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In using the theories of Peter Brown of the saints or ascetics as revered patrons for their followers as discussed by Gerard Vallee, please explain the life of Mary of Egypt as a powerful symbol of Christian asceticism.
	

The story of Mary of Egypt is popular in medieval Europe and eastern Mediterranean lands with multiple references in Greek manuscripts and hymnography. Mary is commemorated by the Orthodox Church of 1 April and the fifth Sunday of Lent. Mary of Egypt, is the story of a woman who transformed herself under the guidance of God and reached the status of a saint from that of a harlot. She was a prostitute from Alexandria who achieved righteousness and saintliness through repentance and observing asceticism. Mary of Egypt is a powerful symbol of Christian asceticism in spite of her earlier life being spent in acts including physical pleasure and licentious activities. 

The story of Mary's journey from being a harlot with insatiable sexual appetite to a holy ascetic woman has been described in the vita attributed to Sophronios. It is mostly a first person account of Mary's sinful life and her conversion to the life of devout holiness. Mary left her parent's home at a tender age to twelve and went to Alexandria, the cultural and commercial centre. She stayed for seventeen years as a harlot in Alexandria. At twenty-nine years of age she made an instantaneous decision to go to Jerusalem with a group of Libyan and Egyptian men. In order to attend the Feast of Exaltation of the Holy Cross, she pleasured those men in lieu of sexual favors. Upon reaching Jerusalem she underwent a mystical experience at Goglotha which led her to repent her sins and adopt the asceticism as the way of life. Guided by the mystical calling, she crossed the river Jordan with a meager supply of three loaves of bread and for forty-seven years she survived on that bread, in the desert alone, repenting her sins. She finally met a monk, Zosimas who heard her tale. Zosimas revisited her after a year on Maunday Thursday to give her the holy Eucharist. When he to went meet her the third time in the following year, he found her dead and buried her in the desert with the assistance of a lion. 

Mary of Egypt is regarded as a powerful symbol of Christian asceticism and her asceticism inspired even a devout monk, Zosimas, who was famous for his ascetic practices. Zosimas was known for having pursued every kind of ascetic practice and entirely having mastered self-discipline. He not only followed the rules but also devised his own ways to subdue the flesh to spirit. Other monks sought out his help to be molded and trained in self- discipline. He often wondered if there was a monk who could teach him anything new or surpassed him in ascetic practice or spiritual contemplation. When Zosimas encountered Mary in the desert, he realized that her spirituality far outranked his own and she had the gift of foresightedness since she had called him by name even though they had never met before. Thus, he asked for her blessings despite the fact that officially he was the priest. Mary's practice of ascetic ways had surpassed those of Zosimas. She had survived in the barren desert for forty-seven years on three loaves of bread and without any water. The fact that she had tasted good food and wine for many years when she was a harlot made her self control even more inspiring and difficult. Besides yearning for meat and wine, her body was also used to physical pleasures. She controlled her yearnings by praying to Mother of God, shedding tears and beating her breasts with her hand. 

Mary of Egypt and her observance of ascetic lifestyle is an inspiration for all those who feel that their sins have crossed all limits and they can never get redemption or forgiveness for their sinful deeds. 

Mary had erred and chosen to be a harlot for seventeen years of her own freewill. Still God forgave her when she realized her mistakes and showed real desire to enter the Church. One moment she was unable to enter the Church and as soon as she repented God allowed her to enter. This shows that no deed or mistakes are grievous enough to not to be forgiven by God if the sinner repents from heart. Even Mary would have felt that her sins were grave and unforgiveable but God decided to give her a chance to repent and connect with spirituality. The level of asceticism followed by her in the desert was her own choice and it helped her to gain a level of spirituality that surpassed the spirituality of the most disciplined monk. She gained the gift to foresee the future and to walk on water. Mary of Egypt, a prostitute, who became a holy woman through repentance and ascetic solitary life offers hope to every Christian that if such a sinful and licentious woman could find forgiveness, then ordinary sinners can also find salvation. 

