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‘With stunning prose and relentless insight that could only come from this rightly celebrated historian, Bruce Gordon has given us the book that we need at this moment, a real history of the Bible. In Gordon’s capable hands, the Bible becomes a sojourner through history who constantly makes history, and through whom history can be fruitfully understood in all its depths. This book is, quite simply, an intellectual feast’


Willie James Jennings, author of The Christian Imagination
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What a book the Bible is, what a miracle, what strength is given with it to man! It is like a mold cast of the world and man and human nature, everything is there, and a law for everything for all the ages. And what mysteries are solved and revealed!


—Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov


Translated by Constance Garnett






INTRODUCTION


Annie Vallotton has been declared the world’s bestselling artist.1 Her name may be little known, but her stick-figure illustrations have captured the global imagination. The Swiss artist fought with the French Resistance during the Second World War and sketched pictures on the walls of prison camps. Her artistic success was not immediate. Her French publisher had despairingly thrown three thousand copies of an early work in the Seine River. Her reputation today is a result of her engagement, after a ten-minute meeting at an airport, to illustrate the Good News Bible, a translation into everyday English that first appeared in the 1960s. To date, the Good News Bible has sold close to two hundred million copies worldwide.


Vallotton’s characters deliberately reveal no ethnicity, having little in the way of faces—or any other detail—and yet they are full of life and personality. In simple, moving, and unsentimental images, her figures dance, pray, struggle (as in the image of an anguished Job striking the earth), and raise the dead. Her aim, she once remarked, was “to give maximum expression with a minimum of lines.” She depicts the crucifixion in eight simple lines, the thorn-crowned head hanging forward, the single line of a shoulder below. Two right angles form the cross. The effect is devastating.


For millions of readers worldwide, Vallotton’s line drawings capture the humanity of the Bible. They see themselves in the emotional universe she depicts. No one in our age has better captured the Bible’s invitation to readers to encounter themselves in its pages.


The Bible remains the most influential book in the world. Today, it is the foundation for a global religion with two and a half billion adherents, almost a third of the world’s population. But across Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, Pentecostalism, liberal and conservative Protestantism, and nondenominational Christianity, it is not one book but a sacred text with multiple voices, open to widely divergent interpretations. In human hands it has been a book of both liberation and condemnation as the convictions it has inspired have been both praised and damned, depending on dominant orthodoxies of belief. A single book is the source of salvation and blasphemy, faith and heresy, in the eyes of those who judge. Where some find God’s purpose for humanity and the certainties of an ancient faith, others see antisemitism, patriarchy, and imperialism. Still others believe the Bible needs to be radically reconceived for a modern world.


The Bible is God’s word to humanity, but that is only part of the story. When God called to Adam “Where are you?” he began a direct conversation with his people. That conversation continued until Jesus’s departing charge to “go and make disciples of all the nations.” With Jesus’s return to heaven, the conversation came to an end—at least, directly. Although there has never been a shortage of men and women who have claimed to have heard from God, they are exceptional, and their professions of faith are mostly disputed or ignored. Instead, the conversation between God and his people continued in the form of a book. But unlike the stone tablets given to Moses, which God wrote with his finger (Exo. 31:18), this was a book coauthored by people. God charged humans with writing down what they had heard and seen, and they did so with the promise that the Holy Spirit was their guide. Those writings became the Bible, divine words written by human hands—a complex partnership.


Once that book emerged, its impact was sublime and perplexing. No other book provides such a comprehensive vision of humanity from its moment of creation to the end of time, when all shall be gathered. Yet it perplexes and confounds. Where else can one find the anguished pain of Psalms or the erotic passion of Song of Songs mixed with the bloody slaughters of Numbers and Joshua? What other book would require us to believe that the God who struck down thousands in anger and demanded the sacrifice of innumerable animals was the same God who dined with prostitutes and preached that the meek shall inherit the earth? Nowhere in ancient literature is there a comparable scene to the one in which the son of a carpenter reads the words of the prophet Isaiah in a synagogue and then declares that he is the fulfillment of the Jewish scriptures. Ancient myths of the Near East sit alongside eyewitness accounts of miraculous healings. Even early Christians wondered whether the God of the Old and New Testaments was the same deity. And yet that is the declaration of the Bible, a book that transforms its readers with luminous wisdom, bewilders with contradictions, and teaches that men and women should defy long-standing assumptions about how to live.


The bewilderment is due in no small part to God’s human coauthors. All of those writers believed they had recorded God’s words and the deeds that had transpired, but like the testimonies of witnesses in a criminal trial, their stories always diverge. It is also the product of two thousand years of wandering, restlessness, and change. The Bible today—the one that we hold in our hand, see on Grandmother’s shelf, or open on our smartphones—is an approximation, a version of what once was but is now lost. It is a transmission of centuries of transmissions. Unlike the genealogies it contains, the Bible has no known first parent. It is a sacred text that has been repeatedly translated, corrected, and copied around the world. It is the legacy left to us by distant, unknown ancestors who, like modern Christians, wanted to know what God actually said.


