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Gnosis in the Church Today
Davip P. Scaer
L
INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM

HE TITLE OF THIS PAPER suggests our using the two dis-
ciplines, historical theology and thcologv proper. "To sparc our-
selves long historical debate I have S\Vltdlcd the assigned title from
Gnostlusm in the Church Today” to “Gnosis in the Church To-

day.” Still, T should like to say a word about historical Gnosticism.

Some recent historical studies separate the gnosis elements
from the second-century Gnosticism. One of the basic problems in
the study of Gnoticism is that while there is general agrecment that
therc was such a phenomenon as historical Gnosticism, which
bloomed in the second century A.D., there is no general agreement
concerning its origins or, for that matter, its boundaries.

From April 13 to 18, 1966, a group of recognized scholars as-
sembled as the Lolloqulum of Messina in Italy to discuss this very
topic, and published their essays in Le Origini dello Guosticismo.!
To date, this volume seems the most nearly u)mplchmswe introduc-
tion to the problem. The breadth of Gnosticism can casily be de-
tected in the divisions of the topics at the colloquium. “The Defini-
tion and the Origins of Gnosticism”; “Gnosticism and Egypt”;
“Gnosticism: Iran and Mesopotamia”; “Gnosticism and Greece”;
“Gnosticism in Alexandria”; “Gnosticisin and Qumran”; “Gnosti-
cism and Christianitv”; and “Gnosticism and Buddhisim: A Problem
in Comparisons.”

There seems to be a kind of general agreement that gnosis
resulted from the decline of the ancient 1chmom Rather than be-
ing an original, creative religion, gnosis is a parasitc movement that
attached itself to established religion and wused its forms. In a
general sort of way we are interested in Christian gnosis, i.e., gnosis
which expressed its religious thought in Christian rather than
Jewish, Egyptian, Persian, or Hellenistic symbols.

The argument of whlch came ﬁrst Chustlamtv or cstabhshed
Gnosticism see
debate. Rmtzenstun Bultmann and Krctzschmax give thc pr1or1tv
to Gnosticism and thus sce certain elements of Gnosticism in the
New Testament. Schlier sees Christianity and Gnosticism as his-
torical twins. Rudolph, Bianchi, and now thce young Japanese-
American scholar, Fdwin Yamauchi, sees Christianity as a parent
of Gnosticism.” R. McL. \Vilson in his essay, “Gnosis, Gnosticism
and the New Testament,”’ also presents a convincing argument for
the last option. He shows that Gnosticism is dependent on Churis-
tmmt) and ises New Testament words, filling them with new
meanings. This is precisely one of the ploblcms which the church
has had to face today, filling Biblical words with new philosophical
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meanings. I should like to settle on Wilson’s definition of Gnosti-
cism, at least the second century brand. “This second-century Gnos-
ticism is not simply a deviation within Christianity, but the amalga—
mation of Christian ideas with ideas drawn from other sources.
Basically it is a syncretistic movement bringing or merging together
worlds of thought whose origins, and hence presuppositions, are
foreign to cach other.

Before we proceed with the topic proper, we must answer
another question, the question of whether it is really confessional
to identify gnosis clements in the church today, oughly 1700
vears since the time of historical Christian Gnosticism. 1 belicve
that on this point we have a clear mandate from the Lutheran
Confessions, especially the Augustana. We fail to be confessional if
we understand the damnamus sections as being mere historical stric-
turcs on herctics long dead and buried. The chances of an Arian or
Ilunomian announcing himself as such arc slim. In passing the
doctrinal condemnation on erring teachers in the past, sixteenth-
century Lutherans intended to Jdcntlfv themselves with what they
understood to be the catholic and orthodox church and at the same
time to alert Christians to the appearance of similar heresies in their
own time. The Lutheran Confessions require of each of us to make
his own deductions and applications. In the case of the radical left
wing of the Reformation, this group is specifically identified and
condemned as the new Samosatenes, though its members might never
have heard of Paul of Samosata.

I trust that there is agreement among us that Gnosticism or
gnosis is an amalgamation of heresies, not to be tolerated in the
church. Tf we should need any convincing on this point, we should
be reminded of Augustana T where the Valentmlans second-century
Gnostics arc condemned first in the list of heretics.”

