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FOREWORD

This book is offered in honor of Einar Thomassen on the occasion of his
6oth birthday. The collection of essays in this Festschrift explores what
Walter Burkert once described as “the fascination of secrecy and the prom-
ise of thrilling revelations”:' mystery and secrecy in the Nag Hammadi texts
and other ancient texts and practices. This multivalent and fascinating
topic is fitting for a celebration of Thomassen’s broad scholarly produc-
tion and wide research interests in the religious currents of Antiquity.

In scholarly discourse the term “mystery” (deriving, via Latin, from the
Greek word puotptov) usually refers to a secret rite, and/or to exclusive
and treasured knowledge in the form of a revealed secret. The mystery
often reveals cosmological or ontological truths. It may be the disclo-
sure of God’s general plan, of hidden heavenly realities, unknown earthly
truths, the real layout of past events, or a description of things to come.
The mystery is commonly revealed by God or other divine agents, and is
conveyed to the worthy recipients through revelatory dialogues, visions,
rites or other practices. It is often of limited public exposure, and provides
those who have gained access to it knowledge of things at and beyond the
limits of knowability. The precise contents of ancient mystery rites often
remain unknown (and hence the more intriguing). However, the func-
tions and uses of references to mystery and mystery language in ancient
texts are generally available for study. These texts show that references to
mystery and use of mystery language may serve epistemological, cognitive,
and social purposes: it informs pedagogical, rhetorical, and soteriological
discourses: and may also be used as a way of establishing authority. In yet
other ancient texts, mystery can also be used for an opposite purpose, as
a means of shaming certain ungodly, dangerous, hidden and inaccessible
rites and practices of “the religious other.”

The term “secrecy” refers to a strategy of distribution of control over, and
access to special knowledge: the valued information generally reserved for
the few. Secrecy can be understood as a social phenomenon, as discourse
within a real or imagined society, as well as a rhetorical strategy. Secrecy

' Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1987), 1.
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tends to promote exclusivity, since access to the secret provides those
who know it with social, epistemological and soteriological advantages.
The topic of mystery and secrecy is a broad, complex and intriguing
one. As suggested above, it refers both to a set of ritual practices, as well
as to a multivalent literary theme and metaphorical language in narrative
texts of the ancient Mediterranean and Middle East. The topic is found
across geographical, cultural and religious borders, as well as in written
sources of differing genres and languages. Moreover, these sources display
multiple functions, and diverse contexts of usage. In this sense, the topic
of mystery and secrecy reflects Thomassen’s academic profile perfectly.
Thomassen’s research on Valentinianism, the Nag Hammadi texts and
early Christian pluralism are well known. However, he has also taken
great interest in other religious strands in antique Mediterranean and
Middle Eastern societies, including a variety of Greek, Roman and Near
Eastern religious and philosophical traditions, and has paired this interest
with an important insight into theoretical and methodological currents
in Religious Studies. The theme of mystery and secrecy traces a thread
through a major part of Thomassen’s scholarship. His research portfo-
lio displays a profound interest in the relationship between text, myth
and ritual; the functions of revelation, knowledge, secrecy and pedagogy;
notions of cosmology, dualism, protology and eschatology; not to men-
tion identity construction and social settings of ancient religions and their
texts. Thomassen has contributed specifically to the scholarly discussion
of mystery and secrecy on several occasions, for instance in his seminal
work The Spiritual Seed: The Church of the “Valentinians” (2006), as well as
in the essays “Revelation as Book and Book as Revelation: Reflections of
the Gospel of Truth” (2002), and “Gos. Philip 67:27—-30: Not ‘in a mystery”
(2006).> He has stressed, among other aspects, the soteriological impor-
tance of the special knowledge of revealed books and the social value of
secret wisdom in the community of the elect. Importantly, Thomassen has

> E.g, Einar Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed: The Church of the Valentinians’ (NHMS 6o;
Leiden: Brill, 2006); idem, “Revelation as Book and Book as Revelation: Reflections on the
Gospel of Truth,” in The Nag Hammadi Texts in the History of Religions: Proceedings of the
International Conference at the Royal Academy of Sciences and Letters in Copenhagen, Sep-
tember 19-24, 1995: On The Occasion of the 50th Anniversary of the Nag Hammadi Discovery
(ed. Seren Giversen, Tage Petersen and Jorgen Podemann Serensen; Historisk-filosofiske
Skrifter 26; Copenhagen: The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters, 2002), 35-45;
idem, “Gos. Philip 67:27—30: Not ‘in a mystery,’” in Coptica-Gnostica-Manichaica: Mélanges
offerts a Wolf-Peter Funk (ed. Louis Painchaud & Paul-Hubert Poirier; BCNH.E 7; Québec:
Les Presses de I'Université Laval/Louvain: Editions Peeters, 2006), 925-39.
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explored and proposed an alternative reading of the oft-cited reference
to “mystery”—the “symbolic meaning”—of the acts of the Savior in the
Gospel of Philip 67.

The contributions to this Festschrift discuss references to mystery and
secrecy in a variety of ancient sources. We have invited Thomassen'’s
international colleagues as well as his former students at the University
of Bergen to contribute essays in their respective fields of expertise. These
range from the Eleusinian Mysteries in ancient Greece to mystery and
authority building in the writings of Shenoute of Atripe. The first part of
this volume focuses on Nag Hammadi and Gnostic writings. The second
part addresses other Christian practices, text traditions and material cul-
ture. Finally, the third part discusses non-Christian trends of Antiquity.
Hence, the volume offers an up to date presentation of research on the
currents of mystery and secrecy in the ancient world. These include a
close look at the Nag Hammadi texts; other early Christian and Jewish
texts; Manichean, Mithraic, and Hermetic traditions; as well as mystery
rites and other mystic practices and rituals.

The editors wish to thank, in particular, Johannes van Oort. This vol-
ume is published in the Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies Series, of
which Thomassen is one of the series editors. Ironically, this volume on
mystery and secrecy has itself been a well kept secret for some years, not
the least due to the efforts of van Oort, the other series editor. Thanks are
also due to Jan Bremmer who suggested the topic for the anthology, to
Hilde Marie @. Movafagh for compiling the indices, to Hugo Lundhaug
for assisting the editors with his expertise on fonts, to MF Norwegian
School of Theology for economic support, to Mattie Kuiper and the staff
of Brill for bringing the volume to completion, to Thomassen’s colleagues
in Bergen and the SBL Nag Hammadi and Gnosticism Session for offering
the venue for the presentation of the book.

Finally, our thanks go to Einar. Through his books and articles, and his
engagement in the raising of new generations of scholars in the Nordic
Nag Hammadi and Gnosticism Network, Einar’s legacy continues to influ-
ence scholarship. For this we are particularly thankful.

The editors
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MYSTERY AND SECRECY IN THE NAG HAMMADI
AND RELATED GNOSTIC WRITINGS






FROM THE BOWELS OF HELL TO DRACO:
THE MYSTERIES OF THE PERATICS

ApriIL D. DECONICK
Rice University

We alone have known that genesis is necessary, and we alone have known
the roads by which humans have entered into the cosmos. We have been
instructed precisely so we alone can pass through and traverse mortality.’

Mévot 8¢ Mpels ol ThHe dvdyxyy g yevéoews gyvwndtes, xal tdg 6dodg S Qv

eloeM)ivfey 6 dvBpwmog elg Tov xbauov dxptBig dedidaypévol, SeAbetv xal
mepdaal v @Bopdv pudvol duvapeda.

So says the second-century Gnostic writer whom Hippolytus quotes and
identifies as a member of the Peratics, literally the “Traversers.” Hip-
polytus tells us that he is resolved to publish “their forbidden mysteries
(ta améppyta puotypia).” This description is not a casual remark on the
part of Hippolytus, nor can we easily dismiss it as a heresiological misrep-
resentation of the Peratics or a secondary “alien” interpretation superim-
posed on the Gnostic tradition by outsiders.® The Peratic author himself
makes the claim that his group has received instruction in exclusive
knowledge about the precise paths that the soul journeys when incarnat-
ing, and then uses to exit when traversing mortality. He also states that
when the Son draws the purified soul up into the Father’s world during
“the mystery of Eden (<t6> puotiplov 'ESép),” the initiates exit the cosmos
through the river that flowed out of Eden as “the exactly copied perfect
race (1o eEetcoviouévoy Téletov Yévog).”

' Hipp. Haer. 5.16.1 (Miroslav Marcovich, ed., Hippolytus. Refutatio Omnium Haeresium
[PTS; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1986], 182); Eng. trans. mine.

> Hipp. Haer. 5.12.1 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 173).

3 A. J. M. Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection: Studies in Pauline Theology against
Its Graeco-Roman Background (WUNT 44; Tiibingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1987), 125, 139. Cf.
Hans-Martin Schenke, Der Gott ‘Mensch’ in der Gnosis (Gottigen: Vandenhoeck & Rupre-
cht, 1962), 59; Walter Burkert, Homo necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial
Ritual and Myth (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 278.

¢+ Hipp. Haer. 516.9; 517.10 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 183, 187); Eng. trans. mine. Thus
I disagree with the contemporary opinion that, apart from the Naassenes who were an
exception, the Greek mysteries did not impact Gnostic formation because Gnostic groups
were too aware of their Judaeo-Christian roots to have acknowledged inspiration from
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I find it very significant that Hippolytus’ own description of the Peratics
as a mystery cult appears to be sympathetic with the Peratic author he
quotes. Both authors use language that belongs to mystery initiation, secret
traditions and soul journeys when describing the Peratic movement. For
instance, the Greek adjective dméppnta is commonly used to describe the
secrecy of the initiation, which was “not-to-be-spoken” or shared outside
the group, while teAeléw and its cognates are descriptors for the “accom-
plishment” of the mysteries and the “perfecting” of the initiate.> From the
evidence that we have about a variety of ancient initiations or “mysteries
(nvotipta),” it is suggestive (although controversial) that one of the func-
tions of cult initiations was as a “trial run” for the afterlife journey that
began in the underworld at the moment of death. A big appeal of initia-
tions was their promise to alleviate the horrors of hell when the person
finally died, an opinion already expressed in Plato: “And it seems that also
those who established the teletai for us are not incompetent but in fact
have all along been speaking in riddles (in saying) that whoever arrives in
Hades as uninitiate and non-participant in the teleté will lie in mud, but
he who has been both purified and has participated in the teleté, upon
arrival there, will dwell with gods.”

Plutarch even compares death with initiation, suggesting that the death
experience itself is like initiation into the great mysteries.” At the death
moment, “the soul suffers an experience like those who are undergoing
initiation into the great mysteries teletai,” he says.

And so the verbs teleutdn (die) and teleisthai (be initiated), and the actions
they denote, have a similarity. In the beginning there are wanderings astray,
tiresome running in circles, and frightening paths through darkness that

their main competitors, the mystery cults (cf. Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection, 125,
139). In fact, the opposite is more likely the case. Developing their competitors’ strengths
would have been a much more successful strategy than ignoring them, since it would have
offered a religiosity already familiar and attractive to new converts.

5 Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987),
9-11.

¢ Plato, Phaedo 69c (E. A. Duke et al,, eds., Platonis Opera [OCT; Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1995], 107). On this passage, see Kevin Clinton, “Stages of Initiation,” in Greek
Mpysteries: The Archaeology and Ritual of Ancient Greek Secret Cults (ed. Michael B. Cosmo-
poulos; New York: Routledge, 2003), 55-56.

7 Cf. Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection, 152—53, who points out that “death is com-
pared to an initiation and not vice versa” as if this means that, while death might have
been viewed as an initiation, one cannot appeal to this text to support the opinion that
initiation was viewed as death. This is nonsense. Metaphorical language, such as used in
this text, equivocates the two. Death is similar to the experience of initiation only because
when initiation is undergone, the initiate ‘dies’ and journeys to the underworld.
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lead nowhere. Then immediately before the end, all the terrible things, shiv-
ering and trembling and sweat and amazement. But afterwards, a wonderful
light meets the wanderer, open country and meadows are there to welcome
the wanderer. In that place there are voices and dances and solemn, sacred
sounds and holy visions. Amidst these, the initiate, now perfect, set free and
loose from all bondage, walks about, crowned with a wreath, celebrating
the festival together with the other sacred and pure people. He looks down
on the uninitiated, unpurified mob, the mob of living people who, herded
together in mud and deep mire, trample one another down and in their
fear of death cling to their ills, since they believe in the blessings of the
other world.®

As my research into a variety of Gnostic movements has progressed over
the years, I have come to the conclusion that these types of initiation
secrets lie at the heart of antique Gnostic movements. I offer this brief
examination of the Peratics as the first in a long-term series on the sub-
ject of Gnostic initiation as I attempt to chart the precise katabatic and
astrological roads into and out of the cosmos that the Gnostics claim to
have discovered and traveled during their initiations. Part of the reason
that these journeys have not been previously mapped by scholars is the
direct result of the general modern perception that astrology is a “pseudo-
science” at best. At worst it has been understood as a sign of a decline
into irrationality and ignorance, a “disease” that infected the “folk” forms
of religion. Scholars have been resolute that mainstream religions did not
participate in astrology because they actively refuted it. Astrology has
been so trivialized in the Academy that even the “heretics,” the “philo-
sophically-inclined” Gnostics merely “borrowed” astrological language. As
a thin secondary patina, it was hardly relevant to the development of their
ideas and practices, which could be better understood by investigating
philosophy.?

8 Plut. fr. 178 (Francis H. Sandbach, ed., Plutarch’s Moralia: XV, Fragments [LCL 429;
London: William Heinemann, 1969], 317-19, with some alteration) from Stob. Ecl. 4.52.49.

9 Only recently have scholars become aware of this bias. Charlesworth points out that
the view that astrology in the Roman period is a ‘pseudo-Science’ is misleading and anach-
ronistic (James H. Charlesworth, “Jewish Astrology in the Talmud, Pseudepigrapha, the
Dead Sea Scrolls, and Early Palestinian Synagogues,” HTR 70 [1977]: 183-200 at 199n57).
Barton discusses astrology as a “science” in the ancient world (Tamsyn Barton, Ancient
Astrology [London: Routledge, 1994]). For other recent academic treatments of astrology
and the integral role they play in Judaism and Christianity, see Kocku von Stuckrad, Das
Ringen um die Astrologie: Jiidische und christliche Beitrige zum antiken Zeitverstindnis
(RVV 49; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2000); idem, “Jewish and Christian Astrology in Late
Antiquity—A New Approach,” Numen 47 (2000): 1-40; Tim Hegedus, Early Christianity and
Ancient Astrology (PS 6; New York: Peter Lang, 2007); Mladen Popovié, Reading the Human
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So marginalized is this astrological material that Werner Foerster, in
his famous collection of patristic testimonies first published in English
translation in 1972, neglects to translate an entire chapter of a Gnostic
astrological book written by a Peratic. In the middle of Hippolytus’ tes-
timony on the Peratics, when Hippolytus is quoting one of their texts,
Foerster writes in the blank space marking his omission: “The rest of c. 14
is not translated; it presents further astrological statements which intro-
duce divine names and legendary characters without contributing mate-
rial essentially relevant to gnosticism.” The projection of our modern
perception of astrology onto the past may explain why the Peratics as a
group are so neglected that, according to the standard Nag Hammadi bib-
liography, the whole of scholarship on the Peratics includes three articles
and a few encyclopedia entries written between 1949 and 2009—in sixty
years, by my count, 55 pages total.”

From the information I have been able to cull from Hippolytus and
the Peratic book he excerpts, I have come to see that the Peratics’ initia-
tion journey was structured around two, perhaps even three, mysteries or
stages of initiation. The first mystery or stage was the sublunar journey

Body: Physiognomics and Astrology in the Dead Sea Scrolls and Hellenistic-Early Roman
Period Judaism (STD] 67; Leiden: Brill, 2007).

© Werner Foerster, ed., Patristic Evidence (vol 1 of Gnosis: A Selection of Gnostic Texts;
trans. Robert McL. Wilson; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 286. MacMahon provides an
English translation of chapter 14 in A. Cleveland Coxe, ed., Fathers of the Third Century:
Hippolytus, Cyrian, Caius, Novatian, Appendix (ANF 5;1868; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1986). Although MacMahon interacts with Duncker and Schneidewin (S. Hippolyti epis-
copi et martyris Refutationis omnium haeresium librorum decem quae supersunt [ Gottingen:
Dieterichianis, 1859], and Cruice (Philosophumena, e, Kata pason aireseon elenchus [Paris:
Typographeo imperiali, 1860]), his translation is inferior, based mainly on the editio prin-
ceps of the Elenchos IV-X printed in 1851 under the editorship of Miller as a tract from Ori-
gen. In 1921, Legge made a second English translation based on Cruise’s edition. The most
recent edition by Marcovich, who views the Parisinus ms. as more corrupt than previous
editors, was published in 1986. My work interacts with Marcovich’s edition.

" Alfonso M. di Nola, “Perati,” in Enciclopedia delle Religioni (Firenze: Vallecchi Edi-
tore, 1972), 4:1580—82. Pierre-Thomas Camelot, “Pérates,” in Catholicisme: Hier, Aujourd’hui,
Demain (ed. Gerard Mathon et al.; Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 1985), 10:1219; Josep Montserrat-
Torrents, “Les pérates,” in Pléroma: Salus cornis; homenaje a Antonio Orbe, SJ. (ed. Eugenio
Romero-Pose; Compostellanum 34; Santigo de Compostela, 1990), 229—42; Michel Tardieu,
“The Perates and Their Gnostic Interpretation of Paganism,” in Mythologies (ed. Yves Bon-
nefoy and Wendy Doniger; trans. Gerald Honigsblum; Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1991), 2:680-82; A. Magris, “L'esegesi della setta ofitica dei Perati: Analisi di Ippolito,
Haer. V16,” Apocrypha 14 (2003): 193—223; Winrich Alfried Lohr, “Perates,” in Dictionary of
Gnosis and Western Esotericism (ed. Wouter J. Hanegraaff; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 2:934—-940.
Cf. David M. Scholer, Nag Hammadi Bibliography 1948-1969 (NHS 1; Leiden: Brill, 1971), 70;
idem, Nag Hammadi Bibliography 1970-1994 (NHMS 32; Leiden: Brill, 1997), 168-69; idem,
Nag Hammadi Bibliography 1995—2006 (NHMS 65; Leiden: Brill, 2009), 92.
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through Hades. The second involved the celestial journey through the
planetary spheres and the Zodiac. This second mystery or stage of ini-
tiation culminated in a transcosmic journey through the divine realm
above and beyond the universe. This initiation was a trial run for the soul,
anticipatory of the death journey. It was meant to introduce the soul to
the proper path it would take at death, and to teach the soul the proper
charms and invocations to secure safe passage through the threatening
realms of the dead and the demons who ruled the skies.

The Book of The Suburbs up to the Aither

The Peratic book that Hippolytus excerpts is The Suburbs up to the Aither.
The title suggests that the book describes the regions of space between
earth and the moon, aither delineating here the “air” that originally rose
up on the winds and formed the heavenly atmosphere.* In cosmological
terms, the suburban region depicted is the sublunar sphere, consisting of
the earth and Tartarus at the center of the earth, the skies and air above it,
the clouds and fire in the atmosphere, all the way up to the firmament.

Hippolytus, Ref’ 5.14.1-10%

514.1  Aoxel oy mapatdEon uloy Tvd
v map’ adtols Sofalouévmv BiAwy, v

Therefore it seems good to quote one of
the books which is praised among them,

0 Aéyer in which it says:
“Eym puw ¢Eumviopod &v 1@ aldvitic  “I am the voice of the one who has
VUXTOG. awakened from sleep in the realm of

night.

Aotmov dpyopat yupvodv v dmd Tod
Xdiovg Svvauty.

1) dvvauig tod aPuoaicod Borod,

¥ TV TYASY dvaaatdlovoa Tod
agBdpTov dyavods Swdypov,

1) Tod omdapuartog Ay dhvapug
L3aTdypoug delxivTog,

Qépovaa T uévovta,

AOTEYOUTO TA TPEUOVTY,

Now I begin to struggle with the Power
that has sprung from chaos,

the Power of the abyss of mud,

the (Power) that supports the clay of the
boundless expanse swollen with water,
the utter Power of the earthquake,
watery-green, continually moving,
holding up what is firm,

holding down what quakes,

 For a discussion of aither as ‘air’, see Peter Kingsley, Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and
Magic: Empedocles and Pythagorean Tradition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 15-35.

8 Hipp. Haer. 5.14.1-10 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 177-80), although I do not accept all of
the emendations in his edition; Eng. trans. mine.

“ Before gpépovoa Marcovich, Hippolytus, 177: addidi <v)>.
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GmoAbovTa TG EpYOUEVA,

wovp@ilovoa Td yépovta,

xafoupodoa o alifovta,

TS olovépog Tod tyvoug T@V dépwy,
1) T Gvepeuydpeva 4o TRV dwdexa
3QBaAuAV'® <TiG> evtoMfis dmodadovaa,
agpayida” dnAodoa TEog TV MET aVTHS
oixovopodaay

TAV EMPEPOUEVWY AOPdTwWY DIATWY
Svvapty, &xAndy Bdragoa.

514.2  TOOTHV THV SOVOUY 1) dyvewaia
éxdAeae Kpbvov, Seapols ppoupodpevoy,
gmel €0Qyye TO gOPTAEYpa ToD TUKvoDd
ol OpyAwdoug,

adhAov® axotewod Taptdpov.

Ta TG Eyévovto xat elxdva Kneeig,
ITpounBets, Tametds.

514.3 OUVOIS TETITTEVUEY) TNV
Odragaav, dpaevobnivg:

1) TOV GVATPEYOVTA GUPLYUOV ATTO TRV
Swrexa oTopdTwy Tols Swdexa adAioxolg
appélovaar

d<t>axtvel Aemth<v>ovaa xal xabotpel
TNV XOTE(OUTAY AdPpOV' dvapopdy:

ol opparyilet drpam@v® 6dodg adTig,
Tpdg O u) moAepfioat 1) Evodhdat T uy)
3 adtiig

releasing what is to come,

reducing what is full,

purging what grows large,

a fluid overseer of the trail of mists,
losing what is spewing up from the twelve
eyes of the law,

putting a seal on the power with him,
regulating

the unseen waters hovering above, called
Thalassa.

The ignorant call this Power “Kronos,”
guarded with chains,

since he bound together tightly what is
interwoven of the dense and steamy,

the dim dark Tartarus.

In the image of this Power were born
Cépheus, Prometheus, (and) Iapetus.

The Power committed to Thalassa is
male-female.

The whistling rising upward from the
twelve mouths in the twelve small pipes
is harmoniously tuned.

(The Power of Thalassa) disperses and
purges the violent return by weakening
and restraining [it].

And itseals its paths from a straight route,
lest hostility form against (the straight
route) or not divert (the route) through
Thalassa.

s Before miot) Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178: addidi <n>.

6 Cruice 0@faAudv = Tydv based on the reference to Exod 15:27 and Num 33:9 where
twelve fountains P’V of Elim appear. The Hebrew 'Y can mean both “eye” and “fountain.”
There may have been a translation error from Hebrew to Greek when d¢8aAudv was cho-
sen instead of myy&v. See: Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178.

7 Before ogpayida Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178: addidi <7>.

Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178: addidi <xai>.

9 Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178: supplevi <8ufpov>.
* Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178 reads: <g>atpandv. But this correction does not fit the
context which is describing the power that Thalassa has to dispense the water streaming

up from the underworld.

* Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178 reads: té<movg>. P: 10.
2 Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178 supplevi <aonuavodang>.
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Buydnp Tuewvued, To) eVAAE H3dTwy
TovTolwy:

Bvopa avth) Xopldp.

TadTNV 1) dyvwaia éxdAeae Mooeddvar
0D xat’el(x)éva &yévovto Mhadrog,
MeAucépTy, "In,** NePpowv.

5.14.4 Tleplecaipwxig ™y
Swdexarywviov upapida, TOAYV elg <THV>
mupapido oxotilwv monihaug xpbog o
dmaptilwy mdoay [Thv] vuxtdypouv.
Todtov 1) dyvwaia éxdieae Képyv.

0D Aettovpyol mévte: mp@tog OY, detrepog
‘Aoat, Tpitog Odw, TéTapTog OdwAB,
TEUTTOG"

dMot*s ool oixovépot adTod Tig
Tomapyiog, Nuépag xal vuxtdg ol
Gvamowdpevol v T éEovaia adTdv.
ToOTOVG 1) dyvewaia ExdAede Tobg
TAGVYTAG AT TEPAS,

¢’ v 1) @Bapm Yéveais nopnTaL.

514.5 Aépog dvartodis* oixovépot
Kapgoaxaayueoyelp <xat>"Exxappdaxapa
ToOTOVG ExdAeaey 1) dyvwala Kovpijtag.
Bpxwv avéuwy Tpitog ApA:

0l xat’ elxbva £yévovto Alohog,
B<p>tdpn<o>s.

xal dpywv Swdexatpov VUXTEPIVTG
ToxAdv.

514.6 0V éxdAeaev 1) dyvwaia "Oatpuv.
TodTov KT elxdva éyévovto "AdunTag,
Mn3eia, "ENyy, Alfovaa.

dpywv Nuepvijs dwdexawpov Edve:

The Typhonic daughter is faithful guard
of all sorts of waters.

Her name is Chorzar.

The ignorant call’* Chorzar “Poseidon,”
in whose image were born Glaucus,
Melicertes, Ie, and Nebro.

Surrounded spherically with the twelve-
angled pyramid, darkening the gate in
the pyramid with many different colors,
fitting all in the color of night.

This one the ignorant call “Kore,”

whose officers are five. The first is OU,
the second is AOA]I, the third is OUO, the
fourth is OUOAB, the fifth is [?].

Other faithful ministers of his domain—
of day and night—are resting in his
authority.

The ignorant call these “the wandering
stars,”

upon which the perishable created order
is suspended.

The ministers of the rising air are
Carphacasemeocheir and Eccabbacara.
The ignorant call these “Curetés.”

Of the archons of the winds, the third is
Ariél,

in whose image were born Aeolus (and)
Briarés.

And ruling the twelve night hours is
Soklas,

whom the ignorant call “Osiris.”

In the image of Soklas were born Adme-
tus, Medea, Helen, (and) Aethusa.
Ruling the twelve daytime hours is Euno.

* Literally: “Ignorance calls”; and so throughout passage.

* Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178: coniec 'Iv<w>. P: 1. Because Ino is mentioned again in
5.14.9 as created in the image of the Fates, something odd is going on. Should we emend
the text? We may be dealing with two references to the same entity, one as the deity and
the other as the mortal woman. In this case, 1é¢ would be the secret name of Ino the sea
deity, while the In6 mentioned in 5.14.9 may be her mortal fate as the wife of Athamas.

* Marcovich, Hippolytus, 179 considers &Xot a corruption, so adds in its place: <oi>.

% Marcovich, Hippolytus, 179: supplevi <xal dépog d0oewg>.
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Obog oixovépog THS TpwToXApdpOU
dvatod<ue>Tjg xat aibepiov:

0<v> éxdAeaey V) dyvwata Tow.
TovTov anueiov 6 Kuvog datpov:

514.7 o0 xat ebedva éyévovto
ITtoAepais 6 Apavoyg, Aidduy,
KAeomatpa, 'OAvumLdS.

Svvapig Beod dekid: v exdheoey 1)
dyvwaio Péav:

0D xat’ elwbva £yévovto "Attig, Muydwy,
Otveow.

Sovapic™ dprotepd: Tpogiis EEovatdleL.

v éxddeaey 1) dyvwaia AnpnTteay,
Svopa®® adTij Béva.

TobTou XAt Elxdva Eyévovto Keleds,
TpirtdAepos, Micup, Tpaki<fé>a.

514.8  Sdvoue* deki(d)- EEovaidlet
AAPTIEV.
Todtou 1] dyvwaia exdAeoe Mijva:

0l xat’ elxbva £yévovto Bovpéyos,
'Oatavy, Eppiis Tplopéytatog,
Kovpit(s), Metdatpig, Zwddptov,
Brpwads, Aatpdupouyos, ZwpdaaTelg:
SUvarpig TLPOG EVEIVUMOG!

Todtov 1] dyvwaia éxdAecey "Hopatatov:

od xot’ ehedva Eyévovto Eprydéviog,
Ax1Medg, Kamavedg, PAeydag,
MeAéarypog, [Tad<o>unA, Eyxéiado,
‘Pagan, ZovpA, 'Opediy.

5.14.9 duvavig Tpels péaar,? tod
GEPOG XPEUAUEVAL”

aition yevéoews.

TadTag 1) dyveaio éxdieae Moipag:

Euno is the minister of the rising of the
primal and aitherial vault.”

The ignorant call Euno “Isis.”

The sign of Euno is the Dog Star,

in whose image were born Ptolemy son
of Arsinoe, Didym4, Cleopatra, (and)
Olympias.

A Power of God on the right, the ignorant
call Rhea,

in whose image were born Attis, Mygdon,
(and) Oenone.

A Power on the left has authority over
sustenance.

The ignorant call the Power “Demeter;” a
name for her is Bena.

In the image of Bena were born Celeus,
Triptolemus, Misyr, and Praxithea.

A Power on the right has authority over
the fruits.

The ignorant call the Power on the right
“Meéna,”

in whose image were born Boumegas,
Ostaneés, Hermés Trismegistos, Kouri-
tes, Petosiris, Zodarium, Bérosus, As-
trampsuchus, (and) Zoroaster.

A Power on the left is over fire.

The ignorant call the Power “He-
phaistos.”

in whose image were born Erichthonius,
Achilles, Capaneus, Phlegyas, Meleager,
Padoueél, Egceladus, Raphaél, Suriél, (and)
Omphale.

There are three Powers in the middle,
suspended by air,

responsible for generating (people).

The ignorant call these Powers “Fates,”

*7 For a discussion of this use of aither, see Kingsley, Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and

Magic, 15-35.

8 Marcovich, Hippolytus, 180: supplevi <6eo0>.

» Marcovich, Hippolytus, 180: addidi <3'>.

% Marcovich, Hippolytus, 180: addidi <mvpog>. But this Power over the fruits is not the
same Power mentioned in line 45, which is the Power over fire.

8 Marcovich, Hippolytus, 180: addidi <éx>.
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&v xat’ ebedva gyévovro olxog Ilpidpov,  in whose image were born the house of

olxog Aatov, Tvw, Adtové, Ayouy, Priam, the house of Laius, Ino, Autonoé,

Abapag, Ipbwvy, Aavaideg, TTehddeg. Agayé, Athamas, Procné, Danaides, (and)
Peliades.

5.14.10  dOvapig dpaevédnAvg del There is a male-female power always

wrialovoa, dyhratog: young, never growing old,

aitio xdMoug, Ndovij, dxpils, dpékews,  responsible for beauty, pleasure, matura-

gmibupiog. tion, appetite, (and) desire,

ov éxdAeaev 1) ayvwaio "Epwrtar whom the ignorant call “Eros,”

od xat’ elndva Eyévovto Ildiptg, Ndpxiooog, in whose image were born Paris, Nar-
Tovopndng, 'Evdupioy, Tiwvée, Txdptog,  cissus, Ganyméde, Endymion, Tithomus,

Anda, Apvpwvy, Oétig, ‘Eonepideg, Icarius, Leda, Amymone, Thetis, (the)

Tagwv,3* Aéavdpog, Hpw. Hesperides, Jason, Leander, (and) Héro.

oltof elow ol mpodatetol Ewg alfépog.” These are the suburbs up to the aither.”s

oUtw Yap xal Emtypdget 6 BLAlov. For thus it is that he inscribes the book.
Out of the Bowels of Hell

Hippolytus’ excerpt is from the Peratic book, The Suburbs up to the Aither,
which describes the suburbs and names its confederation of rebel rulers.
The Peratics were of the opinion that there was a primordial insurrec-
tion of Aeons who became apostates. Their revolt turned good powers
into evil ones, creating a confederation of rulers over the Toparchai or
“places” (= celestial realms) and the Proasteioi or “suburbs” (= sublunar
realms).?* Here is an example of the archaic myth about God struggling
with his angels and throwing the rebels into hell.3s But this myth has pen-
etrated the Gnostic cosmology in a striking way: the rulers of the cos-
mos in the suburban and the celestial realms are identified with fallen
angels or demons. Why? Likely this is the result of their cosmology. Since
the Supreme God resides outside the traditional cosmos, the rebellious
aeons fall down into the cosmic sphere from the transcosmic realm. But
significantly, penetration of the heavens with demons may also be the

2 Marcovich, Hippolytus, 180: emends "Tao<i>wv. P: Tagwv.

38 For a discussion of this use of aither, see Kingsley, Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and
Magic.

3 Hipp. Haer. 5.13.12 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 177).

% Cf. Ezek 28:11—19; Isa 14:4-17; 1 Tim 3:6; 2 Pet 2:4; Jude 6; Rev 12:7—9; 1 En. 6:6; 2 En.
29:4, 31:4; L.A.E. 12. For a discussion of the myth, see Christoph Auffarth and Loren Stuck-
enbruck, The Fall of the Angels (Leiden: Brill, 2004), and Annette Yoshiko Reed, The Myth
of the Fallen Angels (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).
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consequence of a connection that was made by the ancients between the
myth of the fallen angels and the myth of the succession of the violent
Titans.?® Thus it is not surprising that the Titans are prominent among the
Peratics’ chief archons: Kronos, Iapetos, Rhea.

The naming process appears to have been a central feature of the book,
since the excerpt provides, in most cases, the ruler's domain and both the
common name for the ruler and the ruler’s “real” or secret name. In the
cases where the “secret” name is not recorded in this excerpt, I imagine it
would have been recited and transmitted as oral hierophantic teaching so
that the entire mystery was not revealed in a manner that the uninitiated
(like Hippolytus!) might discover intact. Likewise, Clement of Alexandria
says that the Christian mysteries are delivered through speech and, even
though he is committing much of his knowledge to writing in his book,
he purposely omits the “unspeakable (t& dméppyta)” forbidden mysteries,
fearing that they might fall into the wrong hands.*” It appears that some
mystery cult leaders even used books written in arcane letters so that they
could only be read and interpreted by the priests on behalf of the initi-
ates. This practice also safeguarded the cult secrets from the eyes of the
uninitiated.®

The Peratic book also records examples of those who were created in
the image of specific rulers: hero(in)es, gods and/or demons, and famous
people associated with the fields of magic and astrology. This is an uncom-
mon feature since Gnostic cosmogonies usually involve creation of lower
beings according to the model of the upper luminous aeons, rather than
according to the image of the fallen archontic figures.** Human beings
generally are created in the image of Anthropos revealed to the archons
from the other world.* Basilides’ system, according to Irenaeus, has some
similarity with the Peratic since each successive heaven is created and
populated by angels according to the image of the previous heaven and its

3 Jan N. Bremmer, Greek Religion and Culture, the Bible and the Ancient Near East (JSRC
8; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 73-99.

% Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 1.1.14.2 (Otto Stdhlin, Clemens Alexandrinus. Stromata
Buch I-1V [Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1960], 10).

8 Cf. Apuleius, Metamorphoses n.22 (William Adlington and Stephen Gaselee, eds.,
Apuleius: The Golden Ass. [New York: Putnam’s Sons, 1915], 576—79).

% Cf. Apoc. Jn. NHC 11 12,34—13,1 (Michael Waldstein and Fredrick Wisse, eds., The Apoc-
ryphon of John: Synopsis of Nag Hammadi Codices IL1; IIL1; and IV;1 with BG 8502,2 [NHMS
33; Leiden: Brill, 1995], 76-77).

# Cf. Apoc. Jn. NHC 11 14,14-15,14 (ibid., 84-87); Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 1.30.6 (Adelin Rous-
seau and Louis Doutreleau, eds., Irénée de Lyon : Contre les Hérésies. Livre 1 [Vol. 2; SC 264;
Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1979], 370-73).
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inhabitants.* Many of the Peratic examples on the image lists represent
characters whose myths have definitive connections with the underworld
and initiatory contexts, including those with psychopompic duties like
Hermes. Many of the hero(in)es had transcended the distinctions between
mortal and immortal and were considered “the powerful dead” who might
be persuaded to intervene on the petitioner’s behalf.* There seems to be
some affinity between the named god and those created in his/her image,
since those associated with Eros include the beautiful Paris and the self-
obsessed Narcissus. At this time, I have not been able to further penetrate
the significance of these image lists, although it appears to me that the
myth of Jason and the Argonauts was significant to the Peratics since lead-
ing characters in this epic are predominant.

Many ancient people of the Mediterranean believed that the recita-
tion of divine names was powerful “magic,” serving to persuade, appease,
or overcome the named deity. The inscription on an ancient protective
amulet published in 1950 by Bonner sums up the concept succinctly, stat-
ing that knowledge of the names and images of the deity gave the owner
access to the deity’s power: “Holy names and symbols and terrifying char-
acters protect from dangers the man or woman who carries your dreadful
divine powers."”*

Often these secret names are “barbarian” names from priestly traditions
in contrast to the commonly known name or translation of the name as we
see, for instance, in the Greek magical papyri, the gem collections, lamellae
and magical bowls. The famous theurgist in late antiquity, Ilamblichus
says that the theurgical recitation of “names without meaning” does not
mean that they are without signification. They might be unknowable
to us, “yet to the Gods all of them are significant, but not in a manner
that is effable, nor in a manner that is significant or indicative to men
through their imaginations.”* The names were considered “sacred,” mysti-
cal words whose sound was “not concerned with ordinary, created things,

# Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 1.24.3 (ibid., 324—27).

# The phrase, “the powerful dead,” is coined by Jennifer Larson, Ancient Greek Cults:
A Guide (New York: Routledge, 2007), 196—207.

# Campbell Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets, Chiefly Graeco-Egyptian (Ann Arbor:
The University of Michigan Press, 1950), 215.

# Tamblichus Myst. 254.15-16; 254.18—255.3 (Thomas Taylor, Iamblichus: On the Mysteries
of the Egyptians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians and Life of Phythagoras [TTS 17; repr., Somerset:
Prometheus Trust, 1999], 133; with minor alteration in translation). For a more thorough
discussion, see Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of lamblichus
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 179-88.
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but with a certain mysterious divine science that is related to the Creator
of the universe,” states Origen.* Sallustius calls them “the letters of the
unspeakable powers on high (ot yapaxtiipes tag dpprrous dvw Suvduerg).”+
Most simply put is the command found in the Chaldean Oracles: “Do not
change the nomina barbara (évépato BapBopa uimot’ dANGENS); that is, the
names handed down by the gods to each race have ineffable power in the
initiation rites.”

Thus Asclepius warns that the Egyptian mysteries should not be trans-
lated into Greek:

The very quality of the speech and the <sound> of Egyptians words have
in themselves the energy of the objects they speak of ... Keep the discourse
uninterpreted, lest mysteries of such greatness come to the Greeks, lest
the extravagant, flaccid and (as it were) dandified Greek idiom extinguish
something stately and concise, the energetic idiom of <Egyptian> usage.
For the Greeks have empty speeches... that are energetic only in what they
demonstrate, and this is the philosophy of the Greeks, an inane fooloso-
phy of speeches. We, by contrast, use not speeches, but sounds that are full
of action.®®

Although this passage is clearly pro-Egyptian, it typifies the type of dis-
course the ancients were having about “sacred” language and the need
for its preservation. It was believed by some that translation could empty
the name of its “magical” power. The book of The Suburbs up to the Aither
appears to be in sympathy with this world view, written to provide its
audience with the Peratic versions of the “magical” names of the deities
who rule over certain regions of the sublunar realm.

Kronos

In the hymn, the initiate learns that Kronos the Titan King bound with
chains in Tartarus is the destructive power of chaos. Although restrained
in chains, he remains the terrifying power that quakes the earth, the

% Origen, Contra Celsum 1.24 (Henry Chadwick, Origen: Contra Celsum [repr., Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980], 24).

4 Arthur Darby Nock, Sallustius: Concerning the Gods and the Universe (1926; repr.,
Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1966), 28; H. S. Vernsel, “The Poetics of the Magical Charm: An Essay
in the Power of Words,” in Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World (ed. Paul Mirecki and
Marvin Meyer; Leiden: Brill, 2002), 105-58.

4 Chaldean Oracles 150 (Ruth Majercik, ed., The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation,
and Commentary [SGRR 5; Leiden: Brill, 1989], 107).

# Corp. Herm. XVI, 2 (Brian P. Copenhaver, Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum
and the Latin Asclepius in a New English Translation with Notes and Introduction [Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992], 58). Italic mine.
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churning power of the waters of deep Tartarus that swell and feed the
ocean above. This is the mighty power that the soul must face and over-
come upon its journey through the underworld. Thus the newly awakened
initiate says in the liturgy, “‘Now I begin to struggle with the Power that
has sprung from chaos...”* The secret name of Kronos is not provided in
writing, although it is stated that the famous Prometheus, Cépheus, and
Iapetus were produced in Kronos’ image.

What is being described in this portion of the hymn is the ancient geog-
raphy of the underworld made famous by Plato in his Phaedo, where he
describes a vast boundless chasm filled with water that was located at
the deepest depths of the dark and misty Tartarus. All rivers flow out of
and into this bottomless chasm and all vapors and mists arise from its
caverns.” The water is turbulent and muddy, flowing off in a circle into
the greatest and outermost river, Oceanus, which surrounds the earth.
The Peratics connect this vast ocean surrounding the suburbs with the
Red Sea in scripture and Kronos with the power of its violent destructive
waters.>

Later in Hippolytus’ description of the Peratics, we additionally dis-
cover that Kronos is the demiurge, the cause of mortal generation. Thus,
he is identified by the Peratics as the god who interferes in the fate of
the person as that person is brought into being.®® As lord, the planets are
under his dominion (év 1} ¢§oucia), faithful managers (miotol oixovépor)
within his toparchy or celestial domain (adtod tijg Tomapyiag).>* We also
discover that the “lord over all generation” is positioned at the center
(t6 xévtpov) of the universe.® This is a specific astrological reference to
one of the cardinal points that mark the coordinates on the path of the
rotating ecliptic. The horoscope is the center that marks the rising of the
Zodiac on the eastern horizon. This is called the ascendant. The mid-
heaven point is the center where the signs reach their zenith or highest
elevation. The descendant or the “setting” of the Zodiac is where it crosses
the western horizon. The anti-meridian is where the signs reach their low-
est point underneath the earth.

% Hipp. Haer. 514.1 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 177—78). Eng. trans. mine.

5 Plato, Phaedo 1m1e-112b (Duke et al., Platonis Opera, 176—77); Plutarch, De sera 566a—b.
For a discussion of this geography, see Kingsley, Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and Magic,
112—48.

5 Plato, Phaedo n13a—c (Duke et al., Platonis Opera, 178-79).

5> Hipp. Haer. 5.16.2—6 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 182—83).

53 Hipp. Haer. 5.16.3 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 182).

¢ Hipp. Haer. 514.5 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 179).

55 Hipp. Haer. 5.15.4 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 181).
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Kronos occupies one of these points, but which one? Hippolytus
writes:

Since the astrologers know the ascendant and the midheaven and the
descendant and the anti-meridian, and they know that these stars have dif-
ferent motions at different times through the perpetual revolution of the
entire universe, but there are different declensions from the cardinal point
and different ascensions (from the cardinal point), they allegorize the sys-
tem of the astrologers presenting the cardinal point with “god” and “monad”
and “lord over all generation,” and the declination is left, and the ascension
is right. Therefore, when anyone reading their writings finds mention of a
power which they call “right” or “left,” refer to the cardinal point and (then)
the declination and the ascension, and he will clearly observe that their
entire system is an astrological doctrine.®

I understand Hippolytus to mean that the Peratic allegory identified Kro-
nos with the midheaven cardinal point, putting the declination on his
left and the ascendant on his right (Figure 1). This positioning of the “lord
over all generation” makes perfect sense when it is realized that the phi-
losophers Numenius and Cronius identified the gate for the descent and
incarnation of the soul with Cancer, the summer tropic, the point on the
ecliptic where the sun reaches midheaven.’” Furthermore the tropics were
believed to be so influential that, according to astrologers, they turned the
wheel of fate, just as we see Kronos doing in the Peratic system.s®

Thalassa

Thalassa is identified as a male-female power who disperses and weak-
ens the violent flow of water surging up from the underworld. “Poseidon”
is Thalassa’s common name.” The initiate is taught the secret magical
name: Chorzar. The sea deities Glaucus, Melicertes, and 1€, are produced
in Poseidon’s image, along with Nebro, a demonic archon found in other
Gnostic sources.® In these Gnostic sources, Nebro is known to be the

¢ Hipp. Haer. 5.15.4—5 (ibid.). Eng. trans. mine.

57 Porphyry, Cave of the Nymphs 23 (Robert Lamberton, ed., Porphyry: On the Cave of the
Nymphs [Barrytown: Station Hill, 1983], 33). Cf. Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of
Scipio 112.1—3 (William Harris Stahl, Macrobius: Commentary on the Dream of Scipio [New
York: Columbia University Press, 1952], 133-34).

38 Manilius, Astron. 3.676—79. Cf. Katharina Volk, Manilius and his Intellectual Back-
ground (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 94.

5 For a recent treatment of Poseidon, see Larson, Ancient Greek Cults, 57—68.

% On Ig, see note 23.
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Figure1 Graffitto from the catacomb of San Sebastiano, Rome.
Redrawn After Dolger, Ichthys, 4:220.2.

demiurge’s assistant, as he is here.* There also is a tradition that his other
name is Ialdabaoth.®

The Peratics understood the archon Nebr6 to be a corrupt imitation of
the biblical Nimrod, whose name in the Septuagint is NeBpwd.8 According
to Hippolytus’ references to the Peratics, they were exegeting at least
some scriptures transgressively.* For instance, they suggest that Cain was
marked with a “sign (ovpelov)” that represented Eve’s word of wisdom so

% Gos. Eg. NHC III 57,16—20; IV 69,1—4 (Alexander Bohlig and Frederik Wisse, eds., Nag
Hammadi Codices IIl.2 and IV,2 The Gospel of the Egyptians [NHS 4; Leiden: Brill, 1975],
120-23).

82 Gos. Jud. 5113-15 (Rodolphe Kasser et al., The Gospel of Judas Together with the Let-
ter of Peter to Philip, James, and a Book of Allogenes from Codex Tchacos: Critical Edition
[Washington, D.C.: National Geographic, 2007], 221).

% LXX: Gen 10:8-9; 1 Chr 1:10; Mic 5:5. On Nimrod, see Karel van der Toorn and Pieter
Willem van der Horst, “Nimrod Before and After the Bible,” HTR 83 (1990): 1—29.

% On Peratic exegesis, see Magris, “L’esegesi della setta ofitica dei Perati.”
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he would not be killed by the ruler of this world, Kronos.® Because the
lord of this world delights in blood, Abel’s sacrifice was accepted by him
while Cain’s was not.*® Accordingly the Peratics understood that Abel
was in league with Kronos, while Cain rebelled against him and needed
a magical sign to be placed on his body as protection against Kronos. It
appears that this sign was conceived by the Peratics to be a diagram of
Draco drawn on Cain.” Were the initiates similarly marked in order to
be protected from Kronos as they journeyed over the Red Sea? We do
know that branding was performed on initiates in other mystery cults,
so this mention of marking Cain’s body may allude to a Peratic initiation
practice.®

Likewise, Nimrod, a figure traditionally portrayed as an evil tyrant and
associated with the building and ownership of the Tower of Babel, was
interpreted transgressively as a scriptural reference to Jesus who was “like
Nimrod, a mighty hunter before the Lord (g NeBpwd yiyag xvvnyog évavtt
xvpiov).”® Based on this passage, the Peratics concluded that Jesus was
like Nimrod, opposing the Lord of this world. The Peratics believed that
there were many archons who tried to imitate Jesus, and Nebro repre-
sented one of them. Nebro was perceived by the Peratics to be the fake
Nimrod who was part of Kronos’ army. The Peratics were able to develop
this multivalent reading of Genesis 10:9, applying it one way to Jesus and
another to Nebro, because the preposition évavtiov can mean both “over
against” in a hostile sense, and, more neutrally, “in the presence of” or
“before.” Centuries after the Peratics, this exegetical ambiguity is still in
play according to Augustine who complains about it:

Some interpreters have misunderstood this phrase, being deceived by
an ambiguity in the Greek and consequently translating it as “before the
Lord” instead of “against the Lord.” It is true that the Greek évavtiov means
“before” as well as “against”...It is in the latter sense that we must take it
in the description of Nimrod; that giant was “a hunter against the Lord.”
For the word “hunter” can only suggest a deceiver, oppressor and destroyer

% Hipp. Haer. 516.9 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 183). Cf. Gen 4:1-16.

% Hipp. Haer. 5.16.8—9 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 183).

 Hipp. Haer. 5.16.9 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 183).

% Fritz Graf, “Mysteries,” in Brill's New Pauly: Encyclopedia of the Ancient World (ed.
Herbert Cancik et al.; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 9:433—44 at 440.

% Hipp. Haer. 516.11 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 184). Cf. Gen 10:9; C. Uehlinger, “Nimrod,”
DDD 627-30.
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of earth-born creatures. Thus he, with his subject peoples, began to erect a
tower against the Lord, which symbolizes his impious pride.”

Kore

Koré, Queen of the Underworld, is said to be seated at a gate (m0Ay) in
the Zodiacal “pyramid.”” The Book of the Suburbs notes that Koré and
her five assistants darken and guard the Zodiacal gate.”” They are posi-
tioned within the cosmic structure in such a way that they alone control
access between the sublunar and supralunar realms, certainly the upward
movement of the soul, but perhaps also the downward. Her five assis-
tants appear to be the five rulers of the abyss mentioned in other Gnostic
sources.” The first four of their magical names are preserved by Hippoly-
tus: OU, AOAI, OUO, OUOAB. The fifth magical name does not survive in
the manuscript tradition. In Pistis Sophia, the five abyss demons are named
Paraplex, Ariuth, Hekate, Parhedron, and Jachthnabas.” The name “Koré”
itself is interesting, since it is preferred by the ancients who dreaded to
vocalize the name Persephone, so terrifying was she.” So we are not sup-
plied with Koré’s secret name in the Peratic excerpt. Like Kronos’ name,
I imagine that it was believed to be part of the tradition that was so secret
it could only be disclosed to the initiates orally.

Cureteés

In the Book of the Suburbs, we learn that the planets are Kronos’ servants
and they provide the foundation for the suspension of the created order.
The book does not list out the common magical names of the planets,

™ Augustine, Civ. D. 16.4, as translated by van der Toorn and van der Horst, “Nimrod
Before and After the Bible,” 19.

™ Hipp. Haer. 514.4 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178—79); Eng. trans. mine. For a recent
treatment of Korg, see Larson, Ancient Greek Cults, 69—85.

™ Hipp. Haer. 5.14.4 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178—79); Eng. trans. mine.

3 Apoc. John NHC II 1,9 (Waldstein and Wisse, The Apocryphon of John, 68—69); Pist.
Soph. 4139-140 (Carl Schmidt and Violet MacDermot, eds., Pistis Sophia [NHS 9; Leiden:
Brill, 1978], 718-33).

™ Pist. Soph. 4139-140 (ibid.).

5 Susan G. Cole, “Landscapes of Dionysus and Elysian Fields,” in Greek Mysteries: The
Archaeology and Ritual of Ancient Greek Secret Cults (ed. Michael B. Cosmopoulos; New
York: Routledge, 2003), 193-217 at 195-96. This appears to be a soft taboo: Albert Hen-
richs, “Namenlosigkeit und Euphemismus: Zur Ambivalenz der chthonischen Machte im
attischen Drama,” in Fragmenta dramatica (ed. Heinz Hofmann and Annette Harder; Got-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1991), 161—201.
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however, probably because The Book of the Suburbs was focused on infor-
mation about the sublunar realm, not the celestial spheres. But it did
elaborate the secret magical names of the ministers of the rising air, the
winds—Carphacasemeocheir, Eccabbacara and Ariel—whom the uniniti-
ated identify with the Curetés, the dancers who attend Rhea. Eccabbac-
ara may derive from 1 Chr 915 where the name “Bakbakkar” is found.” In
other Gnostic traditions, Ariel is the name that the initiated (Texel0c)
use for the Ialdabaoth archon, a name derived from his leonine shape,
since “Ariel” literally means “lion of God” in Hebrew.”” We possess the cast
of an antique (in my opinion, initiatory) gem with this very information
inscribed.”

Osiris

According to the Peratics, Soklas is the secret name of the one the igno-
rant call “Osiris,” the god who controls the twelve hours of the night.
This secret name is likely a variant of Saklas, an archon found in other
Gnostic narratives. In these other sources, Saklas is known as one of the
demiurge’s assistants as well as another name for the demiurge himself.”
Here, however, Saklas (from Aramaic: “Fool”) appears to be welded with
Sokaris/Seker, the god of the Memphite funeral cult who was the manifes-
tation of Osiris resurrected.® Seker is the form of the night sun or the dead
sun god. He represents the power of darkness, the night. In the period of
the Old Kingdom, he personified the act of the separation of the soul from
the body at death. By the beginning of the New Kingdom, Sokaris-Osiris
then was welded with Ptah, who was not only the god of craftspeople

6 Marcovich, Hippolytus, 179.

7 Orig. World NHC 1I 100,25-26 (Bentley Layton, ed., Nag Hammadi Codex II, 2—7
together with XIIL.2% BRIT. LIB. OR. 4926(1), and P. OXY. 1, 654, 655 [Vol. 2; NHS 21; Leiden:
Brill, 1989], 34).

" Campbell Bonner, “An Amulet of the Ophite Gnostics” in Commemorative Studies in
Honor of Theodore Leslie Shear (Hesperia Supplements 8; Princeton: American School of
Classical Studies at Athens, 1949), 43—46 and 444.

™ NHC III 57,16 and 58,24; V 74,3. Identified with Ialdabaoth: NHC II 11,17; IT 95,7; XIII
39,27; Epiph., Pan. 26.10.1. See also Gospel of Judas where Saklas is a creature separate from
the demiurge, but is confused with the demiurge later in the narrative (April D. DeConick,
“Apostles as Archons: The Fight for Authority and the Emergence of Gnosticism in the
Tchacos Codex and Other Early Christian Literature,” in The Codex Judas Papers: Proceed-
ings of the International Congress on the Tchacos Codex held at Rice University, Houston
Texas, March 13-16, 2008 [ed. April D. DeConick; NHMS 71; Leiden: Brill, 2009], 265-67).

% Jean Doresse, The Secret Books of the Egyptian Gnostics (repr., Rochester: Inner Tradi-
tions, 1986), 51, 274.
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but also a god who fashioned afterlife bodies. The underworld area that
Sokaris/Seker controlled deep within the earth is a district known as the
Sixth Aat. It was depicted as a frightful place, pitch black, filled with huge
snakes and the souls of those who have been consumed by the fire that
came from the mouth of the goddess Ammit.* The Peratic book records
the names of those who were born in Soklas’ image: Admetus, Medea,
Helen and Aethusa.

Isis

As the book continues in formulaic fashion, we learn the secret name of
the ruler of the hours of the day, Euno, who is Isis, Osiris’ wife. The book
lists the names of those heroes and heroines born in her image: Ptole-
maeus son of Arsinoe, Didyma, Cleopatra, and Olympias. Her secret name
appears to be a variant of Juno, the daughter of Saturn and the sister wife
of Jupiter. It is one of the many names that Isis was known by in antiquity.*
The Book of the Suburbs, as Egyptian lore in general, identifies her with the
Dog Star, Sirius (Sopdet/Sothis), whose heliacal rising after a seventy-day
absence signaled the start of the annual calendar for the Egyptians.® This
occurred immediately prior to the rising of the Nile floodwaters.*

In the Peratic book, she is associated with the primal vaulting of the
aither, when the air rose to form the heavens and separated from the earth.
This association is mentioned in another ancient source where she claims
to be the one who “divided the earth from the heaven.” Past editors of
this passage did not recognize this role and so MacMahon favored translat-
ing the passage as a reference to the rising of a star named Protocamarus,
a star whose existence I have not been able to verify.** Legge emended
the Greek to read mpwtoxapdpog, so that the translation would read
(incorrectly): “He is steward of the rising of the first-blessed and aetherial
(goddess) whom ignorance calls Isis.”"

8 E. A. Wallis Budge, The Gods of the Egyptians (2 vols.; London: Methuen, 1904), 1:216—
24, 500—08, 2:138.

82 Cf. Apuleius, Metamorphoses 1.5 (Adlington and Gaselee, Apuleius, 546—47).

8 Cf. Cyme Isis aretalogy, as translated in Frederick C. Grant, Hellenistic Religions: The
Age of Syncretism (New York: The Liberal Arts Press, 1953), 132.

8 Budge, The Gods of the Egyptians, 1:436.

% Cyme Isis aretalogy, as translated in Grant, Hellenistic Religions, 132.

% MacMahon in ANF 5:61.

% Francis Legge, ed., Philosophumena or the Refutation of All Heresies (2 vols.; London:
SPCK, 1921), 1:152.
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Right, Left and Middle Powers

The book outlines several powers whose domains are “on the right” or
“on the left” of Kronos, including his wife Rhea. The right hand powers
are identified by their common names as Rhea and Ména, although their
secret names are not revealed. While Rhea is Kronos’ wife and mother
of Zeus, Ména is a god who has authority over “the fruits.” This may be
a reference to Min, the Egyptian god of fertility. Those created in Rhea’s
image include Attis, Mygdon, and Oenoné. In Ména’s image were born
Boumegas, Ostanés, Hermés Trismegistos, Kourites, Petosiris, Zodarium,
Bérosus, Astrampsuchus and Zoroaster.

On Kronos' left are Bena, the authority over “sustenance” whom the
uninitiated know as “Demeter,” and Hephaistos the god of fire. Like
the secret names for Rhea and Ména, Hephaistos’ secret name remains
undisclosed. However the names of those created in Bena’s image are
recorded: Celeus, Triptolemus, Misyr, and Praxithea. Those fashioned after
Hephaistos include Erichthonius, Achilles, Capaneus, Phlegyas, Meleager,
Padouél, Egceladus, Raphaél, Suriél, and Omphale.

The Book of the Suburbs also includes a reference to three powers “in
the middle” that are supported by air. These are known to the uninitiated
as the “Fates” and the house of Priam, the house of Laius, Ino, Autonoé,
Agaue, Athamas, Procné, Danaides, and Peliades were born in their image.
Finally we learn about “Eros” who is a male-female power of virility and
maturation, responsible for beauty, pleasure, and desire, in whose image
were generated Paris, Narcissus, Ganymeéde, Endymion, Tithomus, Icarius,
Léda, Anymong, Thetis, the Hesperides, Jason, Leander, and Héro.

The Peratic book was laid out in a formulaic manner, presenting infor-
mation about the names and locations of the rulers of the hours of day
and night, as well as the names of the lords over fertility, sustenance and
fire, and the three Fates, the daughters of the primeval night deities, and
the three rising winds. Why was all this information needed? Why were
the Peratics concerned to write down the common and at least some
of the secret magical names of the rulers in the sublunar realm? Because
these were the powers encountered by the soul when it left the body at
death and the initiate needed to learn this information in order to suc-
cessfully journey after death through Tartarus and the airy region below
the moon. The particular powers charted by the Gnostic author in the
Book of the Suburbs are those rulers that the soul would meet in the course
of its afterlife journey, when it traveled through Hades, entered the course
of its purification before rebirth when it was cleansed by the buffeting
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winds in the zones of clouds and fire of the sublunar realm. These were
the rulers who controlled the fate of the soul, whether it would be taken
for punishment into the abyss, or purified and taken to a region in the
underworld to live, or released into the celestial realms where it would
ascend to a more blessed afterlife until it was returned to another womb
for a birth appropriate to its piety, a process of “becoming” ruled over by
Kronos.

The excerpt from the Peratic book opens with a haunting hymn featur-
ing Kronos. Like Apuleius’ Lucius who claimed, “I approached the frontier
of death, I set foot on the threshold of Persephone, I journeyed through
all the elements and came back, I saw at midnight the sun, sparkling in
white light, I came close to the gods of the upper and the nether world
and adored them from near at hand,” the Peratic initiate appears to have
sung this hymn when he “awakened from sleep in the realm of night” and
found himself in the bowels of hell.®® Thus he cries, “I am the voice of the
one who has awakened from sleep in the realm of night. Now I begin to
struggle with the Power that has sprung from chaos...”

What might have been the practical setting for the Peratic hymn?
Hippolytus does not tell us about the details of the Peratic performance of
the hymn. However, he is more generous with information about a com-
parable group, the Naassenes whose initiatory journey into muddy Hades
and over Oceanus, led by “Hermes” is described in more detail. Hippolytus
reveals that part of the initiation was enacted in a theatre to the song of
the leader strumming a lyre and leading the group in the performance of
a hymn imbued with secret meaning.” The Peratic hymn may have func-
tioned similarly. If so, it appears to have been part of what I call the “first
mystery,” the initiatory journey through the underworld. As such, it would
have been a practical “roadmap” meant to guide the soul through Hades,
providing in lyric and formulaic format poetic instructions that could be
easily memorized and recalled by Peratic initiates. Its song would have
assisted the initiates in greeting the demons that they encountered as
they were led along the path that passed through the perishable world
and traversed over the realm of mortality.

8% Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.23.6-8 (Adlington and Gaselee, Apuleius, 580—81).
% Hipp. Haer. 5.14.1 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 177—78); Eng. trans. mine.
% Hipp. Haer. 5.9.7 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 166).
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Through the Gate of the Zodiacal Pyramid

Spherically surrounding Koré is “the twelve-angled pyramid.”" This ref-
erence to the Zodiac as angles of a pyramid is peculiar in our sources.
I think that the Peratic Zodiac as a dodecagonal shape, was a subtle
development of two ideas placed in tandem, the first attributed to the
Pythagorean Philolaus. It was the teaching that the angles of triangles and
squares were sacred to specific gods and related to the four divisions of the
Zodiac.”” The second is a Greek astrological teaching found, for example, in
Manilius, that four triangles can be inscribed upon the circle of the Zodiac
so that the vertex of each triangle touches a different Zodiac sign.® The
Peratics appear to have envisioned the Zodiac as a dodecagonal shape,
whose twelve angles aligned with various signs and rulers.

Further, the “pyramid” configuration may have to do with the align-
ment of specific sets of angles or “aspects” in astrology, since Hippolyptus
tells us that the Peratics were particularly concerned about the square
and triangular aspects of the signs. They understood the Zodiac signs to
appear in the shape of a triangle whenever three signs intervened, and in
the shape of a square whenever two signs intervened.** So it may be that
the Zodiacal pyramid has to do with the ancient application of astrology
where certain alignments of the planets within the twelve signs form trine
and quartile aspects. These aspects work to modify the influence of the
planets in particular ways.%

I find it fascinating that in book four of the Pistis Sophia, the five abysses
of Hades, each ruled by its own demon, open and release their prison-
ers only when certain planets are aligned in specific Zodiacal signs. From
the information given, Alexandra von Lieven was able to map the cor-
respondences, revealing a trine relationship between Jupiter and Venus
(in diagonal aspect, 120 degrees apart) with respect to certain houses.%®

9 Hipp. Haer. 5.14.4 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 178-79); Eng. trans. mine.

9 Proclus, In Euc. 166.25 (Carl A. Huffman, Philolaus of Croton: Pythagorean and Preso-
cratic [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993], 381-82). For a discussion, see Walter
Burkert, Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagoreanism (trans. Edwin J. Minar, Jr.; Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1972), 349-50.

9 Manilius, Astron. 2.270-72.

% Hipp. Haer. 5.13.10-11 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 176—77).

% Cf. Roger Beck, A Brief History of Ancient Astrology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 20—28;
Volk, Manilius and his Intellectual Background, 82—87.

% Alexandra von Lieven, “Gnosis and Astrology. ‘Book IV’ of the Pistis Sophia,” in Under
One Sky: Astronomy and Mathematics in the Ancient Near East (ed. John M. Steele and
Annette Imhausen; AOAT 297; Miinster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2002), 223—36 at 234.
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Once released from these prisons, the souls then enter the Zodiac before
becoming embodied again. Could we be dealing with a similar system in
the Peratic literature, where we find an ascension gate into the Zodiacal
pyramid, a gate between Hades and the heavens guarded by Koré and her
five assistants? Could the reference to a pyramid of twelve angles suggest
a certain trine alignment of the planets in houses that opens the gate to
release souls? It is a seductive possibility, but not conclusive.

