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“The only people called by the proper name ‘Gnostics’ in late antiquity are members of this hairesis,” that is, “the ‘Knowledge-Supplying’ school of thought.”
 It is safe to say that the claim to knowledge of some sort was not only regarded by opponent outsiders as pejoratively distinctive, but is also a central theme of the texts that have been taken as coming from the circles of those opponents, and, as Bentley Layton argues in the article cited, a self-applauding designation. The knowledge claimed was, centrally, knowledge of the self. Therefore, it was knowledge that at least implicitly entailed a split or division between a knowing self and a known self, between the self as grammatical subject or “agent” and the self as grammatical object of knowledge. 
I have placed the word “agent” in quotes because one question I want to raise in this essay concerns the source and degree of power of the knowing subject. Specifically, the focus of this essay is on the question of whether one can speak of two agent “selves” engaged in reflexive, two-way knowing on the basis of a look at the way some of the Gnostic and Valentinian texts talk about knowledge of the self. At stake is the large questions of the epistemology and anthropology or notions of the human self in these texts. 
This paper will confine itself first to paying attention to the language of some of the texts that speak of the self knowing or seeing itself in order to determine whether and, if so, how the question of two-way reciprocal agency can be posed more specifically in terms of the language of the texts; second, to look at Elaine Pagels’ interpretation of Gnostic self-knowledge in The Gnostic Gospels with an eye to whether her interpretation does justice to the texts on this specific issue; and finally, to try to sharpen the question further by a look how what I am calling two-way reciprocal agency becomes explicit in the way two contemporary thinkers, Stanley Cavell and Jonathan Lear, talk about self-knowing. The goal of the paper is to test whether the question itself can be posed in a way that has purchase in the language of the texts, and if so, what conclusions might be drawn to be tested further against the texts.
Part One

The Foreigner
The theme of self-knowing is an explicit theme in several texts. For example, in The Foreigner, the “Foreigner,” sees a vision (“I beheld…”), “turned inward,” hears himself addressed by supra-cosmic figures (“holy powers from the luminaries of the masculine female virgin Barbelos”), and describes the outcome as self-understanding (“I understood myself as I really am.” (GS 145, 60.17-18). 
Where is he when he sees and hears? Two answers are given. First, it occurs after he is “caught up … out of the garment [the body] that I was wearing, and taken to a holy place, no resemblance of which could be shown forth in the world.” Second, he says that “I [turned] inward toward acquaintance [with] the entireties, the Barbelo aeon ….” Layton, in a note to the word “inward,” says that “the Barbelo aeon is ‘within’ the self and can be discovered in the course of self-acquaintance.”
The Book of Thomas the Contender Writing to the Perfect 

The second text is The Book of Thomas the Contender Writing to the Perfect (GS 400ff), specifically, the lines 138:7-19. The savior is speaking to Thomas whom he explicitly calls “brother.”

Now, since it is said that you are my double (Layton notes the word could be translated as “twin”, which is the meaning of the name ‘Thomas’ in Aramaic and Syriac) and my true companion, examine yourself and understand who you are, how you exist, and how you will be. Inasmuch as you are going to be called my sibling, it is not fitting for you to be unacquainted with your self. And I recognize that you have understood. For you have already understood that it is I who am acquaintance with truth. Thus, supposing that you go about with me, even if you are without acquaintance you have already gotten acquaintance, and you will be called the man who knows himself. For, those who have not known themselves have not been acquainted with anything. But those who have only known themselves have also received acquaintance with the depth of the entirety (my italics).

“Only” knowing oneself, far from being a limitation, is in fact to know “the depth of the entirety,” the entirety being, as Layton puts it, “the sum total of spiritual reality deriving from the first principle, by way of the Barbelo aeon” (138, note f). 

According to Layton, “the twin motif was important in the ancient literary genre called the ‘romance.’ But in the Thomas tradition, far from being only a romantic exaggeration, this relationship provided a profound theological model for the reciprocal relationship of the individual Christian and the inner divine light or ‘living Jesus’: to know oneself was to know one’s divine double and thence to know god; to follow the living Jesus was to know and integrate one’s self (BTh 138:7-19f). Thus the twinship and companionship of Jesus and Thomas metaphorically expressed a general model of salvation through acquaintance (gnosis) with god, emphasizing both practical discipleship and self-awareness. … (p.359). 

