
THE GNOSTIC IMAGINATION:

SOM'S AMERICAS ASPECTS

With ray classical training I would not ha harry if I could not divide the 

paper into three parts. 1. The first part, but not at too great length, shall deal 

with the historical reality of the gnostic mind and of what I am tonight calling
W“ ■

the gnostic imagination* 2. In the s cond nart I «hall pfcy lace respect to 

historical terse and ehall deal with a more wide ranging understanding of the 

gnostic imagination; I ehall use the historical Image to create a wider image »nd 

definition of many parallel phenomena that are structurally related but that, 

historically, never themselves heard of gnosticism. 3* Before I come to the 

third section I will already have been talking of Aaerlc n aspects, but the whole 

third section will be as solidly American as the State of Maine.

Let me say this early that I think we are dealing with a question of substance, 

end of nat'onal substance, when we are dealing with gnosticism. I am not saying 

that the historical thing th»’ scholarship calls gnosticism is that important - 

although although it indeed was for early Christianity. But I do think the wider 

sense I will give the wo-d covers a set of facts that are critically important. 

Let ne say that, and let you say that ^eraalastto be seen, md let us get on w! th 

the matter.

Very well, but before we get on too fast with the natter, let us olck a genus 

of fact and a general image for both gnosticism and Its imagination, an image 

and a fact thnt will begin to reveal the significance of our gnostic theme* The 

fact and the image 1« one of alienation. ?or gnosticism God is alien to the 

world, and the world 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 1« to «ay, the world out there, as alien 

and an enemy. Thia is a central image we any keep referring to as ws get on with 

the subjeat of gnosticism.

Tut since this particular image is not quite sharp enough, let me choose 

another in the «»me vein, hut much sharper. A scholar of the gnostia. Bans 

Jonas, eug ests a remarkable affinity between the central drives of the original 

historical gnosticism and some of our existentialist tastes of existence. Acting 

on this clue I went looking and -e - looking through sone thing« and came up with 

this image from the very last lines of Albert Camus* novel The Stranger (of whose 

sharpness no one will doubt.) All but the last few lines I shall read as ironic, 

and it is important finally to think only of these last few lines, for they are 

the gnostic image of the hostile alien world car»*i»d to its ultimate conclusion}

Almost for tie first time in many months I thought of my 
mother. And now. it seemed to me, I understood why at 
her life*s end she hod taken on a •fiance”; why she'd 
played at making a fresh start. There, too, in that 
Home where lives were flickering out, the dusk came as 
a mournful solace. Vi th death so near, Mother must have 
felt like someone on the brink of freedom, ready to start 
life all over again. Mo one, no one in the world had 
any right to weep for her. And 1, too. felt ready to 
start life all over arain. It was as if that great rush 
of anger had washed me clean, emptied me of hope, and, 
gaslng up at the dark sky spangled with its signs and 
stars, for the first time, the first, I laid my heart 
open to the benign indifference of the universe. To feel 
it so like myslf indeed, so brotherly, aside me realise that 
I'd been hapry, and that I was hapny still. Mor all to bo 
accomplished, for rae to feel less lonely, all that re­
mained to h«pe was that on the day of my execution there 
should be a huge crowd of spectators and that they should

Thus man is in the relationship of Stranger to a stranre universe which reacts 

to him with howls of execration.
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We can begin our backward movement into history by a brief look at two other 

cultures or »eye of looking at the world that run in a very rough historical 

parallel with gnoeticlsmx Greek drill« tion and Christianity«

Surely we can »ay of Greece, as wo cannot say of Gnosticism, that through 

the substance of its growth and at the highest and clearest pointe of Its development 

it never conceived of a radical gap between man and reality. The Greeks thought 

of themselves as a part o the Cosmos, and they thought of the Cosmos with reverence« 

The gnostic thought of the Cosmos as alien, and he thought of it with contempt.

True, there could bo vengeful and sullen part» and laws in nature that were 

destructive of the human. There were also blind mechanical forces that were far 

from human in their ways, but even such Furies did not make the Greek give up;

In the aumenidee Aesclyus masters oven these and turns them into gracious human 

spirits. They r ewain an expression of law and of cosmic law, but to some extent 

at least they are understood, humanised, and accepted. The pain remains for man, 

but it does not come thorn something that is altogether a hostile strangerX

And what exactly is the change that has taken pl'ce in the Furies, 
to exnla'n this change of attitude in the playT Is it that they 
have given up their claim for a purely mechanical working of the 
Law that the Goer nust suffer, «nd have accepted Athena's principle 
that not only the deed shall be considered, but everything that 
caused or surrounded the deed. They accept __ ______ _____ ____ _
the sanctity of the spirit which persuades and hears Persuasion; 
that is, they will listen to Persuasion and will think again. They 
become bo longer a mechanical Law of Retribution which operates 
blindly; but a law which thinks and feels and seeks real Justice« 

