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The Illusion of God, the Illusion of Godlessness: 

My Father, My Lord vs. Ordet
The "reason and revelation" conflict is one of the central issues in both philosophy and theology.
 This conflict points at the contradictions between two belief sources: Human senses and understanding, on the one hand, and the Holy Scriptures, on the other. Attempts at resolving this conflict run the gamut from the sweeping denial of religious belief to the sweeping denial of reason, with theories of harmonization, “division of labor,” and separation falling somewhere in between. Cinema, too, reflects the West’s preoccupation with this conundrum:  Two films, each a work of exquisite cinematography, take up the gauntlet thrown down by this age-old clash, each presenting a particular—and, as it turns out, polar—position. The first, My Father, My Lord, is the celebrated debut film of the former Haredi director David Volach (Israel, 2007), and the second is Carl Theodor Dreyer’s classic Ordet, (Denmark, 1955), based on a play by Kaj Munk (1898-1944). The former comes down squarely on the side of atheism, while the latter is an argument for Kierkegaardian Fideism.
 The films are products of very different times, and very different places and cultures. They also, obviously, deal with different religions. We have every reason, then, to surmise that Volach was not influenced by Dreyer. Yet their respective plot structures, and the methods they utilize to allude to religious texts, are strikingly similar. To some extent, each film is best understood as a mirror image of the other. 

Since these films may be inaccessible to many of this article's readers,
 I will begin by summarizing each one, and then proceed to a comparative analysis and the conclusions that this comparison entails. I will suggest that each of the two films promotes the idea of a self-sufficient closed epistemic system, and the combination of the two together might prompt the double truth theory. 
My Father, My Lord - summary
The original Hebrew title for Volach’s film is “Summer Vacation” (Hufshat Kayitz)—at first glance, a far lighter, less meaning-laden choice than the English “My Father, My Lord.” Yet this innocent-sounding term in truth hints at the film’s deeper meaning. The Hebrew word for “vacation” (hufshah) is derived from the same root as “freedom” (hofesh), and the word “summer” (kayitz) from that of “end” (ketz). And indeed, the film features both a liberation and an ending, albeit neither of the happy, sought-after kind. It tells the story of a Litvish (Lithuianian) ultra-Orthodox family in Jerusalem, the Edelmans.. The father, Reb Avrom lives a life completely given over to the study of Torah. He is an amiable, basically gentle man (“Edel” in Yiddish means “gentle”), but nonetheless quick to assert his authority when it comes to matters of religious observance. His wife Esther is a warm, loving, and sensitive individual. The couple has just one son, the sweet, intelligent Menachem, who is regarded by his parents as a gift from God. Clearly Reb Avrom and Esther had hoped for many more children, but do not advance this aspiration by any means other than prayers and trust in God. 

The film’s opening montage is rather fragmentary. It offers a glimpse onto day-to-day ultra-Orthodox life, an existence, Volach would have us believe, every moment of which is proscribed by observance and defined by faith. (The lengthy focus on the details might point at the punctilious nature of Jewish religious observance, at least as conceived by Volach). Reb Avrom, for example, is so absorbed in his nightly Talmud study that he barely registers his son’s presence in the room; Menachem, waiting patiently to speak with his father, eventually falls off to sleep. Awakened by his father in the morning, the first words he hears are the blessing “Elohai Neshama” (“My God, the soul that you have given me…”). The blessing ends with the words “Blessed is the Lord our God, who returns the soul to the dead body,” since sleep, according to the Sages, is considered a partial death. Menachem walks to the heder, or Jewish religious school, with his father, who tests him on the laws of donning tefillin (phylacteries) on the way; only half-listening, he spies an advertisement for a trip to the Dead Sea, the summer vacation of the Hebrew title, and takes it with him. 

In school, Menachem learns about the binding of Isaac, his attention to the story distracted by the sight of a dove hatching her eggs through the window. At recess, he plays cards from an educational set, and wins one with a picture of an African in ceremonial makeup beating on a drum. When he arrives home, he suggests to his receptive parents that they take a trip to the Dead Sea. He also wonders aloud what happens to animals in the world to come, to which his father promptly responds that only humans have souls and afterlife. When he shows his parents the picture on the card, Reb Avrom staunchly demands that he tear it up, crying that “idol worshippers are not allowed in this house.” Later that day, we see Reb Avrom delivering a sermon in synagogue, the thrust of which is that divine providence over the righteous is special (i.e., directed to individuals), while that over the rest of the world is merely general (i.e., directed to kinds). During the sermon Menachem falls asleep, and Reb Avrom carries him home in his arms. He puts him to bed, not before reciting with him the "final blessing" of the day, which thanks God for His care for the needs of all living creatures.

The next day, Reb Avrom and Esther arrive at the heder to pick up Menachem for their vacation. The boys are still learning about the binding of Isaac, and Menachem has been assigned the role of posting the sacrificial ram in the set of plastic magnets on the classroom board. In a moment that foretells the tragedy to come, he cannot make his magnet stick. As they leave the school, the principal comes rushing out, crying that there is an opportunity to fulfill the commandment of Shilluah Haken, or sending away the mother bird from her nest before taking her eggs or chicks. According to the Torah, the reward for the fulfillment of this precept is a long life and many sons.
 The bird in question is the dove that Menachem spied from his window, lovingly feeding her foundlings.


When the family arrives at the Dead Sea, father and son settle onto the stretch of beach designated for men. They pass a relaxing afternoon together, and Menachem is delighted to catch a live fish in the too-salty-for-life water. When it comes time for the afternoon prayer, Reb Avrom joins in a prayer quorum. He instructs Menachem to come with him, but at the last moment, the boy’s concern for the fish wins out, and he asks to return to the water to let it go free. 


