West (Occidental) to the 
East (Oriental).   

The world we know, the heartland of Western Christianity can be found on this map.  We have often 
assumed that Christianity was limited to the Roman Empire.  Even so, the Empire reached as far west as 
Britain.  This ultimately impacted the “Western” Church, resulting in the split between the Roman 
Catholic Church and the Anglican Communion.   The Book of Acts describes the expansion of Christianity 
as it starts in Palestine and details its movement westward.   For example, the Acts of the Apostles talks 
to expansion into Greece, Rome, and modern day Turkey.  Paul also took the message to the seven 
churches of Asia (Turkey), to Italy (letter to the Romans), and to Greece (letters to the Corinthians).  
After his death, the early Christian missionaries continued into Britain and Germany, as well as 
throughout Europe and the Northern Mediterranean (see map below).  But, our sacred texts only talk to 
half of the story; they do not address the expansion eastward.  
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Our “story” in the New Testament does not address the expansion of early Christianity eastward or into 
Northern Africa.   In recent decades we have new texts that illuminate the tradition as it moved 
eastward.  Amazingly, the ground covered from Palestine east is twice the distance in miles when 
compared to the spread of Christianity to the West.  This movement included Syria, Iran, into modern 
day Afghanistan, Pakistan, India and China.  As Christianity moved eastward, it interacted with 
Zoroastrianism, Taoism, Hinduism, and Buddhism as well as smaller communities such as Jainism.  
During these centuries Christianity had a long and fruitful conversation with these traditions.  The Lost 
Sutra’s of Jesus comes out of the discussion with Buddhists and Taoists. 

When we talk about the “stone” that fell in the middle of the Mid Eastern pond, we have to start with 
Jeshua’s (Jesus is the Greek translation of Jeshua) visionary and powerful message of hope in a very torn 
part of the world.  Recommended is the book, Jesus the Zealot, which helps explains what was going on 
in first century Palestine.   

In the middle of this mess, comes the person of Jeshua and his visionary message.  When we consider 
Jesus and his message, we can only really know about him through his disciples and their individual and 
personal recollections of his teaching and ministry.  The students of Jesus naturally filtered what they 
heard through their own frame of reference.  These students include Peter, Mary Magdalene, Thomas, 
Philip, James, John, Matthew, Mark, Luke and Paul.  Two-thirds of what we read in the New Testament 
canon is Paul’s view, he is the main interpreter.  Western Christianity is filtered through the lens of Paul 
who never met Jesus and never quotes him.  Luke is the writer of the narrative of Luke-Acts.  Mark 
writes only “his” gospel.   Matthew is something of a hybrid; the text is very Jewish but is synoptic with 
Mark and Luke.  John writes “his” gospel and maybe the three letters of John.  The Gospel of John is 
dramatically different than Matthew, Mark or Luke.  The Book of Revelations also seems “off the map”.  
Other scriptures are reportedly through the lens of James and Peter.  The Letter of James almost did 
make it into the canon because it was too “weird”.  This held true through the Reformation.  But the 
book was included in the canon because tradition had it that it was written by James, the brother of 
Jesus.  You might consider that the texts we are familiar with were directed at the Gentile (pagan) world, 
a much different cultural reality than that of Jeshua’s reality.   

The Western (Occidental) stream spoke to the Gentiles, not the people, tradition and culture of the 
Middle East.  Jesus was a Torah-observant Jew.  Probably, Peter and James were also.  Mark might have 
been Gentile.   Paul was a Roman Jew, who became a follower of Jesus.  Paul creates a theology of Jesus’ 
life and its meaning, becoming the main interpreter of Jesus to the West.  Luke was the scribe of Paul’s 
view in both the Gospel of Luke and in Acts of the Apostles.   

Peter moved back and forth, sometimes moving toward the Roman/Gentile stream, other times staying 
consistent with his Jewish heritage. 

James held firm that the following of Jesus still required one to be a Torah observant Jew.  He believed 
that the Torah was the way of perfect freedom; this is communicated in the Epistle letter credited to 
him.  The Ebionites were representative of the early Jewish Christian stream. 

Within the first hundred years of the movement, attempts were made to resolve differences or allow 
multiple ways of defining who Jesus was, what his message and purpose were, what was required to be 
a “follower of the Way”.  By the middle of the second century, Jewish Christians (R) were considered 
heretics by the Gentile Christians (L) because their form and theology of Christianity did not conform to 
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the “Pauline” stream of Christianity.  The stream represented by the Coptic quadrant was lost until the 
Nag Hammadi texts were discovered.  

Circa 451 CE at the Council of Chalcedon, the Roman Empire’s imposition of guidelines and organization 
was discarded by the non-Jewish Aramaic Christians.  Later, in the 11th Century, there was a further split 
between the Roman Church and the Eastern Orthodox (Greek/Russian).  Ultimately, the differences over 
theology and organizational structure resulted in two streams of Christianity.  The eastern stream of the 
church said “we are not part of the Roman Empire” and walked away from the councils. For the most 
part, until modern times, Western Christians have been only aware of one stream (that on the left of the 
page below).  Eventually, the “oriental Christians” were considered heretics by the western church. 

On the right hand of the diagram below, we have the Oriental perspective.  The Jewish stream dies, the 
Syrian-Persian tradition survived by moving Eastward to China and India.  