NOTES

Defining Christian Monasticism/Asceticism (History):
Forms of Ascetic life (living in caves in the outskirts) existed since the mid third century- lifestyle took prominence in Syria 4th and 5th century
Growth began from 310 to 410 AD- Asia Minor and Palestine
Ascetics were known as holy men who led a life of renunciation- people in leadership crisis rushed to these ascetics for counsel & to ease their transition to Christianity- traditional patrons were no longer revered
Lived a life style aimed for piousness, self-restraint and rejection of worldly ambitions, for the sake of greater spiritual awakening and growth- Ascetics achieved power and authority through holy life, not wealth
Eventually, even the wealthy population sought the holy men’s council
Organized asceticism= Monasticism (appeared in Egypt late 3rd century- the cradle of monasticism, where ascetic life reached its peak)- spread all over the roman world
There were forms of both communal and solitary ascetic life- communal form took prominence with monasteries being formed all over
St Anthony of Egypt, end of third century, left home and family (Father of Monasticism, one of the first to try this lifestyle)
Way of life, giving up all material possessions and pleasures in order to find spirituality
To attain the “state of perfection” like the holy father through the counsels of perfection; Chastity, poverty and obedience
Refuge from urban life
Extreme forms of self punishment to drive out cravings and temptation
Renouncing the institution of marriage and living celibate
Escape from politics, corruption, power and money seeking
Women could become nuns, allowed them to escape social responsibilities and arranged marriages. Spiritual autonomy
Women monasteries  (unlike males) were located close to or within cities for protection against dangers of desert life; thieves, rapists
Sometimes, monks were accused of being elitist, claiming they were better than other Christians
Cult of saints- Mediterranean
Saints should be seen as patrons for their clients and intermediates between this world and the next
Christians believed that when they died they would live in Jesus’ proximity as the saints do
St Mary of Egypt
“Repentant harlot”
Left her parents in her early teenage years and lived in Alexandria as a prostitute for almost 17 years
At 29, she followed a pilgrimage to Jerusalem where she underwent a mystical experience to lead her to Christianity
Her conversion: turning one’s mind within and exercising self-control- Turning away from previous pre-occupations to a new personality
She crossed the river Jordan and lived 47 years in the desert leading an ascetic life and repenting for her sins
States that so many monks had turned to the desert that it had become a city
She lived in isolation and did not participate in sacraments until the final year of her life, when she sought her holy communion- she died before it was possible
Symbol of Christian Asceticism
St Mary of Egypt’s story is believed to be fictitious, perhaps written by a male writer
Theme was popular with monasticism- spread all over the Christian world at the time
Mary was the iconic “Holy Man” that lived the perfect ascetic life following her mystical experience
People at the time were drawn in by Asceticism’s perceived evidence of supernatural connection to divinity
Mary was illiterate but she knew the scripture and could speak to the monk she encountered, Zosimas- God wants people to know the scripture (direct transmission from God to people about how to be saved)
She had the Gift of foresight-clairvoyance
She was blessed with the gift of levitation
She walked on water
Ascetic life: hierarchy between male/female is suppressed 
Denunciation of material & pleasure, refuge from urban life & extreme self discipline to reach holy/spiritual life
St Mary of Egypt isolated herself for almost half a century in the desert, subsisting on barely anything, even eating grass
She always struggled with her sexual passions and desires, but through prayer, faith, self-discipline and repentance for her sins she coped
Perfect example of ascetic salvation


Please explain who was Origen and what was the Origenist controversy connected to his name. 