All these seemingly disconnected scenes have unfolded slowly, in what could be said to amount to a rather banal, atmosphere-focused plot line. But now, after plodding along for the better part of an hour, the film takes a shocking turn. The fragmentary motifs reveal themselves to be pregnant with meaning, all part of a calamitous crescendo. As Reb Avrom stands deep in prayer, Menachem, alone on the shore, is swept away by the undertow. Other sunbathers try to save him, but in vain. Reb Avrom is alerted to what is happening, and, terrified, begins to beg for divine mercy. The coast guard arrives, as does Esther, the terror she feels written on her face. Everyone present begins to recite Psalm 121: “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help? - My help cometh from the Lord, which made heaven and earth. He will not suffer thy foot to be moved; he that keepeth thee will not slumber. Behold, he that keepeth Israel shall neither slumber nor sleep.” Long, nerve-wracking moments pass. At last, the coast guard’s helicopter lifts Menachem out of the sea. But it is too late. It is the dead body of the boy that is placed, together with his broken parents, into the waiting ambulance. 


Reb Avrom and Esther are beside themselves with grief. As Menachem is laid to rest, we hear the words recited at all Jewish funerals, “The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.”
 In the montage that follows, we see Esther sobbing and leaving the gloomy meal during the words of the Sabbath song “Yedid Nefesh” (“The Soul’s Beloved one”): “May Thy mercy be aroused, and please take pity on Thy beloved son.” Reb Avrom finds that he can no longer deliver his regular lesson in the synagogue, where, just a few days before, he spoke passionately on the subject of divine providence: The sight of Menachem's empty seat makes him recoil. Finally, Esther, who blames both her husband and herself for the child's death, throws her prayer books down from the women’s balcony in a metaphorical act of shedding the last vestiges of faith. It lands on her husband, who sits, shedding silent tears.

My Father, My Lord – analysis
The message is simple: There is no justice, and no judge. Heaven is empty; faith is but an illusion. Volach, himself formerly ultra-Orthodox who has lost his own belief in God, does not underplay the power of religion, nor does he desire to offend its followers. On the contrary, he acknowledges religion's ability to grant meaning and depth to people’s lives. The problem, to his mind, is that this meaning and this depth are a house built on sand. At the moment of truth, the lie at the heart of faith is revealed, and the walls of illusion come crumbling down. As in the case of Reb Avrom and Esther, the resulting pain is then that much more difficult to bear.


And now, we see that three of the film’s motifs had “promised” us a happy ending by virtue of divine intervention: the binding of Isaac, the commandment of sending a mother bird from her nest, and Reb Avrom’s lesson on divine providence. But at the critical moment these promises were revealed to be without backing. To drive home the point, precisely at the moment when the worshippers cry out, “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills,” as they plead for the life of a young boy, they look to the skies – where the coast guard’s helicopter is hovering.
 The helicopter, that is, that can do no more than bring back the boy’s corpse.


The clues to Menachem’s fate scattered throughout the film now come into stark relief. Although Reb Avrom is seemingly analogous to his biblical namesake Abraham, his son is eventually taken from him, a fate hinted at when Menachem fails to stick the magnet of the sacrificial ram onto the board at school. The name Esther, from the Hebrew root for “hide,” suggests the hiding of God’s face from the world, i.e., the withdrawal of his providence. The Talmud says, “Where is Esther indicated in the Torah? — [In the verse,] ‘And I will surely hide [asthir] my face [Deut 31:18].’”
 The commandment of sending away the mother bird away from her nest recalls the story of Elisha Ben Abuya, a sage of the second century who became a heretic, and was therefore called “The Other One.” The Talmud relates how he lost his faith: He witnessed an incident in which a father told his son to climb up a tree to send a mother bird away; after the son dutifully fulfilled the commandment, he fell to the ground and died. From this Elisha began to wonder, if the Torah promises a long life as a result of honoring one’s mother and father,
 as well as of fulfilling the commandment of sending the mother bird away,
 and the son fulfilled both to the letter, then “where is this man's length of days, and where is this man's happiness?”
 The Talmud offers various excuses for the son’s death, in the end concluding that the promised reward for the fulfillment of both commandments is to be received in the world to come, and that “there is no reward for precepts in this world.”
 Volach delivers his own message to the film’s viewers: All the verses and the blessings in the course of My Father, My Lord in which God is described as watching over the souls of His believers and returning the dead to life are, in the end, futile. 


Even the meaning of the scene in which Reb Avrom rails against the “idol worshipper” in the picture on Menachem’s playing card, which at first does not seem to fit in with the plot, now becomes clear: Every religion is a kind of idol worship. There is no real difference between the tribal African and the Orthodox Jew; the observance of Jewish ritual and law is no less a kind of superstition. We can now also understand why, of all places, the Dead Sea was selected as the setting for the final scene: It is, according to Jewish law, the body of water into which one is meant to throw all objects related to idolatry, in order to annihilate them.


The last sentences of My Father, My Lord are spoken as part of a dialogue between Reb Avrom and his wife. Esther blames herself and her husband for the fact that her son was left alone on the beach for long enough for him to be swept away by the tide. Reb Avrom tries to justify his own behavior: “I was in the middle of prayer, I was wrapped in the arms of God, what could I have done? A human can do no more.” Esther answers: “If only he were with me….” Reb Avrom’s words are reminiscent of those of the Psalmist, who begs God not to hide His face: “A prayer of the afflicted, when he is overwhelmed [literally: enwrapped], and poureth out his complaint before the Lord. Hear my prayer, O Lord, and let my cry come unto Thee. Hide not Thy face from me in the day when I am in trouble; incline Thine ear unto me; in the day when I call answer me speedily.”
 In light of these words, Reb Avrom’s excuse takes on an ironic tinge: If man “can do no more,” then surely it is God who should step in. And if He doesn’t – what are we to make of His promise? Esther’s answer returns our focus to this world, and to human actions. If man does not do the right thing, she implies, then the right thing will not happen. 


