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Foreword

Gnostic Philosophy is a book that speaks to the condition of our age. If ages correspond to metals, as certain of the ancient Greeks thought, then this is an age of lead, the metal of Saturn. We are ripe for a transmutation. For the alchemist, the gleam of precious metal in the depths of the earth is analogous to the gleam of the divine spirit held captive in the physical realm, as the gnostic puts it.

At the core of Gnosticism lies a powerful metaphor: There is not one creator but two, one true, the other false. The false one, the Demiurge, keeps our spirits captive in the world of matter, away from the divine light above. Yet through the ages, a tradition of knowledge has been handed down, veiled in imagery and symbol, telling us where we came from and how we can find our way back. This knowledge, or gnosis, can set our spirits free if we are receptive to it.

In speaking of this worldview, I use the word metaphor deliberately because, like the author of this book, I believe that much mischief has been caused by taking it in a literal and physical sense, as many present-day gnostics and scholars of Gnosticism continue to do. One of Tobias Churton’s most interesting arguments is that this literal interpretation is a distortion or parody of the true gnosis, stemming arguably from a misunderstanding of early Gnostic writers such as Valentinus—yet it was the parody that came to be generally signified by the word Gnosticism. Hence, writers such as Plotinus attacked the Gnostics because, as Churton puts it, some of them “had got hold of an excellent stick and caught the wrong end of it.”

If, however, the dualistic worldview of the Gnostics is taken as a spiritual metaphor, it becomes a powerfully transforming message: All  of us are spiritually less than we could be, but we have somewhere within us the knowledge of how to raise ourselves up toward the stars. Seen in this perspective, the Demiurge becomes, in Churton’s words, the “world-making perceptual faculty of human beings,” which tries to be God and thus hinders the spirit from communion with the true God.

The metaphor of Gnosticism opens up another possibility, which is to view the world as a jest or a kind of conjuring trick, with the Demiurge as the conjuror whose skill we admire, knowing that sooner or later the show will end and we shall leave the theater. With this viewpoint, Gnosticism ceases to be a negative, melancholy worldview and becomes instead a playful, celebratory one. If the world is a trick or a jest, why not play along with it as with a party game? Perhaps this is ultimately the way to transcend it.

The Dutch historian Huizinga, in his classic book Homo ludens, deals with playfulness and its importance in human culture throughout history. This spirit of playfulness is, I believe, an important vein running through the gnostic tradition. It is the same phenomenon we find among certain Buddhist sages, who cultivate humor as one path to enlightenment. Thus, there has always been, in both East and West, the tradition of the “laughing master.” Churton mentions an early example in the figure of the Samaritan Simon Magus.

When I wrote my own book on Rosicrucianism, which is one aspect of the gnostic tradition, I did not take into account the importance of this quality of playfulness. Hence, I failed to appreciate the real significance of the word ludibrium, or “jest,” which Johann Valentin Andreae used to describe his work The Chemical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreuz, one of the key early Rosicrucian documents. Only later did it strike me that Andreae intended the word ludibrium in the spirit of Homo ludens, and that the same spirit runs through much of Rosicrucianism. This thought struck me again when I read Churton’s illuminating chapters on the Rosicrucians in this book’s companion, The Golden Builders. In that book, Churton skillfully places the Rosicrucians in the context of the emerging gulf between science and religion, a gulf they wished to bridge by creating a universal system of knowledge linking religion, science, philosophy, and art. The Rosicrucians embodied this vision in a brilliantly created mythology  with a strong element of playfulness. This playful spirit informs The Gnostic Philosophy as well.

One of the more recent “laughing masters” featured in this book is Aleister Crowley, whose path was through sex and humor, neither of which find favor in the West when combined with religion—hence the vilification that has been heaped on Crowley’s head. When we rediscover the spirit of Homo ludens, perhaps we shall look more kindly on the “Great Beast.” Meanwhile, Churton’s affectionate and perceptive treatment of Crowley is a valuable corrective to much misunderstanding about him.

One of the notable achievements of Churton’s book is to demonstrate how thinkers as far apart in time as Crowley and Valentinus can be placed in the tradition of gnostic thought. Churton shows how the same tradition links the Sufis, Neoplatonists, medieval magicians, troubadours, kabbalists, Jacob Böhme, William Law, Freemasonry, the psychology of Carl Jung, the Rudolf Steiner movement, the songs of John Lennon, and much else.

If “laughing masters” such as the much maligned Aleister Crowley are the heroes of this book—as the much neglected Johann Valentin Andreae was a hero of Churton’s last book—the villains are the people of lead who perpetuate the age of lead. These are the promoters of stifling religious dogma or crass materialism, in every age. Yet Saturn, the planet of lead, is also the planet of time and therefore of transformation. A millennial mood is struggling for air in a polluted world, as it was when the Rosicrucian manifestos first began to circulate. And the gnostic tradition is still available to us as a source of inspiration for change. This book brings that tradition alive in all its richness and gives us hope that we may succeed in transmuting the lead into gold.

CHRISTOPHER MCINTOSH, AUTHOR OF THE ROSICRUCIANS: THE HISTORY, MYTHOLOGY, AND RITUALS OF AN ESOTERIC ORDER


 

Introduction

Unless you have devoted years of study to the subject, you will have your work cut out if you propose writing about the Gnostics. It is an enormous field and intricate beyond imagination.

MONTAGUE SUMMERS TO JOHN SYMONDS, MARCH 13, 1948

 

At the tender age of twenty-five, I wrote a book called The Gnostics to accompany a series on British television’s Channel 4. I hoped at the time that this would be my last word on a subject that had fascinated me in many different ways since my midteens. The Gnostics contained concise chapters on the Nag Hammadi library, the early Gnostics, those medieval “heretics” known as the Cathars, the Hermetic philosophy of the Renaissance, William Blake, and a review of some contemporary gnostic phenomena, all packed neatly into 150 libel-free pages. Having done that, I thought I could get back to filmmaking—and leave the printed word alone.

I was wrong.

Seven years later, in 1993, an enthusiast of The Gnostics finally persuaded me that the time was ripe for a follow-up. And now here we are; more than a decade has passed. What took me so long? Perhaps the time was not then quite ripe after all. Perhaps I was not ripe.

There is a certain ritual in the Ancient and Accepted Rite of Freemasonry wherein the candidate is conducted around seven concentric circles seven times, gathering fundamental spiritual insights on the way, this being a symbolic preamble to the conferring of the degree. The circuits represent a lifetime’s journey. One goes round in circles, all  right! But at the center of this little cosmos, a pelican feeds its young on its own blood.

This book represents a journey to the center of the circle.

Each of The Gnostic Philosophy’s fourteen chapters, though arranged chronologically for convenience, is a kind of mirror of the others. It does not matter where one begins reading; the center of the circle will always be there. Whether one is looking at the so-called Age of Reason, the Middle Ages, the modern age, or the pre-Christian era, gnostic philosophy remains the same dynamic, liberating power. Existing in time, it points beyond time. It calls us to wake up from materialist vision to a more profound, higher, and more centered perception. Whether the expression of the gnosis is apparently Christian, classical, Jewish, magical, Islamic, Buddhist, Hindu, Eastern, or Western, the wisdom of the ages speaks to us as it did to our ancestors—if we choose to listen. Many religious traditions assume that if we go back far enough, we are all related. “All art is one, man, one.”1 This book is testimony to that insight.

Yes, the field of the gnostics is enormous, if not quite “intricate beyond imagination,” as Montague Summers wrote over half a century ago. When Hans Jonas’s masterpiece The Gnostic Religion appeared in the 1950s, the philosopher insisted that the teachings of Mani and the Hermetic corpus be included in his survey. By extending the field of study, Jonas wanted gnosticism to be liberated from its restricted significance as an early Christian heresy. He saw its appearance as a world-historical event; the Gnostics were apparently the first existentialists.

Kurt Rudolph’s Gnosis (1985) not only updated Jonas’s work on the Mandaeans of Iraq but added the Bogomil-Cathar heresy to its itinerary as well. James M. Robinson, supervising editor of the Nag Hammadi Library in English (1977), went so far as to draw parallels between the second-century Gnostic movement and the counterculture movements of the 1960s. Meanwhile, Joost Ritman, a Dutch businessman, collector, and latter-day Rosicrucian, was assembling a Hermetic-Gnostic library of original books and manuscripts. The library’s contents included early Gnostic texts, the medieval Grail romances, medieval mystics, all aspects of alchemy, Neoplatonism, the Renaissance Hermetists, the early Rosicrucian movement, Jacob Böhme, John Pordage, Jane Lead, some Freemasonry, Rudolf Steiner, and every scrap of world scholarship on these and kindred subjects. Ritman’s achievement goes by the name of the Bibliotheca Philosophica Hermetica, and it stands tall in old Amsterdam.



Joost Ritman’s perception of the vast scope and significance of the subject happily coincided with my own youthful enthusiasm, and there was mutual delight when we met to collaborate on the award-winning British TV series Gnostics in 1986. That delight informed my first popular book on the subject, a book that established the breadth of vision needed to see Gnosis in its full historical contours, albeit an aerial view.

Most scholars of Gnosticism (a word that generally refers to the Gnostic movements of the early Christian period) have accepted that such a pan-historical perspective lies outside their specialist remit. The subject as a whole has lain scattered among the copious works of Christian theologians, historians of philosophy, specialists in the history of occultism, discreet societies, and literary historians. My design in this book has been to bring these far-flung estates under single management—not so much for reasons of efficiency as to demonstrate coherence where coherence exists.

There is another factor that has informed the making of this book. During the last twenty years, a number of pseudo (or alternative) histories have muddied the waters and stirred up a welter of conspiracy tales told (sometimes) with journalistic flourish, but these are for the most part misleading—as this book shows. Truth is stranger than fiction, and a good deal more bracing.

The chief problem with “alternative history” is that for those unacquainted with the best scholarship on the subject, with no yardstick to measure the truthfulness or accuracy of the new historical perspective, the chance of entering an imaginative space dominated by the unreal is all too likely. A journey through the unreal is an unreal journey; the blind begin to lead the blind. In the case of conspiracy theories, the results of exploitation of history may be quite deadly. For many malcontents, history is a powerful spur to destruction; a fair account, on the other hand, helps us understand a little more. If you want absolute certainties, you’ll be prepared to believe anything.

