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Apologies & Acknowledgements

 

 

The sermons in this collection were preached over a four-year period at the parish where I am privileged to serve as co-pastor, Grace North Church in Berkeley, California. It is the custom in our parish to diverge from the lectionary each summer for a “course” on various subjects. Two courses are presented here, the first on a survey of Christian heresy, and the second on medieval and post-enlightenment mystics.

I am very grateful to the congregation at Grace North for their encouragement of these series over the years. I cannot imagine a more supportive environment. Any preacher that can stand up in his pulpit and say, “I am a heretic” or “I do not believe in God” without reprisal (both of which I have done) has found a very special congregation indeed. Certainly, not everyone has appreciated every sermon, but the caring feedback I have received over the years has made me a better preacher, and I hope, a better pastor as well.

One complaint that was made several years ago is the focus on my fundamentalist past as a starting place for sermons. I have taken this critique to heart, and although I still occasionally begin a sermon with a contrasting story from my religious upbringing, I am more cautious about this than I was in the past. This practice is on full display in this collection, unfortunately. Fully 50% of the sermons that follow begin with a story from my fundamentalist past. One can always tell what a preacher is dealing with from the content of his or her sermons. It has been said that preachers are always ultimately preaching to themselves, and in my experience this is certainly true. The careful reader will see that the introductions to many sermons, as well as the subject of the series’ themselves, are evidence of the very hard work I have been doing to heal from the religious abuse of my formative years. I apologize to the reader for this fundie-centric approach, and I hope that the careful working out of my own salvation on display will provide another layer of meaning for the reader to enjoy rather than an annoyance to be borne.

I want to thank Dr. Janeen Jones for her careful proofreading, suggestions, and enthusiastic encouragement. I also want to acknowledge the many wonderful sources from which the material in this collection is drawn, especially David Christie-Murray’s excellent A History of Heresy, which was absolutely essential to the initial series. Great thanks also to the entire run of Gnosis magazine, which I consulted more than I can possibly account for. Other sources are acknowledged in the bibliography. I apologize for any volumes I have inadvertently omitted. Also, I have endeavored at every turn to make my words my own. If anyone discovers a sentence or two that bears too close a resemblance to any in my source materials, I beg the reader to bring this to my attention so that I may correct subsequent editions.

Lastly, as a feminist, I am committed to inclusivity in theory, if not always in practice. Our parish is progressive theologically, but I fear, quite conservative liturgically. We might be heretical in our message, but the language of our prayer is still the 1662 Book of Common Prayer, and the Jacobean cadences, militant metaphors, and sexist language are still in full force in our community. This has caused me a great deal of discomfort, but I have, after ten years in the pulpit of this parish, become more or less resigned to this reality. I have tried to correct such language for this edition, and I beg the reader’s forbearance for any occasional lapse in inclusivity that might be found.

In spite of its myriad and sundry shortcomings, I hope that readers can overlook this volume’s warts and enjoy the journey offered. It has been a great deal of fun for me and, I think, for our parishioners as well. Enjoy.

John R. Mabry

Alameda, CA




 

 

Introduction: The Faith of Our Fathers?

 

 

Several years ago I went through a huge crisis of faith, a crisis from which I emerged a different sort of animal. It was part of a transformation that had actually been taking place for the past ten years, and yet for the life of me I could not admit to myself what had happened. I managed to stay in denial for a long time, but I was finally brought to my knees by some research. It astounded me, and I found that in the end, I simply had to come out of the closet and admit to the world that “I am a heretic.”

I did not come to this realization lightly. I fought it long and hard. It felt like it would kill me to finally admit to myself that I was not, after all, an orthodox Christian.

In fact, I made some herculean efforts to try to maintain my self-image as one. My sermon series on the Apostles Creed in the summer of 1997 was a last ditch attempt on my part to claim the label “orthodox” for myself; to find some way to reconcile the Creed with what I actually believe about God, humanity, and the universe. But I am relieved, now, at last, to let go of these efforts, and simply let what is, be.

I doubt this revelation will come as much of a shock to those of you who are familiar with my sermons and other writings. But you will perhaps also understand why it was so difficult for me to admit it to myself.

You see, I grew up in an extremely conservative religious tradition that enjoyed talking about Hell much more than was healthy for anybody involved. I heard sermons on hellfire from before I was old enough to speak, so the terror of damnation, of God’s rejection, is a primal fear that looms large in my psyche.

