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NOTE ON TERMINOLOGYNOTE ON TERMINOLOGY


HISTORIANS VARY IN THEIR PRESENTATION OF DATES. The traditional system of BC/AD has a Christian bias, as it explicitly refers not just to Christ but “the Lord,” and many writers prefer the term “Common Era,” CE, instead of AD. Yet the basis for Common Era dating is still the supposed date for Christ’s birth. As it is still the most familiar usage, this book will use BC and AD.


Also problematic is the term “Old Testament,” the Christian term for what Jews call simply the Bible or the Tanakh. Although a neutral term should properly be used, none is easily available. “Hebrew Bible” is unsatisfactory because of the importance of some Greek versions of particular books. In this work, there are special reasons for using the “Old Testament” label, because I will often refer to alternative scriptures attributed to patriarchs and prophets such as Enoch and Ezra. Most modern scholars classify such works under the title “Old Testament pseudepigrapha.” With due awareness of the issues, then, I use “Old Testament” throughout.


There is one other unwieldy term for which it is difficult to find an alternative. Throughout Christian history, there have been multiple churches, some of which rejected the Christian credentials of others. I often mention the mainstream institution of the ancient and medieval world that was allied with the Roman Empire and had its great centers at Rome and Constantinople. When I refer to that church before the later split between the Eastern and Western traditions, I call it “Orthodox/Catholic.”
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Gospel TruthsGospel Truths


The Myth of the Lost GospelsThe Myth of the Lost Gospels


           What all disciples of heresy and of the heretics and schismatics, whose names we have scarcely preserved, have taught or compiled, we acknowledge is to be not merely rejected but eliminated from the whole Roman Catholic and Apostolic Church, and with their authors, and the followers of its authors, to be damned in the inextricable shackles of anathema forever.


Gelasian Decree, sixth century


AROUND THE YEAR 380 IN THE DESERT OF SOUTHERN EGYPT, A small party carried a collection of precious contraband to a secret hiding place. The group took at least thirteen large books, or codices, and packed them in clay jars for safekeeping before burying them. The contents included dozens of scriptures, gospels, and other sacred writings. After this collection was rediscovered in 1945, the so-called Nag Hammadi library would have an immense impact on popular conceptions of early Christian history. For a world used to speaking of “gospel truth,” what could be more enthralling than the rediscovery of ancient lost gospels?1


But why were these texts concealed in the first place? Presumably, the works deviated so sharply from what was then defined as Christian orthodoxy that they had to be saved from destruction by angry fanatics. They were concealed until it was once again safe to explore such ideas. Just possibly, the people burying the documents were themselves members of a mystical or Gnostic sect that was now deemed heretical, the last pathetic adherents of a dying creed. More likely, they were Christian monks forced to come to terms with new restraints on what they could legitimately read and own. Whatever the reality, the fact that the texts remained hidden for 1,600 years means that the people who concealed them never felt that such a time of safety and tolerance arrived in their lifetimes.2
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INTERPRETATIONS OF FAITH were in flux in the centuries immediately following Jesus’s lifetime, with different schools drawing on their own scriptures. Christians used and produced a great many texts that were loosely called gospels—hundreds at least. Modern-day readers are fascinated by these alternative scriptures with their intoxicating and often bizarre ideas. They love to explore what a historian of esoteric thought once termed “Fragments of a Faith Forgotten.”3


For some writers, these might-have-been texts have become an alternative canon that reflects the early Christian message at least as authentically as the “real” New Testament that we have known for centuries. They propose that these writings represent various roads not taken by the Christian movement, usually with the suggestion that those paths would have resulted in much better historical outcomes for the faith. We think of Elaine Pagels’s influential 1979 book, The Gnostic Gospels, and subsequent work by Karen King, Marvin Meyer, and others. To borrow the title of a book by Bart Ehrman, these lost gospels provided a foundation for various “Lost Christianities.” Millions who have no acquaintance with scholarly Christian history still know something about the concept from Dan Brown’s novel The Da Vinci Code.4
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Box 1.1    Some “Lost” Gospels


I present these texts in their very rough order of composition. Dating is difficult, especially as the individual texts have gone through multiple stages of composition and editing.
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Gospel of the Hebrews (early second century?). Known from citations in ancient writers; full text still not available.


            Not a Gnostic text, this gospel reflects the views of Jewish Christians who believed in observing the Mosaic Law. Other works in this tradition include the gospels of the Nazoreans and of the Ebionites.


Gospel of Thomas (c. 140?). Full text found at Nag Hammadi.


            Presents Jesus as a mystical teacher who utters wise and perplexing sayings. The gospel offers no hint of the doctrines of the Crucifixion and Resurrection, or a Virgin Birth. For its advocates, Thomas may represent the closest approximation we are likely to find to Jesus’s actual words and teachings.


Gospel of Truth (c. 160). Found at Nag Hammadi.


            Description of the Gnostic mythological scheme. Despite its “gospel” name, the work contains nothing about Christ’s earthly life or career. Probably by the Egyptian Gnostic Valentinus.


Gospel of Peter (mid-second century). Found in Egypt in 1886.


            Narrative of Christ’s life, allegedly in the words of Peter the apostle. Noted for its very different account of the Crucifixion and Resurrection, including words spoken by the cross itself.


Gnostic Apocalypse of Peter (second century). Found at Nag Hammadi.


            An account of Christ’s sayings and teachings during the time of his arrest and Crucifixion. However, the crucified figure is only a material Christ, not the true and living Jesus, who laughs through the whole process.


Gospel of Mary (second or third century). Found in Egypt in 1896.


            The Risen Jesus delivers a lengthy discourse on such issues as sin and the nature of matter. The work shows Jesus demonstrating a special preference for Mary—probably Mary Magdalene—over his male disciples.


Gospel of Judas (late second century). Probably found in Egypt in the 1970s.


            Presents Judas Iscariot as one of the few who understood Jesus’s secret inner teachings, which were missed by the other apostles. The role of Judas is the subject of lively controversy. Some scholars believe Judas followed Christ’s order to betray him, while others think he played a demonic role.


Gospel of Philip (third century?). Found at Nag Hammadi.


            A lengthy Gnostic theological meditation or collection of teachings, much of which refers to the idea of mystical marriage. The work is best known for its suggestion that Mary Magdalene was Christ’s “companion” (or spouse) and that he kissed her on the mouth.


Pistis Sophia (third or early fourth century). Found in Egypt in 1773.