An ancient authority wrote that he believed in order that he might understand. Well, I follow neither this line nor its corollary: to know in order that I might believe. My line is simply: “This is fascinating. I want to know why.” I want to know what is fascinating about it, and I want to know why I am fascinated by it. In short, I want to understand it. And it is to this urge to understand—in this case, the Gnostic philosophy—that this book is directed. That is to say, while I trust the work to be scholarly and of interest to academic study, it is intended for everyone who wants to understand better the essence of the gnostic story. This may be a small market, but I hope it is neither a provincial nor an unhappy one.



GNOSTIC PHILOSOPHY

This book might have been called The Hermetic Philosophy but for the fact that it has been preceded by a herald. That herald is my book The Golden Builders: Alchemists, Rosicrucians and the First Free Masons, published in the United States in 2005. The Golden Builders concentrated chiefly on the Hermetic, alchemical, proto-Masonic, and, above all, Rosicrucian aspects of the gnostic story. That book and this one, Gnostic Philosophy, complement each other. The subject matter of The Golden Builders fills the chronological gap between parts 2 and 3 of this book (late Middle Ages to the late seventeenth century).

The gnostic story is not, thankfully, an account of the historical progress of an idea (I leave that to nineteenth-century German idealists); it is the story of an idea that has repeatedly promoted such historical progress as our species has enjoyed over the last twenty-five centuries. That idea I am calling the gnostic philosophy. What do I mean by the phrase?

Hans Jonas’s most widely read book, referred to earlier, was called The Gnostic Religion, yet the chief interest of Gnosis (to him) lay in the Gnostics’ relationship to contemporary philosophy. It would be Elaine Pagels (The Gnostic Gospels) who focused on the Gnostics’ relationship to religion—particularly orthodox Christianity. When we add to these considerations the phenomenon of the Hermetic Gnostic tract— spiritual philosophy that can be understood without recourse to religious organization—we may be led to think of gnosis as a philosophy of religion, or simply as a religious (or mystical) philosophy—or,  indeed, as gnostic philosophy! Hermetic philosophy itself has been called a religio mentis, a religion of the mind. This suggests that a hybrid status may be required for the phrase gnostic philosophy, because it blurs the customary boundaries between religion (an organized system of belief) and philosophy (an inquiry into truth values). Gnosis may be thought of as taking the latter road, only to burst explosively into the realm of the former.

The German church historian Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930) clearly felt the discomfiting tingle of a disharmonious phenomenon when he (wrongly) described Gnosticism as “the acute Hellenization of Christianity.”2 There was Hellenization, but it occurred in the context of a long-term cross-pollination. Experienced by Greeks, Egyptians, and Jews based in Egypt after Alexander the Great’s invasion in 331 B.C., the ensuing mélange à trois in part promoted the peculiar thought-world of the second-century Gnostic heretic. Harnack, like the church fathers who wrote against Gnostics, saw an uncomfortable conflation of religious and dialectical philosophical categories in the phenomena later collectivized by scholars in the word Gnosticism.

When we look, for example, at the famous Valentinian Gnostic speculation (strongly identified with Alexandria), we may think we are looking at philosophy become myth: the personification—even deification— of ideas. Valentinus’ aeons are the pleromic “thoughts” or archetypal ideas of the divine mind extended (and ultimately warped) all the way into the created world, in which they can be discerned by the awakened mind and heart. In the pleromic microcosm of the individual pneuma (spirit), like discerns like, and pneuma comes home. The theme of gnosis as a parable or myth of the reflexive consciousness is explored in chapter 3. This parable or myth denotes a philosophical hypothesis and a religious— or, better, mystical—experience: the recovery of spiritual perception and identity.

This book places religious and philosophical questions side by side with scientific and historical questions. Religion practices what philosophy (especially Platonist and Neoplatonist philosophy) thinks about, and philosophy thinks about what religion practices. This was seen as the proper order of things in antiquity; theology was the queen of the sciences. Modern science, in contrast, at least as most people understand  it, represents an apotheosis of measurement that has made the stars more distant from us and us from our selves. (The status of modern science in relation to Gnosis is explored in chapter 13.)

I hear an objection rising from my dialectical alter ego: Is not Gnosis a mere coterie of philosophies—some would say a half-baked coterie at that—not a single philosophy of life? These anarchic games with the cosmos and its creator or creators—can they possibly be properly described as a philosophy?

Obviously, I think so. However, the gnostic approach to life is not that of the literary monolith that we have become accustomed to think of when we use the term philosophy. One thinks of the big guns with their mighty tomes: Descartes, Wittgenstein, Nietzsche, Confucius, Locke, Aristotle, Kant, to name but a few.

The gnostic philosophy certainly represents a thoroughgoing inquiry into truth values. The patristic authority Tertullian (second century A.D.) complained that it was questions that made people heretics, questions such as, Where does humanity come from, and why? Where does evil come from, and why? Classic Gnostics claim to have found their literal philosophy in knowing whence they come, why they are here, and whither they are going. Gnostic works are chock-full of questions, many abstract and dizzyingly metaphysical. But as I try to explain in chapter 3, we should beware of materialistic interpretations of the characters that appear in the myths associated with Gnosticism. Some Gnostics called the creator of the universe Saklas, “Fool”; one wonders if they would have said so to his face!

Much of the scandal of Gnosis was in daring to answer too many of these questions. “Did they think deeply enough?” opponents have asked. The great Egyptian Neoplatonist Plotinus regarded the writings of the gnostikoi he opposed as the decadence of philosophy.

Gnosis is philosophy as spiritual liberation. It is also a religion built of speculation and invention—almost an antireligion—and the explosion of philosophy into its mythic and mystical origins. It is a philosophy that could feast on a religion, a magical religion that could become a philosophy, and a magical philosophy that could become a religion. It was trouble from the start! Gnosis is the most suppressed religion and philosophy in history. Discuss.



The Gnostic philosophy was also an attitude that expressed a philosophy; it is so today. But it is not just an attitude, rebellious or otherwise. The philosophy is characterized by key premises flexibly repeated.

The link over time and space lies in the receptivity of the subject to the gnostic experience par excellence: initial spiritual alienation in the world, leading to a certainty that the realization of this state is itself the key first step to transcending the grief of separation from the world. The tragedy remains, but the triumph is won already. The Gnostic Jesus, for example, “crucifies the world”; the cross becomes a flowering tree. The pain leads to rebirth. It transpires, for the gnostic, that the pain resides not so much in alienation from the world, but in estrangement from the source of spirit. The spirit is a stranger, alien, or exile in the world; the “uncomely stone” is the pearl of great price. We must make a choice, and in doing so, we may find that this world is not at all what we thought it was. In this world: paradox, compassion, and confusion. In the gnostic’s real world—the world of spirit: laughter, life, love, liberty, and Light.

The world sundered eventually resolves itself into the realization of the One: the infinite variety of the cosmos or reflection of the Self (as above, so below). Salvation is awakening; seeing is being. We did not know our home until we had left it. Then we found that infinity was our home and eternity our destiny. This expression of gnosis, of course, belongs to its more optimistic presentation, and especially to its alchemical and Hermetic expression in the vision of the unus mundus, or “one life.”3

In gnosis, consciousness of being is being. The Gnostic would laugh at the modern behaviorist biologist who considers him- or herself to be on the last lap of science in seeking to locate “consciousness itself.” As if awareness could be subject to itself! the Gnostic would scoff. The search for consciousness as object indicates that the seeker is not truly alive to the profundity and mystery of being. (“The dead are not alive, and the living will not die” is one of the author’s favorite gnostic logia.) Our materialist world would come under the Gnostic’s strictest censure, be it scientific materialism, consumer materialism, or, perhaps most dangerous of all, religious materialism—thinking of God as an angry man and us his trigger fingers. The fruit of gnosis in this world is peace and a certain certainty.



The Gnostic figure of the Demiurge, the false or blind creator, helps us see the constraints of biology, as the image of its specter, abstract reason (agnosis), helps us see mental constraint. But consciousness is in potentia infinite (this is what I believe it means to be made in “the image of God”); we can, in this world, only move upward on an ever-increasing scale—or sink to the bottom of the great chain of being. As the latter-day theurgist Aleister Crowley wryly asserted: “The more necessary anything appears to my mind, the more certain it is that I only assert a limitation.”4

Only the philosophy of gnosis guarantees infinity in the created and eternity in the uncreated worlds. Gnosis—knowledge, spiritual knowledge—certainly represents (for the gnostic) philosophy itself—the love of sophia (wisdom)—in its purest state. It is no surprise that it has outlived the Wittgensteinian fantasy that words cannot express anything but themselves. Gnosis is also a magical philosophy: Words express powers. The right use of words (poetry or the making thereof) invokes or evokes psychic energies—from the healing balm of the bedside manner to the destructive rants of the hateful priest, mullah, or power-hungry politician.

Gnosis is good for women. Only the Gnostics saw Mary Magdalene and her powers of spiritual wisdom as the equal and probably superior figure to the argumentative, bullying, and misperceiving male disciples. It could have been a Gnostic—and not blues singer Willie Dixon in his “Backdoor Man”—who wrote so succinctly: “The men don’t know, but the little girls understand.” The troubadours are also a part of this story.

I was educated in a world where the sciences reigned supreme. The mystery of immeasurable being awaited and still awaits understanding. The gnostic philosophy has helped me in my dim cave to understand something of the truth. I hope readers may likewise enjoy this intellectual and spiritual adventure.

 

I bowed down my ear a little, and received her [Sophia, or Wisdom], and got much learning. I profited therein, therefore will I ascribe the glory unto him that giveth me wisdom.

ECCLESIASTICUS 11:16–17
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ONE

Before the Gnostics


The Goddess said: “Spirit, through Spirit you attained your greatness. Praise the greatness of Spirit.” Then Light knew that the mysterious Person was none but Spirit. . . . The power of the mind when it remembers and desires, when it thinks again and again, belongs to Spirit. Therefore let Mind meditate on Spirit. Spirit is the Good in all.

It should be worshipped as the Good. He that knows it as the Good is esteemed by all.

You asked me about spiritual knowledge, I have explained it.



