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Abstract

In the second edition of Hans Jonas’s main English study of Gnosticism, The Gnostic
Religion, published in 1963, one finds two important supplements. The second of which is a
revision of an article Jonas’s published in the New School’s journal Social Research back in 1952.
This article, originally titled “Gnosticism and Modern Nihilism,” is usually highlighted as Jonas’s
own khere in which, unlike his former teacher, he turns away from both Gnosticism and
Existentialism towards a construction of an ethical monistic philosophy for a post metaphysical
world.

However, the way this text is brought into tune with Jonas’s English book can already be
seen as casting doubt on such a simplistic view of Jonas’s philosophical development. Four main
adaptations immediately offer themselves: First, the text forms one of a two-part supplement, the
prior of which brings Jonas’s work up to date with the then-recent discoveries from Nag Hammadi.
Second, the title changes into “Epilogue: Gnosticism, Existentialism, Nihilism.” Third, for an
important chunk of the text, the reader is actually referred back into the main book. Forth, and
most importantly, a methodological and quasi biographical introduction is added, in which Jonas’s
stress that Gnosticism, being originally a lock for the all-encompassing key of Existentialism, has,
at this stage, become a key availing an analysis of the afflictions of post-metaphysical modernity.
Thus, while Existentialism is certainly bracketed and rejected, Gnosticism, especially in the light
of Nag Hammadi, becomes a highly helpful method for addressing contemporary problems.

In my paper, | will demonstrate how Jonas has continued using Gnosticism in such a way
in one of the least expected places: in his attempt to rethink the notion of God after Auschwitz.
Using Jonas’s Gnostic Religion, I will demonstrate that Jonas’s own myth is essentially a retelling
of the Gnostic myth, appropriately adapted to the post metaphysical secular world, in which
responsibility for the salvation of the godhead lies flatly upon humanity. To paraphrase Jonas’s
simile, Gnosticism becomes a Circe, who can advise us how to safely cross between Scylla and
Charybdis.



