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HE GREEK WORD GNOSIS

means knowledge; the Gnostics

themselves used it to refer to the
spiritual knowledge they believed would
redeem them from what they regarded as
the inherent evil of the material universe.
As a mystical alternative tradition within
Christianity, Gnosticism sutfered the hosti-
lity ot the official church and, as a resul,
remains largely unknown or misunderstood
to this day.

Writing for the interested layperson,
"Tobias Churton hopes to return Gnosticism
to the center of its own story, rather than
relegating it to the heretical chaprers of
orthodox history. Beginning with the
“Gmostic Gospels,” buried at Nag
Hammadi, Egypt in the fourth century and
unearthed in 1945, Churton takes the reader
on a spiritual journey through two millennia
and across Europe. He pays particular atten-
tion to southern France of the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, for it was there that
Gmosticism, driven to the verge of extinction,

burst into new life as Catharism, a heresy so
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Introduction

Way back in March 1982 in the year of the ra-ra skirt and the Falklands
war, | went for an interview with Diana Potter, Executive Producer at
Thames TV. I was trying to be as fresh and enthusiastic as I could be
after nine months on the dole. I'd got it into my head that there had
never been any religious television — only programmes about religion. I
had written a paper on the subject which recommended a new kind of
television for this most neglected area, something on the lines of
television, a kind of programme which would enter into the very nature
of the religious experience and not simply observe it. At the same time
the paper suggested different forms of analysis of religious questions.
Anyhow, in the course of the conversation I happened to mention
Blake’s famous ‘Ancient of Days’ painting — the one with the crouching
bearded figure whose fingers reach downwards to the depths and divide
it all up, erroneously regarded as Blake’s picture of ‘God’ whereas it is
only the Demiurge described by Plato as the creator, and by Blake as
the builder of abstractions. I asserted ‘Blake was a Gnostic’ to which
Diana Potter replied, ‘Oh, are you interested in the Gnostics? John
Ranelagh at Channel 4 is also interested in them. I’m having lunch with
John on Monday and I’ll teill him about you.” And so the long haul
began.

On 6 April I entered the still unfinished Channel 4 building on
Charlotte Street in London’s West End and met John Ranelagh, then
Commissioning Editor for Religious Programmes. John had had the
idea of doing something based on Elaine Pagels’ book The Gnostic
Gospels which dealt with the discovery of a Gnostic library in Upper
Egypt in 1945 and which promoted questions about the origins of the
Christian Church and the validity of traditional expressions of Christian
doctrine. I had had it in my mind that ‘Gnosis’ (Greek for ‘knowledge’
in the sense of interior certainty or insight) was a philosophy in its own
right which somehow got tangled up in the growth of the early Church.
Furthermore, it had occurred to me in the previous three and a half
years that the Gnostics were entitled to a history of their own rather
than as being seen as heretical or as esoteric Christians. |

I had heard the music of the Gnostics in all sorts of unexpected places.
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I had heard strains in romantic poetry, I had heard it in Rimbaud, I had
heard it in the music of Debussy. I felt the presence of a ‘golden string’
which I followed through the occult philosophies of the Renaissance,
and among the Cathars of the twelfth century — I had seen it in the
visionary paintings and engravings of William Blake, in the music and
sayings of John Lennon, Jim Morrison and Jimi Hendrix — so many
scattered sounds and voices resonating through the centuries. Searching
for Gnosis was like searching for myself. I knew this melody from
somewhere far away. I had been born deaf and remained so for nearly
three years and yet, somehow I think that I had heard it even then. I
had heard it all my life but I did not know where to place it. Nobody
knew anything about it at school and for years this incoherence felt
threatening, but an experience of love would always chase the fears
away. Then at college I heard the word Gnosticism and my ears pricked
up. From them on I had a ‘tree’ on which to hang the scattered know-
ledge — but the form of the tree was rather misshapen until John
Ranelagh gave me the opportunity to think about it all in the context
of a television programme.

[ left Channel 4 that sunny morning with one intent: to write the
story of ‘“The Gnostics’ for television. By the end of the spring I had a
format entitled ‘“The Search for the Gnostics’ which consisted of five
programmes which would take the viewer from the second century AD
to the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the eighteenth century, on to the
Age of Revolutions and finally to our own times. This was going to be
somewhat bigger and more expensive a programme than one about the
‘Gnostic Gospels’ of Nag Hammadi. Indeed, this was the case and | was
sad to find that money would not be available yet, maybe not until 1985s.
That seemed a long way off. Perhaps it was all for the best because I
spent the next three years not only in deepening my understanding
about the subject matter but also in gaining experience as a television
researcher and writer.

In the early summer of 1985, the thread was joined again and I heard
that the project could now be funded and would be produced by Border
Television. In the November of that year I was brought in to research
the project which began filming in Egypt at the end of the winter of
1986.

I would rather not say any more about the programmes for fear of
giving the game away before people have a chance to see the results of
a year-and-a-half’s televisual labour.

This book is intended to accompany the series, of course, but I also
hope that it will be read in its own right for as long as it is right to do
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so. The story of Gnosis will doubtless occupy scholars and students for
many years to come and all sorts of things will be discovered which will
change our perspective of the matter. So much that is exciting often
takes far too long to reach the general public for whom this book is
primarily intended. For once the meal is not cold, the study of Gnosis
is still in a crude state and so I hope readers feel free to indulge in their
own speculations on the subject and add to what we know about it all.
So much remains to be done.

Naturally I would never have embarked upon the project of bringing
the Gnostic experience to a hungry public if I was not convinced that
an understanding of the subject could ‘change the world’. All it takes
to do so is to imagine the world differently. That will certainly change
your world. The integrity of your vision of the world is worth living
for. Television and films and things may seem important but they are
not minds. That’s what you’ve got that no work of art can reproduce.
I hope this book is good food for the mind. As the dormouse said, ‘Feed
your head’.

Just one last word. I wrote the section called ‘A Mystery Tour’ in
Part Two with the idea in mind that readers may wish to visit the
places mentioned within and perhaps relive the events described, in the
imagination — the true home of reality. This you knew when you were
children. Know it again.

Tobias Churton
4 November 1986
Oxford
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Chapter One

Gross Bodies

Their natures fiery are, and from above,
And from gross bodies freed, divinely move.
(Vergil on the Celestial Virtues
quoted in 1651 translation of
Henry Cornelius Agrippa’s
Three Books of Occult Philosophy, 1531)

The world was still at war with itself when in the year AD 367 an
instruction came to the monastic community at Tabinnisi. The head of
the community, Theodore, was instructed to read the 39th Festal Letter
of the Bishop of Alexandria, Athanasius. Perhaps the instruction had
come from Alexandria. Such a thing would be expected from a senior
bishop who had already struck fear and hatred into the deviant hearts
of the unorthodox, the heretics, on many occasions. Tabinnisi was some
soo miles down the Nile from Alexandria. It was remote from the full
weight of authority and Big Trouble often starts in the remote places.
It is unlikely that the instruction was for the ears of the community
alone. Its pioneering founder, Pachomius, had within living memory set
up a rule to unite disparate and solitary people within a community
whose practice of strenuous labour involved a strict, almost military
discipline. The Christian life was not to be for the elevation of the
individual soul alone. The Church had found that the message of
love for one’s neighbour, promulgated by Christ himself, could blend
with and yet further ennoble that civic responsibility and state-duty
which was so dear and necessary to the Roman Imperium. Faraway
places, even in upper Egypt were never too far away from the voice of
authority.

The members of this rather new community were ascetics, that is,
they held that the needs and sensations of the body interrupted the
essential communion with God for which the human community existed.
Pleasure, leisure, food, sex and property were, therefore, thoroughly
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suspect. One may even say that they were feared. That modern psy-
chology which deals with liberation from repression can find words to
express the condition of Pachomius’s more famous contemporary,
Antony (250—356). Leaving behind both family ties and attendant prop-
erty, Antony ventured outside of society and into the desert of Upper
Egypt: the Thebaid. There he became prey to demonic visitations of an
intensely suggestive nature, particularly with regard to sexual arousal.
The more he tried to beat off the attack, the more strongly did Satan’s
agents return with the fire of lust. Thus, the threatening power of the
body was for him and his spiritual descendents confirmed. Each rebuff
of the body’s call was felt as a victory for Christ and as an advance on
the solitary path to holiness. Men were at war with themselves in the
desert because the world was at war with itself. Saint Paul had made
this clear enough:

For the earnest expectation of the creation waiteth for the revealing of
the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to vanity, not of its own
will, but by reason of him who subjected it, in hope. That the creation
itself shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the liberty
of the glory of the children of God. For we know that the whole creation
groaneth and travaileth in pain together until now.

(Epistle to the Romans VIII. 19-22.)

The Peace of God, experienced on the retreat of the demonic enemy,
was proof-positive of the power of Christ. The attainment of that peace
was a matter of the greatest urgency. The community life, withdrawing
from the world into a simplicity, could give support to those engaged
in this war. Furthermore, this new society, the monastic community
with its visible head, provided doctrinal regulation so as to prevent the
monk from being misled by the exercise of his solitary mind. Antony,
in his solitude was deemed an exceptional case and Athanasius, who
wrote a biography of Antony, was most keen to stress that the saint,
for so he was to be remembered, had not departed from orthodoxy.
Indeed, orthodoxy had enabled Antony to resist those Temptations with
which his name has been most associated. Any man alone in the desert
risked madness — and it was held that madness was an attribute of
heresy which would threaten not only the salvation of the individual
but also the existence of the Church. Orthodoxy means right opinion
and it was a function of the bishop to keep his flock on the straight and
narrow.

Thus it was that the instruction to translate, copy and distribute the
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39th Festal Letter of Athanasius came to Theodore, head of the mon-
astery at Tabinnisi. Theodore’s responsibilities were not of course
confined to the monastery proper but extended as far as his name and
authority were known to the Christians of the Thebaid. In his ‘patch’
were many ascetics who were not interested in community life. They
might assert that had they been in need of community, they would better
have stayed in Luxor or Alexandria or Ephesus or wherever they came
from. The attraction of the area lay surely in its distance from what
appeared to be the main currents of civilization. Distance from the
world was their aim. These outsiders might be static solitaries or wan-
derers alone or in groups. Anyhow, they resisted regulation and therefore
identification and were doubtless regarded by those of orthodox incli-
nations with a sense of disturbance or suspicion. We may presume then
that they were occasionally visible in towns and villages, sometimes
among the ordered monks, often disappearing. As the organization of
the monastery progressed they would doubtless become more visible in
both the eye and mind.
What then was in the letter? To whom was it really addressed?

But since we have made mention of heretics as dead, but of ourselves as
possessing the Divine Scriptures for salvation; and since I fear lest, as
Paul wrote to the Corinthians, some few of the simple should be beguiled
from their simplicity and purity, by the subtlety of certain men, and
should afterwards read other books — those called apocryphal — led astray
by the similarity of their names with the true books; I beseech you to
bear patiently, if I also write, by way of remembrance, of matters with
which you are acquainted, influenced by the need and advantage of the
Church. In proceeding to make mention of these things, I shall adopt, to
commend my undertaking, the pattern of Luke the evangelist, saying,
Forasmuch as some have taken in hand, to reduce into order for them-
selves the books termed apocryphal, and to mix them up with the divinely
inspired Scripture, concerning which we have been fully persuaded, as
they who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the
word, delivered to the fathers; it hath seemed good to me also, having been
urged thereto by the brethren, and having learned from the beginning, to
bring before you the books included in the Canon, and handed down,
and accredited as Divine; to the end that any one who has fallen into,
error may correct those who have led him astray; and that he who
continues steadfast in purity, may again rejoice, having those things
brought to his remembrance.

Athanasius goes on to list the Canon of literature which is to be accepted
as authoritative and divine. We know this list as our Bible. For the
Bishop of Alexandria,
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These are the fountains of salvation, that he who thirsteth may be satishied
with the words they contain. In these alone is proclaimed the doctrine of
godliness. Let no man add to them, neither let him take aught from them.
For on this point the Lord put to shame the Sadducees, saying ‘Ye do err,
not knowing the Scriptures.” And He reproved the ]ews, saying, ‘Search
the Scriptures, for they testify of Me.’

Athanasius asserts that none of the canonical or official scriptures refers
to the apocryphal or unofficial writings, ‘But this is an intention of
heretics, writing them to favour their own views, bestowing upon them
their approbation, and assigning to them a date, and producing them
as ancient writings, that thereby they might find occasion to lead astray
the simple.’

There we have it. The heretics exploited the simple. This will become

a familiar pattern of accusation. It is strange to read the accusation

todaz when hen many would argue thatit’is the ¢ mrch which has and does

exploit ‘the sunple with gratlfymg fantasies and simplistic sermonizing.

e e

————

I suppose that it is a tendency of all those who regard themselves
as authorities to regard the ‘others’ as either simple or dangerously
pernicious. Indeed, a Church which makes peace with its enemies has
already lost authority. The simple need to be protected from the per-
nicious — is this not the noble purpose of authority? But did not Jesus
enjoin his apostles to feed his sheep — and not to put them on a diet?

Athanasius is suggesting I think that there may be some decent, that
is simple people who may hold the works of pernicious men but the
guilt and shame lies with the passer-on of the corrupt substance, and
not with the receiver. They have been beguiled by the clever ones.
Subtlety was the art of the serpent when he beguiled Eve with the fruit
of the Tree of Knowledge of good and evil. Thus was mankind banished
from simple communion with God. Athanasius says quite clearly that
he is ‘influenced by the need and advantage of the Church’. It was the
work of the Church as the body of Christ to undo the damage done in
Eden. But Eden was never called Heaven and a man must forever be
beholden to Christ’s Church for his salvation. He was not going back
to Eden but somewhere else. The Church held the Keys to the Kingdom
and the heretics, Athanasius says, are already dead.

The Burial

When Athanasius refers to the heretics as ‘already dead’, he means that
they are outside that eternal life which is offered to the baptized Christian
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within the Catholic Church. The holders of apocryphal writings might
not themselves be in this position but the authors and transmitters of
the material most certainly are. Now it was about the time of the
instruction to broadcast the 39th Festal Letter of Athanasius that
someone or, what is more likely, a coterie decided to bury a large jar
made of red slipware and of about 6ocm in height. Sealed by bitumen,
the jar was probably to be the last home for 12 or 13 leather-bound
books. The books contained 46 different texts together with duplicates
of six of these. They were buried at the foot of a cliff eight kilometres
west of the Pachomian monastery. Who buried them?

Athanasius we know was in hiding among the monks of Upper Egypt
in AD 356 during a temporary ‘turn-about’ in his episcopal career. It
was perhaps his observations while hiding there that furnished him with
a view that ‘some few of the simple should be beguiled from their
simplicity and purity, by the subtlety of certain men, and should after-
wards read other books — those called apocryphal’. Now, if these
texts were buried in response to a heresy ‘clearout’ at the time of the
broadcasting of the letter, then it was almost certainly the work of
monks, in particular those monks who had most to lose from being
associated with the condemned literature. If condemned as heretics,
such people would suffer excommunication and the accompanying
divorce from Christ’s interests. Furthermore, the books would, accord-
ing to practice, be burned. We are observing a stiffening in the regime
governing the Coptic (that is, Egyptian) Church. Before this difficult
period, it seems that in this area at least, orthodoxy coexisted with other
types and tendencies of Christianity such as Jewish Christianity, a
solitary and mystical ascetic Christianity and a now minority type
of Christianity called Gnostic. If the buriers were from an orthodox
monastery, fully coming to terms with the exclusive rigours of the Creed
of Nicaea of AD 325 — which had been framed with the blessing of
Athanasius — how is it that they would hold such books and where did
they get them from?

In an interview with the current head of the Coptic Church, His
Holiness Pope Shenouda gave a possible answer: ‘As knowledge is
spread everywhere, people try to have many books of knowledge.
Whether from the Holy Bible or from philosophy or from any source
of knowledge. And people had such books in their own libraries. Not
because they were genuine gospels, but as books of knowledge. They
may be considered books of literature, Coptic literature, not Coptic
gospels.’

The careful burial of the books in the sand demonstrates a love and
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respect for their contents. It also indicates a tide of change sweeping
through the monasteries towards a harder or more defined line on what
the Christian must believe to be a Christian. Above all, it suggests a
sadness at the passing of an era, from the time when a monk could truly
escape from the world: a world where politics involved religion and
religion would have to be shaped to fit in with political challenges.
Athanasius would see this last phrase as inversely and perversely expres-
sed: the Creed was for everyone. As we shall see, the books buried in
the middle of the fourth century would not fit in with the Creed. They
had to go.

As for those from whom the books originated, the books themselves
show that they had already chosen not to ‘fit in’. They were Gnostics —
and they would have to go too.

This would not surprise them. They saw themselves as those who
had both found and as those who sought a hidden truth, the very spirit
of mystery. Rejecting all they had left behind, they and they alone were
the advance guard of Humanity.

The Discovery

Beneath the sand, the jar was a kind of still womb. Inside the jar a small
moment of history was silently hidden — unknown to the whole world.
Empires will arise and decline, kings and queens will come and go,
fashions will change, earth is ploughed and seeds are sown a thousand,
thousand times. Blood is spilt, the sun shines, hopes appear and die
again, an advance here, a retreat there. The texts lie silent in the
unmoved air. Visions and prophets and sweat and toil. Struggles ensue:
gunpowder, printing, voyages of discovery, genocide, inflation and fire;
ages of reason, ages of faith, ages of magic, ages of war and ages of
peace. The grains of sand are transplaced a million times. Far, far away:
steam engines, electricity, blood and glory, monarchy and republic;
riches and poverty, penicillin and gas; a million joys, a trillion tears; the
telephone, the aeroplane and then, in August 1945 two atomic bombs
fall on two cities in Japan.

How many times was it said that year that the ‘sea shall give up her
dead’? She does not always surrender to archaeologists, assorted salvage
teams and bounty-hunters. Sometime in the December of 1945, three
sons of <Ali and -Umm-Ahmad of the al-Samman clan, Muhammad,
Khalifa and Abu al-Majd were out digging for sabakh with four camel-
drivers not far from their home in al-Qasr, a village six kilometres from
the town of Nag Hammadi on the main line to Cairo. Sabakhb is bird-

8
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lime and a good place to find it is beneath the high cliffs of the Jabal al-
Tarif, a kilometre away from the village of Hamra Dum. It was near a
large boulder, long since fallen from the cliff that the youngest brother,
Abu, unearthed the jar. Muhammad, who was ten years older, assumed
the responsibility for dealing with the discovery.

Just over forty years later, Border Television’s filmcrew were in the
neighbourhood with Gilles Quispel, Professor of New Testament studies
at the University of Utrecht, in order to film the location of the discovery.
Our Production Manager, Valerie Kaye, was walking down the main
street of al-Qasr with a copy of Biblical Archaeologist (Fall 1979) which
featured a colour photograph of Muhammad <Ali al-Samman on its
cover. A rather serene-looking man in his mid-sixties walked up to her
and, seeing the picture, pointed to it and then himself. He was the man
responsible for discovering the Nag Hammadi Library.

This is how he tells the story:

I found it at the Hamra Dum mountain in the December of 1945. By
6 o’clock in the morning when I started my work ... all of a sudden 1
found this pot. And after I found it I had the feeling that there was
something inside it. So I kept it, and because it was cold this morning . ..
I decided that I would leave it and would come back again for it to find
out what’s inside. I came back in the same day in fact, and I broke this
pot. But I was afraid at the beginning because there might be something
inside it — a jinn, a bad spirit. I was by myself when I broke the pot. I
wanted my friends to be with me. After I broke it I found that it was a
story book. I decided to bring my friends to tell them about the story.
We were seven and we realized immediately that this has something to
do with the Christian people. And we said that we don’t really need it at
all — it was just useless to us. So I took it to the ministry over here and he
told me, well we really don’t need it. It was just rubbish for us. So I took
it back home. Some of them were burned and I tried to sell some of them.

Seven months before the discovery, Muhammad <Ali’s father had been
murdered. Suspicion in al-Qasr fell upon the son of the local sheriff:
Ahmad Ismac<il of Hamra Dum because the body of Muhammad’s father
had been found near his home. Muhammad’s father, <Ali Muhammad
Khalifa had been found shot in the head next to the decapitated body
of what he, as a guard of irrigation machinery, had taken to be a thief
from Hamra Dum, the hamlet at the foot of the cliff where the discovery
of the Nag Hammadi Library was to be made. It was Muhammad <Ali
who had found his father’s body and had thereupon, as is customary in
these parts, sworn to avenge the murder of his beloved father.
Sometime between a few days and a month after the discovery of the
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All that survives in stone which testifies to the gnostic presence in Rome: a memorial
erected by the husband to his wife Flavia Sophe (see page 58). (From the National
Museum of Rome)

jar, Ahmad was seen sitting asleep by the road near Muhammad -AlP’s
home. On learning of this, <Ali Muhammad Khalifa’s widow, armed
her sons with sharpened mattocks and sent them to execute blood
vengeance. They fell upon the victim and hacked Ahmad to pieces, ‘I
took my knife and cut out his heart and ate most of his pieces.” A police
investigation followed but none of the villagers of al-Qasr would come
forward as witnesses because of widespread hatred of the sheriff from
Hamra Dum and fear of <Ali’s family. A short detention ensued for
Muhammad and his brothers but the crime went officially unsolved.
The blood feud continues to this day.

“When I got out from the jail | found my mother had burned a lot of
it and the only one which I really sold was for Mr Raghib. I got eleven
[Egyptian] pounds for it.’

Did Muhammad <Ali know where the books were now?

‘No, I have no idea.’

Did he have any regrets about the business?

‘I don’t care about it at all.’

Professor Quispel told him that he was a famous man and would be
more famous still when the film of the proceedings was shown. Quispel
continued, ‘It is the first time that I come to Nag Hammadi, but I bought
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one of these books that you found. That was seven years since you
discovered it. And ever since I have been working on it, and many other
scholars have done too — owing to you. And your discovery will change
the minds of millions. Well, so I’'m very pleased to meet you.’

What happened to the Texfs?

Had Muhammad <Ali been able to read Coptic (that is, the ancient
Egyptian language written in Greek letters), his eye might have strayed
on to this passage in Codex (Book) II:

1 shall give you what no eye has seen and what no ear has heard and
what no hand has touched and what has never occurred to the human
mind.

Or this one:

If they say to you, ‘Where did you come from?’, say to them, ‘We came
from the light, the place where the light came into being on its own
accord and established [itself] and became manifest through their image.’
If they say to you, ‘Is it you?’, say, ‘We are its children, and we are the
elect of the Living Father.’ If they ask you, ‘What is the sign of your
Father in you?’, say to them, ‘It is movement and repose.’

Or:

Jesus said, ‘Many times have you desired to hear these words which I am
saying to you, and you have no one else to hear them from. There will
be days when you will look for Me and will not find Me.’

Jesus said, ‘It is I who am the light which is above them all. It is [ who
am the All. From Me did the All come forth, and unto Me did the All
extend. Split a piece of wood, and I am there. Lift up the stone, and you
will find Me there.’

And what is all this? ‘These are the secret sayings which the living Jesus
spoke and which Didymos Thomas wrote down.’ And he said, ‘Whoever
finds the interpretation of these sayings will not experience death.’

Had Muhammad <Ali not broken open the jar, we would not be able
to hear these things. In the truest sense of the word, these things are
dynamite. One might have imagined headlines throughout the world.
Alas, these were only words, not gold. Publication of the Library did
take a considerable amount of time. The above quotations (all from
The Gospel of Thomas — the complete work unique to the library) were
not published in English until 1959, while the entire libraghvyyﬂg/s,_ggg
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available in Engllsh untll 1977, 32 years after after the discovery. What took
themsolong?.

For a start, the Library was very soon separated among Muhammad
<Ali’s friends and acquaintances in al-Qasr. Slowly, the papyrus codices
began to turn up in Cairo having been obtained by various middle-men
and antiquities dealers amid a certain amount of secrecy and rather
shady deals with the original holders of the papyri.

On 4 October 1946, Togo Mina, the curator of the Coptic Museum
in Cairo bought what is now Codex Il for 250 Egyptian pounds from
a Coptic (that is, Egyptian Christian) teacher from Nag Hammadi:
Raghib Andarawus ‘al Quss’ Abd as-Sajjid — the brother-in-law of the
priest of al-Qasr and the man who claims to have been the first to
recognize the antiquity of the library. Codex IIl contains the following
works: The Apocryphon (Secret Book) of John, The Gospel of the
Egyptians, Eugnostos the Blessed, The Sophia of Jesus Christ and The
Dialogue of the Saviour.

Togo Mina alerted two French orientalists, Daumas and Corbin to
the discovery, and they confirmed the Gnostic character of the Codex
on the basis of a reading of The Apocryphon of John. Daumas returned
to Paris and planned an edition for the following year. In September
1947, a young French scholar, Jean Doresse, went to Egypt and was
there informed by Togo Mina of the discovery. He recognized the
great importance of the Codex for our understanding of the origins of
Christianity and he passed on the information to Etienne Drioton,
Director of the Egyptian Department of Antiquities and to Henri-
Charles Puech, an historian of religion based in Paris. It was about this
time that business surrounding the texts began to take on an atmosphere
that one might not expect from the apparently temperate world of
international scholarship. Professor Elaine Pagels — a relatively late-
comer to the field — has spoken of the ‘dirty linen’ of her profession,
while Jean Doresse in his book The Secret Books of the Egyptian
Gnostics (1958) wrote: ‘If it were all to be gone through again, I confess
that — although for my own part I received every possible assistance
from the able scientific persons concerned, to whom I am profoundly
grateful — [ would probably think twice before I would again embroil
myself for the sake of a discovery liable to arouse so many envies and
jealousies.’

