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Editor’s Foreword

Religion and gender is an important contemporary topic in the study
of religions insofar as religious symbols, including images of gender,
shape the symbolic worlds in which individual and collective views of
the self and existence are defined. Images of gender both reflect the
social practices of men and women and play a role in shaping the
gendered character of social reality. In many traditions, gender imagery
is used in conceiving deity as well as in discussing humanity and
sexuality. In Gnosticism, not only concepts of deity and of humankind’s
essential nature but also concepts of how the world came into being and
the nature of evil and salvation are often formulated in terms of gender.
The use of gender imagery in Gnosticism is thus not a peripheral issue. It
is also not a simple one. This is largely due to the complexity of the
phenomenon of Gnosticism itself and to the lack of social information
we have about it.

The essays and responses in this volume attempt to address the many
problems inherent in a description of gender imagery in Gnosticism.
They were first presented at an international research conference on
“Images of the Feminine in Gnosticism.” The conference was sponsored
by the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity, by the Department of
Religious Studies at Occidental College, and by the Society of Biblical
Literature. It convened November 19-25, 1985, at the Institute for Antiq-
uity and Christianity in Claremont, California, and at the Society of
Biblical Literature annual meeting in Anaheim. Twenty presentations
were made, followed by responses. In addition, there was a panel
discussion at the annual meeting of the SBL designed to bring the work

xi
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of the conference to the attention of a broader audience. The culmina-
tion of the conference was a plenary address by the scholar whose work
has been most foundational in this area, Elaine Pagels.

The purpose of the conference was to initiate a systematic study of
issues of gender in Gnosticism, beginning with a focus upon images of
the feminine. The conference succeeded most effectively in setting out a
clear picture of the state of present research and in delineating paths for
future research.

The many methodological points that were raised centered on two
issues: understanding gnostic perspectives on gender and the problem
of the relationship between mythology and social description. Other
primary subjects included the social description of Gnosticism and sub-
stantive topics in literary and comparative historical analysis.

It became clear that certain distinctions are important in order to
understand the texts’ perspectives on gender. First, it is necessary to
acknowledge that there are a variety of perspectives among gnostic
texts. Second, it is important to clarify when a gendered image is being
used for the sake of its gendered characteristics. Michael Williams lays
out these methodological problems and applies his model of analysis to
three gnostic texts in order to illustrate the variety of perspectives on
gender in Gnosticism. Other participants also illustrate the importance
of the second distinction. For example, Anne McGuire demonstrates
that the gender of the mythological figures of Norea and the archons in
the Hypostasis of the Archons is centrally important to the text’s theme of
confrontation and subversion. On the other hand, I argue that the
gender identity of the savior figures in the Apocryphon of John is not
relevant for the text’s concept of salvation. In some cases, gendered
imagery is centrally significant because of its gendered character; in
other cases, gendered imagery may be present only because it is a part of
the tradition or because it is related to the myth or theology as gendered
imagery in a different context.

Another way to get at perspectives on gender is to understand the
presuppositions or interpretive framework operative behind a text’s use
of gender imagery. Elaine Pagels, for example, asks: “How do various
gnostic exegetical approaches tend to differ from those of orthodox
exegetes? And what do these differences have to do with the way
gnostic authors interpret sexual imagery” (p. 188)? She argues that Paul
is the key to understanding the gnostic interpretation of Genesis and the
presentation of Eve in the Hypostasis of the Archons and the Gospel of
Philip. Another method is that of utilizing a feminist hermeneutic aimed
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at exposing patriarchal presuppositions at work in presenting gender.
Elizabeth Castelli notes, for example, that the medical views described
by Richard Smith at work in the Sophia myth presuppose that women
are the “other,” not only a derivation but a deviation from the male
norm. I indicate in my essay that different versions of the Apocryphon of
John take different emphases in gender perspective. One version pre-
sents the first woman as a sexual temptress; the other presents the
domination of woman by man as a wicked decree of the world creator.

Another aspect of this problem of understanding the gender perspec-
tive of a text concerns the gendered nature of language itself. Deirdre
Good raises this issue quite forcefully. It is necessary to determine when
images that are gendered by grammar and syntax are relevant to the
discussion of gendered imagery in Gnosticism and to what degree. In
order to do that, the gendered textures of languages themselves must be
analyzed. In turn, this problem generates a related difficulty: What
happens to the gender perspective of a text in the process of translation
(e.g., from Greek to Coptic or to modern languages)? For example,
should we translate the Coptic eiwT as “father” or as “parent”? In what
contexts? Is the term equivalent to the Greek warjp (see Good; Sieber)?

Another question is whether or not we need to know the gender of the
author in order to understand properly a text’s perspective on gender.
This issue is raised from a variety of points of view (Williams; Wire;
Schiissler Fiorenza; Brooten; Scopello; Parrott). Madeleine Scopello sug-
gests that some of the texts we possess may have been written by
women. The consensus of the conference was that this is most certainly
the case; the problem remains, however, of determining more specif-
ically which texts were composed by women. The issue is important,
since perspectives on gendered imagery, the evaluation of ethical issues
of sexual behavior, and attitudes toward ritual practices may be different
for women than for men. It was agreed that further work needs to be
done on the issues of women’s education in antiquity and comparative
work on the gender differences that may exist in other literatures.

A primary question that was only touched upon (Sieber; Pagels)
regards proper methods to understand the use of metaphorical and
mythological language with regard to the issue of gender, that is, What is
such language about? Two points are clear, however. It is important to
understand the metaphorical nature of certain images of gender and to
be careful in relating them to attitudes toward real women and men or to
social gender roles.

This point provides a good bridge to the second difficult point of
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methodology: the relationship of myth to social description. What is the
relationship of gendered images in myth and metaphor to the real lives
of women and men? The real problem here is the lack of reliable social
and historical information about Gnosticism. Gnostic texts are for the
most part apocalyptic and mythological or semiphilosophical treatises.
They give us no clear and reliable information about the history, organi-
zation, composition, and practices of gnostic groups. What little we
know must be carefully culled from texts that were not designed to
provide such information or from the Christian opponents of Gnosti-
cism such as Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Epiphanius, and Augustine. One
may therefore reasonably question whether or not it is at all possible to
construct a history or social history of Gnosticism with the kind of
information we have. In her response, Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza
writes that we “should not either separate social from religious-theo-
logical functions or conceive of ‘social roles’ independently from the
social-religious institutions of which they are a part” (p. 328). If, there-
fore, we cannot establish the social and historical context for gnostic
literature and practice, it is essential to be aware of how that may limit
our understanding of the images of the feminine in Gnosticism. It also
became clear in the course of our conversations that the large amount of
feminine imagery in the gnostic texts relative to other similar religious
literature of antiquity, especially normative Christian texts, does not
necessarily indicate a larger social role for women.

Despite these problems, several authors have attempted (or critiqued
attempts) to cull social information from a text or to imagine a plausible
historical-social context for an idea or practice (Scopello; Parrott;
Cameron; King; Turner; Pagels; D’Angelo; Buckley; Rudolph; Kraemer;
MacDonald; Brooten; Wire; Schiissler Fiorenza; Wisse; Goehring). One
particular interest was in the gender composition of gnostic groups.
How attractive might Gnosticism have been to women? Did ascetic or
libertine practices offer an attractive alternative to women in a patri-
archal society (Wire; Schiissler Fiorenza; Goehring; Wisse)? Are the
images of strong female goddesses, saviors, and heroines an indication
that Gnosticism would have been attractive to women (Scopello;
Parrott)? Or would other themes have played a role in repelling women
from Gnosticism? James Goehring, for example, addresses these ques-
tions with regard to libertine cults. He suggests that “there were Phibion-
ite women who were instrumental in the group’s development and that
they found in the group an avenue to express their release from the
societal constraints imposed upon them by their sex” (p. 344). On the
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other hand, Frederik Wisse describes the important theme of antifem-
ininity that runs throughout many gnostic texts and suggests that such a
theme should make us very cautious about positing important roles for
women in gnostic groups.

Another strong interest in social description concerned women'’s roles
in gnostic groups, especially with regard to ritual and cult. Is it plausible
that women in some gnostic groups were authors, teachers, and leaders
(Scopello; Parrott)? What parts did women play in ritual, especially in
the ritual of the bridal chamber (Buckley; Rudolph), rites of initiation
(King; Turner; Cameron), or in libertine cults (Goehring)? Can we under-
stand particular actions of women by reference to myth? For example,
Dennis MacDonald suggests that the act of women’s unveiling (1 Corin-
thians 11) may be properly understood against a myth of primordial
androgyny.

A final set of questions raised concerning social description had to do
with the social function of particular practices. For example, did similar
behavior, such as asceticism or libertinism, have a different set of social
functions for women than for men? What are those functions?
Antoinette Clark Wire, for example, argues that women’s asceticism had
different functions than men’s based upon their different social roles.
She describes six possible social functions of asceticism for women. Here
in particular, the issue of the importance of considering social class in
addition to gender was raised as an important issue (Schiissler Fiorenza).

Substantive topics in literary and comparative historical analysis
focused on (1) the meaning and connotations of important terms or
images, especially by understanding them in their cultural and mythic
contexts (Pasquier; Meyer); (2) the nature and roles of important female
figures such as Barbelo, Sophia, Norea, Eve, and Sophia-Jesus (Perkins;
Robinson; Hedrick; Abramowski; Buckley; Rudolph; McGuire; Pear-
son); and (3) identifying and understanding imagery borrowed from
other literary, intellectual, or mythic contexts of the Greco-Roman world
(Scopello; Parrott; Smith; Castelli). These studies are of paramount
importance to a discussion of the usages and meaning of imagery of the
feminine. Anne Pasquier’s study of the term prounikos illuminates the
range of connotation that a single term can have in expressing gnostic
views. Pheme Perkins’s study clearly demonstrates the importance of
reading images against their proper background. She argues that we
misunderstand Sophia in treating her against Jewish wisdom patterns of
sin, flaw, and fault that may not be appropriate to her story. When we
look to material about Greco-Roman goddesses, a different view of
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Sophia’s “fall” emerges. Similarly, James Robinson describes an early
Christian trajectory that understands the figure of Jesus in terms of
Sophia. This trajectory suggests a new vantage point for Christian
theology different from the apocalyptic and messianic patterns that may
no longer be adequate for us today to understand the Jesus story. Luise
Abramowski treats us to a description of the variety of female figures in
the gnostic special material (Sondergut) of Hippolytus’s treatise Refuta-
tion of All Heresies and allows us to see how very rich and various
gnostic treatment of female figures is. Jorunn Buckley shows the way in
which a single text, the Gospel of Philip, can treat a number of important
female figures using them to model for all gnostics, male and female
alike, the pattern of salvation as unification. Anne McGuire focuses on
the figure of Norea in the Hypostasis of the Archons. Using a modified
form of reader response criticism, she shows how Norea’s confrontation
with the world ruler provides a pattern for the subversion of (male)
archontic power. Birger Pearson also focuses on the figure of Norea,
describing the various roles assigned to her in the gnostic texts and her
function as a “saved savior.” Madeleine Scopello shows how Exegesis on
the Soul and Authoritative Teaching can be illuminated when compared
with Hellenistic novels. She argues that the soul’s adventures follow the
pattern of female heroines in Jewish and Greco-Roman literature. Simi-
larly, Richard Smith shows how we misread ancient literature if we do
not understand the conceptuality that ancient authors and readers pre-
sume. In this case, he shows how concepts from biology and medicine
can illumine mythological imagery about gender and generation.

Finally, the work here by Elizabeth Clark, Paula Fredriksen, and
Elaine Pagels (Part Two) shows the influence of gnostic conceptuality
beyond the sphere of Gnosticism proper, especially on Christianity.
Elizabeth Clark discusses in detail the charge of “Manicheism” brought
against Augustine by Pelagian critics such as Julian of Eclanum. The
central issue is Augustine’s theory of reproduction. Elaine Pagels takes a
different and illuminating direction of inquiry, describing how projec-
tions upon the familiar story of creation in Genesis, read by gnostic
Christians, their orthodox opponents, and Augustine, relate to specific
historical circumstances and perspectives.

So in the end, what meaning may the study of images of the feminine
in Gnosticism have? Many of the authors in this volume draw out
specifically the implications of their work. Some results are negative. For
example, Frederik Wisse points out that the theme of antifemininity, tied
to a social setting of encratism, seems to offer little support to the view
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that women may have had important roles in Gnosticism. Similarly it
seems to me that even when the feminine is highly valued, it is often
done so at the expense of real sexuality. It also seems as though gnostic
mythology and gender imagery often affirm patriarchy and patriarchal
social gender roles. The literature under discussion here was formed in a
clearly patriarchal society and reflects that fact thoroughly.

Other authors found in the texts deposits of meaning and resources
for human liberation. Pheme Perkins argues that the Sophia stories “had
the symbolic [and] mythic resources to image the crisis of roots, gener-
ation, and family. . . . The Gnostic holds out a biting critique of the world
as it is experienced and a promise that the ‘true seed’ comes from an
entirely different order” (pp. 111-12). Anne McGuire finds a paradigm
for the subversion of false powers of domination in the Hypostasis of the
Archons. The image of a female as a powerful savior figure can be an
empowering model for human liberation. Or a renewed understanding
of Jesus-Sophia could provide a positive new direction for modern
Christian theology (Robinson; Hedrick). In the Gospel of Philip, qualities
deemed “female” are those envisioned to have the power to heal division
and brokenness in all human beings (Buckley).

A direct consequence of the conference was the establishment of a
research project titled “Female and Male in Gnosticism.” It is functioning
conjunctively as a section of the Society of Biblical Literature and a
research project of the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity. The
purpose of the project is to produce a systematic description of gender in
Gnosticism. The project will need to describe and account for (1) the use
of gendered language and images in gnostic literature, (2) the meaning
of gender in the presentation of deity and certain important mytholog-
ical figures and themes, and (3) the relation of the use of such language
to a social description of Gnosticism. The project will include all the
relevant Nag Hammadi texts and other primary gnostic texts, selections
from nongnostic Christian texts (especially the heresiologists), and
materials from other related traditions such as Mandeism and Mani-
cheism.

Without the support and efforts of the following persons and institu-
tions, the conference and this resulting volume would not have been
possible. First, special thanks are due to all the participants for their
scholarly contributions and personal support. I want especially to thank
Anne McGuire, who served on the convening committee and offered
considerable advice and support, and doctoral students Kathleen Corley
and Clayton Jefford of the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity, for
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their administrative support. My warmest thanks go to Stephanie
Dumoski, a student of Occidental College, for her unstinting generosity
of time and labor in compiling the bibliography at the end of this
volume. Financial support for the conference was provided by the
Institute for Antiquity and Christianity and by President Richard Gil-
man and Dean David Danelski of Occidental College. Their support is
greatly appreciated. My thanks are also due Harold W. Rast and John A.
Hollar of Fortress Press for their patience and assistance. Finally, I wish
to acknowledge and express particular gratitude to James M. Robinson,
who conceived the conference, supported the project to fruition, and
was a constant guide and adviser at every stage. Many thanks.

KareN L. KING
Occidental College
Los Angeles, California
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PART ONE

ESSAYS AND RESPONSES



1 MICHAEL A. WILLIAMS

Variety in Gnostic Perspectives
on Gender

The announced intent of the conference for which the essays in this
volume were produced was to “delimit the forms and functions of the
most important images of the feminine in the major gnostic groups and
to discuss and explore fruitful methodological approaches to interpret-
ing these texts.” I take it that the conference itself was an expression of
our corporate sense that the progress of scholarship in the analysis of
fresh sources such as those from Nag Hammadi and in the digestion of
new insights about our sources at large has now carried us to a point
beyond which our discussion of the topic of Gnosticism and gender can
and ought to become increasingly less generalized, more nuanced. I
suspect that we are no longer satisfied with generalizations about “the
gnostic myth of the female,” “the gnostic pattern” in the use of gender
images, and so forth. In what follows, I will offer my own view as to why
such dissatisfaction is legitimate and suggest factors that ought to be
taken into consideration in interpretations of the significance of gender-
related imagery in gnostic sources.

My reflection on theoretical issues relating to the use of gender
imagery in religious texts has been heavily informed by the work of a
two-year research seminar on “Religion and Gender” conducted in
1981-83 by the faculty of the Comparative Religion Program of the
University of Washington and chaired by Caroline W. Bynum.! These
discussions, encompassing cases from several different religious tradi-

1. See C. W. Bynum, S. Harrell, and P. Richman, eds., Gender and Religion: On the
Complexity of Symbols. Note esp. Bynum’s important introductory essay, “The Com-
plexity of Symbols,” 1-20.
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tions, demonstrate the prematurity of much generalization in recently
produced literature on women and religion or on feminine imagery in
religious texts. There is significant diversity among perspectives on
gender from one culture or religious tradition to the next, and perspec-
tives on gender can differ from one person to the next even within a
single tradition. “Male” and “female” do not have the same associations
everywhere or for every person. “Femaleness” does not always imply
“passivity,” for instance; nor is it the case that “male” and “female”
always suggest “opposition” or “polarity.”

Some of the contributions were able to compare perspectives of men
with those of women, within the same tradition, and the results suggest
that there are contrasts involving far more complexity than simply the
degree of androcentrism or the amount of female imagery employed.
For instance, Bynum has shown that for medieval male writers the
“motherhood” of Christ entailed the pairing of the gender images of
“mothering” and “fathering” in discussions by these writers of comple-
mentary aspects of clerical leadership (affectivity or nurture vs. author-
ity), whereas for female writers, “mothering” was not thought of as one
part of a gender pair (with “fathering”) but instead was regularly
associated with images of “eating” and “suffering.”? Jack Hawley has
compared the writings of male and female poet-saints from the Braj
region of North India in their use of the imagery of devotion to Krishna.?
Hawley has shown that when male poets speak in the voice of the gopis,
the mythical cowmaids who dance the dance of love with Krishna on
moonlit nights, it is not with quite the same tone or concerns that can be
found in a female poet who is taking on the gopi persona in her poetry
but without having to make the imaginative change of sex that is
required of male poets.

For our purposes here, one of the most important implications of the
research just mentioned is to underscore how essential it is that discus-
sions of images of the feminine in Gnosticism not be separated from an
analysis of gnostic perspectives on gender itself. For there are levels of
diversity here that must be appreciated before the significance of indi-
vidual patterns of feminine imagery can be understood. Since the deter-
mination of the gender of the author is so problematic for most of our

2. C. W. Bynum, “. . . And Woman His Humanity: Female Imagery in the Religious
Writing of the Later Middle Ages,” in Gender and Religion (ed. Bynum, Harrell, and
Richman), 257-88.

3. J. S. Hawley, “Images of Gender in the Poetry of Krishna,” in Gender and Religion
(ed. Bynum, Harrell, and Richman), 231-56; and in the same volume, see the articles by
Richman, Harrell, Wallace, and Toews.
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gnostic sources, it may not be possible to identify patterns that distin-
guish the perspective of female gnostic writers from that of male authors
in the way in which Bynum and Hawley have been able to do for their
sources. Some of the differences that exist in the gnostic texts may well
be due to this factor, but in most cases the nature of the sources will not
allow us to test this. Nevertheless I am impressed by the significant
diversity in gender perspective that is in evidence among gnostic writers,
whatever part the gender of the authors themselves may have played in
this. And even where it is likely that two sources have been produced by
authors of the same sex, we sometimes encounter what I would want to
call qualitative differences in perspective. In order to develop an ade-
quate understanding of gnostic uses of gender-related imagery, we must
be sensitive from the start to the diversity in vantage points represented
by the writers.

In analyzing the usage of gender-related imagery in gnostic texts, I
suggest that we ought to distinguish among at least four different
questions that have not always been carefully distinguished in the past:
(1) To what extent does a text even use imagery that we would want to
call gendered imagery? (2) When a gendered image is used, is it used
primarily for the sake of its gendered character, or is it for some other
reason? To rephrase this in the vocabulary of the conference, when are
feminine images actually images of the feminine? (3) Even where gen-
dered imagery is being used for the sake of its gendered character, what
is the nature of the relationship between the roles depicted in the
imagery and the perspective of the author on social gender roles? (4)
What perspectives on social gender are discernible among gnostic
sources?

1. AMOUNT OF GENDER IMAGERY

There is, first of all, variety in the extent to which gnostic texts use
gendered imagery at all. I should first comment on what I am counting
as “gendered imagery.” There are some images over which I assume
there would be little or no debate. Examples might include terms such as
“bride,” “bridegroom,” or “mother.” In certain instances this would also
be true for the term “father"—for example, when it is paired with the
word “mother” (e.g., Orig. World 104,10f.). However, as Deirdre Good
has demonstrated (see her contribution in this volume), the Coptic term
(eiwT) that often does mean “father” can sometimes mean simply
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“parent,” without reference to specific gender. And many nouns that are
simply lexically male (e.g., Nous) or female (e.g., Sophia) are not in
themselves “gendered” in the sense in which I am using the term, and
they become so only when they are more explicitly gendered in a text,
either mythologically (e.g., Sophia referred to as mother) or through
some direct attribution (e.g., in a reference such as “male Mind").

The variety in the amount of gendered imagery used in gnostic
sources ranges from the virtual absence of it in some texts to a profusion
in others. Of all the factors that I will be discussing here, the simple
amount of gendered imagery employed is perhaps the one most easily
subjected to straightforward measurement. Yet variety in the level of
gender imaging has proved susceptible to misinterpretation. For ex-
ample, past scholarship has sometimes focused too one-sidedly on the
relative abundance of female imagery in certain gnostic texts as com-
pared with the amount of female imagery encountered in more “ortho-
dox” Jewish or Christian sources. But it has not been sufficiently recog-
nized that such gnostic texts are frequently manifesting a greater pro-
clivity toward gender imagery at large, both male and female imagery.
Some authors are simply more inclined than are others to image self,
cosmos, or the transcendent in patterns involving gender relationships.
Thus, a high visibility of the feminine may in some cases signify a higher
level of what we might call “gender consciousness” rather than a special
interest in only one gender, the feminine.

But gnostic sources also include representatives from elsewhere along
the spectrum, all the way to an almost complete absence of any ten-
dency to image in gender categories. Though we are accustomed to
encountering certain gnostic motifs in gendered form, the fact that
sometimes the gendering is not present needs to be weighed more
carefully. To cite a familiar example, the author of the Gospel of Truth
(NHC L,3) does not present a Sophia myth that is gendered after the
fashion of so many Valentinian examples. We find instead a highly
abstract description of Error (wAdrn) constructing a substitute for Truth
(Gos. Truth 17,4-20). Here is an instance in which the use of the neuter
English pronoun “it™ is at least as suitable as “she/her” for translating
the text’s pronominal references to Error, even though wAdry is lexically
a feminine Greek noun. For even though there is admittedly still a

4. This is the translation option chosen by, e.g., G. W. MacRae, The Nag Hammadi
Library in English (ed. J. M. Robinson), 38.
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mythic style in the narrative, nothing about the narrative depends on, or
alludes to, the femaleness of Error. We have no reference to Error as
mother or consort, for example.

It may well be true, as Hans Jonas long ago suggested,® that some
more mythological (and more gendered) version of a Sophia myth is
presupposed by the author of the Gospel of Truth. But my point is that
even if this is the case, we should not ignore the degendering that has
taken place. At the very least, we should avoid reading the gendering
back into the material for the author. On this methodological point I
must take issue with, for example, Rose Arthur, who in her recently
published study of various feminine motifs in Nag Hammadi texts¢
takes a different tack in the analysis of the Gospel of Truth. In her view,
the more abstract narrative about Error is a disguised version of the
same feminine “motifs and their prejudices” that are found explicitly
expressed in other gnostic sources.” Even though the Gospel of Truth
presents the theme of the “deficiency” (wTa) in more demythologized,
abstract form, this is, argues Arthur, a disguised form of the “fault (wTa)
of the woman.”® But I would argue that we may not have here the
cloaking of gender prejudices so much as a lesser degree of gender
consciousness. This author is simply not so naturally inclined to image in
female/male categories.

2. INTEREST IN THE IMAGERY’S
GENDERED CHARACTER

Second, among those texts which do make use of gendered imagery,
there is variety in the extent to which such imagery is actually used for
the sake of its gendered character. In other words, even a relatively
larger amount of gendered imagery may not always indicate higher
gender consciousness. One author may give an indication of being
intensely conscious of the femaleness of an image, whereas another
author’s use of the same image may reveal little or no interest in the
image qua female.

Let us take a simple modern example of how a gendered image can be
used for reasons other than its gendered character: an expression such as

5. Hans Jonas, “Evangelium Veritatis and the Valentinian Speculation,” in Studia
Patristica 6 (TU 81; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1962), 96-111.

6. R. H. Arthur, The Wisdom Goddess: Feminine Motifs in Eight Nag Hammadi
Documents.

7. Arthur, The Wisdom Goddess, 181.

8. Arthur, The Wisdom Goddess, 177.




Variety In Gnostic Perspectives on Gender 7

“Necessity is the mother of invention” usually has nothing to do either
with a theory about the femaleness of necessity or with the subject of
motherhood.? But it is also possible to cite examples that involve more
extended narrative, not just isolated metaphor, and that at the same time
are historically far more pertinent to the analysis of our gnostic mate-
rials. Wisdom’s mythological female gendering in Jewish wisdom litera-
ture is well known, but there are examples from this literature that
illustrate how the female-gendered imagery used of Wisdom is not
always intended as an image of the feminine. In Sirach, for example,
Wisdom is once compared to both a mother and a wife (Sir. 15:2; cf.
4:11). Yet the point of the extensive Wisdom imagery in Sirach is not a
point about motherhood, or the female role, or even gender at all, but
rather about wisdom. The female gendering of Wisdom in this case is
essentially incidental, providing metaphorical “color” but no profound
“message.” It is clear that the real message about Wisdom that is
intended has to do with the rewards resulting from obedience to the
divine instruction found in the Torah (Sir. 6:18-31; 15:1-8; 24:1-34;
51:13-30; etc.).

I would make a similar argument in the case of another Jewish
wisdom text, the Wisdom of Solomon, even though the female gender-
ing of Wisdom in this writing is perhaps more prominent than what is
found in Sirach. Wisdom is portrayed as a bride who is greatly to be
desired, a consort whose companionship brings with it many blessings
(Wis. 6:12-20; 8:2; etc.). Wisdom is also praised as being the “mother” of
all the good gifts experienced in the life of the person who is guided by
divine instruction (Wis. 7:11f.). Yet we would not be accurately cap-
turing the author’s point if we were to describe such passages as reflec-
tions upon the female character of Wisdom. Instead, the text is a medi-
tation on the rewards of a life lived in intimate communion with divine
instruction. Wisdom as consort is a metaphor for that intimate acquain-
tance with Instruction, and Wisdom as mother is a metaphor for
Wisdom as “source” (of good things). It is not Wisdom qua female that is
the author’s concern but Wisdom as “initiate in the knowledge of God,
and an associate in his works” (Wis. 8:4, RSV), Wisdom as mediator of
divine instruction, teacher of the willing student.

I would suggest that it is particularly important to ask about how

9. G. Mussies (“Catalogues of Sins and Virtues Personified (NHC IL5),” in Studies in
Gnosticism and Hellenistic Religions: Festschrift for Gilles Quispel [ed. R. van den Broek
and M. J. Vermaseren], 324f.) has pointed out analogous “faded personifications” in
ancient sources.
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much actual interest an author has in the gendered character of gen-
dered images when one is looking at images that an author has inherited
from an already existing tradition and that were already gendered in
that tradition. Naturally the mere fact that the gendering is inherited as a
given along with the rest of the symbolism does not in itself mean that
the later author has no interest in the gendering. But it does require us to
exercise more caution in such cases, if we are trying to determine what it
is about the imagery that has prompted the later author to use it.

For example, an interpreter interested in “wisdom” could encounter
her already mythologically gendered in Jewish tradition. When Sophia
comes before us in a gnostic text, the thing that we are usually most
certain about is that the author has something to say about “wisdom.”
But it is not always clear that a gnostic author is especially, or at all,
interested in Wisdom qua female, even though the author is making use
of some of the inherited imagery in which Sophia had been gendered as
female. The figure of Eve is another significant instance. It is easy to see
how someone interested in the theme of “knowledge” might have con-
sidered the eating of the fruit of the tree of knowledge a step in the right
direction rather than a mistake. And once this fundamental revaluation
of the event is presupposed, it is only natural that favorable attention
instead of censure might be directed toward that person who, according
to the inherited tradition, took the leading role in the eating of the fruit
of gnosis. That this person is female is a given in the tradition but not
necessarily something that was of interest to all gnostic interpreters, any
more than was Adam’s maleness.

Before turning to a discussion of a gnostic text that, I believe, illus-
trates my argument, I should add a general remark about the funda-
mental issue of authorial intention. For one might raise questions both
about (1) whether it is possible to reconstruct the original intentions of
an author in the first place and about (2) how much hermeneutical
importance ought to be granted to such original intentions if they can be
recovered. With respect to the first question, I am clearly siding here
with those who still retain optimism about the possibility of our discern-
ing at least something of what a given author’s intentions were.?* For
example, I think that we actually can have reasonable confidence that,
in the cases of Sirach and Wisdom of Solomon, the authors were not
primarily intending to get across to us the femaleness of Wisdom. But
assuming that we can agree in this or that case on an author’s original

10. E.g., E. D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation.
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intentions, one might still object that subsequent interpretation of a text
need not be strapped to those original intentions. This may be a valid
point, but it is also irrelevant to my present argument, if I am correct to
begin with, about the accessibility of an author’s intentions. (On the
other hand, if I am incorrect, and the author’s intentions are inaccessible
to us, then I suppose that what would be left for us to talk about would
be our own intentions.) Thus, I choose to leave aside this second
question as far as this study is concerned. I would only urge that in our
discussions of the meaning of gender imagery in gnostic sources, we
need to be as clear as possible about whose meaning we think we are
describing.

Turning now to a specific illustration of the usage of gendered
imagery by a gnostic author who shows no clear interest in the gendered
character of the imagery, I would point to the Hypostasis of the Archons
(NHC I1,4). The biblical Eve, for example, is obviously of considerable
interest to this author, but I would argue that this is because this biblical
figure afforded a series of exegetical targets of opportunity and not
because the author wants to comment on femaleness or womanhood.
Rather than male and female, the categories that are actually of concern
to this author are the spiritual versus the psychical and material. The
most obvious message conveyed by the text is that spiritual beings who
are armed with Truth are immune to assault from psychical cosmic
forces. Where might a gnostic author, approaching the text of Genesis
2—3 with this preoccupation, have found opportunities for developing
this theme? For the author of the Hypostasis of the Archons, at least three
things about the biblical Eve seem to have attracted interest: (1) a series
of Semitic puns on the name of Eve; (2) the biblical description of Eve as
“helper” (LXX: Bonbos); and (3) the leading role played by Eve in the
eating of the fruit of the tree of gnosis.

It is well known that underlying the text of Hyph. Arch. 89,11-32is a
series of Aramaic puns on the name Hawwah (“Eve”).! The punning had
already begun in the Hebrew text of Gen. 3:20, which plays on the
similarity between Hawwah and the word for “living” (hay). The Hypos-
tasis of the Archons bears witness to an expansion on this wordplay,
when Adam refers to Eve not only as the one who has given him life but
also as the “Physician” and “the one who has given birth” (cf. Aramaic:
hayy*ta). And still a further extension of the wordplay seems present in
the way in which first Eve and then the serpent (Aramaic: hew®ya’) are

11. See, e.g.,, B. Layton, “The Hypostasis of the Archons, Part II,” HTR 69 (1976) 55f.
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temporary incarnations of the divine “Instructor” (cf. Aramaic: haw*wya’,
“instruction”).

Genesis 2:18-22 describes Eve’s creation as the provision of a suitable
“helper” (LXX: Bon06s) for Adam. The Hypostasis of the Archons 88,10—
89,17 has taken advantage of this biblical passage to develop the theme
of the provision of divine “help” (Bo76eia, 88,18) to Adam in the form of
the Spirit sent down from above. The appearance of the “spiritual
(wvevpari]) woman® to Adam, after she has emerged from his side
(89,11f£.), is thus the epiphany of the divine “helper.”

Finally, there is the leading role played by the biblical Eve in the
acquisition of knowledge. But neither in this connection nor in the
others that I have just mentioned do we see evidence that the author is
particularly interested in Eve qua female. That the author sees in the
conversation between the serpent and the woman an event of revelation
rather than temptation and sin indicates an interest in making a positive
statement, not about femaleness but about gnosis. Similarly, the point of
the Aramaic pun on Eve/Instruction is not that Instruction is female but
that the biblical character Eve (who is incidentally female) is one symbol
of humankind’s reception of Instruction. That gender is really only
incidental in this author’s use of these traditions is confirmed by the way
the gender of the divine “Instructor” shifts: “Then the Spiritual One
(fem.: +nineyMaTi[kH]) came [into] the serpent, the Instructor (masc.:
npeqramo) . . .” (89,31f); “And the serpent, the Instructor (masc.:
npeqTamo), said . . .” (90,6); “And the Instructor (fem.: TpeqTaMO) was
taken away from the serpent . . .” (90,11).12 The associations are defined
by the biblical connection of Eve and the serpent with Instruction
(gnosis) and by the wordplays, not by any pattern of gender relation-
ships. Likewise the point of the Spirit/helper motif is not that the Spirit
is female but that divine spiritual assistance is symbolized in the events
surrounding the appearance of the one called “helper.” Although the
feminine form wvevparwy (“spiritual”) is used twice (89,11 and 31), the
author is not consistent in this, and in 90,17 describes the woman and
the man as naked of wvevuaricdy, “the spiritual element.”

Another prominent female figure in the Hypostasis of the Archons is
Norea, the daughter of Eve (91,34—93,13). Birger Pearson has shown

12. I would have to disagree with Layton’s decision to translate Tpeqramo in Hyp.
Arch. 90,11 as “Female Instructing Principle,” unless one were willing to be completely
consistent by translating mpeqramo in 89,31f. and 90,6 as “Male Instructing Principle.”
But this would only add to what in my view is an unjustified emphasis on the gender
of the figures in this passage.
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that this Norea is a gnostic version of earlier Jewish traditions about the
woman Na‘amah, where she is found sometimes as the wife and/or twin
sister of Seth, or sometimes as Noah’s wife who according to some
traditions attempted to prevent the building of the ark, or in still other
traditions as a Cainite woman who goes about naked and seduces
angels.!® Norea’s positive role in the Hypostasis of the Archons, where she
is the “virgin whom the powers did not defile” and “a help (Bo76eta) for
many generations of humankind’ (92,1-3), is an inversion of her usually
negative role in the Jewish haggadic traditions. In the Hypostasis of the
Archons, her interference with Noah's ark-building symbolizes the
theme that true salvation comes, not through the instrumentality of the
Jewish God, but through the reception of the spiritual “help.”4 In other
words, Norea functions in this text as a symbol of the revaluation of
Judaism, not of femaleness.

The two other important female figures in the Hypostasis of the
Archons are Wisdom and her daughter Life. Both are gendered as female
in this text, but once again there is reason to question how much the
author is interested in their femaleness as such. For in this text the
female gendering of these two figures hardly reaches beyond what was
already traditional metaphor in Jewish wisdom literature. Wisdom’s
femaleness in that literature is well known (e.g., Prov. 7:4), but Life also
occasionally appears as the virtual equivalent (i.e., fruit) of Wisdom (e.g.,
Prov. 3:18; 4:13; Sir. 4:11f.), and thus an implicit female gendering of Life
may be said to have been already present in the Jewish wisdom tradi-
tion.

In the Hypostasis of the Archons, Wisdom seats Life at the right hand of
Sabaoth, “to instruct him about the things which exist in the Eighth”
(95,31-34). This picture of Wisdom'’s offspring seated by the throne of
Sabaoth is reminiscent of what Jewish wisdom traditions had already
said about Wisdom herself (Wis. 9:4: “Give me the wisdom that sits by
thy throne”). But there is also here another pun on the similarity be-
tween Semitic words for Life and Instruction. It is not really Life qua
female that is the author’s concern, so much as it is Life as the offspring
of heavenly Wisdom, and as Instructor. Frank Fallon has argued persua-
sively that the story of the enthronement of Sabaoth in the Hypostasis of
the Archons is intended to give limited legitimation to the revelation of

13. B. A. Pearson, “The Figure of Norea in Gnostic Literature,” in Proceedings of the
International Colloquium on Gnosticism, Stockholm, August 20-25, 1973 (ed. Geo.
Widengren), 143-52.

14. See Layton, “Hypostasis of the Archons, Part II,” 62 n. 99.
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the Jewish God: Sabaoth knows some truth, but only indirectly, by way
of instruction from Wisdom'’s child Life.1s The point being made with the
female-gendered image of Life is not a point about femaleness but about
Judaism,

I would argue that the femaleness of Wisdom, also, seems to hold no
special interest for the author of the Hypostasis of the Archons, especially
when compared with the way in which Wisdom’s femaleness was
precisely a point stressed by other gnostic authors. In the Hypostasis of
the Archons, we have no reference to a “lower Wisdom” who is a “female
from a female,” nor a description of Wisdom’s product as a “weak and
female fruit” because it had been produced without her male consort.1¢
And in fact, in this text, the eventual product of Wisdom’s act is not
female but androgynous (94,18).

To summarize: Although the images from the Hypostasis of the
Archons discussed above are indeed female-gendered images, they are
not being used by this gnostic author as images of the feminine. (1) What
gendering there is in the images is essentially inherited with the tradition
rather than having been the original contribution of the author; (2) the
text lacks any additional, explicit statement of interest in the gendered
aspect of the images; and (3) all of the gendered images have obvious
associations with other, nongender categories that we know certainly to
have been of primary concern to the author.

3. GENDERED IMAGERY AND PERSPECTIVES
ON SOCIAL GENDER

Even where we not only have the use of gendered imagery but also
have evidence of far more interest precisely in the gendered character of
the imagery, we find more than one possible relationship between the
gender roles upon which the point of the imagery depends and the
author’s own perspective on social gender. For example, there are some
instances in which the roles that are depicted in the imagery seem to
reflect directly the author’s attitude toward social gender roles. But there
are also cases where the author’s position on social gender roles con-
stitutes an implicit rejection of the gender roles in the imagery.

The use of gendered imagery in Justin’s Baruch (Hippolytus Ref.
5.26.1—27.5) illustrates the former possibility. Justin’s imagery is tightly

15. F. T. Fallon, The Enthronement of Sabaoth: Jewish Elements in Gnostic Creation
Myths, 68.
16. E.g., Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.2.4; 1.21.5; 1 Ap. James 35,5-17.
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structured in gender categories, although at two different levels.” The
first level is governed by the symbol of the marriage of male to female,
with the marriage of Elohim to Edem as the primordial instance of this.
The union of male and female, Elohim and Edem, generates the created
cosmos, including humanity. Adam and Eve embody the hieros gamos of
Elohim and Edem in two respects: by their union with each other in
marriage and through the union of spirit (from Elohim) and soul (from
Edem) within each. Justin evidently did not see marriage as something
to be abandoned but, on the contrary, as an institution mirroring the
positive intent of creation itself. Justin even went so far as to link the
social custom of the dowry to Edem’s primordial delivering of her power
to Elohim, so that the marriage dowry remains a “divine and paternal
law” (5.26.10).

However, the second level is structured around the separation of male
from female, with Elohim’s abandonment of his wife Edem as the
mythic paradigm. For Justin, although the union of male and female was
the proper symbol for the structure of life within the cosmos, the
transcendence of the cosmos required the separation from the female.
Just as Elohim abandoned Edem when he realized the existence of the
transcendent realm of the Good One, so the spirit within each individual
(whether man or woman) must abandon the soul and body. Such an
ascension was evidently ritually anticipated in some type of baptismal
experience (5.27.1-2). But presumably, initiated men and women were
neither expected, nor encouraged, nor perhaps even allowed to adopt an
ascetic life style which entailed the social separation of male from
female. While within the cosmos legitimate existence was defined in
terms of faithfulness to the marriage contract, the ideal marital roles in
terms of which the actions of Elohim and Edem and Adam and Eve are
evaluated are a direct reflection of Justin’s own notion of the proper
socialization of men and women.

The Excerpts of Theodotus offers another example of an author’s per-
spective on social gender found directly reflected in gender roles de-
picted by the imagery. As I have indicated above, Justin saw in the
creation of Eve primarily a symbol suggesting union, her union with

17. See M. A. Williams, “Uses of Gender Imagery in Ancient Gnostic Texts,” in
Gender and Religion (ed. Bynum, Harrell, and Richman), 196-227; and J. ]J. Buckley,
“Transcendence and Sexuality in the Book of Baruch,” HR 24 (1984/85) 328-44.
Unfortunately, Buckley’s article became available to me only at the stage of final
revisions in both the present essay and in my just mentioned article in the Bynum,
Harrell, and Richman volume. In spite of some differences in our results, we would
seem to be in essential agreement on several points relating to my argument here.
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Adam mirroring the union of Edem with Elohim. Completely lacking in
Baruch is the theme of an original androgyny, which has been ruptured
by the appearance of Eve and is destined to be restored. However, the
Valentinian gnostic Theodotus, as best we can ascertain his views from
the Excerpts,’® found in the creation of Eve primarily a symbol of the
fateful separation of female from male, by which Theodotus understood
the separation of the human souls here below (the “female”) from their
angelic doubles (the “male”). This separation was to be overcome by the
reunion of the souls with their angels, so that both could once again
enter into the pleroma (21.1; 35.1-4).

The image of separation from husband as a symbol of deprivation and
need for salvation is used by Theodotus alongside another gender-
structured image—namely, the defective condition of children having
no legitimate father:

For while we were children only of the female, as though a product of illicit
intercourse, incomplete and infants and senseless and weak and unformed,
brought forth like abortions, we were children of the woman. But having
received from the Savior, we became children of a man and a bridal
chamber. (68)

It is the weakness of the soul, so long as it is an offspring only of the
female, which renders it vulnerable to the cosmic powers of Fate (78-79).
Invulnerability to Fate comes only through a second birth in which one
is begotten by the legitimate male parent (Christ), and then the pre-
viously female seed “is changed into a man” and becomes a “male fruit”
(79; cf. 21.3).

Of course, Theodotus has applied the image of “female seed” to
humans of both sexes. In this sense, there is something female about
every person, man or woman. Yet there is nothing to suggest that this
application of gender-role imagery to the “vertical” axis of human
experience was intended by this gnostic teacher as a renunciation of
these gender roles on the “horizontal” or social axis. Marriage, and
specifically the production of children in marriage, is defended by
Theodotus as “necessary for the salvation of those who believe” (67.2).
In contrast to some other gnostic sources, Theodotus has not merely
lifted the images of marriage and reproduction, and of distinct male and
female roles therein, while renouncing the social institutions from which

18. For a discussion of the problem, see R. P. Casey, ed. and trans., The Excerpta ex
Theodoto of Clement of Alexandria, 5-16; and F. Sagnard, Clément d’ Alexandrie: Extraits de
Théodoto, 33-49.
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the images were borrowed. Thus it would seem that subordination,
weakness, dependency, imperfection, and so forth, still belong among
the connotations that Theodotus attaches to the social position of
women.

But other texts confront us with a quite different relationship between
gendered imagery which is employed and the author’s perspective on
gender roles. The Exegesis on the Soul (NHC II,6) employs imagery that
depicts social gender roles which are renounced by the author. The fall
of the soul into the body is portrayed as a young virgin’s foolish
desertion of her father’s house. The unfortunate maiden becomes sexual
prey to the cosmos, and her pitiful plight is described as that of an
exploited prostitute receiving the reward that her error deserves. The
rescue of the soul is effected by the descent of the soul’s heavenly
brother/bridegroom and her marriage to him.

The soul is thus identified as female, although in the soul’s unre-
deemed state this femaleness is unnatural, perverted. The perversion is
portrayed by means of the social metaphor of the promiscuous prosti-
tute but also by means of an anatomical metaphor: the soul has a womb,
but prior to redemption this womb is turned inside out, so that it
resembles male genitalia because of its externality. The repentance of
the soul is a turning inward once again, a return to “natural” femaleness.
In the case of the social metaphor, the soul’s repentance is the return to
the “natural” role of dependence upon the proper males in her life, her
father and her husband.

Thus the Exegesis on the Soul has made use of a sharply defined set of
gendered images, and it is precisely the gender relationships depicted in
the images which convey the text’s message. The femaleness of the soul
here suggests absolute dependence upon the male Divine, an attitude of
proper submission and obedience, the soul’s potential for unfaithful-
ness, and its vulnerability to temptation and entrapment by male cosmic
forces. Nevertheless the author can hardly be condoning these imaged
roles as the social ideal. They have been borrowed as images, but in fact
the theological point of the text undermines the social institution of
marriage in favor of encratism (e.g., 132,28-33; 137,5-11). Therefore, at
least that portion of the metaphor which has marriage as the vehicle of
female dependence and male dominance is in this text only that,
metaphor.

Another tractate on the origin, condition, and destiny of the soul,
Authoritative Teaching (NHC VI,3), also illustrates this lack of corre-
spondence between gender roles in the imagery and the author’s per-
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spective on social gender. The Divine is once again male in this text, but
here the cosmos is female, as opposed to the male gender of the cosmic
realm found in the Exegesis on the Soul. There is some ambivalence in
Authoritative Teaching as to the gender of the soul itself, since it is
sometimes described as a bride rescued by her heavenly bridegroom, but
is elsewhere said to have become, in its bodily condition, a “brother’
(Coptic: con) to passions such as lust, jealousy, and hatred (23,12-17).
Here again is the motif of the child with no legitimate father, although in
the mind of this gnostic author this image conjures up most of all the
legal issue of inheritance rights rather than the connotations of weak-
ness and formlessness that we saw in the Excerpts of Theodotus. By its
descent into the body, the soul has become brother to the “sons of the
woman” (= Matter). Passions and other characteristics of material
existence are like bastards who “have no power to inherit from the male,
but will inherit from their mother only” (23,22-27). The soul shares this
same disadvantaged state while it is a “brother” to the material passions.
On the other hand, “the gentle son (i.e., the soul which has received
gnosis) inherits from his father with pleasure” (24,26-28).

A theological point has been made in this text by means of metaphors
of socioeconomic disadvantage associated with the status of females.
But again, although the image draws its power from what was a reality
in the larger social world of the author and readers, we should be
cautious about assuming that the gender roles in the imagery reflect the
author’s own perspective. For it is not really the avoidance of socio-
economic disadvantage—female or otherwise—that is the author’s real
concern, since this text in fact idealizes poverty and world renunciation
(e.g., 27,12-26; 30,26—32,16).

The Apocryphon of John (NHC I1,1; III,1; IV,1; BG 8502,2) provides a
third case. This writing is among those gnostic works in which the
events of the unfolding of the divine realm are organized into three basic
stages: (1) the description of the first-existing Father; (2) the Father’s self-
contemplation, which is then mythologically portrayed as a stepping
forth of the Father’s image, his Thought, who now stands over against
the Father as his female consort and whose appearance inaugurates the
production of further divine entities; and (3) the completion of the
divine realm with the production of a male offspring from the primor-
dial couple. The primordial consort, or Barbelo, as she is called in the
Apocryphon of John and in several other texts, can be seen to function
within this structure as a mediator of masculinity. Her proper task is
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completed, we might say, with the successful completion of one genera-
tion by the production of a son for her consort. In other words, it is hard
not to see in the mythic activity of Barbelo a reflection of the social
gender role of ideal wife and mother.!* With Barbelo, female produc-
tivity is carefully circumscribed by male boundaries. On the other hand,
the action of Sophia in the Apocryphon of John is portrayed as an instance
of deviant female socialization, since her activity is initiated both with-
out paternal consent and without the cooperation and consent of her
spouse (NHC II 9,29-33 par.).

Yet this gender role of the female as husband-oriented wife and
producer of a son cannot as such have been a part of the author’s own
perspective on social gender, since the Apocryphon of John advocates the
renunciation of sexual intercourse (e.g., NHC II 24,25-27 par.).

I have pointed out at least two distinct types of relationship between
gender roles depicted in imagery and a gnostic author’s actual per-
spective on social gender roles, and perhaps there are still other types.
But by now the fundamental point should be clear: we cannot always
simply read the author’s own perspective off the surface of the text’s
imagery. Some gnostic authors did indeed employ images that express
directly their own understanding of the proper social roles for men and
women. But it is also true that social gender roles can sometimes be used
as images for purposes other than the affirmation or advocacy of their
imaged roles themselves, and the employment of the images does not
always even reflect an acceptance of the roles.2

4. QUALITATIVELY DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES

Finally, I focus on the diversity to be found among the perspectives
themselves. For present purposes, we can limit the comparison to three
gnostic sources, all of which I would place in the category of texts in
which the use of gendered imagery directly reflects aspects of the
author’s perspective on social gender: the Gospel of Philip (NHC I1,3), the
Gospel of Thomas (NHC 11,2), and Justin’s Baruch.

In discussing the perspective of the author of the Gospel of Philip, 1

19. Cf. Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 2.139.5; Stobaeus, Florilegium 67, 21.25.

20. The article by L. D. Shinn, “The Goddess: Theological Sign or Religious Symbol,”
Numen 31 (1984) 175-98, presents an argument that is roughly congruent to my point in
this section, by illustrating how differently the gender imagery associated with the
goddess Kali can function for various worshipers and interpreters.
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begin by referring to one particularly suggestive passage from this text.
As G. Quispel has pointed out,2! the Gospel of Philip 65,1-26 describes
the vulnerability of humans to attack from incubi and succubae, unclean
spirits who roam the cosmos and are attracted sexually to humans.
Unlike some gnostic texts, which describe an androgynous gendering of
the malevolent cosmic powers, the Gospel of Philip 65,1-26 speaks of
male unclean spirits and female unclean spirits. The male spirits attack
and cohabit with human souls who dwell in female forms, and the
female spirits assault souls who dwell in male bodies.