To admit to myself, to God, and to you that I can in no way consider myself an orthodox Christian is a very scary thing, for it means that I can no longer claim the salvation of the orthodox God. A part of me feels that by admitting this to myself, to actually say it aloud, I have consigned myself to the very hellfire that caused me to tremble as a little boy. To lots of orthodox Christians, it means that I am an outcast, that God has rejected me; some of them may say that I have become a bad person, even an evil person.

But I reject such small-hearted, sweeping damnations. It is my sincere belief, and the testimony of history, that heretics are not evil people. Throughout the last two thousand years, those whom the orthodox have consigned to the outer darkness have been, in fact, most sincere and heart-felt believers.

For much of the church’s history, heretics have stood firm in their faith even though it meant imprisonment, torture, or execution. Theirs is a faith bought hard, with their own blood. Did they go to their graves because they were evil people? I think it more likely that they went because they were honest people. They were people of integrity, who could not compromise their faith just to be in sync with the majority.

Did God judge these people as harshly as the church has? None of us can know. It is my guess, however, that God is much more pleased with a person who genuinely wrestles with his or her faith and comes to an erroneous conclusion, than God is with someone who simply follows blindly whatever faith they were given as children, even if it happens to be correct.

One thing I do know is that, as a heretic, I am in very good company. Almost every one of our greatest heroes of faith started out their careers as heretics. Jesus was murdered for his heresy. The Buddha is still today considered a heretic by orthodox Hindus. Ask Martin Luther what it felt like to be a heretic, for surely he was one, or George Fox, the founder of the Quakers. Any person who has ever held out for what the Holy Spirit was whispering in their secret heart over dogma knows this struggle. Perhaps you, dear reader, know it, too.

The truly sad part is that the orthodox Christians themselves were considered heretics by the earliest Christian church in Jerusalem. Paul was known not as “The Apostle” but “Paul the Apostate” and anyone belonging to one of the churches he helped to found was considered a heretic. But as the Pauline church grew in number, the tables were turned. Those who followed the original teachings of Jesus were, in the end, despised as heretics, as those who followed the religion invented by Paul declared themselves to be the orthodox guardians of the faith.

While it seems shocking to some people, there were more than two kinds of Christianity in the early church. In addition to the Jerusalem church and the Pauline church, there were other groups who held still different understandings of what it means to follow Jesus. As one historian has put it, we cannot speak about “early Christianity” as such; we must speak of “early Christianities” in the plural, because it wasn’t until the large church councils in the third century that the dogmas became written in stone, putting an end to the amazing diversity of theologies.

I think there are just as many “Christianities” today. None of us believe exactly the same things. Even if we use the same words to describe our faith, the pictures in our heads look very different indeed. The old saying that “where you have two Jews you have three opinions” holds true for Christians as well; we’re just not quite as honest as Jews are about such things.

I believe this is because in Christianity we define our membership in the group by “what we believe” while Jews are Jews because they are born into the family. No matter what their opinions, even if they are athiests, they are still Jews.

I feel kind of cheated by Christianity for this reason. It seems to me that the spiritual life is a long one, with many unexpected twists and turns. We need to have a place where we can encourage each other to follow the inner urgings of the spirit, to support each other as we struggle from one understanding to the next. Instead, most Christians do not support this journey, for if God should lead one out of the “correct opinions” they are most likely reviled and shunned, if not outright excommunicated.

The tragedy is that this person may in another year or two have grown in many areas of his or her life, and be led again into more “acceptable” opinions, but by this time the community has turned its back on him or her.

This is not, I think, how Jesus would have wanted it. Jesus was never concerned with making sure people regurgitated the correct dogma. Jesus was always much more concerned about people feeling loved by God. Intellectual assent to a set of propositions was not among Jesus’ criteria of who was acceptable. Scripture tells us that once Jesus’ disciples came to tattle on those using his name to minister, even though they were “not one of us!” Jesus responded with great generosity of heart. He didn’t say “Oh my gosh! We have to tell them to stop it!” Nor did he insist anyone be executed for having the nerve to do something so terrible as healing the sick. Instead, he said something much more shocking. He said, “Leave them alone. Anyone who is not against us is for us.”

