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A3 BMHaAru cbM caM cbe cebe cu

1 MIMEHHO a3 CbM M'bYNTEI Ha cebe cu

(Cranes, 1998, p. 80)"

Emiliyan Stanev is regarded as a very talented Bulgarian writer, who
raises most difficult existential questions for the sake of the future of human-
ity and the Bulgarian people. He published the short story entitled “/Iasap
u Vcyc” (“Lazarus and Jesus”) in 1977, and it is considered to be one of his
very latest works. This Evangelical paraphrase is highly personal in tone, and
as such it has a special status in the author’s oeuvre. It is the only text of its

' I am always alone and I am tormenting myself.

This work was supported by the Polish Ministry of Science and Higher Education.
Competing interests: no competing interests have been declared.
Publisher: Institute of Slavic Studies, PAS.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 PL
License (creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/pl/), which permits redistribution, commercial and non-
-commercial, provided that the article is properly cited. © The Author(s) 2016.


http://dx.doi.org/10.11649/sm.2016.021
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/pl/

Ewelina Drzewiecka In the Trap of Agnosticism: Judas according to Emiliyan Stanev

kind in Stanev’s literary output, and the only one to focus on Jesus.> The story
is of special interest to Stanev scholars because it adds to our understanding
of the author’s worldview (and a full understanding of Stanev’s beliefs has
been elusive for decades, as he is seen as both a believer and a skeptic, gnostic,
and even nihilist.’) Stanev’s close connections with the highest echelons of
the Communist party are well documented, and in this context the analysis
of “Lazarus and Jesus” is all the more compelling.* It seems that the story can
offer insight not only into Stanev’s views on the Christian tradition, but also
on religion as such - or more specifically, into Stanev’s views as to the place
of religion under the Communist regime.

Stanev’s references to God and religion in his diary are usually ambiguous.
He states his belief that Jesus Christ was a very important figure in the history
of human civilization; while he also muses “no one can say for certain who
this man was” (Cranesa, 1979, p. 62). Stanev remarks that Jesus’s portrayal in
the Gospels is incomplete, because his contemporaries were not able to col-
lect and write down all their reminiscences of him, and could not accurately
describe his teachings (Cranesa, 1979, p. 62). Stanev’s suggestion that Jesus’s
parables were not the only - and, more importantly - not the most crucial
component of his teaching evokes two widely disparate schools of thought.
On the one hand, it refers to the apocryphal (Gnostic) tradition that implies that
the essence of his teaching is outside the canon. On the other hand, it harkens
back to the naturalist and rationalist critique of Christianity that emerged
during the Enlightenment and claimed that the Gospels constitute a historic
text of doubtful accuracy and authenticity. Stanev’s attitude to institutional
religion reveals his interest in the beginnings of orthodoxy. According to Radka
Pencheva (ITenuesa, 2011, pp. 23-24), Stanev shared the belief of Ernest Renan
that history requires continual interpretative engagement.

The connection with Renan seems all the more significant because the con-
troversial historian’s main claim to fame is the vigorous rebuttal of the super-

?> The reminiscences of Nadezhda Stanev shed some more light on the story’s composi-
tion. According to her, Stanev contemplated writing a story about Jesus as early as in 1942
and in 1974 he used the manuscript for this unfinished work in the process of composition of
“Tuxuk u Hazapmit” (“Tikhik and Nazarius”) (Cranesa, 1979, p. 335).

* See Pages (1999, pp. 235-237); Kynesa (1997); umutpos (2007); ViBanosa (2007);
I'pynxos (2010).

* This article offers an in-depth analysis of Stanev’s short story (Cf. Drzewiecka, 2016,
pp- 217-253). A shorter analysis can be found in: Drzewiecka (2013, 2014). Cf. [l>xeBberika (2008).
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natural origins of Christianity and an attempt to “de-mystify” Christianity
using the scientific method. It is therefore highly significant that Stanev had
in his library a Russian translation of Les Apédtres (The Apostles). An analysis
of markings and underlinings in his copy suggests that he was fascinated with
the idea of resurrection.” Renan himself believed that the resurrection was an
illusion, something that people wanted to believe because it offered them a com-
pelling vision of a spiritual metamorphosis. It was supposed to be “a triumph
of idea over reality.” It is telling that Stanev underlined the following passage
in his copy of Renan: “Eciu MygpocTb He B cuIax yTeUINTb HECYaCTHBIN POJ
JyeI0BeYeCKMil, OOMaHYThIN Cy/ib0OOII, TO MIYCTh IOMBITAETCS ITO CE/NIATh
6esymue” (Penan, 1907, p. 43; [Tenuesa, 2011, p. 29).° We can therefore conclude
that Stanev was drawn to the belief that human propensity for autosuggestion
is at the fount of all religions and secular revolutions.

In this context, it is all the more telling that, nearing the end of his life,
Stanev decided to work on a paraphrase of biblical material. It has to be
remembered that he lived and worked under the Communist regime, and this
context decidedly adds poignancy to his decision. Stanev’s portrayal of Judas as
the traitor of Jesus is especially telling in this context. It seems that, just as it is
the case with Stanev’s other works, the historic trappings (i.e. the setting, based
on the Bible as a historical text) are only a departure point for the portrayal of

* One should remember that Renan’s starting point were the differences between
the Gospels in the description of the morning of resurrection. It should be stressed that in
his vision, the women’s yearning and propensity for affectation play a crucial role in the story
of resurrection. Additionally, human gullibility and intellectual limitations make it possible
for the resurrection story to prosper. For Renan, the ecclesiastical history is closely linked
to demagoguery and to further distortions of the historical truth, and the official doctrine
is based on misappropriation. It should also be stressed that Renan’s main objection against
Christianity is its purported nihilism, i.e. the demand to turn one’s back on the world because
it is the dominion of Satan, a rejection of the temporal power, and limiting one’s creative
instinct. In Renan’s view, the latter development paved the way for Gnostic heresies. In this
context, it is worth reminding that Stanev had a negative view on the role of Byzantium in
Bulgarian history, because he objected to the model of religious and secular power represented
by the Empire, and to heterodox movements that stemmed from it. He blamed Bulgarian fail-
ures precisely on nihilistic and dualistic heresies. For this reason, he believed that the choice
of the Orthodox Church over Catholicism was a disaster for Bulgaria. Cf. Capanpges (2007,
pp. 127-128); Crates, (1998, pp. 85-86, 121).

¢ “If wisdom refuses to console this poor human race, betrayed by fate, let folly attempt
the enterprise.” (Renan, 1866, p. 62).
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modernity, and of the struggles of the secularized world in the second half of
the twentieth century. “Lazarus and Jesus” was written in a specific historical
context, when communication with the readers could not be fully open and
the choice of biblical motifs could activate the potential for allusive and opaque
Aesopian language. For this reason, he granted his short story the status of
a supposed biblical apocryphon. “Lazarus and Jesus” refers to the canonical
corpus of Christian texts, but its message goes beyond the Christian tradition
and is closely linked to the author’s own beliefs.” As Rumiana Joveva, the author
of the story’s first critical analysis, aptly remarks, the text’s ideological potential
makes “Lazarus and Jesus” a “masterpiece of philosophical and artistic syn-
thesis” (or a “synthesis-like novel”) that spells its ambiguous message through
a juxtaposition of ideas (oseBa, 1981, pp. 194-197).

Despite its unusual status, the story remains outside the canon not only
of Bulgarian literature, but also of the Stanev’s work in general. Its critical
reception is still relatively small, which has an explanation regarding the com-
munist period,® but in case of the time after 1989 it is surprising. Although
the interest in Stanev’s legacy is constantly increasing,’ the literature on
“Lazarus and Jesus” is still unsatistying (See ITenuesa, 2002; Edenpynos, 2005;
I'eposa, 2007; l'eopruesa, 2007, 2008; Bacunes, 2008, 2011; Cuspues, 2011;
Bnapesa, 2015). Importantly, many recent interpretations pretending to be
critical make the story a starting point for a discussion on secondary topics,

7 The philosophical and existential problems are especially visible in his late work, when
he tended to focus on the experience of lost unity (Iumurpos, 2007). This tenet proved crucial
for Stanev’s spiritual autobiography. One should add that it is The Antichrist that is supposed
to be Stanev’s most autobiographical work. The novel talks about the tragic conflict between
irrational faith and sceptical reason, and its central character is a modern day homo duplex
(Cyrapes, 1987). Stanev’s diary is also a testament to his engagement with the “cursed” ques-
tions about the existence in the context of the existential rift in human nature.