Immunity to assault from these spirits is achieved by means of the
“mystery of marriage.”? The marriage has two axes: a person is paired
with a Gnostic of the opposite sex, but at the same time with either “a
male or female power” (65,9f.). That is, the Gnostic’s angelic double,
who in so many Valentinian sources is male, is in this text always of the
gender opposite to that of the Gnostic himself or herself. The ritual
marriage is called the “undefiled marriage” (e.g., 82,4-8), and I under-
stand this to refer to a “spiritual” or “virgin” marriage, in which physical
intercourse was forbidden to the gnostic couple.? In this ritual pairing of
gnostic men and women, the dangerously unbalanced “gender charge”
of each partner was neutralized by the opposite charge possessed by the
spouse.

The author’s interest in social gender identity seems to be almost
exclusively confined to the partnership role in spiritual marriages. Out-
side the marital pairing, a woman is incomplete in exactly the same way
that a man is. Thus the author apparently is operating with no assump-
tion of social gender asymmetry. But it is interesting that the gender
symmetry presupposed by the author serves to sharpen rather than
blunt the significance of sexual differentiation. Physical sexual identity
is not reduced to irrelevance but instead is one part of a more inclusive

21. G. Quispel, “Genius and Spirit,” in Essays on Nag Hammadi Texts in Honour of
Pahor Labib (ed. Martin Krause; NHS 6; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975) 164f.

22, See, e.g., E. Segelberg, “The Coptic-Gnostic Gospel According to Philip and Its
Sacramental System,” Numen 7 (1960) 189-200; R. M. Grant, “The Mystery of Marriage
in the Gospel of Philip,” VC 15 (1961) 129-40; and J. J. Buckley, “A Cult-Mystery in the
Gospel of Philip,” JBL 99 (1980) 569-81.

23. Contra, e.g.,, Grant, “The Mystery of Marriage in the Gospel of Philip,” 135; and
Buckley, “A Cult-Mystery in the Gospel of Philip,” 572; cf. E. Pagels, “Adam and Eve,
Christ and the Church: A Survey of Second Century Controversies Concerning
Marriage,” in The New Testament and Gnosis: Essays in Honour of Robert McL. Wilson (ed.
A. H. B. Logan and A. J. M. Wedderburn), 166-70; G. S. Gasparro, “Aspetti encratiti nel
‘Vangelo secondo Phillipo,” in Gnosticisme et monde hellénistique: Actes du Colloque de
Louvain-la-Neuve, 11-14 mars 1980 (ed. J. Ries, Y. Janssens, and J.-M. Sevrin), 394-423;
and Williams, “Uses of Gender Imagery.”
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Varlety in Gnostic Perspectives on Gender 19

gender identity which extends into the transcendent realm. Such a text
illustrates why we must avoid a generalization such as: “All gnostics
understand themselves as ‘female.””2 For this author, one is either male
or female, and one’s gender identity determines the gender of the
partner one needs both within the cosmos and beyond it.

We can contrast this with what is found in the Gospel of Thomas, and
in particular in logion 114, the final words of this text:

Simon Peter said to them, “Let Mary leave us, since women are not worthy
of the life.” Jesus said, “Behold, I myself will lead her in order to make her
male, so that she also might become a living spirit like you males. For every
woman who makes herself male will enter the Kingdom of Heaven.”

It seems to me that much of the interpretation of this passage has too
hastily treated this exchange as sheerly allegorical in intent, as if it were
an allusion to the transformation of the “femaleness” (i.e., cosmic iden-
tity) of any human, man or woman, into “maleness” (divine or spiritual
identity). Such an allegorization of the passage has been supported by
noting its general similarity to certain other texts, where indeed the
slogan “Female becomes male” is intended in a more abstract sense,
applicable to both men and women.? To be sure, the Gospel of Thomas
logion 114 is at least a rejection of the type of chauvinistic attitude that
this passage ascribes to Peter, and to that extent it is a defense of a notion
of “equal access” to salvation. However, the affirmation that it is possible
for women also to become “living spirits” is not necessarily the same as
the renunciation of all distinctions in gender roles. Jorunn Buckley has
gone so far as to suggest that the passage alludes to an extra initiation
ritual that was required of female disciples, to bring them to the inter-
mediary stage of “maleness” that men already occupy by reason of their
sex. Then, both men and women-become-males must make the final
transition to the status of “living spirits."26

Whether or not Buckley is correct in her reconstruction of the rituals
involved, I do think she is correct not to allegorize away the social
gender distinctions that are expressed in the passage. Methodologically,
we cannot achieve a satisfactory interpretation of a passage such as
logion 114 by remaining at the level of general similarities. Logion 114

24. E. Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of
Christian Origins, 275.

25. E.g., Heracleon, Frg. 5 (Origen In Joh. 6.20f.); Clement of Alexandria Ex. Theod. 79.
For the most recent example of this approach, see M. W. Meyer, “Making Mary Male:
The Categories of ‘Male’ and ‘Female’ in the Gospel of Thomas,” NTS 31 (1985) 554-70.

26. ]. J. Buckley, “An Interpretation of Logion 114 in the Gospel of Thomas,” NovT 27
(1985) 245-72.
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simply does not say, as it might have (and as other gnostic sources do),
that there is something “female” about every human which must be
transformed into “male.” We have to be more alert to the variety in
perspective that was possible, and we must therefore be open to the
possibility that when a passage speaks of men as males but women as
females-who-can-become-males, it may mean just that. The perspective
on gender here is not the same as that in the Gospel of Philip. We do not
have symmetrically opposite “gender charges” which stand in need of
ritual union and neutralization. The Gospel of Thomas in fact does not
understand the ideal socialization of men and women in terms of ritual
marriage to one another but rather in terms of the role (for both sexes,
presumably) of the itinerant celibate, the monachos (logia 16, 49, and
75).7 And logion 114 suggests that proper socialization involved asym-
metrical requirements for men and women. 2

As a final example, I turn once again to Justin’s Baruch. For Justin too,
sexual identity is not consigned to the category of the irrelevant. Even
though one dimension of Justin’s symbolism treats the spirit as male
(contribution of Elohim) and the soul as female (contribution of Edem),
and stresses that this is true for both men and women (Hippolytus Ref.
5.26.25), nevertheless the other dimension of the Elohim/Edem symbol-
ism just as emphatically maintains the significance of the maleness of
husbands and the femaleness of wives.

Yet the distinction between male and female in Baruch involves a
perception of social gender that is entirely different from what is found
in either the Gospel of Philip or the Gospel of Thomas. There is nothing
corresponding to the asymmetrical requirement of the Gospel of Thomas
logion 114 for women to “become male.” Nor does being a man or a
woman mean for Justin that one is an incomplete half, an unbalanced
“charge,” as in the Gospel of Philip. In the social institution of marriage
which Justin condones, male and female stand to each other, not as
opposite charges that balance each other but as partners in a legal,
contractual relationship. Justin has no notion of a primordial androgyny
or a need for return to androgyny. He does make use of the motif of the

27. See F.-E. Morard, “Monachos, moine: Histoire du terme grec jusqu’au 4e siécle;
Influences bibliques et gnostiques,” Freiburger Zeitschrift fur Philosophie und Theologie 20
(1973) 329-425; and idem, “Encore quelques réflexions sur monachos,” VC 34 (1980)
395-401.

28. P. Perkins (“Pronouncement Stories in the Gospel of Thomas,” Semeia 20 [1981]
130) suggests that this saying may represent a community rule that “justifies the
inclusion of women in the community—against orthodox slander that these so-called
ascetics were really sexual libertines.” Even so, the saying would still be calling
attention to females as the sex for which special comment is required.
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separation of male from female, but Justin thinks about this primarily in
contractual terms. The ascension from this world, the separation of the
male from the female, is a breach of contract. The paradigm for this
ascension, the act of Elohim’s abandonment of Edem, was “contrary to
the contracts (xara ras cvvbyxas) which he had made” (Ref. 5.26.21). So
long as one is alive in this world, the faithfulness to the laws of the
marriage contract between man and woman is the appropriate symbolic
participation in the creativity of divine union. The breach of contract
between male and female is a symbol appropriate only to ascension and
participation in divine transcendence.

5.SUMMARY

I have offered only a sampling of the diversity that must be taken into
account in an analysis of images of the feminine in Gnosticism. But the
examples provided are sufficient to demonstrate the complete inade-
quacy of applying only one or two unilinear gauges, such as the amount
of female imagery or whether the female imagery tends to be “positive”
or “negative.”?

The amount of female imagery in a text is indeed one significant
element that does need to be measured, but only in relation to an
author’s tendency to use gendered images at large, whether male or
female. An adequate analysis of “Gnosticism and gender” must take into
account instances of the relative absence, and not only instances of the
abundance, of gender imagery. But we must also distinguish between
the question of how much gendered imagery appears in a text and the

29. To cite only one recent example of the consequences of a failure to attend to the
sorts of variety among perspectives on gender that I have been discussing in this study,
I mention the article by I. S. Gilhus, “Gnosticism—A Study in Liminal Symbolism,”
Numen 31 (1984) 106-28. Gilhus’s otherwise laudable attempt to test categories
developed by Victor Turner against evidence from gnostic sources is severely marred, in
my view, by a tendency toward sweeping generalizations about “gnostic religion,”
including generalizations about gender symbolism: “A special problem is the role played
by women among the gnostic sects. On the one hand, they were permitted a rather free
position in relation to the position offered to women in the Christian religion.” This is in
fact something that we do not know with certainty for all, or even most, gnostic groups.
“On the other hand, there was a strong rejection of femininity in the Nag Hammadi-
texts. The female nature and especially female sexuality had a negative symbolic value,
and were strongly condemned. This apparent contradiction can easily be solved. In a
liminal community—at least ideally—the sex-distinctions are wiped out and tran-
scended. Women are admitted on the condition that their sexual natures are repressed
and in this way neutralized” (p. 120). This theoretical analysis may turn out to be
helpful in the case of certain gnostic groups, but it cannot be claimed as a valid
interpretation of gender symbolism in Gnosticism at large.
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question of how much the author is really interested in the gender of the
images. An even further distinction must be made between an author's
interest in the gendered character of the images and the relation of the
gender roles depicted to patterns of socialization that are preferred or
advocated. More “positive” or “negative” gender roles appearing in the
imagery of a text may or may not directly reflect an author’s notion of
the proper patterns of socialization for men and women. And finally, we
must recognize the qualitative, and not only the quantitative, diversity
among gnostic perspectives on gender. Movement from text to text
reveals not merely greater or lesser degrees of androcentrism but
qualitatively different “textures” in the experience of gender itself.
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Gender and Generation:
Observations on
Coptic Terminology, with
Particular Attention to
Valentinian Texts

The assertion that sexuality is a predicate of divinity is to be observed
in the phenomenon of late antiquity called Gnosticism.! This is true not
only of the patristic accounts of gnostic groups but also of the Coptic
texts from the Nag Hammadi library, some of which may be regarded as
gnostic.2 Few scholars, however, have attempted to account for this
feature of gnostic texts: those who have studied the Valentinian sacra-
ment of the bridal chamber in the Gospel of Philip have understood it to
be written in metaphorical rather than literal language.? Other scholars
have indicated that the discrepancy between patristic accounts of licen-
tious gnostic behavior and the ascetic tone of many of the Nag Ham-
madi documents might be due to patristic misunderstanding of gnostic
mythologies which included accounts of sexual relations between divine
entities.

1. Throughout this article, I understand sexuality to be a physical category and
gender a grammatical one. Of course, the issue is not as simple as this statement
implies. Moreover, current use of the term “gender” tends to equate it with “sex.”
Nevertheless, for the purposes of this article, I shall adhere to the above definition. For
a discussion of some of the issues, see J. P. Stanley, “Gender Marking in American
English: Usage and Reference,” in Sexism and Language (ed. A. P. Nilsen et al.), 43-76.

2. E. Pagels, “What Became of God the Mother? Conflicting Images of God in Early
Christianity,” in Signs 2 (1976), republished in The Gnostic Gospels, 48-69; ]. P. Mahé,
“Le sens des symboles sexuelles dans quelques textes hermétiques et gnostiques,” in Les
textes de Nag Hammadi (ed. J. Ménard), 123-45; and I. S. Gilhus, “Male and Female
Symbolism in the Gnostic Apocryphon of John,” Temenos 19 (1983) 33-43.

3. ]. J. Buckley (“A Cult-Mystery in the Gospel of Philip,” 569-81) provides a good
critique of this approach.

4. See most recently G. A. G. Stroumsa, Another Seed: Studies in Gnostic Mythology,
173.
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Before we examine gnostic ideas about divine sexuality, some obser-
vations about the categories of male and female must be made, since itis
often in the context of gender that sexuality is described. Rather than
account for this phenomenon, the present study will be content to
explore certain gnostic texts wherein divine generative ability is de-
scribed. The language of the Tripartite Tractate (NHC 1,5) describes
God’s creative activity as that of a male engendering and a female giving
birth. Where such language occurs, it is difficult to determine whether
feminine traits have been assimilated by the masculine Father (in which
case the female is lost) or whether the idea of the “Father” has been
altered to include maternal characteristics (in which case, how some
early Christians understood the term “Father” was rather different from
our understanding of the term today). In the present study, the latter
position is favored and its implications explored.

As far as research on gender is concerned, scholars are coming to the
sound observation that many gnostic texts, like the majority of texts in
the Nag Hammadi library, use the terms “male” and “female” to denote
cosmic principles rather than to describe men and women.? This is an
important observation. At the present stage of research, there is much
more to be learned about “the female” or “the male” in the Nag Ham-
madi library than there is to be learned about women or men.

1. THE COPTIC LANGUAGE AND
THE FEMININE GENDER

All the extant texts of the Nag Hammadi library are in Coptic. In most
cases, the Coptic texts are translated from Greek originals which we no
longer possess but have to reconstruct. Some Coptic translators preserve
the original Greek words in Coptic, while others translate the original
Greek into what they deem to be a Coptic equivalent. Therefore the first
stage of investigation must be conducted at the level of translation from
Greek into Coptic. I want to give a specific example of the limitations of
the Coptic language that directly affect the reader’s understanding of
gender terminology.

My interest is in the Coptic word eiwT (“father”), a word that trans-
lates the Greek word war7p (“father”). Frequently this word is used in

5. E. Schussler Fiorenza, “Word, Spirit and Power: Women in Early Christian
Communities,” in Women of Spirit: Female Leadership in the Jewish and Christian
Traditions (ed. R. R. Ruether and E. McLaughlin), 44-51, 50.
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the Nag Hammadi library to denote male divinity. There is, for example,
an extensive discussion of the nature of the Father in the Tripartite
Tractate, which I want to examine in a moment. Problems ensue, how-
ever, when, as is often the case, androgynous divinity is designated by
the Coptic word eiwT (“father”). In the following example, it will be
obvious that Coptic, like English, not only makes the gender of an active
subject clear but also favors the masculine gender over the feminine.

This Ruler, by being andro[gynous), made himself a vast realm . . . and he
contemplated creating offspring for himself, and created for himself seven
offspring, androgynous, just like their parent (e1wT).6

A Greek verb in the third person singular is personless, whereas a Coptic
verb specifies a male or female agent. If the subject is an androgynous
creator, then the reader needs to understand that the Coptic translator
generally assumes the masculine gender of the agent. This too can be
reflected in the English, but it would not have been evident in the
original Greek. The English translator of the above passage, Bentley
Layton, seems to be aware of the problem, since he translates eiwT in
the last line as “parent.” The word in Coptic is “father.” His translation is
quite accurate, since, in the first line, the ruler is called “male-female.”
Fortunately, Layton is not alone in regard to accurate translation of the
Coptic; Marvin Meyer’s recent book, The Secret Teachings of Jesus, con-
tains similar examples. He translates the term eiwT by “parent” at Ap.
John 8,12; 10,2, 11, 12; 15,2-3 and explains in a footnote, “In Coptic, the
pronouns used here are masculine, probably because ‘parent’ and “first
humanity’ are masculine terms.”” Not all translators have been as sensi-
tive to the peculiarities of the Coptic term “father.”

Coptic consistently favors the masculine gender when translating the
Greek word for “parents,” yovets. At Mark 13:12b, the (Sahidic) Coptic
masculine plural eioTe (“fathers”) translates the Greek word for “par-
ents.”® Thus, in Coptic, “parents” can appear as “fathers.” In such cases,
the mother has disappeared. One Coptic manuscript in the Pierpont
Morgan Library [M595, fol. 129r (col. 1, 1.3)] speaks of “their male
fathers” and “their female fathers,” perhaps indicating the desire of a
Coptic author to overcome Coptic linguistic deficiencies and speak of

6. B. Layton, “The Hypostasis of the Archons or the Reality of the Rulers,” HTR 67
(1974) 351-425; 94,25—95,4.

7. M. Meyer, trans., The Secret Teachings of Jesus: Four Gnostic Gospels, 115. S.
Laeuchli (The Language of Faith, 32-40) discusses gnostic use of the term “father” in a
section of his book on gnostic language.

8. H. Quecke, Das Markus-evangelium Saidisch, 153.
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male and female parents. Since there is no word for “parents” in Coptic,
this author speaks of male and female “fathers.”

In the same way, the Apocryphon of James (NHC 1,2) at 4,26 speaks of
the disciples forsaking “our male fathers and our mothers” (N\NENEIAT
N22AWYT MN NENMEEY).? Again, this may indicate an awareness on the
part of a Coptic translator that the one Coptic word for “father” is used in
the plural to translate the Greek plural “parents.” This translator writes
accordingly “our male fathers.” There is no such difficulty with the word
“mothers.” Why the Coptic translator of Pierpont Morgan M595 speaks
of “their female fathers” rather than “their mothers” is unclear, since
there is a Coptic word for “mother.” The ambiguity of the Coptic term
for “father,” however, still stands. Perhaps use of the phrase “male
fathers” in the Pierpont Morgan manuscript shows that some Coptic
translators were aware of the problem.

Mention has been made of the Coptic translation of Mark 13:12 in
which the Greek word for “parents” is rendered as “fathers” in Coptic.
Similar results come from a comprehensive survey of the thirteen
instances in the Coptic New Testament (Sahidic and Bohairic versions)
of the word “parents” (Matt. 10:21; Mark 13:12; Luke 2:27; 8:56; 18:29;
21:16; John 9:2; 9:22; Rom. 1:30; 2 Cor. 12:14; Eph. 6:1; 1 Tim. 5:4; 2 Tim.
3:2; Heb. 11:23). In almost every case, the Coptic masculine plural
“fathers” rather than the Greek term “parents” is used.’’ As one would
expect, the English translations are not always consistent: sometimes
“fathers” and sometimes “parents” is given. In one case from the Bohairic
version of 1 Tim. 5:4, the English translation reads: “they should honor
their forefathers.”!! In another case, the Bohairic version of Matt. 10:21
reads: “sons, rising upon their fathers.”2 The significance of this survey

9. R. Cameron translates “our forefathers and our mothers” in The Other Gospels, 58.
This translation is corrected in his edition of the Apocryphon of James in Sayings
Traditions in the Apocryphon of James (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 72 to “our
fathers and mothers.” A good translation of this text exists in Meyer, The Secret
Teachings of Jesus, 5.

10. G. Horsley, The Coptic Version of the New Testament (Bohairic, 1898-1905; Sahidic,
1911-1924). For a survey of the Coptic versions of the New Testament, see B. Metzger,
The Early Versions of the New Testament, 99-141.

11. Horsley (Bohairic, 1905), 574.

12. Horsley (Bohairic, 1898), 74. Cf. Mark 13:12, which translates into Coptic “sons
will rise upon fathers and will kill them” (434) on the basis of the Greek “children rising
up against their parents.” This translation has been discussed earlier. In Mandeism the
same ambiguity exists, since the one word abahata (pl. of ab, “father”) can be translated
“parents,” “ancestors,” or “fathers.” See E. S. Drower and R. Macuch, A Mandaic
Dictionary, col. 1a. For examples, see E. S. Drower, The Canonical Prayerbook of the
Mandaeans, Hymns 65 (p. 52); 71 (p. 59); and 72 (p. 61). I am grateful to J. J. Buckley for
these references.
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should be obvious, since in most instances we know the Coptic to be
translating the Greek word “parents.” Thus, all translations using
“fathers” or “forefathers” for parents are erroneous. However, the fact is
that these erroneous translations appear in the printed English text.

The tendency of the Coptic language to subordinate the feminine to
the masculine gender has been demonstrated by the discovery of the
Russian Coptologist, A. I. Elanskaja. She has observed that feminine
nouns without an article can be resumed by masculine pronouns. If the
masculine is assumed to predominate, these cases demonstrate such
predominance but do not account for it. Reasons other than the purely
linguistic are at work in such cases.’®

2. THE FATHER IN THE TRIPARTITE TRACTATE

The Tripartite Tractate describes the process of emanation whereby a
single divine being creates other divine beings.¥ Thus the mode of
generation merits attention. The unique aspects of this description in the
Tripartite Tractate can be seen to best advantage by a comparison with
the Enneads of the philosopher Plotinus.!> Although probably not a
contemporary of the author of the Tripartite Tractate, Plotinus (204-270
CE.) at least moved in a similar intellectual milieu. In contrast to Plotinus,
who is also concerned with describing the generative capacity of a single
divine entity, the author of the Tripartite Tractate uses sexual language
to describe the process of emanation. To examine this feature, I would
like to begin by outlining the theory of emanation in the Enneads of
Plotinus.

According to A. H. Armstrong, emanation is the manner in which
Plotinus describes the production of the two lower hypostases, Nous
and Psyche, from the One. The action itself is a spontaneous and

13. A. I. Elanskaja, “’Kvalitativ vtoroj’ v koptskom jazyke,” in Akademija nauk SSSR,
Institut vostokovedenija, Leningradskoe otdelenie: Pis‘mennya pamjatniki i problemy
istorii kul’tury narodov Vostoka II, Moskva, “Nauka® 1975, 44-47. Translated (but not
published) into German by P. Nagel. I am grateful to Professor Nagel for a copy of his
translation.

14. Tractatus Tripartitus I and 1I (ed. H. C. Puech et al.); E. Thomassen, The Tripartite
Tractate from Nag Hammadi (2 vols.; forthcoming); and Nag Hammadi Codex I (2 vols.;
ed. H. Attridge).

15. Plotini Opera (2 vols.; ed. P. Henry and H.-R. Schwyzer). Cf. A. H. Armstrong,
“Emanation in Plotinus,” Mind 46 (1937) 61-66; idem, The Architecture of the Intelligible
Universe in the Philosophy of Plotinus; H. Dorrie, “Was ist spitantiker Platonismus?”
Theologische Rundschau 36 (1971) 285-302, also in H. Dérrie, Platonica Minora, 508-23;
and idem, “Emanation: Ein unphilosophisches Wort im spdtantiken Denken,” in
Platonica Minora, 70-88.
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necessary efflux of life or power from the One but leaves the source itself
undiminished. To describe this process, Plotinus uses either of two
metaphors: radiation of light from a luminous source or development
and growth from a seed.

In Ennead 5.3.12, Plotinus discusses the composition of the Intellectual
Principle as “a unity with a variety of activities.” He continues:

The only reasonable explanation of act flowing from it lies in the analogy of
light from a sun. The entire intellectual order may be figured as a kind of
light with the One in repose at its summit as its King: but this manifestation
is not cast out from it—that would cause us to postulate another light
before the light—but the one shines eternally, resting upon the Intellectual
realm,!6

Similarly, in a discussion of how the immobility of the Supreme Being
issues in the production of another entity, Plotinus asserts:

It must be a circumradiation—produced from the Supreme but from the
Supreme unaltering—and may be compared to the brilliant light encircling
the sun and ceaselessly generated from that unchanging substance.?”

Occasionally, Plotinus does use sexual language to describe the origin of
the Intellectual Principle (Nous): the One “knows that it can beget an
hypostasis” (Ennead 5.1.7). Such language explains not only the intimate
connection between the two entities but also the motivation for conduct:

The offspring must seek and love the begetter; and especially so when
begetter and begotten are alone in their sphere; when in addition the
Begetter is the highest Good, the offspring, inevitably seeking its good, is
attached by a bond of sheer necessity, separated only in being distinct.!®

Such intimate language Armstrong explains by noting that Plotinus’s
system is a record of the spiritual life: the final goal of human existence
results in identification with the Intellectual Principle, in which state one
is regarded as “no longer human” (Ennead 5.3.4).

Plotinus was possibly conscious that the unity produced by self-willing and
self-loving was closer and had in it less of the duality he was trying to
escape than that produced by self-directed knowledge. The lover and the
beloved are united more completely than thought and the object of
thought.?®

16. S. MacKenna, trans., The Enneads, 395.
17. Plotinus Ennead 5.1.6.

18. Plotinus Ennead 5.1.6.

19. Armstrong, The Architecture, 26.
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Thus, when Plotinus uses intimate language, one can say first that such
language is used primarily to express the personal experience of appre-
hending the One. It does not occur in passages describing the relation
between the Supreme Being and what is created—the Intellectual Prin-
ciple. In the Tripartite Tractate, however, it is precisely at this point that
intimate language occurs. Second, the passages cited from Ennead 5.1
and 3, together with Ennead 6.9.9 (“love is inborn with the soul . . . the
soul in its nature loves God”), are early descriptions that differ from later
passages describing the birth of nature as sheer contemplation (Ennead
3.8.3,4). P. Henry and H.-R. Schwyzer place Enneads 5.1 and 6.9 as ninth
and tenth in chronological order, with 3.8 as thirtieth. At Ennead 3.8,
Plotinus may have been combating the Gnostics and deliberately
avoided sexual language.2

The term most commonly used in classical Greek to describe the pro-
duction of a subsequent divine being from an original divine entity was
“emanation.” It is therefore remarkable that none of the above passages
actually uses the word andppoia (“emanation”); where it does occur, the
immediate qualification is given that a diminution of the One is not
implied:

Seeking nothing, possessing nothing, lacking nothing, the one is perfect

and, in our metaphor, has overflowed, and its exuberance has produced the

new.2!

H. Dérrie concludes that Plotinus avoided using emanation imagery for
the simple reason that it implied a lessening of divinity. Rather, he says,
Plotinus writes directly and metaphorically of the relations between the
first and second hypostases within the context of relating the One to the
created world.?2

The author of the Tripartite Tractate uses images familiar from Plo-
tinus but adds sexual terminology in the account of the Father’s creative
activity:

All those who came forth from him, that is, the aeons of the aeons, being

emanations and offspring of a procreative nature, they too, in their pro-

creative nature, have (given) glory to the Father, as he was the cause of
their establishment.??

20. Henry and Schwyzer, Plotini Opera, 1:xxv. See R. Harder, “Ein neue Schrift
Plotins,” Hermes 71 (1936) 1-10; and D. Roloff, Plotin: Die Gross-Schrift 111,8;V,8;V,5;119.

21. Plotinus Ennead 5.2.1.

22. Dérrie, “Emanation,” 83.

23. Tri. Trac. 68,1-3.
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The word translated “emanations” (mpofBoAai) in the above passage
occurs in the Tripartite Tractate at 65,35; 68,[1}; 70,25; 73,18; 86,10;
111,32; 115,37; 136,10, and in its verbal form at 116,2. In Valentinianism
it is a technical term: Valentinus himself speaks of “the depths bringing
forth fruits” by which Hippolytus explains that he means “the entire
procession (mpoBoA1) of aeons from the Father.”2 Use of this term in the
Tripartite Tractate strengthens its Valentinian connections. It is also
understood physically: the coming of the companions of the Savior in
“the emanation according to the flesh” (mpoBoA1 xara oapf, Tri. Trac.
115,37) is described as receiving “their bodily emanation” (Nneyxi
TMPOBOAH NCwMA, Tri. Trac. 116,2).%

Elsewhere, the Father is described as “the cause of the generation of
the All for their eternal being” (Tri. Trac. 55,38-40); and “the one who
projects himself thus, as generation, having glory and honor, marvelous
and lovely” (Tri. Trac. 56,16~19). Familiar metaphors are used to explain
this process: “(The Father) is a spring which is not diminished by the
water which abundantly flows from it” (Tri. Trac. 60,12); he “sowed a
thought like a [spermatic] seed” (Tri. Trac. 61,9). At one point, these
metaphors become a kind of poetic chant:

The Father brought forth everything,

Like a little child,

Like a drop from a spring,

Like a blossom from a [vine],

Like a [flower], like a (planting). (Ti. Trac. 62,7-13)

The Leitmotif of these images is the generative ability of the divine
Father. In a discussion of the existence of the aeons before their
generation, the narrative declares that “they only had existence in the
manner of a seed, so that it has been discovered that they existed like a
fetus” (Tri. Trac. 60,30-34). The word seke, translated “fetus” (Attridge)
or “embryo” (Thomassen), is extremely rare and its meaning conjectured
from the cognate verb soki, which means “to conceive, become preg-
nant, bear a child.” J. Cerny gives the root as sk (“to become pregnant”).2

24. Hippolytus, Ref. 6.37.8. ET in Gnosis: A Selection of Gnostic Texts (ed. W. Foester;
trans. and ed. R. McL. Wilson), 1:243.

25. G. May (Schopfung aus dem Nichts: Die Entstehung der Lehre von der Creatio ex
Nihilo, 95-100) discusses this term.

26. J. Cemy, Coptic Etymological Dictionary, 21. The editors of the editio princeps
suggest that in order to transform the Sahidic into his variety of sub-Achmimic, the
scribe created forms such as this which they entitle “hyper-lycopolitanismes.” This
change follows certain rules such as “o” to “e.” For the dictionary meaning, see W. E.
Crum, A Coptic Dictionary, 31a.
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From instances of the verb’s usage in W. E. Crum it appears to be
associated exclusively with female conception. (The verb is used in this
way in the Apocalypse of Adam [NHC V,5] at 79,11.) Such an ability is
attributed to the Father by analogy, to be sure. To this point, the
language of the Tripartite Tractate is metaphorical: the Father’s genera-
tive capacity includes those of (male) generation and (female) concep-
tion. In this regard the Tripartite Tractate contrasts with Plotinus but, as
E. Thomassen shows, is similar to several Neopythagorean writings in
which the monad is thought of as a generative entity.?? However, with
only one exception, the examples he cites are those of (male) spermatic
generation rather than conception. Perhaps what we are seeing is the
diversity of generative metaphors shared by the Tripartite Tractate and
Neopythagorean authors, both preferring the use of male generative
terminology. If this is the case, then it is striking to find a subsequent
passage in the Tripartite Tractate describing the ability of the Logos both
to generate and to conceive specifically without the use of metaphors.

At Tri. Trac. 95,17, the author summarizes his doctrine of the Logos as
the one “entrusted with the organization of all that which exists.” The
passage continues:

Some things are already in things which are fit for coming into being, but
the seeds which are to be he has within himself, because of the promise
which belonged to that which he conceived, as something belonging to
seeds which are to be. And he produced his offspring, that is, the revelation
of that which he conceived. (Tri. Trac. 95,22-31)

This same intimate language is used again to describe the subsequent
relation of the Logos to the Savior at Tri. Trac. 114,11: “He had conceived
(flesh) at the revelation of the light, according to the word of the
promise, at his revelation from the seminal state.” Both these passages
show that the Logos and the Savior have the ability to conceive. Both
passages are equally reticent about identifying the other agent in con-
ception. But whence does this ability derive? Obviously from none other
than the Father. Both Plotinus and the Tripartite Tractate agree that
creation in no way diminishes the Father: generation is not an occur-
rence in time but rather an eternal relation. Even to use the term
“Father,” the author of the Tripartite Tractate states, is to imply genera-
tion: “Wherever there is a ‘Father,’ it follows that there is a ‘Son"” (51,14-
15; one might just as accurately translate ‘Parent’ or ‘Child’). The ema-

27. Thomassen, The Tripartite Tractate, 1:275.
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nation (mposoaH) of the totalities is understood as a begetting “like a
process of extension, as the Father extends himself to those whom he
loves, so that those who have come forth from him might become him as
well” (Tri. Trac. 73,25-28). The author has previously specified that “this
did not occur according to a separation from one another, as something
cast off from the one who begets them” (Tri. Trac. 73,21-23). Four images
then follow to explain this important idea: division of this present aeon
into segments of time; the flow of water into rivers, lakes, and canals; the
root which extends into trees and branches; the human body divided
into various members (Tri. Trac. 73,29—74,18). In each case—time,
water, root, a human body—the essential component is not diminished
by division. By means of such images, the author explains how the aeon
of Truth can be a unity and a multiplicity at the same time. Plotinus uses
the natural images of a spring and a tree to make essentially the same
point at Ennead 3.8.10. In the Tripartite Tractate, such images introduce a
way to understand varying degrees of perception on the part of those
who wish to comprehend the Father. He “receives honor in the small
and the great names according to the power of each to grasp it” (Tri.
Trac. 74,3-6). In these passages, Logos and the Son engender and give
birth. They have inherited such abilities from their divine parent.
Modern readers customarily assign these abilities to either sex although
the Tripartite Tractate does not. It simply describes the creative qualities
of the divine parent without regard to sexual distinction. Such observa-
tions may have been prompted by the author’s interest in soteriology: a
lesser capacity to perceive the One does not diminish one’s chances of
salvation.

If the Father is possessed of a procreative nature, this is inherited by
the aeons who are described as “roots and springs and fathers” (Tri. Trac.
68,9-10). Here the Coptic masculine plural should be translated “par-
ents.” The spiritual Logos too possesses “the power of procreation,
because he is something that has come into being from the represen-
tation from the Father” (Tri. Trac. 105,37—106,2). Thus the Father’s
generative capacity can be inherited, although it is nowhere so richly
described. In actual fact, the author of the Tripartite Tractate is propelled
into a comprehensive statement of the Father’s generative capabilities
simply by the document's insistence on the singleness of divinity. This
“monadic theology” places the author in close proximity to Christian
theologians of the third and fourth centuries such as Origen. What is
striking is that it is expressed inclusively. In the apophatic theology
(denial of divine attributes that effectively-heightens the status of God)
which opens the document, the author states the same opinion:

- gt P W &3 m @ EE B



Gender and Generation 33

He is of such a kind and form and magnitude that no one else has been
with him from the beginning; nor is there a place in which he is, or from
which he has come forth, or into which he will go; nor is there a primordial
form, which he uses as a model in his work; nor is there any difficulty
which accompanies him in what he does; nor is there any material which is
at his disposal, from which (he) creates what he creates; nor any sub-
stance within him from which he begets what he begets; nor a co-worker
with him, working with him on the things at which he works. To say any-
thing of this sort is ignorant. Rather, (one should speak of him) as good,
faultless, perfect, complete, being himself the totality. (Tri. Trac. 53,21—
54,1)

The elimination of mythological details elsewhere characteristic of
Gnosticism (such as the existence of female consorts by which creation is
effected) results in the Father encompassing qualities usually ascribed to
female spouses. In the following passage, Silence (Sige) and Wisdom
(Sophia) are assimilated to the Father.

The Father, in the way we mentioned earlier, in an unbegotten wayj, is the
one in whom he knows himself, who begot him having a thought, which is
the thought of him, that is, the perception of him, which is the [. . .] of his
constitution forever. That is, however, in the proper sense, (the) silence
and the wisdom and the grace, if it is designated properly in this way. (Tri.
Trac.56,32—57,7)
The document thus assumes that proper creation can only be effected by
the expression of male and female creative abilities. If the Logos creates
alone, he becomes weak ‘like a female nature” (Tri. Trac. 78,11). Thus
the Father of the Tripartite Tractate is a parent in the true sense of the
word. He is not a Father in an exclusively male sense. He expresses the
capacity to conceive and to procreate. Only the aeons in their totality
express the multiplicity of the Father: individual wisdom and power
even when they are used in search of God are deprecated (Tri. Trac.
126,13-15). Eventually the salvation of the whole, rather than one or
other of its parts, will be achieved:

For the end will receive a unitary existence just as the beginning is unitary,
where there is no male nor female, nor slave and free, nor circumcision and
uncircumcision, neither angel nor man, but Christ is all in all. (Tri. Trac.
132,20-28)

3. THE FUNCTION OF SEXUAL LANGUAGE
IN THE TRIPARTITE TRACTATE

The author of the Tripartite Tractate employs sexual language as the
means of asserting a connection that exists between the higher beings
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and the inhabitants of the cosmos. In this way, the document seeks to
demonstrate that human sexual expression is a mirror of divine genera-
tive activity. That this correlation is effected within the confines of
monism demonstrates the richness of theological expression in this early
period of Christian history.

We have already seen how the Tripartite Tractate stresses the auton-
omy of the Father. Accordingly, to him alone belongs the ability to
generate. He does this out of a desire to be known (Tri. Trac. 55,31-32).
Thus the document stresses the will of the Father to initiate self-
extension. The reader is thereby reassured throughout the document
that whatever is effected is done by divine purpose: the will of the
Father results in the free will of the aeons (Tri. Trac. 74,21; 75,36~37).28

In analyzing a key section in which the generation of the Son is
discussed (Tri. Trac. 56,1—57,8), Thomassen, under the rubric that in
Gnosticism knowing and begetting are convertible terms, concludes on
the basis of this passage that “the mental self-reflection of the Father is
equivalent to the generation of the Son.”? The whole section, he main-
tains, illustrates the movement from the oneness of the Father to the
“unity-in-duality of his self-thinking thought,” namely, the generation
of the son. Thus he quite rightly sees that for the author of the Tripartite
Tractate the concept of mind is the solution to the metaphysical problem
of how the Father can be one and at the same time origin. Thomassen’s
analysis, however, does not do justice to the complexity of the author’s
contribution to the issue under discussion. For it is only as a conse-
quence of his generative abilities that the Father’s qualities become
manifest: “He is the one who projects himself thus, as generation,
having glory and honor” and, in a catena of these attributes, the author
leads up to the significant conclusion: “The one glorifies himself, who
marvels, [who] honors, who also loves; the one who has a Son who
subsists in him. . . . Thus, he exists in him forever” (Tri. Trac. 56,16-31). In
addition then to the rational quality of a self-conceiving mind, the
intimate sexual component of the Father’s nature is described, and the
limitations of noetic perception frequently referred to (Tri. Trac. 54,16;
55,21-22; 59,16~17). The intimate nature of the connection between the

28. E. Thomassen, “The Structure of the Transcendent World in the Tripartite
Tractate,” VC 34 (1980) 358-75, esp. 369 and n. 54. G. Quispel (“From Mythos to Logos,”
in Gnostic Studies, 1:52) remarks that Origen’s concept of free will is prefigured in the
Tripartite Tractate.

29. Thomassen, “The Structure,” 360.
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Son and the Father is sustained in the description of the origin of the
ecclesia (church) which has “come forth like kisses from the Son and the
Father” (Tri. Trac. 58,22-23). This image too makes the noetic tangible:
“like kisses because of the multitude of some who kiss one another with
a good, insatiable thought, the kiss being a unity although it involves
many kisses.”

Similarly, the movement from spermatic subsistence in the thought of
the Father to the independent existence of the aeons is accomplished
descriptively by the use of birth images. Without these images, the
aeons’ growth and development would be arrested. Tripartite Tractate
59,36—62,5 illustrates the two stages of the aeons’ coming into being.

At first, the aeons exist in the thought of the Father, “in the hidden
depth” (Tri. Trac. 60,18). While the depth knew them, they were unable
to conceive of the depth where they were, namely, the Father, or
anything else. They had no independent existence (Tri. Trac. 60,20-22).
This state the author characterized as “existence in the manner of a seed”
or “like a fetus” (Tri. Trac. 60,31-32). In this transitory state of existence
they were, as yet, unable to recognize the source of their being. Yet
God’s purpose in conceiving of them is that “they might exist for
themselves too” (Tri. Trac. 61,4, 7). It is the promise of the Father that he
will complete their coming into being so that they might become
conscious—“to know what exists” (Tri. Trac. 61,36). The process is
subsequently completed by their birth “just as people are begotten in
this place: when they are born they are in the light, so that they see those
who have begotten them” (Tri. Trac. 62,3-6). The Coptic verb mice (“to
produce, give birth, or bear”) occurs also at Tri. Trac. 115,9, 15 in regard
to the birth of the Savior. The same verb occurs twice in the Apocalypse
of Adam (79,11 and 80,4), where it describes a woman giving birth. The
noun occurs at Tri. Trac. 64,2; 84,7; 95,29; 103,31. Thus, by analogy to
human birth, the Father in the Tripartite Tractate has given birth.
Subsequently, the generative capacity of the Father becomes the pri-
mary means of his identification: “therefore his powers and properties
are innumerable and inaudible, because of the begetting by which he
begets them” (T'ri. Trac. 67,19-21).

It is with regard to the salvation of the individual, or in this case a
group, that the significance of this conception of God can be seen.
Gnostic inquiry into the nature of God is never conducted for its own
sake but on the premise that comprehending such knowledge consti-
tutes salvation. What does this imply about the procreative ability of the
Father? Simply this: The author of the Tripartite Tractate relates not a
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history of the Urzeit from which tenuous links to the present can be
extracted; it is not a sketch of the Father’s nature which remains essen-
tially removed from the human situation. Rather, what takes place in the
Father can take place in the individual: the individual constituted “in the
proper sense” (Tri. Trac. 56,2; 57,4; 65,38) is born of male and female,
This does not take place at a specific point in time but is rather an
“eternal begetting” (Ti. Trac. 70,21; 73,23) which results in a progressive
return to one’s divine origins (Tri. Trac. 71,19-20; 79,1-2). Because one is
born of male and female, one possesses male and female procreative
abilities. However, the first person singular cannot simply be substituted
for the Father in the Tripartite Tractate; rather, the impetus for genera-
tion lies in the mutual actualization of will. That this is always a
possibility is reflected in the author’s deliberate and consistent use of the
present tense:

If this one . . . wishes to grant knowledge so that he might be known, he has
the ability to do so. (Tri. Trac. 55,27-33)

He himself, since in the proper sense he begets himself as ineffable one. ..
since he conceives of himself, and since he knows himself as he is, (he is)
the one who is worthy of his admiration and glory and honor and praise,
since he produces himself. (Tri. Trac. 56,1-10)

Knowledge that one is continually constituted not on account of remote
events in the past but on the basis of present identity with the Father is
what the Tripartite Tractate seeks to provide. This identity is perceived
not only through intellectual knowledge but also through the potential
for creation each possesses.

The purpose behind the range of sexual and generative terminology
may be seen in what could be called the democratic tendencies of the
document. The possibility of transformation by mutual consent is not
restricted to a single group or even, given our linguistic research, to a
single sex: “whoever he wishes he makes into a Father (Parent)” (Tri.
Trac.70,32).

4. THE TRIPARTITE TRACTATE,
ORIGEN (185-253 ce) AND
TERTULLIAN (155-2220 ck.)

Origen’s work On First Principles shows considerable similarity to the
Tripartite Tractate, especially in its discussion of the relationship be-
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tween the Father and the Son.® Origen’s work is prefaced by an outline
of its contents formulated according to apostolic teaching. In addition,
Origen proposes to consider “what has existed before this world or what
will exist after it,” since “no clear statement about this is set forth in the
church teaching.” Likewise, what is not clearly set forth in church
teaching—“how God himself is to be conceived, whether as corporeal or
fashioned in some shape, or as being of a different nature from
bodies*—must be made the object of inquiry, and the same must be
made with regard to Christ and the Holy Spirit and “every soul and
rational nature also.” Such points as these he considers to be founda-
tional elements on the basis of which to construct a system.
The relationship of Father to Son is further explained in book 1:

Whereas the offspring of men or of other animals whom we see around us
correspond to the seed of those by whom they were begotten, or of the
mothers in whose womb they are formed and nourished, drawing what-
ever it is from those parents that they take and bring into the light of day
when they are born, it is impious and shocking to regard God the father in
the begetting of his only begotten son and in the son’s subsistence as being
similar to any human being or other animal in the act of begetting; but
there must needs be some exceptional process, worthy of God, to which we
can find no comparison whatever, not merely in things but even in thought
and imagination, such that by its aid, human thought could apprehend
how the unbegotten God becomes father of the only-begotten son. This is
an eternal and everlasting begetting, as brightness is begotten from light.
For he does not become Son in an external way through the adoption of the
spirit but is son by nature.3!

Like the Tripartite Tractate and Plotinus, Origen stresses that the beget-
ting of the son from the Father does not result in a diminution of
divinity. The son’s birth from the Father is described as an act of will
which is not a separation. In On First Principles 2.7, he uses the Fourth
Gospel to explain the derivation of son from Father as “brightness from
light.” He thus insists on the uniqueness of the son’s birth by stressing its
nontemporal nature. Such images also occur in Tertullian’s Against
Praxeas, a work probably written in 213 ck. that displays clearly his Stoic
background in its emphasis on materialism:

The word is never separate from the father . . . for God brought forth the

word . . . as a root brings forth the ground shoot and a spring the river and

30. Origen, Vier Biicher von den Prinzipien (ed. H. Goergemanns and H. Karpp), 94.
31. ET from H. de Lubac, Origen. On First Principles, 17-18.
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the sun its beam: for those manifestations are also projections (mpoBoAai) of
those substances from which they proceed. . ..

Everything that proceeds from something must of necessity be another
beside that from which it proceeds but it is not for that reason separated
(fromit)....

In no respect is (the Spirit) alienated from that origin from which he
derives his proper attributes.?

In the light of these passages from Origen and Tertullian, the Tripartite
Tractate, as an example of Valentinian monism, is no less orthodox than
the church fathers. The assertions of all three writers with regard to the
relationship existing between the Father and the son are reflected in the
words of the Nicene Creed: “eternally begotten of the Father before all
ages . . . begotten, not made; of one substance with the Father.” Such
language lies at the heart of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. If it is
given a masculine expression in the creed, it is expressed inclusively in
the Tripartite Tractate.

5. MALE AND FEMALE IN THE
NAG HAMMADI LIBRARY

In regard to questions of gender, I want to discuss several texts in the
Nag Hammadi library where the terms “male” and “female” have been
misunderstood and/or mistranslated. Previous research has established
that in such cases men and women are not necessarily implied. As a
matter of fact, the hermeneutical principle that the terms “male” and
“female” do not denote men and women but stood rather for abstract
principles was recognized long ago by Clement of Alexandria in his
explanations of gnostic texts that employed these terms. In a critical
commentary on Julius Cassianus, he proposes that in order to explain a
text in which the male and female become something that is neither
male nor female, one should understand that “by the male impulse is
meant wrath and by the female lust.”

The recognition that texts referring to male and female do not neces-
sarily say anything about men and women helps the reader to under-
stand the reason for the fact that in several texts humans are all
described as female, regardless of their actual gender. The Exegesis on the
Soul (NHC IL6) begins with the words: “Wise men of old gave the soul a

32. ET from E. Evans, Tertullian, Adversus Praxean Liber, 139-40.
33. Clement of Alexandria Stromateis 3.13.93,1.
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feminine name. Indeed, she is female in her nature as well.” All who
possess a soul are thus female. In the same way, the First Apocalypse of
James (NHC V,3) speaks of the ascent of human beings to the divine
realm: “The perishable has gone up to the imperishable and the work of
femaleness has attained to the work of maleness."

Another group of texts speak of male and female as incomplete in
themselves. Together, the perfect human being (dvfpwmos) is formed.
Mary, in the Gospel of Mary (BG 8502,1) 9,19-21, consoles the company
of assembled disciples concerned at the prospect of being killed by the
Gentiles as Jesus was. She says: “Do not weep and do not grieve or be
irresolute for his grace will be entirely with you and will protect you. But
rather let us praise his greatness, for he has prepared us (and) made us
human (&vfpwmos).” The assembled company of male and female dis-
ciples has become truly human, that is, indivisible in the face of
threatening circumstances and hence resolute. Levi, in the same docu-
ment, tells Peter to “put on the perfect &v6pwmos, engendering him in us
and preach the gospel” (Gos. Mary 18,16-19). The fact that one man
invites another man to “put on the perfect avfpwmos” should indicate
clearly that men are not always seen as complete in and of themselves in
the Nag Hammadi library. Translators who translate the above refer-
ences to male and female becoming &vfpwmos as male and female
becoming men?® have failed to recognize the intent of the passages to
describe the transformation of both sexes into what is fully human.

6. CONCLUSION

The foregoing observations, made at the level of the Greek and Coptic
texts and their modern translations, should help to inform discussions as

34. 1 Ap. Jas. 41,15. See the forthcoming edition of this text for the Laval Project by
Father A. Veilleux. I am indebted to him for help with this translation.

35. An erroneous translation of these passages from the Gospel of Mary can be found
in Nag Hammadi Library (ed. Robinson) by G. MacRae and R. McL. Wilson. According
to their translation, Mary declares, “He has . . . made us into men.” The Coptic word
translated “men” is not prefaced by the masculine plural article but by the adjectival
predicate, i.e., “man.” Wilson and MacRae continue to translate “he has . . . made us
into men” in the most recent English edition of the text, Nag Hammadi Codices V,2-5 and
VI with Papyrus Berolinensis 8502, 1 and 4 (ed. D. M. Parrott), 461. However, they
correctly translate the passage wherein Levi enjoins Peter to “put on the perfect man
and separate as he commanded us.” The Coptic word translated “man” is pwme. It
commonly reflects the Greek &vfpwmos. Therefore one has to understand the term
“man” inclusively. A better translation of these passages can be found in L’Evangile
selon Marie (ed. and trans. A. Pasquier), 45. My attention was drawn to this translation
by Father Veilleux.
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to how terms such as “father,” “female,” and “male” are to be understood
in Coptic texts.% It is still possible, since many of these texts have been
published recently, to indicate mistaken interpretations and translations
of Coptic and gnostic texts and, in such cases, to rethink conceptions of
gender and sexuality. Since these issues relate to ways in which ancient
(and modern) Christians expressed (and continue to express) their
understanding of God, and since such investigations reveal a richness
not readily apparent in the credal language of the early (and contem-
porary) church, there is much to be gained from critical linguistic studies
of simple terms such as “Father.”