There was quite a bit of speculation in ancient literature about the
exact location of the star gates that the soul journeys through when it
incarnates (or descends) and when it exits (or ascends). The neo-Pythag-
orean philosophers Numenius and Cronius identified the ascension gate
as Capricorn, while the gate to descend was through Cancer. These were
the winter and summer tropics, the “gates of the sun” or the “mouths” or
portals for the ascent and descent of the soul.”” Macrobius also knows the
opinion that the gates are located at the intersection of the Milky Way
with the Zodiac, a teaching he suggests is supported by Pythagoras’ teach-
ing. He tries to reconcile this teaching with Numenius’ and says that these
points of intersection are at Capricorn and Cancer, when in fact they are
at Gemini and Sagittarius.®® Macrobius knows yet another teaching. He
seems to be aware of a teaching that the portal of incarnation between the
heavens and the sublunar realm is the Crater constellation. He states that
the place where the incarnation of the soul begins in the Zodiac is where
the soul moves from Cancer to Leo and passes through the Bowl or Crater
of Bacchus.* According to the wisdom of Pistis Sophia, the soul journeying
skyward is escorted by a spirit to the “Middle,” the ecliptic in the center
of the Zodiac. Each of the twelve signs is a dungeon of punishment with
gates that open out on top to the world of light above. If the soul is suc-
cessful in meeting the defenses of each gate, it is escorted to the Virgin of
Light who appears to be on the Sun. From there the soul is transported to
the Gate of Life where the Great Sabaoth sits. Once through this gate, the
spirit returns to the Treasury of Light.°

Other opinions focused more on planetary gates than Zodiacal. Porphyry
says that some theologians identify the “gates” of souls with the sun and
the moon. Ascent takes place through the sun, while descent through

97 Porphyry, Cave of the Nymphs 23 (Lamberton, Porphyry, 33). Cf. Macrobius, Com-
mentary on the Dream of Scipio 1.12.1-3 (Stahl, Macrobius, 133-34).

9 Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio 112.1—5 (ibid.).

9 Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio 112.8 (Stahl, Macrobius, 135).

° Pist. Soph. 3.12 (Schmidt and MacDermot, Pistis Sophia, 286-91).
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the moon.” The moon appears to have been connected to genesis by the
officials of the Eleusinian mysteries. They called the moon who presides
over genesis “the bee” and also “the bull” since Taurus is its exaltation.”
Macrobius appears to know of a descent pattern through the seven plan-
etary spheres as the soul passes through the successive spheres lying
beneath the Zodiac: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Sun, Venus, Mercury, Moon. At
the moon, the soul is drawn into the material body, its psychical body hav-
ing been formed through its planetary descent.*® Porphyry also mentions
this transfer pattern: from the heavens above Saturn (this must be the
Zodiacal sphere) to Saturn to Jupiter to Mars, and so forth.** Macrobius
tells us about the opinion of some philosophers who think that the moon
is the demarcation of life and death and that souls falling from there
towards earth are incarnated, while those rising from the moon to the
heavens are returning to their former celestial life.*> Macrobius describes
another group of philosophers who taught that the Elysian Fields were
in the Zodiacal sphere. The descent was planetary, through the four ele-
ments in triplicate: Zodiac (= earth) to Saturn (= water) to Jupiter (= air)
to Mars (= fire) to the Sun (= fire) to Venus (= air) to Mercury (= water)
to Moon (= earth). In this way the soul incarnates by descending from the
Fields, passing through the three ranks of elements to the body by a three-
fold death, suggesting that the gate to the sublunar realm is the Moon.*®

Firmicus Maternus, however, says that the moon is the planet of escape
for the ascending soul. He writes, “Who doubts that by the same law divine
Mind is transfused into earthly bodies, that descent is allotted through the
Sun, ascent prepared through the Moon?”" This appears to be similar to
the opinion of the Manichaeans, who identified the Moon and the Sun as
stations on the path of descent and ascent for the soul. The path down
was the same as the path up, and it involved the moon and the sun. They
are called both “ships” and “palaces.” The way up to the Moon was to jour-
ney up the Pillar of Glory, the Milky Way, in a ship of light. From there, the
soul was conveyed to the Sun which in turn conveyed them to the world
of light above. But this is not the entire picture. The Zodiac also appears

Porphyry, Cave of the Nymphs 29 (Lamberton, Porphyry, 37).

Porphyry, Cave of the Nymphs 18 (Lamberton, Porphyry, 31—32).
Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio 1.12.13-16 (Stahl, Macrobius, 136-37).
"4 Porphyry, Cave of the Nymphs 16 (Lamberton, Porphyry, 30-31).
5 Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio 1.11.6 (Stahl, Macrobius, 131).
Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio 1.11.8—9 (Stahl, Macrobius, 132); 1.21.33
(180-81).

7 Firmicus Maternus, Mathesis 1.5.9.
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to have been involved since it is related in the Acts of Archelaus that Jesus
came for the salvation of souls by producing “an instrument with twelve
vessels; this is turned by the sphere and draws up the souls of the dying.
Then the great light takes them up with its rays, purifies them and passes
them on to the moon.” Once the moon has ferried the souls to the east
and unloads them, ready to take on more souls that have been brought
up to it “by the vessels.”®

The concept of a gate that opened from the sublunar realm into the
celestial spheres is at least as old as Plato. It is clear from his writings
that he had begun to accommodate the old underworld myth to the skies
and the concept of reincarnation. In the Phaedrus, Plato reflects that the
pious souls after judgment are carried up into the heavens where they
live among the stars. At some point, they are born again in a body worthy
of their piety (as are those purged souls whose punishments have been
completed in the underworld prisons).®® This teaching also appears in
the Republic when Plato describes the underworld seat of judgment as
a locale between two chasms in the earth and two in the sky. The pious
soul is examined by the Judges and then led “up through the sky” with
its judgment in hand. The pious soul is taken to the right, through one of
the sky chasms. The wicked one takes the left road and is led downwards
through the earth chasm, also carrying the evidence of its judgment with
it. If wicked souls or those who had not yet paid the full penalty for their
sins try to thwart the system and sneak through the sky chasm, a horrific
voice screams from the chasm. These souls are arrested by fierce and fiery
beings standing next to the chasm. They are bound, flayed, impaled on
thorns and flung into Tartarus.”

Plato goes on to relate that souls who have finished their punishments
return to this place of judgment via the second earth chasm. The souls
that have been living among the stars descend back to this place of judg-
ment via the second sky chasm when it is time for them to be born again.”
All these souls camp there in a meadow for seven days before journeying
for four days to the place where they observe a shaft of rainbow light
stretched above them straight up through the earth and then through the

8 Epiph., Pan. 66.26.6-8 (Frank Williams, ed., The Panarion of Epiphanius of Salamis:
Books II and III (Sects 47-80, De Fide) [NHMS 34; Leiden: Brill, 1994], 247—48).

9 Plato, Phaedrus 249 (Burnet, Platonis Opera, 253-54).

1o Plato, Republic 10.614c-616a (Simon R. Slings, ed., Platonis Rempublicam [OCT; Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003], 398—401).

" Plato, Republic 10.614d-e (Slings, Platonis Rempublicam, 398—99).
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heavens. They journey another day, up the pillar of light, until they reach
a place that Plato calls the “middle.” At the “middle,” the souls see the light
stretching all the way around the heavens, forming its circumference.
Inside are the whorls or spherical paths of the seven planets that revolve
around the earth. The outermost sphere, the band of light encompassing
the other spheres, is identified as the eighth sphere where the Zodiac is
located. The movement of each sphere emits a constant pitch and together
they make up a single scale of eight perfect harmonious notes.”

What Plato is describing is a journey from the underworld up the axis
mundi. This was the spindle or pole that ancient astronomers argued ran
through the earth up into the heavens. It was the pole that allowed the
heavens and the planets to rotate around the earth. The “middle” is a term
used by the Greek astronomers to designate a particular path within the
Zodiac. It was the center of the Zodiac band, the ecliptic, the path that the
sun took as it moved through the signs of the Zodiac. So Plato is describ-
ing a journey where the souls are ferried up the pole shaft from the center
of the earth and then transported to a location on the circumference of
the Zodiac.

At four equal distances around the outer rim of the Zodiac are placed
the thrones of the three Fates, Lachesis, Clotho, and Atropos, and their
“mother” Anagké who control birth and death and the lot of life. The jour-
neying souls come into the Zodiac at the point where Anagkeé’s throne is
set up. Upon arrival they journey next to Lachesis’ throne. She tells them
that it is time for them to be born again as a mortal. Lots are thrown at
their feet and each one picks up what it might, usually selecting a lot that
reflects the habits of its former life. Lachesis then gives each soul a guard-
ian spirit which will guide it through life so that the soul’s lot would be
fulfilled. Then they go around the Zodiac, first to Clotho who ratifies their
chosen lot, then to Atropos who makes the threads of destiny irreversible,
and then back to Anagke.

Here we have the descending soul’s progress through each sign of the
Zodiac, and the creation of its nature and fortune through the process.
The person’s horoscope is being woven—the person’s birth and death
circumstances—as well as the psychical, emotional, social, and physical
attributes of the person. These circumstances and attributes are deter-
mined by the placement of the planets in relationship to the signs of the
Zodiac and each other as the soul moves through them. Each sign is ruled

"2 Plato, Republic 10.616b—617b (Slings, Platonis Rempublicam, 401-03).
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by one of the planets, and each is associated with a house that influences
particular aspects of the person’s life.

After this ride around the Zodiacal circle, the souls descend from the
skies to the plain of Léthé through stifling heat which assists in purifying
them. They camp beside the Forgetful River. Because they are thirsty, they
drink, and they forget everything. At midnight while they are sleeping, the
earth quakes and thunder rumbles, and “like shooting stars” the souls are
swept up and away, this way and that, to their births.”

Plato expands on this teaching in the Timaeus where we learn that the
original artificer first sowed souls among the stars and gave each his own
chariot. The souls were shown the nature of the universe and the laws of
destiny. Then he gave them all equitable first births so that none should
suffer a disadvantage at his hands. If life went well, and the soul con-
quered passion, anger and fear, it would return to dwell in its native star
and live a blessed existence. If wickedness abounded, the soul would be
reborn in a body that reflected the soul’s nature.™

According to Plato, Ultimate Reality exists above and beyond the cos-
mic whirl of the planets and the band of the Zodiac. It lives there without
shape or color, intangible and only visible to reason, the pilot of the soul.”s
Each revolution of the chariot around the sphere brings with it opportu-
nity for the soul to peer around and take in the realities above and below
it. As long as the soul stays focused on the Ultimate Reality above, it will
continue to whirl around the highest spheres as the gods do. But as soon
as its focus shifts to the realities below, the soul cannot stay aloft in orbit.
It falls to earth and is born into a lot that reflects its piety. This primal fall
of the soul begins the soul’s struggle to return to its lofty place in stellar
orbit. Plato states that it takes at least 10,000 years for this return to be
achieved. After the first life, the soul receives its judgment and lives for
1,000 years in Hades or heaven. At this time, the soul chooses its second
lot and undergoes a second birth commensurate with its piety.”®

"3 Plato, Republic 10.617c—621b (Slings, Platonis Rempublicam, 403—08). Vergil (Aeneid
6.724-51; Gian Biagio Conte, ed., P. Vergilius Maro: Aeneis [BSGRT; Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 2009], 188—90) makes a similar claim: after the cycle of time and scourges of pun-
ishment have purged the soul, it makes its way to the river Lethe where, forgetting all that
has happened to it, it can “revisit the vault (of heaven) above, and begin with a desire to
return to the flesh.”

4 Plato, Timaeus 41d—e.

s Plato, Phaedrus 247 (Burnet, Platonis Opera, 250-51).

16 Plato, Phaedrus 248-49 (Burnet, Platonis Opera, 251-54).
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Plato himself did not originate these ideas, but was likely influenced by
Pythagoras’ legacy and the Orphics who believed that the soul lives in the
aither after death, while the body stays on earth.*” Pythagoras was reported
to have taught that the sun and the moon were the “Isles of the Blessed”
and the sea the “tears of Kronos.”® He is said to have stated that souls
are the “people of dreams” assembled in the Milky Way (yoAa&ia). Their
celestial habitation in the Milky Way is demonstrated because this belt of
stars derives its name from “milk” (ydAa), the first nourishment that souls
receive as newborns when they have fallen into genesis.” Consequently,
Pythagoras thought that the infernal regions of Hades began just below
the Milky Way. Souls that fall away from the Milky Way are falling out of
heaven, beginning the process of incarnation.’

Wherever the actual gate of ascension was positioned according to the
Peratics, we may never know. But we do know that it was an underworld
chasm guarded by Koré and opening into the Zodiac. We also know that
the Peratics identified Kronos with the power of the destructive waters
surging up from the underworld and feeding into Oceanus. Thus they
identified Kronos with the Red Sea from scripture. He is the power of
the water that encircles the suburbs, a power that cannot be escaped by
anyone who belongs to the generative world. He is the water that the
soul must cross in order to reach the wilderness where dwell the gods of
destruction and the God of salvation. In this scripture-based allegory, the
non-Gnostics are identified with the Egyptians who drown in the waters
because of their ignorance. But the Gnostics, who have the precise knowl-
edge of the sublunar sphere and the prayers and names will be permitted
to cross the Red Sea. They will be permitted to pass through the Zodiacal
pyramid gate guarded by Koré and her assistants and enter the celestial
spheres beyond the place of birth and death.””

From the material that Hippolytus preserves, it appears that the first
part of the Peratic initiatory journey, the first mystery or stage, involved
journeying through the underworld and getting past Koré, and the guards

"7 Euripides, Suppliants 533-34.

"8 For discussion and references, see Burkert, Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagorean-
ism, 355.

"9 Porpyhry, The Cave of the Nymphs 28 (Lamberton, Porphyry, 36); Macrobius, Com-
mentary on the Dream of Scipio 112.3 (Stahl, Macrobius, 134). Cf. Proclus (Wilhelm Kroll,
ed., Procli Diadochi in Platonis Rem publicam commentarii [2 vols.; repr., Amsterdam: A.M.
Hakkert, 1965], 2:129; Heraclides Ponticus, cited in Stob. 1.906.

»° Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio 1.12.3 (Stahl, Macrobius, 134).

' Hipp. Haer. 5.16.2—5 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 182).
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of the five abysses, and over the dangerous waters of Kronos. It appears
that invocations of powerful names were used to persuade the demons
that the soul should be allowed out of Hades and over the Red Sea by way
of the Zodiacal pyramid gate. Success meant the beginning of the journey
of the second mystery or stage, the ascent through the celestial spheres.

Over the Desert and through the Serpent’s Mouth

The Peratics call the celestial spheres the “desert.” It is the frighten-
ing place that the children of Israel found themselves in once they had
crossed over the Red Sea. In this desert, the Gnostics meet fiery serpents
who try to bite and kill them just as they did the children of Israel.”* Who
are the fiery serpents? Hippolytus tells us that the Peratics thought these
serpents were the stars that would combat them in order to return their
souls to the cycle of birth and death.”s They are “the gods of generation
(tév Bedv TG Yevéoews).”** So here we have the confrontation between the
soul and the planetary and Zodiacal rulers (who often were depicted by
the Egyptians as serpentine) as it tries to make its way out of the celestial
revolutions that are forcing it back into a body.

What saves the soul from this cycle according to the Peratics? Like ini-
tiations in some of the ancient mystery cults that culminated in a revela-
tory vision, the Peratic initiates are told to gaze further above them to the
very top of the celestial sphere where they lay their eyes on Draco, the
image of the perfect serpent that Moses lifted up in the wilderness for
the redemption of the Israelites. Who is this serpent? It is none other than
Christ, the Son of Man who was lifted up according to John 3:14 and who
left his likeness shining perpetually in the heavens as Draco.””s

According to the Peratics, this constellation is the image of the great
serpent who started the rotation of the universe and the process of
descent or coming-into-being, as well as the process of ascent and return.
His face turns about the pole, sometimes oriented upwards toward the

> Num 21:6.

3 Hipp. Haer. 5.16.6 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 183).

=+ Hipp. Haer. 516.8 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 183).

5 Hipp. Haer. 5.16.6—12 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 183-184). For a discussion of the Peratic
serpent, see Tuomas Rasimus, “The Serpent in Gnostic and Related Texts,” in Collogue
International: “L’Evangile selon Thomas et les Textes de Nag Hammadi” Québec, 29-31 mai
2003 (ed. Louis Painchaud and Paul-Hubert Poirier; BCNH.E 8; Québec: Les Presses de
L'Université Laval, 2007), 417-71 at 439—42.
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Father when he, as Christ, receives the descending powers. Then he turns
and transfers these transcosmic powers downward to matter, where they
will function like the striped feed that Jacob fed his sheep in order to
breed different colors.”® This is how both the “corruptible” and the “incor-
ruptible generations” came into being according to the Peratics.””” Kronos,
the demiurge, uses what he sees of these powers that Christ is revealing
from the top of the universe and gives them material form. So we learn
that the Peratics distinguish in the Gospel of John between Jesus’ “Father
in heaven,” who is above Draco and who is the source of the powers that
the Son transfers into the material realm, and “Your father is a murderer
from the beginning” who is Kronos, the artificer of matter who reproduces
the transferred powers in this world.”® Kronos is a “murderer” because
his work ends in corruption and death, the Peratic exegete concludes,
although I imagine that Kronos’ reputation as a baby-devouring Titan
probably influenced this identification.” In this way, the Peratics remain
careful interpreters of the Gospel of John which they understand to refer
to Jesus as the creator and resident of the highest heavens, while the God
of the Jews as “the father of the devil” is Kronos, the one responsible for
evil and the formation of the corruptible generation.’s

The Gnostic, a member of the incorruptible generation, is the one who
knows these cosmic secrets. He knows the “mystery of Eden,” that the
serpent in the sky is the river that flows out of Eden into the divine realm
outside this universe and thus, it is the river that will carry him or her
back to the divine realms beyond this cosmos.” There is a suggestion
in Hippolytus’ discussion that the soul, while journeying in the celestial
realms, is purified and then literally drawn up into the constellation Draco.
The Peratic teacher quoted by Hippolytus says that if someone knows the
secret of Draco, then that person is reconceived as if from Jacob’s striped
feed and becomes “white.” This language is suggestive of investiture, when
the initiate may have donned a white robe as was a typical practice in

126

Gen 30:37; cf. John 1:1—4.
7 Hipp. Haer. 5.17.1—-4 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 185-186).
2 Cf. Matt 7:11; John 8:44.
9 Hipp. Haer. 517.7 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 186).
8% Cf. John 8:44a. For a thorough discussion of this passage, see my forthcoming work
on the Gospel of John and Gnostic thought.
3 Gen 2:10-14.
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other mystery cults.®* If the person does not become “white,” the person
was like an “abortion born of night” that perishes in the night.'®

Thus the “mystery of Eden,” the second of the initiation stages or jour-
neys, appears to have included the spirit's escape from the terrifying
“desert” through Draco, the serpent Christ who is “the door” at the top of
the celestial dome leading into the transcosmic realm where the Father
lives.* For just as he brought down the Father's powers, so he brings
up the awakened and purified powers, “the exactly copied perfect race
(to ekewoviopévov Téhetov Yévog),” from this world to the Father again,
transferring them from unreality to reality. According to the Peratics, this
happens like a magnet that draws only iron and nothing else.’®

They give proof for this Christ-centered descent-ascent system with ref-
erence to an analogy: the anatomy of the brain. The Father is the brain,
while the Son is the serpentine-shaped cerebellum. The cerebellum draws
up through the pineal gland the spiritual and life-giving substance that
flows out from the arch of the brain. The cerebellum receives this and
presents it to the Father. Likewise the Son imparts the powers to matter,
like the seeds that flow down the marrow of the back so that children
are born.

What we are seeing in the Peratic material is a very specific route for
the ascent of the Gnostic’s spirit after death. This route begins in the sub-
lunar sphere, where the demons of Hades and Tartarus must be met and
overcome. Kronos, the turbulent power of the sea that encompasses the
terrestrial sphere must be crossed and the soul must pass through the gate
that opens into the Zodiac, the pyramid gate guarded by Koré and her five
demon assistants who govern the suburbs of Hades. This is the core of
the first mystery or stage. Once in the Zodiac, the stars and planets must
be met and overcome. This is the heart of the second mystery or stage.
The spirit must journey up the draconian river of stars from the tail to
the mouth where it is then spit out into the perfect divine realms outside
the universe, the dwelling place of the transcosmic Father. If there was
a third mystery or stage, it probably began with the journey outside the
universe, back to Jesus’ “heavenly” Father who lives far above the heavens
in a place all his own.

% Cf. Graf, “Mysteries,” 440.

33 Hipp. Haer. 5.17.6 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 186).

34 John 10:7.

35 Hipp. Haer. 516.8—9 (Marcovich, Hippolytus, 183). Hipp. Haer. 5.17.6-10 (Marcovich,
Hippolytus, 186-87).



34 APRIL D. DECONICK
Bibliography

Adlington, William and Stephen Gaselee, eds. Apuleius: The Golden Ass. New York:
Putnam’s Sons, 1915.

Auffarth, Christoph and Loren Stuckenbruck, eds. The Myth of the Fallen Angels. Leiden:
Brill, 2004.

Barton, Tamsyn. Ancient Astrology. Sciences of Antiquity. London: Routledge, 1994.

Beck, Roger. A Brief History of Ancient Astrology. Oxford: Blackwell, 2007.

Bohlig, Alexander, and Frederik Wisse, eds. Nag Hammadi Codices III,2 and IV,2 The Gospel
of the Egyptians. Nag Hammadi Studies 4. Leiden: Brill, 1975.

Bonner, Campbell. “An Amulet of the Ophite Gnostics.” Pages 43-46 and 444 in
Commemorative Studies in Honor of Theodore Leslie Shear. Hesperia Supplements 8.
Princeton: American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 1949.

—— Studies in Magical Amulets, Chiefly Graeco-Egyptian. Ann Arbor: The University of
Michigan Press, 1950.

Bremmer, Jan N. Greek Religion and Culture, the Bible and the Ancient Near East. Jerusalem
Studies in Religion and Culture 8. Leiden: Brill, 2008.

Budge, E. A. Wallis. The Gods of the Egyptians. 2 vols. London: Methuen, 1904.

Burkert, Walter. Ancient Mystery Cults. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987.

—— Homo necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1983.

—— Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagoreanism. Translated by Edwin J. Minar, Jr.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972.

Burnet, Ioannes, ed. Platonis Opera. Volume 2. Scriptorum classicorum bibliotheca
Oxoniensis. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989.

Camelot, Pierre-Thomas. “Pérates.” Page 1219 in vol. 10 of Catholicisme: Hier, Aujourd’hui,
Demain. Edited by Gerard Mathon et al. Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 198s5.

Chadwick, Henry. Origen: Contra Celsum. Repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1980.

Charlesworth, James H. “Jewish Astrology in the Talmud, Pseudepigrapha, the Dead Sea
Scrolls, and Early Palestinian Synagogues.” Harvard Theological Review 70 (1977): 183—
200.

Clinton, Kevin. “Stages of Initiation in the Eleusinian and Samothracian Mysteries.” Pages
50—78 in Greek Mysteries: The Archaeology and Ritual of Ancient Greek Secret Cults.
Edited by Michael B. Cosmopoulos. New York: Routledge, 2003.

Cole, Susan G. “Landscapes of Dionysus and Elysian Fields.” Pages 193—217 in Greek
Mpysteries: The Archaeology and Ritual of Ancient Greek Secret Cults. Edited by Michael
B. Cosmopoulos. New York: Routledge, 2003.

Conte, Gian Biagio, ed. P. Vergilius Maro: Aeneis. Bibliotheca scriptorum graecorum et
romanorum teubneriana. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009.

Copenhaver, Brian P. Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin Asclepius in a
New English Translation with Notes and Introduction. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992.

Coxe, A. Cleveland, ed. Fathers of the Third Century: Hippolytus, Cyrian, Caius, Novatian,
Appendix. The Ante-Nicene Fathers 5. Repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986.

Cruice, Patrice Francois Marie. Philosophoumena, e, Kata pason aireseon elenchus. Paris:
Typographeo imperiali, 1860.

DeConick, April D. “Apostles as Archons: The Fight for Authority and the Emergence of
Gnosticism in the Tchacos Codex and Other Early Christian Literature.” Pages 243-88 in
The Codex Judas Papers. Proceedings of the International Congress on the Tchacos Codex
held at Rice University, Houston Texas, March 13-16, 2008. Edited by April D. DeConick.
Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies 71. Leiden: Brill, 2009.



FROM THE BOWELS OF HELL TO DRACO 35

Doresse, Jean. The Secret Books of the Egyptian Gnostics. Repr., Rochester: Inner Traditions,
1986.

Duke, E. A., W. F. Hicken, W. S. M. Nicoll, D. B. Robinson, and J. C. G. Strachan, eds.
Platonis Opera. Vol. 1. Scriptorum classicorum bibliotheca Oxoniensis. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1995.

Duncker, Ludwig and Friedrich Wilhelm Schneidewin, eds. S. Hippolyti episcopi et mar-
tyris Refutationis omnium haeresium librorum decem quae supersunt. Gottingen:
Dieterichianis, 1859.

Foerster, Werner, ed. Patristic Evidence Vol. 1 of Gnosis: A Selection of Gnostic Texts.
Translated by Robert McL. Wilson. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972.

Graf, Fritz. “Mysteries.” Pages 433—44 in vol. 9 of Brill’s New Pauly: Encyclopedia of the
Ancient World. Edited by Herbert Cancik, Helmuth Schneider Manfred Landfester and
Christine F. Salazar. Leiden: Brill, 2006.

Grant, Frederick C. Hellenistic Religions: The Age of Syncretism. New York: The Liberal Arts
Press, 1953.

Hegedus, Tim. Early Christianity and Ancient Astrology. Patristic Studies 6. New York: Peter
Lang, 2007.

Henrichs, Albert. “Namenlosigkeit und Euphemismus: Zur Ambivalenz der chthonischen
Miéchte im attischen Drama.” Pages 161-201 in Fragmenta dramatica. Edited by Heinz
Hofmann and Annette Harder. G6ttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1991.

Huffman, Carl A. Philolaus of Croton: Pythagorean and Presocratic. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993.

Kasser, Rodolphe, and Gregor Wurst, eds., with Marvin Meyer and Frangois Gaudard. The
Gospel of Judas Together with the Letter of Peter to Philip, James, and a Book of Allogenes
from Codex Tchacos: Critical Edition. Washington, D.C.: National Geographic, 2007.

Kingsley, Peter. Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and Magic: Empedocles and Pythagorean
Tradition. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995.

Kroll, Wilhelm, ed. Procli Diadochi in Platonis Rem publicam commentarii. Repr., Amsterdam:
AM. Hakkert, 1965.

Lamberton, Robert, ed. Porphyry: On the Cave of the Nymphs. Barrytown: Station Hill,
1983.

Larson, Jennifer. Ancient Greek Cults: A Guide. New York: Routledge, 2007.

Layton, Bentley, ed. Nag Hammadi Codex II, 2—7 together with XIIL.2* BRIT. LIB. OR. 4926(1),
and P. OXY. 1, 654, 655. Volume 2. Nag Hammadi Studies 21. Leiden: Brill, 1989.

Legge, Francis, ed. Philosophumena or the Refutation of All Heresies. Vol 1. London: SPCK,
1921.

Lieven, Alexandra von. “Gnosis and Astrology: ‘Book IV’ of the Pistis Sophia.” Pages 223—
36 in Under One Sky: Astronomy and Mathematics in the Ancient Near East. Edited by
John M. Steele and Annette Imhausen. Alter Orient und Altes Testament 297. Miinster:
Ugarit-Verlag, 2002.

Lohr, Winrich Alfried. “Perates.” Pages 934—40 in vol. 2 of Dictionary of Gnosis and Western
Esotericism. Edited by Wouter J. Hanegraaff. Leiden: Brill, 2005.

Majercik, Ruth, ed. The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation, and Commentary. Studies in
Greek and Roman Religion 5. Leiden: Brill, 1989.

Marcovich, Miroslav, ed. Hippolytus. Refutatio Omnium Haeresium. Patristische Texte und
Studien 25. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1986.

Magris, Annarita. “L'esegesi della setta ofitica dei Perati: Analisi di Ippolito, Haer. V,16.”
Apocrypha 14 (2003): 193—223.

Miller, Emmaunel, ed. Origenis Philosophumena sive Omnium haeresium refutatio. Oxford:
E Typographeo Academico, 1851.

Montserrat-Torrents, Josep. “Les pérates.” Pages 229—42 in Pléroma: Salus cornis; homenaje
a Antonio Orbe, S,J. Edited by Eugenio Romero-Pose. Compostellanum 34. Santigo de
Compostela: Publicaciones Compostellanum, 1990.



36 APRIL D. DECONICK

Nock, Arthur Darby. Sallustius: Concerning the Gods and the Universe. 1926. Repr.,
Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1966.

Nola, Alfonso M. di. “Perati.” Pages 1580-82 in vol. 4 of Enciclopedia delle Religioni. Firenze:
Vallecchi Editore, 1972.

Popovi¢, Mladen. Reading the Human Body: Physiognomics and Astrology in the Dead Sea
Scrolls and Hellenistic-Early Roman Period Judaism. Studies on the Texts of the Desert
of Judah 67. Leiden: Brill, 2007.

Rasimus, Tuomas. “The Serpent in Gnostic and Related Texts.” Pages 417-71 in Collogue
International: “L’Evangile selon Thomas et les Textes de Nag Hammadi” Québec, 29-31 mai
2003. Edited by Louis Painchaud and Paul-Hubert Poirier. Bibliothéque copte de Nag
Hammadi, section “Etudes” 8. Québec: Les Presses de L'Université Laval, 2007.

Reed, Annette Yoshiko. Fallen Angels and the History of Judaism and Christianity. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005.

Rousseau, Adelin and Louis Doutreleau, eds. Irénée de Lyon: Contre les Hérésies. Livre 1. Vol.
2. Sources Chrétiennes 264. Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1979.

Sandbach, Francis H., ed. Plutarch’s Moralia: XV, Fragments. Loeb Classical Library 429.
London: William Heinemann, 1969.

Schenke, Hans-Martin. Der Gott “Mensch” in der Gnosis: ein religionsgeschichtlicher Beitrag
gur Diskussion iiber die paulinische Anschauung von der Kirche als Leib Christi. Gottigen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962.

Schmidt, Carl and Violet MacDermot, eds. Pistis Sophia. Nag Hammadi Studies 9. Leiden:
Brill, 1978.

Scholer, David M. Nag Hammadi Bibliography 1948-1969. Nag Hammadi Studies 1. Leiden:
Brill, 1971.

—— Nag Hammadi Bibliography 1970-1994. Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies 32.
Leiden: Brill, 1997.

—— Nag Hammadi Bibliography 1995—2006. Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies 65.
Leiden: Brill, 2009.

Shaw, Gregory. Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus. University Park: The
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995.

Slings, Simon R, ed. Platonis Rempublicam. Scriptorum classicorum bibliotheca Oxoniensis.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003.

Stahl, William Harris. Macrobius: Commentary on the Dream of Scipio. New York: Columbia
University Press, 1952.

Stihlin, Otto. Clemens Alexandrinus. Stromata Buch I-IV. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1960.

Stuckrad, Kocku von. “Jewish and Christian Astrology in Late Antiquity—A New Approach.”
Numen 47 (2000): 1-40.

. Das Ringen um die Astrologie: Jiidische und christliche Beitrdge zum antiken
Zeitverstindnis. Religionsgeschichtliche Versuche und Vorarbeiten 49. Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 2000.

Tardieu, Michel. “The Perates and Their Gnostic Interpretation of Paganism.” Pages 68082
in vol. 2 of Mythologies. Edited by Yves Bonnefoy and Wendy Doniger. Translated by
Gerald Honigsblum. Chicago: University of Chicago, 1991.

Taylor, Thomas. Iamblichus: On the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians
and Life of Pythagoras. Thomas Taylor Series 17. Repr., Somerset: Prometheus Trust,
1999.

Toorn, Karel van der and Pieter Willem van der Horst. “Nimrod Before and After the Bible.”
Harvard Theological Review 83 (1990): 1—29.

Uehlinger, Christoph. “Nimrod.” Pages 627—30 in Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the
Bible. Edited by Karel van der Toorn, Bob Beckling, and Pieter W. van der Horst. 2d ed.
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999.

Vernsel, H. S. “The Poetics of the Magical Charm: An Essay in the Power of Words.” Pages
105-58 in Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World. Edited by Paul Mirecki and Marvin
Meyer. Leiden: Brill, 2002.




FROM THE BOWELS OF HELL TO DRACO 37

Volk, Katharina. Manilius and his Intellectual Background. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
20009.

Waldstein, Michael and Fredrick Wisse, eds. The Apocryphon of John: Synopsis of Nag
Hammadi Codices IL1; IIL1; and IV,1 with BG 8502,2. Nag Hammadi and Manichaean
Studies 33. Leiden: Brill, 1995.

Wedderburn, A. J. M. Baptism and Resurrection: Studies in Pauline Theology against Its
Graeco-Roman Background. Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament
44. Tiibingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1987.

Williams, Frank, ed. The Panarion of Epiphanius of Salamis: Books II and III (Sects 4780, De
Fide). Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies 34. Leiden: Brill, 1994.






INTERPRETATION D’'UNE FORMULE BARBARE CHEZ LES
GNOSTIQUES VALENTINIENS D’APRES
LE CONTRE LES HERESIES D’IRENEE, I, 21,3

JEAN-DANIEL DUBOIS ET FLAVIA RUANI
Ecole Pratique des Hautes FEtudes, Paris

Le programme de recherche soutenu en France par 'Agence Nationale
pour la Recherche (A.N.R.), « Corpus des énoncés barbares », ou C.E.N.O.B,,
a démarré, il y a quelques années, autour de la these de Michela Zago sur
les papyri magiques grecs. Et c’est autour de la soutenance de cette these
en 2007 a la Fondation San Carlo de Modena, et d'un séminaire de Michel
Tardieu au Collége de France sur l'objet magique, puis de deux colloques
au Collége de France sur « Enoncés barbares I » en 2007 et « Enoncés bar-
bares II » en 2008, que nous avons lancé a plusieurs ce projet de recher-
che; il regroupe une vingtaine de chercheurs, spécialistes de plusieurs
langues de I'Orient méditerranéen, répartis en trois équipes a Paris, a
I'Université de Padoue et a I'Université Libre de Bruxelles. Dans le cadre
de I'appel d’offres « Corpus » de 'A.N.R,, il s’agit de réaliser la constitution
d’'une base de données informatique qui doit donner lieu a la production
d’'un CdRom, en lien avec les Editions Brepols.

Nous entendons par « énoncés barbares» ce qui dans une opération
magique antique, et en particulier dans sa partie invocatoire ou exécra-
toire représente un ensemble de sons et de noms propres de divinités
ou de démons ne relevant pas du langage commun. Il s’agit donc de ces
«abracadabras » pas immédiatement compréhensibles, lors d'un passage
d’'une langue a une autre dans un rituel. Ces énoncés offrent des sonori-
tés puissantes, et donc pourvues d'une certaine efficace, mais ils se pré-
sentent comme du langage dénué de toute signification. C’est pourquoi
on les désigne parfois dans la littérature ou les écrits philosophiques de
I'’Antiquité comme des noms dont on ne peut pas identifier le sens (des
donua dvépata), des noms inintelligibles (t& donpa); et pourtant ce sont
des énoncés dont la fonction vise souvent a contraindre les dieux; on
les désigne encore ainsi sous les expressions de «formules mystiques »
(HuaTueol Adyol ou voces magicae). Nous visons a établir un corpus de ces
énoncés, mais il ne s’agit pas d’'un répertoire de tous les noms d’anges ou
de démons de I'’Antiquité, puisque nous ne retenons comme significatifs
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que les « énoncés barbarisés » : ainsi le nom de 'Incol¢ fera partie de notre
corpus, car il sert de base, par exemple, a des formules magiques chez
le gnostique valentinien Marc le mage; le nom de Barbelo, une figure
féminine de la transcendance, fera aussi partie du corpus, car dans cer-
tains textes non-valentiniens, il sert a la constitution de formules rituel-
les baptismales, comme dans le traité gnostique Melchisedech (NHC IX
56,258s.) ; mais on ne retiendra pas toutes les occurrences de Iao ou de
Ialdabaoth dans les textes anciens, car elles n'apparaissent pas toutes
dans un contexte barbarisé.

Ces quelques précisions données, nous avons choisi d’examiner un pas-
sage énigmatique du Contre les hérésies d'Irénée de Lyon, en évoquant
successivement le cadre littéraire du chapitre 21 et la pratique rituelle de
la rédemption chez les gnostiques valentiniens, avant d’aborder les for-
mules liturgiques citées par Irénée. Nous proposons ici un décryptage de
ces formules a partir du syriaque, dont nous tenons a souligner le contexte
valentinien, en hommage a la recherche d’Einar Thomassen qui s’est
toujours enquis d’ceuvrer pour une meilleure connaissance de la gnose
valentinienne.

Le cadre littéraire du chapitre 21

Pour bien comprendre l'intention polémique d'Irénée, il importe de se
souvenir que 'ensemble du Livre I du Contre les hérésies porte sur I'exposé
des doctrines adverses, alors que la réfutation d’'Irénée, proprement dite,
occupe les livres I a V. Dans le Livre I, un premier groupe de chapitres
expose sous forme de paraphrase le mythe valentinien du salut, des pre-
miers principes jusqu’a I'eschatologie, en passant par I'anthropologie et la
christologie. C'est ce qu'on appelle d’habitude la « Grande Notice » (des
chapitres 1 a 9) fondée sur une information rassemblée par Irénée aupres
de gnostiques valentiniens issus des fidéles de Ptolémée, 'un des disci-
ples de Valentin, peu apreés le milieu du second siécle. Une autre série de
chapitres du Livre I (les chapitres 11 a 21) est consacrée a des informations
complémentaires sur les valentiniens, dont Valentin lui-méme et surtout
Marc le mage. Enfin, une troisieme partie de ce Livre I (les chapitres 23 a
31) offre une construction historique factice de la généalogie des hérésies.
Entre ces trois groupes de chapitres, on trouve encore une description de
la «régle de vérité », c’est-a-dire une confession de foi irénéenne d'ins-
piration biblique (respectivement aux chapitres 10 et 22); cette formule
irénéenne de la foi chrétienne est censée proposer un critere d’évaluation
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des doctrines adverses. Le chapitre 21 qui nous occupe acheve donc la
deuxiéme partie du Livre I, et comme cette partie décrit abondamment
les particularités des doctrines du gnostique valentinien Marc le mage,
on considere souvent, mais a tort, que le chapitre 21 concerne aussi les
particularités des gnostiques marcosiens. Depuis la monographie de
Niclas Forster sur Marc le mage’, et sa démonstration sur la délimitation
de la notice consacrée a Marc, du chapitre 13,1 a 16,2 seulement et non
pas jusqu'au chapitre 21, il faut attribuer a I'ensemble des valentiniens les
informations sur les pratiques rituelles évoquées dans le chapitre 21, et ne
plus suivre certaines notices de manuels ou de dictionnaires au sujet du
valentinien Marc le mage ; méme I'édition des « Sources Chrétiennes » qui
intitule le chapitre 21 « Diversité des rites de ‘rédemption’ en usage chez
les Marcosiens »* risque d'induire en erreur. Il s’agit ici des rites valenti-
niens en général et non pas des rites propres aux marcosiens.

La pratique valentinienne de la rédemption

Si 'on entre maintenant dans ce chapitre, il est facile de le découper en
paragraphes: 21,1 expose l'intention polémique d'Irénée pour montrer la
diversité et I'instabilité des pratiques valentiniennes ; 21,2 discute les sour-
ces bibliques de la pratique baptismale de la rédemption valentinienne ;
21,3 énumere diverses pratiques selon une méthode connue dans les réfu-
tations des hérésies, «les uns » font ceci, « d’autres » font cela, « d’autres
encore », cela; 21,4 prolonge cette énumération en évoquant des pratiques
baptismales sans eau; et 21,5 évoque le cas célebre de la « rédemption »
valentinienne appliquée aux mourants, une sorte de rituel d’extréme-
onction, avant la lettre. Le meilleur connaisseur des sources valentiniennes,
Einar Thomassen, a examiné ces divers paragraphes dans sa monographie
détaillée, The Spiritual Seed®. Chaque paragraphe correspond pour lui
a diverses sortes de pratiques liturgiques; puis, comme Irénée découpe
ses informations en fonction des marqueurs d’énonciation «les uns...
d’autres...d'autres encore», E. Thomassen en vient a identifier sept

' Niclas Forster, Marcus Magus. Kult, Lehre und Gemeindeleben einer valentinianischen
Gnostikergruppe. Sammlung der Quellen und Kommentar (WUNT 14 ; Tiibingen : Mohr Sie-
beck, 1999).

* Nous suivons I'édition d’Adelin Rousseau et de Louis Doutreleau, Irénée de Lyon:
Contre les hérésies (SC 264 ; Paris : Editions du Cerf, 1979), 295.

3 Einar Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed: The Church of the Valentinians'’ (NHMS 60;
Leiden : Brill, 2006), 360—414.
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variantes différentes de pratiques de la rédemption: (1) la chambre nup-
tiale; (2) le baptéme d’eau; (3) une forme de baptéme d’eau avec des
invocations d’origine sémitique; (4) une autre forme de baptéme d’eau
avec des invocations différentes; (5) une initiation sans immersion bap-
tismale ; (6) une initiation par la connaissance sans le secours d’éléments
matériels; et (7) le rituel pour les mourants.

A la différence d’Einar Thomassen, il nous semble que le découpage
en variantes différentes de pratiques rituelles provient de l'intention
polémique d'Irénée, décrite précisément au début du chapitre, en 21,1
Irénée s’en prend a la «tradition » (wapddoaig) des valentiniens sur leur
rituel de la rédemption. Il la prend pour « invisible et insaisissable ». C'est
attester, sans le vouloir, que les valentiniens ont une doctrine cachée
qu'ils transmettent avec sérieux et selon des régles propres a la trans-
mission de la catéchése chrétienne ancienne. L'enseignement préalable
au baptéme n'est pas destiné a n'importe qui, et ne peut étre divulgué
qu'aux futurs candidats au baptéme. De la méme facon, dans la Lettre a
Flora, conservée par Epiphane, Ptolémée reconnait qu'il y a des degrés
dans linitiation valentinienne : «Si Dieu le permet, dit-il, vous recevrez
plus tard des éclaircissements...quand vous aurez été jugée digne de
connaitre la tradition des apdtres (Y amogtoAu) mapddoais), tradition que,
nous aussi, nous avons regue par voie de succession (€x Oadoyyg) »*.
Dans le Contre les hérésies, par intention polémique, Irénée fait de cette
« tradition » catéchétique des valentiniens un ramassis instable qu'on ne
peut décrire de maniere simple et selon une seule formule, car chacun
transmettrait cette « tradition» valentinienne comme il le voudrait; un
peu plus loin, en 21,2, Irénée admet que la rédemption des valentiniens
est «transmise par eux sous des formes variées et discordantes ». C’est
évidemment ce que veut nous faire croire 'hérésiologue. A la différence
d’Einar Thomassen, il nous semble, au contraire, plus juste de lire I'en-
semble de I'information transmise par Irénée sans cette construction nar-
rative hérésiologique ; selon nous, 'ensemble du chapitre 21 concerne la
pratique rituelle de la rédemption dans ses divers aspects, et méme le rite
particulier pour les mourants fait partie de cette préoccupation. Il ne faut
donc pas lire ce chapitre comme I'écho de pratiques rituelles diverses et
contradictoires.

4 D’apres la traduction de Gilles Quispel, Ptolémée le Gnostique : Lettre a Flora (SC 24
bis; Paris : Editions du Cerf, 1966), 73.
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L’essentiel des éléments liturgiques employés rappelle la liturgie chré-
tienne du baptéme, mais la «rédemption » valentinienne dépasse I'ho-
rizon du rite d’initiation au christianisme. C'est une sorte de baptéme;
et c’est plus qu'un baptéme. En effet, Irénée décrit ce rite comme celui
d’'une « chambre nuptiale » (21,3), celle oi '’homme intérieur du gnostique
rejoint son partenaire angélique, a la maniere des syzygies pléromatiques;;
mais c'est aussi un rite de baptéme comme le baptéme traditionnel par
immersion (21,3) accompagné d’'invocations particulieres (encore 21,3);
cela peut étre un baptéme sans immersion (21,4), mais toujours accompa-
gné d’une onction et de transmission de la « connaissance » (21,4), comme
le rite d’onction sur les mourants (21,5). Irénée reproche aux valentiniens
qui pratiquent la « rédemption » de devenir « insaisissables et invisibles »
(21,1) ; ces deux adjectifs évoquent les caractéristiques du Dieu transcen-
dant des valentiniens, dans la description des éons du Pléréme (I, 1,1); on
retrouve aussi ces adjectifs au sujet du Christ qui serait rentré « insaisis-
sable et invisible dans le Plérome » (111, 16,1). Ailleurs encore, ces adjectifs
apparaissent a propos de la pratique marcosienne de la rédemption; les
ames qui se présentent devant le Juge eschatologique peuvent devenir
«insaisissables et invisibles » si elles sont munies des paroles adéquates
(I, 13,6) ; autrement dit, la rédemption dont Irénée reconnait qu’elle n’est
accordée qu'a ceux qui ont recu la « gnose parfaite » (I, 21,2), sert a faire
remonter les gnostiques jusqu'au Plérome et a leur permettre d’échap-
per a la puissance des archontes s'ils connaissent les énoncés rituels a
prononcer. De la méme facon, le rituel pratiqué sur les mourants (I, 21,5)
est décrit par Irénée comme une onction particuliere accompagnée d'in-
vocations « afin qu'ils deviennent insaisissables et invisibles aux archon-
tes et aux puissances et que leur homme intérieur monte au-dessus des
espaces invisibles, abandonnant le corps a 'univers créé et laissant 'ame
au démiurge » (I, 21,5). Comment repérer des fragments de cet enseigne-
ment ésotérique, communiqué uniquement a ceux qui sont destinés a la
« gnose parfaite » ? De maniere inhabituelle pour un hérésiologue, Irénée
rapporte quelques exemples de formulations liturgiques prononcées lors
du rite de la rédemption.

Les formules liturgiques

Apreés la mention de la « chambre nuptiale » en 21,3, Irénée décrit le rite
valentinien comme celui d'un baptéme ou 'on prononce une premiere
formule d’invocation sur l'initié :
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Au nom de I'inconnu Pére de toutes choses,

Dans la Vérité, Meére de toutes choses,

Dans Celui qui descendit sur Jésus,

Dans l'union, la rédemption et la communion des puissances.

L’édition des « Sources Chrétiennes » remarque a ce sujet : « On reconnait,
sans peine, dans la formule gnostique, une déformation de la formule tri-
nitaire du baptéme chrétien »3 (cf. Mt 28,19 et aussi Extraits de Théodote
76,3) ; et les éditeurs, Adelin Rousseau et Louis Doutreleau, interprétent la
formule ainsi: le Pére de toutes choses (t&v 6Awv), c’est le Pere des éons;
le Fils est évoqué par la mention de la Vérité, éon féminin en syzygie avec
l'intellect ou le Fils unique (Irénée, I, 1,1) ; et I'Esprit manifeste sa présence
par I'évocation de sa descente au baptéme de Jésus. Einar Thomassen, lui,
voit dans cette formule un ramassis de themes familiers autour du bap-
téme dans le Nom ou le Fils®. Nous pensons, quant a nous, que la formu-
lation peut étre interprétée de maniere plus spécifique en relation avec
la doctrine valentinienne. Ce serait une autre preuve du caractere ésoté-
rique de la formule, interprétable par les initiés grace a leur connaissance
du reste de la doctrine valentinienne. La formule est composée de quatre
éléments dont le dernier est encore subdivisé en trois, a moins qu'il ne
faille prendre la formule pour une suite de trois propositions, portant sur
des figures importantes du panthéon gnostique (la triade ‘pere — meére —
fils’) auxquelles répond une triple affirmation sur le salut, vu du point de
vue de l'initié : le salut compris comme une union de '’homme intérieur
avec son partenaire céleste, la rédemption comme la pratique rituelle
nécessaire pour obtenir le salut, et la communion des puissances comme
le résultat auquel on aboutit, c’est-a-dire la communion avec les puissan-
ces du Plérome par le biais de la rédemption.

Que le Pere soit inconnu, c’est ce que mentionne la description iré-
néenne du panthéon valentinien (I, 1,1), et 'on peut confirmer cela par
les Extraits de Théodote 7,1 ou les pages de la théologie apophatique du
Traité Tripartite valentinien a propos de Dieu le Pére (p. 51-54). Que le
Pére soit aussi le Pére de tous les éons du Plérome, « les Touts », c’est aussi
une donnée que confirme Irénée a propos du panthéon valentinien. Pour
la Vérité, Mére de toutes choses, il est plus difficile d'y voir une figure du
Fils du Pere, car la Mére de toutes choses (tév mdvtwv) renvoie plutdt au
role de la Sophia valentinienne, responsable de 'ensemble du processus

5 Rousseau et Doutreleau, Contre les hérésies (SC 263), 270.
¢ Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed, 365.
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de la démiurgie. Quant a Celui qui descendit sur Jésus, il faut l'interpréter
en rapport avec une certaine compréhension du baptéme de Jésus; d'un
point de vue valentinien, il s’agirait plus précisément de la Pensée du Pére
ou de son Nom (cf. Extraits de Théodote 22,6).

Puis viennent les énoncés barbares, les £Ppaixd dvépata (ou hebraica
nomina selon la traduction latine) dont Irénée prétend qu'ils ne servent
qu’'a impressionner les futurs initiés. Il faut sans doute y voir des énon-
cés d’origine sémitique, en araméen ou en syriaque. Mais avant d’aborder
la formulation du premier des deux «énoncés barbares » rapportés par
le texte d’Irénée, il faut rappeler brievement l'histoire de la transmission
de I'ceuvre du Contre les hérésies, en donnant quelques précisions sur les
langues qui l'ont transmise jusqu'a nos jours. Les «énoncés barbares »
soulevent, en effet, le probleme délicat de savoir a partir de quelle lan-
gue il convient d’envisager leur interprétation. Irénée de Lyon écrivit son
Adversus Haereses en grec vers I'an 180 de notre ére, mais I'original de cette
ceuvre ne nous est pas parvenu. Cependant, on peut lire cette ceuvre grace
a deux canaux de transmission: 'un, en grec, consiste en une collection
de différents extraits du Contre les hérésies d'Irénée cités par des ouvrages
d’hérésiologie aux III° et IV® siecles, tels I'Elenchos attribué a Hippolyte et
le Panarion d’Epiphane, mais aussi par Ihistorien ecclésiastique Eusébe
de Césarée ou des citations dans les chalnes patristiques essentiellement’.
L’autre voie de transmission consiste en une traduction latine de I'ceuvre,
effectuée vraisemblablement a la fin du IV® siécle® et attestée par deux
familles de manuscrits®. Le passage qui nous intéresse, au Livre I, 21,3, est
transmis en grec essentiellement” par Epiphane, dans le chapitre sur les
valentiniens 31,2, 8—9 et 31,6,10 de son Panarion”.

7 Il y aussi des fragments en arménien et en syriaque. On trouvera une présentation
détaillée de I'état de la tradition manuscrite d'Irénée dans le volume d’introduction au
Livre IV, Rousseau et Doutreleau, Contre les hérésies (SC 100), 1-191, ainsi que dans les
volumes successifs des Sources Chrétiennes 152, 210 et 263.

 En tout cas antérieure a 422, selon Bertrand Hemmerdinger, « La tradition latine »
dans le volume d'introduction au Rousseau et Doutreleau, Contre les hérésies (SC 100), 16.

9 Quvrage cité, p. 16-34 a propos des manuscrits latins dont les deux groupes CV et
AQS.

© Comme le signalent Rousseau et Doutreleau, Contre les hérésies (SC 264), 299 dans
l'apparat critique grec, Eusebe de Césarée (Hist. Eccl. IV, 11, 5) cite aussi ce chapitre, mais
s'arréte juste avant la mention du premier « énoncé barbare » (a teAetovpévous).

" Epiphane reprend aussi les deux « énoncés barbares » dans le chapitre consacré a
Marc le mage en 34, 20, 3 et 5; et le deuxiéme énoncé dans celui sur les disciples d’Héra-
cléon, en 36, 2, 6.
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Le premier énoncé

On peut reprendre le premier « énoncé barbare » selon sa formulation en
grec et en latin:

Baaeud yapoaay) Baatavoopd piatadio povada xovatd PaBopdp wohoydel
Basyma cacabasa eanaa irraumista diarbada caeota bafobor camelanthi

On remarquera que les deux formulations ne sont pas rigoureusement
semblables. Toutefois, 'apparat critique de la traduction latine peut aider
a mieux comprendre cette divergence. D’emblée, on constate 'abondance
de variantes que présente cette formule en latin — indice, d’ailleurs, de la
difficulté de compréhension que cet « énoncé barbare » a représenté pour
les traducteurs. Prenons en considération les variantes de trois mots en
particulier :

cacabasa (Q) : eacha saba (C A), cachasaba (V);
irraumista (edd. a Gra.) : uramista (C A Q), uram ista (V);
diarbada (A Q) : diaruada (C), diauarda (V).

Dans la transmission du texte latin, le manuscrit C (le plus ancien, car
daté du IX® siécle®) offre les variantes les plus significatives pour notre
étude : les différences entre les lecons retenues dans I'édition critique et
le manuscrit C s’expliquent, dans les deux premiers mots, par métathese
(cacabasa — eacha saba; irraumista — uramista), et, dans le dernier, par
la présence d’'une lettre a la place d’une autre (diarbada — diaruada). Les
éditeurs du texte, Adelin Rousseau et Louis Doutreleau, n’ont pas choisi
d’éditer un seul manuscrit : cacabasa est attesté par le manuscrit Q, irrau-
mista est une conjecture des éditeurs eux-mémes qui fabriquent une
expression a partir de plusieurs variantes, diarbada est une lecon gardée
par l'une des familles latines (manuscrits A et Q), au lieu de C et V qui
ont justement une variante plus proche de la formulation grecque. Cette
méthode assez arbitraire d’éditer le texte latin nous semble guidée par
un souci, une fois de plus, hérésiologique: les éditeurs ont opté au fur
et a mesure, nous semble-t-il, pour le mot qui correspondait le mieux a
un contexte magique, voire au dénigrement de l'adversaire (cf. cacabasa,
lecon minoritaire par rapport a eacha saba).

» Hemmerdinger, « La tradition latine », 18.
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Or, si 'on reconstruit I'énoncé latin avec les variantes attestées par le
manuscrit C, on obtient le résultat suivant :
Basyma eacha saba eanaa uramista diaruada ceotabafobor camelanthi

Si maintenant on coupe I'énoncé en suivant la formulation grecque, on
découvrira que la phrase en alphabet latin s’éloigne peu de celle qui est
en grec:

Bacepa youooay) Paatavoopd uiaotadio povadd xovatd BaBoedp xaaydel

Basyma eachasa baeanaaura mistadia ruada ceota bafobor camelanthi

Les trois mots qui présentent le moins de correspondance sont soulignés :
eachasa pour yapogay), ceota pour xouatd, camelanthi pour wohoyBel.
Toutefois, on s'apercoit en les pronongant qu'ils ne sont pas non plus
des mots completement étrangers l'un a l'autre: ils pourraient, en fait,
s'expliquer assez facilement par 'hypothése de la chute ou de l'assimila-
tion d’une lettre, par exemple.

De ce bricolage dérive I'idée que les deux traditions linguistiques ne
sont pas contradictoires ; elles n’attesteraient pas deux énoncés différents,
mais le méme énoncé, de deux maniéres différentes. L’explication de cette
divergence fait appel, tout simplement, aux données paléographiques:
comme tout manuscrit ancien, le texte grec originel d'Irénée, ainsi que sa
reprise chez Epiphane et ses traducteurs latins, était écrit en onciales et
sans marqueurs signalant la fin d'un mot et le début du suivant. Cela est
évident quand on regarde la tradition manuscrite latine. Les manuscrits
latins présentent deux facons, ou plus, de découper les mots: par ex. ura-
mista de C correspond a uram ista dans V, ceotabafobor de CA a cacotaba
fobor en VQ. Cela vient de la difficulté de comprendre le sens du texte
et en conséquence, du manque de criteres de découpage des mots. On
pourrait aussi y voir une volonté de présenter la formule comme étant la
plus magique possible, lors de la traduction et de la diffusion du texte:
les manuscrits latins ont peut-étre choisi de découper la phrase selon les
endroits précis qui évoqueraient le mieux un énoncé magique latin ; par
exemple, uram ista n'a pas de sens, mais les sonorités sembleraient fami-
lieres a une oreille latine, en évoquant un accusatif féminin singulier suivi
d’'un démonstratif féminin.

Une fois résolu ce probléeme de transmission du texte et si I'on constate
que la formulation grecque et la formulation latine sont a peu pres équi-
valentes, la question centrale de notre étude se pose ainsi: cette phrase
aurait-elle un sens dans une langue sémitique comme le syriaque ? Comme
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I'avait remarqué E. Thomassen, il existe déja un certain nombre de pro-
positions d’interprétation de substrat sémitique pour certains termes des
formules, comme les travaux d'Hugo Gressmann et Karl Miiller®.

Voici un tableau qui explique comment on peut interpréter ce premier
énoncé en syriaque : dans la colonne de gauche se trouve la formulation
grecque (qui, comme on vient de le montrer, est quasiment équivalente
a celle du latin); au centre, nous avons repris la reconstitution donnée
par Francois Graffin il y a 30 ans, et publiée dans le volume des « Sources
Chrétiennes » qui sert de commentaire au premier Livre du Contre les
hérésies'; son interprétation est intéressante, mais elle s’écarte volontiers
de la lettre du texte pour rejoindre des expressions présentes dans la suite
du paragraphe d'Irénée. F. Graffin donne une transcription du syriaque
en alphabet latin et une traduction. La colonne de droite, enfin, héberge
notre propre lecture, plus fidéle a la lettre de I'énoncé et guidée par le
désir de rendre compte du contenu valentinien de celui-ci’s.

Texte grec Transcription en syriaque et Notre lecture
traduction de F. Graffin
(SC 263, p. 270)

Bageua ba-$‘ma Aunom ba-§ma Parle Nom
XApoaan) d‘-hekm‘ta de la Sagesse kulm‘e tout-puissant,
Baatavoopa aba w*-nithra Pere et Lumiére, b-haye nithra parle moyen
de la Vie Lumiere

uotadio mestamhya appelée mestadia est projeté
povada riha Esprit riha ’Esprit
XOVaTA d‘-qusta de Sainteté d‘-qusta de Vérité
BaBogpop b*-furgana  pour larédemption batar vers
ooy Oet mala’kita dela nature angélique kul ahiide tous les
gouverneurs

8 Hugo Gressmann, «Jiidisch-Aramaisches bei Epiphanius», ZNW 16 (1915): 191-95;
Karl Miiller, «Beitrdge zum Verstindnis der valentinianischen Gnosis I-IV», NGWG
(1920) : 188-97.

“ Rousseau et Doutreleau, Contre les hérésies (SC 263), 270.

> Nous gardons la transcription donnée par F. Graffin et nous mettons nous aussi notre
lecture en transcription pour rendre la comparaison plus facile.
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Expliquons notre lecture®:

Bageud : comme F. Graffin, nous lisons ba-§‘ma (<==axs), a savoir « Au nom
(de) » ou bien « Par le Nom (de) ».

xauooay) : ce serait I'union de deux mots syriaques, kul (Aa) et m¢se (Ke),
le premier étant le pronom adjectif indéfini « tout », le deuxieme le participe
passif a sens actif du verbe m‘sa qui signifie « qui peut », « pouvant », « puis-
sant » : avec le kul qui précede, on aurait I'adjectif « tout-puissant ». Il faut
cependant préciser que d’habitude en syriaque un tel adjectif se construit
avec les deux parties de I'expression inversées : non pas, comme ici, kul m‘se,
mais plutdt m‘se kul. Toutefois, un contexte poétique ou liturgique — tel que
le notre — peut expliquer cette inversion.

Baouavoopd : sans ajouter de lettres, on peut facilement comprendre ce
mot en caractéres grecs comme la composition de trois mots syriaques,
b-haye nithra, qui indique un complément introduit par la préposition
«b-» («dans», «avec», «par», «a travers»), suivie de deux substantifs,
haye (=sw) «la vie» et nithra (<3mal) «la lumiere », d’out notre traduc-
tion « par le moyen de la Vie Lumiére ». Si voopd peut aussi se comprendre
comme le «feu», nira (=33), la présence des deux omicron nous a fait
plutdt préférer « lumieére » : la lettre hé de nuhra serait ainsi expliquée par
la répétition de 'omicron.

wotadia : si F. Graffin supprime le delta et le remplace par un mim et un hé
pour obtenir le verbe «appeler », nous lisons le mot grec tel quel comme
mestadia (=s3x=n), le participe passif féminin etpe‘el du verbe §da (~ax.),
qui signifie «jeter», «rejeter », «lancer»; ce participe peut avoir un sens
plus positif §'il est suivi de la préposition batar, que 'on retrouvera plus loin :
dans ce cas, il signifie «aller a la suite de », « s'incliner vers », « étre projeté
vers », selon une idée d’émanation.

povadd xovatd: selon l'ordre syntaxique sémitique, le verbe précede tou-
jours le sujet. Voici donc le sujet féminin du participe féminin que I'on vient
d’analyser : rizha d°-qista (<&xaosy ~»ad), «esprit » (féminin en syria-
que) «de Vérité » ou « de Droiture », et non pas « de Sainteté », gaddisita,
comme le lit F. Graffin, en pensant stirement a I'expression francaise « Esprit
Saint ».

BaBogodp: ce serait la préposition batar (3dwo) exigée par le participe
mestadia. Le son du taw, parce qu'il est précédé d’'une voyelle, est emphati-
que, spirant (th), ce qui peut s'entendre a I'oreille comme un ¢ (batar serait
alors transcrit Bogop). Sil'on garde cette lecture, il faut reconnaitre que nous
n'expliquons pas tres bien la répétition du ba initial, sinon comme un ajout
pour faire magique, comme un bégaiement.

' Nous sommes conscients du caractére hypothétique des recontructions proposées
alors qu'il n'y a pas de syriaque littéraire attesté au temps d’Irénée.
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xoayBel : nous comprenons le mot comme union de kul (Aa), « tout », et
ahiide (~3ai>r<), le substantif adjectivé dérivé du verbe ehad (as<), qui
signifie « tenir », « soutenir », « garder », « régner », d’'ott le sens de « gouver-
neurs », ¢'.-a-d. de « ceux qui régissent », pour ahuda, au pluriel ahide. Cette
solution est plus fidele au texte que la lecture de F. Graffin, et elle s’accorde
bien avec les deux spirantes présentes dans le grec (x et 8), qui rendent le
son syriaque de hét et dalat, I'un spirant en soi, 'autre spirantisé en vertu de
la loi dite beghadhkephath, explicitée aussi pour batar (ahiide se prononce
donc ahiudhe).

On peut récapituler l'interprétation de ce premier énoncé barbare, inter-
prétation qui, nous tenons a le dire, est le résultat aussi d’'un travail miri
grice au séminaire de syriaque animé par Alain Desreumaux a I'Ecole
Normale Supérieure, a Paris. Cette interprétation demeure une hypo-
these de lecture parmi d’autres, mais elle parut étre la plus satisfaisante
pour notre but, a savoir rendre compte du texte tel qu'il est et chercher
des solutions qui ont un sens, lues d'un point de vue valentinien. Voici
comment on peut alors comprendre la formule attestée dans la version
grecque d'Irénée :

ba-s$‘'ma kul m°se b-haye nuhra mestadia ruha d*-qusta batar kul ahude

3o hraoy ~ual LIS ima) ~ausio ~ a0 s <o
A [2Tt1 4 .la

«Par le Nom tout-puissant, par le moyen de la Vie Lumiere 'Esprit de Vérité
est projeté vers tous les gouverneurs ».

