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sence of the Gospel, while Loisy, a Roman Catholic, maintained that Harnack’s 
pure essence was an illusion. Harnack employed the analogy of the fruit with 
its seed. Remove the fruit and find the seed, the pure essence. Loisy thought 
maybe Harnack’s fruit had metamorphosed into an onion—one kept peeling 
away the layers until there was nothing left. For Loisy the more correct analogy 
was the tree that organically grew from an acorn. But the acorn was not the 
essence of the category “tree,” only a beginning, and the tree was constantly 
changing.10

Darwin as Guide

It is important to appreciate the fundamental intellectual debt of Western 
thought to the doctrine of essentialism. Showing that Irenaeus was wrong and 
that we should not use dogmatic categories is not sufficient. We need to be care-
ful not to fall into an unthinking essentialism of our own. I take King’s study of 
the Secret Revelation of John to be an effort to do just this. She analyzes it on its 
own terms, not as a representative of some “type” or “essence” of a religion.11

But Irenaeus has implanted essentialism in the DNA of Christianity, just as 
Plato has embedded essentialism into the DNA of Western thought. It consti-
tutes a major struggle to free ourselves of this intellectual habit. An example 
from biological science demonstrates the power of essentialism and the effort 
required to overcome it.

According to Ernst Mayr (1904–2005), Charles Darwin’s rejection of essen-
tialism was a critical aspect of his achievement, and the lingering strength of 
essentialism was central in preventing biologists from accepting Darwinism. 
Mayr was in a unique position to pass judgment on this issue. The opening 
paragraph of the Wikipedia article “Ernst Mayr”12 summarizes his importance:

[He] was one of the 20th century’s leading evolutionary biologists. He was also a 
renowned taxonomist, tropical explorer, ornithologist, and historian of science. 
His work contributed to the conceptual revolution that led to the modern evolu-
tionary synthesis of Mendelian genetics, systematics, and Darwinian evolution, 
and to the development of the biological species concept.

A long time professor at Harvard, he was one of the most important formulators 
of the Darwinian synthesis that triumphed in modern biology in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s.13 Mayr sets the problem up as follows:

	 10.	 King takes note of this debate in a long endnote and devotes chapter 3 to Harnack. 
King, What is Gnosticism?, 291 n. 14.
	 11.	 See in this issue, Kotrosits, “But What Do We Call It? The Secret Revelation of John and 
Crises of Categories.”
	 12.	 See “Ernst Mayr” [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernst_Mayr].
	 13.	 De Queiroz, “Ernst Mayr and the modern concept of species.” 
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Hindsight suggests that enough facts were available soon after 1859 to have 
permitted the universal acceptance of Darwin’s theories, yet they were not uni-
versally adopted until about 80 years later. What could have been the reason for 
this long resistance?14

Mayr suggests a number of factors slowed the acceptance of Darwin’s theories 
until the late 1940s. Early on, the literal interpretation of the Bible was certainly 
important. But Mayr does not think this was all that critical, as evidenced by the 
rapid acceptance of Darwin’s theory of common descent.15 Much more impor-
tant for him was the dominance of essentialism:

Essentialism was the almost universally held worldview from the ancients until 
Darwin’s time. Founded by the Pythagoreans and Plato, essentialism taught that 
all seemingly variable phenomena of nature could be sorted into classes. Each 
class is characterized by its definition (its essence). This essence is constant (in-
variable) and sharply demarcated against all other such essences.16

For Mayr, Darwin’s real intellectual breakthrough was his rejection of es-
sentialism, which is also what delayed Darwinism’s acceptance by biologists 
for eighty years. Darwin was in point of fact rejecting the common sense of his 
day, the common sense of most of Western intellectual history, and the common 
sense of most folks until this very day.

Dictionaries are predicated on essentialism. In defining each and every 
word, they provide the user with the word’s essence. But modern dictionaries 
also demonstrate the triumph of Darwinism. They provide multiple definitions 
and, over time when new definitions arise, they duly record them. Language 
mavens (linguistic conservatives) often become agitated over a dictionary’s re-
fusal to support the “correct,” that is, the essential, definition.17 I. A. Richards 
labeled this “the proper meaning superstition,” the insistence that words have 
one and only one proper meaning. He marked that this understanding of words 
assumes “that water, for all its virtues, in canals, baths and turbines, were really 
a weak form of ice.”18 He was attacking the rhetoric of his day that was gov-

	 14.	 Mayr, What Evolution Is, 74. Mayr is referring to the acceptance by sciences, not the 
public at large. 
	 15.	 Common descent is part of evolutionary theory but was accepted by many biologists 
while rejecting the mechanisms that Darwin proposed. Thomas Huxley, Darwin’s bulldog, 
disagreed with Darwin on the issue of essentialism. See Mayr, What Evolution Is, 79; Browne, 
Charles Darwin, 92–93, 104–6. 
	 16.	 Mayr, What Evolution Is, 74.
	 17.	 See Skinner, The Story of Ain’t: America, Its Language, and the Most Controversial 
Dictionary Ever Published. Morton, The Story of Webster’s Third: Philip Gove’s Controversial 
Dictionary and Its Critics, with its editorial panel on usage was a conservative reaction to 
Webster’s Third International.
	 18.	 Richards, The Meaning of Meaning, 48. For the significance of Richard’s argument, see 
Conley, Rhetoric in the European Tradition, 264.
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erned by essentialism precisely during the eighty-year period that essentialism 
also was blocking the acceptance of Darwinism by biologists.

Darwin rejected looking for the essence and studied instead a population. 
“What we find among living organisms, he said, are not constant classes 
(types), but variable populations.”19 Darwin was not seeking the essence of 
a species, some eternal, unchanging (fixed) form, but variability in a popula-
tion. Where species had been fixed in the older essentialist model, species now 
became a problem: just what was it? To this day this is a debated problem in 
biology and its related disciplines. The answers are not a matter of essence, but 
of statistics. The most popular, but by no means universal,20 understanding of a 
species is the one originated by Mayr:

Perhaps the most widely accepted species concept is known as the Biological 
Species Concept (BSC). According to this definition, proposed by the evolution-
ary biologist Ernst Mayr in the mid-20th century, species are groups of actually 
or potentially interbreeding natural populations which are reproductively iso-
lated from other such groups.21

In developing his model for evolution, Darwin introduced the concepts of 
population thinking, chance, and history. Natural selection is the process that 
makes evolution work. Population thinking, chance, and history refuted essen-
tialism. They eliminated in one fell swoop Plato’s forms, Aristotle’s essences, the 
common sense of essentialist thinking that had dominated and in many ways 
continues to dominate the West.

Is the evolutionary biological model applicable to the study of early 
Christianity? There is much we can learn from it.22 Understanding and adopt-
ing its anti-essentialist method is an important corrective to our essentialist 
heritage. As King has shown, modern scholarship on gnosticism has been led 
off track by falling prey to Irenaeus’ dogmatic categories of heresy and ortho-
doxy. That is, scholarship proceeded along an essentialist line. What King ap-
pears to me to be proposing is a model based on population thinking. There is 
a population with variability. Within that population there will be a great deal 

	 19.	 Mayr, What Evolution Is, 75.
	 20.	 As a birdwatcher this debate affects the identification of birds. For example, are 
the Eastern and Western Meadowlarks two species or one? They are now classified as two 
separate species, although in the field they can only be distinguished by voice. Historically 
they were one species that was separated by the last ice age into the eastern and western 
populations. But should you be birding in an area where the two populations meet, you will 
encounter mixed birds that confound classification. This is true of a number of birds, e.g., 
the Dark-eyed Junkos, Northern Flickers, Eastern and Spotted Towhees, etc. Classifiers are 
divided into lumpers (those who want to reduce the number of species) and splitters (those 
who want to increase the number of species). Thirty years ago the tendency was towards 
lumping, but now with DNA testing the tendency is toward splitting. So it is highly debat-
able as to how many species of birds are endemic to the continental United States. 
	 21.	 Encyclopedia of Life [http://eol.org/info/468].
	 22.	 See Stuart-Fox, “Two Views,” for an intriguing survey of the issues involved. 
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of similarity, seldom (if ever) identity, and at its edges a great deal of difference. 
King has begun to suggest a way to describe the variability in that population. 
But what is missing (it seems to me) is the process, the equivalent of natural 
selection. Taking King’s work seriously requires reconsidering more than the 
category of gnosticism. We must abandon the use of the essentialist model, and 
with it go many, if not most, of our categories.

