Members of this congress explore the Gnostic in Western culture
from the ancient world to the modern New Age, tracing the
emergence, persistence, and disappearance of metaphysical
religious currents that are perceived to be countercultural,
inverted, transgressive and/or subversive in their relationship to
normative religion and their claim to knowledge.

The main

purpose of this interdisciplinary conference is to unlock the
Gnostic from its cage in the ancient world and to challenge the
prevailing academic opinion that the Gnostic is a useless category
because it reifies as heretics people who were simply
“alternative” devout Christians.
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In this paper, I will discuss the curious tendency that scholars have of using
secondary sources (i.e., Irenaeus and other heresiologists) to define gnosticism, and
using primary sources (most particularly the Nag Hammadi collection) as backups for
definitions taken from the secondary sources. I will also suggest some ways in which
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interpretation both of its constituent elements and of its overall cosmological
transcend human nature and even nature itself. This paper explores a middle
framework. I intend to show not only that cosmology and anthropology intrinsically
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intertwined, but also that ethics determines both the structure of the world and the
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The Paradigm of Catharism; or, the Historians’ Illusion of Medieval
Presider, JEFFREY R. KRIPAL
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4:00-5:50
VICTORIA
23,000 Rays of Light Who Fell to Earth and Found Each Other: Gnostic
Fiction and Gnostic Practice in Vladimir Sorokin's Ice Trilogy
Drawing on the esoteric lore around the famous 1905 Tunguska comet event in
Siberia, the noted Russian novelist Vladimir Sorokin's Ice trilogy is an apocalyptic
fiction that ingeniously fuses Gnostic cosmology with real-life twentieth-century
politics and history. Trapped in human bodies around the world, Sorokin’s newly
awakened 23,000 “rays of light” embark on a hundred-year quest to find each other
and escape the hated prison of Earth forever. But the unholy means they use to
achieve their ends raises the disturbing question: Was it their human nature that
corrupted
theup
Children of the Light—or their eternal one?
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Session 6: Gnostic Stories 1
Presider, ERIN PROPHET
9:00 – 9:25 ERIK DAVIS, Stranger in a Strange Land: Philip K. Dick’s Gnostic Identity

Saturday, March 28

Following a string of extraordinary otherworldly experiences in 1974, the science
fiction writer Philip K. Dick restlessly explored different philosophical and religious
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Shuttle including
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During the mid to late 1990s, elements of the rich mythology surrounding

9:00 – 9:25 ERIK DAVIS
extraterrestrial visitation and UFO encounters erupted, potently, into the American
in a Strange
Philipa K.
Dick’s
Gnostic
Identity flowed into
popularStranger
consciousness.
At the Land:
same time,
deep
gnostic
undercurrent

Following
a string
of extraordinary
otherworldly
experiences
in 1974,
science
the
lore, through
writers
including Whitley
Strieber,
Karla Turner,
Johnthe
Mack
and
fiction
writer
Philip
K.
Dick
restlessly
explored
different
philosophical
and
religious
Kenneth Ring. This current, it can be argued, reached its ultimate expression in the
and “Gnostic”.
partgroup
of a project
to understand
39identities,
membersincluding
of the “Christian”
San Diego-based
gnostic As
UFO
Heaven's
Gate, who
how
Gnosticism
came
to
serve
as
a
“countercultural”
alternative
to
ascended to 'the next level above human' in March 1997. This presentation will
mainline
Christianity,
I
will
explore
how
Dick
understood
and
constructed
these
two
examine some of the ways that gnostic ideas, merging spiritual and technological
rival but overlapping
positions.
yearnings,
manifested within
UFO beliefs of the period."

9:25 – 9:50 MARK PILKINGTON
Extraterrestrial Gnosis: Shards in the Cosmic Mirror
During the mid to late 1990s, elements of the rich mythology surrounding
extraterrestrial visitation and UFO encounters erupted, potently, into the American
popular consciousness. At the same time, a deep gnostic undercurrent flowed into
the lore, through writers including Whitley Strieber, Karla Turner, John Mack and
Kenneth Ring. This current, it can be argued, reached its ultimate expression in the
39 members of the San Diego-based gnostic UFO group Heaven's Gate, who
ascended to 'the next level above human' in March 1997. This presentation will
examine some of the ways that gnostic ideas, merging spiritual and technological
yearnings, manifested within UFO beliefs of the period.

9:50-10:15 WOUTER HANEGRAAFF
Alan Moore’s Promethea, Couterculturalism and the End of the World

of humanity's religious epiphanies. These two features have made the RevMagi an
intriguing text for proponents of New Age religious thought and for students of the
UFO phenomenon. This paper will examine such interpretations and assess whether
their applications of such "modern" concerns to an ancient text are appropriate.

