The Grand Inquisitor

This is the most famous chapter in Fyodor Dostoyevski’s The Brothers Karmazov, and perhaps the most famous single chapter in all of literature.

The chapter contains a parable told by Ivan (or Vanya) – “the dialectian,” considered the more subtle and pragmatic brother (and in this context representing the un-believer) –  to Alyosha (or Alexei) – the youngest brother, a Russian Orthodox novice just entering the monastery, who periodically interrupts with brief innocent questions. 


In this tale, Jesus comes back to earth in Seville at the time of the Inquisition, although his name is never given. He performs a number of miracles (echoing those from the Gospels), and the people recognize who He is and start to adore Him. But He is quickly arrested by the Inquisition leaders and sentenced to be burned to death the next day. That night the Grand Inquisitor visits Jesus in His cell to tell Him that the Church no longer needs Him, explaining why His return would interfere with the mission of the Church.

The Inquisitor frames his denunciation of Jesus around the three questions Satan asked during the temptation of Christ in the desert. These three are, first, the temptation to turn stones into bread, second, the temptation to cast Himself from the Temple and be saved by the angels, and, third, the temptation to rule over all the kingdoms of the world. These three temptations are described as the three questions in which “the whole future history of mankind is, as it were, anticipated and combined in one whole, and three images are presented in which all the insoluble historical contradictions of human nature all over the world will meet” – what we might readily consider the core issues of human existence.  Had Jesus accepted these temptations, says Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor, he “would have accomplished “all that man seeks on earth, that is to say, whom to worship [and thus find order], to whom to trust his conscience [and thus know meaning] and how at last to unite all in a common, harmonious, and incontestable ant-hill” [and thus establish membership]. 

The Inquisitor states that Jesus rejected these three temptations in favor of freedom. But in doing so the Inquisitor believes that Jesus clearly misjudged human nature. He – the Inquisitor – does not believe that the vast majority of humanity can handle the freedom which Jesus has offered. Thus, he implies that Jesus, in giving humans freedom to choose, has excluded the majority of humanity from redemption and doomed them to suffer.  (We are reminded here of Sartre’s famous dictum, that “men are condemed to freedom.”)
In relating the story, Ivan suggests that the Inquisitor has lost his faith. After a lifetime of pursuing God, and failing, he has given up in frustration. Nevertheless, he is left with a love of humanity and the desire not to see humanity suffer. Ivan also implies that both the Inquisitor and the Church follow “the wise spirit, the dread spirit of death and destruction,” i.e. Satan himself, for the priests, through compulsion, provide the tools to end all human suffering and to unite everyone under the banner of the Church. The mulitude are thus guided through the Church by the few who are strong enough to take on the burden of freedom. The Inquisitor says that under him, all mankind will live and die happily in ignorance. Though he leads them only to their ultimate “death and destruction,” they will be happy along the way. And so the Inquisitor will be a self-martyr, spending his life to keep choice away from humanity. He concludes that “Anyone who can appease a man's conscience can take his freedom away from him.”
Through this long, painful soliloquy by the Inquisitor, Jesus remains silent. The parable ends when Jesus, instead of answering, simply kisses the Inquisitor on his “bloodless, aged lips”. On this, the Inquisitor releases Jesus, telling him never to return. Still silent, Jesus leaves into “the dark alleys of the city.” Not only is the kiss ambiguous, but its effect on the Inquisitor is as well. Ivan concludes, “The kiss glows in his heart, but the old man adheres to his ideas.” 
What is the meaning of this kiss?

The only man who kissed Christ in the Gospels was Judas. Is Christ's kiss in Ivan's story analogous? Is it reminiscent? Is it approval? Or is it the Divine pardon? “For if our heart condemn us, God is greater than our heart and knoweth all things,” St. John wrote (John 3:20). Dostoevsky does not tell; he leaves us an enigma.
The kiss that Jesus plants on the lips of the Grand Inquisitor may be the equal of the words that, according to John 13:27,  Jesus whispered to Judas at the Last Supper: “that thou doest, do quickly.” As Jesus in no way condones Judas' betrayal in this telling, so Jesus' kiss does not excuse the Grand Inquisitor.

Yet with the insights suggested by the newly discovered Gospel of Judas we might now add an ironic amendment. This ancient leather-bound papyrus codex, believed to have been translated from the original ancient Greek to the Coptic language around 300 AD, was discovered in the 1970’s, and only finally translated into English in 2001.  According to Herb Krosney, author of  The Lost Gospel, in this account “Judas is actually in a totally revised relationship to Jesus. He is Jesus' favorite disciple – he is the person who enables Jesus to reach the heavens, and he himself is a star in the sky, according to the words of Jesus.” Judas now comes across as a very different kind of character. “He's the person who is asked to make the ultimate sacrifice. And that sacrifice is to sacrifice the life of Jesus in order that Jesus may attain eternity and immortality. And so Judas is the one who enables all of us to help find that inner spark within ourselves.”
