Theologg and the Greek mindset ... A brief exPloration

1‘)3 Jol’m J Parsons

Recentlg someone asked me what ] meant }33 the term "C]reel( minc{set," esPeciallg
when used in contradistinction to the term "[Jebraic mindset.” | hisis a complicated ciuestion,
of course, and entire books have been written on the subject By way of response, howeverJ
] wrote the Fo”owing exploratorg article where l a’ctemPt to look at a few of the basic

distinctions.
Filate: "So you are a king’?”

Yeshua: “Yes. i:or this purpose ] was born and for this purpose ] have come into the world —

to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice."

Filate: "What is truth?"
Yeshua: (si]ence)

The Problem with attempting to understand the ”Greei( mindset” is twofold: 1) it is so all-
ervasive that it lies below the threshold of our daily assum tions, and 2) ironicall , the ver
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attempt to define it is a function of the Greek mindset itself....

P

To begin to understand some of tHis, we need to go back to ancient Greece and aPPreciate
its tremendous influence in western intellectual his’tory. The modern university, for examp]e,
was modeled after the ideals of Flato‘s Academg in which (it was l’lOPCCD the entire "universe®
would be exPlainecl within its halls. For Flato (428-348 BCE), this meant aPPrelﬁencling
unchanging universals (8{50@, Forms, ideas) that were believed to be revealed to the rational
intellect throug}‘v a process of "dialectical abstraction.” The evergday world of Par‘ticuiars is
alwags in a state of flux. |nferences regarding its objects are rea“gjust opinions based on
sensations. Tf’xe real world" is the 5upra~sensib]e realm of iéeals, and inferences regarding
these objects constitute true and abiding know]ec{ge (¢motqun). T he highest of all ideals is

that of "the Good,” the transcendent source of all value in the universe.

To the Greek mind, truth ((’17»1’]981(1) is genera”g understood as "justhcied true beliemc," that is, a

matter of correspondence between our mental states (or ]anguage) and realit}j. Tl—re idea of



justiicication means that the proper use of ianguage 3ields a well-defined object of
corresPondence: if there's truth about the Physicai wor]d, that world exists,Just as if there is
truth about the ideal worlcl, that world likewise exists. Ti‘iis led to a sort of dualism in both
nature and in man — there is the real and the ideal; the "is" and the ”ougl'it,” and so on. | he
world of Forms is the true, i’]igi’], and gooci worlcl; this world of incessant flux is a ”copy” that

"Participates" inthe i‘ieavenlg realm.

One famous exampie Fiato used was that of a triangie (the Meno). Mathematics can
demonstrate a triangle’s essential Proper‘ties, but these ProPerties are not ciirectig
experienced in any Particuiar triangies you migi'it encounter. On]9 bg aPPrei'ienciing the "idea
of triangie” can we classiicg if this Particular ti'iing Partaices of the essence of triangu]aritg.
Essential ideas are regarcied as sometiiing innate that were lost in the soul's "descent” into
this world. I:_ciucation ~ ]itera”g “leaciirig out of [the cave of ignorance]” ~isa process of the
soul's "recollection” of Forgotten ideas as mediated tl'irougin the services of an intellectual
midwife (ie., teaciier).... ln the RePub]icJ Fiato illustrates these concepts using the metaPiior
of the sun, the divided line, and the a”egorg of the cave.

Fiato’s most famous PuPil was Aristotle, who later became the tutor of Aiexancier the Great.
Aristotie attemPted to redirect the tiﬂnking of his mentor bg insisting that universals (torms,
icieas, etc.) are to be found — not in some abstract realm — but in the Particu]ar tiﬂ'ngs
themselves. We come to i(now, in other worcis, by abstracting from the Particuiars we observe

to form a more general understanding of a ti'iing’s formal or essential nature.

]n either case, iioweverJ the business of the mind is to understand ti'iings in terms of their
(static) generaiizeci essences. Ti’iere is appearance and there is reaiity, and this fundamental
distinction led to a radical subject/o})ject dualism that tied iogic to the i(nowing subject.
] axonomies, categories, Precision in deicinition, the use of iogic, etc.,, were meant to
Penetrate the inner meaning of existence to discover its universal and timeless truths. God or
i'ieaven, for these ancient Greeks, was an "Unmoveci Mover® or an infinite Mind that
contemplateci its own inner PerFection. [Fven the word "ti'ieo!ogg" itself (0e0g + Adyoq) is
regardeci as the "science of a goci,” a sgstematic (and rationaD Presentation of the idea of
gocl accorciing to the dialectic of human reason. [1ence we see Flato‘s ti'ieo]ogg of the Gooci
and Aristotle’s (Jnmoved Mover take their P]ace as the overarci‘iing metaphgsicai
explanation of the ground of reaiity itself.