Origen was born in Alexandria in 185 AD was an eminent theologian of the early Christian era. He has left behind a mixed legacy wherein some considered him an accomplished scholar and philosopher while the others condemned him as a heretic. He emerged as a genius that pioneered scholarly traditions that guided and inspired the generations of future theologians. He gave its first intellectual shape to the intellectual landscape of the East as well as the West. His works consisting of commentaries and homilies showed a transition from typological interpretation to allegorical style. All his allegorical narratives and commentaries strive to find the deeper hidden meanings and the spiritual meanings concerning the being of God, the cosmic constitution, and human existence. Instead of rejecting the Hebrew Scriptures, he believed them to be inspired by same God, though requiring different level of understanding and interpretations. He defended Christianity and was the first person to attempt giving rational accounts of the foundation of faith. He believed that in order to become a true Christian one had to accept true culture and true philosophy as the way of life. His vision reflected in his Commentary on the Song of Songs, categorized into moral instruction, knowledge of the world, contemplation of God established him as a pioneer in speculative theology. Origen contributed to the ascetic tradition through his commentaries on scriptures and his conception of the human makeup with a Godlike spirit able to rise to the disengaged 
Contemplation of divine realities. Origen believed that he could derive knowledge from hidden treasures in the Bible, knowledge that related to ascent and descent of soul and of Christ that would appeal to mystical tradition. He left behind a legacy inform of his biblical books as well as speculative texts like On First Principles and Contra Celsum which later resulted in one of the most debated controversies of the fourth and fifth centuries. 

The Origenist controversy had four stages and began after the publication of On First Principles. In this work, Origen addressed the Christian audience interested in philosophical questions and speculated in the sense of gymnastikos (what can be said tentatively by mode of research and hypothesis) through Allegorical mode and thus entered the previously unexplored territory. He speculated on the preexistence 
of the soul, the accidental union of souls with bodies (ensomatosis),the imaging of God, the status of the Son, the Trinity, the resurrection of the body, and the restoration of all things-including the final salvation of all rational beings and embracing even the devil. In the second phase of the controversy, during the fourth century discussions and debates ensued among the followers of Origen. Some followers like the Syrian monk Stephen and Tall Brothers of Nitria claimed that allegorical approach introduced by Origen was the only valid one thus rejecting all imaging or representation of God. The increased fervor for mystical speculation threatened the historical character of Christian revelation claiming a direct union with God that did not have to be mediated by historical events and persons. This was followed by the third phase of the Origenist controversy when Epiphanius of Salamis charged Origen with heresy in his work, Panarion. He had witnessed the rifts and debates in Egypt on subject of Origen's legacy, which embittered him. The controversy flared up in 393 when he publicly charged Origen with heresy in a sermon in Jerusalem and there after wrote letters to John of Jerusalem. He even implored John Chrysostom to abstain from studying Origen's works and to convene a synod to condemn the latter. He sailed to Constantinople but his efforts to get Origen's writings condemned by the bishops proved to be futile. Meanwhile Jerome, who had been an Origenist switched sides and declared his dissociation from Origenism as a means to protecting his own reputation while vilifying the reputation of his arch-rival, Rufinus, an Origenist. The final stage of controversy lingered until the next century and reached its climax in 553. Ten years earlier, Emperor Justinian wrote to Men as in which he included a list of objectionable statements, questionably attributed to Origen. Fragments of that writing were made public at a synod in Constantinople and confirmed at the general council of 553. Thereafter, Origen's works were proscribed and most of them, probably five-sixths of the whole, were lost. Origen had written his works at a time prior to conciliar definitions and prior to formulation of Trinitarian and Christological dogmas at a time when theological vocabulary was quite imprecise. However, circumstances changed over the three centuries and at the time when his works were condemned, those circumstances were not taken into account. Even Origen's own intentions behind his works were neglected and the opponents' interests prevailed. 








