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Introduction

The church has long had an ambivalent relationship with books.
On the one hand, the Christian faith is grounded in a book—7The
Book—so believers respect the written word. Christian authors writing
on Christian themes have produced some of the outstanding works
of the Western canon, from Saint Augustine’s Confessions, to John
Milton’s Paradise Lost, to John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, to Blaise
Pascal’s Pensées, to pretty much anything by C. S. Lewis.

On the other hand, the church has had a less than cordial re-
lationship with books it found objectionable. One has to look no
further than the nineteenth chapter of the book of Acts to wit-
ness the emergence of Christian conflict with suspect writings. The
apostle Paul had been preaching and performing miracles in the city
of Ephesus in Asia Minor (present-day Turkey). Some Jews tried to
mimic Paul’s exorcisms of evil spirits, and they ended up beaten and
naked. The fear of God fell on the Jews and Greeks of the city, lead-
ing to a mass burning of sorcery scrolls valued at 50,000 drachmae
or about $100,000 today.

This was far from the last time the church would sponsor a book
burning. Over its two-thousand-year history, the church has repeat-
edly had run-ins with dissenting books—works of theology, science,
philosophy, political theory, psychology, literature, and social criti-
cism. In some cases, Christians have responded with patient, thought-
ful refutation. But, alas, a measured response has not been the norm.
More typically, the church has deployed a variety of coercive tactics
to suppress the offending work. These tactics have included ad homi-
nem attacks on the author, censorship, destruction, criminalization,
threats, condemnation to hell, and overt warfare.

Perhaps most counterproductively, Christians have often asserted
absolute irreconcilability between the challenged work and the Chris-
tian faith: “If his argument is right, then our faith is wrong.” Such
assertions can create severe difficulties for the church if the book’s
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argument turns out to be demonstrably correct (as with Galileo’s
theory of heliocentricism), or eventually believed by a majority of
Christians (as with aspects of Darwin’s theory of evolution). Even
where the church has not been embarrassed by later developments
in human understanding, its response to challenging books has often
cost it credibility with people who might otherwise have been open
to the Christian message. In short, the church’s response to books it
feared has often created unnecessary obstacles to the church’s mis-
sion in the world.

SEVEN BOOKS

This book concerns seven seminal books that rocked the Chris-
tian church. These works range in date from the second century after
Christ to the twentieth century. The authors hailed from various parts
of the Western world, from Europe, the Middle East, North Africa,
and North America. Their subjects spanned a wide range of topics
including the meaning of Christ’s life and death, the earth’s revolu-
tion around the sun, ecclesiastical hypocrisy, evolution through natu-
ral selection, social class and economic oppression, the patterns of
the human brain, and the commonality of myths. The authors wrote
in different styles and for different audiences. Although they surely
would not all have agreed with one another, they had this in com-
mon: Their works profoundly upset the church by calling into ques-
tion foundational Christian doctrines or beliefs. Whether because
the author meant to do so or because the church found something
threatening in the message, each book provoked a sharp response
from the church. Most of the books were banned at some time by
Christian authorities, and those that could not be banned were sub-
jected to vitriolic condemnation.

These seven books did not offend the church through lewdness
or moral depravity. Their offense lay not in their appeal to the libido
but to the mind. They did not make libelous charges against Christian
icons that required factual correction; they challenged the church by
advocating alternative ways to think and consequently to live. In other
words, they provided a rival intellectual narrative to the biblical story
and hence rocked the structure of Christian belief. These were the
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most dangerous kind of books, and therefore ones that needed the
most compelling response. Unfortunately, the church’s response was
often agitated rather than strong, reactionary rather than considered.

My aim in this book is to ask, as to each of these seven controver-
sial books, what the big fuss was all about. Who was the author, where
did his ideas originate, what did he actually claim, why was the church
so upset, and how did it respond? Each chapter begins with a short
vignette relating the book’s ideas to a concrete event in the world
and concludes with some thoughts on the continuing relevance of
the book’s themes to issues concerning the church today. Although
many of the immediate disputes have long since passed—no one is
still upset about claims that the earth revolves around the sun—the
conflict between each of the seven books and the church continues
to cast shadows on beliefs within the church and beliefs about the
church within the world.

