Chapter 2. The Meaning of Gnosis and the Extent of the Gnostic Movement
(a) SPIRITUAL CLIMATE OF THE ERA
At the beginning of the Christian era and progressively throughout the two following centuries, the eastern Mediterranean world was in profound spiritual ferment. The genesis of Christian​ity itself and the response to its message are evidence of this fer​ment, but they do not stand alone. With regard to the environment in which Christianity originated, the recently discovered Dead Sea Scrolls have added powerful support to the view, reasonably certain before, that Palestine was seething with eschatological (i.e., salva-tional) movements and that the emergence of the Christian sect was anything but an isolated incident. In the thought of the manifold gnostic sects which soon began to spring up everywhere in the wake of the Christian expansion, the spiritual crisis of the age found its boldest expression and, as it were, its extremist representation. The abstruseness of their speculations, in part intentionally provocative, does not diminish but rather enhances their symbolic representative​ness for the thought of an agitated period. Before narrowing down our investigation to the particular phenomenon of Gnosticism, we must briefly indicate the main features that characterize this con​temporary thought as a whole.
First, all the phenomena which we noted in connection with the "oriental wave" are of a decidedly religious nature; and this, as we have repeatedly stated, is the prominent characteristic of the second phase of Hellenistic culture in general. Second, all these currents have in some way to do with salvation: the general religion of the period is a religion of salvation. Third, all of them exhibit an exceedingly transcendent (i.e., transmundane) conception of God and in connection with it an equally transcendent and other-worldly idea of the goal of salvation. Finally, they maintain a radical dual​ism of realms of being—God and the world, spirit and matter, soul and body, light and darkness, good and evil, life and death—and
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consequently an extreme polarization of existence affecting not only man but reality as a whole: the general religion of the period is a dualistic transcendent religion of salvation.
(b) THE NAME "GNOSTICISM"
Turning to Gnosticism in particular, we ask what the name means, where the movement originated, and what literary evidence it left. The name "Gnosticism," which has come to serve as a collec​tive heading for a manifoldness of sectarian doctrines appearing within and around Christianity during its critical first centuries, is derived from gnosis, the Greek word for "knowledge." The empha​sis on knowledge as the means for the attainment of salvation, or even as the form of salvation itself, and the claim to the possession of this knowledge in one's own articulate doctrine, are common fea​tures of the numerous sects in which the gnostic movement his​torically expressed itself. Actually there were only a few groups whose members expressly called themselves Gnostics, "the Knowing ones"; but already Irenaeus, in the title of his work, used the name "gnosis" (with the addition "falsely so called") to cover all those sects that shared with them that emphasis and certain other charac​teristics. In this sense we can speak of gnostic schools, sects, and cults, of gnostic writings and teachings, of gnostic myths and specu​lations, even of gnostic religion in general.
In following the example of the ancient authors who first ex​tended the name beyond the self-styling of a few groups, we are not obliged to stop where their knowledge or polemical interest did and may treat the term as a class-concept, to be applied wherever the defining properties are present. Thus the extent of the gnostic area can be taken as narrower or broader, depending on the cri​terion employed. The Church Fathers considered Gnosticism as essentially a Christian heresy and confined their reports and refuta​tions to systems which either had sprouted already from the soil of Christianity (e.g., the Valentinian system), or had somehow added and adapted the figure of Christ to their otherwise heterogeneous teaching (e.g., that of the Phrygian Naassenes), or else through a common Jewish background were close enough to be felt as com​peting with and distorting the Christian message  (e.g., that of
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Simon Magus). Modern research has progressively broadened this traditional range by arguing the existence of a pre-Christian Jewish and a Hellenistic pagan Gnosticism, and by making known the Mandaean sources, the most striking example of Eastern Gnosticism outside the Hellenistic orbit, and other new material. Finally, if we take as a criterion not so much the special motif of "knowledge" as the dualistic-anticosmic spirit in general, the religion of Mani too must be classified as gnostic.