NOTES

Who Was Origen?
Origen 	185–254:	(Greek 2nd & 3rd century)- speculative Christian writer and master of spirituality from Alexandria (most significant theologian of the third century)
Active in Alexandria & Caesaria (Palestine), but his influence spread all over: Caesaria (Eusibius), Alexandria (Athanasius, Cyril), Cappadocia (Basil), Latin West (Tertullian, Ambrose of Milan) & Antioch (Ephrem)
Evagrius of Pontus (345–399), Gregory of Nyssa (331–395), and Cassian (360–435), elaborated Origen’s legacy for East and West. 
He used critical interpretation of Hebrew and Greek philosophical influences on Christianity - he still incorporated Greek philosophical elements (Platonic) & viewed Hebrew scriptures as being inspired by the one God
The first great Christian exegete- thought he could draw from scripture &tradition alone a specific gnosis- spiritual meanings concerning the being of God, the cosmic constitution, and human existence
Origen left behind a rich legacy, astonishing for its range and depth, including writings: Against Celsus, On First Principles and Hexapla
Contributed to Monastic & Ascetic philosophy
Beliefs:
Along with Paul, Origen believed that heresies and dissent were necessary and useful for the construction of orthodoxy
Origen believed a philosophy was ranked according to its “power to change men from evil.”
Believed that to become a Christian was to accede to true culture and true learning, or to true philosophy in the sense of a way of life.
Envisioned pre-existing souls that came into bodily existence and would return to spirit form and God after successive existences
Emphasized allegorical interpretation of polytheistic beliefs & the bible, perhaps ignoring other interpretations such as the literal one
Viewed Christ as the Logos (word/knowledge) and Wisdom of God, and that he was co-substantial (of the same substance) with God but not clearly with us.
Believed that Christ was the union between Logos and flesh, forming a hybrid of God & Man, Divine and human, although his divinity was emphasized
Origenist Controversy
Origen was similar to a scholar that raised questions for interpretations (hypothesis) that were misunderstood & taken as doctrinal formulations (set in stone) by less intellectual monks that followed “Origenism,” in the 4th & 5th century, 150 years after Origen’s death
“Origenism” simplified Origen’s beliefs into:
Pre-existence of the souls
Spherical shape of the resurrected body
Universal salvation of all rational beings
Viewing God the son as not equal to God the father
Stages of the controversy:
1) Origen’s writings: At a time when doctrines were still unformulated, Origen raised questions and introduced new ideas about how to interpret Christianity and the bible
2) Origenists: Followers took everything Origen said as solid fact, validating only the allegorical interpretation and submitting Christian thought solely to speculation
3) Source of Arianism & condemnation: Having already become largely opposed, Arianism was tied with Origen’s teachings, which were deemed as its source. Epiphaneus of Salamis charged Origen with heresy and tried to sway others, including the bishop of Constantinople, John Chrysostom. Theophilus of Alexandria also opposed the Origenists, causing political strife between Alexandria & Constantinople, leading to the exile of John, albeit, he would later be considered a Martyr.
4) Second Council of Constantinople (553): Deeming Origen’s statements as questionable, although their initial meaning had been stripped & the distinction between Origen and “Origenists” had become obsolete, Emperor Justinian official condemned Origen as a heretic
Reason for controversy: Origen wrote at a time when Christian norms had not yet been developed, while the controversy took place at a time when Christian norms were formulizing (schools of theology were being replaced with authoritarian churches)
Bishops were authorizing people to speak in their name- independent figures like Origen were no longer as welcome
Origen was viewed as a heretic until recently- history has caught up and understood his stance as a Christian scholar.


Augustine explored different spiritual philosophies before becoming a Christian; please describe Augustine's spiritual journey. Please ensure to mention the following: the name of the philosophy; the main beliefs of the philosophy. 