FROM KENA UPANISHAD 4.1, 5, 9

 

 


Spiritual knowledge was prized at least half a millennium before Christ. Hindu metaphysicians speculated on the life of the spirit in a collection of Sanskrit writings known as the Upanishads. The word upanishad means “at the feet of . . .” and clearly refers to initiatic instruction. Something was being imparted from on high. What was it?

The Upanishads explore the relationship of the individual self (atman) to the cosmic soul (Atman, the Self) or Brahman. To realize the unity of individual atman with Brahman involves the spiritual experience of jnana, knowledge.



The Sanskrit noun for knowledge, jnana, is of the same root as both the English verb to know and the Greek word gnosis (knowledge). In the quotation above, jnana is used to denote spiritual knowledge, a higher knowledge acquired not through the activity of the natural human being, but through experience of the spirit.

This knowledge is explored in the Chandogya Upanishad:

This is my self [atmantar] within the heart, smaller than a grain of rice, than a barley corn, than a mustard seed, than a grain of millet or than a kernel of a grain of millet. This is myself within the heart, greater than the earth, greater than the atmosphere, greater than the sky, greater than these worlds. Containing all works, containing all desires, containing all odors, containing all tastes, encompassing this whole world, without speed, without concern, this is the self of mine within the heart; this is Brahman. Into him, I shall enter, on departing hence.1

Christians will immediately recognize the reference to the mustard seed, an image Jesus used as a likeness for the kingdom of heaven, which, though appearing insignificant to the eyes of the world, yet contains a hidden glory that will in time manifest itself in the world.

From the point of view of Gnosis, it is significant that the essence of the individual self is of the same nature as Brahman. That spiritual being is divine is the prized discovery of the gnostic. According to Renaissance sages such as Pico della Mirandola, writing some two millennia after the Upanishads, this discovery constitutes the absolute basis of human dignity.

According to this conception, to kill a person is not to kill, but to offend the divinity in the human being, whose will it is to express itself in this form. This very deduction is present in some of the Gnostic writings discovered near Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt in 1945. Indeed, the author was delighted to discover within that collection what appears to be a paraphrase of the Katha Upanishad in the work entitled The Dialogue of the Saviour. The Egyptian Gnostic text reads: “The Lord [said] to them, ‘Be prepared before the All. Blessed is the man who has found the interpretation [about his thought (?)], the struggle with  his eyes. He did not kill nor was [he] killed, but he came forth victorious’ ” [my emphasis].2 Compare this to a passage on the indestructibility of the divine Self in the Katha Upanishad: “The Self knows all, is not born, does not die, is not the effect of any cause; is eternal, self-existent, imperishable, ancient. How can the killing of the body kill Him? He who thinks that He kills, he who thinks that He is killed, is ignorant. He does not kill nor is He killed” [my emphasis].3

Suddenly it becomes crystal clear why some Christian Gnostics (from the second century A.D. onward) regarded the orthodox crucifixion-atonement doctrine with disdain. For these Christian Gnostics, the “living Jesus” (as they called him) was nothing less than a manifestation of the Self. He did not kill nor was he killed. He was Life, as well as being the Way and the Truth.

The Upanishads’ identification of the individual self (atman) with the Self (Brahman) is a quintessential teaching of Gnosis. And it occurs in India at least five hundred years before Christ.

ALSO SPRACH ZARATHUSHTRA

The prophet Zarathushtra (Zoroaster) is thought to have lived in eastern Persia between circa 628 and 551 B.C. He is generally regarded as the father of cosmic dualism, and the religious tradition that bears his name has also been seen as a major influence on the development of Gnosis.

Dualism is a proverbial characteristic of gnostic philosophy. In the gnostic context, dualism means that the universe embodies a contest of opposing principles. Terrestrial life exhibits a struggle between good and evil, life and death, beauty and ugliness, love and hate, right and wrong, even spirit and flesh, while the whole drama finds its sublime image in the contrast of Light and Darkness, or enlightenment and ignorance: gnosis and agnosis.

There is little doubt that the dualist element within Gnosis—as also within Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—owes something to Persian speculation between the sixth century B.C. and the first century A.D. What that something could be we now explore.



THE WISE LORD

At about the same time as Gotama (the Buddha, or “enlightened one”) was born in India, Zarathushtra was preaching a religion in Persia that he claimed had been revealed to him by a supernatural being called Ahura Mazdah, which means Wise Lord.

According to Zarathushtra’s seventeen surviving hymns (the Gathas), Ahura Mazdah created a company of good gods, the Amesha Spentas (Bounteous Immortals) and a host of bad gods called daevas (demons). These forces were governed, respectively, by a good or holy spirit (the Spenta Mainyu) and by an evil or destructive spirit (the Angra Mainyu). In the Yasna, the sacred liturgical texts of the Avesta (the Zoroastrian Scriptures), followers of Zarathushtra were enjoined to follow the good spirit exclusively in thought, word, and deed and to avoid the snares of the bad spirit, often called simply the Lie, and his followers, the Liars: “By his [Ahura Mazdah’s] wisdom let him teach me what is best, even he whose two awards, whereof he ordains, men shall attain, whoso are living or have been or shall be. In immortality shall the soul of the righteous be joyful, in perpetuity shall be the torments of the Liars. All this doth Ahura Mazdah appoint by his Dominion” (Yasna 45.6–7).

Thinking people might observe an inconsistency in this exhortation to moral goodness. If the Wise Lord reigns supreme and demands right action, why would he also be responsible for an evil spirit? Clearly, Zarathushtra saw religious virtue in making a free choice for the good—and how could such a choice be made without the temptation of evil? But this does not really answer the question of how evil might flow from good.

Part of the solution to this question may lie in the possibility that Zarathushtra’s Wise Lord owed his origins to a yet more ancient Indo-Persian god more ambivalent in character than Ahura Mazdah.4 This more ancient god contained in his nature the ambivalence of life experience. He represented the perception of an eternal balance of light and darkness necessary for the progress of the seasons and their promise of renewed life. This god was called Zurvan, a daunting figure who appears to be a deification of the principle of time.

By the end of the fourth century B.C., a change in the Zarathushtrian  scheme, noted by Eudemus of Rhodes (a pupil of Aristotle), seems to have occurred. Ahura Mazdah had become Ohrmazd. As such he was now one of a pair of opposing powers, with Ahriman, the principle of evil, his opponent: “Both the Magi and the whole Aryan race . . . call by the name Space ([image: ], topon) or Time ([image: ], chronon) that which forms an intelligible and integrated whole, and from which good god and evil demon were separated out, as some say, light and darkness before these.”5

Behind the duo Ohrmazd and Ahriman stands Zurvan. But speculation on the nature of time—especially regarding the requirement that a transcendent deity must himself in some way transcend time (being its creator)—led the Persians to distinguish two forms or aspects of time: Zurvan akarana, infinite (more properly, eternal) time; and Zurvan daregho-chvadhata, the Zurvan who “for a long time follows his own law,” or “Time of long Dominion,” finite (or relative) time. This highly significant distinction can be compared to Plato’s description of time as “the moving image of eternity.”6 What does this mean? It means that time, as human beings experience it, may be regarded as a kind of copy or image of the extension characteristic of the heavenly life, or, in Plato’s terms, the life of the aeons.

The aeons may be described as supracosmic “time units,” eras or epochs that determine the extending time that we experience on earth. Indeed, the biblical expression translated as “eternal life” means literally “aeonic life”—that life enjoyed by spiritual beings. Another way of putting it is to say that if our time is a crafted copy, then the aeon represents its original mold, or archetype. We must understand this distinction if we are ever to grasp the significance of gnostic thinking. Things in our world are like things above, being derived from them. If God is reality, our universe is the movie, with all the vividness of neo-realism.

Let us look at a more intimate way of expressing the distinction. When people have intense feelings of perception—either of beauty, say, or of falling in love and its corollary—people are wont to speak of the “timeless moment,” or the moment when “time stopped still.” This is the staple experience of romance. Very profound prayer may also share this characteristic. At such a moment, one gets a glimpse of an almost  angelic existence. We fear the moment being “snapped.” This state is analogous to what is meant by aeonic life.

We can also see that the familiar distinction between finite life and infinite life is inadequate. For example, some people say they could never bear an unending existence in heaven. To them, it sounds like torture. The reason is because both finite and infinite are descriptions of time: one curtailed, one extended.

The problem for the followers of Zarathushtra was that they appear to have had no wholly adequate way of expressing that time is relative and not absolute—which, by the way, is one reason why Einstein is so significant for spiritual theology! Time is a category, like space, of the existence of the cosmos. By speaking of Zurvan akarana, speculators on the doctrines of Zarathushtra were, I think, trying to indicate a state of being outside the time category altogether. The nearest they could come to this concept in the intelligible language that was available to them was to speak of infinite time. And the best way to think of this, and certainly the most natural for the ancients, was to think of infinite time as a circle without beginning or end. This was the way the planets appeared to wander, hence the idea of time moving in cycles or revolutions. In alchemy we have the image of the serpent or dragon bent in a circle swallowing its own tail—and the serpent was an image both of immortality (it sheds its skin) and of the spirit hidden within the visible world.7

The idea of infinite time is useful because when one thinks about it, cyclic time infinitely extended is hardly time at all, as we know it. We know time chiefly through observing change and death—either of people or, in the winter months, when nature goes underground. We see time in a linear way. Infinite time is so inconceivable to the mind—if not to mathematics—that it would seem to indicate something else. This something else we tend to call eternity. This is what Plato meant by “Time is the moving image of eternity”—a mechanical copy of a more profound reality.

It might be objected that the sages could surely have conceived of a dimension absolutely unconditioned by space and time. They did. They called it Zurvan akarana. But they could not simply drop the temporal dimension, first because Zurvan was the god of time, and second because of the philosophical difficulty of defining being.



When we say that something is, we cannot escape from the immediate sense that it must in some way extend. And when we think of extension, our minds automatically generate the categories of space (presence) and time (duration). It might appear that there is no escape! And it is this very experience of being stuck with space and time that leads us on to the next area where speculation on the work of Zarathushtra influenced the development of gnosis.