Besides providing a confessional apology for a topic which
compares historical and contemporary phenomena, I must say that
we are not the first to establish such parallels. Albright refers to
Toynbee, Tillich, and Schweitzer as modern Gnostlcs Milton D.
[Tunnex in an article in Christianity Today saw in religionless
Christianity a new form of Gnosticism.® Simply to scarch for simi-
larities or parallels between current religious phenomena and past
historical religious movements does not guarantee that our search
will meet with success; but it is certamlv a permissible task, from
both confessional and scholarly viewpoints, to look for a pattern of
gnosis in current religious phenomena. Only our evidence will be
able to pronounce this venture successful.”

I1.
Wnat DErFINITION OF THE GNos1s Is To B Usep?

One section of Le Origini dello Gnosticisimo is devoted spe-
cifically to the problem of definition.’® Among the six contributing
authors there is not one English-speaking writer. Conveniently, the
most helpful chapter in the six was written by a Dutchman, who
favored us by writing in our native tongue.* Th. P. Van Baaren or-
ganized a seminar working-group at the University of Groningen
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with the expressed purpose of defining “gnosis.” A very cautious man,
he writes, “Gnosticism as such is an organic historic complex that
cannot be satisfactorily analyzed simply by rcsolving it into its ele-
ments.” Rather than standing despairingly on the edge of a defini-
tionless -abyss, Van Baaren, to nail Gnosticism down, singles in on
the gnosis and offers what he calls “a shorter or longer list of
characteristics of this religious complex, open to corrections and
additions.”*? It is this list, “open to corrections and additions,” of
course, that will serve as our standard and pattern in looking at cur-
rent problems in the church today.

Here in brief, arc eight elements of the gnosis upon which
comment will be made (1) gnosis as revelation; (2) gnosis as
sceret; (3) the rejection or allegorization of the Old Testament and
the JHCOOU/AUOH of the New Teetament (4) God as transcendant
and present in aecons; (5) the distinction between gnosis and pistis;
(6) asceticism and antinomianism or libertinism; (7) differentiat-
ing between the Heavenly Savior and the human shape of Jesus of
Nazareth; and (8) Christ as Revealer.

[1T.

(1) “Gnosis considered as knowledge is not primarily intellec-
tual, but is based upon revelation and is necessary for the attain-
ment of full salvation.” The distinction between revelational and
intellectual religion should be made clear. Revelational religion
_makes the supernatural revelation the basis or the criterion of truth.
Fssentially revelational religion is a form of mysticism. Christianity
is the proclamation of a supernatural revelation, but it is not a revela-
tional rcligion because its vardstick of truth is hlstorv especially the
historical event of the resurrection, and not revelamon Intellectual
religion is what we call historical rehmon It involves the intellect
and the senses, of hearing, seeing, and touchmo in the apprehending
“of religious or revelational truth in the manner described in I John
1:If. The comprehension of personal salvation is revelational in
the sense that it worked by a revelation of God. Compare Matthew
16:17. However, direct naked revelation is not the evidence of
itself. :

It is not difficult to detect here a %imilarity between the gnosis
and the anti-intellectual thrust of neo-orthodoxy in our time. Barth _
a chief proponent of the school of neo- orthodoxy, offered the church
a theology of revelation in which intellectual knowledge, what is
known through history, was subsumed under the catecrory of the
encounter, the moment of revelation. Among some disciples, like
Baillie, the revelation can be so independent of the specific Chris-
tian’ mwsage that it no longer neceds the historic Christian phe-
nomena.

Neo-orthodoxy, especially the Barthian strain, received a hearty
welcome in some Missouri Synod circles because the herald of neo-
orthodoxy was heard as the war cry against Rationalism.'”. However,
neo- orthodoxy was not just anti-r atlonahstm 1f was non- ratlonal n
the sense of non-intellectual and non- ‘historical. It was an attempt
to sidestep the really tough historical questions of the nineteenth-
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century historical quest for Jesus. Neo-orthodoxy fell into Spinoza’s
trap of separating theology and secular knowledge into unrelated
spheres.

