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Personal Review: The Gnostic Paul: Gnostic Exegesis of the
Pauline Letters by Elaine H. Pagels

Like more than a few folks, | found the writings of the Apostle Paul
somewhat hard to follow. Even the Book of Acts say s Paul once lectured
so long into the night that a young man fell asleep and from a second story
window and had to be resurrected by Paul. | always found the first part of
that story more believable than the second.


http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1563380390?ie=UTF8&tag=jrtvre-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1563380390

As Pagels explains, her self-assigned task in this book is not to prove that
Paul was a gnostic. Rather, she explains how Paul has usually been
portrayed as "the Anti-gnostic Paul" quoted by the orthodox bishops in their
refutations of the ones they labelled heretics, most of whose books were
inaccessable to us until the find near Nag Hammadi. She explained that
rather than responding that Paul was a dumb jerk, the gnostics called him
"The Great Apostle" and gave a different interpretation of his words, saying
that they were privy to a hidden oral tradition not received by their
detractors. So, she took it upon herself to examine the way that the
Gnostics (primarily the Valentinians) used Paul's words in their depiction of
him as one of their own - not as a second or third century gnostic, but as
an inspiration to them, a father to them, in the word. She gives us a look at
Paul as they saw him, the Gnostic Paul.

In an era in which most people find repugnant the teaching attributed to
Paul that women must be silent in the church, that they may not teach or
hold clergy positions, the facts that the Valentinians not only permitted
women to perform in all of these roles but also tended to reject the notion
of a hierarchy of clergy over laity (they took turns playing deacon, bishop,
reader, etc.), and that they championed interpretations of Paul's words that
supported their positions, arouses renewed interest in the banished
gnostics.

While some fret that modern Christians may be led astray by those
cunning gnostics, the factis that so many sheep are simply leaving the fold
altogether. Perhaps a rediscovery of what's best in Valentinian Christianity
is the church's best hope for renewed vitality.

In her book, Pagels devotes considerable attention to matters pertaining to
the interpretation of Paul's words regarding relations between the sexes,
as well as between masters and slaves. She shows that the gnostics had a
very symbolic way of looking at his words on these matters, and that they
didn't buy the "worldly" interpretation championed by the church fathers.

It's easy for modern people to find the Valentinians views on gender
equality more appealing than those of the church fathers. However, most
of us have already arrived at our views and would hold them regardless of
what Paul said or meant. Thus, there is not much need to read such a
book simply so that we can feel good about Paul or the latent potential of
the church to drop some heawy old baggage. Many of us don't spend much
time in churches anyway. We don't need Paul's permission to hold our
views.

And | suppose that might have been true for the Valentinians, too.
Christianity was a small, persecuted minority religion, which had not yet
unified under a hierarchical clergy in their day. The fact that they professed
reverence for Paul indicates that perhaps they found him relevant.



What makes this book valuable to me is that Pagels, in showing me how
the Gnostics read Paul, showed me how | might come to understand him
better. Once | began to learn to read "the code," | also came to understand
other Christian writings better.

Gender and sexual issues are such a stumbling block for people who
might wish they could embrace Christianity today. To gain deeper insight
into the symbolic way in which the ancients discussed these such things
casts new light upon many puzzling matters.

The gnostics were not alone in reading symbolically and stating that the
writings were originally written to be interpreted this way. This was a
feature of the ancient world. | think maybe they had more time for
cultivating arts and awareness than we do.

The gnostic symbolic interpretation seems strange at first, but Pagels
shows that the gnostics sometimes seemed more attuned to the nuances
of Paul's thought than did their detractors.

As one learns to work with this method, one begins to see for oneself
whether it is useful and productive. It takes some time, but progress
comes. When you begin to understand for yourself, you no longer need to
decide who you believe. | guess that's what it means to be gnostic,
knowing, intimately familiar.

I'min Pagels' debt for what she gave me in this book. It's not just the
specifics you get from the book, some of which may be right, wrong or
somewhere in between. It's not just a warm fuzzy feeling you might get
about Valentinus, Heracleon or even old Saint Paul. It's the education she
gives, the learning how to read, to see, to listen, to think, in new ways.

I've read three books by Ms. Pagels. This was my first, and it remains my
favorite. It's scholarly. She isn't selling candy.
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