THE GNOSTIC IMACINATION:

SOME AMPRICAN ASPECTS i

.
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Vith my classical training I weuld not be happy if I counld not divide the
paper intn three parts. 1l. The first part, bBut not at too grest length, ehall deal
with the hiatorical r;ality of the gnostic mirnd and of what I am tonight calling
the gnostic imagination. 2. In the cn&énd vart I shall pky less respect to
historical teras and shall deal with s more wide ranging understending of the
gnostic imagination; 1 shall use the historical image to create a vider imege e~nd
definition of many parallel vhenomena that are structurally related but that,
historically, never themselves heard of gno=ticiem. J. Before I come to the
third section I will alresdy have been talking of Americnn asvects, but the whole

third section will be se s0lidly American as the State of Maine.

let me say this early that I think we are dealing with a gquestion of substance,
end of natlonal subdstance, vhen we are dealing with gnosticiem. I am not eoying
that the historical thing that scholarshiy calls gnozticiem is that important -
althoush' although it i¢ndred was for early Christisnity. But I Ao think tke wider
sense 1 will give the vord covers a set of feots that are eritically imvertant.
Let pp say that, and let ygu say that remainstto De seen, 2nd let us get on with

the matter.

Very well, dut bdefore we get on too fast with the matter, let us »ick a genue
of fact and a general imsge for hoth gnosticiem and its imegination, en image
and a fact that will begin to reveal the significance of our gnoztic theme. The
fact and the image 1s one of alienation. For gnosticism God is alien to the

world, and the vorld is an alien, a ho-tile alien, alien to God and man. Let us
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think of that thing in the middle, that is %o say, the world out there, as alien
and an enemy. This is s central image we may keep refe-ring to as we get on with

the subject of gnonticiem,.

But =ince thir particular inmnge is not quite sharo enonah, let me choose
annother {n the =ame vein, dMit rmuch sharper. A scholar of the gnostic, Hans
Jonas, sugrests a rennrkable affinity between the central drives of the originsl
histnrical gnosticism and some of our existentialist tastee of erxistence. Acting
on thie clue I went looking and re - loanking through sone things and came up with
this image from the very lsst lines of Albert Camus' novel_The Strangsr (of vhose
sharpneas no one will doudt.) All dbut the last few lines I shall re=d as 1ironic,
and {t is {mportant finally to think nnly of thSho last few lines, for they are
the gnostic image of the hostile slien world carrisd to ite ultimate conclusions

Almost for e first time in many months I thought of ny
mother. And now, it seemed to me, I understiod wry at
her life's end she hed taken on a "fiance"; why she'a
played at maiing a fresh start. There, too, in that

Home wvhere lives wsre fli-kering out, the dusk came as

a mnournful eolace. Yith death so near, Mother must have
felt like somenne nn the bdrink of freedom, resdy to start
1ife all over again. ¥o one, no nne in the world had

any right to weep for here And I, %00, felt ready to
start 1ife all over arain. It wan ar {f that great rush
of anger had wearhed me clean, emvtied me of hove, snd,
gasing up at the dark sky spangled with its signs and
stare, for the first time, the firet, I laid my heart
open tn the bdenign indifference nf the univeres. To feel
it »0 like myelf indeed, go drotherly, amde me realize that
1'4 been harmy, snd that I was hanpy still. For all to be
accomplished, for ne tn feel le=s lonely, ell that re-
mained to hepe was thet on the 4day of my execution there
tshoul4 be a hmge crowd of spectators and that they should

1
Ereet me VIR hovls of exeoratione .. .. . edities: po. 153 - 158)

Thue man 1+ $in the relationsh!p of S:ranger to a stranse univernze which reacte

%o him with hovle of execratisn.



Ve cnn Yegin ocur backwsrd movement inton histnry by a brief look at two other
cultures or ways of looking =t the world that run in & very roughihistorical

varallel with gnosticismi freek civiliz:rtion and Christianity.