In December 1947, Codex Il was put under glass for security. The
announcement by Doresse to Togo Mina, that the discovery of the texts
marked a new era in the study of Christian origins, encouraged Mina
to show Doresse some papyrus leaves in the possession of Albert Eid, a
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Belgian antiquities dealer. Togo Mina with his authority as curator of
the Coptic Museum paid another visit to Eid in order to inform him
that the papyri must never leave Egypt and must be sold to the Coptic
Museum for a nominal price. i

In 1948 the majority of the texts were still in private hands. Bahij
<Ali, the one-eyed contact in al-Qasr of the main middle-man, Zaki
Basta, had obtained many texts. He went to Cairo to sell them. Phocion
Tano, a Cypriot antiquities dealer, bought all that he had (nine codices).
Due to the uncertainty of laws regarding antiquity ownership, Tano
was represented by the daughter of a noted Italian numismatist, Maria
Dattari.

In October 1948, she, as ‘owner’ of the codices, contacted Doresse
who made a survey of their contents. These included the jewel of the
Library: The Gospel of Thomas. Doresse informed Drioton of what he
had seen and advised purchase of the codices by the Coptic Museum.
On reading in a French newspaper in Cairo that the Egyptian govern-
ment was intervening to acquire the codices, Miss Dattari began a
lawsuit which delayed research on the contents for three years. She
eventually lost the lawsuit.

Meanwhile, Albert Eid, the Belgian antiquities dealer had been trying
to elicit interest from the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris, several uni-
versity collections in the USA and the New York Bollingen Foundation.
It appears that he met with almost total indifference. They did not want
to know about Gnostic papyri. Having flown to the United States, and
fearing a backlash should he return to Egypt, Albert Eid went directly
to Belgium where he placed the Codex in a safe-deposit box, secured
by a secret password. The year was 1949. On 17 June that year, Doresse
gave a report on the Tano texts and Codex Il to the Academie des
Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres of the Institut de France in Paris. This was
followed in 1950 by the first comprehensive survey of the discovery.
Much credit therefore went to its author Henri-Charles Puech, Doresse’s
senior.

Enter Gilles Quispel: ‘Well at that time [ was a very young professor
at the University of Utrecht, and I had already been trying to get hold
of one of these manuscripts because I was especially interested in the
gnostic Valentinus [more of him later]. And then I had the opportunity.’
The Egyptian government had indicted Eid for smuggling antiquities
but he died before a conviction could be made. Mrs Eid incurred a
£6,000 fine on her husband’s estate. The offending text was now in a
Brussels bank and it was feared, by Quispel in particular, that the text
might ‘disappear’ forever. Quispel had known of the attempt to sell the
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Codex (now Codex I of the library) since the late 1940s and was now
in a position, due to his scholarly interests and his friendship with the
great Swiss psychologist Carl Gustav Jung, to take on the role of
mediator in the purchase negotiations, pressing Jung as to the value of
the Codex. Jung, at various times in his long career had shown a

s e o oot

pronounced interest in what was then known of the Gnostics. Jung put
his agent and associate, Doctor Meier, onto the matter. Meier located
the owner and whereabouts of the text. Jung had some time since set
up a foundation for the continuity and development of his analytical
practice and psychological studies. This was the Bollingen Foundation,
named after the lake by which Jung had personally built his home. In
August 1951, the Bollingen Foundation agreed to purchase the Codex
during the proceedings of the Jungian ‘Eranos Conference’ in Geneva.

Gilles Quispel fills in the story:

Mr Meier had found out the address of the widow of the antiquity dealer
who had brought it to the United States and there he went to the University
of Michigan where they had a very famous collection of papyri. But there
in America they said they had no money which meant that they despised
gnosticism [a general term given by scholars to the beliefs and philosophy
of, chiefly, the early ‘Gnostics’] and didn’t attach any importance to this
collection. And the same happened to me, when I contacted the President
of the Society for Scholarly Research in Holland, he said he had no time,
which again (he was a theologian) meant that he didn’t attach any
importance to gnostic manuscripts. Jung, however, knew from his pre-
vious studies that gnosticism was very important and therefore contacted
the Bollingen Foundation and asked them to finance the whole enterprise.
At the last moment, the Bollingen Foundation couldn’t do it because they
were financing excavations in Egypt and therefore we were at a loss
again — and at that decisive moment, Professor Meier contacted the
American citizen Georgie Page, who lived in the neighbourhood of Zurich
and he gave us 35,000 Swiss Francs and with this 35,000 Swiss Francs |
went to Brussels on May 1oth, 1952 and there I acquired the Codex you
know, I gave a cheque of 35,000 francs, he [an unnamed agent of Mrs
Eid] gave me the codex and with this codex under my arm, I returned
home.

Codex I (the ‘Jung Codex’) remained in Quispel’s study for a year
and a half while he translated and studied it. When he had completed
his first translation, he took it to show Jung at Lake Bollingen where
Jung is quoted as having said: ‘I have worked all my life to know the
that The Gospel of Truth [the most 1mportant and most beautiful
document in the Jung Codex] is such a vivid illustration of what man’s
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predicament is according to Jung, that it could have been a falsification
by a Jungian, which it is not!?’

On 23 July 1952 the Egyptian monarchy collapsed in the Egyptian
revolution. The texts in Egypt lay in the sealed box until autumn 1956.
In the same year, the Coptic Gnostic Library was declared State property
following the reorganization of the Department of Antiquities and the
Coptic Museum under the direction of Pahor Labib. On 1§ November
1953 there finally appeared a report on the purchase of the ‘Jung Codex’
by Puech and Quispel.

In 1955 came the first major description and more detailed account
of The Jung Codex. A Newly Recovered Gnostic Papyrus. In the same
year, Quispel was in Cairo negotiating the eventual return of the Codex
to Egypt. (It was finally returned in 1975.) When Quispel arrived he was
dismayed to find a proportion of the library — that which had been
confiscated from Tano — still in a suitcase in the Director’s office at the
Coptic Museum. Quispel and Labib agreed that there should be an
international committee of scholars established to undertake the com-
plete translation and study of the library. The first result of this decision
was a photographic copy of The Gospel of Thomas published by Pahor
Labib. The year 1956 began well but ended badly for the project. Labib
began with an inventory and glazing, aided by the Egyptian Coptologist
Victor Girgis and the German, Martin Krause. It was discovered that
there were only 11 complete codices out of a total of 12 or 13.

The Suez Crisis that year scuppered the progress of the international
committee invited to Cairo for publication preparation. It was especially
difficult for French scholars to gain access to Egypt due to the French
political involvement with the attempted take-over of the Suez Canal.
Gilles Quispel himself was happy to get out in time with the photo-
graphic copy of The Gospel of Thomas and his wife. He recalled, ‘The
American warship Toban, brought me from Alexandria to Naples. And
I remember that there was a band playing on the quay that “Happy
Days are Here Again!”.’

Back in Europe The Gospel of Truth (published as Evangelium Ver-
itatis) appeared in a sumptuous edition.

There was now something like a race going on as to who would put
The Gospel of Thomas before the public first. For the English-speaking
world the honours went to the editors and translators A. Guillaumont,
Henri-Charles Puech, Gilles Quispel, W. Till and Y. *Abd al Masih who
published The Gospel according to Thomas in 1959. Doresse’s book
The Secret Books of the Egyptian Gnostics which included a translation
of The Gospel of Thomas appeared in French in 1958.
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Also in that year appeared the ripe fruits of over thirty years
specialized scholarship, The Gnostic Religion by Professor Hans Jonas.
Professor Jonas had completed his amazing survey of the Gnostic
religion in 1954 without the benefit of the Nag Hammadi Library.
Nevertheless, he could still assert in his Preface that, ‘Our art and
literature and much else would be different, had the gnostic message
prevailed.’

So by the early 1960s there was sufficient heat in the academic air to
promote a feeling, with some justification, that the world of scholarship
was not only ‘missing out’ on something important but while being fed
on what may perhaps have been morsels, a greater feast yet lay in store,
indeed, was being denied to them. There was talk of a monopoly.

In 1961, the Director-General of UNESCO was alerted to the dis-
covery by French scholars who urged publication of the entire find. They
proposed another international committee. ‘International’ committees
were now very much the order of the day. The Scandinavian archae-
ologist Torgny Savy-Soderberg wrote to UNESCO speaking for himself
and other scholars in urging the organization to intervene in order to
prepare a complete edition of photographs of the texts so that the
discovery might be placed at the disposal of disgruntled scholars interna-
tionally. This work was begun but was bogged down by incompetent pre-
paration and various obstructions or scholars already working in Cairo.

In 1966 the Colloquium on the Origins of Gnosticism held at Messina
took up an initiative to press ahead with the publication which had
reached a standstill. On behalf of the Colloquium, Professor James M.
Robinson, an American theologian took up the contact with UNESCO
and his enthusiastic efforts, notwithstanding the six-day Arab-Israeli
War, produced, in 1970, the Third International UNESCO Committee
along with the Department of Antiquities of the Arab Republic of Egypt.
This led directly to the inception of the publication of the Facsimile Edi-
tion of the Nag Hammadi Codices. In 1972 the first photographic edition
was published, followed by nine other volumes and completed in 1977.
Robinson and his team had privately circulated the material to scholars
throughout the world and their combined efforts also gave the public
The Nag Hammadi Library in English published by E. J. Brill of Leiden
under the editorship of James M. Robinson. In the Introduction, Robin-
sonwrotethat, ‘Now the time has come for a concentrated effort, withthe
whole Nag Hammadi Library accessible, to rewrite the history of Gnosti-
cism, to understand what it was really all about, and of course to pose new
questions. Rarely has a generation of students had such an opportunity!’

Quite so — and neither has the general public!
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The Texts

In 1977, when the Nag Hammadi Library was first published, I took my
entrance examinations for Oxford University where I intended to study
Theology. It was also in that year that I made a design for a poster
which featured the words, ‘Creation is the Product of Pain’ — over which
I placed a crucifix. The constant refrain of my thoughts before sleep
was ‘Time must stop. | must transcend time.’ I did not then know that
such thoughts belong to a long but frequently broken ‘tradition’ which
I have now come to term gnostic.

My sources, insofar as I was aware of them, were those strains of
Platonist philosophy as expressed by the English poets, George Herbert,
William Blake and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. It would be some years
before I discovered their sources and describe them as a diluted gnosis,
moulded to an English experience.

Eighteen months later I read of the Nag Hammadi Discovery while
studying for a routine Oxford essay on ‘Gnosticism’. The ‘official’ view
held that Gnosticism was a Christian heresy based upon a travesty of
Christian doctrine, corrupted by magic, loaded by an impossible weight
of mythology and crazy thinking which would lead to an abyss where
‘salvation’ was lost. I remember writing that the Gnostic myths could
be seen as a kind of ‘map’ of the mind’s experience as it searches for
the root of itself and its meaning — those things which could only be
expressed in richly imaginative terms, those things for which the heart
has reasons the reason knows not of. But what of the texts themselves?
What are they really about? Why did scholars get so excited about
them?

Firstly, one must say that they were new texts. Of the 51 texts 41
were previously unknown. Here was an opportunity to make a scholar’s
reputation. If one looks at the Bible, there are thousands of books
available on any single component. The work has become more and
more refined and it is unlikely that any new work on the Bible will be
greeted with amazement. However, a first work on a new text will
become, no matter how the study develops and contradicts the original
study, a standard reference point: a place in the history books. Having
sald this, one must consider that these were ‘Gnostic’ works and this
suggests a secret Knowledge demanding a high attainment of intellect
together with an irresistible aura of mystery. There is a strong romantic
pull at work here.

Thirdly, there is the lure of the Unknown. Gnostic thought was
markedly different to orthodox thought — one might discover genuinely
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new insights into the human condition. After all, who knows what
answers to perennial questions still lie beneath the sea or sand? Answers
given at the time the questions were put. One might contact the original,
untarnished thought-processes of a portion of mankind. One might
penetrate the haze of twentieth-century know-all ennui and reach out
to a brighter era enlightened by ancient clarity. There already existed a
precedent. The Renaissance had largely consisted of just this process:
ancient learning giving birth to a fresh creative impulse. One might live
again.

The 51 texts were bound in books which contained between two and
eight works. They were made of papyrus, that is to say that strips of
the fibrous pith which the stalks of the papyrus plant contained were
peeled off and placed side by side. These were then covered with a
second layer at right angles to the first. The result was then pressed and
dried, making for a long-lasting, smooth writing surface. These strips
were usually about 2ocm in length but some of those used in the Nag
Hammadi Library were over a metre in length. This has been considered
to be something of a technological feat for the time and might evince
to the importance of the text for those who had them made. These
surfaces were in turn placed next to each other and pasted together to
form a papyrus roll of about 3 metres in length. This roll was then
divided into strips of between 20 and 40cm in width. When one had
between twenty and forty of these, they were gathered together and
folded down the middle. The result was a book. You could write on
both sides of the paper and you were saved the inconvenience and wear
and tear which went with the ‘roll’ or ‘scroll’ format. The book format
was an innovation of the first centuries of our era and the Nag Hammadi
Library is the largest early collection of such books or codices — from
the latin codex: the forerunner of the book being a set of waxed wooden
tablets tied together. The papyri were held together in leather stiffened
with ‘used’ papyrus while the tail of the animal skin was attached to a
thong which was wrapped around the finished codex. The covers were
tooled in a simple way and some of them include crosses. In Codex 111
there is a note made by the scribe which says that ‘in the flesh my name
is Gongessos’. He also had a spiritual name, Eugnostos, and refers to
his ‘fellow lights in incorruptibility’. He describes the text as ‘God-
written’.

Concerning the date of composition (of the Codices — not their
sources), fragments of letters and receipts used to reinforce the bindings
give us some clues. Two receipts bear the dates 333, 341, 346 and 348.
We can use this information together with a study of the kind of writing
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employed to arrive at a date of about AD D 350. The compouhd of the
ink employed contained soot and the contrast between this and the
sometimes light golden hue of the papyrus has produced some texts of
great beauty — The Gospel of Truth can be especially cited. But what
does the writing say?

First of all the language employed is Coptic which was the spoken
language of the Egyptians written mainly in Greek letters. A study of
the language has shown that many of the works are translations from
the Greek. So what we do not find in the main are writings about
Egyptian religion — although there are some notable exceptions. What
we do find, however, is a collection of writings which, though differing
widely in content and understanding, share a pervading feeling, a philo-
sophical feeling concerned chiefly with certain kinds of religious experi-
ence. In Codex Il there is a work entitled The Gospel of Philip in
which a reference is made to an independent tradition about Jesus —
independent that is from the Catholic tradition which informs the
structure and content of the New Testament:

He said on that day in the Thanksgiving, ‘You have joined the perfect,
the light, with the Holy Spirit, unite the angels with us also, the images.’

In the same gospel it is said:

When a blind man and one who sees are both together in darkness, they
are no different from one another. When the light comes, then he who
sees will see the light, and he who is blind will remain in darkness.

We have all heard of, and probably used the expression ‘He or she has
seen the light’. We may say this in a banal way or we may say it with
seriousness and, not uncommonly, with a good deal of relief as well!
We don’t mean that the person has seen something, ‘a light’, with their
eyes, outside of themselves. We mean that, perhaps quite suddenly, a
person sees more of his or her situation than before, as though the
shutters in a room one thought was small and perpetually dark were
opened, without our having done anything, and then one sees that it is
a large room and quite beautiful too — a little cleaning here and there
might be required — but, well, what a room! How-could I have been so
blind? We all know the story of Scrooge on Christmas morning. He has
seen, really seen in a visionary way what had always been before his
eyes, namely, that he was a greedy selfish old man. He was transformed
and he transformed all those who saw him on that Christmas morning.
‘There is light within a man of light, and he lights up the whole world.
If he does not shine, he is darkness,’ says the Jesus of The Gospel of
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Thomas. Now what marks the authors of these works apart is precisely
this: that they all hold the vision of the ‘light’ to be the central principle
of life. It must have been a very special experience of the light which
made them think in the ways they did:

Do not make the kingdom of heaven a desert within you. Do not be
proud because of the light that illumines, but be to yourselves as I myself
am to you. For your sakes | have placed myself under the curse, that you
may be saved.

(from The Apocryphon of James)

For when they had seen him and had heard him, he granted them to taste
him and to smell him and to touch the beloved Son. When he had
appeared instructing them about the Father, the incomprehensible one,
when he had breathed into them what is in the mind, doing his will, when
many had received the light, they turned to him. For the material ones
were strangers and did not see his likeness and had not known him.
Again, speaking new-things, still speaking about what is in the heart of
the Father, he brought forth the flawless word.

(from The Gospel of Truth)

What is this ‘light’?

I am the light which exists in the light, I am the remembrance of the

Providence — that I might enter into the middle of darkness and the inside
of Hades.

(from The Apocryphon of John)

The kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth, and men do not

see It.
(from The Gospel of Thomas)

Men do not see it. A Gnostic however had most definitely seen the
‘Light’. If we return for a moment to the analogy of the darkened room.
For the Gnostic, the darkened room is the world — the ‘world’ of man’s
experience without the ‘Light’. The nature of this world is dark and
heavy. It changes and is full of uncertainty. It is a world of gross matter,
subject to decay and death. It is a theatre of war, of domination and
destruction. It is a world full of illusions, of false promises and pain. It
is a world where men and women go hungry while animals consume
each other. It is a world in which movement is forced. It is characterized
by fatigue and distress. It is, in short, a material world.

Now we can come to the root of the matter.{What the Gnostic knows
(and the word gnostic means a ‘knower’

) is that this world, as I have
described it, is not his or her true homé)While the world sleeps the
Gnostic awakes: )
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He who hears, let him get up from the deep sleep. Arise and remember
that it is you who hearkened, and follow your root, which is I, the
merciful one.

(from The Apocryphon of John)

I tell you this that you may know yourself.
(from The Apocryphon of James)

At the very heart, at the ‘root’ of the Gnostic is the ‘living Jesus’. This
is what it means to ‘know yourself’. The Gnostic knows that he or she
is a spiritual being, ‘of one substance with the Father’; for what the
orthodox say of Christ, the Gnostic is free to say of himself. They do
not believe they have denigrated Jesus but that they have discovered the
proper dignity of Man: to be an elevated being is what being a Gnostic
is all about. He will ‘be like a tree growing by a meandering stream’.
He will be in the ‘Light’ and in his spiritual being he will have wings:

Everyone who seeks the truth from true wisdom will make himself wings
so as to fly, fleeing the lust that scorches the spirits of men.

(from The Book of Thomas the Contender)
The Gnostic feels intensely his freedom from the world:

Whoever has come to understand the world has found a corpse, and
whoever has found a corpse is superior to the world.

(from The Gospel of Thomas)

The Gnostic clearly distinguished himself from the great mass of human
beings who did not share this experience: ‘They have always been
attracted downwards’ (Book of Thomas the Contender). Such people
were described as ‘hylic’, that is ‘material’. This means that there is
none of that divine light within them which longs for union with the
Father. It is the guiding dynamic of gnostic thought that divine light has
become imprisoned within the material world and must be returned:

Hasten to be saved without being urged. And, if possible arrive even
before me — for thus the Father will love you.

(from The Apocryphon of James)

(‘Tq have the gnosis (knowledge of where one comes from, into what
one has been thrown and where one is going) is to become part of the
great cosmic rescue plan. The aim of the rescue plan is to heal the
origmal divine being (called the Pleroma, that s, Fullness) which has
tragically given birth to a deficient creation:\ on:\
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For the knowledge of the things which are ordained is truly the healing
of the passions of matter.
(from Asclepius)

In the Apocryphon of John the Gnostic Jesus says, ‘I am the remem-
brance of the Pleroma.” Remembrance. There has occurred a kind of
cosmic amnesia. People do not know where they come from. Most of
mankind does not seem to care. For those who do, they begin to yearn;
they begin to suffer and then, if they listen to their deepest heart, from
out of the Fullness of Being (the Pleroma) their cry is heard by the Father
who sends his Son, the saviour Jesus to rescue the lonely soul. The voice
of the saviour is familiar. It is a remembrance, an awakening. There is
joy and a profound knowing:

Blessed are the solitary and elect, for you will find the kingdom. For you
are from it, and to it you will return.
(from The Gospel of Thomas)

The gnostic Jesus comes from the spiritual world within and above,
appearing to those who are awake. To those who are not, who do not
have the gnosis, He is merely an image made of flesh. Flesh of itself is
without life. It is part of the world. To the Gnostic, the world of material
perception has become an image and is no longer subject to its control:

You walked in mud,
and your garments were not soiled,
and you have not been buried in their filth,
and you have not been caught.
(from the First Apocalypse of James)

Before leaving the world of matter, Jesus says this to his disciples:

Watch and pray that you not come to be in the flesh, but rather that you
come forth from the bondage of the bitterness of this life. And as you
pray, you will find rest, for you have left behind the suffering and the
disgrace. For when you come forth from the sufferings and passion of the
body, you will receive rest from the Good one, and you will reign with
the King, you joined with him and he with you, from now on, for ever

and ever. Amen.
(from The Book of Thomas the Contender)

I hope that what has preceded gives the reader some idea of the world
of feeling, thought and experience which informs a good deal of the
Nag Hammadi Library. To talk of the ‘message’ of the Library would
be unwise. The Library is not to be seen, as some see the Bible, as a big
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homogenous lump of Truth. There are books in the Library which seem
to be exclusively concerned with exclusivity — identifying the authors
and those ‘in the know’ to which they are addressed as the only wise,
and all others as fools fit for grinding. Some of the works take a radical
view which holds that the world we live in is wholly evil and who seem
to be ignorant of those lines of thought and understanding which see
the kingdom of heaven spread out upon the world but yet unseen. I
think the reader today is in a position to take in what appears to make
sense and reject what is apparently silly or incomprehensible. It was
surely the practice of the original holders of the texts to keep books
which in the main may have been disagreeable in the knowledge that
some kernel of insight here or there mediated on their behalf and so
made the text worthy of preservation. It accords with what we know
of the gnostic mind to think that they may have realized that what
appeared to be insensible may in time yield an understanding for which
they were not yet ready.

This necessary reserve brings us to the last major question which
needs to be addressed on the subject of the Library and one which may
be of most significance to some readers.

Did God write the Nag Hammadi Librarys

We have seen from the preceding discourse that the Gnostic felt removed
from ordmary perception. These books were the records of outsiders,
“of aliens. Indeed, one of the books is entitled Allogenes which is trans-
lated as ‘of another race’ or ‘stranger’ or ‘alien’. Their experience of the
world as_they-thought and felt it, was_fundamentally-different to the
rest of humanity. Insofar as the world which exists for each one of us
is the world as we perceive it in our minds, the Gnostic lived in a
different world. They believed that their perception and experienceé was
timeless — outside of the conditions of time and space. They sometimes
refer to themselves as the ‘immovable ones’. They felt that they were
not, in their essential being, subject to the laws and conditions which
govern life on earth. This being, this self beyond the world, was only
temporarily attached to the gross body: ‘The Living are not affected by
anything except the state of being in the flesh alone, which they bear
while looking expectantly for the time when they will be met by the
receivers’ (from the Apocryphon of John).

This extraordinary awareness, this gnosis, this ability to move from
terra firma to the source of that ‘Light’ which they believed illumined

them, this familiarity with the ‘Living Jesus’ gave them, we might say
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naturally gave them, a privileged access to the outflow of the divine
mind. Thus, our scribe, Gongessos can say that his work is ‘God-
written’. It has been written by one who has, as it were, broken through
the images that are visible in the material world to the invisible, spiritual
world that the Gnostic might believe to be ‘behind’ them. For the
Gnostic, this constituted authority enough. On the other hand, there
was a tolerance within the Gnosis of the value of the subjective experi-
ence. This is to say that the Gnostic could say, well, that is your vision
of things but it is not the same as mine and I cannot believe your vision
has any authority over mine unless I experience it for myself. This
view was also taken with regard to the New Testament, that ‘Canon,
accredited as Divine’ which Athanasius says in the 39th Festal Letter is
the yardstick and substance of authoritative Catholic scripture. By
‘Catholic’ I mean ‘what is held universally in the universal church’. The
Gnostic asks, “What does it mean when Christ says in The Gospel of
Jobn, ‘I am the Door’’?” He might then meditate upon this and achieve
what he is convinced is a communication from the ‘Living Jesus’ who
tells him that it means, ‘Knock on yourself as upon a door.” Which, one
may ask, is the truly and divinely inspired scripture? The orthodox
answer is ‘that which is held universally by the Church and is in
accordance with the tradition of the teaching of the apostles’. But the
Gnostic is not concerned with the universal Church — he has a universe
within himself. He believes he is going right to the source and is wary
that the Church is becoming or has become a middle-man with special
interests of its own, namely, the continuity of the Church structure.
Again, we see a clash of world experiences. Of course, we are in a
position today to justifiably question or disbelieve in any such thing as
‘divinely inspired scripture’.