® It should be noted, however, that the interpretations created during this period still
remain important. See Vosesa (1981, pp. 194-197); Kapornes (1982, pp. 161-188).

® See Byukos (1996); Emunusn Cmanes — nuurnocm u meopuecka cv06a (1997); Emunusn
Cmanes: KO6uneen secmuux no no6od 90 zoounu om poxoenuemo (1997); Ilernuena (2003);
Cnomenn (2007); Emunusu Cmanes u 6e3kpatinume 1061y nonema Ha numepamypama (2008);
PapieB (2010); ITernyesa (2011). Most of them are apologetic memoir or comparative. Still,
the main focus of research seems to be the source of Stanev’s inspiration and his relationships
with other writers. A kind of culmination of archival approach is a work of Radka Pencheva
(2003, 2011), who often falls into the trap of anachronism, builds hasty conclusions without
deeper analysis of his artistic legacy.
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as the interpretative contexts and thesis are not justified by the text, and in fact
evoke the researcher’s worldview."’

“Lazarus and Jesus” is an idiosyncratic paraphrase of the Bible story
of Lazarus’s restoration to life — an important episode in the “holy story”
that is however mentioned in only one Gospel (John 11:1-53). Stanev’s story
can be called an apocryphon because it refers directly to the biblical canon.
The story’s subtitle, “An Apocryphon,” was apparently added by the editor
(Teposa, 2007, p. 274), but there is little doubt that the text was meant as an
apocryphon by the writer. Proof of his intentions can be found in the closing
sentence: “ToBa e cTopusATa Ha Bb3kpeceHus JIasap, 3a KOATO eBaHI€/INETO
mbmun” (Cranes, 1981, p. 392)."" The story’s last sentence testifies to Stanev’s
belief that the biblical canon is incomplete (and/or inaccurate.) By suggesting
that the Evangelist omitted this tale from his record, Stanev discredits him
and questions his version of the events, but also at the same time implies that
his own rendering of the story is a true (albeit, literary) account. Lazarus’s
inner metamorphosis (caused by Jesus’s agency) splits the story into two
parts: before and after the resurrection. Stanev’s polemical intent is visible
already in the story’s title that reverses the customary order. The story’s first
pre-resurrection part is in accordance with the source narrative. The second
part adds new plot elements, showing the consequences of the “miracle” in
a way that is similar to ancient apocrypha. But Stanev goes further than that,
suggesting, in sharp opposition to the orthodox version, that Lazarus’s resur-
rection was false. As a result, the story can be classed as an anti-canonical
apocryphon. The character who tries to solve the mystery of the false prophet
is his future traitor, Judas. Despite the fact that he is seemingly only a minor
character, and his name is absent from the title, in truth, Judas plays a key role
as a debunker of Christ’s teachings.

The story’s plot incorporates both the Bible story of Lazarus who was raised
from the dead by Jesus (John 11:1-53), but also that of his namesake, Lazarus
the beggar (Luke 16:19-31). Both strands are brought together by the motif of
trust (John 11:25.40; Luke 16:31) that also seems crucial for the character of

° Some researchers make the mistake of anachronism, but also bring to a common
denominator completely different texts, without serious justification in Stanev’s work, making
reference not to the official interpretation of the evangelical episode, but to its heterodox read-
ing. See Bacuses (2008); Ilenuesa (2002).

"' Such is the story of Lazarus’s resurrection, of which there is no word in the Gospels.
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Judas. In Stanev’s version, Judas belongs to Jesus’s inner circle, even though
the latter knows that Judas is skeptical about his teaching. Judas is portrayed as
clever and cunning, and for this reason he is responsible for the group’s money.
His epistemological stance is strongly connected to the principle of rational
choice (of faith). Judas the Apostle does not believe in miracles, but he wants
to believe, i.e. to find the answers he craves. For this reason, he is looking
for a rational explanation of Jesus’s activities. In essence, wants to rationally
prove - or debunk - Jesus’s holy status. The miracle of resurrection seems to him
an excellent opportunity to check whether the Kingdom of God really exists.

Judas’s failure is not only a result of Lazarus’s stubborn silence after his
resurrection. Lazarus is transformed, but Jesus sadly states: “/lHec HammAT
6par JTasap 3ary6u napcrsoro HebGecHo” (Cranes, 1981, p. 382)."> When Judas
asks him how this is possible if Lazarus claims that he has seen the Kingdom
of Heaven, Jesus replies: “LlapcTBOTO HEGeCHO e y BCEKUTO, HO He BCEKM TO
BIDKJIa B cee €I, 3aLI0TO TO € KaTo MMaHe, 3aKOIIaHO B HUBA, KOATO CTOMAHBT
11 ope. Ho 40BemKMAT pa3chbAbK € HAKIOHEH Jia TO OTPIYa, IIOHEXe TO THeTH
u orpaHn4aBa cBobonara My~ (Cranes, 1981, p. 382)."> The same words return,
slightly rephrased, in Stanev’s diary in an entry dated 27 November 1978:
“IlapcTBOTO Ha fyXa e y BCEKNUTO, HO He BCEKV IO BIDKAA Y cebe cu, 3aI10TOo
TO € KaTo MMaHe, 3aKOMIaHO B HVBA, KOSTO CTOMAaHNHBT ope. Ho yoBemkus
Pa3ChABK e HAK/IOHEH JIa TO OTPIYa, TOHEeXKe IO THETH U OrpaHMdaBa cBobofaTa
my” (Crases, 1981, p. 132)."*

> Today our brother Lazarus has lost the Kingdom of Heaven.

'* The Kingdom of Heaven is in every one of us, but not everyone sees it, because it is like
a treasure hidden in a field that a farmer ploughs. But the human reason prefers to reject it,
because it gnaws on it and limits its freedom.

" The kingdom of the spirit is in every one of us, but not everyone sees it, because it is like
a treasure, hidden in a field that a farmer ploughs. But the human reason prefers to reject it,
because it gnaws on it and limits its freedom. It is worth noting that, according to his wife’s
testimony, in the early 1974 Stanev was reading the New Testament with great attention.
He commented on a passage that reads: “V xaro Bugenn, ue Vcyc npaBu yyzeca, Kazanm My
Ia HamycHe cTpaHarta’ (And then they saw that Jesus makes miracles, and told him to leave
the country) referring to the human dread of the spiritual reality: “Brxamut 11 Kak 40BeK'bT He
CMee Jla HATHMKHe B AylIaTa cu? bou ce oT HapcTBoTo Ha Ayxa. Ha cTapy rogyum 3anoysax
ma pasbupam Hsakoit paboru” (CraHeBa, 1979, pp. 333-334) (Can you see how a man is afraid
to look inside his own soul? He is afraid of the kingdom of the spirit. Once I grew old, I started
to understand certain things.) One should stress that the passage quoted above is absent from
the Bulgarian translation of the New Testament and appears to be a paraphrase of Mark 5:1-20.
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Stanev’s musings refer to the Biblical parable of the hidden treasure (Mat-
thew 13:44) and the difficulty with finding the Kingdom of Heaven refer to
another parable: that in which it is compared to the infinitesimal mustard seed
(Matthew 13:31-32, Mark 4:30-32, Luke 13:18-19). This opposition of alive vs.
dead, which is highly characteristic of language in the Bible, also brings to mind
the Biblical scene where Jesus discusses resurrection with the Sadducees (Luke
20:38). Stanev’s negative attitude to reason brings to mind the statement, often
repeated in the Gospels, that no one was able to fully comprehend the actions
of the Son of God.

The story finds its climax in a conversation between Judas and Lazarus,
after Christ’s crucifixion. Both characters have undergone considerable meta-
morphoses. The former has lost his status as a trusted disciple and became
a traitor, hunted by many; the latter has changed from “a feeble-minded man”
into a cunning businessman.'® Crucially, the price of Lazarus’s prosperity seems
to be his full cooperation with the Jewish elite. It requires Lazarus to repeat-
edly deny Jesus. In fact, Lazarus has to deny his own resurrection. Judas wants
to talk to him and he hopes that they will be able to understand one another
because of their shared fate.'® However, the only argument that Lazarus now
understands is money. It is only the offer of money that will make him con-
sider meeting with a “cursed” man. Looking for profit, he agrees to sell Judas
a barren piece of land in return for Jesus’s robe and thirty pieces of silver."”

