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Gnosticism-derived from the Greek word gnosis, to know-is the name given to various religious schools that proliferated in the first centuries after Christ and, at one time, it almost became the dominant form of Christianity. Yet some Gnostic beliefs derive from the older Mystery traditions of Greece and Rome, and the various Gnostic schools came to be branded as heretical by the emerging Christian church. Indeed, although some Gnostic beliefs are close to mainstream Christianity Gnosticism also held that the world is imperfect as it was created by an evil god who was constantly at war with the true, good God; that Christ and Satan were brothers; that reincarnation exists; and that women were the equal of men. As a result, the Gnostics held the Feminine Aspect of God-whom they addressed as Sophia, or Wisdom-in very high regard. They also stressed that we each have a spark of the Divine inside us which, when recognised and developed, will ultimately liberate us from the prison of the material world. Although largely stamped out by the Church by the sixth century, Gnosticism survived underground through groups such as the Bogomils and the Cathars, and influenced the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the psychologist Carl Jung, the Existentialists, the New Age movement and writers as diverse as William Blake, W.B. Yeats, Albert Camus and Philip K. Dick. In this book, Sean Martin recounts the long and diverse history of Gnosticism, and argues for its continued relevance today.
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‘But you will, as it were bewildered with astonishment, constantly stop your ears that they should not be defiled by blasphemies, and you will turn to flight, for you will find nothing to reply; but the foolish people will agree with you, indeed will come to love you, for you teach what is customary with them, but they will curse me, for I proclaim something new and unheard of.’


Simon Magus to St Peter, the Clementine Recognitions




Contents


Prologue





1: Gnosticism and Christianity


The First Christian Heretics?, The Origins of Christianity, The Origins of Gnosticism





2: Beliefs and Myths


Gnosis, Dualism, Gnostic Creation Myths, The Gnostic World View





3: Teachers and Traditions


First-Century Gnostic Teachers, Basilides, Marcion, Valentinus, Later Gnostics, ‘Libertine’ Gnostics, Sethians and Ophites, Organisation and Sacraments





4: Gnostic Religions


The Mandaeans, Mandaean Texts, The Manichaeans, Manichaean Texts, Hermeticism, Jewish Gnosticism, Islamic Gnosticism, The Yezidis





5: Texts and Gospels


The Apocryphon of John, The Gospel of Truth, The Gospel of Thomas, The Treatise on the Resurrection, The Gospel of Philip, The Gospel of Mary, The Gnostic Feminine, The Laughing and Dancing Jesus, The Gospel of Judas, The Council of Nicaea and the Letter of Athanasius





6: Influence and Legacy


The Great Heresy, Troubadours & Alchemists, The Gnostic Renaissance, The Gnostic Enlightenment, The Existentialists, The Occult Revival, The Gnostic Jung, Gnostic Themes in Literature, Gnosticism in Popular Culture, The First Christian Heretics





Appendix I: Glossary





Appendix II: Gnosticism and Buddhism





Appendix III: Gnosticism in the Canonical Gospels





Endnotes





Suggestions for Further Reading





Index




Prologue: Egypt, December 1945


Muhammad Ali al-Samman and his brother Khalifah were collecting fertiliser for their fields when they found the books.


They had led their camels out to the base of the cliffs at Jabal al-Tarif, near the town of Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt, to dig for sabakh, a soft soil they used on their crops, when they discovered a large red earthenware jar. They were at first afraid to break the jar open, fearful that an evil spirit might be trapped inside, but Muhammad, realising that there might be gold in the jar, summoned the courage to break it with his mattock. A golden cloud of dust escaped into the air, which for a moment seemed to confirm their fear that Muhammad had freed a spirit, but then, as the cloud dissipated in the breeze, nothing. They looked among the broken shards but, to their disappointment, Muhammad and Khalifah could not see any gold. All there was inside the remains of the jar were 13 old books, bound in leather. Muhammad wrapped them in his tunic and they led their camels back home to the village of al-Qasr. Muhammad’s mother, thinking the books worthless, and perhaps even a source of bad luck, burned some of them in the oven. Within weeks it became clear that the books the brothers had found at the cliff were not worthless, but of extraordinary value. By that time, however, both were being investigated for murder.