Augustine of Hippo (354-430) the person who coined the phrase "original sin” and it refers to the sin  of Adam and Eve that was somehow transmitted to the entire human population. Augustine took recourse to peoples long-standing belief in original sin to justify a position absent from most previous  theological discourses. His stance forced theology to come to terms with people’s devotional preferences and their worshipping customs. Augustine and his spiritually search followed Manichaeism for 10 years, but eventually broke of from these Manichees who posed a"scientific" façade. They speculated about physics, cosmology, and psychology as well as astrology all in an effort to impress the searching minds. In 386, after reading the life of Saint Antony, written by Athanasius he was greatly inspired by him, Augustine underwent a profound personal crisis, which led him to convert to Christianity. Augustine's doubts and misgivings, soon accumulated and were exacerbated by his encounter with Ambrose's more scientific theology indebted to the Alexandrian’s and above all, by his discovery of the "Platonists" especially (Plotinus). He broke with the Manichees and between 388 to 404 got down to refute them in a series of writings (the anti-Manichaean writings) dealing with God as creator of all, the origins of the world, and sin and free will. Typically, Augustine proclaimed that everything is good though threatened. Augustine wrote his City of God to refute the idea that the crumbling of the empire was of the worship due to the termination of ancestral gods, and to reassure those Christians baffled by a Providence that allowed a Christian empire to suffer such reverses of fortune. In book 7 of his Confessions, we get the sense that Augustine finally comes to the understanding of God, Christ and evil. A decisive turning point in Augustine's thought process occurred when he read the story of" The Slave and the Rich child” who were born at the same time, which lead to the realization that astrology was phony. In book 4, he discerned that astrology denies the freedom of the will. He said that God created the "seminal principles” as the basis  for everything that subsequently came to be, and maintained that the world is good because a good God created it.  

The Neoplatonist literature opened Augustine’s mind to the possibility of Christianity. His conversion to Neoplatonism goes back to his growing disenchantment with the Manichean conceptions of God and evil and the dawning understanding of God's incorruptibility. But his thought is still bound by his materialistic notions of reality. He rejected astrology and turned to the study of Neoplatonism, which supplies him with a theoretical framework of a god with no physical substance … a perfect eternal God. In his effort to merge with God and the source of higher reason, he tries to formulate a beatific vision of evil, which states that evil is nothing, with no existence of its own and just a corruption of good. He cannot sustain it for long because he was continually pulled down by his material body- specifically his sexual desires as it (passes easily out of rational control). Augustine felt that he has to supplement Neoplatonism knowledge with Christian scriptures (especially the letter of Paul). He was impressed with the idea of Christ as a mediator between God and humans. He finally that Christ provides the only affirms provides the only resolution to human sin. There follows an analysis of differences between Platonism and Christianity as well as a remarkable account of his mistreatment of Plotinian wisdom and his experience Plotinian ecstasy:” entered, and with the eye of my soul." From this, he comes finally to the diligent study of the bible, especially the writings of the apostle Paul. His pilgrimage is drawing towards its goal, as he begins to know Jesus Christ and to be drawn to him in hesitant faith. 

Augustine insists that our freedom is by sin and has first to be set free by grace in order to be able to produce good deeds. God has sovereign power over our wills and all good: even our very desire for perfection, though proceeding from our wills, comes from above. Conversely, everything that does not originate in faith is sin. Augustine's anti-Manichaean battles had led him to emphasize freedom over fatalism. Now, reflecting on his own experience of conversion in which God had all the initiative, he inclines toward a certain determinism, which brings him full circle back to a kind of semi-Manichaeism in his concern to vindicate grace. Augustine minimized free will in insisting on a doctrine of original sin or he overemphasized grace as necessary, even for preparing free will to move toward the good. In all this Augustine may have been the “innovator”, seeing life after conversion as “one long temptation” that reveals the enduring weaknesses of a wounded human nature, while Pelagius held to a tradition for which the ideal of a blessed life was a possibility in this world because baptism opened the door to the kingdom, not to a “church of convalescents”. As such, Augustine's restlessness comes to rest in a  statement that sees Christ as the bridge between failed humanity and the transcendent glory of God. Augustine insists that our freedom is bound by sin and has first to be set free by grace in order to be able to produce good deeds. God has sovereign power over our wills and all good: even our very desire for perfection, though proceeding from our wills comes from above. Conversely, everything that does not originate in faith is sin. Augustine's anti- Manichaean battles had led him to emphasize freedom over fatalism. 