There are characteristics and theology unique to each of these streams, it is important to know both.  
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BETA CHRISTIANITY                               ALPHA CHRISTIANITY was all but lost to West 
Spoke Greek  Spoke Aramaic   
 
 Semitic culturally (Jews in Israel, Arabs in 

Damascus for example)  
 

Non-Jewish Aramaic Christians went east to 
India and China 

 
Greco-Roman: Paul/Luke – to the Gentiles Syriac-Persian- Thomas/Mary/Philip – this 

quadrant dropped off the map until the Nag 
Hammadi scrolls were found  

 
Jewish Aramaic - Jewish followers of Jesus 
Jewish Christians were massacred in the            
destruction of Jerusalem or fled to Arabia and 
the Trans-Jordan.  Some of the followers of 
Mohammed met Christians and Jewish 
communities in Arabia centuries later 
 

Egyptian-Coptic:  John/Mark  James – Jewish;  Peter – Jewish (Western).  This 
stream died within 100 years, pressured 
because of theological difference 

  
Matthew: reflects both Jewish and Gentile roots 

 
There is a tradition that the Gospel of Mark had two versions, one long, one short.  The Egyptian –Coptic 
claim they had the “long version” now lost to history.  The Gospels of John and Luke share a common 
theology as does the Greco-Roman.  Gospel of Matthew is much a hybrid, there are a lot of Jewish 
details in the Gospel but he also accepts a Pauline theology.  Because of this, one is called to consider 
what is the theology of the West?  What is it that Matthew is trying to communicate to his listeners? 
 
The Western stream took the view that it was either “our way or the highway”, defining orthodoxy and 
heresy for the Church as we know it today.  There was no other way to believe.  Christianity within the 
Western context continued to fight within itself regarding the proper rites (Western e.g., Latin speaking; 
and Eastern e.g., Greek speaking -- Catholic Church) as well as through the Protestant Reformation 
(Lutheranism, Anglicanism, Calvinism, Anabaptist, etc.)  This underlying discord remains a challenge to 
ecumenism within Western Christianity today.   
 
Historically, there was not as much diversity in the West as there was in the East.  The Celts were 
persecuted for example. 
 
Part of the legacy that haunts the Western church in terms of dealing with differences in opinions is a 
drive for uniformity of practice and theology.  This can be traced historically and rooted in the politics of 
the Roman Empire.  When you think about the politics of the Roman Empire, they liked law and order.  
The way the Empire was managed was Pax Romana.  Two things were required – uniformity of practice 
and uniformity (period).  Everyone had to be on the same page.  When Constantine converted, he drove 



8 

 

the conversion of the citizens of the Empire to Christianity.  In 325 at the Council of Nicaea, uniformity 
was delineated and defined.  However what is good for commerce and good for politics is not 
necessarily for religion and spirituality.  However, out of Roman law came canonical law, imposed upon 
the Church.   
 
The first seven ecumenical councils from 315 to the mid-700s were “ecumenical” but under Roman 
direction.  Out of respect, the Oriental Orthodox churches came even though they were not Romans.  
These Oriental Orthodox churches agreed with the deliberations during the first few councils but 
eventually disengaged partly because the Oriental community did not believe there needed to be a 
uniformity of theology and conformity of practice.  The Coptic (Egyptian) Christians initially affiliated 
with the Roman/Occidental view for an extended period but eventually also left and affiliated with the 
Oriental stream.  The Byzantine church (part of the Roman Empire) remained within the Roman Church 
until much later.  The East-West schism finally came to a head in the 1100s over ecclesiastical 
differences and theological disputes.  What one “believed” became the basis for Western Christianity 
but it was not the original message.   
 
The diagram above represents the four quadrants with a visual set of images of the differences in the 
streams of the interpretation.  The northwest quadrant is the Western stream that we are a part of 
whether of Roman Catholic or Baptist.  The southwestern stream became the Egyptian stream.  Much of 
Mark and John ended up in the Coptic tradition.  The Mark of the Coptic tradition may be two or three 
times larger than the Gospel in the New Testament canon that we have.  John is more reflective, more 
image-based, and less linear than Western thinking and philosophy.  However John and Luke-Acts share 
the same theology.   
 
When you come to the right half of the page, Syriac and Aramaic are related and are basically different 
dialects. The group/tradition in the bottom right corner dies; however, the top right corner is eventually 
carried to the Far East.  There are characteristic features of each of these sides.  As modern followers of 
Jeshua we need to understand both sides, understanding the long history of the tradition as well as the 
similarities and differences in theology, doctrine, etc. 
 
Oriental Christians were more accepting of other traditions.  As it moved east, it engaged other 
traditions and nurtured dialogue.  The Persian Christians in meeting Taoists and Buddhists honored their 
traditions, their truth-bringers and their truth, not insisting it was false and a lie.  In fact, Buddhism 
called Christianity, “the religion of Light.”  The East culturally is more inclusive and less exclusive; there is 
a respectfulness of other traditions allowing for dialogue.  Beebe Griffiths is an example of a Western 
monk who accepts the Oriental tradition.   
 