The Gospel According to Philip
Excerpt 38 of The Gospel According to Philip (GS 337) ends its contrast between the world and the realm of truth as follows:

Thus [here] (in the world), you see everything and do not [see] your own self. But there, you see yourself; for you shall [become] what you see.”

A general principle of “the realm of truth” is enunciated. You become what you see. The principle is first stated in general terms and then applied to the “spirit,” the “anointed,” and the “father.” 
In excerpt 87 (GS 347), a similar principle is enunciated: “A horse begets horses, a human being begets human beings, deity begets deity.” 
The process in this case is reproduction, not transformation, bringing something into being, not changing something already existing, birth, not rebirth. And no distinction is made between the world and the realm of truth: This principle is used as the basis for drawing a lesson with the familiar formula, “Just so in the case of [both] bridegrooms and brides – they are from the …” At this point too many words are missing to supply the rest of the thought. I will come back to the theme of bridegrooms and brides below.
A third excerpt, S96 (Gs 349), enunciates another similar principle, closer to S87 in that it does not distinguish between the two realms. Just the opposite in fact. This time the language is of “mixing,” rather than “seeing” or “begetting” (though Layton notes that the term “mix” could also be translated as “breed”).
Human beings mix with human beings, horses mix with horses, donkeys mix with donkeys: members of a species mix [with] their fellow members. Just so, it is with spirit that spirit mixes, and rational faculty has intercourse with rational faculty, [and] light has intercourse [with light.] If [you (sing.)] become human, it is [human beings] that [will] love you; if you become [spirit], spirit will join with you; [if] you become rational faculty, rational faculty [Or ‘Word’] will mix with you; if [you] become light, light will have intercourse with you: if you become the upper, the upper will repose on you …”

The point, however, is intercourse as reciprocal communication or fellowship or intimacy, not reproduction, as in S87, or transformation, as in S38. In all three cases there is a process involving affinity or likeness: like begetting like (87), becoming like by seeing   (S38), or becoming in order to be eligible for intercourse as like with like S96). In S38 the outcome of access to the realm of truth (becoming what you see in the realm of truth)  is seeing one’s self. In S96, the outcome or access to the realm of truth (becoming the upper) is intercourse, “joining.” The “upper” will “repose on you.” Seeing one’s self is only one outcome. Intercourse with others belonging to the realm of truth (spirit, rational faculty, light, the upper) is another. 
A fourth excerpt enunciates the principle that “image must arise by means of image” (S59). The excerpt ends with the assertion that “this person is no longer a Christian but rather is Christ (anointed).”

Truth did not come to the world nakedly; rather, it came in prototypes and images: the world will not accept it in any other form. Rebirth exists along with an image of rebirth: by means of this image one must be truly reborn. Which image? Resurrection. And image must arise by means of image. By means of this image, the bridal chamber and the image must embark upon the realm of truth, that is, embark upon the return. Not only must those who produce the names of father, son, and holy spirit do so, but also (those who) have acquired these. If someone does not acquire them, the name too will be taken from that person. But if one gets them in the chrism of […] of the force of the cross, which the apostles called right and left. For this person is no longer a Christian but rather is Christ (anointed),

“Arise” is a metaphor for “resurrection,” or “rebirth,” both terms being used in the excerpt. The principle therefore is to be understood as analogous to that in S38. Both, in fact, are using visual imagery, “seeing” in the case of S38, “image” in this case. In addition, however, the principle here in S59 is elaborated in terms of the image of the “bridal chamber,  “By means of this image, the bridal chamber and the image must embark upon the realm of truth, that is, embark upon the return.” 
Something like becoming what you see, or transformation through seeing,
 the principle in S38, seems to be the principle behind the notion of image arising by means of image in S59. It is transformative, or generative, or regenerative. However, in S59, the dictum that “image must arise by means of image” is embedded in a rich variety of other dicta, connected at first by the theme of image or prototype and then shifting to the theme of names. Along the way other motifs brought into the picture include truth, rebirth, resurrection, the bridal chamber, the temple, the return, chrism, the cross, and the notions of right and left. 
For example, what role does the principle of image arising by means of image play in the references to the bridal chamber, which Layton describes as “the most distinctively Valentinian,” (326)? In S57, the statement that follows the formulation of the principles says it is “by means of this image,” that “the bridal chamber and the image must embark upon the realm of truth, that is, embark upon the return. Two things are puzzling. The “bridal chamber” is depicted as itself in motion, travelling, returning to the realm of truth, not merely the location of “joining.” And “the image” is not only a means but also a traveler, a fellow-traveler with the bridal chamber. 