THAT OLD DEVIL TIME

Zarathushtrian sages gave finite time the duration of 12,000 years. Humans live and die under the dominion of this massive burden of time. The predicament was the source of much soul searching, a Jewish version of which appears in the Wisdom text called Ecclesiastes (c. fourth century B.C., by Qoheleth, the Preacher), where, under time’s dominion, we are informed: “Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, all is vanity” (Eccl. 12:8). The book is full of anguish, representing a resigned and sometimes quite skeptical protest against Wisdom traditions advocating the simple idea that a wise life leads to an avoidance of disaster:


For what hath man of all his labour, and of the vexation of his heart, wherein he hath laboured under the sun? For all his days are sorrows, and his travail grief; yea, his heart taketh not rest in the night. This is also vanity.

All go unto one place; all are of the dust, and all turn to dust again. Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast that goeth downward to the earth? Wherefore I perceive that there is nothing better, than that a man should rejoice in his own works; for that is his portion: for who shall bring him to see what shall be after him? (Eccles. 2:22–23; 3:20–22)



A Persian text of roughly the same period as Ecclesiastes is as eloquent, if not as succinct, on the subject of the pain of time: “As to him whose eyes Time has sewn up, his back is seized upon and will never rise again; pain comes upon his heart so that it beats no more; his hand is broken so that it grows no more, and his foot is broken so  that it walks no more. The stars come upon him [astral fate, escape from which was the primary task of the primitive gnosis], and he goes not out another time: fate came upon him, and he cannot drive it off.”8

As time wore on, the problem of innocent suffering, the capriciousness of much experience, and the failure of simple wisdom to account for the visible wastage of life became acute. For those who adhered to the view that their God was good and just, it became necessary to point out that since God was a God of time, he knew the times for all recompense. Jews were encouraged by Persian-influenced sages to look to the end of the wicked, held within the providential economy of God’s temporal scheme: “He spoke to me, ‘At the beginning of the world, before heaven’s gates were set up, I determined it, and thus it was created by me and no other; so, too, the end is created by me and no other’ ” (2 Esd. 6:1–6).

Persian sages were not so fortunate, having to contend not only with the light of Zurvan akarana, who, as one might expect, came to be identified with the light of Ohrmazd, but also with the terrifying determinism of Zurvan daregho-chvadhata, later identified with the dark power of Ahriman. According to the German scholar Gerhard von Rad, Israel was saved from the grim fatalism of Persia by the power of its monotheism, its belief in the unity of creation: “And was the position of man in the world as a creature among creatures not established in such a way that he could never take up either an entirely objective position in relation to the world or the position of a mere observer? It was the way in which he was tied to the experiential basis of his knowledge which prevented him from moving towards any type of gnosis.”9

While this may have been true for Jews in the fourth century B.C., when they were subject to relatively benign rule as a semi-independent satrapy of the Persian Empire, the same cannot be said to obtain after the conquests of Alexander the Great. The subsequent period left the Promised Land first in the hands of the Ptolemys and then, after the invasion of Palestine by Antiochus III (the Great) in 200 B.C., in the hands of the Seleucid dynasty.

In December 167 B.C., Antiochus IV (Epiphanes) profaned the Jewish Temple by erecting “the abomination of desolation”—a statue of Zeus Olympius—in the Holy of Holies. This epoch-marking event signaled not only the beginning of armed Jewish resistance under the very able Judas Maccabaeus (Judas the Hammer), but also a crisis among Jewish sages, who were forced to consider again just what kind of temporal scheme their God had in mind for them.



From out of this crisis there emerged among Jews a new class of prophetic literature: apocalyptic. The word means literally “to bring out of hiding.” And this is primarily what the authors of apocalyptic tracts believed they were doing. They were interested in secrets. Most particularly, they were interested in the secret time plan of God. Where earlier sages had maintained that justice would be satisfied in respect to those wicked who appeared to get off scot-free by contemplating their end, apocalyptic writers reassured doubters with a phantasmagorical vision of that end. And in the Greek, the word takes on a wholly new flavor. The word for “end” is eschaton. Hence, eschatology deals with the Last Things.

Apocalyptic prophets perceived that a great darkness had fallen over their people. Ancient texts and prophecies were scoured for clues to when the light would return. They did not seek in vain. Had not the prophet Isaiah spoken of a child of a virgin who would bring the light of God back to the people and redeem Israel from sin and oppression? Did not the prophet Amos speak of a Day of the Lord when the world of corruption would cease? Did not Jeremiah speak of a time when the Law of God would be written in the heart of all believers and foreign oppression would end? Did not the prophet Ezekiel write of “the likeness as the appearance of a man” upon a heavenly throne? Surely, they surmised, all that was befalling Israel had been foretold. If therefore the Book of Time was already written, then might not servants of the Lord be given access to it, as interpreters? “O my Lord, what shall be the end of these things? And he said, Go thy way, Daniel: for the words are closed up and sealed till the time of the end” (Dan. 12:8–9).

And so we have Apocalyptic: pseudonymous works describing visions and dreams of the past, the present, and the future. We have ascents to heavenly places; we have revelations of divine mysteries; we have numerological interpretations; we have manifestations of angels;  we have terrifying beasts; we have the revelation of an elect people; we have judgment of the wicked; we have portents, predictions, promises. We hear of saints “tried in the fire as gold”; we hear of a coming light in the darkness. In short, we have a kind of gnosis: a total explanation of the destiny of the Jewish people—their past, present, and future— and of the world they lived in: “And after seven days the world, that yet awaketh not, shall be raised up, and that shall die that is corrupt. And the earth shall restore those that are asleep in her, and so shall the dust those who dwell there in silence, and the secret places shall deliver those souls that were committed unto them. And the most High shall appear upon the seat of judgement, and misery shall pass away, and the long-suffering shall have an end” (2 Esd. 7:31–33).

And what of the Persian sages who venerated Zarathushtra? Had not their kingdom also been broken by foreigners? Did they not also have apocalypses? They did not need them. Why? Because while the Jews had to explain bad tidings in the context of one righteous God who must be shown to do right in the end, the Zarathushtrians could ascribe the worse to the reign of Zurvan-Ahriman, awful as that might be. Meanwhile, they had to look to Ohrmazd for guidance and seek him in the image of that holy fire which had become a feature of Zarathushtrian temples.

Nevertheless, the Zarathushtrian influence was deeply pervasive, and nowhere more so than in the conception of Satan. Whereas before the time of Alexander “the Adversary” in Jewish literature merely occupied the position of prosecuting counsel in the court of God (see the Book of Job), by the time the Romans gained a strong foothold in Palestine (between 63 B.C. and the time of Jesus), “the Satan” had become the living symbol of the darkness over Israel—and indeed the world: the very shadow of the Spirit.

The Jesus of the Gospels calls him “the prince of this world.” He is very much like Ahriman, but for the fact that his power is subordinate to that of the Holy Spirit. And yet he has power over the principalities of the world and, furthermore, over earthly time. His kingdom has duration, but it is relative—not unlike Zurvan daregho-chvadhata: finite time. According to Jesus, Satan’s kingdom is of this world and will end, while that of Jesus is of the aeons: eternal life. “It is not for  you,” says the resurrected Christ to his disciples in Acts 2:7, “to know the times or the seasons which the Father hath put in his own power.” What had the true disciple, the holy one, to do with time?

By A.D. 50, Paul could tell the Corinthians, without fear of contradiction, that the flesh of humankind goes to Satan, along with all that dies and perishes for good. This idea of linking Satan to created flesh was to have far-reaching consequences for the development of Gnosticism.

Perhaps the most powerful punch that the development of Zarathushtrian thought and experience brings to the first and second centuries A.D. is the sundering of worlds—a view that Jesus seems to have accepted, but with his own subtle twist.

The world-denying, otherworldly spirit is inevitable once one posits a dualist system operating in a single world. Something in human beings rebels against the idea of beng sandwiched between two vast forces that tear through every fiber of their being. If human joy is not to be wrecked by sorrow, humankind must somehow hold apart the dominions of light and darkness. And what more sane solution could be found than to posit two worlds of influence—stressing, of course, that one is, as far as humans are concerned, higher than the other? And what more obvious a way could be found of doing this than by maintaining that that which is visible is less than that which is invisible?

So the flesh becomes the shadow of the spirit. The flesh is subjected to the world of change and corruption, but the spirit finds its home in eternity. Only the spiritual alchemist can solve the problem: The kingdom of heaven is nigh and within you. The spiritual world is not broken off from the world of sense—although the reverse might appear to be so—the spiritual kingdom is found within this world. As the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas puts it, “The kingdom of the Father is spread over the earth, but men do not see it.”10

MITHRA THE MEDIATOR

As Jewish apocalyptists sought an intermediary between the world of heaven and of earth in the form of “the son of man” coming as an anointed king (messiah), it should not be thought that certain Persian believers could do without some link between the mighty forces of Ohrmazd and Ahriman. For the task, some breakaway Zarathushtrians pondered the ancient god Mithra, linked before the time of Zarathushtra with Varuna, the Vedic god of the heavens, whom Zarathushtra had for some reason abandoned in favor of Ahura Mazdah.



Plutarch, born in Chaeronea, Greece, about four years before Paul’s sojourn in Corinth, and a priest of the Delphic Oracle, wrote in his De Iside et Osiride (On Isis and Osiris, 46) that Mithra was the mediator between Ohrmazd and Ahriman. Mithra was the redeemer of humankind from the dark power of Ahriman. Votive offerings were presented to Ohrmazd and disaster-averting or mourning offerings were presented to Ahriman. Ahriman, principle of (necessary) darkness, was venerated or propitiated in rites where Mithra was the mediator—thus marrying, as it were, heaven and hell, and reconciling (or rather attempting to reconcile) the cosmos to itself.

According to the poet Statius, writing in A.D. 96, Mithra’s followers had established an independent cult that operated throughout the Roman Empire, a cult whose followers met in caves and underground chambers. Mithraic sanctuaries have been discovered from Hadrian’s Wall to Persia. An image frequently gracing the sanctuaries is that of the young man Mithra, sporting a Phrygian cap, killing a great bull with a dagger thrust to the neck. A dog and a snake leap to catch the spurting blood as a scorpion catches his sperm; men gather three ears of corn from his anus. Blood, corn, and sperm are, of course, all phases of the principle of life.

On one side of the image is a figure with a torch facing upward, while on the other, the torch faces downward: a classic image of dualism. The dog, scorpion, and serpent almost certainly refer to the stellar constellations of those names; the ears of corn are self-explanatory. This was a syncretistic cult, combining elements from Zarathushtra, Osirian worship, possibly Ophism, and the popular fertility cults of Attis and Cybele. In that the cult permitted only men, we may infer that it was complementary to the cult of Isis, which members’ wives may have frequented.