Proposition d’interprétation valentinienne du premier « énoncé barbare »

On remarquera tout d’abord que I'énoncé en langue « barbare » manifeste
une grande proximité avec la formule baptismale énoncée en clair par Iré-
née, quelques lignes avant I' « énoncé barbare », en particulier pour ce qui
concerne une perspective triadique analogue : « Par le Nom tout-puissant »
pourrait correspondre a la formule « Au nom du Pére inconnu de toutes
choses » ; « par le moyen de la Vie Lumiére » serait I'équivalent de « dans
la Vérité Mére de toutes choses », et la mention de «I'Esprit de Vérité
projeté » serait 'analogue de «dans Celui qui descendit sur Jésus », soit
I'Esprit Saint descendu lors de la cérémonie du baptéme. La métaphore
de la projection pour évoquer la descente de I'Esprit sur Jésus au baptéme
correspond littéralement a I'usage courant du verbe grec mpofdMew chez
les gnostiques valentiniens, pour désigner les émissions divines. D’apres la
paraphrase d’Irénée (I, 2,5), les éons « Christ » et « Esprit Saint » sont émis
«pour la fixation et la consolidation du Plérome » ; leur venue dans le



INTERPRETATION D’UNE FORMULE BARBARE 51

monde psychique représente analogiquement la venue du Sauveur pour
restaurer 'éon déchu.

La fin de la formule qui évoque l'arrivée de I'Esprit de vérité « vers tous
les gouverneurs » (~xvéwr< Aa) peut aussi étre traduite « vers toute ma
confrérie » (awre Aa), avec un substantif terminé par le pronom pos-
sessif de la premiére personne du singulier. Si 'on compare cette expres-
sion selon l'une ou l'autre des traductions, on remarquera qu’elles sont
I'une et I'autre toutes proches de la finale de la formule baptismale don-
née par Irénée en clair: « dans I'union, la rédemption et la communion
des puissances » ; en effet, les « gouverneurs » ou les « puissances » peu-
vent évoquer les étres pléromatiques, et d'un point de vue valentinien,
le rite de la rédemption est qualifié dans certains textes de «chambre
nuptiale » — Irénée parle ici de « mariage pneumatique » (I, 21,3) ; il s’agit
principalement d’'une cérémonie baptismale qui a pour but de permettre
I'union de I'dme du valentinien avec son double, son « congéneére » céleste
dans le Plérome. Dans ce sens, étre uni par le baptéme avec les puissan-
ces d’en haut, c’est rejoindre la communauté céleste, I'Eglise des pneuma-
tiques valentiniens, «la confrérie » formée des membres qui ont réussi
a conjoindre leur 4me avec leur double céleste. Un passage des Extraits
du valentinien Théodote, rassemblés par Clément d’Alexandrie, explicite
cela trés précisément; en 22,4, il est dit que les anges se font baptiser
pour nous, pour que « possédant aussi le Nom, nous ne soyons pas arrétés
par la Limite et la Croix, et empéchés d’entrer au Plérome » ; et dans le
rituel baptismal, I'imposition des mains est suivie d'une formule « Pour la
rédemption angélique » que I'Extrait 22,5 explique ainsi : cette rédemption
angélique, c’est celle « que les Anges ont aussi, afin que celui qui a obtenu
la rédemption se trouve baptisé dans le Nom méme dans lequel son Ange
aussi a été baptisé avant lui». On comprend mieux alors que la mention
du Nom dans le début de la formule sémitique corresponde au cceur
de la cérémonie baptismale valentinienne. Le Nom n’est pas seulement
un écho du Nom de la transcendance divine, c’est trés précisément une
invocation du Nom selon la perspective valentinienne, le Nom, c’est celui
du Fils Monogeéne (Extrait de Théodote 26,1), ou Nom qui est Fils, Forme
et Connaissance (Extrait de Théodote 31,3—4); selon I'Evangile de Vérité
(p- 38—40), de la méme facon, c’est le Fils qui est le Nom du Pere. Dans
la phrase d'Irénée «'union, la rédemption et la communion des puissan-
ces », c’est I'horizon de la cérémonie baptismale, rejoindre la communion
des puissances pléromatiques. Dans la formule «barbare», I'envoi de
I'Esprit sur la confrérie des pneumatiques ou vers les gouverneurs, c’est le
résumé de la cérémonie baptismale ol la descente de I'Esprit permet la
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réunion des ames valentiniennes avec leurs doubles célestes. Pour résu-
mer, il nous semble tout simplement que la formule «barbare » ne fait
que redire en termes valentiniens ce que la formule baptismale d’Irénée
disait en clair pour un public non initié.

En conséquence, on peut améliorer légerement la traduction francaise
de I'édition des « Sources Chrétiennes » qui traduit la répétition des eig
grecs par « dans » ; la traduction latine comprend bien le sens invocatoire
de la préposition grecque en utilisant la préposition in suivie de 'accusa-
tif. Cela donne ainsi:

Par le Nom du Pére inconnu de toutes choses,

Par la Vérité Mere de toutes choses,

Par Celui qui descendit sur Jésus:

Pour I'union, la rédemption et la communion des puissances.

Et la formule « barbare » :

Par le Nom tout-puissant

Par le moyen de la Vie Lumiere,
I'Esprit de vérité est projeté
vers tous les gouverneurs.

On pourrait méme raffiner en comparant la littéralité du texte grec a la
traduction latine pour laquelle les éditeurs ont pensé utile de rajouter en
latin, sur la base des manuscrits grecs, la préposition « in » devant le nom
de Jésus, pour évoquer celui qui descend sur Jésus, soit 'Esprit Saint. Mais
on pourrait tout aussi bien en rester a la formulation hymnique du texte
grec, balisée par quatre emplois de la préposition eig suivi de la formule
finale :

Par le Nom du Pére inconnu de toutes choses

Par la Vérité Mere de toutes choses,

Par celui qui descendit [= I'Esprit ou le Sauveur lui-méme]
Par Jésus,

Pour I'union, la rédemption et la communion des puissances.

On verrait, par 13, un autre trait commun des valentiniens, par-dela la
présentation hérésiologique de Marc le mage par Irénée ; les valentiniens
utilisaient le nom de Jésus comme « énoncé barbare », comme nous avons
déja essayé de le montrer par ailleurs.

Le deuxiéeme « énoncé barbare »

Avant d’aborder le contenu de la deuxiéme formule «barbare », il faut
préciser le contexte littéraire de cette formule. Irénée propose d’abord
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une interprétation du premier « énoncé barbare », formulée a la premiére
personne du singulier; mais cette traduction, ou cette interprétation, ne
correspond pas vraiment a ce qui a été prononcé: «J'invoque ce qui est
au-dessus de toute puissance du Pere et est appelé Lumiére, Esprit et
Vie: car, dans un corps tu as régné ». Cette divergence entre la premiere
formule et son interprétation ne nous parait pas imputable au désordre
des notes d’'Irénée, selon I'hypothése d’E. Thomassen, mais, au contraire,
au caractére ésotérique de l'interprétation des formules liturgiques que
I'on peut acquérir au cours de l'initiation. Quand on sait, toujours par
I'Extrait de Théodote, 43,4, que les valentiniens utilisaient I'hymne de
I'Epitre aux Philippiens 2,9 sur le Nom au-dessus de tout nom, on peut
comprendre que la soi-disant «traduction» de la formule «barbare »
n'est autre qu'une invocation au Nom au-dessus de tout nom, a partir
d’'une exégese de Philippiens 2,9, soit une invocation au Nom du Sauveur,
appelé Lumiére, Esprit et Vie ; on peut alors interpréter la fin de la formule
«car dans un corps tu as régné» comme une exégese de la descente du
Sauveur évoquée par Philippiens 2,9 et comprise comme allant jusqu’au
regne dans un corps.

Méme si I'on ne peut pas dire que l'interprétation de la premiere for-
mule «barbare » soit la traduction ou l'interprétation de '« énoncé bar-
bare », on reconnaitra qu'il y a un lien logique, entre la formule et ce
qui est présenté comme son interprétation. On peut alors proposer une
interprétation banale de cette consécution de phrases liturgiques. La
phrase a la premiére personne pourrait étre une simple réponse du futur
baptisé a la formule «barbare » prononcée par l'officiant. Suit alors une
nouvelle intervention de l'officiant, prolongée par une deuxiéme formule
« barbare », et dans ce cas, ce qu'Irénée présente comme la traduction de
cette seconde formule ne serait rien d’autre que la nouvelle réponse de
I'initié a la formule de l'officiant. En découpant un formulaire de la litur-
gie baptismale des valentiniens, en phrases prétendument incohérentes,
accompagnées d’ « énoncés barbares », Irénée agit en bon hérésiologue. 11
illustre I'incohérence de ses adversaires. Mais Irénée se trahit lui-méme,
car a la fin de la présentation, il avoue « Ainsi parlent ceux qui font l'ini-
tiation. L'initié répond alors. .. » ; suit une phrase, aussi a la premiere per-
sonne, qui correspond bien a une réponse de I'initié a une intervention de
l'officiant ; et Irénée achéve sa présentation par une réponse de I'assem-
blée « Paix a tous ceux sur lesquels ce Nom repose ! », qui précede le rituel
de la chrismation de l'initié, symbole de la «bonne odeur répandue sur
les éons ». En résumé, il nous semble que nous avons dans ce chapitre
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d’Irénée un formulaire baptismal cohérent qui a été découpé en phrases
diverses pour le rendre inintelligible.

Venons-en maintenant a la formulation du deuxiéme «énoncé bar-
bare ». Irénée le cite un peu plus loin:

Meagaia odpapéyva peppat pev yod dalav pogouy) daéa dxgap vepev ova 'Inaod
Nagapia

Messia ufar magno in seenchaldia mosomeda eaacha faronepseha Iesu
Nazarene

Les deux formulations en grec et en latin se présentent, comme dans le cas
précédent, de deux facons différentes. Et comme auparavant, les variantes
de la phrase en latin attestent le méme probleme formel: I'énoncé était
probablement écrit, a l'origine, en un seul mot, sans espaces entre les let-
tres, et en onciales, ce qui permit aux différents traducteurs de couper
les mots chacun a sa guise (par exemple : messia ufar CV — messi aufar
AQ - messiaufar ).

Or, si l'on fait la méme opération de découpage que pour le premier
énoncé, en essayant de diviser les mots différemment, on retrouve dans
la formulation latine a peu prés les mémes mots que dans la formule
grecque:

Meoaio odpapéyva pepal uév oA dalav pogopn daéa dxpap vepeu ova Taod
Noalapia

Messia ufarmagno inseen chal dia mosome daea achafaro nepseh a Iesu
Nazarene

Dans cette restitution, reste sans véritable correspondance I'expression
inseen pour peppat pev, sauf si (M)ep — Pat — (K)ev a été lu: in-se-en.

L’ensemble de I'énoncé peut avoir un sens en syriaque, comme le montre
un tableau qui récapitule la proposition de Francois Graffin et la met en
paralléle avec notre propre interprétation” :

7 Comme pour l'énoncé précédent, nous gardons la transcription donnée par
F. Graffin et nous mettons nous aussi notre lecture en transcription pour rendre la com-
paraison plus facile.
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Texte grec Transcription en syriaque et Notre lecture
traduction de F. Graffin
(SC 263, p. 270)
Meoola m‘siha Je suis oint  mSih Je recois 'onction
obpapéyva wa-m‘fareq ena etracheté w‘-fareg-na et je me délivre
peppat men nafSa de moi-méme  men nafsi par moi-méme
UEV YA we-men kul etde tout men kul de tout
Sattory dyna jugement dayan juge
MOTOMY) ba-s*'meh parlenom msammah nommé
Sata d*-yah deYahvé dayiia démon.
Qqap vepev feraq nafsa rachete-moi  ekfiir nafSeh  Que je renonce
a son ame,
ova 'Ingod 0 iesu 0Jésus auyesu 0 Jésus
Noagapic nesraya de Nazareth nesraya de Nazareth !

Analysons notre lecture :

Megaia: nous sommes d’accord avec F. Graffin et reconnaissons le parti-
cipe passif du verbe msah (ssx=»), « oindre » : «je suis oint» ou «je regois
'onction ».

obpapéyva: c’est un autre participe, lié au précédent par la coordination
«et» (waw); c’est le participe du verbe fraq (o18), «libérer », « délivrer »,
«racheter », mais ce n’est pas nécessaire, comme le fait F. Graffin, d’avoir un
pa‘el:la forme pe‘al a le méme sens. En conséquence, il ne faut pas rajouter
un mim initial (qui est la marque du participe pa'el), car on peut lire aisé-
ment fareg-na (na étant le pronom de la premiére personne du singulier
sous forme enclitique). Notre traduction est donc: « je me délivre ».

uepdou : le mot se comprend comme 'union de men et nafSi (x=xa3 =),
a savoir « par moi-méme », le ot grec évoquant le possessif syriaque de la
1 personne du singulier (i). Il s'agit d’'une expression figée en syriaque qui
signifie « de mon plein gré ». C'est sans doute comme cela que le traducteur
latin a rendu l'expression par in se. Une lecture alternative de ce mot, qui
nous avait tentés, était d’y voir la racine du verbe psai (»8), «sauver ».
On aurait pu étre ainsi face & un mpasai (»&=), participe passif: « je suis
sauvé ». Mais cette solution n’expliquerait pas le mim initial.

uev yad dafoy : I'expression est tout a fait compréhensible en syriaque telle
quelle : men kul dayan (g3 AN ), « de tout juge ». « Juge » se dit dayana
(~=sx), mais a I'état absolu, requis, comme ici, par la présence du ku/ qui
précede (« tout »), est dayan. Il ne faut pas donc y voir le jugement (dyna),
comme le fait F. Graffin. Dans la structure de la phrase, cette expression
représente le complément du «je me délivre » qui précede.
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woooun : la lecture de F. Graffin nous a paru un peu trop éloignée du grec,
la ou il lit ba-§‘meh, déja rencontré d’ailleurs dans la premiére formule mais
transcrit en grec par Bacepd. On peut, au contraire, garder le mim initial et
comprendre le mot comme étant le participe actif ou passif du verbe « nom-
mer », « se nommer », Sammeh (m=ax.), a savoir m§ammeh ou msammah
(la prononciation des voyelles a et e étant en syriaque tres proche). Le sens
serait alors: « qui se nomme » ou « nommé ». Nous reconnaissons, cepen-
dant, qu'une formulation syriaque plus correcte aurait employé la phrase
nominale « dont le nom est...» (da-s‘meh hit... am m=axy).

daa : nous préférons au « Yahvé » de F. Graffin la lecture dayia (~aux),
démon, a cause surtout des trois voyelles grecques aéo, qui nous semblent
marquer la prononciation d’'un mot plus long que yah.

dpop veey : dxgpap est compris par F. Graffin, a travers une inversion de syl-
labes, comme le verbe rencontré plus haut, frag, « sauver ». Le mot tel quel,
cependant, a un sens bien précis en syriaque : kfar (1&a) signifie « renier »,
«apostasier », «renoncer a Satan» dans les formules baptismales. Ici, on
aurait ce dernier sens, a la premiére personne du singulier de I'inaccompli
(ekfur yaaar<), forme verbale qui évoque souvent le désir, I'exclamation,
l'optatif; notre traduction est alors: « que je renonce a son dme » — nafSeh,
avec le possessif masculin de la 3™ personne ek — (a entendre, 'ame ou la
personne de « tout juge nommé démon » : le démon, donc, Satan).

ova 'Inood Noalapia: nous suivons F. Graffin et lisons: «6 Jésus de
Nazareth ! ».

Résumons notre lecture, qui reste, on le souligne une fois de plus, une
hypothese de travail. L’énoncé grec donnerait ceci en syriaque :

msih w-fareq-na men nafsi men kul dayan msammah dayua ekfur nafSeh au

yesu'nesraya

imn’n’mxmenhtmgﬁugvﬂgpi&om
i) aars o mxad

ce qui veut dire:

«Je recois l'onction et je me délivre par moi-méme de tout juge nommé
démon. Que je renonce a son dme, 6 Jésus de Nazareth ! ».

Intervention de lofficiant

On peut passer, pour terminer, a la nouvelle intervention de I'officiant
incluant le deuxieme «énoncé barbare » et son interprétation. La suite
des citations liturgiques produites par Irénée prolonge le contenu du pre-
mier « énoncé barbare » : «Le Nom caché a toute divinité, seigneurie ou
vérité qu’a revétu Jésus de Nazareth dans les zones de la lumiere du Christ
qui vit par 'Esprit Saint, pour la rédemption des anges, le Nom de la res-
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tauration » ; Irénée mentionne alors la deuxieme formule « barbare », pro-
longée elle aussi d'une « traduction », et d'une autre formule a la premiére
personne du singulier. On remarquera d’emblée que cette nouvelle inter-
vention de l'officiant renvoie au cceur de la théologie valentinienne du
baptéme dans le Nom. D’apres I'Extrait de Théodote 22,4, on découvre un
élément liturgique intéressant dont nous avons déja parlé. Dans la célé-
bration baptismale, les valentiniens pratiquent une imposition des mains
suivie de la formule « pour la rédemption angélique » ; or, cette expression
«pour la rédemption angélique » est intégrée a la formule rapportée ici
par Irénée, preuve sans doute qu'lrénée n'invente pas les formules qu’il
rapporte. La formulation de l'officiant rappelle la descente du Sauveur
dans les lieux de la lumiére, comme une autre évocation de I'exégése de
I'hymne aux Philippiens.

L'« énoncé barbare », lui-méme, renvoie alors, une fois encore, a la
liturgie baptismale des premiers chrétiens et a I'interprétation qu’en don-
nent les valentiniens:

Je recois 'onction

et je me délivre par moi-méme
de tout juge nommé démon.
Que je renonce a son ame,

0 Jésus de Nazareth !

L’ensemble de cette formule semble étre prononcée par l'initié, puisqu’elle
évoque la réception de I'huile d’onction, rapportée par Irénée a la fin du
rituel, a la fin du chapitre, une fois les phrases liturgiques prononcées. La
terminologie de la renonciation évoque I'engagement du futur baptisé a
renoncer a Satan, « a son Ame » comme il est dit ici, c’est-a-dire a Satan et
a sa personne selon une formulation bien sémitique ; c’est I'équivalent du
renoncement a Satan, a ses pompes et a ses ceuvres, qui précéde de peu
I'onction d’huile, d’apres la liturgie attestée par la Tradition apostolique
(chap. 21). Vu d’'un point de vue valentinien, cette formule de renonciation
fait passer le futur baptisé du domaine de la fatalité et du pouvoir des
archontes au domaine de la vie, comme l'indiquent encore les Extraits de
Théodote (76—78); ici, les archontes sont évoqués par les démons ou les
juges auxquels il faut donner les mots de passe pour remonter de cieux en
cieux jusqu'au domaine de la vie éternelle. L'invocation finale « 6 Jésus de
Nazareth » souligne a nouveau la spiritualité mystique des valentiniens,
centrée autour de lefficacité du nom de Jésus pour la régénération et la
restauration (I'apocatastase, dans le texte grec d'Irénée).



58 JEAN-DANIEL DUBOIS ET FLAVIA RUANI

Ce que propose Irénée comme traduction de I’ « énoncé barbare » sem-
ble a nouveau tres loin de I'énoncé sémitique : « Je ne divise pas I'Esprit,
le cceur et la supracéleste puissance miséricordieuse du Christ; puissé-je
jouir de ton Nom, Sauveur de Vérité !» ; seule la fin de la formule « Sauveur
de Vérité » ressemble a la mention «Jésus le Nazaréen » dans 'énoncé
sémitique, si I'on admet ce que E. Thomassen appelle «un parallele
intriguant »*® dans 'Evangile selon Philippe (62,13-15) ot le nom de Jésus
renvoie a son origine sémitique « celui qui sauve », et olt Nazara est inter-
prété comme vérité. Mais la mention « Sauveur de Vérité » ne peut pas
étre déduite directement de la racine Nazara, 4 notre connaissance. A
nouveau, nous proposons de comprendre ces bribes de spéculations sur
le nom de Jésus, au centre de la cérémonie de la rédemption, comme les
traces d'un enseignement des valentiniens dont la liturgie rappelle, dans
la manifestation cultuelle publique, quelques éléments compréhensibles
par les seuls initiés. Et comme avec 'exemple de I’ « énoncé barbare » pré-
cédent, nous soupconnons aussi que le découpage intentionnel d'Irénée
laisse entendre une interprétation fantaisiste sur un énoncé, alors que les
phrases prononcées par l'officiant peuvent trés bien s’enchainer les unes
aux autres ; le second « énoncé barbare », a la premiére personne, pourrait
étre encore une intervention de l'officiant offrant a I'initié la phrase qu’il
est censé prononcer a sa suite ; puis I'initié récapitule son expérience, avec
une terminologie bien valentinienne : « Je suis confirmé et racheté, et je
rachéte mon ame de ce siecle et de tout ce qui en ressortit, au nom de lao
qui a racheté son ame pour la rédemption dans le Christ vivant ». Peut-
étre faut-il méme prendre les deux phrases a la premiere personne comme
étant deux phrases prononcées par l'initié lui-méme, apres I'invocation de
l'officiant se terminant par I’ « énoncé barbare » d’origine sémitique.

Pour conclure, on reléevera qu’il est parfois tentant d'interpréter des
«énoncés barbares ». Dans le cas d'Irénée, il nous semble important tant
de déjouer les recettes hérésiologiques de I'évéque de Lyon contre les
gnostiques valentiniens, que de constater la fiabilité de son témoignage,
quand on le compare aux sources directes des valentiniens eux-mémes.
On ne peut pas dire la méme chose pour toutes les notices des hérésiolo-
gues, surtout quand elles sont interprétées par nos contemporains comme
des faits historiques servant a reconstruire l'histoire des hérésies.

® Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed, 367n62.
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Ceci dit, le décryptage de deux formules d’'origine sémitique dans les
matériaux liturgiques des gnostiques valentiniens oriente le regard sur
leurs sources, parfois bilingues, a un moment ol la gnose valentinienne
fonctionne sans la référence a un corpus biblique canonique, comme
celui que nous connaissons apres Irénée. Bien sir, il est tres dommage
que presque tous les témoignages de 'existence de valentiniens en monde
syriaque aient disparu alors que le hasard des découvertes a permis de
combler, avec les sources coptes, des pans entiers de la doctrine et des
pratiques rituelles des gnostiques des second et troisieme siécles.

Quand on voit enfin le temps qu'il faut pour essayer de décrypter deux
énoncés sémitiques d’'une formule baptismale, il nous semble que nom-
bre des énoncés que nous cataloguons avec le C.E.N.O.B. resteront encore
longtemps des dovpata, des énoncés sans signification. C'est dire toute la
recherche qui s'ouvre encore pour les spécialistes du valentinisme.
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MYSTERY AND SECRECY IN THE SECRET REVELATION OF JOHN

KAReN L. KING
Harvard University

It is a pleasure to dedicate this essay in appreciation to my friend and
colleague Professor Einar Thomassen, whose scholarship on Valentinian
Christianity has shed much illumination on texts and problems that indeed
had appeared to be dark mysteries before he brought their secrets to light.

The Secret Revelation of John (SR])' offers many opportunities to explore
the topic of “mystery and secrecy.” The entire work is titled an apocry-
phon—a “secret revelation”—and one version begins by explicitly pro-
claiming itself to contain the revelation of mysteries and secrets hidden
in silence (SRJ 1,1—2). All versions conclude with a declaration that John
is to write down all that the Savior has told him and give “this mystery”
in secret to his fellow disciples (SRJ 27,3—4).> Throughout the revelation
itself, readers encounter numerous cases of hidden beings, references to
mysteries, and veiled symbols. What might all this mystery and secrecy
portend?

' The Secret Revelation of John has survived to the present in four codices: the fifth cen-
tury Berlin Codex (BG 19,6-77,7) and three fourth century manuscripts from Nag Ham-
madi, Codex II (NHC II 1,1-32,10), Codex III (NHC III 1,1—40,11), and Codex IV (NHC IV
1,1-49,28). These manuscripts represent three independent translations from Greek into
Coptic of three different versions (BG, NHC III, and NHC II/IV). Of these four manuscripts,
two represent a shorter version (BG and NHC III) and two a longer version (NHC II and
IV). Citations of the Coptic texts are from the synoptic edition by Michael M. Waldstein
and Frederik Wisse, eds., text and translation, The Apocryphon of John: Synopsis of Nag
Hammadi Codices IL1; IIL,1; and IV,1 with BG 8502,2 (NHMS 33; Leiden: Brill, 1995). All English
translations and numbered references follow Karen L. King, The Secret Revelation of John
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2006), 25-81. For further discussion of the
manuscript tradition, see Karen L. King, “Approaching the Variants of the Apocryphon of
John,” in The Nag Hammadi Library after Fifty Years: Proceedings of the 1995 Society of Bibli-
cal Literature Commemoration (ed. John D. Turner and Anne McGuire; NHMS 44; Leiden:
Brill, 1997), 105-37 esp. 124—30.

> On the practice in philosophical schools of passing “secret doctrine” to disciples, see
Robert Lamberton, “The dméppnros Oewpia and the Roots of Secrecy in the History of Pla-
tonism,” in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near East-
ern Religions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995),
139-52, esp. the discussion of Plato, Theatetus 152C.
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Recent scholarship has pointed to the multiple aims and effects of such
claims and the practices that presumably accompany them. Some of these
may be highly generalizable, such as the claim that the very notion of
secrecy implies a complementary notion of revelation—as Kurt Rudolph
summarizes: “ohne Geheimnis keine ‘Offenbarung.’” On the other hand,
Einar Thomassen’s illuminating exposition of the famous statement that
ATIXOEIC P2WB NIM 2NNOYMYCTHPION' (Gospel of Philip 67,27) shows
equally persuasively that the language of “mystery” can refer to a very
specific content—in that case, to “the symbolic-paradigmatic quality of
the incarnated Saviour’s acts, and specifically his baptism, where he him-
self was redeemed and thereby provided the continuously efficient model
of the redemption of his followers through ritual acts.”s In the Secret
Revelation of John, both the general and the specific are on display, offer-
ing a complex set of images and themes that were potentially available for
a variety of social and ideological deployments.

Secrecy and Mystery in The Secret Revelation of John

The title of the work as an “apocryphon” already indicates how the entire
work is to be read—it is a “secret revelation.” This point is further con-
firmed by the opening declaration of the longer version: “The teaching [of
the Savi]orand the re[vel]ation of the mysteries [together with the things]
hidden in silence a[nd those (things) w]hich he taught to Joh[n, his dis]
ciple” (SR/1,1-2).” The content of this “secret revelation” thus encompasses
the book’s narrative in its entirety. The story begins when the disciple
John is confronted by a Pharisee, who accuses “this Nazorene” of having

3 Kurt Rudolph, “Geheimnis und Geheimhaltung in Gnosis und Manichdismus,” in
Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Reli-
gions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 265-87,
esp. 268.

4+ Often mistranslated, as Thomassen demonstrates, as “The Lord did everything in a
mystery.” Here “mystery” does not refer to “sacraments.”

5 See Einar Thomassen, “Gos. Philip 67:27—30: Not ‘in a Mystery,’” in Coptica—Gnos-
tica—Manichaica: Mélanges offerts a Wolf-Peter Funk (ed. Louis Painchaud et Paul-Hubert
Poirier; BCNH.E 7; Québec: Presses de 1'Université Laval/Louvain: Editions Peeters, 2006),
925-39; citation from p. 939.

¢ Rudolph suggests that this is the case for “Gnosis” more generally, e.g. that it is to
be read as “Geheimwissen” and “Mysterium” (see “Geheimnis und Geheimhaltung,” 270,
275).

7 I have indicated lacunae in the text through brackets only where the text is attested
in none of the extant manuscripts.
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deceived him and lead him astray. Distressed, John retreats to a remote
mountain in the desert, his mind filled with unanswered questions. At this
point, the heavens open and the Savior appears. The main body of the text
is taken up with the Savior’s revelation to John about the ineffable God
and the heavenly realm, the origin of the world and the arrogant, igno-
rant nature of the rulers who govern it, and the story of humanity from
creation to salvation. The Savior explains the whole of human history as
a struggle between the lower world rulers, who seek to entrap humanity
under their illegitimate rule, and emissaries from the world above, who
seek to free them from the bonds of the counterfeit spirit. At the end, the
Savior admonishes John to write it all down and pass on these teachings
to his fellow spirits. After he “disappears,” John goes to his fellow disci-
ples and tells them everything. The book ends with the title: “The Secret
Revelation of John” (BG/IIII) or “The Secret Revelation according to John”
(II/IV).® From this narrative perspective, the “mysteries” which the Sav-
ior communicates to John include the real nature, origin, and destiny of
everything. Yet throughout the book, readers learn not only the revealed
truth, but also why this teaching is secret, that is, how and why the truth
has been hidden from them.

While the term “mysteries” or “mystery” is used to refer to the whole
book and its revelatory content, at several points this terminology is also
used more specifically. At SR/ 20,7-8, the Savior tells John that he will
teach them about “the mystery of their life”—that is, the life of the world
rulers. BG describes this “life” as “their counterfeit spirit which dwells
within them,” while II reads it as “the plan they made with each other, the
likeness of their spirit.” In both versions, the comment comes immediately
after the Savior’s teaching about how the rulers enclosed the first human
in flesh so that he became mortal and then placed him in “paradise”—a
place of bitterness, poison, and death. Their “tree of life,” he explains, is in
truth hate, deception, darkness, and evil (SRJ 20,10-16). Their life is death.
The Savior’s revelation of this “mystery” involves reading (at least) three
traditions intertextually: 1) the Biblical story of Genesis 2—3, in which the

¥ manokpydon NimgannHC (BG/III) or kaTa imaNNaHN Nanokpydpon (II/IV). The
title is found on the flyleaf of Codex III, as well as in the subscript of all four manuscripts.
In the shorter versions, it is The Secret Revelation of John; in the longer version, The Revela-
tion according to John. For a discussion of the possible significance of this distinction as
indicating that the longer version was intended to be read as a “secret gospel attributed
to John,” see Judith Hartenstein, Die zweite Lehre: Erscheinungen des Auferstandenen als
Rahmenerzdhlung friihchristlicher Dialoge (TU 146; Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2000), 64.
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creator God breathes his breath (spirit) into Adam, giving him life, and
then places him in paradise; 2) ancient medical notions that the breath
(pneuma) is the essence of life; and 3) the philosophical notion that all
life ends in mortality (e.g., that life is death). The Savior thus explains
the “mystery of their life” by reading mortal life as a product of the
rulers’ “counterfeit spirit”; that is, by giving the true meaning of scripture
and tradition, he simultaneously exposes how the world rulers cloak their
maliciously deceptive version of reality with partial truths.

This is but one of multiple examples where the Savior’s revelation offers
the true meaning of scripture. He explains to John numerous passages
from Genesis: “moving to and fro” as the agitation of Sophia (SRJ 14,8-15);
the trees in the garden (SRJ 20,1-6, 10-17; 20,18—22); Adam’s “trance” and
the creation of Eve from Adam’s “rib” (SRJ 21,2—7; 15-16); and the escape
of Noah in the “ark” (SRJ 24,23-26).° Often these explanations are aimed
at correcting the text, either by indicting Moses (“not as Moses said”) or
by providing an allegorical (spiritual) interpretation. These explicit cases
cue readers to expect scripture and tradition to be full of deception or
hidden meaning, and invite them to see the Savior’s revelation as the key
to unlock their mysteries.

Another instance of the term “mystery” occurs at SR/ 22,5, where the
Savior discusses Yaldabaoth’s ignorance of “the mystery which came to
pass from the holy design” (II) or “from the design of the holy height”
(BG). The implication here is clear: the world creator (and his followers)
lack a full understanding of the actions they perform and what is happen-
ing around them. In this case, Yaldabaoth doesn’t understand why Adam
and Eve withdrew from him after they had eaten of the tree of knowledge.
The reader has learned that this “eating of the tree” was in fact a metaphor
for receiving knowledge from Epinoia-Christ. They withdraw when they
realize the truth. Yaldabaoth doesn’t of course realize what had happened,
but he is clearly annoyed and, in BG, he curses them, subordinates the

9 For further discussion of these and other well-studied uses of Jewish literature, see
e.g. Birger Pearson, “Biblical Exegesis in Gnostic Literature,” in Gnosticism, Judaism, and
Egyptian Christianity (SAC; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 29—38; idem., “I Enoch in
the Apocryphon of John,” in Texts and Contexts: Biblical Texts in Their Textual and Situ-
ational Contexts. Essays in Honor of Lars Hartman (ed. Tord Fornberg and David Hellholm;
Oslo: Scandinavian University Press, 1995), 355-67; idem., “Use, Authority and Exegesis
of Mikra in Gnostic Literature,” in Mikra: Text, Translations, Reading and Interpretation
of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity (ed. Martin Jan Mulder;
CRINT 1; Assen: Van Gorcum/Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), 635-52; King, Secret Rev-
elation of John, 177—243.
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female to the male, and casts them out of paradise.” Here the “mystery”
refers specifically to the fact that the full nature of “historical” events can-
not be perceived without the illuminating revelation of the divine emis-
saries, precisely because the world rulers—who presumably supply the
“normative” and “authoritative” meaning of events—are in fact ignorant.
In this case, “mystery” arises from and points toward blind ignorance, as
well as deception.

Another instance of the term “mystery” occurs at SR/ 27,5, where the
Savior calls his teaching “the mystery of the immovable generation.” Here
the emphasis lies on exposing the true nature of humanity as the spiritual
race; its stability is an attestation of its immortal, divine character,” a truth
revealed by the Savior's teaching about the origin, current situation, and
destiny of humanity.

The final instance of mystery language occurs at SR/ 27,12. BG says that
the Savior handed over “the mystery” to John (a9t €TOTq MMMYCTHPION);
IT says that “these things” were given to John by the Savior “mysteriously”
(Nal ayTaay Nayg N OYMYCTHPION). Thomassen’s careful discussion of
the phrase gt oymycTHpion in the Gospel of Philip 6,27 should caution us
against reading these two variants as communicating the same thing.* It
would seem that BG offers here a notion that the content of the “mystery”
which he is to write down and pass on encompasses the whole revela-
tion given to John. But the author of II may have something else in mind.
Might “mystery” here refer to a sacrament? Possibly, but although rituals of
baptism and anointing are more fully theologized in the longer version in
comparison with the shorter versions of BG and IIL* this use of “mystery”
would depart from what we have seen throughout the rest of II/IV. Rather,
2N OYMYCTHPION may refer here to the mode in which the revelation was
made known, that is, it may refer to the Savior’s triple-formed, luminous
theophany at the beginning of the revelation to John (SRJ 3,1-17). In that
passage, too, the Savior declares that his teaching to John is meant to be
passed on to “his fellow spirits of the immovable race.” Thus the reference
turns the reader’s attention back to the text’s beginning and forms a kind

© The variant in II is somewhat more complicated with regard to the gender implica-
tions (see King, The Secret Revelation of John, 254—56), but both BG and II clearly identify
Yaldabaoth'’s ignorance of the truth.

" See Michael A. Williams, The Immovable Race: A Gnostic Designation and the Theme
of Stability in Late Antiquity (NHS 29; Leiden: Brill, 1985).

 See Thomassen, “Gos. Philip 67:27—30.”

3 See Jean-Marie Sevrin, Le dossier baptismal séthien: Etudes sur la sacramentaire gnos-
tigue (BCNT.E 2; Québec: Les Presses de I'Université Laval, 1986).
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of literary inclusio of the whole revelation, but now with emphasis on its
theophanic (“mysterious”) mode of delivery.

The nature of this revelation is characterized by the statement in II
1,2 that the mysteries are [Ne€]TeHTT 2N OYMNTKAPM®Y M[N Nal eN]T
aqTCeBOOY alweann[HC mnequa]enTHC (“things hidden in silence/
silently and those which he taught to John, his disciple”). The first part of
this phrase implies that silence is a mode of concealment, but the second
part states that the hidden things are revealed in what the Savior teaches
John. It would seem that the Savior’s speech to John breaks the silence,
revealing what has been hidden. There is, however, no implication here
that, once the mysteries have been revealed, they are no longer hidden in
silence. Rather it seems that what is revealed maintains the character of
“mysteries” that are “hidden in silence” even as they are revealed.* How
can this be? The text’s theology and soteriology may offer an explanation.
The Savior teaches that the true God is ineffable (SRJ 4,18, 21), and the
divine beings of the heavenly realm come into existence ¢N OYKapW®Y
(“silently”; SRJ 7,17). They can be known only through the one who dwells
in God (“the Invisible Spirit”) who tells these things to “us” (SRJ 5,6-7).
How does this happen? Although the true God is “nameless” (SRJ 4,19),
the name of Christ is spoken to those who are worthy (SR/ 7,32). To Christ
(Autogenes) was given the knowledge of the All (SR/7,30). So, although the
Divine ultimately remains in ineffable silence, to speak the name of Christ
is to reveal knowledge of the All, presumably because “the name of Christ”
codes both the mode and the content of knowledge about the divine. This
is the revelation given to John in the Savior's “mysterious” appearance and
in his teaching of the “mystery” that is hidden in silence.’

“ As Williams suggests, “one form of mythological secrecy was the notion that truths
that had now been revealed had only formerly been kept secret by God. Thus, there was
no longer a need to conceal them. ... That a writing contains secrets does not mean they
are intended to be concealed any longer, and in fact, may indicate precisely the oppo-
site intention” (Michael A. Williams, “Secrecy, Revelation, and Late Antique Demiurgical
Myths,” in Rending the Veil: Concealment and Secrecy in the History of Religions (ed. Elliot R.
Wolfson; New York: Seven Bridges Press, 1999), 31-58 esp. 47, 49). He does not include SR/
in this category, however, since it specifically commands secrecy (in the conclusion) while
other texts seem to be revealing secrets that had been concealed in the past, but that are
now revealed/to be revealed (op. cit. 47-50).

s In II, readers are further told that Christ is honored “with a great voice” (II 7,27),
possibly tying Christ’'s nature as himself the revelation of God to his function in giving
spoken revelation.
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Names are powerful, but they can be distorted. Yaldabaoth, for exam-
ple, is only falsely called “God” (SR/ 13,4—5), and he gives his subordinate
authorities names “from illusion and their power” (BG 1,26). But Christ
reveals that they have two names: “The names which they were given by
the Chief Begetter had power in them, but the names which were given to
them according to the glory of those who belong to heaven are for them
destruction and powerlessness” (II 13,18-19). Here again the Savior’s rev-
elation exposes distortion, counterfeit images, and partial truths.

The language of “mystery” is also complemented by stories where
beings from the divine world purposefully are “hidden.” Three of these
cases involve attempts at protecting spiritual beings from the malice of
the world rulers. The Epinoia of Light hides in Adam, most certainly to
escape detection by the world rulers (SRJ 18,28), and later she “lifted the
veil” from his mind (SR/ 20,18). Similarly at SRJ 24,23—26, Pronoia/Epinoia
hides Noah and others belonging to the immovable generation in a cloud
in order to protect them from the flood of darkness unleashed by the world
rulers. In the hymn near the conclusion of the longer version, Pronoia-
Christ hides so as not to be recognized when she descends into the world
(II 26,8-9). All of these concealments are meant to enable the revelation
to humanity, while protecting both them and the revealers from attacks
by the false gods of the lower world.

There are two other instances of concealment, however, that invoke
other ends. The first occurs at SR/ 10,16, where Christ says that Sophia
initially tried to hide her offspring, Yaldabaoth: “She surrounded him with
a luminous cloud. And she placed a throne in the midst of the cloud in
order that no one might see him except the holy Spirit, who is called the
mother of the living” (II 15-17). He withdraws, however, and abandons
that place. Concealment here seems aimed at mitigating the effects of
Sophia’s ignorant and audacious activity, but it is unsuccessful. A second
instance is given in the longer version, which adds a sentence describing
the rulers’ creation of Fate, stating that “because of the fetter of forgetful-
ness, their sins were hidden” (SRJ 24,15). This comment seems aimed at
explaining how it is that humans have not perceived the evil deeds of the
rulers: Fate had “blinded the whole creation so that they might not know
the God who is above them all” (SR/ 24,14).

This theme of secrecy as deception is directly related to concealment
in SRJ. As we saw above, the entirety of the book is framed as a revela-
tion to John explicitly aimed at countering the Pharisee’s initial charge
that John’s teacher (Christ) had deceived him (SRJ 2,4-5). The Savior’s
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revelations make it abundantly clear that it is not he, but the ignorant
rulers of the world who engage in deception, lead humanity astray, and
close their hearts.® And yet, we see acts of deception on both sides. In
order to retrieve the spiritual power which the Chief Ruler had stolen
from his mother Sophia, the Father of the All” sent down Autogenes and
the four lights to persuade Yaldabaoth to breathe the spirit into the inert
figure they had formed in order to give it life and movement. The shorter
version makes it clear that the heavenly envoys used disguise to do this,
succeeding only by appearing “in the shape of angels of the Chief Ruler”
(BG 18,5).® The rulers themselves employ this strategy later when they
wish to pollute the souls of humanity with their own counterfeit spirit
(I 25,7-8). They impersonate the legitimate husbands of their victims and
molest them, “sating them” with their false spirit and producing children
out of darkness (SRJ 25,9-10, 17-18).

In summary, the themes of mystery and secrecy in SR/ point to multiple
meanings and strategic (rhetorical) functions. “Mystery” refers not only to
the content of the Savior’s revelation, but also to its mode of disclosure.
It indicates a hermeneutics for deciphering the true meaning of scripture
and tradition, as well as for interpreting events in a world created and
ruled by ignorant powers. Secrecy points not only toward strategies of con-
cealment and deception (used by both the emissaries of truth and by the
world rulers), but it also encompasses the text’s theological epistemology
of divine ineffability and the power of names. Together these themes help
clarify not only the truth revealed by the Savior, but also how and why
that truth had not been uncovered before now. They work strategically to
aid the text’s larger aim of shaping readers who are persuaded to accept
Christ’s teaching as a paradigm that will aid in distinguishing between the
true and the false, the real and the counterfeit, life and death.

% E.g., SR/ 1I 25,11—20.

7 BG 18,4; Il reads: “the Mother-Father of the All”

*® This strategy is absent from the longer version, which states only that the Lights went
down “to the place of the angels” (I 18,5), possibly indicating a certain discomfort with the
notion that the divine would use deception.

9 Although the Savior emphasizes the spiritual valence of this deception, the image
draws on ancient medical notions of sexual intercourse and conception, such that the
(deceptive) “spirit” with which they filled the women may have been identified with sper-
matic pneuma. Aristotle, for example, understands pneuma as the substance of the soul
which is kin to the stars and causes the semen to be fertile (see Aristotle, Generation of
Animals 736b—737a).
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The Social, Historical, and Rhetorical Implications of Secrecy

To acknowledge that the book explicitly asks to be read as “secret revela-
tion” does not, however, make it entirely clear what such a reading posi-
tionality might imply socially, historically, or rhetorically. Why make such
claims? And what should we make of them?

One acknowledged function of claims to “secret knowledge” is to form
a group of insiders. Scholars have frequently suggested that SR/ works in
just this way. Hartenstein, for example, sees the designation “apocryphon”
in SRJ's title as an attestation that this “secret book” is meant only for a
limited “Empfiangerkreis,” and Plese concurs that the term signifies “some
intimate secret shared only by the chosen few.” Certainly, the Savior’s
concluding instructions to pass on his teaching “in secret” and limit it
only to John’s “fellow spirits” (SR/ 27,4) would seem to support this sup-
position that behind the text lies a socially exclusive group, a kind of elite
“secret society.” From this perspective, the esoteric nature of SR/'s teach-
ing would appear to be a corollary to such posited social exclusivity—the
one implies the other.

But other assumptions have come into play as well in interpreting
the implications of the text’s emphasis on secrecy, particularly notions
that esotericism is linked to a particular type of religiosity. SR/ has, for
example, been described as an example of Gnostic paradosis, understood
primarily by contrast with the exoteric teaching of the canonical gospels.
Characterization of this Gnostic teaching as esoteric is buttressed by cita-
tion of Irenaeus’s polemical claim that heretics base their erroneous views
on claims that the Savior gave advanced teaching to his disciples that was
not intended for all people.” To this ancient rhetoric, scholars add mod-
ern functionalist notions that such secrecy aims to garner prestige and
authority for its claimants, as, for example, Plese argues:

Similar passages from the “Gnostic” literature, both from original works
and from second-hand heresiological summaries, amount to an extensive
dossier—bearing witness to the distinctively ‘Gnostic’ flavor of the opening

2 Hartenstein, Die Zweite Lehre, 64; see also the discussion of Pheme Perkins, “Christian
Books and Sethian Revelations,” in Coptica—Gnostica—Manichaica: Mélanges offerts a
Wolf-Peter Funk (ed. Louis Painchaud and Paul-Hubert Poirier; BNCH.E 7; Québec: Presses
de I'Université Laval/Louvain: Editions Peeters, 2006), 697-730, esp. 715-16.

» Zlatko Plese, Poetics of the Gnostic Universe: Narrative and Cosmology in the Apocry-
phon of John (NHMS 52; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 7.

* See, for example, Plese, Poetics of the Gnostic Universe, 7-8, referring to Irenaeus,
Against Heresies 2.27.2.



70 KAREN L. KING

lines of the Apocryphon and to their entirely conventional character. The
Savior as a heavenly messenger, the secrecy of his paradosis, the small num-
ber of privileged recipients (apostles or other companions of Jesus), the
inspiration drawn from the Gospels and, simultaneously, revisionary emu-
lation with the scriptural tradition, are commonplaces exploited, among
many others, by the Gospe! of Mary and the Wisdom of Jesus Christ (both in
BG), by the Ophites and Basilides. The purpose of these commonplaces is
always the same—to lend authority to the “Gnostic” paradosis and to sur-
round it with the aura of novelty and exclusiveness.*

The problem with seeing this thematic as distinctively “Gnostic,” as Wil-
liams and others have pointed out, is that similar forms of esotericism
can be found in many strands of early Christian literature, including the
New Testament gospels and letters of Paul. There, too, Jesus is depicted
as a heavenly Savior, who imparts secret teaching to a chosen few. Indeed
these traditions appear to be linked. Williams, for example, rightly empha-
sizes that later Christian claims to secrecy, such as we see in SR/, depend
upon this earlier tradition*:

The famous saying in Matthew 11:25—27 and Luke 10:21—-22, which most schol-
ars would ascribe to the Q documents, has Jesus thanking God for hiding the
truth from the wise and understanding and revealing it only to children,
and contains the pronouncement that by the second century reportedly had
become a central proof-text for some Christian demiurgical movements: “No
one knows the Son except the Father, nor does anyone know the Father
except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wishes to give revelation.”

Moreover, Williams notes that the teachings of these Christians were not
very secret, given that the ancient sources indicate relatively easy access
and availability—SR], for example, was known to Irenaeus and promul-
gated in numerous copies and in at least two languages.*® At the very least,
the text was not meant to be kept secret from other Christians, but indeed,
as Perkins has pointed out: “By designating its initial recipients as John'’s
fellow disciples, the contents of the entire book are said to be common

8 Plese, Poetics of the Gnostic Universe, 8.

* Plese also suggests that the “ultimate source” of this kind of “Gnostic” practice is
found in the “pattern” established by Luke 24:13-54, but this acknowledgement does not
seem to lessen for him the validity of Irenaeus’s contrast between the Gospels and the
Gnostic heretics (see Plese, Poetics of the Gnostic Universe, 8-9).

5 Williams, “Secrecy, Revelation,” 36. He also refers to 1 Cor 2:7 and Irenaeus, Against
Heresies 1.20.3; 4.6.1-7.4; cf. 2.14.7. One might add the Ps.-Pauline Col 1:25-27; 2:2.

% See Williams, “Secrecy, Revelation,” 37—41.
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apostolic teaching.””” So, too, the actual teaching of the text seems to offer
some incongruity with assumptions that “secrecy was an essential corol-
lary of a typical ‘gnostic’ soteriological determinism or elitism.””® Williams
challenges this view by pointing out that the Savior’s call for secrecy is in
tension with the book’s teaching of universal salvation:

In fact even where we do encounter secrecy as a theme, we do not necessar-
ily find the alleged soteriological elitism, as is demonstrated above all by the
Apocryphon of John. Ironically, although the Apocryphon of John is probably
our most explicit instance among these writings of a frame story containing
an injunction to keep a secret book secret, it is at the same time one of the
best examples of a Christian demiurgical text with a doctrine of apparently
universal opportunity for salvation.... Thus we have the interesting situa-
tion of a revelation whose frame narrative stresses guarding the secrecy of
the message, though the revelation itself portrays this message as something
destined for the ears of every single human being.*

The problem seems to be how to reconcile SRJ's repeated use of themes
of secrecy with its stated intent to reveal the truth to all humanity, as
well as the associated practices of disseminating the text and its teaching.*
Williams’ analysis, however, points toward the view I want to pursue
here: that this formulation of the relationship between literary-rhetorical
claims and social organization creates a false problem by presuming that
the language of secret revelation must necessarily correlate to a socially
exclusive group that is (intentionally) creating (a sensibility or a reality) of
elite membership. Scholars have in fact argued the opposite in the case of
the gospels and Paul. Indeed nothing in the mere use of such themes sug-
gests that this “pattern” of secrecy, when deployed by some Christians, is
distinctively “Gnostic” and indicates a secret society whose membership is
limited to an elite, while the same pattern used by “canonical” Christians
supposedly indicates exoteric tradition and presumably a correspondingly
open (non-elite) social group. All these cases combine claims of secret
revelation with practices of universal mission.

1 Perkins, “Christian Books and Sethian Revelations,” 713. Moreover, Perkins sees the
variants of the longer version (II) to indicate especially “A narrative frame story that draws
its contents into a context of authoritative, apostolic book traditions” (724; see also 715).

# Williams, “Secrecy, Revelation,” 33.

» Williams, “Secrecy, Revelation,” 49, 50.

% See especially the discussion of how “revelation” is implied already in the notion
of secrecy in Hans G. Kippenberg, “Erstrebenswertes Prestige oder falscher Schein? Das
offentliche Ansehen des Gerechten in jiidisch-frithchristlichen Auseinandersetzungen,” in
Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Reli-
gions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 203—24.
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How can we explain why such similar patterns of secrecy language are
treated so differently? Williams has suggested that the reason lies in the
modern association of secrecy with heresy.® Certainly one of the rhetori-
cal deployments of secrecy in both ancient and modern discourse lies
in identifying it with groups that are suspect or marginal. Scholars have
frequently noted the (suspected or real) use of secrecy for malicious con-
cealment or outright deception, but, in both ancient Christian polemics
and modern scholarship, the tendency has been to tie secrecy to heresy,
and quite often to immorality or dangerous intentions,* while avoiding
this negative implication when considering books that became canonical,
either by ignoring the pattern of secrecy or explaining it away.?® In any
case, the rhetoric of heresy discourse is by itself insufficient to establish
a distinctive (“Gnostic,” “elite,” “heretical,” “marginal”) social position or
positionality for SRJ.3*

But the identification of esotericism with a particular notion of religios-
ity has more than one history in the modern West. The polemics of ancient
heresy discourse can also be reinscribed within a modern “syndrome of
the secret,” as Martin refers to it. He argues that when Christianity became
dominant, it reimagined its own exclusivistic claims as an esoteric tradi-
tion of the past. The result was that: “Occluded by a regnant Christianity, it
is precisely the Hermetic and Gnostic heritage that produced for Western
culture its ‘syndrome of the secret.””® Refracted by Enlightenment indi-
vidualism and a nineteenth century mentalité, this syndrome came to
include an identification of secrecy with religion, especially with genuine

8 Williams, “Secrecy, Revelation,” 35 citing Guy G. Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom: Esoteric
Traditions and the Roots of Christian Mysticism (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 1. Stroumsa offers a dif-
ferent explanation in Hidden Wisdom, 157-58: “the very ethos of Christianity is inherently
refractory to esoteric doctrines. There is one single salvation, offered to all and sundry, on
the condition that one believes in Christ’s salvific sacrifice. In this context, the undeniable
esoteric elements in the earliest stages of Christianity were an anomaly, condemned to
disappear within a short time.” This suggestion struggles to keep the distinction between
heretical Gnosticism and orthodox Christianity intact, but in my opinion the critique by
Williams is convincing (see esp. 53-54).

3 See Hans. G. Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa, eds., Secrecy and Concealment: Stud-
ies in the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995),
xiii, xxiv.

33 See, for example, Stroumsa, op. cit., note 29.

% Williams comes to a similar conclusion regarding “Gnostics” more generally (see
“Secrecy, Revelation,” 52).

5 Luther H. Martin, “Secrecy in Hellenistic Religious Communities,” in Secrecy and Con-
cealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G.
Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 101-22, at 117.
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(albeit “primitive”) religious impulses and spirituality.** Gnostic esoteri-
cism was characterized as inward and individualistic, based on some kind
of higher, ineffable experience that cannot be communicated in mere lan-
guage. Thus, whether evaluated negatively as immoral heresy or positively
as individualizing spirituality, Gnosticism became emblematic of esoteric
religiosity.®” This position is no more helpful than heresy discourse in
characterizing SR/’s use of secrecy and mystery language.

We can begin to formulate an alternative approach by noting Simmel’s
point that secrecy is not a special condition, but a fact of social life. Given
that complete knowledge of others is never possible, he argues, something
always remains hidden in human relationships. As he puts it, “Every rela-
tionship between two individuals or two groups will be characterized by
the ratio of secrecy that is involved in it.”® We should not see secrecy as
something particular to a particular group, then, but rather should inquire
about the parameters in which secrecy operates, not only its “ratio” but its
rationale, rhetorics, discursive strategies, and practices.?

The place to start is with Simmel’s remarkable insight that “Secrecy
secures, so to speak, the possibility of a second world alongside of the
obvious world, and the latter is most strenuously affected by the former.”

% For a brief discussion of how “secrecy” came (imprecisely) to be understood to be
the specific purview of religion, especially through a romanticized and interiorized (e.g.,
individualized) conceptualization of Hermeticism and Gnosticism, see Martin, “Secrecy,”
n7-21

% One erroneous implication of this characterization is that “Gnostics” were anti-social;
see the critique of Williams, “Secrecy, Revelation,” 43—-44; idem., Rethinking “Gnosticism”:
An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious Category (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1996), 96-115.

# See Georg Simmel, “The Sociology of Secrecy and of Secret Societies,” American Jour-
nal of Sociology 11/4 (1906): 441-98.; citation from p. 462.

3% Martin, too, has suggested a move toward social analysis. Contrary to constructions of
Gnostic esotericism as inward and individualistic, based on some kind of ineffable experi-
ence that can not be communicated in language, Martin argues: “As discursive formations,
secrets are structured in such a way that they can be disclosed. To the rhetoric of secrecy,
in other words, belong communal claims of truth to be spoken obscurely, or to be spoken
not at all. In contrast to mystical or experiential views of religion which maintain that
the essence of a mystery...cannot be communicated, but only realized’, the rhetoric of
secrecy has to do precisely with a collective structuring of discourse” (“Secrecy,” 113).

% Simmel, “The Sociology of Secrecy,” 462. “Secrecy in this sense—i.e., which is effective
through negative or positive means of concealment—is one of the greatest accomplish-
ments of humanity. In contrast with the juvenile condition in which every mental picture
is at once revealed, every undertaking is open to everyone’s view, secrecy procures enor-
mous extension of life, because with publicity many sorts of purposes could never arrive at
realization. Secrecy secures, so to speak, the possibility of a second world alongside of the
obvious world, and the latter is most strenuously affected by the former” (ibid.).
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This formulation helps to identify dimensions of secrecy that are crucial
to understanding the form, content, and the possible functions or practi-
cal operations of SRJ. First we can see that the themes of secrecy and
mystery, as well as concomitant claims to esotericism, are necessary to
establish any plausibility to the audacious claim that its description of a
“second world”—of the true God, the aeons above, the deeds of saviors
and the actions of the lower gods—is a veritable reality. (Indeed all ver-
sions of Christianity in their nascence must have appeared as fantastic to
the vast majority of late antiquity.) The literary genre of revelation dia-
logue is a mode of communicating not only the content of this second
world but also structurally and rhetorically establishing its secret and
mysterious character by presenting it as divine revelation. Securing such
teaching in written artifacts (books) would give this revelation material
substance as well as further its promulgation. Additionally, as Martin has
suggested, SRJ's reference to “mysteries and things hidden in silence” (SR/
1,1-2) might refer to ritual silence as a kind of pedagogical practice that
alone was sufficient for “the ‘unspeakable’ mystery of the mysteries.”* The
immediate aim of such ritual would thus not have been to conceal par-
ticular content (which in any case they claimed couldn’t be communi-
cated verbally), but again to substantiate the “mysterious” character of the
teaching in collective embodiment. If so, SR/'s emphatic insistence upon
the mysterious character of the teaching it reveals would have been actu-
alized through a material artifact (book) and embodied in ritual practices.
Thus the imaginative fantasy of a “second” world could be performatively
reiterated in bodily practices of writing, speaking, hearing, and keeping
silence—practices that are not merely individual but socially performed
over time.*

How might such practices have affected the social formations of those
who wrote and read SRJ? Because rhetorical themes such as positing an
esoteric group (“the immovable race”) or producing secret knowledge
are necessary to SR/’s narrative logic, that is to its own account of its ori-
gin and nature, we should be careful about making direct correlations
between the rhetoric of secrecy and the social form of a “secret society.”

# See Martin, “Secrecy in Hellenistic Religious Communities,” 110-12.

# The emphasis on reiterated performance over time is intended to point toward the
historical dimensions of such practices, including the differences in performances that
accompany changes in group composition and social-historical settings (see e.g., Judith
Butler, “The Question of Social Transformation,” in Undoing Gender [New York and
London: Routledge, 2004], 204—-31).
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As we have seen, it is not clear to what degree actual social groups reading
SR were secretive, especially given the text’s teaching of universal salva-
tion and their practices of promulgating these teachings in written arti-
facts. Nonetheless, as Simmel notes, claims to secrecy generally “intensify
differentiation” (coded in SR/ as membership in the “immovable race”),
and work to establish sensibilities of prestige and insider status.® It is pos-
sible that the claim to secrecy increased the authority and prestige of the
group’s teaching as well as the members’ sense of their own value* and
inner group cohesion. Certainly the content of the teaching itself rein-
forced the insider view that members of the group (“the immovable race”)
were not merely those “in the know” but were divine, impervious to the
machinations of vicious powers and violence, and destined for eternal sal-
vation in a utopian world of light.*

Secret knowledge can also claim to give its possessors certain powers.
The magical papyri, for example, offer examples of magicians who claim
special powers based on revelation received from the gods, particularly
divine names. According to Betz, such knowledge presumed initiation that
involved deification.* In SR/ the topic of names receives special attention,
and it is entirely plausible that the secret double names of the heavenly
rulers discussed above, as well as an extensive list of the demons associ-
ated with the parts of the body in SR/ (II/IV) 16—17, were intended for pro-
tection, exorcism, and healing.*” These “secrets” may have put SR/’s readers
(along with other Christians) into competition with other divine healers
and magicians in the ancient “marketplace of magic.”® Such prestige

# Simmel, “The Sociology of Secrecy,” 464—67; see also Martin, “Secrecy,” 113, who
argues that “the rhetoric of secrecy has to do precisely with a collective structuring of
discourse.” Stroumsa takes the point to perhaps an extreme, arguing that not only “Gnostic
Apocalypses” but others of the same genre, presented themselves as “hidden” precisely to
increase their popularity: “there is no better way to publicise a text than to prohibit its
publication, strongly limit its readership, or insist that it reveals deep and heavily guarded
secrets” (Guy G. Stroumsa, “From Esotericism to Mysticism?” in Secrecy and Concealment:
Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg
and Guy G. Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 289—310 at 297).

# So, for example, Betz'’s discussion of secrecy in the Greek magical papyri (Hans Dieter
Betz, “Secrecy in the Greek Magical Papyri,” in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the
History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg, and Guy G.
Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 15376, at 160).

% See King, The Secret Revelation of John, 122—56.

4 See the discussion of Betz, “Secrecy in the Greek Magical Papyri,” 161-63, 172.

4 See King, The Secret Revelation of John, 147-53.

# See, for example, the account of the contest between Peter and Simon Magus in The
Acts of Peter 23—29; Maud W. Gleason, “Truth Contests and Talking Corpses,” in Constructions
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and power, however, can be claimed only if their practitioners are to some
degree “public” figures and their claims to special revelation known. The
threats against those who reveal the secrets of SR/ in exchange for mate-
rial gain (SRJ 27,11) may point toward just such a market value.

But secrecy offers more than mere plausibility, prestige, or even profit;
it offers protection. Many scholars have associated practices of secrecy
with defense, suggesting that secrecy was frequently a pragmatic strategy
in the face of possible interdiction or persecution.” Simmel has argued,
for example, that “the secret society emerges everywhere as a correlate
of despotism and of police control.” Certainly SRJ depicts the world as
dangerous and hostile to human flourishing, and it arguably engages
in a thorough-going critique of power relations in the world below.> It
may be that believers might require the defense of secrecy not merely
because the rulers are bad, but because they themselves are engaged in
offense. As Simmel also notes, again with lucid insight, “It (secrecy) acts as

of the Classical Body (ed. James I. Porter; Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002),
287-313.

4 See the discussion of Lamberton, who suggests (following Numenius fr. 23 [DesPlaces])
that “Numenius projected the need to hide the true doctrines of Platonic philosophy back
to Plato himself, and explained the dialogue form itself as a response to political necessity.
Socrates had expressed himself too openly and the Athenians executed him for it. Plato in
turn saw a way to speak the truth and stay alive, but it required that he express himself
obliquely” (“The dméppntos Bewpic,” 144). See also Hubert Cancik, “Occulte adhuc colunt:
Repression und Metamorphose der rédmische Religion in der Spitantike,” in Secrecy and
Concealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G.
Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 191-201, concerning the use
of secrecy by pagans after the ascendance of Christianity; Gerd Theifien, “Die pragma-
tische Bedeutung der Geheimnismotive im Markusevangelium: Ein wissensoziologischer
Versuch,” in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near
Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy G. Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill,
1995), 225—-46 concerning the secrecy motif in the Gospel of Mark as a response to possible
persecution; Dieter Giorgi, “Das Problem des Martyriums bei Basilides: Vermeiden oder
Verbergen?” in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near
Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg,. and Guy G. Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill,
1995), 247-64, on persecution as a decisive element in promoting the notion of a secret
identity as one of the illuminated. Rudolph suggests a link between “Todesgefahr” (“mortal
danger”) and the interiorization of religious understanding, between martyrdom and the
development of theologies of suffering (“Geheimnis,” 275-78, 286). In contrast, Williams
argues that “prudential secrecy” is not necessarily “a cloak for social deviance” but might
be “as much or more about social conformity” in the sense that “avoidance of persecution
could be a way of ‘fitting in,’ conforming, toning down Christian sociopolitical deviance,
and reducing tension with the surrounding society” (“Secrecy, Revelation,” 47).

5 See King, The Secret Revelation of John, 156—73. At the least, one might say it exposes
something of the structure of power relations not available from the “public transcript”
(see James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1990), 18-19).
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protection alike of defense and of offence against the violent pressure of
central powers. This is true, not alone in political relations, but in the
same way within the church, the school, and the family.” Thus secrecy is
not merely a response to (real or perceived) oppression, but also a strategic
tool of resistance in an environment where open social-political critique
and alternative views are neither welcome nor tolerated. In this, SR/ is not
an exception but conforms to a widespread pattern. One can discern in
ancient Christian literature a tendency for the most strident critiques of
unjust power relations and violence to be cast in sharply dualistic terms
and veiled imagery, and presented as direct revelation from God. Not just
the Apocryphon of John (SRJ), but the Apocalypse of John exemplifies this
pattern of anti-Roman sentiment and cosmological dualism, despite other
important differences between them.