The use of the predicate ‘Living’ when attached to Jesus does suggest
that the authors are aware of a distinction between the Jesus who
walked around Palestine and the eternal figure of Jesus who is able to
appear as ‘Light’ before Paul on his way to Damascus. Many Christians
today say that they talk with Jesus and that he gives them verbal
guidance. But they do not print up their dialogues. I think this is
important. It tells us something about the way Jesus is regarded. For
the person referred to, such communication with Christ is personal,
concerning matters of this life and not really communicable to another.
It is a private matter, the substance of prayer. The Gnostic, however,
regarded Jesus as being unconcerned with the affairs of this world unless
they had a directly spiritual bearing. So what Jesus — and it is not always
Jesus who is the communicator from the divine world in the Nag
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Hammadi Library — what the spiritual being has to offer is information
about the spiritual world and what those principles are which provide
access to it: frequently occult or ‘hidden’ knowledge. This information
was of interest to some Gnostics. Having begun with an experience of
gnosis, of knowledge, the Gnostic would soon become aware that there
was yet more to know. In fact, there was no end to knowledge and no
limits to the fathoming of the divine being — the inner being of the
Gnostic. Each new item of information would thus make the previous
one obsolete — but it might still be useful for another Gnostic who was
on the road to ‘home’. Hence, we find many of the books in the Library
listing now (and possibly then) incomprehensible names of the spiritual
beings one might encounter on the inner journey to the Pleroma. The
books Allogenes, The Nature of the Archons, On the Origin of the
World, The Book of Thomas the Contender, The Gospel of the Egyp-
tians, Eugnostos, the Blessed, The Apocalyspe of Adam, The Thunder:
Perfect Mind, The Concept of Our Great Power, The Dialogue on the
Eighth and Ninth, The Paraphrase of Shem, The Three Steles of Seth,
Zostrianos, Marsanes and Trimorphic Protennoia all share elements of
these features. Indeed, one might say of the Library that the more
eccentric sounding the title is to English ears the more the work is likely
to be concerned with this gnostic attitude of getting information about
‘realities behind appearances’ from inner contemplation in those states
of mind to which a gnostic experience might have provided entry. As
to the origin of the ideas, language and message of such works, one is,
as the Gnostic was, at liberty to speculate. Speculation is not, however,
what most people want from a religion which is offering salvation. The
Catholic Church felt acutely the necessity of establishing a body of
scripture which, while providing for the philosophers a basis for specu-
lation, was stable and universally accepted — and accessible to a body
of worshippers and not only to an individual.

What we really want to know is of course the answer to the question:
did Jesus of Nazareth ever say, in his lifetime on earth, any of the things
put into his mouth in the gnostic texts? Is there a reliable tradition here
of Jesus’s sayings while in the flesh? Was Jesus’s ‘real” message a gnostic
one? With regard to the question about the nature of Jesus’s message —
was it a gnostic one? — I think that an incident in my life may provide
a clue. I know a Sikh Rajinder Nijjhar, who, with characteristic Indian
boldness, informed me that, ‘You cannot read the New Testament
unless you are gnostic.” He means that the words of the New Testament
will not yield their full meaning unless one gains access to the spirit in
which the words were formed, unless one had the gnosis in fact. It is a
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characteristic of the gnostic attitude to an inspired text to believe that
it has an outer sense — for ordinary ‘faithful’ people — and an inner sense
whose dimensions of meaning may be endless. This experience is, of
course, akin to that of many people who would deny that their attitude
was gnostic. The genuine Gnostic would believe that he had broken
into or rather had been permitted to enter the secret world of spirit from
which the words came and, most importantly, that same world from
which he derived. This gave the Gnostic ‘pneumatic’ (that is, spiritual
one) the power to interpret scripture according to his own experience
of the divine and, furthermore, to add to scripture by virtue of the divine
origins he shared with the revealer of gnosis. For Christian gnostics,
Jesus existed within the Gnostic’s own being while his own being existed
within the ‘Light’. He was a child of the ‘Light’, and consequently in
potential or in fact was divine. The Christian Gnostic believed that Jesus
had revealed the Gnostic’s true self and that was ‘the root, which is I,
the merciful one’} In short, in answer to the question, ‘Was Jesus’s
message gnostic?’ The answer is, ‘Yes, if you are a Gnostic;)

Some of the most interesting examples of this gnostic approach to
scripture can be found in the way two documents of the ‘Nag Hammadi
Library’ deal with the crucifixion.

In the work The Second Treatise to the Great Seth, Jesus Christ in a
revelation to a group of gnostic disciples tells them the real story,

For my death which they think happened, happened to them in their error
and blindness, since they nailed their man unto their death.

It was another upon whom they placed the crown of thorns. But I was
rejoicing in the height over all the wealth of the archons and the offspring
of their error, of their empty glory. And I was laughing at their ignorance.

The author is saying that the spiritual Jesus has appeared to him in his
‘real’ form — as a spiritual being in order to explain the ‘appearance’ of
the crucifixion. He is saying in effect, ‘You have read how in the New
Testament that I was beaten and humiliated and then crucified. Well, it
only looked that way — and the writers of the New Testament, to them
it was given in the material sense. But to you, who have come to
understand and see the spiritual world, the real world beyond the
appearances, I can tell you what was really happening. The body, what
appeared to be my body belongs to the world of flesh. The world of
flesh and matter is governed by the archons (that is rulers, invisible to
men and ignorant of the true Father, dedicated to keeping man on the
material plain, subjecting man to law and bondage) and they tried to
have power over me as they have power over the rest of the world. But
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at the moment when they thought they had triumphed over me, I was
released from the body and watched them from above. And I could
really see what was going on and they couldn’t see me — you should
have seen them in their blindness! So while it looked to you that it was
a wicked day, it was really a day a triumph! You too can laugh at the
archons because they can only get your body. They cannot kill the real
you!’

This reality behind appearance is the gospel, the ‘good news’ for the
Gnostic. Another gnostic author, this time of The Apocalypse of Peter,
tells the story rather differently. This the Gnostic felt at liberty to do -
originality was the sign that the Gnostic had the special creative insight
of gnosis. History, as we understand it, was of no interest to them. It
was not a question of, ‘what was the event?’ but of ‘what does this mean
to me?’ In The Apocalypse of Peter the identity of the author is subsumed
beneath the identity of Peter. The author imagines himself as Peter.
For the author, Peter is not an historical person here but expresses a
relationship of closeness to the Saviour. He puts Peter in the Temple in
Jerusalem, that is, he puts himself there, talking to the Saviour, trying
to understand how Jesus would respond to the developments of the
Church and the Church’s understanding of him. There, in the imagin-
ative freedom of the spirit, Peter has a vision:

I saw him seemingly being seized by them. And I said, “What do I see, O

Lord, that it is you yourself whom they take, and that you are grasping

me? Or who is this one, glad and laughing on the tree? And is it another

one those feet and hands they are striking?’

The Saviour said to me, ‘He whom you saw on the tree, glad and
laughing, this is the living Jesus. But this one into whose hands and feet
they drive the nails is his fleshly part, which is the substitute being put to
shame, the one who came into being in his likeness. But look at him and

me.’

But I, when I had looked, said, ‘Lord, no one is looking at you. Let us
flee this place.’

But he said to me, ‘I have told you, “Leave the blind alone!”” And you,
see how they do not know what they are saying. For the son of their
glory instead of my servant they have put to shame.’

And I saw someone about to approach us resembling him, even him
who was laughing on the tree. And he was (filled) with a Holy Spirit, and
he is the Saviour. And there was a great, ineffable light around them, and
the multitude of ineffable and invisible angels blessing them. And when
I looked at him, the one who gives praise was revealed.

Through this vision the author saw himself. Who is to say that he was
misled? Were the Gnostics of the Nag Hammadi Library then what we
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might call ‘dreamers’, offering imagined solutions to perennial ques-
tions?

Was the Gnosis a collection of ‘fantasies’? I do not believe it is possible
to give definitive answers to these questions. Much lies in the ‘eyes of
the beholder’. Much has been learned in the twentieth century about
the importance of dream. Some go to a modern art gallery and see riches
glorious while others see an incomprehensible mess; others still desire
to apply rules to what they see in order to subdivide the artwork and
provide solace for the two sides — and themselves{ Now while it may be
that the vast majority of books in the Nag Hammadi collection are
specialized and rebellious offshoots of early Christianity, post-dating
the composition of books of the New Testament from between about
fifty to 280 years, there are reasons to believe that the Gnosis, as a
religious concept of_lt_mn less developed forms to ) the & time
r\{""Ci‘ﬁ'rst"‘zl”d""«()ssnbly earlier than that, Several works sharing the titles
of those-in-the Nag "Hammadi Libra y are referred to in the second
century. In about A D 180, Bishop Irenaeus of Lyon, mentions a Gospel
of Truth and a Secret Book of John, while in the third century, the great
philosopher Plotinus’s pupil Porphyry mentions (with some disgust)
works called Allogenes and Zostrianos. Several of the works bear the
imprints of the ‘mind’ of the followers of Valentinus, the greatest gnostic
teacher who was active in Rome (and nearly became bishop) around ap
160 and whose influence and fame lasted for at least 300 years after that.
It is thought that the remarkable Gospel of Truth may very well have
come from his pen.

However, the one book which has the greatest claim to primacy (if
we accept that what is earliest is also most likely to be most pure and
possibly true) in the matter of its date of composition is without doubt

The Gospel of Thomas. The Gospel begins:

These are the hidden words which the living Jesus spoke and Didymos,
Judas Thomas wrote down and he said, “Whoever will find the interpret-
ation of these sayings will not experience death.’

Here Gilles Quispel describes the first time he read these words:

. in the fall of 1956. When I was sitting here {in Cairo] in a hotel in the
evening near the Metropolitan Museum, and trying to translate them
from a photocopy. And it was an experience to have before you a text
that you don’t understand at all, and bring these characters together and
relay them to history. And every time there was ‘Jesus said’, ‘Jesus said’.
Then in the back of your mind you have always the idea; can that be an
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unknown and yet authentic word of Jesus. Because in almost 2,000 years
of Christian tradition, never a collection of unknown sayings has been
discovered. So it was an enormous experience. Very exciting, and well,
it took me the rest of my years to prove that my original intuition was
right. That we had here an independent tradition of the sayings of Jesus.

e

Do these sayings belong in the Bible?

Well, I’'m not a prince of the Church, I'm not a bishop or a Pope,
and these are the people that determine the Canon. But according to a
considered opinion of scholars that have seriously studied The Gospel of
Thomas, some of these sayings are nearer to the source than the sayings
of Jesus transmitted in the canonical gospels.

In a book published in 1962 Thomas and the Evangelists by H. E. W.
Turner and Hugh Montefiore (formerly the Bishop of Birmingham) it
is concluded:

It is therefore fair to conclude that despite the form in which it is cast
and for all its impressive indebtedness to the canonical tradition, the
thought climate of the document is alien to the world of the New
Testament. The Gospel of Thomas may have appeared to its compiler
‘the secret words which Jesus the Living One spake’; despite the claims

of the rest of the Preamble they are not, for those who take the New
Testament as their guide, the words of eternal life.

So it was a thumbs-down from the Church of England anyway.

The Gospel of Thomas does contain sayings of Jesus which appear
in the canonical gospels, Luke and Matthew. This was of interest to
scholars who have long held a sayings-source called ‘Q’ (from the
German Quelle meaning Source) to have been employed by'those gospel
writers in conjuction with Mark. It is possible that The Gospel of
Thomas was another sayings-source circulating in the Jewish Christian
church in Syria before the composition of Luke and Matthew (circa aAp
70—90). Luke, who represents much of the New Testament ‘thought
climate’ begins his gospel with the statement: ‘Forasmuch as many have
taken in hand to draw up a narrative of those matters which have been
fulfilled among us ... ’. Luke does not say that these other narratives,
of which he says there are many, were ‘apocryphal’ and unacceptable
to the Church. By the time of Athanasius’s 39th Festal Letter, it was
long established that there were only four gospels which revealed div-
inely inspired truth. Athanasius even paraphrases Luke’s form of words
saying, ‘Forasmuch as some have taken in hand, to reduce into order
for themselves the books termed apocryphal ... .
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Having said this, it is important to recall those passages in the New
Testament which speak of things which are not written within it.
The most obvious passage is that of Mark IV. 10-12 which has often
perplexed readers but perhaps makes more sense from a gnostic per-
spective:

And when he was alone, they that were about him with the twelve asked
of him the parables.
And he said unto them, Unto you is given the mystery of the kingdom
of God: but unto them that are without, all things are done in parables:
That seeing they may see, and not perceive; and hearing they may hear,
and not understand; lest haply they should turn again, and it should be
forgiven them.

A very mysterious passage indeed and in all my reading I have never
found a satisfactory explanation of it. It is this very mystery which
appeals to the gnostic mind, drawing him in as a fish in a et ... Saint

o e

Paul too is aware of the mysterles but he is also aware, deeply aware of
mysterles may lead to. He speaks about this in hlS second letter to the
Corinthians. Many scholars believe that Paul came up against a gnostic
tendency in Corinth which threatened to split the young church on the
familiar basis of the gnostic distinction between the simple faithful and
the more ‘enlightened’ spiritual consciousness. Paul saw the 1ssue as one
of pride and says in the wonderful passage in I Corinthians XIII that it
is Love that matters most of all, that the loving heart is dearer to God
than the wisest of wise sayings. Nevertheless, one senses that Paul has
been deeply disquietened by the experience of a gnosis of Christ which
has the power to divide the followers of Christ. He writes in II Corin-
thians XII. 1—7:

I must needs glory, though it is not expedient; but I will come to visions
and revelations of the Lord. I know a man in Christ [usually thought to
be Paul himself] fourteen years ago (whether in the body, I know not; or
whether out of the body, I know not; God knoweth), such a one caught
up even to the third heaven. And I know such a man (whether in the
body, or apart from the body, I know not; God knoweth), How that he
was caught up into Paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is
not lawful for a man to utter. On behalf of such a one will I glory: but
on mine own behalf I will not glory, save in my weaknesses. For if 1
should desire to glory, I shall not be foolish; for I shall speak the truth:
but I forbear, lest any man should account of me above that which he
seeth me to be, or heareth from me. And by reason of the exceeding
greatness of the revelations — wherefore, that I should not be exalted
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overmuch, there was given to me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of
Satan to buffet me, that I should not be exalted overmuch.

Paul is saying, ‘1 know what you people are talking about. I'’ve been
there and I know the temptation to glorify myself. But the experience
has humbled me and I would rather glorify the vision of another.’rct
would not be long before the visionary would become suspect in the
Church and a substantial part of the spiritual gifts which Paul’s churches
enjoyed would be downgraded, and, in the case of the Gnosis, excluded
altogether

Just how and why this happened will be set forth in the next two
chapters. But before we leave the Nag Hammadi Library for a while,
look again at the mysterious (to me at least) Chapter IV of Mark’s
gospel, verses 19 and 21—22:

And the cares of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and the lusts
of other things entering in, choke the word, and it becometh unfruitful.
And he said unto them, Is the lamp brought to be put under the bushel,
or under the bed, and not to be put on the stand?
For there is nothing hid, save that it should be manifested; neither was
anything made secret, but that it should come to light.

and see what the Gnostic makes of this theme in The Gospel of Thomas:

Businessmen and merchants will not enter the Places of my Father.

Recognise what is in your sight and that which is hidden from you will
become plain to you. For there is nothing hidden which will not become
manifest.

The images are manifest to men, but the light in them remains concealed
in the image of the light of the Father. He will become manifest, but his
image will remain concealed by his light.

I think that modern man can only accept what he experiences and he
can see, he can learn from the Gnostics that he can experience much more
than he is aware of. And therefore I think that for both true believers and
unbelievers, gnosis is very important, because it will reveal to them an
unknown dimension within themselves.

(Professor Gilles Quispel. Cairo, Spring 1986).
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Chapter Two

The Higher Reason

Baagiievg 0 Nouc
The Higher Reason is king
(Plotinus. b. AD 204)

Rome circa AD 150. An Egyptian poet is writing a book. He gazes into
the dark heart of the Empire and sees:

terror and disturbance and instability and doubt and division, there were
many illusions at work by means of these, and there were empty fictions,
as if they were sunk in sleep and found themselves in disturbing dreams.
Either there is a place to which they are fleeing, or without strength they
come from having chased after others, or they are involved in striking
blows, or they are receiving blows themselves, or they have fallen from
high places, or they take off into the air though they do not even have
wings. Again, sometimes it is as if people were murdering them, though
there is no one even pursuing them, or they themselves are killing their
neighbours, for they have been stained with their blood. When those who
are going through all these things wake up, they see nothing, they who
were in the midst of all these disturbances, for they are nothing. Such is
the way of those who have cast ignorance aside from them like sleep, not
esteeming it as anything, nor do they esteem its works as solid things
either, but they leave them behind like a dream in the night. The know-
ledge of the Father they value as the dawn. This is the way each one has
acted, as though asleep at the time when he was ignorant. And this is the
way he has come to knowledge, as if he had awakened.

The poet is almost certainly the Christian Gnostie-Valentinus who we
know was in Rome from AD 135-160, during the hexcjw@gsis.

At about the same time as the poet was writing this terrifying and
perhaps familiar account of the rootless soul coming to consciousness,
another writer, Apuleius, a pagan from Madaura (a Roman colony in
North Africa), was writing a work on the philosophy of Plato. In it, the
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writer is keen to stress the sense of stability and permanence of ultimate
realities. The reader is to distinguish between that which changes and
is sensible to touch and that which is intelligible, that is, perceived
consistently by the ‘noetic’, thgﬂgﬁ{, the intuitive faculty - t.bg__hig_hfr
reason.

e
There are also two natures [or essences] of things. And of these, one
pertains to things which may be seen by the eyes, and touched by the
hand, and which Plato calls doxastic {or the subject of opinion]; but the
other is the object of intellect and is diandetic and intelligible. For pardon
must be granted to novelty of words, when it serves to illustrate the
obscurity of things. And the former nature is indeed mutable and easily
to be perceived; but the latter, which is seen by the piercing eye of intellect,
and is known and conceived by the acute energy of the reasoning power,
is incorruptible, immutable, stable, and invariably and perpetually the
same.

Hence, also, he says, That there is a twofold method of interpretation
[pertaining to them]. For that visible nature is known by a fortuitous
suspicion, and which is of no long duration; but this intelligible essence
is demonstrated to exist, by true, perpetual, and stable reasoning. But
time is the image of eternity; since time is moved, but the nature of
eternity is firm and immovable.

Both Valentinus and Apuleius are deeply concerned with finding a point
of stability in an uncertain and changing world. For Valentinus, that
point emerges as the gnosis (knowledge) of who one is, where one comes
from and into what one has appeared and awakened to. The Gnostic,
while before gnosis felt alienated, now after gnosis, knows he is alien
but the knowledge no longer causes anguish and misery but a sense of
freedom and peace or ‘movement and repose’: ‘The knowledge of the
Father they value as the dawn’ (Gospel of Truth). The Gnostic has
emerged from the nightmare of unconscious existence as a profoundly
changed person: he knows that at the very ground of his being, at his
root, is the Father — ‘the primal-incomprehensible’. Incomprehensible
no doubt, but when we have faith in a person and we say we ‘know’
them — that does not mean that we understand them intellectually. Many
in our times, following an intellectual psychology as a path to self-
knowledge have often found that it fails to make them really understand
the people they are living with and does not really help those other people
to understand them. The Gnostic has made contact with eternity — the
fullness and love of the eternal Father of All - what more could there
possibly be to worry about?

What to some extent, the Gnostic has attained to by the experience
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of gnosis, the philosopher sees by the ‘piercing eye of intellect’. By
intellect, Apuleius does not mean what I;E‘S?C or the intellect today,
that is, the abstract binding | power ‘of reason — that which binds ideas
in coherent patterns and assigns measure and proportion to them.
Apuleius means something operating by the energy of intelligence — it
is a light one sometimes sees in the gardener’s or craftsman’s eye when
he or she comes to approach the very substance of their labours — the
meaning of their contact with nature. It is a natural power and begins
with the observation of nature, then extends to a communication with
nature and then to the ‘nature of nature’ herself. An abstracted, opaque
and concrete world is well suited to blocking out this faculty altogether.
The rational man of today tends to despise the very supposition of such
an energy of perception or may begin to speak of the paranormal. What
is normal? Freud was perhaps not far wrong when he described normalcy
as neurosis!

Now it seems to me that the Gnostic and the philosopher need each
other’s contrasting approaches. Sadly, there came in this period a gradual
split between them, just as the Gnostic was to be split apart from the
Church. I think that this was a tragedy of long-lasting effect.)n order
to understand how it occurred we need to look at the epoch which both
disturbed and inspired both Valentinus and Apuleius{.fWhat was wrong
with a world which made them so, we may say so desperately interested
in finding a point of stability in the strange world of the second century,
that period when gnosis emerged in full flower — only to be pruned by
the Church Cathohc’)

Now the moment we begin to hear of a changing, uncertain and
perhaps strange world, a little bell may ring in our minds as we think of
our time, the late twentieth century. Indeed, there are several important
parallels and 1 think we can learn about our own time by looking at
them.

The Second Century — A conversation with Hans Jonas

Professor Hans Jonas has been described as the ‘old master’ of Gnostic
Studies, beginning his studies long before the Nag Hammadi Library
had ever been heard of, in the late 1920s in fact — as a student of Martin
Heidegger and Rudolph Bultmann in Germany a few years before Hitler
came to power. His first major work on the subject appeared in 1934, .
Gnosis und spatantiker Geist (Gnosis and the Spirit of late antiquity)
but German scholars risked a great deal if they wanted to review it
because the author was a Jew. The influence of the book was thus
restricted until after World War II.

35



THE GNOSTICS

Professor Jonas, who, I should add, is emphatically not a gnostic,

maintains that the appearance of the Gnostics was a ‘world historical

event’.-He wrote in The Gnostic Religion (1958):

In

It is the first time in history that the radical ontological [of the nature
of essence] difference of man and nature has been discovered and the
powerfully moving experience of it given expression in teachings strange
and suggestive. This rift between man and nature was never to close
again, and protesting his hidden but essential otherness became in many
variations an abiding theme in the quest for truth concerning man.

January 1986 at his home in New Rochelle, New York, I discussed

with Hans Jonas this point about the significance of the Gnostics in
terms of parallels between our time and that of the second century.
Professor Jonas began by saying that gnosis:

is one of the great alternatives in looking at the whole scheme of things
and our place in it and, well, do we belong? Or are we aliens? — And if
aliens, where do we come from? Where would home be? What would
home be? The very fact that they [the Gnostics] probably were the first
who saw the theme of the stranger in the world. That makes them, the
Gnostics, a world historical event. That theme never disappeared again.
It can then re-emerge again and again and if we speak of alienation
nowadays, there we are. It has become a perennial theme.

The discussion continued:

AUTHOR: I have been putting forth the thesis that we live in times with

jo

remarkable parallels with this period and, let’s look at how these particular
groups of people dealt with them — do they have anything to teach us?
The fear of cosmic catastrophe, apocalyptic expectation, boredom with
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institutional relision and aﬁenatlon from the business of running t the Empire
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and | bemg part “of that. Would you say that those were the main pa'ralle‘fs>

NAS: Oh yes. Certainly they are the main ones. The climate of rebelliousness
is there [in the second century] and leads to very strange intellectual responses
and-also philosophical responses, as existentialism in our time in this century
shows_in_some of its_thinking som\’é"ﬁ'aﬂ‘dswrth'ﬁspe’f to~ S‘Gme“gnostlc
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thinking and feelmg Certamly ‘there are affinities to the modern situation.
We hear these voices from the beginning of the Christian Era. A certain
affinity. These things speak to us in a way they wouldn’t to, let’s say
eighteenth-century people. But there is a part that does not strike particular
affinities — the whole conception of something otherworldly. We are today
very immanentist: everything in the world is — all there is. Their idea that
this world is only, that there’s something beyond this world which is the true
reality and which we find in the tradition of Plato — that is not to do with

our thing. So probably the term alienation is a good term to hang up, to
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hook. There is certainly a widespread unease in the modern mind concerning
this age-old question of what is it all about? Are we, are the concerns of the
day, the pressing needs of day-to-day existence, is that all there is to it? In
perhaps the general disruption in which we live there is a kind of nihilism
with which we are confronted — not knowing what the standards are, to
what, what way to go in the world, what to expect, what to fear, where to
belong, whart to guard against and so on. Isn’t this the general disorientation?
Isn’t the feeling that ‘everything goes’ a sign that something is out of joint?
And then we hear these old voices which tell us that the out-of-jointness is
not just the accident of a particular situation but somehow belongs to man’s
being in the world, thar we are, though we are part of the world, we are not
wholly part of the world, but that our roots may be somewhere else — that

we may be exiles. That strikes a chord in us.
U S R ChCIC

AUTHOR: Th_w,

JoNAs: Exactly yes. And that we have to chart a way in the world from sources.
of insight which are not derived from our worldly knowledge alone. Not
from what science tells us about causes and effect, or politics or what
sociology says about laws of society — the determination theme. That there
is a remainder in the equations of our being that is not dissolved into
these different forces and determinations. And what is this? This feeling of
homelessness points to something. Natural science tells us of an entirely
value-free system of forces of which v;e"a"fé‘a'b“a'ft‘and this neutrality — value-
;free, neither hostile nor friendly nor hospitable but it’s just plain fact. Brutal
fact in which with the forces of our reason and of our.inventiveness and so
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on, we try to carve out as comfortable or acceptable existence for ourselves

e W

as W€ can manage.
i A 2
AUTHOR: Then a nihilist is a person who has become invaded by the value-

free quality of theworld> e

joNas: Exactly. The mere indifference of fact, the indifference around us
somehow invades ourselves, that nothing ultnmately matters and we make

e
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things matter - for our own purposes.

AUTHOR: What was there in the historical situation of the second-century
Empire which might have promoted this feeling? What had been going on in
the previous centuries to promote such a feeling of crisis among sensitive
people?

joNas: Well certainly major dislocations of national cultures. From the con-
quest of Alexander the Great on (334—-323 BC), the establishment of cosmo-
politan Hellenistic (Greek-influenced) civilization. There the national tra-
ditions were somehow driven underground, but in their subterranean survival
they then underwent certain changes which, among other things, bred also
the spirit of rebelliousness. The official dominant culture which was then
taken over in some way by the Roman Empire, especially in its eastern part,
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did not express the indigenous spirit of the conquered peoples in its new
urban civilization.

AUTHOR: Had there been a decline in responsibility to the polis [self governing
city]?

JoNAS: Very good question, yes. This was a major factor, that, as far as the
classical civilization is concerned, it itself had lost its original foundations,
namely the life of the polis: the self-governing, autonomous cities. They were
now part of an empire in which they had at best become administrative
entities but no longer the home for a political self-realization, and this is one
factor in the estrangement which people were bound to feel at that time.

\
AUTHO R{So the individual had become part of a machine)

JONAS: Yes.

