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Chapter 11. Virtue and the Soul in Greek and Gnostic Teaching
(a) THE IDEA OF VIRTUE: ITS ABSENCE IN GNOSTICISM
Among the reproaches which Plotinus raises against the Gnos​tics (all of which relate to what is typically un-Hellenic in them) is that they lack a theory of virtue; and he maintains that it is their contempt of the world that prevents them from having one.
This point must least escape our attention: what influence their teachings have on the souls of their hearers and of those who are per​suaded by them to despise the world and the things in it. ... Their doctrine, even more audacious than that of Epicurus [who only denied providence], by blaming the Lord of providence and providence it​self, holds in contempt all the laws down here and virtue which has risen among men from the beginning of time, and puts tem​perance to ridicule, so that nothing good may be discovered in this world. Thus their doctrine nullifies temperance and the justice inborn in the human character and brought to fulness by reason and exercise, and in general everything by which a man can become worthy and noble. . . . For of the things here nothing is to them noble, but only something "different," which they will pursue "hereafter." But should not those who have attained "knowledge" [gnosis] pursue the Good already here, and in pursuing it first set right the things down here, for the very reason that they [the Gnostics] claim to have sprung from the divine essence? For it is of the nature of this essence to regard what is noble. . . . But those who have no share in virtue have nothing to transport them from here to the things beyond.
It is revealing that they conduct no inquiry at all about virtue and that the treatment of such things is wholly absent from their teaching: they do not discourse on what virtue is and how many kinds there are, nor do they take notice of the many and precious insights which can be found in the writings of the ancients, nor do they indicate how virtue originates and how it is acquired, nor how to tend and to purify the soul. For simply saying "Look towards God" is of no avail without teaching how to look. What prevents one, somebody might say, from
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looking towards God without abstaining from any pleasure and curbing violent emotion? or from remembering the name of God and yet re​maining in the grip of all passions? ... In fact only virtue can reveal God to us, as it progresses and becomes real in the soul together with insight. Without true virtue, God remains an empty word.
(Enn. II. 9. 15)
The polemic is exceedingly instructive. It exposes more than a mere omission on the part of the Gnostics. The absence of a doctrine of virtue in gnostic teaching is connected with the anti-cosmic attitude, that is, the denial of any worth to the things of this world and consequently also to man's doings in this world. Virtue in the Greek sense (areté) is the actualization in the mode of excellence of the several faculties of the soul for dealing with the world. By doing the right things in the right way at the right time, man not only fulfills his duty toward his fellow men and the city but also furthers the good of his soul by keeping it in the shape of excellence, much as running keeps a racehorse in shape, while at the same time being that for which it is to be in shape. Thus is "action according to virtue" means and end at the same time. The good of the racehorse and the good of man are vastly different, but they both are the good of their subjects in basically the same sense: each represents in terms of activity the most perfect state of its subjea according to its inborn nature. In man's case this nature involves a hierarchy of faculties, of which the highest one is reason. Its being "naturally" superior to the other faculties in man does not assure its being accorded this superiority in the actual life of a person. Virtue, therefore, though bringing "nature" understood as the true human nature into its right, is not itself present by nature but requires instruction, effort, and choice. The right shape of our actions depends on the right shape of our faculties and dispositions, and this on the actual prevailing of the "naturally" true hierarchy. To perceive what is the natural hierarchy and the position of reason therein is itself a feat of reason; therefore the cultivation of reason is part of virtue. In other words, it is up to man to transform his inchoately given nature into his true nature, for in his case alone nature does not automatically realize itself. This is why virtue is necessary both toward the full realization and as the full realization of man's being. Since this being is a being in the world with fellow
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beings, in the context of the needs and concerns determined by this setting, the exercise of virtue extends to all the natural elations of man as part of the world. He is most perfect in himself when he is most perfectly the part he was meant to be; and we have seen before how this idea of self-perfection is connected with the idea of the cosmos as the divine whole.
It is obvious that Gnosticism had no room for this conception of human virtue. "Looking towards God" has for it n entirely different meaning from the one it had for the Greek philosophers. There it meant granting the rights of all things as graded expres​sions of the divine within the encompassing divinity of the universe. The self-elevation in the scale of being through wisdom and virtue implies no denial of the levels surpassed. To the Gnostics, "looking towards God" means just such a denial: it is a jumping; across all intervening realities, which for this direct relationship are nothing but fetters and obstacles, or distracting temptations, or at best irrele​vant. The sum of these intervening realities is the world including the social world. The surpassing interest in salvation, the exclusive concern in the destiny of the transcendent self, "denaures" as it were these realities and takes the heart out of the concern with them where such a concern is unavoidable. An essential menal reserva​tion qualifies participation in the things of this world and even one's own person as involved with those things is viewed from the distance of the beyond. This is the common spirit of the new transcendental religion, not confined to Gnosticism in particular. We remind the reader of St. Paul's saying:
But this I say, brethren, the time is short: it remained, that both they that have wives be as though they had none; and they that weep, as though they wept not; and they that rejoice, as though they rejoiced not; and they that buy, as though they possessed not; and they that use this world, as not abusing it: for the fashion of this world passeth away.
(I Or. 7:29-31)
The world and one's belonging to it are not to be taken seriously. But virtue is seriousness in the execution of the different modes of this belonging and the taking seriously of oneself in meeting the demands of the world, i.e., of being. If as in Platonism the world

is not identical with true being, it is yet a stepping stone to it. But "this world" of gnostic dualism is not even that. And as a dimen​sion of existence it does not offer occasion to the perfectibility of man. The least, then, that the acosmic attitude must cause in the relation to inner-worldly existence is the mental reservation of the "as-though-not."