Surely we can »ay of Greece, n»s ve oannot say of Gnosticism, that through
the subdstance of its growth and at the highest snd clearest points of §ts development
it never conceived of a2 radical gap detween man and reality. The Oreeks thought
of themnelvos as a part o~ the Cosmos, and they thought of ths Cosmos with reverence.
The gnostic thought af the Cosmos ae alien, and he thought of 1t with contempt.
Trus, there could be vengeful and sullea parts and laws in nature that wers
destructive of the huwan. There were also dlind mechanical forces that were far
from human in their ways, but even such Furieg 4id not nake the Greek sive upg
In the Eumepideg Aesclyus masters even these and turns them into gracious human
epirite. They renain an expression of law and of coemic law, but t» eome extent
at leaet they are underatood, humanized, mnd mccepted. The pain remains for een,
but it doee not come Fom som~ithing that is altogether a hostile strangert
And what exactly is the change thot haes taken ploce in the Furies,
to exvlain this change of attitude in the vlay? Ie it that they
have given up their claim for a purely mechanical working of the
Law that the Doer must auffer, and have accepted Athena's principle
thet not only t he deed shall be ennsidered, dut everything that
caused or surrounded the Aeed. They accept
the sancti ty of the spirit which persuades nnd hears Persunaion;
that is, they will listen to FPersussion and will think aszain. They
becone no longer a mechanical Lav of Retribution which operates

b1iadly; dut a law which thinks and feels and geeks real Justice.
(Gilvert M¥urrey on Asschylus)

1n Flato (in the Sophist and in the Timasus) there is an ever more astonishing
statenent of the Adsep Tundamental kinship of man and the univer:=e. For the
grest categories of hurean knowledge (Being, The Same, The Other, Motion, =nd Rest)

are precisely and alen the funinmental structures of the ensmase
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Yor the gnostic not even the beginring of such a relationship could
exist or develop. The thought would Be unholy. Not becauss the cosmos was
80 boly th ¢t it should be apvroached with naked feet and bowed head, or not
et all. Rather it is so evil that it should not be auproached dDy the epirit
of zan at alle It has been created Dy lesser zods than God ( tHe Archons or
rulers). The universe is a great vrieon end the earth is the innermost prison.
Unless indeed vo shall say that the body and even the soul of man is the inner-
rost vrisone. The function of groeie and the gnostic religion s to dring two
and only twn pure realities together: God snd an innarmost voint in man that we

can call the =spirit,

Avery thing else in between these two things ${e =n obstacle to the redemption
of man an? the nnity of these two things. Everything eles, therefore is "glien."
And we must live the 1ife of alians within it. ¥an, thersfore, is "lonely,
unprotected, uncsovprenended, and unconpretendings” I do not see hov the gnostic
victure af the world 4ifferee much form that of the world 2¢ devil attacking man.
This ther i{s Low we YLegin tn describe the taste things have for the gnostic
imsgination over againat the Greek imagination. One word that will suniuericze ite

attitulde towerd things i+ the word _contempte

I will svenrd only a moment in the ever more extradorinary gap between this
kind of imagining and wvhat we will call the new Christiaa taeste of the world. There
are so many acparent pi-tles in the gnostic view of things, so much seeminz virime
in $ts confenmpt of the world thet 1% 1a just that mich more imvortant te realize
how mach, in the moment of truth, it became the great enemy of Christianity. The
final opposition is tntal, But the superficial resamdlanee is still fooling us.
Christianity wvan fighting its way toward a clearer and elearer dialecticel awarenecss

of the tmmth that bhuman acts, these simplest of all cosric acts, were acte of God
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in the Incarnation. It vas nnt even a Quention of vhrt taste things had for

the Divine Parson, as though vere were ialking about things outside of Him to whieh
Ee 3ight res-ond in a gnostic or a Greek way. They were His ovn actes; He learned
the alpahbet, he ate, drank, used the earth mproperly to cuprort His fee! or

else He would have fallen, he suffered andi He, the Divine Persoan, died. The
gonostic could resyond by avoiding the lesus, bF declaring that this was only

e seeaing bodye 3o Simon Hagus ie arperently spesking of himrelf and Christ

when hs aays t bat "he apresred =3 a man, though hs was not one, and was thought

to have suffered ia Judaesa, though he 414 not suffer." (108)