(c) THE ORIGIN OF GNOSTICISM
Asking next the question where or from what historical tradi​tion Gnosticism originated, we are confronted with an old crux of historical speculation: the most conflicting theories have been advanced in the course of time and are still in the field today. The early Church Fathers, and independently of them Plotinus, empha​sized the influence upon a Christian thinking not yet firmly consoli​dated of Plato and of misunderstood Hellenic philosophy in general. Modern scholars have advanced in turn Hellenic, Babylonian, Egyp​tian, and Iranian origins and every possible combination of these with one another and with Jewish and Christian elements. Since in the material of its representation Gnosticism actually is a product of syncretism, each of these theories can be supported from the sources and none of them is satisfactory alone; but neither is the combination of all of them, which would make Gnosticism out to be a mere mosaic of these elements and so miss its autonomous essence. On the whole, however, the oriental thesis has an edge over the Hellenic one, once the meaning of the term "knowledge" is freed from the misleading associations suggested by the tradition of classi​cal philosophy. The recent Coptic discoveries in Upper Egypt (see below, sec. e) are said to underline the share of a heterodox oc​cultist Judaism, though judgment must be reserved pending the translation of the vast body of material.1 Some connection of Gnos​ticism with the beginnings of the Cabbala has in any case to be as​sumed, whatever the order of cause and effect. The violently anti-Jewish bias of the more prominent gnostic systems is by itself not incompatible with Jewish heretical origin at some distance. Inde-
1 See Chapt. 12.
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pendently, however, of who the first Gnostics were and what the main religious traditions drawn into the movement and suffering ar​bitrary reinterpretation at its hands, the movement itself transcended ethnic and denominational boundaries, and its spiritual principle was new. The Jewish strain in Gnosticism is as little the orthodox Jewish as the Babylonian is the orthodox Babylonian, the Iranian the orthodox Iranian, and so on. Regarding the case made out for a preponderance of Hellenic influence, much depends on how the crucial concept of "knowledge" is to be understood in this context.
{d) THE NATURE OF GNOSTIC "KNOWLEDGE"
"Knowledge" is by itself a purely formal term and does not specify what is to be known; neither does it specify the psychologi​cal manner and subjective significance of possessing knowledge or the ways in which it is acquired. As for what the knowledge is about, the associations of the term most familiar to the classically trained reader point to rational objects, and accordingly to natural reason as the organ for acquiring and possessing knowledge.  In the gnostic context, however, "knowledge" has an emphatically reli​gious or supranatural meaning and refers to objects which we nowadays should call those of faith rather than of reason. Now although the relation between faith and knowledge (pistis and gnosis) became a major issue in the Church between the gnostic heretics and the orthodox, this was not the modern issue between faith and reason with which we are familiar; for the "knowledge” of the Gnostics with which simple Christian faith was contrasted whether in praise or blame was not of the rational kind.  Gnosis meant pre-eminently knowledge of God, and from what we have said about the radical transcendence of the deity it follows that "knowledge of God" is the knowledge of something naturally un​knowable and therefore itself not a natural condition.  Its objects include everything that belongs to the divine realm of being, namely, the order and history of the upper worlds, and what is to issue from it, namely, the salvation of man. With objects of this kind, knowledge as a mental act is vastly different from the rational cognition of philosophy. On the one hand it is closely bound up with revelationary experience, so that reception of the truth either
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through sacred and secret lore or through inner illumination re​places rational argument and theory (though this extra-rational basis may then provide scope for independent speculation); on the other hand, being concerned with the secrets of salvation, "knowledge" is not just theoretical information about certain things but is itself, as a modification of the human condition, charged with perform​ing a function in the bringing about of salvation. Thus gnostic "knowledge" has an eminently practical aspect. The ultimate "ob​ject" of gnosis is God: its event in the soul transforms the knower himself by making him a partaker in the divine existence (which means more than assimilating him to the divine essence). Thus in the more radical systems like the Valentinian the "knowledge" is not only an instrument of salvation but itself the very form in which the goal of salvation, i.e., ultimate perfection, is possessed. In these cases knowledge and the attainment of the known by the soul are claimed to coincide—the claim of all true mysticism. It is, to be sure, also the claim of Greek theoria, but in a different sense. There, the object of knowledge is the universal, and the cognitive relation is "optical," i.e., an analogue of the visual relation to objec​tive form that remains unaffected by the relation. Gnostic "knowl​edge" is about the particular (for the transcendent deity is still a particular), and the relation of knowing is mutual, i.e., a being known at the same time, and involving active self-divulgence on the part of the "known." There, the mind is "informed" with the forms it beholds and while it beholds (thinks) them: here, the subject is "transformed" (from "soul" to "spirit") by the union with a reality that in truth is itself the supreme subject in the situation and strictly speaking never an object at all.