Six months earlier, their father, who was also called Muhammad Ali, had disturbed a thief during his shift as a nightwatchman guarding irrigation equipment out in the fields. During the struggle, Muhammad killed the man, but by mid-morning had himself been killed in revenge. Shortly after the books had been brought home, Muhammad received a tip-off that his father’s murderer, a man named Ahmad, was selling molasses near their house. Muhammad alerted Khalifah and his other brothers, took their mattocks and, finding Ahmad asleep beside his jar of molasses, hacked him to pieces. In the final act of blood revenge, they cut out his heart and ate it.


Although Ahmad had been the son of the local sheriff, he had been so unpopular that no one came forward to testify against Muhammad and his brothers. They did, however, have to contend with the police, who started making nightly calls on the family home in al-Qasr to question them. Fearing that the books would be impounded, Muhammad asked the local priest, Basiliyus Abd al-Masih, to look after them. The books then came to the attention of Basiliyus’s brother-in-law (Coptic priests being allowed to marry), Raghib, who taught English and History in al-Qasr once a week. Raghib persuaded Basiliyus to let him take one of the books to Cairo to get it valued, and Basiliyus consented. When Raghib arrived in Cairo, he took the book to George Sobhi, a Coptic doctor he knew whose passion was the Coptic language in which the book was written. Sobhi took one look at what was on his desk, and immediately called the Department of Antiquities.


Raghib was eventually paid £300 for the book, of which he had to donate £50 to the Coptic Museum in Cairo, who entered the book into their collection of antiquities on 4 October 1946. What they now had in their possession were ancient Gnostic texts, such as the Apocryphon of John, the Gospel of the Egyptians and the Dialogue of the Saviour, which were long believed to have been lost when the Church virtually erased the heretical Gnostics from the history books in the early centuries of the Common Era. The hunt was now on for the remaining 12 books, or codices as they came to be called, but by the time the Department of Antiquities started to make their enquiries in al-Qasr, the books had gone.


It transpired that Muhammad’s neighbours – all of whom were illiterate – had acquired the remainder of the books for next to nothing. One, Nashid Bisadah, got a gold merchant to sell his book in Cairo and they divided the profit; another, a grain merchant, sold his in Cairo for so much money that he was able to set up a shop there. The remainder went to Bahij Ali, one of al-Qasr’s more fearsome characters, who had one eye and something of a reputation for being an outlaw. Bahij, too, tried disposing of the books in Cairo, but nobody would touch them until he came upon a certain Phokion J. Tano, a bookdealer who promptly bought everything Bahij had. Although he didn’t know it at the time, Phokion would not have the books for long. The Department of Antiquities soon called on him and impounded the collection to prevent any more of it leaving the country. When Nasser became President of Egypt in 1956, the collection was nationalised and handed over to the Coptic Museum.


Meanwhile, most of Codex I – including the Apocryphon of James, the Gospel of Truth, the Tripartite Tractate and the Treatise on the Resurrection – had been smuggled out of Egypt by Albert Eid, a Belgian antiquities dealer based in Cairo. He offered it for sale in New York and Ann Arbor in 1949, but there were no takers. The unsuccessful sales did, however, bring the codex to the attention of the noted historian of religion from the University of Utrecht, Professor Gilles Quispel, who urged the Jung Institute in Zurich to buy it. Negotiations took longer than expected, mainly due to Eid’s untimely death, but on 10 May 1952, the Jung Institute bought the book from Eid’s widow and took it back to Zurich, where it was given to the psychologist Carl Jung, who had a strong interest in Gnosticism, as a birthday present; from that time on, it became known as the Jung Codex.


Quispel, however, realised that there were pages missing from the codex, so he went to Cairo in the spring of 1955 to see if he could locate them. The Coptic Museum had the missing pages in its collection and allowed Quispel to borrow photographs of them. Returning to his hotel room, he began to read. The text began, ‘These are the secret sayings which the living Jesus spoke and which Didymos Judas Thomas wrote down. And he said, “Whoever finds the interpretation of these sayings will not experience death.”’1 He soon realised that what he had in his hands was the complete text of the Gospel of Thomas, a partial Greek edition of which had been found during excavations in the Egyptian town of Oxyrhynchus in 1898, and which had been known since then as the Logia Iesu, or Sayings of Jesus. Unlike the four canonical gospels, Thomas is a compilation of Jesus’s sayings, and Quispel could see some that were very close to the New Testament, such as saying 33, ‘What you hear with your ear, preach in others’ ears from your house-tops. For no one lights a lamp and puts it under a bushel nor does he put it in a hidden place, but he sets it on a lampstand so everyone who comes in and out may see its light,’2 which has clear echoes in the Sermon on the Mount.3