One does not have to have read Kafka’s The Trial or to have seen
television’s Patrick McGoohan as ‘The Prisoner’ to find this picture a
familiar one. All over the Empire, people were going beyond the received
culture in search of a penetrating vision of life which made sense to
them. In his Florida, Apuleius writes of a certain dissatisfaction with
the scope of his education:

The first cup of knowledge which we receive from our preceptors removes
entire ignorance; the second furnishes us with grammatical learning, the
third arms us with the eloquence of the rhetorician. Thus far many drink.
But I drank of other cups besides these at Athens; of poetry, the fabulous;
of geometry, the limpid; of music, the sweet; of dialect, the rough and
unpleasant; and of universal philosophy, the never-satiating and nec-
tarious cup.

Ultimately, Apuleius found satisfaction, as many did, by entering into
the mystery religion centred about the cult of the Queen of Heaven: Isis.
The neophyte, if pure in body and mind, was guaranteed a personal
spiritual experience. In Apuleius’s moving — and often hilarious —
account of his search for spiritual solace, the bestselling The Golden

Ass, he describes his feelings on beholding a vision of the ‘Mother of
All’:

... but my spirit is not able to give thee sufficient praise, my patrimony
is unable to satisfy thy sacrifices; my voice hath no power to utter that
which I think of thy majesty, no, not if I had a thousand mouths and so
many tongues and were able to continue forever.

This kind of initiatory religious experience, especially expressed in a
desire to unite with a feminine divine power, was much sought after. It
could get quite expensive too. In the melting-pot of the Empire, in which
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all religions were tolerated — so long as they gave due reverence to the
divinity of the Emperor — there was ample opportunity for making
acquaintance with oriental cults. Above all, it was the Egyptians who
were revered in this age. Egyptian temples were still functioning and
devout seekers after religious truth and revelation in the Graeco-Roman
world would make pilgrimages to some remotely situated Egyptian
temple, passing the night in its vicinity. The hope was that of stimulating
dreams in order to receive some vision of divine mysteries. In short,
gnosis was on offer in Egypt and many took that offer up as the years
passed. They still do. You did not have to go to Bombay. You went to
Alexandria. That’s where the source was.

I wonder how many parents grieved for lost sons who went off to the
great metropolis and then, perhaps, having got the message disappeared
off to the desert?

I should say at this point that although the experience of the mystery-
religion (whether of Isis, Mithras or Attis) was doubtless akin to that
of gnosis, the mystery-religion had a strong natural core involving life-
as-a-whole in all its facets. You might feel somewhat alienated before
you entered a cult but you came out of it a new man without having
lost contact with nature. In the gnosis experience, there is a strong
tendency — stronger in some forms than others — to feel apart from
nature, to have transcended its laws and obligations. For the Gnostic,
broadly speaking, nature was either a swamp or a launching-pad. Or
both. In no sense does the essential being the ‘pneuma’ (spirit) of the
Gnostic belong to the earth. He had, as the Nag Hammadi Library’s
First Apocalypse of James puts it: ‘not been caught’. In short, the world

for the Gnostic was a fraud. -

Alexandria

Alexandria was a thriving city, a truly cosmopolitan centre for trade —
it was the main grain supply for the Imperial armies — for the exchange
of ideas, for the development of culture and was in so many respects,
the seed-bed for all that was new in the life of the Empire. The old
empire of Persia and the remnants of Babylon which had fallen to
Alexander the Great, had left many shadows, cultural lines which had
never quite disappeared and which began to seep through Alexandria
into the West, eroding that sense of the obvious, of the opacity of a
confident culture: waves from the past, memories, hopes of release. A
curious atmosphere of radical pessimism and an equally radical opti-
misim filled Alexandria’s many learning institutions: its museums, its
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libraries, its schools, its tutors and their pupils. Whatever ‘disease’ might
have been affecting the heart of the Empire, its symptoms would be
most surely visible in Alexandria. Perhaps it was akin to the Berlin of
the 1980s or more particularly the 1920s. It was somehow apart from
the rest of Egypt. The Romans called it Alexandria ad Egyptum -
Alexandria-by-Egypt we might say. This sense of separateness no doubt
left its thinkers and poets in an ambience of freedom, freedom, that is,
to speculate, to invent, to challenge received ideas. When you are at the
centre, perhaps the only way to go is upwards — the mind is free to
wander. A good deal of the literature coming from Alexandria was
concerned with the elevation of the higher mind, the making of wings
of the spirit. The concerns of the philosophy schools were timeless.
Perhaps, spending a golden spring in Alexandria, the willing pupil could
forget about the future with its sense of peril. He could not forget the
past. Alexandria was a great centre for the production of books, on
history, medicine, natural science, geometry and especially philosophy
and religion{ For many readers philosophy was religion and religion
was philosophy}) This conflation could quite often lead to writings which
were incompréhensible to non-Alexandrians or were misrepresented
by critical readers in say, Rome, where speculation was not so well
appreciated. Alexandria was the perfect place for the would-be and real
gnostic teacher, philosopher or poet. Even in Rome there would be
coteries of the avant-garde who would pay for works from Alexandria,
doctors from Alexandria, astrologers from Alexandria or religious
teachers from Alexandria. From Alexandria came a specialized philo-
sophical theology which would later lead to critical divergencies of
thought and expression between the eastern Church centred in Alex-
andria and Antioch, and the Church in Rome. Even the Bishop of
Alexandria, Clement, would write of a Christian gnosis which would
make the chief enemy of the Gnostics in the second century, lrenaeus,
Bishop of the diocese of Lyon, refer to the gnosis of Valentinus and
other gnostic teachers as ‘the gnosis falsely so-called’. He was implying
thereby that there was a true gnosis. Even this would eventually disap-
pear\Clement in his Stromateis (Miscellanies) maintains that gnosis is

a spec1al advanced Christianity for the philosophically inclined. In Book
VII he writes:

Faith then is a compendious knowledge of the essentials, but gnosis is a
sure and firm demonstration of the things received through faith, being
itself built up by the Lord’s teaching on the foundation of the faith, and
carrying us on to unshaken conviction and scientific certainty. As I
mentioned before, there seems to me to be a first kind of saving change
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from heathenism to faith, a second from faith to gnosis; and this latter,
as it passes on into love, begins at once to establish a mutual friendship
between that which knows and that which is known. And perhaps he
who has arrived at this stage has already attained equality with the angels.
At any rate, after he has reached the final ascent in the flesh, he still
continues to advance, as is fit, and presses on through the holy Hebdomad
into the Father’s house, to that which is indeed the Lord’s abode, being
destined there to be, as it were, a light standing and abiding forever,
absolutely secure from all vicissitude.

When Clement speaks about ‘attaining equality with angels’, he is
referring to Luke XX. 34—36:

And Jesus said unto them, The sons of this world marry, and are given
in marriage: But they that are accounted to attain to that world, and the
resurrection from the dead, neither marry, nor are given in marriage: For
neither can they die any more: for they are equal unto the angels; and are
sons of God, being sons of the resurrection.

In Alexandria then, the Christian and non-Christian was exposed to all
manner of influences and lines of thought.

There were Jewish schools, much given to speculation on the nature
of God and the constituent beings which constituted his emanation or
projection of being. Some of them appear to have been profoundly
disappointed with the God of the Old Testament and wrote com-
mentaries on the Jewish scriptures, asserting that the God described
there was a lower being, who had tried to blind Man from seeing his
true nature and destiny. We hear their echoes in some books of the
Nag Hammadi Library, namely, The Apocryphon of John and The
Apocalypse of Adam. They believed in a figure, the ‘Eternal Man’ or
‘Adam Kadmon’, who was the glorious reflection of the true God and
who had been duped into an involvement with the lower creation, with
earthy matter, ruled by an inferior deity who, with his angels made
human bodies. They could quote Genesis I. 26: ‘Let us make man in our
own image.” They believed that the original image of Man, sometimes
called Anthropos (Greek for Man in the generic sense) had been copied
by jealous angels to make the miserable being who was bound to earth.
In Ezekiel I. 26 the ‘appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord’
was a ‘figure like that of a man’. Man belongs with the divine being —
not on earth. The Law, which governed life on earth, was considered
to have been the work of a lower deity. These Jewish and Jewish-
influenced rebels, so far in thought from their ‘countrymen’ — though it
was probably a long time since their descendants had occupied the same
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territory — were the intellectual precursors of today’s Kabbalists who
maintain the tradition that Moses, at Sinai received in addition to the
Ten Commandments, a secret understanding of the Divine mind. Some
of these people were also Christian to the extent that they believed that
the divine figure Jesus had come down to bring back the Gnostic to his
true identity within the divine Man, after having .robbed the ‘Lord of
this world’ of the hollow victory of the Crucifixion. To some of these
rebels, Jesus represented the restoration of the original form of Man:
the Glory of God — not His servant. Perhaps some of them were
renegades from the Jewish wars of revolt against the Romans, those
who may have surrendered the kinds of apocalyptic ‘end of the world’
hopes that had frequently accompanied these wars. Perhaps they were
descendants of the sectaries of Khirbet Qumran who had believed in a
final war between the Sons of Light and the Sons of Darkness — but who
had internalized this cosmic struggle{i: short, they were men who had
given up on the world. Some scholars think that gnosis began with these
disparate types of Jewish spiritual rebellion and heresy. Not all Gnostics
active in Alexandria in this period believed in the necessity of a redeemer
figure, whether Jesus or another.

The Hermetists

In the discovery at Nag Hammadi appeared three works which are
described as Hermetic. They are The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth,
Asklepios and the Prayer of Thanksgiving from which I quote:

We give thanks to Thee! Every soul and heart is lifted up to Thee, O
undisturbed name, honoured with the name ‘God’ and praised with the
name ‘Father’, for to everyone and everything (comes) the fatherly kind-
ness and affection and love and any teaching there may be that is sweet
and plain, giving us mind, speech, (and) knowledge: mind, so that we
may understand Thee, speech, so that we may expound Thee, knowledge,
so that we may know Thee. We rejoice, having been illumined by Thy
knowledge. We rejoice because thou hast shown us Thyself. We rejoice

because while we were in (the) body, Thou hast made us divine through
Thy knowledge.

The first thing one notices when one reads this prayer is its evident
sincerity, poetry and piety. These are the characteristics of a good deal
of Hermetic writing. ‘Why are these writings called Hermetic? They are
called so because many of them are written as'dlalogues between a
teacher, Hermes, and his pupils with names such as Tat, Ammon and

‘-.~,

ASk]CplOS The names are revealing because they show the syncretistic
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nature of the discourses, that is, the adaption of Greek and Egyptian
thought which inspires them (Asklepios is a Greek name while Tat
and Ammon are Egyptian). Some work shows knowledge of Jewish
scriptures and this is precisely what we would expect from writings
emanating from Alexandria, the city where East and West met. The
teachings are guided by one, Hermes Trismegistos, that is, Thrice-

T s st

Greatest Hermes. The appellatlon “Thrice-Greatest’ is a dignity of
Egyptian origin but Hermes is, of €ourse, a Greek name, properly
pronounced as ‘Hair-mess’ who was the Greek god who, with wings on
feet and‘_ﬁg.s on head (the mind) commumcated between earth and
heaven. We have heard his melody in Holst’s ‘Planet Suite’ where, as
the messenger of the gods, his quick-footed movement is most ably
expressed. His is the world of quick-thinking, the flashing insight of the
nous, the higher reason, and his medium is spirit. This is the condition
of mind in which the Hermetic philosopher wishes to operate. It was
believed that there was a real man of this name who, according to the
Christian’ poet Lactantius (circa AD 400) dwelt in Egypt as a con-
temporary or even precedent of Moses. His thought was regarded as
having existed earlier than all thinkers, coming from an ‘Atlantean’
Antiquity. Furthermore, he was held to be the fount from which inspired
prophets and philosophers, including Plato, had drunk. He was thought
to have been a kind of incarnation of the god Hermes, or the Egyptian
equivalent, Thoth — god of writing and magic — and all that stemmed
from the quick and inspired wit. Hermes, in short, knew everything
there was to know. There are at least 21 books attributed to him and a
host of dialogue excerpts. They come from a number of anonymous
authors and differ in attitude and often in philosophical content. For
example, while some Hermetic writings are written in a pessimistic vein
and disparage the world of nature, there is yet a strong and somewhat
attractive strain in other Hermetic writings which sees ‘God’ in every-
thing, to the extent that the Hermetic student can enter into that ‘mind’

of which the universe is an expression:

The world is the image of God

A great miracle, O Asklepios, is man.

These are two remarkable Hermetic phrases which, as we shall see,
were to have a major impact on the first scientific achievements of the
Renaissance as well as the philosophy, now called pantheism (God is

All and All is God) which to a great extent has informed what we know

as romanticism. T[he home of the Hermetic gnostic is in the projected
mind of God)
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The Mind in the All is reflected in the nous of the subject:

For man is a being of divine nature; he is comparable, not to the other
living creatures on earth, but to the gods in heaven, or at any rate he
equals them in power. None of the gods in the heaven will ever quit
heaven, and pass its boundary, and come down to earth; but man ascends
even to heaven, and measures it; and what is more than all beside, he
mounts to heaven without quitting the earth; to so vast a distance can he
put forth his power. We must not shrink then from saying that a man on

earth is a mortal god, and that a god in heaven is an immortal man
(Libellus X. 24b-25)

This makes interesting reading in the era of the space shuttle and of the
return of magic to the movies. For this is the essence of magic: the
transformation of the mind and imagination to enable the subject to
work changes in nature in conformity with will. Hans Jonas writes, in
a comment on the Hermetic doctrines of the Ascent of the Soul that:

In a later stage of ‘gnostic’ development (though no longer passing under
the name of Gnosticism) the external topology of the ascent through the
sphere, with the successive divesting of the soul of its worldly envel-
opments and the regaining of its original acosmic [that is, not belonging
to the cosmos] nature, could be ‘internalized’ and find its analogue in a
psychological technique of inner transformations by which the self, while
still in the body, might attain the Absolute as an immanent, if temporary,
condition: an ascending scale of mental states replaces the stations of the
mythical itinerary: the dynamics of progressive spiritual self-trans-
formation, the spatial thrust through the heavenly sphere.

(Gnostic Religion, page 165)

The Gnostic believed that at death, his soul would ascend beyond the
earth \NEF onp«"ﬁc—fﬁgh occasionally obstructed by archons or starry
‘governors’, to_the source of ‘Light’ within the Pleroma-of-the Father.
In Alexandria, this possibility was seen as one which might be enjoyed
before death. The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth in the Nag
Hammadi Library describes such an ascent and the wonder of revelation

that accompanied it:

For already from them the power, which is light, is coming to us. For I
see! I see indescribable depths, How shall I tell you, O, my son? How
[shall I describe] the universe? I [am mind and] I see another mind, the
one that moves the soul! I see the one that moves me from pure forget-
fulness. You give me power! I see myself! I want to speak! Fear restrains
me. | have found the beginning of the power that is above all powers, the
one that has no beginning. I see a fountain bubbling with life. I have said,
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O my son, that | am Mind. I have seen! Language is not able to reveal
this. For the entire eighth (sphere), O my son, and the souls that are in
it, and the angels, sing a hymn in silence. And I, Mind, understand.

With the Hermetic writings, you got it all!

({"he body of Hermetic works, the Corpus Hermeticum, was written
between the second and fourth ,,anhtgri&, They freely interweave con-
genial Platonist and Stoic philosophy with many concepts circulating in
the Alexandria of those centuries. All in all, they make stimulating,
inspiring, sometimes dull and occasionally amazing reading for the
modern reader unfamiliar with them. At the time they were written,
they were intended to be ‘teaching-pieces’ for small groups — or in one-
to-one teaching sessions, and were intended to take the pupil from the
position of the disciple ‘Tat’ or ‘Ammon’ to the level of insight initiated
by the questions and answers of ‘Hermes’. If a good pupil, he might
come upon an experience of the illuminated mind for the purpose of
which the writings were composed. The teacher and pupil would work
through the discourses, unveiling layers of meaning in the text to the
purpose of unveiling the inner dimensions of the pupil. As the quoted
Prayer of Thanksgiving implies, it was customary to thank, not Hermes
but ‘God’ for any revelations enjoyed. In all of them, the pupil is
‘saved’ (from ignorance, from preoccupation with worldly thought and
obsession) by the power of his own nous. The nous was thought to
contain the spiritual life-energy which enabled it to ascend the spheres
of creation and so behold the incomprehensible One. The nous was the
faculty of gnostic perception. We might describe Hermetism as practical
or applied philosophy. The Hermetic student was enjoined to avoid
contamination with worldly folk: ‘And the downward-tending elements
of nature were left devoid of reason, so as to be mere matter.” The
responsiblity for making matter is sometimes put on the shoulders of
‘Mind the Maker’. The first Man was not enmired in such stuff:

But Mind the 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.
(Libellus 1. 12—13)

At this point, something like a tragedy is said to occur. Man in his
ceaseless quest for knowledge breaks through the spheres apportioned
to the governors of the lower cosmos (generated by Mind the Maker, a
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projection of the Father) and proceeds to gaze down to the material
waters below. In these he sees his image and, as God delights in Him,
He delights in Himself and begins to be attracted downwards. Thus
the transmundane (extra-worldly) ‘Light’ of God becomes trapped in
matter.

Now it is highly unlikely that the Hermetic student was meant to
take this myth of man’s predicament as historical information. It was
intended to serve as the text for discussion. For if the attraction in the
myth is downwards, it only serves to show that the attraction of the
‘Light’ in the nous works the other way — back to God, back to full
consciousness of Man. This whole mood of thought and feeling has
doubtless informed the words put into the ‘Saviour’s’ mouth in some of
the Nag Hammadi writings. For example in The Book of Thomas the
Contender, ‘Everyone who seeks the truth from true wisdom will make
himself wings so as to fly, fleeing the lust that scorches the spirits of
men’ would not look at all out of place in the Hermetic writings while
The Gospel of Philip’s ‘Saviour’ virtually quotes word for word the
Smaragdine Table of Hermes Trismegistus when he says: ‘I came to
make [the things below] like the things [above, and the things] outside
like those [inside. I came to unite] them in that place.” Hermes might
have wished to add: ‘So to work the miracle of the one thing.’

There was clearly a good deal of cross-fertilization going on in
Alexandria. There were some minds in the Church who regretted this —
surely the job of the Church was to bring pagans into the Church and
not to convince them that they had enough for salvation already.

But what was Christianity? To a Hermetist, Christ could never be
more than a revelation of Mind. This, to a bishop trying to plant the
seed of faith in Gaul, for example, was just not enough. The martyrs
had not died for this — nor would they die for anything but the Jesus
Christ who had died on the Cross ‘because God so loved the world that
he gave His Only Begotten Son’. ‘Mind’ does not die on crosses. Of
course, for some Gnostics, this was precisely the point. The point was
going to get a lot sharper than that before the second century was out.
Things were moving within the Church. It was the Gnostics who were

indeed going to have to wake up — if they intended staying in the One
Church of Christ crucified.



Chapter Three

Madness and Blasphemy

I do this, in order that thou, obtaining an acquaintance with these things,
mayest in turn explain them to all those with whom thou art connected,
and exhort them to avoid such an abyss of madness and blasphemy
against Christ.

Thus Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyon writes in the Preface to his mammoth
literary achievement, A Refutation and Subversion of Knowledge Falsely
So Called in five volumes. It is usually known simply as Adversus
W.A-gainst#{efesies and was written in about AD 180. TFe\
“Heresies’ are of course ‘gnostic’ heresies. Of all the works on gnostlc
‘heresy’, this one has been the most influential.

In order to understand how the gnostic movement and its adherents
were to become personae non gratae, we need to look at Irenaeus and
his work. Irenaecus first came to Gaul as presbyter to the missionary
Bishop Pothinus. There was a brisk trade between Marseille and Smyrna
in Asia Minor and it was Polycarp of Smyrna who instigated the
foundation of the See of Lyon. Polycarp was to become one of the most
famous martyrs to the Christian cause and stirring accounts of his
martyrdom were spread among the churches of East and West. Polycarp
had known the Apostle John and it was a harmony of ‘Johannine’ and
‘Pauline’ Christianity which held sway in the churches of Asia Minor.
Alexandria was on the other side of the world. John had seen the
Lord.

So when Pothinus and Irenaeus arrived in Gaul, their position carried
the full weight of apostolic authority and commitment. Irenaeus was in
a position to put pressure on the Bishop of Rome should it become
necessary.

Now in AD 177, the terrible persecution of Marcus Aurelius Caesar
was instigated in Lyon, resulting in abiding memories of the ‘martyrs
of Lyon and Vienne’. Readers are doubtless familiar with the nature of
Christian martyrdom in this period — still a popular spectacle for some
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film producers. During this persecution, Irenaeus was sent to Rome with
letters of remonstrance against rising heresy there. The nature of such
heresy consisted most visibly in the establishment of extra-church meet-
ings for the cognoscenti, the pneumatics, the spiritual aristocracy. These
exclusive gatherings were established without authorization of the
bishop and, indeed, the Gnostics might well feel that they were outside
his jurisidiction as well. The Bishop of Rome himself Eleutherus was
patronizing the Montanist heresy which had begun in Phrygia and which
held that one, . Montanus was the returned Paraclete (Holy Spirit) and
that the women, Priscilla and Maximilla, were his prophetesses. Such
charismatic fervour is a feature of some churches throughout the world
today. The result of such movements for the whole chuch was division
and confusion — and this was why all specialist movements had to be
brought into line. The only way of accomplishing that was to tighten
up the church organization and doctrine centred around the bishop.
Since there were prophecies in the New Testament about false prophets
and an Antichrist withering away the faithful, it is not surprising that
reaction to such movements might become quite hard. In this period,
excommunication was the worst that could be done. By the time the
Nag Hammadi Library was buried, troublesome (and not troublesome)
heretics might suffer death at the hands of an enraged mob or by a local
prefect’s decision. U would seem that the visit of Irenaeus to Rome
marked something of a watershed in his caree} Heresy was taking in
the missionary’s harvest. It should be noted that Rome was a mission
of the Greeks, Gaul of Asia Minor while Lyon checks the heretical
tendencies of the Bishop of Rome.(Rome was not at this point the
‘mother and mistress’ of the Church

Returning to Lyon, Irenaeus found Pothinus had died a martyr’s
death. Irenaeus succeeded him. He was followed it seems by the Valen-
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tinians — ‘followers’ of the now dead Egyptian poet Valentinus who we
briefly encountered in the previous chapter. It is likely that Valentinus’s
followers were rather more loose and adventurous and probably quite
outrageous in their reworkings of Valentinus’s subtle, imaginative and
mythic Christian gnosis.

While in Rome, Irenaeus had also discovered that an old friend from
Polycarp’s school had also succumbed to a Valentinian-type exposition
of the gnosis. This discovery doubtless increased Irenaeus’s deter-
mination in his life’s work. No Christian was to die in the name of vain
doctrine, only for the Apostolic Truth as delivered by the Lord to His
Apostles and supported by the Jewish scriptures and the four gospels.

Martyrvr/r)'g/n& w;tness and those who had observed and sympathized
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with the martyrs must know the exact truth to which the deaths bore
witness. Valentinians, furthermore, were famous for slipping out of
martyrdom by their linguistic subtleties — they shared enough pagan
philosophical presuppositions to become indistinguishable from many
another eccentric philosophical mystery school. While some Christians
even went so far as to see martyrdom as a sacred duty — that is, by
imitating Jesus and his demand to ‘take up your cross and follow me’ —
most Gnostics saw no religious value in the destruction of the body.
Perhaps some did feel it might assist them on their way, unless, of
course, they had not quite achieved a full gnosis, in which case they
might have trouble getting past some of the archontic guardians on their
way to the Pleroma — so crude had certain gnostic concepts become
when in circulation.

Irenaeus, who was himself to die a martyr’s death in AD 202, realized
that he would have to study the heresies directly. He was confident in
the truth for which his brethren had died and there was no need in his
mind to exaggerate the doctrines he researched and discussed. His
immense and difficult work helped materially to develop and define a
catholic doctrine which a century and a half later would without a
shadow of doubt exclude the gnosis from the Catholic Church@p to
this time Christian gnosis had been able to develop alongside and within

thg_,thgistiag_‘Churcﬁ. Irenaeus saw his task as threefold:

1. Render it impossible for anyone to confound the Knowledge with
Christianity. (A fairly novel objective — especially in Egypt.)

2. To make it impossible for the gnostic system to survive within the
Church.

3. To demonstrate that gnosis (falsely so-called) was of the ‘old myth-
ology’ and owed its central concepts to pagan philosophy which
Christianity came to banish.

It appears he was most successful in this, for after him, there is very
little mention of gnostic heresies (certainly as seen as a critical threat)
in catholic writing. Then again, Irenaeus had already ‘done the business’.

A reading of Irenaeus’s work might leave one with the impression
that the reasons why gnosis would have to go were principally doctrinal
ones, basic disagreements about concepts of God, Christ and the nature
of redemption. Professor Elaine Pagels, currently lecturing to theological
students at Princeton University, USA, and author of The Gnostic
Gospels, sees the issue as primarily a political one. She says that it is
important to realize that ‘every religious tradition except for western
Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism and Greek and
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(Russwm, Coptic and Ethiopic Christianity all had esoterlc traditions.
\Only in the western Christian movement do we see a suppression of
that kind of mystical tradition. And I think to find the reason for it —
one can look at the time in Wthh it happened. It happened at a time
when the Christians were under enormous stress, persecution, potential
arrest, public execution; it was important for leaders of Christian groups
under that enormous stress to consolidate, to be able to identify who
was in the movement and who wasn’t. It seems to me that the historical
situation, in which public identification, willingness to give one’s life in
martyrdom, confession of the creeds — identification with that church
has a specific political meaning and I think that it was enormously
threatening to the leaders of that Church, like Irenaeus, who had suffered
terribly under persecution, to see the Church destroyed and fifty or sixty
people tortured to death in the Arena of Lyon — an extraordinary thing
to live through.’