No wholly Mithraic manuscripts have survived, so forming an idea of the beliefs and practices of Mithraism is not straightforward. We  know there were seven grades of initiation (an important parallel to gnostic systems), corresponding to some extent to the ascent through the seven planetary spheres, and the names of these grades are suggestive: Raven, Bride, Soldier, Lion, Persian, Runner of the Sun, and Father.

Initiation involved dramatic sequences, including the visceral struggle of the aspirant with men dressed as beasts (related to the constellations?), following which the aspirant was dressed in a zodiacal garment. A cultic meal of bread and water, or wine, was served to celebrate the victory of Mithras (Mithra in his Roman form) over the slain bull.

The bull, called Apis, was a form of the sun god Osiris, and we may wonder whether Mithras is not here slaying Osiris and playing the role of Set, god of the sun in the south: the sun darkened (night = death). This interpretation would form a happy complement to the feminine worship of Isis, who puts Osiris back together again. Roles of man as warrior and woman as preserver would thus be neatly kept. On the other hand, the slaying of the cosmic monster Ti-amat (a dragon) by the Babylonian god Marduk may lie behind the myth.11

One inscription refers to Mithras saving his followers by the shedding of eternal blood: a great image to inculcate a sense of value in soldiers, among whom Mithras was so popular, while the fruit of this struggle, in the form of bread and wine, was shared among cult members. Mithras’s birthday coincided with the birthday (winter solstice) of the sun: December 25, our Christmas.

ENTER THE DEMIURGE

In many Mithraic sanctuaries stood the statue of a monstrous being. He has a lion’s head on a man’s body. The body is wrapped in huge serpentine coils. The figure is winged (Time?), and he holds a long staff with keys (to the kingdom?). He has zodiacal signs over his body and sometimes a thunderbolt on his chest. This terrifying figure is surely Zurvan-Ahriman: the all-devouring lion as a symbol of finite time. The serpent coiled: the sun’s ceaseless ecliptic; the zodiac: fate—the powers of the heimarmene (Greek, meaning the “cloak of the months”).

Zurvan-Ahriman is the power behind irrevocable destiny, the  power of the stars. The study of astrology is the study of his operation. Thus, we can see clearly why astrology has played such a significant role in gnostic doctrines. Astrology is to give Zurvan-Ahriman his due—how to avoid the worst his power portends. While humankind at large languished under the weight of the stars, the Mithraist had a mediator, Mithra, who, it seems, could clear a way through the seven planetary spheres and put the advanced believer in touch with Ohrmazd, god of light, as Zurvan akarana: eternity.

This breaking-through of the power of the earthly governors (the zodiac) is a central motif in the development of Gnosis. It represents the promise of a timeless miracle. We can see its influence in orthodox Christian doctrine as well: “Sun and moon bow down before Him,” as the hymn puts it. When Christian Gnostics came to speak of Christ’s outwitting the power of the archons (literally, “rulers”) who try to kill him because he knows the secret of how to transcend them, the Mithraic scheme gives us an idea of what they meant.

The explosion of archontic power by Christ represented for many Christians in the first and second centuries A.D. the very substance of the Gospel: good news indeed for those fearful of fate, as ancient people undoubtedly were—and, in many cases, as we are still. (Needless to add, perhaps, that sharing in the triumph over the archons also put believers one up on the merely worldly power of imperial Rome. Believers were not afraid of Roman authority. They could resist without either arms or armies and in the end would triumph.)

We now come to a key Gnostic conception, one that caused consternation to the enemies of Christian gnosis in the second century A.D. Insofar as the Demiurge claimed to be the highest God, then the Demiurge, the awful creator of the material universe, was for Gnostics a false god. The Gnostic had seen through his deceptive handiwork, and, free of it by virtue of knowledge, could “look down” on it. Enemies of the Gnostics regarded this posture as one of insufferable arrogance. The radical Gnostic could reply that such a position was as nothing compared to the supreme destructiveness and arrogating offense of the Demiurge—himself the blind god who knows no higher than himself.

In their Secret Book (Apocryphon) of John, written sometime in the  second century A.D., we hear of how the Demiurge, here called Ialdabaoth, took counsel with the archons and created the seven planets—hence the false god’s claim to “have none before him.” (The zodiac provided the image for the grim fetters that held humans in ignorance, or agnosis: that is, “without gnosis”).

Reckoning the Father in heaven preached by Jesus to be superior in character to the God of much of the Hebrew Bible, it was natural for Gnostics to identify any lesser conception of the highest God with the Demiurge, who had, they believed, blinded Jewish people to the central gnosis.

The link between the Gnostic Demiurge and the Mithraic Zurvan-Ahriman conception of a cosmic creator of the finite and transcendable is revealed in an attack on the doctrines of the Christian Gnostic Marcus. His followers, the Marcosians, are pilloried in Bishop Irenaeus of Lyons’ monumental books Against the Heretics (Adversus haereses), written in about A.D. 180:

[The Marcosians] declare that the Demiurge, desiring to imitate the infinitude, and eternity, and immensity, and freedom from all measurement by time of the Ogdoad12 above, but, as he was the fruit of defect, being unable to express its permanence and eternity, had recourse to the expedient of spreading out its eternity into times, and seasons, and vast numbers of years, imagining, that by the multitude of such times he might imitate its immensity. They declare further, that the truth having escaped him, he followed that which was false, and that, for this reason, when the times are fulfilled, his work shall perish.13

Thus, we can now see how the apocalyptic hope of a “time” when time’s dominion would cease is joined at last to the figure of the Gnostic Demiurge. This was the figure whom Gnostics saw in Christ’s image of “the prince of this world”: a prince whose reign is finite and relative, and who will, in short, run out of time.

Little did the Roman armies who moved eastward in the first century B.C. know that the East was in the throes of a vast spiritual revolution. As the Roman bureaucracy superseded ancient self-governing cities and regions, individuals had perforce to seek in religion what they  had lost in civic self-realization. The very roads constructed for armies and for trade would provide the means for a slow spiritual takeover from the East. Ancient religious currents began to seep into the veins of the empire. Not surprisingly, a world redeemer was widely expected. The hope sprang like a spark out of a creeping darkness that was enveloping the East. Men and women desired release from Zurvan-Ahriman,14 the Lord of the zodiac, the power of Satan.

The East awaited a sign.




 

TWO

From the Magi to St. Paul

Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold there came magoi [Greek] from the east to Jerusalem, saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? For we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him.

(MATT. 2:1–2)

Who were these magoi who came “from the east”?

The word we translate as “magi” would not have been at all strange to readers of Matthew’s Gospel in the last quarter of the first century. Magi, it seems, were to be found everywhere. Gaius Plinius (who died in the famous Vesuvius volcanic deluge of A.D. 79) wrote in his Natural History (30.6) of how the science of the magi had been brought to Greece by the Persian Asthanes. Asthanes had accompanied Xerxes to that country (c. 480 B.C.). From there, Pliny tells us, magian arts had spread to Italy, Gaul, and even Britain.

Perhaps the art became thoroughly debased by shallow and unscrupulous practitioners, for by the first century Pliny describes the art of the magus as “a thing detestable in itself. Frivolous and lying as it is, it still bears however, some shadow of truth upon it; though reflected in reality by the practice of those who study the arts of secret poisoning, and not by the pursuits of magic.” Magic, even then, carried an ambiguous status and a questionable past.

Philo of Alexandria, a generation before Pliny, distinguished  between scientific magi and a class of charlatans and sorcerers who also took the name. This distinction became a perennial one. In the fifteenth century, for example, the neo-Neoplatonist Pico della Mirandola, in making a great case for the dignity of the magian art, sharply distinguished between sacred magia (“the perfection of all philosophy”) and goetia (referring to the evocation of demons). The latter was “a thing to be abhorred so help me the God of truth, and a monstrous thing.”1 In declaring this, Pico was merely echoing an age-old perception that there was a respectable magus and a demonic imitation.

The tone of Matthew’s description of the Magi’s arrival at Jerusalem “from the east,” an account with no negative connotations at all, can refer only to the respectable magi.2 Where had they come from?

In about 587 B.C., the Jewish prophet Jeremiah (39:3, 13) described the head of the Magian caste in Babylon as being accorded equal status with the princes of that city. This man was Nergal Sharezar, whom Jeremiah called Rab Mag—that is, Chief Magus.

The Greek historian Herodotus, writing some thirty years after the defeat of Xerxes’ Persian navy by Themistocles at Salamis (480 B.C.), fascinated Greek readers with an account of a priestly caste of Magi. The Magi had lived as one of the six tribes of the Medes3 (northern Persia) until the transfer of power to the Persians in 550 B.C.:

The Magi are a very peculiar race, differing entirely from the Egyptian priests, and indeed from all other men whatsoever. The Egyptian priests make it a point of religion not to kill any live animals except those which they offer in sacrifice. The Magi, on the contrary, kill animals of all kinds with their own hands, excepting dogs and men. They even seem to take a delight in the employment, and kill, as readily as they do other animals, ants and snakes, and such like flying or creeping things. However, since this has always been their custom, let them keep to it.4



Herodotus also describes how the Median king Astyages went to the Magi to find out if a dream he had had, wherein his grandson Cyrus was made king, had any truth in it. (This is the same Cyrus, by the way, whose edict of 538 B.C. would give the Jews permission to rebuild their temple in Jerusalem after the return from exile in Babylon.)