However, as Quispel picked his way through the text, he could see emerging a Jesus who was at other times very different to the Jesus of the New Testament. The Prologue, for instance, claims that it records Jesus’s secret sayings. Quispel wondered whether these were the sayings that the Gospel of Mark refers to when it describes Jesus’s use of parables: ‘He would not speak to them [crowds] without using parables, but when he was alone with his disciples, he would explain everything to them.’4 The Prologue also announces that it was written down by Jesus’s twin brother Thomas (Didymos being Greek for twin). Could Jesus really have had a twin brother? The canonical gospels mention that Jesus had siblings,5 but only John, whose writer has long been thought to have drawn on different material than the writers of the other three canonical gospels, refers to ‘Thomas (called the Twin)’.6 Could the Gospels of John and Thomas have been privy to information that was denied to the other gospel writers? Elsewhere, the Gospel of Thomas portrays a Jesus more mystical even than John: ‘Jesus said, “If the flesh came into being because of the spirit, it is a wonder. But if the spirit came into being because of the body, it is a wonder of wonders. Indeed, I am amazed at how this great wealth has made its home in this poverty.’7 In Saying 70, the message is more radical still: ‘Jesus said, “If you bring forth what is within you, what you have will save you. If you do not have that within you, what you do not have within you [will] kill you.”’8


By the time Quispel had finished studying the text, it had become clear to him that what Muhammad Ali and his brother had found at Nag Hammadi was a wealth of early Christian material whose very survival and discovery meant that the history of the early Church – and possibly Christianity itself – would have to be rewritten.




Gnosticism and Christianity


The term ‘Gnostic’ has traditionally referred to the various groups which flourished in the early centuries of the Common Era and which stressed the importance of gnosis – direct inner knowledge of God – above dogma. The early Church Fathers condemned them as heretics and, until the discovery of the Nag Hammadi Codices, it was largely through their tirades against Gnosticism that the various Gnostic teachers and schools were known.


The word ‘Gnostic’ comes from the Greek word gnosis, ‘to know’. The Greeks, however, differentiated between two types of knowing: one was an intellectual knowing, such as ‘I know there is an Oracle at Delphi’, where knowledge is garnered from sources outside oneself (for example, reading books or talking to other people and, in our era, watching television or using the Internet); the other type of knowing is of a direct, personal, intuitive kind, through which one could say ‘I know what the Oracle at Delphi said to me’, because you had actually gone to Delphi and had a direct encounter with the mysteries of the Oracle. It is this second type of knowing that is the hallmark of Gnosticism. The psychologist Carl Jung, who, as we shall see, was something of a Gnostic himself, put the Gnostic view very simply when interviewed for a BBC television programme in 1959, when he had had a lifetime’s experience of studying Gnostic thought and texts. When asked whether he still believed in God, Jung replied, ‘I could not say I believe. I know.’


Despite the writings of the early Church Fathers, most of whom were fanatics with an axe to grind, the term ‘Gnostic’ was not universally used by Gnostic teachers such as Valentinus and Marcion, who usually simply referred to themselves as Christians, nor by Church apologists such as Tertullian and Irenaeus, who often called them simply ‘heretics’. The problem is further compounded by the fact that the Gnostics themselves were comprised of diverse groups which did not have a uniform set of beliefs; indeed, diversity is one of the hallmarks of Gnosticism. Furthermore, not all Gnostics were Christian – some were Jews, some Pagan.


Modern scholarship is divided over what is actually meant by the term ‘Gnosticism’. In 1966, a colloquium of scholars met at Messina in Italy to establish exactly what is meant by Gnosticism and gnosis. They concluded that Gnosticism refers to the religious systems developed in the early centuries of the Common Era, while gnosis is the attaining of knowledge. One could therefore have gnosis, but not be a Gnostic. (For the present book, we will try to adhere to the Messina definitions.) The political theorist Eric Voegelin further muddied the waters when he attempted to define Gnosticism as being derived from a general feeling of alienation and disconnectedness with society. As a result, he detected Gnosticism in Marxism, Communism and Nazism, all of which, according to Voegelin, were movements which wanted to bring about apocalypse (he dubbed it ‘immanentising the eschaton’).


Gnostic tendencies have since been spotted in a wide variety of writers, thinkers, political and spiritual movements, and also across the spectrum of popular culture, from Hollywood movies to computer games and comics. This bewilderingly diverse group includes the likes of not only Jung, but also William Blake, Goethe, Herman Melville, Albert Camus, Hegel, Nietzsche, WB Yeats, Franz Kafka, Existentialists, all manner of Theosophists, Jack Kerouac, Philip K Dick, computer games such as the Xenosaga series, comics such as Neil Gaiman’s Sandman and Alan Moore’s Promethea and movies such as The Truman Show and the Matrix trilogy.


