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      Nell appeared at our church looking like a cat caught in the headlights. A couple of times she looked like she was ready to jump out of her skin, so I took care not to surprise her. At coffee hour after the service she asked if she could speak to me privately, so I showed her into my office and asked what I could do.

      “I don’t know why I’m here,” she confided. “I don’t believe any of this Jesus stuff anyway.”

      I asked her exactly which “Jesus stuff” she was referring to.

      “You know,” she said, “miracles, and that stuff about dying for our sins and rising from the dead. And all the politics of the church—what they’ve turned him into. It makes me want to gag. I mean, I love Jesus, I love what he taught, what he stood for—but what they’ve done to him? No thanks.”

      I smiled and nodded, “You and me both.” She looked surprised. I leaned in and, in a conspiratorial whisper, said, “What if I told you that scholars now have in their possession sayings of Jesus which have been kept secret for almost fifteen hundred years—sayings which comprise the earliest and most reliable gospel we know of, and that in it there is not a single mention of a miracle. Not only that, but there is no mention of either a crucifixion or a resurrection?”

      “I’d say you were pulling my leg,” she breathed, enthralled.

      “Have you ever read The Gospel of Thomas…?”

      Nell is not alone. I have heard nearly identical objections from many people at our church and amongst my students. I myself have struggled with the version of Jesus “sold” by the institutional church. For years I have asked myself, how can I follow Jesus with integrity when it does not seem like the Jesus I have been given by my tradition has any? How can I entrust myself to a tradition I simply do not trust?

      Many of us are searching for a trustworthy Jesus, one that does not insult us, treat us as children, or enslave us. We want to know how to save our souls without selling them, but that is no easy task. We are suspicious of the institutional churches which often seem to put political realities before human compassion, and the imperial Jesus they offer just rings false.

      The Gospel of Thomas is not an authoritative cure for the disinformation proffered by the traditions we have inherited, but it certainly does provide food for thought and a much-needed corrective lens. It does not give us an unmediated view of the historical Jesus nor offer his unfiltered teachings, but it does get us closer to the source than we have been before, and what it reveals is not only surprising but strangely relevant to our contemporary dilemmas of faith. It is, it seems, a Gospel amazingly suited to our times, and yet it was very nearly lost to the sands of time altogether.

      In this book we will explore nine insights central to this unique and revolutionary Gospel. These insights can revolutionize the way we see not only Jesus, but ourselves, each other, and the universe. They offer us not a new religion, but the very opposite of religion: a living spirituality dependent not upon any church or dogma, but upon the unmediated experience of mystical union common to all true spiritualities.

      What is the origin of this amazing document? Where did it come from? What were the ancient communities that revered Jesus’ secret sayings, and what did they teach? And, more importantly, what does any of this have to offer us today?

      

      The story of the Gospel of Thomas

      The Gospel of Thomas is an ancient collection of sayings attributed to Jesus that records the memory and teachings of a very early school of Christianity, the Thomas school. According to their tradition, the founders of the Thomas school were members of Jesus’ own family, and therefore, presumably very close to the source. The story of this gospel is really the story of the community of Jesus’ earliest followers and the peculiar spirituality they proclaimed to be Jesus’ own.

      The complex history of Christianity begins with one man, Jesus. He was an itinerant rabbi, probably a Pharisee, who—most scholars agree—never intended to start a new religion. He was instead a reformer who attacked the hypocrisy he saw in his co-religionists, taught a radical egalitarianism, and tried to redirect his pupils’ apocalyptic focus from the future to the here-and-now (see Crossan, 54–74). According to most accounts, he so threatened the religious and political power structures of his day that he was captured, tried, and executed as a criminal. For most movements, this would be the end of the story, but there was something different about Jesus from the very beginning—something his followers sensed, and that compelled them to leave family and security behind to follow him.

      After his death, his disciples experienced an intense period of grief. Eventually they came to feel that Jesus was present with them once again and in their midst in a mystical way that they could not quite comprehend or articulate.