Example: Debate at Antioch

The debate between Cephas and Paul at Antioch as Paul reports in Gal 2:11–21 
provides a good example of how essentialist categories have distorted our 
understanding. I will follow Brigitte Kahl’s “Peter’s Antiochene Apostasy: Re-
Judaizing or Imperial Conformism?” because I find it the most convincing and 
cogent analysis of this confrontation in Antioch23 and because it was positively 
received in an earlier meeting of the Christian Origins Seminar.

The traditional interpretive model employed to understand Paul was essen-
tialist and juxtaposed Christianity to Judaism, gentile to Jew, faith to works, un-
circumcision to circumcision, and freedom to slavery. This model has been used 
to understand Paul’s accusation against Cephas: “If you, though a Jew, live like a 
Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?” 
(Gal 2:14 NRSV). Hans Dieter Betz’s analysis of this passage in his Hermeneia 
commentary on Galatians is typical of the traditional understanding:

By changing back to the observance of Jewish custom and law, the Jewish 
Christians have only reversed their emancipation from Judaism. When they 
gave up the observance of the Torah, they also admitted that as a Christian one 
can be saved without the Torah. Returning to the Torah cannot simply eliminate 
that first step of denying the existence of Torah observance.24

As Kahl shrewdly notes about Betz’s analysis, “to live like a Gentile” means “to 
live like a Christian.”25 Cephas’ hypocrisy lies in asking gentiles to live like Jews. 
Betz’s interpretation keeps the traditional model firmly in place, equating gen-
tile with Christian and understanding it to be opposed to Judaism. Betz clearly 
sees Cephas and Paul at the meeting in Jerusalem abandoning Judaism in fa-
vor of Christianity (shifting from one type or essence to another), but then at 
Antioch Cephas reneges. That model, however, is an inappropriate, anachronis-
tic misreading of Paul. Paul did not convert from Judaism to Christianity,26 nor 
did Christianity even exist in this period. The essentialist categories “Judaism” 
and “Christianity” have misled Betz and distorted his reading.

	 23.	 I have dealt with the episode in Antioch in a fuller fashion in my The Real Paul, 77–90.
	 24.	 Betz, Galatians, 112.
	 25.	 Kahl, “Peter’s Antiochene Apostasy,” 30.
	 26.	 Stendahl, “Call rather than Conversion,” 7–22; Eisenbaum, Paul Was Not a Christian, 
133–36; Scott, The Real Paul, 73–76.
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Moreover, Kahl notes that this reading destroys the rhetoric of Paul’s argu-
ment. Since Paul is confronting Cephas face to face, one expects a strong rhe-
torical attack. Instead as Kahl remarks, “Paul all of a sudden becomes exceed-
ingly polite, diplomatic, and pussy-footed.”27 Instead of confronting Cephas, 
Paul gives him “a limp and very strangely worded applause for being a good 
Christian.” This misreading results from misunderstanding the Greek ethnikōs 
as “gentile,” that is, Christian, not Jewish.

The rhetoric of Paul’s argument would suggest that ethnikōs should be under-
stood in a negative sense as an insult to Cephas. Actually this Greek word root 
does have a negative sense in the NT. The root ethnik- is used four times in the 
NT, always in a negative sense, which illustrates Paul’s usage.

And if you greet only your friends (lit: brothers) what have you done that is 
exceptional? Even the pagans (ethnikoi) do as much, don’t they? (Matt 5:47 SV)

The contrast between brothers and pagans makes it clear this is a contrast be-
tween insiders and outsiders or, as we might say colloquially, between “us and 
them”:

And when you pray, you should not babble on as the pagans (ethnikoi) do. They 
imagine that the more they say, the more attention they get. (Matt 6:7 SV)

Then if he or she refuses to listen to them, report it to the congregation. If he 
or she refuses to listen even to the congregation, treat that companion like you 
would a pagan (ethnikos) or toll collector. (Matt 18:17 SV)

In each of these cases the ethnikoi are those outside, foreigners, and they are 
viewed as negative examples, definitely lower in status from the perspective 
of honor. One should do more or better than these foreigners, the pagans (or 
nations), do. The implication is: we are better. In Matthew’s gospel this nega-
tive view of the nations/ethnikoi leads directly to the gospel’s conclusion: “make 
all the nations (ethnē) your disciples” (Matt 28:19 BBS). Thus Matthew’s com-
munity/readers who have seen the nations as their inferiors are now told that 
their fate lies among them—they are to make them their disciples. Even though 
Matthew’s gospel was written considerably later than Paul’s letter, his usage 
helps us understand how this ethnik- word group is employed.

Not as a Jew

When Paul says that Cephas is living like one of the nations and not as a Jew 
(ethnikōs kai ouchi Ioudaikōs), he is not commending Cephas but condemning 
him. The next verse exposes the Jewish presupposition: “We may be Jews by 
birth and we may look at people of the nations as ignorant and corrupt” (2:15 

	 27.	 Kahl, “Peter’s Antiochene Apostasy,” 31.
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SV). From the Jewish point of view, the nations are natural-born sinners, and 
literally in the Greek Paul refers to them as “sinners” (hamartōloi; Gal 2:15 BGT). 
Kahl draws what is the “natural interpretation” of Paul’s condemnation of 
Cephas:

You, Peter, have made a big public show of being a Jew, but in fact I, Paul, tell 
you, you live like a Gentile sinner, a goy: ethnikōs. And as a Jew, as you and I 
know, you should not. You should live Ioudaikōs, not ethnikōs.28

In Kahl’s reconstruction of events, Cephas (and I would add James) has 
become concerned about the ramifications of these mixed meals in Antioch. 
How will the imperial officials judge them? Kahl catches the claustrophobic 
atmosphere of life in the Roman Empire:

In a situation where everything is over-determined and colonized by civic 
religion and most of all imperial religion, nothing, not even Jewish law, Jewish 
identity, and the Jewish God can escape the omnipresent grip of the Roman 
empire and its idols: Sin, in Paul’s terminology.29

The perspective from Jerusalem may have had to shift when confronted with 
the realities of Antioch. Eating together in Syrian Antioch in the period after the 
meeting in Jerusalem sometime in 47–48 ce is a very different situation than in 
the Jewish homeland where Judaism is the dominant religion. The young move-
ment is still experimenting. In Antioch the Roman imperial presence is much 
more prominent than in Judaea and Galilee. As James, and then Cephas, see the 
situation, the mixed meals in Antioch are too dangerous. They are apparently 
withdrawing from the meals to minimize the danger. They are proposing that 
those of the nations have three choices:

	 1.	They can perform some of the rituals that are required by the imperial 
religion as part of one’s civic duties. Judaism had long worked out an 
accommodation on this issue.

	 2.	They can become fully Jewish by accepting circumcision.

The first option does not appear to have been seriously considered. For Cephas 
and James the second solution, circumcision, is a pragmatic solution to a dan-
gerous situation, a solution that has the advantage of fitting with established 
tradition. If neither one of these options is accepted, then the third choice would 
be obvious:

	 3.	Cephas and the Jews must withdraw from table fellowship.

Paul rejects this offer from a Jewish perspective and accuses Cephas of behaving 
not as a Jew, but as goyim, ethnikōs, a heathen. Ironically both Paul and Cephas 

	 28.	 Kahl, “Peter’s Antiochene Apostasy,” 31.
	 29.	 Kahl, “Peter’s Antiochene Apostasy,” 31–32.
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see themselves as acting from a Jewish perspective. For Paul the proposal of 
Cephas is idolatry; it violates the oneness of God. For Jews the defining char-
acteristic of the nations is that they worship idols. In Paul’s earliest letter he 
commends his converts as having “turned to God from idols, to serve a living 
and true God” (1 Thess 1:9 NRSV). Or again in the debate about food offered to 
idols, Paul’s position appears clearly:

What is my point? That meat sacrificed to a pseudo-divinity really is what it is 
alleged to be, or that an idol is what it is alleged to be? Not at all. My point is 
that such sacrifices are actually offerings to demons and not to God. I don’t want 
you to become involved with demons. (1 Cor 19:19–20 SV)

Paul argues that the solutions offered by Cephas and James return the nations 
back to the worship of idols. Their solution acknowledges the primacy of the 
idol Caesar against the call of the one true God. God has called the nations 
from the worship of idols to the worship of the one true God in the name of the 
Anointed. Any backtracking on this call is a violation of God’s oneness, an act 
of idolatry.