Most of western thouglﬁt — inc]ucling ideas about ]anguage and !ogic, natural science,
mathematics) ethics,jurisprudence, Politics, aesthetics, theo!ogy, and so on, draws from this
tradition, and much has been subconscious]g adopted into the educational technologies of
the west for thousands of years. 50 enormous has been the influence of F]ato that Al}cred
Nor’ch Whiteheac{ once remarked that "the safest general characterization of the European
Philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Flato" (Frocess and
Rca]ity). Ancl since the car[g Roman church was led bg orators and others schooled in
classical Greek thought (e, Hcllcnism), many of the basic assumPtions of the (Greeks were
implicitly intcgratcc] into the earliest forms of Christian thcology. Faradoxica"y (and Pcrhaps
tragica"g) the carly western church therefore became a carrier of the ]cgacy of ancient pagan
tl'linking. T hus we find two of the greatest thcologians of the Christian world - Augustmc
and Thomas Aquinas ~ attempting to Sﬁnthesize Greek Philosophg with the Scriptures
(Augus’cinc Fo”owing Flato and Aquinas Fo”owing Avristotle). Jt's not empty blather,
tlﬂercﬂcore, to suggest that the western C]’xurch evcntua”g absorbed as much from Athcns as
it did from Jerusalem.

The [Hebraic mindsct, on the other hand, was not concerned with these abstract ideas of the
ancient Greeks. Because of the direct revelation of YH\/H (mm), reality was regarcled in
terms of divine encounter, clialog, antinomyJ Paraclox, mystery, and so on. [Jebrew thinking
therefore tended to be more clynamic, more Poctic, more dramatic, more ”Phénomcno!ogical”
(based on aPPeararxces), and more imPassiorxed than that of the ancient Greeks. Just as the
ancient Hebrews did not ask "Wlﬁat is truth?" or "Wlﬁat is the nature of the good?”, neither
did theg ask ”\/\/l’lat is time?" | o the Hc})rcw mimcl, time is rooted in historical cxpéricnces
such as the E_xodus from E_ggpt and other "appointécl events” (mocdim). Timeis therefore
linked not so much to chronologg as it is to sPiritual signi)cicance. Therexcore the Exodus
event is reenacted every year during chach, the giving of the Torah at Shavuot, and so on.
UHH(C Grcck 5Pecu]ations about time as a substance or medium or ”dimcnsion,” in [ebrew

tlﬁin‘(ing events are the gocus, not the suPPosed substratum for these events.

Since the [Jebrews dealt with the drama of Divine revelation that was cvcntually committed
to writing (i.e., the Torah), hermeneutics and interPretation became imPor’cant in their overall
Perspective. The studg of narrative, the laycrec{ sense of meanings, the focus on action
(rathcr than static bcing}, the app]ication Divine law to Par‘cicu]ar cases, etc., were the result
of interpreting the transcendent and immanent within everyc’ag life. T}-xis cxP]ains (in Par’c)
whg Judaism has never been stronglg represented in the realm of (Greek Philosophg and



Philosoplﬂica! tl‘xeologg. Jewish T}weology has been conditioned bg debate, discussion, and

1alog —~ all within a shared sense o communal tradition. {__onsider the | almu or instance
dialog — all withi hared f | tradition. Consider the T almud, fori ,
where we see ongoing debate and discussion rcgarcling matters of Jewish law alongside
midrash and homiletic literature. T his can be summed in the exPrcssion, shivim Panim
]aTorah: ithe Torah has 70 gaces," meaning that different Perspcctives on Paradoxical

issues should all be given their voice:

Mordcha: W}wg should | break my head about the outside world? | et the outside world

break its own head.

Tevge: Heis rig}wt...

Perchik: Nonsense. You can't close your eyes to what's happcning in the world.

Tevye: [He's right.

Rabbi's pupil: [le's right, and he's right. T hey can't both be right!
T evye: You know, you are also right!

(FFrom [Niddler on the Roof]

To the Hebrew mind, rea]ity is the handiwork of a single a”~1<nowing, a”~Power‘Ful, and
Suprémc Creator who has Pérsonany revealed [Himself to 1(65 individuals in human lﬂistory.
As suclﬁj realitg is intensely, overwhelmirxg]g) and even hauntirxglg Personal... Truth therefore
is a matter of trust — not abstract knowledge — whereas ”know]edgc” is Primari]g about
Practical cthics, moral ob]igation, and cult Practices (i.c., Tcmplc worsl'lip). For the [Hebrew
mind, truth is more akin to moral Fide]itg than it is to Propositiona] corresPonclence; it is more a

matter of the heart than of the head...