This was a much more humane response, I believe. Similarly, I think it is possible for us to find a more humane, even, if you will, a more authentically Christian response to each others’ journeys, even when they seem to lead into strange valleys. My own personal opinion is that anyone who sincerely strives to follow Jesus to the best of his or her understanding and ability has the right to call themselves a “Christian.” I invite you to consider this definition for yourself. You may find that you are a Christian after all!

Now you may be thinking, “Wait a minute, aren’t some heresies dangerous?” Of course. There are some heresies which should be rejected, but only after being given a fair hearing.

This is more than many heartfelt believers received from the orthodox. As we shall see in chapter seventeen, Michael Servetus, the founder of modern Universalism, fled persecution during the reformation, and sought out John Calvin, sure that Calvin would listen to him and help him and his congregation endure. But when Servetus finally reached Geneva, not only did Calvin not support him, but he ordered him burned at the stake. Calvin himself lit the match.

The time for burning is over. It is instead, I believe, time to take a close look, perhaps for the first time ever, at what Servitus and so many others who were inhumanely punished were actually punished for.

It probably will not surprise you that some people were declared heretics for reasons more political than theological, or that the resulting theology often became unbalanced when competing truths could not be held in tension, but this is precisely what has happened time and again in the history of the church.

Which voices were silenced, and rightfully so? Which voices were silenced that should not have been, leaving the church theologically impoverished? In the following pages we will explore these questions together, recounting the tale of the shaping of the Christian church—only this time, we will listen to those who were never given a fair hearing. If we listen closely, we will find that many of them do not believe much differently than we do today. We may find that we can learn from them, that they may even inspire us to new, grand movements of the Spirit that can change the world forever.

In this book we celebrate those who were told they were no longer “part of the family,” and welcome them back home. For heretics are not evil people who lived a long time ago. They are in fact our ancestors, people of sincere faith who followed their own convictions, even to the grave. Ancestors who ultimately only have to answer to one judge, and that judge is not us, but the God who calls them—and us—to genuine faith, however odd it may look to others.

 

Rock of Ages, your love and compassion for us remains steadfast and true even as our ideas, theologies, and orthodoxies have never stopped changing. Help us to cling to a strong and steady love such as yours, and to find within ourselves the generosity of heart to extend that kind of strong and unfailiing love to others, no matter their beliefs or struggles. For we ask this in the name of one who never called himself a Christian, even Jesus Christ. Amen.

 

⊕ Adapted from a sermon preached at Grace North Church June 20, 1998.




 

 

1 | The Jewish Christians

 

 

In the first part of the twentieth century, a book was published that began a firestorm of criticism and controversy that has continued right up to the present day. The book was Albert Schweitzer’s The Historical Jesus. In some ways this book cemented the parting of the ways for fundamentalists and progressives in Christian theology, often within the same denominations. More than that, though, it has fueled the imaginations of three generations of scholars attempting to lift the veil of legend and tradition to get at the “real Jesus” underneath.

This is a quest most of us appreciate. It is obvious that as Christianity has grown, developed, and spread throughout the world, people have added their own ideas to the mix until nearly every variety of those calling themselves “the elect” would have been completely unrecognizable to the first century peasant known as Jesus. Of course we want to see “behind the curtain” of time, we want to get at “the real deal,” to figure out what this Jesus guy himself thought he was about, rather than what centuries of tradition have said he asserted.

The problem is that we have very little reliable evidence. The scriptures we have in the New Testament have been edited and re-edited by the victors of the church’s early doctrinal disputes. Many of the writings of those who held unusual opinions about Jesus have been destroyed, or lost to the ravages of time. Secular evidence of Jesus’ ministry is slim, consisting only of a very few passages in the writings of Flavius Josephus, a Jewish scholar hired by the Roman Empire to chronicle the history of the Jewish people.

So is it possible to discern Jesus’ original mission, or his original teachings? Is it possible to know where things “went wrong” in Christianity? These were questions that haunted me recently as I was researching information about the early church. I believe I came to an affirmative answer to those questions in the course of my studies, but this also led me to a dilemma: if it was possible to uncover the historical Jesus, was it not then imperative that I also follow this man, and whatever teachings my research brought to light? And what if that meant leaving behind everything I had come to know as Christianity?

These were the questions and doubts that I have wrestled with for the last year, and which ultimately led me to write these sermons. Who was the historical Jesus? And what were the teachings of his earliest disciples?