AUTHOR: And the Gnostics have an ambivalence —

PAGELS: Right, and they say, ‘Well, ’m not really!” and suddenly they wouldn’t
be there. So identifying with the suffering was something Irenaeus felt was
essential for the survival of the Church — without that, these groups would
simply disappear and be scattered. And so I think it’s in that context that
the elusive slipperiness of the Gnostics, the willingness to entertain different

e ——

symbols and different ideas became deeply threatening to the continuity of
the Church at that point — and impossible to tolerate. At the same time,
historically, Jews were, although ‘atheist’ from the Roman point of view,
they were legal atheists and they could develop a wide range of beliefs
including esoteric mystical views. Christians could not tolerate that am-
biguity. I think it’s because of the kind of stress in which they were living.

‘{here is, I think, another important dimension to consider.

In the previous chapter, we looked at the curious splrltual and political
conditions which fostered a feeling of urgency in the second century
and which in turn stimulated the attraction of gnosis. Gnosis appeared
in times of social, political and religious dislocation, promoting for a
minority of the population, an alienation from the world and, for the
Gnostic, a withdrawal into pneuma (the spirit): the divine aspect of the
self was not at home in the world, and neither was it intended to be so.
The realization of this gave the gnostic cause for tears and laughter.
There was no hope in the world. Now while some Gnostics may not
have been so extreme as this, seeing the world as a defective rather than
evil product of an inferior being, ignorant of the Incomprehensible
Father, and possibly, as the Hermetic writings imply, ‘going in’ for a
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degree of pneuma-projection-giving value and meaning to an otherwise
sadly material world, there is no doubt that most Gnostics believed in
an essential antagonism to the material world which was attended to
begin with by a good deal of distress and ultimately perhaps a resigned
sense of tragedy. Now this feeling was just not the kind of feeling that
a catholic Christian could surrender to. The extremity of it is, in this
forra, simply alien to the kind of atmosphere which prevailed within
the Church as Irenaeus knew it. The Church of Irenaeus was a body of
hope — hope for the world — and it was precisely the hope expressed in
the sufferings of many a martyred Christian that would bring thousands
to its cause. When a catholic Christian looked at the wond, its sufferings,
its capriciousness, its viciousness, he or she knew that it still all made
sense. The Christian hope of these people still had a large chunk of
apocalyptic consciousness within it. Jesus was expected to return. This
was never a gnostic expectation; Christ had ascended — and so must
Man. Jesus had worked miracles — bringing nature into accord with
the divine will. There are no miracles forthcoming from the gnostic
‘Saviour’. Jesus had truly come to earth. He had become, not simply ap-
peared in flesh, as many Gnostics believed. Indeed, he would return to
earth and redeem matter while the faithful Christian could expect to be
resurrected in the body, no longer subject to corruption. For the Gnostic,
the body was a disposable ‘tunic’, prison or tomb. The dynamics of
salvation lay not in the determination of the Gnostic but within an
historical event prefigured by the resurrection of Christ and controlled
by Him. In short, Irenaeus and the Gnostics were aeons apart and the
split between them would surely have come whether the Church of
Irenaeus had been persecuted or not.Q(Enosis as it was developed in the
time of Irenaeus could never be ‘esoteric Christianity’ —a concept wholly
alien to the mainstream of catholic and orthodox Christianity;i

There is a strong possibility that the Gnostic was consciously in
opposition to the apocalyptic hope, which is, as Irenaeus expresses it,
at the very end of his Against Heresies:

the resurrection of the just, and the inheritance in the kingdom of the
earth; and what the prophets have prophesied concerning it harmonize. . . .
The apostle [Paul] too, has confessed that the creation shall be free
from the bondage of corruption, into the liberty of the sons of God....
Subsequently bestowing in a paternal manner those things which neither
the eye has seen, nor the ear has heard, nor has [thought concerning
them] arisen within the heart of man.

The last sentence here, a quotation from I Corinthians II. 9 is most
instructive. Firstly, the words are apparently put into the mouth of the
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Living Jesus of The Gospel of Thomas: ‘I shall give you what no eye
has seen and what no ear has heard and what no hand has touched and
what has never occurred to the human mind.” There are some subtle
changes — for ‘mind’ read ‘heart’ — in the Pauline version.

Secondly, the chapter of I Corinthians, from which it is taken,
describes how the Church in Corinth — not an = ric church - has
come to know the meaning of the presence of Christ in the world: ‘But
unto us God revealed them through the Spirit: for the Spirit searcheth
all things, yea, the deep things of God’ (verse 10). Paul rounds off his
description of the blessedness of the spiritual gift by saying: ‘For who
hath known the-mind of the Lord, that he should instruct him? But we
have the mind of Christ’ (verse 16).

Where Irenaeus sees such revelations as coming to the faithful Chris-
tian after the ‘resurrection of the just’, Paul himself speaks of them as
the shared experience of the Corinthian Church. The Gnostics saw them
as the province of an é¢lite. Between the two most extreme poles, only
Paul perhaps could have found a reconciliation. Both the Catholic and
the Gnostic were perhaps now two extreme conditions of a once more
temperate climate. Then again, as Blake begs us to consider, does not
the,'‘Road of Excess’ lead ‘to »_Lh_empgngwgf wisdom’. In the political
world, a reckoning was inevitable. LA ==

What was wrong with the Gnostics?

We have seen that the Gnostic did not really share in the ‘ambience’ of
main stream catholic Christianity — particularly in the western churches.
Now being somewhat alien from the world, if not from the unknown
God of the gnostic heart, the individual Gnostic would be more likely
to feel the necessity of finding answers to those ultimate questions that
many of us, as we grow older, prefer to leave unanswered as we are
more and more drawn into the necessities of day-to-day living. If you
ask a nun, for example, working in a refugee camp, “Where does evil
come from?’, she might ask you to look around for a while and then
say that she hasn’t the time — she’s too busy dealing with its effects. In
our demanding world it is attractive to say simply, ‘I don’t know.’
A-gnosis makes for a kind of pragmatic clarity: ‘We’re living in a
material world. And I am a material girl!” took the pop star Madonna
to the top of the charts. Many a student leaves philosophy behind when
he or she heads for the top of his or her profession. {The Gnostic, less
involved, and with a desire to extricate himself from the bindings of the
world, had a positive yearning for experiential knowledge}The second-
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century Latin apologist (for Christianity) Tertullian, wrote that, ‘the
questions_that make people_heretics are. Whexgdoes humanity come

e 3 S

f@wg,hg_gv’ Where does evil come from and why?’ This was a typical
no-nonsense, no-gnosis approach-from the mind of a Latin legalist who
would later join the Montanists (enthusiast-charismatics). The moment
we talk of experiential knowledge, we are coming closer to the kind of
approach that so baffled and enraged such men as Irenaeus. For the
gnosis was thought to be best expressed in the manner of imaginative
myths — in a similar manner to the understanding that many people
have gained from watching the fictional episodes of TV’s ‘Star Trek’ or
in the realm of the science-fiction novel. Whether we like it or not, this
was the way that many Gnostics came to understand their predicament.
There were many variations in these gnostic accounts of how the world
came to be fatally flawed and of how the Gnostic came to feel a stranger
in the world. Indeed, Irenaeus complains that the Gnostics make it their
business to invent some new opinion every day. For the Gnostic, who
felt himself to be dealing with the unknown this was quite permissible —
the system had to fit in the experience (a very different attitude from
philosophy in general) and anywayi;iit was a sign of the Gnostics having
the gift of creative insight: the hallmark of being a gnostic was to be an
‘original’.)

In the gnostic ‘systems’ that Irenaeus analysed, there was a para-
dox from the start. They were systems to explain the unfathomable.
Although philosophical or scientific knowledge was not expected to
proceed from the system, an inner sense of knowing was.

The Valentinian System _

T o e masins s
e ot i A ST

Irenaeus devotes a lot of time to undermining this system. It is quite
complicated and I hope I shall be forgiven for simplifying it. Before
doing so, it might be helpful to know something of the man who is
thought to have conceived it.

Valentinus-was born in about Ap 110 in Egypt. There he distinguished
himself as a poet and a man of considerable talents in the field of
philosophical theology. He was an_eloquent man of great personal
magnetism and his reputation was such that as late as the beginning of
Jie ﬁi'th century St jerome would say of him: ‘No one can bring an

outstanding_intellect and has gifts provided by God. Such a man was

Valentinus.” He was apparently a visionary, saying that when young he
had a dream of the Logos (briefly, the energy which created the universe)
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appearing to him in the form of a child. This man took his dreams
seriously and perhaps today we are better placed to recognize the value
of dreams than say, Irenaeus was \Valentmus was in Rome in the middle
of the second century and nearly became bishop — which must say
something about the nature of the Church in Rome at that time. His
opponents said that it was failure to become a blshop that led to his
secession from the Church.

The Valentinian system- begins like this: let us say that at the very
Beginning there was already an eternity of being, a Pleroma, a Fullness,
a Harmony. At the ‘centre’ was always the Father, perfect and immeasur-
ably profound — a being of whom nothing could be said which would
share in the character of the eternity of which he was. Now it is of the
nature of the Father to project a series of archetypes. They are Intel-
ligence (Nous), Truth, the Word (Logos), Life, Humanity and Church
(an invisible, eternal body). These archetypes hold a potential energy
and they in turn project a series of archetypes. With each projection,
the archetype finds itself to be at a ‘distance’ from the Father — but there
is no real distance for there is no space and time. All this is happening
in a dimension so removed from the one we know that there is no real
way of describing it. The whole thing is an intuition — the activity of
the nous within the Gnostic’s own experience — philosophical poetry.

(ﬁow it is of the nature of wisdom, when active, to question and strive
to understand) One of the projections, Sophia (Wisdom) begins to be
unbalanced within the Pleroma because ‘she’ wishes to know the Father -
a privilege granted only to Nous who is closer to the Father. The
archetypes contain, as I said, a potential which though the Father is
ultimately responsible for, he does not choose to control. The dis-
turbance within Sophia leads to her conceiving ‘substance without form’.
It has come from guilty yearning and so is flawed. It is of a lesser
substance. The Pleroma is shaken but the ‘Limit’ of the Pleroma con-
vinces Sophia that the Father is incomprehensible. The product of her
passion is discarded from the Pleroma into the All, a void. The Father
sees a necessity to project two more archetypes: Christ and the Holy
Spirit who teach the contents of the Pleroma their true relation to the
Father. The Pleroma sings the praises of the Father and the ‘perfect
fruit’ of their joy comes into being: the saviour Jesus. All is not well,
however. ‘Substance without form’, exiled from the Pleroma brings
matter to birth out of her anguish and yearning for Christ as well as a
psychic or ‘soul’ element. ‘Christ’ has pity for her and descends to put
form on her formlessness which in turn brings about preuma: spirit.
Out of these three elements: soul, matter and spirit the ‘world’ is created.

54



MADNESS AND BLASPHEMY

So solid things owe their source to ‘broken’ Ideas.

Sophia forms a ‘demiurge’ — a creator — to make something out of
the mess that has ‘come about. He organizes heaven, earth and the
creatures which live on it. Most importantly, we can see that this
‘demiurge’ is a rather poor copy of the eternal archetypes, and is
identified with the God of the Old Testament — a deficient being who
seems unaware of his deficiency and is “determined that Hiscreatures
shall remain unaware of their source. Three types of men are said to
exist: carnal types (material beings who have no chance of saving gnosis),
psychic types (who can achieve a salvation by the knowledge and
imitation of Christ) and of course, pneumatic types, who since they
have the divine pneuma within them only have to make the connection
between their pneuma and ‘Jesus’ and they are saved. The pneumatic
on awakening can make a swift return to the Pleroma. Furthermore, the
pReumatic-gnostic 1s superior to the demiurge.

Needless to say, Irenaeus, when encountering this myth, was horrified.
He proceeded in Against Heresies to tear it to pieces.)The basis on which
he did so was to have momentous effects for the history-of Christianity.
The one key question that Irenacus asks is: where did all this come
from? The system follows neither scripture nor apostolic tradition.
There is a perpetual succession of bishops from the apostles and none
of them has ever taught like this. Thus, the position of the bishop,
his authority in matters of doctrine was strengthened. He says the
Valentinians ‘maintain that they have attained to a height beyond every
power, and that therefore they are free in every respect to act as they
please, having no one to fear in anything. For they claim that because
of the redemption ... they cannot be apprehended, or even perceived
by the judge.’ As Professor Pagels puts it: @nosis offers nothing less
than a theological justification for refusing to obey the bishops and
priests!’ Irenaeus obviously did not like the Gnostics he came across;\
They seemed somewhat ‘unchristian’ in their attitudes and rather
unnatural as well: ‘If anyone yields himself to them like a little sheep,
and follows out their practice and their redemption, such a person
becomes so puffed up that ... he walks with a strutting gait and a
supercilious countenance, possessing the pompous air of a cock!’

The ‘redemption’ appears to have been a gnostic initiation rite,
‘freeing’ the Gnostic from the grip of the demiurge and his ‘hit-beings’,
the archons. “What price freedom?’ Irenaeus asks. As for the ‘cock’,
gnostic charms and statuettes have been found featuring the body of a
man and the head of a cock, laughing at, presumably, the world and its
cares. The figures are sometimes called ‘Abraxas’, a ‘being of light’ in
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which opposites of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ are transcended in the morally
neutral realm of Spirit. The symbol of the cock presumably derives from
the observation that the cock is the first animal to greet the morn. Some
Gnostics liked to think of themselves this way, as an avant garde of
the human race. Today, we still call some people ‘cocky’ and some
misinformed writers today translate gnostic as ‘know-all’ and apply the
type to Marxist ‘philosophers’ who claim a superior insight into the
workings of the world and its ‘true’ destiny.

Irenaeus asserts that the Truth is only to be found in the Catholic
Church ‘for prior to Valentinus, those who follow Valentinus had no
existence’ — that is to say that Valentinys has no authority to talk of
Christ because his teachings are originall Valentinus himself is thought
to have claimed that he obtained his higher gnosis from Theodas, a
pupil of Paul. Irenaeus explicitly asserts that the Gnostics ‘possess more
gospels than there really are’ but his reasons for holding to the key
number of four are perhaps less than convincing today. There are four
zones of the world, there are four winds, the Cherubim of Psalm Lxxx
have four faces, there were four covenants with God; ‘the pillar and
ground of the Church is the Gospel and the spirit of life’. It is, therefore,
fitting that there are four pillars ‘vivifying man afresh’. Irenaeus goes
through a whole host of accusations based, it must be stressed, on the
Valentinian ‘creation myth’. He says that Divine wisdom cannot have
‘guilty yearnings’ — how could Divine wisdom go wrong? He also says
that souls continue to exist in the body-form which is therefore not a
prison; that ‘no man hath seen God at any time’ (John 1. 18) — only the
Son can declare what is invisible and so Valentinus cannot therefore
speak of the content of the Godhead (the Pleroma). Above all, the most

——

damning belief that the Gnostics share is that the Father of Jesus is not
e — T — —~al e

the same being as the ctgla‘LQ‘g‘_gjaijj:cj heavens and the earth. This was a
J?E'é"d‘Ty‘s’&ngg matter. The belief in a demiurge, a great architect of the
un?VEﬁe/gbei\ﬁ‘g“‘”di%'tinguishable from the incomprehensible ‘God’ in
his essential being was not an invention of the Gnostics. Plato speculated
on the existence of the demiurge and some concept of ‘him’ was wide-
spread in the philosophy schools at the time. What was so terribly
disturbing, what, in fact, put the sting into gnosis was the notion of an
opposition between the eternal Father and the architect. This would
cause sparks in the philosophy schools of the Neoplatonists which were
developing in Alexandria and which cared nothing for Christianity. So
Irenaeus could, if he wanted, find a rational concensus in the intellectual
world around him which would be equally horrified at the stress on the
perversity and inferiority of the creator.
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But what did Gnostics really think about the demiurge?

If for a moment we imagine an impossible image. Across the expanse
of space flies a being of tremendous size, nine times the size of this
planet. He hovers about earth, darkening the skies and proceeds to
implant an image of his face in the minds of the entire population of
earth who are, naturally, thunderstruck. Then he speaks so all can
understand him. He says, ‘For a long time you have heard of me. For a
long time you have waited for me. Here I am. I have decided to take
away the pain of childbirth from women; I have planted trees in your
gardens and parks whose fruit will be gold and silver. There will be so
much that no one can ever have more than another. Poverty will vanish.
I have removed all dangerous bacteria and everyone will live to a
hundred without ever knowing pain. All I ask is that youdo asIsay...
The Gnostic turns away and says, ‘Not likely!” He turns to the crowds
and says, ‘I bet you think this is God. Come on, surely, the thought has
crossed your mind. You’re not sure, some of you, and those that are
not sure, come with me a while.” A little later, those who had gone with
the Gnostic return to the city and, dodging all those who are busily
collecting their gold and silver and rushing to their banks — just in case -
stand in a line and shout together, ‘Hey you up there!” The being looks
down at them. And they all put their tongues out. At that moment, the
being disappears and the Gnostics have to run very fast to escape all
those who hate them. This is pretty much how a gnostic might see the
demiurge. The demiurge is an image, an image of ‘God’ which we have
conjured in our minds, or an image which exists in the being of this
tragic creation — a part of the fabric of suffering that goes with it.

@e Valentinian Gnostics in particular were very suspicious of words,

Ly SUSPISIOUS OF W

even their ovx@} Elaine Pagels has studied the way that these Gnostics
thought about religious language. They seem to have thought that words
could become part of the ‘bindings’, part of the great irreality which
produces intoxication in us, drunkenness or sleep. The Gnostic has to
break through this dullness of sense, to look through this whole fraud
of the world, this Deception which struts around in so many forms and
under so many names:

The Valentinian Gnostics, like others, pointed out that most Jews and
Christians think of God the creator in certain ways. They think of God
as creator, father, judge, lord. They had these pictures in their minds of
Him. They expressed a lot of interest in the way that we use words to
talk about reality. And that when we use words — I’m thinking of
The Gospel of Philip — that says that when we use the word ‘God’ or
‘resurrection’ or ‘Jesus’ or whatever, we’re not talking about the realities
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that those words express, but we’re talking about our mental image of
whatever those realities conjure up. And I think that is an effort to remind
us that all of language is a purely symbolic system, especially religious
. language, and that it only comes to life when there’s some kind of inner
experience that transforms us from which our language emerges. And
they also wanted to point out that the story of creation as they saw it
was not to be taken literally. That they believed all things had come from
a divine source that was much deeper and stranger than the picture of

the creator as the book of Genesis portrays him.

(Elaine Pagels, 1986)

If this is the case, then Irenaeus has taken the Valentinian myth much
too literally. Valentinus thought mythologically. Irenaeus did not. This
whole spiritualized vision of reality is foreign to Irenaeus and the bulk
of the apostolic tradition — certainly as he understood it.

CNow this all sounds as if the Gnostics were subtle thinkers to a man
and woman, but this is most uq_like\lyj For many Gnostics, this experience
of gnosis was essentially a simple and intuitive one. In the National
Museum of Rome, there exists an inscription to the memory of one
Flavia Sophe. It is about 15 inches high and comes from Rome in the
third century. It is a very touching memorial of a man to his deceased
wife. It is all that remains inscribed in stone testifying to the gnostic
presence in Rome. It reads:

Longing for the light of the Father, my relation and companion of my
bed Sophie, anointed in the bath of Christ, with imperishable unction,
you went to see the faces of the aeons, the angel of the Great Council,
the true Son.

Professor Gilles Quispel has said that it should be seen as ‘a symbol of
the love of Christ and His Church that didn’t see marriage for the
progeny of children, but that there’s something religious in sexual
intercourse itself, longing for God. . .”. Since the Holy Spirit was regarded
as feminine, sex for those Gnostics who were not ascetics, could have
a sacramental aspect. This understanding was confused by orthodox
writers with those gnostic extremists who held that those who had been
freed from the ‘god of the Law’ were free to behave how they chose and
among whom the cultic orgy was practised. Namely the followers of the
gnostic teacher Carpocrates who coined the proto-communist dictum:
‘Property is theft’. The idea was that by consciously sinning one would
thereby uncoil oneself from the grip of the unconscious power of sin; a
corollary of the gnostic demand, ‘know thyself’/ Consequently, the
Gnostics in general;-were long regarded as infamous sexual deviants
and moral libertines: Today too, groups in Europe and America dignify
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their ‘love-cults’ with the name ‘gnostic’. Whenever there is a deviation
from the societal norm there appears to be a mechanism within the
detractors’ minds which immediately conjures up images of sexual
perversion — especially when those movements are particularly favour-
able to women, as the Valentinian gnosis certainly was, and which give
women places of authority or equality. As Kurt Rudolph writes in
Gnosis:

The percentage of women was evidently very high and reveals that gnosis
held out prospects otherwise barred to them, especially in the official
Church. They frequently occupied leading positions either as teachers,
prophetesses, missionaries or played a leading role in cultic ceremonies
(baptism, eucharist) and magical practices (exorcisms).

Quispel has said that gnosis gave women the right to, and experience
of, the Self.

In the ‘Berlin Codex’ (4th—5th centuries), there exists a fragment of
The Gospel of Mary in which Mary Magdalene rebukes Peter (and by
extension the exclusively male bishops) for being too dominant and says
that Jesus held her in a special esteem, granting her a gnosis of the divine
world. In The Gospel of Philip, there is the record of how Jesus used
to kiss Mary on the mouth, provoking the disciples to ask why Jesus
loves her more than them, to which he cryptically replies, ‘Why do 1
not love you like her?’ and proceeds to relate an allegory to the effect
that Mary has seen the ‘Light’ while others remain blind. It should be
remembered that Mary was the first to witness the Resurrection and it
seems that Gnostics took the trouble to consider what this might have
meant. Of course, today we tend to think of women as having a better
developed intuitive faculty and many a man has been indebted to a
woman’s wisdom. The Valentinian Gnostics certainly seem to have had
a more balanced view of the sexes than that which many of us have
inherited. They said that intercourse 1s good for your spiritual develop-
ment. ‘It’s completely unique in the whole history of Christianity and
Judaism. And that was founded in that idea of polarity (male and female
forming a whole, equally) which is essential for gnosticism,’ says Gilles
Quispel. Other texts, however, speak of androgyny as the nature of the
perfect or original Man while others tend to think that females should
become males but that this male identity lies within themselves — and
likewise, that men have also an inner feminine identity. These par-
ticularly are strands of thought which were taken up with alacrity by
medieval and Renaissance alchemists who were also fascinated by the
many unexplored aspects of the human-being, and of whom Jung has
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written so convincingly in his book Psychology and Alchemy (1943).

Lastly, Irenaeus writes with particular distaste of the association of
gnostic ideas with magical practice. The essence of such activity has
been dealt with in the section on the Hermetists. It is quite obvious
that Irenaeus does not really know much about this. Nevertheless, he
continues the almost certainly erroneous tradition that the Gnosis began
with magicians; in particular, with Simon Magus, a figure who appears
in the canonical Acts of the Apostles as one who tried to buy the spiritual
power of the apostles and whose vain efforts have given us the word
‘simony’ to describe those who try to buy their way to power — now
'very much an approved past-time. The point being here that the spirit
of the Gnostic was essentially a counterfeit one — a plastic spirit.

It was an amazing experience to find, in the Bibliotheca Philosophica
Hermetica in Amsterdam, recently how this tradition had reached the
German scholar-magician Henry Cornelius Agrippa (1486—1535), author
of the widely influential (in his day) Three Books of Occult Philosophy.
In his Of the Vanitie and Uncertaintie of Artes and Sciences (English
translation 1569), Agrippa writes in the 48th chapter:

Of the Magitiens also is sprung in the Church a great route of heretickes,
which as Iamnes and Mambres have rebelled against Moses, so they
have resisted the Apostolicke truth: the chief of these was Simon the
Samaritaine, who for this Arte had an image erected at Rome in the time
of Claudius Caesar with this inscription, to Simon the holy GOD. His
blasphemies be written at large by Clement, Eusebius and Irenaeus. Out
of this Simon as out of a seed plot of all heresies, have proceeded by many
successions the monstrous Ophites, the filthy Gnostickes, the wicked
Valentinians, the Cerdonians, the Marcionites, the Montanians, and
many other hereticks, for gain and vaine glory speaking lies against God,
availing nor profiting men, but deceiving and bringing them to ruin and
destruction, and they which believe in them shall be confounded in God’s
judgement.

Agrippa had read, with approval and as an authority, the Hermetic
writings. I wonder what he would have made of the Nag Hammadi
Library? Would he have found the ‘filthy gnostickes’ there?

Irenaeus rested his case.

The End of the first great Gnostic Movement

P
(We do not really know how it was that a movement which had clearly

een seen as a threat by Irenaeus and which appears to have been in
every sense a challenge to incipient catholicism came to virtually dis-
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appear from the history of the Christian Church It is certain that after
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the transmission of Irenaeus’s work and the wérk of other authorities
in the Church, individual churches had much stronger grounds for
expelling the unrepentant Gnostic from the congregation. They also had
the approval of the bishops and the principle was firmly established:
‘when in doubt, refer to the bishop’. It is presumed that bishops may
have welcomed this. Gnosis has been described as ‘the shadow of the
Church’ and it is likely that when it no longer operated within an
existing system, it did not have the capacity to produce an alternative
long-lasting structure. Principally, this must have been because it was
not ideologically suited to making an institution with the power of
longevity. Gnostics were not very interested in the argument: ‘we have
been here for two or three hundred years, therefore we have solid and
attestable foundations’. They did not require the sealed approval that
we find on many products today — ‘By Appointment’.. .. For this reason,
it is likely that Gnosis, as a movement, was self-defeating. Furthermore,
its appeal to the ‘elect’ who by definition must be few, would see it
whittle down to a virtual ‘club-membership’{ Again, it must be stressed
that the Gnostics were not interested in ‘seeing it all out’ until Jesus
returned with angels and trumpets sounding. When you had received
the ‘Light’, you were effectively out of history. We should, therefore,
not condemn the Gnostics because they did not have the equivalent of
an English Constitution guaranteed to absorb dissent and centralize
1tself about ummpeachable authorlty — ‘the people’. ‘Indeed, from a
gnostic point of view, the ‘success” of the Catholic Church really only
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demonstrated its failure to hold to a truly spiritual message — going for.
outwardly giuraB'lc foundatlon?aﬁhe 1e expense of mneﬂ_bgrowth>

We know from the burial and dlscovery of the Nag Hammadi Library
that small coteries continued to espouse the Christian and non-Christian
gnosis but were more and more ‘driven to the hills’ or, rather, the sands
of the desert. This place was perhaps especially suitable for them
as they reflected upon what a desert existed within the mind of the
‘world’.