In order to understand what links all these people, we need to take a long, convoluted and sometimes fragmentary journey that starts with early Gnostic seekers living at the height of the Roman Empire and ends – if this journey ever has an end – with people in a darkened movie theatre watching Keanu Reeves see the words ‘Wake up, Neo’ appear on his computer screen. For ‘waking up’ – just like Jung’s ‘knowing’ – is precisely what Gnosticism is about and is precisely why it remains relevant to us today, perhaps more so than ever.


The First Christian Heretics?


Until the discovery of the Nag Hammadi Codices, most of the information we had on the Gnostics was derived from the writings of the early Church Fathers, who regarded the Gnostics as heretics. The earliest Christian apologist to deride the Gnostics was Justin Martyr (c. 100–c. 162), whose Second Apology condemns the figures of Simon Magus, Valentinus and Marcion as ‘wicked and deceitful’.9 Irenaeus, the Bishop of Lyon (c. 130–202), writing in the late second century, saw Simon Magus as the original Gnostic, the ‘Father of All Heresy’, and therefore as the emerging Church’s primary enemy.


Like most Gnostic figures, little is known about Simon other than through the writings of his opponents – men like Irenaeus and Justin. Simon first appears in Acts 8.9–24, where he is depicted as a Samaritan magician who is converted to Christianity by the apostle Philip. When the apostles Peter and John confer the Holy Spirit upon believers through the laying-on of hands, Simon asks if they can sell him their power. Needless to say, Peter and John refuse Simon’s request, and Simon’s sin in trying to buy divine power subsequently became known as Simony. Although Simon’s appearance in the New Testament is brief, he also figures in the apocryphal Acts of Peter, where he is depicted as engaging in a series of magical battles with St Peter and for attempting to get Peter to not believe ‘in the true God but in a fallacious one’,10 suggesting that Simon was trying to inform Peter that the true God and the creator God were not one and the same. (This is a central belief of Gnosticism, to which we shall return in due course.)


There were other aspects of Simon’s life and teaching which were Gnostic, not least his claim to be God incarnate, which reflects the Gnostic belief that we all have a divine spark within us – we are literally part of the true God – and in his relationship with a woman named Helena, whom he had found in a brothel in Tyre. Simon had redeemed Helena and came to regard her as the human embodiment of Sophia, the divine wisdom. Needless to say, the early Church Fathers positively foamed at the mouth at the mere mention of Simon’s name, especially as his teachings became more popular during the course of the second century. Indeed, Irenaeus felt that Simon’s teachings had proliferated woefully and he mocked the Gnostics for the sheer number of tracts they wrote, claiming that they produced ‘a new gospel every day’.11


For Irenaeus, the teachings of the Gnostics were an ‘abyss of madness’ and texts such as the Gospel of Truth were ‘full of blasphemy’.12 The Christian polemicist Hippolytus (d. 235) felt compelled to ‘expose and refute the wicked blasphemy of the heretics’13 in his epic Refutation of All Heresies. Of the various heretical groups Hippolytus condemns, over 30 of them were Gnostic. Tertullian (c. 155–230) lambasted the Gnostics for their denial of the physical reality of Christ’s resurrection, declaring that anyone who did not believe that Jesus rose bodily from the grave was a heretic, and famously declared that the resurrection ‘must be believed, because it is absurd!’14


To understand fully why figures such as Irenaeus took the positions they did, we need to set their remarks in the context of the time, which will show that there is a great deal more to the attacks on the Gnostics than is initially apparent, and which actually makes the emerging Church’s position far less tenable.


The Origins of Christianity


Unlike today, Christianity in the early centuries of the Common Era was a mixed bag of beliefs and practices. Immediately during and after Jesus’s ministry (which is traditionally held to have occurred between the late twenties and mid thirties CE), his followers were a minority persecuted by both the Romans and the Pharisees alike. There is continuing controversy as to who was Jesus’s successor in the movement. Peter is traditionally seen as the Rock upon which the Church was built,15 and from whom the Roman Catholic Church claims descent, holding Peter as the first Pope.