These seven books will surely not be the last to draw Christian ire.
This book argues that since the church has tended to respond poorly
to such disfavored literature, then it is incumbent on Christians to
learn from their past errors and ponder a more constructive path of
engagement with offensive books in the future. As historian George
Santayana famously said, those who cannot remember the past are
condemned to repeat it.

BOOKS AND IDEAS

This is a book about books, but it is also a book about ideas. Fach
of the works studied in this volume also stands for some abstract phi-
losophy, most of which can be identified by an “ism.” In the pages
ahead we will encounter Gnosticism, empiricism, Enlightenment ra-
tionalism, evolutionism, communism, psychoanalysis, and postmod-
ernism. The particular books examined will, in almost every case,
stand in for a wider set of writings, assertions, practices, and attitudes
with which the church has had to contend.

But there is also something distinctive about these books that makes
them worth examining in isolation from the wider social currents and
ideas they embody. A book has a particular author—a man or woman
who is both more specific and more general than any idea. Unlike
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an abstract principle, an author can be personally demonized and
his human frailties exploited as evidence of the book’s corruption—
because every book is, at some level, autobiographical, a writing that
embodies the blood, sweat, and tears of a particular person. Books
bring ideas to concrete form and can be thus proven concretely wrong
in matters large or trivial. Unlike ideas, books can be banned, burned,
or buried. And, as we shall see, sometimes books that were buried
make dramatic reappearances to kick-start the controversy anew.

A RoADMAP

Chapter 1 begins in the sands of Egypt, where an extraordinary
discovery in 1945 leads to the resurrection of some second-century
Gnostic gospels that had been hastily buried after an ecclesiastical
ban and hidden for fifteen hundred years. The chapter brings to
light a second-century Christian, Valentinus of Alexandria (who
nearly became the pope) and his short tract The Gospel of Truth, which
eventually was condemned as heretical. Since Gnosticism has recently
enjoyed resurgence in popular culture, it is well worth understanding
what it was all about and why the church found it so alarming.

Chapter 2 shifts from the Middle East to Europe and the story
of Galileo Galilei, a seventeenth-century Renaissance man whom
the Catholic Church forced to recant the theory that the earth goes
around the sun. The chapter examines Galileo’s Dialogue Concerning
the Two Chief World Systems, which provoked the church’s ire not only
because of its scientific theory but also because of its assault on the
authority of the pope over scientific matters and its political threat to
the Counter-Reformation. Galileo has become a synecdoche for the
church’s ignorant suppression of science, a reputation the church
has found hard to shake.

Voltaire’s Candide, studied in chapter 3, is a work of fiction, but
its pointed satirical statements about the church were received as
anything but idle fancy by eighteenth-century religious authorities.
Widely banned as blasphemous and indecent, Candide went on to
play a major role in the French Revolution and the emerging Euro-
pean tradition of rationalistic religious skepticism that has character-
ized the continent ever since.
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Charles Darwin’s extraordinary worldwide tour on HMS Beagle
and the theory of evolution by natural selection it inspired comprise
the subject matter of chapter 4. The church’s ferocious assault on
Darwinism—which in many ways continues to this day—arguably rep-
resents the leading model of how not to respond to disfavored books.
By insisting that evolution was equivalent to atheism, the church set
itself up for the claim—mnow asserted by leading intellectuals—that
scientific proof of evolution is also scientific disproof of God.

Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto, examined in chapter 5, laid the
foundation for one of the looming totalitarian ideologies of the twen-
tieth century—communism. The American church rallied against
Marxism, helping to set up the Cold War morality play between the
Christian-capitalist West and the atheist-Communist East. With the
demise of the Soviet Union, Marxism seemed to go into remission,
but its influence has arguably become deeply embedded in various
contemporary ideologies and postmodern identity politics. A fresh
examination of Marx’s original arguments and their conflicts with
Christian belief is as important now as ever.

In conjunction with developing his clinical technique of psycho-
analysis, the Austrian psychiatrist Sigmund Freud wrote a number of
works that denigrated religion, reducing faith to a psychiatric coping
mechanism. Chapter 6 examines his 1927 work The Future of an Illu-
sion, in which Freud most comprehensively and forcefully laid out his
critique of religious beliefs as illusions buffering man’s fear of death.
It was easy for Christians to dismiss Freud as a sickened old satyr,
particularly because of Freud’s shocking interpretations of human
sexuality. Yet Freud’s longstanding influence on psychology and so-
cial science more generally makes it hard to dismiss his work without
a considered answer.