Indeed the more critical and the more cloaked in secrecy, disguise,
and subterfuge, the more need there is for initiated readers to learn to
read “between the lines.” “Mystery” also suggests that “access to truth is a
hermeneutic matter.”>* Leo Strauss famously suggested that persecution
produces its own writing strategies, aimed at hiding meaning from all but
the most perspicacious readers. Here, however, it is not the “authors” of
traditional materials, but initiates who posit hidden meanings “between
the lines” of such prestigious texts as Plato and Genesis—and thus produce
themselves as the perspicacious readers of secret revelation. SRJ presents
Christ as an exemplary esoteric hermeneut. The Savior's own hermeneu-
tic disclosure of the “truth” of scripture provides a model for the group’s
own endeavors and an authorization of their conclusions. The most direct
social effect of SR/'s pedagogy might be the training of initiates to enable
them in the right kind of hermeneutics to read the “official world” (which
I take to stand for some notion of hegemonic sociability) through the
lenses of Christ’s revelation (a storied kind of “second world”).

The need to question the seemingly “literal” meaning of the texts of the
Scripture is said to be due to the ignorance of those who produced them,

5 Simmel, “The Sociology of Secrecy,” 472.

5 In this regard, SR/ belongs to ancient philosophical tradition, as Lamberton argues
that “throughout the history of ancient Platonism, the issue of concealment is closely
bound up with hermeneutics.... The truth is always there in the dialogues, most of it
on the surface where it is accessible to all readers, and the rest ‘in secret’ (¢v dmoppnTw)
or ‘in secrets’ (év dmoppntolg). Access to that truth, then, is a hermeneutic matter” (“The
améppyTog Bewpia,” 144, 145).

53 Leo Strauss, “Persecution and the Art of Writing,” in Persecution and the Art of Writing
(Glencoe, IlL.: Free Press, 1952), 22—37. Repr., from Social Research (1941): 488-504.
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as well as to purposeful deception on the part of the pseudo-deity who
inspired them. As we've seen, the Savior not only exposes the deceptions
of the rulers, he also shows how tradition is deceptive and offers only
partial or veiled truths. In this way, he invites readers to uncover the truth
for themselves. The entire world below is represented as the deceptive
and parodic imitation of the heavenly world revealed by the Savior, and
the revelation is structured by charges and counter-charges of deception:
The Pharisee charges that John’s teacher deceived him, while the Savior
shows how the world creator and his minions have formed a whole imita-
tion cosmos that deceptively mimics and parodies the true world above.
The vast compass of the SR/'s revelation—a comprehensive narrative of
the nature of God, the origin of the world, and human salvation—makes
it possible to (re)read everything, including sacred texts, prestigious tradi-
tions, and current social-political arrangements.>* In this sense, the revela-
tion offers less a fixed creed than a framework for (re)orientation and (re)
evaluation. The cloaking of this hermeneutics in the language of “mystery”
ensures an indeterminacy that could facilitate considerable flexibility in
its application.

The logic of SR/’s socially critical hermeneutics is grounded in a pat-
tern of imitation. Simmel noted that in secret societies, the socially-
critical “second world” is placed in antithesis to the “official world” which
exists along side of it, but this antithesis “nevertheless repeats in itself
the forms of the greater structure.”> The second world gives characters,
institutions, and events of the official world novel meanings and signifi-
cance by “mirroring” them. In SR/, this imitation is represented as decep-
tion.5® This pattern of antithetical imitation is clearly discernable in SR/,
which itself explicitly thematizes the parallel character of the world above
and the world below, but it does so precisely in order to claim that the
secret “second world” is the primary reality which the apparently “obvi-
ous” world only partially and unsuccessfully reproduces.” This interesting

5 For the hermeneutics of intertextual reading of prominent ancient literature in SRJ,
see esp. King, The Secret Revelation of John, 176—257; PleSe, Poetics of the Gnostic Universe.

55 Simmel, “The Sociology of Secrecy,” 481-82.

6 As we saw above, this is apparent not only in the creation of the lower world, but
also when Autogenes-Christ and the lights take the form of the lower God’s minions in
order to deceive him.

57 It has long been recognized that SR/ deploys Platonizing dualism to portray this
world as an inferior copy of the divine realm, but this use involved a “gnostic revaluation”
in which Plato’s notion of the divinity of the cosmos is turned into its opposite (see Hans
Jonas, The Gnostic Religion: The Message of the Alien God and the Beginnings of Christianity
(2d ed; Boston: Beacon Press, 1958), 241-65, esp. 250).In advancing a notion of Gnosticism
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twist, which seems to stand “common sense” on its head, is actually a
good example of the mirroring effect of all “secret societies,” and is essen-
tial to the operation of SR/ for various kinds of social criticism. It is this
mirroring that allows the representation of the world above in utopian
terms to function as the ideal model over against which the lower world
could be seen to be not merely flawed but brutal.* We see here, too, that
SRJ is able to redeploy the “public” rhetoric associating secrecy with crimi-
nal or anti-social behavior—an association frequently used in antiquity to
implicate Christians in immorality, impiety, and criminal activities.” SR/
repeats this common discursive claim, but directs it oppositionally against
the powers of the “obvious world.”

Moreover, the formulation of a second world in antithesis to the
“official” world offers a particularly productive vantage point from which
to view the oft-remarked distance between the exoteric views of “the
world” and the esoteric teaching of secret societies. Simmel argued that
the less accepted a particular group’s views were, the more a group’s
need for secrecy in order to protect them from the kind of ridicule and
denunciation that might lead less committed members to fall away. As
a group’s views became more accepted, the less need there would be for
secrecy. Similarly, as a group’s views begin to lose broader recognition,
secrecy might begin to be invoked. Thus Simmel saw secrecy as a strategy
particularly prominent both with the rise and with the demise of groups.®
He offered the role reversals of Christianity and paganism before and after
Constantine as a specific example:

So long as the Christian communities were persecuted by the state, they
were often obliged to withdraw their meetings, their worship, their whole

as a rejection of life in the world through “anti-cosmic dualism,” however, we have missed
the implications of SRJ’s claims to secrecy: to imply that reality has been purposefully
concealed from humanity through active malice and deception. Plato argued that reality
(“Being”) is no secret; it may be difficult to grasp, but it is potentially comprehensible to
anyone exercising disciplined reason. In contrast, for SR/ the truth of reality is hidden.
Secrecy and mystery thus aim less at rejecting the world than understanding and engaging
its pervasive evils ideologically.

8 For further discussion of this point, see King, The Secret Revelation of John, 15773,
239—43.

5 For example, see Celsus (Cels 1.1) and Minucius Felix (Octavius 8—9), where charges
of secrecy are coupled with immoral acts in their polemical criticisms of Christianity. As
Simmel notes, secrecy often gives “the appearance of a public danger... (T)he secret soci-
ety, purely on the ground of its secrecy, appears dangerously related to conspiracy against
existing powers” (“The Sociology of Secrecy,” 499).

b See “The Sociology of Secrecy,” 471-72.
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existence, from public view. So soon, however, as Christianity had become
the state religion, nothing was left for the adherents of persecuted, dying
paganism than the same hiding of its cultus which it had previously forced
upon the new faith.®

I would note, however, that such relative safety would not have applied
to all Christians. Those Christians deemed heretics may have retained the
rhetoric (and practices?) of secrecy, not because of any essentially esoteric
nature of their beliefs but because fellow Christians had now gained the
means to persecute them.

Simmel’s point, however, remains of critical importance in understand-
ing the general deployments of secrecy themes and practices, both for
protection and for enabling potential sites of social-political critique.
Once secrecy is lost, so, too, is the second world as a second world and
along with it, its potential for social-political critique. Secrecy and mystery
can be lost in several ways: because the group’s membership, views, and
practices are exposed and dissipated—whether through derision/ridicule,
rejection, successful rhetorical-definitional marginalization (as insane,
deviant, and such), or disciplining and overt violence;—because a group
accommodates to the hegemonic order and thereby loses its distinctive
character; or because its perspectives and practices “win out” and become
the “new” obvious world (as scholars have suggested was true of certain
forms of Christianity after it became the dominant religion of the Roman
world). In any case, the inference is that a multiplicity of social or ideo-
logical worlds can exist and develop only through strategies of secrecy and
mystery—unless or until they (are forced to) accept the limits set in the
name of the public order.

Conclusion

In the first part of this essay, specific uses of the themes of mystery and
secrecy were identified: to characterize the narrative revelation given by
Christ as well as its theophanic mode of disclosure; to “theorize” the Sav-
ior’s revelatory hermeneutics and inculcate a reading strategy alert to the
hidden meaning of scripture, tradition, and “history”; to expose the decep-
tion and ignorance of the world rulers; to differentiate the immovable race

& See “The Sociology of Secrecy,” 472. Others have noted with regard to Christian his-
tory, that early claims to secrecy dissolved after Christianity became the official religion of
the Roman Empire (see, for example, Kippenberg, “Erstebungswertes Prestige,” 203—4).
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who have received the Savior’s teaching from those under the power of
the counterfeit spirit who are still ignorant (although in the end they will
all be saved, except apostates); to characterize the ineffable nature of God
and the power of names; and to describe defensive and offensive strate-
gies of concealment and deception which various parties used sometimes
to protect spiritual beings, sometimes to lead humanity astray and some-
times to save them.

The second section took up contemporary discussions of mystery and
secrecy to inquire about what the diverse representation of these themes
in SR/ might imply socially, historically, or rhetorically. Here Simmel’s
observation that secrecy is not a special condition, but a fact of social
life was the starting point to consider a number of possibilities, involving
plausibility, prestige, profit, and protection. What generally do claims and
practices of secrecy do?

One function is to “intensify differentiation”—but what kind of differ-
entiation? As we saw above, when contemporary scholarship classifies
SRJ, the descriptions sometimes better fit concerns and perspectives of
the 20th—21st centuries CE than the second to third. Discourses of ortho-
doxy and heresy, proper religiosity, and social-political or moral-legal con-
formity not only situate SR/ theologically, historically, and socially, they
also evaluate it rhetorically (apologetically and ideologically) through
the very application of the terms of the categorization. In operation, it
is such discourses that produce differentiations between mainstream/
Catholic and marginal/Gnostic Christianities, true and false religion, inte-
rior spirituality and external formalism, inclusive universalism and exclu-
sive elitism, public transparency and dangerous subversion, moral and
immoral behaviors/beliefs, and so on. These categories, however, are not
the essential characteristics of particular groups or ideological formations
in antiquity but the products of discursive rhetorics. The decisive problem
is that they can lead to erroneous conclusions about the meaning and
uses of mystery/secrecy in ancient Christianity. As we saw, SR/’s language
of mystery and secrecy is insufficient to differentiate heretical (“Gnostic,”
“esoteric,” “elitist”) Christians from orthodox (“mainstream,”
“universal”) Christians. For all kinds of early Christianities, sharp distinc-
tions between claims to exclusive salvation and universalizing mission, or
contrasts between “individualistic” interiorization and engagement with
the wider world, lead to inaccurate caricatures.

What about the question of social marginality? In the end, we might
well conclude that SR/'s language of secrecy implies social marginal-
ity, but by itself that does not necessarily imply that the situation of

exoteric,”
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“Gnostics” was significantly different from that of other Christians or that
they were relatively unimportant in the history of Christianity, at least
initially. Many early forms of Christianity which became orthodox also
deployed the language of secrecy and mystery—and indeed, in the first
centuries, these Christians, too, were not only numerically marginal in
the Roman world, but also sought a degree of distance from public life
and its potential dangers of exposure. They, too, constructed themselves
as insiders who alone possessed the truth; they claimed to offer a unique
relationship to God and to possess the secret of eternal life; and they pro-
moted a universal ideology. Secrecy might, therefore, well indicate social
marginality, but not such that it peculiarly marks SR/ in distinction from
many other Christian writings.

Secrecy also appears particularly suited to situations where it would
be dangerous to voice alternative ideologies or social-political criticisms
directly and publically—arguably the situation of Christians under Roman
rule, despite the sporadic character of the actual persecutions. If popu-
lar animosities and Roman persecution are any indication, Christians of
many stripes were perceived to be anti-social critics of the political order
and refused to participate in acts of civic piety (especially practices of
sacrifice). But secrecy is not always the correlate of persecution; it can
also protect the intellectual plausibility and integrity of a group’s views
and practices, and help to promote an insider sense of privilege, pres-
tige, and even power. Given that non-Christian writers like Celsus and
Porphyry openly attacked Christian views as childish and intellectually
feeble, as well as intra-Christian polemics—Irenaeus’ biting derision,
for example, was aimed at other Christians, including readers of SR/—
believers might well want to conceal their views from the unsympathetic.
Christian imagination of a demonic world hostile to them might not only
be descriptive of their perceived situation, but it might also function to
represent to themselves why they were being targeted for such vicious
attacks. As Simmel suggests, such views as those of SR/ might require a
certain level of concealment to survive, although ultimately their views
would have to become broadly accepted in order to thrive. Here SR/ may
stand out, however, given its relative status as heresy in the later period.
While other Christians stepped into the light of Roman imperial patron-
age after the conversion of Constantine, copies of SR/ were hidden and
buried, quite probably to preserve them from destruction at the hands of
other Christians.

Here Simmel’s point that secrecy is necessary both for defense (against
persecution) and offense (for social critique) in the face of “the violent
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pressure of central powers” shows its critical importance. While secrecy
has many possible aims, strategies, and effects—these can shape insider-
outsider boundaries, further the plausibility of novel claims, and offer
prestige or even economic benefits—in some cases the need for secrecy’s
protection is paramount for a group’s success and very survival. Whether
secrecy works to protect sites for social-political criticism, for “liberating”
practices, or simply for continued existence (e.g., in the face of violence
or threats of violence); or whether it establishes sites to enact criminal
or immoral behavior (such as illicit drugs distribution or government-
sponsored torture), secrecy can have significant social impacts for good
or ill. In the theme of secrecy and mystery, however, we may be dealing
with one strategy that enables the generation and flourishing of social-
ideological plurality, but that also simultaneously marks the limits of tol-
erable difference.

In the end, then, we might suppose that the general features of secrecy
apply to those who read SRJ, as they do to other early Christian literature:
to gain prestige (and perhaps profit) for themselves and their teaching; to
protect themselves from persecution, ridicule, and denunciation; to pro-
mote a new imagination of the world, one whose notions of God’s justice
and human piety stood in sharp contrast to those of many of their con-
temporaries. What is distinctive about mystery and secrecy in SR/, how-
ever, are not these general social aspects, but its specific uses of these
themes to establish the plausibility of the “second world” it articulated as
Christ’s revelation, to give that teaching substantiality through material
artifact and embodied practice, to offer a model for training in a herme-
neutics of social critique, and finally for protection both against “the rulers
of this world” and fellow Christians who declared its teachings “danger-
ous heresy.” All these work together to communicate a particular view of
human existence in which Christ, the agent of the ineffable God, reveals
the saving truth and offers hope to beings caught in a web of dangerous
violence and deceit. The strategies employed by SR/ in the name of mys-
tery and secrecy ultimately are aimed not at concealing the truth from
other people, but at revealing it.
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SETHIAN BOOKS OF THE NAG HAMMADI LIBRARY
AS SECRET BOOKS

ANTTI MARJANEN
University of Helsinki

It was not uncommon for Jewish and Christian religious writers of antiq-
uity to produce books which, according to modern terminology, could be
characterized as esoteric. The secrecy of the books lay, for example, in
the fact that understanding them required the application of a special
type of interpretation. A good example of the demand for such a guarded
hermeneutic is provided by the Gospe! of Thomas, which begins with the
words: “These are the secret sayings that the living Jesus spoke and Judas
Thomas the Twin recorded. He said: Whoever discovers the interpretation
of these sayings will not experience death.” The Gospel of Judas represents
a further example of an early Christian text, which claims that its true
message is hidden and can only be grasped with the help of Jesus’ spe-
cific guidance.” The text is characterized as a “secret revelatory discourse”
(maoro[c] eTeun NTanodacic; 33,1-2),° the true meaning of which is
explained by Jesus to Judas through a series of dialogues.

Another reason ancient writers emphasized the esoteric character of
a text was to show that it was meant to be read only by a select group
of people. 4 Ezra refers to seventy secret books, which were given to the
wise among the Israelites, whereas twenty-four—presumably the texts
of the Hebrew Bible—were made public to everybody (14:44—47). The
Apocryphon of James* (NHC 1,2) is an example of a text, the content of
which is only revealed to the two main disciples of Jesus, James and Peter.

' The translation derives from Marvin Meyer, “The Gospel of Thomas with the Greek
Gospel of Thomas,” in The Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The International Edition (ed. Marvin
Meyer; New York: HarperOne, 2007), 139, with some modifications.

> Cf. also the Book of Thomas (NHC I1,7; esp. 138,1-7).

3 The translation is taken from Marvin Meyer, “The Gospel of Judas,” in The Nag Ham-
madi Scriptures: The International Edition (ed. Marvin Meyer; New York: HarperOne,
2007), 760.

4 The translation is taken from Madeleine Scopello and Marvin Meyer, “The Secret Book
of James,” in The Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The International Edition (ed. Marvin Meyer;
New York: HarperOne, 2007), 23.
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James writes it down in order to mediate it to another person’ who in
turn is supposed to impart the text to its ultimate addressees, a special
holy group, “who will be saved through the faith of this treatise” (1,27-28).
The fictive author of the text, James, stresses that the content of the book
should not be communicated to many people, since not even all of Jesus’
twelve disciples have had a share in it. Both in 4 Ezra and the Apocryphon
of James the function of the secrecy motif has to do with an attempt by
the author to give a rationale for why authoritative holy books have only
found a limited audience. At the same time they also emphasize the privi-
leged character of the readers.

A particular case of esoteric religious writing can be found in those
texts—usually defined as apocalyptic books—which contain secret dis-
closures of the history of the world from primordial times to the last days.®
They claim to be composed by ancient religious authorities who have
been commanded to communicate secret predictions to later righteous
generations. In reality, the texts were produced by writers who lived near
the time when the predictions were expected to take place and where the
fictive ancient religious authorities had placed the eschaton. The actual
readership of the texts is thus a special elect group who through the pre-
dictions are advised to recognize their crucial place in the history of the
world. Classic examples of such texts are the Book of Daniel and 7 Enoch,
apocalyptic works that contain “historical” descriptions of the past, often
in the form of visions (Dan 7:1-12:13; 1 En. 85-90; 91:11-17; 93:1-10). Although
these apocalyptic predictions are not necessarily called secret,” in the
context of the books as a whole they clearly become secretive. They are
linked together with sections which emphasize the secrecy of the books,
the content and the significance of which are disclosed to a special group
of the righteous at the end of the age (e.g., Dan 12:4, 9—10; 1 En. 92:1; 107:1;
108:1-3).% The fact that the fictive author is a spiritual hero from ancient
times is also meant to enhance the value of the writings.

5 Because of a lacuna, the name of the first addressee has not been preserved in its
entirety. The most common restoration of the name is “[Cerin]thos” (so e.g. Judith Harten-
stein and Uwe-Karsten Plisch, “Der Brief des Jakobus [NHC I,2],” in Nag Hammadi Deutsch:
Studienausgabe [ed. Hans-Martin Schenke et al.; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2007], 10) but it
cannot be taken but as a possible conjecture.

¢ For the secrecy motif and its use in apocalyptic writings, see e.g. David S. Russel, The
Method and Message of Jewish Apocalyptic (London: SCM Press, 1964), 107-18.

7 In one of his visions, Daniel is ordered to keep it secret (Dan 8:26).

® To be sure, the 1 Enoch is a composite work that consists of various originally indepen-
dent parts; for this see E. Isaac, “1 (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch,” in Apocalyptic Literature
and Testaments (vol. 1 of The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. James H. Charlesworth;
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The present article introduces another cluster of religious texts which
also claim to be secret teachings, hidden by the fictive writers in order that
their works might be revealed to a special group of the elect. These four
texts are the Apocryphon of John (Ap. John), the Apocalypse of Adam (Apoc.
Adam), the Gospel of the Egyptians (Gos. Eg.), and Allogenes (Allogenes).?
Common to all of them is that they are usually classified as Sethian and
that they have been preserved in the Nag Hammadi corpus.” The purpose
of this article is to explore what kind of functions the secrecy motif serves
in each text and especially to ask whether and in what way it is employed
to identify the intended readership of the writings. Finally, it will be dis-
cussed whether the use of the secrecy motif in these four texts helps us to
place them better in relationship to each other.”

ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1983), 6—7; George W. E. Nickelsburg, “Enoch, First Book of,”
in ABD (ed. David Noel Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 1992), 2:513—14. Yet, the way
the apocalyptic predictions and the secrecy motif are interconnected in the First Book
of Enoch, as it is now known in its Ethiopic version, makes it evident that the ancient
readers of that book regarded it as a secret teaching to be revealed to the righteous of the
end time.

9 The names and abbreviations of the books follow those in The SBL Handbook of Style
(ed. Patrick H. Alexander et al.; Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1999). All the references to
the books are made according to a two-digit system, in which the first number refers to
the original Coptic page of the Nag Hammadi codices and the second to the line(s) of the
page. In the case of the Apocryphon of John and the Gospel of the Egyptians the reference
also indicates the version of the text which has been used (see n. 11).

© For a brief but an excellent introduction of Sethianism and Sethian writings, see
Michael A. Williams, “Sethianism,” in A Companion to Second-Century Christian ‘Heretics’
(ed. Antti Marjanen and Petri Luomanen; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 32—63. Instead of speak-
ing of Sethian writings and mythology, Tuomas Rasimus (Paradise Reconsidered in Gnostic
Mythmaking: Rethinking Sethianism in Light of the Ophite Evidence [NHMS 68; Leiden: Brill,
2009], 9-62) has distinguished between three related mythologies—Barbeloite, Sethite,
and Ophite—which together form what he calls the Classic Gnostic mythology. Accord-
ing to Rasimus, the Apocryphon of John should be seen as a Barbeloite text whereas the
Gospel of the Egyptians, the Apocalypse of Adam, and Allogenes contain both Barbeloite and
Sethite features. Rasimus’ refined categories are in many ways helpful; yet, whether the
main category to which these four writings are to be classified should be called Sethian or
Classic Gnostic is very much a matter of taste. For the sake of convenience, I stick to the
traditional designation of the writings and call them “Sethian.” With regard to the use of
the secrecy motif in these texts their close relatedness at least becomes clear as the pres-
ent study will show.

" Among the four texts discussed in this article, the Apocryphon of John is the only
one with a copy to be found outside the Nag Hammadi Library. Apart from the three Nag
Hammadi copies (two representing the so-called long version: II; IV; and one the short
version: IIT), one copy of the text appears in the so-called Berlin Codex (a variant of the
short version: BG). The Gospel of the Egyptians is moreover known in two copies but both
of them were discovered in the Nag Hammadi Library (IIT; IV).

* I am very pleased that this contribution dealing with some Nag Hammadi texts can
be included in a Festschrift dedicated to Einar Thomassen with whom I cooperated when



90 ANTTI MARJANEN
The Apocryphon of John as an Esoteric Work

The long version of the Apocryphon of John belongs to those Nag Ham-
madi texts that already at the outset claim to comprise secret teachings.
The author of the long version begins the work by insisting that it provides
a revelation of the “mysteries and the things hidden in silence” (I 1,1-3; IV
1,2—4). That this introduction is lacking in the short version does not mean
that it is only the long version which should be characterized as an esoteric
text. The end of the Apocryphon of John, in all its four copies, confirms that
the work should be understood as “the mystery of the immovable race”
(1T 31,31-32; IV 49,12—13; IIT 39,17-18; BG 75,19-76,1).% Thus, the book not
only contains or refers to mysteries, but it is regarded as one. All the ver-
sions also contain a title at the end of the text which emphasizes the secret
nature of the book. Depending on the version where the title appears,
it has two forms: KaTa TWRANNHN NaTIOKPYPON (the long version: “The
Apocryphon according to John”) or nanokpypon niwgannHe (the short
version: “The Apocryphon of John”). The Greek adjective (“secret, con-
cealed”), which occurs in the title in its neuter form, is used as a noun
with the connotation of a “secret book.”

A similar use of the term anokpyéon is found in the Apocryphon of
James (NHC I,2). At the beginning of the text James refers to two “secret
books,” one of which he has written at the present moment and sent to
the addressee and another which he had sent ten months earlier (1,10.
30). In connection with both the Apocryphon of John and the Apocryphon
of James, the term amokpY¢oON is not used in the pejorative sense, such
as it is when Tertullian uses it to underline his low view of the Shepherd
of Hermas (De pudicitia 10.6) or when Irenaeus refers to certain writings,

he (as a chairperson), Nils-Arne Pedersen, Jorgen Podemann Serensen and I formed the
steering committee of the Nordic Nag Hammadi and Gnosticism Network in 2004—-8. Those
years gave me many fond memories when we had a privilege and pleasure to be absorbed
in the secrets of Nag Hammadi writings together with many Nordic, other European and
some Northern American students.

3 To be sure, it is difficult to decide whether the syntax of the phrase implies that the
content of the book deals with “the immovable race” or that the book was written for “the
immovable race.” At any rate, in either case the “mystery (Gr. pvatptov)” seems to refer to
the whole written book, as the word of Jesus addressed to John in the phrase before sug-
gests: “I have said everything to you so that you might write it down... This is the mystery
of the immovable race” (Il 31,28-32; cf. BG 75,15-76,1).

4 The term “mystery” can also refer to certain details—usually dealing with biblical
allusions—in the book which require a special understanding (e.g. II 21,27par; II 24,2par);
for this, see Karen King's article in this volume.
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heretical in his view, produced by the Marcosians who, according to him,
intend “to perplex the minds of the foolish people who are ignorant of the
scriptures of truth” (Adversus haereses 1.20)." Rather, the term is employed
in a similar way to its use by the followers of Prodicus who are said to have
owned BipArot dméxpugot of Zoroaster (Clement of Alexandria, Stromata
115). A similar use of the adjective dméxpugog is also attributed to Basilides
who appeals to Adyous dmoxpidpovg which Matthias supposedly received
from the Lord (Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresium 7.20).°

From the vantage point of the author of the Apocryphon of John (or the
Apocryphon of James, for that matter) the term anokpyédon in the title
of the book is thus clearly a positive one.” Whether this indicates that
in both cases the title has been attached to the book in a relatively early
phase after their composition, in other words, before the term began to
attain a pejorative connotation, is difficult to say. The term améxpvpov/-a
also continued to be applied in a non-pejorative way. This is shown by
the fact that Jerome chooses the term to describe those writings which
were not included in the Hebrew Bible but which became part of the col-
lection which is now called the Septuagint (Preface to the Books of Samuel
and Malachi [PL 28.601A-603A]). Although for him the writings he wanted
to place among the apocrypha were of secondary value compared to the
texts of the Hebrew Bible, he still used the term with respect and main-
tained that the books belonging to the category of the apocrypha were

5 In later writings, Eusebius also uses the term for the works produced by heretical
groups (Hist. eccl. 4.22.9). As a matter of fact, he claims that it was the second-century
writer Hegesippus who “in discussing the so-called Apocrypha...relates that some of
them were fabricated by certain heretics in his own time.” It is not clear, however, whether
Hegesippus himself used the term dnéxpvga, or whether it was introduced by Eusebius.
Epiphanius uses the term dméxpuga in the sense of non-canonical writings when he refers
to Archontics (Epiphanius, Panarion 40.2.1) and Severians (Epiphanius, Panarion 45.4.1)
who are said to have produced their own apocryphal works. For him, the non-canonicity
of the writings has a pejorative connotation, too. Apostolic Constitutions also refers both
to the dméxpupa of the ancients, clearly presupposing a wider category than the modern
Old Testament Apocrypha, a number of writings resembling what is now included in the
collections of the so-called Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, and of Christian heretics (6.16).
Both dméxpupa are regarded as harmful and wicked by the writers of Apostolic Constitu-
tions. A similar notion of the dméxpuga as a broad category of non-canonical books resem-
bling the modern Old Testament pseudepigrapha is found also in Athanasius.

' For the references to the texts of the Church Fathers in this paragraph, I depend on
G. W. H. Lampe, A Patristic Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 198.

7 In some magical texts the term améxpugog/-v is also employed for secret books
or inscriptions which are particularly valuable; for the references, see Albrecht Oepke,
“wpOmTw xTA,” in TDNT 3:965.
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useful to read.”® To be sure, Jerome’s use of the term deviates from the
way it is employed in the Apocryphon of John. While for Jerome the term
améxpupog/-v combined with a religious book implies that it is less signifi-
cant than the so-called canonical books and that it is not meant to be read
publicly in a worship service but rather privately, the term anokpyéon in
the title of the Apocryphon of John underlines both the special value of the
text and the need to keep it away from the hands of those who are not
supposed to read it or who misuse it (see below).

According to the long version of the Apocryphon of John, it is not only
the content of the book which is mycTupion (II 31,31-32par) but it (i.e.
that which the Savior gives to John) “is also imparted ¢n OYMYCTHPION”
(II 32,1—2). What does it mean? Depending on how one understands the
word MYCTHPION there are at least three alternatives for understanding
the phrase. First, MycTHPION in a Christian work can refer to a religious
ritual. The fact that baptism is introduced just a little earlier in the text
(II 31,22—24) makes this possibility realistic. This interpretation is unlikely,
however. Nowhere in the Apocryphon of John does mycTHpiON refer to a
religious ritual or sacrament. In addition, that which the Savior gives to
John most naturally refers to what he has been revealing to him. Secondly,
theoretically MYCTHPION in 32,2 can refer to the entire book in the same
way as the word is used in Ap. John II 31,31. The problem with this inter-
pretation is the indefinite article attached to the word mycTtupion. If
MYCTHPION in Ap. John II 32,2 refers to the same MyCTHPION mentioned
in 31,31 one cannot account for the use of the indefinite article. The third
alternative for interpreting the phrase remains the most plausible. As Einar
Thomassen argues in the case of 2NN OYMYCTHPION in Gos. Phil. 67,27—-28,*
N oymMmycTHpION should also be taken here in an adverbial sense cor-
responding to the Greek pvotnpiwd®ds. Unlike the Gospel of Philip, the
adverbial phrase in Ap. John 1I 32,2 should not be translated, however,

8 Daniel J. Harrington, “The Old Testament Apocrypha in the Early Church and Today,”
in The Canon Debate (ed. Lee Martin McDonald and James A. Sanders; Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 2002), 204.

* The short version (BG 76,15-17; III 40,4-5) puts it differently and states: “He entrusted
this mystery to him.” Karen King has observed the same difference. For this, see her article
in this volume.

** Einar Thomassen, “Gos. Philip 67:27-30: Not ‘in a Mystery,”” in Coptica—Gnostica—
Manichaica: Melanges offerts a Wolf-Peter Funk (ed. Louis Painchaud and Paul-Hubert
Poirier; BCNH.E. 7; Québec: Les Presses de I'Université Laval/Louvain: Editions Peeters,
2006), 925-39.
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“with a symbolic meaning” but “in a secret manner” or “secretly.” Thus,
in the long version of the Apocryphon of John the secret message of the
book is also received secretly.” This fits well with the way John himself is
supposed to communicate the content of the book to his addressees. In
Ap. John 11 31,28-30 it is stated: ‘I have said everything to you that you
might write it down and impart it secretly (¢N oyewmn) to your fellow
spirits.”

Clearly, the secrecy motif of the Apocryphon of John serves to keep the
book away from the wrong hands. John himself is entrusted with the task
of safeguarding the book (II 31,33—34).” But who are those who should not
be allowed to familiarize themselves with the text? Let us begin to answer
this question by looking at the people for whom the text is intended. All
the versions of the Apocryphon of John concur that the right addressees
of the book are John'’s fellow spirits (I 31,30; IV 49,11; BG 75,1718; III
39,16). That John's fellow spirits are identical with the immovable race*
is made clear already at the beginning of the book (BG 22,13-16; cf. also
IT 2,23—25; IV 3,18—-21) and reconfirmed at the end (II 31,31-32par.).” But
what kind of group then is the immovable race in the Apocryphon of John,
to whom the message of the book is to be communicated? The group at
least includes the other disciples of Jesus on the narrative level of the text,
since after the departure of the Savior John goes to them to report every-
thing he has heard from the Savior (II 32,4-5).” Thus, unlike some other

# So Thomassen in Gos. Phil. 67,27—28; for the bibliographical reference, see the previ-
ous note.

*» A similar interpretation is presented by King in her article in this same volume.

8 Unlike the Gospel of the Egyptians, the Apocalypse of Adam, and Allogenes, the Apoc-
ryphon of John is not said to have been hidden on a mountain or in any other concrete
hiding place (see below).

* The expression “immovable race” occurs also in other texts of the Nag Hammadi
Library, which, apart from the Sophia of Jesus Christ, are usually classified as Sethian: Gos-
pel of the Egyptians, Three Steles of Seth, Zostrianos.

5 Whether the immovable race is to be understood as a self-designation originating in
Sethian circles already before its application in the Apocryphon of John or whether it had
its origin in a broader religious context of the Hellenistic era but was eventually adopted
by several writers, including the author of the Apocryphon of John, and sects, including cer-
tain Sethians who chose to present Seth as the father of this race is an interesting question
but goes beyond the scope of this article. For the discussion of the alternative interpreta-
tions, see Michael A. Williams, The Immovable Race: A Gnostic Designation and the Theme
of Stability in Late Antiquity (NHS 29; Leiden: Brill, 1985), 203—9. Williams himself tends to
lean toward the latter interpretation. Here it suffices to say that the immovable race serves
as a self-designation of the addressees of the Apocryphon of John.

% So also Seren Giversen, Apocryphon Johannis: The Coptic Text of the Apocryphon
Johannis in the Nag Hammadi Codex II with Translation, Introduction and Commentary
(Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1963), 273.
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early Christian texts (e.g., Apocryphon of James, First Apocalypse of James,
Gospel of Judas, Gospel of Mary), the Apocryphon of John does not seem to
have any polemic relationship between the protagonist of the text and the
rest of the disciples. Yet the disciples of Jesus certainly do not constitute
the entire group of the immovable race. Who else belongs to the immov-
able race and how is the group defined according to the Apocryphon of
John? Does the esoteric character of the text presuppose that the immov-
able race is to be viewed as a closed elite group? Can anyone become a
member of the immovable race or is the immovability itself an indication
that membership in the group is not a matter of choice but a matter of
privileged identity which some have while others do not? These questions
are especially pertinent because many traditional interpretations of the
religiosity the Apocryphon of John represents (usually called Gnosticism)
have tended to see this kind of determinism as an essential part of its
self-understanding.”

The fact that, according to the Apocryphon of John, the only souls that
will not “be saved into the pure light” (II 25,17-18par) but be taken to
the place where they cannot repent (II 27,21-31par) are those of the apos-
tates, seems to speak against the assumption that the immovable race is
a closed elite group. And if it is to be seen as a predestinated entity, its
inclusiveness—even the apostates had the “knowledge but turned away”
(Il 27,22—23par)—makes the idea of possible pre-determination of no
importance. So, if the immovable race is a predestinated group then vir-
tually everybody is predestinated. Even the apostates, having the knowl-
edge, have the potential to be saved but they choose not to realize their
potential. Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that the number of those who
prove to be apostates from the perspective of the author may be relatively
large, in the last analysis it does not invalidate the inclusiveness of the
immovable race in principle.

What role does the secrecy motif serve in this connection? Is it not in
direct contradiction to an inclusive understanding of the immovable race
argued above? Why impart the book, which is even called mycTHpion, in
a secret way to its readers if it is meant that at least theoretically every-
body can and ought to read it? Although the esoteric character of the
text does not seem to limit the number of its readers, the secrecy motif is
needed for two other reasons. First of all, the text explicitly stresses that

7 The importance of the question is emphatically pointed out by Williams, The Immov-
able Race, 158.



SETHIAN BOOKS OF THE NAG HAMMADI LIBRARY 95

the secret conveyance of the book to its rightful readers prevents it from
coming into the hands of those who would use it for profit-making or
earning their living (I 31,34—32,1par). Whether the abusers of the book,
to whom the curse of Ap. john 1I 31,34—32,1 is directed, are really book-
sellers, as the apparent sense of the text may suggest,” is difficult to say.
Greedy booksellers were not an uncommon phenomenon in antiquity.
For example, after Aristotle’s death his library is said to have been used by
unscrupulous book-sellers and their unskillful copyists in order that they
might produce new copies of the books to be sold for profit.* Another
possibility is to see the curse as a premonition, so that the book might
not be given to those who, instead of searching for true knowledge from
the teachings of the book, would in any case give them up in the face of
worldly temptations. Thus they content themselves to satisfy their carnal
needs and prove to be apostates.

Another reason for the secrecy motif may be the same as in the apoca-
lyptic texts presented above. The secret transmission of the text can be a
literary device which explains why the book, written by a close contem-
porary of Jesus, was “lost” for generations before it “again” turned up to a
wider audience.®

The Gospel of the Egyptians as an Esoteric Work

Like the major part of the Apocryphon of John, the Gospel of the Egyptians
also focuses on a mythological narrative of salvation history, beginning
with the emergence of the divine realm and its entities in primordial times
and following the stages of humans from the creation to the appearance
of Jesus. The special target in this description is the seed of Seth and its
struggle against the demonic powers of Sakla, the world creator.
Although nowhere in the extant parts of the two versions of the Gospe!
of the Egyptians® is it explicitly stated that the book is secret, its esoteric

8 The verb t ¢a- in the Coptic phrase eTnat Nai a oyAwpon (II 31,35-36) can mean
“to exchange for” or “to sell for.”

* H. Gregory Snyder, Teachers and Texts in the Ancient World: Philosophers, Jews and
Christians (London: Routledge, 2000), 66—69.

% So also Williams, The Immovable Race, 197.

3 Both versions of the Gospel of the Egyptians preserved in the Nag Hammadi Library
are partly damaged. Put together, enough of them survives to make up approximately go
percent of the original Coptic text; see John D. Turner, “The Holy Book of the Great Invis-
ible Spirit: Introduction,” in The Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The International Edition (ed.
Marvin Meyer; New York: HarperOne, 2007), 247.
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character becomes obvious at the end of the work when the fictive author
of the text, the great Seth,** the heavenly prototype of the third son of
Adam, is said to have composed and hidden it on a mountain. The secrecy
of the text is also corroborated by a scribal note which follows the text in
the third codex of the Nag Hammadi Library. The copyist calls the text
“the Egyptian Gospel, a holy secret book, written by God” (NHC III 69,8).

The reason the great Seth hid the Gospe! of the Egyptians is explicitly
mentioned in the text. Although the revelation was given in primordial
times it was meant to be disclosed to the generation at the end of the
ages (III 68,14—22). The function of the secrecy motif is thus the same as in
the Book of Daniel (12:4) or in the Apocryphon of John (see above). While
it confirms the ancient character of the book it also explains why it has
surfaced only in recent times. Unlike the Book of Daniel, the Gospel of
the Egyptians does not, however, contain predictions of world events in
terms of vaticinia ex eventu until the actual time of composition. Instead,
it concentrates on describing a mythical salvation history whose decisive
steps are the sending of the spiritual seed of Seth into the world to perfect
and save imperfect humans and the appearance of the great Seth in the
form of Jesus to cause the seed of Seth to be begotten by the Holy Spirit
through baptism.® Thus, the readers of the text are not expected to recog-
nize their place in the course of world events in order to know when the
end of the ages will be at hand. Rather, they are invited to become aware
of their position as members of the seed of Seth in the struggle between
the realm of light and the realm of darkness.

The conclusion of the Gospe! of the Egyptians, which sheds light on the
fictional circumstances of composition, contains a clear criticism of ear-
lier forms of religiosity. The fact that the text is supposed to have been
hidden for millennia implies that the Israelite prophets as well as the
apostles and the preachers representing a Christianity different from that
promoted in the Gospel of the Egyptians have been left without any share
in the content of the work (III 68,5-10). Neither have they received the
name which the divine Self-Generated grants to the baptized according
to Gos. Eg. 111 66,22—24; 68,7—-8. Therefore, the Israelite religion and other

% As many scholars have pointed out, it is somewhat surprising that Seth appears to be
the author of the Gospel of the Egyptians and still the third person singular is used when
the book speaks about Seth. Does the text want to suggest that Seth inscribed the text
and hid it (therefore the writing took 130 years!) but it was another person who found it
and later rewrote it?

3 See Williams, “Sethianism,” 41—2.
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versions of Christianity are based on imperfect revelations to be replaced
or at least complemented. Whether this renewal is meant to take place
through the reappearance of the great Seth (in the form of Jesus)* or the
rediscovery of the Gospel of the Egyptians® depends on how one interprets
the subject of the verb ey<e>nipoenee (“he/it came forth”) in Gos. Eg. III
68,19—20. The masculine pronominal infix attached to the verb can refer
either to the great Seth or to the book. In light of the content of the Gospe!
of the Egyptians, both interpretations are possible: the act of appearance
may retrospectively refer to the institution of the baptism by the great
Seth in the form of Jesus (III 63,23-64,3) or to the disclosure of the book
at the end of the ages. Yet the latter is perhaps more likely because the
beginning of the sentence in which ey<e>npoerxee occurs deals with the
concealment of the book. Thus, one would expect that the text has to
mention its discovery as well, whereas the appearance of the great Seth
in the form of Jesus has already been mentioned. If this interpretation
is correct, the concluding section of the Gospel of the Egyptians refers to
the discovery of the book as the climax of salvation history, when the
book appears to “the holy incorruptible generation of the great Savior”
(II 68,20—22). This also indicates why the readership of the Gospe! of the
Egyptians is rather limited; the work is exclusively attributed to those who
prove to belong to the seed of Seth.

Before we move on to deal with the two remaining texts, one question
concerning the Gospel of the Egyptians still has to be asked. Why was the
book hidden in mountains (Il 68,1-5) or on the mountain of Charaxio,*
as later specified by the text (III 68,12—14)? In the traditions of the ancient

% So Bentley Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures (ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1987), 119;
Marvin Meyer, “The Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit: Translation,” in The Nag Ham-
madi Scriptures: The International Edition (ed. Marvin Meyer; New York: HarperOne, 2007),
269; Uwe-Karsten Plisch, “Das heilige Buch des groBen unsichtbaren Geistes (NHC III,z2;
IV,2),” in Nag Hammadi Deutsch: Studienausgabe (ed. Hans-Martin Schenke et al; Berlin:
Walter de Gruyter, 2007), 238.

35 Meyer presents this alternative in a footnote of his translation; see Meyer, “The Holy
Book,” 269.

3 John D. Turner (Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition [BCNH.E. 6; Québec:
Les Presses de I'Université Laval/Louvain: Editions Peeters, 2002], 88) has suggested that
Charaxio is a combination of a Hebrew and Greek word (har “mountain” in Hebrew; d&iwv
“of the worthy” in Greek) referring to the mountain of those Sethians who are “worthy.”
Birger A. Pearson (Ancient Gnosticism: Traditions and Literature [Minneapolis, Minn.: For-
tress Press, 2007], 79) assumes that Charaxio derives from a Greek word yopdttw meaning
“to inscribe.” Thus, says Pearson, “Charaxio is the high mountain-rock on which the writing
is inscribed.” While both of the suggestions are possible, none of them can make a claim
for any certainty.
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near east, mountains play an important role. Often they are considered
to be holy places where the nearness of gods can be experienced in a
special way, in the form of divine revelations for example.” A concrete
indication of the important role a mountain can have is that the stone
tablets on which the Ten Commandments were inscribed were said to
have been received on Mount Sinai (Exod 31:18). A further development of
this tradition is told in 2 Maccabees which has preserved a story according
to which, after the destruction of the temple, the prophet Jeremiah is said
to have taken the ark, which supposedly contained the stone tablets, and to
have hidden it in a cave in the same mountain where Moses had received
the Ten Commandments. Moreover, Jeremiah is said to have claimed that
the ark with its stone tablets are kept there until God gathers his people
together again and shows his mercy (2 Macc 2:4-8).

Could this kind of tradition have served as a model for the way the Gospel
of the Egyptians depicts its own origin and its later history? Certainly, the
stories of the Ten Commandments and the Gospel of the Egyptians have
similar features but they also have clear differences. First of all, the Ten
Commandments were not meant to be a secret piece of writing when they
were received on a mountain. Second, the Ten Commandments were not
hidden by Jeremiah in order to be discovered later but rather in order
to be protected. Third, the literary character of the two texts was also
rather different. Thus, it is the mere fact that both texts are hidden which
remains a common factor in their description. The reasons for the con-
cealment of the texts are not the same, however. While the concealment
of the stone tablets by Jeremiah emphasizes the need to protect the Ten
Commandments, the story of the placement of the Gospel of the Egyptians
on a mountain by Seth serves as an attempt to enhance the value of the
book by creating a fiction about its ancient and worthy origin.

The Apocalypse of Adam as an Esoteric Work

The introduction of the Apocalypse of Adam (NHC V,5) presents the book
as a testament by Adam to his son, Seth, just before his death.?®* The
first part of the work contains a reinterpretation of the primeval biblical

3 See, e.g., Werner Foerster, “6pog,” in TDNT 5:475-487.

8 Unlike the Hebrew text of Gen 5:3—5, the Septuagint version of the passage asserts
that Adam was 230 years when Seth was born; after that Adam is said to have lived 700
years. The Apocalypse of Adam seems to presuppose the Septuagint version of the text.
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stories from the creation of Adam and Eve through the Flood to the divi-
sion of the land by Noah between his sons (64,6—76,7). A version of the
Sodoma and Gomorrah episode may also be part of the description of
the Apocalypse of Adam (75,9-31). In places, the story diverges quite a lot
from the content and the order of the biblical narrative, and some biblical
characters, most clearly the Jewish God and Noabh, are turned into vicious
figures, the former becoming Sakla, the evil creator-god, and the latter his
faithful servant. The main point of the reinterpreted biblical narrative is
to illustrate the struggle between the eternal realm and the world of the
creator-god for the possession of saving knowledge. Adam as well as Seth
and his offspring belong to the eternal realm, whereas Noah, Shem and
his descendants are servants of Sakla. Ham'’s and Japheth’s descendants
are divided. The majority of them seems to be part of Sakla’s adherents
(twelve kingdoms), whereas some of them (the thirteenth kingdom?) join
with the offspring of Seth (72,15-73,29).

The second part of the Apocalypse of Adam begins with a reference to
the third coming of the illuminator of knowledge (76,8-15). He is clearly a
savior figure but his precise identity remains unclear. There is no explicit
reference in the extant text to his earlier visits®* and the continuation of
the text does not identify him either.* At any rate, his appearance causes
confusion in the world of the creator-god. Therefore the illuminator is also
persecuted by Sakla’s powers but eventually conquers them. The descrip-
tion of the battle between the illuminator and the powers of the world
is interrupted by a hymnic section which introduces thirteen attempts,
twelve false and one inadequate, expressed by worldly kingdoms, i.e.,
Ham'’s and Japheth’s descendants, to determine the origin of the illumina-
tor and to explain how he came into the world (77,27-82,19). It is only the
fourteenth answer, presented by the kingless generation and representing
the Sethian view, which hits upon the right explanation (82,19-83,4). After
the hymn, there is a brief mention that the seed of Seth is baptized and
protected by a dark cloud (83,4-8). Then the story takes a surprising turn:

% It is possible that the references to the three men waking up Adam from his sleep of
ignorance (65,25-66,8) and to the angels who rescue the offspring of Seth from the Flood
(69,19—25) and fire (75,0-28) are to be understood as earlier visits of the illuminator(s).

% Some scholars have suggested that the third coming of the illuminator may refer to
the incarnation of Jesus (e.g., Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures, 60). Especially the sentence
“they (= the powers of Sakla) will punish the flesh of the man (= the illuminator) upon
whom the Holy Spirit has come” (77,16-18) has been seen as a possible allusion to Jesus’
baptism and crucifixion.
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the peoples (ninaoc)* bless the seed of Seth because these have come to
know the eternal God and will live forever, while they themselves will be
damned (83,8-84,3). The judgment is confirmed by the guardians of bap-
tism who also state that the peoples will be forced to serve the powers of
Sakla (84,4-8s5,3). After the mythological account imparted by Adam to
his son Seth comes to the end, there is a description of what happened
to the revelation after its initial narration. Since it is mainly this part of
the text which emphasizes the esoteric character of the book its careful
consideration is especially important.

Contrary to expectations and unlike the Gospel of the Egyptians, the
revelation received by Adam from the eternal God and imparted to his
son is not said to have been copied in a book and written down by Seth
(Apoc. Adam 85,3-6). Still, the words of the revelation are preserved but
the concluding section of the book refers to two different, even some-
what contradictory, ways to save the teaching of Adam.* The first version
emphasizes that angelic beings, who are unknown to all the generations
of people, will take the words of Adam to a high mountain where they
will be placed “upon a rock of truth.” Why to a mountain and why upon a
rock? If the words were not written down in a book, why should they be
concealed on a mountain as in the Gospel of the Egyptians (see also the
treatment of Allogenes below)? The curious reference to the “rock” (neTpa)
seems to present a sensible explanation for these questions. Josephus has
recorded a tradition according to which Seth and his offspring “were the
inventors of that peculiar sort of wisdom which is concerned with the
heavenly bodies and their order.” In order to preserve the traditions from
the fire or from the Flood, the occurrences of which Adam had predicted,
they made two pillars, the one of brick, the other of stone, and inscribed
their teachings on them (Antiquitates judaicae 1.69—71). The stone pillar
may very well be the “rock” (neTpa) the Apocalypse of Adam speaks about,
although the content of the Apocalypse of Adam is not astronomical lore
as Josephus’ reference presupposes. A similar motif appears in the Life of

# It is unclear whether nixaoc refers to the majority of Ham’s and Japheth’s descen-
dants or to those of them who earlier joined the seed of Seth but still gave an inadequate
thirteenth explanation of the origin of the illuminator. For a further discussion about the
identity of mixaoc, see below.

# Charles W. Hedrick (The Apocalypse of Adam: A Literary and Source Analysis [SBLDS
46; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1980], 240, 286) considers the tension between the versions
as an indication of two separate literary layers.

# To my knowledge, the first to draw attention to this text was Hedrick, The Apocalypse
of Adam, 297.
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Adam and Eve, in which Eve after the death of Adam instructs her chil-
dren to inscribe the story of the life of Adam and Eve on tablets of stone
and tablets of clay (50,1—2).%

If the first version of the attempt to preserve and convey the revelation
received by Adam is dependent on a tradition similar to that of Josephus
and the Life of Adam and Eve, and if the reference to the placement of
Adam’s revelation upon the rock implies an inscription on a stone tablet,
then the fact that the revelation was hidden on a mountain also becomes
understandable. The concealment of the inscription clearly serves protec-
tive purposes. That certain angels conceal the teachings of Adam is not
surprising in the context of a book which gives a lot of space to angels and
usually presents them as positive figures belonging to the realm of light.

The secrecy motif in connection with the transmission of the teachings
of Adam becomes even more visible in the second version of the attempt to
preserve and convey Adam’s revelation (Apoc. Adam 85,19—31). The simple
chain of transmission goes from Adam through Seth to his offspring. What
is conveyed is the hidden knowledge (trnmcic nnanokpydon) of Adam
as well as the holy baptism of those who have the eternal knowledge.
It is worth noting that the concluding section no longer speaks of those
descendants of Ham and Japheth who in an earlier passage were said to
have joined the offspring of Seth. Either they have been fully incorporated
into the seed of Seth or they have been removed from the group and now,
together with other descendants of Shem, Ham and Japheth, belong to
NINa0oC who, on the one hand, praised the offspring of Seth but who, on
the other hand, were damned because of their transgressions (Apoc. Adam
83,8-84,3). In any case, the secrecy motif in the Apocalypse of Adam func-
tions to keep others than the seed of Seth—whether they include some
descendants of Ham and Japheth or not, we do not really know—outside
the eternal knowledge and the holy baptism.

Allogenes as an Esoteric Work

Unlike the three previous Sethian writings that present mythological
accounts of the primeval history, Allogenes (NHC XI,3) constitutes a series

# Cf. M. D. Johnson, “Life of Adam and Eve,” in Expansions of the “Old Testament” and
Legends, Wisdom and Philosophical Literature, Prayers, Psalms and Odes, Fragments of Lost
Judeo-Hellenistic Works (vol. 2 of The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. James H. Charles-
worth; ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1985), 292.
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of revelations, by means of which Allogenes is instructed concerning the
main characters of the transcendental world. Allogenes, in turn, is said
to have imparted these teachings to his son Messos. The revelation dis-
course consists of two parts, in the first of which a heavenly female figure
Youel delivers five revelations to Allogenes. In the second part Allogenes
is taught by the luminaries of the Barbelo Aeon in connection with his
ascent to the upper world. As the climax to his ascent Allogenes receives
teaching about the Unknowable God. Among other things, the second
part of the book contains a section with a negative theology (61,32-64,14),
a part of which (62,27-63,25) has an almost direct parallel in Ap. John 11
3,20—33. On the whole, Allogenes seems to derive its inspiration more from
the Greek philosophical tradition, especially from Middle Platonism, than
from Jewish and biblical motives. The purpose of the book is to provide a
model for spiritual progress.*

Allogenes is not only expected to receive and mediate his visionary
experiences to his followers but he is also commanded to keep secret and
guard the revelations he has seen during his ascent (Allogenes 52,15—25).
Allogenes’ revelations are not to be spoken to anyone “except those who
are worthy” (52,22—23). The text does not contain a more precise defi-
nition of the target group. There are no characterizations of the readers
according to a typical Sethian fashion, such as the immovable race or the
seed of Seth. It is important to note, however, that the secret teaching is
not to be given to “an uninstructed generation” (52,26—27). Karen King
has suggested that this statement presupposes that the revelation given to
Allogenes to be conveyed to Messos and other worthy hearers is meant to
be imparted in a cultic setting to an audience who has received “prepara-
tory instruction and/or cultic initiation.”*® Thus, the book is intended to
be used in the instruction of a more advanced audience and has thus a
clear esoteric character. At the beginning of her second revelation, Youel
states: “No one is able to hear these things except the great powers alone.
O Allogenes, you have been clothed with a great power, that with which
the Father of the All, the eternal one, clothed you before you came to this
place...” (50,24—28). The conclusion of the book that contains direct advice
to Allogenes as to how to dispose of the revelation discourses confirms
its secret nature. Allogenes is enjoined to write down the things he has

% John D. Turner, “Allogenes the Stranger,” in The Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The Inter-
national Edition (ed. Marvin Meyer; New York: HarperOne, 2007), 682.

4 Karen King, Revelation of the Unknowable God with Text, Translation, and Notes to
NHC XI,3 Allogenes (Santa Rosa, Calif.: Polebridge Press, 1995), 117.
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heard and seen and hide the book upon a mountain. In addition, he is
ordered to adjure a guardian to protect the book from the wrong kind of
readers.*

The story of the concealment of the book in Allogenes has parallel fea-
tures in the three other Sethian writings discussed in this study. In the
case of Allogenes, the function of the concealment is somewhat differ-
ent, however. There is no attempt to enhance the value of the book by
creating a fiction of its ancient and venerated origin as in the Gospel of
the Egyptians or even in the Apocryphon of John. Neither is the conceal-
ment used as a protective measure as in the Apocalypse of Adam. The
reason why Allogenes must be hidden has to do with its readership. It
provides instruction for the more advanced on their way to a deeper spiri-
tual understanding. The reference to the concealment of the book upon a
mountain under the guardianship of the horrible one (Allogenes 68,20—23)
is therefore most likely a metaphorical way to say that the book is not
intended for general distribution.®®

Epilogue

The present study of the secrecy motif in the four Sethian texts under
consideration has focused on two issues. First of all, I have examined what
the use of the secrecy motif says about the intended readership of the
writings. Second, we have asked whether the secrecy motif has special
functions in each text. Here I shall summarize our findings under these
two points. Finally, I shall ask what the discussion of these two points
reveals about the relationship among the four Sethian writings discussed
in the present study.

In the Apocryphon of John the use of the secrecy motif in connection
with the discussion about the fate of various souls suggests that, despite
the fact that John is said to have concealed the book from general distri-
bution, the readership is at least theoretically very inclusive. It is a pre-
rogative of everybody who belongs to the immovable race to have access
to the Apocryphon of John, and almost everybody is at least potentially a

4 A similar instruction to guard a book is found in the Hermetic treatise Discourse on
the Eighth and Ninth (NHC VL6 62,4—6).
# So also Karen King, Revelation of the Unknowable God, 182.
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member of the immovable race,” although in practice—and perhaps in
social reality—many prove to be apostates. In the Apocryphon of John, the
secrecy motif serves two main purposes; first, although in principle it can
be read by almost anybody it still prevents the text from falling into the
wrong hands; second, it explains why the text turns up only more than
one hundred years after its assumed composition.

The Gospel of the Egyptians is an esoteric book in the exclusive sense
of the word. Neither Jews nor Christians other than the seed of Seth are
supposed to share its message. In other words, the readership of the book
is limited to Sethians. That the book has been concealed on a mountain
by Seth not only corroborates its venerated and ancient character but it
also explains why it has presumably been unknown for such a long time.
Like the Gospel of the Egyptians, the Apocalypse of Adam is also to be seen
as an exclusive reading. The readership is confined to the seed of Seth; not
only the descendants of Shem, that is, the Jews, and the majority of the
offspring of Ham and Japheth are excluded, but even those descendants of
Ham and Japheth who at some point join the seed of Seth seem to become
apostates who in the final analysis cannot be recipients of Seth’s teach-
ing. Unlike the other Sethian writings examined in this study, it is not
the written book of the Apocalypse of Adam which is hidden but rather
its earlier version inscribed on a rock or pillar. Yet, the author of the text
most likely has in mind those traditions according to which the ancient
descendants of Seth inscribed their secret teachings either on a stone or
clay and hid them in order to protect the texts (cf. Josephus; Life of Adam
and Eve; even Jeremiah in 2 Macc). Allogenes expresses most clearly that
its readership is limited to initiated, advanced Sethians who are supposed
to study it for their spiritual progress. The secrecy motif is also directly
related to the fact that the book is to be hidden because it is not meant
for general dissemination.

Finally, in what kind of relationship do the Sethian writings that utilize
a similar secrecy motif stand to each other? The fact that all of them claim
that the texts were hidden or kept secret for some reason or another and
that three of them introduce a mountainous area as a place of conceal-
ment speak for the assumption that, at least with regard to the secrecy
motif, the authors of the texts draw from the same pool of traditions. Yet,

4 The number of the potential members of the immovable race is increased through
the transmigration of souls that is considered possible in the Apocryphon of John (11 26,36—
27,11).
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the fact that the functions of the secrecy motif may differ depending on
the strategies of each book and that the secrecy motif can also variously
influence the ways the readership of the texts are determined suggests
that the relatedness of the writings is not very direct, at least not with
regard to this one particular motif. This does not allow us to draw more
general conclusions concerning the relatedness of the texts. In order to
do that, other common motifs, terms or literary characters would need
to be submitted to an examination similar to that of the secrecy motif in
this study.
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«JOSEPH LE CHARPENTIER PLANTA UN JARDIN...» (EVPHIL 73,8-9)
SENS APPARENT ET SENS CACHE DANS L’EVANGILE SELON PHILIPPE

Louis PAINCHAUD
Université Laval

Philippe y courut, entendit 'eunuque qui lisait le
propheéte Isaie et lui dit: « Comprends-tu
vraiment ce que tu lis ? »

Actes 8,30

Parmi les textes de Nag Hammadi, I'Evangile selon Philippe est sans doute,
avec I'Evangile selon Thomas, I'un des plus beaux exemples de la mise en
oeuvre d’une écriture voilée caractéristique d'un mode de communication
ésotérique. Il n'est peut-étre pas indifférent qu'il ait été mis sous le patro-
nage de l'apotre Philippe, qui a dévoilé a 'eunuque de la reine Candace
le sens caché de ce qu'il lisait sans comprendre, car le seul passage de
I'évangile qui se présente comme un «dit» de l'apdtre, qui concerne
Joseph le charpentier et se réfere, du moins en apparence, aux circon-
stances de la vie terrestre de Jésus et de sa mort sur la croix, véhicule en
effet un sens caché. Voici ce passage (73,8-15):

Philippe a dit: «Joseph le charpentier (meamwe) planta un jardin
(mapaaeicoc) car il avait besoin de bois (we) pour son métier; c’est lui qui
fabriqua la croix avec les arbres (mun) qu'il avait plantés et sa semence
(meyspoe) était suspendue a ce qu'il avait planté. Sa semence (NeYepos),
c’était Jésus; ce qu'il avait planté, la croix.

Mais (axxa) 'arbre ()un) de la vie était au milieu du jardin (mapaaeicoc)
et l'olivier dont provient le chréme ; par lui la résurrection ».

Ce passage pose au lecteur un des problémes caractéristiques de I'Evangile
selon Philippe, celui de la délimitation de péricopes ou d’unités de sens.
Les deux premieres phrases semblent raconter une histoire a la fois
merveilleuse et tragique qui se situe au temps de la vie de Jésus: Jésus, le
fils du charpentier (Mt 13,55), est cloué sur une croix que son pere Joseph
a lui-méme fabriquée en utilisant le bois des arbres qu'il avait plantés. La
derniére phrase parait n'avoir aucun lien avec cette histoire puisqu’elle

* Les traductions de 'Evangile selon Philippe sont miennes.
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transporte le lecteur au temps des origines, grace a un emprunt littéral au
texte de la Genése «'arbre de la vie au milieu du jardin » (xai tév E0Aov
T Lwiis &v néow @ mapadeiow Gn 2,9 LXX). Hans-Martin Schenke en a fait
deux unités distinctes qu’il a numérotées g1 et 922 Toutefois, la récurrence
de deux termes, «jardin » (MapaA€ICOC 73,10 et 16) et « arbre » (WYHN 73,13
et 15), marque un lien entre ces deux «sentences », que Bentley Layton
réunit sous le numéro 80°.

Ce lien pourra paraitre a la premiére lecture purement superficiel mais
il n’en est rien; en effet, sous la surface, ces deux textes sont aussi reliés
par des renvois allusifs au méme texte scripturaire, Gn 2,8—9. En effet,
«Joseph le charpentier planta un jardin» reprend les mots mémes de
Gn 2,8 LXX ¢ feog pitevaev mapddetoov. Le choix du terme mapddetoog
ici est capital. Certes, ce mot d’origine persane désigne bien un jardin,
plus précisément un jardin clos ou un parc; il est d’abord utilisé pour
la description des grands parcs des rois de Perse avant de passer dans
la langue courante, mais toujours pour désigner un grand parc, d’'ou son
emploi dans la Septante pour désigner le jardin d’Eden. Par la suite, il
deviendra un lieu céleste, le paradis (par ex. 2 Co 12,4)* En revanche, le
terme usuel pour désigner un jardin quelconque, le jardin utilitaire d'un
artisan, serait plutdt xijmog (cf. Lc 13,19; Jn 18,1.26; 19,41). Le choix du terme
mapddeloog pour désigner le « jardin » planté par Joseph est donc singulier
et cette singularité ne peut avoir d’autre fonction que d’attirer 'attention
du lecteur et, dans le contexte juif ou chrétien des premiers siecles, de le
renvoyer au texte de la Genése.

Pour comprendre la portée de ce double renvoi au texte de la Genese
et du lien qui réunit ces deux portions de texte, je vais me concentrer
maintenant sur deux éléments, la semence et I'arbre d'une part et la figure
énigmatique de Joseph d’autre part.

La semence et larbre

Dans ce passage, 'expression « sa semence » (e4spoc <* 10 améppa adtod)
peut étre entendue de deux manieres différentes. Soit l'article possessif
Tieq- est cataphorique et se réfere a « ce qu'il avait planté », interprétation

* Hans-Martin Schenke, Das Philippus-Evangelium (Nag-Hammadi Codex I13) (TU 143;
Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1997), 56-57.

3 Bentley Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures: A New Translation with Annotations and Intro-
ductions (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1987), 345.

4 J. Jeremias, « mapddeioog », TDNT 5:765—73.
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proposée par Layton («its seed hung on that which he planted »%) et
adoptée par Schenke® qui cite a I'appui Gn 1,1 LXX, de sorte que la pointe
de la phrase serait de signifier que Jésus est le «fruit» de I'arbre de la
croix. Poursuivant dans cette veine, Schenke croit que I'arbre de la croix
correspond a l'arbre de la vie associé a l'olivier, et que Jésus, le «fruit de
la croix » correspond au produit de I'arbre de la vie, ou plutot de I'olivier,
le chréme dispensateur de la résurrection’.