A hallmark of revelation theology is that the revelational con-
tent is the proof and evidence of its own revelation. Mormonism,
Molammedanism, and Buddhism are revelational religions. Revela:
tional religion, Christian or non- Christian, is, by defmmg its own
boundaries, safe from investigative scrutiny, but at the same time
there is no convincing reason that someone else should accept the
validity of one revelational religion over against another one. For
example, in neo-orthodoxy, everyone has to have his own encounter
to verify for himself the truth that the encounter is indeed the mo-
ment of revelation, Revelational religion is always subjectivistic.
The revelation is totally immune from any outside or objective
historical investigation of its revelation. Only those who have the
revelation can verify it."’

This type of revelational theology has appeared in Lutheran
theology in other forms besides the generous transfusion of Barth-
ianism. The charismatic movcment is clearly revelational. The
moment of truth is not found in the careful, arduocus studv of the
Holy Scriptures but in a new birth in the Holy Spirit.!” The per-
son who receives the Holy Spirit anew becomes superior in theo-
logical acumen to the scholar of the Bible who has not had the
benefit of the enlightening rebirth. At its heart, the charismatic
movement is anti-intellectual. o

At other points, moreover, in the history of Lutheranism,
the argument of the internum testimonium spiritus sancti has some-
times been offered as the proof for the truthfulness of Christianity.'*
Here the charge of revelational Christianity must be applied. 1 am
not speaking to question of the individual acceptance of Jesus as
the Lord, Christ, etc.—this, as St. Paul says, can only be worked
by the Holy Spirit—but to the question of the existence of God, the
moral law, and the life of Jesus, especially His miracles and resurrec-
tion. These are truths comprehensible without any revelation.”®
Their meanings, however, are revelational.

In the “The Church’s One Foundation” revelational religion
clearly replaces an intellectual one. The “The Church’s One Foun-
dation” belongs to the category of revelational religions as it offers
faith as the answer to the question “How do I know the Gospel is
true?”’ Thus, in responding to the truth-question, history is sub-
stituted for faith. A contrary position is offered by John’s Gospel
where the Scriptures provide the historical linkage between the his-
tory of Jesus and the Church today.?® The “The Church’s One
Foundation” makes the Gospel the basis for its own authority. Here
revelation becomes the evidence for itself.>*

(2) ”Gnosticism claims to have a revelation of its own which
is essentially secret.” Without much difficulty, many have seen
gn051s 1n the lodges, especially the Free Masons and the Rosicru-
cians.”® This characterization could apply to any nominal Chris-
tian group gathered in conventicles reserved for the religious élite.
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This charge applies to the charismatic movemcent where private
prayer meetings provide the divine spiritual illumination not avail-
able in the Lcoular services of the church open to all.

(3) “Fhe Old Testament is usually rejected with more or less
force. If not fully rejected it is interpreted allegorically. The same
method of exegesis is as a rule chosen for the New Testament.” The
enosis heremeneutic of allegorizing history is a natural concomitant
of the dualistic world-view which separated matter and spirit. His-
tory, which deals with things once created, would have to be alle-
gorically adjusted in gnosis thought becausg the world’s creation,
the basis of history, was itself an evil act. Among some in the Mis.
souri Synod the act of an historical creation as outlined in Genesis 1
and 2 is frequently considered an opinion intellectually un’mceptabk
Subsequent Biblical history has also in some cases been treated a
allegory to avoid the cmbarrassment of history.

[n the Missouri Synod, we have cxperienced, not a de lege,
but a de facto rejection of the Old 'l"cetamcnt. Any approach that
substitutes AHCUO}Y for history in the Old Testament is de facto a
rejection of the Old Testament. The Old Testament is basically his-
tory, the history of God’s people and of God’s faithfulness to His
promise. Where an allegorical operation transforms Old Testament
history into allegory, the Old Testament Joses its cssential char-
acter and, hence, no longer serves its original purpose and therefore
becomes eventually useless.