36. R. Mortley (Womanhood: The Feminine in Ancient Hellenism, Gnosticism, Chris-
tianity and Islam) has made a beginning but has not taken into account the important
distinction between gender and sexuality made at the outset of this essay.




3 JOHN H. SIEBER

Response to “Gender
and Generation” by
Deirdre J. Good

First, I want to thank Professor Good for her interesting and thought-
provoking essay. As one who has been involved for a long time with the
translation of a Nag Hammadi text, I am most appreciative of work such
as hers which moves the interpretation of these texts into a deeper level.

Her essay raises for me two interrelated issues to which I wish to make
specific responses: the in-depth meaning of male/female terminology,
especially the meaning of the term “Father” in the Tripartite Tractate
(NHC L,5); and the responsibilities of translators in the handling of such
terms. With regard to the former, it is important that we who are inter-
ested in these texts move on to significant hermeneutical questions. If
“male” and “female” represent “cosmic principles,” then we must investi-
gate them to discover what those principles are in order to understand
the documents. Such studies will at the same time raise for translators
some very real problems related both to the determination of the type of
translation (formal or dynamic equivalent) that they wish to produce
and to the limits that English itself presents as a receptor language.

My response will be made in three sections. Its first part will address
the grammatical and lexigraphical concerns raised by Professor Good.
The second will speak to her analysis of the use and meaning of “Father”
in the Tripartite Tractate. The third will try to expand her topic by raising
questions from another Nag Hammadi tractate, Zostrianos.

1. GRAMMATICAL AND LEXICAL CONCERNS

Professor Good is correct when she asserts that Coptic “favors the
masculine gender over the feminine” (p. 25). So also do Greek and Latin,
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because they came from androcentric cultures. Her examination of the
use of eiwT provides an instructive case in point. That it was used to
translate yovevs/yoveis is clear from the references in W. E. Crum (86b),
but not one readily apparent, since the only meaning listed is “father.”
The examples from Nag Hammadi that she cites in which B. Layton and
M. Meyer translate eiwT as “parent” are likewise instructive, and I
would hope that they would also comment on their reasons for doing so.
The translator’s task is, of course, much more difficult when there is no
Greek Vorlage extant, but Professor Good’s point is well taken and she is
correct in saying that most of the rest of us have not been sensitive to
this usage.

In addition to the examples she gave for eiwT, one might also wish to
note that MnTe1wT is the term used for “family” as well as for “father-
hood.” As a somewhat parenthetical comment for those interested in the
New Testament, we might also wish to debate the propriety of trans-
lating war1jp as “Father” when used by Jesus, since warp is a too formal
translation of max.

Besides discussing eiwT, we might also profitably discuss the use of
wHpe (“son,” “child”). Crum (584a) notes that this word translates not
only vids but also rékvov, Bpédos, and wais (which are not sex specific),
and that p, o wHpe means “to be a child.” I cannot recall instances of
wHpe translating fvyarijp, but others may. In any case, we must also
learn to be sensitive to @Hpe as well and not automatically translate the
term as “son” but also as “child.” Again somewhat parenthetically, I
would add that in my own career I have seen a shift in translating of viot
T0d O¢od from “the sons of God” to “the children of God,” both in Scrip-
ture translations and in liturgical usage. Perhaps that shift will not take
as long for noncanonical documents such as these from Nag Hammadi
in phrases like “the sons of Seth.”

It might also be a good thing to share with one another still other ways
in which Coptic as a language prefers the masculine. Professor Good
cites the resumption of feminine nouns by masculine pronouns, as
demonstrated by A. L. Elanskaja. That observation raises the whole issue
of the gender of nouns and pronouns as well. We teach beginning lan-
guage students that the grammatical gender of nouns is not necessarily
connected to any sexual identification. Masculine nouns do not neces-
sarily represent males, feminine nouns do not necessarily represent
females. The same is true of the pronouns that refer to those nouns. In
Latin, puella indeed refers to a young girl but machina to a thing, an “it.”
A translator is responsible for making distinctions such as these so that a
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translation does not simply reproduce the original pronouns with equiv-
alent words in the receptor language.

The transformation of Greek neuter nouns into Coptic masculines
provides another case in point, together with the concomitant masculine
pronouns, as, for example, is often the case with nvetua in the Nag
Hammadi texts. In tractates such as Zostrianos where Spirit is the major
name for the highest deity, that is a very real problem; I at least have
struggled with the question of whether one should translate those
Coptic masculine pronouns referring to the Spirit as “he” or “it.” (Should
we also consider “she,” as feminists in the Christian tradition have
suggested?) Is it not the case also that the vast majority of Coptic nouns
are masculine anyway?

Or, to take another example, we might talk about nominal sentence
patterns where e or Te normally agrees in gender with the noun thatis
the topic of the sentence. But is it always so? I think not, although some-
times what seems to be a lack of agreement may actually be a lack of
understanding about the topic of the sentence, such as at 1 Cor. 11:3. A
similar example from the Tripartite Tractate (82,4-5) might be worth
discussing. H. Attridge and E. Pagels translate as follows: “for a cause of
his remembering those who have existed from the first was his being
remembered.” From the English translation we might take “cause”
(ra€16€, fem.) as the topic and the me as a case of disagreement; how-
ever, since “cause” has the indefinite article, it is almost certainly the
comment and the agreement is maintained. Or is Aaei6€ the topic?
Whether or not these examples are valid, surely there are other ways in
which the masculine is emphasized in Coptic, and we might begin to
compile a list of them.

2. THE USE AND MEANING OF “FATHER”
IN THE TRIPARTITE TRACTATE

The question of meaning goes far beyond grammatical concerns, and
we are indebted to Professor Good for demonstrating that eiwT in the
Tripartite Tractate is used to refer to the generative powers (expressed in
female as well as male images) of the high deity in that text. The decisive
passages in my opinion are 53,21—54,6; 56,31—57,7; and 59,36—60,1.
We should also credit Attridge and Pagels with similar comments in
their notes to 55,37; 57,5-7; and 59,36ff .1

1. H. W. Attridge, ed., Nag Hammadi Codex I, 2:234, 237, 246.
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To the arguments Professor Good has offered I would add two others
in support of her thesis. On p. 33 she notes that the deity is “not a father
in an exclusively male sense,” and she cites as evidence (on p. 35) fem-
inine images such as depth, seed, and fetus, from the passage Tri. Trac.
59,36—62,5. To those images should we not also add “to bring forth”
(eine eBan) in the sense of “to give birth”? At Tri. Trac. 62,3-6 she notes
the use of Mice in that sense but does not comment on eine esaa in the
next lines. Crum (79b) does not list “to give birth” as an option but surely
it is so. He does note that it translates éx¢épw, and éxgépw is definitely so
used (see Liddell and Scott, 1.525a with examples from Plato, Hippoc-
rates, and Aristotle). Other instances of eine esaa with this birthing
meaning occur at 60,9 and 11; 69,2 (+ note); 76,8 (+ note); and also
possibly 56,9.

There is also a passage in the text itself which argues that none of the
names for the deity are part of his true existence. The passage (Tri. Trac.
54,2—55,26) declares that “He” is unknowable and the names are only
ways that humans can give him glory and honor. Tripartite Tractate
54,2-24 is worth quoting (Attridge and Pagels):

Not one of the names which are conceived, or spoken, seen or grasped, not
one of them applies to him, even though they are exceedingly glorious,
magnifying and honored. However, it is possible to utter these names for
his glory and honor, in accordance with the capacity of each of those who
give him glory. Yet as for him, in his own existence, being and form, it is
impossible for mind to conceive him, nor can any speech convey him, nor
can any eye see him, nor can any body grasp him, because of his inscrut-
able greatness and his incomprehensible depth, and his immeasurable
height, and his illimitable will.

Presumably these limitations of language apply also to the name
“Father” and to the masculine pronouns that are used to refer to “him.”
Thus the author of the tractate invites us to recognize that terms such as
“Father” and “maleness” are to be understood as inadequate metaphors
for the deity. That these human metaphors (both masculine and femi-
nine) can be so used is, as Professor Good says on p. 36, based on the
identity with the Father felt by the Gnostic.

Although I agree with her about the meaning of “Father” in this trac-
tate, I must confess to having some doubts that changing the translation
to “parent” will be of much help. I do not understand her to be arguing
for yovevs as the Greek behind this use of eiwT, and I assume the Greek
to have been warip. We must ask, as she has, what the term “father’
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means, but then we must also ask why those ancients chose to use
“father” instead of “mother,” especially since both male and female
images are used of the deity. The clear answer is that they chose “father”
because their culture was androcentric, and that raises for the translator
a serious issue. What are our responsibilities as translators, especially the
initial English translators of most of these documents, toward the milieu
of the ancient document? To put it baldly, if the ancient writer was a
male chauvinist, should not our translation of his document show that?
Except in a few instances it would seem better to me to translate eiwT as
“father” and to provide an interpretation of it in the introduction and
notes. Even should we be able to agree to changing “father” to “parent,”
we still face the question of what to do with all the masculine pronouns
that refer back to it.

We should also note that others have also begun to study the use of
male/female imagery in this literature. In a recent essay entitled “Dual-
ism Platonic, Gnostic and Christian,” A. H. Armstrong has traced its
philosophical heritage to the pre-Socratic Pythagoreans.? He cites Aris-
totle Metaphysics A 5 986a22-26 as evidence. It reads:

Others of this same school say that there are ten principles which they list
in a series of corresponding pairs: Limit/Unlimited; Odd/Even; One/Many;
Right/Left; Male/Female; Rest/Motion; Straight/Crooked; Light/Darkness;
Good/Evil; Square/Oblong.

Armstrong labels the “female” side of the tradition the “dark other”
and traces its development. In the philosophical tradition he finds that
both principles, father and mother, are necessary and of equal honor, at
least early in the tradition and in Plotinus. The Gnostics differ in placing
a greater importance on some kind of fall or failure in the female that
leads to creation. Thus, some of the Nag Hammadi treatises have rela-
tively positive evaluations of the dark other (he names the Tripartite
Tractate as one), while others such as Zostrianos are quite negative.

What Armstrong has shown, then, is that there is a long and ancient
tradition that uses male/female imagery in a positive sense and that
some Gnostics were not totally negative about the female. Since that is
related to what Professor Good has demonstrated, those who have read
her essay might also wish to read his. I would take the existence of that
long tradition of usage also as an argument for continuing to translate
both warnp and e1wT as “father.”

2. In Plotinus Amid Gnostics and Christians (ed. David T. Runia).
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3. ZOSTRIANOS

My response will conclude with a few references to another Nag
Hammadi tractate, Zostrianos. I have already mentioned the problems
relating to the Spirit and its pronouns. A similar one exists over against
the Aeon Barbelo who (which) occupies a place between Spirit and the
physical world. Barbelo is signified with the feminine definite article and
feminine pronouns and is usually designated as the “virgin” or the
“male-virgin” Barbelo. In the current version I am treating Barbelo as a
female, largely because the pronoun “it” does not seem suited to a
mythological being, but also in part because I believe a primary trans-
lator ought to produce a fairly formal translation. Later, when others
have studied the text in more depth, there will be opportunity for a
dynamic equivalent translation. As a beginning of that process, I have
argued elsewhere® that Barbelo represents the pristine Sophia and that
only her weaker copy is the fallen Sophia of the Autogenes Aeon. As for
the terms “maleness” and “femaleness” in Zostrianos, it is not clear to me
yet that they stand for any cosmic principles. At present I am inclined to
agree with Armstrong that this author does not think in terms of abstract
principles and that femaleness is only a way of naming the lower cos-
mos which imprisons the spirit. But Professor Good'’s essay is evidence
that it could be otherwise, and I am willing to accept your comments.
She has given us all much to think about and to discuss.

3. “The Barbelo Aeon as Sophia in Zostrianos and Related Tractates,” in The Redis-
covery of Gnosticism (ed. B. Layton), 2:788-95.
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Prouneikos. A Colorful
Expression to
Designate Wisdom in
Gnostic Texts

In their critical edition of book 1 of the Adversus haereses by Irenaeus,
A. Rousseau and L. Doutreleau’ note that the term prouneikos, as an
appellation for Wisdom, is not found anywhere except in the two notices
devoted to Gnostics: Barbelo Gnostics and Opbhites.? Epiphanius also
mentions it many times in his notice on Ophites and about the Gnostics
sprung from Nicolas.? Moreover, at Nag Hammadi, the word is found in
the Apocryphon of John as well as in the Second Treatise of the Great
Seth*— in a word, in texts that have a doctrinal connection with the so-
called gnostic, barbelo gnostic, or ophitic systems, likened to those of the
Sethians by some heresiologists. Yet according to Origen and Epiphan-
ius,? the Valentinians also used it, as did the Simonians from evidence
supplied by Epiphanius.® The frequency of this term in the gnostic
material indicates that the Gnostics must have been quite familiar with
i, that it must have been part of the cultural attainments of their time.

1. A. Rousseau and L. Doutreleau, Irénée de Lyon, Contre les Hérésies, livre 1 (SC 263),
303; (SC 264), 363 n. 1.

2. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.29.4; 1.30.3,7 (twice); 9 (twice); 11.12. The word is also found
in 4.35.1 (in a passage where “Gnostics” are expressly mentioned), in 5.18.2, and in
5.35.2 (without mentioning any specific sect).

3. Epiphanius Haer. 37.3.2; 37.4.2; and 25.3.2.

4. Ap. John BG 37,10-11; 51,1-3; Il 15,3-4; 23,19-21; Treat. Seth 50,25—51,7.

5. Origen Celsus 6.35; Epiphanius Haer. 31.5.8,9; 31.6.9. In Celsus 6.34, however, the
quotation about Prouneikos might belong to the ophitic doctrines which Origen has just
spoken about; see the expression “circles upon circles” which refers to the diagram of
the Ophians. See n. 66, below.

6. Epiphanius Haer. 21.2.4,5. Epiphanius also attests to the verb mpovikevw (Haer.
25.4.1; 37.6.2) and the abstract noun mpovwicia (Haer. 31.5.7). See also Theodoret Haereti-
cum fabularum compendium 13.14; Gregory of Nyssa Contra Eunomium 1.12.9.
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But for us, a lot of research on the work of ancient grammarians and
etymologists is necessary before trying to explain it through its gnostic
context.

1. ETYMOLOGICAL AND PRIMITIVE MEANINGS
OF THE WORD PROUNEIKOS

Etymologicon Magnum 691,19 by T. Gaisford explains that the word
means Tovs dBpioras, kal Tobs dvdpas Tovs ioTauévovs év 1) &yopd xal
¢épovras Ta Gvia kat AapPavovras dwep TovTwy ooy, “the impetuous
(hotheaded, excessive, etc.), and the people standing at the agora and
who would transport articles of trade in return for a salary.” Gaisford
adds that if the meaning is $Bpioras, the word comes from =pé and
velkos, wpovewos, to which the letter v is added; if not, from #pd and the
Boeotian aorist éveikw (from the verb ¢épw): mpoévewxos, the o and the ¢
being changed into the ov diphthong: mpovvewxos, see Choeroboscus
(fourth/fifth century ck.).” The second etymology (aorist of the verb
mpodépw) is adopted by Aelius Dionysius (second century CE.) according
to Eustathius,® Herodianus (second century ck.),® Alexis (first century
ck.), and Demetrius according to Choeroboscus:10 > Adefiwv pévrol mapa
70 éveixds (sic?) éoxmuarioer: kvplws yap Aéyerar mpodveikovs Tovs palod
Ta é &yopas dva xopilovras matdas' Anuirpios ¢ pnat Tovs diddvras Ta
adwa mpw 1 AaBety ey, Alexis specifying that they are children (wais,
young servant or young slave) and that they carry the articles of trade
out of the agora; Demetrius, for his part, that they have to deliver the
goods before they get any salary.

In short, for the grammarians of the first and second centuries CE, the
literal meaning of the word (kvpiws) is a young peddler or young porter,
but Choeroboscus,!! who reports most of their testimonies, also adopts
the first etymology, according to which the word comes from veixos: émt
Yap dmadevTwy . . . kelobar TV pwrijy, because, he says, the term applies
to undisciplined or uneducated people (which is normal when they are
children) and it is then, as we have already pointed out, a synonym of
¥Bpts. The term therefore means on the one hand a function and on the
other a personality.

7. J. A. Cramer, Anecdota Graeca, 2:251.5.

8. M. van der Valk, Eustathii, Commentarii ad Homeri lliadem pertinentes, 3:634-35
(983, 48).

9. A. Lentz, Grammatici Graeci, pt. 3, 2:445.7 and 574.9-16.

10. L. Bekker, Anecdota Graeca, 3:1415; Cramer, Anecdota Graeca, 4:189.9, where Philo-
xenus is mentioned besides Demetrius and Alexis.

11. Bekker, Anecdota Graeca, 3:1415.
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1.1. A function in comedy

In the second century cE. again Pollux, and a little bit later Hesychius
(fifth century ck?), add some useful information. According to the
first,’2 “pdpraxas’ pévrot 1) malawa kwuwdla Tovs dxbopopodvras éx Tod
éumdpiov kalel. Ei 3¢ kat ‘ mpovwikovs’ Tovs uarbwrovs of véol kwpuwdodiddo-
kadot @vopalor, “Ancient comedy calls ¢pdpraxes those who carry the
supplies from the market whereas the poets of new comedy call wpodui-
xot the paid porters.”® And according to Hesychius, mpovwixot means of
mabod xopilovres Ta dvea amo Tijs &yopas, os Twes Tadaplwras kakodar
dpopets, Taxels, 8els, edxivnror, yopyol, pabwroi,!’s “those who in return
for a salary carry the supplies from the market, that some call young
boys: runner, quick, hasty, changing, impetuous, wage-earning” (or
hireling). According to J. M. Edmonds,¢ this list of qualifications is
probably not a citation but rather a series of terms that were given to
them in comedies.

This character is mentioned in a mimiamber by the Alexandrian comic
poet Herondas (or Herodas, probably third century B.CE.). In this mime,
entitled The Schoolteacher,” a desperate mother commits her worthless
son to the hands of the schoolteacher who will give him a good thrash-
ing. Because that little scamp, who would find it very difficult to indicate
the address of the elementary school to anyone and cannot even read
the first letter of the alphabet, spends all his time gambling on the play-
grounds (maloTpuy = kvBevriipiov, oxipadeiov), where the peddlers
(mpodvixor) and escaped slaves hang out. Unfortunately only fragments
remain from the new comedy, and it seems that this mime by Herondas

12. Pollux 7.132, in ]J. M. Edmonds, The Fragments of Attic Comedy (after A. Meineke,
T. Bergk, and T. Kock), 1:977 nu. 102 and 3A.405 nu. 333. Cf. Athenaeus, Deipno-
sophistae 14.639d: &vdpdai map’ xelvowrw or mpookelvoiow or mpovveikowrw? (see LCL
6:451.6).

13. Pollux adds: 76 dvopa Buvlavriwy 7, 86ev kai Pvlavriovs adrovs dmexdrovy, “the
word was Byzantine, whence they used it of the Byzantines themselves.” Maybe Byzan-
tine porters are here in question or porters in Byzantine comedy, who might have
inspired the poets of new comedy. Or it might be a play on words; see Hesychius in his
lexicon, s.v. Bilavres. mA1jfovres from mipmAnu, “be full, be loaded (burden)”: M.
Schmidt, Hesychii Alexandrini Lexicon, 1:405.3.

14. Schmidt, Hesychius, 3:396.34; and Edmonds, Fragments of Attic Comedy,
3A.509.1343.

15. maidapiov; cf. Clement of Alexandria Paidagogos 1.4.11: “It seems that attic writers
make use of this word concerning young boys or young girls, according to what
Menander says” (one of the most famous poets of the new comedy). See also S. A.
Naber, Photii Patriarchae Lexicon, 116: mpodveixos * Spouatos, yopyds.

16. Edmonds, Fragments of Attic Comedy, 3A.509, note ad nu. 1343.

17. A. D. Knox, Herodas, the Mimes and Fragments (with notes by W. Headlam), 110
and 114 (mime 3, lines 12 and 65); for the notes, see 125-27.
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is the only remaining comedy piece in which we can catch a glimpse of
the prouneikoi. We can catch only a glimpse, since in the mime they are
only secondary characters: we know that they gambled with dice or
money (possibly playing heads or tails?) on playgrounds, with school-
boys on the loose (and that the word was known in Egypt).

This could explain why in his lexicon Hesychius,!® under the word
okelpares (word unknown in this form), gives the synonyms ot mpovwixor
xal kvBevral, this last term meaning players (dice): kvBevral comes from
the verb xvBevw, which, apart from its literal meaning of “throw or cast
the dice,” can also mean: (@) to venture, to risk; (b) to fool, to swindle, to
make game of someone. As we have said, the entry word that Hesychius
wants to define, okeipares, is not encountered anywhere else. It could be
a deformation of aipades (or okeipaces), oxpadevriys, of axipadedew, to
play a game or to make game of someone, oxipadevris designating the
players. Zkipa¢ is the name that we usually find in the comic poets to
designate either a game of dice or else a deceit or a stratagem.!® Another
possibility is that the word okeipares might come from oxipryrjs (from
the verb oxiprdw or oxipéw coming from okaipw) which in the literal
sense means a bounding, lively individual, and, in the figurative sense,
“mischievous,” “undisciplined,” and “turbulent.” The character of prou-
neikos resembles the xéBalos. Indeed xdBalos, whose original meaning
is “porter,” represents in comedy a kind of elf or goblin who plays nasty
tricks; see Aristophanes Knights 635.

Prouneikos or prounikos therefore designates a character of the new
comedy, in other words the comedy of the Hellenistic period: he is a
young character who springs impetuously to carry his goods or his
burden out of the market before he can get paid, therefore quite enter-
prising and combative (he runs to arrive before the others), probably
difficult to control, undisciplined, and a gambler, maybe mystifying.

1.2. A personality

As we have seen, according to the testimonies of ancient grammarians
the word prouneikos would originate from the verb mpo¢épw. This ety-
mology is acknowledged by scholars today: M. P. Nilsson, P. Chan-

18. Schmidt, Hesychius, 4:41 and note. In Hesychius, we also find s.v. olovAos *
mpoiodAos, mpovwixos: according to Schmidt (Hesychms, 3:191), oicvAos might come from
oloar, the aorist of the verb ¢épw (cf. oiois, the fact of carrying) and, instead of
mpoiodhos, we should have to read mpooiovAos from mpogépw. See also Liddell, Scott,
and Jones, suppl. 29: Balo(v)Aos, Lat. baiulus, “porter” (Plautus Poenulus 5.6.17), which
looks like olovAos and mpotodAos.

19. Cf. Schmidt, Hesychius, 4:41 and note.
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traine, A. Meineke, and others;? the prefix mpd is admissible and the
thematic form is freely taken from the aorist.2! IIpogépw means: (@) “to
proceed forward,” “to advance” or “to carry to the outside”; (b) “to carry
before” (one’s time), that is to say, “to precede,” “to take the initiative.”
The idea of haste or audacity is therefore not absent from the verb
mpodépw itself. However, the other etymology (veixos), indicating some-
one who is excessive and quick-tempered, is not too far from the per-
sonality attributed to this passionate character and would complete it
well. We can then ask ourselves if what we have here is not a pun on the
name of the character, something that the comic poets had a predilection
for, often using the name of the character to attest his personality (e.g.,
in Aristophanes, Lysistrata: the-one-who-can-dissolve-armies; or
Dikaiopolis: the-one-who-is-just-to-the-city). That would explain why,
in new comedy, the term designating the profession of porter does not
come from the present tense of the verb ¢pépw—the term ¢opeds (“por-
ter”) and also the word ¢dpraxes, for example, exist already in ancient
comedy—but rather from his aorist, which would thus allow the inclu-
sion and placing into relief of the word vetkos to indicate a personality
feature inherent to this peddler character. The word prouneikos would
then represent a character, untamed or untamable, that audaciously and
impetuously hurries to the outside, provoking discord or dissension.

The character obviously evokes a personality or certain personality
features. That is why, from the field of comedy, the word came into
common use as an adjective. From there also came the abstract noun
designating a quality, the mpovvixia (as ¢ptAdvikos, pthovikia Or rAdveikos,
¢thovewia), as well as the verb mpoviikevw attested solely in Epiphanius.

20. M. P. Nilsson, Opuscula Selecta, 3:124-27; P. Chantraine, Dictionnaire étymologique
de la langue grecque, 943; F. H. Bothe, Poetarum comicorum Graecorum fragmenta (post A.
Meineke), 753-54 nu. 323-24. For his part, Pollux states that the word might come from
the Byzantines (see n. 13, above). Also Bochartus (Hierozoicon, sive Historia Animalium S.
Scripturae 1:794 = 2:112), who argues for a Chaldean origin: from phuranik, which
means “swiftness,” “eagerness.”

21. According to the ancient grammarians, the accent and spelling differ: mpotivewos,
mpovmkds, mpovvewos. The spelling differs also in the gnostic and patristic writings:
mponikoc (Second Treatise of the Great Seth), mpoynikoc(on), $ppoypikon? (Apocryphon
of John), and one quick look at the critical apparatus of Irenaeus’s Adversus haereses is
enough to notice the uncertainty that prevailed concerning its transcription: pronichon,
prunichum, prunicum, pronicum, prianicum, etc.; see Rousseau and Doutreleau, Irénée de
Lyon (SC 264), 362 and 366. See also Chantraine, Dictionnaire, 754-55, s.v. vixn; besides
vixn, we find a semantic doublet vixos, sometimes spelled veixos (LXX, NT, pop.). As a
second term, we find many compounds of vixos, e.g., ¢ptAd=vixos, ptho=wia, and the
word can be understood in a positive sense (competitive) but also unfavorably (quarrel-
some). This ambiguity led to the frequent written form ¢tAdveixos, drhoveixia, in connec-
tion with veixos; but it is a secondary connection because the compounds of vetkos
ought to end in -vewjs, -velketa.
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Finally, it exists as a proper noun.22 Comedy was to the moralists, poets,
and philosophers—in short, to writers of all kinds—what Homer was to
tragedians. The new comedy in particular was to them an abundant
source of themes, types, and verbal expressions, since it concerned itself
with the study of characters, in the way that Theophrastus would do it
for example, though his psychology is much more profound.

With the exception of the Gnostics, there are very few testimonies
outside the field of comedy: those of Diogenes Laertius (third century
cE?) and of Strato of Sardes (around 130 ck), the latter having intro-
duced the word in a context of games and amorous rivalries. For if
prouneikos came to signify any impetuous and audacious leap toward
the outside or toward someone, we will understand that it could have
been used in very different contexts.

Diogenes Laertius?® indeed writes that “Xenocrates was always of a
solemn and grave character, so that Plato was continually saying to him:
“Xenocrates, sacrifice to the Graces’ . . . and whenever he was about to go
to the city,” Tobs wpvBades TdvTas kat mpoveikovs YmooTEAAEW adTod T
wapodw, “all the turbulent and hasty (or quarrelsome) rabble in the City used
to make way for him to pass by,” most likely because of his grim appear-
ance.

As far as Strato of Sardes? is concerned, in an epigram named the
podoa waiduj, he is talking to a young boy (watdiov) with gloomy face:
éotw mov mpolvewa Pplijuara, kat & mpd Eépywy malyma, TANKTIOpOL,
xviopa, pilnua, Adyos, “that there be ever so few kisses eagerly vying (or
“an assault of kisses”) with the preliminary games, provocations, bicker-
ing, kissing, arguing.” Lovers’ tiffs, provocations, and so forth, the epi-
gram is aimed at a listless and tepid boy, to incite him to play and show a
little passion: Strato certainly knew the character of the prouneikos. We
deduced from this text that the word simply meant wopveta. Indeed,
maybe we could replace it with mopweia, but without metaphor where
would poetry be? Be that as it may, that means that the word can be used
in a sexual context.?> Indeed Hesychius, in his lexicon under the word

22. See F. Bechtel, Die historischen Personennamen des Griechischen bis zur Kaiserzeit,
519: G. Thasos, 1G 12.8 nu. 484.

23. Diogenes Laertius De clarorum philosophorum vitis 4.6.

24. Strato of Sardes Anthologta palatina 12.209.

25. In his lex:con, s.v. cxrra)\oc., Hesyc}uus uses the word mpovwixia: oxirado: * &no
TéV ddpodicivv kat Tis wpovwiias Tifs vukTepwis Oeods Twas eo'xmuirwcv, “He forged
some gods from voluptuous pleasures and from eagerness in the night-time.” The
oxiralot are some unpudent and cunmng gods or daemons invented by Aristophanes
(in Knights 634): “”Aye d) Ixiralot xat Dévaxes . . ."; see Fr. Diibner, Scholia Graeca in
Aristophanem, 57: “He forged some impudent and shameless daemons for a laugh.” Also
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axiralot, uses the word mpovwikia, which applies to someone who, very
likely, is overzealous for sensual pleasure. The use of the word in this
sense has raised an objection that we find in Photius,?¢ indicating that it
must have deviated from its original meaning: mpovvewov: od Tov &xdAa-
orov (licentious, lewd) &AA&, Tov ropilovra Twa é§ ayopas prbod. kai
éyretral 70 velko.

Obviously these testimonies do not allow us to apprehend the char-
acter of the prouneikos from all aspects. Unfortunately, of the new com-
edy there remain only fragmented papyri of various lengths (two frag-
mented works by Menander), as well as some Latin adaptations, some-
times quite literal, it is true. It must have been a conventional or semi-
conventional character, because in comedy types gradually become
fairly rigid: they have the same features every time we see them. In
ancient comedy the porters were named phortakes, in the Latin comedy
that came from the Hellenistic Greek comedy, baiulus.?” Thus we can
find them through the different eras, with little change in their person-
ality. Numerous statuettes of the Hellenistic and Roman periods repre-
sent characters throwing themselves forward, running, leaping, or
dancing (only rarely are they young though).?® In comedy, the move-
ments have to be quick and lively, in particular for characters like the
porters, servants, and slaves (e.g., the servus currens). In new comedy,
this kind of character is often viewed with a lot of sympathy and his
personality is given many different shades. He is most of the time char-
acterized by his astuteness, his taste for stratagems, and he often serves
as an instigator in the story. He is always ready to leap up, suddenly
turning about when the situation calls for it, struggling, feverishly
moving back and forth as he elaborates some new scheme. And if the
epithets veixos and ¥8pis were attributed to this young and passionate
character, they must not have been meant in the sense of violence or
extreme savagery but rather as temerity, boldness, and excessive compe-
tition.

In the middle, and especially the new comedy, we notice a growing
interest for the study of characters (whereas the old was more interested

in Longus, an erotic poet (G. A. Hirschig, Erotici scriptores, 159 nu. 3.13), the verb
oxiraAi{w applies to somebody who is eager for sensual pleasure. However, the word
oxiradot applies to characters from comedy, and in Aristophanes it rather means “cun-
ning,” “audacious,” “shameless.”

26. Photius Lexicon (ed. Naber), 116. Photius says the word also means “overzealous,”
“eager,” “fiery” (see n. 15, above). In other words, with a function in comedy (here, the
fact of peddling or carrying) is always connected a personality.

27. See n. 18, above.

28. See M. Bieber, The History of the Greek and Roman Theater, chaps. 7, 8, and 12.
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in politics). In Menander, for example, the problems raised are some-
times those of peripatetic ethics.?? And what we have left of this new
comedy, other than the numerous fragments, are the countless citations
of the Greek authors, particularly of the most philosophical excerpts.
The Anthology of Stobaeus abounds in such passages, and some persons
such as Justin and Clement of Alexandria® drew from it many of their
arguments: against idolatry, on marriage, on God, and so forth. It is
therefore not surprising that the Gnostics themselves were inspired by
it.! The use of a word like prouneikos certainly had a pedagogical end: it
must have evoked for their followers what Tartuffe or Scapin means for
us today. And, as we will see, that allowed them to explain, using a
single colored and evocative word, the part played by Wisdom in the
organization of the exterior world.

2. SOPHIA PROUNEIKOS?2 (OR THE SHAKING
OF THE UNSHAKABLE RACE)

In Irenaeus’s notices on the Gnostics, the appearance of Sophia Prou-
neikos right away causes a febrile agitation in the lower pleroma. This
takes place in the lower end of the pleroma, since Sophia is often pre-
sented as the last-born aeon.??

Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.29: The Holy Spirit that the Gnostics also call
Wisdom and Prounikos “started to do her utmost (or “to struggle”) and to
stretch herself out and to look towards the lower regions (adseverabat et

29. See T. B. L. Webster, Studies in Later Greek Comedy, chap. 4; and A. Blanchard,
Essai sur la composition des comédies de Ménandre, 415 n. 25. Some important fragments
of comedies by Menander were found in Egypt. According to Diogenes Laertius (De
clarorum philosophorum vitis 5.36), he was Theophrastus’s pupil whose book of Char-
acters undoubtedly influenced the psychological descriptions and analyses of character
by Menander and other writers of new comedy. The Latin poet Terence imitated
Menander (he is called a “half Menander” by Caesar).

30. Clement of Alexandria Stromateis 2.23.137; 2.23.141; Protrepticus 68.4; 75.2.4; 105.2
(without mentioning Menander’s name); Justin Martyr 1 Apology 55; also Paul, 1 Cor.
15:33: “Bad company corrupts good morals,” ascribed to Menander by Jerome (Epistula
70.2).

31. M. Harl, “Les ‘mythes’ valentiniens de la création et de I'eschatologie dans le
langage d'Origéne: le mot hypothesis,” in Rediscovery (ed. Layton), 1:417-25; in the
heresiologists’ writings, the word hypothésis refers to the plot in a play.

32. Nilsson alone studied the etymological meaning of the word prouneikos in rela-
tion to Sophia (see n. 20, above). Many other interpretations or translations have been
put forward—e.g.: N. A. Dahl, “The Arrogant Archon and the Lewd Sophia: Jewish
Traditions in Gnostic Revolt,” Rediscovery (ed. Layton), 2:706-12; S. Giversen, Apocry-
phon Johannis, 194-95; S. Pétrement, Le Dieu séparé: Les origines du gnosticisme, 144—46;
and Stroumsa, Another Seed, 62-65.

33. Tertullian Adversus Valentinianos 9.2.
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extendebatur et prospiciebat ad inferiores partes) . . . then she leaped out-
side (exsiliit), sprung impetuously (impetum fecerat). But she was over-
whelmed with disgust because she had sprung without the Father’s
agreement.”

Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.30: The Holy Spirit, also called the Mother of the
Living, “was unable to carry and contain the extreme Greatness of the
Light, so they say, she was overfull and bubbling over on the left side
(superrepletam and superebullientem: Prouneikos is not content with
mere boiling, she is superboiling). Thus the Power, which bubbled over
from the Woman, had a dew of light. Quitting the Father’s sphere, she
rushed toward the lower regions, on his own initiative, taking away with
her the dew of light. This Power, they call her the Left or Prounikos, or
Wisdom, or Man-Woman. She went down straight into the waters when
they were still, set them in motion, daringly stirring them to the very
depths, and she took on a body from them” (daringly: petulanter, petu-
lantia designates a hotheaded personality, provocative, impetuous).3

We could perhaps deduce, from these first descriptions, that Irenaeus
knew the character of prouneikos and that it was in his best interest to
accentuate the leapings and the contortions in order to ridicule the
gnostic Wisdom.

At Nag Hammadi, in the Second Treatise of the Great Seth for example,
the description is more allusive and sober. At 50,27-33, we read that our
sister Sophia is called Pro(u)nikos eTe MmoyTaoyoc'oyTe mMmecp
AITI NAAAY NTOOT( MIIMTTHPY" MN TMNTNOG NTE TEKKAHCIA MN
MIMTAHPWMA €ACP wopTT, “that is to say that she had not been sent and
had asked nothing to the Whole, neither to the Greatness of the Church,
nor to the pleroma, when she made the first move” (pwopn: to dash, to
hasten, to precede, to take the initiative).

In the Apocryphon of John, however, her part is exposed in detail and
her attitude is, as we will see, more theatrical (BG 36,17—37,1):
ACMEEYE EYMEEYE EBOA N2HTC AYW 2PAT 2M ITMEEYE MITETTNA MN
TMTWOPT NCOOYN ACP 2NAC €EOYWN2 MTTI[NE] €BOA N2HTC. . .(BG 37,7-

34. For my translation, I drew inspiration from Rousseau and Doutreleau, Irénée de
Lyon (SC 264), 367. Prouneikos’s bustle is linked to the move back and forth of the
Spirit in Gen. 1:2b; in the Apocryphon of John also, yet with a different meaning, see n.
47, below. From her left side, the Spirit lets drop a luminous Power, while from the
right side comes forth Christ, who, at once, goes back up to the pleroma: the straight-
ness of the right side is on the pattern of the motion of the fixed stars, it is a rise; the
obliquity of the left side, on the pattern of wandering stars, it is a going down. Con-
versely, in the Chaldaean Oracles: from the right side of Hecate overflows the cosmic
soul which will animate the various worlds; from her left side, a Power which remains
inside (see H. Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy, 88.
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13) eCNAKATANEYE €XN TEYAOKIA MITETINA MN TTCOOYN MTTIEC-
CYMGWNOC MMIN MMOC ECTWKE EBOA E€TBE TTEMPOYNIKON E€TN-
2HTC TTECMEEYE MTIEqW WwTE Napron, “She (Wisdom, our twin
sister) formed a project of herself and thinking of the Spirit and of the
First Knowledge, she wanted to manifest (its) resemblance (or “manifest
a likeness”) by herself. . . . It is without the approval of the Spirit and
without knowing who is destined to harmonize with her that she will
slant towards the bottom (or “will start a descent”)*> by throwing to the
outside (or “by spouting to the outside”) because of that untamable and
proneness to rivalry (Power) that is in her: her plan could not remain
sterile.”

Sophia carries or throws to the outside (Twke esoa) because there is
in her an impetuous and untamable (mpoynikon) Power. Twke and
mpoynikon are linked in the Apocryphon of John (see III 23,20-21; BG
51,2-5). According to Crum, Twke €8OA corresponds to éxBaiw or to
mpdeyu, that is to say, the equivalent of mpodépw (or mpodépw itself), with
perhaps in addition a shade of violence or hastiness. Twke esoa also
means, according to R. Kasser (in his Compléments au dictionnaire copte
de Crum, p. 63): to produce luminous emanations, to strike sparks, in
short, emwonpilw; cf. Tk, emwbnp (“spark”). It is possible that the author
has here played upon the different meanings of the word, because what
Prouneikos is about to carry outside the pleroma is her luminous
Power,* generative and sovereign, as well as, in Irenaeus’s notice on
Ophites, the organization of the lower world starts with the projection to
the outside of a dew of light. And while Twke describes a transport
toward the outside, it seems to us that the word mpoynikon indicates
the reason of that movement, or explains how Sophia carries it out: by
acting without permission or agreement. It is then as vetkos (“dissen-
sion”), or rather as proneikos that we must take it here also. In a few
words, it means “somebody who cannot be held back (untamable or
indomitable) because he is eager to spread as a peddler (his Power), thus

35. In the Apocryphon of John, karavedw is always the origin of a creative deed. In my
opinion, it means here not “to nod (one’s head) to agree with someone” (Sophia does
just the opposite) but “slant toward bottom.” In other words, she is making the first
move toward a descent which will lead to the creation of the lower world; cf. A. J.
Festugiére, La révélation d’Hermes Trismégiste, 3.92. According to the Gnostics whom
Plotinus met, the Soul, joined with a certain Wisdom, slanted toward bottom. It has not
gone down itself, but it only has enlightened the darkness. This slant led to the going
down of a lot of individual souls (Plotinus Ennead 9.10.19).

36. Twk, Twke also means “to be powerful” or “to become powerful.” In the Apocry-
phon of John, this verb is always linked to the outflow of Sophia’s Power; see Ap. John
III 23,19-21; 24,5-6; 15,22-24 (in the other versions: eiNe €BOA: wpodyew, mpodpépw).
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provoking discord.”?” As we will see later, Sophia is indeed the cause of a
rift between the upper world and that which will become the lower
world.

2.1. Double function of Prounelkos in the
so-called gnostic texts, Ophites or Sethians

a. Projection of her Power outside
the upper world

The first function of Prouneikos is described in explicit terms in Ire-
naeus’s notice on the Ophites as well as in the Apocryphon of John.

1. In Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.30, the organization of the lower world
starts with the boiling and the uncontrollable overflowing of a luminous
Power that springs audaciously to the bottom of the immobile waters to
set them in motion.*® This Power draws from these waters or lower
elements a body that makes her feel heavy.

Feeling in a sorry plight, she hatches a machination (machinatam) in
order to keep the upper Light from suffering from the inferior elements
the way she has. Thanks to the dew of light that she carries inside her,
she rebounds (resiliit) and unfolds herself, creating a heaven with part of
her body. This heaven separates the upper and lower worlds. Then she
delivers herself and expels the remains of the body. These remains are
her son, to whom she has left part of her dew of light: it is the Archon.

2. In the Apocryphon of John,* Sophia elaborates a plan: she wants to
manifest a resemblance by herself, that is to say, to imitate the Spirit in
the work of the creation and organization of the world (the Spirit mani-
fests by itself, without needing a mate). She carries out this plan without
the approval of the Spirit and without an agreement with her mate. She

37. It is very difficult to translate the word prouneikos or prouneikon by a single word.
In the heresiologists’ writings, it is a proper noun: the proper noun evokes a character
that includes several personality features. See also Ap. John III 15,2-4: NECXHK €BOA
€TBE MEPPOYPIKON ETNZHTC. () XHK €BOA: wA7jpys, “be full,” “overflow,” or “be
loaded” (sometimes: with a child). (%) ¢poypikon, which means “of a watch,” is perhaps
a mistake. The word is interesting, however: a watchman stands on the frontier and
looks outside (maybe an allusion to the watchers in 1 Enoch?). Ap. John I 9,35—10,2:
€TBE TGOM A€ NATXPO EPOC ETNQHTC: ATXPO = &vikyros from wiky; see n. 21,
above, about the semantic doublet »ikn/veixos. The writer played on words and gave a
positive interpretation of the passage: Sophia shares the Power of Adamas which is
indomitable (6oM eMayxpo epoc) or unconquerable (&3duacros); see Ap. John III 13,1-
10. Cf. &dauaros = adapacros = unwedded (women).

38. Before Prouneikos went out of the upper world, the Spirit—also called “the
Mother of the Living” (Zoe)—hovered over the lower elements.

39. Ap. John BG 36,16—39,1; I 9,25—10,23; III 14,9—16,4. Contrary to Irenaeus’s
notice, the lower elements do not exist yet.
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first gives birth to an abortion, that is to say, a shapeless gloom with no

resemblance to the upper world, because it was conceived without a

mate.

Faced with this shapeless being, Sophia then uses a stratagem to carry
out her plan (to manifest a resemblance): she expels the abortion so that
no immortal will be able to see it, then unfolds or unfolds herself in the
shape of a luminous cloud that hides the deformity of the abortion and
at the same time gives him the Power.#* The mingling (noy28) of this
Power or of the luminous cloud and the abortion produces the first
Archon. From an abortion, Sophia creates an Archon. Her plan is a
success: it results in the installation of a demiurgic and royal Power in
the likeness of the upper world.4!

In the Apocryphon of John as in Irenaeus’s notice (Adv. haer. 1.30),
Prouneikos’s undertaking unfolds in a similar motion, despite the doc-
trinal differences:

*Audacious exit (with disagreement) with the intention of creating and
organizing a world by herself (carrying to the outside a luminous
Power).

*Intention that materializes itself through the conception of a shapeless
body-burden that makes heavy and embarrasses.

*And by the expulsion of this burden which leads:

*to the deployment of a heaven or luminous cloud that separates.
*to the appointment of an Archon.

This cosmogony presents itself as a cosmic birth or abortion: ejacula-
tion of light, conception of a body-burden, expulsion.®® In both cases,

40. See M. Tardieu, Ecrits gnostiques: Codex de Berlin, 275: the luminous cloud which
surrounds the abortion is the dwelling place of the glory of Yaveh (Exod. 16:10; 19:15,
16; 24:16; 34:5). Also in Sir. 24:4, Sophia’s throne is in a cloudy pillar. In the Apocryphon
of John, Sophia gives her Power to her son; she is giving him a name and a throne: it is
an enthronement and her plan results in the installation of an Archon. So when Ap. John
Il 23,20-21 says that she gave the Archon her Power (2n oynpoynikon), it seems to
us that the word prounikon should be translated according to this context—a lust for
power—even if, in some texts, her impetuosity is also a sexual one (see in Irenaeus Adv.
haer. 1.30: Sophia’s desire for a partner) and a desire to give birth. The emphasis on a
lewd or obscene meaning, however, is rather the work of heresiologists, since the desire
to mate is good in the pleroma, according to the Father’s will; cf. n. 62, below.

41. Cf. Orig. World 100,1-6: “Now when Pistis Sophia desired [to cause] the one who
had no spirit to receive the pattern of a likeness [eine] and rule over the matter and
over all its powers, a ruler [apxwn] first appeared” (trans. H.-G. Bethge and O. S.
Wintermute, in Nag Hammadi Library [ed. Robinson]), 163.

42. In many texts, Sophia herself remains in a middle region between the pleroma
and the lower world until she has corrected her deficiency.

43. As regards Sophia, often called “the mother,” all the words might be understood
in a physiological meaning: ¢oprodopéw means “carry a burden” or “be pregnant’
(¢popriov, “burden” or “child in the belly”); mpodépw, “create outside” or “give birth’;
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there is projection outside the upper world of a luminous Power
(mpogépw) with the intention of organizing the inferior elements or a
shapeless matter (abortion), and this organization is carried out through
rejection, expulsion, through separation as well as through dissension
(vetkos), because of Sophia’s impetuosity, of her zeal or even of her
excessive fecundation.*

3. The son or Archon of Prouneikos. What Sophia engenders is a
creation that contains ignorance, presumption, and dissension.# In the
Apocryphon of John, for example, the Archon immediately turns away
from his mother, carrying away her Power. Having conceived sons
(without her approval), he gives birth to the inferior authorities, angels
and powers, then blasphemes by declaring that he is the only God and
“of the pure light of the Power which he had drawn from the mother he
did not give them. And that is the reason why he is Lord over them
because of the glory which was in him from the Power of (the light) of
the Mother. And that is the reason why he had called himself God."4¢

Losing control over her creature, Sophia loses part of her luminous
Power and fades away. In the Apocryphon of John, she is then plunged
into a fog and into an abyss of perplexity: we see her springing in a
feverish back and forth motion (émigpépopar)?? before daring to turn
about, that is to say, repent and ask for help from the upper world.

NOYX€E €BOA = éxBallew could mean “abort’; dpyevopar (Gpyéw), “be sterile”; etc. In
Irenaeus’s notice (Adv. haer. 1.30), the luminous Power that Prouneikos is carrying
downward attracts as a magnet all the lower elements which gather and become as a
body that makes her feel heavy. Then, thanks to this same Power, Prouneikos is able to
expel this body: all this is reminiscent of Galen’s attractive and repulsive faculties (On
the Natural Faculties 2.3; 3.1-3, e.g.). Also for the physics of receptacle and overflowing
which could explain pregnancy in Greek medical science, the idea that restlessness and
movement activate the semen, etc., see R. Joly, Hippocrate 11, introduction.

44. See Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.29.4: Sophia is moved by goodness or prodigality. In all
these texts, she “leapt forth” without any approval or agreement, or manifested “by
herself” or “without asking anything” or “rushed towards the lower regions, on his own
initiative”: this is Sophia’s defect.

45. See Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.29.4: “He (the proarchon) stole from his mother a great
Power and departed from her into the lower regions. . . . He united with Presumption
and begot Wickedness, Jealousy, Envy, Discord and Passion.” Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.30.5:
“The first of them is Ialdabaoth, who despises his mother inasmuch as he made sons
and grandsons without anyone’s permission. . . . When they were just made, his sons
turned to contention and strife with him about the primacy.” (For my translation, I
drew inspiration from Foerster, Gnosis [trans. and ed. Wilson], 1:88, 89, 105; and Rous-
seau and Doutreleau, Irénée de Lyon [SC 264), 363, 371. For the expression “Son of
Prounikos,” see Theodoret Haereticum fabularum compendium 14.)

46. Ap. John BG 42,16—43,4; see Tardieu, Ecrits gnostiques, 113, 114; also Irenaeus
Adv. haer. 1.29.4; 1.30.6. Ialdabaoth also possesses his own Power which is inferior to
the mother’s.