Toutefois, dans le contexte de la phrase « sa semence était suspendue a
ce qu'il avait planté » il parait beaucoup plus naturel de donner de 'article
possessif une interprétation anaphorique se référant a Joseph le charpen-
tier qui est également le référent du pronom sujet «il» de « ce qu'il avait
planté » (MeNTaYTWGY 73,14) et alors, « sa semence » serait une désigna-
tion métaphorique de son fils ou de sa descendance comme, par exemple,
en Gn 4,25 LXX (voir aussi l’Evangile de Judas, CT 46,5-7). A Texception
de Layton suivi par Schenke, tous les traducteurs de langue anglaise, la
seule qui puisse marquer cette distinction, ont cette compréhension du
texte : c'est la semence de Joseph qui est pendue a ce qu'il avait planté.
Einar Thomassen fait de ce passage la méme lecture : pour lui, c’est de la
semence de Joseph dont il est question ici®.

Outre le caractere plus «naturel » de cette lecture, il est difficile de
maintenir la suggestion formulée par Schenke d'un rapport de similitude
ou d’analogie quelconque entre I'arbre de la croix et 'arbre de la vie dont
il est question dans la phrase suivante. En effet, la conjonction gréco-
copte aXxa au début de cette phrase (73,15) doit marquer, plutét qu'un
rapport de similitude, un certain rapport d’opposition entre I'arbre de la
croix planté par Joseph et I'arbre de la vie ; nous y reviendrons.

Pour comprendre le sens de ce passage, le lecteur doit interroger
les autres passages qui concernent les arbres du paradis. Un premier,
malheureusement treés lacuneux (71,22—72,1), établit dans le paradis

5 Curieusement, Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures, 345, ne traduit pas larticle possessif
dans la deuxiéme occurrence de l'expression Meyspoes en 73,14.

¢ La traduction allemande ne peut évidlemment rendre cette nuance « Und: Es hing
sein Same an dem, was er gepflanzt hatte. Sein Same war Jesus; die Pflanzung aber war
das Kreuz. » Schenke, Das Philippus-Evangelium, 57.

7 «Jesus hier als die samentréchtige Frucht des Kreuzenbaumes gesehen ist (und dieser
seinerseits als eine Entsprechung zum Lebensbaum von Gottes Paradies...). » Schenke,
Das Philippus-Evangelium, 437.

® Einar Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed: The Church of the ‘Valentinians’ (NHMS 60; Leiden:
Brill, 2006), 91; il ajoute en note que cela a été bien vu par H.-M. Schenke (Philippus-
Evangelium, 211-12), mais s'il est vrai que Schenke, dans cette portion de son commentaire
qui porte sur le texte de 55,23—27, admet que Joseph est le pére terrestre de Jésus, cela ne
s'applique manifestement pas a son commentaire de notre passage.
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I'existence de deux arbres antinomiques, I'un qui produit des animaux,
l'autre qui produit des hommes (71,22—26):

Deux arbres poussent dans le jardin (napaaeicoc): I'un produit des ani-
maux, I'autre produit des hommes. Adam mangea de 'arbre qui produit des
animaux ; il devint animal et engendra des animaux.

A cette distinction qui oppose les deux arbres du jardin, I'arbre de la vie
et 'arbre de la connaissance dont Adam a mangé le fruit, un second pas-
sage superpose une autre distinction entre deux arbres, une arbre «la»
et un arbre «ici », mais cette fois ce sont deux arbres de la connaissance :
un premier arbre de la connaissance, celui du paradis, a procuré la mort
a Adam et est identifié a la Loi; un autre arbre de la connaissance, celui
d’ici, au contraire, vivifie 'Thomme (74,2-12)°:

Cest la que se trouve I'arbre de la connaissance. Celui-1a a tué Adam, ici au
contraire, I'arbre de la connaissance a vivifié ’Thomme. La Loi, c’était I'arbre.
Elle a la propriété de donner la connaissance du bien et du mal. Elle n’a pu
ni arracher (Adam) au mal ni I'établir dans le bien, mais elle fit la mort de
ceux qui en mangerent, car lorsqu'on a dit: « Mange ceci et ne mange pas
cela », ce fut le commencement de la mort.

L'Evangile selon Philippe maintient donc la distinction entre les deux arbres
du paradis, 'arbre de la vie, associé a I'olivier qui produit le chréme source
de résurrection d'une part et d’autre part, I'arbre de la connaissance, asso-
cié a 'animalité et a la mort, identifié a la Loi. Il oppose ensuite a cet arbre
de la connaissance de ce temps-la, source de mort, un autre arbre de la
connaissance, de ce temps-ci, source de vie. Voila le lecteur confronté a
trois arbres auxquels il faut ajouter I'arbre de la croix planté par Joseph.
Ou se situe donc ce dernier dans cet ensemble? Faut-il 'identifier a 'arbre
de la vie du paradis comme le pense Schenke et a I'arbre de la connais-
sance de ce temps-ci, dispensateur de vie ? Ou faut-il I'identifier a 'arbre
de la connaissance du paradis, source de mort ? Ce Jésus crucifié, semence
de Joseph, est-il fruit de I'arbre de vie ou de I'arbre de la connaissance ?
Est-il du coté de la vie ou de mort, de 'animalité et de la Loi ?

Pour répondre a cette série de questions, pour résoudre cette énigme,
le texte fournit au lecteur, nous l'avons vu, un maigre indice grammatical

9 Voir le commentaire de Schenke, Philippus-Evangelium, 444.

© L’association de I'arbre de la vie a l'olivier, par proximité ou autrement, est tradition-
nelle ; voir par exemple, par proximité, II Hénoch 8,4, et aussi la Vie grecque d’Adam et Eve
9,3. Peu importe ici que le texte veuille identifier I'arbre de vie a I'olivier ou seulement les
associer par proximité ; voir la discussion de Schenke, Philippus-Evangelium, 439.
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par la conjonction aX\a utilisée en 73,15, qui semble marquer une oppo-
sition entre I'arbre de la croix planté par Joseph et I'arbre de la vie dont
provient le chréme, source de la résurrection. Bien que la nature de ce
rapport d’opposition ne soit pas précisée, il semble bien opérer une dis-
jonction entre l'arbre de la croix auquel est suspendu Jésus, semence de
Joseph, et I'arbre de la vie du temps des origines. Mais si le sens premier
de la conjonction &Md, qui remonte vraisemblablement au texte grec
original, est clairement de marquer l'altérité, la diversité, le contraste, elle
peut revétir toutes les nuances, du plus fort au plus léger et peut porter
sur différents aspects”. Oppose-t-on ici I'arbre de la croix a I'arbre de la vie
sous le rapport de la vie et de la mort ? Ou sous le rapport de ce temps-la
et de ce temps-ci ?

L’énigme est d’autant plus obscure que si les propriétés des trois autres
arbres sont tres clairement exposées, et leur valeur positive ou négative
par elles signifiée, le texte demeure muet sur celles de I'arbre de la croix
et de la semence qui lui est suspendue, qui gardent toute leur ambiguité.
On peut figurer le systeme des arbres de la maniére suivante :

Temps des origines (-) (+)
Arbre de la connaissance Arbre de la vie
«a tué Adam » (74,3) olivier (73,17)
Loi (74,5) chréme (73,17)
mort (74,9) résurrection
(73, 18-19)
Temps de la fin (+) (7
Arbre de la connaissance Arbre de la croix
vivifie 'homme (74,4) semence de Joseph
(7313-15)

Dans ce tableau, qu'il faut reconstituer a partir d’éléments épars dans le
texte, quelle valeur faut-il donner a I'arbre de la croix planté par Joseph ?
Faut-il 'associer a la vie et I'assimiler a I'arbre de la vie du paradis et a
'arbre de la connaissance du temps de la fin? Ou a 'animalité, a la Loi et
a la mort et I'assimiler a I'arbre de la connaissance du temps des origines ?
Ce Jésus crucifié est-il source de vie ou de mort ? Le texte laisse au lecteur
le soin de répondre a ces questions.

1 J. D. Denniston, The Greek Particles (2™ éd.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954), 1.
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Tournons-nous maintenant du c6té de Joseph le charpentier, dont c’est
la seule apparition dans tout le corpus de Nag Hammadi.

L'énigmatique Joseph

Le début de la péricope, «Joseph le charpentier planta un jardin », on I'a
vu, fait allusion a Gn 2,8 LXX égitevaev. .. mapddetgov. Il ne s’agit pas d’'un
simple parallele textuel, mais d'une allusion, c’est-a-dire un procédé litté-
raire ayant une fonction dans le texte, celle d’évoquer dans l'esprit du lec-
teur un autre texte éventuellement connu de lui, en 'occurrence Gn 2,8.
Le procédé allusif est d’autant plus évident que non seulement toute la
suite du texte jusqu'en 74,12 développe un enseignement basé sur le récit
du paradis, mais elle reprend méme le texte exact de Gn 2,8: « D[ieu pl]
anta u[n jar]din... » (arm[oyTe T]wse No[ymapalaeicoc 73,27—28), qui
est une citation implicite de Gn 2,8 LXX 6 Oedg épitevaev mapddelgov.

Cette allusion invite le lecteur a associer ou assimiler de quelque fagon
Joseph au dieu créateur mis en scene dans la Genése®. Du coup, ce passage
devient porteur d'un message dépassant le récit tragique, allant au-dela
du sens apparent. Toutefois, si I'allusion est certaine, sa portée demeure
indéterminée ; elle ouvre au lecteur un horizon d’interprétation dont les
limites seront fixées non par le texte lui-méme, qui demeure vague, mais
par le bagage cognitif dont le lecteur dispose. Comme I'eunuque de la reine
Candace (Ac 8,26—35), le lecteur aura besoin d’'un herméneute ou d'une
tradition herméneutique pour comprendre ce qu'il lit.

Lue dans un contexte proto-orthodoxe, a la lumiere de la regle de foi
formulée par Irénée”, cette allusion suggérera un rapport d’analogie entre
la figure de Joseph et le dieu créateur de la Genése, qui sera identique au
pere céleste du Sauveur. Nonobstant la conjonction ax\a utilisée en 73,15,
le lecteur pourra sans doute voir dans la semence de Joseph pendue au
bois de la croix le fruit de 'arbre de la vie, source de résurrection.

Toutefois, I'Evangile selon Philippe enseigne que le Seigneur avait deux

peres (55,34-36) :

= 1l ne faut pas ici sous-estimer I'importance des allusions scripturaires dans la litté-
rature chrétienne ancienne en général et la littérature dite gnostique en particulier ; voir
a ce sujet, Louis Painchaud, « The Use of Scripture in Gnostic Literature », JECS 4 (1996):
129-47.

3 Voir par exemple Contre les hérésies 1 10,1.

“ Comme le comprend Schenke, Das Philippus-Evangelium, 437-39.
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Et le Seigneur n’[aurait] pas dit: « Mon Pere qui es aux cieux...» a moins
qu'il n’ait eu un autre pére, mais il aurait simplement dit [« Mon pére »].

Pour peu qu'on insiste non plus sur l'analogie entre ces deux péres
mais sur leur différence, un lecteur adhérant a une christologie plus ou
moins docete, ou dualiste, comprendra alors que celui qui est crucifié est
la descendance terrestre de ce peére terrestre et non le Seigneur fils du
Pere céleste®. Il verra dans notre passage un enseignement portant sur la
nature du crucifié, lequel serait du coté des réalités terrestres et non du
coté des réalités célestes®.

Lue dans un contexte valentinien enfin, I'allusion au texte de Gn 2,8
suggérera plutdt un rapport d’analogie non pas entre Joseph et le pére
céleste du Seigneur, mais entre Joseph et le démiurge, le créateur de son
corps matériel, et indiquera par conséquent que ce qui sera pendu au bois
de la croix n’est que le corps matériel de Jésus créé par le démiurge.

Le lecteur ignorant du texte de la Genese ou incapable de déchiffrer
l'allusion et d’aller au-dela de la surface du texte ne verra dans ce passage
qu'une histoire a la fois merveilleuse et tragique un récit se référant a
Joseph, le pére terrestre de Jésus et a l'histoire terrestre de ce dernier telle
que racontée dans les évangiles canoniques. Jésus, le fils du charpentier, est
cloué sur une croix que son peére lui-méme a fabriquée. Le lecteur « gnos-
tique », et je donne a ce mot le sens que lui donne Clément d’Alexandrie,
c'est-a-dire celui qui est capable d’aller au-dela du sens apparent, qu'il
soit proto-orthodoxe, docéte ou valentinien, y trouvera un enseignement
caché. Toutefois, ce sens caché vers lequel I'ameéne le jeu des allusions
demeurera voilé et prendra une coloration différente selon la «regle de
foi» ou la tradition herméneutique a laquelle ce lecteur adhérera.

*

Einar Thomassen a proposé de ce passage une lecture qui identifie Joseph
au démiurge valentinien, en s’appuyant sur une autre base que le procédé
littéraire de I'allusion mis en ceuvre ici". Cette lecture va de soi dans un

' Majella Franzmann, Jesus in the Nag Hammadi Writings (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996),
49 and notes 4 and 5.

' Pour Catherine Trautmann, Joseph et l'arbre qu'il a planté sont du c6té de la mort;
voir « La parenté dans 'Evangile selon Philippe », dans Colloque international sur les textes
de Nag Hammadi (Québec, 22—25 aotit 1978) (éd. Bernard Barc ; BCNH.E 1; Québec : Presses
de I'Université Laval/Louvain : Editions Peeters, 1981), 27.

7 Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed, 9o—91, propose de voir dans le « bois » ()€) une repré-
sentation de la matiére (e <* $An) et considére sur cette base que I'Evangile selon Philippe
interpreéte Joseph le charpentier (meamaye, littéralement I'artisan-du-bois), le pére terrestre
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milieu valentinien et, dans la mesure ot 'on admet que I'Evangile selon
Philippe est de facture valentinienne, il y a tout lieu de croire qu’elle n’est
pas seulement une lecture possible parmi d’autres, mais celle a laquelle
le texte est censé conduire.

Se référant a la thése de doctorat de Hugo Lundhaug avec laquelle elle
s'accorde sur ce point, Minna Heimola préfére voir dans Joseph simple-
ment Joseph et précise qu'il n’est pas nécessaire d'interpréter Joseph dans
I'Evangile selon Philippe comme le démiurge valentinien. Une telle lec-
ture de ce passage s’en tient au sens apparent et ignore le mode d’écriture
qui s'y déploie, fait d’'un entrelacs d’allusions au texte de la Genése et de
renvois & d’autres passages de I'Evangile selon Philippe ol sont démem-
brées et dispersées les parcelles voilées d’une vérité, qu'il appartient au
lecteur de réunir.

Ce mode d’écriture n’est pas inconnu par ailleurs, Clément d’Alexandrie
dans ses Stromates en use largement. Il releve d'un mode de communica-
tion ésotérique propre a masquer la vérité au simple et a la révéler au vrai
gnostique. Comme les Stromates, I'Evangile selon Philippe” :

contient la vérité, mais a I'état dispersé, répandue comme des semences
pour échapper a ceux qui picorent comme des geais. Mais si elle rencontre
un bon cultivateur, chaque grain germera, et I'épi se montrera chargé de
froment.

A cet égard, I'Evangile selon Philippe ne différe en rien de 'Evangile selon
Thomas. J'aimerais citer ici de Stephen Patterson une phrase qui s’applique
parfaitement a I'Evangile selon Philippe* :

de Jésus, comme le type du démiurge, créateur du monde matériel ; il y a certainement la
un élément supplémentaire a ajouter au tissu d'indices que le texte donne a interpréter.

 Minna Heimola, « Christianity and Christian Identity in the Gospel of Philip (NHC
I,3) » (Thése de doctorat, Université d'Helsinki, 2010), 29; cf. Hugo Lundhaug, « There is
Rebirth and Image of Rebirth. A Cognitive Poetic Analysis of Conceptual and Intertextual
Blending in the Exegesis on the Soul (NH IL,6) and the Gospel of Philip (NH II,3) » (These
de doctorat, Université de Bergen, 2007), 355. Toutefois, Hugo Lundhaug ne maintient pas
cette position dans la version publiée de sa these, Images of Rebirth: Cognitive Poetics and
Transformational Soteriology in the Gospel of Philip and the Exegesis on the Soul (NHMS 73;
Leiden: Brill, 2010), ou la discussion de ce passage a été supprimée.

¥ Clément d’Alexandrie, Stromate I 12,56,3 (Claude Mondésert et Marcel Caster, éds.,
Clément d’Alexandrie : Les Stromates, Stromate I [SC 1; Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1951], 89—-90) ;
voir Guy G. Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom: Esoteric Traditions and the Roots of Christian Mysti-
cism (2 éd.; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 115.

> Stephen ]. Patterson, « The Gospel of Thomas and Historical Jesus Research », dans
Coptica-Gnostica-Manichaica : Mélanges offerts a Wolf-Peter Funk (éd. Louis Painchaud
et Paul-Hubert Poirier; BCNH.E 7; Québec: Les Presses de I'Université Laval/Louvain:
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Thomas, interestingly, operates on a heuristic model that might be regarded
as thoroughly post-modern : the real meaning of the text resides not in the
text itself, but in the reader, the seeker after wisdom and insight.

Ainsi, la rédaction voilée de I’Evangile selon Philippe”, comme celle de
I’Evangile selon Thomas, transforme la lecture du texte en un véritable
exercice spirituel menant a l'illumination, comme le décrit le logion 2 de
I'Evangile selon Thomas (NHC 11 32,14-19) :

Jésus a dit: « Que celui qui cherche continue de chercher jusqua ce qu'il
trouve. Lorsqu'il aura trouvé, il sera troublé; et lorsqu'il sera troublé, il sera
émerveillé et il régnera sur l'univers ».

Dans V'Evangile selon Philippe comme chez Clément, I'importance de
'ésotérisme chrétien se révele a I'historien par le style méme ou le mode
d’écriture qui prétend mimer celui qui est attribué a 'Ecriture®. En effet,
le texte de 'Evangile selon Philippe, comme les Ecritures, comme aussi
I'Evangile selon Thomas, V'Evangile de Judas et bien d’autres textes chré-
tiens des premiers siécles comporte un aspect ésotérique exigeant la mise
en ceuvre de stratégies interprétatives qui vont au-dela de la surface du
texte, ce qui n'en fait nullement une aberration au sein du christianisme
des premiers siecles, bien au contraire. « Parlant sans en avoir I'air, mon-
trant sous le voile, signifiant sans mot dire »%, I'Evangile selon Philippe
propose a son lecteur un véritable exercice spirituel qui 'amenera a se
découvrir comme «gnostique capable de saisir et de mettre en lumiére
les paroles dites par I'Esprit sous un expression voilée »*. Je reprends ici
les mots de Guy Stroumsa, ce texte « comporte de nombreuses chambres
fermées dont il appartient au lecteur de trouver les clés »* ; c’est en faisant
jouer ces clés qu'il aura le sentiment de sa propre illumination et peu
importe, finalement, que ces clés aient été ou non voulues par l'auteur,
car la norme de la vérité est du coté de 'herméneute, comme l'enseigne

Editions Peeters, 2006), 680. Je remercie André Gagné de m’avoir rappelé ces lignes de
Stephen Patterson.

? Au sujet de Pécriture «voilée» de 'Evangile selon Philippe, voir Louis Painchaud,
«La composition de ’Evangile selon Philippe (NH 11,3) : une analyse rhétorique », dans SBL
Seminar Papers, 1996 (SBLSP 35 ; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), 35-66.

> Alain Le Boulluec, éd., Clément d’Alexandrie: Les Stromates, Stromate V (SC 278; Paris :
Editions du Cerf, 1981), 19—20.

» Clément d’Alexandrie, Stromate 11,151 (Mondésert et Caster, Les Stromates, 54).

* Clément d’Alexandrie, Stromate VI us,5 (Patrick Descourtieux, éd. Clément
d’Alexandrie : Les Stromates, Stromate VI [SC 428; Paris : Editions du Cerf, 1999], 292-93) ;
voir Painchaud, « La composition », 60—-65.

» Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom, 108.
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le livre des Actes en mettant en scene I'eunuque de la reine Candace et
I'apdtre Philippe.

Non seulement cet ésotérisme chrétien ne nait pas de la simple néces-
sité imposée par la clandestinité comme l'aurait voulu Batiffol*® ni n’est
I'apanage de conventicules gnostiques marginaux, mais il est au cceur de
I'expérience chrétienne des premiers siecles. Toujours il faut déchirer le
voile du Temple pour « pénétrer le secret de la vérité » (EvPhil 85,1-13),
«rompre le pain de la parole » pour en découvrir le mystere.

Ainsi donc, comme l'apdtre Philippe s'était fait 'herméneute du
prophéte Isaie pour I'eunuque de la reine Candace, par le jeu des allusions
il montre au lecteur de 'Evangile selon Philippe le chemin de la vérité,
mais sans complétement soulever le voile qui la recouvre.
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INVOCATION ET GLORIFICATION DU NOM DIVIN DANS LE LIVRE
SACRE DU GRAND ESPRIT INVISIBLE OU EVANGILE EGYPTIEN
(NHC 11L,2; NHC IV,2)

ANNE PASQUIER
Université Laval

Pour mon collégue Einar Thomassen qui, a travers ses travaux sur I'Evan-
gile de la Vérité, s'est intéressé a la question du nom divin, voici quelques
réflexions sur le nom seigneurial révélé par le Verbe, Parole efficace qui
fait ce qu'elle dit, en produisant la présence du Pére’. J'ai choisi, pour met-
tre en lumiére ce théme, un autre texte de la Bibliotheque copte de Nag
Hammadi, dont le contexte est liturgique, ol est présenté un enseigne-
ment sur le nom de Dieu qui n’est peut-étre pas si éloigné de celui de
Marc le Mage. Langage et réalité étant intrinséquement liés, un initié met
en acte le rituel et incarne en lui-méme le processus de transformation.

Le Livre sacré du grand Esprit invisible figure en second dans les codex
IIT et IV de la Bibliotheque copte de Nag Hammadi (NHC III 40,12—69,20
et IV 50,1-81,2). Ce titre apparait dans le codex III, a la fin du colophon,
suivi d'un « Amen », le scribe I'ayant répété immédiatement apres et enca-
dré de traits décoratifs®. Cependant au début du méme colophon dans
le codex III, il est désigné aussi comme un «Evangile égyptien ». Etant
donné ses liens avec I'hermétisme ainsi qu'avec certains papyrus magi-
ques gréco-égyptiens, on peut penser que son origine est I'Egypte. Il est
daté du second ou du troisieme siécle par A. Bolig et F. Wisse, les éditeurs
du texte dans la collection The Coptic Gnostic Library?.

Outre un prologue et une section conclusive, il compte trois parties
dont le contexte liturgique et baptismal est évident. La premiére partie,

' Voir Evangile de la Vérité 38,6—41,3 sur le nom seigneurial ou le Fils.

% Ce titre semble bien étre la reprise de l'incipit tres lacuneux dans les deux versions.
Comme la fin manque dans la version du codex IV (de 81,3 a la fin), on ne sait s'il sy
trouvait.

3 Alexander Bolig et Frederik Wisse, éd., Nag Hammadi Codices III, 2 and 1V, 2: The
Gospel of the Egyptians (The Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit) (Leiden: Brill, 1975; repris
dans vol. 2 de The Coptic Gnostic Library; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 38. Voir la discussion sur les
titres, p. 18—23. Sur les liens avec 'hermétisme, Régine Charron, «Livre Sacré du Grand
Esprit invisible (NH 11, 2; IV, 2) », dans Ecrits gnostiques : La Bibliothéque de Nag Hammad
(éd. Jean-Pierre Mahé et Paul-Hubert Poirier; BP 538; Paris: Gallimard, 2007), 516-17.
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qui se conclut par un « Amen », consiste en une vision du monde supé-
rieur en lequel se révele la lumiere ou le Logos jailli du sein du Pere
du silence ou du monde inengendré (NHC III 41,7-55,16; IV 50,23-67,1).
A partir de ce mouvement, qui en est un d’autogénération, se produit
une incarnation spirituelle: le texte décrit ensuite I'union du Verbe et
de 'Homme (anthrépos), pour former un Logos humain. Il ne s’agit pas
ici de la chair mortelle revétue par le Sauveur, mais de sa manifestation
comme Homme céleste dont chaque baptisé porte en lui-méme I'image
ou la puissance lumineuse. C'est Adamas, la forme archétype de 'Homme
spirituel, 'auteur interprétant ainsi le prologue johannique: « Car (c’est)
(lui) Adamas, la lumiere qui illumine... celui par qui tout est arrivé, celui
pour qui toute chose existe, celui sans qui rien ne s’est produit » (NHC III
49,8-12; IV 61,8-14)*. Comme Philon, I'Evanglle égyptien identifie 'Homme
archétype et le Logos®. Cependant, dans ce dernier, 'Homme céleste, dont
Seth est la manifestation, revét Jésus le vivant au baptéme afin de se mani-
fester dans notre monde. La seconde partie relate 'apparition du monde,
qualifié d’engendré, et la venue du salut par l'institution d’un rite baptis-
mal de régénération (NHC III 55,16-66,8; IV 67,2—78,10).

Dans la troisiéme partie est décrit un rituel baptismal marqué par un
changement de pronoms (NHC III 66,8—68,1; IV 78,10-80,15). De la troisiéme
personne utilisée jusque la, le récit passe a la premiére et a la seconde:
un narrateur, s'exprimant en «je », vit en tant qu'initié une expérience
de régénération par le baptéme et invoque directement Dieu. Bien que la
révélation se déroule de haut en bas, les deux premiéres parties servant
de préparation a l'initiation proprement dite, pour I'initié le chemin est
inverse : au cours du baptéme, il est formé a I'image de 'Homme arché-
type et contemple le monde céleste du commencement.

Au cours de cette mystagogie, le nom divin est directement invoqué par
lui (NHC III 66,8-22; IV 78,10-79,3). Or ce nom est le tétragramme divin,
YHWH, qui sera transcrit par « kurios » dans les manuscrits des Septante
puis dans le Nouveau Testament. Dans le Livre sacré, le tétragramme n’est
pas remplacé par le terme kurios, mais il est invoqué tel quel, en étant
transcrit en lettres grecques : soit sous la forme I E O U E, la diphtongue
OU comptant sans doute pour une seule lettre du tétragramme, soit a
l'aide des sept voyelles, c’est-a-dire IEEOUOA, chaque lettre étant répétée
soit quatre, soit vingt-deux fois.

+ Dans cet article, je reprends la traduction donnée par Charron, «Livre sacré»,
523-70.
5 Conf. 146. Dans les deux cas, il s'agit d'une interprétation spirituelle de Gn 1,26-27.
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Un tel usage du nom divin fait surgir a 'esprit plusieurs questions aux-
quelles, bien entendu, cet article n’est pas en mesure de répondre com-
pléetement. D’abord, 'Evangile égyptien s’appuie-t-il sur les Septante et si
oui, a-t-il trouvé tel quel le tétragramme, et non son équivalent en grec:
kurios ? Ensuite se pose la question de I'invocation du nom, que 'on évite
de prononcer dans le monde judéen, du moins hors d’'une enceinte sacrée.
Enfin, qu'en est-il de la vocalisation de ce nom, dans la mesure ou dans
I'Evangile égyptien il semble bien étre prononcé tel quel ? Avant de sug-
gérer quelques éléments de réponse, examinons les passages ou le nom
divin apparait, c’est-a-dire le début de la premiere partie, ot ce grand nom
est énoncé avec la révélation du Logos, puis la troisieme, ou il est donné
a l'initié lors du rituel baptismal.

La vision du monde supérieur (NHC III 41,7 ?; IV 50,23-59,27)°

Le texte raconte un enfantement dans I'éternité, un autoenfantement. Hors
«du silence vivant » ou du sein du Pere incorruptible, jaillit la lumiere
«de la parole de vérité » (NHC III 40,18-19; IV 50,9-10). Autogéne ou
engendrée d’elle-méme, cette lumiére se manifeste a la fois comme Pere,
Mere et Fils, la meére étant identifiée a 'Esprit. C'est ainsi que se révele le
Logos ou le Verbe: «le Fils du silence du silence... fit sortir du sein (de
la mere) les sept puissances de la grande [lu]miére, les sept voyelles, et le
Verbe est leur plénitude » (NHC III 42,22—43,4). Le Logos, représentant la
plénitude des sept voyelles, est identique au Nom divin.

L’enfantement se produit selon un double mouvement correspondant
a un état féminin et a un état masculin du Logos. Le Logos est un Dieu
matriciel qui s'enfante a partir de I'Esprit qui est a lui, et cet Esprit est
décrit comme Vierge male’. Le theme de la virginité male symbolise un
engendrement incorruptible, grace a I'Esprit. Et grace a 'Esprit recu au
baptéme, l'initié se convertira de la génération mortelle a la génération
incorruptible®.

¢ 1l manque les pages 45 a 48 dans la version du codex III.

7 Pour le théme du Logos issu du silence, voir Ignace d’Antioche, Magn. 8,2. Dans cette
triade, Pére, meére et fils sont décrits comme trois ogdoades, le nombre 888 correspon-
dant aux différentes lettres du nom Iésous, selon Marc le Mage (Irénée de Lyon, Contre
les hérésies 1, 15,2).

& Sur ce théme, Marie-Joseph Pierre, « La vierge prédicante de la 33e Ode de Salomon »,
dans De la Conversion (éd. Jean-Christophe Attias ; Patrimoine. Religions du Livre ; Paris:
Editions du Cerf, 1997), 278-79.
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La conception d'un autoenfantement du Logos est répandue au début
du christianisme : I'ildée que le preuma en Lc 1,35 n'est autre que le Sauveur
lui-méme se retrouve dans le Protévangile de Jacques, I'Epitre des Apétres,
chez Origéne, Tertullien, Lactance et Marius Victorinus®. Il s'agit d’'une
trinité de fonction, selon une christologie pneumatologique. Or dans
I'Evangile égyptien, ce qui est raconté est la génération intemporelle du
Fils ou du Logos, qui est le modele de la génération temporelle. Ou plutot,
le modele céleste du baptéme de Jésus. Dans le Nouveau Testament, la
triade Pere, Esprit, Fils n’apparait dans cet ordre que lors du baptéme de
Jésus (Mt 3,16-17; Mc 1,9-11; Lc 3,21—22). Dans le Livre Sacré, le Logos est
aussi appelé I'enfant trois fois male, sans doute parce qu'il est Pére, Mére
ou vierge méle, et Fils de lui-méme.

Le texte révele l'existence d'un espace céleste ou d’'un éon appelé
Domédon, Doxomédon. Les noms attribués a ce lieu évoquent I'image
d’'une demeure (en grec domos), celle de seigneurie (« adén », le maitre
ou le seigneur) et expriment la gloire, la doxa, qui le remplit. L'éon repré-
sente la plénitude infinie de la puissance divine du Logos ou I'ensemble
du pléréme en lequel se manifeste le Nom.

Le Livre sacré présente alors aux yeux du lecteur mais aussi de I'initié
une vision mystique du trone divin entouré d’'une multitude de puissances,
de gloires et d'incorruptibilités qui chantent la gloire divine. Une vision
de Dieu sous une forme humaine, celle de I'enfant, identifié au Christ ou
a Seth, assis sur «le trone de sa gloire » : le lieu divin est celui « dans [le]
quel 'Enfant [triple-méa]le [se] repose, et [en] lui fut établi le trone de sa
[gloire], sur [lequel] son nom caché est [inscrit] » (NHC III 43,15—20 = IV
53,13-19). Il est précisé en outre que le nom est inscrit «sur la tablette »
(en grec mo&og). L'utilisation de l'article défini sans autre précision montre
que les destinataires anciens identifiaient parfaitement cette tablette ou
cette plaque®.

9 Cf. Bogdan Gabriel Bucur, Angelomorphic Pneumatology: Clement of Alexandria and
Other Early Christian Witnesses (VCSup 95; Leiden: Brill, 2009), 145; Alois Grillmeier, Christ
in Christian Tradition (2 éd.; Atlanta: John Knox, 1975), 198—99; Raniero Cantalamessa, « La
primitiva esegesi cristologica di ‘Romani’ I, 3—4 e ‘Luca’ I, 35 », RSLR 2 (1966) : 75—76. Pour
la triade Peére, meére, fils dans un cadre baptismal, Daniel Vigne, Christ au Jourdain : Le bap-
téme de Jésus dans la tradition judéo-chrétienne (EBib (n.s.) 16; Paris: J. Gabalda, 1992).

© Ce qui n'est pas le cas du lecteur moderne. Le mot &0 désigne a l'origine une
tablette de buis destinée a I'écriture. Puis il en vint a désigner plus largement toute sur-
face d’écriture. C'est ainsi qu'il est utilisé dans les LXX pour désigner les tables de la Loi
(Ex 24,12 hapax). Est-ce une allusion au nom divin sur la premiére table ? Dans I'Ogdoade
et 'Ennéade (NHC VI 62,13-14), il est demandé au disciple d’écrire le nom divin sur la
table de pierre couleur saphir: selon Jean-Pierre Mahé, Ecrits gnostiques, 969 cette table
est comparable au piédestal divin dans la théophanie de Moise en Ex 24,9. Selon Philon
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Le texte introduit au mystere du trone divin (Ma'aseh merkaba), a
une contemplation visionnaire ou une époptie, a la connaissance la plus
haute qu'un humain peut atteindre. L'expression Ma’'aseh merkaba dési-
gne le premier chapitre d’Ezéchiel qui fit I'objet de spéculations dans le
judaisme. Son objet est une mystique du tréne ou Dieu est reconnu et
adoré comme roi.

Outre £z 1,26, ol est évoquée sur le trone une forme a la ressemblance
d’'un homme, d’autres textes bibliques sont convoqués dans ce passage
du Livre sacré. Le terme copte «alou» correspond au grec «pais» qui
est un titre messianique fréquemment attribué au Christ par les auteurs
chrétiens. Il renvoie au chapitre d’Esaie sur le «serviteur souffrant » (Es
52,13-53,12), ou le serviteur est appelé o pais mou dans la Septante (Es
52,13), ainsi qu'a Es 9,5 qui évoque lenfant destiné a sauver le tréne de
David. Ou encore aux Psaumes, pour le théme de I'enfant appelé le Christ,
car il a été oint par 'Esprit invisible (NHC III 44,22—24; IV 55,12—14). Dans
le Ps 44,7-8, le messie royal est investi par une onction d’huile : « O Dieu,
ton tréne est éternel. .. aussi Dieu, ton Dieu, t'a oint d'une huile de joie »
(aussi Ps 131,11)" Ces textes sont au cceur de 'exégése messianique chré-
tienne. Toutefois, dans 'Evangile égyptien, les versets bibliques ne sont
pas cités mais sont proposés a la contemplation.

Le motif de '« enfant » est particulierement approprié dans un texte
baptismal ol est mise en lumiére une nouvelle naissance. La descente et la
remontée en gloire sont ce qui permet au Fils de répandre I'Esprit maternel,
la vierge male, appelée cette fois Youel. Dans un texte mystique, les chan-
gements de nom sont courants et indiquent un changement de fonction.
Grace a 'Esprit, se manifeste «I'enfant de 'enfant » nommé « Eséphech »,
a partir du Fils* Cet enfant, qui est décrit comme celui « qui possede la
gloire et la couronne de sa gloire » (NHC III 62,6-8; IV 73,17-19 et 59,24~
26), recoit aussi le Nom divin (NHC III 66,11—12; IV 78,14-15). Il représente
sans doute 'Homme spirituel, a I'image du Logos ou du Fils. L’enfant de

d’Alexandrie (Mos 11, 132) et la Lettre d’Aristée 98, sur le turban du grand prétre se trouve
la lame d’or sur laquelle le nom de Dieu est inscrit en caractéres sacrés. Cette lame est
parfois identifiée 2 une couronne. Selon I'Evangile égyptien, le nom est inscrit sur «lui»,
ce qui peut faire référence soit a 'enfant, soit au trone. En fait, il s’agit peut-étre tout
simplement de la tablette sur laquelle I'initié doit écrire le nom divin, comme en PGM
XIII, 9go—95 et 210-11.

" Cf. La Lettre de Pierre a Philippe du codex VIII, 133,25—26: «dans ton saint enfant
(alou), Jésus-Christ »; Apoc 12,4-5 pour le motif de la naissance d’'un fils male élevé sur
le trone.

* Le fait que le Logos soit autogéne signifie que c’est parce qu'il s’enfante comme Fils,
grice a 'Esprit, qu'il peut ainsi faire venir a I'existence les baptisés, d’ou la désignation
«enfant de I'enfant ».
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I'enfant est ainsi invoqué par l'initié au début du rite baptismal, en tant
que modele pour tout baptisé.

C'est dans le contexte d'une liturgie céleste qu'est révélé le nom divin.
Notons que Youel, selon une étymologie qui est en réalité un enseigne-
ment religieux, signifie Yah est El(ohim), c'est-a-dire YHWH est Dieu.
Youel porte le nom qui sera donné au baptisé. Il est dit que le Verbe qui
sortit du silence, « celui dont le nom (se trouve) dans un symbole [invisi-
ble] », se révele ainsi: TE O U E A O. Chacune des 7 voyelles est répétée 22
fois, ce qui représente le nombre des lettres de I'alphabet hébraique (NHC
III 44,1-9; IV 53,26—54,13). Par ce nom, soit 'auteur a voulu transcrire le
tétragramme par I E O U E, la diphtongue OU comptant pour une seule
lettre, suivi d’alpha et 6mega, soit il s’est servi des sept voyelles pour expri-
mer ce nom comme dans les papyrus magiques (PGM XIII, 39 et 138-39;
XXI, 11-14). Quoi qu'il en soit, en dehors de ce passage, le texte emploie
plusieurs fois les lettres alpha et 6mega pour désigner Dieu. Alors que le
nom révélé dans la premiere partie du texte porte A et (), en celui qui est
donné en conclusion les lettres sont inversées, Q et A, pour signifier un
retour au commencement’.

Le rituel baptismal (IIl 66,8—68,1; IV 78,10-80,15)

Comme on l'a dit, le theme du baptéme est présent tout au long de I'écrit.
A trois reprises, le monde a été détruit et régénéré. Il 'a d’abord été de
maniére préfigurative par 'eau, lors du déluge, et par le feu, lors de I'épi-
sode de Sodome et Gomorrhe. Puis cette régénération fut accomplie par le
baptéme du Sauveur au moyen d'un corps né du Logos, un corps logogéne,
par I'entremise de la Vierge. Jésus le vivant, qu’a revétu le sauveur céleste,
Seth ou le Christ, est celui qui a cloué les puissances inférieures pour que
soient engendrés les saints au moyen de I'Esprit (NHC III 63,4-66,8; IV
74,17—-78,10) : épiclése, renonciation au monde, bain dans I'eau vivante,
onction, sceau, illumination, époptie et transformation, par la réception
d'une forme et du nom, caractérisent le baptéme.

Voici quelques extraits de ce rituel final qu'il n’est pas possible de
décrire de maniere exhaustive dans le cadre de cet article. Il débute par
une invocation et une glorification du nom divin, aién o on, IEEOUOA,

8 Selon Marc le Mage, les lettres alpha et Omega (= 801) désignent la colombe ou I'Esprit
qui descend au baptéme, le mot grec peristera correspondant a ces valeurs numériques
(Irénée de Lyon, Contre les hérésies 1, 15,1).
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chaque lettre étant répétée quatre fois (NHC III 66,12—14; IV 78,16-18).
Puis I'initié le glorifie ainsi: « Ce grand nom qui est tien est sur moi, (toi),
I'’Autogene sans déficience, (toi) qui n’es pas en dehors de moi. Je te vois,
toi l'invisible aux yeux de tous. Qui, en effet, pourrait te comprendre dans
une autre langue ? » (NHC III 66,22—27; IV 79,3—12)*.

Soulignant le fait que le nom ne peut étre traduit ou exprimé dans
une autre langue, le rituel présente une série de modulations du nom de
Celui qui est (Ex 3,14), EI, AAAA, 0000, cest-a-dire 1A, et celui qui est
alpha et oméga. Le Sauveur est aussi invoqué sous la forme abrégée IE et
par IEUS EO OU EO OUA (NHC TII 66,8—-9). Dans cette christologie du
nom, le nom de Jésus est intégré dans le grand nom divin, celui de YHWH
(IEOUOA).

Apres l'invocation du nom, l'initié exprime ainsi sa transformation: «Je
t'ai connu, je me suis mélé a 'immuable, je me suis armé d’une armure de
lumiére, je suis devenu lumiere. Car la Mére était dans ce lieu-13, a cause de
la beauté immense de la grace. C'est pourquoi j'ai tendu mes deux mains,
j'ai pris forme dans le cercle de la richesse de la lumiere: elle est dans mon
sein, elle donne forme a la multitude d’engendrés, dans la lumiére irrépro-
chable....» (NHC III 67,1—12; IV 79,13—22)

Le geste d’extension des mains se retrouve dans la liturgie baptismale
chrétienne, par exemple dans le De baptismo 20 de Tertullien et dans le
Traité sans titre du codex Bruce, ou il est dit que I'extension des mains est
la manifestation de la croix’s. Le motif de la grace, sous un mode féminin
kénotique, coincide avec la venue en ce monde de la Mére ou de I'Esprit.
Dans quelques textes chrétiens anciens, la descente de la grace en ce
monde rejoint la thématique et le vocabulaire de la descente du Christ
aux enfers, la remontée en gloire étant exprimée sous un mode masculin®.
Le rituel suscite une déification du visionnaire qui voit en lui la lumieére,
en contemplant la sphere du monde céleste, et participe a la liturgie angé-
lique lors de laquelle le nom est invoqué.

En conclusion, le parfum est associé¢ au nom divin par l'initié: « O Fils. ...
(toi) qui éveille 'Homme en lequel tu vas me purifier, immergé dans ta vie,
selon ton nom impérissable. C'est pourquoi le parfum de la vie est en moi,

“ Pour la derniére phrase (« Qui, en effet, pourrait te saisir dans une autre langue ? »),
j'ai transformé la traduction donnée par Charron, « Livre sacré », 547.

5 Cf. Carl Schmidt and Violet MacDermot, The Books of Jeu and the Untitled Text in the
Bruce Codex (CGL 13; Leiden: Brill, 1978), 227, 1. 14-15.

® Pour les Odes de Salomon, voir Pierre, «La vierge prédicante de la 33e Ode de
Salomon », 267-68n15.
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je I'ai mélangé a de l'eau...» (NHC III 67,19—24; IV 80,5-11)". Le théme
de la bonne odeur est lié au nom dans la Bible: selon le Cantique des
cantiques 1,3, « Ton nom est comme une huile parfumée qu’'on répand ».
Il existe en effet un jeu de mots en hébreu entre I'expression « ton nom »
(sheméka) et « tes huiles parfumées » (schemanéka), le nom de Dieu étant
comparable a un encens®. Le parfum de la bonne odeur, dont est oint
l'initié lors du le baptéme, correspond a I'Esprit®.

Une mystique du langage : vocalisation et invocation du nom

Le contexte liturgique permet-il de comprendre la transcription du nom
divin a partir de la langue originale ? Si oui, I'Evangile égyptien s'appuie-t-il
sur les Septante et qu'en est-il de la vocalisation de ce nom ?

Selon plusieurs études, les manuscrits anciens des Septante ne présen-
tent pas de substitution du nom, mais le laissent apparaitre en hébreu,
en paléo-hébreu, en araméen ou vocalisé en grec, surtout sous la forme
IAO™. 1l en est de méme dans les versions d’Aquila, de Symmaque et de
Theodotion®. D’apres Marguerite Harl, on « ne sait pas a quelle étape de la
transcription écrite de la version grecque Kiirios a été substitué a la repro-
duction des quatre lettres hébraiques » et ce, «malgré I'apparente suite
chronologique des témoins des deux types (papyrus préchrétiens avec le
tétragramme, manuscrits chrétiens avec kirios et theds) »*.

En réalité la situation n'est pas claire. Selon certains savants, dont
Pietersma, la LXX originelle du Pentateuque avait utilisé kurios a la fois

7 La traduction est de moi.

8 Voir Gérard Gertroux, Un historique du nom divin (Paris : L'Harmattan, 1999), 191.

¥ Voir par exemple Irénée de Lyon, Contre les hérésies 1, 21,3 ou le motif du parfum-
Esprit est associé au nom divin.

* Pour une bibliographie sur cette question, Joseph A. Fitzmyer, «Der semitische
Hintergrund des neutestamentlichen Kyriostitels», dans Jesus Christus in Historie und
Theologie. Neutestamentliche Festschrift fiir Hans Conzelmann zum 6o. Geburtstag (éd.
Georg Strecker ; Tiibingen : Mohr Siebeck, 1975), 267-98; George Howard, « The Tetragram
and the New Testament », /BL 96 (1977): 63-83; Paul E. Kahle, The Cairo Geniza (2 éd;
Oxford: F.A. Praeger, 1959), 222—25; Geoffrey Parke-Taylor, Yahweh: The Divine Name in
the Bible (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier Press, 1975); Colin H. Roberts Manuscripts, Society and
Belief in Early Christian Egypt (Oxford: University Press, 1979), 28—31; W. G. Waddell, « The
Tetragrammaton in the LXX», JTS 45 (1944): 150—61.

* Pour la préservation du tétragramme en certains fragments des Hexaples d’Origéne
ainsi que dans les manuscrits chrétiens des LXX jusqu'au début du second siécle de notre
ére, voir Howard, « The Tetragram and the New Testament », 73-74.

* Marguerite Harl, La Genése (vol. 1 de La Bible d’Alexandrie, LXX ; Paris : Editions du
Cerf, 1986), 51.
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pour Adon (Adénai) et pour le tétragramme. La présence du tétragramme
dans les papyrus préchrétiens résulterait de révisions hébraisantes, au
moment ol de nouveaux immigrés juifs venus en Egypte réagissent contre
I'usage de kurios dans les LXX*. En outre, il n’est pas impossible que cer-
tains manuscrits chrétiens des LXX aient laissé tel quel le tétragramme
pour préserver le caractére sacré du Nom, au moins jusqu'au second sie-
cle de notre ére. Dans cette optique, les chrétiens auraient remplacé le
tétragramme par le mot kurios lorsque le nom divin écrit en caractéres
hébreux en est venu a ne plus étre compris*. Il est donc vraisemblable
que 'Evangile égyptien se soit fondé sur un manuscrit des LXX, judéen ou
méme judéo-chrétien, pour élaborer sa doctrine du nom divin.

Quant a la vocalisation du tétragramme, les hypothéses sont nombreu-
ses. On pense aujourd’hui que ce devait étre Yahweh, mais ce n’est pas
certain. Les transcriptions grecques pour YHWH étaient diverses, que ce
soit dans les manuscrits bibliques mais surtout dans les documents ou
inscriptions extra-bibliques, comme I'étaient les formes du nom dans la
Bible hébraique®. Ainsi que le notait Flavius Joséphe, le nom de Dieu est
constitué, non de quatre consonnes, mais de quatre voyelles®. Il ne s'agit
évidemment pas des voyelles massorétiques apparues plus tard, mais
des matres lexionis que l'on transpose en grec”. Il est appelé IABE selon
Théodoret de Cyr ou IAOOUEE en certains papyrus magiques égyptiens®.
Clément d’Alexandrie, dans le Stromate V, 6,34 affirme a son tour que le

8 Albert Pietersma et Claude Cox, éds., De Septuaginta: Studies in Honour of J. W. Wevers
on His 65th Birthday (Mississauga: Benben Publications, 1984), 85-101.

* Certains savants font I'hypothése que les premiers manuscrits du Nouveau Testament
ont pu également porter le tétragramme: voir Howard, « The Tetragram and the New
Testament », 76n27.

% Voir Lienhard Delekat, «Yaho-Yahwae und die alttestamentlichen Gottes-
namenkorrekturen », dans Tradition und Glaube. Festgabe fiir K. G. Kuhn (éd. Gert Jeremias,
Heinz-Wolfgang Kuhn, et Hartmut Stegemann; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1971), 23-75.

* Guerre des Judéens V, 235, voir aussi Antiquités 111, 178. Cf. Jérome, In Ps 8 (PL
26:838).

*7 Avant les massorétes, les mots hébreux étaient vocalisés grice aux trois lettres Y, W
et H. Selon la transcription grecque, Y = I, E ou E—H = A ou E—W = 0, OU. Sur la forme
YHW (IEOU) en Egypte, voir Parke-Taylor, Yahweh, 80-84. On trouve un autre mode de
transcription par imitation des quatre caracteres hébreux carrés yod-hé-waw-hé, écrit de
droite a gauche comme en hébreu, avec les formes analogues des lettres i6ta et pi, ce qui
a donné I'étrange PIPI. Le nom «Jeu » que l'on trouve chez les gnostiques, soit représente
une des transcriptions grecques du tétragramme, soit résulte de la synthese entre I'abrévia-
tion du nom divin Yak ou Yeh et le pronom de la troisiéme personne du singulier, ce qui
signifie Yahweh lui-méme ou Yahweh, c’est lui. Dans un texte chrétien, cette désignation
peut servir a mettre en lumiere le fait que Jésus est bien le kurios.

# Theodoret, Quaestiones XV sur Exode 3,14.
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nom mystique de quatre lettres est IAOUE, et il I'associe a la déclaration
d’Ex 3,14. Il se traduit: «celui qui est et qui sera». Selon lui, Dieu étant
ineffable, il ne peut étre connu que par la puissance qui vient de lui et qui
est le Fils de Dieu®. En d’autres documents, le tétragramme prend les for-
mes IAIE, IAO, IEO ou IEOU, IEUO, TEOA. La forme abrégée qui apparait
dans la Bible hébraique (ou, selon certains, la forme primitive) Yah, Yeh,
est transcrite en grec IA ou IE®.

On a vu que le Livre sacré écrit le nom YHWH soit sous la forme IEOUE,
le OU transcrivant le W comme chez Clément, soit a I'aide des sept voyel-
les en le vocalisant IEEOUOA. A linstar d’autres textes, il défend lidée
qu'il ne faut pas changer les noms livrés par Dieu. Cest I'énoncé méme
du nom qui est efficace. Le Livre sacré exprime ainsi une idée répandue
dans les papyrus magiques gréco-égyptiens et chez Origéne qui, dans le
Contre Celse (I, 24—25 et V, 45), affirme que les noms de Dieu, tels qu’ils
étaient dits par les Hébreux dans la Bible, concernaient une science divine
mystérieuse : les appellations qui sont données a Dieu ne sont pas indif-
férentes, la puissance des invocations ne se manifestant que lorsque ces
appellations sont faites dans la langue originale. Dans les rituels, le nom
divin et les noms théophores ont une force ineffable. Chez Marc le mage,
par exemple, I'insistance sur la prononciation et sur la structure alphabé-
tique du nom peuvent s’expliquer rituellement (Irénée de Lyon, Contre les
hérésies 1, 15,1-31).

L'Evangile égyptien a vraisemblablement subi l'influence de 'hermé-
tisme—par exemple, dans 'Ogdoade et 'Ennéade (NHC VI 56,17—22 et
61,10-15), le disciple invoque le nom de Dieu a 'aide d'une suite de voyel-
les—ainsi que celle des papyrus magiques gréco-égyptiens, comme le
papyrus V de Leyde ot le nom, appelé ogdoade, est formé de sept voyelles
plus la monade®. En PGM XIII I'initié affirme : « Seigneur, je reproduis ton
image par les sept voyelles, viens a moi, écoute-moi ». Dans ces papyrus
magiques, les sept voyelles fonctionnent explicitement comme le nom
divin. De méme, alpha et 6mega y apparaissent comme une abréviation

% Alain Le Boulluec, Clément dAlexandrie: Les Stromates, Stromate V (trad.
Pierre Voulet; 2 vols.; SC 278-279; Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1981), 1:81 (trad.) et 2141
(commentaire).

% Voir Godfrey R. Driver, « The Original Form of the Name Yahweh: Evidence and
Conclusion », ZAW 5 (1928): 7—25; Natalio Marcos Fernandez, «’laie, eseree, aia’ y otros
nombres de Dios entre los hebreos », Sefarad 35 (1975): 91-106.

3 Marcellin Berthelot, Collection des anciens alchimistes grecs (3 vols.; Paris: Georges
Steinheil, 1887) ; voir Michaél Martin, Les papyrus grecs magiques (Histoire ; Paris: Ed. Le
Manuscrit, 2000).
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des sept voyelles, et donc du nom?*. De fait, la doctrine du nom dans
I'Evangile égyptien correspond bien & laffirmation d’Eusébe de Césarée
dans la Préparation évangélique XI, 6,36—37: «la combinaison des sept
voyelles ensemble renferme, disent-ils, 'expression d'un nom qu'il n’est
pas permis de prononcer, nom que les enfants des Hébreux signifient a
'aide de quatre lettres et assignent a la puissance supréme de Dieu »%.

La magie du nom se fonde sur I'idée qu'il y a un rapport intime entre le
nom lui-méme et celui qui le porte. Comme I'a rappelé Gershom Scholem,
le nom « est méme identifié a celui qu’il nomme suivant une conception
qui joua un role important dans I'environnement oriental du judaisme,
notamment dans la religion égyptienne ». Une mystique s’est élaborée
dans le monde juif, a partir de la conception du langage comme décom-
position et déploiement du nom divin: « Le nom est une concentration
de force divine; et suivant les diverses combinaisons de forces...de tels
noms peuvent remplir des offices différents ». C'est ainsi que dans la mys-
tique juive, les vingt-deux lettres de l'alphabet, a la base de tout le créé,
semblent bien étre les toutes premiéres créations, a l'instar du trone de
gloire et des réalités du monde de la merkaba. Bref, 'alphabet en est venu
a étre concu comme nom mystique3*.

Dans le monde judéen, le nom divin est désigné comme shem ha-
meforash, ce qui a été interprété de diverses maniéres. De maniére para-
doxale, le « participe passif meforash peut aussi bien signifier ‘révélé’ que
‘expliqué expressément’ ou ‘prononcé’ de maniere directe (c'est-a-dire en
toutes lettres). D’autre part, il peut aussi signifier ‘séparé’, voire méme
‘occulte’; or toutes ces interprétations peuvent parfaitement étre étayées
a l'aide de références tirées de la terminologie des textes hébreux et ara-
méens des premiers siecles »%.

Dans le Livre sacré, le nom, d’abord caché, est révélé en toutes lettres
dans un cadre initiatique. Le texte offre une synthése entre les réflexions
juives sur le langage et le nom divin et les spéculations grecques sur la
puissance des voyelles, par exemple dans le pythagorisme, ou chaque
voyelle a une valeur symbolique et correspond a un nombre. En outre,

3 Voir PGM XIII, 39, 207; XXI, 11-14; aussi PGM 1V, 411, 528, 992, 1182—83, 1224, 2351,
etc.

3 Trad. de Genevieve Favrelle, Eusébe de Césarée : Préparation évangélique, Livre XI (SC
292; Paris : Editions du Cerf, 1982), 87.

% Gershom Scholem, Le Nom et les symboles de Dieu dans la mystique juive (Paris:
Editions du Cerf, 1983), 57—68.

5 Scholem, Le Nom et les symboles de Dieu, 62n1o0.
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la signification du nom YHWH est reportée sur le Christ. Comme dans
I’Epitre de Barnabé 9,8, I'abréviation IE est utilisée pour le désigner, afin
de montrer son lien étroit avec le Pére. Selon Joél 3,5: « quiconque invo-
quera le nom du Seigneur sera sauvé ». Or, Jésus, en grec Iésous, de I'hé-
breu Yéchiia, Yehochila’ signifie YHWH sauve. Le nom, par son invocation,
donne le salut.
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THE TERM MYXTHPION IN COPTIC-MANICHAEAN TEXTS

NiILS ARNE PEDERSEN
Aarhus University

“[Le]t us worship our good father and [glori]fy [our gr]eat saviour, for he
has revealed a[ll] things” ... The father and great saviour in this quotation,’
is Mani (216—c. 277), who called himself an apostle of Jesus Christ, bring-
ing a revelation of cosmic and soteriological secrets to mankind. Mani was
born in Southern Mesopotamia and initiated a movement or “church,”
Manichaeism, which spread from the Sassanian Empire to the Roman
Empire and Central Asia. It even reached China, where it existed until
the beginning of the 17th century. During its long history, Manichaeism
was influenced by many different religious traditions, even though
Jewish-Christian traditions must have been crucial for the formation of
Manichaeism, which we can infer from a Manichaean-Greek hagiographi-
cal text about the childhood and youth of Mani in the so-called Cologne
Mani Codex (CMC) which was found in Egypt.

Until the end of the 19th century, Manichaeism was only known from
the writings of its opponents. This state of affairs changed during the 20th
century when numerous fragments of Manichaean texts in many different
languages were uncovered in Central Asia; Manichaean texts have also
been found in Egypt (in Syriac-Aramaic, Coptic, and Greek). However,
only very few fragments have been found of Mani’s own works, which the
Manichaeans considered as their holy scriptures. Among the Manichaean-
Coptic manuscripts that are the topic of this contribution, there have only
been found fragments of Mani’s Epistles and maybe also excerpts from
his Living Gospel, otherwise the texts stem from Mani’s disciples and later
generations of Manichaeans.

The Manichaean-Coptic manuscripts are from the 4th and 5th centu-
ries, and they have been found in two places, in Medinet Madi in the

' Quotation from the Coptic Sermon on the Great War, which is preserved in the so-
called Manichaean Homilies, pp. 7, 9—10. Edition: Hans Jakob Polotsky, ed., Manichdische
Homilien (Manichéische Handschriften der Sammlung A. Chester Beatty 1; Stuttgart:
W. Kohlhammer, 1934). Reedition: Nils Arne Pedersen, ed., Manichaean Homilies with a
Number of hitherto Unpublished Fragments (CFM: Series Coptica 2; Turnhout: Brepols,
2006).
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Fayium Oasis and in Ismant el-Kharab (ancient Kellis) in the Dakhleh
Oasis. This study has been confined to manuscripts which have already
been published in editions, leaving out documentary texts.> The follow-
ing texts are included: The Kephalaia, i.e. “chapters,” containing allegedly
orally transmitted teachings by Mani to his disciples about all possible
questions related to Manichaean mythology; the second part of the Psalm-
Book,* which is a codex containing various collections of Manichaean
hymns; the Manichaean Homilies,> which is another codex containing
both texts intended to be read for the congregation and texts of historical
contents, and finally, the various Manichaean-Coptic literary texts found
at Ismant el-Kharab.®

The widespread use of religious language in antiquity about mysteries
and secrets was also very common in Manichaean literature, including the
Coptic texts.” Since the primary and original language of the Manichaeans
was an Eastern Aramaic dialect close to Syriac, we must assume that the
Greek pvotiplov used in the Manichaean-Coptic texts as a loan word is
often a translation of the Syriac rdzd (originally a Persian loan word)

> JTain Gardner, Anthony Alcock and Wolf-Peter Funk, eds., Coptic Documentary Texts
from Kellis, 1, P. Kell. V (P. Kell. Copt. 10-52; O. Kell. Copt. 1-2), with a contribution by Colin A.
Hope and Gillian E. Bowen (Dakhleh Oasis Project: Monograph 9; Oxford: Oxbow Books,
1999).

3 Carl Schmidt, Hans Jakob Polotsky and Alexander Bohlig, eds., Kephalaia I, 1. Hiilfte
(MHSMB I; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1940); Alexander Bohlig, ed., Kephalaia I, Zweite
Hiilfte. Lieferung n/12 (Seite 244—291) (MHSMB I; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1966); Wolf-
Peter Funk, ed., Kephalaia I, Zweite Hilfte (2 vols.; MHSMB; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer,
1999—2000).

4 CharlesR. C. Allberry, ed., A Manichaean Psalm-Book, Part Il (Manichaean Manuscripts
in the Chester Beatty Collection II; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1938). Cf. the partial reedi-
tions: Gregor Wurst, ed., Psalm Book, Part I, Fasc. 1, Die Bema-Psalmen (CFM: Series
Coptica 1; Turnhout: Brepols, 1996); Siegfried G. Richter, ed., Psalm Book, Part 1II, Fasc. 2,
Die Herakleides-Psalmen (CFM: Series Coptica 1; Turnhout: Brepols, 1998).

5 Edition: Cf. above, note 1.

¢ Tain Gardner, ed., Kellis Literary Texts, 1, with contributions by Sarah Clackson, Majella
Franzmann and K. A. Worp (Dakhleh Oasis Project: Monograph 4; Oxford: Oxbow Books,
1996); lain Gardner, ed., Kellis Literary Texts, 2, with contributions by M. Choat, Majella
Franzmann, Wolf-Peter Funk and K. A. Worp (Dakhleh Oasis Project: Monograph 15;
Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2007).

7 Cf. especially among studies specifically devoted to the meaning of pvotplov and
related terms in Manichaean literature: Kurt Rudolph, “Geheimnis und Geheimhaltung
in der antiken Gnosis und im Manichdismus,” in Secrecy and Concealment: Studies in the
History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (ed. Hans G. Kippenberg and Guy
G. Stroumsa; SHR 65; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 265-87, esp. 278-86; Guy G. Stroumsa, Hidden
Wisdom: Esoteric Traditions and the Roots of Christian Mysticism (2d ed; SHR 70; Leiden:
Brill, 2005), 63—78 (Chapter IV, “Esotericism in Mani’s Thought and Background”).
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which, like the Greek word, can largely be understood as both “sacrament”
and “secret.”

In the Manichaean-Coptic texts, however, the word is seldom used
about ritual acts or sacraments and mostly about secrets, thus corre-
sponding to the usage in Christian texts during the first three centuries.®
This has also been observed in previous studies of mystery language in
Manichaeism: In the context of ancient Gnosticism, Kurt Rudolph has
dealt with concealment and secrecy in Manichaeism. He mainly took his
examples from the Cologne Mani Codex and the Coptic Kephalaia. Guy
G. Stroumsa dealt with the same issues in a large monograph, making
an excellent analysis of the main passages where puvotjplov and related
words are used in the CMC.® Stroumsa pointed convincingly to the religio-
historical background of Mani in Judaism and Jewish Christianity since
Mani grew up in a Jewish-Christian Baptist group, the “Elchasaites.”

It does, however, make sense to supplement their examinations with a
more thorough overview and study of some passages in the edited Coptic-
Manichaean texts; here it has turned out that it is primarily the Kephalaia
that contains interesting passages using the term pvatiptov.

However, it is worth observing that the term is already present in
the text on a number of fragments found at Ismant el-Kharab that form
one leaf (P. Kell. Copt. 54). The text is probably from one of Mani’s own
scriptures, possibly an epistle.® Here Mani is obviously referring to the
secrets that he reveals to his disciples as “mysteries”; we read in Gardner’s
translation:

Look, you have seen [every] thing [by] an eye-revelation. You do not lack
anything from [the] mysteries of the wisdom of God.

And a few lines later on:

Furthermore, all these other mysteries and the wisdom [that  have] revealed
[to] you, I am adapting and [adjusting] for you in various particular forms

® Cf. Arthur D. Nock, “Hellenistic Mysteries and Christian Sacraments,” in his Essays
on Religion and the Ancient World (ed. Zeph Stewart; 2 vols.; Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1972), 2:814.

9 Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom, 63—78.

*° Gardner, Kellis Literary Texts, 2, 84—93; Gardner (Kellis Literary Texts, 2, 85) suggests
that it is a fragment of the Mani epistle titled of Aba, Love that is mentioned in Bayard
Dodge, transl., The Fihrist of al-Nadim: A Tenth-Century Survey of Muslim Culture, vol. 1I
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1970), 799.

* P. Kell. Copt. 54, 8-11 (Gardner, Kellis Literary Texts, 2, 86—87).
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for the sake of love; so that you will possess it and [its] fruits be truly appar-
ent to me.”

So the dialectic in the Manichaean interest in secrets and mysteries is cer-
tainly, as pointed out by Rudolph and Stroumsa, that the “hidden” is being
“revealed.” In this context we should observe the fundamental aspect that
the highest divine hypostasis® of the Light, the fundamental god who is
the Father of Greatness, remains hidden until the end of times. This means
that even though all secrets apparently are revealed in Manichaeism, the
most fundamental is claimed to remain hidden until the end.*

As often noted, e.g. by Stroumsa, the word mysterion “has obviously a
very broad semantic spectrum in late antiquity, and is more often than
not ambivalent or used in a metaphoric or at least a rather loose sense.”s
This also applies in relation to the Coptic Manichaean texts, where myste-
rion often seems to designate individual sections of the Manichaean myth.
This designation, however, is grounded in a more “loaded” sense of the
word mysterion.