However, this is where problems set in. It has been argued16 that Jesus’s brother James, known as James the Greater, was the head of the first post-Crucifixion Christian community in Jerusalem and it is thought that James’s followers clashed with Christianity’s most fervent missionary, St Paul. This becomes all the more important when one recalls that Paul’s ideas played a large part – indeed, one of the largest – in forming the theology on which the Christian faith is based. And yet he remains a controversial figure: he only quotes Jesus on one occasion,17 and his letters – which form the largest part of the New Testament – are frequently addressed to other Christian communities clarifying points of doctrine or urging them to toe the line. Had early Christianity been a unified whole, there would have been no need for such letters. It would not be going too far to say that ‘Paul, and not Jesus, was… the Founder of Christianity’18 and therein lie the origins of Christian heresy: ‘Paul is, in effect, the first “Christian” heretic, and his teachings – which became the foundation of later Christianity – are a flagrant deviation from the “original” or “pure” form.’19 He is the ‘first corrupter of the doctrines of Jesus’.20 Jesus preached the Sermon on the Mount, Paul preached Christ Crucified; there is a big difference.


Perhaps the next most seminal figure after Paul is Irenaeus, who was the first to preach the ‘Four-formed gospel’ of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, as they were the oldest gospels and therefore seen as the most ‘accurate.’21 Four was also a convenient number, as there were four winds and four directions on the compass. Unlike Paul, who initially persecuted Christians but was famously converted to the faith when he experienced a vision of Christ on the Road to Damascus, Irenaeus was born into a Christian family and remained a devout proselytiser all his life. He entered the Church in Lyon and was taught by St Polycarp, who had himself been a student of St John. Irenaeus, perhaps inevitably, became a fierce champion of the Fourth Gospel, and although he regarded Christian orthodoxy as being based on the four canonical gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, it was the latter that was ‘the first and foremost pillar of “the church’s gospel”… because John – and John alone – proclaims Christ’s divine origin’.22


Irenaeus may have also been reacting against the Gnostic teacher Marcion, who argued that the Gospel of Luke was the only true gospel and even went as far as producing his own version of it. Another second-century Gnostic, Tatian, who had studied under Justin Martyr but then became a follower of Valentinus, rewrote all four canonical gospels into a single work, a text known as the Diatessaron. As we have seen, the Gnostics were mocked by the early Church Fathers for their ability to produce ‘a new gospel every day’, but this would appear to be a misunderstanding of the Gnostic position, which generally held that the writing of such texts was the proof that the true God was speaking through the believer and that what the true God had to say could never be confined to just four gospels, canonical or otherwise.


Generally speaking, each of the early Christian schools of thought would champion one gospel over all the others; even Irenaeus himself did so, as we have seen. Thus followers of Paul would hold that his writings were gospel, to pardon the pun, while the followers of Mary Magdalene would regard the Gospel of Mary as the main source of spiritual guidance. Still others would esteem the Gospel of Philip, the Gospel of Truth or the Gospel of Judas.


The Gnostic schools had other hallmarks in addition to their gospels. They were, in the main, anti-authoritarian and anti-hierarchical, with some, such as the Valentinians, taking it in turns to officiate during services.23 If that wasn’t bad enough in the eyes of the Church Fathers, they also regarded women as the equal of men and had female priests. Women were therefore drawn to Gnosticism as it offered them a genuine chance to participate. Others who did not enjoy the status of first-class citizen, such as the poor and outcast, were also welcomed. Gnosticism drew those who were disaffected and appealed especially to city dwellers who felt that conventional forms of religious expression had little or nothing to offer them.


The Origins of Gnosticism


The Gnostics themselves kept no official histories – it was simply not of interest to them to document how and why their philosophy began, the main focus of their teaching being gnosis. Scholars are therefore still debating the origins of Gnosticism. It is traditionally thought to be a form of Christianity that flourished in the first centuries CE, and that is certainly the impression one gets from reading the Church Fathers. In fact, it is a slightly misleading assumption, as Gnosticism probably had its roots in – or at least was influenced by – Jewish, Pagan and Iranian traditions that predate Christianity.


Judea in the two centuries before Christ was a hotbed of political and religious fervour, with Judaism itself evolving during this time. Once the Babylonish Captivity had ended and the exiled tribes had returned home in the late sixth century BC, friction was generated between them and the tribes who had stayed. The exiles felt that they were the true children of God, as they had remained true to the Torah and had suffered the punishment of exile to prove it, while the tribes who had remained in Judea were felt to be collaborators. Matters came to a head in 168 BC, in what was known as the Revolt of the Maccabees, which was sparked off by the Seleucid ruler of Israel, King Antiochus Epiphanes, when he embarked on an anti-Semitic purge. Rebellion quickly spread, Antiochus’s forces were defeated, and the hard-line descendants of the former exiles gained control of the Temple in Jerusalem. To them, the likes of the liberal pro-Hellenic Hasmonean dynasty were as much the enemy as the Seleucids, and the general air of political turmoil led to a growth in fanatical groups of various persuasions.