These few preliminary remarks are sufficient to delimitate the gnostic type of "knowledge" from the idea of rational theory in terms of which Greek philosophy had developed the concept. Yet the suggestions of the term "knowledge" as such, reinforced by the fact that Gnosticism produced real thinkers who unfolded the con​tents of the secret "knowledge" in elaborate doctrinal systems and used abstract concepts, often with philosophical antecedents, in their exposition, have favored a strong tendency among theologians and historians to explain Gnosticism by the impact of the Greek ideal of knowledge on the new religious forces which came to the
36
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fore at that time, and more especially on the infancy of Christian thought. The genuine theoretical aspirations revealed in the higher type of gnostic speculation, bearing out as it seemed the testimony of the early Church Fathers, led Adolf von Harnack to his famous formulation that Gnosticism was "the acute Hellenization of Chris​tianity," while the slower and more measured evolution of orthodox theology was to be regarded as its "chronic Hellenization." The medical analogy was not meant to designate Hellenization as such as a disease; but the "acute" stage which! provoked the reaction of the healthy forces in the organism of the Church was understood as the hasty and therefore disruptive anticipation of the same proc​ess that in its more cautious and less spectacular form led to the incorporation of those aspects of the Greek heritage from which Christian thought could truly benefit. Perspicacious as this diagno​sis is, as a definition of Gnosticism it falls short in both the terms that make up the formula, "Hellenization" and "Christianity." It treats Gnosticism as a solely Christian phenomenon, whereas sub​sequent research has established its wider range; and it gives way to the Hellenic appearance of gnostic conceptualization and of the concept of gnosis itself, which in fact only thinly disguises a hetero​geneous spiritual substance. It is the genuineness, i.e., the underiva-tive nature, of this substance that defeats all attempts at derivation that concern more than the outer shell of expression. About the idea of "knowledge," the great watchword of the movement, it must be emphasized that its objectification in articulate systems of thought concerning God and the universe was an autonomous achievement of this substance, not its subjection to a borrowed scheme of theory. The combination of the practical, salvational concept of knowledge with its theoretical satisfaction in quasi-rational systems of thought —the rationalization of the supranatural—was typical of the higher forms of Gnosticism and gave rise to a kind of speculation previ​ously unknown but never afterwards to disappear from religious thought.
Yet Harnack's half-truth reflects a fact which is almost as inte​gral to the destiny of the new oriental wisdom as its original sub​stance: the fact called by Spengler "pseudomorphosis" to which we have alluded before. If a different crystalline substance happens to fill the hollow left in a geological layer by crystals that have dis-

integrated, it is forced by the mold to take on a crystal form not its own and without chemical analysis will mislead the observer into taking it for a crystal of the original kind. Such a formation is called in mineralogy a "pseudomorphosis." With the inspired in​tuition that distinguished him, amateur as he was in the field, Spengler discerned a similar situation in the period under view and argued that the recognition of it must govern the understanding of all its utterances. According to him, disintegrating Greek thought is the older crystal of the simile, Eastern thought the new substance forced into its mold. Leaving aside the wider historical vista within which Spengler places his observation, it is a brilliant contribution to the diagnosis of a historical situation and if used with discrimina​tion can greatly help our understanding.
(e) SURVEY OF SOURCES
What are the sources, that is, the literature, from which we have to reconstruct the image of this forgotten creed? The following survey aims at representativeness rather than completeness. We have to divide the sources into original and secondary ones, of which until fairly recently almost none but the latter were known. We shall take this group first.