            Elaborate mystical teachings delivered by Christ after his Resurrection to a group of disciples including his mother, Mary; Mary Magdalene; and Martha. Sophia, or Wisdom, is a divine feminine figure in the Gnostic mythological scheme.
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Box 1.1 lists some of the best known of these “lost” texts and the ways in which they differed from the approved canonical works. But what happened to these early scriptures and the faith—or faiths—that they represented? If they existed in the early church but not in the Middle Ages, then presumably there must have been a moment of transition, of spiritual silencing and closure. Many see this occurring in the fourth century, when the church gained the political power to enforce its opinions. Under the Emperor Constantine in 313, the church made its historic alliance with the Roman Empire, and in 325, Constantine summoned the great Council of Nicea, which defined Christian orthodoxy for centuries to come. In 380, the empire established Christianity as its official religion.5


Since the 1970s, the fact of the lost gospels vanishing in Late Antiquity has become a basic component of an alternative history of Christianity. From that era onward, we are told, all Christians were required to believe in the complex doctrines of the Incarnation and the Trinity, and the church strictly mandated which scriptures were to be regarded as authoritative. In this vision, the earliest centuries of the faith (before Constantine) were marked by sprawling diversity and creativity, and many schools of thought contested freely. But the democratic, egalitarian, and Spirit-filled Jesus movement then atrophied into the repressive, bureaucratic Catholic Church of the Middle Ages. The narrow orthodoxies of a monolithic church replaced the effervescent “many Christianities” of the earliest centuries. How natural for such a body to require strict uniformity of scriptures: One Church, One Dogma, One Bible. The medieval church was built on the ashes of burnt books. Matters had once been very different: before the dark times, before the empire.


From the late fourth century, we hear, the church would officially recognize only four gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—and certainly not such pretenders as, say, the Gospels of Thomas, Philip, Mary, or Judas. In the early sixth century, a church policy document credited to Pope Gelasius named some sixty books that the church should not accept, including nine gospels, four sets of apostolic Acts, and three revelations. This Gelasian Decree listed some thirty-five other authors and alleged heretics who between them would have been responsible for (at least) hundreds of miscellaneous texts, gospels, and pseudo-scriptures. Everything they had written must be utterly destroyed, lest it mislead and pervert future generations.6


The popular historical account suggests that Christian diversity now went underground, in more senses than one. Together with the lost scriptures were banished the ideas they preached. The alliance with imperial power was disastrous news for Jews as well as for the many free-thinking Christians who now attracted the lethally damning label of “heretic.” The fact that the newly defined heretics so often venerated women leaders and explored radical ideas of sexuality meant that these ideas were shut out from the emerging Catholic Church. According to this account, bigotry, intolerance, anti-Semitism, patriarchy, and authoritarianism progressed side by side.7
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IMPLICIT IN THE STANDARD PICTURE of the “lost scriptures” is a questionable historical narrative, or rather a myth. In reality, the lost gospels were never lost. Rather, older scriptures were lost only in the sense that they dropped out of mainstream use for some churches, at some times, in certain parts of the world. Indeed, some texts did vanish for centuries, but it is wrong to suggest that all alternative scriptures ceased to exist. Nor did their ideas. Such an obliteration of texts would be a major task even with modern methods of repression and propaganda, and nothing comparable was available at the time.


Centuries after Constantine—indeed, right through early modern times—the Christian world retained a much broader range of scriptures than would be imaginable today. Literally dozens of gospels, revelations, Acts, and other scriptures remained in use, and that situation remained true for some 1,200 years. Concepts of the canon were still more expansive when we shift our focus from Europe to the churches that still thrived so mightily further afield, in Ethiopia, Egypt, and the Syriac-speaking Near East. Alternative scriptures continued to be popular across continents.8


Standard visions of medieval Christianity suggest an image of rigid orthodoxy, with a hierarchical and homogeneous institutional church ruthlessly enforcing its will. But far from being hermetically sealed, European Christendom was always part of a much wider world with many different structures and attitudes toward faith and scripture. Many Christians lacked the dubious benefits of living under a state intimately allied to church authority. Centralized church authority obviously did not extend to Christian populations within the vast Muslim world. The kind of intrusive church measures possible in, say, medieval France were out of the question for the flourishing Christian communities in Muslim-ruled Iraq or Egypt. For much of the Middle Ages and the early modern period, even large portions of southern and eastern Europe were under Islamic rule.


So strong is the evidence for the survival and continuity of the “lost scriptures” that it makes us realize just how improbable the familiar historical view actually is. This fact must radically alter our understanding of Christian history, of the definition of orthodoxy, and of the role of scriptural authority within the faith.
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BOX 1.2 HINTS AT THE DIVERSITY of the continuing traditions that persisted, offering a random selection of extracanonical stories and sayings involving Jesus drawn from outside approved Christian scriptures. All of these stories and sayings were used and read by a variety of groups in the millennium or so after 500, long after the era of the early church.
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Box 1.2    Some Reported Words and Stories of Jesus


1. Jesus said, “I shall give you what you have not seen with the eye, have not heard with the ears, and have not touched with the hand.”


GOSPEL OF THOMAS 17, C. 140


2. Jesus said, “It came to pass when I was about to come hither from the Father of all things, and passed through the heavens, then I put on the wisdom of the Father, and I put on the power of his might. I was in heaven, and I passed by the archangels and the angels in their likeness, as if I were one of them, among the princedoms and powers. I passed through them because I possessed the wisdom of him that had sent me. Now the chief captain of the angels, [is] Michael, and Gabriel and Uriel and Raphael followed me unto the fifth heaven, for they thought in their heart that I was one of them; such power was given me of my Father.”


EPISTULA APOSTOLORUM / THE LETTER OF THE APOSTLES, MID-SECOND CENTURY


3. Then did the King of glory in his majesty trample upon death, and laid hold on Satan the prince and delivered him unto the power of Hell. . . . And the Lord stretched forth his hand and made the sign of the cross over Adam and over all his saints, and he took the right hand of Adam and went up out of hell, and all the saints followed him.


GOSPEL OF NICODEMUS, C. 400


4. Jesus said, “Rise, Peter, and take the body of Mary, and send it to the right hand side of the city towards the east, and thou wilt find there a new tomb, in which you will lay her, and wait until I come to you.” And thus saying, the Lord delivered the soul of St. Mary to Michael, who was the ruler of paradise, and the prince of the nation of the Jews; and Gabriel went with them.


PSEUDO-MELITO, THE PASSING OF BLESSED MARY, FIFTH CENTURY


5. As a toddler, Jesus made several clay pools, with water running through little passages and dams. Seeing this, another child broke the passages. Jesus cried, “Woe unto you, you son of death, you son of Satan! Do you destroy the works that I have wrought?” And immediately, the other boy was struck dead.