      There were, at this point, still no “Christians” as we think of them today. Jesus’ followers continued to practice their native faith, Judaism, and continued to think of themselves as Jews, worshipping in the temple, and holding positions of responsibility in the synagogues (Acts 2:46–47). In the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus’ disciples ask him, “We know that you will leave us. Who will step up, who will lead us?” Jesus answered them, “Wherever you come from, you should go to James the righteous, for whom heaven and earth came into being.”

      He was speaking of his brother, James. It was common in ancient times for the family business to pass to the nearest relative, and this was as true of religious movements as it was political dynasties or property (think of the claim of the Shi’ite Muslims, for example, that Mohammad’s authority should pass to his kin). Upon Jesus’ death, leadership did indeed pass to James, even though there is no evidence that his brother was a follower of his during his life. The largest community of followers was based in Jerusalem, and James proved to be a solid, if unimaginative leader. The biblical epistle of James is probably his work, and with its emphasis on obedience to the law and the importance of compassionate action it betrays many signs of what would become Jewish Christian theology.

      Jewish Christian Sources. For the past 2000 years, most people have derived their knowledge about the church’s early life from the biblical New Testament accounts. But as we shall see, these writings are highly polemic, and do not represent the memory of the Jewish Christians, the original followers of Jesus. Fortunately, many writings do survive that have helped scholars piece together the teachings of the early Jesus Community. Many Jewish Christian sources are preserved in a collection now called the Pseudo-Clementines (as they were falsely attributed to a writer named Clement). Many layers of text representing the views of Christian groups that disagreed with the Jewish Christians have been added to these writings, but the interpolations are fairly easy for scholars to identify, and much of the original text is clearly visible to the careful reader. These writings contain a lengthy history of salvation, some letters (two of which are written to James), a highly entertaining early novel (the Clementine “romance”) and a collection of sermons that may have been written by Peter himself.

      One sect of Jewish Christianity was the Thomas School, with which we are primarily concerned here. Their writings include the Gospel of Thomas, the Book of Thomas the Contender, and the Acts of Thomas. Also helpful in sorting out the beliefs of this community are the writings of those who were trying to denounce the Jewish Christians as heretics, such as Eusebius. Ironically, in chronicling the Jewish Christians’ many theological “errors,” the writings of these heresiologists in fact quite helpfully have preserved for us many of the Jewish Christians’ teachings and even some sources that have since been lost to us.

      The Teachings of the Jewish Christians. James and the community he led held fiercely to the Law of Moses, every bit as fiercely as the Pharisaical movement, of which they were an offshoot. They did not believe that Jesus’ teachings had superseded that Law; on the contrary, Jesus had supported it, clarified it, cherished it, and taught them to do the same. They taught nothing that was heretical to Judaism—but they did challenge the local power structures and the authority of the Pharisees and Sadducees, much as Jesus had done, which seemed like heresy to many who confused the Law with the structures that upheld it.

      In their teaching, Jesus was simply their rabbi. Their writings contain no mention of a virgin birth story and claimed no supernatural status for Jesus at all. He was, in their eyes, a great prophet, so great that he was the equal—perhaps even the superior—of Moses, and came to complete the Law that Moses had delivered in part. He was not born the messiah, but was granted that privilege because of his unwavering devotion to—and complete understanding of—the Law.

      According to the writings of later Jewish Christians, when Moses led the children of Israel out of Egypt, God demanded that they put a stop to the abominable practice of animal sacrifice. Moses interceded, however, and insisted that sacrifice was the only way his people knew how to worship. He begged God not to take it away from them, and suggested a temporary compromise: “permit them to sacrifice, but only to you!” (Schoeps, 82).

      God agreed that it was an acceptable compromise for the time being, and instituted very strict instructions for how it was to happen (which we find in the biblical book of Leviticus and sprinkled elsewhere amongst the Torah). But an end to sacrifice was coming. For Jewish Christians, Jesus was the new Moses that was to complete Moses’ mission, and put an end to the animal sacrifices God found so repellent. Later Jewish Christians even became vegetarians to further end the needless slaughter of animals.