C0NCLUSION: Augustine initiated positions that all future theologians were bound to take into account. Against the Manichees he defended the place and significance of the Old Testament,  and discussed the problems of free will, evil, and God.  Against 
The Donatists he developed the doctrine of the church and sacraments. Against the  Pelagians he introduced the doctrine of original sin, along with further elucidations of grace and free will. Against the Pagans, who occupied his mind from the time of his conversion, he proposed  doctrine of the "two cities", clarified the relationship between faith and reason, and sketched a comprehensive philosophy of the theology of history. 



















NOTES
Who was Augustine
Latin theologian (4th & 5th century)- 354–430- was Bishop of Hippo
Lived most of his life in Roman North Africa- He accomplished for the West what Origen did for the East
Born Aurelius Augustinus, wrote a number of influential works, including: the Confessions, On the Trinity, and The City of God
Believed in autonomy of political authority- not viewing the Emperor as God’s viceroy & he emphasized freedom over fatalism
Later in life after converting to Christianity, he was seen as the “doctor of grace” and he coined the term: Original Sin
He radically opposed Donatism, Pelagians, and several philosophies he had followed earlier in his lifetime after his conversion to Christianity
Influenced by Roman & Greek philosophy: Cicero, Ambrose of Milan, Aristotle & particularly Plato. 
He was not impressed by the Bible’s naïve story of Adam & Eve (the old testament fables were an embarrassment for the educated) nor by the incompatibility of the interpretations of Jesus between Matthew & Luke, so he did not immediately embrace Christianity
Philosophies Embraced prior to Christianity:
Manichaeism (Religion of Mani):
The third century gave birth to the consummate form of Gnostic syncretism (late manifestation)
emerged from Persia- controlled Mesopotamia to become a truly world religion- “the only premeditated universal religion in the history of thought.”
Manichaeism became a state religion in Central Asia in the ninth century and survived in China until the seventeenth century. 
Manichaeism became a serious competitor of Christianity in the fourth century, claiming to be superior to Christianity or a superior form of Christianity. 
Beliefs:
Jesus, the crucifixion were only symbols 
Origin of evil: there is an eternal fight between light and dark that is reflected by our soul, which is the cause of our evil
Mani was meant to be a prophet summarizing all previous prophets, especially Zoroaster, Buddha, and Jesus
The soul is divine in origin but scattered throughout the world
Manichaeism incorporated astrology into its teachings (horoscopes as predicting factors)
Augustine spent almost 10 years as a Manichee (influenced by Cicero):
The “scientific” facade of Manichaeism, its confident speculations in physics, cosmology, and psychology as well as its clever use of astrology, the whole cast in the appealing mold of graphic poetry, were enough to impress the searching minds. 
Seeking to discover the origins of evil (“Original Sin”), Augustine initially liked the answer provided by Manichaeism, which basically eliminated guilt by emphasizing the overwhelming power of evil
Eventually Augustine became dissatisfied with Manichaeism for several reasons: believing in Mani’s philosophy meant that God was corruptible (impossible), Manichaeism’s astrology component simply relied on chance & Augustine began viewing free will as the cause of evil
Rejected Manichaeism and wrote anti-Manichaean writings
Platonism:
Plotinus, a Neo-Platonist, believed in ascetical life (self-disciplined, denouncing desires, etc.) and emanation & that philosophers are the best-qualified people to make choices because they are constantly engaged in reality
Plato’s answer to origins of evil: Our pure vision souls fell into material bodies, mistaking evil for good, unknowingly
Beliefs:
The world of the senses is in continuous flux
The supreme triad= the One, the mind, the soul- Inferior beings are increasingly imperfect
Evil is a defect of being and goodness
Augustine was inspired to believe that God made all things good, since we are corruptible, then we are good to begin with
Reading Platonist books led him onto Christianity, as he became dissatisfied with solely the Greek philosophies
Transition to Christianity
Realizing that whenever he wants to do right, he does wrong, he was convinced there was more to the origins of evil than just an intellectual basis
Inspired by the teachings of Apostle Paul, he found that Christianity combined Platonic truths with the Grace of God 
Christ was the mediator between God and man, and Augustine dismissed Platonism for not writing about him
Augustine’s theory, developed from Paul: Original Sin in humanity effects our power of free will not just at the intellectual level- it also effects feelings, determination, knowledge
Origins of evil transmitted to all humanity somehow, through birth
Augustine was influenced by his sexuality- humans are full of lust which guides their life (understanding of reality, institutions)- he even had a son with his mistress
Solution= Christ
Salvation: God transmits grace
It’s not in the power of human beings (as stated by Pelagius), it is by the grace of God
Augustine converts in 386
Most of Augustine’s views were embraced by the church