From its carliest dags in Rome, the Greek mindset has been l’lugely influential in shapiﬂg the
vision of the "church" — its structure, mission, ”tlneology,” and its ways of doing business.
Tl’le roles of the earliest “Church fathers" and aPo]ogists is a studg of Grcck oratory and
dialectic. Ancl even tl‘wough the so-called "Regormation” of the church in the 16th century
tried to restore a Primitive (Christian expressiom it failed (ironica“g enough) because it went
back to ancient Greek humanism rather than to the Jewislﬁ roots of the Christiaﬂ faith. The

ideal of Zion as a rea], Physical future continued to be a”egorizcd,just as the Church



continued to mistaken]g regard itself as ”]sracl.” Ferhaps the greatest exegetica! Fa”acg was
the veneration of absolutist forms of theologg -~ a Greek legacg that comes more from the
Acaclemg of Hato than it does from Moses... This is the hubris of "Gree‘( Phi]osophical
tlﬂeologg” and explains in no small measure the various disagreements among, Christian

1denominations that Persist to this clag.

Of course, much of this entire discussion is a bit artificial, especia”g in liglnt of the ﬁuiditg of
cultures and the fact that [Hellenization affected the Jews as much as other Pcople groups.
[Hellenistic Judaism, for examPle, sought to syncretize [ebraic-_Jewish re]igious tradition
with the culture and languagc of the (Greeks. T he major literarg Product of the contact of

Judaism and Hellenistic culture was the Targum [Hashivim (Scptuagint or | XX).
Thermcore we see the Jewish theo]ogian Fhilo of Alexanc{ria (c. 50 BCE) a’ctemPting to
sgnthesizc Flato with Moses,Just as Maimonides (1 135-1 Z.O‘i") later attemptcd to sgnthcsize
Avristotle with traditional Jewish dogma. The same sort of syncretism is found in |slamic
theology as well.

(hristian thcologg has alwags had those among its ranks who, like the [1ebrew Maccabees,
oPPosecl sgncretism with the Greeks. For examPle, the early church leader and orator
Ter’cu“ian (160-220 () once qUiPPed’ ”What does Athens have to do with Jerusalem?"
r“]is questiom was meant to suggest that matters of faith and matters of 5Pcculativc reason
are in different "worlds," and that the (Christian was to live according to the clogmas of faith
(T ertullian is also attributed with saying, 1| believe because it is absurd®). T his aPProach is
sometimes called fideism (”gaith—ism’o and is usua”g contrasted with "natural thcologg” (i.é.,
the idea that knowledge of God can be attained tl‘xrough reason alone — apart from special
reve]ation). Ter’cu“ian might have gone too far in his reaction against reason, I’mowever, since
he later became sometlﬂing of a thcological absurdist whose mysticism Promotcd the errors of
rCP]accmcnt theo]ogg. ]ronica”g his separation of "Athens from Jcrusalcm” made the latter a
mys’cical ideal of the (Gentile world rather than the Promisec{ hope of the Jewish Peop]e. But
that's another story....

Jt's also imPortant to keep in mind that some churches today are not cntire]g devoid of the
Hebrew mindset, even if thcy tend to use Grcek categories and creedal formulas to express
their faith... Agter a”, these churches read Jewish literature on a week]y basis (i‘e., the Bib]c),
even if tl'ieg read it sometimes with a “Hc“em’zec’ accent".... Moreover, not all ancient Greck

t}'\ini(ing and culture is bad. ]n addition to its literar3 and artistic genius, the reason Greek



tlﬂouglﬂt has become so intractable is because the use of formal logic, clear thinking, artistic
PerFectionism, etc., can often be qui’ce help)cul, for obvious reasons. But Plcase do not think
that l am advocating any form of "gnosticism” that an individual "must” understand the
[1ebrew mindset in order to attain salvation.... Groups that claim that we must follow the
teachings of the Jewish rabbis and sages are essentia”y cultist in their orientation... | hese
are false teachers — wolves in slﬂcep‘s c]othing. On the other hancl, itis unclem’ablg true that
most Gentile churches are steeped in (Greek ’clﬂeological Presuppositions and are therefore
ignorant of the meaning of the inherent Jewishness of their faith.. Theg are often
(unwittingly?) at variance with the tcaching of the Jewish Scriptures, celebrating " aster”
and "(Christmas" services, arguing over theo]ogica! minutiae and creeds, yet missing the

greater Proplﬂetic message of the T orah and the Jewish moedim....

When Filate asked "\What is truth?” Yeshua replied with silence. Yeshua did not come to
speculatc like Socrates and to dia!og about abstractions... No, }"le came to reveal the Face
of Gocl... On the other hand, when Yeshua sPo‘(e to His clisciples -~ Jus’c before his
impending death as the Fassover Lamb of (hod - he said, ”] am the way, the truthJ the life..n
[He did not mean this in the (Greek sense, of course, since that would have been absurd, but

he rather PresuPPosed a Jewish mindset regarcling His iclentity and the salvation purposes

of (God (i.e., Zion).