      In addition to ending the temple sacrifices, Jesus challenged the apocalyptic anticipation of the Kingdom of God. The Jews at the time looked forward to the time when the messiah—the anointed one who would be the king—would lead a political revolt, defeat the Roman empire, and set up a theocratic government in Jerusalem. Eventually all the world would bow to this messiah, and the Kingdom of God would finally arrive on earth.

      Many people looked to Jesus to be that messiah, but he never claimed such a throne for himself, and instead insisted that the Kingdom of God was not a political reality that would someday arrive, but a spiritual reality that was already present. The Jewish Christians continued this teaching, some of which has come down to us in the teachings of Thomas.

      The Trial of James. James, by all accounts, led the Jerusalem community well. His defining moment came late in his life, when he was called before the Sanhedrin, the Jewish high court—the same court that had condemned his brother. James’ community—those Jews who continued to follow the teachings of their rabbi, Jesus—was an annoyance to the religious establishment. The court asked James to make a case for their school of thought, “for there should not be two Judaisms, but one” (Clementine Recognitions 1:44).

      James made an impassioned reply that recalled the entire history of the salvation of the Jewish people. This speech survives in two sources, the Jewish Christians’ own writings, and the more familiar Book of Acts, where it is placed in the mouth of Stephen at his martyrdom. Though he was eloquent and passionate, James’ rhetoric inflamed the court, and so angered one observer that he threw James down the stairs and nearly killed him (Clementine Recognitions 1:70). The attacker was “the man of sin” as the Jewish Christians called him. We know him today as Saul of Tarsus—the apostle Paul.

      

      The Pauline school

      It is Paul’s school which eventually became the dominant form of Christianity. According to the biblical book of Acts, he was originally known as Saul. He believed the Jewish Christians to be dangerous heretics, and sought to purge Judaism of their numbers. When a crowd arose to stone one Jewish Christian, Stephen (Acts 7), the New Testament says that Saul held their coats and consented to the execution. The Book of Acts further relates, “And on that day a great persecution arose against the church in Jerusalem…but Saul was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men and women and committed them to prison” (Acts 8). (As we have already noted, this differs from the Jewish Christian account, in which it was James, the brother of Jesus and leader of the Jerusalem church, whom Saul tried to kill. Probably the Pauline school substituted Stephen in this account because trying to kill Jesus’ brother was simply too inflammatory.)

      Then an unforeseen and amazing thing happened to Paul. According to the Book of Acts, he was riding to Damascus when he was struck from his horse by a blinding light. A voice came from the heavens, saying, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me.”

      “Who are you?” Saul asked the voice.

      “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” The vision had a profound effect on Saul, and suddenly, many disparate ideas coalesced to form an amazing theological synthesis which was to have great appeal in the non-Jewish world.

      According to scholar Hyam Maccoby, Paul’s great insight was to wed three disparate elements into one more-or-less coherent system: the history of the Jewish people (and therefore the ability to appropriate the literary legacy of the Jewish scriptures); the story of Jesus the rabbi that had so troubled him; and the Gnostic myth of the savior-come-down-from-heaven in vogue in many circles.

      Gnosticism was a very important movement at this time, and there were few religions untouched by its philosophy. Though the mythology changes with each religion, there are certain elements which are common to most forms: 1) there is a high god alien to this universe, in which human beings have their source, and to which they long to return; 2) this world is the creation of a flawed or even evil demiurge (a lesser deity), and thus is a place of suffering; 3) humans are saved from this hard world by knowledge of their true plight and the information needed to escape it; 4) a savior comes as an emissary from the alien high god to the world of suffering to deliver this saving knowledge.

      In Jewish gnosticism of the time, the savior was known as Seth, but for Paul and later Christian Gnostics, Jesus was an even better fit. Paul’s system appropriates every element of the Gnostic schema with one exception: the world is still the creation of the high god, it is simply ruled over by Satan, whom Paul calls “the god of this world” (2 Corinthians 4:4), and who is, in every other sense, identical to the Gnostic demiurge.

      It is not fair to assume that Paul sat around trying to invent this system in order to start a new religion. More likely, in that flash of insight on the road to Damascus, these pieces suddenly fit together in his imagination with the force of a revelation.