In 1988, millions of viewers tuned in for journalist Bill Moyers’
PBS interview of Joseph Campbell, whose writings are the subject
of chapter 7. In those interviews, Campbell, a leading comparative
mythologist, explained the ideas he first articulated in his 1949 book
The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Campbell purported to show that all
world religions were part of a “Monomyth”—a single, universal story
of the “hero’s journey.” The implication, which Campbell was not
shy about stating, was that there was nothing distinctive about the
Christian story and that it should be taken figuratively rather than
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literally. Christians have tended to dismiss Campbell as a “new age”
kook, but the cultural influence of Campbell’s work has been pro-
found. The hundreds of millions of viewers of the Star Wars movies
have witnessed his handiwork directly, and the idea that Christianity
is just another story has become deeply lodged in popular culture.
We conclude in an eighth chapter with some overarching obser-
vations on lessons learned from the church’s encounter with these
seven offending books and with thoughts about more constructive
methods of engagement in the future. My goal is not merely to chide
the church for a censorial, self-righteous, and ineffective response to
books it disfavored. In the coming pages, we shall also encounter ex-
amples of positive and successful Christian engagement with worldly
scholarship—responses driven by faith, hope, and love rather than
fear. Itis fear, after all, that drives a dog to bite and fear that drives the
censors, book-burners, and name-callers of the world. Christians have
nothing to fear from books. The seven books studied here may have
rocked the church’s walls but could never shake its One Foundation.



Valentinus’s Gospel of Truth:
Who Doesn’t Love a Gnostic
Conspiracy Theory?

«ry

Through the hidden mystery Jesus Christ enlightened
those who were in darkness because of forgelfulness.”

Valentinus (or his followers)
The Gospel of Truth (c. AD 140-180)

In December 1945, two brothers from the town of Nag Hammadi
in Upper Egypt saddled their camels and went off to dig for fertilizer
for their crops.' At al-Tarif, a mountain with more than one hundred
fifty ancient caves, many previously used as grave sites, the brothers
dug into the soft soil. Their tools hit something hard near a large
boulder. It was an enormous red earthenware jar, three feet tall.

The superstitious brothers hesitated to open the jar, fearing that
a jinn or evil spirit might dwell inside. But a greedy suspicion that
the jar might contain gold eventually outweighed their fear of a jinn,
and the brothers smashed the jar open. To their disappointment, it
contained only books—three ancient leather-bound papyrus books,
to be exact. The brothers carried the books home and dumped them
near the oven. There, many of the papyri ended up as kindling in the
oven as the brothers’ mother helped herself to the ready fuel source.
And, if Fortune or the Good Lord had not directed things otherwise,
the entire set of papyri might have gone up in smoke and the story
ended there—as no story at all.

But among the many strange and, to the skeptical mind, random
twists of fate that have befallen stigmatized books over the centuries,
what happened next ranks as the most fortuitous. Shortly before the
brothers set out on that December day, their father had been bru-
tally murdered by one Ahmed Ismail. Now, seeing an opportunity for
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vengeance, the brothers seized Ismail and “hacked off his limbs . . .
ripped out his heart, and devoured it among them, as the ultimate
act of blood revenge.” This horrifying act of murder and cannibalism
has no direct bearing on our story, except that it provided the impetus
for the surviving papyri to leave the brothers’ home. Fearful that the
police investigating the murder would search their home and, in the
process, find their scrolls, the brothers entrusted the scrolls to a local
Coptic priest. This, in turn, created the opportunity for a local school-
teacher to see the scrolls. The schoolteacher recognized that the scrolls
might be valuable and sent them to a friend in Cairo to determine their
significance. Eventually, most of the scrolls escaped the black market—
how is its own extraordinary story—and made their way to Egyptian
Department of Antiquities, which opened them up to the world.

As biblical scholars and historians began to learn of the Nag
Hammadi find, they reacted with astonishment. The cache consisted
of fifty-two texts written in Coptic and dating to about the third or
fourth centuries AD. The Coptic texts were translations of much ear-
lier Greek texts, some of which could not have been much later than
the mid-second century AD. Some scholars even believe that some
of the original Greek texts were written in the first century, perhaps
even before the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John.