Proceeding to consider what he [Astyages] should do with Cyrus, his grandchild, he sent for the Magi, who formerly interpreted his dream in the way which alarmed him so much, and asked them how they had expounded it. They answered, without varying from what they had said before, that “the boy must needs be a king if he grew up, and did not die too soon.” Then Astyages addressed them thus: “The boy has escaped, and lives; he has been brought up in the country, and the lads of the village where he lives have made him their king. All that kings commonly do he has done. He has had his guards, and his doorkeepers, and his messengers, and all the other usual officers. Tell me then, what think you does all this tend?” The Magi answered, “If the boy survives, and has ruled as a king without any craft or contrivance, in that case we bid thee cheer up, and feel no more alarm on his account. He will not reign a second time. For we have found even oracles sometimes fulfilled in an unimportant way; and dreams, still oftener, have wondrously mean accomplishments.” “It is what I myself most incline to think,” Astyages rejoined; “the boy having been already king, the dream is out, and I have nothing more to fear from him. Nevertheless, take good heed and counsel me the best you can for the safety of my house and my own interests.” “Truly,” said the Magi in reply, “it very much concerns our interests that thy kingdom be firmly established; for if it went to this boy it would pass into foreign hands for he is a Persian: and then we Medes should lose our freedom, and be quite despised by the Persians, as being foreigners. But so long as thou, our fellow-countryman, art on the throne, all manner of honours are ours, and we are even not without share in the government. Much reason therefore have we to forecast well for thee and thy sovereignty. . . . As for the boy, our advice is, that thou send him away to Persia, to his father and mother.”5

Needless to say, Cyrus’s Persian army conquered Media. The Magians revolted, whereupon Cyrus’s successor, Cambyses, severely repressed them.



A century or so later, the Magi were still known as enchanters, astronomers, dream interpreters, and prophets, flourishing in some kind of uneasy relationship with the official Zarathushtrian priesthood. By the first century their name had become associated with anyone adept in secret lore and magic. There were even Jewish magi, such as Elymas, or Bar-Jesus, described as “a sorcerer, false prophet” (Acts 13:6), based at the court at Paphos in Cyprus, who contested there with Paul and Barnabas.

Meanwhile, the religious influence of the Magians was still strong among the Parthians (Arsacid dynasty, 250 B.C.–A.D. 225), who, by grace of Rome, controlled what had once been the Persian Empire. According to Strabo, the Magians formed one of two councils of the Parthian Empire—so they represented no mean influence in the East.

As far as the first-century A.D. general public was concerned, magic operated in a world ruled by destiny, whose visible agents were the unreachable stars above them. Naturally, anyone with knowledge of the stars, anyone who could predict their movements and relate them to ordinary life, was both powerful and useful. For people of goodwill, the aim of magic was to wrest control of destiny from the apparently evil, hostile powers and to give it to those who claimed powers of healing and positive influence. Thus, to have a demon at one’s disposal did not necessarily mean the demon’s master was evil. The demon could become a slave in the cause of good. (The debate involved in this power is implicit throughout the New Testament: If he (Jesus) casts out a demon, ask his opponents, is his power from Satan?) Magi used spells, charms, elaborate ceremonies, astrology, and possibly some kind of alchemy to shield their followers from evil, or Ahriman.

According to Professor Howard Clark Kee,6 Magi assessed Jesus as magically significant on account of the miracles attested to him. Indeed, Jesus’ name appears as a suitable “name of power” to be invoked in acts of healing magic in the first-century Magical Papyri, discovered in Egypt.

It was not difficult to compare Jesus’ alleged magical powers with those of the Greek sage Pythagoras (c. 582–500 B.C.), whose followers were so much admired by Philo of Alexandria. Pythagoras’s skills in healing, prediction, and commanding the weather were claimed by  enthusiasts of a first-century B.C. revival of Pythagoras’s reputation, to be derived from the Chaldeans (southern Babylonia) and the Magi. According to the Gospels, Jesus maintained that his powers came directly from God, because, as far as he was concerned, the demons worked only for the Enemy (hence, in part, the conflict between the early Church and what one might call the magical establishment).

While it may be that the magoi of Matthew 2 came to Jerusalem, and thence to Bethlehem, to greet the birth of one of their own—as in contemporary Tibet, where Buddhist monks use magic and dream interpretation to locate their reincarnated Lama—the references in Matthew 2 to Magi seeking the one “born king of the Jews” suggests, from the Magian point of view, that their visit was quite routine.

Magi moved around the East to visit kings and emperors on numerous recorded occasions. King Herod the Great was subject to at least two visitations in a single decade. The Antiquities of the first-century Jewish historian Josephus records a visit by Magian envoys bearing gifts after the completion of Caesaria Maritima in 10–9 B.C. (Caesaria was to be the chief base for the Roman administration of Judaea). Dio Cassius, Suetonius, and Pliny all describe an amazing procession of Magi who came to pay homage to the emperor Nero in A.D. 66. They were led by Tiridates, the king of Armenia.

Armenia lay northeast of Commagene. Commagene lay fifty miles northwest of Edessa (northeast Syria), home to the great Jewish-Christian community where Matthew’s Gospel is thought to have been composed. Astrology flourished in Commagene.7 Perhaps the Matthaean Magi came from Commagene.

In any case, Tiridates and the Magi were accompanied by the sons of three of the neighboring Parthian rulers, and the triumphal procession from the north Euphrates region certainly passed through Edessa (perhaps shortly before the composition of Matthew)8 and Aleppo. Aleppo was another Jewish-Christian region where magic and “primitive” Christianity existed in close proximity. The Gnosis of Syria was strongly influenced by Magian practices. The Western churches had reason to be suspicious of the Eastern church’s relations to magic.

Magi seem to have had a curious propensity for turning up at the right place at the right time. (They were clearly concerned with the  whole question of time and doubtless played an active part in speculations on the Zarathushtrian tradition.) Cicero, for example, reports that on the night Alexander the Great was born, the temple to Diana at Ephesus burned down. Apparently, Magi were there and cried out at daybreak that the plague and bane of Asia had been born that night. They were right.

The scope and perhaps universality of Magian interests is further attested to by Seneca, who left us an account of how Magi in Athens visited Plato’s tomb, offering incense in recognition of the philosopher’s divinity. What is particularly striking in all this is the apparent independence of spirit and of activity ascribed to the Magian caste.9 Their movements might sometimes appear to have been initiated by higher motives than the usual terrestrial considerations of state or religious organizations. Magi took their cue from natural signs in both the earthly and the celestial orders. We might say that they rubber-stamped destiny. As for the particular Magi—Matthew does not tell us how many there were—who appeared in Jerusalem seeking “his star,” they could have made their journey from a number of places.10

Apart from Commagene and Harran (about fifty miles southeast of Edessa and a center for astrology and, later, Hermetic philosophy), Babylon had established itself as the world leader in astroscience, and there were many Jews resident there. These Jews could have fleshed out astronomical observations and astrological interpretations connected with the birth of a king in Israel with knowledge of messianic prophecies. A world redeemer from the East was widely expected throughout the empire at the turn of the Christian era. Naturally, the Jews hoped and believed such a figure would be their promised messiah, or king. However, the confusion over where the king of the Jews was to be born, evident on the arrival of the Magi at the court of King Herod the Great, does to some extent militate against their journey having been spurred by prophecies such as that in Isaiah 60.

The Magi were, moreover, dependent on the king’s scribes for further information, while Isaiah’s prophecy belongs properly to hopes surrounding the return of Jews from Babylonia in the fifth century B.C.: “Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and the glory of the LORD is risen upon thee. . . . And the Gentiles shall come to thy light, and kings to the  brightness of thy rising. . . . The multitude of camels shall cover thee, the dromedaries of Midian and Ephah; all they from Sheba shall come: they shall bring gold and incense; and they shall shew forth the praises of the LORD” (Isa. 60:1, 3, 6).

While this kind of predictive coincidence was very much in the province of Magian interests, the passage carries too great a weight of self-justifying Jewish triumphalism to have been of determinative interest to the apparently more objective Magi. (Worshipping a king was good form; the capitulation of all Gentiles to the God of Israel was not on the Magian agenda.)

The Matthaean Magi could also have come from Arabia. An Arabic Gospel of the Infancy (dated between the second and fifth centuries A.D.) refers in its seventh chapter to “some magi” who “came to Jerusalem according to the prediction of Zoroaster [Zarathushtra].”11 The famous gifts of gold and frankincense were associated with the desert camel trains from Midian in northwest Arabia and with Sheba in the southwest. According to Herodotus, frankincense (an aromatic constituent of incense) was found only in Arabia. (Myrrh, incidentally, was used in oils for embalming and anointing, while magical charms were sometimes written in myrrh ink.)

In the Hebrew Bible, “people of the East” was a name frequently applied to the Qedemites, or desert Arabs. The Qedemites had a reputation for wisdom in astroscience (four Arabian tribes took their names from the stars), and it would be surprising if there were no Magi among them.

About 120 B.C., Dhu Nowas, the Arabian king of Yemen (Sheba), had converted to a form of Judaism. There were Jewish colonies around Medina in the first century. Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho (78, c. A.D. 160) is emphatic that “the magi came to him [Herod] from Arabia.” However, he goes on to say that in coming to worship Christ, they showed that they had revolted against the “bondage” of the demon (magic) “which held them captive.” He then locates this demonic “dominion” in Damascus and Samaria (associating Samaria and Syria with demonic [pagan] magic). Furthermore, he reckons that “none of you [non-Christian Jews] can deny that Damascus was, and is, in the region of Arabia, although it now belongs to what is called Syrophoenicia.”12

The polemical thrust of Justin prevents us from taking his account  strictly historically. It is noteworthy, however, that Justin associates the Magi with exactly that place where twenty years later the orthodox Christian bishop of Lyons, Irenaeus, will say that the heresy of the “gnosis falsely so-called” had its birth in the person of the Samaritan Magus, Simon. Again, this could be a general and possibly ill-informed polemic against the competitive power of magic as a rival mode of salvation. This refutation, it must be said, is wholly absent from the account of the Magi in Matthew.

What had the Magi seen that made them travel to Jerusalem in search of one born to be king of the Jews? Dr. David Hughes, lecturer in astronomy and physics at Sheffield University in the United Kingdom, has made a thorough scientific study of all the extant evidence surrounding the so-called Star of Bethlehem and has come to the following informed conclusion:


The physical occurrence that made up the star of Bethlehem was the series of conjunctions, the apparent coming together in the sky and accompanying risings and settings of the major planets Jupiter [associated astrologically with kingship] and Saturn [associated astrologically with Israel] in Pisces. The Piscean conjunction is rare enough to have been considered unusual. It was possible to predict the conjunction, and Babylonian magi had done just that, as the cuneiform tablets testify. The phenomenon had an inherent astrological message which equated it directly with “his star.” Historically it occurred at the right time, in 7 B.C. And finally, even though it was an extremely significant event to a trained astrologer, in reality it consisted of two perfectly normal planets moving as usual along their ordained celestial paths. This is why Herod and the people of Jerusalem could easily miss its significance.

