HUMA 3457 Gnosticism

Nov. 27: Modern Gnosticism and Redefining Gnosticism

Read for Today: Richard Smith, “The Modern Relevance of Gnosticism” (PDF).
On-line Resources: David Brakke (Ohio State University) talks about redefining Gnosticism in this interview with Frank Zindler: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hqGTsbu_roI
A. Medieval Gnosticism
1. The Cathars

· The Paulicians
· originated in Armenia in the seventh century

· indebted to Paul (via Marcionism) and Manicheism and Marcionism

· believed any unnecessary involvement with this world is unhealthy

· late 7th c. involved in military uprising; emerged again in 9th century

· The Bogomils

· founded in mid 10th c. in Bulgaria by priest named Bogomil

· reacted against the opulence of the Byzantine church; rejected the hierarchy, sacraments, cult of saints, relics, and icons

· kept only the Lord’s Prayer and Confession

· reception in to the community was by a “spiritual baptism” taking the form of a laying on of hands

· three groups: “perfect” (ascetics), “hearers,” and simple believers

· lasted until 12th c.; church endured in Bosnia and Serbia until the 15th c.

· The Cathars (the “pure”) aka the Albigensians
· Bogomil ideas penetrated Italy and France in 11th c.

· circumstances of origin:

· south of France was blossoming economically and culturally; feuds over lands tore the region apart, distracting the local nobility from policing religious beliefs

· status of women high due to chivalry; enjoyed great public and spiritual authonomy

· attraction of Catharism: provided neighbours with scriptures in the local language of the region; “perfect” better model than Catholic clergy
· 1209 Pope Innocent III issued a papal bull declaring a Crusade; promised lands of the “heretics” to those who would fight

· massacre of Beziers: “Kill them all. God will know his own” 

· remaining Cathars turned over to the Inquisition in 1229; last Cathar in southern France executed in 1321

· some escaped to northern Italy and survived there until the 15th century

2. Enlightenment “Gnostics”

· Enlightenment (17-18th), the “Age of Reason”; science placed above faith; considered solutions to scientific problems first with reason and only later via authority or tradition; tend to be heavily critical of organized religion 
· Voltaire (Francois Marie Arouet; 1694-1778): Candide or Optimism
· inspired by a tremendous earthquake that shook the Portugese city of Lisbon in 1755

· opposed the view of the “Optimists” that evil was part of God’s plan; no comfort to those who suffer

· features a wandering scholar named Martin who introduces himself to Candide as a Manichean; “I cannot think in any other way. I think that God has abandoned this globe, or rather this globule, to some maleficent being”

3. Islam and Judaism

· Gnostic influences on Muhammad (570-632): the laughing Christ (Surah 4:156-159), prophetic lineage

· the zuhhad (“those who shun [the world and all its pleasures]”); Hasan al-Basri (642-728)

· Sufism
· Ismaili (“Sevener”) Shi‘ism

· Kabbalah (“received tradition”): internalization of the heavenly journey of Biblical prophets

· 10 spherot (emanations) of God; correctly aligning them one can affect the future course of events and participate in the divine plan for the universe
· Isaac Luria (1534-72): affected by expulsion of Jews from Spain; believed world created when God contracts himself; leaves space for evil to enter in; can help repair cosmos through meditation and pious acts
B. Modern Gnostics
1. Harold Bloom (1930-present)
· describes himself as a “Gnostic Jew”

· inspired by Philip J. Lee, a Presbyterian minister active in Canada; Against the Protestant Gnostics (1987) says certain Gnostic tendencies latent in Western Christianity have emerged to dominate the theology, worship, and ethics of American Protestantism
· Bloom’s The American Religion (1992): says at its heart America is decidedly Gnostic
· traces origins to the Cane Ridge Revival, in Kentucky 1801; led to tendency toward “creedlessness” or the “doctrine of experience”
· other works: Omens of the Millennium (1996), The Flight of Lucifer: A Gnostic Fantasy (1979), Genius (2003)
2. Philip. K. Dick (1928-1982)
· genius, drug addict, madman

· 1974 begins series of visions believed to be from an orbiting satellite, an alien intelligence that might even be God, called Vast Active Living Intelligence System or VALIS for short; also believed he was connected somehow with a first-century Gnostic Christian living in the Roman Empire

· key works: VALIS (1980)
· adaptations of Dick novels or short stories: Total Recall (from “We Can Remember It for You Wholesale”), Blade Runner (from Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?), Minority Report, Impostor, Paycheck, Screamers (from “Second Variety”), A Scanner Darkly
· influences: Vanilla Sky, The Truman Show, eXistenZ, Dark City, Pleasantville, The Matrix
3. Harry Potter?!
The Potter series takes the old Gnostic worldview, makes it look glamorous and exciting, and does so in a way that is proving to be far more seductive than similar books in this field of children's literature. Early Gnosticism was a combination of cult and heresy that came very close to undermining Christianity at its birth, during the first few centuries of the Church. It was only defeated by the efforts of the Church Fathers as they taught, corrected, exhorted and debated with the naïve devotees of this perversion of genuine faith. And here it is again, popping up with unprecedented force, but now aimed at the most vulnerable, most impressionable part of the Body of Christ-our children.

~ Michael D. O’Brien “Some Thoughts on the Harry Potter Series.”

The wizards in Harry Potter’s books are not subordinate to the hero with the good heart; they are the heroes. They are the modern, post Christian heroes. But they are very old heroes. They are the Gnostic’s fantasy heroes. Gnosticism is Christianity without Christ’s humanity. And the literature of Gnosticism has wizard heroes but no human heroes. Indeed the humans in this book are boorish, dumb, and worthless. Which is the way the Gnostic always regards humanity. The popularity of this humanity-hating book is perfectly in tune with this anti-human of centuries.”
~ Dan Neyer, editor for an unnamed “conservative book club.”