But gnostic dualism goes beyond this dispassionate position. For it regards the "soul" itself, the spiritual organ of man's belong​ing to the world, as no less than his body an effluence of the cosmic powers and therefore as an instrument of their dominion over his true but submerged self. As the "terrestrial envelopment of the pneuma," the "soul" is the exponent of the world within man—the world is in the soul. A profound distrust, therefore, of one's own inwardness, the suspicion of demonic trickery, the fear of being betrayed into bondage inspire gnostic psychology. The alienating forces are located in man himself as composed of flesh, soul, and spirit. The contempt of the cosmos radically understood includes the contempt of the psyche. Therefore what is of the psyche is incapable of being elevated to the condition of virtue. It is either to be left to itself, to the play of its forces and appetites, or to be reduced by mortification, or sometimes even extinguished in ecstatic experience.
The last statement indicates that the negative attitude to the world, or the negative quality of the world itself, though it does not give room to virtue in the Greek sense, still leaves open the choice between several modes of conduct in which the negativity is turned into a principle of praxis. Insofar as such forms of conduct are put forward as norms and express a gnostic "ought," they embody what can be called gnostic morality. In its context, even the term "virtue" may re-emerge; but the meaning of the term has then radically changed, and so has the material content of particular virtues. We shall give some examples of types of gnostic morality and of the rather paradoxical kind of "virtue" it admitted; and we shall occasionally take our evidence from beyond the strictly "gnos​tic" realm, since the dissolution and controversion of the classical areté-concept is a broader phenomenon connected with the rise of acosmism or transcendental religion in general.
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(b) GNOSTIC MORALITY
The negative element we have so far emphasized represents of course one side only of the gnostic situation. Just as the cosmos is no longer the All but is surpassed by the divine realm beyond, so the soul is no longer the whole person but is surpassed by the acosmic pneuma within—something very different from the "rea​son" and "intellect" of Greek teaching. And just as the profound cosmic pessimism is set off against the optimism of the eschatologi-cal assurance, so the profound psychological pessimism, despairing of the soul as a slave of the cosmos, is set off against the overween​ing confidence in the ultimately unassailable freedom of the pneuma. And if the contra-position of the cosmos to that which is not cosmos means that from the prison of the former there is an escape, so the inner duality of "soul" and "spirit," i.e., the inner presence of a transcendent principle, indefinable as it is in its difference from everything "worldly," holds out the possibility of stripping off one's own soul and experiencing the divinity of the absolute Self.
Nihilism and Libertinism
The purest and most radical expression of the metaphysical revolt is moral nihilism. Plotinus' critique implied moral indiffer​ence in the Gnostics, that is, not only the absence of a doctrine of virtue but also the disregard of moral restraints in real life. The polemic of the Church Fathers tells us more about the theory or metaphysics of what is known as gnostic libertinism. We quote from Irenaeus:
Psychical men are instructed in things psychical, and they are steadied by works and simple faith and do not possess the perfect knowledge. These (according to them) are we of the Church. To us, therefore, they maintain, a moral life is necessary for salvation. They themselves, however, according to their teaching, would be saved abso​lutely and under all circumstances, not through works but through the mere fact of their being by nature "spiritual." For, as it is impossible for the earthly element to partake in salvation, not being susceptible o£ it, so it is impossible for the spiritual element (which they pretend to be themselves) to suffer corruption, whatever actions they may have

indulged in. As gold sunk in filth will not lose its beauty but preserve its own nature, and the filth will be unable to impair the gold, so nothing can injure them, even if their deeds immerse them in matter, and noth​ing can change their spiritual essence. Therefore "the most perfect" among them do unabashed all the forbidden things of which Scripture assures us "that they which do such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God." . . . Others serve intemperately the lusts of the flesh and say you must render the flesh to the flesh and the spirit to the spirit.
(Adv. Haer. I. 6.2-3)
There are several important arguments contained in this report. One is based on the idea of invariable natures or substances, and according to this argument the pneumatic is "naturally saved," i.e., saved by virtue of his nature. The practical inference from this is a maxim of general license which permits the pneumatic the indis​criminate use of the natural realm. The inner-worldly difference of good and evil has been submerged in the essential indifference of everything cosmic to the destiny of the acosmic self. But indiffer​ence is not the whole story of gnostic libertinism. Already the last sentence in the passage from Irenaeus suggests a positive enjoinder to excess. Before we turn to this strange doctrine of immoralism on a religious basis, we may state the position of indifference more fully.
The only thing the pneumatic is committed to is the realm of the transmundane deity, a transcendence of the most radical kind. This transcendence, unlike the "intelligible world" of Platonism or the world-Lord of Judaism, does not stand in any positive relation to the sensible world. It is not the essence of that world, but its negation and cancellation. The gnostic God as distinct from the demiurge is the totally different, the other, the unknown. In him the absolute beyond beckons across the enclosing cosmic shells. And as this God has more of the nihil than of the ens in his concept, so also his inner-human counterpart, the acosmic Self or pneuma, otherwise hidden, reveals itself in the negative experience of other​ness, of non-identification, and of protested indefinable freedom. For all purposes of man's relation to existing reality, both the hidden God and the hidden pneuma are nihilistic conceptions: no nomos emanates from them, that is, no law either for nature or for human conduct as a part of the natural order. There is indeed a
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law of creation, but to him who created the world the alien in man owes no allegiance; and neither his creation, though incompre​hensibly encompassing man, nor his proclaimed will offers the standards by which isolated man can set his course. Thus ensues the antinomian argument of the Gnostics, so far as it is merely negative: as such, it states no more than that the norms of the non-spiritual realm are not binding on him who is of the spirit.
