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The concerns of the series ‘Platonic Christianity’


Since its beginnings Christian theology has been shaped by influences of Platonism, which inspired various forms of ‘Platonic Christianity’. The contributions of the series ‘Platonic Christianity’ take up these developments and present a new impulse for discussion: Those patterns of experience that are entitled with the (imprecise) term ‘near-death experiences’ nowadays have already shaped the emergence of Platonism and early Christianity. Scientific investigations regarding the phenomenon ‘death’ in general and regarding so-called ‘near-death experiences’ in particular open up approaches to new forms of a Platonic-Christian religiosity.




Preface


The edition of volumes of the series ‘Platonic Christianity’ is dedicated to the following concerns: On the one hand, I would like to outline in a generally understandable language essential results of my studies regarding the history of early Christianity, Platonism, and so-called ‘near-death experiences’. On the other hand, I want to stimulate a discussion that can only be conducted in an interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary manner1. Both concerns are connected by a basic idea, which can be summarized as follows: Since its beginnings, Christian theology has been shaped by influences of Platonism, which inspired various forms of ‘Platonic Christianity’. The contributions of the series ‘Platonic Christianity’ takes up these developments and present a new impulse for discussion: Those patterns of experiences that are entitled with the (imprecise) term ‘near-death experiences’ nowadays have already shaped the development of Platonism and early Christianity. Scientific investigations regarding the phenomenon ‘death’ in general and regarding so-called ‘near-death experiences’ in particular open up approaches to new forms of Platonic-Christian religiosity. The main features of this approach are set out in the first five volumes. First, the historical background, methodology and terminology will be presented on which all the following subvolumes are based on: (Volume 1: Platonic Christianity: Historical and Methodological Foundations). The second volume shows how early the first forms of Platonic Christianity can be observed. This is explained by the interpretation of the figure and message of Jesus as handed down by the Gospel of Thomas (Volume 2: Jesus as Founder of a Platonic Christianity: the Message of the Gospel of Thomas). Essential backgrounds of this concept are presented in the third volume with a sketch of Plato’s theology (Volume 3: The Theology of Plato: Backgrounds of a Platonic Christianity). Against this background, it will be explained to what extent the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of John form contrasting parallels that reveal the potentials and conflicts which can be inspired by a Platonic Christianity (Volume 4: The Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of John: Revivals of an Early Christian Discourse). The fifth volume opens up the new perspective on this topic, which will be developed in the following volumes (Volume 5: Near Death Experiences: Platonic-Christian Interpretations).


Guiding assumption of the contributions of the series ‘Platonic Christianity’: Scientific investigations regarding the phenomenon of ‘death’ in general and regarding so-called ‘near-death experiences’ in particular open up approaches to new forms of Platonic-Christian religiosity.


Many people participated in the completion of these volumes. This applies not only to my assistants, who were involved in the difficulties of proofreading. It also applies to many friends and family members, whom I have repeatedly confronted with the question of whether I could ‘translate’ the scientific language familiar to me into a generally comprehensible language. I would like to thank in particular Sarah Perez Kuwald, Swantje Rinker, Jasmin Reschka-Zielke, Femke Schiller, Gerhild Schiller, Ullrich Schiller, Dr. Stephanie Gripentrog-Schedel, Tim Schedel, Alexander Gripentrog, Andreas Gripentrog and – last, but not least – my mother Maria Luise Popkes-Wilts.


Kiel-Kronshagen, Spring 2020 Enno Edzard Popkes





1 In order to facilitate interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary connectivity, subject-specific discourses are only documented to a limited extent. With regard to detailed subject-specific discourses, I refer to my preliminary work and research projects that are listed in the bibliography or footnotes.




1. Purpose and structure


Jesus had disciples. Without a doubt, one disciple was called Thomas. However, the relationship between Jesus and Thomas is a debatable point. The ‘Gospel of Thomas’ claims to convey secret sayings of Jesus which the teacher entrusted to that disciple. They often differ noticeably from Jesus’ sayings which are handed down in the New Testament. This raises fundamental questions: What is the message of the Gospel of Thomas? What significance does it have for understanding the words and deeds of Jesus? What significance does the Gospel of Thomas have for the understanding of early Christianity? Why does the Gospel associated with the name of John present Thomas as a doubter who is skeptical of Jesus and does not believe in his bodily resurrection?