! He turns in fact into a version of the rich man from the parable of Lazarus the beggar.

1% Judas says: “Hay4uux 4e it CBUA€TENCTBY B IPOTUB HETO U TaKa CU IPUZOOUI TOS
HIOKsH... 3aroBa masu ce u Tu! Tesu mapu monyunx ot Kaitsida, Ana u AnexcaHibp, IbPBOC-
BeleHNIM Ha Epycanum, cpelyy KpbBTa My U Te TpsA6Ba [a BIA3aT B TBOUTE Pblie, IIOHEXKE
MMaMe efHaKBa cbhba. Vsrnexpaur gobpe, HO HAMa 1 YepBeli B cbpueTo Tu?” (CraHes,
1981, p. 390) (I have heard that you gave testimony against him, and now you own a shop. But
beware! The silver that I have got from Caiaphas, Annas and Alexander, the highest priests in
all of Jerusalem, is blood money and now it should go into your hands because our fates are
the same. You look healthy, but is there no worm eating away your heart?)

7 In the story, Jesus’s robe is a gift from Maria and Martha (a thank you gift for saving
their brother!), but the fact that it is a seamless robe (and therefore it was not divided between
the guards at Golgotha) is an oblique allusion to the Biblical text (John 19:23-24). But in con-
trast with the Biblical narrative, in Stanev’s story the guards do not cast lots for it (cf. Psalm
22:18). The circumstances of Jesus’s death refer to Matthew 27:3-5, where the traitor, “upon
coming to his senses” after hearing Jesus’s death sentence, gives the money back to the high
priests who are responsible for Jesus’s death, and they in turn use it to build a cemetery for
foreigners (and thus, from the Jewish point of view, for the impure.)
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The scene is based on a compilation of several references from the Bible and it
underscores the characters’ essential kinship. Judas plans to commit a suicide
on the plot of land he buys off Lazarus.'® His purchase of land is imbued with
additional symbolism once we remember the parable of the treasure hidden
in a field. The traitor takes possession of a barren plot of land, where nothing
will ever grow. He will not be able to find the Kingdom of God in his field.
Likewise, the fact that Lazarus acquires the objects associated with Christ’s
passion (the robe and the pieces of silver) makes him symbolically a traitor.

Viewed in this context, the juxtaposition of the two traitors’ motivations
for their betrayals reveals important differences. Initially, Judas admits to
Lazarus (with some measure of pride as it seems) that he indeed betrayed Jesus
to the authorities. He claims that he was motivated by pity. He compares Jesus
to Lazarus and draws a parallel between them. For Judas, both Lazarus and
Jesus are “feeble-minded” and their weakness triggers the same emotions. But
Lazarus’s speech introduces an element of ambiguity into his explanation.
He suggests that it is Jesus’s fault that they both have lost their freedom and
lightheartedness.

CHOMHHH_I JIVI CU KAaK TN U3TIeXXgaule TO3M CBAT, KOTraTO T! 6CH_IC HeHOpa3BI/IT
u cnaboymen? Tu cu ro BYDK/JAJI, KAKTO TO BIDK/AT fleliaTa, X CbpLETO TU e OuIo
6e3rpr>XKHO 1 CBOOOIHO. 3HAM IO OT MOETO AETCTBO U 3HAM, Y€ CV MUCIIVII 3a TOBA.
A Koraro Toil Me M3KYIIN C IIapCTBOTO HebeCHO U a3 TPBrHAX MTORMPE MY, IpecTa-
Hax fia 6b/1a Becen u cBobofeH. Jlynrata Mu ce U3MBb4M, 3alI0OTO OTHe cBoboAara
11, KaTo 5 MOfiMaMM U 3a/I’bJIXKU C BEJIMKOTO ¢y Ge3yMue, C KOeTO e TMPaHCTBYBa
Haj, qoBeka. Tebe mpucia, HO He yciis fja npucnu Most yM. Obade HapaHu Aylara
MU U CMYTH 3[paBHMA MU pa3cbAbK... (Cranes, 1981, p. 390).19

'® The circumstances of Judas’s death in Stanev’s story suggest that he compiled the two
descriptions of the death present in the New Testament (Matthew 27:5, Apostles 1:18). As
Pencheva (ITenuesa, 2011, p. 13) demonstrates in her study of Stanev’s copy of Renan’s Les
Apbtres, in his research of the origins of Christianity Stanev became interested in the cir-
cumstances surrounding the creation of the legend of Judas’s death. Pencheva interprets
the fact that Stanev underlined a passage discussing the traitor’s purchase of land (where he
was subsequently supposed to live for many years in isolation and obscurity) as a proof of his
doubts regarding the “orthodox version” of suicide. Regrettably, Pencheva’s conclusions seem
perhaps somewhat far-fetched.

¥ Do you remember what the world seemed like to you when you were a feeble-minded
fool? You saw it then just like children do, and your heart was light and carefree. I remember
that feeling from my own childhood, and I know that you have thought about it too. But when
Jesus lured me with his talk of the Kingdom of Heaven and I followed him, I lost my freedom and
joy. And my soul was tormented, for he imprisoned it and cheated it in his boundless madness.
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In the passage above, Judas yearns after the blessed state of childhood, with
its freedom (from existential questions.) He states that his carefree existence
changed into torment because of Jesus, purportedly because Judas fell into
the trap of irrational (religious) doctrine. The actions of the pseudo-prophet (in
the case of Judas - his selection as a disciple, and in the case of Lazarus - his
restoration to life) brought about only negative change.

Accepting Jesus’s perspective does not bring about the desired spiritual
change. The experience of Mystery is pointless in the case of Judas (and ulti-
mately also in the case of Lazarus.) It does not bring transformation, but it
brings suffering instead. Such a vision is in accordance with Christian think-
ing regarding non-believers (Rom. 1:21-22). The Biblical metaphor of madness
(folly) turns out to be crucial because it reveals the paradox of faith (1 Cor.
1:25). It seems that Judas is going to share the fate of those who had hardened
their hearts (Eph. 4:18). A similar message is evoked by the image of blindness
as the cause of the tragic closing of oneself against God’s light (2 Peter 1:8-9).
Stanev’s Jesus warns:

Huxkoit He MO>ke a BUIM OTIIa, 3al[OTO He Ife ro mo3Hae. Ho Bceku BiKa
CBETa, KOITO e Ch3/aJI, M BCSKO YOBEIIKO ChpIie TO HOCU B cebe CU CbC CBETIMHATA,
6e3 K0sATO He 6mxa 6ynu 3psAmY ounTe. CBETUTHUKDBT B [yIIATa € HETOB U TOBA He
BI IV CTUTA fja oBsipBate? V koiito e Bupsin mere, Bupsii e u Orua (Cranes, 1981,
p. 381; cf. John 8,12).%°

The loss of vision can be connected to closing one’s eyes (in sleep or in death)
and also corresponds with Jesus’s explanation that Lazarus lost the Kingdom
of God because he was (and/or is) dead. It also harks back to Judas’s speech
and refers to his faulty understanding of the place of reason within faith.

On the other hand, the suggestion that only the “feeble-minded” are
capable of believing in God and seeing the Kingdom of Heaven denigrates
the role of reason and is at odds with Christian orthodoxy, which highlights
the increase of man’s spiritual powers under the influence of God’s grace.

And by the power of his madness he will take dominion over man. He put you to sleep, and even
though he failed to put my mind to sleep, he still wounded my heart and addled my brain...

