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To all those who hunger and thirst
for righteousness





 


I dwell in Possibility


—Emily Dickinson


Perhaps the ghosts do not need blood to speak after all;
but no doubt they need nourishment
to continue the conversation.


—Robert L. Fowler


The story of Christ is simply a true myth . . .


—C. S. Lewis


A happy ending was imperative.


I shouldn’t have bothered to write otherwise.


—E. M. Forster
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Foreword


Bradfield University is deeply humbled to be the ongoing custodian of the Six Papyri.


These papyri are unique. They date from 30 CE to 70-90 CE. Their existence today is almost incredible. Their contents are totally compelling. Since the world first learned of the Six Papyri two months ago, they have continued to receive universal attention.


It’s easy to understand why. Firstly, they provide intimate biographical knowledge of that most elusive figure, Jesus of Nazareth, and his circle. Secondly, these letters give us unprecedented insight into the development of the early Christian church. Thirdly, they reveal significant aspects about the origin of the Gospel of John.


Across its 129-year history, the university has always held true to its foundational values: the pursuit of truth, the free flow of ideas and academic rigour. We prioritise interuniversity and interdisciplinary collaboration. I am proud that our latest publication authentically demonstrates our values in action.


On behalf of the university, it is my absolute pleasure to publicly thank Professor Lynda Jansen, Department of Ancient Mediterranean and Near Eastern Studies. Professor Jansen’s degree of dedication to these papyri has been world-class. Lynda’s outstanding intellect and commitment inspire us all. We sincerely thank you, Lynda.


We will always champion the Six Papyri. I am therefore delighted, on behalf of the university, to announce the construction of a dedicated landmark facility. This signature building will forever exhibit the Six Papyri in a welcoming, inspiring, and secure environment. Serendipitously, it provides the university with the opportunity, at last, to showcase other significant cultural treasures. A temporary exhibition space will augment our own permanent collection. We already look forward to your visit: in person or online.


Unique. Incredible. Revelatory.


I have no doubt that these Six Papyri will be a nourishing wellspring of research, reflection, and inquiry. Bradfield University is passionately energised to herald the future journey of these priceless artefacts.


The Honourable Robin Beaumont


Chancellor


Bradfield University


BC, Canada









Introduction


In a plethora of ways, our world is markedly different from the Classical world. Human rights; life expectancy; world trade; global heating; technological sophistication; artificial intelligence.


And yet . . . whilst the past may be a foreign country, where things are done differently, it is not always that foreign a place. History is the ultimate influencer. So much of what happened before continues to shape our now. Like any other historian, I am constantly unearthing and examining these connections. My own field of academic endeavour is certainly specialised: the development of the early Christian church. Until now, I drew upon a small, static collection of well-trodden source material.


Not much primary evidence survives two thousand years. Suddenly, in October 2024, everything changed. In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye! The unforgettable generosity of the late Ms. Sally Jones enabled the university at that time to acquire three extraordinary papyri. Part 1 below sets out these three wonderfully preserved papyri letters, written around 36 CE, 54 CE, and 70-90 CE respectively: They are Letters 4, 5, and 6. You can follow their more recent journey in Part 2. That documentary trail starts in Cairo in 1897.


But then, a stunning coincidence occurred. In mid-2025, the university used advanced X-ray technology on three burnt, undecipherable papyri it has owned since 1912. This technology has revealed their equally extraordinary contents. These three papyri letters were all written around 30 CE, in the first months following Jesus’s crucifixion. They are set out in Part 1: letters 1, 2, and 3.


The university carefully holds these documents, in cultural trust, for all. That reality was almost tangible at our recent public discussion on the Six Papyri. I enjoyed participating in what was a thoroughly wide-ranging discussion. Part 3 contains the transcript of the dialogue.


Undimmed, the Six Papyri speak to us across the centuries. They shine with wisdom, integrity, and humanity. I have no doubt these unique documents will be a catalyst for all kinds of future conversations and investigations. They offer multiple and even competing perspectives, whether religious, historical, and/or 2SLGBTQI+ related.