Secondary or Indirect Sources
1. The struggle against Gnosticism as a danger to the true faith occupied a large space in early Christian literature, and the writings devoted to its refutation are by their discussion, by the summaries they give of gnostic teachings, and frequently also by extensive ver​batim quotation from gnostic writings the most important second​ary source of our knowledge. We may add that until the nineteenth century they were (apart from Plotinus' treatise) the only source, as the victory of the Church naturally led to the disappearance of the gnostic originals. Of this group we name the great polemical works of the Fathers Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Origen, and Epiphanius in Greek and Tertullian in Latin. Another Father, Clement of Alexandria, left among his writings an extremely valuable collection of Greek Excerpts from the writings of Theodotus, a member of the Valentinian school of Gnosticism, representing its Eastern ("Ana-
39
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tolian") branch. Of its Italic branch Epiphanius has preserved an entire literary document, Ptolemaeus' Letter to Flora. In the case of such complete, or almost complete, renderings of the subject of the attack (among which may be counted also Hippolytus' reports on the Naassenes and on the book Baruch), our distinction between secondary and primary sources of course becomes blurred. It is in the nature of the case that all the originals preserved through this medium, whether whole or in part (the latter is the rule), were Greek. Taken together, these patristic sources give information about a large number of sects, all of them at least nominally Chris​tian, though in some cases the Christian veneer is rather thin. A unique contribution from the pagan camp concerning this group is the treatise of Plotinus, the Neoplatonic philosopher, Against the Gnostics, or against those who say that the Creator of the World is evil and that the World is bad (Enn. II. 9). It is directed against the teachings of one particular Christian gnostic sect which cannot be definitely identified with any individual one named in the patris​tic catalogues but clearly falls into one of their major groupings.
2. After the third century the anti-heretical writers had to con​
cern themselves with the refutation of Manichaeism. They did not
consider this new religion as part of the gnostic heresy, which in
its narrower sense had by then been disposed of; but by the broader
criteria of the history of religion it belongs to the same circle of
ideas. Of the very extensive Christian literature we need name only
the Acta Archelai, the works of Titus of Bostra (Greek), of St.
Augustine (Latin), and of Theodore bar Konai (Syriac). Here too
a philosophically trained pagan author, Alexander of Lycopolis (in
Egypt), writing one generation after Mani, supplements the Chris​
tian chorus.
3. In a qualified way, some of the mystery-religions of late an​
tiquity also belong to the gnostic circle, insofar as they allegorized
their ritual and their original cult-myths in a spirit similar to the
gnostic one: we may mention the mysteries of Isis, Mithras, and
Attis. The sources in this case consist of reports by contemporary
Greek and Latin, mostly pagan, writers.
4.
A certain amount of veiled information is scattered in rab'
binical literature, though on the whole, unlike the Christian prac-
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tice, silence was there considered the more effective way of dealing with heresy.
5. Finally, the branch of Islamic literature that deals with the variety of religions, late as it is, contains valuable accounts, espe​cially of the Manichaean religion but also of some more obscure gnostic sects whose writings had survived into the Islamic period.
In language these secondary sources are Greek, Latin, Hebrew, Syriac, and Arabic.
Primary or Direct Sources
These for the most part have come to light only since the nineteenth century and are constantly being added to through fortu​nate archaeological finds. The following enumeration is independ​ent of order of origin and discovery.
1. Of inestimable value for the knowledge of Gnosticism out​
side the Christian orbit are the sacred books of the Mandaeans, a
sect which survives in a few remnants in the region of the lower
Euphrates (the modern Iraq), no less violently anti-Christian than
anti-Jewish, but including among its prophets John the Baptist in
opposition to and at the expense of Christ. This is the only instance
of the continued existence of a gnostic religion to the present day.
The name is derived from the Aramaic manda, "knowledge," so
that "Mandaeans" means literally "Gnostics." Their scriptures, writ​
ten in an Aramaic dialect closely related to that of the Talmud,
make up the largest corpus—with the possible exception of the next
group—of original gnostic writings in our possession.  It includes
mythological and doctrinal treatises, ritual and moral teaching,
liturgy, and collections of hymns and psalms, these last containing
some profoundly moving religious poetry.
2. A constantly growing group of sources is constituted by the
Christian Coptic-gnostic writings, mostly of the Valentinian school
or the larger family of which this school is the outstanding member.
Coptic was the Egyptian vernacular of the later Hellenistic period,
descended from the ancient Egyptian with an admixture of Greek.