These first questions already give an idea why the Gospel of Thomas can ignite massive disputes, which are observed far beyond the borders of theology and church. Above all, however, these questions due to a further question that can be formulated in different variations. On the one hand, it can be put hypothetically in relation to the past: What would have happened if those interpretations of Jesus’ message handed down in the Gospel of Thomas had shaped the development of Christianity in the same way as the biblical writings? On the other hand, it can be formulated as a question that has concrete consequences for the present and the future: What does it mean when this interpretation of Jesus’ message is reconsidered?


The present book puts one answer to this last question up for discussion: The Gospel of Thomas offers a Platonic interpretation of the figure and message of Jesus that can inspire new forms of Platonic-Christian religiosity.


Guiding assumption 2.1: The Gospel of Thomas is one of the oldest witnesses of a Platonic Christianity. Its message should be reconsidered today.


This assumption will be explained as follows: First, basic information is conveyed which is important for the understanding of the Gospel of Thomas (chapter 2). Then it is explained in what way the figure and the message of Jesus is interpreted in a platonic manner in the Gospel of Thomas, namely regarding five topics which appear regularly in the sayings of Jesus. The titles of the chapters first allude to a partial aspect of a saying (in the sense of the chosen order it is Gos. Thom. 3:4; 108:1; 77:1; 24:3; 50:1). Those partial aspects already show central statements of the Gospel of Thomas:


“If you recognize yourselves ...”


“... you will become like me.”


“I am the light ...”


“... and it enlightens the whole world.”


“We have come out of the light ...”


The subtitles of the chapters emphasize basics ideas of those sayings. These are ‘revelation by self-knowledge’ (chapter 3), ‘oneness with Jesus’ (chapter 4), ‘the origin and perfection of creation’ (chapter 5), ‘enlightenment of the world’ (chapter 6) and ‘transmigration of souls’ (chapter 7). Finally, the central features of the Platonic interpretation of the figure and the message of Jesus are summarized again and illustrated schematically (chapter 8).




2. Introduction


Before an interpretation of the Gospel of Thomas is put up for discussion, basic information about the historical background and the structure of this work must be given. First of all, it is necessary to think about a fact, which is of central importance for scientific considerations of the history of early Christianity. The Bible is – as its Greek name ta biblia (‘the books’) already suggests – actually a library. It bears testimonies written by people who lived in different times, regions and historical contexts. This also applies to the second part of the Bible, which commonly is entitled with the ‘New Testament’. It is a collection of writings that provide important insights into the history of early Christianity. But the history of Christianity was much more complex than the New Testament suggests. This applies particulary to the disciple of Jesus who will be examined in more detail below; that is to say Thomas and the Gospel associated with his name. For this reason, the contrast between biblical and non-biblical traditions about Thomas is first of all explained. On the one hand it is outlined in what way Thomas was stylized in the Gospel of John as the symbol of a doubter who was sceptical about Jesus’ message and who did not want to believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus (2.1). On the other hand, extra-biblical traditions about Thomas and the so-called ‘Thomas Christianity’ are being explained (2.2). It must also be clarified why the Gospel of Thomas was suppressed in antiquity and how it was rediscovered in the 20th century (2.3). It is then shown why not only the individual sayings of Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas are mysterious, but why the work itself remains mysterious (2.4). Against this background the differences between the image of Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas and the biblical Gospels are explained (2.5), especially the images of Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of John (2.6). Likewise, the basic problems of a religio-historical classification of the Gospel of Thomas and of its references to platonic traditions must be adressed (2.7 and 2.8). The latter leads to a question which, in my opinion, has been overlooked in previous discourses: What significance do the contrasts between the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of John have for the question of the so-called ‘Historical Jesus’? (2.9). At the end of the introduction, the translation and structure of the text witnesses of the Gospel of Thomas are explained (2.10).


2.1 Thomas, the doubter?


What significance did Thomas have for the development of early Christianity? This question can be answered in different ways. If one looks only at the collection of writings called the ‘New Testament’, one can come to the conclusion that Thomas was almost meaningless. Such an assessment, however, changes fundamentally when those testimonies are considered, which have not been included in the New Testament. In extra-biblical traditions, Thomas is portrayed as a special disciple of Jesus, to whom various Christian communities refer.


The opposing pictures of Thomas can be traced as follows: All the gospels included in the canon of the New Testament emphasize that there was a person named Thomas among the disciples of Jesus (cf. Mark 3:16-19//Matt 10:2-4//Luke 6:13-16). They also agree in that he belonged to a special group, namely the circle of twelve disciples that Jesus is said to have called the apostles. In the Gospels, which have been associated with the names Matthew, Mark and Luke, Thomas otherwise receives no further attention. This also corresponds to the narratives of the Acts of the Apostles as an immediate continuation of the Gospel of Luke (Act 1:13).


