
REVELATION AND TRUTH 
 

It is hard to understand the sudden clarification that takes place with regard to 

issues we couldn’t grasp for a long while, or the unexpected solutions we come 

upon for problems that seemed formerly intractable. Someone confronts us 

with a problem, say a mathematical question that we cannot solve. We try 

approaching it along a line that seems most promising, but it doesn’t work. We 

follow repeatedly the same path, knowing in advance the futility of our 

obsession. Then, either as a straightforward continuation of our fruitless 

efforts, or after we have given them up – The desired solution suddenly 

emerges . It appears to be so self evident that we cannot understand how we 

didn’t see it right away. Why did we have to move along paths leading 

nowhere? Was it an indispensable contribution, a levy, toward the ultimate 

result? To whom was it due, and why? 

That kind of experience is not confined to mathematical riddles. It sometimes 

happens when we are puzzled by a strange philosophical idea, face a textual 

passage difficult to interpret, or vacillate between equally undesirable courses 

of action. It may happen that the situation suddenly clears up. We grasp the 

perplexing philosophical idea, find an imaginative reading of the opaque text 

and realize what is the only appropriate response in the given moral 

circumstances. Here again light suddenly shines not as a result of prolonged 

deliberations, but like a sun showing unexpectedly through the clouds. 

These examples pertain to individuals – thinkers, researchers, man of action, as 

well as to artists, craftsmen and inventors. Sometimes though, albeit rather 

rarely, a different process takes place. A person feels that an unexpected 

clarification, a revelation he has had does not concern him alone, but is 

directed at a wider audience – his community, social grouping, religious 

affiliation, his nation even the whole of mankind. He must have experienced 

something quite unique, a genuine revelation that charged him with a mission. 

Presumably, there are different levels of clarity, different intensities of 

revelation, that correspond to different levels of commitment with regard to 

the mission.  

What could be revealed in such unique experiences? The biblical prophets were 

commissioned to deliver words of admonition, sometimes also of consolation, 

to their own or other communities. Jonas is a case in point here. He was sent to 

warn the citizens of Ninveh, the great city, that it is going to be destroyed in 

three days. He reckoned that such a prophecy will cause the citizens to repent. 

God will forgive them, and he, Jonas will come out a false prophet. He tries in 

vain to eschew the mission, and when he finally delivers the required warning - 



things turn out as badly for him as he expected. Ultimately, he wishes he were 

dead.  

Not all revelations though are about admonitions and consolations. Some bring 

wisdom and knowledge of a practical or theoretical sort. Buddha brought the 

message of deliverance from suffering. The mystical circle of rabbi Shimon Bar 

Yochai, the sage at the center of the Zohar, the kabbalist book of splendor, 

received from him knowledge of the supreme levels of reality. George Gurdjieff 

and Rudolph Steiner, each in his turn, received mystical knowledge of the 

history of the universe and humanity. These and other great teachers were 

blessed with more than occasional moments of revelation. They could connect 

to sources of higher knowledge whenever they were preaching, writing or 

conversing with their disciples. 

Some people with a strong revelatory potential become seers, spiritual 

masters, religious reformers or founders of new sects and religions. Typically, 

they cause a division of their contemporaries, as well as of subsequent 

generations, into believers and non believers, followers and opponents, 

supporters and skeptics. Some accept the message of the prophet, master or 

religious reformer as a genuine revelation of the most supreme and sacred 

source. In consequence, they demand of themselves and of others unreserved 

obedience to the message. Others, in contrast, will reject the message, scorn it 

and question its authenticity. There are those who tend to stick to a single 

spiritual master and his teachings, and reject all others. There may be others 

who will appreciate all revelations, seeking ways to unite them under a 

common umbrella. 

How is an ordinary person, who is not on an equal level with prophets and 

masters, to respond to their theoretical and practical teachings, their 

admonitions and consolations, given that he accepts their supreme, revelatory 

origin? Is he bound to follow these teachings literally, or is he free to question 

them, despite the fact that they represent an intelligence, a supreme 

knowledge to which he has no direct access? This is a crucial question, to which 

– as I understand it - each and every one involved with spirituality will 

ultimately have to form a personal response. Moreover, it is not a once and for 

all issue, but a recurring challenge that will have to be tackled always anew. 

My present response is not easy for me to acknowledge and articulate. After 

many years of spiritual search I find that the prophets, masters and religious 

reformers are bearers of a flaming torch. The flame that burns on the torch is 

the flame of truth. It is the same flame everywhere and at any time. The 

perennial fire. But it cannot burn without a torch, and the torch – in itself, for 

what it is and for what it is not – has not the slightest spark of truth in it. All 

teachings, all rules of conduct, all knowledge are true only in as far as they 

relate to the flame. Like the moon, they have no light of their own, they can 

only reflect the light shining on them from the flame. When taken literally, at 



face value – “this is what has happened in the past, that is what has been 

predicted for the future, if you act in this or that way you will achieve such and 

such results” - these and similar assertions are not only false, if taken literally, 

they are altogether misleading. One cannot hold the bare flame; a torch is 

indispensable – but in order to maintain contact with the flame, one must be 

attentive to the profound distinction between flame and torch, content and 

form, truth and untruth. 

 