GOSPEL OF PSEUDO-MATTHEW, SEVENTH CENTURY


6. Jesus said, “If people appoint you as their heads, be like tails.”


ISLAMIC TRADITION, NINTH CENTURY


7. Jesus said, “The world is a bridge; cross this bridge but do not build upon it.”


ISLAMIC TRADITION, NINTH CENTURY


8. The night before the Crucifixion, Pontius Pilate entertained Jesus at a friendly dinner. Wishing to save him at all costs, Pilate offered to give up his own son to death in Jesus’s place. But Jesus declined, telling him, “If I wished, I would not come to this moment. Come, sit down and see that I am able to escape.” Jesus then made himself invisible and incorporeal, causing Pilate to faint with astonishment. Laying his hand on him, Jesus brought him back to consciousness. He then said, “Have you understood that, if I wish, I can escape?” Pilate said, “Yes my Lord.”


ON THE LIFE AND THE PASSION OF CHRIST, ASCRIBED TO CYRIL OF JERUSALEM, PROBABLY NINTH CENTURY


9. [Jesus] is corn-colored, his hair is black, coming down to his shoulders like bunches of grapes, his nose is prominent, he has beautiful eyes, his eyebrows are joined together, his cheeks are red like roses. He wears a grape colored tunic, he has two silver studded adornments on his side like a sword and a linen garment covers him so that he looks like a royal son.


ON THE LIFE AND THE PASSION OF CHRIST, ASCRIBED TO CYRIL OF JERUSALEM, PROBABLY NINTH CENTURY


10. And still I, John, questioned the Lord, saying, “Lord, how did man have spiritual origin in a carnal body?” And the Lord said to me: “By their fall, spirits of heaven entered the female body of clay and took on flesh from the lusts of the flesh and took on [spirit at the same time]. . . . Spirit is born of spirit and flesh of flesh; and thus the reign of Satan ceases not in this world.”


INTERROGATIO JOHANNIS, ALSO KNOWN AS THE SECRET SUPPER, C. 1100


11. Jesus said, “I, a man, dust and clay, that walk upon the earth, say to you: Do penance and know your sins. I say, brethren, that Satan, by means of the Roman soldiery, deceived you when you said that I was God.”


GOSPEL OF BARNABAS, FOURTEENTH CENTURY


Sources: Parthian fragment of Thomas found at Turfan in modern China, in Hans-Joachim Klimkeit, “Apocryphal Gospels in Central and East Asia,” in Manfred Heuser and Hans-Joachim Klimkeit, eds., Studies in Manichaean Literature and Art (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 189–211; Epistula Apostolorum, or Letter of the Apostles, in Montague Rhodes James, The Apocryphal New Testament (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1924), 489; Gospel of Nicodemus, in James, Apocryphal New Testament, 139; Pseudo-Melito, The Passing of Blessed Mary, The Tertullian Project, www.tertullian.org/fathers2/ANF-08/anf08-112.htm; Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, New Advent, www.newadvent.org/fathers/0848.htm; Tarif Khalidi, ed., The Muslim Jesus (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 101, 106; Roelof van den Broek, Pseudo-Cyril of Jerusalem on the Life and the Passion of Christ (Leiden: Brill, 2013); Interrogatio Johannis, also known as the Secret Supper, The Gnosis Archive, http://gnosis.org/library/Interrogatio_Johannis.html; Gospel of Barnabas, chap. 128, Answering Christianity, www.answering-christianity.com/barnabas.htm.
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These texts present a very wide range of images and theologies, some truly bizarre. They represent the full range of motifs and settings that we might have expected in early alternative gospels—from isolated sayings of Jesus to post-Resurrection appearances and dialogues. In terms of date of composition, they cover a huge time span from the second century onward, with the verse from the Gospel of Thomas being the oldest.9


But all survived long after Constantine’s era. References to Thomas surfaced sporadically across the wider Christian world; the verse quoted in Box 1.2 is from a Parthian fragment found at Turfan in the far west of modern China, probably dating from the ninth century. Some of these texts, like Thomas itself, continued to be read in limited regions of the Christian world, whereas others, such as Nicodemus, Pseudo-Matthew, and Pseudo-Melito, were favorites across transnational Christendom. Both the Secret Supper and the Gospel of Barnabas were actually produced afresh during the medieval centuries, though they were grounded in older traditions.


In terms of chronology, the most remarkable example might be number 2, from the Letter of the Apostles, originally composed about 160. Not only has this work always remained in the library of the Ethiopian church, as part of the Book of the Covenant (Mäshafä Kidan), but it still forms part of that church’s New Testament canon. In Ethiopia, at least, many of the ancient scriptures never went away.10


Some of these texts remained in use for many centuries. Jesus’s saying that “The world is a bridge” is recorded in the ninth century, but the Mughal Indian emperor Akbar inscribed it on a mosque about 1600. As this example suggests, by no means did all these texts circulate among Christians only. Muslims themselves included plenty of references to Jesus and Mary in the Qur’an and in later commentaries. So substantial were these passages in Muslim texts that they constituted what some have called a Muslim Gospel, which contained many sayings and stories lost to Christendom. Jews had their own versions of the Jesus story, notably a bitterly hostile “anti-gospel” called the Life of Jesus (Toledot Yeshu).11


Long after the supposed loss of the Gnostic gospels, Christians (and Muslims) still knew a diverse set of images of Jesus, some starkly at variance with the conventional stories we know today. Through alternative scriptures, they continued to imagine one Jesus who sounds like an arcane Zen mystic, and another who sounds like a cracker-barrel philosopher. They knew the Jesus who explicitly denied his divinity, the monstrous infant Jesus who demonstrated his divine nature by killing playmates who insulted him, and the conjuror Jesus, who made himself invisible at will to show how easily he could have escaped the crucifixion if he had so chosen.
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FROM EARLY TIMES THE GREAT CHURCH had debated at length the contents of the New Testament canon, and achieved a fair unanimity by the fourth and fifth centuries. Already in 348, the church father Cyril of Jerusalem had declared that “Of the New Testament, there are only four Gospels. The others are falsely attributed [pseudepigrapha] and harmful.” But official policy differed from regular practice, as clergy and laity at all levels made massive use of alternative scriptures.12


At least by the second century, faithful Christians were trying to fill in the gaps they saw in the stories of Jesus and his apostles left by the canonical Big Four gospels. These later writers added information about the birth and death of key characters, and for such central figures as Jesus and his mother, they offered luxuriant additional detail about their parentage and childhoods. To do so, they built on familiar genres, creating new Acts of various apostles as well as whole new gospels. These appeared over a lengthy period extending roughly from the second century through the sixth, just the time when the now-celebrated Gnostic texts were themselves being created and circulated.13


