Ancient Echoes and the Human Longing for
TruthReflections on Iran, Faith, and Freedom

Faith and Freedom:

THE DIiLEMMA OF IRAN'S ZOROASTRIANS

Jeffrey E. Hansen, PhD

Understanding the Tension

[ have found myself thinking a lot lately about Iran. And when I start thinking deeply, it can
be a little dangerous, because I do not want to oversimplify something that is profoundly
complex. But I do want to understand. [ want to understand my Iranian brothers and
sisters. [ want to understand the immense tension they are living in, not just politically, but
psychologically and spiritually.

[ will be the first to admit that I am not a scholar of ancient religions, and [ am not a
historian. I am a clinical psychologist. I try to understand people, how they think, how they
struggle, and how they heal. I see the world through the lens of psychology and
neuroscience, through years of clinical work, and through my Christian faith. What I offer
here is not a definitive account of history or theology, but an attempt to understand
something deeply human from the lane I know best.

That curiosity led me backward in time into the ancient roots of Persian civilization, and
into a tradition many in the West rarely think about anymore: Zoroastrianism.
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Founded by the prophet Zoroaster thousands of years ago, Zoroastrianism was one of the
earliest traditions to frame human life in deeply moral terms. Truth versus falsehood. Good
versus evil. A life of integrity defined by what one thinks, says, and does. And perhaps most
striking, the idea that human beings are not passive observers in the world, but active
participants in a moral reality where their choices carry real weight.

For those of us in the Jewish and Christian traditions, it is worth pausing to recognize that
some of these themes did not develop in isolation. During periods of Persian influence,
elements of moral accountability, the afterlife, and the ultimate triumph of good over evil
became more clearly articulated. In that sense, this ancient Persian worldview has quietly
influenced far more of the modern world than most people realize.

Now I am not suggesting that modern Iranians are Zoroastrian. Far from it. The number of
practicing Zoroastrians today is relatively small worldwide. But cultural and historical
influences do not simply disappear. They echo. They leave impressions. They shape how a
people understands truth, authority, and moral responsibility, even across centuries.

Historical Irony and Present Reality

It is also difficult to ignore the historical irony that sits quietly in the background of all of
this. Nearly twenty-five hundred years ago, Cyrus the Great ruled over the Persian Empire
and became known, in part, for a style of leadership that allowed diverse peoples to
maintain their traditions and beliefs. The Cyrus Cylinder is often pointed to as an early
expression of this approach, describing policies that permitted displaced communities,
including the Jewish people, to return to their homeland and practice their faith.

It is also worth noting, especially for
those of us in the Christian tradition, that
Cyrus the Great is not an obscure
historical figure. He is someone we are
already familiar with from Scripture. He
is the king who allowed the Jewish
people to return to their homeland after
their captivity in Babylon, restoring their
ability to rebuild and practice their faith.
That moment stands as a powerful
example of leadership that did not
require uniformity of belief but instead

made space for it.

While it would be an overreach to impose modern categories of religious freedom onto the
ancient world, there remains something striking about that legacy. It reflects a form of
governance that, at least in part, recognized the importance of allowing individuals and
communities to live in accordance with their beliefs rather than forcing uniformity.
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History continued to unfold, and in the
seventh century, Islam entered Persia and,
over time, became deeply woven into
[ranian identity. That story is not merely
one of replacement, but of integration,
development, and complexity. Islam itself
carries profound ethical, philosophical,
and spiritual traditions, and for many
Iranians, it is lived as a deeply personal
and meaningful faith.

A hlft in Power and Falth ; ? A

And yet, when we turn to the present, we are confronted with a very different reality. In
recent years, there have been documented crackdowns, imprisonments, and the killing of
thousands of Iranian citizens in response to dissent. This is not theoretical. This is not
abstract. These are real lives, real families, real people navigating immense pressure and, at
times, profound danger.

Naming that reality matters. Not to inflame, not to generalize, but to acknowledge that the
tension we are discussing is not simply philosophical. For some, it carries real-world
consequences that are difficult for most of us to fully grasp.

NeuroFaith Perspective

And yet, when religion becomes fused with political power and enforced from the outside,
something begins to change, not only socially, but neurologically.

From a NeuroFaith perspective, the human nervous system is exquisitely sensitive to the
difference between safety and threat. When a person experiences coercion, pressure, or
fear, the system shifts out of relational safety and into protection. The body mobilizes or
shuts down. The mind narrows. What could have been meaningful becomes something to
survive rather than something to integrate.

In those states, truth does not take root in a deep or lasting way. The individual may
comply outwardly, or resist internally, or move back and forth between the two, but the
system itself is not organized for transformation. It is organized for survival.

By contrast, when a person encounters truth in a context of safety, something very different
becomes possible. The nervous system settles. There is space for reflection rather than
reaction. The individual becomes capable of engaging, questioning, and ultimately
internalizing what is being experienced. In the language of neurocardiology, this movement
toward internal alignment can be understood as a shift toward coherence, where the heart,
the brain, and the lived experience of the person begin to come into synchrony.

What emerges from that state is not compliance, but integrity. Not as a rule imposed from
the outside, but as a congruence that arises from within, where what a person believes,
feels, and lives are no longer in conflict.
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This is why authentic faith cannot be sustained through force. Real transformation requires
engagement, freedom, and the space for truth to be encountered and owned at a deeply
personal level.

Final Reflection

When I look at what is unfolding in Iran, I do not see a simple conflict between one belief
system and another. I see what happens when external systems begin to override internal
agency.

What becomes clear is that this is not uniquely an Iranian story. It reflects something far
more universal about the human condition. The longing for truth, for dignity, for freedom,
and for a life that feels internally aligned is deeply human.

And perhaps this is where we all need to slow down a bit. It is easy to make quick
judgments about other people, other cultures, and other belief systems. But if we are
honest, things are rarely that simple.

Human beings are complex. Cultures are layered. And when we take the time to understand
rather than judge, something important begins to shift in us as well.

And perhaps, in the end, the deeper question is whether there is true rest in one’s roots, in
those ancient Zoroastrian themes of truth, integrity, and personal moral responsibility,
where what one believes, what one speaks, and how one lives are meant to align, or
whether, in certain environments, safety is found in remaining within the dominant
structure, even when that structure feels misaligned internally, because stepping outside of
it can carry very real risk.

In those moments, the tension between safety and integrity is no longer theoretical. It
becomes deeply personal, lived
Modern Iran: out in the nervous system,
The Tension Between Faith and Freedom where the pull toward
For many, the struggle is not between belief and unbelief, protection can override the
! but between safety and integrity, 4 movement toward alignment,

. : \ not because the person has lost
sight of what is true, but
because the cost of living it out
may simply be too high.

And perhaps that is where
humility is most needed,
because for many of us, the
distance between what we
believe and what it costs to live
it is not nearly as great. But for others, that distance can be measured in relationships, in
livelihood, and at times, even in life itself.
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So before we rush to judgment, before we reduce complex realities into simple narratives,
perhaps we are invited to slow down, to listen more carefully, and to recognize that what
we are witnessing is not simply a conflict of ideas, but a human struggle to reconcile truth,
safety, and identity in a world that does not always make space for all three.

And in that recognition, there is an opportunity, not only to better understand others, but
to examine our own lives with greater honesty, asking where we are aligned, where we are
divided, and where we may still be learning what it means to live with integrity in the
presence of real-world pressures.

Because in the end, things are rarely simple, but they are often more shared than we
realize.
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