*® No man can look at the Father, because he shall not know him. But all those who look at
the world created by Him, carry Him in their hearts together with the light. Without this light,
your eyes would not see. Is not this light in the soul, bestowed by Him, enough to make you believe?
Whoever has known me, also knows my Father in heaven. Confer 1 Corinthians 1:18-25 and
Izaiah 29:14. Confer also the early Christian motto: Credo, quia absurdum.
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A reductionist, ultramystical®* approach would bar the road to sacrum for
a rational man, because his reason would always reject the Mystery. The image
of the Unknowable also refers to the concept of deus absconditus, the remote
and hidden God, who can however be known (found) by indirect means,
through his creation, and thanks to the “light” contained in the human soul.*
In this paradigm, the religious experience is devoid of the element of “personal
meeting with God” which is highlighted by Christianity. The irrationality
of the experience proves problematic even for Lazarus the mystic, who fears
the Unknown/Unknowable until the very end. Additionally, Jesus expressly
claims that the expression “fool” is not applicable, because of the unique role
of spiritual sensitivity: “IleTeTo B Hero )xmBee pefloM ¢ MBXa 70 ABI6OKA
CTapOCT ¥ JYXBT € B [IeTETO, KOETO [T03HaBa LIapCcTBOTO HebecHo...” (CTaHes,
1981, p. 379).>

The figure of a child evoked in this passage is of crucial significance. On
the one hand, it symbolizes the Biblical figure of the blessed man (Matthew
5:1-16), and on the other hand, it harkens back to the powerful metaphor of
aging that stands for spiritual growth. Within this paradigm, the symbol
of the child is deeply ambiguous — which adds to the overall ambiguity of
the entire text. The child can be a positive symbol - as such, the image of
the child is closely linked to that of God as a (caring) father (Matthew 6:9-13).
On the other hand, it also refers to the image of Enlightenment understood
as leaving behind childhood, a period of “self-inflicted infancy,”** i.e. lack of

*! Tt seems that this approach is typical for Eastern Christianity (the Orthodox Church),
which is historically associated with mysticism and the apophatic experience of God.

?? The concept of remote God links on the one hand with the Christian apophatic tradition
and on the other - it is close to the agnostic approach, because it relates to the Enlightenment
theist model. The imagery of light as a rhetorical trope is in accordance both with the tradition
of Bible metaphors and with the Gnostic dualist worldview.

** There is a child in the man, alive alongside him, and the spirit resides in the child who
has known the kingdom of heaven.

** Tt is worth pointing out that Stanev not only read Kant, but also agreed with his con-
cept of transcendental ideas. Cf. Stanev’s diary entry of 29 November 1976: ,Jeta Kaut u cpm
nopaseH oT aKTa, Ye MHO3MHA, 0COOEHO MeX/Y MApKCUCTHUTE, MUCILAT 6e3 TPaHCLeHeHTalHN
uzen — 3a 6ora, AylIara, cBeTa 1 Ip. A 6e3 TAX Kak 1300110 YoBeK MoXKe fa Muciu? — Jla ce
MMCTIV CaMO 32 MKOHOMMKaTa, IPOU3BOJCTBOTO, KJI1acoBaTa 60p6a?... Ho oT Mucnene c TpaH-
CLIeHJeHTa/THU MJeV YIPaBHULUTE Ce IUIALIAT ¥ BUHATrK ca ce wiamn....“ (CraHes, 1998,
p-107). (I read Kant and I am floored by the fact that many, especially among the Marxists,
think without making use of transcendental ideas — God, the soul, the world etc. And how can
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independence in one’s thinking that is expressed in one’s need for such reli-
gious constructs as religious doctrine and belief in transcendence.*® Within
the modern paradigm, the goal of every human is intellectual independence
and full autonomy of Reason, which is only possible in a world cleansed of
magical thinking. Viewed from this perspective, childhood must be seen as
a negative symbol. In “Lazarus and Jesus” the figures of the child and the fool
merge, and thus their value is ambiguous. From the point of view of modern
maturity, the figure represents someone who is not ruled by reason (i.e. the fool.)
It stands therefore for irrationality and for lack of any limitations or constraints.
Stanev’s Judas realises that there is a deep chasm between the positions of
the adult (i.e. the modern man, who prides himself on his skeptical attitude)
and the child (i.e. someone who trusts God fully). Judas himself belongs to
the first category. The essence of his tragedy lies in Judas’s inability to ascertain
whether the Other is a blessed man or a fool.

Stanev’s protagonist is a rationalist who yearns for faith but looks for
(tried and tested) knowledge and thus he becomes enmeshed in countless
procedures of verification and legitimization of the object of his will. His
attitude is plagued by permanent doubt that prevents him from trusting in
the Teacher’s words or deeds. Looking for certainty (firstly trying to ascertain
the existence of God and later trying to justify his betrayal) he is unable to
ignore the promptings of his vainglorious intellect and finally, despairing,
he commits suicide.

Judas boasts of the fact that he has successfully debunked Jesus’s folly,
but in truth his only achievement is debunking the traps of rational thinking.
When pitted against “another dimension” (of reality) (Dupré, 1972), namely
the dimension of faith, rationalism proves insufficient, and even destructive.
According to the Bible, it is specifically pride and madness (folly), i.e. a god-
less life or the “betrayal of transcendence”,* that leads to a fall (Titus 3:3-5;
Sirach 3:25). When Judas accuses Jesus of enslaving the soul, in fact he blames
himself for his own tragic end. It turns out that Judas only followed Jesus in

one think without using these categories? How can one think only about the economy, production
and class struggle? The ruling class is afraid of thinking that incorporates transcendental ideas,
they have always been afraid of it...)

** In the context of Modernity cf. Bielik-Robson (2000, pp. 359-396).

*¢ Tam adopting here the term introduced by Riidiger Safranski (1999, p. 44) in his book
Das Bése oder Das Drama der Freiheit (Evil or the drama of freedom). Cf. its application for
the protagonist of Stanev’s novel Anmuxpucm (The Antichrist) in: Szwat-Gytybowa (2005, p. 218).
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the flesh and not in spirit, and for this reason he cannot stand the atmosphere
of miracles any longer and he begins to loathe Jesus. His betrayal is caused by
resentment and anger. Judas is angry at himself that he was so naive as to be
lured by this madness.

Lazarus’s motivation is in fact similar. Transformed by Jesus’s miracu-
lous intervention, he loses all his earlier spiritual sensitivity and becomes
a materialist. Focused on his temporal needs, he cooperates with the enemies
of the prophet in return for financial gains. But also in his case, the reasons
behind his betrayal are somewhat ambiguous: on the one hand, he maintains
that he does not remember anything from his “dream,” but on the other hand,
he complains that the Teacher destroyed his old life (even though he seems
happy with his new one.)

VI xonkoTo mmoBeye ce y6€)K,T.[aBaH.I€, e TpH6Ba a BApBa CaMO Ha pa3CcbbKa
cHu, m4ye MCYC € JI'b>Ka, TOJIKOBA IIO-CU/IHO HEHABIVK A€ HETOBUTE IIOC/IEJOBATE/IN
" CeCTpUTE CU, 3a1IOTO BCUYIKO, KOETO U3M'bYBA yMa, 40BEK 6’bp33 Aa ro orpeye
u Hampasu (Cranes, 1981, p. 391).>’

Similarly to Judas, Lazarus thinks that Jesus is a dangerous madman who
tricks all those who follow him and also himself. He welcomes the news of
Jesus’s supposed defeat (i.e. the Crucifixion) because he does not want Jesus’s
lies to triumph over the world. Just like Judas, he wants the Christian hoax to
be debunked.

One of the crucial themes of Stanev’s story is that of truth. The matter of
truth is paramount in the problematic episode of Lazarus’s resurrection. This
restoration to life is highly doubtful or even failed, as Jesus’s agency brings to life
another Lazarus, even though Jesus promised a resurrection of spirit. A ques-
tion arises whether Jesus indeed possesses the power to resurrect the dead, or
whether he is powerless in the face of human frailty. Additionally, the fact that
the resurrected Lazarus gained reason but lost goodness of heart suggests that
charity is a characteristic of the “feeble-minded”, the insane or the mentally
challenged. “Common sense” within this paradigm equals self-interest. On
the other hand, it is evident that the post-transformation Lazarus is tormented
by existential emptiness and he yearns to return to his old life. Just like in

%" The more he tried to persuade himself that he should trust in reason alone, and that Jesus
is a fraud, the more his hatred of Jesus’s followers rose. He also hated his own sisters more and
more. For man will always reject and forsake all those things that cause his disquiet.
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the case of Judas, i.e. a sceptic who despite his attitude wants to believe,*® it is
difficult to class Lazarus within any given category. Initially, he was a mystic
who simultaneously feared the “unknowable” and thirsted for understanding,
and after his resurrection, when he became a rationalist (and a materialist) he
started to yearn for those intense spiritual experiences from which he is now
barred. Thusly, ambiguity turns out to be the main artistic device used for
the characterization of the protagonists.”’

