Lesson 5: Varieties of syncretism
Syncretism
· Reconciliation or fusion of differing systems of beliefs
· Merging of 2 or more (concepts/religions/philosophies)
· Christianity was syncretistic: it could not begin and grow without incorporating elements coming from the “outside” especially from the not particularly monolithic Judaism and from Hellenism
· Syncretism refers to a universal cultural phenomenon, common to the formation of all religions in their very first stages and resulting naturally from sociohistorical placing, population movements, and/or explicit religious propaganda.
· Hellenistic syncretism was based on the belief that gods are known among different peoples by different names; consequently deities can be fused, and religious attributes and tenets merged.
· 3 great religious constellations fully deserve the strict epithet syncretist: Mystery religions, Gnosticism and Manichaeism
Oriental cults and Mysteries
· Most Greek cults and mystery religions were based on the agrarian cycle (related to agriculture and fertility)
· “Mystery” refers to a secret rite performed in a ceremony of initiation that allowed certain individuals to enter into a privileged relation with a god/goddess and receive certain benefits therefrom
· The main mysteries of Hellenistic and Roman times included:
· The Greek mysteries of the grain-goddess Demeter at Eleusis
· The originally Egyptian, then Hellenized mysteries of Isis and Osiris/Sarapis
· Those of the Syrian goddess Atargatis
· The Phrygian Cybele
· Attis, of the Phoenician Astarte and Adonis
· 2 religious movements appeared that were real innovations, related to the search for personal salvation and healing: Mithraism and Christianity
· A lot of similarities between mysteries and Christianity
· Main difference: Christianity was for everyone, distinct in that from the mysteries and truly international; it “mystery” was an open secret, having been “revealed” to all’ and Christian initiation was not susceptible to being repeated as was the case with most mysteries


Common traits of Gnosticism
· Esoteric religious movement that flourished during the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD and presented a major challenge to Christianity
· Threat to Christianity
· Christian Gnostics for their part did no reject the Old Testament out of hand; they subverted it.
· “Gnostic religion” was chiefly known through the usually hostile reports of the church fathers who fought them, the so called heresiologists
· Origins: Gnosticism was simply a Christian heresy, and the theories of an Iranian or purely Greek origin, some favor is now accorded to theories claiming a prevailing Jewish origin.
· The World: The physical world itself is inherently evil, in opposition to the world of the spirit (which is good)
· The divine realm: 
· The good God generated other divine offspring
· These offspring, in pairs, reproduced
· An accident occurred when one divine being (Sophia, a feminine deity) separated from the rest and spontaneously generated another being
· The latter, born outside the divine realm, was evil
· This latter being created the evil world
For Humanity
· Sophia was captured and imprisoned in the material world in the bodies of humans
· Many humans (though not all) have this spark of divinity in them

For Salvation
· The divine spark within humans can escape only by learning through knowledge (Gk. Gnosis) where it came from and how it can return
For the Church
· Gnostics admit that Christians who have faith in Christ and do good can experience some salvation, but the real afterlife is only available to the Gnostics
· Gnostics come to the full knowledge of the secrets of salvation
· 
Above: The Nag Hammadi library (popularly known as The Gnostic Gospels) is a collection of early Christian Gnostic texts discovered near the town of Nag Hammâdi in 1945 (Source: Institute of Antiquity and Christianity, Wikipedia)




(From readings)
· The superior knowledge postulated by the Gnostics and mediated to them through messengers (Jesus and his secret teaching, apostles, etc.) found expression in diverse versions of a myth depicting the phases of a theogony and cosmogony focusing on the true genesis of the human Self and on a powerful explanation of the origin of Evil. It posits a primordial deity, the Father, transcendent, unknowable directly, and “unknown”, from whom a number of emanations (aeons) proceeded, the last of which is usually called Sophia/Wisdom. For her disorderly passion to know the Father directly, without intermediary, she became guilty and singed; her passions had to be expelled from the divine world (Pleroma or Kingdom of Light), condemned to wander below the Pleroma and thus, so to speak, to inhabit 2 worlds. Out of her abortive passions the creator-God (demiurge) was made, the Old Testament God formed bodies and souls, unaware that he was thereby hijacking the world and holding captive fragments of the divine sparks of the spirit surreptitiously inoculated in them by the Unknown God or by Sophia, that is, holding captive their selves like gold in the mud. 
The Divine Redeemer
· The salvific knowledge comes from outside the world
· It is brought by a divine redeemer
· For Christian Gnostics, Christ is the one who brings this knowledge from above
· Some Gnostics (docetists, Gk. Dokeo – to seem, to appear) thought that Christ came to earth seemingly as a human
· He did not suffer because he was not flesh and blood
· Other Gnostics, believed that the divine Christ entered the body of a man named Jesus when he was baptized
· Christ then left Jesus prior to his death (hence Jesus’ cry on the cross reported by Mt 27:46 “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”)