President J. A. O. Preus has been speaking to these and re-
lated issucs in recent editions of the Lutheran Witness in the series
of articles entitled “With One Voice.” Famous, in our circles, are
the assertions that Gensis 1-11 and the book of Jonah arc allegory.
In general, any type of redactional criticism that relegates history to
the level of adiaphoron is allegorizing.

The question of the per 1mss1b1htv of substituting allegory for
history undc the slogan of cxegetical freedom must be examined.
Like many slogans, the slogan of cxegetical freedom is chanted by
the mobs, in this case the academic theologians, without any thor-
ough cxamination of its meaning.®! In rcoard to the understanding
of anv document, there is no trulv absolute exegetical freedom.
_Every honest scholar of literature attempts to understand it in the
sense which its author intended. This principle applies equally to the
Bible and anv other literature. There is no exegetical freedom to
treat analogy as history or to treat history as analogy. The Bible is
clear in presenting analogy as analogy and history as history. Where
history, especially in the New Testament, is dissolved into allegory,
not only does Christianity Jose its historical character but the incarna-
tion itself totters on the brink of dissolution. This point in the theo-
logical continuum, indeed, has been reached, not only by the second-
century Gnostics, but also by influential New Testament scholars,
including l,uthcrans in our time. The failure of the interpreter to
recognize history as history and analogy as analogy is a literary
transgression for which the penalty of a htcrary defrocking must be
carried out without mercy. Where cold fact and analogy are merged
so that these distinctions arc fused into one kind of discourse,
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language, which exists only to communicate, no longer communi-
cates. Like saltless salt, confused language should be trodden under
foot. Meaningless languagc or language with two meanings that
are materially contradictory is no language. This unwelcomed in-
heritance has been bequeathed to our generation by the neo-orthodox
school.

(4) “God is conceived as transcendent . . . God is conceived
as beyond the comprehension of human thought . . . God's tran-
scendance may be qualified by the appearance of various beings in-
termediate between God and the Cosmos, usually called aeons. These
heings are as a rule conceived as divine emanations.”

Van Baaren’s description of the gnosis theory of a transcend-
ent God is applicable without too much readjustiment to Karl Barth
and Paul Tillich. In Barthian theology, thc only recognizable ema-
nation of the transcendent God is Christ.”” However, in the case of
Paul Tillich, the Christomonistic revelation is universalized. For
Tillich most everything is capable of becoming a bearer of revela-
tien.”® Given the right revelatory situation or constellation, the
transcendent God can reveal Himsclf. In this Tillichian theology,
God is there and not there at the same time. In His immanence God
is transcendent. In the gnosis concept, God is removed as a kind of
“Wholly Other,” but He is present in multiple situations through
the emanations. It is doubtful whether Tillichian thought is any less
fanciful than crass Gnosticism with its multiple aeons. Both gnosis
and modern approaches arc destructive of the historical ciaim of
Christianity, which makes for itself an exclusive claim in the area
of revelation. The contemporary emanation theology of Paul Tillich
can cventually result in universalism or atheism—and has!

(5) “Gnosticism makes a clear difference between pistis and
gnosis.” This characteristic of gnosis, offered by Van Baaren, must be
treated together with the gnostic anthropology. “Human beings are
divided into three classes, according to whether they have gnosis or
not. The pneumatics, who possess full gnosis, are by nature admitted
to full salvation. Those who have ()nh pistis, may at least attain
a certain degree of salvation, Those w ho are fully taken up with the
material world have no chance of salvation at all.” Gnosis is the
Greek word for knowledge and pistis the word for faith. However,
the gnostic meaning of these words are just the opposite. In
Gnosticism, “faith,” pistis, was intellectual “knowledge,” gnosis was
esoteric. '

The “Church’s Onc Foundation” divides the church into two
categories reminiscent of gnostic categories of “pneumatics” and

- those who have faith only, the people who operate Wlth the intellect.

There is bound to be confusion becausc the terms “knowledge” and
“faith” mcan exactly the opposite of what the words seem to sug-
gest.