The Berlin Kephalaia 14,31ff. tells about the crucial revelation that Mani
received from his Twin, here called the living Paraclete. In the translation
of Iain Gardner we read:

He unveiled to me the hidden mystery, the one that is hidden from the
worlds and the generations, the myster[y] of the dep[ths] and the heights.”®

Undoubtedly, the use of “depths” and “heights” is the first example of
the contents of the whole revelation, which is subsequently unfolded in

> P. Kell. Copt. 54, 24-30 (Gardner, Kellis Literary Texts, 2, 86—87).

8 This is not a concept used in the Manichaean texts, but it seems to express their idea
very well, i.e. that the so-called Manichaean gods are not individual persons like the gods
in, for instance, Greek mythology.

4 Cf. Nils Arne Pedersen, Studies in The Sermon on the Great War: Investigations of a
Manichaean-Coptic Text from the Fourth Century (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1996),
392—98, and my article “The Veil and Revelation of the Father of Greatness,” in In Search of
Truth: Augustine, Manichaeism and Other Gnosticism: Studies for Johannes van Oort at Sixty
(ed. Jacob Albert van den Berg, Annemaré Kotzé, Tobias Nicklas & Madeleine Scopello,
NHMS 74; Leiden: Brill, 2011), 229-34.

s Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom, 32, 64. Cf. also Kephalaia 302,28 about Jesus the Splendour
who came and was revealed and crucified in the world,—nel @[w]ne amuycTHplON
mnwapt NpwM[e, translated by Funk, Kephalaia I, as “Dies geschah (?) im Mysterium des
Urmenschen” with the added note: “Oder (?): ‘Dieser/Dieses wurde zum Mysterium...’
(doch wahrscheinlich steht ‘Mysterium’ hier wie 6fter meta phorisch fiir einen bestim-
mten Abschnitt des Mythos).”

' Kephalaia 15,1-3; translation from lain Gardner, The Kephalaia of the Teacher: The
Edited Coptic Manichaean Texts in Translation with Commentary (NHMS 37; Leiden: Brill,
1995), 20.
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detail, mostly described as mysteries, going from the most basic to the
more and more specific, and from the “cosmic” aspects of the Manichaean
myth to the more “historical” aspects and “ecclesiological” circumstances:
The mystery of light and darkness, whose mingling forms the universe;
the way that the ships (i.e. sun and moon) were constructed as means
for purifying light from darkness; the mystery of the fashioning of Adam;
the tree of knowledge; the apostles; the elect and their commandments;
the catechumens and their helpers and commandments; the sinners with
their deeds and future punishment (Kephalaia 15,3-19).

So it is not only light and the good that are mysteries but also darkness
and the evil; hence also the fashioning of Adam, which is actually the
work of the evil forces, and the existence of the sinners. But the inclusion
of darkness in the “mystery” is probably due to the fact that it forms part
of the whole narrative structure being revealed to Mani.”

So the mystery revealed to Mani is the totality of the myth, which also
explains that every single part of it is a mystery. That Mani received the
total knowledge is also stressed in the conclusion (Kephalaia 15,19—24).
Even though the term mysterion is often used routinely for special sec-
tions of the Manichaean myth, this use has its justification in the broader
understanding of the whole myth as a mystery.

The understanding of single aspects of the Manichaean myth as mys-
teries is found again in numerous passages in the Kephalaia, inter alia
in chapter 8, pp. 36,27—37,27, describing the fourteen vehicles that Jesus
has boarded. These fourteen vehicles are mythological expressions of the
steps leading downwards to matter. These vehicles are finally described as
mysteries, that is in a “beatitude” or promise of salvation to the one who
knows “these mysteries” (Kephalaia 37,25—27). Such beatitudes or prom-
ises to the one who knows the mysteries are found again in Kephalaia
63,16; 164,1-8, and they point to the well-known fact that the Manichaean
knowledge, the myth, is redeeming.

However, even if the Manichaeans were primarily interested in redemp-
tion, they assumed that not only were they themselves full of elements of
light in need of redemption, but so was the whole cosmos. This cosmo-
logical redemption led them, at least in the Kephalaia, towards an interest

7 Evil and darkness as mysteries is also found in Kephalaia 93,31, which mentions that
Jesus was sent because of “the mystery of wickedness,” and in Kephalaia 169,15 (maybe
also in Kephalaia 21,18).
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in the explanation of all natural phenomena. This resembles a scientific
interest but the explanations are always mythological.®

In this connection the Manichaeans could also describe the whole
world as a mystery, the real meaning of which was only revealed by Mani.
His revelation is its explanation:

Then the apostle says to him: Ha[ppen] you know this, that this universe is
established [of m]ystery, and is entirely full of mystery.”

Because everything is a sign with a meaning, it is therefore a mysterion,
and the meaning is only known by being revealed. Mysterion is both the
myth, or part of it, and the natural fact which has a secret meaning that
is to be found in the myth.

As demonstrated, mysterion is very often used in a context dealing
with Mani’s revelation of the myth (besides already mentioned exam-
ples, cf. Man. Hom. 7,12—13; Psalm-Book 11, 3,22).> Mani reveals this knowl-
edge to his disciples who thus become his “associates in the mystery”
(WBPMYCTHPION):

8 Cf. Gardner, Kephalaia of the Teacher, 258.

9 Kephalaia 254,7—9 (translation by Gardner) in the beginning of chapter 101 (Kephalaia
253,25—255,21), which deals with the meaning of reflected images in water (“mystery”: Cf.
furthermore Kephalaia 254,12.21.23.25.29; 255,4—-5.10.17). The quoted passage reminds one of
the Hellenistic philosophical idea of “the world as a myth,” cf. Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom,
1—26, especially p. 23ff.

> Cf. also the use of the native Coptic nmineTeHmn, “these secrets,” in Kephalaia 16,30-31.

* The word resembles the Greek cuupdoms “one who is initiated with others” (LS,
1680a), which in a “Gnostic” context could mean “one who is initiated with others...into
esoteric doctrines,” cf. PGL, 1284b, which refers to the Acts of Thomas 39: ‘O 3idupog Tod
Xplotod, ¢ dméatorog Tob VpioTov xal guupbotys Tod Adyou Tod Xpiotod Tod dmoxplgov,
“Twin of Christ and apostle of the Most High, and co-initiated in the secret word of
Christ” (Max Bonnet, ed., Acta Philippi et Acta Thomae accedunt Acta Barnabae [vol. 2
of Acta Apostolorum Apocrypha; ed. Richard A. Lipsius and Max Bonnet; Leipzig: apud
Hermannum Mendelssohn, 1903; repr., Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft,
1959], 156,12-14). The Syriac text, which is possibly the original text of the Acts of Thomas,
has two parallels to ouppdotyg 00 Adyou Tod Xpiotod 00 dmoxpdgou: firstly, bar melteh
kesita d°mahyéana (William Wright, ed., Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles: Edited from Syriac
Manuscripts in the British Museum and Other Libraries with English Translation and Notes
[2 vols.; London: Williams and Norgate, 1871; repr., Amsterdam: Philo Press, 1968], 1:208,9—
10) “partaker in the secret word of the life-giver,” and, secondly, m°qabbel raziy késyé
d°bareh dalaha (Wright, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 1:208, 10), “receiver of the secret
mysteries of the Son of God.” Thus there is no direct equivalent to the Greek word in
the Syriac text. The Acts of Thomas was a text well-known to the Manichaeans, and the
word is also used in the Cologne Mani Codex 62,8: Paul wrote for “the co-initiated in the
secrets,” Tolg quppdoTalg @V dmoxpvewy (Ludwig Koenen and Cornelia Romer, eds., Der
Kélner Mani-Kodex: Uber das Werden seines Leibes [PapyCol 14; Wiesbaden: Westdeutscher
Verlag, 1989]). Concerning the word ouppbdotyg, cf. also Albertus F. J. Klijn, The Acts of
Thomas: Introduction, Text, and Commentary (2d ed.; NTSup 108; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 109.
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[Af]ter th[i]s the apostle spoke again to his [dis]ciples, these who are the
associates in the mystery of [his klnowledge (Kephalaia 335,2).

The word is also used in other passages in the Coptic-Manichaean texts.*
Interestingly, there is also a passage where the disciples are not associates
in the mystery:

Once again he speaks to his disciples, these who are not associates in the
my[stery] of his knowledge (Kephalaia 104,24—25).

The idea must be to stress that they did not yet know it (cf. the German
translation adding “[noch]”). The chapter obviously tries to describe Mani’s
revelations in the true perspective of the past, for in the end it must also
be the idea that the disciples became associates in the mystery.

In chapter 147 (Kephalaia 350,13-355,1), however, we find the idea that
there is some knowledge which Mani and the other apostles do not reveal,
even to their associates in the mystery, that is, the knowledge about the
future. The reasons for this—which, interestingly, is bound up with a
dualistic worldview—is explained at length: If the apostles told when
future events would take place, the Archons in the “Zone” would be able
to delay the time when the events will take place in order to scandalise
the apostle. This explanation would not have given sense in a religious
system assuming an almighty God. However, the chapter seems also to
deal with another kind of knowledge about the future which the apostle
keeps secret. Because of lacunae in Kephalaia 353,27—34, it is not possible
to say precisely what the contents of this knowledge is, but later on it is
called “his mystery about the good and the evil things” (nequycThpion
ANETANIT MN NETRAY, Kephalaia 354,18-19). The reason why this knowl-
edge is kept secret is that otherwise sick and weak persons in the church
would be able to use it, behaving like diviners (pdvtic) and casters of horo-
scopes (pPeqka oYNOY) (Kephalaia 354,16-17).% Finally, the apostle keeps
the medical knowledge about plants and healing secret, in order to avoid

» In Kephalaia 51,14 (in a parable); 128,11-12.15 (in a parable); 352,6. In the unpublished
Psalm-Book 1, pl. 164,9 (Seren Giversen, ed., The Manichaean Coptic Papyri in the Chester
Beatty Library: Facsimile Edition 111, Psalm Book Part I [COr XVI; Geneva: Patrick Cramer,
1988]) the word is used in one of the psalms to the Lord’s Day.

% Here the meaning is close to secret knowledge used in magic and divination, cf.
Funk’s translation of mysterion as “Geheimwissen.” Cf. Kephalaia 143,15, where the same
meaning seems probable: “Yet, now, by the power of the Light Mind, the sounds of lust and
the words of magic and evil mysteries have become loathsome in his presence” (Gardner,
Kephalaia of the Teacher, 150). Cf. perhaps also Kephalaia 92,29—32, referring to the Book
of the Giants.
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its misuse by persons who could make money on it and thereby loose
their piety. The conclusion with Funk’s restorations is:

Because of this the ap[ostle] also [hides] this other (information) and he
does not reve[al about the t]hings of the world, bu[t he reveals about] the
mystery of the go[d]s [for his associates in the myste]ry, [those] who receive
it from him and [...]...(354,29-355,1).

This passage seems to limit the knowledge revealed by the apostle to the
mythological knowledge about the Manichaean gods, which is certainly
also what fills most of the Kephalaia. However, we have also seen that the
work contains mundane “scientific” knowledge. But there is no concrete
information about fate or medicine. Such knowledge could be falsified
and hence scandalise the Manichaeans.

Even though Mani seems to reveal all cosmic and historical secrets, and
explain natural phenomena like clouds and mirror images, there are, as
demonstrated, a few passages in the Kephalaia which reduce the extent
of the revelation, i.e. limit it to heavenly things.

The primary meaning of mysterion in Manichaean texts is secret knowl-
edge rather than secret ritual, and this is probably also the meaning in the
title of Mani’s lost work, the Book of Mysteries. This work is often men-
tioned in the Coptic Manichaean texts in the lists of Mani’s own works,
which scholars often refer to as the canon of the Manichaeans.>* In some
passages, however, the term could also refer to rituals, but hardly ever in
the sense “rite of initiation.”

In Kephalaia chapter g (pp. 37,28—42,23), mysterion is used about cer-
tain manners of greeting and salutation (peace and greeting, the right
hand, kiss, salutation, laying on of hands), which were also used in the
Manichaean Church. They are explained as being earthly representations
or repetitions of acts that took place on the cosmic plane in the myth.
The disciples asking Mani are well aware that these manners of greeting
are not only used by the Manichaeans, but are cultural features belonging
to “the world” (cf,, e.g., Kephalaia 37,32—38,4), and this may be the reason
why it was necessary to link them to stages in the myth. Precisely in a
passage mentioning that the forms of greeting are used by people in the
world, it is stressed that they were introduced by apostles, and that they
do not take their origin from the evil forces:

* Kephalaia 5,24; 35511-12; Man. Hom. 25,3; 43,17; 92,20—21; Psalm-Book 11, 46,28.
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These five mysteries and these five signs came about first in the divine.
They were proclaimed in this world by an [a]postle. Ma[nk]ind has been
taught them; and they have instituted them in their mids[t...but] these
myster[ies] wer[e] not at the beginning amongst the powers of darkness.”s

Since evil and sinful habits are also mysteries, and since the forms of gree-
ting etc. were also used by the non-Manichaean world, their legitimacy
within Manichaeism could be questioned. This chapter about their origin
among the gods of light hence seeks to shed light on this question.

Another chapter to some degree relating mysterion to ritual matters is
chapter 109 (Kephalaia 262,10-264,19), which explains the correspondence
between mythological mysteries and the 50 xvptoaxai, on which catechu-
mens were fasting and the 50 devtépat (i.e. Mondays) on which the Elect
were fasting.*® A ritual meaning of mysterion seems furthermore probable
in one of the Bema psalms, Psalm-Book 11, 21,7-8, which, addressing Mani,
says: “All thy Churches are fulfilling thy mystery.”

At the end of the day we can say that the Manichaeans shared the gen-
eral interest in Late Antiquity in mystery language and that this interest
was already present in the works of Mani himself. The first Manichaeans
must have used the Syriac word rdzd, which generally has the same mean-
ings as the Greek pvotplov, ie. as “sacrament” and as “secret.” It is the
loan word puatptov which is found in the Manichaean-Coptic texts; there
is, however, remarkably little use of mysterion/mysteria in the context of
ritual. The Manichaeans stressed the cognitive meaning of the word and
were thus in line with contemporary Christian texts. They did not intend
to say that the mysteria would remain secrets; it was on the contrary their
main point that the secrets had been revealed by Mani. This revelation,
the Manichaean myth, is often said to comprise everything, and hence the
individual sections of the myth could also be called mysteria, both “cos-
mic,” “historical,” and “ecclesiological” aspects and circumstances related
to the myth. Only one chapter in the Kephalaia argues that not all knowl-
edge has been revealed to the Manichaeans, and here it is interesting to
see the interest of the congregation behind this limitation of knowledge:
Revelation of the precise timing of future events could scandalise the

* Kephalaia 40,19—24; Gardner, Kephalaia of the Teacher, 45.

* Cf. Alexander Bohlig, Mysterion und Wahrheit. Gesammelte Beitrige zur spdtantiken
Religionsgeschichte (AGSJU 6; Leiden: Brill, 1968), 259—61 on this chapter.

*7 Allberry, Manichaean Psalm-Book. Mysterion may also refer to bread and water in the
Manichaean holy meal in Psalm-Book 1I 24,32—25,2, as suggested in Rudolph “Geheimnis
und Geheimhaltung,” 281.
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apostles if the events did not come to pass, and revelation about fate or
medicine was unfitting for the piety of the Manichaeans.

The interesting Coptic word BPMYCTHPION, “associates in the mystery,”
resembles the Greek cuppvatis known from the Cologne Mani Codex and
the Greek Acts of Thomas. It was, however, not possible to establish the
probable Syriac equivalent via the Syriac Acts of Thomas since two differ-
ent phrases seemed to be used in the same context as the Greek Acts.
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SECRETS ET REVELATION DANS LE CODEX TCHACOS

MADELEINE SCOPELLO
Correspondant de UInstitut de France

Pris singulierement, les quatre traités qui composent le codex Tchacos ont
une structure propre. Néanmoins si on les soumet a une lecture totale,
en considérant le codex comme une unité littéraire, on ne peut ne pas
étre frappé par les thématiques communes qui parcourent les traités et
par un choix commun d'images et de métaphores que les quatre auteurs
ont employées dans leurs écrits respectifs. Ces themes et ces images ne
sont pas pareillement développés dans chacun des quatre traités: néan-
moins, méme dans la différence, on remarque qu'un fil rouge les parcourt.
Est-ce ce fil rouge qui a mené a réunir ensemble dans un seul codex, au
IVe siecle, ces quatre traités, rédigés entre le II° et le III° siécles, en les
destinant ainsi a la lecture et a la méditation d’'une seule personne ou,
plus probablement, d'un groupe adepte de la foi gnostique ? Or cet indi-
vidu, ou ces individus, nous sont inconnus. Les seuls renseignements que
nous possédons sur eux proviennent de la confection du codex et du lieu
(encore hypothétique) de sa découverte : il s'agit de lecteurs ayant vécu au
IV¢ siécle, en Egypte, dans la région d’al-Minya. Le soin apporté au codex,
sa transcription, la qualité du papyrus utilisé et celle de la reliure nous
permettent de dire que ce groupe était relativement aisé. Nous ignorons si
la traduction du grec au copte de ces écrits a été effectuée ici pour la pre-
miere fois ; les deux doublets que contient le codex Tchacos (La lettre de
Pierre a Philippe et Jacques) sont en effet aussi présents a Nag Hammadi.
Pour réaliser les codices de Nag Hammadi divers traducteurs, plus ou moins
subtils, avaient été mis a contribution pour transposer les textes du grec
au copte. La main de divers copistes pouvait aussi étre distinguée. Des
différences apparaissent dans la réalisation des reliures. Ces traducteurs et
ces copistes ceuvraient-ils dans des ateliers ou plut6t individuellement' ?

' Voir a ce sujet, Nicolas Grimal, «De Louqsor a Nag Hammadi », dans Les textes de
Nag Hammadi : Histoire des religions et approches contemporaines, Actes du Colloque inter-
national réuni a Paris les 11 et 12 décembre 2008 a U'Institut de France (éd. Jean-Pierre Mahé,
Paul-Hubert Poirier et Madeleine Scopello; Paris: Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-
Lettres, 2010), 149-53, spécialement p. 152.
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Cette question n’est, pour l'instant, pas résolue. En revanche, pour ce qui
est du codex Tchacos, la main d’'un seul copiste a transcrit les quatre trai-
tés qui le composent. La langue copte pratiquée par le traducteur de ces
textes est matinée de formes dialectales qui vont aider a déterminer avec
plus de précision la provenance de ce codex* Mais il devait vraisemblable-
ment exister en Egypte, et ailleurs, diverses traductions de ces écrits qui
circulaient d’'un groupe gnostique a l'autre. Les cas les plus éclatants sont,
d’'une part, les traités de Zostrien et d’Allogéne du codex VIII et XI de Nag
Hammadi, également connus dans I'école romaine de Plotin, d’autre part,
I'Evangile de Judas, dont I'existence en dehors de I'Egypte est attestée par
I'hérésiologie. Les manuscrits conservés ne livrent qu'un modeste apercu
de ce que devait étre a cette époque l'activité de traduction, de recopiage
et de faconnage? des codices gnostiques en Egypte.

Quant au contenu des quatre écrits du codex Tchacos, s'il n’atteint pas
le haut niveau spéculatif de plusieurs textes de Nag Hammadi, il est toute-
fois régi par les grandes articulations de la pensée gnostique. Leur présen-
tation littéraire est celle des traités de révélation, et tous les personnages
mis en scene relévent d'un contexte chrétien gnosticisé ; néanmoins, des
influences juives* et paiennes parcourent aussi ces textes, témoignant
de la culture religieuse des gnostiques qui sut puiser a plusieurs sources
d’inspiration.

On pourra objecter que I'unité thématique résulte de I'appartenance a
un méme courant de pensée : certes, mais le capital d'images et de méta-
phores en possession des auteurs gnostiques est si riche que I'expression

* Voir '« Etude dialectale » de Rodolphe Kasser, dans The Gospel of Judas, together
with the Letter of Peter to Philip, James, and the Book of Allogenes from Codex Tchacos.
Critical Edition (éd. Rodolphe Kasser, Gregor Wurst, Marvin Meyer, et Francois Gaudard;
Washington, DC: National Geographic, 2007), 35-78.

3 Sur la codicologie de Nag Hammadi, voir I'étude de James M. Robinson dans The Nag
Hammadi Library in English (éd. James M. Robinson ; New York: Harper and Row, 1988),
10—22; pour le Codex Tchacos, voir Gregor Wurst, « Preliminary Codicological Analysis of
Codex Tchacos », dans Kasser et al., The Gospel of Judas, 27-33.

4 Cest le cas de 'Evangile de Judas, dont la dette envers le judaisme mystique me
parait fondamentale ; je me permets de citer ici, a ce propos, trois de mes travaux récents :
Madeleine Scopello, « Traditions angélologiques et mystique juive dans I'Evangile de
Judas », dans The Gospel of Judas in Context, Proceedings of the First Conference on the Gospel
of Judas held in Paris Sorbonne, 27th—28th October 2006 (éd. Madeleine Scopello ; NHMS 62 ;
Leiden : Brill, 2008), 123-34; « Les anges dans 'Evangile de Judas: apergu préliminaire »,
dans Pensée grecque et sagesse d’Orient. Hommage a Michel Tardieu (éd. Mohammed-Amir
Moezzi et Jean-Daniel Dubois; Turnhout : Brepols, 2009), 589-98; « Les anges de I'Evan-
gile de Judas », dans « In Search of Truth » : Augustine, Manichaeism and Other Gnosticism :
Festschrift for Johannes van Oort on the Occasion of His Sixtieth Birthday (éd. Jacob Albert
van den Berg, Annemaré Kotzé, et Madeleine Scopello ; Leiden : Brill, 2010), 593—609.
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d'un méme théme ne se greffe pas nécessairement sur un méme lot de
symboles. Prenons le cas d'un theme gnostique tres courant: celui de la
condition négative de 'homme dans l'univers. Son malaise existentiel
est rendu, selon les auteurs, par une vaste palette d'images: la prison,
l'exil, la maladie, 'aveuglement, 'ivresse, 'oubli, 'adultére, la prostituée
et ses amants—pour ne citer que quelques exemples. Si I'on se penche
sur le theme opposé, celui de la reconquéte par 'homme de la condition
divine d’origine, il sera exprimé par des symboles également opposés—Iles
auteurs de la gnose ont tendance a privilégier 'organisation des symboles
par poles antinomiques?. L'on trouvera la aussi un large choix d'images: la
maison, la santé, la vue, la sobriété, la mémoire et le souvenir, le mariage,
I'épouse et I'époux. Sur un terrain plus abstrait, on aura en opposition
esclavage et liberté, prostitution et chasteté, multiplicité et unité, anxiété
et repos, mouvement et quiétude, conscience et non conscience, pour
aboutir a 'opposition souveraine, celle entre ignorance et connaissance,
qui structure sous son chef toutes les autres.

Méme la ou divers auteurs gnostiques utilisent un méme lot d’'images,
ils le font de fagon personnelle et originale. Selon le talent de chacun, une
image peut étre plus ou moins approfondie et explorée jusqu'a étre asso-
ciée a d’'autres, afin d’étayer un théme principal accompagné éventuel-
lement de développements secondaires. L'image en question peut aussi
avoir un soubassement biblique que I'écrivain reprend et réinterprete
ou qu’il adopte en l'ajustant a ses propres besoins, sans nécessairement
bouleverser sa signification d’origine. L'image retenue peut encore faire
appel a un patrimoine culturel propre a I'époque ou a des images simples
(le port, le bateau, la caverne, I'oiseau...) transmises par les philosophes
dont se sont emparés, avec des destinées différentes, a la fois les cercles
intellectuels et les hommes cultivés.

Pour en revenir au Tchacos, on peut se demander si la présence de
certains thémes communs aux quatre traités n’a pas présidé a leur regrou-
pement dans le codex. Si I'on soumet ce codex a une lecture continue,
qui ne tienne pas compte de la barriere des traités, le lecteur moderne—
comme déja, probablement, le lecteur antique—repére des leitmotivs qui
I'accompagnent du début a la fin. Cette insistance était sans doute voulue
par celui qui constitua le codex, et visait a laisser une marque dans l'esprit
des lecteurs.

5 Cf. a ce propos, Madeleine Scopello, Les Gnostiques (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1991),
94-95.
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Guidé a la fois par un théme et par les images qui l'illustrent et le sou-
tiennent, le lecteur peut parfaire son instruction religieuse dans la gnose,
en s'appropriant de ses lignes directrices. Il pourra suivre les diverses
facettes de la construction céleste et de ses habitants ainsi que les méan-
dres des mondes intermédiaires; il pourra également revivre en son for
intérieur les vicissitudes de 'homme gnostique, entre ciel et terre, entre
connaissance et ignorance. Des mondes défilent devant ses yeux, et les
images, fortes en couleurs, le mettent au centre d'une scéne toujours
changeante.

Notre but dans cet article en I'honneur d’Einar Thomassen est de four-
nir un exemple des thémes et des images communs aux quatre traités
du Tchacos. Nous ne prétendons aucunement a une analyse exhaustive,
nous limitant ici a mettre en lumiére un exemple lié a 'expression de la
révélation.

LR I

Clé de voiite de la gnose, la révélation, réservée a un petit nombre, s’en-
toure d’'une aura de secret dont le champ sémantique impregne les textes.
Les secrets concernent les mondes divins mais aussi les abimes souter-
rains. Secret aussi est le lien entre 'homme et son monde d’origine, un
lien qui échappe aux puissances du mal. Tout comme est secret le lien qui
unit Jésus au Pere céleste et que les archontes ignorent.

Le secret de ses origines

L'un des moments fondamentaux de la démarche du gnostique est le
questionnement sur ses origines. Lhomme enfermé dans le monde a
conscience, quoique de facon imprécise, du fait qu'il n’est pas connatu-
rel a la matiére mais qu'il est lié & une dimension spirituelle dont il a
été séparé. Cette démarche intime, que I'étre humain décline de diverses
facons, a été plusieurs fois transposée et condensée, dans les textes gnos-
tiques, dans un énoncé en trois parties: « D’ou est-ce que je viens ?; Ou
suis-je? ; Ou vais-je ? »—un énonce qui se destinait probablement aussi,
par sa structure rythmique, a étre récité.

Ce questionnement existentiel, qui s’adresse tout d’abord a soi-méme,
s'adresse pareillement a une entité capable de fournir des réponses. Mais
ce questionnement est aussi une feuille de route pour celui qui cherche
son commencement car il lui indique déja, sinon le chemin a suivre, I'exis-
tence d'un chemin.
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Tout questionnement exige une réponse: dans les gnostica, celle-ci
peut étre directe et bréve ou passer par un long détour : ce détour consiste
dans la révélation des mysteres divins tout en fournissant 8 'homme I'ex-
plication sur ses origines. Selon les textes, la réponse peut étre immeédia-
tement accolée a la question ou méme coincider avec le contenu global
du traité.

L'interrogation sur ses origines peut étre coulée, selon le choix des
auteurs, dans différents cadres littéraires: dans des suppliques ot I'on
demande a Dieu de se connaitre soi-méme ; dans un dialogue entre l'ini-
tié et les archontes qui l'interrogent essayant de lui barrer le chemin de
retour vers la patrie céleste. Parfois, 'entité révélatrice anticipe elle-méme
les questions et les réponses, dans le but de suggérer a l'initié le compor-
tement qu'il devra tenir, le moment venu, face aux archontes.

La Lettre de Pierre a Philippe

Voyons comment ce théme est présenté dans le premier des quatre trai-
tés du Tchacos, la Lettre de Pierre a Philippe. Cette lettre aux allures d'un
dialogue de révélation®, raconte a son début que les apotres, sur I'incita-
tion de Pierre, se rassemblerent pour prier le Pere de la lumiére, auquel
ils s’adressent par un titre significatif « toi qui possede ce qui n'est pas
souillé » (2,8)”. Apres quelques lignes qui tombent dans une lacune, nous
lisons ce qui suit:

Alors les apotres se prosternérent et dirent: «Seigneur, <nous voudrions
comprendre>® la déficience des éons ainsi que leur plénitude. Comment
sommes-nous retenus [dans ce lieu] ? [Et aussi], comment sommes-nous
venus en ce lieu? Et encore, comment le quitterons—nous? Comment

¢ Les remarques de Jean-Pierre Mahé, dans la notice introductive a La lettre de Pierre a
Philippe NHC VIII, 2 (Jean-Pierre Mahé et Paul-Hubert Poirier, éds., Ecrits gnostiques [BP
538; Paris: Gallimard, 2007], 1324), éclairent également le doublet du Tchacos: « Notre
texte suit le déroulement typique du dialogue gnostique en cinq points: cadre narratif et
décor, apparition du Révélateur, liste de questions et réponses, action, conclusion ».

7 Le terme aTXO0@M est technique, il traduit le grec piaivw et exprime I'une des hantises
les plus marquées de la pensée gnostique: la souillure. Pour ce qui est du Tchacos, on le
retrouve également dans Jacques et dans I'Evangile de Judas. Sur le theme de la souillure
et de la mopvela dans les textes gnostiques, voir Madeleine Scopello, L’Exégése de ['‘dme
(Nag Hammadi 11, 6) : Introduction, traduction, commentaire (NHS 25; Leiden : Brill, 1985),
57-70.

8 Le copiste devait avoir omis une phrase du style « nous voudrions savoir » ; cf. la sug-
gestion de Wolf-Peter Funk, note a la page 3, ligne 2—5, dans I'édition critique Kasser et al.,
The Gospel of Judas, 97. Cf. aussi NHC VIII 134,22.
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pouvons-nous avoir cette assurance (mappyoia) ? [Pourquoi] les puissances
nous combattent-elles ? » (3,1-10)°

Les trois lignes suivantes du passage tombent également dans une lacune.
A partir de 3,14-15 on relate la réponse du Christ ressuscité qui va d’abord
expliquer en quoi consiste la déficience (6wxB) des éons (3,16—4,21),
puis leur plénitude (M0Y?) (4,22—5,9), deux mots techniques que les tra-
ducteurs coptes gardent plus habituellement en grec, et qui sont I'objet
d’une attention soutenue en contexte valentinien”. La lacune allant de
510 a 5,26 nous empéche de connaitre le contenu des réponses ultérieu-
res. Néanmoins, en 6,1—-9, nous avons des éléments de réponse a la ques-
tion « [Pourquoi] les puissances nous combattent-elles ? » Le Seigneur en
effet spécifie que le combat des archontes vise 'homme intérieur (6,3) et
que les apétres doivent lutter ensemble, une fois armés du pouvoir du
Pére (6,4-8). Les lignes suivantes abordent la réponse a la question posée
auparavant « Et encore, comment le (i.e. ce lieu) quitterons-nous?» La
réponse, provenant d'une voix mystérieuse”, envisage la mort physique
des apotres, apres avoir été trainés « dans les synagogues et devant les
gouverneurs » : il s'agit 1a des autorités politiques ou religieuses, pendant
terrestre, pourrait-on dire, des archontes. Le passage qui suit (page 7,8 a
26) n’a pas été conservé. Apres, Jésus apparait aux apotres et les exhorte
a aller diffuser son message (9,4—5. 10-11). Si la question « comment le
(i.e. ce lieu) quitterons-nous ? » n'obtient pas une réponse directe, I'on
peut néanmoins penser que 'accomplissement de leur mission sur terre
ouvrira aux apotres I'acces au salut.

Jacques

Examinons maintenant le deuxieme traité du Tchacos, intitulé Jacques* : il
s'agit d’'une version paralléle a la Premiére apocalypse de Jacques conservée
a Nag Hammadi (NHC 'V, 3), mais pas d’'une copie conforme, plusieurs dif-
férences existant entre les deux écrits. Par ailleurs, le texte du Tchacos est
dans un meilleur état de conservation. Cette révélation (dmoxdAvig) est
moulée dans un dialogue entre Jésus et Jacques, dont la premiére partie

9 Texte parallele de la Lettre de Pierre a Philippe dans le codex VIII, 2 de Nag Hammadi
134,20-135,3. )

* Voir, et ce n'est qu'un exemple, 'Evangile de vérité NHC I 24,9—25,25.

" Reconstruction possible grace a NHC VIII 138,21

= Le titre est présent a la fin du texte, a la page 30 du codex.
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a lieu avant la passion de Jésus (p. 10-16) et la deuxieme partie apres sa
résurrection (p. 17-29).

Dans Jacques, ainsi qu'il en est fait mention en 19,22—23, le cceur de la
révélation de Jésus consiste a expliquer aux disciples I'étape de la rédemp-
tion (caTe)® et de la remontée de 'ame qui s’ensuit. Le Christ ressuscité
prédit a Jacques le périlleux voyage qu'il lui faudra entreprendre apres la
mort et lui suggere les réponses quil devra fournir aux trois collecteurs
(teAwvng), le moment venu (20,2—4). Les questions que I'un des gardiens
posera a Jacques sont les suivantes : « Qui es-tu et d’olt viens-tu ? » (20,10) ;
«Quel fils et quel Pere?» (20,14-15), «D’ou es-tu venu?» (20,19—20);
«Pourquoi es-tu venu ? » (20,22) ; « Ou iras-tu maintenant ? » (21,16).

A la premiére question, Jacques—sur le conseil de Jésus—devra répon-
dre: «Je suis le fils et je viens du Pére » (20,12-13) ; a la deuxieme ques-
tion, « Le Pére préexistant et le Fils existe dans le Pere » (20,15-18); a la
troisiéme question, « Du Préexistant » (20,19—20) ; a la quatrieme, «Je suis
venu vers ce qui est mien et ce qui ne l'est pas»; a la cinquiéme, «J'irai
vers ce qui est mien, vers le lieu dont je suis venu » (21,17-18).

Si l'on considére en parallele la Premiére apocalypse de Jacques de
Nag Hammadi V, 3*, on a le questionnement suivant: « Qui es-tu? D’oll
es-tu?» (33,15). « Quelle sorte de fils es-tu ? A quel pére appartiens-tu ? »
(33,19—20). « [Pourquoi es-tu venu ?] » (33,25). « Ou iras-tu ? » (34,16). La
réponse finale s’articule ainsi: « Lorsqu'il te dira encore: ‘Ol iras-tu ? Tu
lui diras: ‘Au lieu d’oui je suis sorti, 1 je retournerai’ » (34,15—20). Ces for-
mules ont un fort pouvoir de protection, en effet ainsi que l'affirme Jésus
a Jacques, «si tu prononces ces paroles, tu seras sauvé de tous les collec-
teurs » (CT 21,19—20).

L’'on notera l'insistance, dans le traité Jacques tout comme dans son
doublet de Nag Hammadi, sur un théme fondamental de la gnose : le lieu
des origines et celui de la destination finale de 'homme a la recherche de

3 Le terme traduit le grec dmoAdtpwatg, qui désigne pareillement un rite valentinien :
voir a ce propos le compte rendu d'Irénée de Lyon, Contre les hérésies I, 21,5. C'est le terme
grec qui est présent dans le texte parallele de la Premiére Apocalypse de Jacques, NHC V
33,1

“ Armand Veilleux, La premiére Apocalypse de Jacques (NH 'V, 3) ; La seconde Apocalypse
de Jacques (NH 'V, 4) (BCNH.T 17; Québec: Les Presses de 'Université Laval, 1986). Voir le
commentaire de l'auteur, p. 85-92 et le parallele détaillé établi avec le questionnement
utilisé par les Marcosiens, selon Irénée.

5 Cette derniére reconstitution a été rendue possible par le traité Jacques du Tchacos
et a été retenue dans Mahé et Poirier, Ecrits gnostiques, 752.
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soi ne font qu'un. C’est peut-étre le logion 18 de I'Evangile selon Thomas'®
qui a su rendre au mieux cette coincidence:

Les disciples dirent a Jésus: « Dis-nous comment sera notre fin ». Jésus dit :
«Avez-vous donc découvert le commencement pour que vous cherchiez la
fin? Car 1a ou est le commencement, la sera la fin. Heureux celui qui se
tiendra dans le commencement, et il connaitra la fin et il ne gottera pas
de la mort ».

Jacques renforce ce motif par un autre, celui de la parenté que 'homme
a gardée au ciel. Ce théme connait diverses élaborations dans la littéra-
ture gnostique, allant de celle, tres mythologisée, du prince du Chant de la
perle faisant appel a ses parents d’en haut, a celles, davantage intimes, ou
I'ame individuelle est soutenue, dans son épuisante recherche, par I'esprit,
demeuré dans les hauteurs. D’autres développements sont aussi présents,
en particulier chez les valentiniens, comme le motif des anges, doubles
célestes de la communauté terrestre des gnostiques.

Les réponses données dans Jacques au questionnement existentiel rap-
pellent celles fournies par Paul a I'entité qui I'interroge au septieme ciel,
selon I'Apocalypse de Paul” (NHC V 22,23—23,26). Ici aussi il s'agit d'un
questionnement sur les origines et sur la fin, enchéssé dans une structure
dialoguée. Ala question « Ou comptes-tu aller, Paul ? », celui-ci répond :
«Je compte aller vers le lieu d’ol1 je suis sorti »—ce qui met en lumiere
l'identification entre le lieu de ses origines et celui de sa destinée®.

L’Evangile de Judas

Ce traité est parsemé de questions et de réponses de teneur trés variée
(sur les pratiques religieuses, sur des attitudes de comportement, sur le
temps, sur la durée de la vie...). Les questions sont posées par les disci-
ples, par Judas et parfois par Jésus. Néanmoins il n'y a pas a proprement
parler un questionnement qui porte sur les origines. Le seul passage qui

% Traduction de Henri-Charles Puech, L’Evangile selon Thomas : Esquisse d’ une interpré-
tation systématique (vol. 2 de En quéte de la gnose ; Paris : Gallimard, 1978), 14.

7 Jean-Marc Rosenstiehl et Michael Kaler, L’Apocalypse de Paul (NH V, 2) (BCNH.T 31;
Québec: Les Presses de 'Université Laval/Louvain : Editions Peeters, 2005) ; commentaire
a ce passage, 62—66.

' En comparaison, voir les formules rituelles des Marcosiens (Irénée, Adversus Haereses
I, 21,5). Cf. Adelin Rousseau et Louis Doutreleau, Irénée de Lyon : Contre les hérésies, Livre
I (2 vols.; SC 263—264 ; Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1979) ; Adelin Rousseau, Irénée de Lyon :
Contre les hérésies, Dénonciation et réfutation de la gnose au nom menteur (Paris : Editions
du Cerf, 1984).
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pourrait en contenir un écho est trés condensé, et I'interrogation est tour-
née en affirmation ; de plus elle ne concerne pas l'initié, qui se pose des
questions sur lui-méme, comme cela se produit généralement dans les
textes gnostiques, mais elle concerne Jésus, dont Judas affirme connaitre
a la fois l'identité et le lieu d’origine :

Judas lui dit : «Je sais qui tu es et d’ou tu es venu. Tu es venu de I'éon immor-
tel de Barbélo » (Evangile de Judas 35,15-18).

L'on remarquera également que la formule ternaire d'interrogation
(«D’ou? Ou? Vers ou?») qui se cache derriere l'affirmation de Judas
parait ici réduite a une question binaire (« qui es-tu? d’ou viens-tu ?»).
Cette question implicite ressemble davantage aux demandes d’identité
attestées dans les textes antiques ou les personnages se présentent en
énoncant a la fois leur nom et leur provenance®.

Allogéne

Mais c’est dans le quatriéme traité du codex Tchacos, dont le titre n’est
pas conservé mais que l'on appelle Allogéne* du nom de son protago-
niste, que le questionnement existentiel joue un rdle essentiel, au point
d’étre repris deux fois dans le cours du texte. Traité de révélation centré
sur une figure d’initié qui eut une certaine fortune dans la gnose—celle
d’Allogéne, I'Etranger”—il débute par une priére collective qu’un groupe
de personnes prononce en vue d’obtenir la connaissance :

9 Voir par exemple la facon dont se présente Turbon, disciple de Mani dans les Acta
Archelai IV : « Lorsqu'il parvenait en effet, vers le soir, comme un voyageur en pays étran-
ger, a une auberge—c’était le trés hospitalier Marcellus qui avait fait batir ces relais—aux
guetteurs des auberges qui le questionnaient sur sa provenance et son identité et méme
sur celle de celui qui l'avait envoyé, il répondait: «Je suis, certes, mésopotamien mais
je viens de Perse, envoyé par Manichéus, maitre des chrétiens» (traduction Madeleine
Scopello).

» Kasser et al., The Gospel of Judas, 253-79. Seulement deux lettres du titre sont
visibles.

# On rappellera au sujet d’Allogéne, la réélaboration littéraire, sous forme d'une apo-
calypse gnostique, connue dans le cercle de Plotin, selon le témoignage de Porphyre (Vita
Plotini 16) ; les mentions d’Epiphane de Salamine sur les livres dits « Allogeneis » en vogue
chez les Séthiens, (Panarion XXXIX, 5,1; XL, 2,2 et XL, 7,4-5) et, surtout, le traité inti-
tulé Allogéne conservé dans le codex XI de la bibliotheque de Nag Hammadi (Wolf-Peter
Funk, Paul-Hubert Poirier, Madeleine Scopello, et John D. Turner, éds., L’Allogéne (Nag
Hammadi XI, 3) [BCNH.T 30; Québec: Presses de I'Université Laval/ Louvain: Editions
Peeters, 2004]).
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[révé]lation [.... pour que] nous nous connaissions nous-mémes, a savoir
d’ott nous sommes venus, [vers o]u nous allons et ce que nous devrions faire
pour vivre (59, 8-13).

Au terme de cette priére, ainsi que 'indique le narrateur, les orants mon-
tent sur le Thabor*, ou ils prononcent une autre priere, qui reproduit en
partie la premiére. Cette nouvelle supplique parait étre prononcée, au nom
de tous, par un personnage nouvellement apparu sur scéne, Allogéne :

Ils quittérent ce lieu et monterent sur une montagne appelée Thabor. Ils
s'inclinerent et prierent ainsi: O Diey, Seigneur, toi qui es au-dessus des
grands éons, toi qui n'as ni commencement ni fin, donne-nous un Esprit de
connaissance pour la révélation de tes mystéres, pour que nous puissions
nous connaitre nous-mémes, c’est-a-dire d’oil nous sommes venus, ol nous
allons, et ce que nous devrions faire pour pouvoir vivre (59,13—-25).

La révélation sollicitée par les orants anonymes doit leur procurer la
connaissance de soi, une connaissance totale, car elle porte a la fois sur
les origines et sur la fin: « d’ott nous sommes venus, o nous allons ». Le
groupe d’orants est donc déja au stade de I'éveil de la conscience, car il
connait les questions & poser pour obtenir une réponse ouvrant sur l'il-
lumination®. Les orants ne demandent rien qui concerne leur situation
actuelle (« Ou sommes-nous ? ») ; en revanche, ils veulent savoir ce qu'ils
doivent faire pour vivre. Or, dans les textes gnostiques, la vie est I'un des
symboles du divin, tout comme le repos ou le plérome. Le «lieu de vie »
est, par exemple, une métaphore opposée a «la maison de pauvreté »
qui, elle, symbolise le monde de la matiére*. On pourrait comparer notre
écrit avec I'Epitre apocryphe de Jacques (NHC 1, 2) ou vie et recherche
de la connaissance sont étroitement liées en vue de gagner le Royaume.
Hypostase céleste, la Vie intervient déja dans la praescriptio® («Vie de
la part de la Vie sainte!»), avant de devenir 'un des thémes majeurs du

2 Sur ce théme, voir I'article de Madeleine Scopello, « Allogéne et I'ascension au Thabor
dans le traité Allogéne du Codex Tchacos », dans Gnosis and Revelation : Ten Studies on
Codex Tchacos (éd. Madeleine Scopello; Florence: Leo Olschki, 2009), 685—99 (= RSLR 46
[2008]).

2 Cf. sur ce théme I'Evangile de vérité NHC 1, 3: «Qui sera parvenu a un tel état de
conscience sait d’ou il vient et ou il va. Il est devenu lucide. Comme un homme qui a été
ivre, il s'est dégrisé. ... celui qui est inconscient jusqu’a la fin est une créature de 'oubli »
(22,13-15). Texte introduit et annoté par Einar Thomassen et traduit par Anne Pasquier,
dans Mahé et Poirier, Ecrits gnostiques, 45-81.

* Dialogue du Sauveur NHC III 132,4-16.

% Epitre apocryphe de Jacques 1,1-8 : « [C'est Jacques] qui écrit a [ Jthos. Paix [ toi de
la part de] la Paix, [Amour de la part de] 'Amour, G[race de la part de] la Grace, F[oi de
la ]part de la Foi, Vie de la part de la Vie sainte ! ». Voir Donald Rouleau, Epitre apocryphe



SECRETS ET REVELATION DANS LE CODEX TCHACOS 155

traité. A cette Vie s'oppose la vie terrestre, caractérisée par les métaphores
du sommeil et de la maladie (NHC I 3,12. 25). Par ailleurs I'attention que
les gnostiques ont porté a la Vie comme entité divine a probablement
déteint sur les écrits mandéens, ou elle a joué un role considérable : c’est
a la Vie et a la Maison de la Vie que '’homme tombé dans la matiére, mais
étranger a ce monde, tend a retourner. Mais si la Vie est un but a réali-
ser dans 'Allogéne, I'interrogation des orants porte sur « faire ». Le groupe
est-il prét a se soumettre a une sorte de préparation avant d’obtenir la
connaissance ? Le don de la gnose ne serait, en ce cas, pas gratuit mais il
exigerait un effort de la part du bénéficiaire probablement, sous la forme
d’'un comportement ascétique.

La deuxiéme priére a lieu une fois le groupe parvenu au Thabor. La
montagne®” marque un pas supplémentaire dans la connaissance mysti-
que, elle est le symbole d’'un avancement spirituel. La priere des orants se
fait ici plus pressante. Pour demander un éclaircissement sur ses origines
et sur sa fin, on s’adresse a « Celui qui n’a ni commencement ni fin ». On
demande l'octroi de «I'Esprit de connaissance pour la révélation de tes
mystéres », en ajoutant « pour que nous puissions nous connaitre nous-
mémes ». Ainsi est clairement exprimé quel est le contenu de la révélation
des mysteres : c’est la connaissance de soi.

On s'arrétera brievement sur I'expression « Esprit de la connaissance »,
d’abord pour remarquer qu'elle est aussi présente dans jacques 26,9—
10 ainsi que dans le texte parallele de Nag Hammadi V 39,8, dans une
section portant sur l'interprétation des sept femmes, disciples de Jésus.
L’expression provient d’Isaie 11,2 : « Sur lui reposera I'Esprit du Seigneur,
Esprit de sagesse et d'intelligence, Esprit de conseil et de force, Esprit de
connaissance et de crainte du Seigneur ». Une partie de cette formule
apparait dans le Livre des Bénédictions® 1V, 25, retrouvé a Qumran : « Sur

de Jacques (NH I, 2) (BCNH.T 18; Québec: Les Presses de I'Université Laval, 1987). Pour la
présence de la Vie dans la praescriptio, voir le commentaire de D. Rouleau, p. 94-95.

* Théme développé dans la suite du traité (59,26-61,16), lorsque l'on décrit Allogéne
comme étant insensible aux tentations de Satan.

7 Nous avons étudié le théme de la montagne dans notre article déja cité « Allogene et
I'ascension au Thabor dans le traité Allogéne du Codex Tchacos », 692—95.

# Jacques 26,9-10: « Ces sept femmes sont sept Esprits (na) qui sont introduits dans
I'Ecriture : un Esprit (mua) de sagesse (cogic) et d'intelligence (MnTCaBE), un Esprit ()
de conseil (coxne) et de puissance (6om), un Esprit (ma) de compréhension (vods) et de
connaissance (COOYN€), un Esprit (Na) de crainte (N2OTE) ».

» Traduction par André Dupont-Sommer, La Bible : Ecrits intertestamentaires (éd. André
Dupont-Sommer et Marc Philonenko ; BP 337; Paris : Gallimard, 1987), 57.
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toi sera I'Esprit de conseil et de puissance éternelle, I'Esprit de connais-
sance et de crainte de Dieu ».

On notera, en dernier liey, le lien établi entre celui qui pose, au nom
du groupe, les questions sur les origines et la destinée, et la signification
du nom Allogene : étranger au monde, ainsi que le personnage I'explique
dans sa confrontation avec Satan (60,19—22)®, Allogéne est digne de rece-
voir la connaissance. Ainsi 'auteur du quatriéme traité du Tchacos greffe
I'un des thémes majeurs de la gnose, celui de I'étranger, sur celui, égale-
ment fondamental, du questionnement.

Variantes et similitudes

Reprenons le théme du questionnement existentiel dans 'ensemble des
quatre traités du Tchacos. Dans le traité Allogéne, la formule « d’ott nous
sommes venus et ol nous allons » (59,1011 et 59,23—24) évoque de maniére
simplifiée, mais sans ambiguité, les célebres interrogations de I'Extrait de
Théodote 78,2, transmis par Clément d’Alexandrie®, qui condense en quel-
ques lignes le noyau de toute gnose :

Apres le baptéme, les astrologues ne sont plus dans la vérité. Ce n’est
d’ailleurs pas le bain seul qui est libérateur mais la gnose. Qui étions-nous ?
Que sommes-nous devenus? Ou étions-nous? Ou avons-nous été jetés?
Vers quel but nous hitons-nous ? D’ou sommes-nous rachetés? Qu’est-ce
que la génération? Et la régénération? »

Des variantes de ce questionnement apparaissent dans d’autres textes
gnostiques® issus de la tradition directe et indirecte, ot il est le plus sou-
vent inséré dans un dialogue, articulé en questions et réponses, entre
I'dme a la sortie de la vie et les douaniers des spheres. Par rapport a la
formule du maitre valentinien, prononcée probablement par linitié au
moment du baptéme, dans I'Allogéne du Tchacos le questionnement,
réduit a deux seules questions, s'intégre dans une supplique élevée a
Dieu. De plus il est posé non pas par un initié solitaire et dans une dimen-

3 «J'ai été appelé Allogene, car je suis d’'une autre race (yévog) ».

¥ Francois Sagnard, Clément d’Alexandrie : Extraits de Théodote (SC 23 ; Paris: Editions
du Cerf, 1970), 201—203.

# Voir le dossier présenté par April D. DeConick, Seek to See Him: Ascent and Vision
Mysticism in the Gospel of Thomas (Leiden : Brill, 1996), 48n14. Sur 'origine iranienne de ce
questionnement, voir Geo Widengren, « Der iranische Hintergrund der Gnosis », ZRGG 4
(1952) : 103-104. Une origine égyptienne n’est toutefois pas exclue.
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sion ultra-mondaine—que ce soit le voyage de 'ame au moment de la
mort ou un voyage au ciel en état d’extase—mais dans cette vie, par un
groupe voulant connaitre, d’'ores et déja, le secret de ses origines. En ce
qui concerne la Lettre de Pierre a Philippe, ce sont les apOtres qui posent
les trois questions classiques a Jésus ressuscité, dans le contexte narratif
de l'aprés-résurrection. Quant a Jacques, c'est le seul traité du Tchacos
qui reprend le cadre traditionnel des questions que les douaniers céles-
tes adressent a I'ame et auxquelles celle-ci doit étre en mesure de répon-
dre. Les trois questions ont été soumises ici a un effet d’amplification : la
question « Qui es-tu et d’oll viens-tu ? » est suivie par « Quel fils et quel
Pére ? », le motif du lieu de provenance se trouve ainsi étayé par le motif
de la parenté. Dans I'Evangile de Judas, c’est la seule provenance de Jésus
qui est gardée, une vague réminiscence des questionnements par rapport
aux trois autres écrits du Tchacos.

LR

Le questionnement existentiel est strictement imbriqué a la révélation ; il
est formulé par celui qui demande la révélation ; I'initié se pose des ques-
tions qui en réalité sont posées a la divinité ou a l'entité qui le prend en
charge sur la voie de la connaissance. C'est donc cette entité qui fournira
les réponses: ce sera la révélation des mysteres. Sur ce theme aussi, les
quatre traités du codex Tchacos partagent un méme intérét, visant l'ar-
cane, exprimé par une méme terminologie du secret. C’est cette termi-
nologie qui annonce, anticipe puis parachéve les sections que les quatre
traités consacrent a la communication des amnéppyta. Cette coincidence
ne saurait étre le fruit d'un hasard, et celui qui eut I'idée de réunir les
quatre traités en un seul codex y fut trés probablement sensible.

D’autres images et d’autres motifs fédérent les quatre traités du Tchacos,
auxquels nous consacrons actuellement une étude®. Leur analyse peut
permettre, nous semble-t-il, d’ajouter une piéce supplémentaire a nos
connaissances sur la formation des codices gnostiques d’Egypte a la fin
de I'Antiquité.

3 «Nuées lumineuses et autres images du Codex Tchacos ».
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I TELL YOU A MYSTERY:
FROM HIDDEN TO REVEALED IN SETHIAN REVELATION,
RITUAL, AND PROTOLOGY

JoHN D. TURNER
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

As a tribute to Einar Thomassen, my friend and colleague of long stand-
ing, I would like to offer the following treatment of the concept of rev-
elation in the Sethian literature from Nag Hammadi, in particular as a
designation for the movement from “hidden” to “revealed” or “manifest” in
two contexts. First, as the transmission of some kind of cognitive content
or ritual action essential to the enlightenment and salvation of the recipi-
ent, and second as a fundamental ontogenetic concept in the protological
metaphysics and mystical epistemology of Sethian and related literature
in the first several centuries of the common era.

In the first part of this essay, I treat the notion of revelation as an epis-
temological category, as the transmission of discursive information—even
though it is sometimes said to be “ineffable” and “unknowable”—with
special attention to the Trimorphic Protennoia, and in the second part,
I explore revelation or “manifestation” mainly as an ontogenetic
concept—a topic masterfully treated by Professor Thomassen himself
in the case of Valentinian protologies—but also in the epistemological
context of mystical union with the primordial source of all reality in the
Sethian Platonizing treatises Zostrianos and Allogenes. In the latter case, it
turns out that that revelation is a form of self-knowledge which is entirely
devoid of cognitive content.

' Chapter 23, “The Meaning and Origins of Valentinian Protology,” in Einar Thomassen,
The Spiritual Seed: The Church of the ‘Valentinians’ (NHMS 60; Leiden: Brill, 2006).
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Sethian Revelations and Ritual as “Mysteries”

Among the eleven treatises of the Nag Hammadi Library commonly
called “Sethian” or “Classical Gnostic,” five attest the term “mystery”

(pvatiptov):
the Apocryphon of John (5 times):

II 1,14 (The incipit title of the longer version: “The teaching [of the Savior]
and the [revelation of the] mysteries hidden in silence, [which] he taught
to John, [his] disciple.”); 21,27 (the mystery of the Archon’s tree of life); 24,2
(the Archon’s ignorance of the mystery of the holy plan); 31,31 (the myth of
the Apocryphon of John as: “This is the mystery of the immoveable race”);
32,1-3: (“These were the things given him (John) in a mystery and he (the
Savior) immediately disappeared”)

the Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit / the Gospel of the Egyptians:
(7 times):

III 44,2 (the emanation of the Father's name as a “hidden, [invisible] mys-
tery”); IV 55,1—2 (the Triple Male Child as “he who is over the mysteries”); IV
56,17 (“invisible mysteries”); IV 57,13—16 (“This one brought [praise] to the
unrevealable, hidden [mystery ... the] Kalyptos”); IV 58,6-8 (“[the] Five Seals
[and the mystery] of [mysteries]”); III 51,23—24 (at the emergence of the four
Luminaries and the heavenly Seth, “the Perfect hebdomad which exists in
hidden mysteries became complete”); III 63,10-13 (“a Logos-begotten body
which the great Seth prepared for himself, secretly through the virgin”)

Allogenes (once):

XI 52,15—25: (“Since your wisdom has become complete and you have known
the Good that is within you, hear concerning the Triple-Powered One things
you shall guard in great silence and great mystery, because they are not to
be spoken to anyone except those who are worthy and able to hear”)

and Marsanes (once):
X 39,22—24: “((it is fitting) that we never heap scorn [on] the mysteries”).

In the previous examples, the term can designate 1) the secret character
of revelation in general; 2) the secret character of an entire treatise; 3) the
secret character of the divine plan; 4) the manner in which the revelation

* The Apocryphon of John, the Trimorphic Protennoia, the Apocalypse of Adam, the
Hypostasis of the Archons, Thought of Norea, Melchizedek, the Holy Book of the Great
Invisible Spirit (or the Gospel of the Egyptians), Zostrianos, Allogenes, the Three Steles of
Seth, and Marsanes.
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is spoken or is to be received; 5) simply the hidden nature of certain
divine entities; and 6) at least once (the Gospel of the Egyptians IV 58,6-8)
seems to serve as the name of a ritual procedure, the Five Seals. However,
the Trimorphic Protennoia uses the term “mystery” no less than thirteen
times, more than twice as often as the other four treatises, to designate
not only specific revelations delivered by the principal revealer, but also
the precise nature of the principal ritual practiced by the Sethians, the
baptismal rite of the Five Seals. By virtue of the frequency of the term and
its importance to the structure of the treatise as a whole, the use of the
term “mystery” in the Trimorphic Protennoia merits extended comment.

Mystery as Hidden and Revealed Knowledge:
the Trimorphic Protennoia

The basic genre of the Trimorphic Protennoia is a first-person self-predi-
catory aretalogy or recitation of the deeds and attributes of Protennoia-
Barbelo, the First Thought of the Sethian supreme deity. Speaking in the
first person, she recites her attributes and saving initiatives in three distinct
subsections each with their own subtitles: “The Discourse of Protennoia:
[One]”; “[On Fate: Two]”; and “The Discourse of the Appearance: Three.”
These subsections respectively describe Protennoia’s three descents into
the world: first to establish heavenly dwellings for the members of her
spirit (“the Sons of Light”) who are presently trapped in human souls;
second, her nullification of the power of the spiritual world-rulers and
their Archigenetor that enslave her members; and third, her final saving
descent as the divine Logos to restore her members into the light from
which they had fallen.?

In each successive descent, Protennoia appears in modes of increasing
articulateness: First, as Father, she is the audible but as yet inarticulate
Voice of the essentially silent First Thought of the supreme Father/Invisible
Spirit who presides over the establishing of the heavenly dwellings for
her members and descends to chaos to loosen their bonds. Second, as
Mother, she is the somewhat more articulate Speech of the First Thought

3 This horizontal scheme of three descents is also present in—and may have been
derived from—the three-stanzaed monologue concluding the longer version of the
Apocryphon of John (Il 30,1-31,25), where Christ reveals himself as the divine Pronoia-
Barbelo who narrates her three saving descents into the lower world that culminate in
the baptismal rite of the Five Seals.
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who descends to overthrow the old aeon ruled by the Archigenetor and
his evil powers and announces the dawn of the new age. Third, as the
Son, she is the fully articulate Logos who, by adopting the guise of succes-
sively lower powers, descends to and enters the “tents” of her members
and leads them back to the light by means of the baptismal ascent ritual
of the Five Seals, in the process putting on Jesus and rescuing him from
the cross. Throughout the treatise, Protennoia’s power manifests itself not
as a theophany, but as a “theophony,” as audible revelation. Salvation is
received not only through baptismal vision but also through sound and
audition, through the revelation of “mysteries.”

Of the thirteen occurrences of the term pvomptov in the Trimorphic
Protennoia,* eight concern mysteries revealed by Protennoia: 40,37 (“those
who have [heard my mysteries]”); 41,3 (“I shall tell you a mystery”); 41,27—
28 (“I told my mysteries to those who are mine, a hidden mystery”); 42,28
(“I shall tell you a mystery [of ] this age”); 46,34 (“[I will reveal] to you
[my mysteries]”); 47,6 (“I [told all of them about my mysteries]”); and 47,7
(“I taught [them the mysteries]”). In each case, the term pvotyplov means a
secret, even ineffable’ and inexpressible message concerning the impend-
ing or accomplished salvific activity of Protennoia which she reveals or
teaches to “those that are hers,” identified as the Sons of Light (41,15-16).°
Sometimes the mystery is an eschatological secret concerning the shift
from the old to the new age (42,28: “a mystery [of | this age;” 44,32—33: “the
mystery hidden from the Ages”), and sometimes it serves to characterize
the source from which (41,24: “out of the immersion of the mysteries I
spoke”) or the medium or persona through which Protennoia conveys the
revelation, for example as the divine Voice:

XIII 36 * For it is I * who am joined with everyone by virtue of the hidden
Thought and an exalted <Voice>, ¢ even a Voice from * the invisible Thought.
And it is immeasurable #® since it dwells in the Immeasurable One. It is a

*+ 36,28; 37,17; 40,37; 41,3.24.27.28; 42,28; 44,32; 46,34; 47,6.7; 48,33.

5 A “secret” (41,28 eeHn = xexpupupévov), indeed “ineffable” (37,17; 41,3 aTwaxe MmOy
= dppnTog; 47,6—7 aTX004 = dppyTog) or “inexpressible” (41,3-4 aATTEYOY = dvexdiynTog)
mystery.

¢ Compare the Naasene Psalm: “For that reason send me, Father. Bearing seals I shall
descend; I will pass through all the Aeons; I shall disclose all mysteries, I shall manifest
the forms of gods; [and] I will hand on the secrets of the holy path, called ‘gnosis.’” (todtov
ME xdpw Téuov, TdTep: oppayidag Exwy xatafoopat, aidvag SAoug Stodebow, puaThpta TdvTa
8 dvolkw, popepdg ¢ Bedv Emidelfw: [wai] t& xexpuppéva tig dylag 680D, yv@ow xaréoog,
napadwow), apud Pseudo-Hippolytus, Elenchos 5.10.2 (Paul Wendland, Refutatio omnium
haeresium [Vol. 2 of Hippolytus Werke; Leipzig, 1916], 103,20-104,3).
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mystery; ® it is [an unknowable] * deriving from [the Incomprehensible
one]. It is invisible ¥ [to all those who are] visible * in the All

or as the divine Logos-Son:

XIII 37 3 Then 4 the Son who is perfect in every respect... ™ revealed himself
to those who dwell in darkness, and * he showed himself to those who dwell
in the abyss, *® and to those who dwell in the hidden treasuries he told  inef-
fable mysteries, ® and he taught unrepeatable doctrines * to all those who
became Sons of * the Light.

In these two extended citations, the term “mystery” is used rather generally
to signify unknowability and ineffability,” and seems to function merely as
an explanatory gloss and not as part of an extended literary structure. But
in the remainder of the treatise, the term “mystery” serves to characterize
rather larger literary structures, in which the usage of the term “mystery”
seems to demarcate inclusios that frame each of three rather lengthy rev-
elations in 40,29—42,2; 42,27—45,2; and 46,33—48,35. Unlike the first-person
singular self-predications of Protennoia which dominate throughout the
treatise, these three revelations together with an earlier lengthy revela-
tion that does not explicitly announce itself as a “mystery” (37,3—40,29),
are preponderantly third-person narrative. It seems to me that alterna-
tion between first-person singular self-predication and third-person narra-
tive is to be explained by the compositional history of the entire treatise,
namely that the Trimorphic Protennoia has undergone three successive
stages of composition.®

1) Its initial foundation consisted of a triad of first-person aretalogi-
cal speeches delivered by Protennoia. She narrates her three successive
descents into the lower world, on each of which she appears in increas-
ingly articulate form, first in masculine form as the divine Voice, then in
feminine form as the divine Speech and finally in masculine form as the
fully articulate divine Word. At the time of its initial composition, per-
haps at the beginning of the second century, the Trimorphic Protennoia

7 Guy G. Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom: Esoteric Traditions and the Roots of Christian
Mpysticism (2d ed.; SHR 70; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 168 has argued that in late antique Christian
authors, the term “mystery” became “something ineffable, which cannot be fully expressed
by words, rather than something which must remain hidden,” thus marking “the end of
ancient esotericism.”