Paradox, of course, is a familiar feature of Gnostic and Valentinian texts. What one might say further about this specific instance of paradox requires widening the context. The “bridal chamber,” or “bedroom,” appears in fifteen excerpts (53, 58, 59, 60, 66, 68, 70, 71, 73, 77, 83, 87, 102, 105, 107), and the range of associations multiplies accordingly. For example, in excerpt 60 it is listed as one of the five mysteries, or sacraments, along with baptism, chrism, eucharist, and ransom. 
Layton summarizes what happens in the mystery of the bridal chamber as follows: “The soul or ‘image’ joins with an angel and becomes as it were an androgyne, safe against sexual temptations (no. 53). This union rectifies the separation of Adam and Eve, the original androgyne (no. 70, cf. Rad). In such a union one embarks upon ‘return’ (apokatastasis) to one’s spiritual home (no. 59); this is the reception of resurrection and the holy spirit (no. 83)” (p. 326). 

Clearly the union, or “joining” of the bridal chamber is comparable to the notion of “mixing” or intercourse or communion between like and like expressed in S96, the objective of the process of becoming what you see (S38), though the idea that bridal chamber and image together are embarking upon the return cautions against pushing such an attempt at systematic interpretation of these discrete aphorisms and teachings. 
I want to purse the notion of transformation by seeing by following out the image of a mirror which appears in excerpt 67 in association with baptism and chrism, two of the mysteries. 
We are reborn by the holy spirit. And we are born by the anointed (Christ) through two things. We are anointed by the spirit. When we were born we were joined. No one can see himself in the water or in a mirror without light. Nor, again, can you see by the light without water or a mirror. For this reason it is necessary to baptize with two things – light and water. And light means chrism. 

The bridal chamber image does not appear explicitly in this excerpt, but the reference to being “joined” is an allusion to it. It is safe to say that “joining” is the core concept of the bridal chamber image. In Valentinian thinking this joining of “soul” and “angel” is reversing the separation of Adam and Eve by restoring the soul to its original androgynous condition. On the basis of this excerpt, I suggest, three of the mysteries, baptism, chrism, and the bridal chamber, are interpreted in terms of the notion of image arising by means of image, the notion of transformation by seeing, now elaborated in terms of the image of the medium of reflection, water or mirror, both of which also require a second medium, light. The excerpt uses the metaphor to argue that baptism likewise requires two material media, water and oil (chrism).
I want to follow out the single metaphor of seeing one’s reflection in a reflective medium in other texts for clues to understanding further its use with respect to self-gnosis. 
In the Tripartite Tractate, another Valentinian text, the image of the mirror is invoked at the point where the treatise turns to the creation of humanity. The preceding cosmology focuses on the creation of three orders that make up a tripartite “economy,” and one way these three realms are differentiated is in terms of  three kinds of mirroring or reflection: “images,” “likeness”, and “imitations,” referring respectively to the spiritual, psychical, and material:
Now, the whole establishment and organization of the images, likeness, and imitations has come into being for the sake of those who need nourishment, instruction, and form, so that their smallness may gradually grow, as through the instruction provided by the image of a mirror. That, in fact, is why he created the human last, after having prepared and provided for him the things that he created for his sake (104,18ff).
The idea that the cosmos was designed for with the beneficent intention of providing instruction stands in sharp contrast to the idea that the cosmos had the evil purpose of holding humanity in chains, which is characteristic of the Sethian cosmological drama.