But it was the content of the texts, not their mere antiquity, that
precipitated so much scholarly excitement. As scholars quickly rec-
ognized, the Nag Hammadi texts were a treasure trove of early Chris-
tian writings representing an alternative to what eventually became
orthodox Christianity.” These mostly Gnostic writings apparently
presented a long-concealed secret tradition that could rock incum-
bent Christian doctrines and historical narratives. For instance, when
the Dutch historian of religion Gilles Quispel opened one scroll in
Cairo, he gasped at the following: “These are the hidden sayings that
the living Jesus spoke and Judas Thomas the twin recorded.” Secret
words of Jesus? Written down by Jesus’ twin? Further Nag Hammadi
writings called into question other foundational Christian beliefs; for
example, by suggesting that Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene
and dismissing belief in the virgin birth and bodily resurrection as
naive misunderstandings of the shrouded truth.

Not all of the Nag Hammadi texts were previously unknown
to Bible scholars. Some had already been discovered, but often in
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fragmentary form. For example, the “secret words” passage from
which Quispel incredulously read came from the Gospel of Thomas,
fragments of which had been discovered prior to the Nag Hammadi
find. But many of the manuscripts were known, if at all, only from
dismissive words of early church fathers—such as Tertullian, Irenaeus,
and Hippolytus—who wrote of heretics and heresies in the church
that they were working to suppress. What had previously been seen
in only fragmentary form in the mouths of its harshest critics could
now been seen fully and directly.

This observation sheds light on the question of why the books
had been buried in the ground and hidden to the world for fifteen
hundred years. Scholars believe that the scrolls were possibly hid-
den in the fifth century by a monk from the nearby monastery of St.
Pachomius after the church outlawed all gnostic writing and ordered
the destruction of all gnostic texts. Perhaps the monk was a gnostic
himself, or a sympathizer. Or perhaps he was someone of a scholarly
disposition who could not bear to see such a rich collection of ideas
lost to history.

Whatever the circumstances of their hiding, one could hardly
have scripted a more sensational story for the explosive reintroduc-
tion of Gnosticism than that of the rediscovery of the Nag Hammadi
scrolls. The rediscovery story performed all of the major themes
of orthodox Christianity’s confrontation with Gnosticism—secret
knowledge, suppression, illumination, bodily resurrection from the
earth, and down to the grotesque act of cannibalism eerily reenact-
ing earlier battles over the meaning of the Eucharist. And it set the
stage for a renewed contest in scholarly writings and the popular
mind over authentic Christian tradition. Does orthodox Christianity
represent the “true faith” that won out by God’s grace against hereti-
cal assault? Or, as Dan Brown would famously claim in his best-selling
novel The Da Vinci Code, is what we now know as orthodox Christianity
merely the winners’ version, with another perhaps more authentic
strand concealed and suppressed by a multi-millennium ecclesiasti-
cal conspiracy?

Among the Nag Hammadi scrolls was a short manuscript called
The Gospel of Truth. Its author is not identified, but scholars believe it
was written either by followers of one Valentinus of Alexandria or by
Valentinus himself. As heretical books go, The Gospel of Truth doesn’t
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rank with some other Nag Hammadi writings in shocking the sensi-
bilities of modern Christians. There aren’t any bombshell revelations
about Jesus’ twin brother or wife. Modern readers may mostly yawn
at the gospel’s inscrutable prose. But, among all of the Nag Ham-
madi writings, the theological and religious vision of the Gospel of
Truth may have posed the greatest threat to the orthodox tradition:
for Valentinus, the man who either wrote or inspired the text, came
within a hair’s breadth of becoming the bishop of Rome—the pope.”
Had that occurred, one can only guess at how different the course of
church history might have looked.

A HERETIC WHO ALMOST BECAME THE POPE

The great limitation in writing about Valentinus is that we know
very little about his personal biography except for what we learn in
dismissive comments from people who considered him a danger-
ous heretic, which is a bit like trying to reconstruct a biography of
Washington solely by interviewing King George III. Still, historians
have pieced together a plausible profile of the man whose teachings
nearly sent the church in a very different direction than the one it
ultimately took.°

Valentinus was born in Egypt somewhere near the beginning of
the second century AD, about a hundred years after the birth of
Christ. He received his education at Alexandria, which was then the
intellectual capital of the world. Young Valentinus was thoroughly
schooled in Greek and Egyptian thought, and he likely had signifi-
cant exposure to philosophical and religious influences from the
East—an important factor in the development of gnostic thought. Al-
exandria was home to the greatest library the world had ever known
and also to a variety of smaller, private libraries that specialized in
mystical arts.

