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 In the third chapter of Karen King’s remarkable work What Is Gnosticism, called, 

appropriately, Adolf von Harnack and the Essence of Christianity, Karen King teases out a theme 

which she will carry throughout the book of approaching normative religion through the lens of 

“identity formation.”
 1

 It is in Harnack, I submit, that Karen King recognizes the first glimmers 

of this approach, which will ultimately come to play a significant role in her own thesis. This 

chapter does not, however, introduce any hint of King’s criticisms of Harnack’s excesses, but 

represents simply an appraisal of his work for the purposes of her project. In the fifteen pages 

allocated to this examination King’s purpose is twofold; first, to survey one of the classical 

options for characterizing Gnosticism, and second to identify a primitive and as yet undeveloped 

model of identity formation which she will ultimately promote.  

She begins her survey of the ways in which contemporary theologians and scholars have 

attempted to define Gnosticism and determine its essence with a curious example: that of the 

“radical Protestant church historian Adolf von Harnack.”
2
 Although Harnack’s view seems at 

first to be an odd selection to earn the treatment of a dedicated chapter, this selection seems more 

reasonable in retrospect once one considers the overarching project of the book in which it is 

situated. In one sense the principal concern of the chapter is a presentation of Harnack’s analysis 

of Gnosticism as the “Acute Hellenization of Christianity.”
3
 The significance of this 

characterization lies in the analysis of Gnosticism and normative, or Catholic, Christianity, both 

of which Harnack accounts for by suggesting a syncretistic and dialectic model of the formation 

of religious identity. Although Harnack’s view is not as rich or developed as the proposal to 
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which King will later come in her book, he nonetheless provides the first obvious trajectory 

towards her thesis. 

Turning, then, to Harnack himself, one finds one of the most fascinating and innovative, 

not to mention thoroughgoing, forms of systematic Protestantism. To unpack what this means in 

the context of discussions surrounding Gnosticism it is important first to speak about what 

Harnack takes to be the Gospel itself, and what he means by pegging Gnosticism as an acute 

Hellenization. A superficial reading of Harnack would find that he is a man of unspeakable 

contradiction, arguing that the New Testament, and indeed Christianity itself, are chiefly 

determined by the Greek ethos, whereas the Gospel is not itself in any sense influenced by 

Hellenism. He seems to have “warmly and effusively welcomed”
4
 the Greek influence on 

Christianity, while at once charging it with the responsibility of having distorted Christianity. 

One legitimately wonders how he might reconcile such apparently disparate positions. In order to 

answer such a question, one must pay particular attention to the distinctions which Harnack 

employs. Although Harnack is quite ready to admit that the New Testament is unintelligible 

apart from Greek influence, he is also quick to distinguish the Gospel from anything 

recognizably Greek. According to Harnack, “Christianity arose in “the general spiritual 

atmosphere created by Hellenism””
5
 and as such the Greek element was “key to the whole 

development of Christianity.”
6
 Harnack was able to reconcile this admission with the statement 

that “a study of Hellenism was necessary to understand the history of Christian dogma but not 

the essence of Christianity”
7
 by distinguishing between Christianity as a theology on the one 
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hand, and the Gospel itself on the other. For Harnack the Gospel is essentially “transhistorical”
8
 

in such a way that it seems to merely borrow the Greek makeup with which it is presented in the 

New Testament. Thus, Harnack invites Christians to distinguish between “what is traditional and 

what is peculiar, [and] between kernel and husk”
9
 suggesting that the Gospel is the inflexible 

essence behind the husk of the religion organized around it. For Harnack, the essence of 

Christianity was not characterized by the accoutrements of tradition or dogma, but rather “by 

inwardness and enthusiasm”
10

 born out of a realization of the teachings of Jesus. Indeed, his very 

method of identifying the authentic teaching of Jesus is indicative of his entire attitude towards 

religious dogma. 

