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COULD GENUINE SCRIPTURES 

BE BLANK OR ABSENT? 
 

On Mount Sinai, according to the book of Exodus, Moses 

received the original tablets of the covenant, engraved 

with the divine word. Upon his descent Moses 

encountered the golden calf crafted by Aaron, the high 

priest, in response to a popular demand for a tangible 

deity. In his rage Moses shattered the divine tablets and 

had to recreate them subsequently with his own hand, 

“in semblance of the original ones”. 

How could Moses, even in his rage, destroy the unique, 

irretrievable expression of divine law, the symbol of 

eternal covenant? Could a human reproduction, 

however faithful, play a similar role? Or is the story 

intended to make us understand that the actual, 

historical tablets of the covenant were not the original, 

divine word, but a subsequent human rendering? Could 

that make later reproductions, such as the scripture 

scrolls kept in synagogues, equally acceptable? 

A light on these questions could be shed by a somewhat 

unexpected source - the legend of Tripitaka, the Chinese 

monk who brought the first Buddhist scriptures from 

India. The mission was entrusted to him, a rather 

unsuitable candidate, by the reigning Chinese emperor. 

To facilitate the important project the celestial Buddha 
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commissioned three mythical creatures to assist 

Tripitaka. Chief among them was a monkey of 

supernatural powers, but endowed with a fierce, 

untamed character. This monkey, like Tripitaka himself 

and the two auxiliary assistants, committed sins in their 

past existences, for which they were serving at present 

various punishments. All were promised redemption by 

Buddha, in case they carried out their mission to a 

successful completion. 

The “journey to the West” was fraught with mortal 

dangers, some natural, but mostly as a result of 

opposition to the voyage from various spirits, goblins 

and demons. As a rule, these challenges were 

overlooked by Tripitaka, but spotted in time and dealt 

with by the invincible monkey. Finally the travelers 

arrived at the shrine in India where the sacred scriptures 

were kept under the guardianship of two Indian sages. 

In response to Tripitaka’s request, they provided him 

with three baskets containing some 5,000 scrolls. 

Having left the shrine, Tripitaka and his companions 

prepared for their journey back to China. Still, to be on 

the safe side, Tripitaka decided to check some of the 

scrolls. To his dismay he found them empty of any sign. 

Further checks revealed that all three baskets of 

scriptures contained probably blank scrolls. Furious they 

went back to the scripture shrine and demanded 

immediate audience with the celestial Buddha, filing a 

sharp complaint. 
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Buddha listened to Tripitaka’s recriminations with a 

benevolent smile. The blank scrolls, he maintained, were 

in fact the genuine ones. Yet if they insisted on written 

scrolls - it was wrong to expect of the guardians to trade 

5000 scrolls for nothing. Tripitaka, for his part, feared 

that the emperor of China and his people would neither 

understand nor appreciate blank scrolls. As for paying 

the guardians – there was room for negotiation. 

Tripitaka and his companions finally returned to China 

with three basketfuls of written scrolls, attaining 

everlasting fame and glory. But how to understand the 

Buddha’s insistence that the blank scrolls, rather than 

the written ones, were genuine? Could it be that the 

original tablets of the covenant, engraved with the 

divine word, were equally blank, and only the 

reproduced ones, made by Moses, were actually 

written? Alternatively, the shattered tablets may be 

comprehended as indicating a lacuna, an absence of the 

original scriptures that remain unknown, with only the 

written reconstruction at our actual disposal. 

Similar ideas appear in other traditions. A Sufi legend, 

quoted by Idris Shah, tells of a secret knowledge that 

was transmitted in a certain royal line in the form of a 

scrupulously cherished and well guarded book. After 

several shifts of fate the book came into the possession 

of a book seller, who discovered that it consisted mostly 

of blank pages. Only a slim, written preface narrated the 

adventures and tribulations of the secret blank book. 

Finally it was published as it was – a book of several 
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hundred blank pages, with a written preface of about 

thirty or so printed ones. 

The idea that genuine scriptures must be blank or 

absent, while written versions constitute merely a faint 

reflection may sound odd. There were periods in Jewish 

history, for example, at which oral tradition was 

zealously preserved. It was probably felt that written 

codification will lead to rigidity and stagnation. But when 

oral transmission was hampered, in periods of religious 

persecution by the Roman authorities – written 

codification became a must. Still, even when oral 

tradition was at its height, it would hardly correspond to 

the idea of blank or absent scriptures, as opposed to 

written and available ones. 

Blank or absent scriptures may also suggest negative or 

nihilistic impressions: the scrolls and tablets are empty – 

we are sometimes told - because there is nothing, no 

significant message for them to convey; or, they are 

missing because there is no one, no divinity to convey 

any sacred message through them. But such negative 

images and interpretations are certainly not intended 

either by the book of Exodus or by the legend of 

Tripitaka. The subsequent written scrolls and tablets do 

convey a more or less elaborate message, ascribed to a 

divine source. Thus the blank or absent originals are 

meant to represent a higher, not a lower spiritual level.  

In the first Book of Kings, Elijah finds himself in a cave in 

the Mountain of the Lord (Mount Horeb or Sinai). He is 

summoned out of the cave and observes a great wind 

uprooting mountains and tearing rocks before the Lord, 
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but the Lord is not in the wind. Then there comes a 

powerful noise and commotion, an earthquake, but the 

Lord is not in the earthquake. Then comes a fire, but the 

Lord is not in the fire. And after the fire, says the text - a 

sound of subtle silence. (King James Version says “still 

little voice”, while the International Version has “gentle 

whisper”; but both are less faithful to the original than 

“the sound of subtle silence). This time we have a 

“negative affirmation” of a divine presence, since the 

phrase “the Lord is not in the …” - fails to appear in the 

text with reference to the sound of subtle silence. 

Contrary to our natural expectations a genuine divine 

presence reveals itself, according to Elijah’s experience, 

less in awesome cosmic or natural events. Rather the 

presence may reveal itself most readily in the sound of 

subtle silence, in moments of profound calm. Likewise, 

an inexpressible aspect of a genuine divine message will 

be expressed more readily in blank or absent scriptures 

than in written ones. 

A blank or absent scripture is a paradox, a question, an 

enigma. Can blank or absent scriptures really be 

destroyed or shattered? What is the meaning of an 

original, as opposed to a copy? Pondering it, you may 

feel that a blank or absent scripture causes you to listen, 

to be attentive to no particular issue or object. It 

compels you to look beyond words, beyond expressions 

and constatations, beyond definite horizons. It may 

sometimes become a summons, a call coming to you 

from the unknown.  