Christianity had made its way to Alexandria by time of Valentinus’s
infancy, but to worldly Alexandrians it must have seemed to be merely
a young and disorganized cult. As noted by G. R. S. Mead, an early
twentieth-century scholar and prominent member of the Theosophi-
cal Society, Valentinus would have experienced Christianity without a
canonical New Testament, established catechisms, systematic theolo-
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gies, or organized hierarchical structures.” There would have been
a Pauline community imported from Asia Minor, but also a variety
of alternative oral traditions and syncretic schools. In this world of
primordial Christianity, claims of apostolic authority—that is, a direct
connection to Jesus himself—would have been the currency of pres-
tige within the church. Valentinus understood this well, claiming to
have been a protégé of one Theodas, an allegedly “apostolic man,” of
which modern historians know little. It seems likely that, in Alexandria,
Valentinus would have encountered the early gnostic teacher Basilides,
who claimed to have inherited his teachings from the apostle Matthew
and taught for some time in the East among the Persians.

Although we don’t know exactly how or why, Valentinus made his
way to Rome somewhere around AD 138 and remained there for at
least fifteen years, perhaps until around AD 160. According to some
historical accounts, he died in Cyprus, driven to insanity and heresy
after being shipwrecked. That account is in some tension with other
accounts, like that of the church father Tertullian, who claimed that
Valentinus was driven to heresy when his own pretensions to becom-
ing Bishop of Rome were thwarted—a subject to which we will re-
turn momentarily. Some historians believe that Valentinus eventually
made his way back to his roots in Alexandria, ending his life in quiet
scholarship.

Little survives of Valentinus’s writings, but it appears that he was
prolific and exquisitely talented—composing psalms, hymns, and
philosophical treatises. Third-century Christian theologian Hippoly-
tus of Rome records a tantalizing fragment from a metrical hymn
written by Valentinus that rings of Plato: “I behold all things hanging
from air; I perceive all things upheld by spirit; Flesh hanging from
soul; Soul standing forth from air; and air hanging from @ther.”® This
poetical vignette of a hierarchy of celestial beings with the material
world barely hanging on at the lowest rung is characteristic of con-
temporary gnostic depictions.

At some point during his stay in Rome, Valentinus was appar-
ently in line to become Bishop of Rome, which would have put him
at the head of what we now call the Roman Catholic Church. One
can easily get the wrong impression when thinking of Valentinus as
almost-pope, since the bishops of Rome prior to Emperor Constan-
tine’s legalization of Christianity in the Edict of Milan (AD 313) were
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often obscure characters, who did not yet wield the immense power
that came from sitting atop the established church. The second-
century church was still decentralized, fragmented, and grasping for
its creeds and organizational form. On the other hand, it is precisely
that plasticity in the second-century church’s character that makes
Valentinus’s near-miss with the papacy so intriguing. If many of the
church’s doctrines and beliefs and much of its organizational struc-
ture remained up for grabs, a brilliant and forceful leader—which
even Valentinus’s critics have admitted he was—could have placed
a lasting imprint on the church in a way that later popes could not.

To be sure, this is not how all of Valentinus’s critics saw it. To the
contrary, leading heresiologists (Christian writers responding to her-
etics) asserted that Valentinus was an orthodox Christian until he lost
his bid for the papacy, and that he then turned to heresy in bitterness.
Listen, for example, to the church father Tertullian:

Valentinus had expected to become a bishop, because he was an able
man both in genius and eloquence. Being indignant, however, that
another obtained the dignity by reason of a claim which confessorship
had given him, he broke with the church of the true faith. Just like
those (restless) spirits which, when roused by ambition, are usually
inflamed with the desire of revenge, he applied himself with all his
might to exterminate the truth; and finding the clue of a certain

old opinion, he marked out a path for himself with the subtlety

of a serpent.’

Maybe or maybe not. Charges that a heretic turned from the faith
because he couldn’t make it in the church were common in orthodox
Christian writing."