If the Gnostic Gospel of Mary (for instance) had disappeared by the fourth century, mainstream churches still cherished such “Authentic Apocrypha” as the Protevangelium, the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Nicodemus, the pseudo-Acts of multiple apostles, and a great many more writings. Nobody today takes seriously the alleged correspondence between Jesus and the Syrian king Abgar. In the Middle Ages, though, these reputed letters circulated widely, and copies exist in Greek, Syriac, Armenian, Latin, Arabic, Persian, Slavonic, and Coptic, not to mention several modern European languages. This range of languages in itself indicates a bestseller.14


Dozens of “non-lost” gospels persisted up to modern times in at least some major part of the Christian church. In many cases, these texts built upon each other over time and were issued in new and variant versions, which sometimes became known under separate names. Accordingly, they cannot be listed individually but must be grouped into cycles or families of traditions, such as Narratives of Jesus’s Childhood, Narratives of Mary’s Birth and Childhood, the Death or Passing of Mary, and the Adam pseudepigrapha. These cycles were often sizable. Some of these books were read in more or less complete and free-standing versions, others in extracts or in adapted form. Believers often encountered them in anthologies, such as the famous Golden Legend, which was the most popular book circulated and read in Western Europe between 1280 and 1530. Through such compilations, these ancient writings became the literary commonplaces of medieval and early modern Latin Europe. Christendom, in fact, was awash with gospels.15


Inevitably, reading these texts also meant absorbing the opinions they presented, although these might well have been judged heretical at particular times and places. Although medieval readers admired these ancient works as morally improving stories, many were deeply imbued with ancient heresies. These alternative scriptures gave medieval Christians continuing access to the unforgotten fringe worlds of the earliest church.16


A famous maxim declares lex orandi, lex credendi, or, roughly, “How we pray is what we believe.” Whatever the official creeds and theological statements of a church might say, it is what happens in regular worship that reflects the real belief and doctrine of a religious community. By that standard, any account of the development of Christian doctrine should properly foreground the alternative gospels. For centuries, these noncanonical texts were admitted onto church premises, approved for liturgical reading, and cited as authoritative by some of the greatest scholars and theologians. They shaped the physical fabric of churches by supplying the legends and stories depicted in stained glass and paintings. They were what ordinary laypeople actually read for instruction and pleasure, and contrary to myth, by the thirteenth century Christian Europe had a sizable reading public, lay as well as clerical. If these works were not canonical, neither were they excluded or condemned.17
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THESE “OTHER” TEXTS PROVIDED the standard Christian narrative for the great majority of believers, certainly for the laity, and their influence lingers today. Although few nonspecialists think they know this apocryphal literature, they might be surprised to realize just how much of its features they have imbibed without realizing it.18


When modern believers celebrate Christmas, when we see the Christmas scene in the manger, we are witnessing the influence of the Protevangelium or Infancy Gospel of James, the so-called “First Gospel,” written around 170. This was an alternative gospel composed before the controversial gospels of Judas and Mary, and one that never lost its audience. The text recounts the birth and childhood of the Virgin Mary and gives additional information about the birth of Jesus that is not included in the official gospels. The work was beloved in the Orthodox churches of the Eastern and Byzantine world, and its ideas circulated in the Latin West through derivative or plagiarized versions, including the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew. It was one of the best-known and most esteemed Christian literary works—in different times and places, more so than most books of the canonical New Testament.19


Such gospels formed the Christian visual imagination. The Gospel of Nicodemus described Christ after his crucifixion raiding hell to free the souls of the righteous who had died before his time. As derived from Nicodemus, the Harrowing of Hell was not far behind the crucifixion as a theme in medieval Christian imagery, and its impact extended to art, drama, and literature. If the Protevangelium shaped popular images of Jesus’s birth, then Nicodemus was the key text for understanding his Passion. For centuries, in European popular piety, the saying most closely associated with Jesus was neither “Do unto others” nor “Father, forgive them,” but rather, “Lift up your heads, oh ye gates!”—the Savior’s war-cry as he prepared to invade Satan’s realm. So popular was the Harrowing story among Asian Christians that the image crossed over into Indian Buddhist scriptures, with Buddha himself taking the role of hell’s conqueror. An image fundamental to mainstream Christian belief for over a thousand years was derived from an ancient alternative gospel.20


From the apocryphal gospels Christians found other mainstays of medieval art, such as the elderly Joseph marrying the young Mary. It was here that they found such familiar details of the Christmas story as the lowly animals that attended the infant Jesus. This scene, which today we attribute to the canonical gospels, is actually from Pseudo-Matthew:


           And on the third day after the birth of our Lord Jesus Christ, the most blessed Mary went forth out of the cave, and entering a stable, placed the child in the stall, and the ox and the ass adored Him.21


Many Western Christians know the story of the revolt that led Satan and his angels to forsake their obedience to God. They also know that Satan was led to this desperate step by his pride, which caused him to refuse to pay homage to God’s new creation, mankind. Almost certainly, they take this story not from any scripture or pseudo-scripture, but from John Milton’s Paradise Lost, which in turn draws on a sizable body of older lore. The story, though, does not stem from any biblical account, but from the Life of Adam and Eve, a widely distributed apocryphal work probably dating from the first century AD. This Life is the source of the scene in which Satan tells Adam his reason for envying and seeking to destroy him. The canonical Bible does not even identify the Serpent in Eden with Satan—another idea that we take from apocryphal writings.22
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MAINSTREAM CHURCHES WERE quite accommodating to alternative texts, and marginal and sectarian groups were still more welcoming. However much mainstream churches might have wanted to believe that they held a monopoly on belief and doctrine, heretical movements proliferated. Throughout the Middle Ages, many diverse variants of Christianity coexisted, covering a spectrum of belief very much like the movements of the earliest church. Some of them constituted whole alternative churches, existing alongside the mainstream Catholic and Orthodox churches and operating in deadly rivalry with those bodies. Christianity never ceased evolving from the grass roots.23


The survival of ancient scriptures outside the church’s European heartlands, in areas of Asia and the Middle East, has already been mentioned. But the fact that lost gospels survived in distant corners of the globe might have remained a fact of antiquarian interest if those documents had not constantly reinvaded Catholic/Orthodox territories by means of the great heretical movements. The Slavic Bogomils of the tenth century were Dualists who believed that the material world was the creation of a flawed and inferior god, and that Christ was the son of a higher deity of Light. Those were broadly the same views as the Gnostic/Dualist sects of antiquity, the groups that produced the original “lost gospels.” In their medieval guise, groups like the Bogomils and their Western European affiliates continued to read and circulate ancient texts that the church had been trying to eliminate for centuries.24


We see this from the so-called Revelation (or Apocalypse) of Peter. A number of works circulated under this title, but the most notorious was the Gnostic Apocalypse of Peter, which was discovered at Nag Hammadi. It was Gnostic in the sense that the author believed that the material world was ruled by a defective lower God, while Christ was an emissary from the forces of Light. The Christ who appeared in Galilee was an immaterial spiritual being who laughed during the crucifixion:


           He whom you saw on the tree, glad and laughing, this is the living Jesus. But this one into whose hands and feet they drive the nails is his fleshly part, which is the substitute being put to shame, the one who came into being in his likeness.