Yet alongside the blame that Esther places on both her husband and herself, there is another, unspoken guilty party: Jewish law. It is Orthodox law, after all, that mandates the separation of men and women at the beach, and which forced her to leave her son with her husband. As in the talmudic story of the son who died fulfilling the commandment of honoring one’s parents, here too, Volach insists, the fulfillment of the commandments not only failed to provide protection to the observant person, but also contributed, if indirectly, to the tragic outcome.

After these words, the film concludes with the most difficult scenes yet. Reb Avrom stands, struck mute with grief, before his congregation, and, after he remains on his own, Esther slowly drops prayer books down on his head from the balcony above. All these scenes are absent dialogue; only a somber and somewhat unmelodious (by no means "Jewish"!) music accompanies them; not a word is spoken for the full five minutes of their duration. No doubt this extended silence is also intended as a message. One of the most famous stories in the Talmud relates that when Moses went up to heaven to receive the Torah, God showed him a vision of the beit midrash (study house) of Rabbi Akiba, who lived one thousand five hundred years after Moses’ death. Rabbi Akiba was teaching his students a difficult point in the Torah, one that Moses himself did not understand. When the students asked Rabbi Akiba after the source of this teaching, he answered, “It is a law given to Moses at Sinai” - referring to the same Moses who watched this scene and did not understand a word of what was spoken! Moses replied to God, “Lord of the Universe, Thou hast such a man and Thou givest the Torah by me!?” God responded, “Be silent, for such is My decree.” The Talmud continues: “Then said Moses, ‘Lord of the Universe, Thou hast shown me his Torah, show me his reward’. ‘Turn thee round’, said He; and Moses turned round and saw them weighing out his flesh at the market-stalls. ‘Lord of the Universe’, cried Moses, ‘such Torah, and such a reward!’ He replied: ‘Be silent, for such is My decree’."
 Silence, in this story, is an expression of the acceptance of God’s will, as incomprehensible and arbitrary-seeming as it may be. Indeed, about one thousand and seven hundred years after the death of Rabbi Akiba, Rabbi Nahman of Breslov (1772-1810) used this story to describe the response of the Tzaddik (the hasidic holy man) to the “difficult questions for which there is no answer.”
 In “My Father, My Lord,” however, Esther’s silence has the opposite effect: Here, it is not an expression of acceptance but of reluctance. She refuses to accept such a demanding view of divine providence, in which there is no clear, visible reward for the believer.

Ordet - summary
The meaning of the title of Carl Theodor Dreyer’s classic film in Danish is “The Word,” or, in this context, “the Word of God.” The film tells the story of a rural Danish family in 1920s Denmark, the Borgens. The elderly father, Morten Borgen, is a gruff widower with an unbending Lutheran ("Church of Denmark") worldview. He lives with his three sons on his farm, the eldest of whom, Mikkel, is an atheist who holds himself to the highest moral standards. He is married to the young, gentle Inger, a person of sincere and simple religious faith. The couple has two daughters, and eagerly await the imminent arrival of their third child—which the elderly Borgen naturally hopes will be a boy. The second of Borgen’s two sons, Johannes, is mentally ill: He believes that he is none other than Christ returned to the world. His hair is long and flowing, he wears simple clothing, he speaks in a hoarse whisper and has an unnerving, vacant stare. As he walks slowly around his farm, he preaches the fulfillment of God’s commandments. Finally, the third brother, Anders, is warm and loyal, full of love and life.


The film opens with a scene in which Johannes has disappeared. His father and brothers search for him frantically, eventually finding him perched on the dunes that overlook over the valley, a clear reference to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. He calls out to his non-existent listeners: “Woe unto you, hypocrites!... Woe unto you, ye who lack faith. Woe to you, who do not believe in me, the Second Coming of Christ, sent to you by the Maker of Heaven and Earth. I say unto you now, Judgment Day is upon us. God called to me to bring you my prophecy. Woe to him who doth not believe, because only the faithful will enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Amen.” Johannes is returned to the farm, and his father despairs of him ever regaining his sanity—which he lost, the father believes, when he began to learn theology. “Miracles do not happen any longer,” he concludes sadly.


Not long after, the young Anders reveals to Mikkel and Inger that he is in love with Anne, the daughter of Peter Petersen the tailor, who lives in the valley adjacent to the farm. He plans to ask for her hand in marriage. All three worry about old Borgen’s reaction, since Peter is the leader of a local religious sect (apparently Baptist, but possibly a branch of the Moravian Church)
, and the two have often sparred on religious matters. Inger promises to try to convince her father-in-law to accept the marriage. 


Meanwhile, the town’s new pastor arrives at the Borgen farm to introduce himself. He bumps into Johannes, who presents himself as “Jesus of Nazareth.” The pastor asks, “But how can you prove it?” to which Johannes answers, in his hoarse voice and glazed stare, “You are a man of faith, who himself lacks faith! People believe in the dead Jesus, but not in the living one. They believe in the miracles I worked two thousand years ago, but not in me, now.” He explains that he returned to the world in order to bear witness for his father—and to perform miracles. The pastor, rendered speechless, can only blurt out, “Miracles do not happen anymore.” Johannes continues, “Behold, thus speaketh my Church on earth… the same Church that disappointed me, that killed me in my name. Here I stand, and again you reject me.” The pastor shudders, “This is absolutely shocking!” Fortunately, the Mikkel arrives and explains. Johannes studied theology, and "had a difficult time with speculation and doubts", but then he discovered Søren  Kierkegaard – and became a different person.
 