We find the answers to these questions in part in our own Bibles, in the book of Acts. Now, as Acts records, there were two early Christian communities; the most important was the church at Jerusalem. This church was led by James the Just, who, Paul tells us, was the flesh-and-blood brother of Jesus. As Jesus’ brother, James had a lot of power in the early Christian community. Disputes were brought to him to decide, especially in matters of doctrine. The Jerusalem community was made up entirely of Jews. They did not think of themselves as a separate religion at the time. They were simply Jews who believed that the messianic promise had been fulfilled in their own lifetime. They worshipped in the synagogues, and continued to celebrate the festivals and holy days of their native faith. They sent out missionaries to the Jewish communities in Syria, and met with much success.

Following the teachings of the Rabbi Jesus might have continued as a school within Judaism were it not for another visionary, Saul of Tarsus. At first a vicious persecutor of the new messianic sect, Saul had a mystical experience on the road to Damascus and thereafter became the self-appointed missionary to the gentiles. As Luke records in the book of Acts, Paul had great success in converting gentiles to this odd Jewish sect, and you would expect that the Christians at Jerusalem would be ecstatic about his success. The truth is, they were appalled. For one thing, Paul was teaching doctrines to the gentiles that differed substantially from what James was teaching in Jerusalem, especially as regards the importance of the Law.

For the Jerusalem Christians, a gentile could certainly convert, but would have to subject him or herself to Jewish purity laws, including circumcision. Paul taught that adherence to the Law was optional, and not necessary to be counted a Christian if one was not Jewish. This put the Jewish Christians into an uproar. Who was this Paul guy, admitting people to their religion in a willy-nilly fashion that they did not approve of? Who did he think he was?

It all came to a head in the year 49CE, when Paul met James at the Council of Jerusalem to consider the question. At that time, after much heated discussion, James would make a decision that would seal the fate of his community: he decided that gentile converts would not have to keep the whole of the law, but instead, only to “abstain from things polluted by idols, and from fornication, and from strangled things and blood.” In other words, anything that would cause a Jew to not be able to sit at table and eat with a gentile believer in good conscience.

This decision guaranteed for Paul the one thing his churches needed to thrive: legitimacy; for only those churches in communion with the one, great church in Jerusalem could claim legitimacy. But it also sealed the doom of the Jewish Christians. For not thirty years after this momentous decision, Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans, and the Jewish Christians fled into permanent exile and obscurity.

The Jewish Christians settled in southern Syria, very near Galilee, where Jesus spent so much of his ministry. They continued to meet in the synagogues and to follow the teachings of the Rabbi, which they believed had fulfilled the Law of Moses. They came to call themselves the “ebyonim” or the “Ebionites,” which is Hebrew for “the poor,” since they believed wealth was an evil to be avoided. They survived in this little pocket of the Middle East for nearly four hundred years, even as the Pauline churches grew up around them, hopelessly outnumbering them, and eventually even deriding them as heretics.

How could this happen? How could the original church, led by Jesus’ own family for generations, come to be seen as heretical? On the surface of the biblical record we can see that the Pauline Christians might see them as heretics for insisting that the Law was still binding, at least upon themselves as Jewish Christians. But we must remember that the book of Acts is written by Luke, a gentile and a convert to Pauline Christianity, who wanted to downplay any doctrinal differences with the Jerusalem church.

To determine the real nature of the Jewish Christians’ teachings we will have to go to those sources among their own writings which remain. Fortunately, a good many of the writings of the Ebionites survive in a collection attributed to St. Clement. These Pseudo-Clementine writings not only contain alternate versions of many of the events in Acts, but also preserve some of the sermons of Peter, which many scholars believe to be authentic.

What is so amazing about the Ebionite writings is what they reveal about the teachings of the early Jerusalem Christians, teachings which have either been whitewashed by the Pauline churches or expunged from memory altogether. More astounding yet is how closely those teachings square with the findings of the “historical Jesus” scholars.

How many folks today have a problem with the idea of the virgin birth? How many folks have difficulty with the doctrine of the substitutionary atonement? Even if you have no objections to these long-revered doctrines, it will come as no surprise to you that lots of people today do. And if you find you do have trouble with these doctrines, you may find that you have something in common with the Jewish Christians, with the Ebionites.