Although we know about Valentinus only from his critics, we
can cross-examine his critics’ statements against themselves to see if
another story might be right. Among other things, we get differing
accounts as to when Valentinus “went heretical,” with some authori-
ties insisting that he remained an orthodox Christian for years after
he left Rome and others insisting that he became a heretic much
earlier.’’ Some scholars conjecture that Valentinus developed his
system of thought in Alexandria before coming to Rome and came
to the Eternal City for the purpose of disseminating them in the
emerging center of Christianity.'” Certainly, the body of fragmentary
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writings we have from Valentinus suggest a consistent gnostic ori-
entation throughout his time as a writer. If, in fact, Valentinus was
already propagating gnostic ideas during his time in Rome and he
actually came close to securing the papacy, then the implications for
the development of early church doctrine and theology are signifi-
cant. Some historians argue that the ideas displayed in the Gospel of
Truth represent a strand of early Christian thought that came close
to winning the church.

However close Valentinus came to winning the papacy, there can
be little doubt that his influence was significant. He, more than any
other person, brought the gnostic challenge to center of Christen-
dom. We know this in part by the extraordinary energy that early
Christian writers devoted to refuting his claims. Tertullian informs us
that, by the time he took up his quill to rebut Valentinus, four other
orthodox paladins had already mounted a charge against the Alex-
andrian."” Church father Irenaeus devoted the entire first book of
his five-volume treatise to debunking Valentinianism, demonstrating
if not respect at least concern over Valentinus’s dramatic influence.

Until 1945, the modern world knew Valentinus’s ideas only in
fragmentary form or as characterized (or mischaracterized) by his
detractors. There were rumors that Valentinus had composed “a gos-
pel,” but its text was lost. With the discovery of the Nag Hammadi
texts and the Gospel of Truth, Valentinus’s lost gospel appears to have
been rediscovered. Whether Valentinus or one of his followers was
the actual author of the precise text of the Gospel of Truthis unknown;
that the text was heavily based on Valentinus’s teaching is certain.
Irenaeus informs us that “those who are from Valentinus” boasted
to having “more Gospels” than the canonical ones, going to “such a
pitch of audacity . . . as to entitle their comparatively recent writing
‘the Gospel of Truth,” thought it agrees in nothing with the Gospels
of the Apostles, so that they have really no Gospel which is not full of
blasphemy.”** Clearly, Valentinus had struck a nerve.

GNOSIS OR ILLUMINATION

Before examining the text of the Gospel of Truth, a few words on
the school of thought in which it lies: Gnosticism. Many different
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sub-schools of Gnosticism have risen (and fallen) over time and place,
from several centuries before Christ in India and the East, to the
Middle Eastern and Western schools that vied with orthodox Christi-
anity during the Patristic era, to more contemporary influences. The
common core of gnostic belief is a dualistic juxtaposition between
the material and spiritual worlds. Gnostics reject the human body
and physical nature as corruptions or products of evil—the creations
of a false god or “Demiurge.” The goal of religious teaching is to
achieve gnosis—or illumination—which allows the believer to escape
the material world. This gnosis is generally understood to be hid-
den knowledge, available only to a select few through secret initia-
tion rites.

Gnosticism in the early centuries after Christ often expressed it-
self in Christian terms with Jesus in the center; although other forms
of Jewish Gnosticism also prevailed, such as a Samaritan variety with
Simon Magus as the redeemer."”” The Gospel of Truth is one of several
“gnostic gospels” found at Nag Hammadi (and elsewhere).'® Unlike
the canonical Gospels, it does not narrate Jesus’ life or directly dis-
close Jesus’ teachings. Its structure is more that of a homily or ser-
mon than a history or systematic theology. It is a short book, about
fifty-five hundred words, which makes it considerably sparer than
Paul’s Epistle to the Romans.

The Gospel of Truth begins by announcing that “the gospel of truth
is joy for people who have received grace from the Father of truth,
that they might know him through the power of the Word.”'” In seem-
ing consistency with the opening lines of the Gospel of John, Truth as-
serts that “the Word” is equivalent to “the Savior,” but then presents a
subtle variation on John’s assertion that the Word was present in the
beginning and was with God and was God. According to Truth, “The
Word has come from the fullness in the father’s thought and mind”
(36), suggesting that Jesus emanated from God as a creative act—an
assertion that the Council of Nicaea would emphatically repudiate
in AD 325 when it insisted, in response to the Arian controversy, that
Jesus was “begotten” but not “created.”

