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SURRENDER PRAYER

 

I have been apart and I have lost my way.

The archons have taken my vision.

At times I am filled with Thee,

but often I am blind to Thy Presence,

when all I see is this world of form.

My ignorance and blindness are all I have to offer,

But these I give to Thee, holding back nothing.

And in my hours of darkness,

when I am not sure there even is a Thou, hearing my call,

I still call to Thee with all my heart.

Hear the cry of my voice, clamoring from this desert,

for my soul is parched and my heart

can barely stand this longing.

 

– +Rosamonde Miller




PREFACE

 

Most modern bookstores will offer a dozen or so works on the Gnostics and their Gospels. Each of these texts will leave you with the understanding that Gnosticism is something odd that happened 1800 years ago or so, and that the Gnostics now belong to the realm of historical curiosity rather than religious experience. You are unlikely to encounter the living, challenging tradition that is playing out in the lives of thousands who will meet this weekend for prayer, celebration, debate and community action.

You’ll read elsewhere that Gnosticism is elitist, misogynist, secretive, and world-hating. But the Gnostic scriptures themselves speak of a philosophy that is universal; reveres Eve as the first Saint and Sophia as a Goddess; is intimate rather than occult; and finds Holy Wisdom under every stone and within every tree. You’ll hear that Gnosticism is dualist, claiming two equal and opposing gods; but Gnosticism has always taught that we are all aspects of an infinite one-ness.

Most baffling of all, contemporary readers will be told that the word “Gnosticism” is so vague and contradictory that it never really existed – despite a rich continuum of seekers, history, and scripture. Part of the challenge in studying Gnosticism is that it has never been a monolith, never had a canon of orthodoxy. It has always been less of a “set” and more of an intersection of overlapping themes. The themes themselves have an elusive, dreamlike quality that presents many challenges for scholars used to tidy classifications.

Most of the confusion arises from identifying Gnosticism with later, distinct movements: Marcionism and Manichaeanism. While each of these borrowed from earlier Gnostic ideas, they veered dramatically from Gnosticism’s original course – denying gnosis, the intimate understanding of Divinity that is the core of Gnostic experience – and therefore cannot be credibly regarded as part of Gnosticism at all. The distinctions are as sharp as Buddhism from Hinduism; as Christianity from Judaism. Worldly denial, radical dualism, and disregard for the Old Testament can be found in later movements, but not in Gnosticism per se.

Compare all these contradictions with the abiding reality of Gnosticism; an inclusive, participatory religious context that invites, inspires and nourishes. At the very center of Gnosticism is the enlightened moment of gnosis; an immediate, intimate and unique encounter with the Mystery and our place in it. Many schools of religious teaching in the West have rejected this transformative experience, due in part to the fact that it demolishes both Original Sin and the authority of scripture, setting in their place the Sacred Flame of our kinship with the eternal. Yet Gnosticism has never been extinguished, surviving in the shadows of orthodoxy, flowering throughout the centuries as myth and mysticism. Gnosticism prizes art over polemic, intuition over theology, curiosity over obedience.

Seeing this contemporary phenomenon, it’s easy to categorize Gnosticism as “just another religion”, with a core of religious texts, churches, clergy, rites for certain days of the year – and in a very real sense that’s true. But Gnosticism is also a way of seeing; a technique for working with a set of tools that begin with a specific myth; but it does not end there. Gnosticism is ultimately pragmatic, adapting to the spiritual experience and imaginative daring of each explorer. While this book illustrates a picture of contemporary “organized” Gnosticism, most Gnostics are solitary confreres, contemplating and creating in coffee shops and living rooms. While Gnosticism can express itself via a tradition of incense and candles and sacraments, it is equally expressed in art galleries, in charity, in social action – and in discrete moments of liberating clarity.
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There is in everyone the divine power existing in a latent condition… This is one power divided above and below; generating itself, making itself grow, seeking itself, finding itself, daughter of itself, son of itself – mother, father, unity, being a source of the entire circle of existence.

– The Great Announcement, quoted by Hippolytus c. 200 CE
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I. KNOW THYSELF

 

It seems to me that the only true Christians were (are?) the Gnostics, who believe in self-knowledge, i.e., becoming Christ themselves, reaching the Christ within. The Light is the Truth. All any of us are trying to do is precisely that: Turn on the Light.

– John Lennon, The Mysterious Smell of Roses

 

Twilight. A group of figures, some robed in traditional white albs, most in plain clothes, pace the ancient patterns of the labyrinth in wet grass and silent meditation. Later, inside a small chapel rented from a larger church, yellow, red, blue and green candles are lit and prayers are offered, invoking the four elements and their associated Archangels, and lastly a white candle in a silver orb. The rite begins with a Greek chant associated with the Temple at Delphi. Logos and Sophia, Word and Wisdom are invited to the Heiros Gamos, the Sacred Marriage. The priest intones:

 

“Come, hidden Mother, come; come, you who are made manifest in your works, and give joy and rest to those who are bound to you. Come and partake in this Eucharist which we perform in your name, and the agape for which we have assembled at your invitation.”

 

The words are at least 2,000 years old from Gospels considered too heretical for other faiths. Later still a chalice of wine is blessed and shared among those gathered, offered with the benediction:

 

“Be what you see; receive what you are.”

 

The rite is startling in its simplicity and solemnity. One imagines a medieval chapel having a similar tone. Worship is careful, poignant and almost nostalgic.