Kahl’s proposal moves away from the essentialist categories of Christianity 
versus Judaism as represented by Betz’s analysis. She examines the passage 
on the basis of its rhetorical expectations. In her analysis it turns out not to be 
a debate about Christians abandoning the freedom of the gospel and falling 
back into Jewish practice, but to be intra-Jewish debate on how to deal with the 
Roman empire in a context in which Jews and members of the nations are eating 
together in the name of the Anointed.

Kahl has examined the population and taken the language it used seriously, 
trying to understand it within its own context and not in the context of later 
theological debates, as was the case with Betz. She saw that population as 
mixed, made up of Jews and members of the nations who were eating together 
while not observing required imperial demands. She does not assume that these 
are Jewish Christians who lapse back into Judaism. She analyzes the situation 
within its context. The driving force becomes the empire. Meeting or not meet-
ing the demands of the empire is what drives the debate forward.

Marcion

Jason BeDuhn in his penetrating study of Marcion, The First New Testament, has 
drawn an inference not unlike King’s. I quote DeDuhn’s conclusion because its 
points are so reminiscent of King’s:

In short, the acceptance by modern researchers of the claims made about 
Marcion’s handling of the texts included in his New Testament is an example 
of uncritical adoption of polemic as history. First, Tertullian and his associates 
in this charge against Marcion are working from an anti-Marcionite bias that 
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shapes their assumptions. Second, they are writing from a position in time that 
makes it impossible for them to have any sure knowledge of the state of either 
anything like a New Testament canon or its constituent books at the time of 
Marcion. Third, we know for a fact that several of their assumptions are incor-
rect: there was no New Testament canon before Marcion, from which the latter 
rejected parts unsuited to him; there was no larger Pauline corpus from which 
Marcion excised the Pastorals; there was no universal, undisputed orthodoxy 
from which Marcion diverged. All of these are anachronisms that Marcion’s 
later critics project back into the circumstances of his activity. In many cases, 
Tertullian and Epiphanius claim erroneously that the particular wording of the 
Evangelion or Apostolikon is Marcion’s invention, when in fact we find the same 
wording in catholic biblical manuscripts. The almost canonical status afforded 
the accusations made against Marcion, therefore, shows a remarkable lack of 
critical historical assessment among modern researchers.30

In BeDuhn’s reconstruction Marcion turns out to be not a deviation from 
pure orthodoxy, but a creative force in the transformation of the movement. 
The question that now needs to be on our agenda is what drove Marcion in 
the creation of his NT? And what drove Tertullian and Epiphanius to attack 
him?

Other Problematic Categories

I suspect a major driving force in the period after 70 ce in the emerging self-
understanding of Christianity was hostility within the empire to Judaism. At 
least I would propose as a hypothesis that the Christian movement’s response to 
the empire’s hostility to Judaism is a major force in the evolution of Christianity.

This reminds us that Judaism itself is a problematic category. Jacob Neusner 
has long rejected the notion of normative Judaism and has argued that scholar-
ship needs to “learn how to respect the plurality of Judaic religious systems 
and speak of Judaisms, not Judaism, or ‘a Judaism’ when we mean a specific 
religious system.”31 Normative Judaism is a type of essentialist thinking ap-
plied to Judaism, just as orthodoxy is a type of essentialist thinking applied 
to Christianity. Daniel Boyarin has been pursuing the borderlines between 
Judaism and Christianity in an especially intriguing way.32

Lest I be accused of Christian exclusivism, Christianity itself is a problematic 
category. If gnosticism is problematic, then Christianity is equality so, since 
Christianity created gnosticism as “the other” as a way to identify itself. The 

	 30.	 BeDuhn, The First New Testament, 31.
	 31.	 Neusner, “Defining Judaism,” 6–7.
	 32.	 See especially Boyarin, Dying for God and Border Lines.
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same of course can be said mutatis mutandis about Judaism. Pagan33 and gen-
tile34 are likewise problematic.

This list of problematic categories could and should be extended, and we 
must begin to come to terms with how to name things. But we need a descrip-
tive method that considers the variation in a population and is not worried 
about the essence. We must lay out this variation within the population as it 
develops over time, showing how change responded to various influences, both 
internal and external.

To move forward, we need to invent our categories anew and discover our 
method. But King has clearly demonstrated that the essentialist categories are 
dead.

	 33.	 “Pagan” is an especially problematic term, since it was only used in the Latin west by 
ecclesiastical writers. In the East, Hellene or ethnikos (“gentile”) was used. Paganos continued 
in its secular sense. See Peter Brown, “Pagan,” 625.
	 34.	 As Christopher Stanley points out, “in social terms, there was simply no such thing 
as a ‘Gentile’ in the ancient world.” Stanley, “Neither Jew nor Greek,” 105.
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“Are you, or have you  
ever been, a gnostic?” 

Caricatures, Blacklists, and Understanding  
the Aspirations and Lives of Real People

Michael Williams

I have been asked to provide a summary of principal theses in my books The 
Immovable Race and Rethinking “Gnosticism” and an update on how my views 
have evolved during subsequent debates regarding the usefulness of “gnosti-
cism” as a critical category for reconstructing Christian origins. I am certainly 
honored by this invitation and I offer my sincere thanks to Lane McGaughy and 
the steering committee of the Westar Institute’s Christianity Seminar for the op-
portunity to be included in this discussion. 

A confession at the outset: the connection in my title of the term “blacklists” 
with the topic of so-called “gnostics” is an application I have borrowed from 
a just-published book by Geoffrey Smith, Guilt by Association,1 a fine and im-
portant study that I had the privilege of examining somewhat in advance of its 
publication. I do not recall that Smith actually conjures up Joseph McCarthy by 
means of any explicit reference, and certainly Smith’s intriguing thesis about 
what is going on with Irenaeus of Lyons is far subtler than a heavy-handed 
blacklisting of the bishop himself as a theological “McCarthyite.” But Smith’s 
study is one of the many helpful analyses by new generations of scholars from 
whom I have learned an enormous amount about a topic that has preoccupied 
me for almost five decades. And as I was reflecting on themes for this paper, 
Smith’s use of “blacklists” struck me as something worth stealing for inclusion 
in the caption. I offer a little more about his study later on.

I became interested in Nag Hammadi studies already as an M.A. student 
at Miami University (Oxford, Ohio), mentored by the late Roy Bowen Ward. I 
wrote an M.A. thesis (1970) exploring the nature and possible motivations for 
reinterpretations of the Jewish creator God as a flawed figure. In my Harvard 
dissertation (advisor George MacRae) I turned to the theme of “stability, im-
movability” in Nag Hammadi and related sources and to the context for this in 
Platonic tradition and in Platonizing sources such as Philo of Alexandria and 
others. I almost published that dissertation, but then decided after a while that 
I wanted to frame things quite differently. 

	 1.	This is a version of his Princeton dissertation.
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Over the period between the completion of my dissertation and the publica-
tion of The Immovable Race, I had learned an enormous amount from my col-
leagues in other disciplines (sociology, anthropology, etc.) at the University of 
Washington and had begun to ask new questions of this material. I remained 
very interested in the relation of mythemes in Nag Hammadi and related 
sources to Middle and Neoplatonic traditions. But I had begun to feel that my 
work on these themes needed a tighter organization, so I pulled out material 
related to one particular self-designation: “the immovable race.” I attempted to 
locate such a self-designation not only against the background of Platonic theo-
rizing about the changelessness/immovability of the invisible realm of forms, 
but also within social worlds expressing admiration of “immovable” heroes 
(e.g., philosophers; certain Christian monks).