Inger tries her hand at persuading Borgen, but meets with no success. Indeed, when it is discovered that at the very moment of their conversation, Anders is proposing to Anne, Borgen cries that he will never countenance such a union. He bemoans the fate that has given him one son who is an atheist, another who is insane, and now a third who seeks to marry a heretic’s daughter. At the same time, we see Peter the Tailor expressing his own rejection of the union, for the same reason, on the grounds that Anders is “not a Christian.” Peter demands that Anders leave, since in another few moments, members of his congregation will be arriving for a prayer meeting. Anders returns home in tears, and tells his father what happened. 


Now the elderly Borgen’s pride is wounded, and he heads out to Peter’s home to set things right. He arrives in the midst of the prayer meeting, just as the worshippers are deep in their spiritual confessions, and then takes Peter aside for a talk. The men’s conversation goes poorly, with each one disagreeing with the other’s religious views. Just as Borgen readies to leave, a telephone call arrives from the farm: Inger has begun her labor, but the delivery is beset with complications. Mother and child are both in danger of death. Peter’s dogmatic insistence on the need for Borgen to convert leads him to say, cruelly, “I sincerely hope that the Lord will enter your heart, even if He needs to strike a terrible blow to make it happen.” Borgen, enraged, nearly strikes Peter before rushing back home to his family.


At the farm, the hours stretch on. Inger is in agony, and the doctor tries desperately to keep her alive. Old Borgen is praying as Johannes appears in the room, whispering in a slow and different voice, “The will of God will be done.” He adds, “And then our Lord appeared in all his honor and might, with his scythe and his hourglass”—symbols of the Angel of Death. Mikkel emerges to announce that the child—a boy—is dead. Johannes continues to intone that the tragedy occurred because they did not believe in him, and his father yells at him to be silent. Johannes turns to little Maren, the oldest daughter of Mikkel and Inger, and tells her that her mother will die, but that he will bring her back to life. The girl believes him, and innocently relays this information to her grandfather as he puts her to bed that night. A few hours later, the doctor informs the household that Inger is stable, and he hopes that her condition will improve in the hours ahead.


After the exhausting evening, Borgen and the doctor are drinking coffee when they are greeted by the new pastor, who has come to check on the family’s welfare. Borgen declares the fact of Inger’s survival a miracle; the doctor corrects him, saying it was science that saved her, not God. The pastor concedes, saying that while miracles are possible, they no longer occur today. God does not violate his own laws, he continues, save for “exceptional cases.” The doctor leaves, but within moments, Inger’s situation takes a dramatic turn for the worse, and she dies. Borgen responds with Job’s words: ““The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.” Johannes, arriving at Inger’s bedside, hints that he will bring her back to life, but then faints, and his brothers are forced to carry him to his room. When he wakes up, he escapes via the window, and disappears. Once again his family goes out in search of him, but this time cannot find him anywhere.


All the residents of the Borgens’ village and the neighboring towns arrive for Inger’s funeral. Peter the Tailor, who regrets his last, cruel words to Borgen, decides to attend, as well, and to ask the patriarch’s forgiveness. A humbled Borgen grants it, and the two agree to support the marriage of Anders and Anne. Inger is lying in her open coffin as the eulogies are said; Mikkel, devastated by his loss, sobs openly and utters a pained goodbye. The family prepares for the burial when, to everyone’s surprise, Johannes, dressed in normal clothing, his gaze focused and his voice clear, appears. “Have you returned to sanity?” the elderly Borgen asks him. Johannes responds, “Yes, I have regained my sanity.” He then proceeds to chastise those present for not thinking of asking God to return Inger to life. “Inger,” he says despairingly,” you must rot because the times are rotten.” Moments before the coffin lid is closed, the young Maren approaches her uncle Johannes and urges him, “Hurry, now, uncle.” Johannes raises his eyes and cries, “The child… the child… the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven.” After confirming that Maren indeed believes in him, he says, “When I say the name of Jesus she will arise.” As those assembled whisper that he is mad, he says, “Jesus Christ, if it is possible, then give her leave to come back to life. Give me the Word, the Word that can make the dead come to life.” (At this point, light is shed at his face and at the wall). He turns toward Inger’s body and commands her, “Inger, in the name of Jesus Christ I bid thee, ‘Arise!’” A few seconds pass, and Inger begins to stir. To the amazement of all those present, she awakes, returned to life, utterly radiant. Mikkel clasps his wife to his breast, awash in new-found faith. Mikkel declares that they will now begin a new life, and Inger repeats, as the film ends, the word “life.”

Ordet – analysis
Here, too, the message is simple: There is judgment and there is a judge, and He does hold the power to save His believers. The problem is that we do not believe in Him; hence, He does not reveal Himself to us. The film’s startling conclusion is Munk’s
 way of saying to the viewers, “You see? It’s a fact. You didn’t believe.” 


Just as My Father, My Lord is rife with Jewish symbolism, so, too, is Ordet full of Christian, biblical, and Kierkegaardian allusions. The film’s three brothers are clearly meant to represent Kierkegaard’s “three spheres of existence,” embodied in the three types of human being: The aesthetic (Anders), the ethical (Mikkel), and the religious (Johannes).
 To Kierkegaard, it is the "aesthetic" person who most feels the pull of the perceptible, material world; the ethical person follows his conscience; and the religious person heeds the call of his God. In our eyes, the religious person is mad: “He left behind his worldly understanding and took with him his faith. Otherwise he would surely not have gone; certainly it would have been senseless to do so,” wrote Kierkegaard about Abraham, “And yet, he was God’s chosen, in whom the Lord was well-pleased.”
 And indeed, up until its final moments, Dreyer encourages us to see Johannes as insane. After all, from the rational standpoint of modern man, the possibility that God would reveal himself in this world, in the image of a man, is mad; anyone who would declare himself to be such a man would undoubtedly find himself in a psychiatric ward. 