8 See my “Introduction to Nag Hammadi Codex XIII, 1* Trimorphic Protennoia, 35%,
1-50%,24,” in Nag Hammadi Codices XI, XII and XIII (ed. C. W. Hedrick; CGL; NHS 28;
Leiden: Brill, 1990), 374—405 and, more recently, Paul-Hubert Poirier, La Pensée Premiére a
la triple forme (NH XIII, 1) (BCNH.T 32; Québec: Les Presses de I'Université Laval/Louvain:
Editions Peeters, 2006).
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seems to have had no specifically Christian features apart from occasional
glosses in the third-person narratives that appear to be later additions.
It was instead a product of non-Christian wisdom speculation typical of
Jewish wisdom poems on the part of baptizing sectarians, expressed in
a sequence of three first-person self-predicatory aretalogies of the divine
First Thought, similar to the wisdom poems of Proverbs 8 or Sirach 24,
or the lengthy first-person antithetical self-predications that form the
Nag Hammadi treatise Thunder: Perfect Mind (NHC VI,2), but structured
according to the triple descent pattern used in the Pronoia monologue
concluding the longer version of the Apocryphon of John. Like the pro-
logue of the Gospel of John, the Logos theology of the tripartite Protennoia
aretalogy drew in a similar but independent way upon a fund of oriental
speculation on the divine Word and Wisdom.* Throughout her revelatory
discourses, Protennoia, the silent divine Thought, successively manifests
herself first as audible sound or Voice, then as uttered Speech, and finally
as the fully articulate Logos."

2) In a secondary stage, this triad of first-person speeches was supple-
mented by various third-person narrative materials, including a Barbeloite
cosmogony (XIII 36,27b—40,29a) similar to that shared between the
Apocryphon of John and Irenaeus (Adversus Haereses 1.29),” an account
of the harrowing of hell and the eschatological overthrow of the celestial
powers, and finally a first-person liturgical fragment from the Barbeloite
baptismal ascent ritual of the Five Seals.

9 The original aretalogy comprised Protennoia as First Thought (XIII 35,1-32a;
35,32b—36,27a; 40,29b—41,1a); Protennoia as Voice (XIII 35,32b—36,27a; 40,29b—41,1a);
Protennoia as Speech (XIII 42,4—27a; 45,2b—12a; 45,21—46,3); and Protennoia as Logos (XIII
46,5-74a; 47,5-23; 49,15a—2248; 50,9.17—20). )

© See Carsten Colpe, “Heidnische, jiidische und christliche Uberlieferung in den
Schriften aus Nag Hammadi III,” JAC 17 (1974): 109—24, esp. 122—24.

" She is the “Logos existing in the Silence,” a “hidden Sound,” the “ineffable Logos.”
One may note the similar characterization of the revealer in Thunder: Perfect Mind: “I am
the silence that is incomprehensible and the idea whose remembrance is frequent. I am
the voice whose sound is manifold and the word whose appearance is multiple. I am the
utterance of my name” (VI14,9-15); “Hear me, you hearers and learn of my words, you who
know me. I am the hearing that is attainable to everything; I am the speech that cannot be
grasped. I am the name of the sound and the sound of the name. I am the sign of the letter
and the designation of the division. And I will speak [his name]” (VI 20,26-35).

 In particular, the material in the Trimorphic Protennoia XIII 37,3—20; 37,30—38,5;
38,16—40,27 narrates the same material found in the Apocryphon of John 1I 6,10-30;
7,30—8,28; 11,16-18; 13,32-14,13 and in Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses 1.29.1—4. This common
theogonical material may represent the content of the earliest reconstructable version of
the Apocryphon of John, suggesting that both it and the second compositional stage of the
Trimorphic Protennoia were produced before the second half of the second century.
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3) After circulation as a complete Barbeloite/Sethian treatise, the third
and final stage of composition seems to have consisted of the deliberate
incorporation of Christological polemic into the aretalogical portion of
the third subtractate by Christian Sethians in an effort to demonstrate a
higher, more spiritual interpretation of Christ than that espoused by most
of the apostolic churches.

Clear Christian influence only begins to appear in the narrative mate-
rials added at the second compositional stage, whether by the original
author or a subsequent redactor not long after the original composition.
In this stage the original tripartite aretalogy has been supplemented
with five didactic third-person narratives (XIII 36,27b-40,29a; 40,29b-42,2;
42,27b-45,2a; 46,7b-47,top; 47,24-50,9a) and one first-person liturgical frag-
ment (48,top-48,35) which disturb the otherwise smooth flow of the origi-
nal first-person self-predicatory aretalogies. The second, third and fifth of
these doctrinal insertions are designated as “mysteries” which Protennoia
is said to have communicated to the sons of the light.

Protennoia’s First Mystery: Her Descensus ad Infernos

Cast in direct discourse to a second-person plural audience, the second
narrative section (XIII 40,29—42,2) contains Protennoia’s revelation of the
“mystery” of her descent into the underworld to destroy the prison and
the bonds by which the lower powers hold fast her fallen members. Her
descent is a veritable “harrowing of hell,” employing language very similar
to that found in many of the traditional katabaseis or descents of heroes
into the underworld.”

XIII 40 *° But now I have come down * and reached down to Chaos. And #
I was [with] my own who 3 were in that place. [I am hidden] within 3
them, empowering [them and] giving 3¢ them shape. And [from the first
day] until # the day [when I will grant mighty power] 3¢ to those who [are
mine, I will reveal myself to] 3 those who have [heard my mysteries], 41
that is, the [Sons] of [the] Light. I > am their Father and I shall tell you a 3
mystery, ineffable and indivulgeable ¢ by [any] mouth:

Every bond 5 I loosed from you, and the ® chains of the demons of the
underworld, I broke, 7 these things which are bound on my members,
restraining them. And ® the high walls of darkness I overthrew, o the secure

8 See Homer, lliad 8.14; Hesiod, Theogony 735-44; 807-12; Plato, Republic 10.614e—f and
Phaedo 111C—113¢; Virgil, Aeneid 6.548—625; Oracula Sibyllina 2.227—228; and the Apocalypses
of Elijah and Peter (Achmim fragment), passim; descensus ad infernos was a popular theme
in second and third century Christian literature.
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gates of * those pitiless ones I broke, and I smashed * their bars. And the
evil Force, 2 the one who beats you, the one who hinders * you, the Tyrant,
the Adversary,  the one who is King, and the present Enemy, 5 indeed all
these I explained to those ** who are mine, who are the Sons of the light,
in order that they might nullify them all *® and be saved from all those bonds
9 and enter into the place where they were at * first.

I am the first one who descended * on account of my portion which
remains, that is, >* the Spirit that (now) dwells in the soul, (but) which origi-
nated 2 from the Water of Life. And out * of the immersion of the mysteries
I spoke, * I together with the Archons and Authorities, 2 for I had descended
below their # language. And I spoke my mysteries to *® my own—a hidden
mystery—and » the bonds and eternal oblivion were nullified.

Here, salvation occurs at the moment Protennoia nullifies the power of
the hostile powers merely by explaining their nature. The terms “under-
world” (a(e)unTe i.e., ddvg, 7 occurrences), Tartaros (35,18), and Chaos
(9 occurrences), usually designations of the subterranean abode of the
dead, are in the Trimorphic Protennoia all equivalent designations for
the physical world brought into being by the Archigenetor Yaldabaoth for
the purpose of capturing the divine light in human souls and bodies.* The
imagery and terminology used here of the “harrowing of hell” has striking
parallels in the Odes of Solomon 17:8-15:'5

I opened the doors that were closed.

And I broke in pieces the bars of iron;

But my own iron melted and dissolved before me.
...And I went over all my bondsmen to loose them
That I might not leave any man bound or binding.
And I imparted my knowledge without grudging. ..
And I sowed my fruits in hearts

And I transformed them through myself

And they received my blessing and lived.

And they were gathered to me and were saved,
Because they were to me as my own members,
And I was their head.

“ As Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 5.31.2 notes, a general feature of Gnostic thought. Cf.
the phrases eMnTe Munxaoc (XIII 39,23-24) and MX20C MNEMNTE (40,24).

' Trans. James Rendell Harris and Alphonse Mignana, The Odes and Psalms of Solomon,
(2 vols.; Manchester: The University Press, 1916-1920), 2:290. Cf. also Odes of Solomon 24:1-5
where the Voice of the dove frightens “the inhabitants” and opens the hidden abysses,
which seems similar to the effect of Protennoia’s second descent, see comments in Poirier,
La Pensée Premiére a la triple forme.
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as well as in Pistis Sophia’s exclamation of praise to Jesus for having raised
her out of Chaos into the twelfth aeon:*®

... Thou hast saved me from the depth of Chaos and the aeons of the rulers
of the spheres...

I have been in the darkness and the shadow of Chaos,

bound with the strong bonds of Chaos,

and there was no light in me...

and he also broke all my bonds,

he brought me out of the darkness and oppression of Chaos...

Thou hast broken the high gates of darkness and the strong bars of Chaos.

The first and third paragraphs of this passage use the term “mystery” to refer
to revealed secrets, indeed a “hidden mystery” (MYCTHPION €6HI, 41,28,
also 44,32—33: “mystery hidden from the Ages”) reminiscent of the similar
deutero-Pauline expression puatiplov GmoxeXpUpMEVOY GTo TGV alwvwy in
Col 1:26 and Eph 3:9 (cf. Rom 6:25: pvatypiov xpdvoig alwviolg gearynpévon).
But the third paragraph also uses the term “mystery” to refer not to secret
knowledge, but also to a ritual procedure, when Protennoia declares that
she speaks “out of the immersion of the mysteries” (41,23—24). While the
phrase “immersion of the mysteries” seems especially apt for participation
in a ritual immersion,” it actually must refer to the circumstances of her
origin, mentioned earlier in her introductory aretalogy:

36 *I [descended to the] midst of the underworld 5 and I shone [down upon
the] darkness. It is I who ® made the [water] surge. It is I who am hidden
within 7 [radiant] waters. I am the one who 8 gradually made the All radiant
by my ° Thought.

According to the fuller description of her origin in the Apocryphon of
John:

IT 4 And it is he alone (the Invisible Spirit) who looks = at himself in his
light which surrounds him. # This is the source of the Living Water ** which
supplies all the aeons. In every direction he [gazes] * [upon] his image
which he sees * in the source of the [Spirit]. He invests his intention in his

% Pistis Sophia 2.81 (Carl Schmidt and Violet MacDermot, eds., Pistis Sophia [NHS g;
Leiden: Brill, 1978], 179,25-180,1; 180,10-11). Cf. also the expression “walls of the darkness
of Chaos” (NCOBT MIKaKe NTE 1X20C, ibid. 2.65 (Schmidt and MacDermot, Pistis Sophia,
133,16-18) and “the gates of the pitiless ones” (a1e@®WY NMITYAH NTENIATNAE) in Sophia of
Jesus Christ (BG 121,18-122,1).

7 Baptismal immersion is commonly considered a mystery by fourth century patris-
tic authors. Thus Gregory of Nyssa, Oratio catechetica 40.23—24: AOVGGUEVOL TH UVTTIKG
To0Téh Aoutp®; Epiphanius, De fide 22.14: ta 8" dMa puotipla mept Aovtpod xal tév Evdofev
puaTypiwy.
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2 Jluminous [water, that is], the source of the * [pure] light-water [which]
surrounds him. And # [his Ennoia became] active and she came * forth,
namely she who had [appeared] before him * in [the radiance] of his light.
This is % the first [power which was] before them all, # [manifested from]
his thought, 3 that [is, the Pronoia of the All].

Of course, those to whom she descends to rescue have essentially the
same origin, as Protennoia declares in 41,20—23: “I am the first one who
descended on account of my portion which remains, that is, the Spirit
that (now) dwells in the soul, (but) which originated from the Water of
Life.” Thus this first “mystery” already points toward the third subtractate
in which Protennoia will reveal her third main mystery, “the mystery of
knowledge” (46,33-48,35).

Protennoia’s Second Mystery: The Shift of the Ages

The third narrative section (XIII 42,27b—45,2a), presently in the second
subtractate, is called the “mystery of this Age” (XIII 42,28), and is addressed
to a similar group in the second person plural. It offers an apocalyptic
announcement of the end of the old age and the dawn of the new age with
the final judgment of the authorities of chaos, the Archigenetor and his
celestial powers who rule the world by Fate. This announcement contains
a dialogue between the terrified powers and their Archigenetor, neither
of whom recognize the source of the Voice that is shattering their control
over the cosmos. The provenance of this material seems indeterminate, but
it makes use of the Graeco-Egyptian astrological doctrine of the Lots of Fate
and the planetary Domiciles (Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos 4.2.1—4; 118.1-8).

XIII 42 7 For I shall tell you a *® mystery [of ] this Age (aicwv) and 2 tell you
about the forces that are in it.... 44 * So now, 3° O Sons of the Thought, lis-
ten to me, to the Speech # of your merciful Mother, for you have 32 become
worthy of the mystery hidden from the beginning of  the Ages, so that [you
might receive] it. And the consummation # of this Age [and] of the evil life
% [has approached and there dawns 45 * the] beginning of the [Age to come]
which 2 never changes].

Protennoia’s declaration “I shall tell you a mystery [of | this Age™® is clearly
an eschatological secret of the sort disclosed by Paul in 1 Cor 15:51 (“Behold,

¥ The phrase maiw[n €Te nat ne in 42,29.33 and 44,34, as also in the Apocryphon of
John 11 6,9 and 9,1 corresponds to the Greek 6 aiwv obtog, i.e., this present age as opposed
to the coming age of salvation.
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I tell you a mystery!”) an impending shift of the ages from the regime
of the present evil age—which is about to be overthrown—to that of the
new age of salvation. Her concluding statement to her earthbound mem-
bers “you have become worthy of the mystery hidden from the beginning
of the Ages.” (44,31-32), clearly completes an inclusio whose initial state-
ment occurs in the preceding aretalogical section:

XIII 42 7 Now I have come the second time in the likeness ® of a female
and I have spoken with them. And * I shall tell them of the coming end of the
Age * and teach them of the beginning of the Age * to come, the one without
change—** the one in which our appearance will be changed. 23 We shall be
purified within those Aeons from which I * revealed myself in the Thought >
of the likeness of my masculinity. I settled * among those who are worthy in
the Thought of my *” changeless Aeon.

Another significant element of this inclusion is the designation of the
recipients of Protennoia’s revelations as “those who are worthy,” which
is one of the most frequent self-designations of the composers and users
of the corpus of literature known as “Sethian” or “classical Gnostic,”
although the phrase is of even wider currency, for example in Matt 13:11
(“To you it is given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but
to those it is not given”) or the Gospel of Thomas 62 (“It is to those [who
are worthy] of [my] mysteries that I tell my mysteries”).

Protennoia’s Third Mystery: Mystery as Ritual

The fifth narrative passage (XIII 46,33—48,35)/ (XIII 47,24—50,9a) announces
yet another mystery, called “the mystery of Gnosis” (XIII 48,33b-34a). It is
addressed in the first person singular to a second person plural audience,
now called the “brethren.” It narrates the final descent of Protennoia as
the Word who descends incognito through the various levels of the cos-
mic powers and strips away the corporeal and psychic thought from her

9 Cf. the similar phraseology in 41,2—4: “I am their Father and I shall tell you a mystery,
ineffable and unspeakable by [any] mouth.”

> The term “worthy” can refer to the principal recipient of revelation (e.g., Seth in Steles
Seth VII 118,22 or Allogenes in Allogenes XI 57,35-39) or to the wider community of respon-
sive recipients in general: e.g., Trim. Prot. 42,25—27: ‘I settled among those who are worthy
in the Thought of my changeless Aeon”; cf. Ap. John II 7,29—-30; 26,1—7; Gos. Egypt. 11 55,16;
66,1-8; Melch. IX 11,2; 12,11; Steles Seth VII 121,14; Zost. 4,14-17; 24,21; Marsanes X 40,20—22;
Allogenes X1 68,16—20 and especially XI 52,18—22: “Hear concerning the Triple-Powered One
things you shall guard in great silence and great mystery, because they are not to be spo-
ken to anyone except those who are worthy and able to hear.”
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brethren, replacing it by a shining light. This narrative also contains a
striking fragment (48,15-35) from the liturgy of a Sethian ritual known as
the Five Seals;” it portrays five successive stages of enlightenment: inves-
titure, baptism, enthronement, glorification, and rapture into the Light.*

XIII 46 3 Now behold [I will reveal] % to you [my mysteries] since % you
are my fellow [brethren, and you shall] know % them all [...]. 47 * [...] 2
[...]B[...]*[.-.] 5 I [told all of them about ¢ my mysteries] that exist in [the
7 incomprehensible], inexpressible [Aeons]. I taught [them the mysteries] 8
through the [Voice that ® exists] within a perfect Intellect [and * I] became
a foundation for the All, and [I" empowered] them.

The second time I came in the [Speech] ** of my Voice. I gave shape to
those who [took] shape * until their consummation.

The third * time I revealed myself to them [in] * their tents as Logos and
I revealed myself in the likeness of their shape. And 7 I wore everyone’s
garment and *® I hid myself within them, and [they] did not * know the one
who empowers me. For I dwell within * all the Sovereignties and Powers and
within # the Angels and in every movement [that] exists > in all matter. And
I hid myself within * them until I revealed myself to my [brethren]. *# And
none of them (the Powers) knew me, [although] * it is I who work in them.
Rather [they thought] *¢ that the All was created [by them] *7 since they are
ignorant, not knowing [their] * root, the place in which they grew.

[I]  am the Light that illumines the All I * am the Light that rejoices
[in my] #* brethren, for I came down to the world [of ] 3* mortals on account
of the Spirit that remains [in] 33 that which [descended] (and) came forth
[from] the % innocent Sophia.

I [came] and I delivered % [...] and I [went] to 48 [...]*[...]3[...]*[...]
5[...] ¢ which he had [formerly and 7 I gave to him] from the Water [of Life,

# For other such liturgical fragments, see the Gospel of the Egyptians (Il 66,6-68,1).

» Cf. Lucius’ initiation into the mysteries of Isis in Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.22—24.
See Jean-Marie Sevrin, Le dossier baptismal séthien: Etudes sur la sacramentaire gnostique
(BCNH.E 2; Quebec: Université Laval, 1986), Ch 2, where Sevrin considers this sequence
to reflect an older baptismal ritual (now best attested in Gos. Egypt.) which has become
spiritualized (especially by the addition of glorification and rapture, which seem to him
to have no ritual basis), but thinks it improbable that investiture should precede baptism.
In Trim. Prot. these five stages are only an interpretation of successive stages of spiritual
awareness, culminating in the reception of Gnosis; they are merely a sequence of five
groups of “names” to be invoked (cf. XIII 49,28-32) and by which one is “sealed” or pro-
tected from a hostile material and spiritual environment; they do not reflect a sequence
of five ritual actions. The older ritual presupposed may have involved a quintuple immer-
sion in water, which might be the ritual basis of the number five in the “Five Seals,” or
possibly the number five has something to do with the successive sealing of each of the
five senses from worldly attachments. See also John Turner, “The Sethian Baptismal Rite,”
in Coptica—Gnostica—Manichaica: Mélanges offerts a Wolf-Peter Funk a ['occasion de son
soixantiéme anniversaire (ed. Louis Painchaud and Paul-Hubert Poirier; BCNH.E 8; Québec:
Presses de I'Université Laval/Louvain: Editions Peeters, 2006), 941-92.
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which # strips] him of the Chaos [that is ¢ in the] uttermost [darkness] that
exists [inside] * the entire [abyss], that is, the thought of [the corporeal] *
and the psychic [faculty]. All these I* put on. And I stripped him of it 3 and
I put upon him a shining Light, that * is, the knowledge of the Thought of
the Fatherhood. *

And I delivered him to those who give robes—* Yammon, Elasso,
Amenai—and they [covered] 7 him with a robe from the robes of the
Light.

And T delivered him to the Baptists and they * baptized him—Mich-
eus, Michar, ** Mn[e]sinous—and they immersed him in the spring of the
[Water] # of Life.

And I delivered him to those who 22 enthrone—Bariel, Nouthan, Sabenai—
and they % enthroned him from the throne of glory. >

And I delivered him to those who glorify—?5 Ariom, Elien, Phariel—and
they glorified 2 him with the glory of the Fatherhood.

And # those who rapture raptured—Gamaliel, ## [...]Janen, Samblo, the
servants of <the> great * holy Luminaries—and they took him into * the
light-[place] of his Fatherhood.

And # he received the Five Seals from 32 [the Light] of the Mother,
Protennoia, and #it was [granted] him [to] partake of the mystery of knowl-
edge * and [he became a light] in % Light.

This passage witnesses a sequence of ritual acts, originally centered on
water baptism, which has become internalized into a mystery of celestial
ascent, probably sometime during the late first century. The receipt of the
Five Seals ultimately enables one “[to] partake (X1 €BOX 2N- = uetadapuBdvery
éx)* of the mystery of knowledge” and to “[become a light] in Light,” and
the knowledge thus received is “the knowledge of the Thought of the
Fatherhood,” that is, a direct apprehension of Protennoia herself as the
supreme deity’s own first thought. Whether or not this precise sequence
of investiture, baptism, enthronement, glorification and rapture into the
light was in fact acted out in an actual ceremony, it is clear that the entire
focus is upon enlightenment and spiritual transformation and elevation.*

3 Walter E. Crum, A Coptic Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939), 750b.

* These materials envision the descent of the savior in the form of the Logos into
the world in analogy with the descent of the baptizand into the water, and the spiritual
enlightenment thus conveyed in analogy with the ascent of the baptizand from the world
or earthly water into the realm of light in a single movement of ecstatic vision. For similar
acts, cf. 2 En. 22; T. Levi 8:2-10; 18:6—7; Phil 2:6-11; Col 2:9-15; Odes Sol. 11:7-16; 24:1—5. The
sequence of acts portrayed in the Trimorphic Protennoia (48,15-35; cf. 4512—20) including
investiture, baptism in Living Water, enthronement, glorification and enlightenment or
rapture into the light is also nearly duplicated in the Mandaean Masbuta as summarized
by Kurt Rudolph, Die Mandder (2 vols.; FRLANT 2/57; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1960-1961), 2:88-89. The motif of exaltation and enlightenment through a water rite is
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The Incognito Descent of the Hidden and Revealed Savior

Not only does Protennoia reveal hidden mysteries, but even throughout
the modalities of her three appearances she remains hidden, not only
from the antagonistic forces and powers that necessitate her revelatory
mission, but also even to her fallen members, the Sons of the Light. As the
silent divine thought, she is the Voice hidden within the radiant waters of
the primordial light from which all reality takes its rise (35,30—36,11). Upon
her initial descent she hides within her own members who are bound in
Chaos (40,29—34). Upon her second descent, while the Powers and their
Archigenetor hear but cannot recognize Protennoia’s Voice and Speech,
she hides within yet reveals herself to her fallen members who long for
her (45,21-24). On her third descent, she appears as the Logos, which is
not only the hidden silence, intellect, and primordial light and source of
all reality (46,1—25), but also reveals herself in her members’ “tents,” in
the “likeness of their shape,” indeed wearing their “garments” (47,13-16),
although—Ilike the hostile powers in her second descent—even they do
not initially recognize her identity. By adopting the appearance of the
powers inhabiting each successive level through which she descends, she
is completely incognito to everyone until she chooses to reveal herself:

XIII 47 * The third * time I revealed myself to them [in] * their tents as
Word and I *° revealed myself in the likeness of their shape. And 7 I wore
everyone’s garment and *® I hid myself within them, and [they] did not *
know the one who empowers me. For I dwell within * all the Sovereignties
and Powers and within * the Angels and in every movement [that] exists
22 in all matter. And I hid myself within * them until I revealed myself
to my [brethren]. * And none of them knew me, [although] * it is I who
work in them. Rather [they thought] = that the All was created [by them]
27 since they are ignorant, not knowing [their] ** root, the place in which
they grew.... 49 6 I was] dwelling in them [in the form 7 of each one. [The
Archons] thought ® [that I] was their Christ. Indeed I [dwell ¢ in] everyone.
Indeed within those in whom [I revealed * myself] as Light [I eluded] *
the Archons. I am their beloved, [for] ** in that place I clothed myself [as]
the Son of the Archigenetor, and I was like 4 him until the end of his decree,
which is s the ignorance of Chaos. And among the ** Angels I revealed myself
in their likeness, 7 and among the Powers as if I were one *® of them, but
among the Sons of Man as if * I were a Son of Man, even though I am *

ancient and continuous: cf. “I will praise the Lord of Wisdom,” ANET tablets 3 & 4 (James
Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament [3d ed.; Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1993], 434—36); Pss 18, 30, 69, 80, 89, & 146; 1 Kgs 1:38—47.
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Father of everyone. I hid myself within them * all until I revealed myself
among my members, 2 which are mine.

Hidden and Revealed as Ontogenetic Categories

Although mysteries are by nature hidden, they are also by nature intended
to be revealed to those who are regarded as worthy to know them. But the
movement from hidden to revealed is not restricted merely to speech acts
and epistemology or matters of knowing, for it also has its application in
the generation of ontic reality, as is evident in the Trimorphic Protennoia
itself.

The Trimorphic Protennoia and the Stoic Logos Endiathetos and
Prophorikos

Throughout her revelatory discourses, Protennoia, the silent divine
Thought, successively manifests herself first as audible sound or Voice,
then as uttered Speech, and finally as the fully articulate Logos. The cre-
ative act of the original author of the Trimorphic Protennoia was an inter-
pretation of the sequence of Protennoia’s successive revelatory descents
according to a theory of the increasing articulateness of verbal communi-
cation in which a completely hidden, interior thought becomes outwardly
expressed,” surely deriving from the Stoic distinction between internal rea-
son (Adyog évdidbetog) and uttered or expressed reason (Adyog Tpogop1xds),
which in turn has various degrees of articulation.”® Although the distinction

5 The silent divine Thought reveals itself first as a 1) soft, hidden, ineffable and incom-
prehensible Voice or sound that is imperceptible by perceptible means (XIII 36,13—22)
and thus only germinally recognizable by her own members who consubstantially already
know her (36,13-16; as Voice, Protennoia spoke with the Archons and Authorities by “going
down below their language” 42,24—27), then 2) subsequently becoming perceptible in a
more articulate form (37,20—24) as “the Speech of the Voice (lifted up) to the ears of those
who have known me” (42,14-16), and finally 3) as the fully explicit Word.

6 Cf. the sequence @ovi, Aéig, Adyos in Diogenes Laertius, Vitae 7.57: Stagépet 3¢ puwvi) xai
ML, 8Tt vl pév xal 6 Axds Eott, MéEig 8& 16 EvapBpov udvov. Aékig 8¢ Adyou Slagpépet, 8Tt Adyog
diel ampavtinds Eott, AeELg 8¢ xal dopavtog, w1y BAiTupt, Adyos 3¢ 0d3auds. In 3.107 Diogenes
distinguishes between literate speech and mere sound: ‘H quwv) Stautpettar €ig 30o- €v pév
abtig €Ty Euduyov, Ev 8¢ duxov. Euduyov pév 1) e {owv ewwy, dpuxov 8¢ pBdyyor xal fxot.
T Tod Eulyou pwviis 1) Hév EaTw Eyypdupartos, 1) 8¢ dypdupatos. A different though simi-
lar distinction is surely intended by the Coptic words used by the Trimorphic Protennoia
to distinguish between the progression from mere sound or voice (2pooy, masculine <—
@8dyyos or perhaps #xos) to humanlike speech (cuu feminine <— gwwy or perhaps Aé£)
to fully articulate Logos in the sense of an intelligible proposition or statement. Perhaps
a similar sequence underlies the Apocryphon of John’s portrayal of Barbelo as initially the
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between internal speech or reason and uttered or expressed speech was
first used to distinguish between rational and irrational beings, it may be
that the Stoics saw a similar distinction in Plato’s treatment of the rea-
soning process, which they represented under two aspects, the internal
thought process and its external expression in spoken words.”

From Revelation of Knowledge to Ontogenetic Production

In the later Platonic tradition, this distinction became applied also to
the thought, not just of humans, but also of the divine mind as well as
to the distinction between the intelligible and perceptible realms. Thus
in De vita Mosis, Philo of Alexandria holds that the divine Logos is two-
fold; the relation between God’s logoi can be mimetic, since the visible
creation of one Logos is an icon of the invisible creation of the other,
or, in analogy with human speech, they can be related by procession, as
suggested by applying the term mpogopixds to speech and évdiddetog to
thought, wherein the logos endiathetos represents the archetypal ideas as
the thoughts of the divine mind and the logos prophorikos as the power
that instantiates those archetypes in the physical world.?® Thus just as in

Ennoia internal to the Invisible Spirit, which activates itself as his Pronoia, and is finally
instantiated as his Protennoia.

7 For the Stoic distinction between Adyog évdidbetog and Adyog mpogopixés see Stoicorum
Veterum Fragmenta 2:4318 = Sextus Empiricus, Adversus Mathematicos 2.275.5-8:
“They say that it is not by the uttered logos that man differs from the irrational beasts (for
crows and parrots and jays also emit connected sounds), but by the indwelling one” (¢aa,
81 dvBpwog olyl TA TPoPopK® Adyw Stagépet TV GAdYwy {Hwv ... dMa T@ evdtabétw). Such
a distinction between interior and expressed reasoning may have been suggested in Plato’s
notion of an unspoken internal dialogue within the soul: “Well, then, thought and speech
are the same. What we have called thought is this internal dialogue of the soul with
itself, which is produced without the intermediary of voice.” (O0xodv dtdvota pév xat Aéyog
TOOTOV ATV O Mév Evtog ThS Yuxiis TTpog adTiy StdAoyog dvev pwviig Ytyvopevos Todt adtd Nulv
énwvopdady, didvota, Sophist 263e) or of an inward debate within the soul: “the discourse
which the soul has with itself about any subjects which it considers” (Adyov 6v adty mpdg
abtiy 1) Puy SteEépyetar mepl @ &v axony), Theaetetus 189e). Cf. Aristotle, Posterior Analytics
76b24—27: “every syllogism, and therefore a fortiori demonstration, is addressed not to the
spoken word, but to the discourse within the soul, and though we can always raise objec-
tions to the spoken word, to the inward discourse we cannot always object” (o0 yap mpog
Tov EEw Abyov V) amddeklg, dMa mpds oV €v Tff Yuxh, Emel 00dE cuMhoylopds. del yap EoTwy
gvotijvar Tpdg TOV EEw Adyov, A& mpdg TéV Eow Adyov odx del).

% De vita Mosis 2.127: “For reason is double, both in the universe and also in the nature
of mankind, in the universe there is that reason which is conversant about incorporeal
and paradigmatic Ideas (mapadetypatie@v i3edv) from which the intelligible world (vontég
x6auog) was made, and also that which is concerned with the visible objects of sight, which
are copies and imitations of those Ideas (uppora xai drenovioparta @ idedv exeivav), of
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the case of the revelatory progression from hidden and ineffable to mani-
fest and expressible, there is also the ontogenetic progression from poten-
tiality and latency to actual and manifest.

While the Trimorphic Protennoia clearly applies the progression from
interior to outwardly expressed thought to the notion of progressively
articulate revelation from Silence to Sound to Speech to Statement (Logos),
it may also have intended to suggest a progressively articulate ontogen-
esis of the divine First Thought from an initial silence resident within the
supreme deity to its actual emergence as the divine Son of God.

XIII 36 ¢ I [descended to the] midst of the underworld 5 and I shone [down
upon the] darkness. It is I who © made the [water] surge. It is I who am hid-
den within 7 [radiant] waters. I am the one who ® gradually made the All
radiant by my ° Thought.

In the second century, the Stoic distinction between the immanent and
the expressed Logos provided a way to explain how Christ had preexisted
as the immanent Logos in the Father’s mind and then became incarnate
in time, as in Theophilus of Antioch.” In the third century, Plotinus could

which this perceptible world was made. Again, in man there is internal (év31d8etog) reason
and another that is uttered (mpogopixés): and the one is, as it were a spring, and the other
flows from it; and the place of the one is the governing part (the mind), while the place of
uttered part is the tongue, the mouth, and all the rest of the organs of the voice.” Cf. also
De vita Mosis 2.129; De Abrahamo 83.2; Quod deterius 92.

* Theophilus, Ad Autolycum 2.10.7-9: “God, then, having his own logos dwelling in his
own inward parts generated it, having emitted it with his own wisdom before the All”
("Exev 0dv 8 Bedg tov Eautod Adyov évdidbetov év Tolg 1Sloig amAdyyvols éyéwwnoey adTov pueTd
i éautod copiag ekepevEdpevos Tpd T@V SAwv). Ibid., 2.22.9-17: “But what else is this voice
(of God speaking with Adam in the garden) but the Logos of God, who is also his Son?
Not as the poets and writers of myths talk of the sons of gods begotten from intercourse,
but as truth relates, the Logos that always exists was residing within the heart of God (tév
Adyov Tov Svtar Sta movtog évdtdbetov év xapdia Beod). For before anything came into being
he had him as a counsellor, being his own mind and thought. But when God wished to
make whatever he resolved, he brought this Logos forth as an utterance, the firstborn of
all creation, not himself being emptied of the Logos, but having generated Logos, and
always conversing with his Logos (todtov Tov Adyov €yévwnaey mpogopixdy, TpwTEToXoV TATYg
xtioews, o0 xevwlels adtog Tod Adyou, dMa Adyov yewnoog xal T@ Adyw adtod did TavTdg
outA&v).” Cf. also Clement of Alexandria’s distinction between the innate knowledge of
faith as opposed to the expressed knowledge of wisdom in Stromateis 7.55.4: “Faith is an
internal (évdidfetév) good, and without searching for God, confesses His existence, and
glorifies Him as existent. Whence by starting from this faith, and being developed by it,
through the grace of God, the knowledge respecting Him is to be acquired as far as pos-
sible. Now we assert that knowledge (yv&oig) differs from the wisdom (cogla) that is the
result of teaching. For as far as anything is knowledge, so far is it certainly wisdom; but in
as far as anything is wisdom, it is not certainly knowledge. For the term wisdom appears
only in the knowledge of the uttered word (mpogopixds Adyog).”
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employ a similar notion to the genesis of the cosmos from the cosmic
soul. For Plotinus, the Cosmos is not a created order planned by a deity
whom one can blame for producing evil whether intentionally or inad-
vertently; it is rather the self-expression of the cosmic Soul, which corre-
sponds roughly to Philo’s Adyog mpogopixds, whose Adyog évdiabetos would
be the divine Intelligence (vods):

Ennead V.1[10].3.5—-9: Take then the soul’s upper neighbor (Intellect), more
divine than this divine thing after which and from which the soul derives.
For although it is a thing of the kind which our discourse has shown it to be,
it is an image of Intellect (eixwv Tig ot vod); just as a thought in its utterance
is an image of the thought in soul, so soul is itself the expressed thought of
Intellect and its whole activity and the life, which it sends out to establish
another reality (olov Adyog 6 &v mpogop@ Abyou Tod &v Yuyf, oltw Tol xal adm)
Adyos vod xal V) mloa vépyeta xal Hv mpoletar Lwiy eig dMov dmdotaoty:).

As is well known, Plotinus expressed this emanative self-expression as an
undiminished circumradiation of luminescence from the One (a notion
found also in the Trimorphic Protennoia 36,6—9: “It is I who am hidden
within [radiant] waters; it is I who gradually made the All radiant by my
Thought”). Thus Ennead V.1 [10].6.15—30:

How the Divine Mind comes into being must be explained: everything
moving has necessarily an object towards which it advances; but since the
Supreme can have no such object, we may not ascribe motion to it: anything
that comes into being after it can be produced only as a consequence of
its reversion upon itself (émotpagévrog dei éxeivouv mpdg avtd); of course, we
dare not talk of generation in time, dealing as we are with eternal Beings:
where we speak of origin in such reference, it is in the sense, merely, of
cause and subordination: origin from the Supreme must not be taken to
imply any movement in it: that would make the Being resulting from the
movement not a second principle but a third: the Movement would be the
second hypostasis. Given this immobility in the Supreme, it can neither
have yielded assent nor uttered decree nor stirred in any way towards the
existence of a secondary. What happened then? What are we to conceive
as rising in the neighborhood of that immobility? It must be a circumradi-
ation—produced from the Supreme but from the Supreme without altera-
tion (mepihappry €& adtod pév, € adtod 8¢ uévovtog)—and may be compared
to the brilliant light encircling the sun and ceaselessly generated from that
unchanging substance. (trans. MacKenna)

The motif of ontogenetic radiation adumbrated in the Trimorphic
Protennoia and explicit in Plotinus also finds direct application in the
Apocryphon of John, whose introductory theogony expresses the emer-
gence of the second principle from the first in somewhat similar terms,
whereby the supreme Monad or Invisible Spirit instantiates his First
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Thought, Triple-Powered Barbelo, by contemplating himself in the lumi-
nous “living water” circumradiating from him:

ApJohn BG [26] * It is he (the Invisible Spirit) ... who contemplates himself
alone * in his own light that 7 surrounds him, which he himself is, the source
® of living water, the light that * is full of purity, the fountain of the * Spirit.
It flowed from the * living water of the light and ** provided all aeons and
[27] * worlds. In every direction * he contemplated his own image, behold-
ing 3 it in the ¢ pure luminous water that surrounds him. And 5 his Thought
(8wvolx) became active and ® appeared and stood at rest before 7 him in the
brilliance ® of the light.

Here, a first moment of procession or circumradiation is complemented
by a second moment of self-contemplation in which the act of thought
becomes exteriorized as an entity distinct from its luminous source.
Although the notion of self-contemplation may go back to Aristotle’s
self-thinking intellect,*® by the second century it becomes a mechanism
of theogonical ontogenesis through productive self-contemplation, and is
widely attested in both Sethian and non-Sethian theogonies.*

Such self-contemplation can easily complement the epistemological
movement from hidden thought to manifest discourse or from obscurity
to clarity to yield an ontogenetic movement from potentiality to actuality
conceived as the progressive yet self-reflexive revelation of a hierarchy of
increasingly determinate and articulate levels of reality that can in turn
become the subject of revelatory discourse.

Later Platonic Theories of Ontogenesis through Emanation

One of the novel developments in the transition from the rather static
ontologies typical of Middleplatonism to the dynamic emanationism of
Neoplatonism is the doctrine of the unfolding of the world of true being

% E.g., Metaphysics 12.1072b20-30; cf. also 1074b33-1075a4.

8 Cf. Eugnostos the Blessed 111 75,3—7 (= the Sophia of Jesus Christ 11l 99,1—7): “the begin-
ningless Forefather sees himself within himself, like a mirror, having appeared in his like-
ness (€UNaY €POY MMIN MMOY N2Pal NPHT(' NO€ NOYEIAA' €aqOYWN €BON 2M TEYEINE)
as Self-Father, that is, Self-Begetter”; Tripartite Tractate 1 56,1-57,3: “For it is truly his inef-
fable self that he engenders. It is self-generation, where he conceives of himself and knows
himself as he is.... by knowing himself in himself the Father bore him (the Monogenes
Son) without generation, so that he exists by the Father having him as a thought—that
is, his thought about himself, his sensation of himself and [...] of his eternal being.”;
Clement of Alexandria, Excerpta ex Theodoto 7.1: “Being unknown, the Father wished to
be known to the aeons, and through his reflection, as if knowing himself...he emitted
the Monogenes.”
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and intellect from its source in an ultimate unitary principle beyond being
itself. As in Neoplatonism, the Nag Hammadi Sethian Platonizing treatises
Zostrianos, Allogenes, the Three Steles of Seth, and Marsanes envisage ema-
nation as a three-stage process: First, an initial identity of the product with
its source, a sort of potential or prefigurative existence; second, an indefi-
nite procession or spontaneous emission of the product from its source,
and third, a contemplative visionary reversion of the product upon its
own prefiguration still latent in its source, whereby the product receives
its own distinct reality. The later Neoplatonists named these three stages
Permanence or Remaining, Procession, and Reversion, and often charac-
terized the three successive modes of the product’s existence during this
process by the terms of the noetic triad of Being, Life, and Intellect.

The Kalyptos-Protophanes-Autogenes Triad

A similar emanational scheme is implemented in the Sethian Platonizing
treatises, whose metaphysical hierarchy is headed by a supreme and
pre-existent Unknowable One, often named the Invisible Spirit, who, as
in Plotinus, is clearly beyond being and conceivable only through nega-
tive predication and a cognition devoid of discursive content. Below the
supreme One, at the level of determinate being, is the Barbelo Aeon,
conceived along the lines of a Middle Platonic tripartite divine Intellect.>
It contains a triad of ontological levels, conceived as sub-intellects or
subaeons of the Barbelo Aeon: a contemplated intellect (vodg voytog) that
contains the archetypal ideas (ta 8vtwg dvta), called Kalyptos or “hidden”;
a contemplating intellect (vodg fewpnTinds or véepog) that contains intel-
lects united with their objects of thought, called Protophanes or “first
appearing”; and a discursive and demiurgic intellect (vodg Stavooduevog)
that contains discrete forms of individuals, called Autogenes or
“self-generated.”

# Cf. Gerald Bechtle, “A Problem Concerning the Question of Being in 2./3. Century
Platonism,” Ancient Philosophy 20 (2000): 393—414, esp. 401n74: “Barbelo really is equiva-
lent to mind. It is the first thought of the Invisible Spirit and it has, principally speaking,
three levels: Kalyptos, the hidden One, Protophanes, the first appearing One, Autogenes,
the self-begotten One.... Thus Barbelo corresponds to Numenius' second mind. Insofar
as the second mind is participated in and used by the first, i.e. insofar as the second mind
is prefigured in the first and thus is the first in a certain way, we have Kalyptos. Insofar as
the Numenian second mind is identical with the third and acts through the third it can be
compared to Autogenes. Stricto sensu the second mind as second mind is comparable to
the Protophanes level of the Sethians.”
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Originally, the names of these three subaeons seem to have been derived
from epithets that earlier Sethian literature applied to the members of
their supreme trinity: the Invisible Spirit as Father, the Mother Barbelo
as his First-appearing Thought, and their self-generated Child Autogenes.
Thus the triad of terms Kalyptos-Protophanes-Autogenes would have
designated the dynamic process by which the Barbelo Aeon itself gradu-
ally unfolds from the Invisible Spirit:3* at first “hidden” (xaAvmtdg)** or
latent within the Spirit as its prefigurative intellect, then “first appearing”
(mpwTogavig)® as the Spirit’s separately-existing thought or intellect, and
finally “self-generated” (adtoyewng) as a distinct demiurgical mind that
operates on the physical world below in accordance with its vision of the
archetypal ideas emerging in the divine intellect, Protophanes.® Indeed,

33 Thus in the Apocryphon of John, the Invisible—and thus “hidden”—Spirit emits an
overflow of luminous water in which he sees a reflection of himself; this self-vision then
“first manifests” itself as the second principle Barbelo, the divine First Thought. In turn,
Barbelo contemplates the same luminous water from which she had originated in order
to generate the third principle, the divine Autogenes as the “First Appearance” of the
Invisible Spirit’s first power.

3 In the Trimorphic Protennoia, Barbelo is the invisible “hidden one,” (38,9-10; cf. 36,6—9:
“It is  who am hidden within [radiant] waters. I am the one who gradually put forth the All
by my Thought”), the Intellect hidden in silence (46,11-23). According to the Apocryphon of
John, not only Barbelo (II 4,27—30; 5,11) and her self-generated child Autogenes (6,20—21; cf.
also the Gospel of the Egyptians IV 54,21-22; 55,25; Eugnostos the Blessed 111 74,14-15), but
even the divine Adamas (II 8,32) are said to be the “first to appear” (meTagwp oywn
€BON] ~ mpuwrogavng). Cf. Codex Bruce, Untitled 234,12—13 [Schmidt-MacDermot]: “The
ninth father has a hidden (kaxynToc) aspect and a first-appearing (mp@wTOPaNHC) aspect
and a self-generated (ayTorenuc) aspect.”

35 Cf. Phanes: Orphicorum Hymni 52.5—6; Papyri Magicae IV,943—4; cf. Orphic Argonautica,
line 16 Dottin: ®awnta. .. xaAéovat Brotol - mpdtog ydp épdvéy. Note the use of aivew in the
following Gnostic testimonia: Simon Magus apud Hippolytus, Refutations of All Heresies
6.18: “For Thought (éwoia) that subsists in unity processing forth became two, being
rendered manifest to itself from itself (pavels adtd dmd favtov), the Father passed into
a state of duality.”; Marcus apud Hippolytus, ibid., 6.42: “The self-existent Father opened
His mouth, and sent forth a Logos similar to himself and it stood by him and showed
him who he was, that he himself had been manifested as a form of the Invisible One”
(8¢ mopaoTag Emédeikey adtd 8 v, adtdg Tod dopdTov popen pavels).” Cf. Codex Bruce, Untitled
252,24-253,2 [ Schmidt-MacDermot]: “Moreover the power that was given to the forefather
is called first-manifest (Tpwto@avig) because it is he who first appeared (nentagoywmng
e€BoN nyoprt). And he was called unbegotten (dyévwytog) because no one had created
him. And he was (called) the ineffable and the nameless one. And he was also called self-
begotten (adtoyew)s) and self-willed (ayToeexuToc) because he appeared (oywng €BoX)
by his own will.”

3 In Ad Candidum 14.1-14, Victorinus hints at a similar progression: “For what is above
dv is hidden (cf. Kalyptos) 6v; indeed the manifestation (cf. Protophanes) of the hidden is
generation (cf. Autogenes), since &v in potentiality generates &v in act.”
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in the Apocryphon of John, Autogenes, the third member of the Father-
Mother-Child trinity, also “first appears” from Barbelo:

Ap. John BG [29] ® Barbelo * gazed intently into * the pure Light, [30] * and
she turned herself to it and gave rise to  a spark of blessed light, 3 though it
was not equal to her in ¢ magnitude. This is the 5 only-begotten (povoyevig)
one, who appeared from ° the Father (~ patrofanés), the divine Self-generated
One (abdtoyevys), 7 the first-born (~ protogonos) Child of the ® entirety of
the Spirit of pure light. ®* Now the * Invisible Spirit rejoiced over * the light
that had come into being, ** who first appeared (NTaqP@WPTT NOYWNZ €BOX
~ protofanés) from the * first power, his Forethought (mpévowa), *# Barbelo.

In the Platonizing Sethian treatises, these attributes of “hidden,” “first-
appearing,” and “self-generated,” which seem to have originally applied to
the emergence of Barbelo as the Invisible Spirit's feminine First Thought
(8wvola), have become designations for the tripartite structure of the mas-
culine Aeon (aiwv) of Barbelo, reconceived as a distinct divine Intellect.”

As Thomassen has pointed out,® Marius Victorinus also exhibits a simi-
lar tripartite scheme using the terms absconditum | occultum—manifesta-
tio | apparentia—generatio [ natalis to defend “the homoousian doctrine
by explaining the relationship of Father and Son in terms of a distinction
between the hidden and the manifest: the Son is the manifest form of the
hidden reality of the Father; in manifesting the Father, the Son, as Logos,
and the Holy Spirit represent the Life and Thought of the Father; thus,
the pure being of the Father manifests itself in an outward movement as
Logos/Life and in a movement of return as Holy Spirit/Thought.” He cites
a portion of the following passage from Victorinus’ letter to Candidus:

[God the Father] is known neither as t¢ 8v nor as pv &v, but as knowable in
ignorance since He is simultaneously &v and not év who by His own power
has produced and led té v into manifestation. ... For that which is above &y
is the hidden &v. Indeed the manifestation of the hidden is begetting, if indeed
the &v in potentiality begets the &v in actuality. For nothing is begotten with-
out cause. And if God is cause of all, He is cause also of the begetting of the
dvta, since He is certainly above 1o dv although He is in contact with t¢ dvtt

3 Marsanes X 9,1-3: “For this reason the Virgin (Barbelo) became male (as vodg, i.e.,
the Aeon [m.] of Barbelo), because she had separated from the male (i.e., the Invisible
Spirit).”

3% Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed, 298 and 301. For the study of Victorinus, the basic
works are Paul Henry and Pierre Hadot, Marius Victorinus: Traités théologiques sur la Trinité
(2 vols.; SC 68—69; Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1960) and Pierre Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus
(2 vols.; Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1968).
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as both its father and begetter. Indeed, the one who is pregnant has hidden
within what will be begotten. For the embryo is not nonexistent before birth
but it is in hiding and by birth there comes into manifestation the & in action
which was &v in potentiality; and so that, to tell the truth, tod vtog comes
to manifestation by the action of év. Indeed the action begets outside. But
what begets it? That which was within. What therefore was within, in God?
Nothing other than té &v, the truly &v or rather the mpoév (preexistence)
which is above the universally existent genus, which is above the vtwg 8vta,
the &v in potentiality now in actuality. (Ad Candidum 14,5-25, trans. Clark)

Thomassen goes on to note that this motif of a movement from hiddenness
to manifestation that underlies the Sethian triad Kalyptos-Protophanes-
Autogenes also underlies Valentinian protologies of “type A,” for example
the Gospel of Truth (esp. 27,26—33 and 28,4-10) and the Tripartite Tractate,
that portray the generation of a multiplicity of aeons from the single
monadic Father as a manifestation from an initial hiddenness latent in
the Father's Thought.® In the case of the Tripartite Tractate, he observes:

The generative process of Tri. Trac. can be analyzed as involving three
terms, namely the Father, the Son, and the “church” of aeons, whose mutual
relationships pass through three successive stages: an initial existence as
hiddenness and latency is followed by an exteriorizing manifestation and
completed as individuated generation and independent instantiation. At a
first stage the ineffable and unknowable Father (51:8-54:35) is united with
the Son in his own self-thinking activity (54:35-57:23), and contains within
him the church as the multiplicity of this Thought (57:23-59:38). At a second
stage the Son “spreads himself out and extends himself” (65:4-6), the Father
is made potentially accessible, and the aeons are searching for him; here the
three members all co-exist in the modus of continuous exteriorization, rep-
resented by the self-extension of the Son (60:1-67:34). Finally, the third stage
is characterized by the coming into being of the Pleroma as a multitude of
individual, cognizant beings.

The Noetic Triad of Being, Mind and Life

Despite the simplicity and attractiveness of the Kalyptos-Protophanes-
Autogenes nomenclature as a denotation for the primordial generation
of all subsequent reality from a supreme unitary principle, the Sethian
Platonizing treatises have consistently demoted this triad to a subordinate
level, where the phases of Hidden, First-manifesting, and Self-generated

% Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed, 302.
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have become conceived as an “intellectual’ triad of distinct sub-
intelligences that comprise the second principle, the Barbelo Aeon, play-
ing the role of the divine intelligence. As a result, when it came to working
out the actual dynamics of this emanative process, these treatises ended
up employing a quite different terminology to account for the emergence
of the Barbelo Aeon from the supreme Invisible Spirit. In addition to the
lower intellectual triad of Kalyptos-Protophanes-Autogenes, they intro-
duce a higher, intelligible triad, namely, the noetic triad of Being, Life,
and Mind. Indeed, although Plotinus too occasionally employed the terms
of this noetic triad to designate distinctly non-hAypostatic phases in the
emanation of Intellect from the One,* nevertheless, just as the Sethians
ended up confining the Kalyptos-Protophanes-Autogenes triad to their
second hypostasis Barbelo, Plotinus too mostly confined the function of
the noetic triad to his second hypostasis, Intellect, as a way of portraying
it, not as a realm of merely static being, but instead as living and creative
thought.*

By contrast with Plotinus’ implementation, the Platonizing Sethian
treatises conceive this intelligible triad as a somewhat quasi-hypostatic
entity, the Invisible Spirit's Triple Power, which serves as the means by
which the supreme Invisible Spirit gives rise to the Aeon of Barbelo.*
It is composed of the three powers of Existence (Umap&ig rather than
v, Being), Vitality ({wétyg rather than {wy, Life), and Mentality (vodtyg
[or Blessedness in Zostrianos] rather than vodg, Intellect), essentially a
de-substantified version of the Being-Life-Mind triad. Each of its pow-
ers designates a distinct phase in the emanation of the Barbelo Aeon: 1)
In its initial phase as a purely infinitival Existence (0mapyig or dvtétyg),
the Triple Power is latent within and identical with the supreme One;

* E.g., Ennead V1.7.[38]17.

# Justified by Plato, Sophist 248e—49b: “Are we really to be so easily persuaded that
change, life, soul and intelligence have no place in the perfectly real (mavreAdg 8v), that
it has neither life ({w?) nor intelligence (vodc), but stands aloof devoid of intelligence
(ppdvnatg)?” and Timaeus 39e: “the Nous beholds (xafopd) the ideas resident in the verita-
ble living being (& ot {@ov); such and so many as exist therein he purposed (3tevoydy) that
the universe should contain.” Intellect is not a lifeless being, but an act (Enn. V.3[49].5.33—
44; cf. 11.9[33].6.14-19; VL.9[9].9.17; IL5[25].3.36; V.5[32].2.9-13).

# While Zostrianos tends to portray this entity as the Invisible Spirit’s inherent three-
fold power, Allogenes (and Marsanes) tends to hypostatize the Triple Power as a quasi-
hypostatic “Triple Powered One” or “Triple-Powered Invisible Spirit” interposed between
the supreme Unknowable One and the Aeon of Barbelo by identifying it in terms of its
median processional phase (e.g., Vitality, Life, Activity; XI 66,30-38: “From the One who
constantly stands, there appeared an eternal Life, the Invisible and Triple Powered Spirit,
the One that is in all existing things and surrounds them all while transcending them all.”),
although in its initial and final phases it actually is these two.
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2) in its emanative phase it is an indeterminate Vitality ({wétys) that pro-
ceeds forth from One; and 3) in its final phase it is a Mentality (vontyg)
or Blessedness that contemplates its prefigurative source in the supreme
One, thereby conceptually defining itself as a distinct divine Intellect, the
Aeon of Barbelo.®

XI 48 It is > with [the] hiddenness of Existence that he (the Triple Powered
One) provides '® Being, [providing] 7 for [it in] every way, since it is this *
that [shall] come into being when he » intelligizes himself.

XI 53 28 On account of the * third silence of * Mentality and the undivided
secondary * activity (i.e. Vitality) that appeared (e TacOYWNZ €BOX) #7 in the
First Thought—?® that is, the Barbelo-Aeon—2* and the undivided ** sem-
blance of division, even the Triple-Powered 3 One and the non-substantial
Existence, # it (fem., the activity, évépyeia) appeared (aCOYWNg €BOX) 33 by
means of an activity % that is stable % and silent.

XI 49 7 When he (the Triple Powered One, TPO) ® is intelligized as the
traverser (P€4X100p < Siamepdw or perhaps “delimiter” < Sianepaivw) © of the
(indeterminate) Boundlessness (B) of the * Invisible Spirit (IS) [that sub-
sists] in him (TPO), " it (B) causes [him (TPO)] to revert to [it (IS)] ** in order
that it (B) might know what it is '3 that is within it (IS) and * how it (IS)
exists, and * that he (TPO) might guarantee the endurance of ** everything
by being a 7 cause of truly existing (i.e., determinate) things. ® For through
him (TPO) * knowledge of it (IS) became available, ** since he (TPO) is the
one who knows what it (IS) is.

A similar process is described in Zostrianos, where the three powers of
Existence, Life and Blessedness (rather than Mentality) do not explicitly
form a distinct quasi-hypostatic entity like the Triple Powered One of
Allogenes, but rather reside in the Invisible Spirit itself as its own three
powers:

VIII, 16 > Not only [did they dwell] 3 in thought, but he [made room for] ¢
them, since he is [Being] in the following 5 way: he set a [limit] upon © Being,
lest it become 7 endless and formless; 8 yet it was truly delimited while it was
a9 new entity in order that [it] might become * something having " its own
[dwelling], * Existence together with [Being], * standing with it, existing
with it, # surrounding it, [and being like it] % on every side.

VIII 20 7 The '® Invisible Spirit is [source of them all] * and [an insubstan-
tial Existence] *° [prior to essence] * and existence [and being]. ** [ Existences
are prior to] 2 life, [for it is] the [cause of | >4 Blessed[ness.

% E.g., Zostrianos VIII 81,6—20: “She (Barbelo) [was] existing [individually] [as cause] of
[the declination]. Lest she come forth anymore or get further away from perfection, she
knew herself and him (the Invisible Spirit), and she stood at rest and spread forth on his
[behalf]...to know herself and the one that pre-exists.”
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In fact these notions are also present in the negative and positive theo-
logical source shared in common between Zostrianos (VIII 64,13—66,11
+ 66,14b—68,13 + 74,17—75,21) and Book I of Victorinus' Adversus Arium
(1.49.9—-50.21). The existence of this common source, shared virtually word-
for-word between Zostrianos and book I-b of Marius Victorinus’ treatise
Against Arius, was detected in 1996 by Pierre Hadot and Michel Tardieu.*
Here both Zostrianos (VIII 64,13-66,11) and Victorinus (Adversus Arium
1.49.9—40) characterize the supreme deity by means of a negative (the via
negativa)® and superlative theology (the via eminentiae), supplemented
by a long series of positive affirmations about the One’s identity as a
threefold Spirit (VIII 66,14—68,13 + 74,17—75,21 and Adversus Arium 1.50.1—
21). The most unique feature of the common source is found in its second
section, namely the concept of a supreme principle that contains three
powers or a single threefold power of Existence, Life and Blessedness:

# See Pierre Hadot, “‘Porphyre et Victorinus’. Questions et hypotheses” and Michel
Tardieu, “Recherches sur la formation de 'Apocalypse de Zostrien et les sources de Marius
Victorinus” respectively pages n5-25 and 7-14 in Res Orientales IX (Bures-sur-Yvette:
Groupe pour 'Etude de la Civilisation du Moyen-Orient, 1996). Tardieu attributes the com-
mon source to Numenius as one of the few school Platonists that might have been dar-
ing enough to identify the Platonic-Pythagorean One beyond all being with the universal,
all-pervading Logos-Spirit of Stoic thought; Hadot would avoid attributing such a radical
move to Numenius by proposing that the purely Platonic common source was mediated
to Zostrianos and Victorinus by a subsequent Christianized or Gnostic version of it that
itself originated the identification of the One as the Spirit. For many illustrative parallels
and some details of the reconstruction of the Coptic text of Zostrianos on the basis of
Victorinus’ Latin in my introduction and commentary to the French critical edition of
Zostrianos edition by Catherine Barry, Wolf-Peter Funk, Paul-Hubert Poirier, and John D.
Turner, Zostrien (NH VIII, 1) (BCNH.T 24; Québec: Presses de I'Université Laval/Louvain:
Editions Peeters, 2000). See now the review of various source theories in Volker Drecoll,
“The Greek Text behind the Parallel Sections in Zostrianos and Marius Victorinus,” in
Plato’s Parmenides (ed. John D. Turner and Kevin Corrigan; WGRW 2; Atlanta, GA: Society
of Biblical Literature, 2010), 195-212.

% In the negative theology common to Zostrianos and Victorinus, the negative attri-
butes of the Spirit—such as immeasurable, invisible, indiscernible, and partless—mostly
derive from the first hypothesis of the Parmenides (137c-142a), while others are trans-
ferred from the Phaedrus or derive from the description of matter in the Timaeus. These
include “immeasurable” (Parmenides 140c3, 140d4), “invisible” (Parmenides 136d7-138a1),
“indiscernible” (Parmenides 139b—e), “partless” (Parmenides 137c4—d3, cf. Sophist 245a),
“shapeless” (Parmenides 137dg); “colorless” and “shapeless” (Phaedrus 247c¢6-7); “formless”
(Timaeus 50d7, 51a8); “specieless” (Timaeus 50e4); “qualityless’ [and of Matter, “shapeless,”
“specieless”] (Alcinoos, Didaskalikos 10.165.10-13 Whittaker-Louis = 8.162.36 Hermann).
See Luc Brisson, “The Platonic Background in the Apocalypse of Zostrianos: Numenius and
Letter II attributed to Plato,” in The Tradition of Platonism: Essays in Honour of John Dillon
(ed. J. J. O'Cleary; Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 1999), 17388, here 178.
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VIII 66 * For they are [triple] '> powers of his [unity], *® [complete] Existence,
7 Life and *® Blessedness. In * Existence he exists [as] *° a simple unity, * his
own [rational expression] and idea. > Whomever he will find * he brings into
24 being. [And in] % Vitality, he is alive [and] [67] * [becomes; in Blessedness]
* [he comes to] ¢ [have Mentality].

VIII 67+ [There] is that which 68 ' [comes to be in] 2 [Mentality] and [Life],
8 even [its] inhabitant. 4+ And the Life 5 is [an] activity of the ® insubstantial
[Existence]. 7 That which exists in [them] ® [exists] in it; ® and because of
[it they exist as] * Blessed[ness] and * perfect[ion]. And [it (the Life) is the
power] * that exists in [all those] * that truly exist.

Just after the end of this common source, both Victorinus and Zostrianos
immediately move beyond their expositions of the supreme One to
expound the process by which an indeterminate activity pre-existing
within the supreme One gives rise to a subsequent hypostasis: for
Victorinus the Son of God (Adversus Arium 1.50.22—51.43), and for Zostrianos
the Aeon of Barbelo (VIII 76,top-84,21). The common theme shared by
both Victorinus’ and Zostrianos’ account of the emergence of a second
principle is a gender transformation from female to male. For Victorinus,
the indeterminate feminine power of Life emerging from the Father is
rendered as the masculine Son of God by reversion upon its potential pre-
figurative existence in the Father. For Zostrianos, the indeterminate femi-
nine power of knowledge emerging from the Invisible Spirit is rendered
as the masculine Aeon of Barbelo by a contemplative reversion upon its
prefigurative existence in the Invisible Spirit.

The account of Barbelo’s emanation on pages 76-82 of Zostrianos
reflects the same sequence of procession, reversion and acquisition of
separateness and stability. Having emanated from the Invisible Spirit,
Barbelo’s further descent and potential dispersion is halted by a contem-
plative reversion upon her source. By foreknowing her impending aeonic
status potentially prefigured within the Invisible Spirit, she comes to
stand outside him, examining him and her prefigurative self, spreading
forth and becoming separate and stable as an all-perfect (ravtéAiog) being,
the unengendered Kalyptos. Note that in Zostrianos, Barbelo emanates
directly from the Invisible Spirit who is himself triple powered; here the
Triple Powered One lacks the quasi-hypostatic status it seems to have in
Allogenes.

VIII 76 > And * his knowledge dwells ** outside of him with * that which
contemplates him * inwardly.... 77 ** She became distinct 3 because she
is [an] all-perfect instance * [of | perfection ' existing as contemplation. 6
With respect to that one, 7 [she] is an offspring that supplements *® him, even
that which derives from * his ineffable power. * She has * a pre-potency,
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even * the primal unengenderedness * succeeding that one, *# because with
respect to all the % rest [she is] a first aeon.... 78 ® It is she (Barbelo) who
knows] 7 and [who foreknows] & herself, [truly existing] ¢ as a [single] aeon
in act [and] * potency and [Existence]. ** It is not [in] ** time that she origi-
nated, but [she] * [appeared] eternally, 5 having eternally stood *® in his
presence. 7 She was overshadowed by the *® majesty of his [majesty]. * She
stood ** looking at him and rejoicing. * Being filled with # kindness [she
did not become separate].... 79 ® [And from] the undivided one toward *
existence in act ** move the [intellectual] perfection *# and intellectual life *
that were 5 blessedness and *® divinity. The [entire] Spirit, ** perfect, simple
8 and invisible, * [has] become a unity * in existence and * activity, even
a ** simple Triple [Powered] One, * an Invisible Spirit, an * image of the
one that % truly exists ...81 8 Lest she come forth anymore ° or get further
away  from perfection, she ™ knew herself and him (the Spirit), * and she
stood at rest 8 and spread forth * on his [behalf | — * since she derived ¢
[from] true existence, 7 she derived from that which *® truly exists in com-
mon with all * things—to know herself*° and the one that pre-exists.... 82
5 And they appeared ° [through the one (Barbelo)] who’ foreknows him,
being & an eternal receptacle (xwpnua), ® having become * a secondary form
of his knowledge, " even the duplication of ** his knowledge, the unengen-
dered * Kalyptos.