In this connection we sometimes meet in gnostic reasoning the subjectivist argument of traditional moral skepticism: nothing is naturally good or bad, things in themselves are indifferent, and "only by human opinion are actions good or bad." Spiritual man in the freedom of his knowledge has the indifferent use of them all (Iren. op. cit. I. 25. 4-5). While this reminds one of nothing more than the reasoning of certain classical Sophists, a deeper gnostic reflection upon the source of such "human opinions" trans​forms the argument from a skeptical to a metaphysical one, and turns indifference into opposition: the ultimate source is found to be not human but demiurgical, and thus common with that of the order of nature. By reason of this source the law is not really in​different but is part of the great design upon our freedom. Being law, the moral code is but the psychical complement to the physical law, and as such the internal aspect of the all-pervading cosmic rule. Both emanate from the lord of the world as agencies of his power, unified in the double aspect of the Jewish God as creator and legislator. Just as the law of the physical world, the heimarmene, integrates the individual bodies into the general system, so the moral law does with the souls, and thus makes them subservient to the demiurgical scheme.
For what is the law—either as revealed through Moses and the prophets or as operating in the actual habits and opinions of men— but the means of regularizing and thus stabilizing the implication of man in the business of the world and worldly concerns; of setting by its rules the seal of seriousness, of praise and blame, reward and punishment, on his utter involvement; of making his very will a compliant party to the compulsory system, which thereby will func​tion all the more smoothly and inextricably? Insofar as the prin​ciple of this moral law is justice, it has the same character of con​straint on the psychical side that cosmic fate has on the physical
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side. "The angels that created the world established 'just actions' to lead men by such precepts into servitude."1 In the normative law man's will is taken care of by the same powers that control his body. He who obeys it has abdicated the authority of his self. Here we have, beyond the mere indifference of the "subjectivist" argu​ment and beyond the merely permissive privilege of freedom, a positive metaphysical interest in repudiating allegiance to all ob​jective norms and thus a motive for their outright violation. It is the double interest in asserting the authentic freedom of the self by daring the Archons and in injuring their general cause by in​dividually thwarting their design.
Even this is not the whole story of gnostic libertinism. Beyond the motive of defiance, we find sometimes the freedom to do every​thing turned into a positive obligation to perform every kind of action, with the idea of rendering to nature its own and thereby exhausting its powers. The doctrine, briefly indicated in the quoted passage from Irenaeus (I. 6. 2-3), is more fully stated by him in his report on Carpocrates and the Cainites. In the former it is combined with the doctrine of transmigration, and in this combination amor​alism is the means by which freedom is to be attained rather than the manner in which it is possessed.
The souls in their transmigrations through bodies must pass through every kind of life and every kind of action, unless somebody has in one coming already acted everything at once. . . . According to their writings, their souls before departing must have made use of every mode of life and must have left no remainder of any sort still to be performed: lest they must again be sent into another body because there is still something lacking to their freedom. This Jesus indicated with the words, "... I tell thee, thou shalt not depart thence, till thou hast paid the very last mite" (Luke 12:59). . . . This means that he shall not get free from the power of the angels that made the world, but has always to be reincarnated until he has committed every deed there is in the world, and only when nothing is still lacking will he be released to that God who is above the world-creating angels. Thus the souls are released and saved . . . after they have paid their debt and rendered their due.
(Iren. I. 25. 4; cf. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. IV 7)
1 Simon Magus: compare the complete passage as given on p. 108.
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And again, of the Cainites Irenaeus reports,
Not otherwise can one be saved than by passing through every action, as also Carpocrates taught. ... At every sinful and infamous deed an angel is present, and he who commits it ... addresses him by his name and says, "O thou angel, I use thy work! O thou Power of such-and-such, I perform thy deed!" And this is the perfect knowl​edge, unafraid to stray into such actions whose very names are unmen​tionable. (Iren. 1.31.2)
The idea that in sinning something like a program has to be com​pleted, a due rendered as the price of ultimate freedom, is the strongest doctrinal reinforcement of the libertinistic tendency in​herent in the gnostic rebellion as such and turns it into a positive prescription of immoralism. Sin as the way to salvation, the theo​logical inversion of the idea of sin itself—here is one of the ante​cedents of mediaeval Satanism; and again an archetype of the Faus-tian myth. On the other hand, the combination of this doctrine with the theme of transmigration in Carpocrates represents a curious adaptation of Pythagorean teachings and perhaps also of the Indian karma-doctrine, where the release from the "wheel of birth" is also, though in a very different spirit, the governing concern.
We may doubt with Irenaeus whether the preachers of these views lived up to their own professions. To scandalize has always been the pride of rebels, but much of it may satisfy itself in pro-vocativeness of doctrine rather than of deeds. Yet we must not underrate the extremes to which revolutionary defiance and the vertigo of freedom could go in the value-vacuum created by the spiritual crisis. The very discovery of a new vista invalidating all former norms constituted an anarchical condition, and excess in thought and life was the first response to the import and dimensions of that vista.
Asceticism, Self-Abnegation, the New "Virtue"
Libertinism had its alternative in asceticism. Opposite as the two types of conduct are, they yet were in the gnostic case of the same root, and the same basic argument supports them both. The one repudiates allegiance to nature through excess, the other, through abstention.  Both are lives outside the mundane norms.