In addition, because I was focusing on a single and rather rare self-desig-
nation, I explored possible implications for sectarian social history. I was still 
using the term “gnostic,” by the way, but already in this book I was beginning 
to squirm against the limitations of some conventional boxes. As I expressed it 
in the very last paragraph of that book:

If this study has contributed something to the understanding of the historical 
significance of a sparsely attested gnostic designation within the wider flow of 
late antique spirituality, then perhaps I will be forgiven for the presumption of 
devoting an entire monograph to the topic. In part my courage for doing so has 
been drawn from the conviction that when members of a religious movement 
call themselves something we ought to pay at least as much attention to that 
designation as we do to things other people call them or to the devising of our 
own designations and categories, for frequently such self-designations condense 
in compact form the most important dimensions of a religious community’s self-
understanding.2

In my last chapter (“The Immovable Race and Sectarian Sitz im Leben”) I was 
pushing back a bit against Frederik Wisse’s resistance to the sorting of Nag 
Hammadi texts according to sectarian labels familiar from heresiological 
texts, but also (on the other side of this argument) against some aspects of the 
“Sethian” gnostic model under which Hans-Martin Schenke had classified 
four of the “immovable race” texts (Apocryphon of John, Gospel of the Egyptians, 
Zostrianos, Three Steles of Seth)—but not the fifth (Wisdom of Jesus Christ). 

Already in The Immovable Race my engagement with some of the sociological 
research on sectarianism had also begun to intensify my dissatisfaction with 
certain features in conventional descriptions of “gnosticism.” This was espe-
cially the case with the topic of soteriological determinism versus free choice. 
Of course, resistance to that generalization had already been mounted by 
other researchers.3 But I was focused specifically on a select group of texts and 

	 2.	Williams, The Immovable Race, 209.
	 3.	E.g., Schottroff, “Animae naturaliter salvandae.“
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concluded that all of them in one way or the other expressed open-endedness 
to membership in the “immovable race.” This involved a kind of paradoxi-
cal assumption that one could be converted to a race that was also somehow 
“elect.”4 In hindsight I think this element in The Immovable Race anticipated what 
evolved into a more fundamental preoccupation that drives a lot of my work 
today—that is, looking beneath the abstractions of theological or mythological 
formulas to ask about how real people behave. In that study I was exploring 
how converts might have thought about the social act of joining a community 
that espoused the notion that members belonged to a preexistent “seed”—that 
is, did that make “conversion” and expectations for post-conversion behavior 
different from most other proselytizing groups? 

But over the decade between The Immovable Race and Rethinking “Gnosticism” 
my inquiry had expanded to a wider range of related issues. In various paper 
presentations and published articles I wrestled with how Nag Hammadi and 
related sources treated themes such as the body, sexuality, gender imagery, 
ethics in general, the material cosmos and social engagement. This was also a 
period in which I worked on some quite concrete features of Nag Hammadi 
manuscripts—namely, handwriting and scribal habits. There were social-his-
torical implications to this technical analysis of paleography. Building on earlier 
studies by others, I was trying to fine-tune inferences about how many scribes 
had been involved in the production of the Nag Hammadi books, and then I 
eventually collated this with other evidence pointing to possible compositional 
design in individual codices.

Aspects of all this work came together in Rethinking “Gnosticism”.5 The fun-
damental argument of the book was that the ways in which “gnosticism” had 
come to be used and abused as a category were not merely confusing—that 
much had been obvious for a long time and had been commented upon by 
many. More importantly, in my opinion, was that assumptions and assertions 
about the character of “gnosis,” “gnostic,” or “gnosticism” inherent in prevail-
ing uses and definitions of this category had coalesced into a chant of easily re-
peated stereotypes that too often drowned out the actual voices of our sources. 

	 4.	See Williams, The Immovable Race, 158–85 (“The Inclusiveness of the Immovable 
Race”). An earlier version of this conclusion was developed as “Conversion to Chosen Races 
in Gnostic Literature” (paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the SBL, San Francisco, 
19–20 December 1981). Of course, this is no more paradoxical than the assumption by other 
writers or traditions of the necessity for conversion and appropriate behavior, even though 
“election” is also an integral theme (e.g., Paul; Calvin; et al.). It pertains to the issue of free 
will versus determinism addressed in various schools of ancient Mediterranean philosophy 
(e.g., the Stoics), but with a very long history in various cultures to the present day. But this 
was partly my point—i.e., that somehow shoving “gnosticism” into some kind of special 
deterministic corner ignored how real people in analogous traditions have behaved. The 
other part of my argument was that prior expectations of “gnostic determinism” (due to ste-
reotypes) actually prevented recognition of explicit open-endedness in some of these myths. 
	 5.	Thus bibliographic information for my prior articles on these various areas can be 
found in the bibliography of Rethinking “Gnosticism”.
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Thus, in the central chapters of Rethinking “Gnosticism” I targeted what I felt 
were some of the more important of these assumptions and assertions:6

1. A conventional wisdom had emerged that “gnosticism” was a religion 
whose heart and soul was a gleeful “protest,” a systematic reversal of all values 
in scripture, an “inverse” or “protest exegesis.”7 In fact, I argued, inversion of 
values is not at all consistent or systematic in such sources. What reversals of 
value do appear tend to be targeted at resolving problematic or ambiguous texts 
(e.g., embarrassing anthropomorphisms where God appears jealous, capricious 
or ignorant).8

2. “Gnosticism” had been characterized as a “parasite” religion, infesting 
and feeding off hosts such as Judaism or Christianity or other traditions.9 But 
I argued that this is merely a prejudicial metaphor that describes the fact that 
most of the movements in question did not turn out to be successful new re-
ligious movements. The “parasite” metaphor offers no explanatory power for 
accounting for this general lack of success. In fact, it tends to preempt sociologi-
cal analysis of this question by creating the notion of a single organism called 
“gnosticism” that was simply genetically parasitical.10

3. Among the most common features alleged for “gnosticism” is a virulent 
anticosmism, a distinctively radical depreciation of the material world and 
society. “Gnostics” supposedly had no sense of beauty or order in the cosmos 
and above all no sense that the material cosmos could function positively to re-
veal the nature of God. World-rejection allegedly meant that these people were 
in explicit revolt against the political structures of their age or were apolitical 
and showed little or no interest in surrounding society—they were anti-social 
dropouts.11 This important dimension in the usual definition of “gnosticism,” 
however, is seriously misleading. Much of the evidence we have for social be-
havior by members of such movements suggests persons who were evidently 
less inclined toward social deviance than many of their (“orthodox”) critics and 
more interested in the reduction of sociocultural tension. For example, some are 
criticized for avoiding martyrdom,12 or for their lack of dietary scruples (eating 

	 6.	For convenience, in the following portion I draw on elements of a summary I pre-
sented in Williams, “Was There a Gnostic Religion?” 
	 7.	E.g., see Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, 91–95, and, Gnosis und spätantiker Geist, 1.216–21; 
Couliano [Culianu], The Tree of Gnosis, 121.
	 8.	Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 54–79.
	 9.	E.g., Rudolph, Gnosis, 54–55; Pearson, Gnosticism, Judaism, and Egyptian Christianity, 8; 
Stroumsa, Savoir et salut, 11.
	 10.	Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 80–95.
	 11.	E.g., Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, 241–65; Filoramo, A History of Gnosticism, 55; 
Jonas, Gnosis und spätantiker Geist, 1.252–72; Kippenberg, “Versuch einer soziologischen 
Verortung,” 219–20.
	 12.	Irenaeus, Haer. 1.24.6; 3.18.5; 4.33.9; Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 4.71–72; Tertullian, 
Scorp. 1.5; 1.8; 15.6; Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 4.7.7. 
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idol meat) and their willingness to continue normal social interaction associ-
ated with community religious festivals or public entertainment (attendance 
at gladiatorial games), or for their introduction into their teachings of material 
from the theater or from poets and philosophers.13 If “anticosmism” is meant to 
imply a high level of world-rejection in the form of sociocultural deviance and 
tension with surrounding society, it is precisely the wrong description.14