Notably, established religion, presented here in the figures of Borgen and the pastor, is not substantively different from secularism, since even the so-called religious characters ascribe miracles and revelation in the flesh to another time, long ago (and, concomitantly, believe the notion of miracles in our day patently absurd). Munk says, if Jesus arrived in our day, he would be utterly ineffective, because he would be dismissed as insane and relegated to the margins of society. And if there is no benefit to be had by a second coming – then it won’t happen. People, Munk believes, are prisoners of a naturalistic worldview.  But “Ordet,” which until the very end is completely realistic, offers up a different vision of reality, a miraculous one.  This is the Kierkegaardian “leap of faith” that transcends reason, nature, and the accepted worldviews of the aesthetic or ethical person.


Now all the film’s allusions become clear: The Sermon on the Mount, which Johannes imitates at the film’s opening, is both Jesus’ first appearance before the people and the first instance in which he warns his followers that they will be persecuted for their faith in him.
 As we see in “Ordet,” the character who believes in Christ’s power to affect miracles here and now—Johannes—is consistently derided as insane. Jesus also said several times that children, on account of their innocence and purity of faith, will be “the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven.” 
 Here, too, their power, in the role of the young Maren, is made manifest. The whole ending scene is very much reminiscent of the New Testament's story about Jesus bringing Lazarus back to life (John 11:1-45). Jesus said explicitly that he performed that miracle "for the glory of God, that the Son of God might be glorified thereby".
 Only after Martha, Lazarus' sister expresses her belief in Jesus, the latter promised her: "Thy brother shall rise again",
 and added: "I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live. And whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die".
 Soon later, "he that was dead came forth, bound hand and foot with graveclothes".
 Then there is the doubting of Christ: At the end of the Gospel of Luke, there is a lengthy description of Jesus’ resurrection after three days, exactly as promised. But even then, when the people came face to face with the resurrected Christ, they refused to believe, suspecting at first that he was a spirit (i.e., ghost).
 Finally, there is the motif of rebirth, which Kierkegaard compared to the revelation of the light of faith. At the film’s conclusion, when Inger is “reborn,” she repeats the word “life” several times.  Her intention is apparently not only life per se, but rather life in Christ, who is known for having said of himself, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.”
  
The attainment of religious truth through "life" also echoes a famous Kierkegaard quote:

Christ is the truth in the sense that to be the truth is the only true explanation of what truth is. Therefore one can ask an apostle, one can ask a Christian, "What is truth?" and in answer to the question the apostle and the Christian will point to Christ and say: Look at him, learn from him, he was the truth. This means that truth in the sense in which Christ is the truth is not a sum of statements, not a definition etc., but a life. The being of truth is not the direct redoubling of being in relation to thinking, which gives only thought-being, safeguards thinking only against being a brain-figment that is not, guarantees validity to thinking, that what is thought is-that is, has validity. No, the being of truth is the redoubling of truth within yourself, within me, within him, that your life, my life, his life is approximately the being of the truth in the striving for it, just as the truth was in Christ a life, for he was the truth. And therefore, Christianly understood, truth is obviously not to know the truth but to be the truth.
 
Christian faith, Kierkegaard contends, is not just holding certain statements as true, but turning them into "life". 

The biggest biblical allusion of all is the double hint of the film’s title together with the name Johannes, which refers, undoubtedly, to the first chapter of the Gospel of John (Johannes, in Danish). The title hints at the first verses: “In the beginning there was the Word [“ordet”], and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. The same was in the beginning with God. … In Him was life; and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not.”
 The message of these verses is clearly the inspiration for the themes of light (mentioned repeatedly in Johannes’ sermons) and life (Inger’s reawakening, and her repetition of the word “life,” at the film’s conclusion) that run throughout the film. The Gospel continues: “And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.”
 This idea, of wrapping the divine “word” in human flesh, is the paradox in which Christians must believe. It is the essence of Tertullian's famous declaration, “Credo quia absurdum,” I believe because it is absurd.
 It is also precisely that which those around Johannes do not believe – nor, Munk knows, do the viewers of the film.


Finally, the name Johannes also reminds us of John the Baptist. In the same chapter in the Gospel of John, it is written, “There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. The same came for a witness, to bear witness of the Light, that all men through him might believe. … He was in the world, … and the world knew him not. He came unto his own, and his own received him not. But as many as received him, to them gave he power to become the sons of God.”
 Johannes Borgen describes himself, as well, as one who has come to bear witness, to “bring the light” into the world. He, too, is rejected by his world, and as such his world did not receive the light that he proffered. Many of the characters in Ordet – Borgen, Peter the Tailor, even the pastor himself – are stern practicing Christians, unyielding in their belief. Yet it is not they who bring about the revelation, for their faith, Munk insists, is not pure, but mindless and dogmatic. As Kierkegaard claimed, the most dangerous enemies of Christianity are those who seem to live in accordance with its precepts, yet in truth disregard the most fundamental one: wholehearted faith. Only the very few, with their pure, sincere belief can bring about the revelation a second time, and the occurrence of miracles in the modern world as in the past.