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Freedom by abuse and freedom by non-use, equal in their indis-criminateness, are only alternative expressions of the same acosmism. Libertinism was the most insolent expression of the metaphysical revolt, reveling in its own bravado: the utmost of contempt for the world consists in dismissing it even as a danger or an adversary. Asceticism acknowledges the world's corrupting power: it takes seriously the danger of contamination and is thus animated more by fear than by contempt. And even in the extreme of negativism, the ascetic life may conceive itself as productive of a positive quality—purity—and as thereby already realizing something of the future state of salvation in the present condition. This is especially the case where the asceticism is practiced as an almost technical method with a view to preparing the soul for the reception of a mystical illumina​tion in which the ultimate consummation of the hereafter is as it were pre-experienced. Here asceticism serves the cause of sanctification, and the qualities which it confers upon the subject, be they the mystical ones just mentioned or merely moral ones, are con​sidered valuable in themselves; i.e., asceticism has a relation to "vir​tue," if in a new sense determined by the acosmic frame of refer​ence. That this positive meaning, however, is by no means a neces​sary aspect of gnostic asceticism, Marcion shows with abundant clarity: his moral argument, as we have seen (Ch. 6, b), is based entirely on the theme of contempt and enmity toward the world and does not entrust to the abstention from its works the task of perfecting the subject. The abstention is essentially a matter o£ rejection and thus is as much an expression of the revolt against the creator as is the libertine indulgence.
We encountered the ascetic attitude in much of the material presented in earlier chapters and need not repeat the evidence here. For Marcion we refer to pp. 144 f., for Mani, to pp. 231 ff. These two are the most outstanding examples of a rigorous asceticism following from the very core of doctrine. In the case of Mani we found it connected with the theme of compassion, which enjoins sparing the particles of Light dispersed in the creation. But the idea of the impurity of the cosmic substance is present with at least equal force, so that again, whatever the part of "sympathy,” rejection is an essential factor in the ascetic life.
Not everywhere does the ascetic mood go to such grim lengths
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as in these cases. The acosmic attitude may express itself in a general toning-down of all relations to the things of this world, in reducing their hold upon the soul and keeping a cautious distance from them. "Love ye not gold and silver and the possessions of this world"; "Be not a son of the house . . . love not pleasant-smelling garlands, and take not pleasure in a fair woman . . . love not lust nor deceiving shadows"— so we read in the Mandaean sources quoted above, p. 84, and the general rationale of these enjoinders is expressed in the words, "Thou wert not from here, and thy root was not of the world" (G 379). Thus the acosmic position comes to express itself in a general morality of withdrawal, which develops its own code of negative "virtues."
It is no accident that, whereas the libertinistic version of gnostic morality was represented by decidedly esoteric types, our examples for the ascetic version are taken from what we may call exoteric types of Gnosticism. Both Marcion and Mani intended to found a general church, not a minority group of initiates; and Mandaeism, numerically small as it remained, was a community religion of popular complexion. Anarchy is incompatible with institution as such, and any religious establishment will lead in the direction of discipline. To some extent the church takes over the functions of the polis; ideally it aspires to being an all-embracing civitas itself, in this world though not of this world, replacing the secular civitas in regulating the lives of its members. This must necessarily give rise to a canon of "virtues" appropriate to the aim of these new societies. In short, institutionalized salvation, that is, the very idea of "church," favors the discipline of ascetic morality over a literal understanding of the ideal of pneumatic freedom, which the anti-cosmic position as such suggests. The. literal conclusions were drawn by sectarians only who emphatically considered themselves to be such. The Christian Gnostics listed by Irenaeus as holding libertine views regarded their "freedom" as an exclusive privilege never meant for the ordinary members of the Church, those of "simple faith." And even among the sects, there were probably as many who, like the Encratites and the Ebionites, had with all emphasis on the difference between the knowers and the common crowd decided for the ascetic alternative of the anti-cosmic position. Generally we may surmise that, except for a brief period of revolu-

tionary extremism, the practical consequences from gnostic views were more often in the direction of asceticism than of libertinism. After all, rebellion (and gnostic libertinism was the brazen expres​sion of a rebellion no less against a cultural tradition than against the demiurge) is not a state that can be maintained indefinitely. It is over when the new vision has created its own tradition.
Areté and the Christian "Virtues"
The denial of man's natural stature, and therewith of the "excellence" (virtue) attainable through its development, is uni​versal in the acosmic climate of opinion. In this respect the Gnos​tics are part of a much broader tide which undermined and finally engulfed the classical position. The Christian reader is here on familiar ground: he will readily recall the kind of "virtues," and of corresponding vices, which can be extracted from New Testa​ment admonitions. Lowliness, meekness, long-suffering, patience, even fear and sorrow, are praised; pride, vainglory, imaginations, "everything high that exalteth itself against the knowledge [gnosis] of God," are warned against.2 I John 2:15-16 (see above, p. 73) clearly shows the anti-cosmic framework of the ethical orientation. Those modes of conduct, the common quality of which is humility, we may call virtues of self-abnegation: the self so abnegated is that of natural man. They have, it is true, their positive comple​ment in faith, hope, and charity. But though these three were later actually termed "virtues" and as such joined to the four "cardinal virtues" of the ancients, it is obvious that, judged by the original meaning of the term, they can be thus called only in a very para​doxical sense. For far from confirming selfhood in its autonomous worth, they presuppose man's radical inability to achieve his own perfection and include the acknowledgment of this insufficiency— that is to say, the self-negating position of humility—in their very meaning. They are, in truth, like the former, the denial of arête.3
2E.g., Eph. 4:1-2; Phil. 2:3; II Cor. 10:5; Rom. 5:3-4; II Cor.  7:10; Ep. Barnab. 2:2.
3The word itself is hardly used in the New Testament. In all the Pauline epistles, with their rich exhortatory vocabulary, it occurs only once, and there with​out particular significance (Phil. 4:8; the only other occurrence in connection with man is II Pet. 1:5). The silence itself is telling: the word did not suit the intentions of the first Christian writers.