      Unfortunately, the Gnostic mythological elements in Paul’s system were utterly foreign to the Jewish Christians’ understanding of their own faith. Soon they began to hear that this man Paul, who formerly had persecuted them, was now preaching about Jesus to Jews and Gentiles alike outside of Israel.

      This no doubt caused them some confusion, but they were doubly perplexed when they encountered the content of his teaching. He was telling Gentiles that they did not have to become Jews to follow Jesus, and was preaching that Jesus was a divine being come into this world as a savior. He also said that those in Jerusalem did not properly understand Jesus and his mission (Acts 13:27), and declared himself to be the equal of the apostles (the twelve disciples specifically chosen by Jesus), and in fact, claimed that title for himself.

      The Jewish Christians were outraged, and called him “Paul the Apostate” rather than “Paul the Apostle.” The Jewish Christian writings at every turn repudiate his teaching. Paul frequently tried to raise money to send to the Jerusalem church, perhaps trying to buy their favor in order to lend his own communities some legitimacy, but his efforts were rebuffed.

      Finally, Paul was summoned to Jerusalem to make his case before James. In the account written by Paul’s community in the Book of Acts, he is warmly received, and the Jerusalem community “glorified God” when they heard about his exploits amongst the gentiles (21:20). More likely, the outcry recorded seven verses later is more accurate description of how he was received: “Men of Israel, help! This is the man who is teaching men everywhere against the people and the law… moreover he also brought [gentiles] into the temple, and he has defiled the holy place.”

      According to this account, James ruled that Gentiles do not have to be circumcised or convert to Judaism to follow Jesus. If James did make such a ruling, then he surely sealed the fate of the Jewish Christian community; for it was to be Paul’s version of the Jesus story that would be eagerly received in every corner of the ancient world.

      There continued to be much tension between the two communities for many years. This tension is evident in the Pauline writings (the New Testament), but for the most part the disagreements have been smoothed over in these accounts, providing the illusion of a contiguous community in unbroken communion from Jesus himself to Paul’s communities. From the Jewish Christian perspective, however, nothing could be further from the truth.

      

      Exile in Syria

      The latter half of the first century was a difficult time for the Jewish Christians—indeed for all Jews. In the year 70 CE, the Romans subdued the Judeans with a terrible show of military force. They dissolved the local governments and utterly destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem. The Jewish people scattered, taking with them only what they could carry. This is the beginning of the Jewish Diaspora, and the Jewish Christians were part of it.

      The largest group of Jewish Christians settled in Syria, to the north of Israel. There they flourished for a time, and were, in fact, the dominant form of Christianity in the region for several centuries. They continued to see themselves as Jews, but were increasingly unwelcome in the synagogues. Finally, they formed their own synagogues and trained their own rabbis. As the centuries wore on they became increasingly xenophobic, and developed a theology that was even more strict in its adherence to the Mosaic law.

      They were the first to develop a system of source criticism regarding scripture, identifying some sections of the Torah as authentic and some as non-authoritative insertions by later—presumably uninspired—scribes. One Jewish Christian group took to calling themselves the evyonim, or “the poor” in reference to the ideal of poverty held in their community.

      Finally, in the fifth century, the Pauline church set up its first bishop in Syria, and Paul’s churches became the dominant form of Christianity in that place, too (Schoeps, 30). Some Jewish Christians most likely re-joined the Jewish community, and some were no doubt absorbed into Pauline Christianity. Only one family of Jewish Christians survived beyond the fourth century—the Thomas school.

      

      The Thomas school

      Didymous Judas Thomas is well accounted for in the “official” writings of the Christian church. He is listed among the original twelve apostles, and immortalized in the popular imagination as “doubting Thomas.” He may also be the author of the canonical epistle of Jude. When we meet him in the Pauline gospels he is often referred to as “the twin.” “Didymous” means “twin” in Greek, just as “Thomas” derives from “twin” in Hebrew (t’omit). But since the text does not say whose twin he is, why mention that he is a twin at all? Perhaps because it is assumed that the person to whom Thomas is twin is known to all and does not need identifying.