Of course, they firmly put to bed an area of sometimes intense speculation. Did Jesus have a lover? If so, who was it? We can now categorically answer these two questions. Yes, Jesus did have a lover. But, contrary to historic speculation, his lover was not Mary Magdalene. Jesus’s lover was Lazarus of Bethany. In this regard, I note that the late Theodore W. Jennings Jr. confidently concluded that Jesus did have a male lover. His 2003 book, entitled The Man Jesus Loved, explored this in some depth. That was more than twenty years before these papyri surfaced. It almost goes without saying that the Six Papyri will precipitate radical changes to Christianity’s approach to sexuality. On that note, and, for completeness, Part 4 briefly summarises the seismic shifts already underway.


For me, this current publication has been a labour of love. It is a real privilege to be able to bring the words of Lazarus and Mary Magdalene alive again. Every day, I am grateful to be part of the excellent team here, which so collegiately curates, cherishes, and researches the Six Papyri.


I thank, most sincerely, the university and the following colleagues for their crucial efforts: Jackie Bascombe, Timothy Gilbert, Sandra Pillai, and Natsuki Yoshida.


Alongside everybody, I rejoice in the opportunity to share in the revelation, and the wonderment, of the Six Papyri.


Lynda Jansen


Professor, Department of Ancient Mediterranean and


Near Eastern Studies


Bradfield University


BC, Canada









PART 1


The Documents









Papyrus No. 1


The First Letter from Lazarus to
Mary and Martha of Bethany (circa 30 CE)


Lazarus to his sisters Mary and Martha. Very many greetings! I am most sorry. I have not forgotten my promise to you when we departed from Jerusalem last week. I scribble this to you briefly. I trust you are both safe and well. Thanks to the Almighty, we have arrived safely. I am the guest of relatives of Cleopas. It is a mournful and wretched homecoming for the Nazarenes. Everyone is in pieces.


I am exhausted. It is not, on my own part, from the journey itself or the physical hardships. As you know, I am more than used to travelling. No, it was the route that we had to take which undid me. For, many of the places we travelled through to reach Nazareth were the same towns we had visited together. You will think me odd when I tell you. Along the way, I closed my eyes whenever we entered Sebastia, or the smaller towns, such as Nain. I was determined not to see them. Yet, almost against my better judgment, my wishes shifted. I suddenly found myself keen to gaze upon where we stayed and he spoke.


As much as I can, I try to be helpful to his mother and his brothers and sisters. They are overcome. There are prayers at the synagogue. It is the same one that he preached at not that long ago. Nazareth is not a large town. Even last night, when I was wanting to take a solitary walk, those whom I met wanted to speak to me about him. Everyone has something to say about Jesus. With his many talents, that is no surprise. I tell myself that I should find these moments consoling. Most people to whom I speak are as bereft as we are. Several of the villagers here seem to take heart in retelling his stories and sayings. Quite a few were new to me. Other people, however, are dismissive of him. They say he was foolhardy and reckless for putting himself in danger. They accuse him of throwing his life away in vain. A few locals whisper that he was clearly deranged in even challenging the powerful.


How to sustain ourselves in this [grief?] [illegible words] . . . the bloody defilement. His slaughter. He was fearless to the end. I try to remember what he was—not what others did. But he is with us no more. Everything is asunder. I try to sleep. My exhaustion finally enables me some rest. I do promise you that I will write again soon. Take care, with my love to you.









Papyrus No. 2


The Second Letter from Lazarus to
Mary and Martha of Bethany (circa 30 CE)


Lazarus to his sisters Mary and Martha. Many greetings! Your letter arrived two days ago, Mary. Thank you, a thousand times over. I am so relieved that you and Martha are safe and well. I write again to allay your fears. For whatever reason, thanks to the Almighty, there has not been any trouble around here. I worry about how the followers are faring in Jerusalem. I dread further reprisals. With the city no longer full of visitors, there might be less cause for provocation. How can it be over a month since I wrote to you? I am sorry I have not written sooner. I know that I promised. I confess that I am not always thinking clearly.