The sub-standard class in the gnosis, those who have faith
only, i.c., those who have only an intellectual awareness, is parallel
to those whom the “Church’s One Foundation” censures for be-
ing guilty of near idolatry because they say, “I believe whatever the
Bible says.” The “Church’s One Foundation” states that such a
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procedure of believing whatever the Bible says will not guarantee
advancement to the higher step “of finding the grace of God in
Christ.” The adopters of the “Church’s One Foundation” might
consider themselves among those who have reached the level “of
finding the grace of God in Christ.” The Gospel is simply because
it is the Gospel or because of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit be-
comes the principle of factual or historical verification. In the
“Church’s One Foundation” Spirit-proof is substituted for historical
proof as it is conveved by the apostolic and prophetic writings.

The same type of general criticism can be levelled with cven
less need for explanation at the charismatic movement. The same
gnostic designation, “pneumatic,” can be applied to those who have
had this unique experience with the Holy Spirit, which other Chris-
tians, the ordinary people, have not had.

(6) “The essentially dualistic world-view leads as a rule to an
extremely ascetic system or ethics, but in some cases we find an
“Umwertung aller Werte” expressed in complete libertinism.” From
my own seminary days in the late 1950’s T know that sexual asceti-

~cism has been espoused in our circles as a religiously valuable way
of life. Articles on the subject were offered in the student publica-
tion of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, at the time. However it is
the other extreme of libertinism, at least in a theoretical sense, that
represents the current danger in the church. Rather than use the
term libertinism as suggested by Van Baaren, the term .antinomian-
ism as suggested by Fdwin M. Yamauchi might be the more dis-
crect.?® We are interested here in establishing a theoretical parallel,
not in offering specific examples of antonomian behavior. E. Conze
states the gnostic morality as well as anyone: “The exalted spiritual
condition generated in the perfect by the power of full understand-
ing must of necessity cause a certain disdain for the puny demands
of conventional morality. In consequence some Gnostic sects taught
that once a man has gained salvation, he is free to disregard moral
obligations.”** Since Paul Tillich has been frequently recognized as
a latter-day proponent of the gnosis, it might not be inappropriate
to call attention to his wife’s exposé of Tillich’s extracurricular ac-
tivities in Pawlus, her biography of her husband.

Lutheranism, however, has been misunderstood from the very
beginning as also being antinomian. Augustana XX was a defense
of the Lutheran posmon that good works were commanded by God.
Atticle VI of the Formula of Concord goes over the same ground,
but more carefully.

One of the concerns of the Missouri Svnod’s New Orleans
Convention was the denial of the use of the law in the life of the
Christian. The suspicions were confirmed in the first article of the
first issue of Currents in Theology and Mission, a journal published
in St. Louis. Traugott H. Rehwaldt in “Is The Law A Guide For
Good Works?” seems to provide a clearly negative answer to this
question when he concludes, “We have tried to point out in this
paper that the bald statement that the Law serves as a guide and
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norm for the good works of the Christian strikes a note that is not
in harmony Wlth FC VI and with Luther’s other writings.”*® Is the
Gospel morality with its basic antinomianism only 0n051s>

“Theses on Law and the Gospel,”®* 1 spoke to this entire
issuc and will not repeat what I said there. However, 1 believe that
the denial of the Law in the life of the Christian qua Christian is
intimately connected with a general approach to the Bible, espe-
cially the Old Testament, whereby the Law is regarded as an in-
ferior product of God. The position that the Law is the inferior
product of God is not far removed from the historic gnostic posi-
tion that the Law is the product of the inferior God of the Old
Testament, i.c., the Demiurge.

(7) “In connection with the basic dualism there is a strong
tendency to differentiate between the Heavenly Savior and the hu-
man shape of Jesus of Nazareth. This has led to varying solutions
of which docetism is the most prominent one.” The dualism of gnosis,
which involved a separation between world and spirit, necessarily
resulted in a shelving of any real kind of incarnation.** A spirit of
dualism has been introduced into a contemporary Christianity since
at least the time of Immanucl Kant. This dualism of theology and
history is paralled to the gnostic dualism of spirit and world and
has been basic to New Testament studies in our time. Elert sees a
practlcal denial of thc incarnation in the Calvinistic interpretation
of the Lord’s Supper.”