4. Closely associated with the notion of “gnostics” as world-rejecters is their 
reputation as body-haters, having nothing but contempt for the irredeemable 
“prison” of the material human body and positive interest only in the spirit.15 
Once again, however, it is the complexity and variety in our sources that such a 
cliché tends to obscure. We do find language in some sources that is disparaging 
of the material body, but this is only part of the story. Even the physical body 
is sometimes portrayed as bearing something of the divine likeness, as actually 
being an important medium of revelation, and even as being potentially trans-
formable.16 So setting up readers of “gnostic” sources to expect hatred of the 
body as an obvious feature can stand in the way of even noticing the surpris-
ingly rich real-life diversity in perceptions and sensibility about life in the body 
among these traditions.17

5. There may be no cliché with respect to “gnosticism” that had been more 
commonly repeated than the claim that “gnostic” myth typically produced 
either fanatical asceticism or the debaucheries of libertinism—either the system-
atic denial of the material body or the systematic violation of the ethical laws 
imposed by its creator(s).18 There is also probably no cliché more completely 
erroneous. There are indeed texts with an emphasis on asceticism, though of 
varying types, but there are also sources assuming the importance of marriage, 
procreation and family life in general. And the reliable evidence for licentious 
practices among these groups is slim to none. It is not possible to distill the eth-
ics of the sources in question into one neat “gnostic” program. There are several 
genuine ethical concerns in such texts, including communal values, idealization 
of the family, aspirations for personal growth and achievement.19

	 13.	E.g., Irenaeus, Haer. 1.6.3; 1.24.5; 1.26.3; 1.28.5; 2.14.1–9.
	 14.	Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 96–115.
	 15.	E.g., Filoramo, History, 91–92.
	 16.	An example of the one-sidedness so common in the construction of “gnostic” body 
hatred is Giovanni Filoramo’s discussion of Valentinian teaching about the body being the 
abode of demons. So Filoramo, History, 98–99. He is correct that this was Valentinian teach-
ing (and also that of a wide spectrum of other groups in antiquity!), but he leaves out any 
discussion whatsoever of the rest of the story, the good news. Hippolytus, e.g., says that the 
Valentinians teach that the body can be cleansed of its demons. See Hippolytus, Ref. 6.34.4f. 
	 17.	Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 116–38.
	 18.	The assertion has been too common in the literature to require specific citation here. 
For several examples, see the citations in Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 292–93 nn. 1–6.
	 19.	Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 139–88.
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6. Often coupled with the cliché about asceticism or libertinism and the 
assumption of the lack of any serious ethical concern is the assertion that 
“gnostics” were determinists. They considered ethical behavior irrelevant for 
themselves, since they were automatically destined for salvation because of 
their fixed, inner divine nature. As one scholar has put it, “One cannot become 
a pneumatic, but rather one either is or is not one.”20 Though there are possible 
instances of some type of determinism in certain of these sources, most of the 
texts normally classified as “gnostic” conceive of the possibilities for humans 
as being far more open-ended in principle. For example, precisely the writ-
ing that is often identified as the example of “gnosticism” par excellence, the 
Apocryphon of John, presents a decidedly non-deterministic typology of souls 
and their responses to revelation, with eventual damnation reserved only for 
those who have once known the truth but then later have rejected it (Ap. John 
II 25,16–27,30). Contrary to past conventions in scholarship, soteriological de-
terminism is useless as a defining characteristic for the writings usually catego-
rized as “gnostic.” Not all of them, and probably not even very many of them, 
actually share this feature.21

In the next-to-last chapter of Rethinking “Gnosticism” I touched on the fa-
mously difficult debates about “gnostic origins.” It is fair to say that I did not 
solve the problem so much as suggest that many of its difficulties derived from 
viewing it as a single problem. That is, if one is imagining “gnosticism” as a 
single (“parasitic”!) organism, then one ends up seeking to trace the origin of its 
genome. But if there is no single organism, and many of its alleged DNA base 
pairs are not there in the first place, then one does have a problem. I suggested 
that the various phenomena usually lumped under the category “gnosticism” 
probably derive from multiple origins, multiple innovations. We might do bet-
ter by breaking down the task: how to account for the origins of Valentinian 
speculations, for example? At least we know there was a Valentinus, and we 
know the names of some historical figures at least associated by others with 
his name (Ptolemy, Heracleon, Theodotus, Marcus, etc.) whose teachings share 
some distinctive overlapping features. 

And in the final chapter I developed some of the implications of my work 
on scribal hands in Nag Hammadi manuscripts into hypotheses about the ra-
tionales for composition of individual codices.22 The details in that chapter can-
not be summarized here given the space limitations, but I will cite my overall 
observations that the producers of at least most of the Nag Hammadi books 

	 20.	Tröger, “Die gnostische Anthropologie,“ 41.
	 21.	Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 189–212.
	 22.	Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 235–66. This chapter developed material from an 
earlier paper. See Williams, “Interpreting the Nag Hammadi Library.”
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seem to have been persons (1) who accepted the biblical demiurgical proposition 
that the cosmos was not created as a result of the initiative of the highest God,23 
(2) who were intensely interested in speculation about the true nature of divin-
ity and the supra-cosmic realms, (3) who were focused on the soul’s eventual 
transcendence of the created order and on patterns of spirituality that would 
contribute to this goal, and (4) who saw nothing un-Christian in these views.24

Here I was invoking the admittedly somewhat awkward term “biblical demiur-
gical” to describe a specific feature rather than a sect. I argued in the book that 
perhaps we would do better not to use the terms “gnostic” or “gnosticism” as 
though we were indicating a commonly agreed-upon religion or religious type, 
since (1) there has not in fact been any common agreement on the definition of 
“gnostic”/“gnosticism,” (2) these labels have been used so diversely that confu-
sion has gathered on them like tar on boots, and (3) too many past attempts 
at clarity in definition have incorporated clichés such as the ones mentioned 
above that I had discussed in the central chapters of the book. Given this situ-
ation, tag a text as “gnostic” and the likelihood that it will be misunderstood is 
immediately elevated.

Thus I was not suggesting simply a new name for the same thing, but rather 
a new analytical approach that takes more seriously multiple movements and 
innovators. One can continue to make progress in mapping specific individual 
movements and traditions that fall into recognizable clusters due to their use 
of specific sets of mythemes and doctrinal and ritual jargon (e.g., “Valentinian” 
traditions or the cluster of sources that some scholars call “Sethian”). One can 
also employ a specific feature such as “demiurgy,” but without front-loading 
it with an assortment of expectations. Instead, we can observe that a variety of 
figures and movements have held to demiurgical cosmologies and can explore 
the variety of factors accounting for this and possible implications for other 
doctrines, as well as for communal formation, ritual performance, social en-
gagement, and so forth. 

Karen King’s What is Gnosticism? appeared a few years after my Rethinking,25 
and the two have come to be cited together quite often. Over the years I had 
been involved in several conference projects or committees in which King was 
also member or leader. We had shared ideas, and I had benefited from her work. 
Her book voiced fundamental views that at many points overlapped with my 
own, but her overall approach was quite different. I had been focused primar-

	 23.	Today I would word this first point more cautiously and introduce an important 
caveat: whether the fourth (or fifth?) century ce producers of the codices were attentive to 
the fact or not, several of the demiurgical texts in the Nag Hammadi books do effectively 
trace initiative for the creation of the cosmos to the highest God (e.g., by reassuring that 
everything took place in accordance with the will of God).
	 24.	Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 261–62.
	 25.	King, What is Gnosticism?
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ily on how typological definitions of “gnosticism” had come to be impediments 
too often blocking recognition of the actual content in original sources. I think 
King agreed with those arguments, but her main focus was aimed instead at 
the history of how modern scholarship constructed those obstacles—how it had 
constructed “gnosticism.” 