      The literature of the Thomas school states quite clearly that Thomas is the twin brother of Jesus himself. The Book of Thomas the Contender, and the Acts of Thomas both identify Thomas and Jesus as twins. Although the Pauline canon mentions Thomas the Twin, and also lists a “Judas” amongst Jesus’ brothers, it does not connect the two. No doubt this is because the memory of Thomas as Jesus’ twin had to be jettisoned to make room for the myth of Mary’s virginity. Later church teachings went even further, insisting on Mary’s “perpetual” virginity, necessitating further mythologizing to make Jesus’ siblings the products of Joseph’s previous marriage. The Thomas literature contains no such pretensions.

      While the Thomas school shared much in common with their fellow Jewish Christians they cultivated a distrust of authority, and consequently their allegiance to the Mosaic law was tempered by a spiritual individualism unknown to any other school of early Christianity. Unlike other Jewish Christians, they believed Jesus’ teachings to be salvific in and of themselves, instead of simply pointing to the source of salvation they had always known, the Torah. The Gospel of Thomas says, “Whoever happens upon the meaning of these words will not taste Death.” This Gospel functions similar to a collection of Zen koans. Many of the sayings appear nonsensical on the surface, but meditating upon them can bring one to a shocking shift in perspective which the Thomas school believed brought with it eternal life.

      Also unlike most Jewish Christians, the Thomas school was actively evangelistic. Since their theology placed less emphasis on Jewish purity and more on a kind of enlightenment it lent itself to the consideration of non-Jews as well.

      According to the memory of the Thomas school, Thomas journeyed to India, where he met great success until he was martyred by an Indian King. In reality, it was probably not Thomas himself who went to India, but later disciples of Thomas’ school who actually made the journey.

      The Mar Thoma Christians in India trace their beginnings to this early missionary journey. This church was completely independent of Pauline tradition until the fifteenth century, when the Portuguese made the first attempts to colonize India. The Portuguese coerced the Mar Thoma church into compliance with Roman Catholic belief and practice, and burned all of their ancient prayer books and theological writings. Today we are left with precious little evidence regarding the origins, theologies, and liturgies of the Mar Thoma Christians; a great loss not only for Christianity, but for the history of religion in general.

      It seems strange that a form of Christianity should have found such fertile ground in a religious environment so alien to it, but this is where the Thomas school had a great advantage. Unlike other Christianities competing for survival, the St. Thomas school seems tailor made for survival in India, since its core doctrines, its method of salvation, and its ascetic sensibilities are nearly identical to those preached by a native Indian religious reformer: the Buddha.

      

      Lost to the West

      Meanwhile, in the West, the Thomas Christians declined along with their sister schools of Jewish Christianity. The Gospel of Thomas, however, continued to be valued by various other Christian communities, especially the Gnostics. Since our only complete copy of Thomas comes to us after many centuries of use in Gnostic communities, it is easy to see where Gnostic copyists have embellished it here and there with teachings in vogue amongst the Gnostics but which were probably alien to Jewish Christians (such as the verses which imply that the material world and the body are corrupt).

      At a council presided over by St. Damasus in the fourth century the Pauline Church finally settled on a final list of what books were to be included in the canon of scripture. Until that time, most communities had their own lists of honored books as well as secondary works which were helpful but not deemed to be inspired. The new list issued by the Council, however, was declared authoritative and superseded local lists. It was also enforced. In the fifth century a new list of “forbidden” books was drawn up, containing those works that the Pauline bishops believed strayed too far from the “accepted” versions. Bishops the world over ordered these works to be destroyed.

      Fortunately, there were at least a few monks in Egypt who dissented from this opinion and disobeyed their orders. While they were no doubt sincere monks in the Pauline tradition, they were familiar with these condemned texts and believed that there was information of value in them. Instead of burning them as they had been ordered to do, they put them in a clay jar and carefully sealed the lid to protect them. Then they laid the jar in a cave. When they died, no living soul knew that these forbidden texts still existed, safe and buried in the Egyptian desert. The Gospel of Thomas was one of the books sealed up in that jar.