Zver since then we t-o have Deen flghting the zame gnoestic dattle. ¥Ye say
of the Gnostios, "who vere they?® when the anever vary often iec "tu «s iste vig* -
thou art that nan. The gnostic version of the reality is the hnlf of the soul and
the iasgination of every man. It goes on in the moul of every Christian, and
ftstill dothers every thecloginne. TYou mention the ides % many learnsd Christologists
that Chriet lesrned the alpnhbet and was lelplees without his mother, and 1t is
reasonadbly sure to produce 2an explanstion thet Christ really hsd infuced ideas
of all ¥inds, he Imew everythianz, he knew all adbout the atanxz bomd and understood
even the Oregorian calendar. Ve come very clore to the position n? Simon Maguss
He lenrned tha alphadbet dut he renlly 414 net; he hed a mother according te the
final triumph nt statenint of the Conncil of Bphesns, dut he reaily 4id not reed
her, Ve must not dlnepheme dy thinking that he really daceme men, that he actually
oould nnt nhynically go gurther, $hat he simnly had to give up undere theee

ciremmstances and diee

The evidence 1ir strong that vhemever reality is or looks %oo Aifficult there
fs & tendency to fly into some gnoetic version of reclity. A scholer of gnoeticism
thinks that catastromhic events or the threat of them alwvays lead tn euch

eonstructione ia the imagimti~ne. S5So far as such developments among the jews were
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concerned he points out that two revolts against the Romens had falled. "God hed
given no sign that he would deliver his veonle." There sre rabdinical texts ®whieh
strongly susrest that many Jews came to douht the cardinal attridutes of God:

his omnivotence, his omnisceince, and his previdentinl crre.”

Annthey fastor in the historical reality of ths gnostic imagination wag §its
extrasrdinary alxing of the tastes of asceticisn and freedom. If the world was
evil then we should abgtein from $¢3 Dus §f 41t $s evil 44 So nlmo true Shat ites laws,
then, =2re evil, and havenn powver over us., Indeed 1t would bde a ein for us who
are the children of God to ohserve thov’.. Horeover, we whe know, we gnostics, ve
the elite, we who alone have knovledge, must have these formes nf knowledge too. 8o
the gnoe'ic must experience all things, this being the only way to destroy the
wicked lav of a wicked GCod, We crn see how difficult it must hrve deen for the
young Christian Chu—~ch, with this om {'s hands, to encourage ths creative work of

a free imagination.

We will ace the Aave hymgne nf =many Yrances af thies slerent of the smontie
imagination thranghout the ¥,A4le Ages. You will #ind a faseinating account of
many af them in Norman Coha's book The m af the Mi'llenium. Sometimen these
elite groupe avae ,called the Bretheayn of the Free Mpiris, or the afepta of the Tree
Soivit. Certainly some o€ them cnllnd Shemselves the perfect. "lany instances have
baen r acnrded, ¥ sayn Cohn "of herotics saying that the Virgin and Cheiat had atopred
shart of perfection required n?f the 'audtls in Spirit.' In England there wae the
g6t called the Ranters. Finally, wany of them, released from such a world and

such & l:w, thought they were (God And omnipotent.

Such ap imaginstionwvill alvays de extremely compeient in expelling all evil
from its owvn soul and in alwaya finding 1t in & projection onto the ocuteide. It will
be a past zaster ia inventing scapegoats. If, for exauple, there were naot Jevs

to dleme for everything the gnostic imsgin-tion would invent them.



1I

1 am bYeginning to make {mcreasingly general remarks about the gnostie
imaginatisn and am fast approaching a look at some of ths ways 1t is operative in
the American imagim tion. I feel that not only vss there a specifically histriocal
thing called the gnostic imagination; but there always will bhe. The way I
frequertly mat 1t to myself, in terms of historical metaphors, is that there always
will be & EHebralc imsginstion, and there will alwaye De & gnoetic imaginatioen,
and thers vill always e a oconflict detwsen theme. America and our zenerstion are

no excentisn.