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The other-worldly reference of all these "virtues" and their depreciation of natural values, including personal autonomy, are familiar enough to obviate elaboration. Lest it should appear, how​ever, that this reflects solely the Christian position and is necessarily bound up with the doctrines of original sin and salvation through the Cross, we shall by way of digression introduce the less well-known case of Philo Judaeus, in whom we can observe the trans​formation of the classical areté-concept in the stage of actual dis​course joining issue with the philosophical tradition. We shall then see that it is the impact of transcendental religion in general which leads to this reinterpretation of the ethical world.
Virtue in Philo Judaeus
Philo was enough heir to the Stoic and Platonic tradition to accord to the concept and name of arete an important place in his thought. But how does this virtue look in his presentation? For one thing, Philo never tires of emphasizing that the virtues originate in the soul not from ourselves but from God: they enter the soul "from outside," as he says, or "from above," by divine grace and without contribution from the self. God alone is their author. The soul has no excellence of its own, and can only long for it.4 Not even this longing, nor the effort which it devotes toward the attain​ment of virtue, must the soul ascribe to itself: they too have to be attributed to God, who "gives" the eros, i.e., the tendency toward virtue.5 Philo uses various images to describe this relation of divine activity and human receptivity, notably that of sowing and beget​ting. This image points to the idea, widespread in the gnostic world also, of a quasi-sexual relation in which the soul is the female and conceiving part and is impregnated by God. "God alone can open the wombs of the souls, sow virtues in them, make them pregnant, and cause them to give birth to the Good." 6 The idea is very un-Greek, when we remember what the original meaning of
4Cf. Mut. nom. 141. 258 f.
5Cf. Leg. all. III. 136.
6lbid., 180. In the following paragraph the image changes: there it is the "virtue" in its turn whose womb God opens in order to sow in it the good actions. This duplication of divine activity emphasizes the passivity of the soul to the point of exaggeration; cf. Cherub. 42 &.; Post. Cat. 133 f.; Deus immut. 5.
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areté as self-activity implied. And the image concerns not merely the genesis of virtue in the soul but the very mode of its possession. For, according to Philo, the consciousness of this its origin should (and this "should" is a new ethical imperative), precisely in its negative aspect, i.e., the non-attribution to the self, become an essential element of virtue itself—to the extent that this reflection in fact constitutes the virtuousness of the virtue, which possessed otherwise would not be virtue at all. The reflection in question is that upon man's nothingness? This creates a highly paradoxical situation for the meaning of virtue. The several primary virtues of the ethical tradition, notwithstanding Philo's praise of them in the Stoic manner, no longer stand on their own intrinsic content, since this content has become ambiguous. It is rather the way in which the self determines its relation to their presence that becomes the true dimension of virtue and vice in a new sense. The subject may impute the virtue to itself as its own achievement (and this is the original meaning of areté as excellence): to Philo this self-imputation consumes, as it were, the moral value of those "virtues" and perverts them into vices; rather than modes of self-perfection, they are temptations by the fact that they can be taken as such. "Selfish and godless is the nous who thinks himself equal to God and believes he is acting where in truth he is suffering. Since it is God who sows and plants the goods in the soul, it is impious of the nous to say, I plant" {Leg. all. I. 49 f.; cf. III. 32 f.). Alterna​tively, the self may renounce the claim to its own authorship and acknowledge its essential insufficiency—and this secondary reflec​tion, or rather the general attitude it expresses, becomes the real object of the moral command and is itself considered as "virtue," although it is the denial of there being any virtue of the self. Thus the very meaning of areté is withdrawn from the positive faculties of the person and placed in the knowledge of nothingness. Con​fidence in one's own moral powers, the whole enterprise of self-perfection based on it, and the self-attribution of the achievement— integral aspects of the Greek conception of virtue—this entire atti​tude is here condemned as the vice of self-love and conceit. Rec​ognition and confession of one's own incapacity, confidence alone 

7Sacr. Ab. et Cat. 55; Somn. I. 60.
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in God's granting what the soul cannot attain by itself, and acknowledgment of the divine source of what has been granted— this whole attitude is that of "virtue" as such.8
It is characteristic of Philo's position of compromise between the Greek and the "new" viewpoints that he adds the thus defined "virtue" to the list of the traditional virtues which he retains in name, putting it at the head of these as if it were of the same order, whereas in truth it invalidates the independent status of them all and becomes the sole condition of their worth; and the same with the corresponding vice.  Thus, "queen of the virtues," "the most perfect among the virtues," is faith,9 which combines the turning to God with the recognition and contempt of one's own nothing​ness.10 In acquiring this "virtue," man acquires all the other virtues as its fruit. On the other hand, "the vice most odious to God" is vainglory, self-love, arrogance, presumption—in brief, the pride of considering oneself as one's own lord and ruler and of relying on one's own powers.11
This complete disintegration of the Greek ideal of virtue im​plies that of its anthropological foundations: "In ourselves are the treasures of evil, with God those of good alone" (Fug. et inv. 79). While to the Hellenes from Plato to Plotinus man's way to God led through moral self-perfection, for Philo it leads through self-despair in the realization of one's nothingness. "Know thyself" is an essential element of both ways.   But to Philo self-knowledge means "to know the nothingness of the mortal race" Mut. nom. 54), and through this knowledge one attains to the knowledge of God: "For then is the time for the creature to encounter the Creator, when it has recognized its own nothingness" (Rer. div. her. 30). To know God and to disown oneself is a standing cor​relation in Philo.12 Among the impressive images which he coins
8 Symbolized in Cain and Abel, c£. Sacr. Ab. et Cat. 2 ff.
9Abrah. 270; Rer. div. her. 91.