This bizarre depiction supplied the title for a pioneering 1976 book about the Gnostic gospels, The Laughing Savior. Clearly, according to the standards of the Catholic/Orthodox churches, that particular Peter taught monstrous heresy, and the book had to be suppressed—hence the burial at Nag Hammadi sometime about 380. And so, scholars believed, it was completely lost until it was rediscovered in 1945.25


But that chronology is wrong. In 1045, in Constantinople, the Orthodox monk Euthymius, denouncing the Bogomils, described the potent initiation rite in which the heretics read the words of a “Revelation (or Apocalypse) of Peter.” Euthymius claimed that this “Satanic spell” exercised a stunning influence: “If the heretics get in first, reading this to a man, the devil makes his house in him and brings him to complete destruction. From then onwards, no arguments about knowledge of God enter his soul.” Given the close harmony between Bogomil views and the Gnostic Apocalypse of Peter, it is very likely that this is the work Euthymius was referring to—some seven hundred years after the last known copy of the work supposedly vanished into the Egyptian desert.26


How on earth—where on earth?—had the book survived over all that time? Reputedly, the sect received it via Armenia, which does make historical sense, in that heresies tended to flourish in border territories rather than in the metropolitan cores of empire. In the seventh century, moreover, Armenia spawned a potent Dualistic heresy in the Paulicians, who are commonly seen as a major influence on the Bogomils. Somehow, this text found its way back to Europe, and the Bogomils smuggled it to Western Europe, where related heresies thrived into the fourteenth century.


This Apocalypse was by no means the only such widely traveled work. About 1100, a Balkan bishop named Theophylact of Ohrid condemned those who were introducing dangerous new doctrines of the Spirit. Sarcastically, he said that if the heretics could base their evidence on canonical scriptures, he would raise no objection, and would even praise his rivals as public benefactors. But as it was, they were no better than the Manichaioi, Manichaeans, with their heretical Gospel of Thomas. No, he said, anyone who introduces a fifth gospel is thrice accursed! His words only make sense if he knows contemporaries who were not only using Thomas, but treating it as equal to the canonical evangelists. As he was writing in such a cauldron of Bogomil activism, it is reasonable to suggest that those are the “Manichaeans” he is describing. If so, might they even have been reading it in a Slavonic translation? And which other supposedly long-buried scriptures were they actually reading? So much for suppressed works being “damned in the inextricable shackles of anathema forever.”27


Meanwhile, new scriptures and gospels continued to be written afresh. Some were the work of mainstream clergy and scholars; others were produced by fringe groups and heretics. In many and various forms, medieval Europeans were familiar with genres and settings that would have been familiar to Gnostics of the first two or three centuries following Jesus: discourses attributed to Jesus after his Resurrection, revelations and apocalypses, heavenly visions, encounters with Mary Magdalene, the Virgin Mary, and the apostles. Were any Christianities truly lost?


[image: ]


THE PERSISTENCE OF THE OLD SCRIPTURES tells us much about the limitations of how history is written. Historians naturally focus on documents that survive, and when records are rare, they give disproportionate weight to the ones that happen to have been preserved. When we look at debates over the church’s canon, we hear a great deal about a few well-preserved documents and famous councils, as if they settled the matter once and for all, always and everywhere. Repeatedly, we read commands that such and such a book is prohibited forever, and all copies must be destroyed forthwith. But theory and practice diverged, often widely. To say that a given church council declared that book X was acceptable or not need not have decided the issue outside a particular community—or indeed, even within that community.28


Then, as now, institutions claimed to wield more real power than they actually possessed, and official prohibitions of a particular book did not necessarily have much impact on the ground. Even the much-quoted Gelasian Decree may not have had much influence beyond a particular region of Gaul (France). Ironically, given this tract’s concern with suspicious and falsely ascribed pseudo-gospels, we have no precise knowledge of who actually wrote the decree, or when, or where. Its very name suggests a false connection with the historical Pope Gelasius. It is a pseudo-decree.


We see a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy. Most scholars working on alternative scriptures focus on the “early church,” roughly the first four centuries. As they pay little attention to the post-400 era, not much current literature is available on those later eras, and that absence leads other writers to assume that the Other Gospels must either have disappeared or faded into insignificance. If not a blank slate, the issue of alternative scriptures between the fifth and the sixteenth centuries AD has been covered sparsely.29
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WE HAVE BEEN DISCUSSING alternative “gospels,” but that last word needs some elaboration. What exactly is a gospel, and can we legitimately apply the term to the texts that circulated through the Middle Ages and beyond? After all, with a text like the Gospel of Thomas, scholars might at least claim that it belongs to the early church, and therefore fits into the same chronological category as the canonical gospels. That point is obviously not true of texts written several centuries after Jesus’s time, such as the Gospel of Nicodemus. So are these really gospels, or should we consign such later works to the suspect realm of mere apocrypha? In fact, the definition of gospel is broad enough to accommodate those later productions.