1€ 1 may atick in a s rict way, for the sake of clarity, to e essential
strustures of the hiatorioal 1dea, twn things will summarize gnocticism. PFor
there are twn and only two points of g odmens or Deauty or salvation:t 1. one is
in man, a perfect svot, a perfect faculty, a secret gift, the place and version and
imagination; 2. There is & secret place ia reality which alone is good, divine,
bPeautiful, n safe frotress 1f only you can get %o §1§, whether you call it Ood,
or bYeauty, or the Hedrides, aor Atlantis, or Hawail, or America. Everyvthing else
is ugly, evil, dangerous, g}ion. These two things take nmany forms. I am only

magreating a gonorai .trncﬁuro for many formse.

Let me exmrens zn opinion iR & very literal example of ths conflict between
the Hedreic and the gnostic imagination - an opiron with which some of you will
disagree. 1t 4& an opinion abeut something that site a few miles from here -
Dalits vpainting of the Sacrament of the Last Suvrver. Ubviously a peainting of a
Bebdrajc-Christian fact, it is at ke ferthest pole from the Hedraic imagination.
The Hebreaic inagination 1le full of reality. This phantasy dicmsolves res ity. It
is ooccult, = Aream. Fo ons looke at Chriet and Christ looks at no one. Christ s
vagen., Y¥o nan like this man was over born on land or sea. The inner imsgination

{ hae sudstituted its own inuer reality for the outer. It has overcome the alien
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world. In this way it onmes clese to the art of Hollywnod (Denis de Rougemont).
And I remind myeelf that in his ook Love &nd the Yegtern Yorld Denis de Rougemont
has elaborated nn this gunrtic :tendency not only in thes wesiern world b%ut aleo in

the weantern p=-t of our own counirye

Thie ie one of the most recurring habits of the gnontic imagination - {o be
verpetually f@lling back on some absolutely central point in iteelf - deep deep deep
within the psirit vhere it can declere an isle of safety against an alien and
dangerous worlds The isle and the reireat con texe many forwse The most lunediate
and t he nost recent form that I Lave soen 13 the film Jr. Strangelove diroected by
Stanley Zubdbrick. The aost underlying $Sheme is thnt not only the crasy aasong the
military are crasy butl that everybtody elsze ie crasy - everytody, that 1s, save
the Airector. He possesses an imagination superdly relessed from all the inetimctual
laws that sake a good Joke - senyihing that ocours o | 2de holy aud senzelers imaginatior
goes, Eore the imagination 1s its owa lawes Another 'tt-riking emanmple of the
impervious right of the inner light 1s After iue Fall Ly Arthur ¥jlleps The title
should be: to hell with Harilyn Moanroe that nice girl - or in the bdetter worde of
Chekhov's character comzenting in IThe Zes Zull on the death of enother aice womans
A fine sublect for a short dorey. - That le to say again, if it o-curs to the

Alvine imagination, the aaned t'ing, I mean the Alvine thing, must de raid,

« S0 this 1= the Aivinely free inagination. Another form of the gnostie
inagination 1s vhat we misht call the irnocent imagination. The world iz 2a8d, in
fact 1t 19 zn84 mad wad xed aad., I alone am mote Ky imegination alone f1e a mark
that cannot be cuenced. I walk $nnocent through a world of theives, a vorld of
evil, and 1 emerge denten dDut triunvhant. In the thentre this ic the basic assumption
behind the techhique and visinn of such vlayr as Paul Green's Jobhnay Jokngopa, or
Robert Shorwsod's Idjot's Delighte Others hnave suggested thrt it 18 one of tae
basic attituies toward the world of Huokleberry Pinne I think §t is the offending

quality in the dirsction of Dr. Strangeleove. B8Surely it is the desic charascteristic
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nf the weatern, that the had are Bad end the gnod are gond and the gnod suys |

alwvays win, This 1e 8 vicus th-ught, dut like many pius thoughts it is not true.