Comparison and Conclusions
The symmetry between the two films is striking. To be sure, there will be those who see in Ordet a piece of pure religious apologetic, just as there are those who will dismiss My Father, My Lord as a work of atheistic propaganda. What everyone can agree upon is that both films reflect the distinct truth systems (or belief systems) of the atheist and the fideist. As such, each of them exists within a different truth system, fed by different truth sources: The modern atheist looks to "(1) external perception; (2) memory; (3) self awareness (reflection, or inner consciousness); (4) “reason,” 
 or what we may refer to simply as “basic cognitive tools.” The believer, by contrast, places over and above all these sources the founding texts of his religion and their authorized commentaries—which he approaches by way of the same basic cognitive tools mentioned above. These texts’ teachings do not always align with the data provided directly by the basic cognitive tools, however, and in instances of apparent contradiction, the fideist believer will generally come down on the side of the former. Moreover, someone who adopts a particular truth system will never be able to persuade someone who has adopted another truth system of the validity of his own, since the truth-sources of each differ starkly; in order to persuade someone of something, there must at minimum be agreement on the common truth-sources upon which the discussion is based. Therefore, if religion teaches the believer that the faithful will be saved, yet his basic cognitive tools tell him that in similar instances he was not – the believer will simply conclude that in those instances he did not believe enough. Similarly, if the atheist witnesses an occurrence that cannot be explained by his basic cognitive tools, he nonetheless insists that there is a rational explanation, it is merely not available to him at present. 


This explains Johannes’s refrain that if the people do not believe in him, he will not be able to work miracles. On the surface, this statement appears to imply that his abilities are contingent upon the faith of others. In truth, he is making a calculated choice: If there are no believers, he argues, it is pointless to reveal oneself as their savior, since his revelation will simply be explained away by their own truth system, and his message fall on deaf ears. This, closely, is the reason Kierkegaard himself asserted that there is no use in miracles: If one does not believe in the miracle performer – the miracles prove nothing.


This notion takes us back to the reason and revelation conflict, that goes as far back as the middle ages. The medieval thinkers understood that the two truth systems might be in severe disagreement. The fideists among them called to reject reason, meaning to all the basic cognitive tools; atheists – that expressed their pinions openly only in later ages – called to reject faith. Indeed, each of the two systems justified itself and disproved the adversary one. Given this closed character of the two truth systems, the chance that one of these camps could convince the other was impossible. Between them stood the religious rationalists – most renowned of whom are Avicenna, Averroes, Maimonides and Aquinas – who claimed that the two systems actually lead to the same conclusions, once we use them correctly. This "correct" use meant, in fact, a long series of apologetic attempts to harmonize the conflicting views that the two systems emitted, sometimes through reinterpreting scripture, often through bending reason to the "right" direction. This doctrine, probably the most widespread in medieval philosophy, could not convince later thinkers of more critical point of view. 
The only medieval theory that kept each of the two systems in its closed condition and refrained from confronting it with its adversary was the "double truth" theory, best phrased by the 13the century Jewish philosopher Isaac Albalag.
 Albalag developed his theory as part of a debate over Creation. As a proponent of the doctrine of the eternity of the world, he was accused of being at odds with scripture. In reply Albalag claimed that he, too, could reinterpret the verses in a way that could fit his philosophical view, but such crooked interpretations would not serve truth and would certainly not manifest intellectual honesty. The proper way, he suggested, is not to artificially harmonize the two systems, but rather separate between them:
[I]f a scriptural text is found to contradict this [the rational, philosophic] doctrine, we shall … believe the literal sense of the text in the miraculous way [of thinking], while bearing in mind that the doctrine of the scriptural text in question is alien to our [rational] knowledge only because it is one of those divine doctrines reserved for the prophets to understand, and depends on a supernatural capacity. It is in this way that you shall find my rational opinion contrary to my faith in many points , for I know by demonstration that such a thing is true by the natural way [of thinking] and I know at the same time by the words of the prophets that the contrary is true by the miraculous way [of thinking].

…  mentioned at the beginning of the book that the our understanding cannot grasp the intentions of the Torah beyond any doubt, for just as only a philosopher can grasp the intent of [another] philosopher, so only a prophet can grasp the intent of [another] prophet. The reason [for this] is that their ways of understanding are different from one another – indeed, opposite to one another. … Undoubtedly, just as their ways of understanding are very different, so the contents of their understandings are very remote from one another, so much so that one may conceive from below the very opposite of what the other conceives from above. Therefore we should not question one from the viewpoint of the other; rather, the wise man should believe the one when his argument is based on demonstration and accept the words of the other in the way of simple faith. And even if the statements of the one contradict those of the other, one should not reject these in favor of those.
 

Put simply, Albalag suggests that we leave the two systems – the "miraculous"-prophetic and the rational-philosophic – separate. This theory entails the notion that a proposition reached in one truth system cannot virtually challenge a proposition reached in another. One person cannot challenge a proposition made by another person before the two agree upon the truth system on the basis of which their discussion will run. In principle, there is no use in bringing evidence from "reality", because there is no such thing as "reality": reality is always mediated to us through sources, and the choice among these sources is that which constitutes our truth systems.
This explains to us why My Father, My Lord will never convince the believers and Ordet will never convince the atheists. But Albabalg goes one step beyond this, claiming that the viewer can hold both of the views – as long as he or she does not try to intermingle between them. One can think in both of the systems in parallel – as long as they remain parallel. Indeed, one agent can adopt more than one system. And so, a viewer can be convinced by both of the messages – each in another truth system - but must keep these convictions in those separate realms. 

Despite each film’s being firmly rooted within its own system of belief, reality in the form of the opposing system does manage to make a breakthrough, however subtle, into each one—leaving just enough of an aperture to allow for the viewer’s change of heart. From a philosophical standpoint, this penetration of “reality” into a given system of belief is extremely problematic; after all, "reality" is always mediated to the subject through the truth-system to which he or she ascribes. The reality of the two films is clearly that of the senses, but the senses, too, are but basic cognitive tools, which a person, consciously or not, adopts, sets aside, or relegates to a lower level of authority than another tool, such as the canonical religious texts. From a strictly philosophical viewpoint, then, the “reality” described by the senses cannot provide ultimate proof. Both these films, however, seek to enter a pre-philosophical, or perhaps existential space in which the common person simply trusts what he or she senses.
 In this space, the senses are trusted implicitly and unthinkingly. For only under these circumstances—that is, in the actual experience of life as lived, and not on some abstract, theoretical plane—can God truly be put to the test.