After all these years, there now appears to be Abrahamic Convergence also known as “Absarian” 
(Abraham/Sarah) Convergence, allowing a dialogue between Jews, Christians and Muslims.  There is the 
beginning of a common understanding, a convergence of opinion, in the same spirit of the Oriental 
Christian.  The Oriental spirit of being respectful, inclusive and engage in dialogue.  There is increasing 
dialogue between traditions and across communities, Jews can honor Christians, Muslims honor Jews, 
not on the radical fringe but in the contemplative core.  This shift is allowing room for deeper 
understanding, dialogue and a move from black and white, “right vs. wrong way” thinking.  The key 
question becomes “what is your prayer life like?  What wisdom has come from your spiritual practices?”  
Not “right” or “wrong” belief.  One discovers that when you share stories, there is common ground.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Orthodox_%E2%80%93_Roman_Catholic_theological_differences
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Orthodox_%E2%80%93_Roman_Catholic_theological_differences
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In the music for Session II meditation, there is a “path toward the Light”, words that are typical of 
Oriental Christianity.  In the west we did not hear the words of “enlightenment” but salvation from sin.  
In the east the trajectory is a path toward the Light. 
 
Some more detail is provided to the diagram received above (Early Christianity, 30-130CE) identifies the 
differences between the Oriental and Occidental views.   There are aspects of both traditions that are 
beautiful and wonderful.  Traditionally, we have only understood Christianity through the reference 
point of the West /Occident and yet the Eastern/Oriental way of understanding is important and 
enriching to our understanding and path.  It is a matter of emphasis and there is a combining of “what 
one believes” and “what one experiences”. 
 
On the far left we have the Occidental/Western tradition which we are most familiar with in our 
culture.   

 Emphasis:  In the Occidental, we have an emphasis on rational thought (linear, system, historical 
literal, realistic), dogma, “what do you believe about Jesus?”  

 Focus:   is on atonement and solution, the “church” is the medium. Paul’s focus on law, the Jewish 
focus of the law from Leviticus. This has been the long standing preference although the wisdom 
wirtings are present but this is not the focus.  In Pauline language, we find rational, linear, and 
concrete historical reality.  Luke-Acts does this.   Based on platonic thought, the thinking is grounded 
in stocism that leads to the belief that matter is bad. e.g, duality – matter vs spirit (a clear difference 
between the two).   

 More monolthic, hierarchical in structure.  

 The tradition moves from Aramaic to Greek.  In this transition  what resulted were changes in tone 
and frame fo reference. 

 There is an emphasis on organizational (denominational) loyalty grounded in the 
institutaionalization under Constantine. 

 The Gospel of John touches the Oriental view, suggesting in the text the use of the name of Jesus as 
almost a mantra. 

 There is an empahsis on salvation.  Assistance comes from the Savior 

 Pracitce:  The Church will help you. 

 Emphasis: on law and order in terms of dogma and doctrine 

 Orientation:  Pessimistic about the nature of the human condition (original sin).  This is grounded in 
the Levitical understanding from Judaism 

On the far right you find the preference in the Oriental/Eastern tradition.   

 Emphasis:  In the Oriental tradition, symbolic thought (metaphor, image, myth, spiraling, trans-
logical, trans-rational) is primary.  Poetry is preferred including aphorism, psalms, wisdom sayings 
are preferred.  In the East, stories convey the message, and the message is not logical in a Western 
way of knowing.  Sometimes the Easter writings are often challenging because of this.  Yet, not all 
truth can be expressed logically and linearly.  The Oriental side is more “right brained” and the 
Gospel of Philip is an example of this, as poetry, as mythic speech. You have to shift your thinking.     

 From the East, we have the visionary impulse (Mary’s vision in her gospel), which is dramatically 
different than the Western view.   

 the Oriental side we might consider the tradition to be a “religion of Jesus”.  
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 From Jewish Christianity, there is an emphasis on daily practice, how do you get through this 
difficult world?  This can be seen in the Letter of James.  There is real world experience is addressed 
practically, how do you deal with it?  There is a visionary, poetic and metaphoric understanding.   

 Practice is based on personal  discovery (not institutional) 

 Emphasis on Law and Order through the Torah 

 Orientation is based on a focus on the prophetic tradition of Judaism 
 
In the map below (page 12), you see Jerusalem in the far West, and then Christianity moves to 
Constantinople in the “East” under Constantine.   
 
Alternatively, Christianity works its way through Syria to Iran to modern day Afghanistan to Pakistan, 
India, and China and into Malaysia.  Oriental Christianity is in dialogue with Judaism, Zoroastrianism, 
Hinduism, Buddhism and Taoism across the Silk Route and also along the southern route to the Far East.  
There is no perfect history of when Christianity reached these sites but when it did, it took hold and 
there was strong Christian.  There were bishops, metropolitans, etc., that identified organizational 
structures common to Oriental tradition. 
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Christianity also passed through “thought-worlds” as various cultures as it moves East and West.   
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To fill in the details of the diagram above, it is helpful to understand that as Christianity evolved in the 
West, it lost its Jewish roots. The characteristic feature of the Occidental view is one of  “original sin” 
and an underlying pessimism of the human condition. 

The Western stream moved quickly into the Hellenistic-Greco-Roman world adopting a neo-Platonic 
world view.  Western theology is based on neo-Platonic philosophy; this is the lens that informed 
Christianity as we understand it in the West.  The fight over the nature of Jesus (God? human? both?) 
was also critical.  The Platonic world contrasted matter vs. spirit.  All traditions talk to multiple domains 
but in the West the focus was on escaping this world to “get to heaven”.  In Stoicism, matter is 
contaminated, matter is evil and bad.   