The promotion of this popular language to use as a literary me​
dium reflects the rise of a mass-religion as against the Greek secular
culture of the Hellenistically educated. Until recently, the bulk of
40
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the Coptic-gnostic writings in our possession, such as the Pistis Sophia and the Books of Jeu, represented a rather low and degen​erate level of gnostic thought, belonging to the declining stage of the Sophia speculation. But lately (about 1945) a sensational find at Nag-Hammadi (Chenoboskion) in Upper Egypt has brought to light a whole library of a gnostic community, containing in Coptic translation from the Greek hitherto unknown writings of what may be termed the "classical" phase of gnostic literature: among them one of the major books of the Valentinians, the Gospel of Truth— if not by Valentinus himself, certainly dating back to the founding generation of the school—of which the mere existence and title had been known from Irenaeus. With the exception of this one part of one codex, just published in full (1956), and some excerpts from other parts, the remainder of the extensive new material (thirteen codices, some fragmentary, some almost intact, totaling about 1000 papyrus pages and presenting about forty-eight writings) has not yet been made known. On the other hand, one codex of the older Coptic discoveries, after sixty years in the Berlin Museum, has re​cently (1955) for the first time been published in its gnostic parts, of which the most important is the Apocryphon of John, a main work of the Barbelo-Gnostics already used by Irenaeus in his ac​count of this second-century system. (This and another writing of this collection, the somewhat later Wisdom of Jesus Christ, are also found in the unedited part of the Nag-Hammadi library—the Apocryphon in no less than three versions, evidence of the esteem it enjoyed.)
3. Also in the Coptic language is the library of Manichaean papyri discovered in Egypt in 1930, the editing of which is still in progress. Dating back to the fourth century a.d., the very badly preserved codices, estimated at about 3500 pages, have so far yielded one of Mani's own books, known before by title and, like all his writings, believed irretrievably lost: the Kephalaia, i.e., "Chapters"; a (the?) Psalm-Boo^ of the early Manichaean community; also part of a collection of Homilies (sermons) from the first generation after Mani. Barring the Dead Sea Scrolls, this find is easily the greatest event for the history of religion which archaeology has provided within this generation. Like the Mandaean corpus, the Coptic Manichaean corpus contains doctrinal as well as poetic ma-

terial. In this case the translation is presumably from the Syriac, though the interposition of a Greek translation cannot be ruled out.
4. Another group of original, though later, sources for the
Manichaean religion, this time in its Eastern form, is the so-called
Turfan fragments in Persian and Turkish, found in explorations
at the oasis of Turfan in Chinese Turkestan at the beginning of
this century; to which must be added two Chinese texts also found
in Turkestan, a hymn scroll and a treatise quoted by the name of
its discoverer and editor Pelliot.   These documents—also not yet
edited in full—are evidence of the flowering of a gnostic religion
so far away as central Asia.
5. Longest known to Western scholars has been the corpus of
Greek writings attributed to Hermes Trismegistus and often quoted
as Poimandres, which strictly speaking is the name of the first
treatise only.  The extant corpus, first published in the sixteenth
century, is the remnant of an Egyptian Hellenistic literature of
revelation, called "Hermetic" because of the syncretistic identifica​-
tion of the Egyptian god Thoth with the Greek Hermes. A num​
ber of references and quotations in late classical writers, both pagan
and Christian, add to the sources for Hermetic thought.   This
literature, not as a whole but in certain portions, reflects gnostic
spirit. The same goes for the closely related alchemistic literature
and some of the Greek and Coptic magical papyri, which show an
admixture of gnostic ideas.   The Hermetic Poimandres treatise
itself, in spite of some signs of Jewish influence, is to be regarded
as a prime document of independent pagan Gnosticism.
6. There is, finally, gnostic material in some of the New Testa​
ment Apocrypha, like the Acts of Thomas and the Odes of Solo​
mon—in both these cases in the shape of poems which are among
the finest expressions of gnostic sentiment and belief.
In terms of language, these original sources are Greek, Coptic, Aramaic, Persian, Turkish, and Chinese. (The term "original" does not here exclude ancient translations, like the Turkish and Chinese and most of the Coptic documents.)
This survey gives some idea of the wide geographical and linguistic range of gnostic sources and the great variety of gnostic groups. Accordingly we can speak of the gnostic doctrine only as
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an abstraction. The leading Gnostics displayed pronounced intellec​tual individualism, and the mythological imagination of the whole movement was incessantly fertile. Non-conformism was almost a principle of the gnostic mind and was closely connected with the doctrine of the sovereign "spirit" as a source of direct knowledge and illumination. Already Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. I. 18. 1) observed that "Every day every one of them invents something new." The great system builders like Ptolemaeus, Basilides, Mani erected ingenious and elaborate speculative structures which are original creations of individual minds yet at the same time variations and developments of certain main themes shared by all: these together form what we may call the simpler "basic myth." On a less intellec​tual level, the same basic content is conveyed in fables, exhortations, practical instructions (moral and magical), hymns, and prayers. In order to help the reader to see the unity of the whole field before entering into the detailed treatment, we shall outline this "basic myth" that can be abstracted from the confusing variety of the actual material.