In David Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia, when Lawrence is asked by a
Chicago reporter as to why he likes the desert. Lawrence looks him up
and down and says, ‘Because it’s clean.” Appearing and disappearing in
and through history would prove to be the Gnostic’s only way of staying
free.

I asked the ‘old master’ of Gnostic studies, Hans Jonas, what the

perhaps a spmt of daring, individual darmg, and thmkmg about the
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mysteries of being and the godhead. Every orthodoxy somehow becomes
rigid, but this is probably one of the conditions of its being long-lived.
Their inventiveness could not be tolerated. There would not have been
a consolidated church with its dogma if that would go on, and the
suppression of it meant of course a loss. A loss of a vividness which
however from time to time rose again in the Church itself, in the heretical
movements of the Middle Ages.’ ‘

Before we move on in time and space some 8oo years to look at those
heretical movements of the Middle Ages, and in particular the Cathars,
there are perhaps two other factors we should consider.

Firstly, many Gnostics may have become absorbed in the attempt of
the prophet Mani’s construction of a universal religion on Gnostic and
dualist lines. By dualist I mean the thought which sees all reality for
man as being a conflict between opposing principles of ‘Light’ and
‘Darkness’, Spirit and Matter. Mani, who came from the region of
Baghdad in modern-day Iraq had his first vision in about AD 240 where
he saw himself as ‘Aposti‘g’of Light’. The religion he founded, which
contained Zoroastrian, Christian, Jewish, Buddhist and Gnostic thought

(et e S e — ~

was to become enormously successful, to the extent that under Theo-
dosius I, being a Manichee carried the death penalty {375—-395). St
Augustine became a Manichee between 373-382 but later turned against
them. It was perhaps his Manichee experience that enabled Augustine
to describe mankind as a ‘lump of sin’ but this is disputed. Some would
argue that main-stream Christianity could easily have furnished him
with such thoughts. Manicheism resisted persecution and by the ninth
century Central Asia was Manichean. In 719 there was a Manichean
church in Peking and the Manichees were strong in central and western
Asia until the thirteenth century when it would appear that they were
wiped out during the Mongol conquests. Mani, who called himself, the
‘seal of the prophets’ would, of course, lose the dignity to the founder
of Islam.

Secondly, there was a great movement in the third and fourth centuries
away from paganism and toward Christianity and the Gnostics seem to
have suffered in this movement too. The easy way between being a
pagan and a Christian enjoyed (by some) in the second century seemed
to have vanished. A hardening in the arteries of the Empire seems to
have taken place and this culminated in the fourth century with the
closure of many pagan institutions and places of worship. Egypt seems
to have suffered particularly in this ‘wind of change’ and it is perhaps
from this period that some lone voice composed the lament for vanished
times which appears in the Nag Hammadi version of the Hermetic
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dialogue Asklepios and which was to return in the late fifteenth century
as a herald for a new current in what has been described as the rebirth
the Renaissance.

And Egypt will be made a desert by the gods and the Egyptians. And as
for you, O River, there will be a day when you will flow with blood more
than water. And dead bodies will be (stacked) higher than the dams. And
he who is dead will not be mourned as much as he who is alive. Indeed
the latter will be known as an Egyptian on account of his language in the
second period (of time). O Asklepios, why are you weeping? He will seem
like (a) foreigner in regard to his customs. Divine Egypt will suffer evils
greater than these. Egypt, lover of God, and the dwelling place of the
gods, school of religion, will become an example of impiousness.

And in that day the world will not be marvelled at. ... It has become
neither a single thing nor a vision. But it is in danger of becoming a
burden to all men. Therefore, it will be despised — the beautiful world of
God, the incomparable work, the energy which possesses goodness, the
many-formed vision, the abundance that does not envy, that is full of
every vision. Darkness will be preferred to light and death will be preferred
to life. No one will gaze into heaven. And the pious man will be counted
as insane, and the impious man will be honoured as wise. The man who
is afraid will be considered as strong. And the good man will be punished
like a criminal.












Chapter Four

The Good Men

And the good man will be punished like a criminal
(From Hermetic Dialogue between

Hermes Trismegistos and Asklepios.

circa 3rd century)

Introduction

An awful lot of rubbish has been written about the subject of Catharism.
The Cathars have been seen as mysterious transmitters of an esoteric
doctrine with powerful magical and mystical implications. They have
been seen as being in some way connected to the myths surrounding the
Holy Grail, King Arthur, primordial and pagan ‘gnosis’ and quite
recently have been tied to one of the most florid of modern conspiracy
thecries involving everything from Christ’s alleged descendants, the
Merovingian dynasty, the Knights Templar, the House of Lorraine,
nineteenth- and twentieth-century theosophy and occultism, the Nazi
Party, Rosicrucianism, Symbolist poetry, the painter Nicolas Poussin,
the Ark of the Covenant to the now familiar mélange of inter-galactic
UFOlogy, ‘Holism’, cosmogonic speculation, Ancient Egyptian Myth-
ology, quests for Atlantis and prehistoric astronomy. These strains of
anti-rational and quasi-religious investigations are part of the weakness
of our times. They are witnesses to an alienation from a scientific
movement which seems to leave Man helpless among physical deter-
minations which make us feel that we are unnecessary. It is a pity that
the historical Cathars have, as it were, got mixed up in all of this.
Deceased members of our species have, of course, no ‘will’ in the matter
of how later generations will use them. It i1s sometimes left to the
laborious business of historians to quietly keep as true as possible a
record of what really happened. Not all historians have ‘clean hands’
in this process but we have been fortunate that post-war historians,
palacographers and archivists have exercised their duties with con-
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siderable thought and care. Part Two of this book ‘“The Good Men’
owes its substance to their work — a work, it should be added, that is
still in progress and therefore future readers may well be in a position
to disagree with the formulations and understandings which constitute
the following description.

The Sources

The facts about Catharism are considerably more interesting than the
mm\h\ se facts based on? In the year 1163 an assembly
of Catholic bishops took place in Tours, the administrative centre for
the Loire Valley in northwestern France. The assembly decided that
stern measures should be taken against a new heresy that had appeared
in Gascony and Provence and which was spreading like a cancer. That
is the first certain reference to the arrival in France of the Cathar ‘heresy’
which had appeared in Cologne, Bonn and Liege some twenty years
earlier. The heresy was also to be called ‘Manichean’. These ‘heretics’
were not Manichean. They never refer to N Mani, the prophet of the
Manichees and although they shared certain characteristics of Maniche-
ism, the heretics themselves thought of themselves not as representatives
of a new revelation, as the Manichees did, but as true or good Christians.
Their chief source of doctrine was the New Testament, holding par-
ticular attention to The Gospel of Jobn and the other three gospels. The
word ‘Cathar’ comes from the Greek word KaHapog (katharos) meaning
unpolluted’ and although this was not a word which they applied to
themselves with great readiness, it is still not as abusive a term as
‘Manichean’ had become and it does tell us something about their
attitude to Christianity — they were devoted to the pure spiritual light
whose true home is with the Good God in heaven.

During the years that followed the assembly at Tours, the Cathars
rapidly gained supporters and sympathizers in very well defined areas.
There were no Cathars to be found in Languedoc to the east of the
Rhone valley and very few west of the Garonne. They were to be found
in the counties of Toulouse, Albi, Carcassonne, Beziers and the county
of Foix. There are good reasons for this as we shall see. The Cathars
were to play a central role in a series of dramatic and, indeed, traumatic
events which formed one of the turning-points in the history of the
kingdom of France and of western Europe. Those events and the Cathar
beliefs are extremely well documented. There is a large amount of
chronicle evidence. There is vernacular poetry which includes the epic
Le Chanson de la Croisade largely written by the troubadour Guillaume
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de Tudele. The Chanson (Song) describes the Crusade mounted against
the ‘Albigenses’ as the Cathars were often called by their enemies.
(‘Albigenses’ because an enclave of heretics had early on been exposed
in Albi). Above all there are the records of the Inquisition. The Inquisi-
tors were active in the Languedoc by order of the Pope so as to secure
confessions and, sometimes, to discover the nature of the heresy itself.
Thousands of these interrogations still survive in the archives of the
Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris, in the Vatican Library and in the city
archives of Carcassonne and Toulouse. These reveal not only a great
deal about the beliefs of the Cathars but also, as Emmanuel Le Roy
Ladurie’s book Montaillou has demonstrated, about the details of their
way of life.

(In a similar manner to that by which our knowledge of the first
Gnostics was much improved by the Nag Hammadi discovery, our
knowledge of Catharism has greatly benefited from discoveries made
in the twentieth century) A short time before World War II, Father
Dondaine discovered thé Liber de duobus Principiis (Book of the Two
Principles) in Florence. An anonymous treatise contained in the Liber
contra Manicheos was found in two versions in Prague and in Paris. This
material along with the works Les Questions de Jean (The Questions of
John) which describes St John in heaven asking questions of Christ as
to the origin of the world (which is held to be a tragedy), a Cathar
prayer incorporated in the inquisition records of the Bishop of Pamiers,
Jacques Fournier, and a Cathar Church ‘Ritual’ (in Latin and Occitan -
the langue [language] d’oc which gave this region its name) are all from
the thirteenth century when many Cathars, it seems, fled to their spiritual
brethren in the region of Concorezzo in Italy. These works were com-
posed by the bons hommes (good men) themselves.

The Arrival of the Cathars in twelfth-century
Languedoc — The Buggers

The ewns of the Cathars are quite obscure. Nevertheless, there
: T T :

is a pattern of movement that can be discerned from the time of the
ninth century in Armenia. It was in the marginal and mountainous
regions of those parts that Gnostics and other heretics of various per-
suasions had taken refuge from those edicts of the emperors of Con-
stantinople which had made heresy a capital crime. Among these outlaws
were the so-called Paulicians, a sometimes warlike sect of an apparently
mixed ‘Manichean’ mtlc origin but whose beliefs may have served
better to dissociate themselves from the political control of

69



THE GNOSTICS

the emperors. In 872 a military victory was won over the Paulicians and
some of them were deported to the Balkans. It became the practice
following this victory to try and convert the heretics. Those who with-
stood conversion to Catholicism may well have hot-footed it to the
Balkans in the north and northwest where heresy seems to have been
more easily tolerated.

In the tenth century we first hear of the Bogomil Church in Bulgaria.
Bogomil is Bulgarian for ‘beloved-of God’ and it may be that their
founder took this name. Among their beliefs was that characteristically
gnostic one which held that the Father of Jesus Christ was not the
creator of the world. The Catholic Church had long held that the origin
of evil for men lay in the human being’s surrender to the power of the
Devil. For the Bogomils and later for the Cathars, the power of the
Devil worked through the nature and constraints of the material world.
Since God the Father, it was believed could not have created such an
evil instrument (the world, that is), it was logical to suppose that the
Devil (Satanael) not only frustrated the intentions of God the Father
but had constructed the stage of the world for that very purpose. It was
indeed a ‘wicked world’. To be bound to the world then was evil and
the realization of the source of evil, coupled with the fervent desire to
extricate oneself from it by virtuous practice in a religion of love and
goodness, was salvation. One was redeemed to heaven by knowledge
of the Good God. In short, matter and spirit were never meant to
cohabit. This division and its corresponding principles of good and evil,
light and darkness is broadly called dualism - the doctrine of two
opposing principles between which Man is pulled.

During the early twelfth century, Bogomil missionaries began the
journey up the Danube to the west, possibly as a result of the persecution
of Bogomils in Constantinople. What remains a mystery is whether these
Bulgarian missionaries were, in fact, the direct founders of Catharism in
the Languedoc. Bogomils were burnt in Cologne in 1142 and Cologne
would become a centre for Cathars in Germany. However, there were
other indigenous heretics in France and it may be that Catharism
developed in some sort of association with movements such as those
initiated by Henry of Lausanne in the early twelfth century. Henry was
profoundly moved to condemn the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the vices
which went hand in hand with it, namely, wealth, power and the
distance which separated that hierarchy, and thereby the knowledge of
Christ, from the ordinary believer. He and others like him were branded
as heretics. [A heretic was somebody who felt or thought or preached
that he could have a relationship with God without the authority of the
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Catholic Churc@ What was so utterly damnable about the message of
the Cathars was that not only was the Church held to be irrelevant in
the matter of the soul’s redemption but that the Church of Rome was
positively the temple of Satan, a false church, a counterfeit produced by
the Devil to outwit men and women from a true knowledge of themselves
and of the work of Christ. The Church had involved itself with political
power and worldly vice. Christ had said that a man cannot serve two
masters: God and Money. There was among many of the nobles of
Languedoc something of a consensus which held that the Church of
Rome was not the kind of master worth serving — or, perhaps more
importantly, worth paying for. The Catholic Church was not felt to be
on their side in the ‘life and death issues’ of Life and Death. To those
nobles and their peasants, as well as to a rising middle-class hampered
by the Catholic Church’s condemnation of usury, the gospel of the
‘Good Men’ was an alternative. The rejection of the Church of Rome
by the Cathars can perhaps be seen as a response, long delayed, to the
expulsion of the gnosis by the Catholics. Yet again, accusation and
suspicion of licentious sexual practices was levelled at the heretics. It
was quite common to hear of Cathars being described as Bulgarians or
Bulgars and in England, a corruption of this word led to our word
‘bugger’ due to the fact that the Cathar preachers, the parfaits (French
fg;g‘ierfects’ or ‘perfected ones’) frequently travelled in groups of two
and perhaps the popular imagination then was not so different at root
from that of today.

What kind of world had Catharism entered into?

It would appear that the Bogomil missionaries arrived at just the right
time. \There were several major conditions operating in Languedoc
which enabled Catharism to ﬂourish.)Firstly, there was a good deal of
internecine strife. Land tenure was ‘divided among a vast number of
independent nobles and their families. The key word here is independent.
The most powerful nobles, the Counts of Toulouse were involved in
continual struggles both to annex disputed property and defend their
lands and had little time to devote to interfering in the business of the
territories of their allies. The Church offered a frequently poorly or non-
educated, profligate clergy. Nor do the clergy seem to have been able
to maintain the moral standards of their religion. At the same time,
evangelism was virtually unheard of. Ignorance of the major tenets
of the Catholic gospel was widespread. Meanwhile, the area gave
passage to several major trade routes and there was money to be made.
There were books to be bought. There was a receptivity to new ideas.
Furthermore, compared to northern France, this was a good place to be
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a woman.Women were respected in the Languedoc and, if they were
landowners or were related to the nobility, they enjoyed not only an
equality but a romantic aura as well. For this was the era of the
troubadours. A small Renaissance was occurring in the Languedoc and
in northern Spain, a cultural effervescence at all levels with a particular
regard to poetry, writing and music. Gérard Zuchetto who today lectures
on the Troubadours and who sings in Occitan, the ‘langue d’oc’ with
his acclaimed group ‘Rosamonda’ explains the substance of this fertile
culture:

For the first time people wrote extensively about love; courtly love, fine
love, adulterous love, the love of the troubadours, and they went a long
way into things. The troubadours for example were people who wrote
about ‘tremendous’, ‘inaccessible’ love and respect for the lady. For the
first time the lady is elevated to the level of the man and this is the most
important thing in the culture and is perhaps the most symbolic thing
about the cultural effervescence of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

Gerard believes that the Cathar parfaite (a woman who had passed
through the Cathar ‘baptism of fire’ or spiritual baptism, the Con-
solamentum) may have been a romantic subject for the enamoured
troubadour. The parfaite was chaste, was good, was spiritually pure
and her heart was fixed on the divine world. In the castles of the
Languedoc could be heard music from the Arab world with delicately
woven words, loosening the bonds of the body and leading a fortunate
nobility to love. As well as the perennial violence and threat to security,
there was a ‘liberal’ spirit in the air. At a time when it was forbidden
to write in old Provencgal, when it was forbidden to think in any way
other than that of the Church of Rome, ‘things were written, they were
sung, they were said and it was said that people needed to be free. They
needed to free themselves from the tutelage of the Church, they needed
to free themselves from the constraint of writing in Latin, and that was
important’ (Gérard Zuchetto). Dante was to write in thirteenth-century
Florence that, ‘It is in the Occitan language (la langue d’oc) that the
exponents of the living language have made themselves the firsts (or
masters) of Poesy’ (De vulgari Eloquentia). It is highly significant that
the Cathar perfecti made the gospels available in Occitan. This was the
world in which the Cathars emerged with a message of simple spiri-
tuality. They were welcomed by many into a world which longed for
purity and independence.

To those who listened, a whole world of imagination was opened
and somehow, a sense of that world has come down to us. Perhaps it
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was ‘When we were very voung’, when A. A. Milne wrote in Knights
and Ladjies:

There is in my old picture book

A page at which I like to look,

Where knights and squires come riding down

The cobbles of some steep old town,

And ladies from beneath the eaves

Flutter their bravest handkerchiefs,

Or, smiling proudly, toss down gages . ..

But that was in the Middle Ages.

It wouldn’t happen now; but still,

Whenever I look up the hill

Where, dark against the green and blue,

The firs come marching, two by two,

I wonder if perhaps I might

See suddenly a shining knight

Winding his way from blue to green -

Exactly as it would have been

Those many, many years ago . ..

Perhaps I might. You never know.

We should not forget that all those persons of whom we shall hear in
the following chapters were also children once — or twice.

Were the Cathars Gnostics?

In about 1172 there was held a council of Cathar perfecti (those who had
become full or ‘clothed’ Cathars, having received the Consolamentum:
baptism in the spirit by the laying on of hands). It took place at a house
in S. Felix-de-Caraman about 30 kilometres from Toulouse. Presided
over by a Bogomil bishop from Constantinople, Nicetas, it planned
the strategy for presenting the ‘true’ Christianity to the people of the
Languedoc. It represented a major bid for a revised organization of the
Cathar Church and for the supplanting of the Catholic Church by the
power of the Holy Spirit and by the oratory of its leaders. We may
ask, “Was Languedoc in the process of receiving gnosticism?’ Professor
Bernard Hamilton of Nottingham University in his paper The Albig-
ensian Crusade (page 6. The Historical Association. G.85) has written
that:

Catharism was not a form of gnosticism, teaching salvation by know-
ledge: like Catholicism, it was a profoundly sacramental faith. The
Cathars taught that Christ had given his Church a single sacrament, the
consolamentum, baptism in the spirit by the laying-on of hands. This
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differed from the Catholic sacrament of confirmation, for the spirit which
was conferred by the Cathar rite was not God the Holy Spirit but the
recipient’s own spirit.

Professor Hamilton is obviously mistaken as to the multi-faceted nature
of gnosticism. If gnosticism was truly a religion ‘teaching salvation by
knowledge’ then it would be pertinent to ask of the nature of such
knowledge. A classic definition of gnostic ‘knowledge’ has long been
furnished in Clement of Alexandria’s Excerpta ex Theodoto (second
century): ‘the knowledge of who we were, and what we have become,
where we were or into what we have been thrown, whither we hasten,
from what we are redeemed’.

This was precisely what the Cathar perfecti did teach. They taught
that the souls of angelic beings had been stolen by ‘Sathanas’ and put
into the bodies of men which he had made in his own likeness, whence
came the yearning for the realm of pure spirit enjoyed prior to the
rebellious acts of Sathanas. As it is written in the Cathar Les Questions
de Jean:

And he [Satan] imagined in order to make man for his service, and took
the lime of the earth and made man in his resemblance. And he ordered
the angel of the second heaven to enter into the body of lime; and he took
another part and made another body in the form of woman, and he
ordered the angel of the first heaven to enter therein. The angels cried
exceedingly on seeing themselves covered in distinct forms by this mortal
envelopment.

The author of the work goes on to recount how Sathanas made Paradise
for the purpose of making the ‘man’ and ‘woman’ sin. He accomplished
his malicious purpose and so further held the angelic souls in bondage.
The rite of consolamentum, the ‘enspiriting’ of the Cathar effectively
released the soul from the grip of the Devil’s material bondage and
united it with the spirit of God, the Holy Spirit, which until the rite
exists, as it were, in a dormant state attending the delivery made possible
by the love of Christ. The perfectus could now, in all truth call God
‘Father’. As Hamilton rightly says, it is the recipient’s own spirit that is
released from the hell or further incarnations or embodiments. The
perfectus is thus able to love without fear and, as attachment to the
material world (governed by Satan the Rex Mundi or King of the World)
declines, the spirit of the Cathar is able to reach in love for the final
departure from the body and the reception into heaven. Since the world,
being an inferior and unspiritual creation, had a limited duration; since
it was in a profound sense an unreal world, the perfected Cathar thus
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passed from non-being into the realm of Being. The Cathar was in the
Light. The Consolamentum was, like the Valentinian anolvtpwaoig
(apolytrosis meaning redemption) a liberation sacrament. The perfected
one knew.

I asked the respected French historian of Catharism, Michel Roc-
quebert, who himself now lives in the village of Montsegur in the Ariege,
whether there was a gnosis in Catharism. His reply was clear enough:

Undeniably. The idea that there are two creations and therefore two creators;
one good creation and one bad creation; the idea that the soul which belongs
to the good creation is an exile and prisoner of the world, that is to say, ot
the bad creation; the idea that salvation can only be achieved by illuminative
knowledge, all that is gnostic. But it should not be forgotten that Catharism
is a form of Christianity, and has always presented itself as being a form of
Christianity, even as being true Christianity. So we are dealing with an
undeniably gnostic form of Christianity, and that is why, moreover, I am
personally convinced that Catharism did not appear by a miracle right in the
middle of the Middle Ages in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, but that
in actual fact the origins of Catharism should be sought in primitive
Christianity.

Prior to moving on to the next chapter which reveals aspects of the so-
called Albigensian Crusade we should consider the following. The
Cathars believed that the Church of Rome was of the nature of the Rex
Mundi, the Lord of this world. To the Cathar Gnostic, the incidence
and nature of the Albigensian Crusade shows precisely what he meant.
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Chapter Five

A Mystery Tour

It might be a good idea to explore the world of the Cathars and their
eventual fate in the manner of a tour, a kind of mystery tour. We shall
take a trip into the heartlands of Catharism as it existed from the late
twelfth century to the mid-thirteenth century. So let us cast our minds
and imaginations back some 800 years.

Laurac

We begin our journey high up in the rugged hills of Laurac, some 25
kilometres to the west of Carcassonne, our central reference point.

We are standing on a promontory just above a squat and simple
church. The promontory is a defensive position and it commands a
spectacular view of undulating green hills and golden strips of corn
which take our eyes across the vast plain before us to the misty horizons
of the northwest, north and northeast. The wood and stone town
huddles together on the hillside all about us. Behind us, in extreme
contrast, the hills have the character of moorland and scrub, casting
dark shadows about a dull green and brown. Beyond those hills, far to
the south exists a powerful threat to the Counts of Toulouse who claim
this place and its surrounding country as their own. For beyond the
Pyrenees the kings of Aragon and the counts of Barcelona also claim
this land. Between these two powers are the counts of Foix, vassals of
the king of Aragon, and the viscounts of Carcassonne and Beziers, the
Trencavel family who are fiercely attempting to maintain control of
their lands. Laurac is a Trencavel outpost.

Sometime in the middle of the twelfth century the Cathars began to
appear. In spite of spectacular landscapes, which doubtless please us
more than the population of the time, it would not be so difficult to
think these lands to be the work of the Devil. A Papal Legate, Stephen
of Tournai came to these parts in 1181 and wrote of ‘vast deserts ruled
by the fury of brigands and the image of death; of burned houses and
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THE GNOSTICS

ruined villages where there is no order, no tranquillity, nothing that
does not threaten security and menace life itself’. At the same time as
punitive raids were conducted by a ferocious array of mercenary soldiers
there was a good deal of trade passing through these lands, for if we
could see far enough to the east we should see the Mediterranean and,
to the northwest, the trading centre of Bordeaux and the Atlantic. The
lords of Laurac, of which there were many, wanted their share of this
trade and indeed, if you were working in the fields of the plain below
or travelling through the country laden with goods and money, you
might well look up at Laurac and feel a sense of menace.

To this situation the Cathars.came with a message which held that

not only was the world of matter evil but that the worst form of
exp_rfénésféﬁ“of that evil could be seen in the exercise of power and above
all, the violent e exercise of power "The Cathars held out the possnblllty
of another way of life which would be characterized by freedom from
fear. The discovery of the spiritual light within the believing Cathar
removed him or her from the grip of the Devil and of the Devil’s servants.
In order to purify oneself and so prepare for the eternal realm of spirit
from which one had come, it was necessary to abstain from sex because
you thereby risked dragging down another immortal soul into this hell,
and from meat, because meat was the Devil’s matter and was the product
of procreation — as was milk, and from all those sins or temptations
whereby the Devil could get a hold on you. You must not lie or kill
people or animals because, well, who knew whether there was in that
animal a pained soul working through successive incarnations in order
to return to heaven? You must not hate. In short, you must love as
Christ had loved. Not all Cathars had to adhere to these ‘rules’. There
were crédentes, believers who revered the Cathar perfecti but who
preferred to leave the final break with the world — the Consolamentum —
to their deathbeds, or, in the case of women, until after they had raised
families when the pain was almost over and they could embrace that
holy life which was to win the parfaite almost universal respect in this
region.