Only one single scripture in the New Testament mentions Thomas more than once – but this reference is all the more important. In the Gospel of John a picture of Thomas presented, making him the symbol of a doubter. He was sceptical about the message of his teacher and did not understand it properly (John 11:16; 14:45; 20:24-29). This especially refers to the belief in a bodily resurrection of Jesus. But the image of the doubting Thomas also forms the background against which the author of the Gospel of John stages the climax of his work. Thomas is said to have demanded to see the resurrected Jesus with his own eyes and to touch the wounds of his crucifixion. Otherwise, he could not believe in his physical resurrection. According to the Fourth Gospel, this demand was met. As a result, the ‘Johannine Thomas’ formulates the highest creed handed down in the New Testament writings. The former doubter Thomas finally addresses Jesus as ‘his Lord and his God’ (John 20:28)2.


The dramaturgy of this narrative implies one question: Was there a special reason why the author of the Gospel of John depicted the figure of Thomas as the symbol of a doubter? This question also comes to mind when we consider the other Gospels in the New Testament in which Thomas is not made stand out in this way. However, it gains importance when extra-biblical writings and traditions are included in the discussion. By doing so the impression arises that the author of the Gospel of John wanted to criticize and correct an important authority of early Christianity and its interpretation of the figure and message of Jesus3. Even if the surviving text witnesses of the Gospel of Thomas are relatively young4, the literary stylization of the figure of Thomas in the Gospel of John is an indication that a specific teaching tradition was associated with this disciple of Jesus.


Guiding assumption 2.2: The author of the Gospel of John stylizes Thomas as the symbol of a doubter in order to criticize a contrary interpretation of the figure and message of Jesus.


2.2 Thomas and Thomas-Christianity


Christian communities, often referred to as ‘Thomas-Christianity’, still exist today. This term is of course misleading, as it is not an official self-designation. The so-called ‘Thomas Christianity’ is not a uniform denomination with independent confessions and institutions. It is rather a collective term for different groups, which claim to go back to the missionary activities of this special disciple of Jesus5.


Guiding assumption 2.3: The collective term ‘Thomas-Christianity’ describes different religious communities which refer to the Apostle Thomas and which are not represented by the writings of the New Testament.


Many of those communities claim that Thomas carried his teacher’s message all the way to India. He arrived in the south of India at the middle of the first century and died there as a martyr at the beginning of the 70s. Even today there are various places of worship in South India that commemorate the mission and death of Thomas. However, from a historica point of view it is hardly possible to distinguish between reliable historical information and legendary narratives in these diverse traditions. Nevertheless, it is difficult to deny one aspect: There was a disciple of Jesus called Thomas who spread the message of his teacher to regions that receive little or no attention in New Testament writings.


The complexity of different traditions about Thomas also corresponds to the fact that different writings claim his authority. Of course, they differ clearly from each other, both formally and in terms of content. They give an idea of different ideas associated with the name Thomas. Thus, for example, the so-called ‘Infancy Gospel of Thomas’, which must not be confused with the gospel of Thomas, reports supposed events in the life of the young Jesus. They are intended to illustrate the divine power and extraordinary knowledge that Jesus is said to have had already as a child. Many of these legends may seem peculiar to today’s readers (e.g. the well-known story that little Jesus played at a stream, made birds out of clay and brought them to life). However, they correspond to many ancient legends, which have later embellished the narratives of important personalities‘ childhoods. The fact that things were no different with Jesus is already documented in the biblical gospels (this applies above all to the legends about the birth of Jesus) and many other stories that were widespread in antiquity. However, the ‘Infancy Gospel of Thomas’ does not answer a question that is of interest for an interpretation of the Gospel of Thomas: Why would Thomas be one of those persons who could pass on these events? The figure of Thomas is not examined in detail in the ‘Childhood Gospel of Thomas’. The situation is different with other early Christian writings in which the figure of Thomas is central to the narratives. Thus e.g. different variants of the so-called ‘Acts of Thomas’ were handed down, which probably originated only in the third century. They combine different narratives about Thomas, who wants to describe his actions and experiences on his way to India. Likewise in the Old Church there were various versions of a so-called ‘Apocalypse of Thomas’ that claim to announce imminent events, which would precede the expected end of the world.
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