For the most part the use of the three forms of reflection, image, likeness, and imitation, are to be understood in terms of creation by a craftsman who is following a model rather than a more direct, or performative notion of seeing as in itself somehow procreative or transformative. And the notion of the cosmos as an original that humans contemplate in order that “their smallness may gradually grow” by self-crafting is simply the idea of the craftsman following a design in reverse, now describing the saving ascent, or return, or recapitulation in reverse of the original descent.  
I am suggesting a distinction between two kinds of seeing similar to the difference between speech that reports and speech that performs. God’s words, “Let there be light,” bring light into existence. Likewise, one could conceive of seeing as itself a power or force that brings something into existence or transforms something. Such a notion of seeing as directly performative without any mediation, I suggest, is how one must understand the opening description of emanation in The Secret Book According to John:
The Father is the one who beholds himself in the light surrounding him, which is the spring of living water and provides all the realms. He reflect on his image everywhere, sees it in the spring of the Spirit, and becomes enamored of his luminous water, [for his image is in] the spring of pure luminous water surrounding him (4.19ff, following Meyer’s translation, NHS, 110). 
A subsequent step in the process which produces “the only Child” is described as follows:
The Father gazed into Barbelo, with the pure light surrounding the Invisible Spirit, and his radiance. Barbelo conceived from him, and he produced a spark of light similar to the blessed light but not as great (6,10f, following Meyer’s translation, NHS, 111).

The gaze inseminates. In the first passage cited (4,19f) the account shifts from the language of gazing to thought to say how production occurs: “His thought became a reality.” “Seeing” turns into reflection in the sense of thinking, and thinking is, of course, the omnipresent vocabulary of the processes of emanation. Barbelo is “Forethought,” (pronoia), “the first Thought, the image of the Spirit…”
The language of the “production” process, like the language describing the source of it all in the immediately preceding passage (2,25-4,19), is deliberately fluid, shifting, a mixing of metaphors because ultimately it is “unutterable.” 
Focusing on the metaphor of the mirror, however, brings into focus the notion of the self acting in some way in relation to the self, understanding itself, seeing itself, generating or emanating from itself, that I want to pursue further. More precisely, the notion that I want to press is of the self as divided in two. In the case of “the Father … behold[ing] himself,” there is movement, beholding, of self towards the self.
In the Tripartite Tractate account of the emanation of the entirety or the “All,” in addition to self knowing itself, that is, movement of self towards itself, there is also movement of self from self, that is, the self as the source of generation of itself:
For it is truly his ineffable self that he engenders. It is self-generation, where he conceives of himself and knows himself as he is. He brings forth something worthy of the admiration, glory, praise, and honor that belong to himself …It is he himself whom he puts forth in this manner of generation .   This is how he exists eternally within himself. As we have explained by knowing himself in himself the Father bore him [the Son] without generation, so that he exists by the Father having him as a thought – that is, his thought about himself, his sensation of himself … (56,1ff, NHS p. 64). 
In this account we have a notion of the self as agent of an activity (seeing, generating) and the self as object or product of that agency. 
Part Two

Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels

The penultimate chapter of The Gnostic Gospels, published in 1979, carries the heading, “Gnosis: Self-Knowledge as Knowledge of God.” The argument of this chapter is that Gnostic self-knowledge, in contrast to orthodoxy, entails a religious perspective that, “far from legitimizing any institution …direct[s] one … to oneself – to one’s inner capacity to find one’s own direction, to the ‘light within,’” (120), a “fundamental religious perspective that remained antithetical to the claims of the institutional church” (121).

Where orthodoxy held that humanity is imperfect and finite, that sin, not ignorance, is the source of suffering (124), and that the human mind cannot find God within itself but rather needs to enlightened by divine revelation, “some gnostic Christians went so far as to claim that humanity created God – and so, from its own inner potential, discovered for itself the revelation of truth” (122). 
 She cites Hippolytus report that Simon Magus “claimed that each human being is a dwelling place, ‘and that in him dwells an infinite power .. the root of the universe’” (134, citing Ref 6.9).

She suggests further that many gnostics would have “agreed in principle” with Feuerbach; would have held that “exploring the psyche became explicitly what it is for many people today implicitly – a religious quest” (123); that, as with psychotherapy, “the psyche bears within itself the potential for liberation or destruction (126); that “pursuing gnosis engages each person in a solitary, difficult process, as one struggles against internal resistance” (126); that “like Freud … most gnostic sources agreed that ‘the lamp of the body is the mind’” (127).

The “type of Gnosticism” she is characterizing in this discussion shares with psychotherapy, further, “a fascination with the nonliteral significance of language, as both attempt to understand the internal quality of experience” (133).
 On the other hand, it differs from psychotherapy in that “most members of the … profession follow Freud in refusing to attribute real existence to the figments of imagination. They do not regard their attempt to discover what is within the psyche as equivalent to discovering the secrets of the universe” (134). Gnostics, on the other hand, regarded self-knowledge as “the key to understanding universal truths” (citing Book of Thomas the Contender, 138.16-18, NHS 189). 