Ambiguity also manifests itself in the portrayal of Jesus. Jesus’s teaching
show a clear Gnostic strain, which is visible especially in his remarks about
the resurrection of the spirit, and also about the Kingdom of Heaven hidden
inside the human soul. But at the same time, his belief that one can know
God through nature is starkly opposed to Gnosticism.>® The incomplete res-
urrection becomes a sign of God’s powerlessness in the matter of salvation.
But on the other hand, in the face of Lazarus’s resistance, it also indicates lack
of consent for free creation. This negative attitude can have its roots either
in the fear of the Unknown/Unknowable or in the fear of undesirable change.
A question arises therefore whether Judas foresaw his own fall or the victory
of Jesus’s teaching. The anxiety caused by the possible triumph of Christianity
would be one another proof that he is convinced of its falseness.

Stanev touches here on the fundamental experience of a modern man, i.e.
the feeling of total enslavement, which refers to the mutually connected catego-
ries of truth and freedom.* In this context, both reason and faith are valued

*® The experience of mutual limitation of the yearning for faith and the dictates of reason
is also visible in Stanev’s diaries. Cf. “Yceurane 3a orBpaHus. Pasbupa ce nnrosus. Kassam cu,
YK 3HaM, 3HaM, a He BApBaM, Ue 3HaM — He BApBaM B ToBa Moe nosHanue” (11.11.1978, CraHes,
1998, p. 130). (The sense of an afterlife. An illusion of course. I am saying to myself that I know,
I know but I don’t believe that I know - I can’t believe in my own cognition.) In his study of
Stanev, Dimitar Efendulov (Edennynos, 2005, p. 122) points to parallels between this aspect
of his thought and the experiences of Leo Tolstoy (Cranes, 1983, pp. 260-266).

*»* Stoyan Karolev (Kapores, 1982, pp. 188, 363-366) considers this complexity of character-
ization (achieved through showing a multiplicity of points of view and motivations) to be one of
Stanev’s hallmarks, and attributes it to the writer’s interest in the “the dialectic of human soul.”

*® Stanev’s diary is also a testament of his glorying in the contemplation of nature and
the ability to feel uncomplicated joy thanks to the experience of “visible reality™ e.g. the entry
for 7 July 1977 (Cranes, 1998, p. 120).

*' The importance of the problem of knowledge and enslavement in “Lazarus and Jesus”
is made even more manifest in Stanev’s notes and draft versions. Cf. the published fragments
of the manuscript in: ITengesa (2003, pp. 47-48).
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negatively. Whereas reason by limiting the perception, negates the possibility
of the existence of transcendence, the faith involves turning against human
rational nature.’? Thus, the concept of the Kingdom of Heaven becomes a source
of oppression. The figure of Judas suggests a close connection between lying
and power. Judas foresees the tyrannical rule of the new religion. The image
of suicide creates an interpretative conundrum: the dying traitor in his last
words talks about his wounded soul and addled reason which implies that his
torment did not end with Jesus’s crucifixion. The decision to take one’s own
life can be seen as a desperate attempt at liberation, but it remains unclear
whether the suicide is caused by pangs of conscience (as in the biblical ver-
sion), or maybe by doubts, or whether it should be viewed as a reaction against
the triumph of the new science, whose signs are visible everywhere. In other
words, is it a consequence of the awareness that one lives a lie?*?

It seems that ultimately, Stanev’s deeply ambiguous paraphrase of a story
from the Bible should not be read as a polemic against Christianity, understood
as an irrational “truth” about transcendence, but as a polemic against Chris-

*? In this context, Stanev’s diary entry of 14 August 1977 seems especially crucial: “Yose-
K'BT THPCU MCTUHATA Ype3 yMa cu U 4pes pgymara cu. CBeTsT e 3a6y/eH B TaiiHa. B wppBus
ciyd4aii 3ary6Ba o0Lust CMUCBHI Ha 60XX1ETO TBOPeHNe U IOK0OHO YepBeil, KONTo Ababdae
B IBPBOTO, He Y3HaBa IO € ABPBOTO, & CAMO FbPBECHIA IIPaX, BbB BTOPMA Ce JOKOCBA C AylLIaTa
CM 10 TaliHaTa, yBU — HerocTyoKuMa 3a ymal!” (Cranes, 1998, p. 122). (The man looks for truth
using his reason or soul. The world is wrapped in mystery. If the man uses his reason, he loses
the overall view of God’s design. One is like a worm, eating at wood: the worm has no conception
of the tree; all it knows is the wood dust. When one uses one’s soul, one touches on the mystery
which is - alas! - unreachable for the reason!.) This passage provides an apt summary of Stanev’s
attitude on the nature of cognition and the place of man in the universe. This tragedy can be
summarized as the agnostic experience.

** Stanev himself was fascinated with the necessity to live a lie, and this is testified by
a diary entry of 12 October 1974: “Bcexu >kuBee ¢ HeCbCTOSITe/IHA HAZIEXK /A, e € 6e3CMBbPTEH.
Tyk e cumara Ha XMBOTa — B IbKara. Ho KakBa rbxa e Ts? VI HuMa MOXKe [ia ce Hapede TbxKa
camusi xuBoT? ToraBa Kak’bB CMMCBHII MMa Ta THPCUM HAKAKBA UCTUHA BBH OT XIBOTA 1 C
KakBo 611 Hy mo/i3Basa 117 Ho kakBo fa ce mpaBu? Jla >KuBeee YOBEKbT C TAKaBa MCTHUHA, T.e.
6e3 Tast ,TbXKa’, ¥ KOITO MOXKe Jja M3LbpXK, fia He ce obecu!” (Cranes, 1998, p. 81). (Everyone
lives with an unjustified hope of immortality. This is what the strength of life rests on - a lie. But
what lie is this? And whether one might call life itself a lie? And then, what would be the point
of our quest for any truth outside life, what would be its purpose? Still, what can one do? Let
the man live the lie, that is, let him live without this “lie.” And those who can stand it, let them
not hang themselves.) It seems therefore that human tragedy consists of looking for the truth
in spite of everything.
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tianity as an ideology, i.e. a doctrine that promises future happiness but also
oppresses the individual just as deeply as formal secular power.** Viewed in
this light, the biblical narrative constitutes firstly a code that is readily under-
stood by the reader and secondly - an antithesis of the author’s worldview.
Here, orthodoxy only represents the object of reflexion, and the ideological
message is created in a two-step process. First, the text’s focuses on the problem
of faith/belief and then it moves to the question of power. The relationship
between truth and freedom becomes a crucial interpretative perspective, and
the figure of Judas becomes its beacon. The supposition that Jesus’s teachings
are false refers to the school of Biblical exegesis that takes its roots from natu-
ralist philosophy (i.e. from the Enlightenment tradition.) But the objection
against Jesus’s teaching also stems from the total critique of all power, which
links Stanev’s vision to modern critiques of religious institutions (which is
quite interesting when we take into account the story’s date of composition.)
The alleged authenticity of Lazarus’s story turns out to be a hoax and the setting
of the story is quite sketchy, as it is usually the case in Stanev’s philosophico-
historical works. In this perspective, Judas’s suicide would be prompted by
despair caused by discovering of the most horrific of truths. Judas wanted to
believe in spite of being a rational man, and because of this, he fell prey to an
eschatological illusion. The realization of this fact, especially in the context of
a more and more assured triumph of this illusion, must lead to despair. Thus,
Stanev’s short story becomes a parable about the false premises of power.
The story of the origins of Christianity shows the process of gaining power
and thus it serves as an apt illustration. The new religion promises to abolish
the fear of death, and thus it makes it impossible for the old religion to control
the nation.>® Also, the Jewish elites try to expose Jesus, but at the same time

** It corresponds with a belief, repeatedly stated by Stanev, that every power and also
(or even especially) the one wielded in the name of God, constitutes counterfeit freedom.
Cf. the diary entry for 10 January 1976. (Cranes, 1998, p. 93). Stanev’s belief stems from his
acceptance of the oppressive function of “truth.” In a note about Tolstoy he writes thus: “Bcexu,
KOJITO IIPeTeHAMPa, de 3Hae UCTUHATA, Il He Iile, 3aI104Ba fja eCIIOTCBYBA HaJl APYTUTe, He
TBPIY IpyTa MCTVHA OCBEH CBOATA I ¢ Hacunue 51 Hanara® (CraHes, 1983, p. 264). (Everyone
who aspires to knowing the truth will, whether consciously or not, start to behave as a despot
in his relations with others. He will hate all other truths except his own, and will try to impose
it by force.)