(Gilbert Murray on Aeschylus)

In Flato (in the Sophist and in the Timaeus) there is an ever snore astonishing

statement of the deep fundamental kinship of man and the universe« For the 

gre^t categories of human knowledge (Being, The Same, The Other, Motion, and Rest)

are precisely and also the fundamental structures of the cosmos«



For the gnostic not even the beginning of such a relationship could 

exist or develop* The thought would be unholy. Not because the cosmos was 

so holy th t it should be approached with naked feet and bowed head, or not 

at all. Rather it Is so evil that It should not be approached by the spirit 

of man at all. It has been created by lesser gods than God (tHe Archons or 

rulers). The universe la a great prison and the earth is the innermost prison. 

Unless Indeed we shall say that the body and even the soul of man le the inner­

most orison. The function of gnosis and the gnostic religion is to bring two 

and only two pure realities together: God and an Innermost point In man that we 

can call the spirit.

Every thing else in between theca two things is mx obstacle to the redemption 

of man and the unity of these two thing?. Everything else, therefore is "alien.** 

And we must live the life of aliens within it. Ian, therefore, is "lonely, 

unprotected, unc-xp-ehended, and uncomprehending.** I do not see how the gnostic 

nloture of the world différés much form that of the world as devil attacking man. 

This then Is bow we begin to describe the taste things have for the gnostic 

Imagination over against the Greek Imagination. One word that will summarise its 

attitude toward things is the word contempt.

I will spend only a moment in the ever more extradnrllnary gap between this 

kind of Imagining and what we will call the new Christian taste of the world. There 

are so many apparent pi ties in the gnostic view of things, so much seeming virtue 

In its conltempt of the world th t It is just that 3 ch more important to realise 

how much. In the moment of truth, It became the great enemy of Christianity. The 

final opposition is total. But the superflclal reserablanee 1» still fooling us. 

Christianity «»s fighting its way toward a clearer and clearer dialectical awareness 

of the truth that human acts, these simplest of all cosmic acts, were acts of God
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in the IncAmation. It was not even a question of wh t taste thin«« had for 

the Divine Person, as though were were talking about thing« outside of Bin to which 

He might respond in a gnostic or a Greek way. They were Hie own act«} Ha learned 

the alpahbet, he ate, drank, used the earth properly to support Hie feet or 

else He would have fallen, he suffered and He, the Divine Person, died. The 

gnostic could respond by avoiding the issue, by declaring that this was only 

a seeming body. So Simon Magus ie apparently epeaking of himself and Christ 

when he says t hat ”he apoeared as a man, though he was not one, and was thought 

to have suffered la Judaea, though he did not suffer.* (108)

Ever since then we to have been fighting the same gnostic battle. ve say 

of the Gnostics, “who were they?* when the answer very often le “tu es iste vi»* - 

thou art that ma. The gnoetlo version of the reality is the half of the soul and 

♦he ImaginAtion of every man. It goes on in the soul of every Christian, and 

itstill bothers every theologian. You mention the idea to aany learned Chris to legists 

th- t Christ learned the alp hbet and was helpless without his mother, and it is 

reasonably sure to produce an explanation that Christ ~eally had Infused ideas 

of all kinds, he knew everythin^;, he knew all about the alarm bomb and understood 

even the Gregorian. calendar. V* come very close to the position of Simon Hague* 

He learned the alphabet but he really did not; he had a mother according tn the 

final triumph nt etatemfui of the Council of Sphesns, but he really did not need 

her. We must not bl; sphene by thinking that he really became man, that he actually 

could not physically go gurther, that he wlm^ly had to give up under© thee© 

ci reran« lances and die.