Next the Western stream was embraced by the Latin-Roman orientation under Constantine which 
focused on law and order and an hierarchical organizational structure was also important.   Living within 
the Church, within this superstructure was instrumental to one’s “salvation”. There is an emphasis on 
conformity. Not until the Reformation was there an easing of this, but even then this did not result in an 
acceptance of plurality in the West.  There remains an on-going drive to define “orthodoxy” and “right 
belief”. 

As Christianity spread, it was influenced by the political system of the European nation states.  The 
European world-view emphasized loyalty to a belief system eventually evolving into a 
nationalistic/denomination orientation.  Germans moved toward the Lutheran denomination, in England 
it was the Anglican stream, and so forth.  A focus on doctrinal superstructure. 

However, alternatively, as Christianity developed in the East, there was a focus on enlightenment and 
inner wisdom through personal experience – the Inner Teacher. There is also a pluralistic view; it was OK 
for one community has a different view from another community.  Each community was autonomous 
and independent in organization, structure was independent from others, and there was no insistence 
on conformity across communities. 

The Oriental stream never threw away the Semitic-Hebrew-Jewish understanding. For example, there 
was a focus on the psalmic tradition, including new writings from the Aramaic-Syrian world.  One 
reason for this was because both the early Christians of the East and the Aramaic-Syrian world spoke the 
same language (Aramaic) and thought and cultural forms were similar.    As the tradition moved 
eastward; new material was added to the canonized Gospels, material considered valid and helpful, e.g., 
Gospels of Thomas and Philip (aphorisms, psalms, logia).    The Eastern Church did not feel the Western 
canon had adequate material to communicate the message of Jeshua.  Even today, in Islam there are 
saying of Jesus that are not recorded in Western Christianity!   

The Aramaic-Syrian world continued to expand the corpus of the teachings of Jesus.  Scripture in the 
East is much more extensive than what we had in the West; it is more universal, more sutra-like, like the 
teaching of the Buddha. 

As Christianity moved further east, it was influenced by the Syriac-Persian world.  Here material and 
orientation were adapted from a Zoroastrian frame of reference which had a focus on the 
enlightenment tradition and the “Lord of Light”. This orientation added a visionary architecture to 
Oriental Christianity, reflecting a vision of the “Lord of Wisdom and Light” over the Universe.  This is 
expressed in a very broad and cosmic way.  Because of this underlying precept, Oriental Christianity was 
able to meet Buddhism on common ground.  The Jesus sutras are a discussion of the Lord of Light, 
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enabling this dialogue.  In Sufism, one hears this tradition of “Light” and “Love” taken to a new level.  
Sufism comes in and encircles the Persian and Aramaic-Syrian worlds.  But, the visionary tradition is the 
same.   

Eastern Christianity suggests that one does not have to repeatedly incarnate to pay off karma; one can 
become “enlightened” quickly.  This was a positive influence compared to Buddhism which generally 
held that the process of reincarnation was a long-slow slog.  Buddhism was excited about this optimism, 
therefore, Christianity became known as the “Path of Light”. 

Finally, as Christianity moved further east, much was also gained from the Asian culture, both Indian 
Hindu and the Chinese Taoism (with some influence of Buddhism which is very limited in India except for 
Sri Lanka) influence.  There were two forms of conversation and out of these conversations came the 
‘The Middle Way of Practice’.  From the Asian world, Christianity added sutra-like wisdom, the middle 
path of practice and awareness of non-duality.  How do you practice compassion in the world? There is a 
strong emphasis on non-duality; there is an Ultimate Source, the One.  If you live in this Oneness you live 
in peace, if you live in duality, you struggle.  This concept is shared among Eastern-Oriental Christianity 
as well as in the Taoist, middle-way Buddhism, mystical Islam and Hinduism.  The language is not about 
“salvation from sin” but about Light. 

At the end of the evolution of Oriental Christian thought, you also find expressions in Sufism including 
expressions in people like Kabir, Gandhi and Aurobindo.  Each was positively influenced by Oriental 
Christianity.  Sufism also picked up some aspects of Christianity that had been otherwise lost to the 
western stream of the tradition.  The emphasis is on receiving a new heart, filled with Light, the Love of 
Christ. 

The logia, analogues, aphorisms and the odes of eastern Christian texts (Thomas, Philip) are filled with 
teachings on Love.  One of the recurring images is Love as coming from the bridal chamber, the central 
image of Divine’s Love at its height.  Analogue 50 of the Gospel of Philip is an example.  The primary 
image of this tradition is that of male/female in the ecstasy of the honeymoon suite, of total union, of 
complete surrender to the other.  There cannot be a more powerful image of love than that.  In this 
moment, Light comes out of the passionate fire of Love.   

In the teaching of James (Letter of James), one finds this powerful statement of Love, “I ask  you this my 
brothers and sisters, has God not singled out the poor ones of this world but those who are rich of faith 
to become heirs of the realm of heaven?  This was a promise he made to all those who are in loving 
relationship with God.  But then, look, you dishonor that poor one, is it not the rich who have oppressed 
you and drag you into court and the magistrates?  Are they not the very ones who blaspheme the name 
of the one that is most precious to you?    Is this not the crown of the Torah that you shall love your 
neighbor as your very own being?  If you fulfill this royal law, then you are doing everything well.”   