In a quieter way, I have continued here. Mary, his mother, is surrounded by her family. She is withdrawn, silent, very still. Mourning his loss so keenly. Such a close bond, even though he was away in recent years. When not with others in the village, I try to spend a little time with her each day. That is, when I am calm enough in myself. As she does not know me very well, I am thankful to have gained her confidence. Sometimes we speak, sharing our recollections of him. Mostly, we do not. As you know from when you met her, she is so very gentle. Like him, she is not one for unnecessary talk. Whether for her sake, or mine, or maybe for us both, she encourages me to speak amid the silences. I speak of all that I can. I try to tell her those stories that she may not have heard already. At times, I notice in these moments that she is no longer attentive. I keep speaking. Her eyes refocus on me and she is listening to me again.


She has thanked me graciously for my attention. I did not mention how I loved him more than a brother. In those last febrile weeks, I had promised him I would do all that I could to be a comfort to her. It has helped me too, in a small way, to grieve together and not to be alone.


For the most part, I have managed to maintain my composure when I speak of his name and his deeds. I do not want any of my tears to upset her. When I have wept, once or twice, and often at the most unexpected things, she does not speak or overly respond. Instead, she nods silently. Unlike others here in Nazareth, she does not question the last few years, or his ‘roaming’ as she refers to it. We sometimes speak. Sometimes there is not much more one can say.


I do want to hear more of his early life, but mostly she does not dwell on the past. There was one recent afternoon, sisters, whilst I was alone with her, when she did say the following things. She talked of their desperate poverty when her children were small, and later, how his labouring work at Tiberias helped them all to have enough to eat. Of how the death of various rebels, such as Judas the Zealot, fascinated him greatly. She mentioned that when Jesus was still a young man, he was inspired by John, known also as the Baptist. Some of these stories I had not known. I was very curious when she described the influence of the desert Essenes. Shortly afterwards, all of a sudden, she stopped speaking. Very slowly, she looked around the room, and back again to me. She spoke softly, so softly in fact that I almost thought that she was speaking to herself, rather than to me . . . ‘Nazareth could not hold him.’ Later, based on what I have heard in brief conversations with others, I wondered if an unresolved family matter had sent him away. Apart from his mother, he never really spoke about his family much. In truth, I think he left because of that piercing fire that always consumed him. And the destitution that was so widespread. Perhaps for him, there never was a choice. By the time I met him, he was inured to being itinerant.


I had promised to visit Mary Magdalene whilst staying here. It was also a welcome reason to leave the village and seek solace in the hill country and beside the sea. I set off about two weeks ago. I have only returned here to Nazareth yesterday. My journey took quite a few days. I did enjoy the quiet. Walking in the morning, resting during the heat, finding a local place to sleep, or if not, in a field. Just like we had done.


For several days, I camped by the Sea of Galilee. I decided that I felt strong enough to stay at that same spot where he and I had been. Sisters, it did not seem that long ago. Yet when I returned there, truly, it was as if years had passed. Do I tell you this? I confess, I broke down. I wept. I stayed there for a few nights. That did help me. Just the shore, those fertile green hills. A myriad of stars at night. Using the method he taught me, I even managed to catch a few fish with a net.


During my last evening there, with dusk hastening on, I was cooking fish over the fire. Suddenly . . . oh, how can I hope to tell this to you and in exactly the way it all transpired? He was with me. Yes! He was right there—immediately on the other side of the small fire. Where the smoke had parted, pushed down by a wind from the water. I swear, his handsome face, uncorrupted, and his body, as dazzling as ever. I tried to speak. As much as I wanted to, however, I found myself totally mute. For some moments, he held my gaze. He said to me, quietly, and so compassionately, ‘Do not fret for me.’ A change of wind. The fire flared up. He was gone. I sat stock still from the shock, but also for another reason. I know this may sound odd. Somehow, I thought that if I was motionless, he would reappear. That my stillness might bring him back. I found myself no longer mute for I cried out his name. I so wanted to have another glimpse of him. But no, there was only the fire to warm me. I was alone again. Even now, reflecting on it, I wonder if it was a dream. Yet it could not have been, for I never awoke.