The evidence is strong that whenever reality is or looks too difficult there 

is a tendency t* fly into some gnostic version of reality. A scholar of gnosticism 

thinks thst catastronhic events or the threat of them always lead to such 

constructions in the imaglisti n. So far as such developments among the jews were
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concerned he -pointe out that two revolt* against the Ttomsne had failed* "God had 

given no sign that he would deliver hie •oeonle.’* There are rabbinical texts *whlch 

strongly suggest that many J<-v8 cane to doubt the cardinal attributes of God: 

his or.nl-notenee, hie oaniecelnce, and his providential orre.*

Another factor in the historical reality of the gnostic Imagination was its 

extraordinary mixing of the tastes of asceticism and freedom. If the world was 

evil then we should abstain from It; but if it la evil it is elso true th t Its laws, 

then, are evil, and hnveno paver over us. Indeed It would be a eln for us who 

are the children of God to observe thesi Moreover, we who J now, we gnostics, we 

he elite, we who alone have knowledge, must have these forms of knowledge too. So 

the gnostic must experience all things, this being the only way to destroy the 

wicked law of a wicked God. We can see how difficult it must h«ve been for the 

young Christian Chu-eh, with this on i*s hands, to encourage the creative work of 

a free imagination.

We will see the develar-.ent of many braneee of thio element of the gnostic 

imagination th*nngbout the Fiddle Ages. You will find a fascinating account of 

many of them tn Tinwmnn Rahn’s book Th$ PureUit of the MlUenluM. Sonetl^R these
' 7 1 ■■

elite groups a*e called the b-ethem of the Free Spirit, or the adapts of the Tree 

Solvit. Certainly some of them called themoclven the perfect. "Many In^tonces have 

been r eeorded,* says Cohn **of heretics saying that the Virgin and Christ had stopped 

short of perfect’on repaired of the ’subtle In Spirit.’ In England there was the 

set called the Ranters. Finally, many of them, released from such a world and 

such a Vv, thought they were God and omnipotent.

Such an imagin 'tian *411 always be extremely competent in expelling all evil 

from its own soul and in alv’nya finding it in a projection onto the outside. It will 

be a past master in inventing scapegoats. If, for exsuaple, there were not Jews 

to blame for everything the gnostic imagina tion would invent them.
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II

I ara beginning to make increasingly general rmA« about the gnostic 

Imagination and am fast approaching a look at some of the ways it is operative n 

the American imagim tion. I feel th t not only was there a specifically hisbrlcal 

thing called the gnostic imaginations but there always will be* The way I 

frequently put It to myself. In terms of historical metaphors. Is that there always 

will be a Hebraic 1® agi nation, ani there will always be a gnostic Imagination, 

and thr-e will always be a conflict between them. America and our generation are 

no exception.

If I may stick in a srict way, for the sake of clarity, to the essential 

structures of the historical Idea, two things will summarise gnosticism. For 

there are two and only two points of goodness or beauty or ealvntion» 1. one is 

in man, a perfect spot, a perfect faculty, a secret gift, the place and -version and 

Imaginations 2. There is a secret place in reality which alone Is good, divine, 

beautiful, a safe frotre- a If only you can get to it, whether you call It God, 

or beauty, or the Hebrides, or Atlantis, or Hawaii, or America. Everything else 

is ugly, evil, dangerous, alien. These two things take many forms. I am only
J r." ‘

-mggesting a general structure for many forms.

Let me express an opinion in a very literal example of the conflict between 

the Hebraic and the gnostic Imagination - an opinion with which some of you will 

disagree. It 1« an opinion about something that sits a few miles from here - 

Bali’s painting of the Sacrament of the Last Swoper. Obviously a painting of a 

Hebrsic-Christian fact, it Is at the farthest pole from the Hebraic imagination. 

The Hebraic Imagination 1« full of reality. This phantasy dissolves rea ity. It 

le occult, a dream. Ko ©ne looks at Christ and Christ looks at no one. Christ Is 

pagan. Ho man like this man was ever born on land or sea. The Inner imagination 

ha« substituted its own inner reality for ths outer. It has overcame the alien 
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world. In this -ay it comes clone to the art of Hollywood (Deni* de Rougemont). 

And I remind myself that in hi a book Love the Western World Deni» de Rougemont 

has elaborated on thia gnostic tendency not only in the western world but also in 

the western p t of our own country.

This is one of the most recurring habits of the gnostic imagination - to be 

perpetually falling back on some absolutely central point in itself - deep deep deep 

within the psirit where it can declare an isle of safety against an alien and 

dangerous world. The isle and the retreat can take many form». The most immediate 

and the most recent fora that I have soon io the film Dr. 3tran.Eol.ovg directed by 

Stanley Kubrick. The most underlying theme is that not only the crasy among the 

military are crasy but that everybody else is crasy - everybody, that Is, save 

the director. He possesses an imagination superbly released fbora all the instinctual 

laws that make a good joke - anything that occurs to , his holy and sen»ale»s iisaginatior
. -

goes. Here the imagination is its own law. Another striking enemnle of the 

impervious ri$xt of the inner light is After the Fall by Arthur Miller. The title 

should be» to hell with Marilyn Monroe that nice girl - or in the better words of 

Chekhov’s character commenting in The Sea Pull on the death of another nice woman» 

“A fine subject for a short dorey. - That is to say again, if it o curs to the 

divine imagination, the damned t ing, I mean the divine thing, must be raid.