47. The authors turned the motion of the Spirit over the waters (Gen. 1:2b) into a
state of agitation, playing once again on the various meanings of the verb ¢épw, here
émgépopar which sometimes means an impetuous rush or “rush around.”
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Because of the Archon, the Power of Prouneikos is stopped in its
impulse since he keeps it prisoner: he has cut all the links that existed
between this luminous particle and the upper world.

b. Second function of Sophia Prouneikos as a peddler;*®
escaping the Archon and his sons,
her Power then continues to spread

Having repented, Sophia wishes to take away the Power that she has
given the Archon in dissension (or: insubordination, 2n oympoy-
NIKON).# A stratagem is then arranged for this purpose: an image of the
celestial Man appears in the lower world,*® which provokes the Archon
and his angels to create a man “according to the resemblance.” The Ar-
chon himself is then urged to insufflate the Power into his creature.

Sophia contrived also, so as to empty him (Jaldabaoth, the Archon) of his
drop of light, so that, being deprived of his Power, he would not be able to
rise up against those above. As he breathed into the man the breath of life,
they say that he was unwittingly emptied of his Power. But the man thus
got Nous and Enthumesis (thought), and that is what will be saved, they say;
and he at once gave thanks to the First Man, forsaking his creators.!

It is “the man according to the resemblance,” the result of Prouneikos’s
scheme.

This text by Irenaeus had the advantage of summarizing what is
presented in more elaborate fashion in the Apocryphon of John, for ex-
ample,5? with of course some differences. The same story is taken up
again by Epiphanius in his notice on the Opbhites: he specifies among

48. Irenaeus’s notice on Barbelo Gnostics (Adv. haer. 1.29), interrupting the story just
after the Archon’s blasphemy, is of no use anymore. On the other hand, the Second
Treatise of the Great Seth, just as Irenaeus and Epiphanius’s notices on Ophites, lays
stress on Prouneikos’s taking part. As for the Apocryphon of John, this taking part is
minimized a little (see n. 52, below). Since, in this part, her function is beneficial—the
preparation for salvation is at stake—it might imply that the latter text views her with a
not so favorable eye, as the Second Treatise of the Great Seth, e.g. As far as Epiphanius is
concerned, he seems to explain the word prouneikos in reference to the second function
of Sophia only; see 2.2 Prouneikos in Epiphanius.

49. Ap. John 1 23,20-21: acp 2NaC G6€ NGI [TMA]ay ETWKE NTAYNAMIC
NTaC[TaacC MJITaPXWN 2N OYTIPOYNIKON. See also BG 51,2-5: mapxwn NTE TTETPOY-
nikoc, “the Archon of insubordination” or “of dissension’ or “who cannot be tamed.”
One would rather expect here the word mpovwixia (not encountered before the fourth
century?).

50. Ap. John BG 47,14—48,5; Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.30.6.

51. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.30.6. Also, Ap. John BG 51,1—52,1; IIl 23,19—24,14; II 19,15~
33. Without Prouneikos’s Power, the creature of the Archons (or of the Archon and his
powers) would be inactive and motionless (aTKIM, APron).

52. In the Apocryphon of John, e.g., the four Lights are coming down from the upper
world in order to drain the Archon’s Power.

S~ e qie
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other things that the Power of the Mother is a spark of light (cmw6p)
and that it is called the soul from the moment that it is passed into man.
We found the same account in the Apocryphon of John.5® From then on,
the Power of Prouneikos, the soul, will spread: from Adam it will be
passed over to his descendants and will be distributed from body to
body. In the Second Treatise of the Great Seth, for example, Sophia Prou-
neikos has gone out “to prepare residences and places”: she picks her
wark companions among the lower elements so that they will build
“bodily houses.” Living in bodies from then on, the souls (in the Second
Treatise of the Great Seth they are called ennoias) are ready to receive the
masculine Aeons saviors, their mates, and those can then go down to
live there as well.** Also in the Apocryphon of John, “Those on whom the
Spirit of Life will come down and will be joined to the Power will be
saved.” In this part, Sophia’s role is beneficial, because by allowing the
Power to escape the Archon she has prepared salvation.

Irenaeus’s notice on the Ophites (Adv. haer. 1.30) describes in very
precise fashion the efforts displayed by Prouneikos to protect her Power
against the Archon’s intrigues, so that it can propagate from Adam and
Eve, in Seth and Norea and their descendants.’ She does not stop
spreading it around, emptying or filling up depending on circumstances
(e.g., Eve, so that the Power that inhabits her be not tarnished by the
Archons), acting against the plans of the Archon in all and always
behind his back, laughing at him when she sees her own stratagems
succeed. The insubordinate personality of Prouneikos has turned itself
against the Archons. The man who has her Power can disobey them
because he is superior to them.5” Here the activity of Prouneikos stops.
Salvation itself can then start for men,% while our sister Sophia “who
had herself no respite,”* awaits her mate’s arrival.

This portrait of Prouneikos is that which appears in the Ophite and

53. Epiphanius Haer. 37.4.2; 37.6.1-4; Ap. John BG 67,10; III 34,12; II 26,15.

54. Treat. Seth 50,25—51,17; see L. Painchaud, Le Deuxiéme Traité du Grand Seth, 26~
29 and 81-84.

55. Ap. John 11 25,23-25; see Tardieu, Ecrits gnostiques, 149. And similarly, Adam is
ready to be united with his celestial mate, the spiritual Eve.

56. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.30.9 (trans. in Foerster, Gnosis, 1:91): “By the providence of
Prunicos . . . Seth was conceived, and then Norea; from them they say the rest of the
human multitude is descended.” In this notice, Prouneikos’s function (as a peddler) is
emphasized.

57. See Ap. John BG 58,8-10.

58. The Savior will fulfill the separation from the Archons that Prouneikos prepared
just as the Archon fulfilled the separation from the upper world that she had started;
see n. 66, above.

59. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.30.12; Prov. 7:4.
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Barbelo Gnostic notices, and at Nag Hammadi. Epiphanius, however,
quotes the term in his chapters on the Nicolaitans and on the Simonians,
as well as in a letter attributed to the Valentinians. That is why I think it
would be interesting to end by observing the character under this
slightly different lighting.

2.2. Prounelkos In Epiphanius

a. The Nicolaitans or the practice
of salvation (Haer. 25.3.2)

Epiphanius, speaking of the followers of Nicolas, writes that they
prepare their salvation by bringing together again the Power of Prou-
neikos, bringing it out of the bodies through the ejaculation of the sperm
and the blood of the menses. He specifies later: “The Power which
resides in the periods and in the semen, they say, is a soul, which we
collect and eat.”® As we know, this practice was to be an obstacle to
procreation; it was opposed to the command to “increase and multiply”
of the Book of Genesis (or at least to its literal interpretation), since the
multiplication of bodies would split up and alienate more and more the
Power of Prouneikos. In his notice on the Ophites, Epiphanius inter-
prets the word prouneikos in reference to the second function of Sophia,
which is her stratagem to drain the Archon’s Power.! And, in the same
way that Sophia had emptied the Archon by prompting him to insufflate
this Power into Adam and his sons in order to protect it, salvation itself
consists in bringing the Power out of the bodies, to assemble it and bring
it back to the upper world. Now, according to Epiphanius, the Gnostics
that he had met would not interpret symbolically but sexually the ritual
of the “nuptial chamber” and the assembling. For Epiphanius the word
prouneikos therefore means “a seduction’s attempt, the pursuit of plea-
sure” (the verb mpovwikedw, according to him, would be used by the
Greeks to signify “rape”).s2 Because, he adds, in the erotic Greek myths it

60. Epiphanius Haer. 25.9.4; see M. Tardieu, “Epiphane contre les gnostiques,” Tel
Quel 88 (1981) 71 and 84 (notes).

61. Epiphanius here plays ironically with the different meanings of the verb xevéw
which signifies “to empty” but also “to make sb. impotent” (Haer. 37.6.1-4). In his view,
Prouneikos is the one who made the Power (or the seed) gush forth out of the Archon
but, at the same time, made him impotent (since he is emptied of his Power), which is
absurd. Cf., in other texts, the revelation of the image of the Man in the lower waters or
the attempt to seduce Barbelo (according to Epiphanius Haer. 25.2.4), who appeared to
the Archons in beauty in order that they may ejaculate her luminous Power. But that is
the preparation for salvation (according to the Father’s will).

62. Cf., following Epiphanius, Nicetas (Acominatos) Chron. in thes. orthod. fidei cathol.
4.2: “Gnostics honour a certain Prounikos whose Power is in the sperm” and in his view
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is said that k@Ados mpodwixov, “beauty is seductive or provokes agitation.”
But to which erotic Greek myths is Epiphanius referring? That of Helen
of Troy, taken up again by Simon the Magician, is probably one of them.

b. The Simonians (Haer. 21.2.4ss)

This notice relates the descent of a superior Power, named Ennoia or
Prounikos (or Barbelo or Barbero in other heresies). This Power had
sprung out of the Father and, anticipating his intentions, had created the
powers and the angels by whom the world and man were then created.
Epiphanius here specifies that it is Helen who, “in the ancient myths,”
had caused the Trojan War, for “her beauty appeared” to the powers and
angels, “thus provoking their agitation.” Seduced, they held her captive
out of jealousy, and since they were all quarreling for her possession,
fights and a constant state of war prevailed. The powers then started to
kill one another. Helen-Prouneikos herself is dragged toward the lower
world, locked and decanted from body to body for centuries.

Helen-Prouneikos provokes, through her beauty, dissension and war
(épts, “dissension,” often combined with vetkos in the Iliad, is the origin of
the Trojan War).% The word prouneikos, however, does not come from
Homer, as Epiphanius seems to believe. It is inscribed in the gnostic
interpretation of the myth of Helen. Her beauty symbolizes that of the
soul over which the lower elements quarrel and which will be split up
little by little from body to body.

c. The letter attributed to the
Valentinians (Haer. 31.5—6.10)

In this letter attributed to the Valentinians by many authors (K. Holl,

the word means “rape.” Nicetas adds, however, that the Greek word for “rape” is not
mpovvikevw but rather mopvedew. Thus sometimes the word prouneikos must have been
taken for mopvixds (and related to ¥8pis, 9Bpilw). It is evident that the heresiologists
made good use of this meaning against their gnostic opponents.

63. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.23.2; Hippolytus Philosophumena 6.19. According to Tertul-
lian’s account (De anima 34), Ennoia anticipated the Father’s purpose.

64. According to a late legend, the apple of discord was the one that Paris gave to
Aphrodite which gave rise to Hera and Athena’s hate. With the help of Aphrodite,
Paris then kidnapped Helen, thus provoking the Trojan War; see Hyginus Fabellae 92
and Lucian Dialogi Marini 5.

65. This notice agrees with Irenaeus’s notices, the Apocryphon of John, and the Second
Treatise of the Great Seth about Prouneikos’s function, with some differences: she leaped
forth from the Father, gave birth to angels and powers “by whom the world and man
were created,” and provoked dissension. However, (@) she knew what her father willed
and (B she does not remain in a middle region, as Sophia does, but is decanted from
body to body: being more closely linked to the multiplicity of souls, she prostituted
herself (cf. Exegesis on the Soul).
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O. Dibelius, W. Foerster, etc.), the word prouneikos designates some
superior aeons in the pleroma, not only the last one. The prounikia here
proceeds directly from the first principle or the Autopator.

While everything until then was at rest and nothing had yet mani-
fested itself, the Ennoia of the Autopator who is in him wished. (Ennoia
is the first Thought of the Autopator, also called Sige.) She, indeed,
decided to break the eternal bonds; she became woman (é87Avve), then
mated with the Autopator and manifested the Immortal Man with his
mate, Truth. Here begins the heavenly androgyny. Through this an-
drogyny, Ennoia wished to reveal the natural unity of light; for the
union of Man and Truth is due to desire (eAn7ds), desire that compares
itself with the attraction, or to the natural cohesion, of light with light.
For that purpose, Ennoia sees to it that from Truth, the separation
(nepi{w) in masculine and feminine lights be equal, so that the natural
cohesion of light can be manifested to those who are separated in per-
ceptible (masculine and feminine) lights in the lower world.

Then Truth reveals (or utters, mpogépw) a mpovwvikiay unrpwkiy, an
eagerness to proliferate, comparable with the mother’s desire to give
birth. She became woman, or started to act like a woman, to seduce her
mate and join with him. For this coming together, a tetrad is born which
conceives a dodecad of prounikoi aeons, that is to say, aeons who com-
pete in prolific eagerness, are obviously androgynous, and who in turn
conceive more aeons until they realize a triacontad, and so on and so
forth.

In other words, the manifestation of light can be realized only through
separation, through the fragmentation into masculine and feminine
lights, the source of a more and more rapid multiplication, bouncing in
the way that numbers do. The heavenly androgyny leads to a will to
mate, just as in the lower world the sexual impulse will result directly
from the separation of Adam and Eve. However, in the upper world
desire is the source of a plurality in unity.5

66. It is important to add a few notes on the account of Origen, who also ascribes to
the Valentinians the word prouneikos. According to Celsus (Origen Celsus 6.34), Churis-
tians “add one thing on top of another, . . . circles upon circles, emanations of an
earthly Church and of circumcision, the flowing power of a certain virgin Prunicos, and
a living soul, and heaven slain so that it may live, and earth slain with the sword, and
many people slain so that they may live.” Referring to this quotation, Origen explains
(in Celsus 6.35) that “Prunicus is the name which the Valentinians give to Wisdom, . . .
who is, according to them, symbolized by the woman with an issue of blood, who
suffered for twelve years,” pointing out to us what was the Valentinian exegesis of Luke
8:43-48 (Matt. 9:20-22; Mark 5:25-34). Cf. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.3.3: “For the one who
suffered for twelve years, they say, is that power which extended itself and would have
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In conclusion, what did the mythical character of Prouneikos incar-
nate for the Gnostics? Most likely, the cosmic principle of separation,
source of plurality, without which there could be no life. She thereby
evokes the veixos of Empedocles or of the Pythagoreans, which we find
also in Apollonius Rhodius and certain Gnostics such as Marcion,
according to Hippolytus’s testimony. She also evokes the dyad of the
Pythagoreans, which generates numbers, the source of plurality and
division, and which they identify with épis and réApa, dissension and
boldness. This dissension, the principle of movement, has as its function
the fragmentation from the original Whole, and she is the cause of the
entire creation.” According to Hippolytus, because of her, the souls
have to wander and pass from one body to another.

But this dissension (v€ixos) exists only in her dialectical function. She is
opposed to a cosmic principle of attraction, erds, philia, or philotes,
depending on the texts, that brings back the beings from plurality to
unity. In the gnostic texts, this principle is called “harmony” (cvudwria,
ovppwvnais), or feAqrds, eddoxia, in Coptic oywaw, the principle to
which Prouneikos is always opposed. In the upper world, the detach-
ment achieved through coupling and generating is made by the inter-
vention of that beneficent harmony; in the lower world, it is dissension
itself that provokes it: the lower world is the result of a difference.

Why then Prouneikos and not »veixos, the maleficent dissension per-

flowed into the immensity of substance.” Irenaeus adds that Sophia was cured after she
had touched the garment of the son, after twelve years (she is the twelfth aeon). And
“if she had not touched the garment of the son, that is, the Truth of the first Tetrad, . . .
she would have been dissolved into the general essence.” The power which went forth
from the son—and which they maintain is Horos (boundary)—healed her and sep-
arated the passion from her or her enthumesis (“plan”). Then Origen comments:
“Emanations from the earthly Church and circumcision are perhaps derived from the
fact that, according to some people, the Church on earth is an emanation of a heavenly
Church and of a higher aeon, and the circumcision written in the law is a symbol of a
circumcision which happens there as a purification” (trans. in Foerster, Gnosis, 1:98, 99,
132). To the uncontrollable flow of the woman corresponds a circumcision, and to the
overflowing of light from the left side of the Spirit corresponds the flow of blood from
Christ’s side, which symbolizes the exit of the church. Cf. also M. van Esbroeck, “Col.
2,11: ‘Dans la circoncision du Christ,” in Gnosticisme et monde hellénistique, 229-35.

67. Empedocles frg. 16.29.115 (see H. Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, 1:314,
324, 356); Aristotle Metaphysica 985.24; Apollonius of Rhodes Argonautica 1.496ss; Plu-
tarch De Iside 75; Clement of Alexandria Protrepticus 5; Theologumena arithmeticae 89.
Cf. G. C. Stead, “The Valentinian Myth of Sophia,” JTS 20 (1969) 98-100 and n. 1, p. 100.

68. Hippolytus (Philosophumena 7.29,3—31,4) identifies Empedocles’ daemons with
the souls; see J. Frickel, “Unerkannte gnostische Schriften,” Gnosis and Gnosticism, 126-
30; J. Mansfeld, “Bad World and Demiurge: A ‘Gnostic’ Motif from Parmenides and
Empedodles to Lucretius and Philo,” in Studies in Gnosticism and Hellenistic Religions
(ed. R. van den Broek and W. J. Vermaseren), 278-90; also, Hippolytus Philosophumena
6.23,25 (Valentinus).
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sonified? Because this leaping character of the gnostic texts cannot
symbolize innate evil, evil that would come directly from the upper
world or would be opposed to it from time immemorial. Prouneikos
does not directly bring about the creation of the lower world, and she is
only preparing the separation. Neikos is rather the Archon himself,
Ialdabaoth, the prolific begetter. The emergence of evil from the upper
world is perceived as a slackening of the bonds, caused by a greater and
greater estrangement from the luminous source of the Father, that ends
up in an uncontrolled overflowing of prodigality or fecundity with the
last Aeon. Such a representation of Wisdom relies on the sapiential texts:
she is a Spirit moAvpepés, Aemrdv, évkivnrov, 6£ (lively, crafty, mobile,
etc.). “For Wisdom is more moving than any motion” (Wis. 7:24). She
spreads herself with strength from one extremity to the other (Wis. 8:1),
like a cloud (Sir. 24:3), and she is often represented as a light that over-
flows and spills out (Sir. 24:25-33). Finally, in the beginning, Wisdom
plays before God and then organizes the world through play (Prov.
8:30-31). Though malicious or impertinent, the laughter of Prouneikos,
seeing that the Archons have been defeated by their own creation, the
carnal Adam, announces the laughter of Christ when the Archons make
the mistake of confusing him with the carnal envelope that they have
crucified.®

69. Cf. Treat. Seth 53,30-33; 56,14-19; Ap. Peter 81,29—82,9; Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.24.4;
and Epiphanius Haer. 24.3.2-5.

[Many thanks to Simon Barry for helping me with the English translation of this essay.—
AP]
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5 MARVIN W. MEYER

Response to “Prouneikos.
A Colorful Expression
to Designate Wisdom

in Gnostic Texts”
by Anne Pasquier

Professor Pasquier is to be commended for a thoughtful and helpful
study of that elusive term prouneikos/prounikos. 1 suspect that most
students of Gnosticism initially encountered Sophia Prouneikos in such
standard translations and interpretations of texts on Gnosis as those of
Werner Foerster and Hans Jonas, where Prouneikos is translated as
“lewd” or “prurient,” or even as Wisdom “the Whore.”® Some scholars
may have pursued Prouneikos further, directly into the lexica, where
such lexicographers as Liddell-Scott-Jones offer, in addition to the adjec-
tival meaning “lewd,” the entries “one who bears burdens out of (the
market),” or “hired porter.”2 Now Professor Pasquier has performed the
considerable service of unpacking and examining the lexical data and
employing that data to shed new light on the term and the figure of
Prouneikos in gnostic contexts.

Building upon ancient etymologies of the term prouneikos which
suggested that a prouneikos was either an impulsive person (from mp¢ +
veixos) or a porter (from wpé + éveikw, a form of ¢épw), Professor
Pasquier posits that the gnostic figure of Sophia Prouneikos resembles
that of an impulsive porter, a peddler of oyoein (‘“light”), if you will. In
her discussion of the place of the term in the comic poets, Professor
Pasquier observes that the verb mpogépw (“bring forward”) may include

1. See W. Foerster, Gnosis (trans. and ed. R. McL. Wilson), “Index of Gnostic
Concepts,” s.v. “Prunicos”; H. Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, passim, esp. 177; and H.
Jonas, Gnosis und spatantiker Geist, 1:360 n. 2: wpovwexos is “die ‘Wolliistige.”

2. H. G. Liddell and R. Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. Ilpovveiwcos/mpodvixos (p.
1537). Cf. G. W. H. Lampe, ed., A Patristic Greek Lexicon, s.v. Ilpovwixos (pp. 1190-91),

also mpovyikedw, mpovwikia.
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elements of haste or audacity, and, conversely, an impulsive person (cf.
veiros, “dissension”) shares character traits with an enterprising peddler.
If this is the case, she concludes, “the word prouneikos would then
represent a character, untamed or untamable, that audaciously and
impetuously hurries to the outside, provoking discord or dissension” (p.
51).

With this image of prouneikos, Professor Pasquier provides a rereading
of the mythic accounts of Sophia Prouneikos, and the results are illumi-
nating and refreshing. We may wish to carry such a rereading even
farther into a text that is of great significance for the present essay,
namely, the Apocryphon of John.? Sophia audaciously projects a being, a
shapeless, formless, different sort of being that yet contains a power of
light. Together with the holy Métropator and the completely perfect
Pronoia, as well as the Epinoia of light, with whom Sophia is closely
linked, she plots a salvific stratagem in order to spread and distribute the
entrapped light and ultimately to gather the “seed” into the pleroma.
These interests in the bearing of the light also come to clear expression in
the Pronoia-hymn which closes the longer version of the Apocryphon of
John in Nag Hammadi Codices II and IV. The revealer, probably under-
stood to be Christ only in the later redaction of the text, discloses itself as
the Pronoia that descended, or projected its self, in a threefold fashion
that calls to mind the specific descriptions of Pronoia, Epinoia, and
Sophia elsewhere in the text.

This bearing, scattering, and gathering of light is described with some
ambivalence in various gnostic texts, and so also in the Apocryphon of
John. On the one hand, Sophia’s initial expulsion of light looms in part as
a divine tragedy, and later Sophia tearfully repents of what she had
done (see NHC II 13,32—14,13);* according to the version of the Apoc-
ryphon of John in Codex III, as Professor Pasquier notes, Sophia had
given the power to her son the first Archon 2N oympoynikon, “in an
impetuous manner” (23,21). On the other hand, Sophia is acclaimed for
her innocence (she is named TNcwne, “our sister,” who descended 2~
OYMNTAKAKOC, “in an innocent manner,” NHC II 23,20-22); and finally

3. For the Coptic versions of the Apocryphon of John, see M. Krause and P. Labib,
eds., Die drei Versionen des Apokryphon des Johannes im koptischen Museum zu Alt-Kairo;
and W. C. Till and H.-M. Schenke, eds., Die gnostischen Schriften des koptischen Papyrus
Berolinensis 8502.

4. Sophia’s deed is alluded to as MNTaTcwTM (“disobedience”), MRTaTWOXNE
(“foolishness”), and Tmapasacic NTMaay (“the transgression of the Mother”) in the
Letter of Peter to Philip (NHC VII 135,10-11; 139,23); see my commentary on these
passages in The Letter of Peter to Philip, 122-23, 174 (notes). On the fall of Eve and the
fall of Sophia in gnostic literature, see G. W. MacRae, “The Jewish Background of the
Gnostic Sophia Myth,” NovT 12 (1970) 86-101.
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she, along with the seed of light, realizes glorious fullness. Like other
gnostic texts, the Apocryphon of John struggles with the question of
theodicy and maintains a tension in its depiction of Sophia’s deed. This
tension seems to account for the odd qualifying statement about Sophia
in the Apocryphon of John (NHC II 9,26-28): she thought her procreative
thought by herself, together with (M~) the reflection of the Invisible Spirit
and Prognosis. In this regard, Professor Pasquier certainly is correct
when she insists, “This leaping character of the gnostic texts cannot
symbolize innate evil, evil that would come directly from the upper
world or would be opposed to it from time immemorial. Prouneikos
does not directly bring about the creation of the lower world, and she is
only preparing the separation” (p. 66). Rather, Ialdabaoth is the one who
has the privileged position of vetkos (“dissension”).

As attractive as portions of this essay are, Professor Pasquier may
wish to reconsider her lack of particular emphasis upon the sexual
connotations of prouneikos. Although she observes the “amorous rival-
ries” and “sexual context” in the usage of prouneikos in Strato of Sardes
and Hesychius, these observations play no substantial role in her inter-
pretation of gnostic texts. She may pass too quickly over the “slightly
different” and overtly erotic descriptions of Prouneikos in Epiphanius
(on the Nicolaitans, the Simonians, and the letter attributed to the
Valentinians). Further, the sexual motifs in the description of the birth of
lIaldabaoth from Sophia (or Sophia Prouneikos) in texts such as the
Apocryphon of John should not be ignored. Sophia conceived, albeit in an
irregular, independent fashion, so that her child is expelled as an
érpopa (“miscarriage, abortion”), or 20y2€ Mmkake (“miscarriage,
abortion of darkness”; see BG 8502 46,10-11). This graphic imagery,
apparently derived from ancient medical theories regarding human
reproduction, may bring to mind Hera’s independent production of the
lame Hephaistos or the monstrous Typhaon, as recounted in Hesiod's
Theogony (lines 924-29) and the Homeric Hymn to Pythian Apollo (lines
300-62); or Plato’s discussion of conception and birth, and the formation
of creatures, in his Timaeus (90E-91D); or Greek medical reflections
upon “hysteria,” the supposed drying out of the womb through lack of
sexual intercourse and the subsequent deprivation of semen.® Whatever

5. See J. E. Goehring, “A Classical Influence on the Gnostic Sophia Myth,” VC 35
(1981) 16-23; M. W. Meyer, “The Apocryphon of John and Greek Mythology,” paper
presented at the Society of Biblical Literature Annual Meeting, Chicago, Ill., December
1984; and esp. Paula Fredriksen, “Hysteria and the Gnostic Myths of Creation,” VC 33
(1979) 287-90, and R. Smith’s essay “Sex Education in Gnostic Schools” in this present
volume.
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parallels are especially appropriate to the imagery under discussion, the
description of Sophia giving birth is undeniably sexual. Thus, when
Sophia projects her power outside the upper world, as Professor Pas-
quier puts it, she does so through reproductive means.

Within the parameters of these considerations, then, the traditional
translation and interpretation of Prouneikos in Foerster and Jonas
become all the more understandable. Yet Professor Pasquier has en-
riched our awareness of some of the subtle and not so subtle features to
be noted in the portrayal of Sophia Prouneikos in gnostic texts, and,
thanks to her work, it should not be as easy and simple hereafter to refer
to Sophia Prouneikos as “Wisdom the Whore.

6. Besides Professor Pasquier’s study, which is essentially a word study, more work
still needs to focus upon the role of the prostitute, and her dissemination of wisdom, in
gnostic and other ancient traditions—e.g., the harlot who aids in the humanization of
Enkidu in the Epic of Gilgamesh, the figure of Helena-Ennoia in Simonian Gnosticism,
and the soul as prostitute in the Exegesis on the Soul (NHC I1,6) and the Authoritative
Teaching (NHC VI,3). [For treatment of the latter, see the essay of Madeleine Scopello in
this volume.—ED.]
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6 MADELEINE SCOPELLO

Jewish and Greek Heroines in
the Nag Hammadi Library

1. INTRODUCTION

It is a matter of fact that female figures play an important role in the
Nag Hammadi texts. As one glances through them, it appears that the
number of female figures who dominate the various treatises is very
considerable.

The Nag Hammadi library has conserved numerous writings centered
on a female personage. Some treatises are already, according to their
titles, devoted to a female entity. One recalls to mind Bronte (V1,2), Norea
(IX,2), Hypsiphrone (X1,4), Protennoia (XIII,1), and the Gospel of Mary (BG
8501,1), where Mary, in this literary fiction, is the counterpart of the
Lord. Other texts, devoted mainly to cosmogonic or anthropogonic
arguments, do not miss the opportunity to provide the reader with brief
stories concerning women: for example, the treatise of the Origin of the
World, with its sections on Pronoia, Psyche, Pistis, and Sophia;! the
Hypostasis of the Archons, which tells of Pistis Sophia’s and Orea’s
adventures;? the Dialogue of the Savior, with Mariam;® and the Para-
phrase of Shem, with the account of Rebouel .4

1.1. The novel

My purpose here is to examine a few texts from the Nag Hammadi
library that could be ascribed to the literary genre of the novel. They are

1. Orig. World 108, on Pronoia; 111, on Psyche; 112, on Pistis; and 113, on Sophia.
2. Hyp. Arch. 87, on Pistis Sophia; and Hyp. Arch. 93, on Orea.

3. Dial. Sav. 139.

4. Paraph. Shem 40.
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distinct from other texts in that they tell the reader a short story con-
taining the gnostic history of the Soul from fall to salvation. In doing
that, they leave aside the complex philosophical and theological lan-
guage of many of the treatises of the Nag Hammadi library. Their scope
explains the gnostic doctrine in a quite attractive manner, using images
and expressions easily understood by the cultivated public as well as by
philosophers and academicians.

Among these stories, I have chosen the Exegesis on the Soul from
Codex II* and the Authoritative Teaching of Codex V1.6 Both are women’s
stories, with a female heroine who is the key figure of the tale. We shall
examine how these gnostic heroines are painted by their authors and
which roles they play in the stories.

This essay consists of two main sections. First, we shall study the
gnostic heroine in the gnostic novel to see the literary influence of
neighboring literatures on gnostic authors. Second, we shall ask our-
selves whether it is possible to discover, under the literary fiction, some
features of the historical and social reality of women in the gnostic
communities between the second and the third century.

2. THE HEROINE IN THE GNOSTIC NOVEL

2.1. Exegesis on the Soul

Exegesis on the Soul is a short tale (only ten pages of papyrus) based on
the gnostic myth of the fall of the Soul into the world and her return to
heaven.

Soul, whose nature is feminine—she even had a womb—was virginal
and androgynous in form when she was alone with her Father,” but
when she fell into the world and into a body, she polluted herself with
many lovers: “In her body she prostituted herself and gave herself to one
and all, considering each one she was about to embrace to be her
husband.”®

Soul’s deceptions are many, her lovers—brigands and bandits—treat

5. Cf. M. Scopello, L’Exégése de V'Ame: Introduction, traduction, commentaire. This
translation is followed wherever the translation of the Exegesis on the Soul differs from
W. C. Robinson’s English translation in Nag Hammadi Library (ed. J. M. Robinson), 180~
87.

6. For Authoritative Teaching, I follow in general the translation of G. MacRae in Nag
Hammadi Library (ed. Robinson), 278-83.

7. Exeg. Soul 127,23-24.

8. Exeg. Soul 128,1-4.
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her as a whore, then abandon her.® She suffers when she understands
that they are taking undue advantage of her, and seeks other lovers. But
even these compel her to live with them and make her their slave on
their beds, as if they were her masters,!° for their sexual pleasure.

Ashamed, the Soul remains in slavery, in submission. She lives in a
brothel, going from one marketplace to another. She never receives a
gift from them, except their polluted seed;!! her offspring are dumb,
blind, sick, and feebleminded.

The Soul remains in this sexual and psychic captivity until the day she
perceives her situation and repents.!? She asks for help from her Father,
reminding him about the time when she stood by him still a virgin:
“Save me, Father, for behold I will render an account to Thee, for I
abandoned my house and fled from my maiden’s quarters; restore me to
Thyself again.”®

The Father, seeing the Soul alone, counts her worthy of his mercy4
and accomplishes two actions to help her. First, he makes her womb
turn inward, so that the Soul will regain her proper character: “In fact
the womb of the Soul was outside like the male genitalia which are
external.”?® This turning inward protects the Soul from further sexual
contaminations by her lovers.¢ But this action is not sufficient to lead the
Soul to reproduce an unblemished specimen. Soul, in fact, is beginning
to rage at herself like a woman in labor, but, since she is a female, she is
powerless to beget a child.’” For this reason, the Father sends her a
bridegroom from heaven. This bridegroom is her brother, the firstborn
of the house of the Father.1#

The bridegroom comes down to the bride; she abandons her former
prostitution and cleanses herself of the pollution of the adulterers. She is
renewed like an unblemished bride; she adorns herself in the bridal
chamber after having filled it with perfume. Then she sits there waiting
for the true bridegroom.’ Having renounced prostitution and running
about the marketplace, she waits for her man, anxious for his arrival but

9. Exeg. Soul 128,4-7.

10. Exeg. Soul 128,7-11.

11. Exeg. Soul 128,21-26.

12. Exeg. Soul 128,26~34.

13. Exeg. Soul 128,34—129,2.

14. Exeg. Soul 129,2-5.

15. Exeg. Soul 131,19-27. [For another interpretation of this sentence, see Richard
Smith, “Sex Education in Gnostic Schools” in this present volume.—ED.]

16. Exeg. Soul 131,30-31.

17. Exeg. Soul 132,2-5.

18. Exeg. Soul 132,6-9.
19. Exeg. Soul 132,9-15.



74 MADELEINE SCOPELLO

at the same time afraid of him because she does not know him. In fact,
she no longer remembers anything before the moment she fell from her
Father’s house. Nevertheless a dream will restore memory of him to
her.® Then bride and bridegroom are enveloped in passionate love,
which is spiritual and eternal, even if it is described with a vivid
sensuality proper to carnal intercourse.?? Good and beautiful sons are
the fruit of this marriage.2 Finally the Soul regenerates herself and
returns to her former state, coming back to the place where she had
originally been.?

2.2. The Authoritative Teaching

The Authoritative Teaching of Codex VI is a short tale having some
themes in common with the Exegesis on the Soul. I believe that this story
is not as well told as Exegesis on the Soul, because its author does not
explain fully the various arguments he gives. His descriptions of the
soul, first as whore, then as bride, are often interrupted by quotations of
proverbs or sayings typical of a cultivated writer of the Greco-Roman
world.

The text opens with a scene where the fiancé nourishes the bride, who
has fallen into the bad world:

Secretly her bridegroom fetched it (the word); he presented it to her mouth
to make her eat it like food and he applied the word to her eyes as a
medicine to make her see with her mind and perceive her kinsmen and
learn about her roots, in order that she might cling to her branch from
which she had first come forth, in order that she might receive what is hers
and renounce matter.

This is one of the few passages in which the fiancé appears and his role
is defined. As in the Exegesis on the Soul, no portrait of him is given by
the author. But Soul, to the contrary, is fully described by presenting the
different stages of her life. We have just seen her sickness where matter,
blinding her, is the real disease. We shall see her as a whore,? then as a
triumphant heroine,?¢ as a strong queen,?” and at last as a beautiful
bride.28

20. Exeg. Soul 132,15-23.

21. Exeg. Soul 132,27-35.

22. Exeg. Soul 133,31—134,3.
23. Exeg. Soul 134,6-11.

24. Auth. Teach. 22,23-35.
25. Auth. Teach. 24,6-8.

26. Auth. Teach. 28,10-30.
27. Auth. Teach. 28,15-30.
28. Auth. Teach. 35,11-15.
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The most interesting passages concern Soul’s prostitution and victory;
there she is painted with passion and strength. The period the Soul
spends in the world is expressed in a more metaphorical way than in the
Exegesis on the Soul: “When the spiritual soul was cast into the body, she
became a brother to lust, hatred, envy and a material soul.”?® As to
prostitution, it seems to be the result of a free choice of the soul: “. . . for
her debauchery. She left modesty behind, for death and life are set
before everyone. Whichever of these two they wish, then they will
choose for themselves.”* Soul has fallen into bestiality, having left
knowledge behind.? The mythical story reflects reality: “For if a thought
of lust enters into a pure man, he has[. . .] being contaminated. "%

The author describes Soul as a strong heroine. From the medicine she
is going to put on her eyes and in her mouth, she will be able to cast
away matter. She is painted by the gnostic writer as a triump;hant
heroine, represented with the symbols of royalty: “and her light may
conceal the hostile forces that fight with her and she may make them
blind with her light and enclose them in her presence and make them
fall down in sleep and she may act boldly with her strength and with her
scepter.”* Her refuge from enemies is a spiritual one, a treasure-house, a
storehouse in which her mind is.* The devil’s pleasures attract the Soul:

All such things the Adversary prepares beautifully and spreads out before
the body, wishing to make the mind of Soul incline her toward one of them
and draw her, like a hook, pulling her by force in ignorance, deceiving her
until she conceives evil and bears fruits of matter and conducts herself in
uncleanness, pursuing many desires, and covetousness, while fleshly plea-
sures draw her in ignorance.>

Soul is not a naive creature, according to the gnostic author:

But the Soul, she who tasted these things, realized that sweet passions are
transitory, she had learned about evil. . . . She adopted a new way of life;
she despises this life because it is transitory and she looks for those foods
that will take her into life, and she leaves behind her those deceitful
foods.

29. Auth. Teach. 23,12-17.
30. Auth. Teach. 24,9-14.

31. Auth. Teach. 24,21-23.
32. Auth. Teach. 25,6-9.

33. Auth. Teach. 28,14-22.
34. Auth. Teach. 28,23-26.
35. Auth. Teach. 31,9-24.

36. Auth. Teach. 31,24—32,2.
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She is conscious of her power: “She learns about her light and she goes
about stripping off this world while her true garments clothe her from
within."”

If she was a slave, she is now a queen. As the author writes:

She gave her body to those who had given it to her and they were ashamed
while the dealers in bodies sat down and wept because they were not able
to find any other merchandise. They endured great sufferings until they
had shaped the body of this Soul, wishing to strike down the invisible
Soul.®

She swindles the dealers in bodies, keeping secret her superior nature
from them: “They did not realize that she has an invisible, spiritual body,
thinking, ‘We are the shepherd who feeds her.” But they did not realize
that she is aware of another way which is hidden to them. This, her true
shepherd taught her in knowledge.”* Their fault is ignorance—they do
not seek after God.* Soul, on the other hand, possesses yr®as (“knowl-
edge”) because of her curiositas concerning God: “but the rational Soul,
who also wearied herself in seeking, learned about God . . . to rest in
Him who is at rest.”4!

An amorous conclusion was needed for this short tale: “She reclined
in the bridal chamber, she ate of the banquet for which she had hun-
gered, she partook of the immortal food. She found what she had
sought after.”42

2.3. Sophia and the soul

These two short texts are not merely novels; they are in fact gnostic
novels. The two female heroines are described in the image of Sophia,
whose myth, as related in its essential lines by Irenaeus of Lyon,* is
found here under a romanesque adaptation. By leaving her wantonness
for metanoia (“repentance”), Sophia regains acceptance into her Father'’s
home. This myth, which constitutes one of the key building stones of
gnostic speculation, has often been interpreted in complicated ways.
The authors of the two Nag Hammadi texts considered above have been
able to recount this myth in a simplified manner.

37. Auth. Teach. 32,2-6.

38. Auth. Teach. 32,17-27.

39. Auth. Teach. 32,30—33,3.

40. Auth. Teach. 33,4-5.

41. Auth. Teach. 35,10-15.

42. Auth. Teach. 35,10-15.

43. See Irenaeus’s notice on the Valentinians, in Sancti Irenaei, Episcopi Lugdunensis,
Libros quinque adversus haereses (ed. W. W. Harvey), vol. 1.
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In the Exegesis on the Soul and Authoritative Teaching, the story of the
Soul, fallen from the Father’s house, recalls the Valentinian story of
Sophia, the last aeon, who leaves the pleroma searching for new
horizons.* Prostitutions and adulteries mark the trip of both Sophia and
the Soul into the world.* The result of their rebellion is the same: Sophia
and the Soul of the Exegesis on the Soul give birth to sick, imperfect
children: Sophia, because of her strong will to conceive alone, the Soul
because of her union with adulterers.

Anguish, fear, and loneliness mark the metanoia (“repentance”) of
both Sophia and Soul.#” They pray to the father in the same manner.4
Salvation comes for Sophia as for the Soul by a heavenly bridegroom.
Nuptial union restores virginity and androgyny to them.4?

2.4. The woman as heroine

How do the two Nag Hammadi authors describe their two heroines?
These women appear to be described in a colorful style, while their male
counterparts receive a more sober description. Actually the gnostic
authors quite often give a feeble appearance to male characters, while
their imagination has always been lively and vivid when applied to
females. The whore, the Soul, is the object of an ardent description.
Notwithstanding her questionable past, and even when such a past is
mentioned, the female Soul enjoys the solidarity, if not the complicity,
of the author.

As to the Exegesis on the Soul, the most detailed parts of the treatise
concern the earthly adventures of Soul. These can be summarized by

44. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.2.2: “Praesiliit autem valde ultimus et junior de duodecade
ea, quae ab Anthropo et Ecclesia emissa fuerat, Aeon, hoc est Sophia: et passa est
passionem sine complexu conjugis Theletis”; cf. Exeg. Soul 127,25-28; 132,19-21.

45. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.1.2: ‘Derivavit autem in hanc Aeonem, id est Sophiam
demutatam, sub occasione quidem dilectionis, temeritatis autem, quoniam non
communicaverat Patri perfecto, quemadmodem et Nus. Passionem autem esse
exquisitionem Patris.” Cf. Exeg. Soul 127,28—128,23; 128,30-31 passim.

46. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.1.3: “Quidam autem ipsorum huiusmodi passionem et
reversionem Sophia . . . impossibilem et incomprehensibilem rem eam agressam
peperisse substantiam informem qualem naturam habebat foemina parere.” Cf. Exeg.
Soul 128,23-26.

47. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.1.3: “In quam cum intendisset, primo quidem contristatam
propter in consummationem generationis: post deinde timuisse, ne hoc ipsum finem
habeat: dehinc expavisse et aporiatam, id est, confusam, quaerentem causam et
quemadmodum absconderet id, quod erat natum.” Cf. Exeg. Soul 128,6-7,29.

48. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.1.3: “In iis autem passionibus factam, accepisse regres-
sionem, et in Patrem regredi conari; et aliquamdiu ausam, tamen defecisse et supplicem
Patris factam.” Cf. Exeg. Soul 128,31-35; 131,18.

49. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.1.3: “Per Horon autem dicunt mandatam et confortatam
Sophiam et restitutam conjugi.” Cf. Exeg. Soul 132,7-8.
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one word: prostitution. Soul’s deceptions are fully related by the author.
Her life in the world gives the gnostic writer the possibility of displaying
his romanesque taste: thieves, brigands, and bandits are inserted in the
novel and intensify its effect. The scenes often consist of places of ill
repute, of brothels and bedrooms where Soul is deceived by her lovers.
More than that, she is painted as a slave subject to her masters’ desires.
Filthy gifts, tricks, and a final storm are used to grasp the attention of the
reader.>

As in most novels, the unlucky adventures of the female heroine are
followed by a positive conclusion: heavenly intervention in the image of
love. This last section is sensually described by the gnostic author; it
consists of relating Soul’s search for her predestined partner, her excite-
ment in waiting for him, the lucky union between the betrothed, and
finally the fruition of the ydpos (“marriage”).

Even the more moderate author of Authoritative Teaching reserves his
most efficacious images for the female Soul. His descriptions of her,
made drunk by wine, are lively, as in the episode when she skillfully
deceives the “dealers in bodies” (probably an allusion to slave traders).
The final portrait of the wonderful bride in the arms of love is painted in
sensual and attractive strokes.

The male Nous (mind), on the other hand, although acting as the
savior of the Soul, is not as interesting for the writer or the reader;
despite his past of righteousness in the house of the Father, the Savior is
not a very exciting hero. We sometimes get the feeling that the fiancé
exists merely as a means for Soul to recover her privileged place near to
God.

3. WOMEN IN THE HELLENISTIC NOVEL

I now asked myself if the Nag Hammadi heroines have been influ-
enced, from a literary point of view, by female personages in neigh-
boring literatures that may have been known to the Gnostics. It might be
interesting to ascertain to what extent the two gnostic authors are
indebted to other writers for their ascription of a female personage as
well as for the structure of the novel. I do believe that the Greek
Hellenistic novel has exerted an influence on the Exegesis on the Soul and
Authoritative Teaching.

Love and adventure are the chief ingredients of Hellenistic novels.

50. Exeg. Soul 128,12-20; Auth. Teach. 36,16-24.

-
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One can recall heroes’ roles in most of the Greek novels.5! Love in fact is
the first cause of romanesque action. Many authors in the Greco-Roman
world have built their novels on an identical model: the tragic separation
of two lovers and their eventual reunion after many adventures. Thou-
sands of misunderstandings are part of this model: tricks, dangerous
journeys, pirates, storms, divine wrath.

Descriptions and accounts of women are numerous. The heroine of
the Greek novel is described through the eyes of a man who makes of
her an attractive object to please the readers. They follow her through
several adventures, observing her often on the point of falling into the
hands of dangerous men.2 The Greek heroine is painted as an object of
desire. She is always charming; even under the worst of situations, her
beauty emerges from the rags that cover her. The reader pleases himself
too in seeing her in the nuptial clothes which she always wears at the
end of the story.>® These nuptial robes are the instruments for seduction:
colors, flowers, and precious jewels cover her as an oriental goddess.>*

Love scenes are appreciated in the Greek novel.>* Only at the moment
of her marriage with the male protagonist of the story does the heroine

51. P. Grimal, Romans grecs et latins, xiii, xiv.

52. Chereas and Callirhoe 1.11; Theagenes and Chariclea 1.12; 2.4.

53. On the beautiful clothes of the bride, see Daphnis and Chloe 4.31.3; Leucippe and
Clitophon 3.7.5; Chereas and Callirhoe 3.2; Anthee and Abrocomes 1.2; 3.5; and Ethiopica
6.6.

54. Cf. Chereas and Callirhoe 1.1: “The women of Syracuse were there to accompany
the young bride to her fiancé’s house; they were singing the hymeneal, the doors of the
houses were overflowing with wine and perfume. . . . When the maidens had adorned
the bride . . . her parents took her to the bridegroom”; and 8.1: “People threw flowers to
the lovers, everybody drank wine, myrrh was poured in front of them.”

55. As in the Exegesis on the Soul, in the Greek novels the bride is afraid of her fiancé
before the marriage. One may quote a passage of the Metamorphoses of Apuleus 5.4:
“Tunc virginitati suae pro tanta solicitudine metuens et pavet et horrescit et quavis malo
plus timet quod ignorat. lamque aderat ignobilis maritus et torum inscenderat et uxorem
sibi Psychen fecerat.” The unknown features of the bridegroom are indicated in the
expression ignobilis maritus. As the soul does not remember her fiancé, a dream will
restore his memory to her. This theme that we find in the Exegesis on the Soul is typical
of the Greek novel. Chereas and Callirhoe 5.5: “At nightfall, she had a dream: she saw
herself when she was still a virgin, in Syracuse, entering the temple of Aphrodite, then
... catching a glimpse of Chereas . . ., then she saw the day of her marriage, the whole
city full of flowers and garlands, herself accompanied by her parents to her fiancé”; and
6.7; 8.9: “I thank you, Aphrodite, because you have shown me Chereas at Syracuse,
when I was still a virgin, I have seen him by your will.” Anthee and Abrocomes 1.5:
“They were crying during the whole night, forming in their mind the image of the
cherished person.” Love scenes are strongly sexualized in the Greek novel. We can
compare the passage of Exeg. Soul 132,28-30 (“those who are to have intercourse with
one another will become drunk with that intercourse and as if it were a burden they
leave behind them the annoyance of physical desire”) to Daphnis and Chloe 2.38.2:
“Daphnis was near Chloe, and at nightfall they could make themselves drunk with
their bodies.” Cf. also Ethiopica 5.4.5.
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leave aside her modesty. Her shame disappears as she faces her fiancé.
They love each other passionately. Sensual, vivid images describe their
union. These were probably scenes that were performed before an
audience, accompanied by music.5

I wondered what the social reality of the heroine of the Hellenistic
novel could be. She is not an éraipa (“courtesan”) but a well-bred girl of a
noble family, fallen into disgrace. Sometimes the heroine is abducted as
a slave and taken aboard a ship on the Mediterranean Sea, where,
because of the highly organized bands of pirates, navigation was
dangerous, at best, during this period. The Greek heroine suffers the
worst humiliations before her release.”” She is compelled to perform the
menial tasks and is treated as a mere servant. She never loses her proud
character, however—a consequence of her noble stock, her accom-
plished manners, or her aristocratic features—but always recalls that she
is the daughter of a noble family. Her salvation depends on the inter-
vention of a strong, powerful, and noble fiancé. In her attempt to
recover her former condition, her role remains quite passive; her strong-
est desire is to preserve her virginity, even in the most adverse circum-
stances.

The themes treated in the Exegesis on the Soul, and partially in
Authoritative Teaching, were mainly those of captivity, prostitution,
robbery, and release. All these themes are peculiar to the Hellenistic
novel. A careful comparison might arise easily among the major novels

56. Union, as in the Exegesis on the Soul, is described with great emotion in Greek
novels. The soul in the Exegesis on the Soul cries, then laughs, during the scenes of love
with her fiancé. This is a rdwos (set motif) of Greek novels. See Chereas and Callirhoe
8.1: “A couch was covered with gold leaves and purple blankets of Tyre. Who would be
able to tell how much that night was filled with tears and kisses! When they were tired
of crying, they embraced themselves tightly.” Anthee and Abrocomes 1.9: “The two of
them were unable to talk and look at each other. They lied down on the couch, won by
pleasure, afraid of everything, ashamed, breathless. Their bodies were vibrating, their
souls too. After a while, Abrocomes kissed Anthee, she cried, her tears came from her
heart, showing her desire.” Cf. 5.13; Ethiopica 3.7; Leucippe and Clitophon 2.2; The Novel
of Ninus, frg. A V; Daphnis and Chloe 1.13.6. The bridegroom is the only man whom the
soul will call “master.” This is part of the amorous language: Leucippe and Clitophon
5.26; Anthee and Abrocomes 5.14: “Anthee, after kissing Abrocomes, was crying, saying:
‘My bridegroom and Lord, I have found you after having wandered on earth and sea,
after having escaped brigands, after having flown the deceptions of pirates and the
shame of the merchants of bodies . . . but now I am (come) back to you.”