Truth turns next to the question of origins. In contrast to the
book of Genesis, which has God creating a good world subsequently
corrupted by sin, Truth has the material world springing from error
in the spiritual world. Recognizing the universal desire to know “the
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one from whom [you] have come forth,” Truth delivers the bad news
that we sprang from “ignorance of the Father” that brought about
“terror and fear,” which then “grew dense like a fog” until it took the
shape of the material world (36). Humanity thus inhabits a realm
that was initially the product of error and has now given way to igno-
rance and forgetfulness of the truth.

The modern reader might be curious about what sorts of ethe-
real beings were supposedly around to cause this error and thus pre-
cipitate the world’s creation. Although Truth does not flesh out its
assumed cosmology, we know from other writings that Valentinus
and related gnostic writers believed in a complex chain of celestial
beings that overlays the specific Valentinian claims encountered in
Truth. In this chain, each being hangs from the next one up in a long
celestial trapeze. It starts with the Father, God beyond Being, from
whom hangs the Pleroma, the world of living ideas or ideal forms in
Platonic speak. From Pleroma hangs Horos, the Great Boundary or
curtilage of the heavenly sphere. Sophia, or Wisdom, hangs to Horos,
and the Demiurge—the portal to the material world and antagonist
of God beyond Being—clings to her."®

Truth’s account of material origins sets the stage for the core claim
of Gnosticism—that man’s core problem is ignorance of that fact he
lives in a world of illusory materiality and that Jesus came in order
to bring enlightenment and to allow those with this gnosis or secret
knowledge to escape the material world: “Through the hidden mys-
tery Jesus Christ enlightened those who were in darkness because of
forgetfulness. He enlightened them and showed the way, and that
way is the truth he taught them” (37). In reaction, Error—now per-
sonified as the enemy—persecuted Jesus and nailed him to a tree in
order to subvert his message of enlightenment. But Jesus’ crucifixion
didn’t bring the destruction that Error intended. Instead, for those
who partook of the “fruit of this tree,” it caused their very lives “to
come into being” (37).

Readers familiar with the Genesis account of humanity’s fall
might recognize the inversion of the story of the tree of the knowl-
edge of good and evil. Like that tree, the cross generated a kind of
forbidden fruit, except now those who ate of this fruit would find the
very enlightenment forbidden to them in the Genesis account and so
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find life rather than death. Subtly, in veiled, flowery language, Truth
was standing the orthodox worldview on its head.

It followed from this understanding of who Jesus was that the
purpose of Jesus’ birth, ministry, and death was not, as the orthodox
Christian account had it, to offer a substitutionary atonement for sin
and thereby achieve reconciliation with God. Rather, Jesus should be
understood as a guide and teacher, a wise man always “busy in places
of instruction,” always refuting the foolish (37). Truth does not deal
directly with Jesus’ resurrection, but it seems by omission to hold
the matter irrelevant. In a bastardized paraphrase of Philippians 2,
the gospel observes that Jesus “humbled himself even unto death,”
knowing that “his death would be life for many.” And the conclusion:
“Oh, what a great teaching!” (38). Jesus’ death was a teaching, not
atonement. Jesus’ ministry and death, not his resurrection, was the
whole point of his coming, since it showed the way out of the error
and confusion of the material world.

What follows for the gnostic Christian? In opposition to the or-
thodox Christian account of personal salvation through repentance
of sin and belief in Christ, Truth teaches that salvation comes through
receiving the knowledge of the truth shown by Jesus: “After []Jesus’
persecutors] came the little children, who have knowledge of the Fa-
ther. When they gained strength and learned about the expressions
of the Father, they knew, they were known, they were glorified, they
gave glory” (37). It was such people who had received enlightenment
and escaped error that would find their names written in the book
of life. Truth portrays this enlightenment version of salvation as that
which will ultimately bring the destruction of the material world:

As one’s ignorance about another vanishes when one gains knowledge,
and as darkness departs when light comes, so also deficiency disap-
pears in completeness. From then on the world of appearance will

no longer be evident, but rather it will disappear in the harmony of
unity. (40)

Finally, what were the practical consequences of this teaching
for how enlightened ones should lead their lives? Truth gestures in
the direction of conventional charity: “Steady the feet of those who
stumble and extend your hands to the sick. Feed the hungry and give
rest to the weary” (43). It also nods in the direction of some degree
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