These groups were frequently ascetic and apocalyptic, standing at the fringe of Jewish life. Perhaps the most well-known of them were the Essenes, a radical group based in the caves of Qumran overlooking the Dead Sea. It has been suggested by various writers that both John the Baptist and Jesus Himself were at one time members of the Dead Sea community – or at least were influenced by it – before beginning their respective ministries. While this is debatable, it is known that the Essenes sought to establish a new covenant with God, as they believed that Israel’s sins had all but invalidated the old covenant (given by God to Abraham). According to Roman historians like Josephus and Philo, the Essenes were divided between those who had taken full vows – which involved living at Qumran and adhering to a strict life of celibacy, prayer and ritual – and those who were associate members who, while believers, lived in towns, plied ordinary trades and married.


In further foreshadowings of Gnosticism, the world view of the Qumran Sect was essentially dualist, in that they saw the world as the battleground between the forces of heaven and hell, and that man himself is the microcosm of this war: ‘the spirits of truth and falsehood struggle within the human heart… According to his share in truth and right, thus a man hates lies; and according to his share in the lot of deceit, thus he hates the truth.’24 They also insisted that what mattered was not one’s ethnic origin – be it Jewish or Gentile – but one’s morality: only the pure of heart would be saved.


Like the subsequent Gnostic schools that grew up in their wake, the apocalyptic sects taught an ‘esoteric, revealed wisdom, and the resulting knowledge has an immediate relation to redemption. The knowledge of God’s mysteries guarantees salvation; knowledge, or cognition, and redemption are closely connected.’25


Given that God’s mysteries have to be worked for, the Jewish apocalyptic school was necessarily elitist; not everyone would be saved, but only those who were active on the spiritual path. The apocalyptics, like the Gnostics after them, regarded themselves as strangers in a strange land. They looked forward to the ending of historical time, at which point eternity and salvation would begin; the Gnostics, on the other hand, were in the main not so much concerned with the end of the world, as, for them, salvation occurred at the moment gnosis was achieved.


The Gnostics seem to have inherited a number of other beliefs from the Jewish schools. Both have a dualistic world view, as we have noted, which requires a belief in two gods rather than one. The god who created the world is not the same as the true God, who remains forever beyond the material plane. The creator God is often portrayed as at the very least incompetent, if not actually evil. His minions are known as archons, spirits who keep man in thrall to the material world and ignorant of his true nature.


Another strand of Jewish spirituality which may have contributed to Gnosticism is the so-called Wisdom tradition, which flourished between the fourth and first centuries BCE. The Old Testament book of Proverbs belongs to this tradition, as do the apocryphal Ecclesiasticus and the Wisdom of Solomon. In texts such as these, the figure of Wisdom is personified as being feminine, and as having a close relationship with God. ‘She protects her own and helps them to the knowledge of God; she is like a redeemer who grants immortality.’26 The Wisdom teachings also have an air of pessimism about them, in which God’s actions are ‘strange and inscrutable. He is removed into the distance and placed high above earthly concerns so that his acts in history and acts of creation become veiled.’27 ‘The Gnostic world view could take root and flower on this soil.’28


Two other religious traditions may have fed into Gnosticism: the Iranian/Zoroastrian and the Greek. Zoroastrian concepts such as a Day of Judgment, resurrection and dualism also recur in Gnostic thought. Zoroastrianism is usually held to be the first major world religion to espouse a dualistic view of the world. The prophet Zoroaster (also known as Zarathustra) founded what he called the Good Religion, or Zoroastrianism, some time in the second millennium BCE. The dates of his mission are unclear, and it has been placed in various epochs, from 1700–1400 BCE to 1400–1000 BCE or 1000–600 BCE. Current research tends to suggest the middle dates, making Zoroastrianism the world’s oldest revealed religion, a religion that ‘has probably had more influence on mankind, directly and indirectly, than any other single faith’.29 Zoroaster was ‘the first to teach the doctrines of an individual judgment, heaven and hell, the future resurrection of the body, the general Last Judgment, and life everlasting for the reunited soul and body’.30
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