57. Suffering is necessarily a sort of xdfapois (“catharsis”). According to Grimal
(Romans grecs et latins, p. xv), “The heroine must be a slave and be deprived of her
family and her royal protection to become herself, to understand herself. Leucippe,
Callirhoe, Chariclea have to go till the worst humiliations to discover themselves.”
Greek novels probably hide mystical souvenirs of oriental religions in these initiation
trials. On this subject, see K. Kerenyi, Die griechisch-orientalische Romanliteratur, and R.
Merkelbach, Roman und Mysterium in der Antike.

- ———
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of late antiquity: Leucippe and Clitophon, Chereas and Callirhoe, and
Daphnis and Chloe. Similar conclusions would be obtained if the Soul’s
character were taken into account. The positive attributes of charm and
beauty which the authors have given to Soul are in no way different
from the characters that Greek writers have assigned to similar feminine
figures.

Nevertheless, two features can be observed in gnostic novels that
have no correspondence to the Greek texts. First, the heroine of gnostic
novels is unique, while in the Greek novels the primary role is always
given to a couple, a man and woman or a bridegroom and bride. This is
the striking difference as compared with the gnostic novel, in which, as
we said, most of the meaning converges on the female heroine. It is
sufficient to give a look at the titles to be assured of this fact: Chereas and
Callirhoe, Daphnis and Chloe, and so forth.

Second, the Greek heroines’ desires are to save their virginity at any
cost. They are wise, virtuous girls. The heroines of gnostic novels, to the
contrary, have led filthy lives of prostitution; they have been, at a certain
time in their lives, professional whores.

Finally, in the gnostic texts the male partners play a secondary role,
while in Hellenistic novels, the male is really the savior.

Let us observe schematically the differences between the Greek and
gnostic heroines, at the same time not forgetting their shared themes

and topics.
Greek Novel Gnostic Novel
female heroine female heroine
keeps her virginity loses her virginity
remembers her origin forgets her origin
salvation comes from a man salvation comes from herself
passive role active role
OsjecT OF DESIRE THINKING WOMAN

In the gnostic novels, there is a tension between prostitution and
virginity which is unknown to Hellenistic novels where the heroine is
always wise and virgin, not virgin and then whore. The attribution of
positive and negative qualities, that is, virginity and prostitution, to the
same personage, is not limited to the two Nag Hammadi texts studied
above but is, in my opinion, a common feature which links most of the
women'’s stories in the Nag Hammadi library.

It is remarkable that the overwhelming majority of women in the
Nag Hammadi library are formed by sinners, more precisely by whores.
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Some sinners among them have a consistent historical reality. Let us
think about the different Marys of the Dialogue of the Savior, the Gospel
of Thomas, the Gospel of Mary, or the Sophia of Jesus Christ. Others exist
only at a mythical level—for example, Norea, Hypsiphrone, or the
heroines of the Exegesis on the Soul and Authoritative Teaching. These
female sinners are eventually all rehabilitated. Some treatises show
them when they are already saved; others relate the whole process that
leads them from fall to salvation.

Repentance and contrition lead Soul to her former condition, vir-
ginity. The union with a heavenly fiancé restores it to her. By spiritual
intercourse, the Soul obtains knowledge, a gnosis superior to the male’s
because it is closer to God. Let us recall the words of the Savior: “Mariam
speaks as a woman who knows the All” (Dial. Sav. 139,12). The pref-
erence of Jesus for Mary, a woman, and her knowledge of secret matters
follows along the same lines (Gospel of Mary 10,1-6).

4. WOMEN IN JEWISH LITERATURE

I next asked myself whether gnostic authors had taken the idea of
charging their heroines with negative and then positive attributes from
already existing personages of neighboring literatures.

If we want to find some stories concerning women that approach
the Exegesis on the Soul or Authoritative Teaching, we need to take a look
at contemporary Jewish literature where romanesque production, with
exhortatory and moral purposes, largely developed.

Jewish literature has preserved several stories and novels about
women. These, beyond their historical meaning, symbolize soul-search-
ing for God. Stories of wise women are the object of some biblical
writings, for example, the books of Esther, Judith, and Susanna (LXX).
The wisdom of these women is equal to their virginity.>® The beauty of
these women is often emphasized; their charm seduces and appeals to
man’s desire. Their beauty will save them too, being a gift from God, a
sign of privilege.%

Furthermore, several stories about women charged with a question-
able past are recounted in the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament) and

58. Cf. Esther (LXX) 2:12, 17; Judith 11:17, 20, 21, 23; 13:16; 15:7; 16:22, 23; Susanna
1:38.

59. Esther (LXX) 2:15; Judith 10:3—-4; 10:7-8; 10:14, 19, 23; 12:15, 16, 20; Susanna 1:8;
31:32.
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are picked up with great attention in the Apocrypha and the Pseude-
pigrapha—for example, Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and the wife of Uriah.
These women are mentioned in the genealogy of Jesus according to
Matt. 1:1-6:

The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of
Abraham. Abraham was the father of Isaac, and Isaac the father of Jacob,
and Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers, and Judah the father of
Perez and Zerah by Tamar and Perez the father of Hezron, and Hezron the
father of Ram, and Ram the father of Amminadab, and Amminadab the
father of Nahshon, and Nahshon the father of Salmon, and Salmon, the
father of Boaz by Rahab, and Boaz the father of Obed by Ruth, and Obed
the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of King David. And David was the
father of Solomon by the wife of Uriah.

Only four women are named in this genealogy. All of them—Tamar,
Rahab, Ruth, and the wife of Uriah, Bathsheba—were considered
sinners.® This fact highly surprised Jerome, who wrote in his Com-
mentary on Matthew 1.3: “notandum in genealogia salvatoris nulla sanc-
tarum adsumi mulierum, sed eas quas scriptura reprehendit, ut qui
propter peccatores venerat, de peccatricibus nascens omnium peccata
deleret. Unde et in consequentibus Ruth Moabitis ponitur et Bethsabe
uxor Uriae."s!

Let us quickly summarize these four women’s stories to see whether
there are points in common with our gnostic texts.

4.1. Tamar

Genesis 38:6-30 informs us about Tamar. Widow of two brothers, she
was promised to the third one by Judah, her father-in-law. But Judah did
not respect his promise. Tamar, then, planned and seduced her father-
in-law. She rid herself of her garment of widowhood, put a veil on her
head, made up her face,®? and sat near the gates of the town of Enaim,
waiting for Judah. When he arrived, he thought she was a whore and
copulated with her.

The book of Jubilees (41:1-28) gives the same account as Genesis,

60. On these women, see H. L. Strack and P. Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen
Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch, vol. 1: Das Evangelium nach Matthius, 15-30.

61. CCSL, p. 8.

62. Gen. 38:14-16 (LXX); Vulgate: “Quae depositis viduitatis vestibus adsumpsit
theristrum et mutato habitu sedit in bivio itineris quod ducit Thamnam eo quod
crevisset Sela et non eum accepisset maritum quam cum vidisset Iudas suspicatus est
esse meretricem operuerat enim vultum suum ne cognosceretur ingrediensque ad eam
ait dimitte me ut coeam tecum nesciebat enim quod nurus sua esset.”



84 MADELEINE SCOPELLO

introducing just a few variants.®®* The Testament of Judah adds some
interesting details: having shed her widow garments, Tamar adorns
herself as a bride (koopefeioa kdouw vvupkd) when she sits near the
gates of Enaim. According to the law of Amorites (T. Judah 12:1), every
bride had to prostitute herself for seven days before her marriage at the
gates of the town. In the book of Jubilees, Judah recounts that, being
drunk, he did not recognize Tamar, his daughter-in-law, and was
seduced by her beauty to copulate with her.

4.2. Rahab

She is a professional whore. Joshua 2 tells us she is the prostitute of
Jericho who helps and hides two young men sent by Joshua to spy about
the country.s

The haggadoth give several details about her. She became a whore
when she was ten years old. She was so beautiful that men became
excited at the mere mention of her name.% She was also an important
and feared woman because of her high-ranking liaisons.

4.3. Ruth

Ruth, on the other hand, was not a real whore, but the stratagem she
conceives with her mother-in-law to obtain a levirate marriage (from
Boaz) depends on seduction. In Ruth 3:3-5 (LXX), Naomi counsels Ruth
about her manners: “Wash and anoint yourself, and put on your best
clothes and go down to the threshing floor; but if he has not yet finished
eating and drinking, do not make yourself known to him. But when he
lies down, observe the place where he lies, then go and uncover his feet
and lie down; and he will tell you what to do.” And she replied, ‘All that
you say, I will do.”"¢”

4.4, Bathsheba
She seduces King David by her beauty and has intercourse with him

63. Jub. 4:1-28 in R. H. Charles, The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old
Testament, 2:71-72.

64. In R. H. Charles, The Greek Version of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs.

65. Josh. 2:1.

66. Megilla 15a: “The rabbis tell that there are four women in the world of wonderful
beauty: Sarah, Rahab, Abigail, Esther. . . . Our rabbis have said: Rahab inspired the
desire by her name, Jael by her voice, Abigail by her memory, Mical by her features.”
Zebahim 116b: “She was ten years old when the people of Israel left Egypt and she
prostituted herself during the forty years that the people of Israel spent in the desert.
When she was fifty years old, she became a proselyte.”

67. LXX; Vulgate: “Lava igitur et unguere et induere cultoribus vestimentis.”
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without responsibility while her husband is absent. 2 Kings 11:2-5,
according to LXX, reads: “It was the evening when King David arose
from his couch and went onto the roof of his royal palace. He saw from
the roof a woman bathing and the woman was very beautiful to look
upon. And David sent and enquired about the woman. It was told to
him: ‘Is not she Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliab, the wife of Urias, the
Hittite?” David sent some messengers to her and took her and had
intercourse with her. After having purified herself from her impurity,
she went back home. The woman conceived and she sent and told
David and said, ‘I am with child.”

4.5. Comparison

These four stories of women have some common features. First, all
the four women are foreigners: Bathsheba, a Hittite; Tamar, a Canaanite;
Ruth, a Moabite; Rahab, a woman from Jericho. By the end, they will all
become Hebrew and, moreover, they will be quoted as an example in
Judaism. All of them give themselves to prostitution, but in different
ways: Rahab because of her profession, the others for a precise reason.
For the four women, prostitution and seduction precede the moment of
their redemption and are part of a divine project concerning them. All
four of them, in fact, will be chosen for uncommon destinies.

The story of Rahab is the most significant: having left behind her
prostitution, % she becomes the prototype of repentance and conversion.
One recalls Philo’s allegories of Tamar as uerdvota (“repentance”). Rahab
is saved because she acknowledged that the God of Israel is the True
One. Her profession of faith is striking: 87 kvptos 6 feos dudv, Oeos év
odpav® dvw kai ém Tijs yis karw (Josh. 2:11; “for the Lord our God, God
in heaven above and upon the earth below”).®® Rahab becomes, in
Jewish tradition, the prototype of the woman saved by her faith. We
even find an echo of this idea in Heb. 11:31: “Because of her faith, Rahab,
the prostitute who had welcomed the spies with words of peace, did not
die with those who were disobedient.” The confidence she had in God
marked her destiny and made her a chosen woman. Some rabbinical
traditions make her the bride of Joshua and the ancestor of eight
prophets.”

The parallel with the Exegesis on the Soul and Authoritative Teaching

68. Rabbinical accounts underline her immorality to emphasize her conversion:
Mekilta Yitro 57a; Zebahim 116b.

69. Cf. Deuteronomy Rabbah 2,26-27, where Rahab proclaims the unity of God.

70. Megilla 14b.
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seems to me quite exact: the prostituted soul is saved because she has
confidence in God (Exeg. Soul 128,34—129,5). Through repentance, she
delivered herself from mopveia (“immorality”) and will be again part of
the house of the Father.”

As for Ruth and Rahab, their stories are similar. The two of them take
recourse to the stratagem of seduction to attain the same end: a levirate
marriage. Ruth is described as a proselyte (2 Chr. 2:11; Ruth 4:21) and
Rahab as a convert to Judaism. These two foreign women are said to be
better than the people of Israel and are privileged in the presence of
God. Boaz, having understood the reason for Ruth’s behavior, speaks of
her as a virtuous woman (Ruth 3:11).

Judah at Tamar’s trial as a whore says she is a righteous woman:
“Tamar is more righteous than I, inasmuch as I did not give her to my
son Shelah” (Gen. 38:26). “Judah acknowledged, and said, ‘Tamar is
more righteous than I am.’ . . . And Judah acknowledged that the deed
which he had done was evil, for he had lain with his daughter-in-law . ..
that he had transgressed and gone astray for he had uncovered the skirt
of his son” (Jub. 41:20-23).

4.6. Conclusions

Jewish literature has preserved some examples of a literary genre,
novel or romanesque tale, centered on a female personage. Real novels
concern wise women: for example, Esther, Judith, and Susanna. If we
look at the sinners, we have to be more careful in speaking about novels.
Among them, Ruth is the only one to whom a real novel is dedicated. As
for the others, Tamar, Rahab, and Bathsheba are the objects of tales of
longer or shorter length, which are part of biblical books or apocrypha.

The gnostic authors have been influenced by the stories of Jewish
prostitutes at two levels: first, at the level of the literary genre they use
by preserving a gnostic color in their stories and at the same time
enriching the materials from Hellenistic novels, as we have seen above;
second, at the level of history of tradition: the adventures of Jewish
whores appear in the composition of the figure of the soul in our gnostic
tales.

The authors of the Exegesis on the Soul and Authoritative Teaching,
even if they do not make any explicit reference to these women'’s stories,
probably know the accounts of their adventures. The desire to explain

71. Exeg. Soul 128,34—129,5; Auth. Teach. 35,15-19.
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the gnostic myth in a nearly romanesque form is linked to the desire to
diffuse the esoteric message by presenting it in a simplified manner,
opening it to a larger public than do some gnostic theologians.

5. ARE GNOSTIC HEROINES REAL OR IMAGINARY?

It is reasonable to question whether it is possible to discover, under
the literary fiction of gnostic myths, some features of the historical and
social reality of women in the gnostic communities between the second
and the third centuries. It is a matter of fact that we lack texts describing
common gnostic ways of life, their habits and daily customs. So, it is
more difficult than with other groups of people, for example, the
Manicheans, to learn about the style of life they lived and, as is our
purpose here, to know which roles women played in gnostic “society”
and, more specifically, in the society of their time.

Gnostic communities need to be the object of a microhistorical study.
A good point of departure could be the problem of women. One of the
bases of such a study would be the collection of even the minimal
information that one is able to obtain about specific points and then the
comparison of this information with that of a larger social field. For
example, let us collect what we know about female figures from the Nag
Hammadi texts and then compare it with the general social situation of
women in the Greco-Roman world and in Egypt during the same period,
the second and third centuries.

We know little about the realities of gnostic life; on the other hand, we
have been deeply instructed about their doctrines and “croyances”
(beliefs). We can make these doctrines our point of departure. We have
seen in the first part of this essay that women play an important role in
gnostic mythology, that a female personage is the single chief protag-
onist of the gnostic myth of salvation, that it is a particular category of
women that often intervenes, and finally that women are not objects of
desire but really thinking women. I want to emphasize that by a
“thinking woman” I mean a cultivated woman, conscious of her destiny,
with an active intellectual life. Were thinking women a part of gnostic
communities? What kind of women were interested in Gnosticism?
Which women became gnostic?

We possess one historical document that shows a cultivated woman
strongly interested in Gnosticism. I am referring to Flora, a high-ranking
lady of Roman society to whom Ptolemeus, one of the best known
gnostic “maitres,” addressed a long letter on gnostic doctrine. As the
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letter contains a new gnostic interpretation of Jewish law,”? we may
suppose that Flora had a sufficient education to be able to understand
the subtle matters of Ptolemeus’s writings.

Marcus too, another gnostic teacher, is said to have converted culti-
vated women to the new gnostic religion. Unfortunately the sources we
have on this subject’ come only from the fathers of the church, and they
are full of malevolent, polemical tones. Marcus is painted as a seducer of
naive ladies, yearning for whatever advantage he could take of them.

Why were women attracted by Gnosticism? To understand this fact,
we have to be conscious that their role in religion in the Greco-Roman
world was severely limited. Women did not play an active role in the
leadership of the imperial religion, which called forth little pious fervor
anymore. One might well imagine that they were desirous of new cults
in which they might participate and take a more active role. The only
women who had an important, formal precise function in Roman im-
perial religion were vestals, a few virgins tending the holy fire, but even
their roles were devoid of meaning by the late Empire.

So women, generally, may have been eager for new religious doc-
trines; this had already been one of the reasons for the diffusion of
Christianity in Rome and throughout the Empire. It is easy to imagine
that, often taught by their oriental slaves, the ladies of high Roman
society could join a religion whose mystical tone and exotic origin
seemed to them rich in promise and so different from the sterile Roman
cults.”

Compared to Christianity, Gnosticism reserves an elevated place for
women. We do not find in the Christian literature, later considered
orthodox, as many texts where women take an active role as in
Gnosticism.”> Even the historical Marys who followed Jesus in his
earthly life received much more attention in Gnosticism than in “ortho-
dox” forms of Christianity. Gnostics have portrayed them as women
close to the Lord, aware of his secrets and his deepest teachings. They
have become, in Christian Gnosticism, the image of the true knowledge
which was reserved for a minority.

72. Lettre a Flora (ed. G. Quispel).

73. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.13.2-3.

74. An exception is represented by Isiac cults, which addressed themselves
particularly to women. We thank Professor Douglas Parrott for his precious suggestion,
It is probably not without interest that Isiac cults developed in Egypt, where later
Gnosticism was highly diffused: both of them give particular attention to women, in
theology as well as in reality.

75. Acta Martyrum are an exception.
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An interest in the complexity of gnostic religion could only come from
learned people, men or women. Rich, noble women in the Greco-Roman
world were often cultivated, as we said, but common women of other
classes were not deeply learned. We have to address ourselves to
another group of women to find highly learned persons, educated in
different arts. I am speaking about éraipa: (“courtesans”).

This ancient Greek institution was still alive in the first centuries of
our era. Removed early from their families and often taken as slaves by
pirates who deprived them of their noble stock, they were educated in
art, music, and literature. We even find courtesans in some philosophical
academies. They were perfect company for learned men who did not
find in their wives cultivated counterparts. The main duty of a wife was
to procreate and tend to the daily domestic concerns. Women capable of
reading and writing were rare in that period, except for high-ranking
ladies. The fact that Simon the Magician, one of the first gnostic
teachers, found his partner and his inspirer in a brothel, according to
heresiological accounts (see below), is probably no mere legend. Who
was the Helena who inspired Simon? Was she a cultivated courtesan to
whom Justin and then Irenaeus attributed a lower social rank, calling
her a prostitute and despising her by Judeo-Christian moral standards
and views, while, on the other hand, these women enjoyed the respect
of citizens in Hellenistic culture?

The first testimony about Simon the Magician (Acts 8:20-21, 23) does
not tell us anything about Helena. We find the first account of her in
Justin’s First Apology 26.3:

And almost all Samaritans, amongst other people, recognize Simon as
supreme God and worship him, and talk about a certain Helena, who at
that time went around with him and who previously had been offering
herself for hire in a brothel. She is called the Primary Ennoia engendered
by him.

Irenaeus in Adversus haereses (1.23.2) adds some details about her:

He took with him a certain Helena whom he had redeemed by purchase
from a life of prostitution in the city of Tyre, in Phoenicia. She, he claimed,
was the primary Ennoia of his mind, Mother of All, through whom he had
in the beginning conceived the plan of creating angels. . . . After she had
generated them, she was held prisoner by them, due to envy since they did
not want to be regarded as the offspring of anyone else. . . . They subjected
her to every form of humiliation, to prevent her from hastening back to her
father. So far did this go that she was even confined in a human body, and
for centuries, as if from one vessel to another, transmigrated into other
female bodies. She was also in that Helena for the sake of whom the Trojan
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war began. . . . Ennoia passed from one body to another, always enduring
humiliations. Finally she arrived even in a brothel, and she is the Lost
Sheep.

This account has points in common with the Exegesis on the Soul and
Authoritative Teaching. Gnostic writers probably took up Simon’s ideas
and integrated a real feminine personage into their writings.

6. CONCLUSION

Gnosticism seems to have had cultivated women in its circles. The role
of éraipas (“courtesans”) probably influenced gnostic writers, surely the
first of them, Simon the Magician, in the composition of their myths.
The figures of Greek courtesans are certainly not foreign to these
authors.

We do not know to which social classes Gnostics belonged. Among
them, however, there were cultivated people, able to understand a
complex mythology and philosophical subtleties. Women were prob-
ably attracted too by a mythology where feminine figures played such
an important role.

Finally, I leave you with a last question: Are there women among the
gnostic writers? It is my opinion that the sexual accounts of a text such as
the Exegesis on the Soul are more probably ascribed to a woman thantoa
man.
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Response to “Jewish and
Greek Heroines in
the Nag Hammadi Library”
by Madeleine Scopello

We should all be grateful to Dr. Scopello for her essay. She has
skillfully drawn together the two accounts of the important myth of the
soul in the Exegesis on the Soul (NHC I1,6) and Authoritative Teaching
(NHC VI,3) and has shown significant influences that affected its devel-
opment. She has also raised some interesting questions.

There are some questions that I must ask right at the start of my
response. (1) I was intrigued by her question at the end, and wonder
whether she has given any further thought to it: Are there women
among the gnostic writers? What aspects of the sexual accounts suggest
that the author of the Exegesis on the Soul might be a woman? Are there
other gnostic tractates that show signs of having been written by
women? (2) In trying to understand why women were attracted to
Gnosticism, she states that they played no role at all in the other
religions of the Greco-Roman world.! I wonder whether she would not
wish to make an exception with the important religion of Isis. Plutarch,
after all, dedicated his Isis and Osiris to a priestess of the Isis religion.
And was it not that religion which was said to be especially attractive to
women??

And I have one other question, which will lead me into the main part
of my response. I wonder whether it is correct to say, as Dr. Scopello

1. Dr. Scopello’s comments after my response was read at the conference indicated
that I had misunderstood her at this point. [M. Scopello has modified her remarks on
this point in this revised essay. See p. 88, above.—ED.]

2. [See Sharon Kelly Heybob (The Cult of Isis Among Women in the Graeco-Roman
World) for an assessment of this point.—ED.]
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does, that the accounts of Old Testament women adequately explain the
gnostic story.> The women in question were Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and
Bathsheba. Dr. Scopello turns to them when the stories of women in the
Hellenistic novel appear not to be able to account fully for the literary
tradition behind the novel of the soul. It seems to me that what Bath-
sheba did was not really prostitution. She did not offer herself for sale;
she was simply seen and taken by King David. What Ruth did was to
make clear to Boaz her legitimate interest in him in a situation in which
sexual contact may or may not have occurred.* That does not constitute
prostitution. And Tamar, although she indeed did act the part of a
prostitute, did so for only one man, her father-in-law Judah, and did itin
the context of a situation that made it justifiable, even to him. It is clear
that she was not really a prostitute. Rahab is the only one in the group
who in fact was a prostitute. But her repentance or conversion is not
linked to her prostitution, in the sources, but to her acceptance of faith in
God (Josh. 2:11), as Dr. Scopello notes in her essay. So, even she is not a
good parallel for the story of the soul.

Rather than go so far afield to explain this account, it seems to me that
it might be better to turn to the story that is closest to the gnostic myth
and must have been in the mind of the author, namely, the Greek story
of Cupid and Psyche, which we know only in the form passed on to us
by Apuleius in the Metamorphoses.> Psyche was the most beautiful of
three daughters of a king. Her beauty was so great that it inspired a cult,
and therefore also the jealousy of the goddess Venus. Hence she falls
from divine grace, and then almost literally falls from a mountain crag,
where she goes by oracle to await a demon husband. Rather than falling,
she is wafted by the wind into a beautiful valley with a lovely palace.
There she meets her lover, whom we learn later is Cupid. He insists that
she not see his face, and so he comes only at night. Later, naively
heeding the doubts implanted by her jealous sisters, she looks at Cupid’s
face. He then deserts her, and she begins a long journey to find him. At

3. In what follows, I assume that both the Exegesis on the Soul and Authoritative
Teaching are gnostic tractates, although I am aware that questions have been raised
about the former. It seems to me that it is precisely the special cast it gives to the story
of the soul, which Dr. Scopello has clearly delineated, that marks it as gnostic.

4. Ruth 3:6-13. The text is simply unclear, but one should be cautious about reading
back into a story reflecting an ancient traditional agricultural society elements more
appropriate to our own time.

5. Apuleius Metamorphoses 4.28—6.24. As might be expected, the story, in Apuleius’s
hands, has striking resemblances to Isiac romances common in the Roman imperial
period; see R. E. Witt, Isis in the Graeco-Roman World, chap. 18. It is possible, then, that
the gnostic author knew the story in a somewhat different form.
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one point she decides she must throw herself on the mercy of Venus,
and so begins a series of trials set by the goddess, even involving going
into the realm of the dead. That experience results in her near-death. But
just at that moment Cupid, who has been imprisoned by his mother,
frees himself and restores her to life. Psyche is granted immortality by
Jupiter, and she and Cupid live happily ever after.

Obvious parallels are the fall, the trials, and the salvation that comes
with the appearance of the heavenly bridegroom. But apart from some
of the details of the story, there is one striking difference: in contrast to
the soul, Psyche does not become a prostitute. She remains throughout
faithful to one mate. She is seen by the reader as innocent, although
terribly naive.

Assuming that this story was in the mind of the author of the gnostic
myth, we must ask why he modified it in such a significant way. It seems
to me that searching for an explanation in literary tradition is bound to
be fruitless, because the modification has to do with the fundamental
convictions of the author. That is, the author, as a Gnostic, believed that
the soul, on its own and unaided, was essentially an uncontrolled thing.
It was filled with all sorts of desires and occupied its time frantically, and
unsuccessfully, trying to get them satisfied. It was a view of the soul that
was not unique to the Gnostics, it should be noted; it is found in ascetic
literature of every age and in many religions. It seems to me that that
conviction is sufficient to account for the crucial modification of the
Cupid/Psyche story.

But why was this story chosen to express that view? The answer, I
think, reveals the dark side of the topic of this conference, “Images of the
Feminine in Gnosticism.” Why was not a story about a man chosen?
After all, Apuleius, in the Metamorphoses, had given the worshipers of
Isis the story about Lucius, which was really about the spiritual journey
of the soul. It seems to me that the reason was that the Gnostics found
that a basic conviction about women converged with their basic attitude
about the soul. They were therefore able to use the story of a female to
tell about the soul.

The conviction about women, similar to that about the soul, was that,
left to themselves, they are filled with uncontrolled desires that lead
them more easily into immoral behavior than do the desires of men.
Along with this goes the belief that these desires of women can be
controlled only by a male sexual partner. This conviction about women’s
uncontrolled nature, which certainly did not originate with the Gnostics,
was never challenged by them. Indeed, they were unable to challenge it,
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because it had been built into their set of beliefs about the cosmic drama,
upon which their analysis of existence in this world depended. It was
because of the uncontrolled desire of Sophia that imprisoning matter
came to be. Their acceptance of this conviction led them, as we know, to
speak of salvation for women in terms of their becoming male.®

Dr. Scopello believes that the gnostic story of the soul reveals some-
thing positive about Gnosticism and women—the woman in the story is
more active and thinking—and explains why a woman such as Flora
might have been interested in it. On the contrary, however, it seems to
me that it reveals why she might not have been interested once she
found out everything about it. It should be noted that Ptolemeus’s letter
to her, for all its apparent candor, carefully (I suspect) omits any refer-
ence to the doctrine that would have disclosed the basic attitude about
women: the fall of Sophia. To enter a gnostic group, once she knew
everything about it, a “thinking” woman, such as Flora, would have had
a considerable hermeneutic task. She would have had somehow to
discount the common belief about the nature of the female, which she
would have found at every turn, and at the same time find in the
statement of this belief a way of thinking about her own spiritual
condition as a person. In other words, in some sense she would have had
to demythologize it.

That there were women in gnostic groups suggests that many were
able to do that, just as women have through the ages in various religions
(e.g., with regard to male language and male images that seem to
exclude them). But the constant emphasis on the defect of femaleness,
and the like,” and the use of the image of an out-of-control female to talk
about the soul, must have been a special burden to them. It is hard to
believe that the presence of Mary, and occasionally some other women,
among the special gnostic transmitters of revelation would have relieved
the situation much. They, after all, were in the past.

It may be that this problem was influential in the final outcome of the
struggle between the orthodox and the Gnostics. Women may have
been put down badly in the orthodox churches, but at least they were
not burdened with a conception of themselves that was essentially
degrading. The account of the fall of Adam and Eve, to be sure, was used
polemically against women within orthodox circles (e.g., 1 Tim. 2:11f.).
But what was crucial for faith about that was the fall of male and female,

6. Gos. Thom., logion 114; 1 Ap. Jas. 41,15-16.
7. E.g., Tri. Trac. 78,3-12; Eugnostos 85,7-9 (and parallel in Soph. Jes. Chr.); Dial. Sav.
144,17-22; Zost. 1,10-14; 131,5-8.
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which marked them with essentially the same mark—they were both
sinners, in need of divine grace. There was no negative characteristic,
branded as feminine, that was enshrined in the cosmic order.
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Sophia as Goddess in the
Nag Hammadi Codices

1. APPROACHES TO THE PROBLEM

Most studies of the Sophia figure(s) and associated stories in Gnosti-
cism emphasize the heterodox Jewish roots of this material. Sophia’s
descent and return to heaven have been linked to the figure of Wisdom.!
The stories of attacks on Eve/Sophia by the archons and the emergence
of the pure race descended from Seth also have links to Jewish apoca-
lyptic and apocryphal material.2 What is much less evident at the current
stage of research is how the two Sophia traditions fit together. One may
attempt to discern different stages of mythic elaboration and rationaliza-
tion as G. C. Stead has done for the Valentinian tradition.? But such a
typology does not address a more pressing question: What is the sig-
nificance of Sophia figures in Gnosticism? They clearly lie on the other
side of the divide which Judaism (and many of its Christian descend-
ants) had established between God and any manifestation of a goddess.

Is this shift merely an example of the perversity of gnostic herme-
neutics? Does it reflect a different patterning of social and religious

1. G. W. MacRae, “The Jewish Background of the Gnostic Sophia Myth,” NooT 12
(1970) 86-101.

2. See the detailed study by G. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 17-134.

3. G. C. Stead, “The Valentinian Myth of Sophia,” JTS 20 (1969) 75-104.

4. Thus S. Davies concludes his study of the Canaanite-Hebrew goddess (“The
Canaanite-Hebrew Goddess,” in The Book of the Goddess, Past and Present [ed. C. Olson],
68-79) with the observation that although feminine attributes were attributed to God,
“for at least the past twenty-five hundred years the Hebrew goddess has been a way of
speaking, not a way of worshipping” (p. 79).
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symbolism among adherents of the gnostic sects that told these stories?
Or have the Gnostics merely provided more subtle variations on a
misogynist tradition in which inherent “weaknesses” in the feminine
become a source of condemnation?

The classical Greek goddesses emerge in symbolic patterns that sug-
gest deep suspicion of the “women’s world” and its power. Mortals who
are pursued by divine lovers can only expect rape, torment, or death.5 P.
Friedrich has suggested that the popularity of Demeter was due to the
lack of maternal attributes in the four Homeric queens.¢ His treatment of
Aphrodite emphasizes the ambiguity which is an essential element in
the goddess’s characterization. Her beauty, identification with solar
attributes, and powerful sexuality are combined in the pattern of “erring
female relative.” On the one hand, she is linked with the bridal chamber
as the loving and passionate wife. On the other, she is associated with
infidelity as the dangerously passionate mistress. Aphrodite experiences
the powerful passions that she arouses in others.” The mythic images of
Aphrodite and Eros have been explicitly incorporated into the telling of
the story of the lower Pronoia in On the Origin of the World (108,14—
111,28).8

On the Origin of the World appears to be particularly sensitive to the
overlap between the gnostic stories of Sophia/Pronoia/Eve and those of
the goddesses. The work gives “Greek” and “Hebrew” explanations for
the androgynous being, the “Instructor,” begotten of the drop that
Sophia cast on the water (Orig. World 113,30—114,2). M. Tardieu argues
that this passage brings together Aphrodite and the ambiguities of grace
and deceit associated with the Pandora figure.® The “Hebrew” explana-
tion employs an Aramaic wordplay that derives three names from hwh:
hw’ (“instruct’); hy’ (“live”); and hywh (“animal”).’® The duality of the
androgynous Adam/Eve is represented in the “instructor”’/“serpent.” On
the one hand, the virginal Eve is full of knowledge. On the other, the
defiled Eve is full of guile.! The ‘I Am” predications in which Eve

5. See C. R. Downing, “The Mother Goddess Among the Greeks,” in The Book of the
Goddess, Past and Present (ed. C. Olson), 54-58; S. Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives
and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity, 8; G. Devereux, Femme et mythe, 34.

6. P. Friedrich, The Meaning of Aphrodite, 149-50.

7. Friedrich, Aphrodite, 79-88.

8. See the extensive discussion in M. Tardieu, Trois mythes gnostiques: Adam, Eros et
les animaux d’Egypte dans un écrit de Nag Hammadi (I1,5), 141-214.

9. Tardieu, Trois mythes, 102-6.

10. See A. Bohlig and P. Labib, Die koptisch-gnostische Schrift ohne Titel aus Codex I
von Nag Hammadi, 73-74.

11. So Tardieu, Trois mythes, 102-6.
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proclaims her identity as the “first virgin,” not having a husband and the
one who “when she gave birth healed herself” (Orig. World 114,4-15),
have often been compared with the self-predications of Isis. A. Bohlig
and P. Labib have also found overtones of the Ephesian Artemis figure
in this section.1?

The Ephesian Artemis figure appears to be more explicitly invoked in
the Gospel of the Egyptians (56,4-13). The creation goddess, plésithea
(“full goddess”), comes to give Seth his seed. He receives it from “her
with four breasts, the virgin.”?* Another allusion to classical mythology
has been found in the episode in which the spiritual Eve escapes the lust
of the archons by turning into a tree (Hyp. Arch. 89,25-26).14 The mixed
allusions in these examples do not detract from the overwhelming
impression of twisted and inverted Judaism as the substructure of the
gnostic Sophia/Eve follows the archaic patterns set in the stories of the
goddesses.

The hermeneutical difficulty of appreciating such stories is increased
by our distance from any religious environment that is affectively
shaped by stories of this type. We evaluate the gnostic Sophia/Eve
through a tradition that has no place for the ambiguous “defiled virgin
goddess,” so we measure Sophia against patterns of “sin,” “flaw,” and
“fault” which may not be appropriate to her story.

2. TOWARD REVALUING THE SOPHIA STORY

W. Burkert’s study of structure in Greek mythology has suggested a
basic pattern of stories around the mothers of important heroes. The
story follows a sequence of five stages:

1. A young girl leaves home—is separated from childhood and

family.

2. Anidyll of seclusion.

3. The girl is surprised, raped, and impregnated by a god.

4. Tribulation—the girl is severely punished and threatened with
death by parents or relatives.

5. Rescue—the mother gives birth to a boy and is saved from death
and grief as the boy is about to take over the power to which he is
destined.

12. Bohlig and Labib, Schrift ohne Titel, 75.

13. See A. Bohlig and F. Wisse, Nag Hammadi Codices I11,2 and 1V,2: The Gospel of the

Egyptians (The Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit), 182.

14. B. Pearson, “‘She Became a Tree’—A Note to CG II, 4:89,25-26,” HTR 69 (1976)
413-15.
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Though agents, places, motivations, and other details vary, the sequence
of departure, seclusion, rape, tribulation, and rescue of the mother as the
prelude to the emergence of the hero forms a set pattern.1s

Much of this sequence still remains in the admittedly more abstract
tales of Sophia. Though her consort/savior is often a heavenly aeon
rather than an offspring, a number of turns in the story of the lower
Sophia do concern actual or attempted rape by the archons. And, in On
the Origin of the World, Sophia Zoe’s drop engenders the Instructor/Eve
who is wife, virgin, mother, neonate, and physician (Orig. World
113,23—114,15). Creation by the mother out of a “drop” or “in the
waters” appears to have been a set topos of gnostic mythology. Within a
Greek context such a motif recalls the emergence of Aphrodite from the
waters after the castration of Kronos.!¢ In the Sophia of Jesus Christ (NHC
I,4) this theme is linked with Sophia’s activity in the lower world
through her consort, the androgynous man (Soph. Jes. Chr. 101,6-20;
106,24—108,4; BG 119,5-15). In this version, Sophia herself is never
“fallen” but is identified with the “mother goddess” (114,14-18).

The “hymn of the Child"? in the Apocalypse of Adam (77,28—82,19)
provides mythological accounts of the coming of the Savior “upon/to
the water,” which are put forward by the powers. These explanations
carry certain common features. The child is conceived unnaturally/
illegitimately (by prophet, god, virgin womb, virgin raped by Solomon
and demons, father-daughter incest, parthenogenesis, drop from
heaven, sun and moon,!8 cloud); the child is raised in hidden or secret
places; the child has a special caretaker. The ambiguity of the various
descriptions lies in the fact that the child is clearly the divine Illuminator
but is described from the perspective of the divine powers who can only
speak of his origins with the language of lustful begettings, which they
know through their God, Sakla (Ap. Adam 74,3-4).° In each case, the
divine child receives his “glory and power” during the period in which
he is being secretly nourished before coming to the world.

The “false myths” of the powers do contain some of the truth of
gnostic revelation: the Savior is not from the lower world but from the
heavenly aeons (Ap. Adam 82,19-28). But they are also inherently

15. W. Burkert, Structure and History in Greek Mythology and Ritual, 6-7.

16. Devereux (Femme et mythe, 97-126) traces this theme to the Near East. Aphrodite
represents a phallic female who combines masculine and feminine attributes.

17. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 88f.

18. The two ‘illuminators” of the twelfth kingdom (Ap. Adam 82,4-7; Stroumsa,
Another Seed, 90).

19. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 90-91.
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paradoxical because they represent the accounts available to those who
continue to live under the powers that govern the lower world. This
example suggests that the paradoxical hymnic affirmations of Sophia in
gnostic writings?? reflect a process in gnostic illumination. They are not
intended as a comment on the helplessness or ambiguous divine status
of the gnostic Sophia. Rather, they represent a perception of the inher-
ent contradictions in the nongnostic religious traditions of humanity.

Another paradoxical element in the gnostic accounts of Sophia
derives from the quest for the “pure origin” of the gnostic race. We have
seen that in the Gospel of the Egyptians Seth receives his seed from the
virgin goddess, Plesithea. The earliest stages of gnostic mythologizing
involve expressions that oppose the “other, immovable, incorruptible
race” (e.g., Steles Seth 120,1-3; Gos. Eg. 51,8-9; Ap. John NHC 11,1 2,24-25;
28,3-4), which is fathered by the “perfect man” or somehow linked to the
great Seth, and the other “race” of nongnostic gods and humans. G.
Stroumsa has contrasted the gnostic exaltation of the race of Sethians
with a tradition of Jewish mythology that had identified the “sons of
Seth” with the “sons of God” in Gen. 6:1-4.2! But gnostic accounts of
their origins separate the “pure seed” from that in the stories of Eve’s
rape by the demiurge.?? The “defiled seed” will be destroyed in the
consummation of the age (e.g., Gos. Eg. 59,24-25; Paraph. Shem 44,25~
26).

The “rape and defilement” stories use this thematic element in the
mythological tradition to dissociate the gnostic from what has its origins
in lust.® This quest for an independent origin is frequently associated
with the quest for liberation from the powers and from bondage to fate.
The Apocryphon of John (28,11-32) makes adultery of the powers with
Sophia the source of the “bitter fate” which holds the world in its grip.
This plan is repeated after the flood, which the gnostic race escapes by
hiding itself in a luminous cloud, when the archons seduce the daugh-

20. E.g., Orig. World 114,8-15. This hymnic passage apparently reflects the “titles”
used of Eve/Sophia such as we find in Hyp. Arch. (89,16-17). The Thunder, Perfect Mind
expands this genre into a discourse by the female revealer, who reproaches humanity
for its failure to acknowledge her (see G. W. MacRae, “The Thunder, Perfect Mind,” in
Nag Hammadi Codices V,2-5 and VI [ed. Parrott], 231f.).

21. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 128-34. Josephus (Ant. 1.69-71) apparently reflects this
tradition. Stroumsa suggests that the story had developed in some circles that at the
time of Jared and Enoch most of the descendants of Seth, who had been leading an
isolated, pure life, intermingled with the children of Cain. Noah alone preserved the
purity of the seed of Seth, which he transmitted to his son Shem (cf. 1 Enoch 85—90).

22, Stroumsa, Another Seed, 101.

23. Stroumsa (Another Seed, 101) insists that genea in the Apocalypse of Adam is not
simply metaphorical but has biological overtones.
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ters of men and beget children like themselves (Ap. John 29,16—30,11).
The two rape stories are framed by two episodes of revelation in the long
version of the Apocryphon of John. The first comes in response to the
compassionate revelation of the perfect race by the Mother-Father (Ap.
John 27,33—28,11). The second is the hymnic declaration of the three-
fold descent of the heavenly Pronoia (Ap. John 30,11—31,5). In this
version of the tale, the compassionate goddess, Pronoia, successfully
recovers what is her own from Hades when the Gnostic answers the call
to awakening associated with the baptismal rite of the sect.?

As in the affirmation of superiority of the powers in the description of
the perfect race, other accounts of the attempted rape of Sophia/Eve
also express the disjunction between the Gnostic and the powers that
rule this world. When Eve begets Seth’s sister Norea in the Hypostasis of
the Archons (91,35—92,3), she exclaims, “He has begotten on me a virgin
as an assistance [for] many generations of humanity. (She is the virgin
whom the forces did not defile.)” When the archons attack Norea, she
proclaims the superiority of her origins (Hyp. Arch. 92,21-26). The angel
Eleleth, who comes in answer to her further prayers for help, repeats the
inviolability of the gnostic race (Hyp. Arch. 93,23-32; 96,19-31). On the
Origin of the World expands on a closely related tradition (116,9—117,5).
The archons invent the story of Eve as taken from Adam’s rib in order to
hide the fact that the spiritual Eve is not derived from their world and to
hold her in bondage to Adam. They only succeed in defiling their own
body, however, since it is impossible to “defile those who say that they
are begotten in the consummation of the true man by means of the
word” (Orig. World 117,9-11).

S. Pomeroy observes that stories like that of Daphne turning into a
tree reflect the helplessness of women before divine power or aggres-
sion.? The gnostic stories have worked an emotive twist on that theme
by discovering that the “powers” of such gods are to be ridiculed.? Such

24. A similar baptismal theology is reflected in the Apocalypse of Adam (see Stroumsa
[Another Seed, 101-3], who thinks that the author was opposed to groups who defile the
water by subjecting it to the will of the powers [Ap. Adam 84,18-23]).

25. Pomeroy, Goddesses, 11.

26. The Testimony of Truth engages in the most sustained and explicit pattern of
ridicule. Mockery of the OT God is employed in a polemic against orthodox Christians
(see B. Pearson, ‘Jewish Haggadic Traditions in the Testimony of Truth from Nag
Hammadi (CG IX,3),” in Ex Orbe Religionum: Studia Geo Widengren (ed. ]. Bergman, K.
Drynjeff, and H. Ringgren), 1:457-70). The elements of goddess mythology attached to
the Sophia stories suggest that the Gnostics also scorned pagan myths. The Tripartite
Tractate (109,6—114,30) ranks the views of the Greeks and the barbarians below those
of the Jews and the prophets.
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mockery takes place from a position of “hidden superiority” that shows
up the violence, aggression, boasting, folly, rape, and domination of the
forces that claim to rule the world as ignorant posturing and pretending
to divinity. The truth to which the Gnostic comes by repeating the
Sophia stories is not the pathos of a suffering victim but the appropri-
ation of a new identity that is not given in the established, sodial,
religious, and symbolic world that he or she shares with the rest of
humanity.

3. THE “VICTIM” IS THE GODDESS

Both the christianization of gnostic myths and the fact that most
scholars who study them have interiorized the religious symbolics of a
Jewish or a Christian “patriarchal orthodoxy” frequently occlude the
feminine side of the gnostic savior. Since the devolution of the lower
world is often attributed to Sophia’s passion to bring something into
being “of herself,"”” and she must seek the aid of her heavenly consort,
or of the whole pleroma, to be restored,?® the gnostic story easily falls
into the gender polarization of Burkert’s pattern. The victimized or
suffering woman must be saved by her son or another male who can fill
the mythic (and psychological) pattern of hero.

The androgyny of the divine pleroma is frequently reduced to a “weak
female”? which must be saved by being attached to a dominant male.
That this is a misreading of the Sophia story is already suggested by the
revelatory “I Am” pronouncements, which, as we have seen, are linked
to the call of awakening which Sophia brings. The “I Am” speech is
commonly associated with Isis, whose popularity in her Hellenized form
lies in her superiority to fate and her role as “helper” of humanity.* Such
superiority is a dominant concern in gnostic stories. Isis provides a
further link to these stories in that she must obtain the “seed” of Osiris in
order to provide her dead consort with offspring. An Osiris hymn says,

27. Though the result is described as deformed or as an abortion, the activity is a
desire to imitate the highest form of divine creativity. It also reflects parthenogenic
activity on the part of the gods and goddesses. Hera’s jealousy over Zeus's production
of Athena leads to the birth of Hephaesto. According to one version of the myth, she
throws him out of heaven because of his deformity (see Devereux, Femme et mythe, 83f.;
Pomeroy, Goddesses, 7).

28. Cf. Ap. John 9,25—10,23; Hyp. Arch. 94,4-34; Orig. World 99,23—100,29; Soph. Jes.
Chr. 114,14-25; Ep. Pet. Phil. 135,9—136,15.

29. The weak female may be a Sophia figure in the myths of origins or the
representation of the embodied soul as in the Exegesis on the Soul.

30. See V. Tran tam Tinh, “Serapis and Isis,” in Jewish and Christian Self-Definition,
vol. 3: Self-Definition in the Greco-Roman World (ed. Meyer and Sanders), 105-8.
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“She raised the slackness of the weary [= the phallus of Osiris], received
his seed and formed his heir.” A later hymn calls this achievement a
“manly deed”: “O Osiris, first of the westerners [= the realm of the dead],
I am your sister, Isis; there is no god who has done what I have done; I
made myself a man, though I am a woman, in order to make your name
live upon the earth.”3!

For the Gnostic, even Isis reflects the mythic pattern exemplified in
the “Hymn of the Child.” She will have to educate Horus in secret to
protect him from the evil designs of Seth until he is old enough to defeat
his uncle.?? To the Gnostic, the “mysteries” which represent her wander-
ings and sufferings® are as flawed in their representation of salvation as
the baptismal cults rejected by the Apocalypse of Adam. But her story
does make it clear that the image of a powerful goddess, victorious over
fate and the source of a secret wisdom,* can be combined with a story of
the goddess suffering, wandering, and weeping for her “lost” consort.

The connection between the Sophia stories and a powerful savior
must be traced in the ordering of the gnostic pleroma. That gnostic
writings frequently include a feminine figure in the divine triad is well
known (e.g., Ap. John NHC 1I 2,13-15; 4,27—5,11; Trim. Prot. 38,2-16).
The Trimorphic Protennoia (42,4—46,3) provides a revelation discourse
attached to each of the divine figures. The mother’s summons, in a voice
that is unknown to the gods of the lower world, calls the Gnostic to
awakening (Trim. Prot. 44,27-45,20). This summons is much like the
pronouncement of Pronoia at the end of the Apocryphon of John. She is
the source of the spirit possessed by the gnostic race (Ap. John 45,20-30).
The ritual context of this divine summons is further emphasized in the
activity ascribed to the Word. Like the Father, the Word comes into the
world to reveal mysteries to the Gnostics. The Father’s revelation is
associated with breaking the first bonds that hold the Gnostics and with
smashing the powers (Ap. John 41,26-35). The Word's activity is
described in ritual terms. He gives gifts of living water, light, robes,
baptisms, enthronement, glorifying, and the five seals from the light of

31. Both passages are cited in C. ]. Bleeker, “Isis and Hathor: Two Ancient Egyptian
Goddesses,” in Book of the Goddess (ed. Olson), 34.

32. There is no evidence that the gnostic Seth represents a transformation of the Seth
figure in Isis mythology (see B. Pearson, “The Figure of Seth in Gnostic Literature,” in
The Rediscovery of Gnosticism, vol. 2: Sethian Gnosticism [ed. Layton), 472-504).

33. Cf. Plutarch Isis and Osiris, Moralia 361DE.

34, The Isis cult also made ascetic demands upon its followers, which were publicly
known, such as fasting before initiation and bathing in the Tiber during the winter (see
Bleeker, “Isis and Hathor,” in Book of the Goddess [ed. Olson], 39-40).
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the Mother (Ap. John 48,6-35). Clearly the Voice of the Mother is the one
which the Gnostic hears in her or his baptismal awakening.?