Essentially, the division between theology and history is only
a modern form of Nestorianism which so separates divine and hu-
man elements that incarnational theology becomes impossible. With
such a dualistic philosophy, Christianity cannot survive as historic
Christianity, though it might survive as a kind of philosophy. Onto-
logical dualism is not a simple heresy in the sense that only one
concept or area of Christian truth is touched. Ontologxml dualism
spells the death of Christianity. The words, “And the word was
made flesh,” lose their foundation. The lifeblood of contemporary
New Testament studies has been the search for the historical Jesus
divorced from the Christ of faith. History and faith operate sep-
arately.®® This Christological dualism has been expressed in many
ways, but it is the basic philosophical presupposition for most cur-
rent studies of the four Gospels. To separate the Christ of the
church’s faith from the Jesus of history is the most casily recog-
nizable and blatant form of the gnosis in the church todav It is even
conveniently reminiscent of the gnosis slogan of “the Heavenly
Savior and the human shape of Jesus of Nazareth.”

(8) Another characteristic of the gnosis was to consider
Christ’s essential work as revelatory rather “than atoning. “In most
systems Christ is regarded as the great point of reversal in the cosmic
process. As evil has come into existence by the fall of a former acon,
so Christ ushers in salvation because he proclaims the unknown
God, the good God who had remained a stranger until that mo-
ment.”

Several points can be made here. Neo-orthodoxy is basicallv a
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religion of revelation, not of atonement in the sense of death for sins
or justice. Gnosis and neo-orthodoxy emphasize Christ as the Re-
vealer. Even the historical cvent of the cross receives its meaning
because it is the highest moment of revelation, not because of inter-
action between God and Jesus. Tillich saw the cross as the proclama-
tion of Christ’s Faster victorv.” The theology of hope also sees the
cross as the moment when God reveals His association with the
downtrodden and distressed.®® In all these systems, Christ and the
cross find their ultimate valuc as revelation, not as atonement. At
best, atonement is merged or submerged into revelation.

The older liberalism of the late nineteenth century and early
twenticth also saw Jesus as the great Revealer of God from an ethical
viewpoint, not as the agent of an atonement. Jesus teaches us how
to live. Going back further in the nineteenth century to Schleier-
macher, Jesus was viewed, not as the agent of atonement, but as
the Revealer of the ultimate God-Consciousness.*” All of these views
have something in common. They must regard the Old Testament
as an inferior revelation or no revelation at all. The inferior salva-
tion in the Old Testament resulted from the inferior revelation.
Gnosis means knowledge, and for the gnosis Jesus must appear as
the ultimate Revealer of divine l\nowlcdoc

v
CoNCLUSION

Some might call gnosis simply a overemphasis on certain con-
cepts or readjustment in the meaning of certain terms. But this
fact makes gnosis the most danoerous kind of movement in any
aog——seaond seventeenth, or twentieth century. It appears as onlv
‘hght 1Lad}ustmgnt, but the slight readjustment destroys Chris-
tianity under the pretense that gnosis itself is Christianity.

The current movement within the Misouri Synod, by substi-
tuting sola fide and sola gratia for the sola Scriptura as the source
ot doctrine, is essentially gnostic in approach. Sola gratia and sola
fide replace the sola scriptura in the determination of the truth. By
climinating the sola Scriptura, and here the sola must be empha-
sized, as the one and only principle of determining what is truth,
and by substituting the sola gratia and sola fide as the criteria of the
truth, Christianity becomes a revelational religion, not only to the
exclusion of being an intellectual or historical rehglon but also to
the exclusion of bcmo the religion of the atonement.

For Luthcramsm however, the cognitive issue, the dctermma—
tion of the truth is answered by sola Scrzptura, not sola fide and sola
gratia. The soteriological issucs of how salvation was acquired and
how it is personally appropriated arc answered by sola gratia and sola
fide.

Where sola gratia and sola fide arc transferred to another sphere
in order to serve as answers to the cognitive question, then the soterio-
logical questions have no answer. What is more dangerous is that
where the soteriological questions are not answered with sola gratia
and sola fide, all other possible answers must necessarily be wrong.
The net result of depriving the soteriological questions of the an-
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swers of sola fide and sola gratia is that the new answer will be operi-
bhus, a religion of works.
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