“Gospel” is a translation of the Greek word evangelion, [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]αγγ[image: ][image: ]λιον, “good news,” a word that St. Paul used frequently, and which originally implied an oral proclamation. The term was then applied to the written accounts of Christ that proliferated in the early centuries. Texts were credited to individuals—not just the famous Big Four, but to other disciples as well, such as Peter or Thomas—or to groups, such as the Egyptians, Ebionites, or Hebrews.30


The gospel title did not of itself imply any kind of official approval. From early times, church leaders enthusiastically denounced rival gospels, but they usually did not challenge their claim to bear that name, whether on grounds of chronology or alleged claims of inspiration. The Gelasian Decree proclaims as canonical the four chief gospels, described, for instance, as Secundum Marcum (According to Mark). The decree then catalogs apocryphal and unapproved books, such as Evangelium Nomine Barnabae (Gospel in the Name of Barnabas), or Evangelium Nomine Petri Apostoli (Gospel in the Name of the Apostle Peter). But the Gelasian text does not describe these unapproved texts with a term like pseudo-gospels, or “so-called gospels,” as it easily could have done. The document notes one gospel “that Lucianus forged” (quae falsavit Lucianus), but adds no such qualification to the gospels attributed to Thomas or Bartholomew. Nor do we find such a demeaning label in the later Stichometry of Nicephorus (from the seventh century?), a list of scriptures that consigns to the apocrypha one evangelion according to Thomas, and another according to the Hebrews. The implication is that such works are indeed gospels, but they are unacceptable because of their source or bogus attribution. They really are gospels, just bad or inadequate ones.31


Nor need the work follow the exact format or genre of the canonical gospels. The Nag Hammadi library includes four self-described gospels, none of which vaguely resemble the familiar biographical format of, say, Luke. The so-called Gospel of Thomas is introduced as a collection of Jesus’s sayings, some of which have short narratives attached to them. If you did not know the canonical gospels, Thomas would allow you to reconstruct only a tiny portion of the larger story. The Gospel of Philip and the Gospel of Truth are both extended theological meditations; if it were not for the latter’s opening words (“The Gospel of Truth is joy”), a modern scholar would have never thought to label it a gospel. The Gospel of the Egyptians is a cosmogony, an account of the origin of the spiritual universe produced by the Sethians—Gnostic followers who venerated Adam’s son Seth. To use a circular definition, they were gospels because at least some people thought of them as gospels.32


No less diverse are the alternative texts that were so popular throughout the Middle Ages, but which are also commonly labeled as “gospels.” Although deciding the exact criteria for that term is not straightforward, some rough principles can be identified. Usually, such works place themselves within the established gospel genre that we know from the New Testament, and they commonly borrow or imitate features of the canonical gospels. A would-be gospel should use a narrative or biographical format, although not necessarily covering the whole span of Christ’s life. After all, neither the canonical gospels of Mark nor John say anything about Jesus’s whole career, or mention his birth or childhood. Many ancient Gnostic gospels focus entirely on Christ’s pronouncements after his bodily death. The work should also claim a contemporary quality, affecting to report events at first hand. That means reporting Christ’s deeds or words from the standpoint of an observer or participant, usually named, and commonly identified with someone in the biblical narrative.


Normally, the text should focus chiefly or wholly on Christ himself, but the extensive writings about the Virgin Mary do raise problems for this criterion. At least from the second century, Christians were writing works about her life that followed precisely the model of Christ’s life in the canonical gospels, and which look very much like gospels in their own right. We might rather say that many “gospels” place Christ’s life and deeds in a deep biographical or historical context. That allows us to include the gospels of the Virgin, in which Christ’s life is an assumed fact, and the action leads up to that event and follows from it. Christ also appears personally as a character in the narrative. We would also include works with a notional Old Testament setting, like the Syriac Cave of Treasures, in which the narrative of the patriarchs from Adam onward is placed in a wholly Christian context, with many passages pointing toward a culmination in Christ’s life and career.


Provided that a candidate text meets the other criteria, its date of composition is irrelevant, as is its claim to historical authority. There is no reason why “gospels” should not continue to be written and read, even today, although that comment says nothing about treating modern-day works as authoritative in any sense.


With these criteria in mind, we should not hesitate to say that the Protevangelium and the Gospel of Nicodemus qualify as gospels, at least as much as the ancient texts to which we usually give that title. And although these texts are “apocryphal,” that label should not diminish their significance. Ever since scholars started studying such works three centuries ago, they have used the term New Testament Apocrypha to suggest that the texts in question represent almost a parallel version of the canon, a dark shadow of the authentic work. From that perspective, they are at best also-rans, failed candidates for inclusion in the real Bible. Even if it is used in a technical or academic sense, the term “apocryphal” suggests something inferior and probably spurious, gossip rather than serious information. That label also suggests that the texts should have been written in roughly the same era that the New Testament canon was under debate—before 400 or so—leaving later works in the category of hagiography, religious speculation, or historical fiction.33


The canon/apocrypha distinction works well as long as we are dealing with a textual canon that is clear and universally recognized, with only a few outliers to be categorized. The quantity of known alternative texts has expanded enormously in modern times, though, and the more it expands, the harder it is to see clear demarcations between approved and apocryphal writings. Some books that are canonical in one Christian tradition are apocryphal or excluded in another.34
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FOR WELL OVER HALF OF CHRISTIAN HISTORY, believers relied on a body of written and visual materials going well beyond the strictly defined Bible as we know it today. A strict Protestant might tell that story in terms of a millennium of betrayal, the long Catholic night, when the true Bible was all but abandoned. A better view would be to stress the different sources of faith in any religion, even those that most firmly declare their reliance on scripture alone. In its lived experience, religious practice never draws wholly and exclusively on a precise body of scriptural texts. How could it, when those texts were composed in a particular time and place, and must be applied to other quite different contexts? Religions naturally tend to develop other bases of faith, including alternative scriptures and devotions, until, periodically, these are swept away by puritanical reform movements claiming to take believers back to the basics. That is the cyclical story of all scripture-based religions.


Any picture of a religion has to take account of those incidentals, those ancillary ideas and motifs that, for most believers, are anything but incidental. Yes, Christianity has its Bible, but it also has the expansions and elucidations of the book. That means all the commentaries, sermons, and meditations on the text, as well as visual and aural representations, such as paintings and carvings, church murals, and manuscript illuminations, all the liturgies, hymns, and carols, and the dramatic representations. At first sight, most modern Christians seem to have rid themselves of this dependence on ancillary sources of faith. That is natural enough, given the widespread rise of literacy and the technological changes that have made printed and now electronic materials so freely available. Yet it would not be difficult to construct a modern equivalent of what has been termed the expanded “Whole Gospel,” which, for Protestants, would include the hymns that are such a rich source for teaching and doctrine.35
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THROUGHOUT HISTORY, believers have always felt the need to justify their ideas and practices by scriptures, so that the generation of new would-be gospels is an inevitable and even healthy part of evolving belief. Just from the past two centuries, multiple examples have appeared in the English language alone—including the Book of Mormon, the Aquarian Gospel of Jesus the Christ, and the alleged revelations of Jesus’s doings in India—but the production of such works has been a steady process over two millennia. Apocrypha in any tradition can be defined simply as “stories people want.”36


Writers have regularly used stories and pseudo-gospels as a means of teaching the core truths of the faith. As a vehicle for exploring and explaining abstract concepts, narrative has no equal, especially if the reader can follow the tale through particular well-known individuals. Central to the Christian message is the doctrine that Christ died for all humanity, a theme that St. Paul’s theological system epitomized by using Adam as a universal human symbol. Adam’s Fall brought sin and death into the world, and as his descendants and heirs, we share those burdens until Christ redeems us. Probably in the sixth century, the Syriac author of the Cave of Treasures carried this process of personalization much further by telling the elaborate tale of Adam and his descendants and linking it at every point to Christ’s mission. Adam is buried in a cross-shaped grave, and the site of his skull becomes Golgotha, where Christ would be crucified. The cross itself grows from a tree sprung from that grave:


           And when the Wood [the cross] was fixed upon it, and Christ was smitten with the spear, and blood and water flowed down from His side, they ran down into the mouth of Adam, and they became a baptism to him, and he was baptized.