5%111 another form, if I may continue with this emumeration, §s tlie ldnd of
mind and imagination that alone is in on the know, This is the high advantage of
certainsymdolic eystens and general abracadabra, that it can be male an exolusive
clube. if you bBelieve in that kind of film criticism, them you will be the only
panple Who undereiand the symbolism hehind the art of Ingmar !«r‘;-nn - except that
you »re liable to he hoisted on your own petard for the simple rolnmn that there
i9 very little ayvubolisn in his plotures. At any raie this 1s the fun of bYeing
a gnontios Only the Freudisne knaow ';thnt Treud menmt, and only they lmow the
sgnbola. Only God knaws vhat Brovning mcants This of course may also de one of
the very sreat values of speaialisation, that there you are, alnae in wour glory or
wvith & few well ehoren ‘riends. Thies may have Been the resson why I choze %o
vork o havd nn Plato's anoni&ng. It may be vhy neovle in thie country JSoin the

Kknighte of Columbus and ather such sroups.

I wish that all the books of the gnostic imagination waere plesseat, interasiing,
or funny. There are a nuaber of booka whiech eome of you know better than I ani
waich reveal the more horridle works of the more uodern smonties - all the way from the
revolutionaries who alone posness the truth or are willing to erurh the other
nine tenthe nf the world ¢n get %o 1%, ar in the Fosnessed of Dostoeveky, or a Hitler
vho thought that 1if his bunker and his imagina'ion must come down then the rest of
the vorld should come dowe with it., 3Some of the grod books sn the mbdjiect of
Gnoeticisa in palitics are Eric Voegelen's The fOcience gof Politicg: Father de Ludac's

Ihe Drams of Atheist Humsnism, Albert Canue' The Zphel =~ »nd that grest novel

The Foesessed., I bave gone far afield, but no more thua enme ~f these men,
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I think the rezlity of the paper has come ¢ loser %o thel Onnotio Imeagination
Some Anerican Aspects. I don't want you to conceive thnt I hnv. be‘én or will pain$
a terrible nicture of the Amsrican Imagimation. I have Yeen picking some acpects of
the American imagination, as { wouid of ay own. fome tendenciee iz some of these
8irections. It would e s natural temptation for me simply to go $hrough = series of
Anerican inte llectuals and show that they are an elite in a csrtain semi-gnastic way,
dut I wonld ratker dJagl with esme of the vroblems of the imaginctisn of the

American peeple themselvas.

The=e are twn thinse {n America's thinking sbout herself that I would like

to metion in an evening of talk absut Onoesticism.

Firnt of all there is her sonvept of her=elf in Suace, nnd rcacondly there s

her concent of heraelf in Tine.

Surely I sm nnt going teo far from the truth £f I sugeest thet she hms corncelved
of heraself as we have very often conceived of her, as surrounded by sn Alien wrld;
that we are = point, and how often have we not thought thnt we are gig pont of
gnrodnens and s aftey~-to a degree this ie correct Dut thie is all a natter of Aecree,.
Many of ue heve had a teandsncy %o think of curselves as an eternal poiat as I suggested
once %o someone! that the American Repudlic might not have the mame eternity as
the Cathalic Church, aad he looked 2t me sternly apd said:y that is Commaniem! 8o
Anerica is a refupe from evil., And how have we often looked on others - that others
are aliens, queationavle, potentially evil. Theywe alone, above all evarything that is
meant vhem ve use the word alien. Thers is the concept of melting lown everybody
into the beauty ond the glory of the new melting rot - the rejectian{cf. Ansrican Ars)
in this country of cultural pluralism for She meliting rot idea - give up your
Asncing - sive up your gusic - for the meld¥ing pot. ind wvhed hag o0®2en come nut of

1t 1e theee tremendnus sac-iffces, In eultural plaraliexn you see, nebody would be

nn alien. Thore 1r auch a thing aa an Americanisr which we have to keep nur sye one
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Cne therefore must become non-alien, And every generation that wins the
12t tendes to keep the nerxt newcrmar - what? - an elien - he is an alien - we
were aliene - now, thank God another group has come along - they erre the aliens -
I am n? longer the alien. There is a curious and historically understandable
sence in which I would suspect thet Protestant and Ceatholiec Theologlane have taken
different parts with relation to this particuler nroblem of Amerioceniam. Indeed
we have been a kind of Protestant country and I would say that Americens have
been anxinus to prove that they were Americans (cf. Cathclics). The protestant
theologian hae if anything taken the injitlative in questioring the currect nf any

excosnive Americanism moving in a relious or theologlcel direction.