The choice of a specific day is really stretching the evidence too much, but if one day has to be selected I think we would be safest with the day that the Magi probably chose, the day of the acronychal rising. (An outer planet rises acronychally when it is at opposition, on the opposite side of the Earth to the Sun. It rises in the east as the Sun sets in the west and remains in the sky all night, being due south about midnight.) This means that Jesus was born on the evening of Tuesday, September 15, 7 B.C.13





JEWISH THEMES

Persian speculation by no means had a monopoly on those ideas that in their development would constitute the Gnosticism of the second century A.D. Jewish speculation had a considerable influence.

The prophets of ancient Israel, as is well known, were constantly attempting to get their hearers to recognize the uselessness of material gods, images (idols), or anything false that interrupted the communion of God and God’s people. One of the problems with which prophets such as Jeremiah, Deutero-Isaiah, and Ezekiel had to contend was the materialistic fear felt by Jews in exile in Babylon that being separated from Jerusalem (the Temple) meant being separated from God. It became important throughout this terrible crisis of faith to emphasize the idea of God dwelling in the heart, and, furthermore, to explain the physical exile in Babylon as being the direct result of, or judgment on, a former spiritual exile.

The hope for a restored Temple was predicated on the belief that it could happen only when the hearts of believers had been purged and God could be worshipped spiritually. Jeremiah (c. 625–587 B.C.) longed for a day when the Law would be written in the heart. A restored Temple would require a spiritually renewed faith and a new purity of worship: “They shall ask the way to Zion with their faces thitherward, saying, Come, and let us join ourselves to the LORD in a perpetual covenant that shall not be forgotten” (Jer. 50:5). What is meant by this “perpetual covenant that shall not be forgotten”? Could it not be understood as union with God in terms of spiritual knowledge?

The Babylonian Exile (597–538 B.C.) made the heaviest possible demands on the prophets of Israel, and they sought divine inspiration from visionary experiences, in which the terrible physical events could be seen spiritually and meaningfully. In the extremity of the crisis, the prophetic word seems to have gained access to numinous archetypes formerly sleeping in the bosom of the Hebrew faith.

THE ANTHROPOS: MAN



In 593 B.C., the prophet Ezekiel experienced a vision of the personified glory of the Lord. This occurred in Babylon, four years after the first deportation of the Jews of Judah to Babylonia and roughly contemporaneous with the period of the writing of the Hindu Upanishads. The glory of the Lord appeared to Ezekiel in the form of Man:


And above the firmament that was over their heads was the likeness of a throne, as the appearance of a sapphire stone: and upon the likeness of the throne was the likeness as the appearance of a man above upon it.

This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD. And when I saw it, I fell upon my face, and I heard a voice of one that spake. And he said unto me, Son of man, stand upon thy feet, and I will speak unto thee. And the spirit entered into me when he spake unto me, and set me upon my feet, that I heard him that spake unto me. And he said unto me, Son of man, I send thee to the children of Israel, to a rebellious nation that hath rebelled against me. (Ezek. 1:26, 28; 2:1–3)



This vision of Ezekiel became, in the words of Professor Gilles Quispel, “the stock theme of Jewish mysticism,”14 and it may be the origin of the Anthropos, the divine archetype of Man that is so important to Gnosticism: the human being as spiritual being.

In the second century B.C., for example, the Jewish (and notably) Alexandrian playwright Ezekiel Tragicus refers to this figure, the divine Man, in his Greek drama Exodus.15 Moses has a dream of Man (Greek: Phōs, [Au 5] “heroic man”; also “light”—a great pun) sitting on a throne on the top of Mount Sinai with a crown on his head bearing a scepter. Man then gives a crown to Moses and invites him to sit on a throne next to God. (The account is somewhat reminiscent of the account of the Transfiguration in the Synoptic Gospels.)

The prophet Ezekiel’s vision16 is also the origin of the kabbalists’ Adam Kadmon, the macrocosm in the form of Man. Soon after 160 B.C., the figure appeared as the “Son of man” in the Book of Daniel, becoming a staple of apocalyptic tracts thereafter. The figure is the origin of the “Son of man” theme, which the Christ of the Gospels takes as his own. He becomes the last, or “second,” Adam, in Paul’s letters: the glory of God, the light of heaven in whose “body” the Christian is invited to participate through the baptismal sacrament.



Possibly under the influence of Alexandrian Jews, the figure of the Anthropos becomes the star of the Graeco-Egyptian Hermetic Poimandres, where the heavenly Poimandres (described as the authentic nous, or Mind), reveals to the mystagogue Hermes Trismegistus the way to gnosis.17

The philosophical Hermetica reveal that God generated a Son, who is yet androgynous: both Phōs (Adam, Man, Light) and Zoë (Life, Eve). Desiring to imitate the creative powers of the divine spheres, the heavenly Man descends to the outer rim of the spiritual world, sees his image reflected in the “waters” of the material world, falls in love with said image, and descends further into nature. From his beautiful image, the rulers of nature fashion the first human being, both mortal in his natural part and immortal, because he is made in the divine image:


But Mind [nous], Father of all, he who is Life and Light, gave birth to Man, a being like to Himself. And he took delight in Man, as being his own offspring; for Man was very goodly to look on, bearing the likeness of his Father. With good reason then did God take delight in Man; for it was God’s own form that God took delight in. And God delivered over to Man all things that had been made.

And having learnt all the substance of the energies and received a share of their nature, he willed to break through the bounding circle of their orbits; and he looked down through the structure of the cosmos, having broken through the sphere, and showed to downward-tending Nature the beautiful form of God. And Nature, seeing beautiful Man who bore the form of God, smiled with insatiate love of Man, showing the reflection of that most beautiful form in the water, and its shadow on the earth. And he, seeing the form, a form like his own, in earth and water, loved it, and willed to dwell there. And the deed followed close on the design; and he took up his abode in matter-without-Logos [my emphasis]. And Nature, when she had got him with whom she was in love, wrapped him in her clasp, and they were mingled in one whole; for they were in love with one another.

And that is why Man, unlike all other living creatures upon earth, is twofold. He is mortal by reason of his body, he is immortal by reason of the Man of eternal substance. He is immortal, and has all things in his power; yet he suffers the lot of a mortal, being subject to heimarmene [Destiny or Fate; the Stars]. He is exalted above the structure of the heavens; yet he is born a slave of Fate. He is bisexual, as his Father is bisexual, and sleepless, as his Father is sleepless; yet he is mastered by carnal desire and by oblivion.18





For those Hermetists, or followers of Hermes, who may have met in small coteries for instruction in Egypt during the second century and perhaps beyond, gnosis consisted in the act of recalling to consciousness their divine origin. This recollection, as it were, reversed the adventure of the Anthropos, enabling aspirants to “rise again” to rejoin the spiritual realm whence their spirit had come, eschewing their natural part. This process constituted the Hermetic-Gnostic palingenesia, or rebirth, attained through noetic (that is, of the divine mind, nous) or prayerful meditation.

The Anthropic image is almost certainly a conceptual descendent of Ezekiel’s visionary experience in Babylon in 593 B.C.

SOPHIA

In that she [Wisdom] is conversant with God, she magnifieth her nobility;19 yea, the Lord of all things himself loved her. For she is privy to the mysteries of the Knowledge [gnosis] of God, and a lover of his works. (Wisdom of Sol. 8:3–4)

In the Wisdom of Solomon, written no later than the first century A.D., Wisdom (Greek, Sophia) is revealed as the companion of the Lord. This beautiful work of Jewish speculative thought (to be found in the Apocrypha of the Hebrew Bible) puts forward a positive, personalized vision of the Sophia of God, who will later come alive as a key, if initially tragic, figure of the precosmic divine drama in second-century Valentinian Gnosticism.

The origin of the Sophia speculation is almost certainly Alexandrian Jewish—and it is in Alexandria (the meeting place of East and West) that the most intense period of Gnostic development took place, from the first century A.D. onward.



The voice of Sophia can be heard crying out from the Nag Hammadi library in such works as The Thunder, Perfect Mind, as the wisdom of the Greeks and the gnosis of the barbarian, saint and whore, bridegroom and bride:


I was sent forth from [the] power,

and I have come to those who reflect upon me,

and I have been found among those who seek after me.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

For I am the first and the last.

I am the honoured one and the scorned one.

I am the whore and the holy one.

I am the wife and the virgin.

I am the mother and the daughter.

I am the barren one

and many are her sons.20



In the once lost book Eugnostos the Blessed, composed no later than the second century, Sophia appears explicitly as the consort of the Immortal Man:

All the immortals, which I have just described, have authority—all of them—by the power of the Immortal Man and Sophia, his consort, who was called “Silence,” because in reflecting without a word she perfected her greatness.21

According to inscriptions of the eighth century B.C. found in the Negev and near Hebron, the God of Israel had the Canaanite goddess Ashera as a spouse. In the fifth century B.C., Jewish soldiers at the (Egyptian) Elephantine garrison (near Assuan) venerated another pagan fertility goddess, called Anat Jahu, wife of the Lord. However, it is most likely that the origin of the femininity of Jewish Wisdom lies not here but in the person of the Egyptian goddess Maat.

Maat expressed the principle of truth, right, justice, basic order, and world order, with correspondences in the later Greek Stoic concept of Logos and the Chinese Tao. Lady Wisdom, as she appears in the Jewish Proverbs (where it is recommended that one follow her as a whore through the back streets), survived as the Hokma (Wisdom) principle, especially at Alexandria, where she became the great Gnostic heroine.



The love between the Lord and the Sophia expressed in the Wisdom of Solomon is paralleled in Gnostic writings such as the Gospel of Mary (Berlin Codex) in the love of Jesus for Mary Magdalene. A great deal is made of the despising of Mary’s testimony by the all-male disciples: She is treated much as Sophia is treated by those “of the world.” But Gnostics were taught to venerate her message. Indeed, in the Nag Hammadi Gospel of Philip, the identification of Mary Magdalene with Wisdom is explicit: “As for the Wisdom who is called ‘the barren,’ she is the mother [of the] angels. And the companion of the [Saviour] is Mary Magdalene. [But Christ loved] her more than [all] the disciples [and used to] kiss her [often] on her [mouth].”22

While these references have naturally encouraged observers to wonder about some kind of historical sexual relationship between Jesus and Mary, it is clear to this author, given the background of Sophia speculation, that a Gnostic Immortal Man-type Jesus would have to have a Sophia-type consort or companion. Mary Magdalene fit the bill perfectly, especially as there was speculation that Mary of Magdala and the woman taken in adultery were one and the same person. What better companion for Jesus than She the Whore, she who offers herself to all: Wisdom, the divine slut of heaven and earth?

