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Ten-year olds can be incredibly literal minded and hence come to believe the strangest things.  

Growing up in a 1960s RI small coastal town, as the son of an American Baptist minister, I was 

told that we could trace our beliefs and style of worship unchanged back 400 years to Anabaptist 

heretics in Germany; that the Roman Catholics in town could trace their faith unchanged back 

nearly 2000 years, to the beliefs and style of worship instituted by Jesus’ apostle Peter in Rome, 

and that every Pope ever since was chosen by Cardinals of the church in a continuous line of 

apostolic succession; and the few Jewish families in town could trace their faith unchanged back 

5000 years to when Moses led their Semitic ancestors out of Egypt and into the exodus; and 

using the genealogy tables in the Torah you could mathematically trace humanity back a few 

thousand years more all the way back to Adam and Eve. 

Learning historical criticism at Yale at the age of 18 demolished my literal-minded faith, and 

taught me not to trust too greatly in what religions teach about the unchanged nature of their 

traditions and creeds.  It is not a big problem when ten-year olds hold such mistaken notions, but 

it is enormously dangerous when adults continue to do so.  In my mid-forties, sitting in a 

beginning New Testament class at our local liberal Protestant seminary, I had just such an 

experience.  There was a young man, maybe in his early twenties, from Tennessee who had 

received a full scholarship from the school to study to become a Baptist minister.  Even though 

his minister in rural Tennessee warned him his faith was at risk, for he told him the devil lived in 

Newton, MA, this young man couldn’t resist the full scholarship, and after all he thought: 

“Christians all believe essentially the same thing don’t they?”  As the professor started to explain 

how each of the four gospels came to be written at different times in different places, you could 

see this man becoming increasingly anxious.  Finally he couldn’t help blurting out: “But 

professor, didn’t Jesus Christ use the same Bible we use, the King James Version?”  Now I had 

heard Jews claim Moses wrote the five books of the Torah, even the last one which describes his 

death and what happened afterwards; and I’d heard Muslims say Mohammed received his holy 

recitations over twenty years, addressing various topics and in no particular order, so after his 

death his followers were divinely inspired to organize his recitations according to the number of 

words per recitation, so the Qur’an is organized from longest to shortest; but I still had trouble 

wrapping my mind around the concept of Jesus teaching his disciples using a 16
th

 century 

Elizabethan manuscript developed millennia after his death. 

We know virtually nothing about human religion before 10,000 years ago, except ancient 

religious rituals seem to seek to ensure wellbeing and human flourishing, dealing with 

mysterious and multiple gods.  Then about 4000 years ago pastoral nomads from the Russian 

steppes called Aryans brought fire sacrifice, theological contemplations (today preserved in the 

Upanishads), and singing hymns called Vedas or sacred knowledge.  We have been using fire, 
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religious contemplation and hymns to seek wellbeing and human flourishing just about ever 

since.  Religious communities are often conservative, trying to maintain and pass down to a next 

generation what previous generations found meaningful, but as times change often merely 

passing on spiritually empty husks.  Nearly 2000 years ago, the first religious innovator who we 

still know the name of, was a young priest reformer called Zarathustra.  Religions based on the 

ancient Vedic texts, the basis of both Eastern and Western religions, had by 2000 years ago 

fallen into formulaic formalism, without spirituality, at least in the lands conquered by Assyria 

and Babylon.  They no longer had the spirit of life in them.  Zarathustra began training as a priest 

at the age of seven in the mighty city of Babylon, and was perhaps a teenager when the 

religiously passionate monotheists we now call Jews were brought as exiles to Babylon.  

Through his direct mystical experience of the Divine, and hearing stories of Adam, Abraham, 

and Moses from the Jews, Zarathustra reformed the ancient Vedic religion into something new, 

now called Zoroastrianism, which thanks to the rise of Persia into a world empire, became for a 

time the dominant religion for most people of the ancient Middle East.  The Brookline Interfaith 

Clergy group has been studying Zoroastrian influences on Judaism, Christianity and Islam using 

Brain Brown’s Three Testaments: Torah, Gospel and Quran. 

 

Cyrus the Great, described in the Torah as Yahweh’s Messiah, conquered 127 kingdoms, 

building an empire that included ¼ of the world’s people, and which by landmass alone was 

larger than the subsequent Roman or British empires.  Cyrus adopted Zoroastrianism as the 

religion of his empire, and sent the Jews back to rebuild Yahweh’s temple in Jerusalem.  The 

Book of the Chronicles of the Hebrew people begins with Adam and ends with the edict of 

Cyrus.  The religion of the returning exiles was deeply influenced by the Zoroastrian Avesta or 

sacred text.  The book of Leviticus, emerging after the return of the exiles, reads like a 

Zoroastrian sacrifice manual.  Both religions now spoke of seven days of creation, a messianic 

world savior, personal salvation, Satan, judgment of the dead, resurrection, heaven, and the 

possibility of a direct personal relationship with God the Creator of Heaven and Earth.  This new 

perspective transformed Judaism.  The Rig Veda loved by Zarathustra contains a prophecy 

regarding “a lamb without blemish, which must be sacrificed for sins of humanity.”  Look at the 

lamb in the stained glass above the high pulpit.  Both Zoroastrianism and Christianity interpreted 

that prophecy as predicting the manner in which the Messiah, God’s Anointed One, called Christ 

in Greek, the Light of the World, would recreate paradise, restore God’s reign on the earth.  That 

symbol is captured in stained glass above the lectern.  It is generally accepted the Magi the 