This is a perfect description of the Oriental tradition; this is the pinnacle of everything.  It is not missing; 
it is the heart, the foundation. 

The feature of the Eastern tradition was very optimistic; the Western tradition was much more 
pessimistic.   

Reasons for the differences between Occidental and Oriental Christianity. 
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 Because Oriental Christianity existed outside the Roman Empire, it did not become enmeshed with 
governmental or political systems.  Only in Armenia did Christianity become a state religion.  Since it 
never became part of the political structure, it never had a single identity but could have multiple 
cultural identities.  So for example as we saw above, there were differences from Syria to Persia to 
India to China, etc.  It remained flexible and could be more attune to local cultural norms; more 
“bottom up” compared to “top down” as it evolved.  In fact it had to be more flexible and able to 
adapt as it encountered other traditions and cultures.   It never tried to exert temporal power and 
did not follow the “law and order” tradition of Rome, the “conformity” tradition.    There was 
doctrinal pluralism and formal diversity and no need to “stamp out” alternative form.  The forms of 
religious expression, liturgical form of worship were diverse also. In the East there were 
“confederations” of communities but they were autonomous although in fraternal relationship. 

Conversely, just the opposite was true as Christianity moved West.  The Roman Church became the 
seat of political power in the West.  In the West, St Augustine proposed that the Church mirrored 
God on earth, e.g., the Church was the temporal power on earth reflecting God’s power in the 
heavens (City of God).  This led to the belief that the believer had to conform to the temporal power 
on earth to be in a “right place” in heaven.  This further empowered the institutional church’s drive 
to control and regulate. 

 There are differing views about the nature of humanity between the two streams.  There is an 
underlying pessimism in the West contrasted with a general optimism in the East.  This is probably 
the central difference between the two streams.  Both sides believe humanity lives in a type of 
ignorance but the intensity and underlying reasons for this are dramatically different. 

In the West, the pessimism led to a theology that humanity is hopelessly lost therefore it needs 
found.  Humanity is totally depraved and therefore must be saved.  Finally, it is deserving of eternal 
wrath unless one is saved by the Grace of God.  This is the doctrine of original sin and the sacrifice of 
Jesus blocks God’s wrath and saves one from eternal damnation.  What is needed is penance and 
salvation from sin. God loves us but he is really pissed off too and will throw you into hell forever. 

This is in comparison with the Oriental perspective which is that the original nature of humanity was 
good and carried the image of God within it.  The image of God had not been lost as suggested in 
the West.  However, this image of God had become veiled and the veil needs lifted, one needs to 
awaken or become enlightened.  We suffer because we are asleep and have not awakened to our 
true nature.  Additionally, God came searching for us, found us, reconciling us to our original 
goodness and God-ness.  This is a theology of awakening and hope, a theology of awakening to 
one’s true Self, the Light within.  What is inside of us is the Image of God, the goodness of God.  This 
perspective also permitted a cross-tradition conversation about the spiritual path since all had a 
tradition of “awakening”. 

 In the Orient, this world view allowed for a fruitful discussion of what is necessary for awakening.  
There was not a view that one was on a “slippery slope to hell”.  One could be liberated from karmic 
law through enlightenment.  “Ignorance” is the underlying cause of life’s suffering.  Jesus did not die 
on the cross as a sacrifice for sin but because of his love and compassion for the world and his call to 
try to awaken the world.  The emphasis is not “Christ crucified” but on self-giving out of love and 
compassion.   Oriental Christianity suggested that the seeker could be liberated from karma by this 
act of enlightenment and grace.  It accepted ignorance as the diagnosis of the human condition and 
awakening as the cure, this was shared with other Oriental traditions.  It was not based on the idea 
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that Jesus died on the cross for one’s sins.  He did die on the cross for the good of humanity similar 
to the concept of the bodhisattva in the Buddhist tradition.  The Oriental tradition more closely 
reflects the prophetic focus of Judaism.  Characteristic features include:  optimism, a theology of 
hope, an open and fruitful approach to other spiritual paths, doctrinal plurality and diversity, and a 
tradition contrary to the Roman concept of imposing one’s will on other cultures. 

The Occidental tradition was founded in the teaching of Paul dating to 50 CE. Paul brought his own 
bias as a Gentile converted to Judaism to his understanding of the gospel.  His interpretation was 
also based on the “priestly” (Levitical) focus of Judaism and its sacrificial tradition.  Paul never uses a 
parable of Jesus or quotes him.  He talks about Jesus, he interprets Jesus death as a “sacrifice” for 
humanity’s sins.   

DHARMA (TEACHING) OF THE ORIENTAL LIGHT:   The sun rises from the East; spiritually we recognize 

the Light comes from the horizontal (East) and in the heart one aligns to the North (above). 