Hebraic vs Western Thinking

FR Otouetos

Westem Approach

[Hebraic APProach

Li)ce ana]yzecl in Precise categories so that it

can be contro“ccl.

Everything blurs into evergthing else. Lhcc
haPPens and it is not controllable }33 us.

A distinct sPli’c between natural &

supcmatural

Supernatura] affects evcrything. Tkere are

causal impacts between the two.

| inear logic tlﬂouglﬂt process

Contextua] !ogic thought process

1] ibertarian [ndividualism® is paramount

Kingdom/Nation of Primarg imPortance

Equa]itg of persons

\/a!uc comes from P]ace in hierarchies and

relationship with G_D

f:rceclom orientation — Persomal determinism

Security oriented — trust = tangible
protection received from (G_D

Competition is good

Coopcration is G_D’s dcsign

Humamcentered universe

God/ﬂation/tribc/mcamilg—ccnterecl

universe

Wor’ch of person based on moneg/material

Possessions/Power

Wortlw derived from relationships (Familg,
community) Kingclom contribution

Biological life sacred

(Creationis paramount and then

Socia]/Kingdom life is next

Chance + cause & effect limit what can

happen

God can cause angtl‘ring to haPPcn in r“]is

universe




Man rules nature througlﬂ unclerstancling and

applging laws of science & ]ogic

(God rules evergthing, S0 relationship with
(Hod determines how things turn out.

Fower over others achieved through

business, Politics and human organizations.

Fower is structured }39 the social patterns

ordained bg (God.

All that exists is the material

Tl’ve universe is filled with interactive

Powcmcu] spiri’c beings

| inear time divided into neat segments.

[~ ach eventis new like a Howing river.

Cgclica] or SPiraIing time. Similar events

constantlg reoccur and do so simultancouslg.

His’corg is recording facts objec’cive;y and

chronologica”g.

History reveals and preserves signhcicant

truths in mcaning?ul or memorable ways.

Orientecl to the near future

Oriented to lessons of historg and
relationslﬂip with G_D

Changé is gOOd = PrOngSS based on

relative norms of majoritg

Change is bad = destruction of traditions
and clegra&ation of truths ... G_D defines

etcrnal unclﬂanging stanclards.

Urxivcrsc CVO!VCd by Cl’laﬂCC

(Iniverse created }35 (God

(niverse dominated and controlled 139

science and tccl’mo!ogg

God gave man 5tcwarc{s}1ip over his earth]g
creation. Man accountable to G_D

Material goo&s = measure of Personal
achievement. Status determined 133

achievement

Material goods = measure of (God’s b]essing.
Status determined bg relationship with

G_D

Blind faith

Revelation-based faith

Time as Points on straight line (“at this Point

intime..."

Time determined bg divine aPPointment ("]n
the clag that the Lord did...")




Somc thoughts:

The cursory information herein was Providcd simpig so that a basic undcrstanding
between the traditional (Greek (Wcs’ccrn) tlﬂought framework and that of the [Jebraic
(I”_astern) thought framework might be realized.

[t must be noted that very few \Westerners perform diligence with respects to the
“thought framework” that has been instilled within us. (Infortunately we are
indoctrinated from birth into a world that informs us that there is one unified thought
framework. Urs{:or’cunatelg for Christian adherents there is no institutional divulgencc
that this same (Greek/[Hellenistic thought framework has molded and shaped the faith
for the last 1800 years ... with significant consequences that are quite frankly not

Positive.

Sadly there is a fundamental failure to recogpnize that the culture and environment in
which the revelation of G_‘D’s Word was given was quite Frank]y not a [Jellenistic
framework but a He})raic/Jewish framework. |n fact as we see detailed in the Book
of the Maccabees ... it was [Tellenism that posed the greatest threat to |srael’s

existence in its entire historg ... death via sgncrc’cism and assimilation into the emPire.

]ronica”y this same threat ultimate]g took foothold within the faith ... in the form of
Christianitg. Now today ... centuries later here we are and the Purpor‘ced believers

themselves do not even know that they are He”enists Phi!osophcrs ... raised as such

from birth!

At some Point in time People need to become cognizant of these influences and
recognize that these tl—;ought frameworks are not just different ... they are

incomPatiHe.

[For a more detailed discourse regarding this toPic Plcasc refer to Pook #2 -
Mgsterg Babylon Exposed at this Web~site under the Author’s Books Section‘

5/75/0/11 Aleichem ... FK. Ofok/ctos