In both films the test of God is death, or more precisely, the triumph over death. Both are engaged in passionate conversation with their respective biblical texts that address the issue: Volach the Jew debates the Torah and the Talmud in general, and the story of the binding of Isaac in particular, as well as numerous verses and blessings that teach that the Lord protects his faithful from death (many of them recited in the lengthy first part of My Father, My Lord). Munk the Christian also hints at the Abraham of Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, but is mainly conversant with the New Testament, especially Jesus’ acts of miracles, in which he returned the dead to life. He even uses the exact words of Jesus’ famous command to a dead girl, “Maid, arise!”
 Munk the Kierkegaardian wants to take the irrationality of belief, the sheer absurdity of it, to its logical extreme, just as Volach seeks to show that even in a more “modest” test God’s power is bound to fail, and the belief behind it will be revealed as an empty illusion.

Hence the sweet ending of Ordet and the bitter one of My Father, My Lord: The former concludes with the word “life,” and is infused with an optimism borne of a newly found faith in the redemptive power of God. The latter, by contrast, ends with Esther’s plaintive whisper, “If only he were with me…,” which expresses the belief that man, and man alone, is the only one capable of saving others, let alone himself. After these words follow the lengthy silence and the dark, grim scenes with which the film concludes. A world without God, Volach wants to us to see, is indeed a painful place. However, he contends, this sadness is often the price of illusions fostered in vain, and must necessarily be paid when they shatter.

If in Volach’s eyes faith is an illusion, in Munk’s it is heresy that fills that role. To each the truth system of the other is a crutch for those who are unable or unwilling to acknowledge what reality makes plain. Volach believes that faith is the easier choice – at least, until the rock of reality shatters its walls, and we are left with a pile of rubble. Munk argues that heresy, including false piety or “Establishment” religion, is the easy, routine, undemanding point of view to which most of us are dragged without attention, while discharging ourselves from the challenge of looking at the world in a different manner.

Ultimately, the films’ symmetry collapses when we arrive at the true test of each: its ability to persuade the viewer of its point of view. The plot of My Father, My Lord will appear to the average viewer entirely realistic, even pedestrian. The plot of Ordet, by contrast, after its surprising twist at the end, will strike most modern viewers as fantastical and entirely unconvincing, even kitsch. And yet, Kierkegaard would not be daunted by this. On the contrary, he would invariably see our reaction as yet more proof we are simply unable to make that necessary “leap of faith.” Furthermore, Kitsch is an aesthetic category, and aesthetic preferences cannot determine epistemological questions. 

But can the viewer of both of the films be convinced by both of them? In other words, can we still embrace Albalag's solution? In my opinion, the answer is yes. What may seem as a form of deliberate schizophrenia may be accepted as a sober philosophical solution to the epistemic dead end. Each truth-system justifies itself; each of them discredits its rival; there is no way to decide between them, since any such decision would require a third system, but its justification will be just as sound as that of the previous two, and so on in an infinite regress. Consequently, a person who truly feels attached to both of the systems will necessarily feel a miss if he discards one of them, since he has no independent reason to believe that the system with which he remained leads him to truth more than the one he gave up. The only way to avoid such a miss is to maintain both of the systems. When I say "maintain both" I do not mean harmonize them, but keep both of them separately. A harmonized system would not only be an unconvincing hybrid (who will tell when one system will be used and when the other?), but will actually be a third system lacking any independent justification, just as are its two components. The best way out of the dilemma is therefore to keep it: Instead of forcing yourself to choose a system, you can simply remain with both of them, knowing that they produce different answers to same questions. On the psychological and existential level, this is definitely not easy; on the epistemological level, however, it assures intellectual integrity more than any arbitrary choice or forced harmonization. And so, in the case of Ordet the Kirkegaardian hero believed too much natural action, was done and too little prayer; in My Father, My Lord the faithless heroine believed that too much prayer was done and too little natural action; an Albalagian hero, if there were any such in one of the plots, would simply not decide. 

� The term, to the best of my knowledge, was coined by Etienne Gilson Reason and Revelation in the Middle Ages (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1939).Gilson studied the Christian context of the conflict.  Soon later it was introduced into the study of Jewish thought as well: Abraham Joshua Heschel, Reason and Revelation in Saadia's Philosophy (Philadelphia :‎‪ Dropsie College for Hebrew and Cognate Learning,‎‪ 1944) and Ben Zion Bokser, "Reason and Revelation I Maimonides' Theology", Hebrew Union College annual, Cicinnati 20 (1947), pp. 541-584. I will return to this conflict in the last section of this article. 





� Kierkegaard is the only thinker mentioned by his name in the films (see below, at n. � NOTEREF _Ref454736608 \h � \* MERGEFORMAT �17�), but even without this mention the Kierkegaardian elements stand out bluntly (see analysis). 





� However, they are available on Youtube. My Father, My Lord (Hebrew): � HYPERLINK "https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hdi7WnTtvrc" �https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hdi7WnTtvrc� ; Ordet (with English subtitles): part 1 - � HYPERLINK "https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IWK_s93AhFo" �https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IWK_s93AhFo�; part 2 - � HYPERLINK "https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mURITCRtfFM" �https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mURITCRtfFM� .





� On the reward of a long life, see Deuteronomy 22:7; on the reward of many sons, see Midrash Deuteronomy Rabbah 7:7.