North 

Transcendent Light (Orient) 

West           East (Orient) 

Mashraq          Sharq 
          Sun arises in the East 
   
Gharbi           Shen  

The East is symbolic of Enlightenment 
 

South 

The East represents the rising of Light (from the East, the Orient).  But, you might consider that Light 
falls from above, from the Source, or ‘the play of passing shadow’.  So Light comes from both the East 
and from above.  Both can describe the orientation of the heart.  If you consider the horizontal plane, 
Light comes from the East.  If you consider the vertical realm, Transcendent Light comes from above 
(north).  You can often find this orientation in churches, temples, etc.  For example, the altar is generally 
against the east wall.  This is the global positioning system within one’s own territory.   But if you say 
Light comes from above or falls from above, as the Letter of James states, the heart is oriented to both 
the vertical and horizontal planes, Light comes to us from both realities.  The Eastern Light of Christianity 
is reflected on the horizontal plane, and yet Light falls from us from above.  

The symbol of the cross can be a metaphor for this concept. 

Going back to the tradition that this comes from in the Hebrew world, the world of Judaism, rooted in 
the Psalms but then ends up in a universal understanding.  to being to understand Judaism one needs a 
rooting in the (Psalm 27 below is an example).  This is one of the quintessential psalms that talks about 
the Light.  The Light is a pinnacle, it is a place to hide and take shelter.  There is a recognition that Light 
comes from above. The human heart is oriented to  both the vertical and horizontal realms. 

 



18 

 

 



19 

 

 



20 

 

Then one comes to the Prophets, this imagery of the Light is also present is Isaiah 60. 

Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. 
For behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; 
but the Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will be seen upon you. 
And nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising. 
Lift up your eyes all around, and see; they all gather together, they come to you; 
your sons shall come from afar, and your daughters shall be carried on the hip. 
Then you shall see and the radiant; your heart shall thrill and exult, because the abundance of the sea 
shall be turned to you... 
 

The theme carries forward into the tradition of Jesus.  “I AM the Light of the world.”  If we say “I am” it 
implies that we are aware, awake, that we are conscious.  The I AM Presence fills the Universe.  Light 
becomes a synonym for Consciousness, a fully awake awareness. 

In Thomas, when Jesus says “I am casting fire into the cosmos”, he is talking about casting Light into 
consciousness (Light and fire were interchangeable concepts).  Jesus is casting Light into the Cosmos; 
Consciousness is going to guard this Light in the dark place of the human world, awakening the human 
heart so that they become able to see (Logion 28).  The Logion suggests that one turns and stands 
toward the Light.  There is an on-going emphasis on turning, on standing up, of turning toward the Light.  
This is what the early tradition of Jesus was about, about awakening to the Light, overcoming the 
shadow of darkness. 

I stood to my feet in the midst of the world (cosmos), appearing outwardly in flesh.   
I discovered that all were drunk and none were thirsty; and my soul ached for the children of humanity. 
For their hearts are blind and they cannot see from within. 
They have come into the cosmos empty, and they are leaving empty. 
At the moment you are inebriated, but free from the effects of wine, you too may stand and turn. 
 
The Letter of James (the brother of Jesus) in the New Testament also suggests we are called to stand in 
the Light; it is God’s desire to give us Light, to fall from above into our hearts.  In that place we can begin 
to see beyond the veil, beyond the darkness, the ability to see beyond the obvious, past the veil of the 
surface of the world, see what is going on “behind the veil”.   

In Matthew 13, Jesus states he has come to reveal this, to teach this.  

The disciples came to him and asked, “Why do you speak to the people in parables?”  He replied, 
“Because the knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them. 
 Whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what 
they have will be taken from them. This is why I speak to them in parables:  “Though seeing, they do not 
see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand.” 

This teaching is reiterated throughout Thomas who says if you are prepared for the Light, I AM will give 
it to the seeker. 

John 14 suggests Jesus brings Light to the world.  But when John speaks of Jesus, he is talking of Jesus as 
the Logos, the Word, and the Source works through the person of Jesus. John is not talking of Jesus as a 
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historical person nor implying that Jesus is the only way to God.  John saying that no one can come to 
the Source but through the Source’s own doorway of revelation, the Word, the Light falling from above. 

If the heart begins to orient itself (upward/northward) to the Light, then there begins to be 
communication, an inner conversations between the individual in time-space and higher realms.  In 
Oriental Christianity, there are angels (messengers), the mediating beings between the heart and the 
Source.  This concept originated with the Zoroastrian tradition that was adopted by the Hebrews.  The 
concept suggests that angels continuously carry messages from the Source to the heart, the mysteries 
beyond the world.  Ever human is capable of hearing messages from above.  This is a conversation 
between the heart and the source.  This is the Doctrine of Oriental Light.  Logion 88 in the Gospel of 
Thomas speaks of this, that the messengers will bring info from the Source, Heaven wants to interact.  

The angels and the prophets will come and bring you what already belongs to you, and you will give to 
them what you have to give.  But ask yourself this:  When may they come and receive back from you 
what already belongs to them? 

Every heart is an open place where this message can be received.  These messages need a place to be 
received. 

If you go to the Eastern tradition, consciousness is received and resides through the seven chakras.  In 
Christianity, the heart is called to awaken to Light/Consciousness from a higher Source; you can have 
Light within, enlightenment.  Within Christianity, the emphasis is what do you do with this spot? The 
tree words are catharsis, photismos and kenosis.   