10 Mut. nom. 155.
uSomn. I. 211; Rer. div. her. 91.
12 What we here render by "disown" is in the Greek original a compound from the verb "to know"—a play on words which is lost in English translation. The fol​lowing is a good example of Philo's frequent variations on this theme: "When Abraham knew most, he most disowned himself, that he might attain the perfect knowledge of the Truly Existent. This is the natural course: he who comprehends himself wholly, wholly lets go of the nothingness which he discovers in all creation, and he who lets go of himself comes to know the Existent" (Somn, I. 60.)

in this connection (by way of Scriptural allegory) is that of "de​fecting from oneself"; and the favorite one, "to fly from oneself and flee to God." "He who runs away from God flees to himself . . . he who flies from his own nous flees to that of the AH" (Leg. all. 111.29; d. ibid. W).
This fleeing from oneself can, besides the ethical meaning which we have so far been considering, assume also a mystical meaning, as in the following passage: "Get thee out,13 not only from thy body . . . ["country"] and from sense-perception . . . ["kin​dred"] and from reason . . . ["father's house"], but escape even thyself, and pass out of thyself, raving and God-possessed like the Dionysian Corybantes" (Rer. div. her. 69; cf. ibid. 85). With this mystic version of the abandonment of the self we have to deal in the context of gnostic psychology.
(c) GNOSTIC PSYCHOLOGY
The Demonological Interpretation of Inwardness
After this digression into the broader spiritual environment, we return to the area of Gnosticism proper. The deprecation of man's natural status and powers which we found as a general feature under the new dispensation of transcendental religion is in Gnosti​cism connected with the dualistic metaphysics and the problematical status of the soul in its system. Where Philo's monotheism with its doctrine of divine creation lacked a real theory of the derogation, and Christianity devised one in the theory of original sin, Gnosti​cism based the dubious character of the soul and the profound moral helplessness of man on the cosmic situation as such. The subservience of the soul to the cosmic powers follows from its very origination from those powers. It is their effluence; and to be afflicted with this psyche, or to be housed in it, is part of the cosmic situation for the spirit. The cosmos is here by itself a demonic system—"there is no part of the cosmos empty of demons" (C.H. IX. 3); and if the soul represents the cosmos in the inwardness of man, or through the soul "the world" is in man himself, then man's inwardness is the natural scene for demonic activity and his self is
13The passage is an exegesis of Gen. 12:1: "Now the Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father's house, unto a land that I will shew thee."
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exposed to the play of forces which it does not control. These forces may be considered as acting from outside, but they can act so because they have their counterpart in the human constitution itself, ready to receive their influence. And they have a powerful head start against the divine influence, shut off as the cosmic system is from the transcendent realm and enveloped as the inner spirit is by the psyche. Therefore it is the natural condition of man to be a prey of the alien forces which are yet so much of himself, and it requires the miraculous supervening of gnosis from beyond to em​power the imprisoned pneuma to come into its own. "Those who are enlightened in their spiritual part by a ray from the divine light—and they are but few—from these the demons desist ... all the others are driven and carried along in their souls and their bodies by the demons, loving and cherishing their works. . . . All this terrestrial rule the demons exercise through the organs of our bodies, and this rule Hermes calls 'heimarmene'" (CM. XV. 16). This is the interiorized aspect of cosmic destiny, denoting the power of the world as a moral principle: in this sense heimarmene is that government which the cosmic rulers exercise over us through our selves, and its manifestation is human vice of any kind, whose common principle is nothing but the abandonment of the self to the world. Thus inner-worldly existence is essentially a state of being possessed by the world, in the literal, i.e., demonological, sense of the term. In a rather late source14 we even encounter, as the contrast-term to spiritual man, the expression "demonic man" instead of the usual "psychic" or "sarkic" (fleshly). Each man, so the text explains, is from birth possessed by his demon, which only the mystical power of prayer can expel after the extinction of all passions. In this voided state the soul unites with the spirit as bride with bridegroom. The soul which does not thus receive Christ remains "demonic" and becomes the habitation of "the serpents." To appreciate the wide gap between this and the Greek position, one need only recall the Greek doctrine of "the guardian daimon with us from our birth,"15 and generally compare the depraved
14The Asceticon of the Messalians, a heretical monastic sect mentioned in heresiological literature from the fourth century a.d. onward: see reconstruction and analysis of their views in Reitzenstein, Historia Monachorum, pp. 197 ff.
15 "Everyone has with him from his birth a daimon as the good mystagogue of his life" (Menander in Ammian.  Marcell. Rer. gest. XXI. 14. 4).
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concept of "demon" in Gnosticism and Christianity with the classi​cal one, which denoted a being superior to man in the divine hierarchy. The gap is as great as that between the two conceptions of the cosmos, of which the concept of "demon" is the direct func​tion.
There is little left of the classical idea of the unity and autonomy of the person. Against the proud and somewhat super​ficial confidence of Stoic psychology in the self as complete master in its own house, enjoying complete knowledge of what is and what occurs therein, the terrified gnostic glance views the inner life as an abyss from which dark powers rise to govern our being, not controlled by our will, since this will itself is instrument and execu​tor of those powers. This is the basic condition of human insuffi​ciency. "What is God? unchanging good; what is man? unchang​ing evil" (Stob. Ecl. I. 277. 17). Abandoned to the demonic whirl of its own passions, the godless soul cries, "I burn, I blaze ... I am consumed, wretch that I am, by the evils that possess me" (CM. X. 20). Even the opposite experience of spiritual freedom is one of receptivity rather than activity: "the spiritual part of the soul is immune against enslavement by the demons and is fit to receive God into itself" (CM. XV. 15).