Proto-Orthodox and Christianity
Proto-orthodox” refers to those commonly known as the early “church fathers” (for example, Justin Martyr and Irenaeus of Lyon), who ended up defining what exactly should be “orthodox” (or correct) belief.
· Orthodox Christianity - non-dualistic, salvation through faith, non-elitistic, yet open to all.
· Irenaeus of Lyons, 2nd-century author of, Against all the Heresies.
Against the Gnostics, Irenaeus emphasizes:
· Apostolic succession (the fact that the bishops of proto-orthodox Christianity can trace their appointments back to the apostles)
· Rule of faith (proto-orthodox Christians hold certain basic beliefs that differ from Gnostic beliefs)
· Unity of belief (all proto-orthodox Christians hold the same beliefs, unlike the Gnostics, who hold a multitude of competing beliefs)
From readings:
· Iraneus picked up Justin’s arguments and developed them further in his highly influential Against Heresies, but also in his Proof of the Apostolic Preaching. Strongly and repeatedly, Irenaeus emphasized that God and the creator are one and the same being, and rejects the subversive Gnostic dualism, thus rehabilitating the God of the Old Testament along with the entire creation, spiritual and material. 
· Contrary to Jusitn, he suspects that philosophy had a fateful influence on the Gnostics’ undisciplined discourse that “pour contempt on the church”
· “True gnosis is the doctrine of the apostles” and is identical with the “rule of faith”
Criteria for scriptural Canonicity

	   Ancient
	a sacred authority had to date back to near the time of Jesus

	Apostolic
	an authority had to be written by an apostle or at least by a companion of the apostles

	Catholic (i.e., universal)
	books had to have widespread acceptance among established churches (e.g., the Gospel of Peter in the Muratorian canon)

	Orthodox
	the most important criterion – the views set forth in a book had to conform with the views in already accepted books (e.g. docetic Christology is unacceptable)

	Inspiration
	books accepted as canonical ended up being regarded as inspired by God



Video:
· The novel “the Da Vinci code” was making the case that a lot of the books made by Christianity were suppressed by the Church because it was not comfortable with the truth being that the Goddess mentioned in some of his books was replaced by male God’s and this was something that the Church wanted to fight (According to Dan Brown- writer of the book)
· We know there a about 30 Gospels and only 4 made their ways to the last testament
· Dan Brown also believed that Emperor Constantine decided in the 4th century what is scripture; apparently this is not the case as Emperor Constantine had no say in this matter; the church is the one who decided what scripture is.
· Criteria’s for a scripture to be canonical:
· Ancient: the more the book is ancient, the more likely it is to be included in the list of normative books 
· Writing must be apostolic: 
· Catholicity (with a small c, it means universal): books must be widely accepted amongst established churches. If it’s not accepted, the early churches would reject it.
· Orthodox means right faith. If one of the books did not conform with that; if it was different in its view of who Jesus was, that was not acceptable.
· divine inspiration: The most important criteria. This inspiration was preceded by some other factors, by some other criteria.

Interview with Dr. Andre Gagne.
1. When people talk about Gnosticism, there is talk of a “secret knowledge” and that’s what fascinates a lot of people today. What kind of Knowledge are we talking about and why is it “secret”
2. Why do you think most of the Gnostic writings were lost to the world for at least 1500 years.
3. How strong of a competition was there between Gnosticism and proto-orthodox (or eccledial) Christianity?
Gospel of Judas
4. Can you explain why the Gospel of Judas has been such a major discovery in recent years?
5. Can you explain why there has been such significant controversy surrounding this discovery?
6. What side of the debate are you on and what are your arguments?