Harnack recognizes talk of the ‘kingdom of God’ to be at the very center of Jesus’ 

teaching, and yet to be nothing out of the ordinary for the Semitic milieu in which the Gospel 

was first presented. He finds that the idea of the kingdom of God as an eschatological category 

designating a future yet unrealized hope “was an idea which Jesus simply shared with his 

contemporaries.”
11

 Therefore, it is in attending to the ways in which Jesus innovatively 

employed the term, transforming its meaning to something peculiar and altogether ultra-

mundane, that one can properly identify and distinguish the Gospel he introduced from the 

tradition in which it is encountered; the kernel from the husk. Once one has distinguished the 

tradition from what was peculiar, one could just as easily dispose of the tradition, since its 

significance was merely as a vehicle. For this reason Harnack was happy to recognize Marcion 

as “the first Protestant,”
12

 agreeing that “Protestantism did not need the Old Testament 
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anymore.”
13

 Marcion had properly distinguished between the dispensable tradition, including the 

canon of Scripture, and the core message which was “to know nothing save Christ the crucified 

one.”
14

 

 This position seems wildly out of touch with mainstream expressions of Christian faith, 

Protestant or Catholic, and it is impossible to adequately account for it without a view to 

Harnack’s puritanical pietism. This was a “piety [which] rejected all religions”
15

 which took 

themselves to involve “doctrines, regulations, ordinances, and forms of public worship”
16

 

essentially. Harnack’s anti-institutional tone is unmistakable. It was this pietism which led 

Harnack to sharply distinguish the essence of Christianity from the systematized “philosophy of 

religion” which it was later to become by reason of its encounter with the Hellenistic tradition in 

which Christianity arose. The subtlety of Harnack’s thought is underestimated, however, if one 

were to conclude from this that the Greek ‘package’ in which the Gospel comes was a matter of 

sheer arbitration, as though Christianity could just as easily garb itself in alternative dress. 

Rather, Christianity encountered in Hellenism such enthusiastic piety that it “could not pass this 

treasure by with indifference”
17

 and the Greek spirit was reciprocally “drawn to Christianity.”
18

 

It would perhaps be going too far to speak of a ‘match made in heaven,’ however, as Harnack 

identified this allegiance of spirits as the cause of the later “denigration of Christianity into an 

empty religion of form and polytheistic saint worship.”
19
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For Harnack, the story of Christian development is a lamentable story of the marriage of 

Christian enthusiasm with the Greek spirit, resulting in formulaic religion which threatened to 

evaporate Christianity of the original and authentic Gospel. Instead of the story of Church history 

being one of a development of doctrines growing towards a fullness of truth a la Cardinal 

Newman, Harnack’s picture more dramatically suggested that the very evolution of dogma was 

“a work of the Greek spirit on the soil of the Gospel.”
20

 In other words, “Hellenism transformed 

the Gospel into dogma”
21

 and the problem Harnack had with Gnosticism wasn’t principally 

doctrinal, but rather that Gnosticism allowed the Greek project of systematic theology to entirely 

overtake the Gospel. Harnack goes as far as to suggest that the Gnostics were “the first 

theologians of the first century.”
22

 Catholicism, or normative Christianity, then, which arose as 

an alternative synthesis of the Greek spirit with the Christian Gospel, formed its identity in part 

by distinguishing itself from the excesses of Gnosticism, primarily by retaining the Old 

Testament.
23

 Catholicism, far from receiving praise for having allowed the Gospel to survive, 

differed from Gnosticism only by a matter of degree. Though Harnack’s project of saving the 

Gospel from theology is essential to understanding his queer position, the seminal point of 

King’s chapter is that Catholicism, or ‘normative Christianity’ had evolved in conversation with 

Hellenism to be what it otherwise could not have become; “Gnosticism was not a living entity, 

but rather a rhetorical tool that worked to produce a normative version of Christianity.”
24

 

At first glance this chapter seems to touch only superficially on many of the topics with 

which this semester’s class has been preponderantly concerned. However, upon closer 
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inspection, one finds introduced in germane form one of the, if not the, central theses of the 

class: that one cannot speak meaningfully about normative Christianity except dialectically. The 

massive influence which Adolf von Harnack has had on the thinking of Karen King is itself 

clearly evident from her choice to title her book as an obvious parody of Harnack’s “What is 

Christianity?”
25

 from which most of the material she cites in the chapter comes. Therefore, to the 

extent that the class is informed by King’s proposal, I submit, it is also found influenced 

indirectly by this chapter. It was this pietistic agenda which no doubt drove Harnack to recognize 

in Greek influence the source of the deformation of “the Gospel into dogma.”
26

 In the end, 

though Harnack shares much in common with the rhetoric of the heresiologists, such as  the 

“identification of true Christianity with its chronologically original form,”
27

 still his analysis of 

the development of Catholic Christianity in conversation with Gnosticism remains striking for its 

suggestion about how the dialectical dissociation of Catholicism from Gnosticism led to an 

evolution towards a rigid identity formation. 
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