% Cf. the diary entry of 26 October 1978: “Bcu4ko B >)KMBOTa, KAKTO Ce 3aII0YHE C PaKpa-
HETO U CBBPIIN ChC CMBPTTA, € HACU/INE; eKCIIOATALMATA ChILO € HACHUIINE, a T4 e Hen3bexHa
KaTo XxpaHeHeTo. Cpelly IOCTOSHHOTO BeYHO HACK/IVe YOBEK'BT Ce yTelllaBa I IbXKe C ijes 3a
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they strive to keep their present status. The Jewish elites are convinced of
their own special rights, and in their attempts to maintain them, they do not
shun from manipulating their religious doctrine. This mechanism is visible
in the description of their transaction with Lazarus.

The tenet that ideologies have a power to enslave leads to a question
why men still allow themselves to be deceived. It seems that the answer lies
in human nature itself, because it is imbued with a yearning for an axiologi-
cal point of reference. The need to find some point of reference is expressed
in constant search for a viable framework of reference and in a kind of (meta-
physical) tremor. In Stanev’s story, the rationalist does not rely absolutely on his
reason, and the mystic does not fully trust his spiritual sensibility. As Judas’s
story demonstrates, this sworn rationalist makes a dialectical volte-face
during his journey towards scepticism, and thus he finally negates all ratio.
The existential rift must lead to a conclusion that the world is absurd. If in
Stanev’s view Christianity represents both a symbol of a (secular) ideology that
enslaves, and an ideology itself, this representation also stems from accepting
the “rational” tenets of agnosticism. The suspension of belief in transcendence
and simultaneous questioning of the immanent order leads to passive nihil-
ism.*® Within this paradigm, only an unconscious person - a child - would
be free from living the lie (or the horrific truth.) Adulthood is connected to

6ora, CipaBe/l/INBOCT, ICTMHA, IPaBO, HPABCTBEHN MMIIepaTuBl, 6e3cMbpTie. Kbfe e n3Bo-
PBT Ha THA MI03un? Moxe OU CTPaxbT e TeXeH Chb3JaTel, CTPaXbT OT CMBPTTA... VIHaue ce
HaJara fia mpueMeM CblijecTByBaHeTo Ha 6ora...” (CraHes, 1998, pp. 129-130). (Everything in
life, from birth to death, is violence. Exploitation is also violence, but it is inescapable, just like
eating. The man tries to find consolation in the face of this constant and eternal violence. He tries
to cheat himself with the concepts of God, justice, truth, law, moral imperative or immortality.
Where is the source of all these illusions? Perhaps they are born out of fear, out of fear of death...
Otherwise we must accept the existence of God.) Even though Stanev refers to these musings
as “evil thoughts,” similar themes constantly reappear both in his private and published
writings. Both nihilistic concepts expressed in the entry above are pertinent for “Lazarus and
Jesus™ the belief that human life is governed by violence, and the assertion that the source of
“metaphysical” illusions is the fear of death.

¢ Cf. Stanev’s diary entry for 8 August 1974: “IIpeBbIUIbIIEHNATA Ha IIUCATENIS TO
3aBeXJIaT B II0O3HaHMe, OT I03HAHNUE B IIOTHYCA OT II03HAHME ¥ HaKpas B TYGOCT U KypIIyM
B rimaBaTa. KoliTo uspgbpska, craBa MbApel, pa3bpan ,,cCKpbOHaTa MBAPOCT”, IPU YCIIOBIE,
Je He 3aIll0YHe Jja TPOIIOBA/BA HAKAKBa ITTYIIOCT. MaKap fla cTaBa BCe I0-ACeH MeXaHU3MbT,
HUKaK He pasbupam 3aio e taka...” (Cranes, 1998, p. 87) (Different personas of a writer lead
him towards cognition, from cognition to abhorrence of cognition, and finally to madness and
putting a bullet in one’s brain. If one stops oneself, one becomes a sage full of “sad wisdom,”
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thirsting (for cognition,) and therefore to a feeling of some loss, and to hope
and illusion that are connected to it. But the liberation does not bring back
the feeling of carelessness. Instead, it brings the sense of a total lie, a lie that
feels somewhat necessary.

Within this perspective, the fundamental difference between the two “trai-
tors” becomes really distinct. The pre-resurrection Lazarus can be perceived as
a pre-rational character who is however not self-sufficient, because he cannot
come to terms with the experience of the Unknowable. After experiencing
a miracle he turns into a modern rationalist who, in spite of some tremors
in his heart, is by and large satisfied with his life. In contrast, Judas’s highly
rational stance leads in the end to what might be termed a post-rational attitude.
His quest for proof led him to negating all truths, i.e. to abandoning all anchors
(sources of hope.) Living the naked truth, i.e. living with the consciousness of
the all-encompassing lie, is unbearable. In the end, freedom proves illusory,
because it is only subjective and it is acquired in return for the loss of mean-
ing. Within this paradigm, a child, as a metaphor of the fool, becomes a figure
of the blessed.

This nihilistic interpretation of the short story, which includes the sui-
cide of the traitor, seem to be corroborated by another short story by Stanev,
entitled “Tlocnegnara nputua” (The Last Parable) According to the author’s
wife, he envisaged the story on 19 September 1968 (Cranesa, 1979, pp. 257-258),
and later used the material in his novel Aumuxpucm (The Antichrist) where
it appears in the form of the protagonist’s dream (Cramnes, 2004, pp. 281-283).”
The original version of the story centers around a rich Jew, who listens to Jesus’s
teachings and agrees with him, but repeatedly puts off the decision to embrace
the new religion. After the crucifixion, the protagonist rejoices that he was not
lured by the lie, but when he hears of the resurrection he is inconsolable, as he
now understands that he has made a bad choice. When on the next day he finds
the prophet’s body buried in his own vineyard, he decides to commit suicide.

Tpbraan cu 90BeKbT K'bM K'bIIN, HO U3 yINUIIATa ¥ HaJl XOpaTa BU/ A fia ce

HOCH ITIaK 9yJHaTa CBET/IMHA. YoBek'bT 3Haesn, ye V[CYC € MBbPTHB U CBET/INHATa
€ I'bKJINBA, HO HE IIOCMAJ A UM Ka’Ke. N 3a Aa He c€ U3KYIINM 1 pa3Kpue 1'bxXKara,

provided that one will not start preaching some silliness. Whereas the mechanics of it seems
straightforward enough, I cannot for the life of me understand why it is so.)

%7 It should perhaps be clarified that the protagonist believes himself to be a reincarnation
of Judas, and his tragedy is rooted in a rift between faith and cognition.
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U 3a 1a HE N3YE€3HE qyuHaTa CBE€T/IMHA, TOM C1e] HAKOJIKO OTHU Ce o6ec1/1 (CTaHeBa,
38
1979, p. 258).

When this material found its way into The Antichrist, its protagonist was
Theophilus and the setting of the story is Tarnovo. Jesus is sentenced to die
on the cross and the people do nothing to save him, even though they know
that the Savior’s death will lead to the end of the world. But when Theophilus
finds Christ’s body, he realizes that God lied even to his own son, making
his sacrifice pointless. This realization becomes the source of both fear and
satisfaction, and finally - the cause of Theophilus’s death. The protagonist
is hanged.

ToraBa cTaHax Haif-OKasSHUAT MEX]y YeTIOBEIINTE U Hall-CAMOTHUAT, 3aI0TO,
KaTo y3HaX rojaTa MCTMHA, He MOXKeX JIa A CIOfeNA C HUKOTO — aKo A Usjajex,
Iiellle ja HACT'BIIM OHA MpaK. AKO A CKpHeX, KaK 14X fla XuBes ¢ Hea? V pasbpax,
Je ycTaTa MU CaMM 1ile IPOTOBOPAT, HO3€Te MU CAMI 1ile OTBeflaT XOpaTa IIpef Tpaa
U p’blieTe MU CaMU IIle TO ITOCOoYar... Taka ce o3oBax npu IOxa Vickapuor u xato
Hero He MM OCTaBallle IPYTo, OCBeH Jia ce obecs. Baex BbiKe, HallpaBUX MPUMKa
U I'bXHAX uATa cu B Hesl... (CraHes, 2004, p. 283).39

Thus the protagonist saves God’s plan of salvation by becoming the victim
of the plan’s imperfections. Viewed in this light, Judas indeed becomes the savior
of humanity, but not because he debunks Christ’s false teaching (as was the ini-
tial intention of the protagonist of “Lazarus and Jesus”), but precisely because
he refrains from exposing Jesus. His decision is imbued with additional symbolic
significance once we realize that Jesus’s buried body can be associated with
a hidden treasure buried in a field. The Kingdom of Heaven, or an eschatologi-
cal promise, thus proves to be an illusion that is necessary to live. From this
perspective, Judas is not a traitor but a savior of transcendence.