Therefore our two studies are in many respects complementary, though King 
expressed some dissatisfaction with my conclusions. From her point of view 
I had climbed out of a pit only to slide back down on another side. She felt I 
was merely “jettisoning the term ‘Gnosticism’ and replacing it with ‘biblical 
demiurgical,’ a designation that would, nonetheless, still ‘classify most of the 
same myths together for study and comparison.’”26 Though she stated that my 
goal was laudable, in the end I was only privileging “one mythic element over 
all others as the determinant characteristic” and that in justifying this choice 
on the basis of the importance of demiurgy as a catalyst of controversy in late 
antiquity, I was still taking my lead “from the polemicists about which features 
are most important to focus on in reading these texts.”27 This is an important 
and appropriate caution, but I have always felt that it missed my point. Or it 
could be the case that on this point we do have different views. I confess that it 
was hard for me to tell. For I was suggesting a heuristic classification that might 
help explore and appreciate variety, not a new name for some rigidly defined 
heresiological box. And King herself seems to be looking at a similar roadmap 
when she says:

the most important problems arising from typological method have less to do 
with the improper application of the method than with its ahistoricizing, essen-
tializing, homogenizing effects. Trying to fine-tune application will not resolve 
these difficulties. This means, not that we should dispense with typologies 
altogether, but rather that their purposes and positionalities need to be clearly 
articulated and their provisionality recognized.28

I thought I had been suggesting much the same. It could have been that in 
addition to the level of importance I accorded to demiurgical cosmology as a 
provisional classification, she was also disappointed with my characterization 
of demiurgical speculations as failed new religious movements. I did not intend 
this as some sort of triumphalism but rather as an observation about numeri-
cal outcomes, and perhaps predictable ones in sociological terms.29 Central to 
King’s argument is the completely legitimate observation that modern con-
structions of “gnosticism” are heir to ancient constructions of “heresy.” But she 

	 26.	King, What is Gnosticism?, 168. The last part quotes wording from Rethinking 
“Gnosticism”, 265. 
	 27.	King, What is Gnosticism?, 215.
	 28.	King, What is Gnosticism?, 227.
	 29.	Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 236–41 (cf. 103–13). Here I was drawing on theory 
elaborated by sociologist Rodney Stark and his various collaborators.
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argues that my suggestion of grouping demiurgical sources for comparison 
only repeats the mistake, because the “study of the materials continues to be 
governed by the traditional approach, established by the polemicists and re-
inscribed into scholarly study.”30 Here we may simply disagree. Comparing 
and contrasting varieties of chiliastic eschatology, for example, might privilege 
for the purposes of analysis something cherished by Irenaeus of Lyons but later 
attacked by Dionysius of Alexandria. Such a study, however, would not neces-
sarily traduce either bishop. I am suggesting that we approach demiurgical 
myths in the same manner. 

I turn now to the still different approach proposed by Bentley Layton and 
David Brakke. Layton’s important 1995 article, delineating a new model for de-
fining the “gnostics,” was published too late for me to take into account when 
I was writing Rethinking “Gnosticism”,31 but I did have occasion to discuss his 
approach in a later article.32 Layton proposed restricting the term “gnostic” to 
a specific historical “school of thought” rather than a kind of doctrine. He sug-
gested that the place to start was by labeling “gnostics” those who called them-
selves this, and given my own final words in The Immovable Race (quoted above), 
Layton’s approach would in theory have held a certain obvious attraction for 
me. Layton’s argument was reprised, updated, and very significantly developed 
fifteen years later in the excellent book by David Brakke.33 If the conventional 
practice in scholarship had always been to use “gnostics” as Layton and Brakke 
apply the term, I assume that I still would have written some book in the 1990s, 
but it would not have been Rethinking “Gnosticism”.34 As was true with King’s 
book, here I cannot do full justice to these works by Layton and Brakke but can 
only comment on my general stance toward their fundamental theses, granting 
most attention to Brakke’s volume.

As I mentioned, both scholars argue that we should begin with gnostikos 
as a self-designation. Everyone recognizes that some people did use this term 
self-referentially. The most extensive example is Clement of Alexandria and 
his notion of the ideal “gnostic.” But there are a few places where heresiolo-
gists, including Clement, explicitly claim that certain people called themselves 
gnostikos.35 The stated method followed by Layton and Brakke is to begin with 

	 30.	King, What is Gnosticism?, 216. 
	 31.	Layton, “Prolegomena.”
	 32.	Williams, “Was There a Gnostic Religion?”, 172–76.
	 33.	Brakke, The Gnostics. I wrote a review Brakke’s book in Journal of Early Christian 
Studies 19 (2011) 479–80, and a few of my comments here draw on elements in that review.
	 34.	I acknowledged this in Williams, “Was There a Gnostic Religion?”, 74–75.
	 35.	Cf. Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 33–41; e.g., Prodicus (according to Clement of 
Alexandria, Strom. 3.30.1); followers of Marcellina (Irenaeus, Haer. 1.25.6); Naassenes, ac-
cording to Hippolytus (or whoever was author of this anonymous work), Haer. 5.2; 5.6.4; 
5.8.29; 5.11.1 (but in Haer. 5.9.22 these Naassenes are said to have called themselves “the only 
true Christians”).
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a group that used this self-designation, establish its fundamental profile, and 
then use that profile to identify other sources belonging to the group. As Brakke 
puts it, “the ‘Gnostics’ (and perhaps, if we dare, ‘Gnosticism’) can be retrieved 
as a social category, one that corresponds to a group that recognized itself as 
such—and was so recognized by others.”36 Their point of departure is Irenaeus’ 
claim in Haer. 1.11.1 that Valentinus had taken his model for the principles of his 
own school (διδασκαλείου) from τῆς λεγομένης γνωστικῆς αἱρέσεως, which 
Layton and Brakke prefer to translate as “the Gnostic school of thought.” This is 
a crucial passage for them, and they connect it with the reference in Haer. 1.29 to 
a multitudo gnosticorum, which is followed in 1.29 by the account of a myth that 
is very similar to the theogony in the first part of the Apocryphon of John. Brakke’s 
study was written after the publication in 2006 of the Tchacos Gospel of Judas, 
and inferring that this writing is likely essentially the same as the Gospel of Judas 
mentioned by Irenaeus in Haer. 1.31.1, he then calls upon both the Apocryphon 
of John and Gospel of Judas as primary texts constituting the foundation for re-
constructing this “Gnostic school of thought.”37 The other basic building block 
in this reconstruction is the famous third-century ce reference by Porphyry, 
disciple of Plotinus, to Christian “sectarians” who were using apocalypses 
that included titles that we also see for tractates among the Nag Hammadi 
texts (Zostrianos; Allogenes). Porphyry then says that it was these people whom 
Plotinus was attacking in Ennead 2.9, to which Porphyry (not Plotinus) gave the 
title “Against the Gnostics.”38 So though Plotinus never actually used the term 
“gnostic” in that lecture, Porphyry had later concluded that it was the most ap-
propriate designation for those opponents.39

From there Brakke expands the collection of sources assigned to this 
“Gnostic school of thought” by identifying texts deemed to represent the same 
basic myth. Thus, though he has updated Layton’s original program, he follows 
the same fundamental strategy in reconstructing “the Gnostics.” I should point 
out that he offers a very helpful distinction between “interpretive” or “heu-
ristic” categories (such as “apocalyptic Judaism”), which function “as a tool 
for comparison,” and “social” categories or “how ancient people actually saw 

	 36.	Brakke, The Gnostics, 27.
	 37.	Brakke, The Gnostics, 36–40. On pages 37–39 he does express some caution about the 
identification of the Tchacos Gospel of Judas with the Gospel of Judas mentioned by Irenaeus, 
and he also discusses potential problems with identifying the myth in the Tchacos Gospel of 
Judas with that in Apocryphon of John. But in the end he considers that the arguments in favor 
of these identifications are more compelling than the objections. On the Gospel of Judas, see 
Jenott, The Gospel of Judas.
	 38.	Porphyry, Life of Plotinus 16. 
	 39.	It is quite possible, and I think most likely, that when Porphyry applies the term 
αἱρετικοί (“sectarians, heretics”) to the opponents (who were also “friends”) of Plotinus in 
the opening words of Life of Plotinus 16, he is consciously applying it in the pejorative sense 
he had heard from Christian heresiologists in third-century Rome. His decision to refer to 
them as “gnostics” might also bear the influence of or even derive from heresiological usage. 
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and organized themselves.” Brakke observes that although a distinction can be 
made, “in actual fact nearly all the categories that scholars of religion use are a 
hybrid of these kinds.”40 And I generally agree. 