What occurs to 1@ is the novel of Co=zens, By love Possesceds The leading characte
bas sn ironic way of putting in reverse the truth I am st ¢ his moment trying to
erticulate. The charscter breaks out and screams out under a woment of pressure. BHe
says, 1 want to tell this country that there is only one kind of person that cen
be a goat in this country, that ca: be attack @& by cvery other group, and he has
to be Amesrican, he has to be from New Ingland, he has &» be White,, he hee to be
Protestants Ke is the only one who can be mede a villain nowvs The vhole tBing hes

been reversed.

Of our image in Time, Richard Lewie har sugreested in a book called the American
Mam that, just an ve are the only noint in =pace, sc we are vervneturlly sesking for
the only point in tiwme, absnlutsly good and pure. Not from every othear voint in
epace now, but from = very other point in time - from the past. And into thisg fits
pmpletely the spirituslity of obsolescence, for example. 8o, Richard Lewis speaks
in kis book, of a radically new personality, the hero of the new adventure:

and an individual emancipated from history, happily dereft of auncestiry,
untouched and undefilad by the usurpl inheritences of fomily and race,

en individuel stendirg 2lone, cself-reliant and seifppropelled, ready to
confront vhoetever awaited him with the 8id of hie owvn urigue and inherent
resources, It was not surprising, in a Bible reading generation, that

the new hero (in praise or disannrovsl) vae most eaeily {dentifisd with
Adem before the Falls Adam was the first, the archetypal mane His moral
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vosition was prisr to expsrience, =nd in his very nevwness
he wvas fundsuentally inrocentseeesdf history.

So notody can blame anything on us elther..."ind America since the ages of Zmerson,"
his opinion 18, "hes perciatently been a one-gensrotion culturse..." constantly trying
4o Savent a view of e nev world ip the complete mencse. No one snsvers for what

occurs hefore hic time in American society. As de Tocqueville said, "In America,

society seems tn live from hand to mought, like an ermy in the field."

Ones durden I suggest evists 4in thie notion of the American Adam 4s the notion
that you h:uve to vake up every morning comfletely ready ‘o create a new world. You
cen foll back on nothing. Ve smast gquestion everything. Therefore you are on
the vervetual gul yivee Therefore you g£ot intn the astonishingly ironic nceition
of being in &« completely moral worlde Ye must question everything vhether it is
right or worngs You get eome of this in sdvertising, and mothere get in in how
to take care of childrens.sie this right? Wrong? It is not that we 'ave simply
dectded that nine-tenths of whai we do in our culture is ilLig., and that'e thatl
Bo we must start all over again and question everything and instead of giving us
freedon it creates a totally hopelenssly hopleessly moralistic world in whieh we

have t 0 "uestion everything in order to get a gnod sleepd

There is Just one other point I would sugoent., The thought of the Americen -
one of his great phrsses has been: God helpe those who help themselves. Let us
svend a few minutes exanining this imaginntive American phrese. What doee it

involve?

I am terridly afraid it iawnlves for one thing the concept of a jungle. God
helpe thore who help themselves, and God help you if you don't help yourcelf - nobody
eleas will, You are living ip & jungle - it ie the old frehioned definition of an

old=-frehionel captialier - notaltogether old, either.



Father Lynch:

Here is the G. U, raper - pleuase excuese the rough spots, but
I assume you will want to make some changes inthe form auyway, from the
recording, I was unable to get everything, because there are some sound
deficiencies - especinmlly the quote from the Japanese psychimtrist - dut
1 know that article, and can look it up and copy the citation, if you
like,

JCD
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There =re ¢o many sugcestions In 4t of 2an evil world, of Yeing surrounded by

en ovil wnrld and of bdeing & stranger: God EHelpe there who helns thensetvasl

I heve found an interesting article by a Jepanese pesychiatrist an this voint.
The Japanece are not afraid to aek to be helped, They do not have tilas problem -

they have others, btut they do not heave this one.

Certainly I would agree, snd all the theoloians pre-ent would agree theat all
ths gzrest battles zround grace have certsinly moved in the opvosite direction snd

toward the sbsolute nece sity of nhelp even if we are %o be human, muich lees divine,