Irenaeus, along with other orthodox heresiologists, attributed the existence of the Gnostics’ threat to orthodoxy to the activity of the Samaritan Magus, Simon. Simon appears in a walk-on part in the Acts of the Apostles, chapter 8, giving us the word simony for the sin of purchasing spiritual preferment. The Magus is reported to have attempted to buy the secret of the power of the Holy Spirit that the apostles had at their occasional disposal.

Professor Quispel finds it significant that the Magus Simon came from Samaria. The Samaritans were the last survivors of the Ten Tribes of northern Israel, who, though despised by orthodox Jews in general, kept the basic Mosaic Law but rejected much of the remainder of the Bible. They also retained a tradition of Wisdom being the personal creator of the world, an idea central to Valentinian Gnosticism.



Views attributed to Simon the magician suggest he regarded Wisdom as God’s wife, also called Holy Spirit or God’s First Idea, and the Mother of all. She descended to nature and gave birth to angels who created the world. But these angels kidnapped her, whence, according to Simonian tradition, she reincarnated in a series of bodies, including that of the Helena “whose face launched a thousand ships” against Troy.

Simon, “the great power of God,” claimed to have finally picked her up in a Tyrian brothel in Phoenicia, and “redeemed her” as his consort. It would be interesting to know how much he paid for her freedom. If the tradition is based on fact, it would seem that Simon was as humorous a figure as the magus Aleister Crowley two millennia later, with a magician’s taste for ironic symbology.

The Sophia archetype is clearly of pre-Christian origin and was a figure of gnosis before Gnosticism.

THE UNKNOWN GOD AND THE DEMIURGE

The Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria, a contemporary of Jesus, wrote polemics against those who taught of two gods; at the same time, Philo himself called the Logos (the divine instrument of creation) “a second god,” “archangel,” “Lord,” and “Name.”

After Philo’s time, Jewish rabbis complained of heretics (minim) who believed that God had a representative who bore his name, Jao (an abbreviation of Y H W H, the proper name of God) or Jaoel. These Jewish heretics also said that this figure sat on a throne next to God’s and was called Metatron. Metatron became a significant figure in what Gershom Scholem called “Jewish Gnosticism,” which contains much of what is now generally referred to as the Kabbalah.

Some dissident Jews, called Magharians, said that all anthropomorphic names in the Hebrew Bible referred not to God, but to the angel Metatron, who created the world. In the Gnostic Apocryphon of John, which is dated before A.D. 185, something like this angel appears as the Demiurge, or “the archon who is weak,” with three names: Ialdabaoth, Saklas, and Samael.

Saklas means “fool,” so called because he does not know that there  is One higher than he. He is thus the “jealous god,” jealous of his superior from whom the original “perfect Man” derives. Saklas is directly hostile to the first human being, whom he and his fellow powers create after marveling at the divine Anthropos: “the Man, and the son of Man” whose reflection they see “in the waters.”23

“Come,” says Ialdabaoth, in a terrifying parody of the Genesis account of the creation of Adam, “let us create a man according to the image of God and according to our likeness, that his image may become a light for us.”24 Having made a “luminous” man, the archons recoil in jealousy, for their combined efforts have made a being greater than themselves individually: “And when they recognised that he was luminous, and that he could think better than they, and that he was free from wickedness, they took him and threw him into the lowest region of all matter.”25

This is hard-core Gnosticism, where the false god has become a perfectly sinister deity. The philosopher Hans Jonas, for one, has doubted it could possibly be the work of Jews—especially since its knowledge of Hebrew scripture seems limited to the book of Genesis, which certainly did fascinate Gentile readers. In a short and typically clear paper on gnosis, Professor Quispel observes, “Only people who had been brought up to believe every word of the Bible, and to cling to the faith that God is one, and yet found reason to rebel against Law and Order may have been inclined toward the Gnostic solution: God is one and the Bible is right, but anthropomorphisms like the handicraft of a creative workman and personal lawgiving are to be attributed to a subordinate angel.”26

Perhaps Quispel is right, but there is all the difference in the world between a subordinate angel and the vicious, scheming, sinister bunch of archons who make Man only to kick him into the dark dungeon of matter, there to all but tread the life out of him. This was the disturbing revelation of cosmoclastic Gnostic texts such as the Apocryphon of John.



If anything, the case suggests what might have occurred when a tradition of gnosis—in this case, with a Jewish speculative lineage—got into the hands of a determined representative of Gnosticism. The case indicates clearly the need to define the essential difference between gnosis as a spiritual commitment to and awareness of divine union and the use made of gnostic (small g) material to create the kind of thorough-going, grand-plan, “Here’s-Your-Answer” Gnosticism.27

PHILO OF ALEXANDRIA

The Greco-Egyptian city of Alexandria occupies a key position in the intellectual development of Gnosis, so it is not surprising to find that the first-century figure whose thought comes closest to the developed or even classical Gnosticism of the second century resided there. The Jewish philosopher Philo was an elder contemporary of both Jesus and Paul, dying at about the time the latter established a church in Corinth, some five hundred miles northeast of Alexandria, across the Mediterranean.

Alexandria had become the great mixing bowl of Greek and Eastern philosophy, and Philo’s work attests to just how far Jewish speculation in Egypt had advanced during the Ptolemaic period as a result of this interaction.

Philo’s audience spoke Greek, and in translating the personalist language of the Hebrew Wisdom, legal, and prophetic books into the abstract terminology of Plato and Pythagoras, he not only created a new theological language but also contributed to that peculiar blend of abstraction and mythology so characteristic of the temper of the later Gnostic writings.

According to Professor Henry Chadwick, although “some of the raw material of Gnosticism can be found in Philo, he is not, except in the vaguest sense, himself a Gnostic.”28 This must be taken to mean that Philo did not consider a formulaic gnosis to be the sole mode of redemption from the powers of the world—but the roots of such a view are evident in his works, of which, happily, for once we have a significant quantity.

Philo attempted to explain the nature and relationship of God to human beings in philosophical and intellectually respectable terms to an audience curious about the religion of the Jews. His biggest philosophical problem was how to explain the difference in quality between the postulated perfection of God and the imperfection and catastrophic quality evident in humankind and the visible creation. Since this issue was of prime importance to the Gnostics, who were much preoccupied  with the question of the origin of evil, Philo’s influential framework is well worth examining.

One of the most characteristic Gnostic ideas is that of an utterly transcendent Father whose essential nature is completely beyond intellection. Insofar as God is beyond (being the author of) the Ideas of which the universe is an expression, God is remote from this world. There is nonetheless a link to this world. In a sense, this idea involves the old Persian problem of the relation of finite to infinite time, but in Alexandria the problem was expressed in different terms, though still leading to similar conceptual conclusions.

Philo describes God as One, or, in Greek terms, as the Monad. He does not mean that God is the first in a series of numbers (as in Pythagorean abstraction), for according to Philo, God is “beyond the Monad,” being self-sufficient, immutable, and independent of—in the sense of not needing—the world. Philo was perhaps the first to see the Platonic Ideas as God’s thoughts. This would have fascinated Platonists, for whom the eternal (note!) Ideas represented the basis for human thought. Thus Philo’s transcendent God dignified the pursuit of philosophy—most pleasing to the Greeks!

How is the link made between the utterly transcendent and the world we live in? Philo developed the notion of a Great Chain of Being, filled out to a “perfect fullness,”29 or as a magnetic chain.30 The governing principle of this relation between transcendent God and lower world Philo calls the Logos, a term borrowed from Stoic philosophy and usually translated as the Word. It can mean the “world-reason,” or the principle of order, or the divine mind extended. Essentially the Logos is the divine power that holds together the All. In humans, the Logos is the principle of intelligibility, or the plumb line, level, and square of the universe, if you like.

Philo calls the Logos the “Idea of ideas,” content to combine abstract terminology with personal and poetic language, since for him divinity is manifest in both the personal and the impersonal orders—in fact, for Philo they are really the same. Thus the Logos is called (in language highly resonant to readers of the first chapter of John’s Gospel) the “first-begotten Son of the uncreated Father,” “second God,” and even “the man of God.”31



Like the later Gnostics, Philo speculated on the meaning of Genesis 1:26: “And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion . . . over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.”

He saw the passage as describing the creation of the heavenly Adam, distinct from the earthly man, whose creation he saw in Genesis 2:7: “And the Lord GOD formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.”

Philo was thus able to get the two accounts to correspond to the Platonic distinction of the sensible and the intelligible worlds. We have already seen to what use Paul put this distinction when enjoining the Corinthians to put the spiritual man before the man of flesh. The later Gnostics used the distinction to classify human beings as hylics (or materials—with no chance of redemption) and pneumatics (or spirituals who were saved by possession of gnosis).

Again, in terms so reminiscent of the first chapter of John’s Gospel (“In the beginning was the Word . . .”), Philo speculated that as archetype of the heavenly Mind, the Logos was the heavenly Adam (Paul called Christ the “second Adam,” redeemer of the sin of the first or earthly Adam).

As manna, or “bread” (cf. Paul’s “spiritual meat” and the Gospel of John’s “bread of life” that comes from heaven), the Logos is, according to Philo, God’s heavenly food to humankind. The Logos is God immanent in the creation: the vital power holding together the hierarchy of being. The Logos is God’s viceroy;32 it is midway between creator and creature.33 The Logos is the high priest who intercedes or mediates with God on behalf of frail mortals (cf. the Persian Mithra)— the supreme God being too remote to have direct intercourse with the world.

Philo, possibly thinking of the Stoic doctrine of the World-Soul that sustains and interpenetrates all creation, and who is worshipped in parts (those parts pertaining to the elements as separate gods), maintains that although the less enlightened take the Logos for God, he is in fact God’s image. Again we might think of the possible Persian influence on Plato, where Platonism holds time to be the “moving image of  eternity.” According to Philo, the “divine man”—he refers to Moses at the burning bush—is, in fact, indwelled by the Logos.
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