John Sieber’s work on Barbelo as Sophia in Zostrianos sheds consid-
erable light on how Barbelo is related to the various Sophia figures in the
group of writings we have been studying.? Below the true God, the
Invisible Spirit, one finds Barbelo and a triad: Kalyptos, Protophanes,
and Autogenes. The members of the triad correspond to the Neoplatonic
triad: Existence, Mind, and Life. The Invisible Spirit corresponds to the
One and Barbelo to the Intellect, which is sometimes tripartite. Here she
is the source of the Triad, each of whose members has a quaternity.
Thus, Barbelo is the ultimate source of everything that exists.?” The third
member of the triad, Autogenes, is closest to the material world. It
includes Adam, Seth, and Mirothea, a title for the Mother.3®

Sophia is not to be identified with Barbelo but is part of the Autogenes
system. As Zostrianos ascends, he is baptized in each of the four aeons
of Autogenes. The answers to his questions represent the content of the
gnosis he will later reveal. The story of Sophia’s “looking down” and the
production of the lower world belong to this context (Zost. 9,16—10,17;
27,9-21). The Apocryphon of John (NHC II 8,16-20) describes the
Autogenes Tetrad as Eleleth, Perfection, Peace, and Sophia. She is part
of the Eleleth Aeon in the Gospel of the Egyptians (56,22—57,5). The
Trimorphic Protennoia (39,5—40,1) links Eleleth, the “guileless Sophia,"
and the disordered Epinoia to the origins of the lower world. The
Barbelo Aeon, Sieber suggests, is that in which all things outside the
Invisible Spirit come to exist. The material world originates out of its
lowest level, the Sophia Aeon of Autogenes. The interrelationship of
these aeons makes it possible to pass attributes back and forth between
them.4!

35. The baptismal rite was also the context in which the true name of the savior was
pronounced (Ap. Adam 77,18-27; 83,4-6; Melch. 16,17-18; so Stroumsa, Another Seed, 93).

36. ]J. H. Sieber, “The Barbelo Aeon as Sophia in Zostrianos and Related Tractates,” in
Rediscovery (ed. Layton), 2:788-95.

37. Sieber, “Barbelo,” 788-91.

38. The Gospel of the Egyptians (49,1-10) names her Mother of Adam; see Sieber
(“Barbelo,” 791-92) for additional references.

39. Sieber (“Barbelo,” 793f.) also suggests that the female personage of the Existence,
Life, and Blessedness triad (Zost. 82,23—83,1; 83,7-10) is Sophia rather than Barbelo,
since the same figure is also “darkened” (78,17-19), ignorant (81,1), and not “departing
anymore” (81,8-10).

40. “Guileless” appears to be the opposite of the “deceitful countenance* which
Zostrianos (10,15f.) says makes it impossible for the Archon to capture her likeness.

41. This is possible in the case of the reference to Barbelo as Wisdom in the Three
Steles of Seth (123,15-17; so Sieber, “Barbelo,” 794).



Sophia as Goddess in the Nag Hammadi Codices 105

Christianization of many of these gnostic writings consisted either in
providing a framework in which Jesus functions as the revealer or in
internal identification of Jesus with the heavenly “Seth,” “Adam,” or
“Immortal Man.” In the Apocryphon of John, Jesus claimed to be the
“Father, Mother, Son” and is presented by the framework of the story as
the one who speaks. However, Hans-Martin Schenke correctly warns
that that identification does not determine the identity of the one who
speaks within the body of the writing. The speaker may be female.®
Questions remain to be resolved about the transmission of the Apoc-
ryphon of John tradition, since Barbelo’s role appears to have been shifted
in the various recensions. For example, her cosmogonic function is
omitted in the way she is introduced in the short version (BG 27,18—
28,4), which also lacks her revelatory speech at the end of the text.4?

Stead has argued that Valentinian sources show a divided tradition.
For some, more congenial to Jewish and Christian monotheism, the
ultimate source of all things is a unity. For others, the male/female dyad
extends into the source of all things. The figure of a single Sophia who
operates outside the pleroma has been duplicated so that the lower
Sophia is left wandering in the world until her rescue by Christ.4
Though Stead considers it likely that Valentinus had thought of an
“unfallen” female figure at the head of the hierarchy, it also appears that
the Valentinians considered the male to be superior and held that
“Father” was the proper name of God.*

However, even in the accounts that focus on the “fall(s)” of Sophia as
a lesser divine being, she is not blamed for her situation in any of the
various reasons given for her plight.4 It is simply a necessary condition
for the mixed situation of the world as we know it.

Elements of this type of Sophia story are incorporated into formulae
of ascent for the dying (Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.25.5 [Marcosians}]; Epi-

42. H.-M. Schenke, “The Phenomenon and Significance of Gnostic Sethianism,” in
Rediscovery (ed. Layton), 2:611.

43. BG 76,1-4 does allude to earlier activity of the Mother on behalf of her seed. For
further discussion of the different versions of the Apocryphon of John, see Karen King's
essay, “Sophia and Christ in the Apocryphon of John,” in this volume.

44, Stead, “Valentinian Myth,” 76-88. Duplication also occurs in On the Origin of the
World, where the heavenly Sophia is “Pistis” (99,1-2; 100,1-16). Despite the likeness
which “flows” out of her and her “deficiency and disturbance,” Pistis Sophia never
leaves the heavenly world (100,28-29). She is able to reveal herself in the waters of the
lower world to answer the Archon’s impiety and then withdraw to her light (103,28-32).
Her daughter, Sophia Zoe, is the consort of laldabaoth’s repentant son, Sabaoth
(107,28-35), and is able to exercise a beneficent function in this world by creating the
androgynous, good powers (107,4-14).

45. Stead, “Valentinian Myth,” 88.
46. Stead, “Valentinian Myth,” 102f.
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phanius Haer. 36.3.1-6 [Heracleonites]). This formula appears in the
First Apocalypse of James (33,11—35,25). The soul’s presence in the world
is due to the “race” brought down from the Preexistent by Achamoth,
who produced them without a father (34,2-15). The Gnostic will confuse
the powers and so be able to pass beyond them by calling upon Sophia,
who is “in the Father,” the mother of Achamoth (also produced without
a male; 1 Ap. Jas. 35,5-23). The identity to which the Gnostic aspires is
“Son of the Preexistent Father,” not “offspring of the Mother.”

4. SOPHIA IN RITUAL SPEECH

We tend to focus on the myths and other verbal explanations of
ancient religious phenomena because we have so little firsthand infor-
mation about religious praxis.#” Albert Henrichs’s study of the Dionysus
cult calls for the analysis of “sacred speech” as a crucial element in the
study of ancient cults. Such speech, largely intelligible only to insiders,
includes titles of God, titles of worshipers, names of cult objects and
activities, ritual exclamations, hymns, prayers and other invocations,
beatitudes, passwords and rallying slogans, and other esoteric “sacred
words."8

Ritual speech is an important element in many of the works we have
been considering. Schenke has insisted that the Gospel of the Egyptians
must be interpreted as being about prayer, how properly to invoke the
celestial powers during the rite of baptism.#* We have already seen that
the Mother’s self-declaration in “I Am” formulae and the call to awaken-
ing appear to have been enacted in the context of a baptismal rite, which
seems to have included the ascent of the soul, ritual sealing, dressing the
initiate in special garments, pronouncing the divine name, and, perhaps,
some acclamation of the newly awakened.

The ascent of the soul in the First Apocalypse of James concludes with
the cry to the “higher Sophia“ that confused and disoriented the powers.
These examples show that the heavenly Sophia was invoked in gnostic

47. However, Schenke raises an important question for textual analysis when he
distinguishes On the Origin of the World from related writings such as the Hypostasis of
the Archons on the grounds that it appears to be the idiosyncratic work of
systematization whereas other writings reflect the verbal and cultic activity of a larger
group (“Gnostic Sethianism,” in Rediscovery [ed. Layton], 2:597).

48. A. Henrichs, “Changing Dionysiac Identities,” in Jewish and Christian Self-
Definition (ed. Meyer and Sanders), 3:155-57.

49. Schenke, “Gnostic Sethianism,” in Rediscovery (ed. Layton), 2:600.
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cult. The divine Triad is the subject of a prayer of thanksgiving by the
Perfect Man in the Apocryphon of John (NHC II 9,5-10). The Gospel of the
Egyptians suggests that extensive prayers and thanksgivings were linked
with the baptismal rites (NHC III 65,26—68,1). The Mother is mentioned
in the concluding section of this baptismal prayer.

Other writings contain prayers that appear to have been part of the
communal celebration of the soul’s ascent and union with the heavenly
powers. In Melchizedek (NHC IX 16,25-27), Barbelo is praised in the
midst of prayers to the Father and the various lights. The Three Steles of
Seth includes a lengthy prayer to the male-virgin Barbelo (NHC VII
121,21—124,14) for her saving role in seeing the hidden Father and
begetting the multiplicity of aeons. Fragmentary references to Barbelo in
Zostrianos probably included acclamations and prayer formulae (e.g.,
NHC VIII 53,10-23; 61,24; 63,13-64,6; 118,9-20; 125,11-12; 129,8-11).
Withdrawal into the Barbelo Aeon to contemplate the divine is pre-
sumed in the fragmentary text of Marsanes (e.g., NHC X 8,23—9,27),
though this stage of self-knowledge is marked by silence rather than the
prayers alluded to in the later passages of the document.®® As in the
Three Steles of Seth, Barbelo’s twofold function is described: (@) as
“female” she engenders the multiplicity of the world; and (b) as “male”
she withdraws from the world of multiplicity to the One.

In addition to these expressions of prayer, attached to the role of the
heavenly Sophia or Barbelo in salvation, we also find examples of the
“lower” Sophia praying for repentance and restoration. A Valentinian
Exposition (XI 34,25-31) has a confessional expression of repentance. In
the Trimorphic Protennoia (39,28—40,4), the disordered Epinoia prays for
her restoration. She is then given a blessing and a higher order.

This rapid survey of prayers and invocations that involve the Mother,
Barbelo, or Sophia follows the general lines established in the discursive
and narrative material. Though it might seem easy to lose sight of the
Mother/Sophia amidst the more numerous masculine figures, her place
appears to be firmly anchored in cultic practice. Within that context, the
“fall” or “passions” of Sophia are more clearly subordinate to the expe-
rience of salvation than might appear to be the case in narratives that are
oriented toward giving an explication of how the world came to have

50. See the extensive commentary on this text in B. Pearson, “Marsanes,” in Nag
Hammadi Codices IX and X (ed. B. Pearson), 229-347. The male-virgin Barbelo becomes
“feminine” in expanding into multiplicity. She retrieves her masculinity in withdrawal

to the unifying contemplation of the divine. This pattern is apparently an image of that
pursued by the Gnostic.
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the peculiar structure it does. These results would also support Stead’s
intuition that the Sophia story and that of the “fall of Eve” were not
always linked. He proposes that the story of Eve was an addition to
Valentinian exposition to bring together divergent conceptions of
Sophia’s function.5!

5. CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS ON
GNOSTIC EXPERIENCE

Many of the gnostic tractates evidence an almost scholastic patching
and elaboration of traditional mythic and ritual elements. In this en-
deavor, they may be compared with Plutarch’s treatment of Isis and
Osiris. Stories of the Jewish Urgeschichte have played a critical role in
many of the treatises. In others, one finds speculation associated with
the Neoplatonic triad and even a detailed exposition of grammatical
theories about vowels and diphthongs in Marsanes.2

Development of Jewish traditions appears to have played a critical
role in the negative images of passion, lust, and rape associated with the
archons and Eve. Early in the Enoch traditions, the association of the
“sons of god” with human females and the pollution of the earth with
violence and fornication was interpreted as the occasion of improper
revelation.® True revelation can be obtained only through the seer’s
heavenly journeys. Gnostic adaptation of such Jewish traditions often
surfaces motifs that go back to an archaic level of goddess mythology.
Seduction by, or of, the powers is necessary for the fertility and emer-
gence of life forms on earth. The Apocryphon of John (NHC II 29,8-25)
has the sons of Jaldabaoth emerge from union with Eve.* The persistent
pattern of virgin/mother/whore belongs to the pattern of “self-induced”
pregnancies, and at an archaic level, “virgin® designated the powerful
mother goddess as one without a consort who would still give birth. Her
cult included ritual prostitutes, persons held in honor for their associ-
ation with the goddess.

Domestication of the cult in classical times split apart the archaic

51. Stead, “Valentinian Myth,” 103.

52. See Pearson, Codices IX and X, 237f. Pearson notes that this piece of expository
learning seems to be quite unrelated to the religious concerns of the treatise.

53. J. J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to the Jewish Matrix of
Christianity, 41.

54. See also Hyp. Arch. 89,17-29 and the discussion in Stroumsa, Another Seed, 35-39.

55. Devereux, Femme et mythe, 79-85; J. Ochshorn, “Ishtar and Her Cult,” in Book of
the Goddess (ed. Olson), 25. Inanna, a goddess of war and cruelty, is also linked to
sexuality through prostitutes (Friedrich, Aphrodite, 13-19).
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virgin/prostitute figure. “Virgin” is assigned to a young girl and used to
idealize marriage. Along with this shift, the image of sexuality as source
of pollution is emphasized.> The influence of this shift on gnostic stories
of Sophia is particularly evident in those variants which stress her
passion for a consort or for the Father (Adv. haer. 1.2.2; Ref. 6.30-31; Gos.
Phil. NHC I 59,31-32). In some traditions this passion has been intellec-
tualized as the desire for knowledge.”

While the intellectualizing of the passion of Sophia (or in Plutarch’s
case of Isis) as the desire for wisdom belongs to the scribal activity of
interpretation, emergence of themes connected with the goddess and
stories of the adventures of Sophia/Eve should be viewed in the context
of broader cultural shifts in the Hellenistic period. The Greco-Roman
novel holds its female and male heroes to an ideal of chastity through
various adventures of separation, violence, attempted rape, and the
like.®® The novels show a wide-ranging attitude toward sexuality and
also surface motifs that belong to the archaic goddess myths of the
Ancient Near East.® But their melodramatic character is not entirely
divorced from the uprooting and separation that occurred in people’s
lives. G. Anderson suggests parallel examples from the papyri, such as
the following letter:s°

Seremilla sends her sincerest greetings to her father Socrates. Above every-
thing else I pray for your good health and every day I make supplication for
you in front of Lord Sarapis and the other gods in his temple. I want you to
know that I am not alone. You must realize that your daughter is in
Alexandria, so that I in turn can know that I still have a father, so that
people don’t regard me as an orphan.

Among the Nag Hammadi writings, the most novelistic in tone is the
account of the soul’s wanderings and sufferings, the Exegesis on the Soul.
Its author delights in the type of details characteristic of the novel:
description of her abandoned state; agonized concern over a lost spouse;
dreams or premonitions; tears; recalling of trials; and a taste for the
psychological dimensions of the action. The scale of this work is more

56. Devereux, Femme et mythe, 88-91.

57. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 69. The result of Sophia’s illegitimate passion is formless,
an abortion, or is the “false image” that results from adulterous thoughts even when a
woman is impregnated by her husband (Gos. Phil. 78,12-20; see Stroumsa, Another Seed,
35).

58. See T. Hagg, The Novel in Antiquity; and G. Anderson, Ancient Fiction: The Novel
in the Greco-Roman World. [See also the essay by Madeleine Scopello, “Jewish and
Greek Heroines in the Nag Hammadi Library,” in this present volume—ED.]

59. So Anderson, Ancient Fiction, 112.

60. Anderson, Ancient Fiction, 115 (P. Berol. 6901,1-7).
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human than the mythic accounts, though its didactic tone separates it
from the genre of the novel.!

The Greco-Roman novel is the first genre to appeal to women as well
as to men. T. Hagg suggests that its social constituency lay in the
bureaucracy of the Asia Minor cities. The ability to read had not yet
become the facility to do so for pleasure in this group. The novels are
structured for recitation, with repetitions, foreshadowing, and plot sum-
maries. Some manuscripts even have cartoon-like illustrations. We are
told that Chariton was a lawyer’s secretary, and he may have written for
his colleagues.®> Gnosticism also appears to have drawn its adherents
from this class. It may be no accident that gnostic sects decline in
influence among Christians after the large-scale influx of the intellectual
elite into leadership of the orthodox Christian churches in the second
half of the fourth century.5

What is most striking in the gnostic writings is the severe dissociation
evidenced in the treatment of sexuality. Stroumsa has observed that
gnostic myth seeks to externalize consciousness. It is a consciousness
which is preoccupied with separation of what is evil, unclean, dark, and
material from what is “light.”#* Anderson argues that the Gnostics have
taken the romance of the chaste heroine and her trials to such an
extreme hatred of sexuality and reproduction that they deprive women
of that dignity and stature attained by the heroines of the novel.®
According to this view, the gnostic experience is ultimately misogynistin
the extreme.

Anderson'’s evidence is derived from comparison between the roman-
tic novels and the ascetic Thomas tradition, which may indeed represent
the type of reaction he suggests. The Sophia traditions suggest a much
less agonistic approach. Some of these writings take a docetic tack. The
“spiritual Eve” remains untouched by the lust of the powers, who can
only defile/impregnate her shadow.5 These writings mock verbosity,
boasting, combativeness, and aggression on the part of the gods, all
typical characteristics of male language and behavior. W. Ong suggests

61. See Madeleine Scopello’s essay in this volume; based on her work, see J.-M.
Sevrin, L'Exégese de I’Ame (CG 11,6), 41-42.

62. Hagg, Novel, 90-98.

63. R. MacMullen (Christianizing the Roman Empire: AD. 100-400, 68) notes that they
were the last class to be converted, since they were least likely to respond to the type of
literature produced by the church. Earlier representatives of that group came by way of
the philosophical schools.

64. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 1-3, 31.

65. Anderson, Ancient Fiction, 114.

66. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 42-44.
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that the anthropological significance of such characteristics lies in the
requirement that the male separate from and shape an identity indepen-
dent of the female.®” Male puberty rites emphasize the ability to “be a
loner,” while anxiety over being alone or abandoned is characteristic of
the female.® Public bragging and vituperation of one’s opponent, char-
acteristic of the male, especially in situations of stress or combat, appear
ridiculous to the female and are cause for either anger or amusement.
Sophia’s reactions to her braggart son, Ialdabaoth, evidence both
amusement and anger.

At one level of gnostic storytelling then,”® we find characteristics of
women’s experience that would appear to emerge from the preconscious
level of expression rather than from a manipulative exegesis of tradition.
We might, then, take up Anderson’s challenge and ask if there are other
hints in the papyri that illuminate the psychic dissociation attached to
the experience of sexuality and childbirth.

One important clue may lie in the Sophia/laldabaoth relationship.
Ialdabaoth is “deformed,” an “abortion,” and must be pushed out of the
pleroma. For non-Jewish women this story has analogies with the
common, legally accepted practice of exposing infants on demand of the
father.” Female children were particularly at risk, as the following letter
from the first century B.CE. indicates:”

Hilarion to Allis his sister, heartiest greetings, and to my dear Berous and
Apolonarion. Know that we are still even now in Alexandria. Do not worry
if, when all the others return, I remain in Alexandria. I beg and beseech you
to take care of the little child and as soon as we receive wages I will send
them to you. f—Good luck to you!—you bear offspring, if it is a male, let it
live; if it is a female, expose it. You told Aphrodisias, “Do not forget me.”
How can I forget you?! I beg you not to worry.

Allis is faced not only with the anxieties of bearing and exposing a child,
she must also cope with uncertain financial support from a distant
husband, whom she must remind through intermediaries, “Do not
forget me.” His return is to be delayed even beyond that of his comrades.

Roman legal traditions attempted to exercise some control over the

67. See W. ]. Ong, Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness, 61-89.

68. Ong, Fighting, 85-89.

69. Ong, Fighting, 107-111.

70. Though this is probably not so at the level of scholastic exegesis of the stories
and traditions, which would seem to require more extensive education than that readily
available to women in this class.

71. J. A. Crook, Law and Life of Rome, 90 B.C—AD. 212, 108.

72. From M. R. Lefkowitz and M. B. Fant, Women'’s Life in Greece and Rome, 111.
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exposure of children, protecting males and firstborn females but per-
mitting the killing of any child born a cripple or otherwise misshapen
after neighbors had testified to the condition of the baby.” The stories of
Sophia, her (absent) consort, and Ialdabaoth project all the emotional
ambiguities of such experiences of uprootedness in the Greco-Roman
cities onto the cosmogonic stage. Neither Judaism nor Christianity in
their “orthodox” forms had the symbolic or mythic resources to image
the crisis of roots, generation, and family reflected in the Sophia stories.
Nor does the romantic ideal of the novel tell the whole story. The
Gnostic holds out a biting critique of the world as it is experienced and a
promise that the “true seed” comes from an entirely different order.

73. See Lefkowitz and Fant, Women'’s Life, 173.



9 JAMES M. ROBINSON

Very Goddess and Very Man:
Jesus’ Better Self?

As a hen gathers her brood under her wings . . .
Q13:342

Masculine terminology overwhelms Christology. Jesus himself was
male. The Jewish idea of the Messiah is built on the model of David and
his male successors as kings of Judah. Masculine endings bind Christos
and Kyrios to the male realm. Son of God and Son of man do the same.
Even the Word of God produced masculine overtones (logos). The one
christological title that is an exception is also the one that failed to make

1. In lieu of more detailed notes, reference may be made to various technical articles
I have written about specific dimensions of the current essay: “Basic Shifts in German
Theology,” Interpretation 16 (1962) 76-97 (on the Wisdom Christology of Q). “LOGOI
SOPHON: On the Gattung of Q,” in Trajectories Through Early Christianity, 71-113 (on
Q as a wisdom book). “Die Hodajot-Formel in Gebet und Hymnus des Friihchris-
tentums,” Apophoreta: Festschrift fiir Ernst Haenchen, 194-235 (on the christological
hymns embedded in the Jewish-Christian prayers). “On the Gattung of Mark (and
John),” in Jesus and Man’s Hope (ed. D. G. Buttrick and J. M. Bald), 99-129, esp. 118-26,
repr. in The Problem of History in Mark and Other Marcan Essays, 11-39, esp. 31-39 (on
the mythologoumenon of the mother bird giving birth to the Savior in the Apocalypse of
Adam and Revelation 12). “Jesus as Sophos and Sophia: Wisdom Traditions and the
Gospels,” in Aspects of Wisdom in Judaism and Early Christianity (ed. R. L. Wilken), 1-16
(on the Wisdom Christology of Q).

2. Chapter and verse numbers of Q follow Luke. The Bible (including the
Apocrypha) is quoted according to the Revised Standard Version. In the case of Q,
whereas RSV language is used, occasionally the Lukan text is replaced by a nearer
approximation of Q from Matthew. New Testament apocrypha are quoted according to
E. Hennecke and W. Schneemelcher, eds., English edition edited by R. McL. Wilson,
New Testament Apocrypha, vol. 1: Gospels and Related Writings. The Odes of Solomon are
quoted according to J. H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, vol. 2.
Enoch is quoted according to R. H. Charles, ed., The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of
the Old Testament in English, vol. 2: Pseudepigrapha.
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it: Wisdom (Sophiz). The present essay seeks to investigate this aborted
feminine Christology.

1. THE BEGINNINGS OF CHRISTOLOGY

Jesus apparently had no Christology. “Why do you call me good? No
one is good but God alone” (Mark 10:18). Probably he would have
preferred that we deify the cause: the kingdom of God. Hence to the
extent that we in our day seek to develop a Christology, as did our
predecessors, we must assume responsibility for what we say and do, as
did they, and not just parrot their language. If they did the best they
could, given their conditions, we must do the best we can, in our often
changed conditions. One is that we do not live in their mythopoeic
world, another is that we live in the world of modern biblical scholar-
ship, another is that we live in a not unchallenged patriarchal society.

First it needs to be said that all due honor was paid to leaders in the
movement to which Jesus belonged without Christology. Like Jesus,
John the Baptist also gave his life for the cause and was believed to have
been divinely vindicated: “John the baptizer has been raised from the
dead” (Mark 6:14). Jesus’ own praise for John was unsurpassable: “More
than a prophet. . . . Among those born of women none is greater than
John. . . . From the days of John until now the kingdom of God has
suffered violence” (Q 7:26, 28; 16:16). Yet John was not deified as was
Jesus. Nor did the New Testament elevate Jesus’ successor, Peter,
beyond the status of Rock. It is in such an unchristological environment
that are to be placed factors that in retrospect might, no doubt anachro-
nistically, be thought of as the beginnings of Christology.

Jesus was not born doing his thing, any more than was John or Peter.
He only came to it near the end of his life. The early tradition, going back
to Jesus himself, was quite aware of this, and indeed of its theological
significance. For the inception of the time of salvation was originally not
marked by the birth of Jesus but rather by the ministry of John: “from the
days of John until now” (Matt. 11:12 from Q). This Whence of Jesus had
its impact on the earliest efforts to produce a Gospel. All three of the
oldest known attempts to decide where to begin the Gospel agree,
independently of each other, to begin with John: Q, Mark, and John.

Luke may have respected this venerable tradition in composing his
Gospel as well. For he appealed to it in defining the kind of person who
would be eligible to become one of the Twelve: someone who was
present “beginning from the baptism of John" (Acts 1:22). And the
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apostolic preaching according to Acts begins its fulfillment of the Old
Testament prophecy with John. The impressive synchronized dating of
the beginning of the story begins not with Jesus’ birth in Luke 1—2 but
with John's baptism of Jesus in Luke 3. So the Gospel of Luke may well
have begun there, as the now largely discredited Proto-Lucan theory
(and more recently Joseph Fitzmyer in his Anchor Bible Commentary on
Luke) had it, in suggesting that after composing both Luke and Acts,
Luke may have added, as a sort of belated prologue, Luke 1—2. In any
case, Luke was so sophisticated that he was able to write an infancy
narrative that, like the beginning of the public ministry, also began with
John, thus combining the old tradition that the story begins with John
with the new tradition that the story begins with Jesus’ birth.

Jesus’ activity could have been adequately conceptualized in the
thought world of that day as a person possessed by God, in a way
formally comparable to the unfortunates possessed by a demon. For
according to that thought world, the human self-consciousness can be
replaced either by an evil or by a holy spirit. Such a divine spirit was
portrayed as having come upon Jesus at his baptism by John ‘like a
dove” (Mark 1:10). This should not be intellectualized as some kind of
Hegelian Mind, but rather was intended as the kind of animistic spirit-
world force that Hermann Gunkel introduced into New Testament
scholarship from the Old Testament and the ancient Near East, a his-
tory-of-religions corrective for that all too spiritual mental spirit. If Luke
described the spirit as “in bodily form” (Luke 3:22), Mark described it
very animistically as what “drove him out into the wilderness” (Mark
1:12).

Whereas Jesus would have more naturally understood this simply
theologically, by the time of the Evangelists it is understood christo-
logically. As the one that God chose to possess at the time of his baptism,
Jesus is described with a heavenly voice: “Thou art my beloved Son”
(Mark 1:11). This was not originally intended as an announcement of an
inner-trinitarian relationship that has prevailed from all eternity but was
meant as a Father-Son relationship that was first set up on this occasion,
defining the turning point marked by John christologically in terms of
Jesus. A common patristic reformulation of the Lukan parallel (Luke
3:22) reflects the event character of the voice, in adding from Ps. 2:7:
“Today I have begotten you.” Though this is presumably a secondary
“improvement” of the Lukan text, it probably brings to the surface what
was latent in this tradition, a first fumbling step toward Christology.
That is to say, the early interpretation of who Jesus was, in terms of his
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baptism in John’s public ministry, had not presupposed his antecedent
or perennial divine Sonship, such as is reflected already in Paul and
probably in Mark 1:1: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the
Son of God” (if the last phrase was originally in Mark—the manuscript
evidence and hence scholarly opinion are rather evenly split). This
reading back of divine Sonship is carried much farther, for example, by
Luke at the Annunciation: “The child to be born will be called holy, the
Son of God” (Luke 1:35), or in his genealogy: “the son of Adam, the son
of God” (Luke 3:38). Thus the baptismal voice has already been rendered
anticlimactic, and the spelling out of its original implications came to be
branded the heresy of adoptionism. It is difficult for us to get out of the
mind-set thereby imposed on all subsequent theology, much less to
penetrate back to the prechristological level at which Jesus himself
probably stood. For he probably did not associate his baptism with any
kind of divine Sonship.

Perhaps a pendant interpretation of the end of Mark from patristic
times will help one to catch sight of this primitive Christian way of
thinking (heretical though it came to be regarded): “My God, my God,
why hast thou forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34) became (in the Gospel of
Peter): “My power, O Power, thou hast forsaken me,” as the moment
when the possessing divine and hence immortal spirit left the Galilean
mortal to die. This possession by divine spirit and the resultant transient
adoptionism fit much better the functional (rather than metaphysical)
context of a Jewish understanding of God’s relation to the human he
chooses to use (or, to put it in our more familiar, and hence bland and
unoffensive language, to inspire). For this possessing spirit is originally
neither the divine nature of the second person of the trinity, nor the
third person of the trinity, but rather a hypostasis of the divine, a notion
popular in Judaism at a time when fear of taking God’s name in vain led
to not taking it at all, but preferring many surrogates (such as kingdom
of heaven), in the broader context of a polytheistic world where spirits
and demons abound.

This part that God took in Jesus, in possessing him so as to become his
functional self, thus did not remain within such alternatives as spirit
possession and demon possession but modulated into various male-
oriented christological titles. At first, clear subordination was retained
(“God” for the Father, “Lord” for Jesus; giving glory to God was chris-
tianized not as giving glory to Jesus but as giving glory to God through
Jesus). But christological titles nonetheless headed in the direction of
Chalcedon and the traditional deification of Jesus (and “subordina-
tionism” ended as a heresy). Jesus’ christological status was at times
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dated from the resurrection: “God has made him both Lord and Christ,
this Jesus whom you crucified” (Acts 2:36); “obedient unto death. . . .
Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name
... Jesus Christ is Lord” (Phil. 2:8-9, 11). In this development the more
loose, functional relation of Jesus and the divine spirit gradually sedi-
mented into two distinct parts in a tripartite deity that blossomed under
Neoplatonic tutelage into the Nicene trinity, with the Holy Spirit as the
third person, and then into the Chalcedonian doctrine of the two
natures of the second person.

2. THE GENDER OF GOD

The relation of this to the sex of God becomes more apparent when
one recalls that the gender of nouns was often taken seriously as indi-
cating the sex of the subject to whom the noun referred. The Hebrew
word for “spirit,” ruach, is usually feminine (though at times it is used
masculinely). Thus in a Semitic world of thought the tripartite deity
could reflect the core family of father, mother, and child. But the Greek
word for “spirit,” pneuma, is neuter, so that the question became relevant
as to whether the third person (the Spirit’s position when no longer the
mother in the core family) is actually a person at all. Since the Latin
word for “spirit,” spiritus, is masculine, the personality of the Spirit was
thereby assured as well as the all-male trinity. Even though a theo-
logian-linguist such as Jerome (in commenting on Isa. 40:9-11) could
point out that the three diverging genders of the noun for Spirit show
that God has no sex, the metaphorical suggestiveness of the gender of
the nouns dominated classical theology. We today would concede
Jerome’s point at the literal or metaphysical level, and yet would recog-
nize more than he the metaphorical power of the symbols.

In the Semitic branch of early Christianity the femininity of the Spirit
and her role as Jesus’ mother are made explicit.? This is reflected in the
apocryphal Gospel of the Hebrews, a text with the Semitic overtones that
this title suggests. Here the feminine Spirit as Jesus’ mother becomes
explicit in a fragment quoted both by Origen and by Jerome:

Even so did my mother, the Holy Spirit, take me by one of my hairs and
carry me away to the great mountain Tabor.

3. I am indebted to Stephen Gero for referring me to R. Murray (Symbols of Church
and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition) for details of this development. See esp.
“The Motherhood of the Church and of the Holy Spirit,” 142-50, and “The Holy Spirit
as Mother,” 312-20.
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Here a mythological episode about the mother of the Savior is borrowed
from a tradition attested in the Apocalypse of Adam (NHC V,5) and
Revelation 12. For in the Gospel of the Hebrews the parenting of Jesus as
Son has nothing to do with his birth or with Mary, but takes place at his
baptism, cited in Jerome to Isa. 11:2 according to a further text from this

apocryphal gospel:

But it came to pass when the Lord had come up out of the water, the whole
fount of the Holy Spirit descended upon him and rested on him and said to
him: My Son, in all the prophets was I waiting for thee that thou shouldest
come and I might rest in thee. For thou art my rest; thou art my first-
begotten Son that reignest for ever.

Here he is not explicitly Son of God the Father but rather is parented by
the female Holy Spirit that is an integral part of the baptism story.

In the Syriac Odes of Solomon, dated contemporary with the New
Testament, the dove at the baptism becomes a female metaphor for the
Spirit (24:1-2; 28:1-2):

The dove fluttered over the head of our Lord Messiah, because he was her
Head. And she sang over him, and her voice was heard.

As the wings of doves over their nestlings, and the mouths of their
nestlings towards their mouths, so also are the wings of the Spirit over my
heart. My heart continually refreshes itself and leaps for joy, like the babe
who leaps for joy in his mother’s womb.

This female dove, the “incarnation” of the Spirit, is Jesus’ mother (Odes
Sol. 36:1-3):

(The Spirit) brought me forth before the Lord’s face, and because I was the
Son of Man, I was named the Light, the Son of God.

Once Jesus’ divine investment was shifted from his baptism back to
his conception in the womb of Mary, the femaleness of the Spirit would
seem to have excluded a conception by the Spirit according to the Gospel
of Philip (NHC I155,23-28):

Some say, “Mary conceived by the Holy Spirit.” They are in error. They do
not know what they are saying. When did a woman ever conceive by a
woman?

Thus the Apostles’ Creed, with its combination of conception by the
Holy Spirit and birth from the Virgin Mary, would seem to have blocked
the development of the feminine aspects of the Spirit latent in Semitic
usage. The divine Mother in the trinity as a core family was replaced in
feminine terms by the human mother, whose elevation toward divine
status has been a concern throughout the history of dogma.
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A parallel development to that which we have sketched regarding the
Spirit may have been even more significant at the beginning and may be
less well known today, since, unlike the Spirit, the protagonist has faded
from the theological aristocracy: Wisdom. Here again the Hebrew word,
hokhmah, is feminine, as are the Greek sophia and the Latin sapientia.
Thus the survival of Wisdom in the top echelon of deity would have
assured a female part at the top (which may be part of the reason that
Wisdom was dropped). Wisdom was fading fast by the time the New
Testament itself was written. It may be no coincidence that within the
canon the strongest attestation for it (and not very strong at that) is early,
two texts that are from the central third of the first century rather than
from the last third, from which the bulk of the New Testament comes: 1
Corinthians 1—4 among the authentic Pauline letters dated around 50
ck; and Q, which is from much the same period, in that it is clearly older
than Matthew and Luke which incorporate most of it.

Just how the female Sophia speculation was absorbed into a masculine
Christology can perhaps best be approached from a form-critical obser-
vation. For Christology seems to have grown most rapidly in the exu-
berance (inspiration) of hymnic ecstasy, and in this ecstasy to have
flown on the wings of Wisdom mythology.

The standard outline of a Jewish prayer of the day would be an
opening blessing or thanksgiving to God for having done this and that (a
couplet in parallelismus membrorum). This would then be followed by
the body of the prayer, recounting typically in more detail God’s mighty
works, often oriented in anticipation to the third part, where a petition
called upon God to do again now for us the kind of things he had just
been praised for having done for others in the past. This Jewish prayer
outline could be christianized by reference to Jesus in connection with
the thanksgiving to God, as in Col. 1:12-13 (“giving thanks to the Father,
who . .. transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son”), whereupon
the central section could be christological, in hymnic style, beginning
with the masculine relative pronoun “who.” This would explain this
otherwise inexplicable beginning word in the christological hymns Phil.
2:6-11; Col. 1:15-20; and 1 Tim. 3:16. (In 1 Tim. 3:16 the problem is
especially difficult, since the apparent antecedent of the masculine pro-
noun “who” is the neuter noun “mystery.” This led to the misreading of
“who” [OX] as “God"—OEOZ, abbreviated to ©X—as in the King James
version of the Bible.) The comparable christological hymn embedded in
the prologue to the Gospel of John does not begin with the masculine
relative pronoun but begins in analogy to Gen. 1:1, “In the beginning.”
But the introduction of the masculine noun Logos provides the equiva-



120 JAMES M. ROBINSON

lent male orientation. Thus the high Christology of these hymns, upon
which all subsequent high Christologies have been built, had become
male-oriented, in conformity to Jesus and the masculine christological
titles, though rooted in Jewish speculation about Sophia.

This high Christology, taking place within a generation of Jesus’
death, was able to arise so rapidly because the intellectual apparatus it
needed was preformed within Judaism. It only needed to be transferred
over to Jesus (as was done in the case of other christological concepts
such as Christ and Son of man as well), in order for this quasi-divine
hypostasis of Jewish wisdom speculation to become perhaps the highest
Christology within primitive Christianity. This wisdom speculation
could have developed into a trinitarian formulation that might have
included the male within the female context, as occurs in gnostified form
in the Trimorphic Protennoia (NHC XIII,1) where Sophia manifests her-
self successively as Father, Mother, and Son (also called Logos), thus
strikingly parallel to the prologue of John. Instead, in the orthodox
tradition the female context of a Logos Christology was suppressed.

3. THE INCLUSIVENESS OF WISDOM CHRISTOLOGY

One of the relevant dimensions of this Wisdom speculation is that,
like the title of Prophet (which also did not prevail as a christological
title), it was not sensed as exclusively applicable to Jesus. Most christo-
logical titles were in their Christian usage “divine” enough to share in the
exclusivity of monotheism, in that only Jesus is Lord (1 Cor. 8:5-6), Son
of man, Son of God (Q 10:22), Savior, and so forth (although of course
Jesus having such quasi-“divine” titles alongside the Father as also God
was not pure monotheism, as our Jewish colleagues like to remind us;
see again 1 Cor. 8:5-6). But Wisdom has spoken down through the ages
through various spokespersons whom she has inspired, according to the
Jewish wisdom tradition (Wis. 7:27):

Though she is but one, she can do all things, and while remaining in
herself, she renews all things; in every generation she passes into holy souls
and makes them friends of God, and prophets.

This approach continued in Jewish-Christian (that is to say, primitive
Christian) Wisdom Christology. Q 7:35: “Yet Wisdom is justified by her
children.” This has to do with the repudiation of John and Jesus by “this
generation” in the preceding context. But rather than saying “they” (or
“John” and “the Son of man,” as they had just been designated), the



Very Goddess and Very Man 121

punch line speaks only of “Wisdom," as if what was at stake were not the
bearers of Wisdom as human individuals but rather the divine Wisdom
they bore, and as if it were her children, not designated as them or their
disciples, who vindicate her.

The nonexclusivity of the Wisdom Christology may be suggested in
another Q text, where a saying is ascribed not to Jesus but to Sophia (as
Luke faithfully reports Q, though Matt. 23:34-36 shifts to the first person
singular, thus making Jesus the speaker), Q 11:49-51:

Therefore also the Wisdom of God said, “I will send them prophets and
apostles, some of whom they will kill and persecute,” that the blood of all
the prophets, shed from the foundation of the world, may be required of
this generation, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who
perished between the altar and the sanctuary. Yes, I tell you, it shall be
required of this generation.

The saying in Q apparently continued with what follows in the Mat-
thean context (23:37-39), although Luke has put this continuation else-
where, Q 13:34-35:

O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, killing the prophets and stoning those who are
sent to you! How often would I have gathered your children together as a
hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not! Behold, your
house is forsaken. And I tell you, you will not see me until you say, “Blessed
is he who comes in the name of the Lord!”

The extent to which this refers to Wisdom in all her manifestations and
not exclusively to Jesus is apparent from the reference to her “often”
appealing to the Jerusalemites.

This can be illustrated by an anecdote from the history of scholarship:
One of the traditional debates in the quest of the historical Jesus had to
do with the minimum amount of time that must be conjectured for Jesus’
public ministry. It was assumed this could be calculated in terms of how
many annual Jewish festivals Jesus is said to have attended in Jerusalem
during his ministry. Such speculation led to the choice between a public
ministry that need not have been more than one year in the Synoptic
Gospels and a public ministry in the Gospel of John that would have
had to stretch at least into a third year. Since the Synoptic Gospels
became the basis of the quest of the historical Jesus, and the Gospel of
John was relegated to the role of the “spiritual” Gospel and an honored
top billing only in New Testament theology (and Christian theology in
general), this meant that Jesus’ ministry has been assumed to be one
year. But advocates of the Johannine timetable have pointed to this Q
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passage in the Synoptic Gospels to argue in favor of the Gospel of John,
in maintaining that during his public ministry Jesus had gone to Jeru-
salem more than once (“how often”).

This Wisdom passage is formulated throughout from the point of
view of the person of Wisdom, not in terms of John and Jesus as bearers
of Wisdom. She has sent “prophets and apostles” (or, according to Matt.
23:34, “prophets and wise men and scribes®), a stream of martyrs “from
the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah,” without any explicit
reference to John and Jesus. “Kill and persecute” is Christianized in Matt.
23:34 into “kill and crucify,” though °killing the prophets and stoning
those who are sent to you” remains in both Gospels unaltered. Thus it is
she, rather than John (who was beheaded) or Jesus (who was crucified),
who has repeatedly called on the Jerusalemites to gather under her
wings. Indeed, the female metaphor of the hen and her brood is intro-
duced in full harmony with the feminine noun Wisdom and the result-
ant female hypostasis or personification Wisdom.

It may be part of the Wisdom Christology’s nonexclusivity that the
followers of Jesus are seen as carrying on his mission and message (just
as he had carried on John’s), Q 10:11: “The kingdom of God has come
near” (as the message of the disciples). Q 10:16 (according to Matt. 10:40):
“He who receives you receives me, and he who receives me receives him
who sent me.” In Q, this ongoing activity would seem to take place
without the rupture of crucifixion and the subsequent reestablishment
of the disciples through Easter experiences and Pentecost (just as Jesus
had been able to carry on, without John’s death invalidating their shared
message, or his resurrection becoming a saving event needed to re-
launch the mission and its message). Of course, the disciples must have
known of Jesus’ terrible death. But they had not elevated it to an
exclusive significance as the saving event but had seen it embedded in
the suffering of all prophets as bearers of Wisdom. Similarly there would
have been in the sayings tradition and its Sophia Christology something
equivalent to an Easter faith, but it would seem not to have been
brought to expression in the kerygmatic patterns with which we are
familiar. These two tragic deaths, like that of the prophets before and
since, cannot stop Wisdom, and so the mission and its message go on. To
be sure, she can withdraw her presence as an anticipation of judgment
(Enoch 42:1-2: She “found no dwelling-place” and so “returned to her
place . . . among the angels®), as the shaking the dust off the disciples’
feet symbolizes, but she will be there at the day of judgment to be
vindicated and to save (Q 13:35). And the finality of the abandonment of
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“this generation” to its fate seems to have taken place according to Q
neither with the murder of John, nor with that of Jesus, but only with the
final repudiation of the Jewish mission, at which time a gentile mission is
nonetheless envisaged.

Perhaps such a Wisdom Christology, precisely because of the non-
exclusivity of its beginnings, would be useful in our society today, when
to leave a male deity at the top of our value structuring seems often more
like the deification of the omnipotent despot of the ancient Near East
than an honoring of God, more a perpetuation of patriarchalism than a
liberation of women and men. If we, like Jesus, can be inspired by the
feminine aspect of God, we may be able to bring good news to our still
all too patriarchal society.

4. THE VISUALIZATION OF THE RESURRECTION

It may be of some relevance in this connection to speak to the question
of the “Easter faith” of the Q community, which seems to have had no
passion narrative or Easter story, and thus of the “Easter faith” implicit in
much of the original Wisdom Christology. For modern concepts of the
resurrection of Christ tend to have a monolithic cast that is quite
different from that of the first generation. Probably the first resurrection
appearances were not experienced like those recorded at the end of
Matthew, Luke, and John, upon which our modern assumptions about
the resurrection are primarily based. Rather, these texts, from the last
third of the first century cE, tend to be an apologetic tendentious
corrective of dangers they perceived as latent (or perhaps already
rampant) in the original perception of the resurrection a generation
earlier.

Jesus’ resurrection seems at the earlier time to have been experienced
in a quite different visualization from that with which we are familiar, in
that Jesus appeared as a blinding light rather than as a human body
mistakable for a gardener or a tourist on the Emmaus road. The only
New Testament texts written by persons who actually claimed to have
had a resurrection experience describe it as luminosity (Paul in 1 Cor.
15:42-53 and Phil. 3:21, and the seer of Rev. 1:12-16). But such a
luminous appearance could perhaps be discounted as just an apparition
and become theologically suspect as the kind of appearance that gnostic
sources favored. Hence the concern of emergent orthodoxy to prove the
actuality and the physicality of the resurrection of Jesus, an apologetic
already discernible in the resurrection stories at the end of the canonical
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Gospels, would readily lead to a replacement of the luminous visual-
ization with a very human visualization.

It may be that one would have here the explanation for a series of odd
and probably not unrelated facts. It was generally agreed (1 Cor. 15:5;
Luke 24:34) that the first appearance was to Peter. Yet the narration of
that appearance is completely missing from the ends of the canonical
Gospels. The apocryphal Gospel of Peter does record it, though with
some details that might seem to us (and them) excessive, and yet with
some details that seem presupposed in some of the canonical narratives,
such as a role at the resurrection itself for the two mysterious figures at
the tomb in Luke 24:4. The Gospel of Mark, surprisingly enough, nar-
rates no resurrection appearances but only the empty tomb and the
promise of Galilean appearances. One may recall the bad press that
Peter received in Mark (8:33: “Get behind me, Satan! For you are not on
the side of God, but of men”). Mark does record a luminous appearance
primarily to Peter (though also to the other two of the inner circle), but it
is not at the end of the Gospel as a resurrection story but rather in the
middle as a confirmation of Peter’s confession. It is the story that we
traditionally distinguish from resurrection appearances by calling it the
transfiguration. Hence one may wonder whether Mark has not blunted
the dangerous implications of the luminous resurrection story, with all
its disembodied suggestiveness, by putting it prior to the crucifixion, in
the middle of the public ministry, when Jesus’ physicality was obvious.

This way of “handling” the story of the resurrection appearance to
Peter may find its analogy in the way the story of the resurrection
appearance to Paul is narrated (three times) in Acts. Luke tells the story
as a luminous visualization. But he places it outside the forty-day time
span of resurrection appearances. Furthermore, apostleship was, for
Paul, defined by being an eyewitness of the resurrection, whereas Acts
1:22 adds to that definition being an eyewitness of the public ministry,
which would exclude Paul. And Acts does not concede to Paul the kind
of apostleship that Paul was so eager to maintain for himself (Gal. 1:1),
but only in the temporary and rather unimportant meaning that the
word apostolos could also have, as a delegate of the church of Antioch
limited to the first missionary journey.

Perhaps the left wing of bifurcating primitive Christianity had been
using the luminous resurrection appearances to put a prime on what
Jesus said after the resurrection, when he was no longer shackled by a
body of flesh and had recently been to heaven to learn firsthand the
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ultimate, as the Gnostics would put it. This would in effect play down
the authority of what Jesus said during the public ministry. Thus it may
be no mere coincidence that Mark plants this authority-bestowing (9:7:
“This is my beloved Son; listen to him.”) luminous appearance back into
the middle of the public ministry. For it is Mark who is the first to write
such a Gospel narrating the public ministry, thereby both playing down
the relative importance of Jesus’ ongoing sayings in comparison to his
miracles, and placing back into Jesus’ lifetime whatever sayings Mark
does report, rather than acknowledging the validity of those people who
claimed they were still hearing from the resurrected Christ. (According
to Acts, God continues after the first forty days to communicate through
the Holy Spirit rather than through resurrection appearances.) That is to
say, Mark and Luke may be clipping the wings of the gnosticizing
trajectory visible in the sayings tradition as one moves from Q to the
Gospel of Thomas.

If thus the resurrection of Jesus during the first generation was expe-
rienced in such a luminous visualization, such appearances could well
be more characterized by auditions than by actions such as eating fish or
having one’s wounds touched. The blinding light talked only to Paul
(Acts 9:4-6). The faithful Easter witness would then be the proclamation
of what the Resurrected said, not the description of how he looked and
felt, or what he ate and did. The itinerant preachers who transmitted the
Q tradition, prior to its being written down and then incorporated into
Matthew and Luke, kept Jesus’ sayings alive by reproclaiming them, not
as their words but as his or, more accurately, as Wisdom'’s. In the process
they not only reproclaimed what he had said before his crucifixion, they
also ascribed to him/her new sayings that continued to emerge through-
out that generation. It was the cause for which he/she stood, his/her
message, that was still valid, just as John's cause had been still valid for
Jesus after John’s death. That is to say, the substantive, theologically
relevant aliveness of Jesus after his crucifixion was that of his cause,
God'’s reign. Or, put in terms of Wisdom Christology, Wisdom lived on
in the ongoing message, much as John’s message—that is, Wisdom'’s
message—had survived in Jesus’. And Wisdom would continue as the
authority figure until the day of judgment, when her guidance would be
vindicated as the criterion determining human destiny. Rudolf Bult-
mann’s dictum that Jesus rose into the kerygma could thus be adapted to
Wisdom Christology by saying that Jesus rose into the life of Wisdom’s
ongoing proclamation.
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5. ANEW LEASE ON LIFE

This Sophia Christology, precisely because it did not come to fruition
in Western Christianity but shared in the Western neglect of Eastern
Christianity, is less a recording of a traceable strand of Christian history
than a nostalgic reminiscence of what might have been. Since the
mythical world in which Christianity began is for us dead, this stillborn
Christology may be forever lost.