12:00-12:15 Discussion
12:15-2:00 Lunch break

Session 8: Gnostic Stories 3
Presider, ERIN PROPHET
2:00-2:25

In this contribution I will discuss the Promethea mythos as developed in a five-volume
comics cycle (199902005) published by the acclaimed comics writer Alan Moore in
colleboration with J.H. Williams III and Mick Gray. Promethea is one of the most
explicit esoteric comics ever published, and a major expression of radical gnostic
counterculturalism in popular culture.

10:15-10:30 Discussion
10:30-10:45 Break

This paper seeks to situate "African American Religion" as central to American
Religion and as Gnostic. Subsequent to an exploration of how and why African
American religion is both very "American" and simultaneously very gnostic, the paper
will consider the implications of this position for the theoretical and methodological
implications for the study of American religion.

2:25-2:50

Session 7: Gnostic Stories 2

This paper analyzes the reception of the Nag Hammadi Library and affiliated ‘Gnostic’
texts in the life and work three authors: Grant Morrison, Laurence Caruana and
Jonathan Talat Philips. It investigates how constructions of “Gnosticism” allowed
these contemporaries to read themselves into the past through these texts, and how
this hermeneutic engagement resulted in creative reinterpretations of the nature of
Christ in their (non-)fiction.

2:50-3:15

This lecture will focus on three texts: Philip K. Dick’s VALIS (1981), Whitley Strieber’s
COMMUNION (1987) and Barbara Ehrenreich’s LIVING WITH A WILD GOD (2014). In
each case, we will see how the author describes a deeply personal, life-changing
encounter with what any earlier culture would have recognized as a deity or demon.
Each author engages these earlier religious interpretations but finally moves outside
of them to posit actual invisible species in the environment that interact with human
beings at their own whims and for their own interests, perhaps, the authors
speculate, to "feed off" of human emotion or to tame, domesticate or evolve us via
sexual communion and interspecies symbiosis. The result is a new set of evolutionary
panpsychisms, erotic vitalisms and biological polytheisms that pose a challenge to
the reigning materialisms and projection theories of conventional science and the
humanities.

This paper will start by looking closely at Arthur Machen's The Great God Pan (1894)
and some other stories by Machen, focusing on the form of 'gnosticism' that the story
takes up and what it intends to say about the acquisition of hidden knowledge. It will
proceed to look at later stories that were influenced by Machen, including H.P.
Lovecraft's 'The Dunwich Horror' (1929) and the different ways in they present hidden
knowledge and its acquisition

The ancient Christian text known as Revelation of the Magi presents itself as the firstperson testimony of the Magi on the coming of Christ. Two of its most distinctive
features are: 1) its presentation of Christ as the Magi's star, from which he transforms
into a small, luminous human being; and 2) its belief that Christ is the source of all

JEFFREY J. KRIPAL
Biological Gods: The New Mythmakers of Science (Fiction)

11:10-11:35 SARAH ILES JOHNSTON
The Great God Pan

11:35-12:00 BRENT LANDAU
The Coming of the Star-Child: Revelation of the Magi in New Age
Thought and UFOlogy

MARGARITA SIMON GUILLORY
The Secret in the Sand: Louisiansian Hoodoo Rituals

This paper considers the intersectional relationship between materiality and
science in the study of religion. Specifically, it draws from Zora Neale
Hurston's Hoodoo in America to examine the variety of ways that Louisianan hoodoo
practitioners used the "magnetic" properties of sand to achieve ritual success.

Presider, BENJAMIN BROCHSTEIN
10:45-11:10 MATTHEW J DILLON
Resurrecting the Gnostic Christ in Contemporary (Non-)Fiction

STEPHEN C. FINLEY
African American Religion as Quintessential American Gnostic Religion:
Theoretical and Methodological Reflections

3:15-3:30

Discussion

3:30-3:45

Closing Remarks, JEFFREY J. KRIPAL

4:15

Return to hotel

6:00

Pick up for banquet at El Meson Restaurant

9:00

Return to hotel

Gnostic Counter Cultures Participants
Grant Adamson: Grant Adamson (Ph.D., Rice 2014) is a Postdoctoral Teaching Fellow in
the Program in Writing and Communication at Rice University. He specializes in
the study of New Testament and Early Christianity. With April D. DeConick, he is
co-editor of Histories of the Hidden God: Concealment and Revelation in Western
Gnostic, Esoteric, and Mystical Traditions (Durham: Acumen 2013).
Dylan M. Burns: Dylan M. Burns (Ph.D. Yale University 2011) is a Research Associate at
Leipzig University, Institute of Egyptology. His research focuses on diverse aspects
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