The English historian R.I. Moore has shed further light on the
vegetarianism of the Cathars:

I think another thing about not eating meat which gave it a social power
as a spiritual message, and it was a message which was preached not only
by Cathars but by other religions which opposed Catholic orthodoxy in
this period, was that meat was the food of the hunters, of the dominators,
of the people who rode horses, the people who exploited the cultivators
of the land, most of whose life was singularly meatless.



A MYSTERY TOUR

Listening to the Cathar perfecti no doubt gave the lords of Laurac
release from the pressing demands on their arms and pockets. For a
moment they might begin to believe there was a way out of all the
troubles. Most importantly, anyone who has travelled about Europe
and marvelled at the immense grandeur of her churches, abbeys and
cathedrals can be in no doubt that concern for the fate of the soul was
intense. To those who had become cynical of the Catholic Church or
who had never been convinced, to those who sought answers which
spoke of their experience of life and their dreams of heaven, to these
people the Cathars spoke. They were rewarded with patronage and,
eventually, by a loyalty unto death.

Soon the Cathars had houses in Laurac where the perfecti lived and
which served as centres and refuges as they went about the country
consoling the willing believer and helping out with the day’s toil.

Fanjeaux

Imagine a wintry afternoon in February 1190. You have been invited to
stay at a weaver’s house in Fanjeaux about two hours’ walk away. You
descend the hill from Laurac down to the soft hills below and head
southeast. These hills weave among each other and bind your world as
the illuminations of a manuscript enclose the daily prayer. There are no
labourers in the fields now and the tops of the hills turn from a brilliant
wet turquoise to a pink glow and then, as it becomes colder and the
wind scurries from hedge to hedge, the world becomes grey. Soon it will
be almost black. A crescent moon hovers behind some dark cloud and
you are in starlight with only the stars and the approaching fires of
Fanjeaux to guide you. You struggle up the hill to the town. A bell
booms out from the depths of the high church tower and echoes about
the narrow streets. You walk through the empty market-place, avoiding
the standing rough-hewn beams which support its roof and come to a
stone house. The thick wooden door creaks open and you are welcomed
into the flickering fire-light. There about the fire are the silhouettes of
men and women quietly talking. These are the parfaits and the parfaites
engaging in talk about the week’s events. The atmosphere is very good.
You are among the good spirits now and you can relax with a mug of
wine and listen .

This weaver’s shop is one of several in Fanjeaux, the heart of Cathar-
ism. In 1246, a man called Pierre Gramazie told the IHQUISltOI'S that he
had grown up as a boy in Fanjeaux and worked in a weaver’s shop
which was kept by perfecti. These houses were often given for their use
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by local lords who were themselves not very removed from the ordinary
townsfolk. They did not have much money. We know that the Cathars
also set up cobblers shops and potteries in the area. We know of two
Cathar doctors who practised in Fanjeaux. “he Cathars did not worship
in churchesf The place of prayer, worship and discussion was not
important. They said: “The church of God is not made of stone or wood;
it is the community of the faithful.’

This view is characteristic of the gnostic belief in an invisible ‘ekklesia’
or ‘assembly’ of souls who know one another ‘by heart’. Madame Anne
Brenon, director of the Centre Nationale d’etudes Cathares in Villegly
near to Carcassonne told me that, ‘In the days when followers of
Catharism were not persecuted, their place of worship might have been
a room in a chateau or a room in an inn. When they came to be
persecuted, their place of worship might have been a clearing in a wood,
or in a cave or cellar.’ In Fanjeaux, where there were at least fifty lords,
one of them, Dame Cavaers, presided over a Cathar house and this was
not at all unusual. Blanche de Tonneins we know also held a Cathar
house near Fanjeaux at the Motte de Tonneins. In 1206, Esclarmonde
of Foix, the sister of the Count of Foix received the Consolamentum
here at a ceremony attended also by a great lord of Fanjeaux, her brother
Raymond-Roger and which was conducted by the most famous Cathar
parfait, Guilhabert de Castres. Indeed, the role of women was of primary
importance in Catharism. Perhaps it is that women become more inter-
ested in a spiritual religion than men, at least to begin with. That was
the case in the Languedoc. The noble women were the first to be touched
by the Cathar message and, according to Anne Brenon:

One has the impression that there was a whole generation of Cathar
matriarchs who directed the thought of three or four generations of their
lineage. I am thinking of ladies like Blanche de Laurac, like the lady of
Le Mas Saintes Puelles, Garsyne, and this is explained by the fact that
the Cathar religion gave women just as important a role to play in the
spiritual movement, whereas the Catholic religion [and the northern
barons] relegated women to the level of simple enclosed nuns when they
were allowed to take holy orders. In Catharism, on the other hand, female
perfecti were the equal of male perfecti. They were entitled to preach,
like men; they were also entitled to confer the sacrament which they had
received (the Consolamentum); they had an important spiritual role. And
when one thinks that women in the Languedoc at this time in history —
at least women who belonged to the nobility — also had their say in
matters of relations between men and women, matters of love. There is
a certain logic to be found in all that.
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Dame Cavaers provided for a parfait to teach her daughter and it seems
that many of the parfaites came from noble families with high spiritual
intent. The holiness and perfection to which the Cathars aspired existed
beyond sexual differences. According to the theory, the Consolamentum
ensured that further sinfulness, whether connected with sex or another
kind, was out of the question. If, however, the prohibitions which
ensured sanctity were broken, the Consolamentum ceased to operate
and might only be performed again in extraordinary circumstances.
Furthermore, if a parfait sinned, all those who had received the Con-
solamentum from him or her would also have to be reconsoled. It is
little wonder that many Cathars waited until they were dying before
entering the full redemption. As the Jesus of the Nag Hammadi Library
says, ‘This is the doctrine for the perfect.’(gatharism was unlikely then
to be a real threat to the social order of the Languedoc. Nevertheless,
it was very much seen that way

In 1179 Pope A lexander 111 pronounced the Cathars to be-anathema,
that is, to put it bluntly, burnable. From then on the Cathars of the
Languedoc were a priority target for the Catholic authorities. Never-
theless, the Catholic bishops who initially attempted to deal with
Catharism were unable to muster a concerted effort due to conflicting
diocesan initiatives and the unwillingness of the Languedoc nobility to
persecute their own countrymen. In 1203, Peter of Castelnau became a
Papal Legate and he together with the ruthlessly authoritarian Arnaud
Amaury, Abbot of Citeaux and founder of the Cistercian order of which
Peter of Castelnau was a monk took to the roads of the region to
convince Cathars of their folly and to persuade the nobility of their
responsibilities to the Church of Christ. In 1204, there was a con-
frontation between Cathar leaders and the Papal Legates in Carcassonne.
The contrasting postures of the protagonists led one observer to exclaim
that,fHere was a God who always went on foot — yet today his servants
ride in comfort. Here was a God of poverty — yet today his missionaries
are wealthy. Here was a God humble and scorned of men — yet today
his envoys are loaded with honour\g;:,\

It was in perhaps the same year as this abortive attempt at winning
the Cathars over by oratory that Raymond de Pereille, seigneur of
Puivert, began the reconstruction of the fortress of Montsegur at the
request of local Cathars. It would serve as an administrative centre, as
a refuge and as a treasury for the funds that were being donated by the
seigneurial class. Perhaps, somehow, they knew what was coming.
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Enter Dominic Guzman

Dominic Guzman (circa 1172-1221) was on his way back from a mission
td Denmark with Diego, Bishop of Osma in Castile in 1204=5. Today
we know him as St Dominic, founder of the Dominican Order. In many
places Roman Catholic children learn of this man’s holiness. What was
he like in those days?

Dominic Guzman was born in Caleruaga in Castile to an aristocratic
family. His mother was of the d’Aza family and she is known to have
been deeply religious and very charitable. The d’Aza family had served
the Church by its military exploits against the Moorish infidel. The
family had good connections and Dominic joined the cathedral chapter
of Osma as an Augustinian canon. He showed himself to be a deeply
compassionate man, a highly effective orator and good in argument. He
tried to relieve the lot of the poor. He sold his books and manuscripts
declaring, ‘I will not study on dead skins while men are dying of hunger’.
He was given to the mortification of the flesh and flogged himself - a
not uncommon practice among Catholic mystics and serious clerics. His
thin stature and uncertain health were not assisted by his frequently
staying up all night weeping for those he tried so hard to convert. His
successor as Head of the Dominicans (founded in 1215) Jordan of
Saxony wrote of him: ‘God had given him a special grace to weep for
sinners and for the afflicted and oppressed. He bore their distress in the
inmost shrine of his compassion.’(Dominic wanted to give himself
totally to the end of winning souls for Christ: ‘his heart was full oLgn
extraordinary, almost incredible yearning for the salvation of everyone’.

His attitude to heretics in general was, however, severe. They were
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worse than the infidel. This conviction was doubtless an influence of
his having been brought up in a part of Castile but recently reconquered
from the Moorish empire of Almohad. The territory gained for Christ
was insecurely held. Christianity was under attack from without.
Perhaps there is a parallel here with the situation of Bishop Irenaeus in
the second century who also experienced Christianity under attack from
without and who would give the gnostic threat from within short shrift.
For Dominic, the heretics were a kind of ‘fifth column’ attacking the
very foundations of Catholic life. For him, heresy attacked God (it
denied He was Creator), Truth (it denied the Catholic Church) and so
the whole structure of Catholic society was undermined by it. Heresy
hit Church and State. In the Languedoc neither Church nor State was
yet particularly strong. One would be mistaken if one thought that
Dominic was interested in a witch-hunt for the sake of it. Heresy he
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detested, but the treatment of individual heretics was another matter.

He longed to convert them. However, given the choice, he preferred the
full challenge of converting the heathen{ In 1204, on his way to Rome,
he encountered heresy in Toulouse. The host of the inn in which he
stayed was a Cathar. Dominic stayed up all night in argument with him

and won him round. He could still think of a heretic as a Christian who
had gone astray) In 1205, he and Diego went to Rome and asked
permission of the Pope, Innocent IIl, for the Bishop of Osma to resign
his episcopal duties so that he and Dominic might return northwards
in order to convert the pagans recently made visible by the expansion
of the Teutonic knights of Prussia and the Nordic countries. (Dominic
was a born evangelist) Nevertheless, the Pope refused the request.

Innocent 111 had recently been alerted to the Dualist heresies of Bosnia_
and Bulgaria over which he was now Pope and he feared the international
dimensions of the heresy. The Albigensian problem had to be dealt with
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first, and quickly. In 1206 Dominic was put under the authority of the
Legates Arnaud Amaury and Peter of Castelnau so as to accomplish
what they had failed to do. Dominic was, in a sense, the Pope’s last
card. While Dominic went around the Languedoc with a new strategy —
renouncing the accoutrements of wealth and power, wearing simple
clothes, walking barefoot, sleeping by the roadside and in many things
playing the perfecti at their own game — a greater game continued above
him. Peter of Castlenau was putting great pressure on Raymond VI,
Count of Toulouse, to invade the Trencavel territories to destroy the
Cathar heresy. In retrospect,{the mission of Dominic makes him appear
as a political stooge.)

Dominic came to Fanjeaux where, taking in the scope of his task
while gazing from the heights of this fair town, he experienced a
revelation and decided to make the nearby village of Prouille his base. By
doing so Dominic was to become party to a truly historic confrontation.
Fanjeaux, at this time, was the base of the greatest Cathar preacher of

the era, a man both famous and highly respected, Guilhabert de Castres.
ﬂnow a good deal about his long career but, sadly, not much about
the man.

Guilhabert de Castres (circa 1150—1240)

I asked Anne Brenon to provide a portrait of the man. It is tantalizingly
incomplete.

Guilhabert de Castres was one of the most famous Cathar doctors in the
polite society of the Lauragais and Carcasses (region of Carcassonne).
He certainly originated from Castres (northeast of Toulouse), no doubt
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from the noble family of de Castres. He was certainly someone of good
birth and having attained his majority, he very soon attracted the attention
of the Cathar ‘Bishop’ (called so by the Catholic enemy) of Toulouse and
as filius major (the bishop’s ‘elder son’) he chose to take up residence in
Fanjeaux which was, in fact, the town which the troubadour Peire Vidal
portrayed as the centre of courtoisie (courtly love) in this region, but
which was also the centre of the heresy. Fanjeaux was a nobility town
where people conversed a great deal. Guilhabert de Castres exercised a
ministry there for twenty years before taking up residence at Montségur;
at a time, moreover, when there was persecution and virtually the whole
of the polite society of Fanjeaux had also emigrated to Montsegur.
Although of noble birth and a formidable Cathar intellectual jouster
against Catholic jousters, Guilhabert de Castres nevertheless had a fervent
apostolate among all the ordinary Cathar people.

This man sounds fascinating. What else do we know about him? Suzanne
Nelli, (widow of the late historian and philosopher of Catharism,
René Nelli) believes that it is likely that this man was the same abbot
Guilhabert de Castres who was sent by Raymond V1, Count of Toulouse
as Ambassador to Richard I of England, the Lion Heart. Already in
1178 the Pope had sent a mission to the region of Castres, the latter
place having the reputation for being ‘a receptacle of heretics’ and it is
there that we first hear of a Bonus Homo de Castris — a Good Man of
Castres.

In 1219, Guilhabert ‘held house’ at Dun with Raimond Mercier the
Cathar deacon of Mirepoix, in the same chateau in which Philippa de
Foix ran a house of parfaites in 1206 and to which Guilhabert would
return several years later with Bernard de Lamothe and Guiraud de
Gourdon in order to ‘console’ Raymond d’Avigna, the seigneur (lord)
of Dun. All of them just names to us now.

In the same year, Guilhabert was again seen at Montségur where he
consoled Guillaume de Latour de Laurac. From 1220 he was the leader
of the Cathar diocese of Toulouse and his tireless ministry extended
from there to as far south as Usson and Sabarthes in the lower Ariege
some 80 kilometres south of Fanjeaux. In those years he visited the
houses of parfaits and parfaites, preaching, blessing, consoling — in
Fanjeaux, Laurac, Montréal, Blesplas, Castelnaudary, Labecede-
Lauragais, Villeneuve-la-Comptal, Le Mas Saintes Puelles, Toulouse,
Saint-Paul-Cap-de-Joux, Lanta, Castres, Mirepoix, Foix, Miramont
de Sabarthes, le Bézu, Dourne, Rocquefeuil, Usson and in the castles
and houses of the Cathar aristocrats, and then, perhaps finally, at
Montsegur.

Suzanne Neélli writes that: ‘He appears to us as a man of destiny, the
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ABOVE: The chateau of Mon-
ségur 1n the Ariege: powertul
symbol for the Cathars — a
vessel for the Holy Spirit;
surrendered in March 1244,

LEFT: Thrice-greatest Hermes;
mystagogue of the Hermetic
revelation, the pristine
theology .

RIGHT: Man the Microcosm,
in touch with realms beyond
space, centre of Gnosis, child
of God. From Robert Fludd’s
History of the Macrocosm and
Microcosm, volume II. Pub-
lished at Oppenheim in 1619.
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The Quintessence of the Hermetic Art: John Dee’s
Monas Hieroglyphica published in Antwerp in 1564.
The Latin inscription on the portal tells the reader
that if he does not comprehend the contents he
should seek understanding or keep his mouth shut.

BELOW: Johann Valentin Andreae (1586-1654), best
candidate for authorship of the Fama Fraternitatis.
Note the family crest on the top right: the cross
and the roses.
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Giordano Bruno: On the
Infinite Universe and worlds
(1584). His vision cost him
his life.
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city stunts of all time’
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printed edition of the first
Rosicrucian Manifesto. The
furore starts here.
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“The rose gives honey to the bees.” Illustration of the fecund Rose-Cross
from Summum Bonum (1629) by Rosicrucian apologist Dr Robert Fludd.
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LErT: The Door to the Amphitheatre of Eternal Wisdom, published in Prague in 1598.
Heinrich Khunrath’s meisterwerk goes to the heart of Christian-Hermetic alchemy,
ascending through nature to the light. The Door is an inner mountain, there to
chmb. "

aBOVE: The Invisible College of the Rosicrucian Fraternity; Frontispiece to Speculum
Sophicum Rhodo-Stauroticurn (1618) by Danicl Mogling. Rooted in the Name of
God, it assists men from out of the ecarth-gaol of materialist vision, phenomenally
ubiquitous and utterly immune to assailants; Under the wings of Jehovah.
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A MYSTERY TOUR

man chosen and protected by destiny, the kind of man that history
sometimes presents us with.’

We do not know when he died. Some have thought he died during
the siege of Montségur but there is no evidence to support this. He
might have died a natural death there but, bearing in mind his fame, it
is surprising that there is no reference to this within the copious records
of the Inquisition. Perhaps he was removed, notwithstanding his great
age, from Montségur, to be hidden away in the castle of a sympathetic
noble{ Perhaps it is right that such a mysterious man should _leave us
guessing as to the nature of his final departure from this worldﬂb

The Debates

In the year 1207 Guilhabert de Castres and Dominic Guzman faced each
other at Montreéal, a small town about two hours’ walk in a northeasterly
direction from Fanjeaux. They did so before a local audience who were
doubtless given to cheering-on their ‘favourite’. On the other hand these
were very serious affairs and debate could become hard and bitter. We
do not know what passed between Dominic and Guilhabert. That is a
great pity. We only need look at their respective careers to know that
this must have been one of the great moments or ‘happenings’ before
the troops came carrying the torch and the cross. In the Channel 4 series
‘The Gnostics’ there is a dramatic encounter set in Fanjeaux which 1
wrote to give some imaginary idea of what such a debate might have
consisted of. The protagonists get off to a fine start:

GUILHABERT: Welcome Dominic to Fanjeaux! You have good news for us?

poMiINIC: That is a matter entirely in your hands — your having repeatedly
rejected the gracious hand of God.

GUILHABERT: Are you the hand of God Dominic? Or the hand of the Pope?

poMiNiIC: The sword of God is sharp and has two sides, Guilhabert de Castres.
But it is one sword.

GUILHABERT: You speak of the sword of God, Papal Envoy. For men it is
different. He who lives by the sword shall die by the sword — so speaks the
Master — not in Rome but in Heaven!

As played by the actors Brian Blessed and lan Brooker it was a fine
contest. But what were these debates really all about?{It was common
practice in this region to hold a public debate in orderto expose and
contest disputed positions of theology and philosophy) This was what
politics was thought to be all about. For the Catholic Legates they were
something of a shock. In 1178 a Papal Legate had been outraged to find
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A MYSTERY TOUR

man chosen and protected by destiny, the kind of man that history
sometimes presents us with.’

We do not know when he died. Some have thought he died during
the siege of Montségur but there is no evidence to support this. He
might have died a natural death there but, bearing in mind his fame, it
is surprising that there is no reference to this within the copious records
of the Inquisition. Perhaps he was removed, notwithstanding his great
age, from Montségur, to be hidden away in the castle of a sympathetic
noble{ Perhaps it is right that such a mysterious man should_leave us
guessing as to the nature of his final departure from this world'b

The Debates

In the year 1207 Guilhabert de Castres and Dominic Guzman faced each
other at Montréal, a small town about two hours’ walk in a northeasterly
direction from Fanjeaux. They did so before a local audience who were
doubtless given to cheering-on their ‘favourite’. On the other hand these
were very serious affairs and debate could become hard and bitter. We
do not know what passed between Dominic and Guilhabert. That is a
great pity. We only need look at their respective careers to know that
this must have been one of the great moments or ‘happenings’ before
the troops came carrying the torch and the cross. In the Channel 4 series
“The Gnostics’ there is a dramatic encounter set in Fanjeaux which 1
wrote to give some imaginary idea of what such a debate might have
consisted of. The protagonists get off to a fine start:

GUILHABERT: Welcome Dominic to Fanjeaux! You have good news for us?

DOMINIC: That is a matter entirely in your hands — your having repeatedly
rejected the gracious hand of God.

GUILHABERT: Are you the hand of God Dominic? Or the hand of the Pope?

poMINIC: The sword of God is sharp and has two sides, Guilhabert de Castres.
But it is one sword.

GUILHABERT: You speak of the sword of God, Papal Envoy. For men it is
different. He who lives by the sword shall die by the sword — so speaks the
Master — not in Rome but in Heaven!

As played by the actors Brian Blessed and lan Brooker it was a fine
contest. But what were these debates really all about?{It was common
practice in this region to hold a public debate in orderto expose and
contest disputed positions of theology and philosophy) This was what
politics was thought to be all about. For the Catholic Legates they were
something of a shock. In 1178 a Papal Legate had been outraged to find
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himself granting passes of safe-conduct so that self-confessed heretics
might come to Toulouse and debate openly with him. The nobility in
particular must have enjoyed the spectacle immensely — the sight of
priests having to prove the ‘truth’ of the Catholic position. And publicly
at that. The Cathars were formidable opponents because they appealed
less to the mysteries of The Church and more to commonsense and
experience of life. In one debate the Cathar parfait said that if the hosts
used in the Mass were truly the Body of Christ, then if all the hosts were
gathered together, it would be found that Christ had a body as big as a
mountain! The Cathars believed that Christ was a wholly spiritual being
and he was not to be identified with the body he appeared in. Thus,
they were sickened by the sight of the bleeding Jesus nailed to a cross,
especially when this was used as a religious image. The Resurrection
and the Ascension of Jesus were the critical events of his life because
they were seen as events of the spirit, not of the flesh) The Crucifixion
only served to demonstrate the blindness and cruelty 6f Rex Mundi and
his servants. There was a debate in Pamiers where, during a heated
moment, Esclarmonde of Foix (consoled as you remember by Guilhabert
de Castres amid the great gathering of lords in Fanjeaux in 1206) got
up to make a point only to be ‘put down’ by Brother Etienne de la
Misericorde with the words: ‘Madame, go back to your distaff — it does
not become you to speak at such gatherings.’

This shocking remark scandalized the assembled throng. Was it
because she was a woman wanting to speak — a perfectly acceptable
thing for the public, or, was it because the remark implied that the sister
of the Count of Foix, a holy lady, worked for a living?

The historian R.1. Moore of Sheffield has put this matter of outrage
at public debate in a nutshell: ... that openness and that lack of
hierarchy and structure here was something which was particularly
appalling for men who had spent their lives in England, in France and
in the Roman Church constructing a hierarchical, authoritarian world
which gave them security.’

Failing as he did to convert the Cathars in any but the smallest
numbers, Dominic must have felt a great burden of sadness. He carried
on. His most important tactic was to found a convent at Prouille which
offered a direct alternative to the houses where the parfaites lived,
worked and prayed. It became a centre for a Catholic mission for
evangelical and pastoral labour and it exists to this day. Guilhabert
watched on. Perhaps he laughed. Perhaps he was melancholy to find
such a good man as Dominic on the ‘other side’. What, he may have
pondered, had kept them apart?
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It was at Prouille that Dominic was reported as having made the
following speech to an assembly of Cathars:

For several years now 1 have spoken words of peace to you. I have
preached to you; I have besought you with tears. But as the common
saying goes in Spain: where a blessing fails, a good thick stick will succeed.
Now we shall rouse princes and prelates against you; and they, alas, will
in their turn assemble whole nations and peoples, and a mighty number
will perish by the sword. Towers will fall, and walls will be razed to the
ground, and you will all of you be reduced to servitude. Thus force will
prevail where gentle persuasion has failed to do so.

By 1208, Dominic’s mission had, in its grandest aspects, ended. It was
left for others to bear the ‘thick stick’. During the previous year,
Peter of Castelnau had clashed with Raymond VI, Count of Toulouse.
Raymond had refused to join a projected league of southern barons
dedicated to the task of hunting for the heretics. Peter of Castelnau
excommunicated him. On 1§ January 1208, Peter of Castelnau was,
following the Becket precedent, cut down by officers of Raymond’s army
while crossing the Rhone at St. Gilles in Provence. Pope Innocent 111
seized this opportunity to issue a call to arms.

The weaving days were almost over.

Minerve

In the summer of 1209 an army was assembled in Lyon consisting of
about 10,000 men and as many camp followers. The army had been
collected from all over northern Europe and included Bretons, Flemings,
Lorrainers, people from Cologne, from the coast of the Baltic and
doubtless some from England too. Its commanders included the Bishops
of Chartres and of Beauvais. In supreme command apart from Christ —
for whom the Crusade was officially undertaken — was Simon de
Montfort, either an extremely fervent Catholic and defender of Mother
Church or an avaricious religious bigot, depending on your point of
view. At his right hand, or rather before him, administering the sac-
raments and the policy of Rome was the Papal Legate Arnaud Amaury.
The army quickly moved upon the city of Beziers and its citizens. In a

........... vt 1008

know his own.” The remark, legendary as it undoubtedly is expresses
the ‘spirit’ of the Albigensian Crusad_q)

About 40 kilometres northeast of Carcassonne, in the region of the
Causse exists an extraordinary natural feature. After travelling through
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acre after acre of vineyard you are aware of reaching a high plateau.
Holmoak trees are dotted about here and there but mostly the land is
bare and rather rough. Stones and rocks are strewn about and a slight
breeze blows little clouds of chalky substance into the air. All of a
sudden the plateau opens out into a deep gorge which becomes wider
and wider as you pass along it. Taking a bend in the gorge you may be
astonished to see it divide. The channels of the gorge have twisted
around a hard rock ‘island’ which, if you could see it from the air is
shaped like a long apostrophe and on it is the fortified town of Minerve.
Had you seen the place in the summer of 1210 as the Crusaders did, you
would have seen the sides of the ‘island’ encrusted with battlements and
breach defences. Behind these were the layers of houses, sandy brown
dwellings with those familiar mottled and ruddy roofs. Near the centre
of the town is the church, of such a simplicity, size and shape that we
might call it a chapel. At the narrow end of the apostrophe and then
opening out to form something of an ‘exclamation mark’ stood the
castle. Of this castle only a single supporting buttress now remains. In
the June of 1210 there was no water in the gorge and so the defenders,
led by Guillaume, Viscount of Minerve, were totally dependent on the
town well. Since the chances of taking the town by scaling the sides of
the gorges (about five thick layers of sediment climbing to about 7o
metres) were poor, Simon de Montfort took advantage instead of the
latest siege technology. The queen of this technology went by the jocular
name of Malevoisine (bad neighbour) and had been designed specially
for the Crusade by the engineer William of Paris. De Montfort had her
set up at the edge of the plateau nearest to the town from where she
commenced the medieval equivalent of massive aerial bombardment. In
spite of a setback when ‘commandos’ from the town set her alight, the
alarm was sounded and the trebuchet, the great missile-throwing engine,
continued the attack. The well was sealed and as the parching summer
continued, the defence of Minerve began to take a downward turn. Five
weeks after the commencement of the siege, Guillaume de Minerve had
to sue for peace.