Victorinus’ account of the emergence of the Son as the second principle
is as follows:

I 50 22 Therefore with this One existing, the (second) One leaped forth, the
One who “is one.”... 51! But this One, which we say to be a One-One, is a
2 Life that is in infinite motion, creator of all other existents, whether of
the authentic existents or the existents, being the Logos of the “to be” of
+ all existents, moving itself by itself in an eternal > movement, having its
movement in itself, or rather being itself ® movement...* For proceeding *
as a potency out of a state of immobile pre-existence—unmoved * so long
as it was in potency—this never-resting motion * arising out of itself and
hastening to engender all sorts of movement * since it was infinite life—
this motion as it were appeared outside in vivifying ' activity. It necessar-
ily follows that life has been engendered...® Life is thus this ** Existence
of all existents, and insofar as life is * movement, it has received a sort of
feminine power, since it ** desired to vivify. But since, as was to be shown,
this movement, * being one, is both Life and Wisdom, Life is converted
2 to Wisdom, or rather to the paternal existence, * or better yet, *® by a
retrograde movement to the paternal power. Thus fortified, Life, hastening
back to the Father, has been made male. > For Life is descent and Wisdom
is ascent. It is also Spirit; *® the two are thus Spirit, two in one. And likewise
Life: at first nothing other than * primal Existence, it was necessarily first
invested with a virginal % potential to be subsequently engendered as the
male 3 Son of God by masculine birth from the Virgin—since in the first
motion, when it first 32 appears, Life initially was—as if it defected from the
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Father’s power and by its innate 33 desire to vivify while it was still interior—34
externalized by its own movement. When it again 3 reverted upon itself, it
returned to its paternal 3¢ existence and became male. Completed by its all-
powerful ¥ vigor, life has become perfect Spirit by * reversion toward the
higher, i.e., toward the interior away from its downward tendency.

Although these expositions of the generation of a second principle lack
the degree of nearly word-for-word agreement as is found in the common
source, their conceptual similarity is sufficiently close as to suspect that
here too Victorinus and Zostrianos may have drawn on the same sources.
As their common archetype, Einar Thomassen has suggested that “one
is lead to postulate the existence of a theory where the Father/Monad
is conceived as a Mind/Thought containing potentially within him the
Totality, in the manner of a womb.* In the description of this pre exis-
tence, moreover, its ‘hiddenness’ was underscored, and the generation of
the Totality was presented as a ‘manifestation.’... This terminology has
an Orphic ring to it, particularly in the myth of Phanes emerging from
the cosmic egg.”¥

While in Zostrianos, ontogenesis seems to be initiated by the supreme
Invisible Spirit itself, in Allogenes ontogenesis apparently begins, not
with the First One—the Invisible Spirit, who is pure self-contained
activity—but on a secondary level with the self-contraction of the Triple
Powered One.”® This initial self-contraction is immediately followed by its

% Note that in Zostrianos 82,8 (cited above) Barbelo is termed a receptacle (yopyua),
and in the Apocryphon of John 11 5,5, the Trimorphic Protennoia XIII 38,15, and the Gospel
of the Egyptians (11l 42,3; 43,1; IV 59,2) she is called the Womb (of all).

4 Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed, 306—7. So too Proclus (e.g., Platonic Theology 3.32.,
etc.) uses the term xpdglog to describe the initial hiddenness of the Totality within the
One, which, as Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus, 1:306n4 notes, is symbolized by the Orphic
egg. See also note 35 above on the Orphic figure of Phanes vis-a-vis Protophanes and com-
ments in John Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition (BCNH.E 6; Québec:
Presses de I'Université Laval/Louvain: Editions Peeters, 2001), 540N37.

# Here it seems that Vitality, the median power of the Triple Powered One, is equiva-
lent to the indefinite dyad of Neopythagorean metaphysics prior to its final instantiation
as the fully determinate Aeon of Barbelo. If so, one can compare this process of contrac-
tion with Moderatus’ (apud Simplicius, In Phys. 231.7-10) “unitary Logos” that inaugurates
ontogenesis on a secondary level by depriving itself of the unitary aspects of its multiple
Forms, thus yielding not only the transcendent unity of the First One, but also making
room for pure Quantity—perhaps the mere plurality of the Forms—deprived of all unity
and proportion as a sort of relative non-being that could be identified with the receptacle
of the Timaeus. Cf. the similar process in frgs. 3-5 of the Chaldaean Oracles, where the
Father snatches away his own fire or hypostatical identity that occupies the highest level
(... 0 mamp Npmacaey €quTdy, 00 &v £f) duvduel voepd xAeioag 1tov Thp) to yield pure inde-
terminate power or potential to be informed by his intellective power on a lower level.
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expansion into the Aeon of Barbelo, which thereupon achieves initial
determination. It then becomes the fully determinate Aeon of Barbelo by
an act of knowing itself and its source.

XI 45 # [O] Triple-Powered One who * [truly exists]! For after it [contracted]
2 [it expanded], and * [it spread out] and became complete, % [and] it was
empowered [with] * all of them by knowing [itself] # [and the perfect
Invisible Spirit], *® and it [became] * [an] aeon. By knowing [herself] 3° she
(Barbelo) knew that one, * [and] she became Kalyptos. 3* [Because] she acts
in those whom she 33 knows, 3¢ she is Protophanes, a perfect, 3 invisible
Intellect.

Such a notion of systolic contraction and diastolic expansion draws once
again on Stoic thought, namely the Stoic doctrine of a tensile motion
(Tovien xiwoig) directed alternately outward to produce multiple magni-
tudes and qualities and inward to produce unity and cohesive substance,
a precursor to the Neoplatonic doctrines of procession and reversion.*

4 As applied to the Stoic universal Logos/Pneuma, Proclus, Theol. Plat. 4.55.7-8: 1 00
TVEVATOG QUG Xal V) Tovixy) xivyatg; as applied to bodies, Nemesius, De nat. hom. 2.44—49
= Numenius, frg. 4b des Places = Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta 2:451: “If they should say,
as the Stoics do, that there exists in bodies a kind of tensile movement which moves
simultaneously inwards and outwards, the outward movement produces magnitudes and
qualities and the inward one unity and substance, we must ask them—since every move-
ment issues from some power—what this power is and what substance it contains.” (i 8¢
Méyotev xafdmep of Ttwixol Tovuaiy Tva elvan xiwaw mepl & cwpata elg T elow dpo xal elg
T EEw xwoupéwyy, xal Ty pév el 1o Ew peyebdv xal moloTTwy dmotekeaTtuay elvat, Ty 8¢
elg 10 elow Evaoewg xal odaiag, EpwtnTéov adTods Emedy) maoa xiwalg 4rrd TvéS EaTt SUVAMEWS
Tig ¥) Sovayug ality xal év tivt odaiwtar). Cf. Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus, 1:68—77. A partial
antecedent to such motion might be the Pythagorean notion that one thing became dis-
tinguished from another through the inbreathing of the Unlimited by the Limit (much as
according to ancient medical speculations, the seed in the womb “breathes in” the air and
is divided by it); see Aristotle, Met. 14.1091a13—19 “There is no reason to doubt whether the
Pythagoreans do or do not introduce it (generation); for they clearly state that when the
One had been constituted—whether out of planes or superficies or seed or out of some-
thing that they cannot explain—immediately the nearest part of the Infinite began to be
drawn in and limited by the Limit.” (ol uév odv ITuBarydpetot mdtepov 0d motodaty #) motodat
yéveaty 0082y Sel Slatdletv: paveps Yap Aéyouaty &g Tod évdg auatadévtog, el ¢E émiméduwy eit’
&% xpol8s it &x amépuarog ett ¢E Qv dmopodaty elmely, e0BV T Fyyiota Tod dmelpov &1t exeto
xal énepaiveto 0o Tod mMépatos); Physics 213b22—27: “The Pythagoreans, too, held that void
exists, and that it enters the heaven from the unlimited breath—it, so to speak, breathes
in void. The void distinguishes the natures of things, since it is the thing that separates and
distinguishes the successive terms in a series. This happens in the first case of numbers; for
the void distinguishes their nature.” (elvat 8 pacav xal of ITuBarydpetot xevdy, xal Emelaiévar
aTd TQ 0Vpave éx Tod dmelpou TVELpATOS WS dvaTTvEoVTL Xal TO xevdy, & Stopilet Tag @laEls, g
8vtog Tod xevod ywpiopod Tvdg TAV Epekis xal [Ths] dioplotws: xal TodT elvar TpQTOV €v Tolg
diptBpols: T Yap xevdv Sopilet T pUTY adTAY).
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Although neither the Existence-Vitality-Mentality nor the Being-
Life-Mind nomenclature for the noetic triad explicitly appears in the
Apocryphon of John, its introductory theogony describes the emergence
of the Triple-Powered Barbelo in essentially the same terminology and
concepts, suggesting that it too was composed in a similar conceptual
environment. In the two passages previously cited from the shorter ver-
sion (Ap. John BG 26,14-27,8 on page 179 and 29,18-30,14 on page 182),
the supreme Monad who “always exists” (eT@oorn a€1, BG 24,2) and who
is “the life that gives life” and “the blessedness that gives blessedness”
(25,15-16) implies the existence of a Being-Life-Mind/Blessedness triad
within the first principle.®

Protological Ontogenesis and Mystical Union as Revelation

Another enigmatic feature of the Platonizing Sethian treatises is found
in Allogenes (NHC XI 59,4—68,top). While the first half of Allogenes
is occupied with a sequence of five revelations from a revealer named
Youel that largely inform the visionary Allogenes about the structure of
the metaphysical hierarchy I have just described, the second half of the
treatise narrates his contemplative ascent into union with the supreme
unknowable One. At this point, a new set of revealers, the powers of the
Luminaries of the Barbelo Aeon, reveal to Allogenes the path of contem-
plative ascent through the powers of the Invisible Spirit’s Triple Power
leading to a mystical union with the supreme One (NHC XI 59,4—68,top).
The ascent beyond the Aeon of Barbelo to the Unknowable One is first
revealed to Allogenes by the powers of the Luminaries (XI 59,4—60,12) and
then actually implemented and narrated (XI 60,12—61,22) by Allogenes
in a way quite similar to the revelation, yielding what amounts to two
accounts of the ascent. The technique consists of an ascending series of

5° Moreover, the second principle Barbelo, who originates from the first principle’s self
contemplation (N0i, 26,15) of himself in the luminous “living” water (M00Y NN, 26,18)
that emanates from him, is herself called Triple-Powered (BG 27,21-28,1: T®o[m]uTe
Noou; 11T 8,2—3: [T)O]MNT Nayn[amic]). Finally, the third principle, the Invisible Spirit’s
and Barbelo’s self-generated Child is, like the Father, also identified as blessed (Makapion;
BG 30,2-3) and receives Mind (Nn0YC, BG 31,5-9). Cf. the parallel in the longer version, NHC
IT 4,19—28. The living waters of the Sethian baptismal rite have become a transcendent
emanation of luminous, living, and self-reflective thinking. In turn, Barbelo’s contempla-
tion of this same luminous water manifests itself as the self-generated Autogenes, the “first
appearance” of the Invisible Spirit’s invisible first thought. Compare Codex Bruce, Untitled
242,24-253,2 [Schmidt-MacDermot] cited in note 35.
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contemplative “withdrawals” (dvaywpelv) into a kind of mystical union with
the supreme Unknowable One itself.* The ultimate moment of apprehen-
sion of the unknowable deity is described as a 0YW(0)PTt NOYWDNZ €BOX or
OYMNT )OPTT NOY(DNZ €BOXA, which at first sight appears to mean some-
thing like “a first revelation” or “a primary revelation.”

In a seminal essay,’* Zeke Mazur has made a study of these phrases, not-
ing that Coptic verb phrases 0YWNg €BOX (or GMATI €BOX) may generally be
rendered generally as “to reveal” (or the noun “revelation”) as translations
of transitive Greek verbs like dvoryyéMew, amoxarbmtew, or gavepodv that
connote transmission of some kind of cognitive information, but also as
translations of verbs such as éugavilew, émipaivew, or paivesfot and nouns
such as emipdvela or éugdvela that denote the intransitive act of manifes-
tation or appearance,® or even certain Greek verbs such as mpoPdMewv
or mpoépxeafat that connote forward motion, emanation, or projection.*
Moreover, when certain revelations or manifestations are qualified by the

5 So also according to Plotinus, the contemplative union of both the mystic aspirant
and the universal Intellect with the supreme One involves a similar withdrawal from any
proactive or aggressive intellection. As the product of an indeterminate, primary life that
processes forth from the One, the contemplative intellect must withdraw back into the
initial manifestation of its own primordial life, which coincides with the supreme One’s
initial act of emanation: “By what sort of simple intuition could one grasp this which tran-
scends the nature of intellect? ... What is it, then, which we shall receive when we set our
intellect to it? Rather, the Intellect must first return [“withdraw”], so to speak, backwards,
and give itself up, in a way, to what lies behind it (8¢ tév vodv olov el Tovmiow dvorywpety
xal olov €avtév dgévta Tols el 8miodey adtod duplotopov vra)—ior it faces in both direc-
tions; and there, if it wishes to see that First Principle, it must not be altogether intellect.
For it is the first life, since it is an activity manifest in the way of outgoing of all things
("Eatt pév yaip adtdg {wi) mpaty), évépyeia odoa &v d1ekdw tév mdvtwvy; cf. Allogenes X1 48,34
cited below, p. 195); outgoing not in the sense that it is now in process of going out but
that it has gone out. If, then, it is life and outgoing and holds all things distinctly and
not in a vague general way—for [in the latter case] it would hold them imperfectly and
inarticulately—it must itself derive from something else, which is no more in the way of
outgoing, but is the origin of outgoing, and the origin of life and the origin of intellect and
all things (dpyy die&ddov xai dpxy) {wiis xal dpyy) vod xal T@v mdvtwy).” (Ennead 111, 8 [30]
9.18—40, trans. Armstrong).

5 Zeke Mazur, “Self-Manifestation and ‘Primary Revelation’ in the Platonizing Sethian
Ascent Treatises and Plotinian Mysticism” (paper presented at the November 2008 annual
meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature), here pp. 3—4.

3 Crum, A Coptic Dictionary, 486b—787a; 812ab.

% Mazur cites the Graeco-Coptic vocabulary of the Apocryphon of John and the parallel
fragments of Irenaeus’ Adversus Haereses preserved by Theodoret: e.g. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer.
1.10.1, line 13: poeAfotamg; cf. NHC III 8,9: oYwN[2 €BOX]; BG 28,8—9: oYwng €Box; NHC II
4,28; 5,15.22.34: ACGWAIL €BOX; IV 7,[3-4]; 8,[2—3].[25]: accAN €BOX. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer.
1.29.1, line 7: mpoeAnAvdev; cf. NHC III 8,16: oYwNg €BOX; BG 28,17: aCOYMNZ €BOX; NHC
IT 22: [aceX]rt €BOX. In the Gospel of the Egyptians (NHC 1V 53,4; 54,21-22, 56,12.21-22;
63,5.28), PQ)OPTT NOYMNY €BOX denotes emanations on many ontological levels, and is also
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prefix ®(0)PTT N- or MNT'@OPM N- (generally renditions of Greek prefixes
like mpo- and mpwto- or similar adverbials), it may signify that the rev-
elation or manifestation is considered as primary or preeminent, but it
may also signify temporal or sequential priority, in the sense of initial,
prior, or originary such that the phrase MNT'@OPTT NOYWNZ €BOX or )(0)
PTT NOY®NZ €BOX may be rendered as “initial emergence” or “originary
manifestation” or even “protophany” as translations of Greek phrases
such as mpwt) éxpdvals, Tpwy Empdvela, Tpogdvela, or even adjectives
(sometimes substantivized) like mpwtogavys.

In particular, these phrases occur at the culmination of Allogenes’ final
contemplative ascent through the three powers of the Triple Powered
One—Blessedness (i.e., Mentality), Vitality, and Existence—that mediate
between the supreme Unknowable One and the Barbelo Aeon. The pas-
sages are as follows:

XI 59 ¢ And should you experience * a revelation of that One by ** means
of a primary revelation * (0OY®WOPTt NOYWNZ €BOX) of the Unknowable One,
% should you # know him, you must be incognizant!

XI 60 8 While I was listening to these things as * those there (the luminar-
ies of the Barbelo Aeon) spoke them, there > was within me a stillness * of
silence, and I heard the ¥ Blessedness ® whereby I knew <my> proper self.
9 And I withdrew (dvaywpeiv) to the = Vitality as I sought it. And # I mutu-
ally entered it ** and stood, * not firmly but > quietly. And I saw * an eter-
nal, intellectual, undivided motion *® peculiar to all formless powers, *” not
determined 2 by any determination. And when 2 I wanted to stand firmly,
3 | withdrew (dvaywpetv) to # the Existence, which I found # standing and
at rest, 3 according to and image and 3¢ likeness of what was enveloping 35
me. By means of a manifestation (0YwNg €BoX) ¥ of the Indivisible and the
% Stable I was filled % with revelation (2N 0YWNZ €BOX); by means % of the
Unknowable One’s 61 primary revelation (OYMNT Q)OPTI NOY(DNQ €BOX), [as
though] ® incognizant of him, I [knew] 3 him and was empowered by 4 him.
Having been permanently strengthened, 5 I knew that [which] ° exists in me,
even the Triple-Powered One 7 and the revelation of ® his uncontainableness.
[And] ° by means of a primary revelation (OYMNT @OPTT N[OY]WNZ €BOX)
of the universally unknowable First One—" the God ** beyond perfection—I
saw 8 him and the Triple-Powered One that exists 4 in them all.

XI 61 = Cease dissipating the inactivity ¢ that exists in you # by (further)
inquiry after *® incomprehensible matters; rather hear * about him inso-
far as it is 3° possible by means of a primary ¥ revelation and a revelation
(OYMNT QOPT NOY(MNZ €BOX MN OYMNZ €BOX).

used of the manifestation of the aeons begotten by Christ in the Trimorphic Protennoia
XIII 39,8.
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XI 63 ° Nor is he something * that exists that * one can know; rather *
he is something else that is superior that * one cannot know, * since he is
primary revelation (€Y@OPTI NOYWNg €BOX Ti€) 5 and self-knowledge, *° since
it is he alone who knows himself.

In the passage Allogenes 60,3-61,14, Allogenes ascends through the
three powers of Blessedness, Vitality, and Existence one by one. Having
become inactive, still and silent, indeed incognizant even of himself, he
has become one with the object of his vision, having passed into the realm
of non-knowing knowledge where there is no longer any distinction or
contrast between actively knowing subject and passively known object
that characterizes ordinary acts of knowledge.

The repeated emphasis on seeking and knowing oneself and what is
within oneself suggests that the term “withdrawal” (dvaywpetv) indicates an
inner-directed self-contraction, a kind of mental and spiritual implosion,
as if Allogenes’ ascent were actually a journey into his interior primor-
dial self where knower and known have become completely assimilated
to one another. He has withdrawn into the prefiguration of his own self
prior to or coincident with the moment of its very origination.®

In the same essay, Mazur goes on to suggest that the “primary revelation”
or, perhaps better, the “originary manifestation” or “pre-manifestation”
or “protophany” of the Unknowable One by which Allogenes is perma-
nently strengthened amounts to an epistemological participation in the
Unknowable One’s own as-yet-indeterminate primordial self-manifestation
and subsequent self-reversion leading to the emergence of a fully deter-
minate second principle from the first through an act of self-cognition.”
As Allogenes puts it:

55 Cf. Zostrianos VIII 44,17-22: “Whenever one [wishes], then he again parts from them
all and withdraws (dvoywpeiv) into himself [alone], for he can become divine by having
withdrawn to God.” Porphyry, Sententiae 40.51-56: “To those who are intellectually (voepdc)
able to withdraw (xwpeiv) into their own being (cdoia) and to know it, and who, by both
the knowledge itself and the consciousness (eidnaic) of that knowledge, apprehend them-
selves according to a unity of knower and known, to those thus present to themselves, true
being (16 8v) is also present.”

5 A similar act of self-directed mentation is attributed to the original emergence of
the Barbelo Aeon from the supreme One’s Triple Power in Allogenes 45,21-35; compare
Allogenes 56,15—20: If you [seek with perfect] seeking, [then] you shall know the [Good
that is] in you; then [you shall know yourself | as well, (as) one who [derives from] the
God who truly [pre-exists].” For similar understandings of self-knowledge, see the Book of
Thomas the Contender 11 138,16—18; Acts of Thomas 15.14-15; Excerpta ex Theodoto 78b; and
Hermetic Definitions 9.4.

5 Mazur, “Self-Manifestation and ‘Primary Revelation,’” 8: “It would appear that the
Platonizing Sethian authors conceived the mystical ascent as a process of reversion
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XI 53 © And]  that one (the Triple Power) moved motionlessly " in his *
navigation, lest he sink 3 into indeterminateness by means * of another act
of * Mentality. And he entered *® into himself and appeared 7 completely
determinate (aqOYMNZ €BOX €4€ NHTOW NiM).

In an earlier passage, Allogenes speaks of a similar approach to knowledge
of the One experienced by the intelligible beings residing “all together” in
the Protophanes level of the Barbelo Aeon; they apprehend their inde-
terminate source in the One by participating in the indeterminate “pre-
vitality” or “first life”® of their own being processing from the One as an
indivisible activity:

XI 48 8 If they come together—2 since it is impossible that * the Individuals
(actively) comprehend the All * [situated in the] place that is higher than
perfect—* they thereby (passively) apprehend through ** a preconception
(wOoPpTI NeNNOWx = mpogwvola). * It is not Being per se, but it is [rather] along
with ' [the] hiddeness ® of Existence that he provides Being, [providing]
7 for [it in] every way, since this *® is what [shall] come into being when
he ' intelligizes himself.... 3> But when 33 they (passively) apprehend (i.e.,
through a preconception), they participate 3¢ in the pre-vitality (Tqopmt
MMNT' ONE = {wi) Tpdyty; cf. Ennead 111.8 [30].9.33 cited above, note 51), even
% an indivisible activity (évépyewa), ¥ a reality (Oméatagis) of the first One, 37
of the One that % truly exists.

Apparently the mystical ascent involves a self-reversion towards some
residual aspect of the transcendental One’s initial self-manifestation or
pre-vitality that somehow lies at the origin of one’s own self. In other
words, the means by which the contemplating Intellect attains mystical
union with the Supreme is the exact reverse of that by which it was origi-
nally generated.

It is also evident that the ascending sequence of epistemological
states—ending in utter cognitive vacancy—experienced by Allogenes is
the exact reverse of the sequence of the ontogenetic phases or modalities

towards some residual aspect of the transcendental divinity’s initial self-manifestation
that is immanent within the self. Yet it also seems that the human aspirant’s mystical
self-reversion is itself non-coincidentally parallel to the primordial self-reversion under-
taken by the first, transcendent principle, when this principle reverts to and apprehends
itself to produce the first incipient duality whence emerges the rest of reality. Indeed, it
appears that these sectaries envisioned the mystical and the ontogenetic experiences of
self-perception——in each case a ‘primary manifestation'—to be identical, according to a
kind of commutative principle, even if the end result in each case was thought to be quite
different. One may therefore suppose the Sethian authors imagined that it was possible to
reiterate the transcendent principle’s own primordial self-apprehension.”
8 Cf. Plotinus, Ennead 111, 8 [30] 9.33 cited above, n. 51.
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by which the Invisible Spirit’s Triple Powered unfolds into the Aeon of
Barbelo: Existence, Vitality, and Mentality. Since the contemplation of
entities on ever higher ontological levels is characterized as a form of the
contemplator’s self-knowledge, it appears that the consciousness of the
knowing subject is actually assimilated to the ontological character of
the level that one intelligizes at any given point. Since the Spirit is beyond
determinate being, so also he is beyond any kind of discursive cognition,
and therefore he is “known” by not knowing him, a kind of “learned igno-
rance” (60,13—61,22).

Learned Ignorance

Indeed, it seems that the primary manifestation conveying the ultimate
vision of the supreme reality is identical with its object: the Invisible Spirit
is the very primary revelation or manifestation by which he is known,
whether by himself or by another:

XI 63 © Nor is he something ™ that exists, that * one can know. Rather ** he is
something else that is superior, which * one cannot know. *# He is originary
manifestation *» and self-knowledge, * since it is he alone who knows him-
self. 7 Since he is not one of those things *® that exist, but is another thing,
he is superior to all superlatives, ** even in comparison to his character and
2 what is not his character.

As the anonymous Turin Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides puts it:

There is a knowledge which is knowledge of a knower, passing from igno-
rance to knowledge of the known, and there is also another knowledge, an
absolute one which is neither knowledge proper to a knower nor knowl-
edge of a known, but knowledge which is this One before every known or
unknown and every subject coming to knowledge. (Anon. in Parmenidem
6.4—12 [Hadot 2:82])

The Invisible Spirit is so unknowable that he is in some sense his own
unknowable knowledge, and forms a unity with the nescience that sees him.
In fact he seems to be equated with the state of mental vacancy itself:

XI 63 %8 But he is self-comprehending, * like something 3° so unknowable, *
that he exceeds those who excel % in unknowability.... 64 ¢ And thus he 7
is unknowable to all of them 8 in every respect, and ¢ through them all he is
© in them all, * not only as the unknowable knowledge ** that is proper to
him;  he is also joined through the * nescience that sees him.

The self-knowledge and existence of the Unknown One is not something
distinct from him, but identical with him. To equate him with either
knowledge or non-knowledge is to miss the goal of one’s quest:
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XI 64 * <Whether one sees> 5 in what way he is unknowable, ¢ or sees ¥
him as he is ® in every respect or ® would say that ** he is something like
= knowledge, he has acted impiously against him, ** being liable to judg-
ment because he did not 2 know God. He will not 2 be judged by * that
One, who * is neither concerned for anything nor # has any desire, * but it
results > merely from the fact that he has not found the origin * that truly
exists. He was blind # apart from the quiescent source 3 of revelation, 33 the
actualization 3 from the triple-powered % preconception ()OPT NENNOI =
mpoéwvola; cf. 48,13 cited above, p. 195 and Anon. in Parm. 2.20, cited below)3®
of the Invisible Spirit.

The unknowable deity is united with the nescience that sees him, which
is identical with his own self-knowledge. By implication, he is also united
with the non-knowing visionary as well. The “unknowable knowledge that
is proper to him” includes not only human knowledge of the Invisible
Spirit, but also the Spirit's own knowledge of himself and things other
than himself. The Spirit abides in the nescience that sees him, a nescience
whose image dwells also in us, as the anonymous Parmenides Commentary
makes clear:

We also lack the faculty proper to the direct apprehension (¢mioAn) of God,
even if those who represent him in some way reveal to us something of
the subject by discourse as far as it is possible for us to understand, for he
himself abides beyond any discourse and every notion, in the ignorance of
him that is found in us (év t}] adtod mept Nag dyvwaia xatapévovtog). (Anon.
in Parmenidem 9.20—26 [Hadot 2.94—96])

Such a cognitively vacant apprehension of the Supreme is advocated both
by the fragment 1 of the Chaldaean Oracles and by the anonymous com-
mentator on Plato’s Parmenides:

It is necessary therefore to subtract everything and add nothing: to subtract
everything, not by falling into absolute non-being, but by thought attending
to everything that comes to and through him, considering that he is the
cause of both the multitude and the being of all things, while himself being
neither one nor multiple, but beyond being in regard to all the things that
exist on his account. Thus he transcends not only multiplicity, but even the
concept of the One, for it is on his account that both the One and Monad
exist. And thus one will be able neither to fall into the void, nor dare to attri-
bute anything to him, but to remain in a non-comprehending comprehen-
sion and in an intellection that intuits nothing. Through such means, it will
occur to you at some point, having stood apart from the intellection of the
things constituted by him, to stand upon the ineffable preconception of him
which represents him through silence (dmoatdvtt Tdv 8t adtov dmo<atdv>Twy
g vooews othval et v avtod dppnTov mpo{s}évvolay T Evetxovilopévy
adtov S auyis), (a preconception) that is unaware of being silent and not
conscious that it represents him and is cognizant of nothing at all, but which
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is only an image of the ineffable and is ineffably identical with the ineffable,
but not as if knowing him, if you can follow me, even though imaginatively,
as I venture to speak (Anon. in Parmenidem 2.4—27 [Hadot 2.68-70]; trans.
Bechtle)

Interestingly, in the Chaldean Oracles and the anonymous Commentary,
this supra-rational nescience or “non-knowing knowledge” is indeed
described, but it is not self-reflexive and not narratively reenacted as it is
in Allogenes. It is also interesting that both this citation from the anony-
mous Commentary and the previously cited passages from Allogenes 48,13
on p. 195 and 64,14—36 on p. 197 apparently use the term “preconception”
(wopTT NENNOIA = Tpoévvola) to refer to the nescient apprehension of the
One, not only on the part of the visionary, but also on the part of the
One itself. Like the concept of protophany or originary manifestation, so
also the concept of preconception—defined (in Allogenes 48,8-38, cited
above, p. 195) as an apprehension of the supreme One through a partici-
pation in the indivisible activity of the First One’s “pre-vitality"—seems
to play a role in both originary ontogenesis from and mystical reversion
to the One.

Conclusion

The term “revelation” as a designation for the movement from “hidden”
to “revealed” or “manifest” is clearly a central one in religious literature,
where it can designate not only the transmission of some kind of cog-
nitive content or ritual action essential to the enlightenment and salva-
tion of the recipient, but even serve as a generic designation or even the
title for entire compositions. In the case of the Sethian literature from
Nag Hammadi, revelation is a dominantly epistemological phenomenon,
a way of knowing ultimate—generally invisible and intangible—reality
that is thought to qualify and add depth to the ordinary reality of everyday
experience. In this sense, such revelations promise to transmit a knowl-
edge that can be understood, even though in many instances these revela-
tions are said to be “ineffable” or “incomprehensible,” or to be a “mystery”
that is secret and indivulgeable, especially to those outside of the group
for which its content is intended.

The case of Sethian literature is particularly interesting, owing to its
indebtedness to Greek—mainly Platonic and Stoic—metaphysics that
reaches its height in the so-called Platonizing Sethian treatises Zostrianos,
Allogenes, the Three Steles of Seth and Marsanes. In these treatises, espe-
cially Allogenes, the concept of revelation—without losing its original
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epistemological significance—has slid over into the domain of rather
technical metaphysics, especially theories of protological ontogenesis.
Here, the process by which reality itself is generated is depicted as a mani-
festation, appearance, exteriorization, deployment, or actualization of a
potentiality hidden or prefigured in an originating source that transcends
or is clearly “other” than what is thereby generated. This movement from
hidden to manifest results in a hierarchy of increasingly determinate and
articulate levels of reality that can be grasped and categorized through
revelatory discourse.

Given the monistic character of this metaphysics that traces the origin
of an articulated ontological hierarchy back to an absolutely simple and
unitary single source in which this hierarchy is originally hidden, the ini-
tial generation or manifestation of this hierarchy also constitutes a revela-
tion of the original source. But while the product of this manifestation is
knowable by discursive thought and intellection, its originary manifesta-
tion is not. Thus, especially in Allogenes, initial moment of ontogenetic
manifestation is ultimately a revelation which, like its ultimate source, is
not only merely “ineffable” or “incomprehensible,” but one that cannot
be known at all, or is knowable only by knowing what it is not, or indeed
by not knowing it at all. As Allogenes puts it, the source of all reality is so
unknowable that it is in some sense its own unknowable knowledge, and
forms a unity with the nescience that sees it. Here, it turns out that that
revelation is a form of self-knowledge which is entirely devoid of cogni-
tive content, not only on the part of the would-be knower, but also of
that itself which one seeks to know. Surely the most significant feature of
Allogenes is the irony that such a lengthy sequence of erudite metaphysi-
cal “revelations,” whose comprehension demands rather difficult mental
gymnastics, has as its goal an ultimate nescience and cessation of any
mentation whatsoever. Allogenes is to my knowledge the earliest attempt
in the history of Western mysticism actually to narrate the successive
stages of a mystical union with the Unknowable God who can only be
known by not knowing him. Indeed, Allogenes is not so much a revelation
of the mystical ascent or of its ultimate destination as it is a performance:
the very act of reading Allogenes is itself to undergo the ascent.
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MYSTERY AND SECRECY IN THE EGYPTIAN DESERT:
ESOTERICISM AND EVAGRIUS OF PONTUS
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It seems that Evagrius of Pontus often said less than he knew. Evagrius may
have written more about the ascetic life than any monk of the Egyptian
desert before 400 C.E., but he frequently drew attention to how much he
was not telling his readers. Consider, for example, his so-called Letter to
Melania (“so-called” because it may not in fact have been addressed to
Melania). Evagrius opens by pointing out that when separated friends
“want to know—or to make known to one another—those intentions
and hidden secrets that are not for everyone and are not to be revealed
to anyone except those who have a kindred mind, they do so through
letters.” From this statement the letter’s recipient might have expected
that he or she would receive everything that Evagrius might have to say,
that to this “kindred mind” Evagrius would not hold back, that between
these two separated friends all “intentions and hidden secrets” would be
revealed. But it was not so. Later in the letter, discussing the relationships
among the human being’s mind, soul, and body and among the Father,
Son, and Spirit, Evagrius pauses and explains, “I can truly say that many
pathways full of various distinctions meet me here—but I am unwilling
to write them down for you because I am unable to entrust them to ink
and paper and because of those who might in the future happen to come
upon this letter.”” The danger of revealing certain ideas to those unworthy
or incapable of them forces a reticence on Evagrius, even when he is cor-
responding with someone who is experienced with advanced theological
discourse and whom he considers a friend.

Scholars have often attributed Evagrius’s reluctance to say all that
he knows to the esoteric, easily misunderstood, or potentially heretical

' Evagrius, Letter to Melania 1 (Augustine M. Casiday, Evagrius Ponticus [The Early
Church Fathers; London and New York: Routledge, 2006], 64). In part due to the uncer-
tainty about the addressee, Casiday calls this work The Great Letter. I use the traditional
title simply because it will be familiar to readers. Throughout this essay I cite the transla-
tions that I have used. If no translation is cited, then it is my own.

* Letter to Melania 17 (Casiday, Evagrius Ponticus, 67).
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nature of his higher teachings, in short, to his “Origenism.” And so while
I understand the opening of the Letter to Melania to promise intimacy
between friends (“I will share with you, a kindred mind, all my secrets”)—
a promise, to be sure, that the author breaks—M. Parmentier, the pio-
neering translator of and commentator on the letter, saw concealment
and anxiety: “Evagrius ‘has something to hide.’ His teaching is, he realizes,
easily misunderstood and rejected. This is why he refrains from showing
the back of his (Origenistic) tongue in his ascetic-practical works, which
are addressed to a wider and less intellectual public.”? There are several
problems with this line of interpretation. For one thing, the Letter to
Melania is neither an “ascetic-practical work” nor “addressed to a wider
and less intellectual public,” and in fact it does contain explicit teach-
ings that are undeniably “Origenistic,” including one of Evagrius’s most
detailed descriptions of a highly unitary apokatastasis (minds “will return”
to the Father “like torrents to the sea”).* If Evagrius hoped to restrain “his
(Origenistic) tongue,” he did not succeed. Moreover, scholars increasingly
question to what extent Evagrius held the doctrines that the Council of
Constantinople would later condemn as dangerously Origenist. But even
apart from that skepticism (which I do not fully share), there is little
reason to think that Evagrius would have understood that he was teach-
ing suspect ideas, for he never considered himself anything other than
a loyal and orthodox member of the Church. He had, of course, helped
Gregory of Nazianzus defend Nicene theology against its “Arian” critics in
Constantinople.

Far better to understand Evagrius’s withholding of information as
pedagogically motivated, as indeed most scholars now do: Evagrius was a
teacher, and teachers adapt their instruction to their students’ capabilities
and do not share some concepts before they are ready. Evagrius’s “eso-
tericism,” his frequently stated reluctance to say all that he knows, stems
primarily from his pedagogy, as we shall see. But related factors are also in
play, including modesty about embarrassing (particularly sexual) matters
and fear of uttering blasphemous words. Moreover, we can and should
push the pedagogical interpretation of Evagrius’s secrecy further: “myster-
ies,” increasingly higher secrets of God that the monk can discover, stimu-
late the monk’s spiritual life, which is a journey back to God and to the

3 Martin Parmentier, “‘Evagrius of Pontus’ ‘Letter to Melania,’” Bijdragen: Tijdschrift
voor filosofie en theologie 46 (1985): 2—38, at 21.
+ Letter to Melania 27 (Casiday, Evagrius Ponticus, 69).
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contemplation that he enjoyed before the “first movement” that resulted
in diversity and embodiment. Esotericism is built into the cosmos, as
Evagrius sees it, and thus into God’s plan for his rational creatures.

First, however, we should acknowledge more prosaic reasons for some
of Evagrius’s demurrals about saying all that he has known or experienced.
One is embarrassment: to reveal one’s thoughts, temptations, and anxiet-
ies fully is risky because it makes one vulnerable to the disappointment,
mockery, or even contempt of others. Thus, Evagrius opens Antirrhétikos
or Talking Back, his collection of nearly 500 instances in which the monk
ought to recite a scriptural passage, by remarking on the pain and diffi-
culty of his undertaking: “I have struggled ‘to open my mouth’ (Ps 118:131)
and to speak to God, to his holy angels, and to my own afflicted soul. I
have made public the entire contest of the monastic life.....”s And indeed,
Evagrius reports that the demon of sadness “threatens me with curses
and said, ‘I will make you an object of laughter and reproach among all
the monks because you have investigated and made known all the kinds
of all the unclean thoughts.’”® Sexuality is an obvious area of potential
shame. A thought of fornication can be so humiliating that a little vain-
glory can counteract it, and vice versa: while vainglory “promises honors,”
fornication “leads to indignities.”” In one instance Evagrius provides only
a sketchy description of sexual temptation, explaining that “those who
have been tempted by this demon will understand what I am saying”;
in another he refuses to describe at all certain “unspeakable evils” that
would discourage experienced monks, terrify new monks, and scandalize
lay readers.® It is beneficial to let struggling ascetics know that the demons
suggest vile sexual acts even to advanced monks, and it is helpful to sug-
gest ways to resist such demonic attacks, but it would be of no use and
even counterproductive to describe particular sexual behaviors.

Similar logic applies to the horrifyingly blasphemous thoughts against
God that the demon of pride often suggests to particularly accomplished
monks. Evagrius notes that such thoughts can be accompanied by “forbid-
den fantasies that I have not dared even to transmit in writing.” If he were

5 Evagrius, Antirrhétikos Pref.6 (David Brakke, Talking Back: A Monastic Handbook for
Combating Demons [Cistercian Studies Series 229; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press,
2009], 52).

¢ Antirrhétikos 4.25 (Brakke, Talking Back, 105).

7 Praktikos 58 (SC 171:636).

8 Antirrheétikos 2.55, 65 (Brakke, Talking Back, 81, 83).

9 Praktikos 46 (SC 171:602-04).
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to put them in writing, he would “shake heaven and earth”—and yet, as in
the case of sexuality, “those who have been tempted by it know what I am
saying.”® Despite these refusals to speak, scholars suspect that Evagrius
has revealed what these thoughts are elsewhere.” If so, they include won-
dering whether God is present within one’s self, denial of human free will
and thus the justice of God’s condemnations of us, identification of the
demons as gods, denigration of the body as evil, believing that the Trinity
was created, and doubting God’s providence and judgment and our abil-
ity to attain virtue.” Evagrius calls all these thoughts blasphemous, but I
suspect that the thoughts and fantasies that he will not repeat in writing
are even worse than these, the reporting of which presumably provides
benefit to the reader.

The risks of embarrassment, shock, and blasphemy suffice to account
for such moments of reticence on Evagrius’s part, but we should not dis-
count also that when Evagrius says that he knows astonishing things that
he dare not repeat, he also augments (wittingly or not) his mystique as a
monastic expert. Such is especially evident in Talking Back, which reports
demonic attacks that some readers may find improbable. As evidence for
the sometimes fantastic things that he narrates, Evagrius can appeal to his
firsthand visual confirmation of the demons’ physical attacks and, as we
have seen, to the knowledge of monks who have undergone such expe-
riences: “those who have been tempted by this demon will understand
what I am saying.”3 His explicit refusals to describe certain experiences in
writing because of their disturbing quality alert the reader that Evagrius
knows even more than the work itself contains and thus more than even
the most attentive reader who has not had experiences like his. At one
point Evagrius rebukes critics who “ridicule” accounts of demonic attack
as persons who lack experience,* and his condemnations of certain seem-
ingly positive visions (of God or Christ) as the products of the demons of
vainglory or pride serve to label the visionary experiences of other monks

° Antirrhétikos 8.21 (Brakke, Talking Back, 164).

" Robert E. Sinkewicz, Evagrius of Pontus: The Greek Ascetic Corpus (OECT; Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003), 255; Antoine Guillaumont and Claire Guillaumont, Traité
pratique, ou le moine (2 vols.; SC 170—71; Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1971), 2:604-5, from which
most of the following examples are taken.

» Antirrhétikos 8.2, 16, 47; Kephalaia Gnostika 4.60; Ad monachos 134; Scholia on
Proverbs 190.

8 Visual confirmation: Antirrhétikos 2.65; 4.36 (Brakke, Talking Back, 83-84, 108).
Experienced monks: Antirrhétikos 2.55; cf. 8.21 (Brakke, Talking Back, 81, 164).

“ Antirrhetikos 4.72 (Brakke, Talking Back, 116).
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as illegitimate.> He may not say so explicitly, but Evagrius indicates that
he is a veteran spiritual warrior, with longer and better experiences of
demonic combat than others. His declarations of reticence support that
self-presentation. Likewise, his appeals to readers who do know what he
is saying flatter those readers who think they know (whether or not they
in fact do).

Certainly, however, pedagogy provides the most important context
for understanding Evagrius’s esotericism.” It is well known that Evagrius
divided the monastic life into two broad stages or aspects, ascetic prac-
tice (praktiké) and contemplation or study (gnostike), within which even
more distinctions in the monk’s progress are possible. There are teach-
ings that are appropriate to give to monks at each stage in their ascetic
journey, and to give prematurely more advanced teachings to monks at
earlier points could prove damaging. And so the teacher must sometimes
conceal information, give it only sketchily, or even obfuscate at times.
This was standard practice among teachers of philosophy in antiquity,
picked up by Philo of Alexandria, then by Christians, including Clement of
Alexandria, Origen, and Evagrius’s Cappadocian teachers Basil of Caesarea
and Gregory of Nazianzus.” Evagrius indicates his adherence to this prac-
tice when he introduces his trilogy of Praktikos, Gnéstikos, and Kephalaia
Gnostika in terms of his stages in the monastic life: the first discusses the
life of the ascetic practitioner; the second and third, that of the gnostic.
Evagrius will not simply reveal the facts of the matter, “not what we have
seen and heard,” but only those teachings that experienced monks have
considered proper to transmit to learners, “what we have learned from
them to say to others.” Moreover, Evagrius says, “We have concealed some
things and obscured others, lest we ‘give what is holy to the dogs and
cast pearls before swine’ (Matt 7:6), but such things will be clear to those
who have embarked with them on the same path.”® Characteristically,
Evagrius gestures to monks who are advanced enough to understand even
the things that he has hidden or obscured, inviting readers to imagine that
they may be such.

s Antirrhétikos 7.31; 8.17, 21 (Brakke, Talking Back, 154, 163—64).

' For an overall view see Columba Stewart, “Evagrius Ponticus on Monastic Pedagogy,”
in Abba: The Tradition of Orthodoxy in the West; Festschrift for Bishop Kallistos (Ware)
of Diokleia (ed. John Behr, Andrew Louth, and Dimitri Conomos; Crestwood, N.Y.: St.
Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2003), 241-71.

7 See Antoine Guillaumont and Claire Guillaumont, Gnostikos: Le Gnostique, ou a celui
qui est devenu digne de la science (SC 356; Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1989), 35—40.

® Praktikos Prol. 9 (SC 171:492-93).
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Evagrius provides specific directions on withholding and obscuring
teachings in the Gnastikos, which addresses the gnostic, that is, the monk
who has advanced to the point of guiding others.” On the one hand, he
urges the gnostic not to be “hard to approach” because he should desire
“that all people be saved and come to knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4).*
So too elsewhere Evagrius urges the gnostic to obey Proverbs 2411 and
“rescue those who are being led to death,” whom he identifies as “those
who are deemed worthy of gnosis and yet neglect the study.” On the
other hand, the gnasis that the gnostic possesses and shares must be
“closely guarded” if it is to be “strictly maintained and become greater.”
The teacher must say “what is useful for each person,” and thus he must
investigate the diversity of human laws and lifestyles so that he can prop-
erly address the differing circumstances of students.” Reticence and rid-
dling are important strategies for the gnostic who wishes to adapt his
teachings to the conditions of the individuals whom he guides:

Sometimes it is necessary for us to pretend that we do not know something
because those who are asking us questions are not worthy to hear. And you
are being truthful if you say you are embodied and do not have an accurate
knowledge of things.

Watch yourself, lest—whether on account of advantage or comfort or for
the sake of fleeting reputation—you say something forbidden and so be cast
out of the sacred precincts, even as he did to those selling young doves in
the temple (Matt 21:12—13)....

Do not theologize thoughtlessly, and never define the divine. For defini-
tions belong to things that <have come into being and> are composite.*

These statements demonstrate concern for the condition of the hearer or
student (whether he is worthy to hear) and the motivation of the speaker
or teacher (whether he is acting out of self-interest rather than the benefit
of others). But they indicate also sensitivity to the limits of human knowl-
edge (at least during embodied existence) and caution about defining the
godhead in inappropriate ways. Taken together, these elements make it

¥ In addition to the discussion of the Guillaumonts, cited earlier, see Young, “Evagrius
the Iconographer: Monastic Pedagogy in the Gnostikos,” JECS 9 (2001): 53—71, esp. 58—61.

* Gnostikos 22 (SC 356:122).

= Scholia on Proverbs 269 (SC 340:362).

* Gnostikos 9 (SC 356:100).

8 Gnostikos 15 (SC 356:112).

* Gnostikos 23 (Wilhelm Frankenberg, Euagrios Ponticus [Abhandlungen der konigli-
chen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen, Philologisch-historische Klasse, Neue
Folge 13/2; Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1912], 548); 24, 27 (SC 356:126, 132).
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possible for the gnostic to feign ignorance sincerely. “Someone said, ‘Only
the doctor is allowed to get angry or to lie,” but so too the teacher, and
this for the sake of a certain adaptation to circumstances (oixovouior)—but
no one else.”

Evagrius’s students likewise remembered that the gnostic is obligated
to teach and assist those seeking salvation, but that there are times when
he must hold back and not reveal all that he knows. So the Chapters of the
Disciples of Evagrius:

Concerning virtues, doctrines, and faith, one should answer, <but some-
times one should not> either because one is internally preoccupied with
representations or some situation, or because the question is not suitable to
the condition of the person who asked, or because there are others present
who are not competent to hear—or because of ignorance, for we do not
know everything. But if one does not answer for some other reason, I do not
think one is acting reasonably.*®

This chapter emphasizes the gnostic’s duty to teach about the essentials
of “virtues, doctrines, and faith,” but one may keep silent because of the
inappropriate condition either of the teacher, who may be preoccupied
with other matters and unable to concentrate, or of the student, whose
question may be too advanced for his level of progress, or of others pres-
ent, who may misunderstand what the teacher says because they lack the
suitable competence. These pedagogical concerns are readily understood,
but the list ends with an abrupt statement of human limits: “We do not
know everything.” Some things even the gnostic does not know.

This interest in the limits of human knowledge takes us beyond good
pedagogy as the background to Evagrius’s esotericism and invites us to
consider how his esotericism reflects views about how and what human
beings can know about God and higher realities—and which human
beings can do so. Richard Lim has argued that during the late fourth cen-
tury educated elites became alarmed by “the popularization of theological
discussion,” which they considered a threat to social order. “Interested
parties,” he argues, “mobilized various ideological pressures and strate-
gies in attempts to curb rampant disputing” about theological topics like
the trinitarian nature of God. Lim includes among these strategies “the
mystification of the divine essence (odcia).”” One of these “interested

5 Chapters of the Disciples of Evagrius 155 (SC 514:230).
* Chapters of the Disciples of Evagrius 87 (SC 514:178-80).
# Richard Lim, Public Disputation, Power, and Social Order in Late Antiquity (The
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parties” was Gregory of Nazianzus, Evagrius’s beloved mentor. In 380
Gregory delivered his famous Theological Orations as the Nicene bishop
of Constantinople, while Evagrius served as his deacon. In these sermons
Gregory complained about excessive theological debate and questioning,
which he attributed to heretics and other troublesome people, and he
reserved even the limited knowledge of God that a human could obtain
to those few who had purified themselves sufficiently and received exten-
sive training—that is, to educated and ascetic elite persons like himself.
Turning to Moses’ ascent of Mount Sinai, Gregory compared himself to
Moses, able to “enter the cloud and company with God”; lesser people
corresponded to Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the elder, who “stand fur-
ther off, his place matching his purity”; “the crowd,” however, “unfit” for
divine contemplation, must not come near the mountain’s summit at all.*
Evagrius sounds precisely like the Gregory of the Orations when he warns,
“The time for explanation and that for debate are not the same. Therefore,
it is appropriate for us to hold back with those who make objections at
the wrong time. For this is the habit of heretics and contentious people.”
Only the gnostic can ascend to theological knowledge and engage in dis-
cussion and questioning.

Evagrius explicitly cites Gregory as his authority for understanding
how the virtue of justice applies to contemplation (and not just to ascetic
practice). Justice, according to Gregory, requires that the gnostic “dis-
tribute the rational principles (Aéyot) to each person according to merit,
proclaiming some things obscurely, signifying other things through enig-
mas, and making other things clear for the benefit of the simple.”* The
reader of Evagrius’s works will certainly observe this principle in action,
as Evagrius’s normally laconic style and his frequent use of parables and
unexplained analogies can leave the reader mystified. The composition of
most of his works in short “chapters” or “sentences” (xepdaia) has sev-
eral motivations, including imitation of the style of biblical wisdom books
such as Proverbs, but one is its utility for distributing rational principles
to individuals according to their merit. They obscure teachings from the
unworthy, are accessible to the more advanced, and can be the basis for
oral explication for those making progress.

Transformation of the Classical Heritage 23; Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995),
150—51.
8 Lim, Public Disputation, 158—71. Moses analogy: Gregory of Nazianzus, Orations 28.2.
* Gnostikos 26 (Frankenberg, Euagrios, 548).
% Gnaostikos 44 (SC 356:174).
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The kephalaia privilege oral communication over written texts as
the preferred method of instruction. Rooted in the interaction between
teacher and student, they are to be memorized and pondered, as the
student recalls more extensive discussions by his teacher. The ancients
had long considered first-person oral teaching to be superior to learning
through written texts. Among Christians the preference for oral trans-
mission dovetailed with appeals to personal connections through lines
of tradition back to the apostles and Jesus himself, the basic element of
the notion of apostolic succession. Among Christians like Clement and
Origen this oral tradition might also be secret, reserved for an elite and
their students.* The notion of a secret oral tradition of teaching contin-
ued into the fourth century, as is evident in a famous passage in Basil of
Caesarea’s On the Holy Spirit.?> Basil, another one of the young Evagrius’s
patrons and mentors, writes, “Among the doctrines and proclamations
preserved in the Church, some we have through written instruction, but
others we have received from the tradition of the apostles, passed down
to us in a mystery (€ vuvotpiw). Both have the same validity for piety.”s
Basil expands upon the purpose of these dual traditions, which do not
map precisely onto the distinction between oral and written:

The apostles and fathers who ordained matters concerning the Church from
the beginning preserved dignity for the mysteries by secrecy and silence.
For what is made available for common and random hearing is not mystery
at all. This is the reason for the unwritten tradition: so that the knowledge
(yv@aig) of the doctrines might not be neglected or easily despised by the
multitude on account of familiarity. Doctrine is one thing, and proclamation
is something else, for the former is a matter of silence, while proclamations
are made public. One form of silence is the obscurity that Scripture employs
when it renders the meaning of doctrines hard to understand for the advan-
tage of the readers. For this reason we all look to the east when we pray, but
few of us know that we seek our ancient homeland, paradise, which God
planted in Eden to the east (Gen 2:8).3

Basil goes on to give more examples. We recognize here the elitism that we
saw in Gregory: certain teachings must be kept away from ordinary people
and reserved for elites. As Evagrius would put it, “Not everyone is capable

# Richard P. C. Hanson, Origen’s Doctrine of Tradition (London: SPCK, 1954), 53-90.

# On this passage and other references to esoteric traditions in early Christianity, see
Guy G. Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom: Esoteric Traditions and the Roots of Christian Mysticism
(2d ed.; SHR 70; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 27—45.

33 Basil, On the Holy Spirit 27.66.

3 Basil, On the Holy Spirit 27.66.
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of Scripture’s mystical sense.” But we should notice another theme as
well: obscurity, especially as Scripture employs it, benefits readers, not
only by protecting them from things that they are not ready to know, but
also by drawing them to further investigation. We all pray to the east,
but only a few of us have learned why through study of the Scriptures—
but certainly more people should, and the obscurity of Scripture entices
them to do so.

So the esotericism of a secret oral tradition could be extended to writ-
ten traditions, Scripture above all, as well: Scripture too employs para-
bles, puzzles, and other obscurities to conceal higher truths, of which not
everyone is capable. It does so not only to distinguish an elite and to keep
secrets from the masses, but also to enable those with the necessary for-
titude and learning to join the elite. So Origen:

The prophets, according to the will of God, said without any obscurity what-
ever could be at once understood as beneficial to their hearers and helpful
toward attaining moral reformation. But all the more mysterious and eso-
teric truths, which contained ideas beyond the understanding of everyone,
they expressed by riddles and allegories and what are called dark sayings,
and by what are called parables and proverbs. Their purpose was that those
who are not afraid of hard work but will accept any toil to attain virtue and
truth might find their meaning by study, and after finding it might use it as
reason demands.®

In other words, obscure teachings have both the negative function of pre-
venting unworthy persons from learning information that is beyond their
rank and the positive function of luring people to higher levels of under-
standing. At the end of his great Kephalaia Gnostika, Evagrius signals a sim-
ilar function for his frequently terse and mysterious kephalaia: “Whoever
is made worthy of spiritual knowledge will assist the holy angels and will
bring back the rational beings from vice to virtue and from ignorance to
knowledge. Examine our words, our brothers, and explain with diligence
the symbols of the centuries in the number of the six days of creation.”s
The gnostic should not simply conceal doctrines, but should lead others
to advance in virtue and knowledge as he has done. Examining Evagrius’s

3% Scholia on Proverbs 250 (SC 340:346).

% Origen, Contra Celsum 7.0 (trans. Henry Chadwick, Contra Celsum [Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1953], 403). See David Brakke, “Parables and Plain Speech in
the Fourth Gospel and the Apocryphon of James,” JECS 7 (1999): 187—218.

3 Kephalaia Gnostika 6.90 (PO 28.1:255-57). I am grateful to Rowan Greer for sharing
with me his private translation of the Kephalaia Gnostika, which I have used and some-
times adapted.
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words and explaining the symbolic meanings of his written works consti-
tute essential means of making that advance. Within individual works and
sets of works, Evagrius’s kephalaia become progressively shorter, denser,
and more obscure, drawing the reader upward into knowledge, as if on a
ladder.®®

“The ladder to heaven (Gen 28:2) is the revelation of God’s mysteries,
by which the intellect ascends by degrees and is elevated toward God.”*
So Evagrius’s students recalled him teaching about Jacob’s ladder. Here
mysteries or secrets (uvatipla) are the means by which one advances in
contemplation, and esotericism becomes the condition for our knowing
God. What has not been concealed cannot be revealed. Evagrius elabo-
rates on the meaning of Jacob’s ladder in the Kephalaia Gnostika: “If the
Christ who appeared to Jacob on the ladder signifies natural contem-
plation, the ladder’s form indicates the way of ascetic practice. But if it
makes known the knowledge of the Unity, the ladder is a symbol of all the
worlds.”® The ladder symbolizes three analogous progressions: the monk’s
advance toward apatheia through the discipline of ascetic practice, his
advance toward gnosis through natural contemplation, and the rational
creatures’ advance toward unity through successive worlds. It is the sec-
ond of these progressions that concerns us most here, for it is through
natural contemplation that the intellect begins to discern the logoi, “the
dynamic immaterial principles and raisons d’étre of all created beings and
objects.”* These logoi reveal God’s wisdom to the “pure intellect” (vodg
xafapds), which discerns them from the created beings in which they are
“concealed” (dmoxetpuévor). The created order is, then, “God’s book,” a text
like Scripture, one whose deeper or higher meanings (logoi) are hidden
and require increasingly assiduous study, discernment, and contempla-
tion.* Konstantinovsky explains the analogy: “As one diligently applies
oneself to the study of Scripture, so must one persevere in scrutinizing
the book of creation. In fact absorbing the spiritual sense of Scripture and
penetrating the sacred essence of creation are both termed ‘contempla-
tion’ (fewpia).”® God designed both Scripture and creation as something

% Stewart, “Evagrius Ponticus on Monastic Pedagogy,” 260—61.

% Chapters of the Disciples of Evagrius 192 (SC 514:252).

% Kephalaia Gnostika 4.43 (PO 28.1155).

# Julia Konstantinovsky, Evagrius Ponticus: The Making of a Gnostic (Ashgate New
Critical Thinking in Religion, Theology and Biblical Studies; Surrey, Eng.: Ashgate, 2009), 41.

# Scholia on Psalms 138:16 (PG 12:1662).

% Konstantinovsky, Evagrius Ponticus, 56—57.
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like Russian nesting dolls, with layers of increasingly advanced mysteries,
through which the human intellect reaches God himself. Or, as Evagrius
seems to have preferred, Scripture and creation represent ladders of
mysteries.

The advanced monk or gnostic plays a crucial role in guiding others
up the ladder behind him. We have seen that Evagrius’s kephalaia style
of writing imitates the function of Scripture and creation by present-
ing increasingly enigmatic and mystical teachings. The gnostic teacher
becomes “a steward of God’s mysteries. In proportion to the condition
of each brother, he distributes spiritual knowledge—the Corinthian milk
to drink (1 Cor 3:2) and the more solid Ephesian food to eat (Eph 31-19;
Heb 512).” His teaching points to the hidden logoi of creation: “He dis-
cusses high, long, broad, and deep matters (Eph 3:18), indicating through
these dimensions the distinction of the rational natures, which includes
the rational principles (Adyot) concerning the judgment and providence
of God, which are very profound and beyond the human condition.”* In
so doing the gnostic imitates Christ, who likewise adapts himself to the
capabilities of those whom he teaches:

The same Christ can be both father and mother, depending on one’s per-
spective. He is father to those who have the spirit of adoption (Rom 8:5)
and mother to those who require milk and not solid food. For it is the Christ
who speaks in Paul who became father to the Ephesians by revealing to
them the mysteries of wisdom (Eph 3:1-19) and mother to the Corinthians
by giving them milk to drink (1 Cor 3:2).%5

In this role, Christ is the divine, cosmic gnostic, who guides not just his
few monastic disciples, but all souls to knowledge of God through his
mysteries:

The Ecclesia of pure souls is the true knowledge of ages and worlds and
of the judgment and providence that are in them. The Ecclesiast is the
begetter of this knowledge, Christ, or the Ecclesiast is the one who puri-
fies souls through ethical contemplations and leads them to the natural
contemplation.*®

# Scholia on Proverbs 153 (SC 340:248).

% Scholia on Proverbs 210 (SC 340:306).

4 Scholia on Ecclesiastes 1 (SC 397:58). Compare Scholia on Proverbs 2 (SC 340:90): “The
kingdom of Israel is the spiritual knowledge that comprehends the principles (Adyot) con-
cerning God, incorporeal things, corporeal things, judgment, and providence, or which
reveals the contemplation of ethics, physics, and theology.”
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Einar Thomassen has described how the Valentinians believed that the
incarnate Christ performed his actions pvot)piwddg; that is, his actions
contained symbolic meanings that the Christian could discern as he or
she advanced in knowledge.* For Evagrius (as for others in the “Origenist”
tradition), Christ’s role as concealer and revealer of mysteries is cosmic,
not limited to his earthly sojourn. The human gnostic’s practice of con-
cealing and revealing mysteries mimics this cosmic activity, for he acts as
merely the “steward of the mysteries,” not their author.

We see an instance of the gnostic both concealing and revealing in one
of the chapters of Evagrius’s Thoughts:

The demons do not know our hearts as some people think. For the Lord
alone is a knower of hearts (cf. Acts 1:24; 15:8), “the one who knows the intel-
lect of people” (Job 7:20) and “who alone fashioned their hearts” (Ps 32:5).
But the demons recognize many of the representations that are in the heart
from the word that one utters and from the telltale movements of the body.
Now I would have liked to explain this clearly, but our holy priest [Macarius
the Alexandrian] stopped me, saying that it is not right for such things to be
published and so to be cast into the ears of the profane (BéBnAot), because,
he says, the man who has sexual intercourse with a menstruating woman
becomes culpable under the Law (cf. Lev. 15:19—24). I will say only that from
such signs the demons recognize the things that are hidden in the heart and
take from them starting-points for their war against us.*

The language in this passage is not merely pedagogical, but ritualist: those
who cannot hear advanced teachings about demonic knowledge of human
beings are not simply “unworthy” or not yet ready, but “profane.” If, as
we have seen, knowledge is the true Church and only the “pure souls”
can enter it, then it seems right to imagine those who are less advanced
as impure, ineligible to enter the “sacred precincts,” in which the gnostic
dwells.® With the term BéPnAog Evagrius gestures not only to those
deemed unclean by the ordinances of Leviticus, but to those uniniti-
ated into the classic mysteries. To reveal something “intelligent, that is,
profound and mystical,” to such persons is “to cast pearls before swine
(Matt 7:6).”°

4 Einar Thomassen, “Gos. Philip 67:27—30: Not ‘In a Mystery,’” in Coptica—Gnostica—
Manichaica: Mélanges offerts a Wolf-Peter Funk (ed. Louis Painchaud and Paul-Hubert
Poirier; BCNH.E 7; Québec: Presses de 'Université Laval/Louvain: Editions Peeters, 2007),
925-39.

¥ Thoughts 37 (SC 438:280).

# Gnosttkos 24 (SC 356:126).

5 Scholia on Proverbs 253 (SC 240:348).
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Of course, the ultimate knowledge that the Evagrian monk seeks is
mystical, not expressible in words, images, or thoughts.* Guy Stroumsa
has argued that in late antiquity—in such diverse patristic authors as John
Chrysostom, Augustine, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory the Great—"* ‘mys-
tery,’ in its Christian garb” became “something ineffable, which cannot be
fully expressed by words, rather than something which must remain hid-
den.” At such a point we come to “the end of ancient esotericism.” Instead,
we come to the beginning of Christian mysticism.”* Stroumsa, however,
admits that his analysis fails to take into account monastic traditions,®
and indeed Evagrius defies any attempt to distinguish between esoteri-
cism and mysticism, much less to mark the end to one and the begin-
ning of the other. In his view, esotericism, the deliberate concealment of
knowledge from those who are unworthy, unprepared, or unclean, is not
simply a pedagogical strategy of the wise teacher, nor is it merely a way
to safeguard a tradition from the unlearned who would distort it and the
contentious who would malign it. It certainly is these. But even more,
esotericism is built into the universe itself: God, the author of the book of
creation, has concealed his logoi in all the world’s splendidly diverse phys-
ical and rational beings, precisely to lure human beings up the ladder of
knowledge to himself. The gnostic monk’s strategic esotericism provides
the best way to guide others through this universe of secrets.
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SECRECY IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

IsMO DUNDERBERG
University of Helsinki

If the Gospel of John bears witness to an early Christian school of thought,
as seems likely,* it would seem almost self-evident to find in it traces of
secretiveness, or “information control.” In Greco-Roman antiquity, veils
of secrecy not only covered mystery cults, in which initiates were—often
with little success—*prohibited from divulging to outsiders the secret rit-
uals in which they took part. It was also a quite common practice among
the learned of different sorts and persuasions that certain things were only
disclosed to, and speculated among, those who had reached advanced lev-
els of learning and understanding. Such strategies are attested for Greek
philosophers, Jewish rabbis and authors of apocalyptic t