%% So he went home, but when he was in the street, he saw strange radiance floating in the air
above people’s heads. He knew that Jesus was dead and that the radiance had to be a trick or an
illusion, but he did not dare to tell it to the people. So in order not to succumb to the temptation
and not to expose the lie, and because he did not want the strange radiance to vanish, he hanged
himself several days later.

% Thus I became the loneliest and the most unfortunate of men, because once I have experi-
enced the naked truth, there was no one I could share it with. If I revealed it, the darkness of hell
would cover the earth. But how can I live on while I am hiding the truth? I suddenly understood
that, fight it as I may, my lips will speak and I will lead people to this hole in the ground, and
my hand will point the grave to them. So I felt exactly like Judas Iscariot and there was nothing
left for me to do but to hang myself. I took the rope, I tied the noose and I put it around my neck.
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Stanev envisages an eternal rift between reason and spirit and between
belief and knowing. But his stance harks back to something more than the trag-
edy of agnosticism. Paradoxically, it becomes a foundation for his belief
that ignorance is a blessed state (albeit one that is impossible to achieve.)*°
This aporia is aptly illustrated by the story’s final scene. Yearning for some
vision of redemption, the inhabitants of Bethany reject Lazarus’s testimony
that debunks Jesus’s teaching. The stoning of Lazarus is a poignant expression
of the human yearning for meaning.*' The yearning can be expressed in three
ways, symbolized by the figures of three members of the crowd - and their
three voices. The first one stands for those who believe in Jesus’s original teach-
ing; the second - for fanatics, who manipulate the crowd’s behavior in order
to fulfil their own mistaken mission; and the third — and the weakest - voice
from the crowd - belongs to the doubtful ones, who experience metaphysical
horror. According to our interpretative paradigm, the three groups in Stanev’s
story would symbolize respectively the cheated, the mendacious, and those

0 Tt seems that this blessed state is expressed in agnostic contemplation of the world, that
assumes its purposefulness. Cf. Stanev’s diary entry of 10 August 1974: “Ila ce pagBalu Ha cBeTa
¥ Ja TO IpyeMel KaTo [[e/leyCTPOEHOCT, 3HaYM 0/IaroBeliHO ia BApBall B 60ra, T.e. B HEIIO
HE[JOCTBIIHO 3a YMa, KOETO MOXEIIl CaMO fja Ch3BbPLABALIL C PaffOCT U HAC/IAfA OT >KMUBOTA.
Omnurant 11 ce fa MOITIefHEII Ha Hero Ype3 MO3HAHUATA, KOUTO TH [aBa HayKaTa, CBETBT
e 6escmucen u crpauter” (Cranes, 1998, p.87). (To draw joy from the world and to perceive
it as a coherent and purposeful structure means to worship god, that is to believe in something
inaccessible for reason, that you can only contemplate with joy and pleasure derived from life.
If you try to look at it through the prism of knowledge, given to you by science, the world grows
senseless and terrifying.)

! This interpretation is corroborated by Stanev’s diary entry of 27 January 1978: “YoBexbT
IIOMHM 1 ITOYNUTa TO3H, KOJMTO My o6elljaBa CBeT/IO Obellle, KOJTO My BAbXBa BAPa I HATeXKa
¥ KOJITO MY Ka3Ba, 4e Io 0014a, MaKap ToBa fa e IbKa. OHs, KOJITO My Ka3Ba HAKaKBIU HEIIPU-
ATHY UCTVMHY (2 UICTMHNTE, TOJIEMUTE MCTUHY Ca BUHATY HENIPUATHM), CKOPO ce 3a6paBsA U He
ce tauy 1 o6uua. [oeMu UCTUHY OTOIBAT CAMUsI XXMBOT U BCSIKA IIEHHOCT — Te ca IPOTUB
XKIBOTA, OTPOBA 3a KMBoTa. Ho fja ce 4yyi 1 Maelr, Y0BEeK'bT BCe THPCY HIAKAKBA MCTUHA,
a 6s1ra u ce 60U OT Hes, XXUBee ¢ WI03UA 1 TbXata...” (CraHes, 1998, p. 126) (A man will
remember and cherish someone who promises them a magnificent future, who brings them faith
and hope and who tells them that he loves him, even though it is a lie. Someone who speaks
uncomfortable truths (and truths, the big truths, will always be uncomfortable) will be quickly
forgotten, and will not be worshipped or cherished. The big truths lay bare life itself and rob it
of all value - they are against life, they are a poison of life. However much you can wonder at it,
the man is always on the lookout for some truth, but he also runs away from it and fears it, living
a life surrounded by illusions and lies.)
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who yearn for lies to give meaning to their existence. All these three groups
are in some way enslaved.

Why is it that the final section of the story contains a question about
Truth that refers to Pilate’s famous ironic question (John 18:38)?** If the prob-
lem of freedom is linked to making decisions in unity with oneself (Arendt,
1978, pp. 241-280), the rift leads to an attitude that is perpetually inauthen-
tic (unfaithful) and incomplete. The figure of Jesus’s traitor thus becomes
a victim of double enslavement (and unfaithfulness). Within the paradigm
of religious experience, the source of enslavement is Reason that bars one
from the sacrum and leads one astray into the deserts of total independence.
In turn, on a social plane, the enslavement is a result of Ideology (dialectically
linked to Reason), which is understood as self-illusion. Committing suicide
after facing the ultimate truth suggests that only a lie can be “redemptive,” and
as such, it constitutes the logical closure to a tragedy of a strict rationalist, or
an agnostic who is torn between belief and knowledge, and also a dialectical
rebuttal of the story’s departure point.*?

It appears therefore that Stanev’s message is deeply nihilistic: the illusions
are highly addictive and conducive to survival. In the context of the triumph
of Communist ideology at the time of the story’s composition, the overall
message seems to express a tragic yearning for the lost “false consciousness.”
Granted, the false consciousness enslaved the individual, but it also protected
him/her - also from himself/herself.** This advantage becomes especially

*?> One should remember that this question follows Jesus’s words that he came into
the world to bear witness unto the truth (John 18:37-38). Cf. also John 8:31-32. One should
also take into account Stanev’s ironic remark noted in his diary on 2 May 1975: “VicTunara
BUHArH e obelljaBaja ia OTKpue nuieTo cu. Beuna Hagexxaa! Ta oTkpuBa caMo Hoca CU MK
Cpe[HUSI CU IP'BCT U ITOJFOOHO XOPM30HTa MaMH J1a BbpBUM Hampeq...  (Cranes, 1998, p. 92).
(The truth always promises to show us her face. An eternal hope! But she only shows us the tip
of her nose or her middle finger: just like the line of the horizon, it lures us to march forward...)

** Tt is worth highlighting that Karolev rates Stanev as a dialectician (Kapores, 1982,
p- 394). Karolev takes into account primarily Stanev’s interest in “the dialectic of human soul”
and because of it, he compares him to Tolstoy. It is especially vital to point out to Karolev’s
remarks (which are on the margin of his main argument) about Stanev’s dialectic experience
of the world. Stanev’s artistic creed is especially connected with his orientation towards exis-
tential contradiction (unambiguity.)

4 The purported objective truth appears to be a tool of the veiled attempts to secure
a monopolistic position. A discussion of the idea of “false consciousness” as an inspiration
for the birth of sceptical and relativist postmodernist epistemology (understood as a radical
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visible when one compares it with the emptiness that is a result of rejection of
the false consciousness. Stanev’s short story obliquely demonstrates the con-
sequences of debunking of all “meta-narratives” or ideologies, so in essence
it talks about the postmodern experience. One might take inspiration from
Nietzsche’s thought and claim that the story presents a situation in which
people lose illusions concerning the fundamental meaning of truth and it shows
a world in which the “will to truth” becomes “the will to illusion,” whereas
the latter takes up the appearance of the “will to truth.”** The consciousness
that no fiction (“ideology”) is innocent coincides with a yearning for hope,
even though all hope has been lost as a result of the departure from the epis-
temological (and axiological) optimism of the Enlightenment. The knowledge
demonstrated by Stanev’s protagonist is therefore tragic, because life without
illusions (and therefore “in truth”) means living with a consciousness that there
is nothing except the illusions and as a consequence - that the truth does not
exist (Buczynska-Garewicz, 2008, pp. 68-69).