But, though we have seen through myths, in recognizing their non-
literal and purely symbolic meaning—for example, in demythologiza-
tion—they may as symbols have a new lease on life. If Gnosticism could
engender artificially its mythology out of the myths of the ancient Near
East, or Plato could create the myth of the cave to portray his idealism,
or Freud could appeal to Greek mythology to interpret the Oedipus
complex, it is not inconceivable that this Sophia Christology could have
an appeal in our day.

In this connection we should not ignore the problem that besets the
usual christological language with which we are quite familiar. Most of
Christian myth is weighted down with the all too familiar, all too literal
context in which we are accustomed to hearing it. It is easier for en-
lightened people today to free themselves of the pre-enlightenment idea
that Jesus is a God, however that may have been languaged over the
centuries, than to ask what that might have meant then that could still
address us today. And to embrace that meaning would seem all too
much like a reversion to a premodern world view to which we have no
inclination to return. But to turn to Jesus-inspired-by-Wisdom could
have a freshness that would make it possible to listen for meaning rather
than simply fleeing from obscurantism.

The Wisdom that inspired Jesus is like God’s reign he proclaimed. The
metaphorical difference may be that Wisdom was portrayed as the
personal Spirit that possessed him, whereas God’s reign was what he,
under the sway of her possession, envisioned. Thus Wisdom would be
symbolized as internal, christological, while God’s reign would seem
external, eschatological. But if mythologically that reign was located at
the end of time, one may recall that it was Wisdom that, like the Son of
man, would return then for vindication. And conversely God’s reign
was mythologically experienced as somehow present in Jesus, as was
Wisdom: Jesus’ exorcisms effected by the finger of God (which Matt.
12:28 interprets as the Spirit of God) were already the coming of God's
reign upon the demon-possessed (Q 11:20). But, much more important,
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one must come to grips with what these symbols mean unmytholog-
ically, when they were spoken, which was then in the present. It is only
pseudo-theology to seek to reconcile into some harmonious doctrinal
system the various mythologoumena by means of which meaning came
to expression.

The shared trait, that one has to do with the Wisdom of God and the
Kingdom of God, may provide a relevant lead. Jesus’ insight is not just
the crowning achievement of some Periclean, Augustan, or Elizabethan
age, any more than his vision is that of a purification of the kingdom of
this world into a Christian establishment (Christendom as the Kingdom
of God). What went into Jesus and came out of Jesus is not of this world.
“Of God” means it is transcendent. Not of course in a literal sense: Just as
Wisdom did not fly down onto Jesus like a bird, the Kingdom is not some
other place, or here in some other time. God’s reign is utopia, the
ultimate, just as Wisdom is the purity of intention, the commitment.
Jesus” whole life was caught up in the cause of humanity, which pos-
sessed him with a consuming passion and came to expression through
him with radical vision. Those who are caught on fire by him are
possessed by the same Wisdom and proclaim the same utopian reign.
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Response to “Very Goddess
and Very Man:
Jesus’ Better Self” by
James M. Robinson

1. REVIEW

Professor Robinson'’s analyses of Christian origins are always provoc-
ative, suggestive, and tend creatively to lead the reader in many direc-
tions. I find it helpful, therefore, to review what I consider to be the main
points in his essay here, and I will limit my response to them.

1.1. The deification of Jesus of Nazareth was not an inevitable occur-
rence. There were in the tradition options for understanding him other
than by exclusive christological titles. One such option was that he could
have been understood simply as a person, a human being, possessed by
the Spirit of God, as the Markan baptism scene demonstrates.

1.2. In the context of this alternative way of understanding Jesus of
Nazareth as a man possessed by God’s ruach, the ruach (fem.) is
understood as a hypostasis of the divine. She comes upon Jesus and
inspires him until she departs at his crucifixion. Under the influence of
resurrection Christology, however, and the changes in language and
culture in the church, this feminine aspect (ruach) to the inauguration of
Jesus is neutered to pneuma in Hellenistic Christian communities and
eventually masculinized to spiritus in the Latin church. The develop-
ment begun with this early shift from feminine to masculine leads to
Nicaea, Chalcedon, the trinity, and the male dominance of deity in
Christianity.

128
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1.3. The sociological context that Robinson suggests for this christo-
logical elevation of Jesus I find reasonable and plausible. In the context
of Jewish-Christian worship, traditional Jewish prayers and hymns
(such as thanksgiving psalms) are christianized by the ascription of
christological titles to Jesus.

1.4. The historical matrix that Robinson proposes for such a rapid
elevation of Jesus is provided by the myth of the preexistent Sophia
(Wisdom of Solomon 1—10; Prov. 1:20-33; 8:1-36). Wisdom was God’s
companion at the creation, and in every generation it is she who seeks
and makes prophets and friends for God.

1.5. The early rapid development in the christological trajectory that
leads from Jesus as a man chosen by God to the later high christological
confession of Chalcedon is expedited by Jesus’ early association with
Woman Wisdom.

1.6. The significance of Robinson’s analysis is that he has identified
the vestiges of an early abortive Wisdom Christology that leads off from
the baptism of Jesus rather than from the resurrection of Jesus. In this
“stillborn Christology,” ruach (fem.) yields to hokhmah (fem.) rather than
pneuma (neut.) and spiritus (masc.), and Jesus is identified as Wisdom’s
child and eventually as Wisdom herself.

1.7. Unlike what became male-dominated Christology in early ortho-
doxy where Jesus’ disciples must be commissioned by the resurrected
Christ following the crucifixion, Wisdom does not require a reestablish-
ment of her children following the demise or death of a teacher of
wisdom. Wisdom’s message continues as she selects new prophets and
inspires them. Hence Wisdom’s message by John continues in Jesus after
John’s death and in Jesus’ disciples after Jesus’ death, without a need for
recommissioning,.

1.8. In the context of understanding Jesus as Wisdom’s child, the
aliveness of Jesus after his crucifixion was in the proclamation of his
message or, as Robinson says, put in terms of Wisdom Christology:
Wisdom’s message lives on, passed by Wisdom from John to Jesus to
Jesus’ disciples, who are also children of Wisdom.
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1.9. According to Robinson, it is this understanding of Jesus as teacher
of Wisdom that was overshadowed early on by the high resurrection
Christology of early orthodoxy that may yet provide a viable option for
our contemporary world specifically because of its inclusivity.

2. CRITIQUE

In general I find Robinson’s discussion convincing, but I have some
comments about various elements in his discussion. With regard to his
discussion of a trajectory in Christology in early Christian communities,
one must not understand that a trajectory is a consistent cause-and-
effect development, one point on the trajectory flowing out of and being
directly stimulated by a preceding point. Rather, I take a historical
trajectory to be a series of probably directly unconnected but similar
motifs. From our distant perspective, however, the ebb, flow, and eddies
of historical current flow together and take on the appearance of a
cause-and-effect development or decline. We are seldom fortunate
enough to see dramatic shifts in the current at the precise moment of
their shift, if indeed any of the points on the trajectory admit of a
dramatic shift. Hence, I find Robinson’s christological trajectory to be a
reasonable way to understand the evidence. Robinson, however, has
said of his Wisdom trajectory that it is “less a recording of a traceable
strand of Christian history than a nostalgic memory of what might have
been,” a “stillborn [nonchristological] Christology [that] may be forever
lost” (p. 126). I would like to suggest four new points on his trajectory as
a way of fleshing it out, and perhaps adding to its general plausibility.
Perhaps it will encourage him to be more optimistic about his “sapiential
Jesus.”

2.1. Romans 1:3-4, a pre-Pauline early Christian confession, seems to
reflect a blending of both baptismal and resurrection ways of honoring
Jesus:

the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from David according
to the flesh and designated Son of God in power according to the Spirit of
holiness by his resurrection from the dead. (RSV)

Indeed, the first part of the confession accords well with an under-
standing of Jesus’ baptism in terms of it being his “inauguration” as “Son
of God":
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descended from David
according to the flesh . ..
designated Son of God in power
according to the Spirit of holiness. (RSV)

The additional confession appended to what appears to be an earlier
understanding of Jesus’ sonship has the character of a postresurrection
interpretation of the confession complete with christological titles:

by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord. (RSV)

In the confession, one sees clearly a shift in the moment of Jesus’
inauguration to sonship. In the first instance Jesus is a man of a special
ancestry who is designated Son of God “by a Spirit of holiness.” The
appended christological titles following the second confession render
this first confession anticlimactic and advance Jesus’ inauguration to
sonship to the moment of the resurrection. Romans 1:3-4 seems to be a
clear confirmation of Robinson’s observation that Mark 1:11 reflects an
early Christian view of Jesus’ baptism as the moment of his inauguration
to sonship.!

2.2. I suggest that the temptation narrative in Q (4:3-12) is an early
pre-Q legend that associates Jesus’ demonstration of his sonship to
Wisdom with his temptation in the wilderness. What is at issue in the
narrative is posed by the question: “If you are the Son of God. . . .” Jesus
successfully resists the temptations to demonstrate his sonship by
mighty deeds and shows it instead through wisdom and the apt
response. In Matthew, Mark, Luke, and Q, on the other hand, Jesus is
shown as demonstrating his sonship precisely in the context of his
mighty deeds (Mark 1:8; Mark 3:22-30 = Q 11:17-23) rather than in the
apt response. The word and thoughts of Wisdom poured out to her
children enable this child of Wisdom to be delivered from the way of
evil:

Behold, I will pour out my thoughts to you; I will make my words known to
you. (Prov. 1:23, RSV)

Hear, for I will speak noble things, and from my lips will come what is
right. . . . All the words of my mouth are righteous. (Prov. 8:6-8, RSV)

My son, keep my words and treasure up my commandments with you;
keep my commandments and live, keep my teachings as the apple of your

1. But cf. R. H. Fuller, The Foundations of New Testament Christology, 165-67.
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eye; bind them on your fingers, write them on the tablet of your heart. Say
to wisdom, “You are my sister,” and call insight your intimate friend; to
preserve you from the loose woman, from the adventuress with her smooth
words. (Prov. 7:1-5, RSV; cf. 2:1-19; 6:20-21)

Itis in this way that Wisdom arms her child and evokes the apt response:

To make an apt answer is a joy to a man, and a word in season, how good it
is! (Prov. 15:23, RSV)

The wise of heart is called a man of discernment, and pleasant speech
increases persuasiveness. . . . The mind of the wise makes his speech
judicious, and adds persuasiveness to his lips. Pleasant words are like a
honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and health to the body. (Prov. 16:21-24,
RSV; cf. 25:11-12 and Eccl. 10:12)

The context of the temptation narrative is dispute or debate, a setting
that is not unknown to the wisdom tradition, as Job clearly shows. That
Jesus defends himself against the tempter with quotations from Torah
(Deut. 8:3; 6:16, 13) fits in with late wisdom tradition that wisdom is the
observation of the law:

Keep them [i.e., statutes and ordinances] and do them; for that will be your
wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when
they hear all these statutes, will say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and
understanding people.” (Deut. 4:6, RSV)

In Sir. 24:23-24 (cf. Bar. 3:9—4:3), the celestial Wisdom that descends to
dwell in Israel is the law and it is the knowledge of the law that is the
true wisdom, which belongs to the scribe alone. It is not possessed by
those who do not study the law (Sir. 38:24—39:11).

Hence it appears that Robinson’s Wisdom Christology is somewhat
better attested and includes Jesus’ designation as son of God at the
baptism, his defense of sonship through Wisdom in the wilderness, and
his identification with Wisdom in his preaching (Q 11:49-51 in Matthew
and Luke).

2.3. While this understanding of Jesus lost out to emerging resurrec-
tion Christology, it did survive in a type of orthodoxy that inclined
strongly toward Gnosticism. In the Teachings of Silvanus (NHC VIL4)
there appears to be clear evidence of the kind of Wisdom Christology
that Robinson finds in Q. Silvanus has initially been dated in the late
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second or early third century cE. and, like Rom. 1:3-4, reflects a blending
of Wisdom and resurrection Christology .2
The text clearly knows the Sophia myth:

Wisdom summons you in her goodness, saying, “Come to me, all of you, O
foolish ones, that you may receive a gift, the understanding which is good
and excellent. I am giving to you a high-priestly garment which is woven
from every (kind of ) wisdom.” (Teach. Silv. 89,5-12)°

Woman Wisdom is also identified in the text as the “Mother” of the
penitent:

Return, my son, to your first father, God, and Wisdom your mother, from
whom you came into being from the very first. (Teach. Silv. 91,14-16)

And the text also associates Jesus with Lady Wisdom, giving him her
name alongside his traditional christological titles:

For the Tree of Life is Christ. He is Wisdom. For he is Wisdom; he is also the
Word. He is the Life, the Power, and the Door. He is the Light, the
Messenger, and the Good Shepherd. (Teach. Silv. 106,22-30)

For since he (Christ) is Wisdom, he makes the foolish man wise. It
(Wisdom) is a holy kingdom and a shining robe. For it (Wisdom) is much
gold which gives you great honor. The Wisdom of God became a type of
fool for you so that it might take you up, O foolish one, and make you a
wise man. (Teach. Silv. 107,3-12)

O Lord Almighty, how much glory shall I give Thee? No one has been able
to glorify God adequately. It is Thou who hast given glory to Thy Word in
order to save everyone, O Merciful God. (It is) he who has come from Thy
mouth and has risen from Thy heart, the First-born, the Wisdom, the
Prototype, the First Light. (Teach. Silv. 112,27-37)

He (i.e., the Word) alone was begotten by the Father’s good pleasure. For he
is an incomprehensible Word, and he is Wisdom and Life. (Teach. Silv.
113,11-15)

The Teachings of Silvanus is a text in which has been preserved, if not the
essence of Wisdom Christology, at least her title and that in a hyposta-
tized sense. That, it seems to me, clearly shows the continuing presence
of Wisdom Christology in Christianity and adds another point to Robin-
son’s trajectory.

2. M. L. Peel and ]. Zandee, “The Teachings of Silvanus,” in Nag Hammadi Library
(ed. Robinson), 346-47.

3. All quotations from the Nag Hammadi Codices are from Nag Hammadi Library (ed.
Robinson).
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2.4. In the light of the lengthened trajectory, 1 Corinthians 1—4
should be reexamined. 1 Corinthians 1:24 also links the christological
title “Christ” with what appears to be the feminine titles Power (§vvajus)t
and Wisdom (co¢ia). They appear in a syntactically awkward passage
seeming to be almost tagged onto the primary sentence:

But we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to
Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the
power of God and the wisdom of God. (1 Cor. 1:23-24)

Hans Conzelmann® does not recognize a hypostatized use of the term
“Sophia” in this passage but does acknowledge that the myth of Sophia
is the background for the passage.® I do not find convincing his explana-
tion that Sophia in this passage is simply a concept; and others do see the
mythical Sophia behind Paul’s use of the title in 1 Cor. 1:24.7 In any case,
Paul has at the very least, under the influence of the myth of Wisdom,
linked the resurrection title Christos with the Wisdom title Sophia. Paul
could scarcely have been unaware of the significance of such a linkage,
even if Conzelmann were correct.

2.5. Finally, one might ask, What is “good news” about Wisdom
Christology? Of course to describe Wisdom’s message through her
children as “gospel” or “good news,” as Robinson has done, may be
something of a misnomer. It is true that Wisdom proclaimed through her
children, but it may at least be questioned that the proclamation was
described as “gospel.” In early Christian orthodoxy the term is associated
with resurrection Christology (1 Cor. 15:1-4). This is not to say that
Wisdom did not proclaim, for example, the reign of God or that her
children were not familiar with suffering, but only to question the
designation of her proclamation as “gospel.”

But if we allow use of the term in a nontechnical sense, what is the
“good news” proclaimed by Wisdom’s messengers? Robinson explains
her message as myth: the proclamation of the reign of God that was
present in the exorcisms of her child Jesus and that would come with
Wisdom at the end of time. Both the reign of God and Wisdom were
present in Jesus. This language Robinson takes to be symbolical and he

4. Note also the presence of the term dvvaus (“power”) in Rom. 1:4.

5. H. Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians,
48.
6. Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 45-46.

7. D. W. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism: Some Rabbinic Elements in Pauline
Theology, 150-55.
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reinterprets it in contemporary existentialist categories. I understand
that it is important to demythologize the components of the myth but
am always struck by how much more appeal and inspiration—sheer
power—lies in a vibrant myth and how our existential reinterpretations
seem to lack in resonance. It seems that the symbolical has frequently
more potential for meaning than the existential language. For example,
consuming passion for utopia would fit a variety of models through the
centuries. We must have more flesh with our skin and bones.

One unusually positive note in Wisdom Christology is the nonexclu-
sivity of Woman Wisdom. In Wisdom Christology it appears that God's
self-revelation is nonexclusive and permits expression as Christos, Logos,
Sophia, huios, Basileia, dunamis, and one might also conjecture, thugater.
Hence, in Wisdom theology one could say, God is Woman Wisdom who
reveals herself in both her viot (“sons”) and fvyarépes (“daughters”).

There was a suppressed movement in early Christianity that thought
about deity nonexclusively, a movement that could identify the essence
of Jesus’ inspiration and possession, and the origin of his message in
feminine terms. Its day passed, and resurrection Christianity replaced it.
The victor, resurrection Christianity, consolidating itself and adjusting
itself to life in the world, appropriated social and ethical values from
Hellenistic culture, including male dominance. But radical Christianity,
in which Wisdom with her nonexclusivity, passion, and utopian ideals is
to be included, arises, suffers, and dies only to rise again at some later
time. Perhaps Robinson’s recovery of the roots of Wisdom Christology
may become one such occasion.
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Female Figures in the Gnostic
Sondergut in Hippolytus’s Refutatio

When I began to prepare this essay I found that I could not keep to the
title I had at first proposed, “The Christian Gnostic Redactor in Hippol-
ytus’s Refutatio and the Feminine,” for one of the results of my prepa-
ration was the observation that the redactor does not show any specific
interest in the female figures of his sources as such. Looking over the
component parts of the Sondergut,! with special attention to the role of
the feminine, the reader becomes aware that a common denominator
among those texts is certainly not to be found in this area. Rather, the
individual character of the several component parts of the Sondergut
shows up clearly in the treatment of female beings as part of the myth, if
the myth contains such beings at all, for they do not seem to be
absolutely necessary. The sections of this essay therefore will indepen-

1. The Refutatio of Hippolytus is quoted from P. Wendland’s edition (Refutatio
omnium haeresium; there is a reprint, reduced in size (Hildesheim/New York: Georg
Olms, 1977). English translations from other works are the author’s unless otherwise
indicated. The author wishes to thank Karen King for her editorial polishing of this
article. On the Sondergut and the methods of its redactor, see L. Abramowski, “Ein
gnostischer Logostheologe: Umfang und Redaktor des gnostischen Sonderguts in
Hippolyts ‘Widerlegung aller Hiresien,”” in Drei christologische Untersuchungen, 18-62.
A much-awaited new analysis of the report on the Naassenes is found in J. Frickel,
Hellenistische Erldsung in christlicher Deutung: Die gnostische Naassenerschrift: Quellen-
kritische Studien-Strukturanalyse-Schichtenscheidung-Rekonstruktion der Anthropos-Lehr-
schrift. Frickel distinguishes a pagan Attis commentary and two gnostic redactions. The
Attis commentary is described in pp. 42-51. I hesitate to accept two gnostic reworkings
of the pagan text. No doubt the very tedious printing process that Frickel’s monograph
underwent explains why there are not enough cross-references to my article.
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dently treat (1) reports without female figures, (2) the Sethians, (3) the
book of Baruch, and (4) the Valentinians.

1. REPORTS WITHOUT FEMALE FIGURES (WITH
THE EXCEPTION OF THE SOUL)

Such reports are found in Ref. 7.20-27 on Basilides, in 8.8-11 on the
Docetes, and in 8.12-15 on Monoimos. In the main corpus of Hippol-
ytus's work these three groups of chapters are the last of the literary
complex that I call Sondergut (“special material”), though in the epitome
(Refutatio 10) the report on the gnostic Justin is placed after Basilides.
Since Hippolytus based his epitome not only on his earlier extracts and
abstracts from his literary source but referred to the source afresh, he has
done some conscious regrouping, either in the earlier books or in the
epitome.

Basilides and the Docetes present Mary as the mother of Jesus (Ref.
7.26.8-9; 8.9.2 the Virgin; 8.10.6-7), but Monoimos holds that it is an
essential error of creation to consider the Son as yévvnua Oneias (“gen-
erated of female”; Ref. 8.13.3—4; 14.5).2 To be born of a female is evidently
not worth much; it is degrading. Although wisdom is mentioned in
Basilides (Ref. 7.26.2-3), it is only made through the quotation of Prov.
1:7 and 1 Cor. 2:13 (which is the work of the redactor). Wisdom in these
cases does not become an acting person in her own right. In Monoimos
8.12.5 (end) there is an addition to the series of opposing predications
that adorn the monad Anthropos, namely: “This (is) Mother, this (is)
Father, the two ineffable names.” The redactor has taken over these
definitions from the report on the Naassenes (Ref. 5.6.5) where they
properly belong.® The “numberless” aeons in the Docetes (Ref. 8.9.2) are
“all male-female.” Ordinarily in the Sondergut, “male-female” is an adjec-
tive connected with a singular noun: cosmos, sea, dynamis, or anthro-
pos.t It is not clear how the male-femaleness effects the system reported
here. The aeons function in a rather male way, uniting themselves into a

2. Tévvnua Onhelas is found again in the report on the Sethians (Ref. 5.19.14), where it
creates difficulties for translation. It is obviously an insertion (by the redactor?) because
the unexplained use of ¢vois (“the nature”) had not been correctly understood. ‘H
¢oes (‘nature”), however, is genuine in the context. Cf. Ref. 5.19.5 and 7 and 15 (line
10; in line 9 a whole clause with ¢¥ais belongs to the redactor); see below.

3. Cf. Abramowski, “Ein gnostischer Logostheologe,” 49 n. 88. On the connection of
Naassenes and Monoimos, see p. 50 and n. 93.

4. See Wendland’s index.
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middle aeon and begetting a “common generated being” (yévvmua
kowdv) out of the Virgin Mary.

2. THE SETHIANS: prjrpa (“WOMB”; REF. 5.19)

Here the female is presented in a crudely biological manner with only
a few personal traits and is therefore called pijrpa (“womb”). She has a
central function in the first® chapter of the report on the Sethians (Ref.
5.19-22). This chapter also contains some borrowings from atomisms for
an intermediate phase of cosmogony (Ref. 5.19.9-12). In our report, “the
movement of the atoms (which atomism regards as) the principle of
world origination”” is the movement of powers in “concourses.”

In looking at the text carefully, however, it is necessary to distinguish
two treatments of wijrpa (“womb”). The first occurs in 11-12 without any
depreciatory connotations:

But all the powers of the three originating principles, which are as regards
number indefinitely infinite, are each according to its own substance reflec-
tive and intelligent, unnumbered in multitude. And since what are reflec-
tive and intelligent are numberless in multitude, while they continue by
themselves, they are all at rest. If, however, power approaches power, the
dissimilarity of (what is set in) juxtaposition produces a certain motion and
energy, which are formed from the motion resulting from the concourse
effected by the juxtaposition of the coalescing powers. For the concourse of
the powers ensues, just like any mark of a seal that is impressed by means
of the concourse correspondingly with (the seal) which prints the figure on
the substances that are brought up (into contact with it). Since, therefore,
the powers of the three principles are infinite in number, and from infinite
powers (arise) infinite concourses, images of infinite seals are necessarily
produced. These images, therefore, are the forms of the different sorts of
animals. From the first great concourse, then, of the three principles, ensues
a certain great form, a seal of heaven and earth. The heaven and the earth
have a figure similar to the womb, having a navel in the midst; and if, he
says, any one is desirous of bringing this figure under the organ of vision,
let him artfully scrutinize the pregnant womb of whatsoever animal he
wishes, and he will discover an image of the heaven and the earth, and of

5. In the epitome (Ref. 10.11), Hippolytus reports on the Sethians with the material
from Ref. 5.19 only. On Ref. 5.21, see Abramowski, “Ein gnostischer Logostheologe,” 29-
31, 33ff.

6. See also Wendland's reference to Democritus p. 118, Ref. 5.19. In 9-12 (twenty
lines of text) the term cvvadpop1j, singular or plural, is used eight times. Cf. concursiones
in Cicero De finibus 1.17, quoted by H. Dérrie, “Democritus 1,” Kleiner Pauly 1.1478, as
“treffliche Darstellung der Atomlehre—sicher aus gutem Handbuch® (‘an excellent
presentation of the doctrine of atoms—certainly from a good handbook”).

7. See Dorrie, “Democritus 1,” Kleiner Pauly 1.1478.
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the things which in the midst of all are unalterably situated underneath.
(And so it is, that the first great concourse of the three principles) has
produced such a figure of heaven and earth as is similar to a womb after the
first coition. But, again, in the midst of the heaven and the earth have been
generated infinite concourses of powers. And each concourse did not effect
and fashion anything else than a seal of heaven and earth similar to a
womb. But, again, in the earth, from the infinite seals are produced infinite
crowds of various animals.?

Mrpa (“womb”) is used here for illustration and comparison, but the
passage leaves the reader with a feeling of confusion. We are told in 11:
Out of the “first great concourse” of the three principles a great image of
the seal of heaven and earth (ueyaA7 is idéa odppaytdos ovpavod kat yijs
or better Ref. 10.10.6 peyaAns oppayidos idéav, odpavov kai yiv) came into
being. The shape of heaven and earth is similar to a womb, with the
navel in the midst. One could gain an impression of that image by
examining the pregnant womb of some animal: one would find the
impression of heaven and earth and the middle of all. According to Ref.
5.19.12, the shape of heaven and earth became like a womb by the first
concourse. In the middle of heaven and earth there were numberless
concourses of the powers, each of them affecting the sealing impression
of heaven and earth similar to a womb; out of the innumerable seals
grew the abundance of living beings.

The stereotyped expression “similar to a womb” in the passage evi-
dently clings to the pair “heaven and earth.” What, then, is the du¢palds
(“navel”) in the middle of them? The likeness to a womb fits very badly
into the story of generation by concourses and the seal-like impression
affected by the clashes. Normally one would suppose that the earth
should be compared to a womb.? In the Apophasis Megale there is a
detailed allegorical juxtaposition of the anatomical parts of the womb
with paradise (Ref. 6.14.7ff.); the examination of a pregnant womb,
recommended in Ref. 5.19.11, is indeed done there. So I am led to
conjecture that p. 118, 12-18% is one of the redactor’s interpolations; also
line 21 “similar to a womb” would be by his pen. The proper place of

8. Hippolytus Ref. 5.11-12 (ET quoted from A. Cleveland Coxe, ed., The Ante-Nicene
Fathers 5:65).

9. Hippolytus (Ref. 5.20.5) says that the Sethians took p7rpa (“womb”), é¢is
(“serpent”; cf. Ref. 19.18ff.), and dudaros (“navel”); 8mep éoriv dvdpela, “the very essence
of manliness,” Ref. p. 121, 24) from the Bacchica of Orpheus. The Delphic omphalos is
of course Gaia’s seat of oracle. There is also an omphalos in the sanctuary of the
mother earth at Eleusis.

10. The redactor’s interpolation extends from oxfjua 3 éxovoav to Ty mparny
ovvapouy.
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prrpa (“womb”) in the Sethian myth is in Ref. 5.19.13ff. in the next phase
of the story of becoming. I suppose this set in motion the usual workings
of the redactor’s mind by way of very loose association and made him
introduce that term with connotations taken from another context.

The second and proper treatment of uijrpa (“womb”) occurs in Ref.
5.19.13ff., in the generation of Anthropos (“‘Man”) or Nous (“Mind"):

From the water, therefore, has been produced a first-begotten originating
principle, viz., wind, (which is) violent and boisterous, and a cause of all
generation. For producing a sort of ferment in the waters, (the wind) uplifts
waves out of the waters; and the motion of the waves, just as when some
impulsive power of pregnancy is the origin of the production of a man or
mind, is caused when (the ocean), excited by the impulsive power of spirit,
is propelled forward. When, however, this wave that has been raised out of
the water by the wind, and rendered pregnant in its nature, has within
itself obtained the power, possessed by the female, of generation, it holds
together the light scattered from above along with the fragrance of the
spirit—that is, mind moulded in the different species. And this (light) is a
perfect God, who from the unbegotten radiance above, and from the spirit,
is borne down into human nature as into a temple, by the impulsive power
of Nature, and by the motion of wind. And it is produced from water being
commingled and blended with bodies as if it were a salt of existent things,
and a light of darkness. And it struggles to be released from bodies, and is
not able to find liberation and an egress for itself. For a very diminutive
spark, a severed splinter from above like the ray of a star, has been mingled
in the much compounded waters of many (existences), as, says he, (David)
remarks in a psalm. Every thought, then, and solicitude actuating the
supernal light is as to how and in what manner mind may be liberated, by
the death of the depraved and dark body, from the Father that is below,
which is the wind that with noise and tumult uplifted the waves, and who
generated a perfect mind his own Son; not, however, being his peculiar
(offspring) substantially. For he was a ray (sent down) from above, from
that perfect light, (and) was overpowered in the dark, and formidable, and
bitter, and defiled water; and he is a luminous spirit borne down over the
water. When, therefore, the waves that have been upreared from the
waters have received within themselves the power of generation possessed
by females, they contain, as a certain womb, in different species, the
infused radiance, so as that it is visible in the case of all animals. But the
wind, at the same time fierce and formidable, whirling along, is, in respect
of its hissing sound, like a serpent.

First, then, from the wind—that is, from the serpent—has resulted the
originating principle of generation in the manner declared, all things
having simultaneously received the principle of generation. After, then, the
light and the spirit had been received, he says, into the polluted and
baneful (and) disordered womb, the serpent—the wind of the darkness,
the first-begotten of the waters—enters within and produces man, and the
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impure womb neither loves nor recognizes any other form. The perfect
Word of supernal light being therefore assimilated (in form) to the beast,
(that is,) the serpent, entered into the defiled womb, having deceived (the
womb) through the similitude of the beast itself, in order that (the Word)
may loose the chains that encircle the perfect mind which has been
begotten amidst impurity of womb by the primal offspring of water,
(namely,) serpent, wind, (and) beast. This, he says, is the form of the
servant, and this the necessity of the Word of God coming down into the
womb of a virgin. But he says it is not sufficient that the Perfect Man, the
Word, has entered into the womb of a virgin, and loosed the pangs which
were in that darkness. Nay, more than this was requisite; for after his
entrance into the foul mysteries of the womb, he was washed, and drank of
the cup of life-giving bubbling water. And it was altogether needful that he
should drink who was about to strip off the servile form, and assume
celestial raiment.!

The story starts with the wind and the water from Gen. 1:2 and is
imagined as a story of sexual excitement and pregnancy. The term u7rpa
(“womb”) appears frequently (Ref. 5.19.19-21), but now as something
unclean and abominable. It also is not used for comparison; above all,
pirpa (“womb”) in this passage is the water. In Ref. 5.19.5 the third
principle, 70 oxdros (“darkness”), was explained as “terrifying water”
(V8wp PpoBepav). The wind, itself coming out of the water, is “the cause of
all becoming” (waons yevéoews airios). The “waves” (kvpara), stirred up
by it, and pregnancy (éyxdpova yeyovévar)? are connected by the usual
pseudo etymology. In 5.19.15, Nous (“Mind”), “by force of nature and
motion of wind, is generated out of water” (¢popd ¢pvoews!® kat avépov
kwipart yevvnleis € Yoaros) mixed up with bodies. Note too that ¢opa
(“force”) can be equivalent to “passion,” among other connotations! Later
on, the wind is called “father of the (things) below” (war#p T0d karwlev;
Ref. p. 119, 18), which stirred up the waves and generated the perfect
Son. The water, keeping back in itself the light, is subjected to a number
of negative predications: dark, dreadful, bitter, putrid (Ref. p. 120, 3f).

11 I-hppolytus Ref. 5.19.13ff. (ET quoted from Coxe, Ante-Nicene Fathers, 5: 65-66 )

12, What is the grammahcal subject of eyxvp.ova’ For grammatical reasons, 7o #dwp is
impossible. The epztome has pijrpa (’womb’) in the corresponding sentence, Ref. 10.11.8.
The same difficulty is present with éyxdpova (* ptegnancy’) at Ref. 119.5, where I prefer
to read &yxvpor (see Wendland’s apparatus). I'évvnua Onleias (“female offspring”) is a
wrong explanation of ¢das (nature’), taken from the report on Monou'nos by the
redactor (?). (See n. 2, above.) Also, in line 9, eis &vbpwmivyy ¢pvow dawep eis vady (“into
human nature ]ust as into a temple’) is wrong in the context. It connects with the
catchword wvetparos (“spiritual”; also in line 9) and alludes to 1 Cor. 6:19—typical for
the redactor. The mixture of light with bodies is, however, mentioned in lines 10f.

13. For ¢dais (“nature”), cf. Ref. p. 119, 5 (but not p. 119, 9; see last note) and p. 117,
12.8.
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Mrrpa (“womb”) appears again in one of the lacunae (Ref. p. 120, 7). In
19, light and pneuma are kept back in the “unclean, very noxious, wild
womb” into which the serpent (i.e., the wind of darkness, the firstborn of
the water) enters, begetting Anthropos.

Presently, for the first time, “womb” shows some personal traits: the
unclean “womb” knows and loves no form (except the form of the
serpent); already in 6 we saw that the darkness is not void of under-
standing. Here in 20, the Logos of light makes himself like the serpent (!),
enters into the unclean womb to liberate the Nous (“Mind”) born in the
uncleanness of the womb. This is interpreted by the redactor in his
characteristic manner in p. 120, 20-22 with the help of Philippians 2:
“This, he says, is the form of the servant and this is the necessity of the
word of God coming down into the womb of a virgin.” The whole of 21
is also by the redactor: it does not suffice that the perfect man, Logos,
enters into the womb of the virgin to loosen the “travails" in the
darkness there. But after entering the atrocious mysteries of the womb,
he washed himself and drank the cup of living water, “which it was
altogether needful that he should drink who was about to strip off the
servile form, and assume the celestial raiment.”

I have remarked elsewhere?s that the redactor’s preference for Philip-
pians 2 and his use of the Gospel of John do not include “the death on
the cross” and “the Logos became flesh.” In Ref. 5.19.21 we can perhaps
catch him giving his opinion about the incarnation: it is something
which has to be excused, a dire necessity. (“Atrocious mysteries” cer-
tainly belongs to the language of the redactor’s source.) The “form of a
servant” is something the Christian Gnostic has got to be rid of. To
obtain salvation, incarnation is not enough: the Logos in the form of a
servant has to undergo a double water rite, absolution, and a drink of
living water. So must the believer.1¢

14. Wendland refers to Acts 2:24.

15. Abramowski, “Ein gnostischer Logostheologe,” 44 n. 72.

16. In the book of Baruch, Ref. 5.27.2 (end), we read, though only in Hippolytus's
abbreviated report: “And he drinks from the living water, which is for them the
ablution, as they think, the source of living, spring water.” This looks as if drinking
takes the place of the bath. Does the sentence in its original form belong to the
redactor? In the Naassenes, Ref. 5.7.19 (second sentence), again reported by Hippolytus,
there is a comment of the redactor (Frickel [Hellenistische Erldsung, 216 n. 11] also
considers it as belonging to the Pneuma gnostic, who is Frickel’s second gnostic
redactor) on the bath: “The promise of the bath is according to them nothing else but
that the abluted one is entering into imperishable desire according to them by living
water, and anointed with ineffable anointment.” On the incredible use of Rom. 1:20-23,
26f. in Ref. 5.7.18 of this passage, see Abramowski, “Ein gnostischer Logostheologe,” 45
n. 78. In 7.14 we hear from Hippolytus that for “them” sexual intercourse between
woman and man is something bad. This gives us an inkling of the redactor’s encratic
convictions.
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3. THE BOOK OF BARUCH: EDEM (REF. 5.23-27)

This is the most detailed story of a female being in the Sondergut and it
is very convincing from a psychological point of view. The myth in
Baruch seems to be an original conception, a thing rather rare in gnostic
literary circles as we know them. The female figure is called Edem (Ref.
5.26.2: Edem and Israel), a name we know from Genesis 2 as Eden. Why
has a geographical region been taken for the role of a female principle?
Grammatically the association was possible because, in Greek, names of
countries are grammatically of the female gender. But the report as we
now read it does not reveal any motive for the personification. E.
Haenchen calls Edem “eine einzigartige Erscheinung” (“a singular phe-
nomenon”).”” He sees her as an earth goddess and postulates an older
myth in which the celestial god Elohim and the earth goddess Edem
generated all life.’® But in fact Haenchen has found no antecedent for
Edem as a mythical personage.

The story of Elohim and Edem uses two episodes from the tales of
Heracles as allegorical material. The first tells of a mixoparthenos (a
being part maiden and part snake) who helped the hero to find his lost
horse. Edem too is a mixoparthenos. She is the third and female prin-
ciple of three unbegotten principles which are conceived in a sharply
descending series. The second principle, the Father, is limited as to his
“prescience’ (@mpoyvwaros); the third principle is, so to speak, a mixed
character of uncertain temper with a mixed body (Ref. 5.26.1).

The Father (i.e., Elohim) and the mixoparthenos fall in love with each
other (2) and beget twenty-four angels, twelve of them paternal and
twelve maternal. Of the latter, the first two, Babel and Achamot, are
recognizably female. The maternal angels keep to their mother Edem:

The number of all these angels together is, says he, the paradise, of which
Moses says: “God planted the paradise to the east” (Gen. 2:8), that is to the
face of Edem, that Edem should see paradise, that is the angels, forever.?®

Evidently, “to the face” (kara mpdowmov) is an interpretation of “in the
east” (kata &vaTolds), an interpretation that presupposes knowledge of
the Hebrew word migedem.® “In front,” “facing” (xkara mpéowmov), is a
possible (Aramaicizing?) translation of the Hebrew (5). After paradise

17. E. Haenchen, “Das Buch Baruch: Ein Beitrag zum Problem der christlichen
Gnosis,” in Gott und Mensch: Gesammelte Aufsiitze, 299-334. The quotation is from p. 325.

18. Haenchen, “Das Buch Baruch,” 308.

19. Ref. p. 127, 17-21.

20. Haenchen (“Das Buch Baruch,” 309 n. 1), who discusses the biblical quotations
and allusions under nos. 1-19, did not see this (in no. 1).
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came into being by the mutual pleasure of Elohim and Edem, the angels
of Elohim fashion man from the best earth, not from the animal but
from the human part of Edem; from the animal part originate the
animals and other beings (7). Man is made as the symbol of Elohim’s
and Edem’s unity and love. Their powers are put into him: from Edem
comes the soul, from Elohim the pneuma. Man, Adam, is the symbol of
the love and marriage of Edem and Elohim (8). Eve, however, is the
perpetual symbol of Edem, though soul and pneuma are put in her also.
Commandments were given to them: “Grow and multiply and inherit
the earth,” that is Edem (9). (These commandments come from Gen. 1:28
combined with a formula taken from the promise of land.)?® Edem
brought her strength like a dowry into the marriage with Elohim. Until
today, the text says, in imitation of that first marriage, women bring a
gift for the men, obeying a divine and paternal law that began with
Elohim and Edem (10).

Let us look at the story as it is told so far. It is not surprising that of the
three principles, the female is the last and the most complex, with some
very “human” and even animal traits. What is really surprising is the
positive evaluation of love and marriage and its result. Eve is a little less
than Adam, being the symbol only of Edem and not of both parents, but
she also possesses a part of pneuma. The story even results in an
aetiology for the custom of dowry, which can be considered as a piece of
“moral” exegesis (of which other examples will follow).

The next section (Ref. 5.26.11-13) is on the government of the world,
executed by the angels of Edem. Elohim and his angels have no part in
it, since they are not mentioned. The government is one of trouble and
distress. The twelve angels of Edem are grouped to form four principles
which are equated with the four rivers of Genesis 2. The angels go about
the world, entrusted with administrative power carpamixy éoveia (11).
Bad times and epidemics arise; a stream of evil wanders around the
world forever according to the will of Edem (13).

The aetiology of evil is, however, the subject of the next section (Ref.
5.26.14-20) which takes up again the relationship of Elohim and Edem.
In discussing the following, I am purposefully selecting the elements
about Edem from the story.

After the making of the cosmos, Elohim wants to ascend to the upper
regions of heaven, taking his angels with him:

21. “Land” is the translation of y# in the Septuagint. See numerous instances of
xaraxAnpovopéw from the Heptateuch in E. Hatch and H. A. Redpatch, A Concordance to
the Septuagint and Other Greek Versions of the Old Testament (1897; 1900). Haenchen
(“Das Buch Baruch,” 309 n. 1 [3]) did not recognize this.
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For he (Elohim) was tending upwards (Gvwgepis), leaving Edem back
below; since she was earth, she did not want to follow the spouse upwards.
(14)

Elohim’s consequent intention to destroy the cosmos in order to liberate
his pneuma and receive it back from humanity is prevented by the Good
(the first principle):

“You (Elohim) cannot do evil since you are with me (the Good). Out of

mutual pleasure you have made the cosmos, you and Edem. Let Edem now
keep creation as long as she wishes. You, however, stay with me.” (18)

Here we have an explanation for the continued existence of the created
world, though Elohim, identified with the God of the Old Testament,
has left the world for whose creation he was partly responsible. The
lesson for the gnostic reader is that the Good can be reached only by
retreat from creation, since the creation in which we live now belongs to
Edem; and Edem is by constitution unable to ascend to the Good.

The several phases of Edem’s reaction as a deserted spouse are
painted with psychological insight: she recognizes that Elohim has
abandoned her; in her grief she ranges her angels around her; she
adorns herself in case Elohim, desiring her, should come down to her
again (19). But Elohim is being kept with the Good, so Edem orders
Babel (i.e., Aphrodite) to bring adultery and divorce to humankind so
that the pneuma of Elohim should be distressed through humankind in
the same way that she was by Elohim’s desertion of her (20). This is the
reason for unhappiness in marriage.

Edem empowers her third angel, Naas, to punish the pneuma of
Elohim in humankind so as, in this way, to punish Elohim himself who
deserted his spouse contrary to their compact (21). Naas is the tree of
knowledge of good and evil. The negative commandment of Genesis
not to eat of the tree concerns only him. Therefore the Gnostic is to obey
the other eleven angels of Edem because they have “passions” but no
“transgression of the law” (22).22 Naas commits adultery with Eve and
pederasty with Adam; that is the reason for the existence of those vices
in the world. There is some satisfaction here for the female reader in that
it is not only woman who is considered to be subject to seduction. This
interpretation of the paradise story shows nothing of the usual male
smugness.

22. Haenchen, “Das Buch Baruch,” 303 n. 3: “D.h. praktisch: Der Glaubige soll sich
mit dem Leiden abfinden, aber sich nicht schuldig machen” (“In practical terms, this
means that the believer should resign himself to his suffering, but not make himself

guilty”)
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Of considerable interest is the attribution of responsibility for good
and evil in what follows. From then on, the good and the evil which rule
over human beings have one origin, the Father Elohim. By ascending to
the Good himself, he showed the path to those who wish to ascend (23);
by abandoning Edem, he initiated the evil for his pneuma in human
beings (24).

In this same paragraph begins the history of salvation through the
missions of Baruch?® (whose role is comparable to that of the Logos in
apologetic theology). From now on, the opponents are Naas and Baruch,
soul and pneuma. Soul is Edem, pneuma is Elohim. It is expressly stated
that both dwell in all human beings, male and female (25).

It must be noted that the separation of Elohim/pneuma from Edem is
now painted in much darker colors than before. Through the prophets,
the pneuma in human beings should be brought to listen and to take
flight from Edem and from the bad handiwork (rAdots mornpa)* even as
the Father Elohim had taken flight from her. Naas affected the prophets
through the soul so that they did not listen to Baruch (26).25 Unlike their
treatment in 22, the angels are now painted as black as Edem. One can
only relate this shift in the key of the narration to something darker (or
more normally gnostic). There is no explanation or reflection on this
development in the report as we have it in Hippolytus’s edition.

The twelve works of Heracles are taken as allegories of the real thing:
the “workings” (évépyeta) of the maternal angels.26 After Heracles has
finished his works, Omphale, who is called Babel or Aphrodite,? clings
to him.?® She brings about his fall, divests him of his strength, that is, of

23. On the possible antecedents of Baruch, see Haenchen, “Das Buch Baruch,” 312-
14.

24. Cf. xriots wovppa (“the evil creation”), Ref. 5.27.3.

25. The same happened with Moses. See 25.

26. Haenchen (“Das Buch Baruch,” 304f.) takes the whole episode of Heracles to be a
later interpolation. But the beginning of the cosmology was also in some way connected
with an episode from the Heracles stories in Ref. 5.25.4 (end). Therefore Hippolytus is
relating that episode in Ref. 5.25.1ff. I see no reason to disconnect these interesting traits
from the book of Baruch, since they are part of its originality.

27. See Ref. 5.26.20, above.

28. For Omphale, see Kleiner Pauly 4.298 (H. von Geisau). Heracles was sold to
Omphale as a servant for one (or three) year(s). In the myth of Heracles and Omphale
“kamen Vorstellungen von der ‘Dienstehe’ der matriarchalischen Gesellschaftsordnung
. . . zum Ausdruck; der Kleidertausch (Omphale mit Léwenfell und Keule, Herakles in
weiblicher Tracht und Beschiftigung) beruht z.T. auf kultischen Brauchen. Beide Motive
geben der Komodie und dem Satyrdrama Veranlassung, den Mythos im Sinn erotischer
Horigkeit auszugestalten” (In the myth of Heracles and Omphale “is expressed . . . the
marriage of bondage of the matriarchal social order; the exchange of clothing [Omphale
with the lion’s skin and club, Heracles in woman’s dress and occupation] is based in
part upon cultic practices. Both motifs provide the occasion for the comedy and for the
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the commandments of Baruch, and invests him with her own garment,
which is the power of Edem, the power below. Thus the works and
prophecy of Heracles become ineffective.

In Nazareth, Baruch finds the son of Joseph and Mary and announces
to him all things that happened, beginning with Edem and Elohim (29).
On the cross Jesus leaves the body of Edem and ascends to the Good
(31). He says to Edem (cf. John 19:26): “‘Woman, here you have your son”
(yvval, améxes?® aov Tdv viow), that is, psychic and choic man (32).30

Some hermeneutic rules for the reading of Greek myths and Old
Testament texts are indicated in 34-36: the swan is to be identified with
Elohim; Leda with Edem; gold with Elohim; and Danae with Edem. The
prophecy of Isa. 1:2 (“Hearken, O Heaven, and give ear, O Earth; the
Lord has spoken”) is to be interpreted like this: “Heaven” is the pneuma
of Elohim in man. “Earth” is the soul which is in man together with the
pneuma. The “Lord” is identified with Baruch and “Israel” with Edem.
Edem is also called “Israel,” the spouse of Elohim, based on an allegorical
interpretation of Isa. 1:3: “Israel has not known me (Elohim).” She does
not know that he is with the Good, otherwise she would not have
punished the pneuma in man, which is located there because of paternal
ignorance (37). In this last sentence, it seems that Edem is treated in the
more objective manner that prevailed before the onset of the blacker
view.

In Ref. 5.27 4, there is another prophetic sentence adapted to the story
of Elohim and Edem, Hos. 1:2:

And when, he says, the prophet says to “take to himself a wife of fornica-
tion, because fornicating the earth will fornicate away from the lord,” that
is Edem away from Elohim. In these (things), he says, the prophet clearly

satyr drama in order to develop the myth in the sense of an erotic bondage”). This last-
mentioned level of interpretation of the material is presupposed in our text.

29. ’ Améxew means “das empfangen haben, worauf man Anspruch hat” (“to receive
something that one has a claim to”; Menge-Giithling, Enzyklopddisches Worterbuch der
griechischen . . . Sprache). This is an excellent rendering of the meaning in the context
here.

30. I agree with Haenchen (“Das Buch Baruch,” 305 and 320; read “Abschnitt 26, 32f.”
there in the first line in place of “26, 33f.”) that the end of 32 (the identification of the
Good with Priapus) together with 33 (connection with Naassenes Ref. 5.7.20-29) is an
interpolation. Haenchen denies literary connections, but that is just what is the case
here. Ill-fitting interpolation in the context is characteristic of the redactor. One of the
common traits of the Sondergut as we read it is that the several parts are made to
“quote” each other. Priapus does not appear in the Naassene text (which treats phallic
gods), as edited by Hippolytus, but that silence would be caused by one of his
abbreviations. I am even prepared to consider our passage in Baruch as proof for the
occurrence of Priapus in the Naassene part of the Sondergut in its original form, before
the editing done by Hippolytus.
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speaks the whole mystery, and it (he?) is not listened to because of the
wickedness of Naas.

This interpretation does not fit very well into the story of Edem, who
was utterly distressed at being abandoned by Elohim. There was no
indication that she was seeking sexual satisfaction elsewhere. She
sought vengeance indeed but not in this manner. In Ref. 5.26.26, the
prophets themselves were led astray through their souls by Naas. “In
these (things), the prophet clearly speaks the whole mystery,” is a typical
summarizing remark of the redactor. Cf. Ref. 5.7.19: “For in these words,
through which Paul spoke, is contained, he says, their whole hidden
and ineffable mystery of blessed lust.” All this indicates that the com-
ment on Hos. 1:2 is one of the interpolations of the redactor.