The Soul as Female
It is in keeping with this general conception of the inner life that the soul is often regarded as a receptacle occupied by the dif​ferent spiritual forces that battle for its possession. Valentinus com​pares the human heart to an inn where all comers lodge, and says, "In this manner the heart, so long as it has not met with providence, is impure, being the habitation of many demons" (Clem. Alex. Strom. II. 20. 114). Basilides calls man "an encampment of many different spirits" (ibid. 113); and even Porphyry the Neoplatonic philosopher expresses himself in this vein: "Where ignorance o£ God obtains, there must necessarily dwell the evil demon; for, as thou hast learned, the soul is a receptacle for either gods or demons” (Ad Marc. XXI). We have seen in Philo how this concept of the soul's receptivity leads to the image of its female function in a dual relationship. In Philo this image refers only to the soul's intercourse with God, since his biblical-Jewish theology did not
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acknowledge demons as an alternative to God. In the Gnostic use of the image, good and bad thoughts are both considered as (respec​tively) divine and demonic "conceptions" by the soul. "The spirit gives birth to all thoughts, good ones when it has received the seeds from God, contrary ones when from one of the demons, as there is no part of the universe empty of some demon . . . which entering into the soul may there sow the seed of his own works" (CU. IX. 3). Beyond this pessimistic aspect of the concept, we find the sexual soul-imagery throughout the language of later Hellenistic piety, which is saturated with the spirit of supranatural religiosity. The "sacred marriage" of the mystery-cults is an example; and many Christian descriptions of the action of grace and the diffusion of the Holy Spirit in the soul belong to the same circle of metaphors.
Ecstatic Illumination
The enlightenment by a ray of the divine light (see p. 282) which transforms the psychic nature of man may be an article of faith, but it may also be an experience. Such superlative experience is sometimes claimed and even described (more often probably aspired to and set as a goal) in the religious literature of the age, inside and outside Gnosticism. It involves an extinction of the nat​ural faculties, filling the vacuum with a surpassingly positive and at the same time in its ineffability negative content. Annihilation and deification of the person are fused in the spiritual ecstasis which purports to experience the immediate presence of the acosmic essence.
In the gnostic context, this transfiguring face-to-face experience is gnosis in the most exalted and at the same time most paradoxical sense of the term, since it is knowledge of the unknowable. Hitherto we have found "gnosis" to mean one of these things: knowledge of the secrets of existence as related in the gnostic myth, and these comprise the divine history from which the world originated, man's condition in it, and the nature of salvation; then, more intellectually, the elaboration of these tenets into coherent speculative systems; then, more practically, knowledge of the "way" of the soul's future ascent and of the right life preparing for this event; and, most technically or magically, knowledge of the sacraments, effective formulas, and other instrumental means by which the passage and

liberation can be assured. All these interrelated kinds of "knowl​edge," theoretical or practical, convey information about something and are thus different from their object, from what they are to promote.16 The mystical gnosis theou.—direct beholding of the di​vine reality—is itself an earnest of the consummation to come. It is transcendence become immanent; and although prepared for by human acts of self-modification which induce the proper dis​position, the event itself is one of divine activity and grace. It is thus as much a "being known" by God as a "knowing" him, and in this ultimate mutuality the "gnosis" is beyond the terms of "knowledge" properly speaking. As beholding of a supreme object it may be said to be theoretical—hence "knowledge" or "cognition"; as being absorbed in, and transfigured by, the presence of the object it may be said to be practical—hence "apotheosis" or "rebirth": but neither the mediacy of knowledge-about . . . , nor that of praxis instrumental-for . . . applies where the knower's being merges with that of the object—which "object" in truth means the oblitera​tion of the whole realm of objects.
The "experience" of the infinite in the finite cannot but be a paradox on any terms By its own testimony throughout mystical literature it unites voidness and fullness. Its light illuminates and blinds. With an apparent, brief suspension of time, it stands within existence for the end of all existence: "end" in the twofold, negative-positive sense of the ceasing of everything worldly and of the goal in which the spiritual nature comes to fulfillment. To this extent the ecstatic experience exhibits the double-edged character of the true eschaton of eschatological transcendental religion, which it draws—illegitimately, as we think—into the range of temporal life and the possibilities open to it. We may call it an anticipation of death—as it is indeed often described in the metaphors of dying.
We have seen (pp. 165 ff., "The Ascent of the Soul") how the mythical eschatology describes the future ascent of the soul as its progressive denudation while passing upward through the cosmic spheres. And we indicated at the time that this process, thought to take place in the outer dimension of the mythological objectivity,
16 This indeed does not apply to the speculative "knowledge" of the Valentinians when taken by their own speculative claims—see pp. 174 ff. But it does apply to it by the actual facts of theoretical knowledge as such.
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was capable of an interiorization by which the mythical scale be​comes transformed into an inner mystical one. It is this transposi​tion of eschatology into the inwardness which yields the surpassing concept of gnosis here discussed. The culminating experience itself is professedly ineffable, though it can be symbolically circum​scribed. The process leading up to it admits of description. Thus the Hermetic treatise of rebirth (CM. XIII) describes the stages by which in the mystical situation the astral soul is dissolved and the spiritual self generated: one by one, the demonic powers (hail​ing from the Zodiac17) are ousted from the subject and replaced by "powers of God" descending into it by grace and with their en​trance progressively "composing" the new person. The initiate, ascetically prepared, is throughout receptive rather than active. With the dissolving of the former self he passes outside and beyond himself into a different being. The process is climaxed and closed by the ecstatic experience of deification.