She describes the techniques of spiritual discipline found in Zostrianos (135f), in Discourse on the Eighth and the Ninth (136), and Allogenes (138), noting in the latter case the limits it set on human knowledge, and ends the chapter by suggesting that the religious perspectives and methods of “gnosticism” did not lend themselves to “mass religion” as was the case with the “catholic church” (140).

Throughout, she emphasizes, as she puts it in the concluding chapter, “the intensely private interior” features of the journey of self-discovery as described by the gnostic texts, its “solitary” character, the “primacy of immediate experience” (145). And she connects this reliance on immediate experience with the imaginative creativity of these circles. “Only on the basis of immediate experience could one create the poems, vision accounts, myths, and hymns that gnostics prized as proof that one actually has attained gnosis (145). She ends by summarizing the conflict between “those restless, inquiring people who marked out a solitary path of self-discovery and the institutional framework that gave to the great majority of people religious sanction and ethical direction for their daily lives” (149). 

Before focusing on her interpretation of self-knowledge in the texts, I would observe that despite her frequent qualification that she is describing a “type of Gnosticism,” her concluding contrast is between “the religious perspectives of Gnosticism,” on the one hand, and the “mass religion” of orthodoxy (140).
 
Furthermore, she cites texts from a wide variety of groups including Sethian (18 references), Valentinian (14 references), the School of Thomas (17), as well as seventeen references from other texts, including ten from the Hermetic The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth,
 four from the Teachings of Silvanus, which Pearson identifies as non-Gnostic,
 and three from The Testimony of Truth, which included both the orthodox and the Valentinians as opponents.

With regard to her interpretation of self-knowledge I have two concerns. The first has to do with the significance of the cosmic mythic narrative in which the material human self is caught up in the ancient texts. She has not done justice to the difference this makes for what self-knowledge means and how it works in the ancient texts and in modern psychotherapy and philosophy. Can we say that a text such as Zostranes, has translated the mythic ascent into an “inner” ascent without remainder, has demythologized it? 
More relevant to the central question of this essay is her claim that many gnostics would have “agreed in principle” with Feuerbach that ‘theology is really anthropology,’” that is, that “humanity created God” (122,3). The problem with this, I suggest, is that it reads the modern sovereign individual self back into the ancient texts. The first text she cites is from the Gospel of Philip (71,35-72.4), which she cites from NHL 143:
… God created humanity; [but now human beings] create God. That is the way it is in the world – human beings make gods, and worship their creation. It would be appropriate for the gods to worship human beings!
Pagels recognizes the irony in this comment, but she goes on to cite Irenaeus’ account of Gnostic myths which speak of the primal Anthropos, though she could have cited the numerous texts that speak of the heavenly Adam Geradamas or Adamas, who belongs to the originating Triad of Father, Mother, and Son. It is this archetypal figure which, in the myth, is part of the entirety’s unfolding of itself, and who is above and therefore part of the supracosmic source of the “God” who boasts he is over all, that is, Ialdabaoth. The distinctions in the myth between this figure and the individuals of material humankind cannot be brushed aside or demythologized. 
In particular, I suggest, the locus, the source of what I would call sovereignty, the power and authority to initiate, does not reside in the material individual “self.” In fact Ialdbaoth’s boast, precisely a boast of sole, single, sovereign authority, the very archetype of the individual sovereign self, is made to appear utterly ludicrous in the myth, wherever it is recounted, because of its stark contrast with the plurality of the divine emanations and the principle of paired figures. Geradamas, in The Secret Book According to John, for example, “the perfect human being” is described as “established upon the first eternal realm (aeon) with the great self-originate and anointed (Christ), at the first luminary Harmozel, and its powers dwell with it” (8,35ff).