      

      A Gospel restored to the world

      From that time forward, history is silent about the Thomas Gospel until the turn of the 20th century. An archeological dig in the late 1800s in Oxyrhynchus, Egypt, uncovered papyrus fragments containing several sayings attributed to Jesus. They were a startling and intriguing discovery, since they included sayings that had never been heard before. These nineteen “new” sayings were published in 1897 and 1904 and garnered much scholarly interest. Nobody knew that they were part of the Gospel of Thomas until a more complete version of that book was uncovered fifty years later, at Nag Hammadi.

      As James M. Robinson tells the story, it was probably in 1945 that a poor Egyptian peasant named Muhammad Ali was digging at the foot of a cliff for soft, rich soil to use as fertilizer. He felt something hard in the dirt, and quickly uncovered a clay jar, tightly sealed at the top. At first he was afraid to open it because he thought it might contain a genie. But then it struck him that it might just as easily contain gold or other riches, and his fear was overcome. He struck the top off of the jar, and fell down in fright at what he thought might be a genie leaping into the air. In fact, says Robinson, it was probably only dust from the papyrus fragments floating into the air and catching the sunlight.

      To Muhammad Ali’s extreme disappointment, all he found inside were a bunch of old books. He tore some of the books to divide them between himself and the other camel drivers who were with him, but they didn’t want them, either. He placed them in his turban and brought them home, where he dumped them in his family’s yard. Over the next few days, his mother used a few of the books as kindling. Then it occurred to him that the books might be worth some money, but he had no luck in selling them, so he traded some of them for cigarettes and fruit. Then an acquaintance noticed that the books were written in Coptic and suggested taking them to a Coptic priest. One volume was indeed passed along to a Coptic priest, who gave it to his brother-in-law, who, in turn, sold it to the Museum in Cairo.

      An antique dealer, meanwhile, had caught wind of the find, and sent his agent to investigate. This agent, a man by the name of Bahij Ali, was able to track down many others, some of which he returned to the antique dealer, and some of which he kept to sell himself. Bahij Ali made a good sum on the deal, and bought a luxurious ranch, for which Muhammad Ali’s family, who received almost nothing for the find, never forgave him (Robinson, 77-99).

      That is not the end of the story, however. Once all of the manuscripts were in the hands of various museums, scholarly and political rivalry kept them in publishing limbo for another thirty years. Fortunately, the Gospel of Thomas was one of the few to see light of day much earlier, as a full English translation was published in 1959. Translated and annotated by British scholar R. Mcl. Wilson, it was released just before Christmas of that year, and the hubbub that resulted sold over forty thousand copies.

      

      A spirituality for today

      The Gospel of Thomas, once restored to the world, caused a great deal of interest, both scholarly and popular. Numerous studies were published, followed by defensive dismissals of its contents by conservative Christian scholars. Even now, after nearly fifty years, this amazing work continues to challenge and intrigue Christians and non-Christians alike.

      As we shall see in the chapters that follow, Jesus’ teachings in this Gospel have a decidedly post-modern ring to them, emphasizing internal over external authority, and promoting a unitive consciousness that is in many ways indistinguishable from the goal held up by many Eastern traditions. In fact, one could argue that the Thomas school is a native Jewish school of Buddhism—a shocking, but completely plausible suggestion.

      Far more than any other Gospel available to us today, Thomas presents a Jesus uniquely suited to our contemporary culture. By reading it contemplatively and opening oneself to the shifts in perspective it nudges us to make, it can utterly transform how one sees the world—and oneself.

      In the following pages, I offer a new version of the Thomas gospel, designed to be both faithful to the surviving text and easily understandable in contemporary English. It was prepared using Grondin’s Interlinear Coptic/English Translation of the Gospel of Thomas in comparison with numerous existing English translations, with careful comparison to the Greek fragments found at Oxyrhynchus.

      Following the Gospel, we will explore the teachings of the Thomas school in detail, concentrating on the main themes repeatedly emphasized by the text. In addition to describing the teachings as they might have been understood by the early Thomas school, we will also view them in conversation with the mystics of other religious traditions, especially those mystics with whom it shares much in common. Finally, we will mine this Gospel’s wisdom for what it can teach us about spirituality for contemporary seekers—the Gospel of Thomas as a relevant and profound spiritual path.
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