- So this is the divinely free imagination. Another form of the gnostic 

imagination is what we mi ht call the innocent imagination. The world is Lad. in 

fact it la mad mod mad mad mad. I alone am mot. My imagination alone is a srark 

that cannot be quenced. I walk innocent through a world of thelves, a world of 

evil. And 1 emerge beaten but triumphant. In the theatre this ic the basic assumption 

behind the technique and vision of such plays as Paul Green's Johnny Johnsons, or 

Robert Sherwood's Idiot's Delight. Others have suggested th t it is one of the 

basic attitudes toward the world of Huckleberry Finn. I think it is the offending 

quality in the direction of Dr. Strangelove. Surely it Is the basic characteristic 
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nf the western, that the bed are bad and the good are good and the good guy* 

alw» «in. This 1« a clous th u^ht, but like many plus thoughts it la not txue.

v •
Still another fora, if I may continue with this enumeration, is the kind of 

mind end Imagination that alone 1« In on the know. Thia la the high advantage of 

oertainsymbollc systsas and general abracadabra, that it can be made an exclusive 

club. If you believe in that kind of film critlciem, then you will be the only 

people who understand the symbolism behind the art of Ingmar Bergman » except that 

you »re liable to be hoisted on your own petard for the simple reason that there 

la very little symbolism In hie pictures. At any ra>e this la the fun of being 

a gnostic I Only the freudian« know what Trend m*nat, and only they know the 

symbol*. Only God know« what Browning meant. This of course may also be one of 

th* very «■ eat values of specialisation, that there you are, alone la your glory or 

with a few well eherea friend«. This may have been the reason why I chose tc 

work so hard on Plato’s Parmenides. It may be why people In this country <Mn the 

Knight« of Columbus and other such group*.

I wish that all the books of the gnostic imagination were pleasant. Interesting, 

or funny. There »'•e a number of books which some of you know better than I and 

which reveal the more horrible work« of the more modern eno?tics - all the way from the 

revolutionaries who alone possess the truth or are willing to crurh the other 

nine tenths of the world to get to it, as in the Possessed of Dostoevsky, or a Hitler 

who thought that if his bunker and hie imagination must come down then the test of 

the world should come down with It. Some of the good books on the subject of 

Gnosticism In politics are Kric Voegelen’s The Science of Politics: father de Lubac’s 

The Drama of Atheist Humanism. Albert Camus' The "ebsl - and that great novel 

The Possessed. I have gone far afield, but no more tin n some f those men.
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I think the rewllty of the paper has come c loser to the: Gaoetio Imagination
' | | • r

Some American Aspects. I don’t want you to conceive thnt I have been or will paint 

a terrible Picture of the American Imagination. I have been picking some acpccts of 

the American imagination« as I wou>d of ay own. Some tendencies in some of these 

directions. It would be a natural teispiatien for rae simply to go through a series of 

American intellectuals and show that they are an elite in a osrtaln semi-gnostic way, 

but I would rather deal with wane of the problems of the imagination of the

Amarican people themselves.

The*« are two thing* in America’s thinking about herself that I would like

to motion in an evening of talk about Jnosticiem.

First of all there is her concept of her*»elf In Space, and secondly there 1« 

her concept of herself In Tine.

Surely I om not going too far from the truth if I sug-est that she has conceived 

of herself as we have very often conceived of hey, as eurroimded by wn alien world; 

that we are a point, and how often have we not thought that we are tile pc nt of
-A

goodness and eaftey-to a degree this 1« correct but this is all a matter of degree.

Many of us have had a tendency to think of ourselves as an eternal point as I suggested 

once to someone: that the American Republic might not have the same eternity as 

the Catholic Church, and he looked at me sternly said Raid: that is Connunisml So 

America is a refuge from evil. And how have we often looked on others - that others 

are aliens, queotiona le, potentially evil. They "re alone, above all everything that is 

meant when we use the word alien. There is the concept of melting down everybody 

into the beauty and the glory of the new melting pot - the rejectlon(cf. American Art) 

In this country of cultural pluralism for the moll ting pot idea - give up your 

dancing - -iva up your *x*ie - for the melting! pot. And whrt ha* often come out of 

it 1* the«e tremendous eacfifices. In cultural plu*nll«j» you see, nobody would be/
on «lien. There if such a thing ns an Americanism which we h**ve tn keep our «ye on.
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on« therefore must become non-alien. And. every generation that wins the 

fii?ht tends to keep the next newcomer - what? - an alien - he is an alien - we 

were aliens - now, thank God another group has come along - they ere the aliens - 