Self-knowledge in these texts, I suggest, never becomes two-way, in the specific sense that the individual Gnostic “agent” who “sees” or “knows” never affects a change, is never the source of a change in the “self” that he sees, that is, the “spiritual self” that he discovers himself to belong to. Another way of saying this is that there are never two sources of originating agency that can engage in reflexive, two-way interaction in which each can effect change in the other, generating a “feedback loop.”
The third part of this paper will elaborate on this suggestion using a contemporary example of this kind of reflexive “self” knowledge. Before turning to that discussion, I want to make one final comment concerning the purpose of paying attention to ancient texts such as these. Pagels finds the Nag Hammadi discoveries interesting (“enormously exciting”) because “the evidence they offer opens a new perspective for understanding what fascinates me most – the history of Christianity” (p. 151). 
Her discussion of self-knowledge actually points to purposes beyond understanding the history of Christianity as reasons for studying the texts such as the perspectives they might open up for modern approaches to human self- and world-understanding beyond Christianity or religion, such as philosophy and psychotherapy. Elaborating on this suggestion briefly explains my choice of Stanley Cavell in the third part of the essay. 
Part Three 
In the third part of this paper I want to draw on a modern example of self-attention represented by Stanley Cavell who characterizes the task “that warrants the name of philosophy” to be “to confront the culture with itself, along the lines in which it meets in me.”
 I take this to mean that through a philosophy worthy of the name the culture confronts itself in and therefore through thinking self-attention. The philosopher, the “I,” becomes a medium for culture’s confrontation with itself, that is, for a reflexive act, an act in which an actor acts upon her self, does something to it (the self as an object of reflection), an act in which the actor is both the subject of the verb and that verb’s object.
The notion of a self as actor or agent that can attend to itself as an object entails some notion of a divided self. Some such notion of “a split in the human self,” or of “human nature as divided or double,” is the thread that Cavell finds in common in a range of writers and artists that included Ibsen and Shaw along with Plato and Kant but also movies that are discussed in a course that Cavell taught a number of times at Harvard. Cavell’s book, Cities of Words: Pedagogical Letters on a Register of the Moral Life, is based on this course.
 
In the Introduction Cavell inventories in summary fashion some of the varied responses to this split, starting with Emerson, “I know that the world I converse with in the cities and in the farms, is not the world I think.” Each of the seven responses are formulated by Cavell in terms of two “worlds.” In other words, the response to the perceived split in the self is inextricably connected to double standpoints towards the world. Self and world stand in a co-relationship, a co-relationship which underlies the way Cavell formulates the task of philosophy. 
In Cavell’s instance of this act of reflexivity, I assume this is a two-way process in which the self that is the (grammatical) object can and does turn into the self that is the grammatical subject. To talk this way is talk as if the self is divided in such a way as to be able to tell which is which. In psychoanalysis, for example, the split is between conscious and unconscious self. In Cavell’s formulation the divide is between a self that is the culture internalized in me, on the one hand, and a self that is distinct, that can “confront” the cultural self, the culture as it has been internalized (“along the lines in which it meets in me”). The important point is that this confrontation also goes the other way, the culture can confront me. The reflexive act is two-way. Furthermore it is action that may change the object self in both directions. 
pose questions of both the language used in the texts in the first part as well as of the Pagel’s interpretations in the second part. 

Cavell’s writings are a record of his commitment “to confront the culture with itself, along the lines in which it meets in me.” Two levels of a self’s attention to its self intersect in this “task that warrants the name of philosophy.” Cavell’s attention to himself entails not only his individual self-attention but also, as a representative of the culture, also the culture’s self-attention or confrontation.


I want to contrast foundational features of Cavell’s notion of self-attention with the notions of self-attention as these are described in the selected Sethian and Valentinian texts, as well as with Pagel’s interpretation of self-attention in The Gnostic Gospels. 


The decisive contrast with the former texts, I suggest, lies in what Ross Posnock, in his review essay of Cavell’s recent autobiography, describes as Cavell’s deep “accord with pragmatism’s naturalist and horizontal orientation, especially its axial shift down to the earth and to the human creature’s finitude.”


One mark of this finitude is the 


One could argue that humanity, even the spiritual humans, in the Sethian and Valentinian texts are characterized as finite in the sense of having had a beginning, for example, in contrast to the primal source of all becoming. But just that knowledge or acquaintance with “the god and parent of the entirety, … eternity, [as] bestowing eternity…” (BJn, 2,28; 4,3), which is also knowledge of the gnostic soul’s true identity with the parent, differentiates it from Cavell’s notion. Cavell would, I suggest, find in the Sethian and Valentinian texts an expression of “the human urge to deny one’s humanity by seeking absolute certainty” (“Fathers and Sons,” 112) and to deny its finitude.