The heart receives Light from the Source through the process of katharsis, photismos and kenosis. First 
one polishes the mirror, the heart, through the process of cleaning (katharsis) the mirror, of allowing 
the heart to be clear so that Light can be received.  Then the next step is aiming it at the Source so the 
heart can begin to reflect the Light (“photo” means Light, “ismos” means a collector), a “light collector”, 
so it can be used effectively.   Finally, comes kenosis which means to be “unified with the Light”, 
completed enlightenment, e.g., catching flame like a candle, being set ablaze.  So the tradition of 
Oriental Light is the central organ of awakening is the heart.  When these ideas ~~ the inner form ~~ 
were shared with Buddhists, it was clear that there was common ground, the enlightenment experience 
is shared. 

In Sufi tradition, kenotheism, developed by Ibn al-‘arabi (14th century) believed that each person has a 
unique connection with the Source and in a sense we each have different “God”.   

Thus whispers the Divine Beloved:  
 
O dear one, listen! 
 
I Am the Reality of the world, the Center of the circle. 
I Am the parts and the whole. 
 
I Am the Will holding Heaven and Earth in place. 
I have given you sight only so you may see Me. 
 
O dear one! 



22 

 

I call again and again but you do not hear Me, 
I appear again and again but you do not see Me, 
I fill Myself with fragrance, again and again, 
but you do not smell Me. 
 
I become savory food yet you do not taste Me. 
Why can't you reach Me through your touch 
Or breathe Me in through your sweet perfumes? 
 
Love Me, 
Love yourself in Me. 
No one is deeper within you than I. 
Others may love you for their own sake, 
But I love you for yourself. 
 
Dear one! 
This bargain is not fair -  
If you take one step towards Me, 
It is only because I have taken a hundred toward you. 
I Am closer to you than yourself. 
Closer than your soul, than your own breath. 
 
Why you do not see Me? 
I Am so jealous Lover -  
I want you to see Me - and no one else. 
To hear Me - and no one else, 
not even yourself. 
 
Dear one! Come with Me. 
Let us go to Paradise together. 
And if We find any road 
that leads to separation, 
We will destroy that road. 
 
Let Us go hand in hand 
In the presence of love. 
Let it be Our witness, 
Let it forever seal 
this wondrous union of Ours.  
 

~ Ibn al Arabi, Jonathan Star ~ 
from The Inner Treasure 

 
In Christianity, this orientation can be found in the Gospel of Phillip (Analogue 69/70/71).   

http://www.amazon.com/Inner-Treasure-Jonathan-Star/dp/0874779715
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“…The Logos said, “You shall know the truth and the truth will set you free.”  It is ignorance that enslaves 
us and enlightenment which liberates is.  When we come to recognize the truth, we shall discover its 
fruits within our hearts.  If we unite (kenosis) intimately with it, we shall reach ultimate fulfilment. 

At present we are surrounded by the visible manifestation of creation. Some call these strong and 
valuable, while what is unseen or unknown is deemed weak and contemptible.  The truth is, however, 
that what is manifest is weak and inferior, while what is unseen Is powerful…Yet it is from the unseen 
world that the mysteries of truth are revealed through images, the Bridal Chamber itself remains hidden 
(part of  us) for it is the Holy of Holies. 

At first the way in which God works to govern creation was <covered by> a Temple Veil.  But once that 
veil was torn and what was inside revealed…This is the ark of safety < for us>, a place of refuge when the 
waters of cataclysm overwhelm us. …. 

This truth is important and its excellence strengthens us to go inward through the symbols, humble and 
often rejected though they may be, and by this lowly means to enter into the presence of the fullness of 
glory- glory upon glory, light upon light,  power upon power. Those who have reached this perfection 
open the way into hidden things for the rest of us, and thus saints and sacred beings bring us to the 
threshold of the Bridal Chamber and invite us within. 

As long as evil is hidden and continues to contaminate the seed of the Sacred Spirit it retains its full 
potency and is capable of enslaving us <by its oppressive forces>.  But as soon as the perfected Light 
shins forth pouring itself down upon us, those at its heart receive the anointing. It is precisely then that 
the slaves are freed and rescued from captivity. So then every seed that my Father in Heaven has to 
planted shall be uprooted.  Those who were separated shall be united, and all who are empty shall be 
filled, so that everyone may enter into the Bridal Chamber where they will be born into the Light.  Their 
birth shall not be as a result of some unseen union that flares up like a fire in the night and then is 
extinguished, but rather, as the result of the mysteries of the Spiritual Marriage, is consummated in the 
full light of day whose light never ceases nor shall ever be put out. 

Anyone who is born a child from the Bridal Chamber shall receive the Light, for it one does not receive it 
there, there is nowhere else to receive it.  Those who welcome the Light are hidden from the world, and 
cannot, therefore, be controlled or troubled by it.  Such beings have already received the Truth through 
the image of the icons and whether they leave this world or act within it in a public way, it has already 
become for them the Great Age of the Eternal Now whose fullness is no longer hidden by the darkness of 
night, but has burst forth revealing itself to them, to be hidden now, as Holy Light within Perfect Day. 

This speaks to the heart, the mysteries are spoken to the heart not the head; the heart can transcend 
the rational.  This is typical of Oriental Christianity which is metaphoric and heart-centered. The heart 
can capture the Truth, the Light from above.  Sufism says that this Light is what the Divine desires ~ the 
Source as friend, not as judge or angry parent.  The teaching of Love has been contaminated by the 
human concept of love which is always conditional, whereas God loves unconditionally. 