Please explain the term "syncretism." Describe how "Proto-orthodox Christianity" and Gnosticism differ. Are there any similarities between "Proto-orthodox Christianity" and Gnosticism? If so, please describe these similarities. 

From the mid-first century, pluralism in Christian doctrine and practice was evident and inescapable. However, that does not qualify as syncretism. Syncretism comes from a religion's relationship with factors that are exogenous to its original tradition. For example, in the case of Christianity, it has never been anything but syncretistic as it has always incorporated its surroundings into the religion, The doctrines of Judaism and Hellenism have 'especially been an essential part of Christianity from the beginning. So syncretism is basically a blending of different religious doctrines and practices and is aimed to achieve the reconciliation or union of opposing religious principles, practices or parties. Syncretism has been witnessed with regards to Hellenism as well. The 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. Christianity as well is syncretist. From its inception it has felt the need to incorporate elements from its surroundings for its survival, thus it has never been a totally pure and pristine religion. For some, syncretism connotes decline and fall in regard to presumed pure beginnings; then it designates an artificial mix of sundry and incompatible things, and implies an illicit contamination or compromise. While for others the judgments is no so harsh; it in fact does not carry any value judgment but is simply a referral to a universal cultural phenomenon, common to the formation of all religions in their very first stages. 

Pro-orthodox Christianity and Gnosticism are two very different branches of the Christian faith. Pro-orthodox Christianity refers to the very first that started somewhere in the 2nd century, and took hold in the 4th century. Some of the early church fathers" like lrenaeus, Tertullian, Hippolytus and Origen were great Christian Apologists and the main opponents of Gnosticism, which challenged Christian beliefs at that time. These apologists helped in defining what exactly should be "orthodox” or correct belief. Orthodox Christianity is non-dualistic and constitutes of beliefs such as salvation through faith. lt is a non-elitist system that does not exclude anyone from its folds. On the other hand, Gnosticism is a divided system of Christian belief. While Proto-Orthodox people all have the same beliefs, Gnostics do not. They have a multitude of competing beliefs. According to Gnosticism the divine realm contained Gods that were both good and evil, and they firmly reject the God of the Old Testament, which is Christian heresy. Another difference between the two is that Gnostics believe that Christians will achieve some salvation but not fully, while Christians believe that they will achieve salvation through faith in Jesus. Gnosticism was basically an esoteric religious movement that flourished during the second and third centuries and presented a big challenge to the major branch of Christianity. By the orthodox, Gnosticism was seen simply as Christian heresy because of the conflicting views it had with the proto-orthodox Christians. 

The similarities between "Proto-orthodox Christianity" and Gnosticism lie in the fact that both believe that one way to achieve salvation is to do good and have faith in Christ, although the real after life is only available to the Gnostics. Both believe that there is a divine spark within all humans and the awareness of this spark can be achieved by learning through knowledge(Gnosis),where it came from and how it can return. This salvific knowledge comes from outside the world, and is brought by a divine redeemer like Christ who brings this knowledge from above. 