This difference between Cavell and these ancient texts, however, needs to qualified by a second comparison. Alongside what Posnock calls “the horizontal pull of chaos,” and finitude, in Cavell, he finds a counterforce induced by the pull of chaos, “an imperative that we might call the vertical axis” in the autobiography, elaborated in Cavells’ notion of “moral perfectionism,” “an unending process of responsibility for being and becoming the one you are,” answering “the demand to make oneself intelligible (115).”
The “vertical” feature of Cavell’s stance resembles the transcendent axis that dominates the ancient texts first in its demand for “becoming the one you are;” second, a becoming that takes the form of an “ascent;” third, a movement in the direction of a state or condition described by both in terms of “perfection,” and four, a process described in terms of intelligibility. Yet the difference at bottom over what is meant by human finitude makes the resemblances superficial, useful for the heuristic purpose of setting both stances in sharp contrasting relief.
Finally, while the ancient texts breathe an air of confidence in having come across final, absolute truth, they are also suffused with signs of struggle, complexity, restlessness. I don’t get a sense of complacency despite the rhetoric of truth. The love of paradox is one of the most obvious examples. The profusion of metaphors and images, and the creativity that Irenaeus cites as evidence of their error, are additional examples. 
Turning to Pagels, I want first to make some observations based on the texts I have cited. Second, I want to begin comparing her notion of self-attention with Cavell’s. 
First, then, while Pagels is careful to qualify her account by speaking consistently of “some” gnostics, the overall impression seemed to belie this explicit caveat, as if in the background is the widely assumed notion perhaps was still prevalent at the time she wrote The Gnostic Gospels that there was a Gnostic religion. 
The stance I am taking is that adopted in a 2000 book, In Search of First-century Christianity. co-authored by a professor of philosophy and religion, Joe E. Barnhart, and a lecturer in literature and language, Linda T. Kraeger. (Despite the fact that neither of the authors is an historian, much less a specialist in Early Christianity, their approach is not unhistorical). I can indicate what I take from their approach by the following citation, which begins with the rhetorical question: “Why have Isaiah, Paul, and others of the Hebrew tradition soared into such grand and sweeping realms?”

A part of the answer is that they could not help reflecting on the three hoary problems of a species that had discovered its own drive to talk about itself. The three problems pervade the Greek tragedies and enrich Near Eastern writings. First, what is the meaning of this world that mortals are living in with its many conflicts, demands, intoxicating possibilities, and seeming contradictions? Second, how do these mortals relate to Gods, spirits, demons, and other extraordinary beings so that they may be on good terms with them and gain their favor? Third, how do mortals relate to one another while trying to negotiate with the extraordinary beings and the forces of earth and sky? These three questions appear perpetually because of a paradox: although human finitude has yet to be conquered, the torch of human ingenuity continues to pass from generation to generation (p. 44). 


The “hoary” questions are not unlike the Valentinian catechetical questionnaire: “Who were we? What have we become? Where were we? Into what place have we been thrown? Where are we going? From what are we ransomed? What is generation? What is regeneration?” (Clement of Alexandria, Excerpts from Theodotus, 78.2, as cited by David Brakke, The Gnostics,  119).  

The stance I adopt is one that assumes human finitude and fallibility, together with the ineradicable drive, as a feature of its “drive to talk about itself,” to posit answers to the questions it poses perpetually about itself. This is a stance that differs from the gnostic and other texts discussed in part one, which share the view that there is an answer and that they are on to it. What questions are raised about the texts from this “humanistic,” skeptical, a-gnostic stance? 

With Barnhart and Kraeger I believe they can be approached as rich resources for thinking by, in effect, reverse engineering their answers as evidence for the way they understood the problems within the context of their cultural, historical time, and for their thinking processes in addressing those problems, as thinking from perspectives other than our own and therefore as potentially challenging to our own perspectives. Given that we have not escaped finititude and therefore have not escaped the possibilities of self-delusion, we need all the help we can get from as many different perspectives as possible to test ourselves. 

From this perspective one feature of the way the texts talk about knowing the self is the rich set of thematic associations and connections in which it is placed, in The Gospel of Philip, for example, where, despite its form as a collection or anthology without any obvious overall ordering principle, tracing out the associations reveals an almost hypetext-like web of imagery and meaning. 
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