The image of Adam’s skull in that final sentence makes the theological lesson unforgettably clear.37


As popular needs and concerns changed over time, so particular scriptures were produced to meet the new cultural demand, and some won a significant following. Often, they arose from natural curiosity, as when readers found what they felt to be gaps or contradictions in the approved biblical narrative. The Bible says that Christ died on a Friday afternoon and rose again on Sunday morning. So what had he been doing in the interim? We hear that Christ spoke to his apostles for forty days after his Resurrection, but the Bible gives us no specifics of his teaching during those discourses. What spiritual pearls might he have shared? From earliest times, writers tried to fill these narrative holes. Often, texts arose (or were rediscovered) to give scriptural weight to theological arguments, or to justify new forms of devotion, such as the cult of the Virgin Mary. Alternative scriptures became a vehicle for the discussion of sensitive, even explosive, theological ideas. People wanted to believe in certain doctrines, and sought out the scriptures that upheld them, and one way or another, they were going to find supportive texts.38


Although Christian anti-Semitism was so rife during the Middle Ages, the church’s attitude to scripture had much in common with that of Judaism. Jewish scholars agreed wholly on restricting the biblical canon, and in fact defined it more narrowly than Christians did. But they also felt free to make editorial comments and additions to these scriptures in the light of later concerns, perhaps for legal or instructional ends. Such explanations and elucidations were called midrash, from a root implying study or inquiry, and they often constituted fine storytelling in their own right. Later readers were so struck by the additional nuances and stories that the interpreters had added that they assumed these must have been part of the original narrative. A common Jewish legend records that Abraham was the son of the idol-maker Terah, and that one of the young man’s first deeds was smashing those images. Often assumed to be part of the canonical Bible, the idol-smashing story actually derives from later interpretive writings. Christians, too, venerated texts that elaborated the canonical scriptures on very much the same lines as Jewish midrash.39
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REDISCOVERING THE LOST SCRIPTURES forces us to rethink much of Christian history. Our chronology of that story often reflects what was originally a Protestant mythology of the decline and betrayal of the original Christian message, a mythology that has subsequently been adapted by liberal and progressive Christians. So much popular writing pays close attention to the early church, but then slides over the next thousand years or so to the Reformation. Any kind of authentic Christianity seems to go missing in action from roughly 400 through 1500, the “long middle” of Christian history.


In contrast to that pseudo-history, this book stresses the very strong continuities that unite the Middle Ages with the earliest Christian world and the apostolic era. As we will see in Chapters 2 and 3, it is simply wrong to suggest that older scriptures were suppressed outright. Those ancient texts continued to flourish in different parts of the Christian world—not only in African and Asian churches, but also in such bastions of the Catholic faith as Britain and Ireland. Books that were burned in one region remained popular elsewhere.


But in no sense is this book a description of the distant peripheries of Christianity, whether we take that word in a cultural or a geographic sense. Chapters 4 and 5 demonstrate the immense and continuing influence of noncanonical early gospels even in the heart of Catholic Western Europe, through the Gospel of Nicodemus, the Infancy Gospels, and the scriptures devoted to the Virgin Mary. Although many church historians acknowledge the popularity of those alternative books, they rarely note the huge significance of Old Testament pseudepigrapha (such as the Adam literature) in shaping mainstream Christian thought. That substantial body of literature forms the theme of Chapter 6.


Nor are we dealing with scriptures in isolation, as the ideas they carried also survived, and had their impact on the churches and the culture. In Chapter 7, we trace the role of supposedly “lost” scriptures in spawning the heretical movements that the medieval church saw as such a deadly danger. When we take such movements into account, the post-Nicene Christian experience looks just as diverse and creative, just as radical and boundary-breaking, as the world of the earliest church. Medieval Christianity was complex and polychromatic, generating many different forms of faith. The Holy Spirit did not take a 1,200-year vacation after the Council of Nicea.


Very similar texts also had their impact on the Islamic world, which, geographically, coincided so neatly with the major centers of early Christianity. Chapter 8 describes the different concepts of Jesus that Muslims and Jews found in the alternative gospels.


Although the Reformation era witnessed a widespread suppression of alternative scriptures, the upsurge of learning and literacy generated many new approaches to Christian faith, including multiple new churches and denominations. Chapter 9 traces the growing elite hostility to noncanonical texts and how this attitude led to their marginalization. It also describes what the Reformers would have found a bitter irony, namely, that the same skepticism that ousted the alternative gospels ultimately challenged the canonical scriptures as well.


The popular view of Christian history is a myth, in the sense of a tale recounted to create or justify a particular kind of faith. It tells a romantic tale of the tragic loss of Truth, which remains for later generations to rediscover. Even if they reject orthodoxy, critical scholars even today accord a special authority to the earliest Christian centuries as being closer to Jesus himself. They try to mold the earliest centuries as much as possible in the image that they would like to find—a world of questing diversity, of the rejection of hierarchy and patriarchy—ideally supported by lost scriptures. In order to support this vision, it is rhetorically necessary to make the later centuries look as dark and authoritarian as possible. As we have seen, though, the contrast of eras is wildly exaggerated.
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NOBODY DOUBTS THE CENTRAL ROLE of Christianity in the history of the West, nor of the Bible in Western culture and art. But for over a millennium, that biblical world was imagined very differently from anything we would recognize today, and was approached by means of other scriptures. However dismissive the names we give them, those apocryphal and alternative writings are essential to any attempt to understand the history of the Christian faith. To trace their history, we often have to look beyond the limits of “the West” as we traditionally define it.
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Christ’s Many FacesChrist’s Many Faces


The Survival of the Old Gospels in a Wider Christian WorldThe Survival of the Old Gospels in a Wider Christian World


           All possible care must be taken, that we hold that faith which has been believed everywhere, always, by all.