Much of the imagery and the psychological terms of such descriptions (which are understandably rare) derives from the ritual of the mystery-religions. As was the case with the subject of "virtue," we are here again dealing with a phenomenon which Gnosticism shared with the broader religious tide of the age. In fact, the real conceptual elaboration of the whole idea of an inner ascent ending in mystical ecstasis, and its articulation into psycho​logically definable stages, was the work of no other than Plotinus and the Neoplatonic school after him—anticipated to some extent by Philo—i.e., of a "philosophy" turned mystical; and, slightly later, of the monastic mystics of eastern Christianity (where the theoretical basis was derived from Origen). In a less refined way, however, the experience or idea of pneumatic illumination was older and at least in part a gnostic phenomenon. The very con​cept of a saving power of gnosis as such, surpassing that of mere faith, suggests a resort to some kind of inner evidence which through its exalted nature puts the event of transformation and the possession of a higher truth beyond doubt. And with the disposi-
17 In Egyptian astrology the twelve signs of the Zodiac tend to take the place of the seven planets (Babylonian astrology) as the symbols of cosmic rule—in the gnostic version, of cosmic corruption.

tion as widespread and intense as it was, there will not have lacked the actual occurrence, in all degrees, of such experiences that by their own testimony could be taken as direct encounter with the transcendent absolute itself. Henceforth the subject "knew" God and also "knew" himself to be saved.
It is the aftermath rather than those elusive "experiences" them​selves—what was felt to be their lasting effect on a "reformed" life —which can speak to us, and there is no doubting the fervor and profound emotion of the two Hermetic prayers of thanks that fol​low.
We thank thee, with our whole soul and our whole heart stretched out to thee, ineffable Name . . . that thou hast shown to all of us fatherly goodness, love and kindness, and an even sweeter power in bestowing on us by thy grace mind, speech, gnosis: mind, that we think thee, speech, that we praise thee, gnosis, that in thy knowledge we re​joice.
Saved by thy light, we rejoice that thou hast shown thyself to us whole, we rejoice that thou hast made us gods while still in our bodies through the vision of thee.
Man's only thank-offering to thee is to know thy greatness. We came to know thee, O light of human life, we came to know thee, O light of all gnosis, we have come to know thee, O womb impregnated by the seed of the Father . . .
In adoration of thy grace, we ask no other grace but that thou shouldst preserve us in thy gnosis and that we shall not stumble from the life so gained.
(Final prayer of the Logos Teleios: pseud-Apuleius, Asclepius 41)
Holy is God the Father of the All, holy is God whose will is accom​plished by his own powers, holy is God who wills to be known and is known to his own.
Holy art thou who by thy word hast created all things. Holy art thou of whom all nature was born an image, holy art thou whom nature has not expressed in its form.
Holy art thou who art mightier than all power, holy art thou who surpassest all sublimity, holy art thou who art above all praise.
Receive pure spiritual sacrifices from a heart and soul stretched out to thee, thou ineffable, inexpressible, nameable by silence.
Grant my prayer that I may not lose hold of the gnosis fit for our
288

GNOSTICISM AND  THE CLASSICAL  MIND

VIRTUE  AND  THE  SOUL  IN GREEK AND GNOSTIC TEACHING

289
nature, and give me the strength thereto; and with the same grace enlighten those of the race, my brothers and thy children, who are in ignorance.
Therefore I trust in thee and bear witness that I shall come into life and light. Praised be thou, Father, thy Man desires to be holy [or: do holy work] with thee, as thou hast granted him the full power.
(CU. I. 31-32)
(d) CONCLUSION: THE UNKNOWN GOD
The beginning and end of the paradox that is gnostic religion is the unknown God himself who, unknowable on principle, because the "other" to everything known, is yet the object of a knowledge and even asks to be known. He as much invites as he thwarts the quest for knowing him; in the failure of reason and speech he be​comes revealed; and the very account of the failure yields the language for naming him. He who according to Valentinus is the Abyss, according to Basilides even "the non-being God" (Hippol., Refut. VII. 20); whose acosmic essence negates all object-determina​tions as they derive from the mundane realm; whose transcendence transcends any sublimity posited by extension from the here, invali​dates all symbols of him thus devised; who, in brief, strictly defies description—he is yet enunciated in the gnostic message, communi​cated in gnostic speech, predicated in gnostic praise. The knowl​edge of him itself is the knowledge of his unhjiow'ability;18 the predication upon him as thus known is by negations: thus arises the via negationis, the negative theology, whose melody, here first sounded as a way of confessing what cannot be described, hence swells to a mighty chorus in Western piety.
Thou art the alone infinite
and thou art alone the depth
and thou art alone the unknowable
and thou art he after whom every man seeks
and they have not found thee
and none can know thee against thy will
and none can even praise thee against thy will . . .
Thou art alone the non-containable
18 Even to the Aeons of the Pleroma: see the Valentinian teaching, pp. 181 f.

and thou art alone the non-visible Thou art alone the non-subsistent
(Gnostic hymn, preserved in Coptic; see C. Schmidt, Koptisch-gnostische Schriften, 1905, p. 358)
O thou beyond all things
what else can it be meet to call thee? How can speech praise thee?
for thou art not expressible by any speech. How can reason gather thee?
for thou art not comprehensible by any mind. Thou that art alone ineffable
while thou engenderest all that is open to speech. Thou that alone art unknowable
while thou engenderest all that is open to thought. . . . End of all things art thou
and one and all and none, Not being one nor all, claiming all names
how shall I call thee?
(Opening lines of a hymn by Gregorius the Theologian; see E. Norden, Agnostos Theos, p. 78)
In the voice of these professions the message of the alien God, freed from the polemical reference to a deposed Demiurge, rings across the centuries. Its mysterious beckoning may still, and ever again, haunt the god-seeking heart of man.