An arrangement was come to whereby all those who were Catholic
or who surrendered the Cathar faith would be set free. At this, many
of the soldiers bauiked. They had not come all that way, they said, to
watch heretics go free. They had come to exterminate them. Arnaud
Amaury felt himself to be in a cleft stick. As a chronicler put it: ‘He
passionately desired to see God’s enemies die. But as a priest and monk
he must not dare to strike the blow himself.” Anyhow, he replied to the
disgruntled officers, ‘Don’t worry. They won’t recant.’
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He was quite right. Simon de Montfort and Arnaud Amaury led the
way into the town behind a cross which was borne as far as the church.
De Montfort and Amaury then went knocking on the doors of the town
inviting the Cathar inhabitants to recant. The parfaits replied simply:
“Why preach at us? We have our own faith and care nothing for the
Church of Rome!’

(On 22 July 1210 a huge stake was erected in Minerve. This was to be
the location of the first of the really great holocausts in which Christians
incinerated Christians in the name of Chris} Some 140 perfecti — and
not one of them had ‘fired a shot in anger’ — went to the flames on that
day. A chronicler wrote: ‘Our men were not put to the trouble of
throwing them into the fire, so joyfully did they embrace their heresy
that they hurled themselves into the flames.’

If you go to Minerve today, you will see adjacent to the church a
small memorial stone to these Cathars. At the top of the stone the shape
of a dove, the symbol of the Holy Spirit, has been carved out so that
you can look right through the stone, and what you see on the other
side 1s framed by the head and wings of this dove.

Vals

Some 35 kilometres southwest of Fanjeaux there is a village called Vals.
Its church hugs closely to the ascending slopes of the beautiful valley of
’Hers. Vals is well off the main road between Pamiers and Mirepoix
and the traveller today might well never see this place. That would be
a sad omission for the church of Vals is a rare sight. It is constructed
both within and above a barrow-like rock which was once the site of a
prehistoric temple. Carved into the rock is the oldest part of the church,
the nave, and it was built in the tenth century. The chancel was added
a century later. Then, from out of the rock ascends a rectangular tower
like a lighthouse on which a simple enclosure houses a single bell. The
tower was constructed in the twelfth century. Entry to the church is
made through what appears to be a cave in the side of the rock. There
is another chapel on a second level while the third level leads to the
tower stairs.

From 1209 to about 1227 we know that the seigneur of Vals, Guil-
laume Adeémar, knight, assisted Cathar preachers in their house at
Mirepoix. His sister, Bérangere was a parfaite. He received the Con-
solamentum at his death. But when we look above the altar we see
something which raises a question in our minds. Painted within the
steep curve of the ceiling we can see quite clearly the remains of a series
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of frescoes probably executed by Catalan artists for Adémar’s ancestors
in about 1100. They depict scenes from the gospels and include the
Annunciation of the Virgin, the Baptism of Christ and the Adoration
of the Magi in a richly emblematic rather than ‘realistic’ manner. In one
of the frescoes, Christ is seen giving the ‘keys of the kingdom’ to St
Peter. Since this was one of the chief doctrinal foundations for the claims
to primacy of the Church of Rome — for Peter is held to have founded
that church, one can see that such a representation would have been
anathema to a Cathar. How is it that Guillaume Ademar, knight, could
reject the form of piety observed by his ancestors?

Perhaps we can begin to understand the reason if we consider that in
the hundred years since the painting of the frescoes, a good deal of
money was being made in the towns of the Languedoc, particularly by
merchants. The lords, however, depended for their income on the
collection of revenues from the people they protected. Furthermore, it
was the custom in these parts for land to be divided among all the
children of a deceased lord with the inevitable result that takings became
smaller and smaller. Meanwhile the church depended on the nobles for
patronage. Bearing in mind the inevitable disputes over ownership of
parcels of land, some of which were claimed by the Church, this was
clearly not a situation destined to reveal the Catholic clergy in their best
light as exemplars of spirituality and self-denial. At the same time,
Cathars arrived and, in the words of R.I. Moore, they offered ‘a
high standard of spiritual performance in return for very low material
demands or none at all whereas the Catholic clergy are known to
have made rather high material demands in return for low spiritual
performance’.

If the local seigneur was a Cathar then he could expect his peasants
to follow suit. I wonder how many continued to use the splendid church?

The Inquisition

The first Albigensian Crusade petered out in 1217. A brief crusade was
led by ‘the king of France, Louis VIII in 1226. But in 1229 Raymond
VI’s son, Raymond VII, Count of Toulouse was granted the rights back
to large parcels of his former territories — on the condition that he make
serious efforts to persecute heretics. There were rather lacklustre efforts
to pursue this end but it was not until April 1233 when the Dominican
Order of Friar Preachers (Dominic himself had died 12 years earlier)
were granted the right to inquisition by the Pope that the business really

got going. This was the founding proper of that institution which has
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abided in popular memory to this day. Languedoc was at the sharp end
of their work for about a century. Their method was straightforward.
First they arrived in town and declared that if anyone came forward
admitting heresy with the desire to recant they could do so without
penance. If nobody came forward they continued on. If somebody did
come forward, the person was then required to name all those other
heretics he or she knew. These people were then called before the
Inquisition and questioned. If they recanted they were given penances
which ran the gamut from fasting, having to go on pilgrimage (which
could be very expensive) to flogging. Probably the most hated form of
penance was that of the imposition of two large and distinctive crosses
which had to be sewn to the outer garments of the ex-heretic. As one
might expect, people were afraid of fraternizing with such a person for
fear that he might report them to the Inquisition. When before the
Inquisition you could not call witnesses and you were not entitled to
debate any point. You were there simply to answer questions. If a person
went back to heresy or if he or she refused to recant, then that person
was delivered to the secular power for burning. A heretic’s property
became forfeit and it has been said that the DQ_mlmcan Inquisition
‘became the largest property brokers in the region.

Since the Inquisition could take no money for themselves, it could be
advantageous for local authorities and others to help the Inquisition. It
would appear that the fundamental attitude of the Inquisition allowed
for intensification and development. In the early sixteenth century,
Henry Cornelius Agrippa wrote of the Inquisition in his De vanitate
scientiarum (On the vanity of the sciences):

But if the person for whom Inquisition is made, do then go about to
defend his opinion with testimonies of the Scripture, or with other reasons,
they interrupt him with great noise and angry checks. They say that he
hath not to do with bachelors [of Arts], scholars in the chair, but with
Judges, in the judgement seat, that there he may not strive and dispute,
but must answer plainly, if he will stand to the decree of the Church of
Rome, and to revoke his opinion, if not, they show him faggots and fire,
saying, that with heretickes they may not contend with argument with
Scripture, but with faggots and fire.

This is from a chapter called ‘On the Inquisitor’s art’ and in the 300
years since the persecution of the Cathars, that Art had no doubt been
perfected. The Inquisition was despised in the Languedoc. Its operators
were mostly strangers to the region and had effectively assumed the role
of the state police of the Church of Rome. In May 1242, the son of
Guillaume Adémar, seigneur of Vals, also called Guillaume, took part
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in a fateful mission. As companion-in-arms to Pierre-Roger of Mirepoix,
he joined a party of knights (not perfecti) who descended from the still
unmolested fortress of Montségur (about 4o kilometres to the southeast
of Vals) to ride to Avignonet, a town between Carcassonne and
Toulouse, to execute vengeance upon a party of inquisitors who had
arrived there. They cut down four inquisitors and their retainers. The
incident has gone down in history as a massacre.

This outrage led to the climax of our tour. A council was held in
Béziers in 1243 and it was there decided to take once and for all the last
important citadel of Catharism: Montségur.

Montsegur

Although not perhaps the most spectacular site connected with the
Cathars — the ruined castle of Termes (captured in November 1210)
situated on a mountain peak among the dense forests of the Corbieres
provides perhaps a more romantic setting for the active imagination —
Montseégur is certainly the most terrifyingly grim and most significant
location with which to end our tour.

The mountain, some 1,207 metres high, rises amid the highest of the
Ariege. The castle, somewhat restored so that one can at least discern
its strange shape — rather like a long tapering shoe-box ~ stands upon
a ‘pog’ or rocky pillar at the top of the mountain. From the eastern
approach it presents a relentless series of forbidding crags which rise up
to the castle battlements. On the western side is a steep forested approach
at the foot of which clings the village of Montsegur.

It has been conjectured that in prehistoric times the site was a temple
to the sun, but no evidence for this has been brought forward. However,
it 1s true that there are four apertures in the walls carved in twos and
which are aligned to the rising sun of the summer solstice. This has
provided food for rich speculations.

The Siege of Montségur (1243—44)

Although Raymond de Pereille rebuilt the castle in about 1204, Mont-
segur did not become the official centre of Catharism until the eve of
the inquisitors’ operations in 1232 when Guilhabert de Castres asked
Raymond de Pereille to further ensure the safety of the chateau and its
growing number of inhabitants. Raymond called upon his cousin, Pierre-
Roger of Mirepoix, a professional knight, for assistance. He provided
about 100 knights and sergeants for the protection of the now 400 to
soo Cathars living within and about the castle. Between 1232 and 1243
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Montségur was the magnet drawing in not only those escaping from the
Inquisition but also the knights and their ladies who came to visit and
assist the perfecti. Scattered about the castle, parfaits and parfaites lived
a life of contemplation and meditation in small enclosures — so perhaps
the atmosphere may be said to have resembled a Tibetan monastery for
Buddhist monks.

After the council of Beziers’ decision to put an end to Montségur, a
huge army was assembled under the leadership of the Archbishop
of Narbonne and the king’s seneschal of Carcassonne, Pierre Amiel.
Montségur proved for ten months to be the impregnable fortress it very
much appears to be. Inside the castle there were about 205 perfects (of
whom it is possible to identify §8 by name), a garrison of about 100 (65
of whom we know by name) and a population of women and children
of whom we know the names of 131. They were being supplied by
villagers of Montségur who knew the terrain perfectly. The siege
appeared vain until just before Christmas 1243 when a party of Gascon
climbers gained access to a look-out post on the crest opposite the castle,
slit the throats of the defenders and so created a passageway for the
troops who were thus able to steadily seize the castle approaches.

The Treasure of Montségur

At this point the now legendary treasure of Montségur was removed
from the castle. Some have thought that this treasure included the Holy
Grail or the lost treasure of the Jerusalem temple. Such speculations
are unnecessary. We know from Inquisition records that Montségur
was the Cathars’ ‘bank’. The treasury included gold, silver and a lot
of money which had been donated to the cause of maintaining the
‘true’ Christianity through the worst of the persecution. The money
was needed to support those Cathars in hiding in the forests and grot-
toes of the Ariege and the Corbieres. We know the names of two of
the male perfecti who removed the treasure. They later turned up in
Lombardy (north Italy) where Cathar émigrés from the Languedoc
fled.

It seems that the legend surrounding the treasure can be accounted
for by the confluence of firstly, the simple fact of the treasure’s existence
and secret removal before the fall of Montségur; secondly, by the
symbolic meaning of Catharism itself — as a doctrine which would be
to gnostic perception a treasure of the spirit, akin to Christ’s symbolism
and allegory of the ‘pearl of great price’ and of the treasure buried
or disregarded, and, thirdly, from the act or event of the ‘collective
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imagination’, seizing upon the implication of a pure spiritual message
amidst an emotionally intense series of violent historical events.

The Tragedy of Montségur

What follows is not the stuff of legend but of fact. Around 21 February
1244, bombardment of the castle by catapult commenced. Massive shells
weighing 8o kg are still being discovered in the forests below the castle.
This fierce attack was repulsed, but by 2 March 1244, Pierre-Roger of
Mirepoix was compelled to sue for a 15-day truce. In that time the
perfecti distributed their food and clothes and prepared themselves for
a ‘death’ they did not believe in.

On the Sunday before the final capitulation (13 March) something
extraordinary happened, which, for the historian Michael Rocquebert,
‘represents the true secret of Montsegur’. Twenty crédentes asked the
leading parfait Bertrand Marty to be ‘consoled’. As ordinary Cathar
believers they could survive the capitulation. As parfaits and parfaites
they knew that they would be burned alive.

On 16 March 1244, the castle of Montsegur was surrendered to the
Archbishop of Narbonne and the seneschal of Carcassonne. On that
day, 225 male and female perfecti were led to a stake on a plateau below
the ‘pog’ and summarily burned.

Armed resistance to the Catholic armies was at an end. The survivors
were interrogated by the Inquisition. Nineteen documents of interrog-
ation have come down to us and from these records comes our principal
information for the siege and collapse of Montsegur.

Standing on a mountain opposite the pyramidal aspect of Montségur
in July 1986, the historian Robert Moore asked Michael Rocquebert
what the significance is for us of this terrible event:

It was certainly a great tragedy brought about by intolerance and I think
that if the world today is turning its attention to Catharism and its history
with so much curiosity and so much emotion, it is because people see in
Montségur the symbol, the sign, of eternal intolerance. There is also in
Catharism food for very deep spiritual and religious reflection, of that I
am absolutely convinced.

As is the author.
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What happened to the Cathars?

Without doubt, the Albigensian Crusade and the siege of Montségur
confirmed the Cathar in his knowledge of what kind of power controlled
the world. Nevertheless, the horror of Montsegur, the fall of the citadel
of the spirit, must have traumatized the crédentes if not the surviving
perfecti. Although the loss of Montseégur threw the organization of
the Cathar Church into confusion, the Cathars were not finished but
persisted clandestinely in forests, mountains, caves and in the more
remote villages of the Pyrenees. The Inquisition was still occupied in
the area about Pamiers in the early fourteenth century where the Bishop
Jacques Fournier’s Inquisition would one day furnish Emmanuel Le Roy
Ladurie with the source material for his book Montaillou. The last
Cathar to be burned was a popular inhabitant of Villerouge-Termenes,
Bélibaste in 1321. The village honours Belibaste today in an equally
popular festival held in August.
Three major questions remain to be answered.

Were the Cathars a menace to society?

This is highly unlikely. In the first place, it should be noticed that
although the great counts of the region supported and tolerated the
Cathars — while members of their families did become perfecti, there is
no evidence that the great powers themselves were crédentes.
Inquisition records of 1246, soon after Montsegur, reveal very few
Cathars — in Fanjeaux 28; in- Laurac 30 — and these numbers are
exceptional. Elsewhere, no more than handfuls could be detected. Fur-
thermore, there is no evidence to suggest that Catholics and Cathars did
any more than peacefully coexist. When at Albi in 1234 the inquisitor
Arnaud Cathala authorized the exhumation of dead heretics for post-
mortem condemnation and burning, he was roughly handled by a ‘mob’
enraged at an action repugnant to all. There is an account of how when
one knight was asked why he did not pursue the heretics, he replied:
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‘How could we do that? We have seen them brought up. We have been
brought up side by side with them — our closest kinsmen are among
their number. Every day we see them living worthy and honourable lives
in our midst.’

On another occasion a priest secured a recantation from a Cathar on
condition that they play chess for the penance — the priest lost! Lax as
this may appear, none the less the priest should have been commended
for obtaining a recantation without violence — no common occurrence.
In short, there was peaceful coexistence until outsiders moved in.

So why were the Cathars persecuteds

Firstly, the Cathar church did threaten the power and influence of the
Church of Rome. That is clear enough. The Church of Rome has never
enjoyed competition.

Secondly, the concerted persecution of Cathars offered great oppor-
tunities to those unscrupulous men who could muster an army against
them. The Counts of Toulouse wanted the counties of Carcassonne and
Béziers, the kings of Aragon wanted the county of Toulouse and Simon
de Montfort (father, by the way, of the man who compelled England’s
King John to sign Magna Carta) wanted whatever he could get. It has
been said in the latter’s defence that he was a deeply religious man. Is
that an excuse?

Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, observers of humanity have
often been dismayed at the phenomenon of a special horror and hatred
reserved by the powerful for those who renounce the world. A deep
consideration of this may lead us to the conclusion that the bons
hommes — the good men were burned because they were good men. It
is significant that one of the things which a suspected Cathar had to
deny before the Inquisition was the conviction that the Cathars were
good men. Furthermore, their reputations were subjected to further
degradation, as their influence declined, by their being called ‘buggers’
or worse. This was the price to be exacted from those who took Christ
seriously when before the judgement-seat of Pilate He said: ‘My kingdom
is not of this world.

Why then did the Cathars disappear?

It may have crossed readers’ minds that a religion under persecution is
as likely to grow in numbers as it is to decline. Some explanation then
is required for the eventual disappearance of authentic Catharism from
history.
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WHAT HAPPENED TO THE CATHARS?

Firstly, one must consider the effect of the loss of noble support. After
1232 a lord who patronized Cathars was in danger of losing his estate —
if he or she had not done so already. Since the peasants tended to follow
the creed of the lord, that would account for a significant loss of
Cathars. Furthermore, it is unlikely that many ordinary people were fully
cognisant of the strict differences between Cathar and Catholic and so
would tend to ‘go with the tide’. After 1244, the tide was definitely
flowing in a Catholic direction.

Secondly, after 1232 and more so after the fall of Montségur, it
became extremely hazardous for the perfecti to operate and remuster
support from a possibly despairing following. Since the perfecti were
the crux and the heights of the religion, the crédentes were doubtless
left without guiding examples. A corollary of this situation is that
perennial gnostic problem of presenting a religion of perfection. This
in itself is not conducive to continuity over a prolonged period. To quote
the English historian Bernard Hamilton in The Albigensian Crusade: ‘It
should not be forgotten that they [the perfecti] did not succeed in
imposing their ethic of non-violent other-worldliness on the mass of
their believers.” While Professor Hamilton’s words are ill-chosen — it
was not for the perfecti to ‘impose’ anything; also they were fully aware
of Christ’s dictum that, ‘narrow is the way and few be they that find
it’ — it is doubtless a significant point if, that is, continuity as a ‘church’
is seen as having a high value.

Thirdly, new Catholic Orders were put into practice, for example the
Franciscan Order and, in the Languedoc region, the ‘mendicant friars’
adopted many of the habits of the perfecti and brought an attainable
spirituality within reach of the ‘grass roots’ while remaining a part of
the whole society. Spirituality with security in this world proved to be
a winning incentive. The Cathars paid a high price for bringing the best
out of the mendicant friars. Catholicism thus started to become a strong
force for social cohesion, especially after the de facto union of Church
and State following the passing of the Languedoc into the control of the
French crown in 1271.

Nevertheless, anti-clericalism grew in some parts into a tradition
which, denied an organized alternative continues to this day as a con-
tributing factor to a secularized and ‘liberal’ consciousness.

Fourthly, there developed divergences of opinion within the Cathar
tradition, particularly with regard to the nature of the operative dualism,
that is, whether reality was sundered by equally opposing principles of
good and evil or whether evil represented a rebellion against a primary
principle of Good. Sadly, the essential dualism of matter and spirit began
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to take second place to an impossible metaphysics. Over-commitment to
speculation is guaranteed to see the end of any organization no matter
how non-hierarchical it may be.

The fifth and last explanation is perhaps not an explanation at all.
By virtue of this, it may yet be found to be fundamental. It brings us to
a mystery, that mystery which becomes apparent when we ask about a
familiar event or place — “Why here?’, “Why there?’ or ‘Why at all?’

In short, the success of the Cathar gnosis can be put down to an
ingredient in the ‘pot’ so to speak, which is unknown — something in
the ‘times’. The Germans, agile at creating new words as ever have given
us the much-abused term zeitgeist — ‘time ghost’, ‘time spirit’, ‘spirit of
the times’. There is a familiar feeling that occurs to those who have
studied the story of the Gnosis when one begins to ponder unknown
quantities, undetermined factors, even unseen agencies.

There are discernible eras (‘aeons’ the gnostic calls them) when there
is an awakening of the spirit. It awakes hand in hand with favourable
social, political and religious conditions and determinations. In the story
of the Cathars we have cited several of them, including warfare and
power-struggle set amid a ‘liberal’ atmosphere and cultural renaissance
expressed in the romance and poetry of the troubadours — and then, the
tradition subsides for a while into an invisible unconscious mind from
which the gnostic impulse derives. ‘... for you are from it and to it you
will return’ (The Gospel of Thomas).

The spiritual energy within man himself must contend with those
energies outside his self. If the Gnostic does not withdraw into that
shrine, he or she is likely, during inclement conditions, to be overcome
by those forces (whether called demiurge, archon or Rex Mundi) which
make up the fabric of the organism and of the outer spectral world.

The amazing attempt to penetrate the Tragedy of life and so to unify
the inner and the outer worlds is the subject of Part Three of this boog,;
It is about those who wished to bring the ‘Devil’s Creation’ into harmony
with the spiritual realm of the Absolute Godhead — the next mani-
festation of the gnostic impulse in our history: the Hermetic philosophy.









Chapter Seven

Hermes comes to Florence

It is perhaps strange that amid the intensity of technological events,
people feel a compulsion to employ the language not of reason but of
imagination to express themselves. ‘That’s one small step for man, one
giant leap for mankind’, is one of the host of fine phrases uttered when
greeting the unknown. What if Neil Armstrong had then proceeded to
step into a hidden trench and so disappeared from view? Would that
have rendered his words vain? Were the words valid anyway? The
astronaut spoke as if he had succeeded in uniting the event of stepping
onto the lunar surface to the main ‘body’ of human history. We believed
him.

Fy Certain men of the ﬁfteenth and sixteenth centuries represents an
emboldened leap of creative imagination, from a ‘lower’ or ‘inner’ world
of non-rational and unconscious strivings, to a principle of Unity which
would itself unify human concerns and reorient them towards a new
sense of the possible and the real. As we shall see, it began to be seen
that the scope of the rational mind, fused in a gnostic manner to the
divine mind, was practically infinite. Unlike the Cathar who had felt the
earth to be the Devil’s creation and a prison, the Hermetic imagination
held, it was thought, the keys to Man’s eternal freedom. If nothing else
I hope that the ensuing chapters show the value, and pitfalls, of the
creative imagination — the very ‘window’, as it were, of gnostic per-
ception — in the human being’s unfinished and perhaps tragic struggle
for the security of Knowledge.

Florence 1460

The learned men of Florence in the late fifteenth century appear to
have moved amid a great sense of nostalgia, a yearning for the past
characterized by what we may truthfully describe as wishful thinking,
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the power to imagine. Any person who has visited Florence cannot help
but be amazed or even overcome by the artistic legacy of this period.
Florence and Renaissance Art have become almost synonymous terms.
From Michelangelo’s David to Botticelli’s Primavera, from the Duomo
to the Church of Santa Maria Novella, from the villas of Fiesole to the
cloisters of San Marco this astonishing city continues to cast a spell
upon the visitor. The outpouring of the visual imagination, this we can
see in abundance, but the philosophical imagination, if we may use such
a term, is not always so visible although there 1s no doubt that many
great works of painting and sculpture have been inspired by it. The
beauty of Florence is a testimony to a living world of imagination and
it was such a world that provided a welcome new home to the Hermetic
philosophy. So when we speak of wishful thinking and of a profound
nostalgia we can say that such impulses are likely to precipitate very
real effects when close to a given philosophy. The philosophy that was
attracting most attention in the Florence of our period was that of
Plato. As you may remember, Plato received a similar welcome and
development in second-century Alexandra when and where the Her-
metists operated, as described in Part One. Fifteenth-century Florentines
with a taste for Plato were apt to read him not only in his own works
such as the Timaeus (which was such an inspiration to Valentinian
Gnostics), the Symposium and the Phaedo, but also in conjunction with
the works of neoplatonists who developed or indeed perverted their
masters’ philosophy. The world of neoPlatonism is that of the hey-day
of the Gnosis in the second and third centuries and there is kinship
between them. This kinship can particularly be seen in the use of the
concept of the ‘great chain of being’” which sets the world a great distance
from the pure realm of divine spirit. Such a view would give justification
to a person who felt that this world was somehow ‘out of touch’ with
reality and he himself ‘out of touch’ with the world. The Platonism of
the time then was a rather mixed bag and this doubtless caused a certain
amount of confusion, especially for those who were attempting to
reconcile the attractions of Platonic philosophy to the rigours of Catholic
theology. One of the chief ways to show the divine inspiration of Plato —
and therefore his suitability to be described as a ‘Theologian’ was to
point out the correspondence between the Christian Heaven where all
things exist in perfection, with God the Father enthroned at its centre
and His angels round about Him singing His praises, and Plato’s phil-
osophy of a formal and intelligible world where all terrestrial and
material things find their perfection, their ‘Forms’ and their ‘Ideas’. In
Plato’s intelligible world, that is to say the real world, there is neither
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corruption nor change. This world exists simultaneously with the world
of ordinary perceptions — ‘our’ world. Our world is a kind of shadow
of the real and to become aware of this is to become dissatisfied, or, in
other words, to become<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>