The part of the Layton–Brakke approach with which I can identify most 
comfortably is their classification of sources according to the amount of shared 
specific tradition. By that I mean the grouping of Apocryphon of John with not 
only the mythic tradition Irenaeus opposes in Haer. 1.29, but also with other 
texts that share what seem to be special mythemes that constitute something 
like a common “story,” as Brakke puts it. For example, one thinks of texts that 
place importance on the peculiar set of four aeonic luminaries—Harmozel, 
Oroiael, Daueithai, and Eleleth (with some variations in spelling)—whom 
Brakke calls “perhaps the most distinctive characters in Gnostic myth.”41 As is 
well known, most of the sources that Layton and Brakke group by this means 
into the “Gnostic school of thought” fall into the assemblage that the late Hans–
Martin Schenke and others since have referred to as “Sethian.” And I argued in 
Rethinking “Gnosticism” that scholars can and should continue research on con-
nections like this among our sources. To be sure, shared clusters of mythemes 
do not necessarily mean membership in the same tightly defined social com-
munity in every case. Literary borrowing, adaptation, and experimentation are 
conceivable in some instances. But the shared mythic traditions here do suggest 
at least some amount of sectarian continuity and networking.

On the other hand, one of the stumbling blocks for me about the Layton–
Brakke approach has always been their insistence that the grouping they come 
up with is built firmly on “gnostic” as a self-designation. It seems to me that this 
remains an unnecessary albatross. And I repeat the objections I have raised be-
fore: (1) we have yet to find this self-designation used by devotees in one of the 
original sources (e.g., from Nag Hammadi) that are assigned to this grouping, 
and (2) the approach skirts too easily around the stubborn fact that others (e.g., 
Marcellina; Naassenes; Prodicus) who are not included in the reconstructed 
“Gnostic school of thought” are clearly reported to have referred to themselves 
as gnostikoi. Referring to examples of the latter, Brakke has remarked that “when 
Irenaeus and Hippolytus say that people ‘called themselves’ gnostics, this may 
indicate that the term functions as a secondary claim to perfection rather than 
as a sectarian self-designation.”42 Just so. But if that is the case, why would not 
the same explanation be in order for persons associated with sources assigned 
by Brakke and Layton to the reconstructed “Gnostic school of thought”? The 
response would presumably be that only in this particular case does Irenaeus 
mention a “hairesis called ‘gnostic’” (Haer. 1.11.1). But called so by whom? This 
is one among several questions posed in the recent study by Geoffrey Smith 

	 40.	Brakke, The Gnostics, 16–17.
	 41.	Brakke, The Gnostics, 55–56.
	 42.	Brakke, The Gnostics, 49.
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that significantly challenges many former theories, including aspects of the 
Layton–Brakke model.

But first I would call attention to the relevance for this discussion of an-
other recent book. In 2009 Tuomas Rasimus published a very fine dissertation 
in which he turned the spotlight on the mythological tradition described by 
Irenaeus in Haer. 1.30, which, Rasimus argues, represents a distinct and actually 
older strand to which the Apocryphon of John was only secondarily related.43 The 
differences between the mythology reported in Haer. 1.30 and that in 1.29 had 
been acknowledged for generations, and 1.30 matches elements in materials 
that other heresiologists also described and called “Ophite.” Rasimus’ new con-
tribution is a fresh systematic analysis that charts correlations of this mythology 
with several Nag Hammadi tractates. According to Rasimus, original works 
more closely related to the myth in Haer. 1.30 would include the Hypostasis of 
the Archons (NHC II 4), On the Origin of the World (NHC II 5; XIII 2), Eugnostos 
the Blessed (NHC III 3; V 1), and Sophia of Jesus Christ (NHC III 4; BG 8502,3). 
Rasimus calls for revisiting the distinctive content in Haer. 1.30 with renewed 
and more systematic attention to its potential significance for understanding 
related sources like some of those just mentioned. These, he stresses, have suf-
fered relative neglect in the shadow of research more concentrated on texts 
classified according to a typological model for “Sethian Gnosticism”—which 
in most respects matches the category mapped by Layton and Brakke. Rasimus 
contends that a proper analysis of the “Ophite” material is essential to under-
standing “Sethianism” itself, and he proposes that these overlapping sets of 
evidence should be treated as a single “Classic Gnostic” corpus, but one that 
manifests distinct stages of development. His study includes a variety of sub-
theses that cannot be addressed here, but he has made a compelling case, in 
my view, that at the very least much closer attention should be granted to these 
other sources and their relation to Haer. 1.30. Brakke himself tightens the ranks 
of the mythologies mentioned by Irenaeus in Haer. 1.29–31, noting that Irenaeus 
mentions “other beliefs of two sets of ‘others’ (Chapter 30 and 31). Irenaeus 
appears to indicate that these ‘some’ and ‘others’ belong to a single group of 
‘Gnostics,’ although they would hold somewhat different views.”44 But only 
the possible connection of 1.31 with the Tchacos Gospel of Judas receives much 
comment in Brakke’s book. After the work of Rasimus, I do not think one can 
simply skip over the “story” in 1.30, which is noticeably different from that in 
1.29. This would not invalidate Brakke’s approach entirely, but I think it would 
call for dramatic revision. The Layton–Brakke “Gnostic school of thought” 
would become a more complex assortment of communities, or at least a tradi-
tion capable of accommodating multiple “stories.” And if the latter, then are we 

	 43.	Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered.
	 44.	Brakke, The Gnostics, 36.
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not turning away from the very criterion (common story) that is the basis for the 
Layton–Brakke reconstruction?

Geoff Smith’s Princeton dissertation, Guilt by Association, takes a fresh look 
at the emergence of the heresy catalogue as a “literary technology” for recast-
ing rivals.45 In such “blacklists” opponents who otherwise had no necessary 
affiliation are organized into coherent communities established by demonic 
powers. That ancient Christian heresiologists were engaged in creating a hei-
nous and alien image of opponents and portraying them as stemming from a 
common root of error is not in itself a new idea. But Smith’s analysis is the first 
to provide such a systematic focus on the earliest stages in the emergence of the 
Christian heresy catalogue as a genre and a nuanced explanation of its unique 
and decisive role. A central piece of evidence in Smith’s analysis is the famous 
reference in Justin Martyr’s First Apology (26.8) to a “Syntagma” or “Catalogue 
against All the Heresies that Have Arisen.”46 This lost writing has convention-
ally been understood as something like the original prototype for the Christian 
heresiological catalogue, a prototype expanded by Irenaeus in his “Refutation 
and Overthrow of Knowledge Falsely So-Called,” which itself then set the 
model for heresiologies to come. Smith’s analysis offers new perspectives on the 
social and literary matrix and earliest uses of the Syntagma. 

I cannot do justice to the structure and content of Smith’s entire argument, 
but will mention only its implications for this present discussion. In his final 
chapter47 Smith turns to the adaptation of the Syntagma by Irenaeus of Lyons—
or more accurately, Irenaeus’ adaptation of an updated version of the Syntagma, 
since Smith thinks it very possible that the Syntagma had undergone revisions 
since the version mentioned by Justin (a general idea first suggested by Adolf 
von Harnack). Smith contends that the version available to Irenaeus did not 
yet include Valentinus and the teachers in his tradition. It was Irenaeus’ project 
to make clear that Valentinus and Valentinian teachers should be added to the 
blacklist. Smith’s argument is that Irenaeus has invented the “school called 
‘Gnostic’” (Haer. 1.11.1) by collectively identifying all of the heretics in the up-
dated Syntagma as this school. Now this thesis stands in significant tension with 
the Layton–Brakke theory that the “school called ‘Gnostic’” refers to one spe-
cific historical sect or tradition (a.k.a. “Sethian” by other scholars). Smith argues 
that his approach makes much better sense of the collectivity of Irenaeus’ uses 
of the term gnostikos. Most scholars who see in Haer. 1.11.1 and 1.29.1 a refer-
ence to a particular sect/school have (like Layton and Brakke) nevertheless had 
to make room for a second, broader sense in which Irenaeus applied the term 
gnostikos, sometimes applying it to other “heretical” groups. Smith proposes to 
eliminate the need for assuming a sort of sloppiness in Irenaeus’ language, and 

	 45.	Smith, Guilt by Association, 1.
	 46.	Smith, Guilt by Association, 49–86.
	 47.	Smith, Guilt by Association, 131–71.
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contends that the bishop has very intentionally constructed a “gnostic” school 
out of the list of names in the Syntagma and then has depicted the Valentinian 
“school” as only another successor in the same lineage: 

Irenaeus draws together two powerful oppositional strategies: the association of 
misguided knowledge with false teaching, a strategy pioneered by the author 
of the Pastoral Epistles, and the consolidation of a number of distinct opponents 
into one single school, a strategy found in sectarian medical polemics.48 

I will say that, for me, a lot of inconvenient oddities or apparent sloppiness 
in Irenaeus’ use of the gnostikos terminology suddenly seemed resolved. I am 
struck by the economy of Smith’s theory on this point. Whether scholars agree 
with Smith’s conclusions, he has laid out a case that will have to be taken very 
seriously. 