� Job 1:21.





� There is in this perhaps an ironic reference to the words of the Mishna, according to which the mere act of looking upwards with a sense of submission is enough to merit the granting of God's salvation. Mishnah Rosh Hashanah, 3:8.





� BT Hullin 139b. Interestingly enough, this statement appears in a chapter that deals with the commandment of sending away the mother bird, which I will discuss next. The Book of Esther is also known in Jewish tradition for being the only biblical book in which God is not mentioned at all, leaving the impression that the plot is sans divine providence. 





� Deuteronomy 5:16.





� Deuteronomy 22:7.





�  BT Hullin 142b; BT Kiddushin 39b. According to another possibility the Talmud offers for his loss of faith, Elisha saw the Romans behead his teacher, the great Rabbi Chutzpit the Interpreter, and his tongue roll in the dust. How could such a fate, he wondered, befall a man whose tongue spoke only words of Torah?





� BT Kiddushin, ibid.





� Mishnah Avodah Zarah, 3:3.





� Psalms 102:1-2. Emphasis added.





� BT Menahot 29b.





� Rabbi Nahman of Breslov, Likkutei Moharan, Book One, chapter 64. Yehuda Liebes recently made a connection between Rabbi Nachman’s view and that of Ludwig Wittgenstein, as is written in the final words of the Tractatus: “What we cannot speak about we must consign to silence.” Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 7 (New York: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961), p. 89. See Yehuda Liebes, “Rabbi Nachman of Breslov and Ludwig Wittgenstein,” Dimmui 19 (2001), pp. 13-20 (Hebrew). Rabbi Nahman is often compared to Kierkegaard for his quasi-existentialist bent and his love for paradoxical understandings of God and the world. 





� The Moravian Church had some influence in Denmark, and Kierkegaard's father was interested in it when he was young. 





� It must be noted that this is the only place in the film when a particular theologian's name is mentioned.  





� The screenplay for Ordet was written by Dreyer, but the basic plot, some changes notwithstanding,is Munk's; therefore I refer to the latter, here and below, as the author of the film. 





� Søren Kierkegaard:Concluding Unscientific Postscript, ed. Alistair Hannay (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 420; Onwunali Kevin Ugochukwu, "The Notion of Spheres In Søren Kierkegaard: A Philosophical Insight,” Research on Humanities and Social Sciences, vol. 2, no.5 (2012), pp. 121-127.





� Søren Kierkegaard, Fear And Trembling (London: Penguin, 1985), pp. 50-51.





�  Merold Westphal, Kierkegaard's Concept of Faith (Grand Rapids: William B. Erdmanns, 1989), pp. 183-206m, esp. at 201. See also ibid, pp. 82-101, 207-229.





� Matthew 5:11-12.  





� Matthew 18:1-6; 19:13-15.





� John 11:4.





� Ibid, 23.





� Ibid, 25-26. These words became famous since they were placed at the beginning of the Catholic Requiem mass. 





� Ibid, 44.





� Luke, 24:36-49.





� John 14:6.





� Søren Kierkegaard, Practice in Christianity (trans.: H.V. Hong and E.H. Hong; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001) p. 205.





� John 1:1-5.





� John 1:14.





� Tertullian, De Carne Christi V, 4, with a slight revision.





� John 1:6-12.





� Roderick Chisholm, Theory of Knowledge, 2nd edition (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1977), p. 122. To this list we may add several other sources, but this is not the place for an extended discussion.





� Jolita Pons, "Jesus' Miracles: Kierkegaard on the Miracle of Faith", In: Lee C. Barrett and Jon Stewart (eds.), Kierkegaard and the Bible, vol. 2 (The New Testament), pp. 17-32, esp. at pp. 23-24. Pons demonstrates that for Kierkegaard the main purpose of miracles is not to prove God's existence or attributes but rather "serve to 'draw attention' to the paradoxical nature of Christ's identity, life and teachings" (p. 24). 





� See:  Georges Vajda,  Isaac Albalag : Averroiste Juif, Traducteur  et Annotateur d’Al-Ghazali,  Paris :‎‪ J. Vrin,‎‪ 1960; Charles Touati, " Vérité philosophique et vérité prophétique chez Isaac Albalag", Revue des Etudes Juives 121:1 (1962), p. 35-47; Collette Sirat, A History of Jewish Philosophy in the Middle Ages, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, pp. 238-243; Shalom Sadik, "La doctrine de la double vérité dans la pensée philosophique de Rabbi Isaac Albalag", Revue des Etudes Juives 174:1-2 (2015), pp. 145-174; Seymour Feldman, "An Averroist solution to a Maimonidean perplexity", Maimonidean Studies 4 (2000), pp. 15-30. Proponents of the "Double Truth Theory" existed also in the Muslim and the Christian philosophical cultures, but, as some scholars have noted, Albalag gives it the sharpest expression in medieval thought. 





� Isaac Albalag, Tikkun HaDe'ot [=Emendation of the Opinions], Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1973, Chap. 30, pp. 43-44, and see also at 51; translation based partly on Sirat (supra, n. � NOTEREF _Ref462566671 \h � \* MERGEFORMAT �37�), p. 241.





� In theory, this space presents a paradox from the Kierkegaardian point of view. Avi Sagi has provided an in-depth analysis of the relationship between the religious, theocentric dimension and the existential, anthropocentric one in the work of Kierkegaard. See Avi Sagi, Kierkegaard, Religion and Existence: The Voyage of the Self (New York: Rodopi, 2000).





� Mark 5:41; Luke 8:54. The verses from Luke are particularly relevant to our study, since it is there that Jesus says to the girl’s father, “Don't be afraid; just believe, and she will be healed." 

