(f) ABSTRACT OF MAIN GNOSTIC TENETS
Theology
The cardinal feature of gnostic thought is the radical dualism that governs the relation of God and world, and correspondingly that of man and world. The deity is absolutely transmundane, its nature alien to that of the universe, which it neither created nor governs and to which it is the complete antithesis: to the divine realm of light, self-contained and remote, the cosmos is opposed as the realm of darkness. The world is the work of lowly powers which though they may mediately be descended from Him do not know the true God and obstruct the knowledge of Him in the cosmos over which they rule. The genesis of these lower powers, the Archons (rulers), and in general that of all the orders of being outside God, including the world itself, is a main theme of gnostic speculation, of which we shall give examples later. The transcend​ent God Himself is hidden from all creatures and is unknowable by natural concepts.   Knowledge of Him requires supranatural
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revelation and illumination and even then can hardly be expressed otherwise than in negative terms.
Cosmology
The universe, the domain of the Archons, is like a vast prison whose innermost dungeon is the earth, the scene of man's life. Around and above it the cosmic spheres are ranged like concentric enclosing shells. Most frequently there are the seven spheres of the planets surrounded by the eighth, that of the fixed stars. There was, however, a tendency to multiply the structures and make the scheme more and more extensive: Basilides counted no fewer than 365 "heavens." The religious significance of this cosmic architec​ture lies in the idea that everything which intervenes between here and the beyond serves to separate man from God, not merely by spatial distance but through active demonic force. Thus the vast-ness and multiplicity of the cosmic system express the degree to which man is removed from God.
The spheres are the seats of the Archons, especially of the "Seven," that is, of the planetary gods borrowed from the Baby​lonian pantheon. It is significant that these are now often called by Old Testament names for God (Iao, Sabaoth, Adonai, Elohim, El Shaddai), which from being synonyms for the one and supreme God are by this transposition turned into proper names of inferior demonic beings—an example of the pejorative revaluation to which Gnosticism subjected ancient traditions in general and Jewish tra​dition in particular. The Archons collectively rule over the world, and each individually in his sphere is a warder of the cosmic prison. Their tyrannical world-rule is called heimarmene, universal Fate, a concept taken over from astrology but now tinged with the gnostic anti-cosmic spirit. In its physical aspect this rule is the law of nature; in its psychical aspect, which includes for instance the institution and enforcement of the Mosaic Law, it aims at the enslavement of man. As guardian of his sphere, each Archon bars the passage to the souls that seek to ascend after death, in order to prevent their escape from the world and their return to God. The Archons are also the creators of the world, except where this role is reserved for their leader, who then has the name of demi-
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urge (the world-artificer in Plato's Timaeus) and is often painted with the distorted features of the Old Testament God.
Anthropology
Man, the main object of these vast dispositions, is composed of flesh, soul, and spirit. But reduced to ultimate principles, his origin is twofold: mundane and extra-mundane. Not only the body but also the "soul" is a product of the cosmic powers, which shaped the body in the image of the divine Primal (or Archetypal) Man and animated it with their own psychical forces: these are the appetites and passions of natural man, each of which stems from and corre​sponds to one of the cosmic spheres and all of which together make up the astral soul of man, his "psyche." Through his body and his soul man is a part of the world and subjected to the heimarmene. Enclosed in the soul is the spirit, or "pneuma" (called also the "spark"), a portion of the divine substance from beyond which has fallen into the world; and the Archons created man for the express purpose of keeping it captive there. Thus, as in the macrocosm man is enclosed by the seven spheres, so in the human microcosm again the pneuma is enclosed by the seven soul-vestments originating from them. In its unredeemed state the pneuma thus immersed in soul and flesh is unconscious of itself, benumbed, asleep, or intox​icated by the poison of the world: in brief, it is "ignorant." Its awakening and liberation is effected through "knowledge."