For these Christians, there was no virgin birth. Their church was headed up by Jesus’ flesh-and-blood family. They knew better. Mary was James’ mother, too, and he entertained no stories about her virginity. Perpetual maidenhood was a Greek ideal, not a Jewish one; the virgin birth was a doctrine which would simply have had no appeal for Jewish Christians.

But more important than this single doctrine was what it represented: a great parting of the ways in how Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians considered Jesus. While Gentile Christians leaned toward a high Christology, making Jesus the equal of God; Jewish Christians tended towards a low Christology, seeing Jesus as a great prophet, the equal or even the superior of Moses.

For Jewish Christians, Jesus did not die for anybody’s sins. The idea of Jesus’ death being a great sacrifice was a Pauline invention; Jews saw Jesus’ death as the inevitable martyrdom in store for anybody who tried to buck the system. And in the estimation of the Jewish Christians, Jesus had bucked it big time.

The Jewish Christians believed that Jesus had come to complete the Law, a partial version of which had been given to Moses in the desert. They believed that Moses had received only a portion of the truth because the children of Israel were not yet mature enough to handle the whole of it. According to the Pseudo-Clementine writings, God was very displeased with the practice of sacrifice and wanted it stopped altogether, for God is a compassionate deity who wishes nothing to suffer, not even animals. But Moses felt like this was too great a leap for the Israelites to make, and asked God for a compromise: to allow them to continue to sacrifice, but only to Yahweh and no other god.

God considered this an acceptable compromise, but promised that another prophet would come who would complete and fulfill the law, putting an end to temple sacrifices altogether, and causing the law to live in the hearts of men and women everywhere.

This may not be so far from how Jesus actually saw himself. The Gospels relate that Jesus said he had come “not to abolish the law, but to fulfill it,” and that he prophesied more than once about the destruction of the temple. Jesus saw himself not as the founder of a new religion, but as a reformer of Judaism. The Jewish Christians saw him in the same way, and insisted that anyone who wished to follow Jesus must do so as a Jew.

As time went on, and the Jewish Christians took to calling themselves Ebionites, they developed legalistic traditions of their own which were not reflective of their early Jerusalem forbears. In developing their ideas about abolishing sacrifice, they went so far as to stop eating meat as well. They took their ideas of poverty to extremes, eschewing private property, and eventually living in impoverished communitarian ghettos on the margins of Syrian society. They began adding more and more prohibitions to the Law, striving for an escalating spiritual purity that must have seemed to them forever just out of reach. Finally, the community gave up the ghost in the fourth century, and what was left of the original followers of Jesus were either re-absorbed into Judaism or converted to Pauline forms of Christianity.

What can we learn from these, the most original of Christians? It is certainly quite a shock to discover that much of what modern scholarship has to tell us about the historical Jesus was actually affirmed and celebrated in the early Jerusalem church. It affirms for us that those who hold a low Christology can just as legitimately call themselves Christians as those who hold a high Christology. But the greatest lesson comes from its interaction with the Pauline church. For in refusing to adapt, to change, to flow with the times and cultures around it, it had no hope for survival. Like anything living, theology must be allowed to grow. Jesus’ teachings were a great adaptation of theology to the times, but instead of following their leader’s example and forging ahead into new creative theologies, the Jerusalem Christians codified and nailed shut the new covenant of Jesus, making it as inflexible—and later even more inflexible—as its mother faith. The unfortunate thing about this is that it left Christianity only one creative stream to flow into: Paul’s. Even though Pauline Christianity certainly had the creativity to appeal to a much greater audience, it is tragic to think of what might have been, had the Ebionites not been so legalistic or xenophobic.

And so it was that the original defenders of the faith became heretics, scattered to the four winds to disappear forever. Or did they? Certainly many of the teachings and leanings of the Ebionites survive in many denominations, although certainly not all together in one place. The low Christology of the Jewish Christians can be found in every one of the mainline denominations. Most of our seminaries teach the historical Jesus as foundational, as the starting point for all later theologies. James would have been pleased, I think.

The legalism of the later Ebionites is found today in many forms of Evangelical Christianity. Baptists, Assemblies of God, and many other fundamentalist sects teach—in practice if not in theory—a very similar sort of adherence to the Law as was held by the Ebionites. Those not in conformity are very quickly shunned and outcast. Even the Ebionite penchant for vegetarianism survives in tandem with your more standard-brand legalism in the Seventh-Day Adventist denomination, which claims this early Christian community as a forerunner.