The Orient, the East, the Enlightenment tradition is symbolic of Light falling into the material world. 

The image of polishing the mirror is the practice, the practice that allows us to clear the heart so that 
the Light can be received.  Returning to John 14, one can make the case that Logos is the Light of God, 
one comes to the Source through enlightenment (not through Jesus, as “savior” per se). 
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WHAT IS THE PRACTICE THAT WILL ALLOW US TO ACCESS THE CENTER? 

Every spiritual teacher in the Eastern tradition had a Halalkah.  Halalkah is the Hebrew word for 
“practice”, a set of daily ways to walk in the way of a teacher/master. These are the practices a Master 
would have for his/her students.  The list reflects both inner (individual and personal) practices which 
we locate at the center of our being as well as outer (how we respond to the world) practices that 
reflect onto the outer world.  There is a set of four in each category.  Interestingly, this parallels the 
eightfold path of Buddhism.  Like Buddha, Jesus was also a teacher of enlightenment tradition.  

The Interior practice focuses on what wakes up the heart, what contributes to mindful living, what plugs 
us into the Source on a continuous basis.  The heart needs awakened.  The first task of the day is to 
ensure that my heart is aware and awake to the vertical axis.  There are common “tools” that can be 
used but what works for the individual is unique to each of us and we need to find this for ourselves.  
We want to enter the day with our heart operative and open.  Once you discover what it feels like; you 
know you have found your practice.  Any practice that keeps you in your head is not a good practice.  
One must sink into the heart, to the center, in a peaceful state, this is a good practice. 

The important principle is PRACTICE but not judging.  This helps the heart orient to the Source.  This is 
the Middle Way between the extremes of legalism and rigidity and nothing matters/apathy/no practice.  
In Christian Orientalism, we can practice and see commonality with other traditions. 

See handout below (Page 25) as well as notes that follow for more detail. 

INTERIOR PRACTICES: 

Awakening and reorientation ~~ Anything that moves the heart from horizontal to the vertical, bringing 
the heart to Source is key.  Every morning the first task of the day is to be awake and aware of the 
vertical access.  This is individual to the person; each person must find one’s own practice to open the 
heart – meditation, chanting, prayer, etc.  Any practice that keeps you in the head is not helpful; 
anything that assists in centering in the heart is a good practice.   

Self-surrender of your central self to Higher Authority, restoring the image of the Divine face, releasing 
the way the world around you perceives.  Part of the practice is surrendering to the Divine, restoring an 
awareness of your original image as a child of God – YOU ARE LOVED.  The heart of you is held in the 
Heart of God, the face of God is turned toward you in love not in anger.  This is an inner practice needed 
every day and part of the teachings of Jesus.   Letting go of the world’s expectation is an on-going 
practice. 

Singleness and Transformation.  Singleness means to move from duality to unity, from the false to the 
real.  Only the heart can detect what is “real” although sometimes the heart can be “tricked”.  Learning 
to detect what is real is critical as is a deeper understanding of what is truly real, truly important.  What 
does it feel like to be centered, not to be fragmented, even when things are falling apart around you?  
This is done through practice, knowing what if feels like when you are in “singleness-of-heart” compared 
to when you are “distracted and fragmented”.  Discernment by the heart is necessary and on-going. It is 
easy to get scattered, fragmented, but one has to be able to identify when one is single-hearted and 
centered compared to when one is scattered and fragmented.  There is no judgment; there is only a 
deepening awareness and a “singleness of heart”.  This leads to metamorphosis, a movement toward 
that singleness of being with the Source. 
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Interior prayer and union:  Centering and stillness in the heart’s chamber, knowing Oneness, resting in a 
listening place and communing with the Divine Beloved in the Bridal Chamber.  This is what sustains us.  
If we can find this center and establish a dialogue, there will be friendship, companionship and intimacy.  
After finding the “intimate spot”, the task is to stay centered and engage in a listening stance 
throughout the day.  This takes practice, being aware when one is not in the place of Union, being aware 
when one is in the intimate space with the Source.  There is no failure, only repeated opportunities for 
practice.  Daily situations allow on-going learning, growth and a deepening of enlightenment.  These are 
unseen but we can move our practice to the outer world.    

OUTER PRACTICES:  Here the heart is oriented to the Source; this is Christian Orientalism, to practice 
enlightenment along the vertical axis, while engaging the horizontal reality.   The Middle Way of 
Christianity involved being rightly oriented to the vertical access.  The Middle Way is neither judgmental 
nor pointless, it is balanced and a seeking of core meaning for living and being, a middle ground.  We are 
never perfect; there is just a lot of practice.   When we say Christian Orientalism, we are talking about 
being in concert with other traditions that are pursuing the same underlying wisdom. 

Compassionate Action:  Here is where the rubber meets the road.  Our work is to act with compassion in 
this troubled world for the good of all.  It is a privilege to be as generous as possible.  We are called to 
act in compassion especially for those who are needy, hurting…instead of being stingy.  

Love in Every Direction: Although we may experience resistance internally and externally, it is about 
responding from the heart, “loving the stranger”.  It is a gift to be giving, loving others, including all 
sentient beings, even though that is not the way the horizontal plane works most of the time. 

Peaceful Nonviolence and Non Retaliation 

Blessing and Restoration     
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