On my return journey to Nazareth, I visited Mary Magdalene. I did not know if I should tell her what I had witnessed. In any event, it did not matter. She discerned straight away that I was distracted. Whilst we were eating together in her fields, I told her of my delirious experience by the sea. But here—more extraordinary news! Mary has had her own vision of him! I know that you will be desperate to know more of this. Mary will write to you about it very soon. She is determined to inform you herself of what occurred. And yes, she has also received your recent letter.


Mary also plans to visit Jerusalem, to see James and the others there. She is keen to visit you as well. She wants to continue to support the work that Jesus commenced. She would like to collect food and money from us and others in Bethany for that purpose.


I will write again soon. I am still pondering how I tell his mother tomorrow what I have witnessed. I hope it will be helpful news in some way. But I also do not want this news to cause further sorrow if he has not appeared to her. Maybe he has done so? Take care, and with love to you both.









Papyrus No. 3


The Letter from Mary Magdalene to
Mary of Bethany (circa 30 CE)


Mary Magdalene to Mary of Bethany. Greetings! I hope this letter finds you and your sister in good health. Your letter arrived this week. I am thankful, Mary. Your friendship is a rare gift. In the weeks following Jesus’s death, your attentive hospitality was a balm.


In your own subtle way, you inquire of me if I am too lonely ‘in the Galilean sticks’. You are correct to say I have cut myself off from the company of many. I have not written to anyone since I arrived.


This may be my own peculiarity. For myself, I can only weep with others for so long. I do not wish to be seen as harsh. Please know that I have found a quiet kind of succour in my days here. And whilst I had not thought of this beforehand, the farms and the daily demands distract me.


I had been intending to write to you before now, this past month or more. I try to reflect on how he consoled us during all those days when we were with him. Mary, do you recall them too? How effortless he was in this. But enough of such talk. And yes, what is talk, Mary? For no doubt you have heard from Lazarus about the visions! Oh, yes, the visions, Mary! Visions of him! Only a few days ago. I will set it all down here for you whilst it is entirely fresh in my mind. I hope it brings you solace as it has done to me. Mary, for the first time since he was taken from us it has made me feel alive again.


Do you recall the garden that I keep in the back of the house, sloping down the side hill? It contains an orchard with views over the lake to the north. One morning, I was restless in my sleep. And so, whilst it was not yet fully light, I decided to arise and take a turn around the garden. I thought I could tire myself out and return to proper slumber. Unfortunately, over many nights of late I have woken many times. I wonder if it is the same for you too, Mary? But in walking about so early, I was too vigorous in my exertions. I felt, suddenly, hardly able to stand. I slumped down on a bench near the fruit trees. I remember looking at their tiny buds before dozing off. I only stirred when the sun dawned, and its rays fell upon my face.


I opened my eyes. Just after I did so, Mary, I heard his voice: ‘I am with you.’ I turned and saw a figure amid the nearby trees. For one moment, I had an idea that it must be the gardener coming to tend them. But it was far too early. I looked more closely. Yes, truly! It was the very image of our Jesus right before me. He looked, untroubled, at me. I stumbled to get up. My curiosity was stronger than any fear I felt. Throughout these moments, I did not feel nervous. Not at all. In fact, every part of me was tingling. With sheer joy and utter amazement, I moved toward him and said his name. Calling him ‘Rabbi’. The rays of the rising sun were facing me, however, and the light completely dazzled me. I could no longer see him distinctly. Then he vanished altogether. I was alone in the orchard once more. His fleeting visit was over. And yet, I had the most profound feeling, nay, this deep knowledge. He had been there with me. I almost dare not ask you if he has appeared to you, Mary? But even if he has not appeared to you, take heart! Does this not show that he cannot fail to be with us, all of us, in a moment? Do you recall that last time we were there, eating with him? I have been mulling over this every day since as I sit in my garden. I am drawn to that very spot, again and again. Of course I mourn him still, but I find that my sleep has become less broken.
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