Those assembled understand themselves to be a kind of royal family in exile; castaway Sparks of God, homesick for union, imperiled by a spiritual amnesia. These are the Gnostics, holding in their imagination symbols and ideas persecuted for centuries. They employ myth and dreams and poetry as practical tools in their reunion with the Divine.

In a very real sense, they are the Secret Church of the Holy Grail.
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Gnosis means “knowledge”; a specific kind of intimate knowledge, the way lovers know one another. The root of gnosis hides in the more familiar words recognize, cunning, and narrative. For spiritual seekers, gnosis is deep understanding of the Divine and our relationship to it. Dutch scholar Gilles Quispel explained it as “knowledge of the heart”; quite simply, gnosis is enlightenment.

 

This gnosis is not something that can be put into words like other sciences; but after long-continued conversation between teacher and pupil, in joint pursuit of the subject, suddenly, like light flashing forth when a fire is kindled, it is born in the soul and straightaway nourishes itself.

– Plato, Seventh Letter

 

Gnosticism is a pre-Christian religious tradition that fuses Judaism, Greek philosophy and the Mystery Schools of the ancient world. Originating in the intellectual “café societies” of Alexandria around 200 BCE, the original Gnostics were Greek-educated Jews, living in Egypt, on the doorstep of the Roman Empire. Theirs was the realm of diverse and interplaying cultures, of ideas and imagination. Gnostics unflinchingly explored the borders of myth and archetype, of metaphors and dreams, of creativity and poetic expression.

While it does seem odd to found a religion in an ancient Egyptian Starbucks with a group of Jews debating Greek philosophy, this is precisely where our story begins: in the Paris-in-the-’20s of the ancient world, with artists and initiates inhaling the erotic perfume of dangerous ideas.

They were wrestling with the issues of the origins of good and evil, of human nature, of the role of God and wisdom in the world, of the seeming conflict between Grace and free will. The tools with which they addressed these ideas were natural curiosity, the Jewish value of literacy along with ancient Semitic magics, Plato and Aristotle, and the ambient, connecting mysticism out of which their entire culture was based. Their discussions resulted in texts such as The Book of Enoch and The Book of Sophia around 160 BCE, and the Corpus Hermeticum some 200 years later.

Thousands of years later, Beat poet Allen Ginsberg would write a fitting description of these inspired, impassioned myth-makers;

 

angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night

– Howl, 1955

 

Early Gnostic texts are identified by four principal characteristics:

 

- that it is gnosis, not faith, that saves us from deception (“Gnostic Soteriology”);

 

- that the universe “flows out of” God, the way ripples emanate from a stone dropped in water (“Emanations Cosmogeny”);

 

- that the “Spark” of Divinity is immediately present in the world and constantly available to us, even if it is obscured by illusion and ignorance (“Immanent Pneumatology”); and

 

- that this Spark’s origin in the Infinite is revered by sacramental Mysteries, such as baptism and the eucharist (“Sacramental Theology”).

 

Contemporary Gnostics would add a further point; that the system or daily world of our experience – one of deadlines, “spun” media, spilled coffee, parking tickets, and traffic jams – is an artificial construct, and we have a responsibility to wake up from this illusion into a real, spiritual world outside of “the powers that be”. Modern Gnosticism tends to focus on this idea of “false reality” versus “waking up”.

 

The Matrix cannot tell you who you are.

–The Matrix, 1999

 

Gnosticism amplifies and celebrates this “waking up”, yet it is not a “path” to enlightenment. So Gnosticism does not lead to gnosis, but instead it was gnosis that led these ancient beatniks to invent the myths and symbols of the Gnostic religion, to deepen it and enable it to shape their lives.

The central message of Gnosticism is “Know Thyself”; and while this phrase makes most people think of self-help seminars and ego-worship, it’s actually quite different. In the Gnostic story, we are all lost fragments of God, and to “know yourself” is to recognize the serene dignity and immense responsibility of this heritage.

 

Do not be ignorant of me.

For I am the first and the last.

I am the honored one and the scorned one.

I am the whore and the holy one.

– The Thunder: Perfect Mind

 

Gnosticism was tremendously influential in early Christian communities. Gnostic myths were re-interpreted to include characters of the Christian story: Jesus and Mary Magdalene, Philip, Thomas, James, Judas. The fluid, innovative style of the Gnostics adapted easily to the new religion, recognizing in it the eternal themes of incarnation, sacrifice and resurrection known to the Mystery Schools for thousands of years. Where a later mainstream Christianity worshipped Christ as a unique “event”, Gnostic Christians pursued their spiritual liberation by becoming Christ-like. They exalted Mary Magdalene as an Apostle, saw Judas as an initiate of secret teachings, and viewed the serpent of the Garden of Eden as a liberating heroine.

Among these Gnostic Christian texts is the Secret Book of John, taken by some early Christian communities to be the sequel to the Gospel of John, and the original teachings of John the Baptist. It details a challenging myth of the origin of the world, of the role of Wisdom, of the creation of humanity, and of our liberation by gnosis.

Throughout centuries, Gnosticism survived as a subculture within Christianity, every so often appearing as heretical movements such as the Cathars, against whom a merciless crusade was called by Rome. Catharism was ultimately the result of a Gnostic take on the writings of St. Paul; that we are spiritual beings from a spiritual realm, temporarily placed in a world of cruelty and warfare.
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“Stepping clear of theological tangles
to reveal a way of spiritual liberation,
Stratford traces Gnosticism's wise
thread from source to its essential
place in daily life. ”

- Caitliin Matthews, author of
Sophia: Goddess of Wisdom, Bride of God.
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