NOTES
Definition & History
Second Century- fluid environment of beliefs (similar to present day Christianity: Catholics, Protestants, Orthodox)
Christianity was never a pure entity- it had many influences (Judaism, Hellenism)- some opposing
Hellenistic and roman times represent the age of syncretism
Origins of the word: a metaphor relating to chemical processes (alloy, mix, compound)
Syncretism can take a negative connotation or simply be seen as a cultural phenomenon
Definition: the attempted reconciliation of different/opposing principles, practices, parties in religion/philosophy (bringing doctrines from different religions to present them as a whole)
Hellenistic syncretism: Gods are known among different people by different names, so deities & religious attributes can be merged
Formative Christianity- 3 syncretist religions: mystery religions, Manichaeism, Gnosticism
Gnosticism
Surfaced in Second Century- unknown origin (Christian heresy, Greek, Iranian or most probably Jewish origin)
Gnosis= knowledge
Built to explain shortcoming of bible and misfortune of the world
Both Christian and non-Christian forms existed
No unified single Gnostic Christianity- it was a widespread movement with no official clergy, governance or scriptures
All-out syncretism
Combined Christian Elements with Platonic philosophy (Greek), and borrowed elements from Egypt, Chaldea and Iran
Known as the first speculative theologians
Beliefs:
2 worlds (Evil physical world and Good spirit world)
Good God generated divine offspring but the evil world was created when one divine female deity (Sophia) separated from the rest and gave birth to a being outside the divine realm (the creator-God)
Sophia (divinity) is imprisoned in the physical world in human bodies- humans have divinity in them
Salvific knowledge comes from outside the world, brought by a divine redeemer
Orthodox Christianity (4th & 5th century)
Heresiologists: proto-orthodox (ecclesiastical)- those who end up defining the church- Church fathers
Gentile type of Christianity
Irenaeus of Lyon (2nd century) wrote against Gnostics 
Believed they were badly influenced by philosophy to pour their contempt on their church
Justin Martyr (sympathetic to Greek philosophy)-Hippolytus of Rome- Tertullian- Clement and Origen
Defining the church was a long process that took hundreds of years
Proto-orthodoxy decided correct doctrine/belief, list of books to be included in new testament (and exclusion of other books)
Differences
Believing that they know their true origins, Gnostics ignore Rites, faith and Observance of the law- (salvation through knowledge over faith)
Proto-Orthodoxy stood behind the importance of faith and salvation – (faith over knowledge)
Proto-orthodoxy stressed adherence to creeds
Gnostics believe in dualism between God and the creator, spirit and matter, & mind and body- Gnostics disparaged the old testament, defamed the creator
Proto-Orthodoxy rejects this dualism, believing God & the creator to be one and the same- from the old Testament 
Gnostics believed in no formal religious authority and that only the knowers could be saved
Proto-orthodoxy stressed structure of authority in the church and the equality of all before God
Gnosticism was based on syncretism, containing elements from all kinds of religions, philosophies and practices
Proto-orthodoxy denounced syncretism, believing in conservatism and uniformity (closed scripture)
Gnostics believed only they through their knowledge had the secrets to salvation and only they could go to the real afterlife
Proto-orthodoxy believed in salvation only through faith
Gnostics believed Christ was not flesh and blood, some believed his divine being left Jesus at Death- denounced the incarnation
Proto-Orthodoxy stresses Christ as a sacrifice for sin
Proto-Orthodoxy had apostolic succession
Similarities
Few, but all-out syncretism was never fully rejected by orthodoxy, as the idea of “gnosis” always shadowed Christian thinkers in developing the formal religion (Ex: Origen believing he could develop a gnosis strictly from scriptures)
Christian Gnostics believed that Christ brought knowledge from above
Proto-orthodoxy also saw Jesus as the divine redeemer
Gnostics admitted that Christians who have faith and do good can experience salvation
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