MANI, MANICHAEISM Founder of the last great religious movement to make its way from the eastern frontiers into Roman society (third century). Mani sought a reHgjojjsmovement rhatwould unite bod^east and west. Pattern​ing his missionary zeal on Paul's call, Mani claimed to be an apostle. His religious vision incorporated influences from the heterodox Jewish Christian baptismal sect in which he had been brought upraTweil as from Zoiojjstri-anism and Buddhisn.

Life and Early History. 
Mani was born in southern Mesopotamia on April 14, 216. His mother was said to have been of noble Persian lineage. His father had joined the Jewish Chris​tian baptismal sect of the Elkesaites, Biographi​cal material about the prophet's life and reve​lations collected by early foiiowers survives in a small Greek codex of some 200 pages entitled Concerning the Origin of I lis Body. ("Body" refers to the founding of the Manichaean church by the prophet.) Mani claimed tohave had revelations jTorjxius_^heavenlytwin" frorjri the age of twelve. As visions of the Paraclete (Spirit) led him to question the practices of the baptismal sect to which he belonged, Mani engaged in disputes with its elders. At age twenty-four, on April 19, 240, Mani received his heavenly call to become the "apostle of light." Expelled from the sect with his father and two disciples, Mani began to send out emissaries. Upon his return from a journey to India in 242, Mani was able to convert mem​bers of the Persian royal court and had appar​ently gained a hearing from its new ruler, Sapor I (242-273). With the ascension of Bahram I (274-277), a reforming_Zoroastrian priest, Kartir, instigated perseamonof Mar^i and his fol​lowers. Mani was imprisoned and died a martyr in the spring of 276.

Although the dissension and schism that resulted from the persecution led to the near eradication of Manichaeisrn in Persia itself, the movement flourished both in the west, where it entered the Roman empire, and in the east, where it reached central Asia. Manichaeisrn responded to persecution by "Christianizing" its organizational structure, with intensive preaching by wandering missionaries, and rely-ing upon the support of "hearers"-jnerchants and other patrons whose sins wereforgiveiyby the "elect" but who did not take on the elect's ascetic lifestyle.

As it came to be considered a Christian heresy, Manichaeisrn found itself the object of persecution_bv Christian bisfcops backed by the authority of the state in the Roman west. But its eventual decline in the sixth century may have been due as much to loss of its base of "hearers" as to measures against the sect. Man​ichaeisrn was liberated from persecution in the east by the rise of Islam. In central Asia, it flourished along with Buddhism and Nestorian Christianity until the Mongol attacks of the thirteenth century. During medieval times, it reemergedjnthewest in the sectarian formsjpf thc^aulicians, uugpmiis. and Catharists. Por​tuguese traders reported the existence of Man-ichaeans in southern China in the seventeenth century.

Doctrines. 

Although only fragments of his own writings remain, Mani himself claimed
distinction from earlier religious founders by composing his own doctrinal, liturgical, and
homilecic works. He devised a characteristic script and even composed one volume that
contained illustrations of his doctrine. The Manichaeans were known for the beauty of
their manuscripts, especially in their attention to the decoration. Manichaean material, much of it unedited, survives in Greek, Coptic, Turkish, and Chinese, a diversity that refledts the~~gTobaI mission undertaken by Manichaean preachers.                 '
Mani's religious system is grounded on a radjgal rhiaHsm of light and_darkness. His dualism has affinities with_Gnostici2ing trends in Christianity, which he had probably encoun' tered in their Syriac versions. Anjglaborafe procedure ofjsdcmpHQFv-is required for-the particles ofjjghtr-that-are trapped iaihis^orld to^eJjj2eTat£d^jind-^cturp.pd-rfi the_jieav.e,nly world. Manichaeans saw the Milky Way as the great cosmic ladder by which such particles made rheir return and pointed to the waxing and waning of the moon as evidence for the collection and departure of light particles in the heavenly realm. The adepts of the sect, the elect, devoted their lives to freeing particles of light entrapped in matter. Mani's biography includes scenes in which he hears the anguished cries of plants and vegetables being cut. Meat-eating was^iaxbjddcn; the elect took a daily common meal of fruits like melons, bread, and water. They also abstained from crqatjriigjiew prisons forjjghj^hrough jigx and soughtto avoid harmto living .beings by any act of violence, including most forms of work. Consequently, their needs had to be supplied by the "hearers" of the movement. The elect devoted themselves to preaching, study, and copying manuscripts. They were required to fast 100 days a year, including a thirty-day fast before the annual festival of Mani's death.

Mythic stories tell of the mixing of the realms of light and dark, as well as the great "evocation" of God necessary to draw light out of darkness. The demonic powers of the lower world had created the human body in thgjorm of the heavenly .prototype of humanity, an androgynous_A4dj}m/Eve. As a result of the heav​enly origins of their spirits, humans couid be​come vehicles for the liberation of light.JPnjy those who bejgrjgcd^tothe elect would leave this world at death to return to the light realm. Women might__also be among the elect, al​though they could not hold offices within the sect. The elect forgave thcL^insofthe hearers

who provided their support. In return for such a lire, the nearer mignt expect to be reincar​nated asonj_of_the_elect or one of the light-bearing plants and so acjiigye-salvarjon.

Adaptation of Christian themes led to the depiction of Jesus as a variety of figures; for example, in North Africa the suffering Jesus represented the suffering particles of light.
Augustine is_ perhaps the most farnous Manichaean “hearer” in western Christian tradition. He owed his appointment to the chair of hetoric in Milan to Manichaean supporters. But the teachings of Ambrose gave him a deeper understanding of Chrjsijanity, as Neoplatonism deepened his understanding of the nature of the_soul and its relatiopship to the divine.  He came to see Manichaeism as a crude mythologizing and found that its preachers were unable to answer the intellectual questions put to them. The life of Christian monks provided a better expression of asceticism, he thought, than did that of the vagrant and unkempt Manichaean preachers.                                 [P-P-]
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