Vincent of Lérins, AD 434


BORN IN WHAT WE WOULD NOW CALL UZBEKISTAN, THE MUSLIM scholar Abu Rayhan al-Biruni (973–1048) was one of the greatest minds of his era, at once a scientist, historian, and linguist. He traveled extensively in Central Asia and India, endlessly beguiled by the world’s religious diversity, its breadth of texts and traditions.


Al-Biruni’s descriptions of Christianity must startle anyone who believes that the church’s early heresies were long extinct by the end of the first millennium. Those movements may have been dead in European Christendom, but they were not in Asia, and neither were their gospels. After citing the canonical gospels that he had read and knew well, al-Biruni reports that “every one of the sects of Marcion, and of Bardesanes, has a special gospel, which in some parts differs from the gospels we have mentioned.” These are familiar names in Christian history, or rather, they had been centuries before. In the second century, Marcion had taught that the good God of the New Testament had sent his Son, Jesus, to confront the Jewish God of the old dispensation. Around 200, the Syrian Bardesanes (Bar-Daisan) was a deadly critic of Marcion, but he led a school influenced by Gnostic views. In the West at least, neither movement attracted much notice after the fourth century, but al-Biruni suggests that both groups still existed in about 1000, with their own gospels. Continued survival is also reported by the tenth-century Baghdad author al-Nadim, who knew of Marcionite communities worshiping openly in Khurasan (roughly modern Turkmenistan), as well as Bardesanites in Khurasan and China. Both authors described the transcontinental Manichaean religion of their time, based on the ideas of the third-century Mesopotamian thinker Mani, who drew on Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, and Zoroastrian ideas, and who taught a radical Dualist message. Manichaean groups also had their distinctive gospels.1


We do not exactly know how long these various groups, Christian and Manichaean, had access to the full panoply of texts suggested by al-Biruni. It is reasonable to assume, though, that these works really were “lost” closer to the fourteenth century than the fourth. In the intervening centuries, they may have been lost in Europe, but they were not in China or Turkestan.


When we tell the Christian story in any era on only a European scale—rather, with a West European, Catholic focus—we miss a very large part of the story. Throughout the Middle Ages, Christian churches thrived across Asia and Africa, and had quite different attitudes as to which texts might legitimately be received within the church. Yes, old gospels continued to be read around the Mediterranean, but they also persisted in churches across the transcontinental Christian world. Even when scriptures actually did drop from view, the process of “losing” them was drawn out over a thousand years. The story forces us to think about the nature of censoring or suppressing texts in early and medieval times, and even more, about the huge diversity of the Christian world.
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EARLY CHRISTIANITY WAS DEEPLY DIVIDED over issues of doctrine and belief, and the controversies shaped attitudes toward scripture. Although schools of thought proliferated, some major themes recurred frequently. As we trace the history of the hidden gospels, we will often be encountering these perennial ideas.


Central to debate was the proper Christian attitude toward Judaism and the Old Testament. Jewish Christians insisted that believers should follow much or all of the old Law, and their views were reflected in such early texts as the Gospels of the Hebrews and the Ebionites. Other early Christians, such as Marcion himself, demanded a stark break with the old Law.2


Some believers accepted forms of Dualism, the irreconcilable conflict between the worlds of matter and spirit. Many thinkers taught a complex system in which the material world was a dreadful blunder resulting from the forces of Light lapsing into ignorance and sin. In the Gnostic scheme, Christ comes down from the heavenly realms to liberate the sparks of Light that have been trapped in the darkness of the material world, and it is in that sense that he redeems his followers. (This is the message of the Gospel of Judas.) Dualist and Gnostic strands united in the Manichaean movement, which achieved the status of a global faith parallel to Christianity and Islam.3


These various sects and schools preached a version of Christ very different from the Incarnate God of the Orthodox/Catholic Great Church. Adoptionists found the notion of God Incarnate blasphemous and illogical, teaching instead that the spirit of Christ descended upon Jesus only at the moment of his baptism. Suspicious of the material world, Docetists likewise taught that the Christ who appeared in the world was a purely spiritual being, and his earthly body was an illusion rather than a material reality. Similarly rejecting the world, followers of Encratism condemned sexuality as well as the consumption of meat and wine.4


Such ideas were deeply rooted in Christianity, and only gradually were they marginalized under the title of “heresy.” Already in the New Testament, we hear of groups who differed from the emerging Christian consensus: 2 John condemns the “many deceivers” who denied that Jesus had come in the flesh; 2 Timothy denounces believers who held that the Resurrection had already come, framing the event in a purely spiritual and nonmaterial sense. That Docetic theme proved extraordinarily resilient, and it surfaced repeatedly in movements judged heretical. As the Manichaean apologist Faustus wrote about 400, “Do I believe the gospel? Certainly. Do I therefore believe that Christ was born? Certainly not.” Each of these schools favored particular scriptures that presented images of Jesus at odds with those of the canonical gospels.5


[image: ]


OVER TIME, the views that would become standard orthodoxy gained widespread support, and church leaders tried to eliminate rival texts from congregations. A famous story from about 190 tells of the Syrian bishop Serapion allowing a congregation to read a Gospel of Peter in its services, only to forbid it when he learned that the work was Marcionite and Docetic. In his Paschal Letter of 367, the great Alexandrian patriarch Athanasius warned against using apocryphal scriptures, which he termed “an invention of heretics, who write them when they choose, bestowing upon them their approbation, and assigning to them a date, that so, using them as ancient writings, they may find occasion to lead astray the simple.” This letter, incidentally, marks the first appearance of the term “canonized” (kanonizomena) in the context of Christian scripture. By this point, the Christianized Roman Empire was becoming ever harsher in its treatment of those groups the mainstream bishops deemed heretical. Soon, patriarchs and bishops, including Athanasius himself, came to exercise civil functions over large sections of the shrinking empire.6


But a sizable gulf separated merely rejecting certain scriptures and extirpating them altogether, and the Athanasian letter just quoted has become the basis of a contemporary myth. In her 2003 book, Beyond Belief, Elaine Pagels remarked that Athanasius “issued an Easter letter in which he demanded that Egyptian monks destroy all writings, except for those he specifically listed as ‘acceptable,’ even ‘canonical.’” The letter sounds astonishing in its far-reaching savagery, especially given the patriarch’s near-imperial influence in much of the Christian East. Indeed, that letter is now commonly cited as the great charter for medieval intolerance of rival scriptures. But the Athanasian source quoted by Pagels includes no order for the destruction of any document, and certainly not for a mass purge. In reality, attempts at destruction were patchy and local, lacking any kind of systematic central effort.7
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