The overall message of the text is clearly heterodox. The story paraphrases
the biblical narrative in order to present the story a rebours. Stanev shows a world
without God, in which the danger of manipulation is linked to the existential
need for transcendence (which is an inherent feature of humanity). Contrary to
the usual presentation of the problem, the danger of manipulation in Stanev’s
work is not related to the consciousness of human individuality or to the wrongly
conceived freedom and autonomy. Here, the thirst for transcendence leads to
manipulation and therefore to enslavement and confusion. Viewed in this light,
Judas, the lonely debunker becomes a benefactor (a “savior”) of humankind,
but in a reversed plane of immanence. Stanev, who wrote under a Communist

version of the critical thinking regarding the validity of knowledge) can be found in: Szczegoéta
(1999, pp. 285-314).

** Nietzsche (1966) objected to the Platonian epistemological legacy (and the ideal of
objective truth,) because he regarded “the truth” as a dynamic product of creative thinking
and positioned it therefore in the aesthetic order. He believed that most people live an illusion,
yearning for a soothing “metaphysical” truth. It is worth stressing that in the end, the truth
is expressed only as a series of relative (transient and remote) images. It can be seen therefore
as an endless line of illusions. Viewed from this perspective, the truth is the certainty of
uncertainty. Reaching the truth means losing it. For more see Buczynska-Garewicz (2008,
pp- 35-69); Filipowicz (2011, pp. 65-99). For Nietzsche, the critique of the “will to truth” also
meant rejecting the cult of science and politics, as two spheres were permeated with illusions
of the most dangerous sort. This idea seems to correspond with negative views regarding sci-
ence and politics that are scattered in Stanev’s diaries.
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regime, endeavored to challenge not only the Biblical text and the orthodoxy,
but also the modern worldview. He seemingly talks only about the problem of
religiosity, but obliquely addresses the issue of man’s existential insufficiency.
Thanks to his engagement with a Christian canonical text, he becomes the author
of a modern apocryphon, which however does not urge for the resurrection of
the “murdered” God. Instead, it laments the rift caused by the death. It also
refers to the atheist concept of the perfect life as a projection of human desires.*
In Stanev’s vision, there is no place for the sacrum in the Christian sense of
the term, and the “Gospel” is not a blessed message. Stanev tries to divert
the readers’ attention from the absence of the Transcendence and channel it
towards the idea of looking for the spirit within and in the surrounding world.
But when the sacrum is conceived along these lines - as the ratio of the exis-
tence, it constitutes only a demand of the practical reason: “Ako He cbiecTByBa
CBETOBEH pasyM, Bcu4Ko ry6u cmucsoia cu” (Cranes, 1998, p. 92).*

All in all, “Lazarus and Jesus” is an adaptation of the biblical narrative
written by Stanev in the context of an oppressive state that limited artists’
creative freedom. The atheist worldview was the hallmark of the public life.
In this context, Stanev’s story demonstrates its affinity with other modern day
apocrypha written under totalitarian regimes that make use of the Judaeo-
Christian tradition for polemical purposes. Such apocrypha typically do not
serve as meditations on the experience of the death of God. Instead, they
offer insights into the contemporary condition of enslavement by regimes and
ideologies. Admittedly, Stanev poses a question about the nature of faith and
the role of reason in the man’s spiritual life, in a world dominated by rationalist
and pragmatic thinking. When one takes into consideration all of the author’s
oeuvre, it becomes evident that Stanev is more focused on the vision of human

46 This brings to mind the philosophical ideas of the founding fathers of materialistic athe-
ism: Paul d’Holbach and Ludwig Feuerbach, who (based on the Enlightenment doctrine of reason)
interpreted the idea of God as a result of the projection of aspirations of imperfect human beings.
Cf. Lysien (2004, pp. 63-76). There is an obvious parallel with Stanev’s diary entry of 2 March 1978
in which he muses on the simplicity of the idea of God. The entry seems to be tightly connected with
his concept of power as a source necessary to survive enslavement: “Komko mpocra e ugesra 3a 6ora,
cpBceM pocTal O4eBMIHO T5 € Bb3HIKHA/IA B yMa OT HY)/laTa [ja Ce IIPefiCTaBl CBETBT efJHEH,
OIIPOCTEH Ype3 CUJIaTa U BOIATA Ha eJHO BUCIIIe ChllecTBO. OT CHILOTO Ce Ch3fjaBa bpXKaBHaTa
Bract...” (Cranes, 1998, p. 127). (How simple the idea of God is, how absolutely simple! Apparently
it was born in the human mind out of a need to see the world as coherent, to see it simplified through
the power and will of some higher being. And political power is born out of the same need...)

47 If the worldly reason does not exist, everything is devoid of sense.
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imperfection and human propensity to yield to fraudulent suggestion (both
internal and external,) which is related to the former. Drawing inspiration
from the rationalist and sceptical legacy of the Enlightenment, and in the face
of the radical opposition between belief and knowledge and of the demand to
free oneself from the (allegedly) oppressive concept of God, Stanev preaches
the impossibility of faith/trust, which he sees as one half of the perspective of
the man’s “metaphysical” rift. In the end, he presents the nihilistic consequences
of falling into the trap of agnosticism. By laying bare the (in)consequences of
rationalist thinking, Stanev provides a pessimistic diagnosis of the modern
human condition, the sense of confusion, and also of the desperate search for
a valid framework of reference, which is undertaken in a world that has under-
gone total immanentization. The change of direction is also evoked in the very
title of the story, in the reversal of the customary order of the two names.

In this way, Stanev’s apocryphon becomes a universal parable about
the human condition. It talks about a man who cannot stand his own divine
creator (it is as if in the man’s nature). The man’s attitude is motivated by the self-
referential demands of the “mature” reason. The fate of Judas as a debunker
in fact debunks the modern illusion of freedom. When one takes into account
the story’s date of composition, and the author’s political entanglement, it turns
out to be a poignant testament of the tragic experience of a world without God,
where falsity is the only truth.
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W pulapce agnostycyzmu,
czyli Judasz wedlug Emiliana Stanewa

Artykul omawia problematyke nowoczesnego poczucia totalnego zniewolenia. Przed-
miotem uwagi jest opowiadanie Emiliana Stanewa JIasap u Vcyc (Lazarz i Jezus, 1977), za$
kontekstem - osobisty dziennik autora oraz rola jego Judasza jako demistyfikatora Chrystusowe;j
nauki. Postawiona przez pisarza diagnoza wiecznego rozdarcia miedzy duchem a rozumem
staje si¢ nie tylko kryptonimem tragizmu postawy agnostycznej, lecz - paradoksalnie - takze
przestanka dla tezy o blogostawionym, cho¢ niemozliwym do osiggniecia stanie niewiedzy.
Utwor interpretowany jest jako gleboko ambiwalentna polemika nie tyle z religia chrzescijaniska
jako irracjonalng ,,prawdg” o transcendencji, co z ideologia, tj. doktryna obiecujaca przyszie
szcze$cie, cho¢ réwnie zniewalajacg jak formalna wladza swiecka.

Slowa kluczowe: Emilian Stanew, Judasz, Biblia, Nowoczesno$¢, agnostycyzm, ideologia,
literatura butgarska
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In the Trap of Agnosticism:
Judas according to Emiliyan Stanev

The article discusses the modern sensation of complete enslavement. It offers an in-depth
analysis of Emiliyan Stanev’s short story Lazarus and Jesus (Lazar i Isus; 1977) in the context
of relevant entries from the author’s diaries. The article centres on the presentation of Judas
as a debunker of Christ’s teaching. Stanev presents his vision of a permanent rift between
spirit and reason that is not only a clear expression of the tragedy of agnosticism, but also,
paradoxically, an indication that the state of ignorance is blessed, albeit impossible to achieve.
Stanev’s story can be interpreted as a deeply ambiguous polemic not only with Christian
religion understood as an “irrational” truth about transcendence but also with ideology;, i.e.
a doctrine that promises future happiness but is just as oppressive as formal secular power.

Keywords: Emiliyan Stanev, Judas, Bible, Modernity, agnosticism, ideology, Bulgarian literature
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