Gospel of Matthew has appear to witness Christ’s birth are Persian Zoroastrian wise men, there 

to validate that Jesus is the awaited world messiah.  We are told in the bible that Jesus grew up 

north of Israel, in Galilee, and spoke Aramaic, not Hebrew as one would in Judea.  Aramaic was 

the language of Syria, whose dominant religion was Zoroastrian, and the gospels record Jesus 

crossing over to Tyre, a day’s walk from Nazareth, and Sidon, a further day’s walk beyond that 

towards Beirut, in Syria where he seems completely at home.  When confronted by a Zoroastrian 

Syro-Phoenician woman Jesus claims his mission is solely for the Jews, so she verbally chastises 

him until he relents and blesses her too.  Then Jesus returns to the Zoroastrian city of Decapolis 

in Galilee.  Scripture relates Jesus as an adult visiting what are now Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and 
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possibly beyond, with teachings which reflect both Buddhist and Zoroastrian thought.  Jesus 

drew upon ancient sources of wisdom, Jewish and otherwise, as all wisdom teachers do. 

 

Zoroastrianism and the Persian Empire were over 1000 years old and increasingly calcified by 

the time Mohammed was born.  But Judaism, Zoroastrianism, and Christianity were important 

monotheistic religions in that part of the world and so each is mentioned in the Qu’ran.  When I 

invited Professor Ibrahim-Lizzio to lead our worship three weeks ago, she chose to open the 

service with the opening chapter of the Qu’ran, which is unlike the rest of the Qu’ran, where God 

addresses humans, but reads like a Zoraostrian prayer from humans addressing God.  It includes 

many Zoroastrian terms such as the Merciful, Compassionate, Lord of the Worlds, the Day of 

Judgment, straight path, and those who go astray.  This is a sort of Islamic Lord’s Prayer of 

many key Zoroastrian theological concepts.  Why bother with all of this history and textual 

analysis?  Because our religion can also become calcified, with no light or spirit of life in it, so I 

wanted to use the occasion of the Zoroastrian New Year this coming week, which is the Spring 

Equinox, to suggest we test all our religious beliefs by whether they foster human flourishing, 

recognizing that most spring from the same ancient roots, and we hold on to and cherish only 

those in which we find the spirit of life, light to illuminate the way, living water to quench our 

thirst for truth, and help to guide our search for meaning making in community.  The most 

important holiday in the Zoroastrian calendar was Noruz, which means ‘new day’ in Persian, and 

celebrates the annual recreation of life this time of year.  Like our opening hymn Morning Has 

Broken, Noruz celebrates the new day as if it is God’s new creation; the singing birds, the 

sunlight, morning born of the one light Eden saw play, all bringing forth a feeling of elation for 

God’s recreation of the new day!  Didn’t we all feel that joyous shift when winter began to turn 

to spring this week? 

 

The 5000 year old standing stones of Newgrange, Ireland are exactly oriented so sunrise on the 

spring equinox sends a beam of light into their sacred spaces illuminating solar symbols.  The 

ancient Egyptians oriented the Great Sphinx and the pyramids at Giza to the equinox, as was 

Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem.  It is said it was only during the Spring Equinox that sunlight 

penetrated down a long passage from the doorway of the temple over the high altar and into the 

Holy of Holies, and only then did the Jewish High Priest enter the sanctum sanctorum.  This is 

also why our sanctuary is oriented east to west.  Many of the indigenous tribes of South America, 

especially the Mayans in what is now Ecuador, employed a more advanced mathematical 

understanding of the changing impact of the moon’s monthly orbit around the earth, the earth’s 

annual orbit around the sun, the sun’s 226 million year orbit around the milky way galaxy, and 

the milky way’s large orbit across the universe.  How they knew how to calculate this I don’t 

know.  Some say plants taught them.  Nothing is fixed in space and time.  Space/time itself is 

warped and in a constant state of flux.  All is subject to cycles of change.  But just as water can 

change from ice to liquid to steam, and still chemically remain water, so can heavenly bodies 

undergo cycles of change while remaining inherently of the same essence.  Just as light can be 

splintered into a rainbow of colored beams, each quantum of particles traveling at its own wave 

length, or even becoming black light, completely hidden from sight, and yet it remains of the 

same essence, so it is with the spirit.  These two metaphors: living water and fire recur wherever 
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mystics can be found.  Both are traditionally identified with the spring equinox, this halfway 

point between the shortest day of the year and the longest day of the year, when water springs 

forth from the winter’s frozen grasp, and the growing light lifts us from our late winter funk.  

The northern hemisphere of the earth is heading into the sunny side of our annual cycle, a time 

for affirming the spirit of life.   

 

Whether I am traveling with Taoists in China, Sufis in Turkey, Eastern Orthodox monks in 

Russia, Jesuits in Massachusetts, or indigenous tribes in South America, fire and water remain 

vital connections to the work of the spirit.  All of these spiritual traditions include invoking fire, 

in the form of candles or open flame, as a metaphor for bringing the power of Holy Spirit into 

their acts of worship.  Baptists are so named because they practice total immersion baptism at the 

beginning of spiritual adulthood, so I was dunked in Founder’s Brook in Portsmouth, RI where 

Roger Williams is said to have baptized his earliest followers, yet all of these traditions also 

employ water to ritually purify, sanctify and make holy their ritual acts.  Much has changed in 

how humans express ourselves in worship over the last 4000 years, and yet much remains 

virtually the same, we seek through religious rituals to ensure human wellbeing and human 

flourishing.   And so may it always be.  May the spring equinox be a time for returning joy!  I 

love you all dearly.  Amen and Blessed Be.  


