HUMA 3457 Gnosticism

Nov. 13: Corpus Hermeticum; Mandaeans and Manichaeans
Read for Today: Denzey Lewis ch. 16; Meyer pp. 795-798; Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth; Excerpt from the Perfect Discourse; The Cologne Mani Codex (PDF) (photographs of the Codex are available HERE)
On-line Resources: watch Timothy Pettipiece (Carleton University) discuss Manichaeans on the Talk Gnosis podcast: https://youtu.be/_5CUUsDovtM
1. The Rediscovery of Eastern Gnosis

· 1902 to 1914 four German archeological expeditions explored the old silk routes from Persia to China; found the first original Manichean documents known to modern Europeans

· written in 17 languages from Syriac to Chinese; two languages (Sogdian and Tocharian) previously unknown

· 1988 discovery of the Cologne Mani Codex
· Mandaeans known from 13th c.; literature reached the West slowly in bits and pieces from 17th-19th c.

· Lady Drower, amateur anthropologist, began studying a Mandaean group in 1949

2. Manichaeism

· Mani: 216-276 CE

· belonged to Jewish-Christian baptist sect known as the Elkesaites

· at 12 years old has a vision of his heavenly Twin; leaves Elkesaites

· at 24 has call to be an “apostle of light”

· system:

· world of light: in North, ruled by Father

· world of darkness (or matter); in South, ruled by a king and five worlds populated by demons and each ruled over by an archon

· God of light creates three evocations:

· first evocation: Wisdom engenders the Mother of the Living and the primeval man (Ohrmazd); he fights darkness but is vanquished and leaves his fivefold soul in the underworld

· second evocation: the “beloved of the beings of light” or “living spirit” awakens primeval man though elements still stay behind

· archons swallow the light and create stars, heaven, and earth

· third evocation: to redeem the particles of light; the “God of the realm of light” creates the Perfect Man in the Milky Way to receive the particles of light in the moon and pass them to the sun from whence they go to the “new aeon” created by the “great architect”

· semen and aborted embryos of the archons fall to the earth to create life

· darkness creates humans in effort to trap the light

· light sends Jesus Splendour to enlighten Adam

· messengers of light appear in history to bring knowledge, including Jesus, Buddha, and Mani

· anthropology: soul as part of light is to be saved; mind is the vehicle (the revelation), and the body is the dark, evil component of man which stays on earth after transcendence

· community: elect and the hearers

· strong borrowings from Christianity in West, in Iranian writings see Persian religious ideas, and in China the texts become increasingly influenced by Buddhism

· art and writing:
· Kephalaia (Main Articles of Faith): “For all the apostles, my brethren who came before me, (have neither written) their wisdom as I have (nor) painted their wisdom in pictures as (I have)”

· a canon of seven works

· Eikon or Ardahang, a volume of pictures by Mani illustrating his principal doctrines; Ardahang Wifras, a commentary
· calligraphy:

· texts show interest and skills in calligraphy; Augustine called their texts extravagant

· The Cologne Mani codex; 4/5th c; Coptic; probably came from an Oxyrhynchus tomb;  among the smallest books known to us from the ancient world

· Book of Prayer and Confession; in Sogdian and Middle Persian

· Manichean literary texts found at Kellis in the Dakhleh Oasis (modern Ismant el-Kharab); 4th c. 

· art:

· Manichaeism moved east after persecution in the West beginning in the 4th c.

· entered China 7-8th c.

· declared state religion of the Uighur Turks by an official act of the king Bogu Khan (760-780); lasted until Mongol invasion of 13th century

· 863 banned in China but maintained itself until 14th century

· location of literary and artistic remains in Turfan district: texts, silk paintings, frescoes

3. Mandaeism

· name derives from manda (perception, knowledge); call themselves Nasoreans (guardians or possessors)

· Muslims call them Sabians (baptists, baptizers)

· reside primarily in Iraq; number 15000 people

· texts:

· the Treasure (Ginza) or the Great Book; includes the Right Ginza (18 mythological-theological moral and narrative tractates) and the smaller Left Ginza (liturgical book devoted to the ascent of the soul)

· the Book of John or the Book of Kings (contains discourses of John the Baptist)

· also the Qolasta (“praise”) containing ritual material (for ceremonies)

· Diwanê, illustrated scrolls, one of which (Diwan Abathur) describes the supernatural places which the soul has to traverse 

· Book of the Signs of the Zodiac which served the priests for horoscopes and the giving of names

· also magical texts, exorcisms on lead tablets, clay bowls, and leather and paper

· system:

· world of light in north; led by “Life” or “Great Life” with other beings of light

· world of life comes into existence through a series of emanations from the supreme being or “First Life”; one of these is Ptahil, the creator god who creates the world

· world of darkness in south; led by King or Lord of Darkness; populated by demonic beings and above all are the Seven (planets) and the Twelve (Zodiac)

· battle between the two leads to a creation of the earth in the “dark water”

· Ptahil condemned and not allowed to return to realm of light until the end of the world

· Ptahil and demonic helpers form Adam; his soul or the “inner Adam” comes from realm of light

· messengers of light appear to help them; all are mythological beings including the “Gnosis of Light” and the heavenly counterparts of Abel, Seth, and Enosh

· theories of origin:

· early: Jewish baptismal sect who fled Palestine in the first century

· ideas influenced Christianity and represent earliest known form of Gnosis

· Jesus (the Nasorean, not Nazarene) and John once both members but Jesus expelled from the group as a lying prophet and magician

· late: Christian elements in Mandaeanism due to a late seventh-century influence on Mandaeanism, not the reverse

· evidence of group’s existence before Muhammad and known to Theodore bar Konai, an 8th c. Christian theologian; physical evidence as early as 5th c.; manuscript colophons trace scribal lineage to 2nd and 3rd c.

· community: perhaps originally ascetic but now “settled” in the world though they reject riches and music

· cultic rites: baptism and mass for the dead very important

4. Hermeticism

· 15th century saw the publication of the Corpus Hermeticum, a collection of Greek texts from the 2nd-3rd c. CE; subsequently had great influence on Renaissance philosophy in Italy

· purports to be proclamations of the “Thrice Great Hermes” (Hermes Trismegistos), a blending of the Greek god Hermes with an epithet for Thoth, the Egyptian god of Wisdom

· contents: 18 tractates and portions of tractates; some have a Gnostic character, particularly the first, Poimandres (Shepherd of Men)

· Hermetic texts from Nag Hammadi: The Prayer of Thanksgiving, Asclepius, The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth
· early Hermetica (early 2nd c. BCE) deal with astrology and the powers of gemstones and plants; later texts (beginning 1st c. BCE but surviving examples from 2nd-3rd c. CE) more pseudo-philosophical
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