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Gnosis and Modernity — a Postwar German Intellectual Debate

on Secularisation, Religion and ‘Overcoming’ the Past®
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¢ i il
Abstract:

This paper aims to formulate a topic that combines the interests of four German thinkers (Blumen-
berg, Jonas, Scholem and Voegelin) after World War II, despite their different disciplines (philosophy,
political theory, mysticism, and the history of ideas). The severe moral crisis that followed the war was
the subject they discussed in the context of the German intellectual tradition by employing the concept
of Gnosis. This paper adopts a method by which it presents the intellectual context of the issue (the
German intellectual context that has, since the end of the nineteenth century, been engaged in the cri-
sis of German culture which is associated with questioning the Enlightenment and modernity, and the
concept of Gnosis), and the post-war political context. The paper presents the arguments of the four
scholars in a way that takes into account their differences and the purpose of the paper as well. The pa-
per concludes that discussing the moral crisis that followed the war, through the concept of Gnosis and
the German cultural background, is what united them for the trial of modernity. Voegelin denounced
modernity, Blumenberg defended it, even exonerated it, and both Jonas and Scholem sought to save it.

This, unusually, confirms that a religious element, the Gnosis, still exists within secular modernity
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Grosset and Dunlap, 1964). See also Mikulds caor[n] Tiech and Roy Porter (eds), Fin de Siécle and Its Legacy (Cambridge:
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fornia University Press, 1992).
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(64) Lazier (note 11), p.622.
(65) Ibid.
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(68) Hans Jonas, “Gnosticism and Modern Nihilism”, Social Research 19 (1959), pp.430—52. Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion:
The Message of the Alien God and the Beginnings of Christianity (Boston, MA: Beacon Press 1958), pp.320—40.
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(69) Hans Jonas, The Phenomenon of Life: Towards a Philosophical Biology (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1966).
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Shail @l (aosis selaie Lel cLudwig Klages (wiMIS 3sdss) sa9 (Lemolin axl Livoy Al «(aulSisa
Ludwig Klages (ed.), Alfred Schuler. Fragmente und Vortrage aus dem NachlaR (Leipzig, 1940), pp.93—6.
David Farrell Krell, Daimon, Life: Heidegger and Life-Philosophy (Bloomington and Indianapolis, IN: Indiana University
Press, 1992).
(70) Hans Jonas, Der Gottesbegriff nach Auschwitz. Eine jiidische Stimme (Tiibingen: Suhrkamp, 1984).
Jslol (8 Lilad i « ,SOT ealin e 1984 ale 4ilin sletel (ogiassg 40 — 39 33 .o (66 ILYI) (ubisy (71)
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(72) Jonas (note 65), The Gnostic Religion, p.340.
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Hans Jonas, “Aktuelle ethische Probleme aus jiidischer Sicht”, Scheidewege 24 (1994/95), pp.3—15.

(75) Jonas (note 6), pp.326, 337.
1@ Al &l LY Al ) e Hstall Sy (76)
‘Scholem to Jonas’ (14 November 1977). Correspondence with Jonas, Scholem’s Archive, [Israel] National Library, Jerusalem.
1@ Lyl oydd udg
Shedlezki, Itta, Gershom Scholem Briefe. Band Ill, 1971—1982 (Munich: Beck, 1999), p.160. For the English translation of
the letter, on which | rely, see Wiese (note 11), p.56.
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(77) Scholem (note 37), Major Trends, p.322.
(78) Scholem, Gershom, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition (New York: Jewish Theological Sem-
inary of America, 1965), p.27.
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Christoph Schmidt, “Gershom Scholem’s Political-Theology”, Teoria u'Vikoreth (Hebrew) 6 (1995), pp.149—59. =
(80) Scholem, Gershom, On Jews and Judaism in Crisis: Selected Essays (New York: Schoken Books, 1976), p.82.

(81) Scholem, Gershom, On the Possibility of Jewish Mysticism in our Time and Other Essays (Philadelphia, PA: the Jewish
Publication Society, 1997), pp.35—6.
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(82) Scholem (note 76), p.116.
(83) Scholem (note 73), Major Trends, p.287.
(84) Jay (note 10), p.47.
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Martin Jay, Force Fields: Between Intellectual History and Cultural Critique (New York and London: Routledge 1993), p.38.
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