Eschatology
The radical nature of the dualism determines that of the doc​trine of salvation. As alien as the transcendent God is to "this world" is the pneumatic self in the midst of it. The goal of gnostic striving is the release of the "inner man" from the bonds of the world and his return to his native realm of light. The necessary condition for this is that he knows about the transmundane God and about himself, that is, about his divine origin as well as his present situation, and accordingly also about the nature of the world which determines this situation. As a famous Valentinian formula puts it,

What liberates is the knowledge of who we were, what we became; where we were, where into we have been thrown; whereto we speed, wherefrom we are redeemed; what birth is, and what rebirth.
(Exc. Theod. 78. 2)
This knowledge, however, is withheld from him by his very situa​tion, since "ignorance" is the essence of mundane existence, just as it was the principle of the world's coming into existence. In par​ticular, the transcendent God is unknown in the world and cannot be discovered from it; therefore revelation is needed. The necessity for it is grounded in the nature of the cosmic situation; and its occurrence alters this situation in its decisive respect, that of "ig​norance," and is thus itself already a part of salvation. Its bearer is a messenger from the world of light who penetrates the barriers of the spheres, outwits the Archons, awakens the spirit from its earthly slumber, and imparts to it the saving knowledge "from without." The mission of this transcendent savior begins even before the creation of the world (since the fall of the divine element preceded the creation) and runs parallel to its history. The knowl​edge thus revealed, even though called simply "the knowledge of God," comprises the whole content of the gnostic myth, with every​thing it has to teach about God, man, and world; that is, it con​tains the elements of a theoretical system. On the practical side, however, it is more particularly "knowledge of the way," namely, of the soul's way out of the world, comprising the sacramental and magical preparations for its future ascent and the secret names and formulas that force the passage through each sphere. Equipped with this gnosis, the soul after death travels upwards, leaving be​hind at each sphere the psychical "vestment" contributed by it: thus the spirit stripped of all foreign accretions reaches the God beyond the world and becomes reunited with the divine substance. On the scale of the total divine drama, this process is part of the restoration of the deity's own wholeness, which in pre-cosmic times has become impaired by the loss of portions of the divine substance. It is through these alone that the deity became involved in the destiny of the world, and it is to retrieve them that its messenger intervenes in cosmic history. With the completion of this process
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of gathering in (according to some systems), the cosmos, deprived of its elements of light, will come to an end.
Morality
In this life the pneumatics, as the possessors of gnosis called themselves, are 8et apart from the great mass of mankind. The immediate illumination not only makes the individual sovereign in the sphere of knowledge (hence the limitless variety of gnostic doctrines) but also determines the sphere of action. Generally speaking, the pneumatic morality is determined by hostility toward the world and contempt for all mundane ties. From this principle, however, two contrary conclusions could be drawn, and both found their extreme representatives: the ascetic and the libertine. The former deduces from the possession of gnosis the obligation to avoid further contamination by the world and therefore to reduce contact with it to a minimum; the latter derives from the same possession the privilege of absolute freedom. We shall deal later with the complex theory of gnostic libertinism. In this preliminary account a few remarks must suffice. The law of "Thou shalt" and "Thou shalt not" promulgated by the Creator is just one more form of the "cosmic" tyranny. The sanctions attaching to its transgression can affect only the body and the psyche. As the pneumatic is free from the heimarmene, so he is free from the yoke of the moral law. To him all things are permitted, since the pneuma is "saved in its nature" and can be neither sullied by actions nor frightened by the threat of archontic retribution. The pneumatic freedom, however, is a matter of more than mere indifferent permission: through in​tentional violation of the demiurgical norms the pneumatic thwarts the design of the Archons and paradoxically contributes to the work of salvation. This antinomian libertinism exhibits more force​fully than the ascetic version the nihilistic element contained in gnostic acosmism.
Even the reader unfamiliar with the subject will realize from the foregoing abstract that, whatever heights of conceptualization gnostic theory attained to in individual thinkers, there is an in​dissoluble mythological core to gnostic thought as such. Far remote from the rarefied atmosphere of philosophical reasoning, it moves

in the denser medium of imagery and personification. In the fol​lowing chapters we have to fill in the framework of our generalized account with the substance of gnostic metaphor and myth, and on the other hand present some of the elaborations of this basic con​tent into speculative systems of thought.