The Layton–Brakke delineation of “the Gnostics” has going for it at least its 
clarity: they are referring to one historical social group represented by a spe-
cific set of texts, and I have always thought that to be the strongest feature of 
their approach. Some kind of tradition-historical relationship surely does exist 
among at least most of the sources they identify. The necessity of anchoring all 
this to a “Gnostic school of thought” that is not simply a grouping invented by 
Irenaeus, however, is in my mind now even more questionable.

I do want to point out that Karen King, David Brakke, and I (as well as oth-
ers) are agreed on something very important. All three of us in different ways 
have advocated the eschewing of some of the reigning conventional stereotypes 
about “gnostics” and ”gnosticism.” Like both King and myself, Brakke wishes 
to avoid constructing “gnosticism” on the basis of “attitudes,” etc.49 And in 
recent work I suppose I have become even more preoccupied with pursuing 
questions along these lines. I have been especially interested in implications of 
heterodox cosmologies for social behavior, and particularly in everyday life. 
This is an evolution of certain aspects of the research in Rethinking “Gnosticism”. 

The long history of repetition of clichés about “gnostic world-rejection,” 
“anti-cosmism,” “hatred of the world,” “escape from the world,” and so forth 
has left deep scars in the discourse about such texts. My impression is that one 
encounters such clichés somewhat less often these days, but one still does en-
counter them. I would suggest that whatever shape the way forward will take, 
we will need to get beyond this in order to understand the significance of demi-
urgical myth-making as a feature among early Christian societies. Not wishing 
to extend unduly the length of this paper, I offer only a few final observations 
on which I have elaborated in recent articles:50

	 48.	Smith, Guilt by Association, 171.
	 49.	E.g., Brakke, The Gnostics, 41–42, 44.
	 50.	I have elaborated on some of the following in Williams, “A Life Full of Meaning and 
Purpose,” “Life and Happiness,” and “Irenaeus and Opponents.”
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That demiurgical myths are “world-denying” is a Weberian-type character-
ization that initially appears only logical, but I have become even more con-
vinced than I was in 1996 that uses of this sort of characterization have led to 
deep misunderstanding. Something was indeed being denied or rejected in de-
miurgical myths, but it was most of all essentially the same moral evil attacked 
by other Christians (and Jews and many others) of the era. When we read myths 
in which the actual fashioning of the material cosmos and material humans is 
performed by figures who are not the true God but lower entities (sometimes 
even rather nasty fellows), we might infer that producers and devotees of such 
texts could never have enjoyed a single day in their lives, could never have ap-
preciated any beauty in nature, must have despised everything about the natu-
ral world in which they lived day to day, must have been obsessed only with 
poisonous reptiles or vicious carnivores, destructive storms, earthquakes, and 
so forth. When one looks in their writings for these kinds of complaints about 
the natural environment itself, however, they are virtually absent. No doubt 
they saw such “imperfections,” but so did everyone. 

When one looks through the pages of Irenaeus’ attacks on his opponents, it is 
striking how little is mentioned about what we would call the natural world. The 
debate is elsewhere: over theology, over whether the teachings of Valentinians 
or Marcionites, for example, counted as belief in the one true God. There cer-
tainly were debates about creator(s) and creation, about how the cosmos came 
into being. But one hears no voices gushing about how the cosmos is a wonder-
ful, flawless material paradise, but also no great moans about the ugliness of 
the material cosmos or all of its unbearable physical dangers and imperfections. 
What one does hear a lot of, and from all sides, is the necessity to resist moral evil 
in the world. And for that, there was something to be done—indeed something 
had been done, was being done, would be more fully done. Not the complete 
elimination of moral evil from everyday experience—that would surely have 
been viewed as a ludicrous assertion by most everyone. Rather, there had been 
revelations (in gospels, apostolic letters and traditions, apocalypses, preaching, 
etc.) about new power. Divine power had decisively thwarted evil and would 
completely annihilate it by-and-by. I do not see that demiurgical myths in gen-
eral were any less optimistic about this than Paul, Irenaeus, or many others. 
Instead, it is their myths for explaining all this that differed. 

In brief summaries of “the gnostic worldview,” one so commonly finds the 
assertion that “gnostics” considered the world to be a “prison” and their all-
consuming thoughts were about “escape.” As most everyone knows, however, 
this is a familiar metaphor found in Plato and picked up by many others.51 Take 
only one example, possibly one that is rather unexpected: over the centuries, 
in any given year at Passover (Easter) time, many Christians in Sardis, Egypt, 

	 51.	E.g., Plato, Phaedo 62b; Cratylus 400c; Philo, Conf. 177; Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 
7.62; cf. Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 116–24.
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and elsewhere might have heard in languages from Greek to Coptic to Latin, to 
Georgian, and to Syriac the reading of a famous second-century ce homily on 
the Pascha by Melito of Sardis.52 At one moment in this lengthy melodramatic 
performance text, congregations will have been reminded that in Eden the 
first human, like a clod of earth capable of receiving either good or bad seed, 
“received the hostile and greedy Advisor” and disobeyed the command of 
God. As a result, the human “was thrown out into this world as into a prison for 
the condemned” (ἐξεβλήθη γοῦν εἰς τοῦτον τὸν κόσμον ὡς εἰς δεσμωτήριον 
καταδίκων).53 On this passage one scholar in an important edition and transla-
tion remarks that, though others had suggested that Platonic influence is behind 
this language, the “idea of earth as prison corresponds to the Egyptian bondage 
of Jewish Passover tradition (Deut. 26:5–6),” and rather than Platonic influence, 
“Melito is more probably interpreting Rom. 5:12–6:14 … on the consequence of 
Adam’s sin.”54 This is a plausible inference. But either way, how often do we 
find scholars classifying Melito in terms of his understanding of the cosmos as 
a prison? 

And the constant repetition of the conventional wisdom that “gnostics” 
thought of the world as prison, despised life in the cosmos, longed only for es-
cape, and so on, gets in the way of one of the most debated issues surrounding 
such texts: the origins of demiurgical mythmaking. Where did it come from? As 
long as we look at these texts and hear only some freakish level of pessimism 
about life, then we are naturally going to be flummoxed about such a “sudden 
emergence of a marked ‘darkening’ of the view of the world ... for which there 
are virtually no contemporary parallels.”55 As I have stated recently, “If we do 
not jump to the conclusion in the first place that these cosmologies confront 
us with such a radical and unparalleled pessimism about the world and a dis-
regard for life in the world, then it is not some sudden and radical pessimism 
about life in the world that needs explaining.” Instead, what “does need more 
discussion and analysis is how men and women writing and reading such texts 
were apparently able to accommodate themselves quite well in a world built by 
lesser gods, and to find in these cosmologies affirmation for a wide spectrum of 
life-styles and patterns of social engagement.”56 Such ventures in research will 
be far easier without baggage that has been packed by others over the genera-
tions with things wrongly thought necessities and that will no longer fit in the 
overheads.

	 52.	Text and translation in Hall, Melito of Sardis. For a summary of manuscript witnesses 
reflecting the widespread usage of this homily, see xlv–xlvi.
	 53.	Melito, Homily on the Pascha 48.
	 54.	Hall, Melito of Sardis, 25 n. 15.
	 55.	Markschies, Gnosis, 83.
	 56.	Williams, “Life and Happiness,” 59.
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