Also claiming the Jerusalem heritage are, oddly enough, the Unitarian Universalists, who quite rightly remind us that the early Christians at Jerusalem had no concept of a trinity, and were, in fact, Unitarian Christians who saw God as one, and Jesus as simply a great teacher, much as Unitarian Universalists do today. The UU’s also remind us that there was a great deal of diversity of opinion about Jesus in the first century and seek to provide a safe container for such diversity in their own churches in modern times.

It was after discovering the existence of the Ebionites that I was struck with my great crisis of faith several months ago. Now that I knew all this about Jesus and the early Church, I had become convinced that the only way to follow Jesus with any integrity was to become a Jew. I was terrified that God was calling me to refound the ancient heresy of Ebionitism in the present day! After all, it has a lot going for it: a believable Jesus, a strong moral code, and vegetarianism to boot!

But I finally realized that I am not, after all, a Jew. I am a Christian reared in a Pauline tradition, and as much as I revere Judaism, its traditions and its disciplines, I also had to admit that those traditions were not mine. I would have to make peace with the church I was given, with 2,000 years of creativity and growth and change. In the end I began an association with the Unitarian Universalists, and in this way I was able to claim the heritage of the Ebionites for my own, while at the same time affirming an open-ended approach to theology that could continue to grow and speak to the times.

So what are we to do with this information about the early Jewish Christians? I suggest that we stop ignoring them and begin some earnest study of their gospel and traditions, for we may yet have much to learn from them about the historical Jesus. I also suggest that we dispense with the term “heretic” with which Eusebius saddled them in the fourth century, and simply welcome them home into the family of believers of which they were the first and founding members.

 

Blessed are you, Sovereign of the Universe, for you sent us Jesus as your mouthpiece; who taught us that it is obedience and not sacrifice which is pleasing in your sight; and who taught us to view tradition both critically and creatively. Help us to welcome home into our embrace these brothers and sisters who followed you with their whole hearts, who sought to call their fellow Jews into a renewed covenant with you, and who called Jesus not only friend, but family member and rabbi. For we ask this in the name of the one who went to his death for the purity of his faith, even Jesus Christ. Amen.

 

⊕ Preached at Grace North Church July 5, 1998.




 

 

2 | The Gnostics

 

 

After I left the fundamentalist church of my childhood, I made the questionable decision to attend a Southern Baptist college. My mother says “I told you so” now, but at the time it seemed like the thing to do, since my Grandmother had offered to pay my tuition, and I didn’t feel I had many other options for an education. So off to California Baptist College in Riverside, California I went.

What I wasn’t prepared for was all of the inner work that was waiting for me. Coming into this evangelical environment—as an outsider for the first time—I was able to notice a lot more than ever before, especially the subtle interior happenings that form the substance of our spiritual lives.

Much to my surprise, my inner process began to evidence itself in a most distressing fashion. I began writing poetry, that, quite frankly, scared the socks off of me. A character began to appear in my poetry that I can only describe as “The Monster God.” To give you an example of these sorts of poems, I would like to read you one, titled “Unyummy”:

 

God dropped in on Ungar Belfast just around lunchtime.

“AAARRR!!” God roared, and Pastor Henri Todd

was suddenly there to translate.

“He says ‘The cold are yummy…’”

“AAARRR…” Ungar shrank in terror.

“‘…and the hot are extremely tasty with a bit of red wine.’”

“AAAARRRR!” God was enraged.

“‘…but the lukewarm, those he would spew out of his mouth!’”

At this, God completely flattened Pastor Henri Todd

with the flat of his hand and ate him.

Then He spewed forth the Pastor,

who was whole again, if not a little shaken.

“Well,” stammered the Pastor Henri Todd,

“In my case, he would vomit perpetually.”

God patted him on the head and smiled,

showing Ungar Belfast all his huge pointed teeth.

 

As you can imagine, I was terrified of what was flowing out of my pen. I was certain that God was going to send me to Hell for daring to think—let alone write—such thoughts. And then, of course, it struck me: the God who would send someone to Hell for being creative is precisely the sort of ridiculous character pictured in my poems. It certainly couldn’t be anything like the real God, if there was such a thing. I decided that what was coming out of me was important for some reason I did not yet fathom, and decided that, damnation or no, I should go with it. And so “The Monster God” became a fixture in my poetry writing for many years to come.