I am nfi longer the alien. There is a curious and historically understandable 

sense in which I would suspect that Protestant and Catholic Theologian« have taken 

different part« with relation to this particular problem of Americanism. Indeed 

we have been a kind of Protestant country and I would «ay that Americans have 

been anxious to prove that they were American« (cf. Catholics). The protestant 

theologian has if anything taken the initiative in questioning the current of any 

excessive Americanism moving in a relioun or theological direction.

What occurs to me is the novel of Co«zone, By love Possessed» 'The le-ding characte: 

has an ironic way of putting In reverse the t ruth I as at this moment trying to 

articulate. The character breaks out and screams out under a moment of pressure. He 

saye, tl want to toll this country that there ie only one kind of person that can 

be a goat in this country, that cai be attack d by every other group, and he has 

to be American, he has to be from New England, he has tn be White,, he has to be 

Protestant. Ke is the only one who can be made a villein now. The vholc thing has 

been reversed.

Of our Image In Time, Pichnrd Lewis has suggested in a book called the American 

Adam that, .fust se we a^e the only rolnt in space, so we ore 'ne~petuftlly seeking for 

the only point in time, absolutely good and nu"e. Not fro» every other mint in 

space now, but from every other point In time - from the past. And into this fit« 

completely the spirituality of obsolescence, for example. So, Richard Lewi« speak« 

in hi« book, of a radically new personality, the hero of the new adventure:

and an individual emancipated from history, happily bereft of ancestry, 
untouched and undefllad by the usual inheritances of family end race, 
an individual standing alone, self-reliant and selfppropelied, reedy to 
confront whatever awaited him with the aid of hie own unique and Inherent 
resources. It was not surprising, in a Bible reading generation, tnat 
the new hero (in praise or di«anuroval) me most easily identified with 
Adam before tne Fall. Adam was the first, the archetypal man. Hi« moral
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position vas prior to experience, and in his very newness
he vas fundamentally innocent»*...©? history.

So nobody can blame anything on us either..."And. America since the age of Emerson,* 

his opinion is, "has persistently been a one-generation culture..." constantly trying 

to invent a view of a new vOi>H in. the complete sense. No one answers for whet 

occurs before his time in American society. As da Tocqueville said, "In America, 

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

One burden I suggest exists in this notion of the American Adam is the notion 

that you h've to ’ aka up evary morning completely ready "o create a new world. You 

can fall back on nothing. v'e must question everything. Therefore you are on 

t.he pernetuñl qui vive. Therefore you get into the astonishingly ironic ucsition 

of being in a completely moral world. V’« must question everything v.hether it is 

right or worng. You get some of this in advertising, end mothers get in in how 

to take care of children..»is this right? Wrong? It is not that we ave simply 

decido! that nine-tenths of what we do in our culture is thiw. and that"® that I 

No we must start all over again and question everything and. instead of giving us 

freedom it creates a totally hopelessly hoplossly moralistic world in which we 

have t o question everything in order to get & good sleepl

There is Just one other point I would suggest. The thought of the American - 

one of his great plorases has been: Rod helps those who help themselves. Let us 

spend a few minutes examining this imaginative American phrase. What does it 

involve?

I am terribly afraid it involves for one thing the concept of a jungle. God 

helps those who help themselves, and God help you if you don*t help yourself - nobody 

else will. You are living in a jungle - it is the old fashioned definition of an 

old-fashioned cautlalism - not altogether old, either.



Father Lynch:

Here is the G. U, naper - please excues« the rough spots, but 
I assume you will want to make some changes inthe form anyway, from the 
recording, I was unable to get everything, because there are some sound 
deficiencies - especially the quote from the Japanese psychiatrist - but 
I know that article, andean look it up and copy the citation, if you 
like*

JCD
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There ®r» so many euggestions in it of an evil world, of being surrounded. by

©n evil world end of being a stranger: God Heir« those wb© heirs themsetvas!

I have found an interesting article by a Japanese psychiatrist on this noint.

The Japanese are not afraid to nek to be helped. They do not have thia problem - 

they have others, blit they do not have this one.
' ni

Certainly I would agree, and all the theolo ians pre ent would agree thr t all 

the great battles around grace have certainly moved, in the opposite direction and 

toward the absolute nece sity of help even if we are to be human, ¡nuch less dlvine.