4, THE VALENTINIANS: SOPHIA (REF. 6.29-37)

The report as it is given here belongs to the systems that start with
three principles (though Hippolytus knows the other variants of Valen-
tinianism and mentions them) which fits into the general interest of the
Sondergut. The Father is a monad (Ref. 6.29.2); the mother, a dyad (Ref.
6.29.6)—while in Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.1.1 the development of the
pleroma starts with the “Pythagorean tetraktys,” as Irenaeus callsiit.

In relating the story of Sophia, I want to draw attention at the same
time to a theme that does not belong to the subject of our meeting but
one that I became conscious of while rereading the text in preparing this
essay. And since the story of Sophia in the Valentinian systems is so very
well known, it may be useful to note this other subject or motif which is
not unconnected with it.

The Father’s motive for generating is “love” (ayamn; Ref. 6.29.6), a term
that sounds biblical and that was certainly used consciously. The Father
was wholly love, and love cannot be love without the (thing) beloved.
There is, in fact, an answer to the Father’s love, and it is described in the
liturgical language of “giving thanks” (edxaptoretv) and “offering” (mpoo-
¢épew) in Ref. 6.29.7. Nous and Aletheia, the first two offspring of the
Father, are thanking the Father that their “products” (yevvijuara) have
become “productive” (ydvua) in their turn, and are offering® him the
perfect number, ten aeons (Ref. 6.29.8). The term “to be glorified”
(doéaleabar; Ref. 6.29.8) also belongs to the liturgical sphere: the perfect
Father had to be glorified by the perfect number. The celestial liturgy is

31. The term again is mpooeveykeiv.



Female Figures 149

imitated on the next level of interpleromatic development. Logos and
Zoe see the Father glorified by Nous and Aletheia and wish to glorify him
themselves (Ref. 6.30.1). They glorify him with the imperfect number,
twelve (2).

If we look back to the Valentinians in Irenaeus, we find that there also
the syzygies have a liturgical relationship with the Propator:

These Aeons having been produced for the glory of the Father, and
wishing, by their own efforts, to effect this object, sent forth emanations by
means of conjunction (. . . in gloriam patris emissos . . . volentes et ipsos de
suo clarificare patrem).3

These beings sang praises with great joy to the Propator (cum magno
gaudio dicunt hymnizare propatorem).33

Thus the Sondergut of Hippolytus does not show any new developments
in Valentinian theology, though it does show the liturgical aspect much
more clearly than Irenaeus’s narration of the myth—but this difference
could also be the result of Irenaeus’s way of reporting.

The youngest aeon is of course Sophia. Her femininity is stressed in 6:
“being female and called Sophia” (6fjAvs & kai kahodpevos Togia). She
wishes to imitate the Father by generating without a spouse (6-7), a
unique privilege of the Father. Sophia, as a generated being and since
she was generated after the other aeons, could not possess the “ungen-
erated power” (&yévvnros dvvaus; 7). The Ungenerated One, the Father,
is virtually male-female, though the term is not used. It is only said: “In
the Ungenerated all is at once, says he” (8). The information desired is
supplied by what follows. In generated (beings), the female is “sub-
stance” or “essence throwing forth” (odaia mpoBAnTikds), while the male
gives the form. Sophia, without spouse, is able only to produce some-
thing formless and “unwrought” (éxaraskedaorov).3

The ignorance of Sophia and the formlessness of the being produced
by her® frighten the aeons lest their products should be similarly imper-
fect and they themselves should come under “corruption” (¢6opa; Ref.

32. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.1.2 (ET from Coxe, Ante-Nicene Fathers, 1:316).

33. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.2.6 (ET from Coxe, Ante-Nicene Fathers, 1:318). The Greek of
this passage and of the one above is preserved in Epiphanius Haer. xxxi, secs. 9-32.

34. 9 is a remark of the redactor, singularly badly fitting. See Abramowski (“Ein
gnostischer Logostheologe,” 30 n. 35 [a]) for this interpolation. My statement that “die
Interpretation durch den Redaktor ist also gegen den Sinn des Interpretierten vor-
genommen” (“The interpretation by the redactor is against the sense of what he is
interpreting”) has to be applied again and again to his strange doings.

35. Kara, which appears twice in p. 158, 15f,, is to be translated by “with,” since the
genitivus absolutus has a temporal meaning.
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6.31.1). The aeons flee to the Father and intercede with him that he
should quiet the mourning Sophia, lamenting over her “untimely birth”
(ékrpwpa). The Father accepts their supplication, commiserates, and
orders an “additional production” (émmpoBaAetv). Nous and Aletheia
produce Christ and the Holy Spirit for the forming and separation of the
“untimely birth” (ékrpwpa) and for the consolation of Sophia (2). Christ
and the Holy Spirit separate the misshapen product of Sophia from the
perfect aeons in order that they should not be shaken by its sight (4).
Outside of horos, the boundary of the pleroma, is the ogdoad. This
ogdoad is the Sophia outside the pleroma, whom Christ shaped and
made into a perfect aeon, which is not inferior to any of the aeons (7).
Thus the Sophia outside is nothing but the former “untimely birth”
(ék7pwpa). It is surprising (and gratifying) that she obtains the same level
as the aeons in the pleroma. (Might there be in all this a connection with
1Cor. 15:8?)

Christ and the Holy Spirit return to the pleroma and there glorify the
Father (8). Peace and harmony now reign in the pleroma and the aeons
praise the Father:

After, then, there ensued some one peace and harmony between all the
Aeons within the Pleroma, it appeared expedient to them not only by a
conjugal union to have magnified the Son, but also that by an offering of
fitting fruits they should glorify the Father.2

Not only is the Father to be praised by the syzygies but the praise is to
take the form of an offering of fitting fruit. “Peace” and “harmony” are
ecclesiological terms, and the “offering of fitting fruit” is part of the
liturgy as we see from the Traditio apostolica: “Fructus natos primum,
quam incipiant eos omnes festinant offere episcopo.”®” The report of
Irenaeus alludes more clearly to the first fruit and to the participation of
every® aeon:

Then out of gratitude for the great benefit which had been conferred on
them, the whole Pleroma of the Aeons, with one design and desire, and
with the concurrence of Christ and the Holy Spirit, their Father also setting
the seal of His approval on their conduct, brought together whatever each
one had in himself of the greatest beauty and preciousness; and uniting all

36. Ref. 6.32.1 (ET from Coxe, Ante-Nicene Fathers, 5:87, with one alteration
[emphasized]).

37. Traditio apostolica (Bernard Botte, ed., La tradition apostolique de saint Hippolyte:
Essai de reconstruction), 31. For the fitting fruit, see 32, where are enumerated the fruit
which the bishop is to bless and those which he is not to bless (and which therefore are
not fit to be offered).

38. See “omnes” in Traditio apostolica, 31.
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these contributions so as skillfully to blend the whole, they produced, to
the honour and glory of Bythus, a being of most perfect beauty, the very
star of the pleroma, and the perfect fruit [of it], namely Jesus.3®

The aeons offer one joint fruit as symbol of their unity and peace. This
fruit is Jesus. I am sure that this also implies an allusion to Luke 1:42, “the
fruit of your womb.”

As the Sophia inside the pleroma had her phase of mourning, so now
has the Sophia outside. The duplication of the figure entails a reduplica-
tion of the experience. Sophia seeks Christ and the Holy Spirit. She is
afraid of losing her existence after the savior who “formed” and “estab-
lished” her has gone back. In 3 are described the thoughts, some of them
suspicious of envious meddling (by whom?), which assail her. She turns
with prayer and supplication to him who has left her. In this phase it is
not the Father but Christ in the pleroma and all the aecons who com-
miserate with her. They send the joint fruit of the pleroma, Jesus, to be
the spouse of the Sophia outside. His task is to correct the passions of
Sophia which she suffered in her search for Christ (4). The “fruit”
separates the four passions from Sophia. They become so many “sub-
stances” or “essences” (odciat), making possible the generation of the
cosmos and also the return of the psychic “substance” (odo(a; 5-6).

No doubt Sophia is the most interesting figure in the Valentinian
precosmic myth, since without her there would be no disturbance in the
pleroma and no outer cosmos. She is fitted with psychic proprieties and
behavior considered typically feminine. It is remarkable, I think, how
well she and her offspring are treated by the inmates of the pleroma. But
without help, she is helpless. What she does or is always needs a
complement, and the complement has to be male.*

39. Irenaeus Adv. haer. 1.2.6: “Et propter hoc . . . unumquemque aeonum quod
habebat in se optimum et florentissimum conferentes collationes fecisse.” For the Greek,
see Epiphanius Haer. xxx, secs. 9-32. The ET is from Coxe, Ante-Nicene Fathers, 1:318.

40. During the conference at Claremont, Jorunn J. Buckley kindly drew my attention
to two papers on the book of Baruch, more or less identical, by M. Olender, and to one
by herself, then at press. This last has now appeared: Buckley, “Transcendence and
Sexuality in the Book of Baruch,” HR 24 (1984/1985) 328-44. The author is unaware of
the work done on the Sondergut in the Refutatio, including my article, and she treats the
Priapus passage as an authentic element in the original book, with a decisive influence
on her interpretation of it. Olender’s articles are (1) “Le systéme gnostique de Justin,”
Tel Quel 82 (1979) 71-88; (2) “Eléments pour une analyse de Priape chez Justin le
Gnostique,” in Hommages a Maarten J. Vermaseren, 2:874-97. Olender’s main argument is
that Priapus has a broader range of qualities and functions than just the sexual-creative
and that he can be the (highest and) good divine being. Therefore the identification of
the first principle, “the Good,” with Priapus has nothing strange about it. (This
evidently was also the idea of the gnostic redactor of the Sondergut.) Against this it must
be stated again that in the book of Baruch, the creative (and sexual) is explicitly
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distinguished from the Good, which is certainly fashioned after the Platonic Good. In
Studia Patristica 18.1 (papers from the 1983 Oxford Patristic Conference), there will
appear an article by J. Montserrat-Torrents, “La philosophie du Livre de Baruch de

Justin.”
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Response to “Female Figuresin
the Gnostic Sondergut
in Hippolytus’s Refutatio” by
Luise Abramowski

It is a pleasure to be invited to respond to Professor Abramowski’s
essay. For most of us, it is surely fair to say, the exhilaration produced by
the discovery and publication of the Nag Hammadi codices has tended
to diminish an interest in the study of patristic sources. Nevertheless, the
essay of Abramowski should serve to remind us not to overlook the
material significance of early Christian heresiological literature for an
inquiry into the texts and traditions of ancient Gnosticism. Indeed, to
cite just one example, only in Hippolytus can we find a version, edited
but extant, of Justin’s book of Baruch, a primary source document of
gnostic spirituality whose conceptual originality will be the concern of
the majority of my remarks in this response.

The opening comments of Abramowski’s essay are important. When
she began her investigation, she tells us, she proposed the title “The
Christian Gnostic Redactor in Hippolytus’s Refutatio and the Feminine.”
One of the results of her research, however, is the observation that the
redactor does not show a specific interest in the female figures of his
source(s) as such. Accordingly, her revised title indicates that the texts in
Hippolytus are not to be grouped together in accordance with an indi-
vidual redactor’s interest in or attention to the role of the feminine. This
means that the description of female figures in the Refutatio is part of the
tradition, not a later redaction. Whereas the individual character of the
several parts of the Sondergut is visible in its treatment, if any, of female
beings as part of a particular gnostic mythology, the redactor’s hand can
be detected primarily through the techniques of (1) interpolating biblical
quotations into the Sondergut, (2) using terms from one source to inter-
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pret another, and (3) taking whole quotations over from one source to
another, in such a way that the several parts of the Sondergut are made to
“quote” each other.!

In the remarks that follow, I would like to focus my attention on
Justin’s book of Baruch (apud Hippolytus Ref. 5.23.1—27.5) and Abram-
owski’s treatment of it. By limiting my discussion essentially to this one
document, I do not intend to suggest either that the other texts in Hip-
polytus or Abramowski’s treatment of them are to be ignored. Rather, I
shall concentrate on this one text in order to keep my response brief and
because Baruch is an extremely engaging document which also contains
the most detailed story of a female being in the Sondergut. Conceptually,
moreover, the book of Baruch is singular in that (1) by virtue of the
fundamental presupposition of its mythological system, in which “there
were from the beginning three unbegotten principles of the universe,”
Baruch avoids the necessity of having to speak of a fall of the divine; (2)
the origin of evil is explicitly stated to be a result of the Father Elohim’s
abandonment of Edem, and is not understood to derive from an error of
the female; and (3) it is the Father Elohim (and not the highest principle,
the Good) who bestows the divine spirit (pneuma) on humankind.

The central mythic paradigm in Baruch is the abandonment of Edem
by Elohim. As Michael Williams has noted, what is striking is the ambiv-
alence with which this motif is charged. On the one hand, the abandon-
ment of Edem and Elohim’s ascent to the Good “form the paradigm for
ultimate salvation.” On the other hand, however, this very act of aban-
donment is described negatively in the text as “the violation of the
previous vows that Elohim had made to Edem.” The actions of Elohim
alone, therefore, not those of Edem, are understood to provide the
common origin of good and evil:

From that time both evil and good held sway over humankind, springing
from one origin, that of the Father (Elohim). For by ascending to the Good
the Father showed a way for those who are willing to ascend, but by

1. See L. Abramowski, “Ein gnostischer Logostheologe: Umfang und Redaktor des
gnostischen Sonderguts in Hippolyts ‘Widerlegung aller Hiresien,” in Drei christo-
logische Untersuchungen, 18-62.

2. R. van den Broek, “The Shape of Edem According to Justin the Gnostic,” VC 27
(1973) 35.

3. M. A. Williams, “Uses of Gender Imagery in Ancient Gnostic Texts,” in Gender and
Religion (ed. Bynum, Harrell, and Richman), 201. I quote (without pagination) through-
out from the author’s typescript with his permission. See also Williams’s contribution to
this present volume.



A Response to Female Figures 155

departing from Edem he made a beginning of evils for the spirit of the
Father that is in humankind. (5.26.23-24)¢

The book of Baruch states (5.26.14-18) that “the necessity of evil” came
about when Elohim, who was rising upward, ascended to the Good and
saw “what eye has not seen and ear has not heard and has not occurred
to the human mind.”® When Elohim thus recognized that the lofty realm
of the Good was superior to the world below, he wished to destroy the
world which he had helped make, for he wanted to reclaim those por-
tions of his spirit bound within humankind. Once granted access to the
realms of light above, however, Elohim was not permitted to return
personally to the creation below; that creation was to belong to Edem so
long as she willed. Abramowski interprets this passage as an etiology of
evil:

Here we have an explanation for the continued existence of the created

world, though Elohim, identified with the God of the Old Testament, has

left the world for whose creation he was partly responsible. The lesson for
the gnostic reader is that the Good can be reached only by retreat from

creation, since the creation in which we live now belongs to Edem; and
Edem is by constitution unable to ascend to the Good.

But is this really “the lesson for the gnostic reader”? To be sure, the Good
can be reached only by separation from the imperfection of creation. But
what is the nature of that separation, and how does it take place? Abra-
mowski’s explanation is not incorrect, I think, just insufficient.

A clue to the nature and intent of that separation may be gleaned from
the way in which male and female, represented mythically in the text by
Elohim and Edem, are implicitly enjoined to transcend their this-
worldly union. Williams has perceptively observed that, in Baruch,
“existence in this world is experienced as the union of male and female, a
union that must be broken in order to achieve transcendence. . . . The
relationship of male to female,” of Elohim to Edem, is understood to be

4. E. Haenchen, trans., “The Book Baruch,” in Gnosis (ed. Foerster; trans. and ed.
Wilson), 1:55, adapted. Haenchen’s translation of this passage is also cited in the discus-
sion of J. J. Buckley (“Transcendence and Sexuality in the Book Baruch,” 334-35), whose
statement that “the Greek text does not have ‘of the Father’ in the last line” (p. 335 n.
15) of this quotation is in error.

5. “What eye has not seen . . .” (5.26.16) is a topos that was widespread in antiquity,
occurring three times in Baruch itself (cf. 5.24.1; 5.27.2), and probably should not be
regarded as a quotation of 1 Cor. 2:9 (pace E. Haenchen, “Das Buch Baruch,” 133 n. 1,
139 with n. 2) or an interpolation of the redactor. See the catalogue of references to this
topos in M. E. Stone and J. Strugnell, The Books of Elijah: Parts 1—2, 41-73, to which
these three citations from Baruch should be added.
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“a voluntary contractual relationship” between f>artners in marriage (cf.
5.26.21: tas synthekas):6

The picture the myth presents . . . is one of heartfelt love between Elohim
and Edem, for which the created humans stand as symbols at two levels:
individually by each possessing both soul and spirit, and together by their
relationship as husband and wife.”

Collectively every human marriage may be said to be “an image and
symbol of the archetypal, sacred marriage of Elohim and Edem.”® In this
sense the book of Baruch functions to offer mythic support to the institu-
tion of marriage.? But individually men and women function as para-
digms for the union of spirit (male) and soul (female) in all persons. The
ascent of Elohim, who supplied the human creature with the spiritual
element, thus serves to indicate the upward path that the spirit is to take
in all human beings, women as well as men. Accordingly, the objective
intimated by the text is for the human spirit to leave behind its (male or
female) body and ascend to the Good. Although gender distinction is
explicit from the fact that Elohim is pictured as contributing the spirit
and Edem the soul to the creation of humanity (5.26.8), the ascent,
insofar as it is to be attained in the lives of all human beings, is not
gender specific, inasmuch as the pneumatic element in all individuals is
transcendent.?

What, then, is the purpose of the book of Baruch? What is the rela-
tionship of the myth of Elohim and Edem to the ritual (of initiation) that
is described at the end of Hippolytus’s excerpt? These are important
questions yet to be addressed by Abramowski. It is Elohim’s abandon-
ment of Edem, not his marriage to her, that is the paradigm for initiation
into the mysteries that transcend the cosmos. Hippolytus reports that

there is written also in the first book entitled Baruch an oath which they
make those swear who are about to hear these mysteries and be perfected
by the Good. This oath (Justin says) our Father Elohim swore when he
came before the Good, and did not repent of having sworn it. . . . And the
oath is this: “I swear by him who is above all things, the Good, to preserve
these mysteries and to declare them to no one, neither to turn back from the
Good to the creation.” When he swears this oath, he goes into the Good and

6. Williams, “Uses of Gender Imagery,” 199.

7. Tbid, 200.

8. Van den Broek, “The Shape of Edem,” 40.

9. So Williams, “Uses of Gender Imagery,” 203; see also R. M. Grant, Gnosticism and
Early Christianity, 23; and van den Broek, “The Shape of Edem,” 43.

10. This crucial observation is convincingly argued by Williams (“Uses of Gender
Imagery,” 199-205). See also his contribution to the present volume.
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sees “what eye has not seen and ear has not heard and has not occurred to
the human mind,” and drinks from the living water, which is for them a
baptism (loutron), . . . a well of living water springing up. For there is a
distinction (Justin says) between water and water, and the water below the
firmament is of the evil creation, in which choic and psychic people bathe,
and there is above the firmament the living water of the Good, in which the
pneumatic, living people bathe, in which Elohim bathed and did not repent
of such a baptism. (5.27.1-3)1

Just as Elohim swore an oath and bathed with living water, so also did
the Gnostics of Justin’s community. Just as Elohim was able to ascend to
the Good, so also were women and men to undergo an “initiation which
was structured in gender categories” (as symbolized by the abandon-
ment of the female “soul” and body by the male “spirit”) “but in which
the sexuality of the initiates was irrelevant.”? The invitation to witness
“what eye has not seen and ear has not heard,” which both introduces
(5.24.1) and concludes (5.27.2) the book of Baruch as Hippolytus has
preserved it, is given narrative form in the body of the text (5.26.16) in
the account of the ascent of Elohim. Accordingly, Baruch should be
understood as a mythic justification of and representation for that
community’s ritual activities.

11. Haenchen, trans., “The Book Baruch,” 1:57-58, adapted. Note that the phrase
“when he came before the Good” (mapa v® &yadd yevduevos) in the second sentence of
this quotation was inadvertently omitted from the text of Haenchen’s translation in
both the English edition (p. 57) and the German edition (E. Haenchen, trans., “Das Buch
Baruch,” 78) of Foerster’s anthology. It is included, however, in the German translation
of this passage (“als er zum ‘Guten’ gekommen war”) in Haenchen'’s article, “Das Buch

Baruch,” 130.
12. Williams, “Uses of Gender Imagery.”
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Sophia and Christ in the
Apocryphon of John

1. TOWARD DEFINING TASKS AND METHODS

As Michael Williams has demonstrated so clearly and pointedly in his
essay in this volume, “Variety in Gnostic Perspectives on Gender,” there
is no uniformity concerning the uses of gender language and imagery in
Gnosticism. Not only do the various texts show a wide range of diversity
and interests in the usage of gender language and imagery but a range of
diversity can also be present even in an individual text. Using the
Apocryphon of John! as an example, I propose to show the various ways
in which a single text can be analyzed with reference to the problem of
gender.

To understand the problem of images of the feminine in Gnosticism
as applied to the Apocryphon of John, the meaning of the text, its possible
social setting, and the underlying presuppositions of the text regarding
gender need to be considered. These issues are all interrelated and each
is legitimate in itself, but each demands a different methodology and
each reflects a different set of interests.

The first question asks, What role(s) does gender imagery play within
the text’s internal logic? In the case of the Apocryphon of John, we can
appropriately ask, What role does gender imagery play with regard to

1. All translations from the Apocryphon of John are the author’s, using for the Berlin
Codex the edition of W. C. Till and H.-M. Schenke, Die gnostischen Schriften des kop-
tischen Papyrus Berolinensis 8502, 78-195, with reference to the ET of M. Krause and R.
McL. Wilson, in Gnosis (ed. Foerster), 1:105-20; for NHC II, the text of the Coptic Gnos-
tic Library, supplied by the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity, with reference to
the ET by F. Wisse in Nag Hammadi Library (ed. Robinson), 99-116.
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such issues as the portrayal of deity, cosmology, anthropology, and
salvation? This question requires an analysis of the text with a view to
comprehending the internal logic and meaning of the text.

Second, we can ask, How might the use of gender imagery reflect real-
life gender roles inside a communal setting? An answer to this question
requires a tentative, imaginative application of the text to a possible
social situation. Such inquiry is directed toward a social history of
Gnosticism. In my opinion, this direction of inquiry is the most tentative
of the three for reasons that are well known; in the case of Gnosticism,
the lack of data is the most overwhelming problem.2 Nonetheless,
because it is impossible to interpret a text apart from a social situation
(real or imagined, past or present) and because we cannot claim to be
disinterested in how gnostic beliefs actually affected the lives of those
who believed them, it is worth the risk involved at least to ask the ques-
tion.

Third, we need to ask what presuppositions are at work in framing the
way in which gender imagery is used. What is significant about such
presuppositions for our understanding and appropriation of the text’s
meaning? This third direction of inquiry is one that seeks to examine the
presuppositions that direct the text’s use of gender language and image-
ry. This is aimed not only at antiquarian interests but more directly at the
issue of appropriation for the modern audience.

These issues will be addressed in the following selected examples
from the Apocryphon of John.

2. TURNING TOWARD THE TEXTS

The problem of images of gender in the Apocryphon of John is a thorny
one not only because of the internal complexities of the text but also
because of the differences among the five surviving witnesses to the text:
Irenaeus, Adversus haereses (1.29.1-4), BG (19,6—77,7), NHC II (1,1—
32,9), NHC III (1,1—40,11), and NHC IV (1,1—49,28). The text of Irena-
eus shows knowledge of only a part of the text preserved in the other
witnesses.> Among the four remaining witnesses, it is possible to distin-

2. This is due in good part to the nature of the texts and the tradition itself. Gnosti-
cism is simply not interested in history, in the events and relations of this lower world,
and therefore did not waste much ink on them, at least so far as the texts that have
been preserved indicate.

3. Irenaeus begins with the generation of Barbelo and ends with the claim of the
Proarchon: ‘I am a jealous God and beside me there is no one.” He shows no knowl-
edge of the frame story, nor of the negative theology describing the Father.
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guish two recensions of the text, a shorter version represented by BG
and NHCII, and a longer version represented by NHC Il and IV.

These witnesses show quite clearly that the Apocryphon of John has
been edited to a considerable degree throughout its transmission history.
Though the similarities among the texts are precise enough for us to
assume that each could trace its history back to a common foundational
text, this is most certainly several stages behind the Coptic translations
that have survived. Each of the recensions has clearly passed through a
series of hands that led their development in independent directions.
These hands included those of copyists and translators as well as pos-
sible abbreviators or interpolators. M. Tardieu maintains that it is now
impossible to trace that history in any detail with certainty. The variety
and character of the divergences do not allow us to state in each and
every case when any difference is due to a translator, a copyist, an
abbreviator, or an interpolator.4 It is almost as difficult to say whether
the longer or the shorter recension represents a more original version of
the text.> Although it is possible to argue convincingly that certain
additions to the longer recension of the text are late, that does not mean
that every reading in the longer version is later than in the shorter ver-
sion.¢ It is not possible to posit that one text always contains an earlier or
more authentic version of the Apocryphon of John in comparison with the
others. Each text may contain both earlier and later material.

There is, however, one set of materials in the longer recension that is
clearly secondary. This is the material of the frame story which includes
the initial setting of John’s troubles in the temple, his questions, and the
dialogue material between the apostle and Christ throughout the entire
text.” The addition of these materials has turned a gnostic treatise on
theology, cosmology, anthropology, and salvation into a Christian-
gnostic dialogue between the savior Christ and the apostle John. Indeed,
since Christ appears only in these places (or at others where he is
peripheral or where his presence is confusing), it has been argued that
the text was secondarily christianized by the addition of the frame story

4. See M. Tardieu, Ecrits gnostiques, 26.

5. The longer additions to the text are of such a character that it is quite as possible
to imagine them being omitted as added. Tardieu argues that BG and NHC III represent
an abridgment of the longer recension represented by NHC II and IV.

6. See J.-M. Sevrin, Le dossier baptismal Sethien: Etudes sur la sacramentaire gnostique,
chap. 1, pt. 1 A. He cites III 11,8-22 and II 13,5-13 as examples.

7. See the arguments of S. Arai, “Zur Christologie des Apokryphons des Johannes,’
NTS 15 (1968-69) 302-18; H.-M. Schenke, “Nag-Hamadi Studien 1: Das literarische
Problem des Apokryphon Johannis,” ZRGG 14 (1962) 57-63; and idem, “Gnostic Seth-
ianism,” in Rediscovery (ed. Layton), 2:588-616.
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and a number of smaller changes within the text.® Though this must
have happened early since it is clearly a Christian text by the time of
Irenaeus, the thesis explains a number of difficulties and allows us to
establish at least one line of development in the transmissional life of the
text.

What I propose to do here is to attempt to see whether it is possible to
delineate consistent but differing patterns in each text’s use of gender
imagery by comparing them with one another. As John Turner aptly
points out in his critique of this essay, one may not frame this question in
terms of “direction of development,” because we do not know with any
surety which readings are earlier and which are later. One can talk about
such development only with regard to the influence of the frame story
and the addition of the figure of Christ into the text, but since this is
present in all of our extant texts, it does not help us to determine the
value of any reading in a text relative to another.

Because of the relatively good condition of the manuscripts of BG and
NHC II in comparison with NHC III and IV and in the interests of
simplifying our discussion, I shall present a comparison of BG and NHC
II, focusing on their use of gender imagery with regard to the issue of
salvation. The conclusions therefore apply, not to the Apocryphon of John
in general, but to these two manuscripts only. The discussion similarly
does not take into account the use of gender imagery in the discussion of
theology, cosmology, and anthropology except as they impinge upon
the discussion of salvation.

2.1. Codex Berolinensis 8502 (BG)

Excluding consideration of the frame story (BG 19,6—22,17), the text
begins with the description of the true God, the Father of the All, the
holy Invisible Spirit (BG 22,17—26,13). From the image that the Father
saw in the pure water of life surrounding him came forth the Pronoia of
the All, the thought (Ennoia) and image of the Father, Barbelo (BG
26,15—27,15). She knows the Father from whom she came forth (BG
27,17). She is the first Ennoia, the First Man, the virgin Spirit, the Triple-
Powered One, the Thrice-Male, the Thrice-Begotten, the Thrice-Named
Androgynous One (BG 27,18—28,4). She requests the Father to give her
First Knowledge, Incorruptibility, and Eternal Life. He consents and
they are manifested (BG 28,5—29, 14). These three, together with the
First Man and Ennoia, form the androgynous pentad of the Father (BG

8. See Arai, “Zur Christologie des Apokryphons des Johannes,” esp. 303 and 318.
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29,16-18). This description of Barbelo, the “Mother” figure and consort
of the Father, makes it clear that “she” is not unambiguously feminine.
She can be described as Mother, Thrice-Male, or as androgyne. Barbelo
then gives birth to the Son, not by requesting him from the Father, but:

The pure Barbelo of light gazed intensely toward the unbegotten Father.
She turned toward him; she gave birth to a blessed spark of light, but it was
not equal to her in greatness. (BG 29,18—30,4)

The being whom she bears is called the Only-Begotten, the divine Auto-
genes, the firstborn Son of the All, the Spirit, the pure light. He did not
originate with the permission of the Father, but in a manner similar to
that by which the Father himself produced Barbelo, his perfect image.
But unlike the product of the Father, this Son which Barbelo brings forth
is inferior to her; he is imperfect, in need of salvation, since he does not
know the Father. This salvation comes speedily:

The Invisible Spirit rejoiced over the light which had come into being, the
one who was first revealed in the first power, which is his Pronoia, Barbelo.
And he anointed him with his goodness, so that he became perfect and was
without deficiency in him, the Christ, since he anointed him with his good-
ness for the Invisible Spirit. It was through the Virgin Spirit that he poured
forth into him and he received the anointing. (BG 30,9—31,1)

Salvation here is described as being perfected through receiving knowl-
edge of the Father (the Invisible Spirit) and anointing by Barbelo (the
Virgin Spirit). The initiative to act comes from the Father, but the act of
salvation itself is completed by Mother and Father acting together.® In
his new, perfected state, the divine Autogenes is called Christ, the
anointed one.

When Christ wishes to create, he does not make the mistake that
Barbelo did; everything that he wishes to be brought into being is
accomplished with the consent of the Father. The perfect true man,
Adam, comes into being at the resolve of the Invisible Spirit and Auto-
genes together. From Adam comes Seth, the seed of Seth, and the souls
of those who will come to know perfection.

The creation of the perfect pleroma above clearly provides the pattern
for the subsequent creation of the world below. The account of the
perfection of the Son above also provides a complete model of salvation
for those lower beings who will be created below. The Son was an

9. See Arai, “Zur Christologie des Apokryphons des Johannes,” 309 and 310. He lists
three examples: (1) III 23,19—24=BG 51,1-17; (2) IIl 32,9-22; compare BG 63,16—64,13;
and (3) BG 71,5-13.
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imperfect being, brought into existence by the Mother alone, but per-
fected at the instigation of the Father and the act of the Mother through
“anointing with goodness” and by the gift of knowledge of the Father.
When the drama of cosmology and the origins of evil begin below,
therefore, the reader already knows the pattern that events must follow
and is assured of a final happy outcome if events follow the pattern
established already in the perfection of the Son by the Father and
Mother. :

The drama of cosmology begins when Sophia, the third aeon of the
fourth light of Autogenes, wants to reveal a likeness out of herself
without the “consent” of the spirit or of her partner, a shadowy figure
who is never named. The product of her endeavors is a male being
inferior to her; he is imperfect and is characterized by deficiency.

Following the pattern established by the generation of Autogenes-
Christ by Barbelo, we expect an act by the Mother at the instigation of
the Invisible Spirit to correct this deficiency. It comes swiftly:

But when the Mother (Sophia) recognized that the abortion of darkness
was not perfect, because her consort had not joined with her, she repented
and cried with great weeping. And he (the Invisible Spirit) heard the prayer
of her repentance, and her brothers (siblings?) prayed for her. The holy
Invisible Spirit assented. When the Invisible Spirit assented, he poured
upon her a Spirit from the perfection. Her consort came down to her in
order to set right her deficiency. He willed it through a Pronoia to put right
her deficiency, and she was not brought up to her own aeon, but because of
the great ignorance which appeared in her, she is in the nonad until she sets
right her deficiency. A voice came to her: “The man exists, and the son of
man,” But the first archon, Ialdabaoth, heard (it) and did not think that this
voice came down from the height. The holy perfect Father, the first man,
taught him in the form of a man. The blessed one manifested his likeness to
them. (BG 46,9—48,5)

What happens here is in part expected, in part unexpected. The reader
expects the Father to act immediately and decisively. He does. What is
unexpected is that his saving act seems directed at first toward Sophia,
not the abortion. She repents—and thereby the text implies that she
must have sinned. She is now put in charge of rectifying her defi-
ciency—she becomes the savior at the direction of the Father.

On the other hand, the revelation of the Father is directed both
toward her and toward her son, the demiurge, and his cronies. The voice
comes to Sophia, but the teaching and revelation in the form of Man are
given to the demiurge and those with him. This initiates the creation of
the lower, psychic Adam, following the drama of Genesis. Salvation at
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this juncture would seem to require the return of Sophia to the pleroma
and the perfection of the abortion. These salvific acts, however, are not
accomplished as simply as was the perfection of the Son. Instead, the
long drama of creation ensues.

When the wicked archons create Man, the power of the Mother passes
through the demiurge to the Man. Because of jealousy, the archons take
the wise and good Man and “brought him down to the regions beneath
all matter” (BG 52,15-17). The Father takes pity on the power of the
Mother and sends down the Epinoia of Light so that the Mother’s power
might prevail over the body. This female power is called Zoe:

It is she who labours for the whole creation, troubling (herself) over it,
establishing it in her own perfect temple, enlightening it about the descent
of its deficiency, telling it about its ascent upward. And the Epinoia of light
was hidden in him so that the archons would not recognize (her), but (so
that) our own sister, Sophia, who resembles us, might set right her defi-
ciency through the Epinoia of light. (BG 53,10—54,4)

She works in Adam for the salvation of the power of the Mother. It is
she who speaks through the tree of the knowledge of good and evil:

Through the authority of the height and the revelation, Epinoia taught him
(Adam) understanding. Through the tree in the form of an eagle, she
instructed him to eat the understanding, that he might take thought for his
perfection; for the offense of both (man and woman) was ignorance. (BG
60,16—61,7)

Note that here again it is the Father who initiates but the feminine figure
who acts.

According to the text, the subordination of woman to man and the act
of marital intercourse come about because of the ignorance and wicked-
ness of the demiurge, Ialdabaoth (BG 61,6-15; 63,2-9). The creation of
marital intercourse, however, also works against the demiurge insofar as
the procreation of Adam follows the heavenly pattern of the generation
of Seth and the seed of Seth. Through them, the deficiency will be
corrected:

He (Adam) recognized his substance which is like him. Adam begot Seth.
And, according to the generation which is in heaven among the aeons, in
this manner the mother sent the one who belongs to her. The Spirit (of the
Mother) came down to her (the power of the Mother, Ennoia/Zoe) to
waken the substance which is like him (Man/Adam/Seth) according to the
pattern of the perfection, to waken them (man and woman) out of the
forgetfulness and evil of the grave (material existence). And in this way, he
(the Spirit of the Mother) remained for a long time and laboured on behalf
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of the seed, so that when the Spirit comes from the holy aeons, he might set
them (the seed) upright, away from the deficiency, for the establishment of
the aeon, that he (Adam, the seed) might become a holy perfection, that he
might become now without deficiency. (BG 63,12—64,13)

What becomes increasingly clear throughout is that the restoration of
Sophia and the correction of her deficiency are achieved through the
salvation of Adam and the seed of Seth. Salvation means here to be
stirred out of forgetfulness and the moral wickedness which attaches to
life in the body. If, however, the pattern of salvation established for
Autogenes-Christ above is to be followed in achieving the salvation of
the unwavering race of the perfect Man, the method must be the same:
all deficiency will be healed through anointing with goodness and
reception of the knowledge of the Father/First Man.

That Epinoia was sent to be the savior for all Gnostics, male and
female, is quite clear from the way in which actual sexuality is treated in
the text. The creation of differentiated sexes from an (androgynous?)
Adam was a false attempt by the demiurge to regain the power of the
Mother/Epinoia which had passed from him to Adam. Similarly, the
decree that man should be master of woman was also an ignorant mis-
take of the demiurge, “since he did not know the mystery which existed
by the design of the holy height” (BG 61,12-15). The real meaning of
marriage (based on an interpretation of Gen. 2:23) is that the consort will
raise up the Mother (BG 60,5ff.). Carnal, marital intercourse derives from
the archon who “planted in Adam a desire for seed, so that it is from this
substance that a likeness from their counterfeit (image) is brought forth”
(BG 63,5-9). Sexual differentiation, then, plays no role in real salvation,
which is a matter of the spirit, not of physical gender. This view is
underlined in the following statement of the mission of the female
savior, Epinoia:

Through the authority of the height and the revelation, Epinoia taught him

(Adam) understanding. Through the tree in the form of an eagle, she

instructed him to eat the understanding, that he might take thought for his

perfection; for the offense of both was ignorance. (BG 60,16—61,7; see also
BG 57,20—58,1; my emphasis)!®

To belong to the seed of Seth, then, is not a matter of being of male
gender. Indeed, salvation is not a matter of gender at all.
So far we have spoken only of one savior figure, Epinoia. This over-

10. First the masculine singular is used, then the plural, to indicate both the man and
the woman.
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looks, of course, another important figure: Christ. As was stated above,
the major portrayal of Christ as savior belongs to the frame story, that s,
to those portions of the text which frame the whole as a revelation
discourse from Christ to his apostle, John. This includes not only the
introduction (BG 19,6—22,17) and conclusion (BG 76,5-end) but also the
dialogue format within the text. Here Christ alone appears as savior. He
is portrayed as the bringer of secret, saving revelation. He calls himself
the Father-Mother-Son, the one who came in order “to teach you about
what is, and what has come into being, and what will come into being,
so that you may know the invisible things and the visible things, and to
teach you about the perfect man” (BG 22,2-9). The teaching that he gives
is intended only for the unwavering race of the perfect man (see BG
22,14-16 and 75,19—76,1). In the conclusion, the text reads enigmati-
cally that first Christ came up to the perfect aeon (BG 75,14-15) but also
says that the Mother came once again before him (BG 76,1-3). This
confusion is perhaps a sloppy attempt to reconcile the content of the
revelation (where the savior figures are exclusively feminine) with the
frame’s presentation of the male Christ as savior.!!

The only other male figures who take part in the drama of salvation
are the consort of Sophia (who is never named) and Autogenes, who is
sent by the Father with his four lights to advise the demiurge so that the
power of the Mother would come out of him (see BG 51,9-14). These are
relatively minor roles.

In conclusion, the following statements can be made about the use of
gender imagery in the text with regard to salvation. In the text’s theol-
ogy, the ideal is sometimes presented in terms of the patriarchal family
structure: Father, Mother, Son. (As was stated above, Barbelo appears to
be unambiguously gendered and is not always described as Mother, or
even female.) All acts are to take place only with the consent of the
Father. Deficiency is caused by the female working alone. Salvation
comes when male and female work in concert, though always with the
male/Father in a position more primary than that of the female/Mother,

11. Arai (“Zur Christologie des Apokryphons des Johannes,” 303) has argued: “Schon
auf den ersten Blick kann man leicht feststellen, dass die Christusgestalt oder das
christliche Gedankengut tiberhaupt meist in der Rahmenhandlung, sehr selten dagegen
in der eigentlichen Geheimlehre auftritt” (“Already at first glance, one can easily secure
that the form of Christ or the Christian materials appear mostly in the frame story, and
to the contrary very seldom appear in the secret teaching proper”). He goes on to exa-
mine every case where Christ/Logos appears, arguing that every case can be shown to
be secondary. See also H.-M. Schenke, “Gnostic Sethianism,” in Rediscovery (ed. Lay-
ton), 611-12.
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both in terms of sequence and in terms of power. Nonetheless, the
female figures are never depicted as passive or weak. The Father seems
to be associated more closely with what we might call mental qualities or
attributes of will. He is the one who gives assent, to whom all requests or
pleas are addressed. But it is the female who acts. The primary savior
figure in the text, the Epinoia of Light, is female. On the other hand, the
text does not seem to find it problematic to add the male savior Christ
through the frame story. Indeed, it does not seem to find it problematic
at all to see in Christ the male-female trinity of the Father-Mother-Son.
This point clearly indicates that salvation itself has no relation at all to
gender or real sexuality, at least as far as the Apocryphon of John is con-
cerned. Rather, salvation for both men and women is a matter of receiv-
ing esoteric knowledge and is connected with the rite of baptism.1?

2.2. Nag Hammadi Codex Il

Although the course of the narrative in Nag Hammadi Codex II
closely parallels that of the Berlin Codex, there are a number of places
where there are some significant differences with regard to the use of
gender imagery and salvation. I shall discuss the most important of
these below.

The first of these passages is the presentation of the generation of
Christ. In the Berlin Codex, the Son was produced by the Mother alone.
In Nag Hammadi Codex II, it is the Father who produces the Son by
impregnating Barbelo with his spark. The Son is considered his off-
spring, not hers.

He begot a spark of light in a light of a corresponding blessedness, but it
was not equal to his greatness. This one who appeared was the only-begot-
ten of the Mother-Father; it is his only begetting, the only-begotten of the
Father, the pure light. (NHC I1 6,13-18)

The Son is then anointed with the goodness of the Father “until he
became perfect, not lacking in any goodness” (NHC II 6,24-25). No
revelation of the Father is necessary. Nor is it clear that the Son had a
deficiency that needed to be rectified. He seems to have required anoint-
ing with goodness, but it is unclear why, except insofar as generation is

12. See Sevrin, Le dossier baptismal Sethien, chap. 1: “L’Apocryphon de Jean.” He
argues that there are two distinct allusions to baptism in the text: (1) in discussing the
pleroma, BG 26,14—27,6; NHC III 7,1-33; NHC 1I 4,18-28; NHC IV 6,19-29; and (2) in
the Pronoia hymn, NHC II 31,11-27; NHC IV 48,14—49,8. The rite of baptism is con-
ferred with or by the five seals and is definitely associated with anointing. This is pre-
sent especially in the longer version of the Apocryphon of John (see pt. V.1).
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perhaps presupposed to be a process of degeneration. At any rate, we do
not have here a paradigm that will provide a pattern for salvation below
or an assurance of its success, as in the Berlin Codex.!?

A second difference can be seen at Nag Hammadi Codex II 22,3-10:

But that which is called the tree of knowledge of that which is good and
that which is wicked, i.e., the Epinoia of the light, they stayed in front of it
in order that he (Adam) might not look up to the pleroma and recognize the
nakedness of his shamefulness. But it was I (Christ) who set them upright
in order to eat.

Here Christ plays the role of savior which in the Berlin Codex belongs to
the female Epinoia. Similarly in Nag Hammadi Codex II 23,21-37, Christ
again takes up a savior role assigned in the Berlin Codex to Epinoia:

Our sister Sophia (is) she who came down in innocence in order to correct
her deficiency. Because of this she was called “Zoe,” that is, the mother of
the living. Through the Pronoia of the authority and through her, they
tasted the perfect knowledge. I (Christ) appeared in the likeness of an eagle
upon the tree of knowledge, i.e., the Epinoia from the Pronoia of pure light
in order to instruct them and awaken them out of the depth of slumber. For
they were both debased and they recognized their nakedness. Epinoia
appeared to them, being light (and) she awakened their thought.

The presentation here is somewhat confused. It says that Christ
appeared in the form of an eagle to teach them and waken them out of
sleep, but in the next sentence, it says that Epinoia appeared to them as
light and awakened their thinking. We know already from the text (see
NHC II 20,25-28) that the Father sent Epinoia to Adam as a correction
for the deficiency of the Mother. Why is Christ necessary? It is unclear.

In both these places, Christ appears to have taken over roles belong-
ing to Epinoia secondarily. His presence in the garden scene confuses
rather than explains anything. He is superfluous. The question then
becomes: Why has he been added to these scenes? The simplest answer
seems to be that the text is developing secondarily in the direction of
placing Christ at the center of salvation—at the expense of the female
savior, Epinoia.!4

13. For this reason, the passage seems to be secondary.

14. The presence of Christ in these passages can also be explained as an intrusion of
the frame story into the content of the revelation discourse (see n. 9, above). In the case
of Nag Hammadi Codex II, the process of systematically reading the interior of the text
in terms of the frame story has progressed further than in the Berlin Codex. Christ is
more a character in the story he relates in Nag Hammadi Codex II than in the Berlin
Codex. In NHC II 27,33—28,5 compared with BG 71,5-13, Arai sees a further example

of Christ taking over a role of Sophia (“Zur Christologie des Apokryphons des Johan-
nes,” 313-14).
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The most important passage of Nag Hammadi Codex II for our inter-
ests is, however, the so-called “Pronoia hymn” at the end of the text
(NHCII30,11—31,29). It is one of the sections found in the longer recen-
sion of the Apocryphon of John but absent from the Berlin Codex and Nag
Hammadi Codex III. The hymn describes in eloquent language the triple
descent of the savior to call forth to the sleeping spirit to arise and
remember and follow the root upward. The savior raises him up and
seals him in the light of the water with five seals.!®

The passage presents clearly the pattern of salvation which we know
so well from the Berlin Codex: the gift of knowledge and the “sealing” of
baptism bring salvation. The question is, Who is this savior? In Nag
Hammadi Codex II, the entire hymn is put in the mouth of Christ. But
inside the hymn itself, the savior claims, “I am the Pronoia of the pure
light; I am the Thought of the virgin Spirit” (NHC II 31,12-13). The figure
is the perfect Pronoia of the All and the remembrance of the pleroma.!6
Nothing is more clear than that Christ has appropriated a hymn that
originally belonged in the mouth of the female savior, Pronoia.

Up to this point, one might argue that the development of Nag Ham-
madi Codex II's Christology has led to the figure of Christ taking over

This is against the argument by R. van den Broek: “The development of the Pleroma
as described in the Apocryphon of John is the result of the mergence of quite different
traditions into a complicated, incoherent and contradictory system. Our sources repre-
sent different stages of this merging process” (“Autogenes and Adamas: The Mytho-
logical Structure of the Apocryphon of John,” in Gnosis and Gnosticism [ed. M. Krause],
16). The two traditions are the Anthropos myth and a trinitarian theology that gives a
clear place to the Mother figure, originally only “the female aspect of the androgynous
God’ (“Autogenes and Adamas,” 25). In van den Broek’s opinion, the trinitarian scheme
is secondary. It does seem to me that the direction of development shown in Nag Ham-
madi Codex II is toward an elaboration of a Christ-centered Anthropos myth, but it is
impossible to argue that this was primary and the appearance of female figures was
secondarily developed in the interests of Christian trinitarian theology. This makes little
sense of the major roles of Sophia and Epinoia in the cosmological and anthropological
sections of the text and the virtual absence of Christ or any male savior figure. And it
makes little sense of the nature of salvation as presented in the Berlin Codex. The only
role that female figures can play in an Anthropos myth is to account for evil; they can
play no real role in salvation. Yet this is manifestly not the case in every version of the
Apocryphon of John that we possess. Arguments against van den Broek’s position are
difficult to find if one confines oneself solely to the account of the pleroma, as he does.
But if one considers the text as a whole, especially the anthropology and soteriology,
then the argument seems to shift in the other direction, i.e., toward a consideration of
the Anthropos material as secondary. This is the direction of work by both Schenke
and Arai. Both see the frame story and dialogue as literarily secondary developments
(see n. 9, above). Once they are removed, the role of Christ becomes almost incidental,
and this is especially true, of course, in the Berlin Codex as compared with Nag Ham-
madi Codex IIL

15. See Sevrin, Le dossier baptismal Sethien, n. 12, above.
16. This is corrupted twice where Christ claims that he is the remembrance of the
Pronoia (NHC II 1,30.24 and 35).
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roles belonging to the female savior figures, Sophia, Epinoia, and
Pronoia, and that it does so without any intentionally (whether con-
scious or unconscious) negative attitudes toward the feminine. There
are, however, two places where readings differing from the Berlin Codex
indicate that in addition to the development of Christology in Nag
Hammadi Codex II, there are other decidedly patriarchal (misogynist?)
elements. The first is NHC I 23,37—24,3:

But when laldabaoth recognized that they withdrew themselves from him,
he cursed his earth. He found the woman preparing herself for her hus-
band. He was lord over her though he did not know the mystery which had
come to pass through the holy design for they were afraid to blame him.

Compare this with the Berlin Codex 61,7-18:

Ialdabaoth recognized that they withdrew from him. He cursed them, but
even more he added that the man should be lord over the woman for he
did not know the mystery which existed by the design of the holy height.
But they were afraid to curse him and to expose his ignorance.

Despite the (perhaps purposeful?) ambiguity of the pronominal refer-
ences in Nag Hammadi Codex II, it seems clear that according to that
text, the authority of man over woman is part of holy decree. After all, it
is Eve who prepares herself for her husband. She is clearly a seductress.
In the Berlin Codex, to the contrary, the domination of woman by man is
due to an ignorant and wicked plan of the demiurge, a plan that stands
in sharp contrast to the decree of the holy height.

The second place that indicates a more clearly patriarchal view in
comparison with the Berlin Codex is at Nag Hammadi Codex II 24,27~
31:

To the present day, sexual intercourse continued due to the chief archon.
And he planted sexual desire in her who belongs to Adam. And through
sexual intercourse, he set up the generating of the likeness of bodies, and
he inspired them with