I am not the first person to have this intuition that God is a monster, of course. Nor am I the first to write about it. As far back as the first century there were Christians who held a very similar opinion. They were called “Gnostics” and are probably the most famous, and most misunderstood, of all the ancient Christian heresies.

There were many varieties of Gnosticism in the ancient world, not all of them Christian. One teaching that the many varieties of Gnostics held in common was the belief in a radical dualistic split between matter and spirit. Deriving this part of their philosophy from Persian sources, Gnostics held that the flesh—and all things material—were evil, being the creation of a wicked demiurge, which Christian Gnostics identified with Yahweh, the god of the Hebrews.

In one Gnostic cosmology, Sophia (or Holy Wisdom) somehow “slipped out” of the Pleroma, where the Godhead resides. Hoping to regain her place through imitation, she gave birth to a demiurge, Yahweh, and instructed him to create a world. This Yahweh did, but then, having gained a taste of divine power, Yahweh rebelled against Sophia and contrived to keep Adam and Eve enslaved forever.

The earth, then, for the Gnostics, was a prison-planet ruled by an evil tyrant. The soul would continue to reincarnate in this insufferable vale of tears until the power of Yahweh and his evil angels—the “archons”—could be broken.

Fortunately that is not the end of the story. During all of this the “true” God, observing these events from the Pleroma, decided to help humankind, who, though helplessly trapped in matter, nonetheless contain a spark of divinity which longs to rejoin the Godhead, if only it could escape the body and the earth. Thus, the highest God sent Christ in the form of a serpent to the garden to help Adam and Eve in their plight. Acting on the serpent’s wise counsel, the pair ate of the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil, and their eyes were opened to their incarceration. But before they could eat of the other tree which would break the archons’ power completely, Yahweh interceded and succeeded in keeping them captive, though no longer ignorant of their plight.

Over the next many centuries, people forgot the salvific message of the serpent, and turned him into the “bad guy” in the Genesis story. So in the fullness of time, the true God from the top of the Pleromic hierarchy sent the Christ to earth again—this time in the form of a man—to teach humanity how to break the power of the archons once and for all, and to woo Sophia back into the Pleroma. Christ, in the Gnostics’ view, was not God, but was not human, either. Being a divine, angelic being, the Christ could not contaminate himself by actual contact with matter. This obscenity was avoided by merely seeming to be human. Far enough down the divine totem pole to live as a spiritual being amongst creatures of flesh, Christ nonetheless had no corporeal nature of his own, but took on the appearance of flesh in order to teach against the archons and thereby to liberate humanity.

A seeker who heard the Gnostic myth and desired to escape Yahweh and the evil archons underwent a variety of rituals designed to ready a person to receive gnosis, a Greek word meaning “knowledge.” When gnosis came upon someone, it was generally an ecstatic experience, a type of enlightenment that freed one from the power of the archons so that upon one’s death, one would be able to leave this planet, escape the wheel of transmigration, and rejoin the fullness of the pleroma.

This story really turns everything on its ear, doesn’t it? But it is understandable in light of the cultural context it arose in. Those who were attracted to this teaching were people whose experience of this life was one of tragedy. We struggle with similar questions ourselves: “If God is all good, why is there evil in the world?” The Gnostics’ answer to this question was that it is because God himself is evil, and his creation, corrupt and filled with death.

Gnostics dealt with this knowledge in diverse ways. Some felt that because the world is evil, one should withdraw from it and practice extreme asceticism. Others, however, went in entirely the other direction, figuring that since the flesh was corrupt anyway, it wouldn’t hurt to enjoy it a little bit. Gnostic rituals were often orgiastic, or just plain odd. In one sect, the bread and wine of the Eucharist were consecrated by releasing snakes onto the altar. Anything which the snakes touched as they slithered around was considered consecrated.

Some taught that the only way to break the power of the archons was to engage in a ritual known as “The Bridal Chamber,” which was very much like Tantra, in that the male ritually assumes the person of Christ, and the female participant ritually assumes the person of Sophia. Then they would have intercourse in this ritual setting, which would symbolize the healing of dualism, and effect their liberation from the power of the archons. One sect believed that there were 365 archons surrounding the planet, and you could only break their power one at a time. Therefore a believer had to enact “The Bridal Chamber” ritual 365 days in a row—without missing any days—and each time with a different partner. That’s what I call spiritual discipline! The lengths some people go to for salvation…
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