The history of the Bible, then, is a history of humanity’s repeated and wondrous striving to hear God speak—not only hear, but see. It is the story of humanity’s grasp for the impossible: the perfect Bible. The restless search for the divine always remains partial and always falls short. Each version of the Bible gathers the pieces and arranges them in different ways. Translations are replaced by translations in the search for greater faithfulness and proximity to the Hebrew and Greek in the common languages of the people. Illustrations express the imaginations of their ages. Only God can end this search. The image that comes to mind is the Tower of Babel, the effort to reach heaven foiled by the cacophony of languages. Striving to hear God results in division and fragmentation, and the yearning of men and women to hear God through the creation of Bibles has brought separation. In hearing and reading, transcribing and printing, illuminating and illustrating, studying and interpreting, people are constantly renewing and reimagining the Bible. Each Bible is a new creation, a fresh yet always partial attempt to capture the uncapturable, the pure word of God. Each Bible is a glorious achievement and a noble failure, an admission that it cannot be what it aspires to be. It may, like the Vulgate, the Luther Bible, or the King James Version, have a long life, but inevitably its time will come: it will be retranslated, corrected, reread, and perhaps even discarded.


The Bible is constantly becoming itself, eternal and perfect, but each version or edition reflects what it cannot be because it is the work of humans. In the seventeenth-century story of a utopia called The New Atlantis, Francis Bacon describes a perfect Bible that is found at sea. It was written just after Jesus’s resurrection and perfectly conveys scripture in all languages at once. It’s a fantasy. Though early, medieval, and modern Christians have all dreamed of such a book, it is never to be found. No one has seen the original Hebrew of the Old Testament or the original Greek of the New Testament. They have only seen the versions that have survived and been passed down to us.


This book is called a history precisely because that is what we have—the history of a Bible that has evolved over the centuries and taken innumerable forms in different communities and cultures. That is why the Bible can be thought of as a book in exile, a refugee that has washed up on many shores. Its oldest sections were created in ancient Palestine in languages that Christians have hardly ever been able to read or understand; its life has always been in translation. Not infrequently, it shaped the languages into which it was brought. That has been its strength. It constantly speaks to new communities in their tongue, allowing the people to claim and find their story. Those stories have patterns but also vary enormously. For many, the story of Exodus and the promised land speaks of liberation and freedom. Others see themselves as the Canaanites, conquered, their land taken.


This is a global history precisely because, from the beginning, the words that became the Bible have restlessly traversed all known frontiers. The book of Matthew relates that by the sea of Galilee Jesus took his leave from his disciples with the command “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matt. 28:19–20, NIV). And go they did. According to the earliest traditions, Peter, Andrew, Matthew, and Bartholomew preached in the region of the Black Sea while Thomas, Thaddeus, and Simeon the Canaanite reached modern-day Iran, possibly India. John and Philip lived and died in Asia Minor. The Egyptian Coptic Orthodox Church believes that the apostle Mark went to Alexandria less than twenty years after the crucifixion and was martyred there. Today the Bible is physically and virtually present in “all the nations,” even where proscribed. It is the most global of books. With every communications advance it crosses new boundaries in ever-changing forms. As it always has, the Bible embraces new technologies and expressions of human imagination. Whether ancient codex or modern app, or whatever comes next, the Bible has never had a fixed abode.


The followers of the Bible embraced it as a book, from earliest times gathering their sacred texts in a codex. At first, this was so that a persecuted people could spread their faith by concealing the Word in a pocket or satchel. Later, the book became a sacred object, embodying the God for which it witnessed. The material form of the Bible tells the story of an uneasy relationship. It reflects the impossibility with which we began. The Bible today is a book, website, or app, where once it was parchment discarded in a rubbish dump or a precious vellum object dyed purple and inscribed with silver. Each physical manifestation reflected a moment in time that aspired to eternity.


Its form has constantly shapeshifted, reflecting the needs and aspirations of peoples across time. But the story of the Bible is not merely the story of a book. It is a story of the divine conversation that was never limited to bound pages. Throughout most of its history, the Bible has been read by only a few. Most people encountered it in oral and visual forms—they heard it, talked about it, prayed with it, or saw it in worship; its stories were told in paintings and drawings both crude and exquisite. Across the centuries, generations of Christians have been highly biblically literate without reading. This book argues that the story of the Bible is thus the story of a life force, experienced positively and negatively by all the human senses.


This book is also an attempt at the impossible: to tell the journey of the Christian Bible. It can only tell a partial story of the world’s most influential book. It is not a history of editions or the long tradition of interpretation. Instead, it seeks to tell something of ongoing human effort to hear God. It is the story of a book that, in the presence and absence of faith, has left no one untouched. Gregory the Great, the seventh-century pope and doctor of the church, captures the paradox of this story: “[The Bible] is, as it were, a kind of river, if I may so liken it, which is both shallow and deep, wherein both the lamb may find a footing, and the elephant float at large.”2






CHAPTER 1


BECOMING A BOOK


When Jesus went to the coast of Judea, a great multitude followed in his wake, including numerous men and women he had healed. According to Matthew 9:3–12, the Pharisees also joined the crowd, not as admirers but with a darker intent. They were not interested in the healing powers of a rabble-rouser. Rather, they sought to ensnare him. What better way to expose a hypocrite than to reveal that he had twisted the scriptures to dupe the people? Is it lawful, they baited him, for a man to put away his wife for every cause? Aware of the trap, Jesus reminded them of the holy texts, where at the Creation God brought forth men and women that they should marry and become one flesh. What God had joined together, he declared, “let man not put asunder.” The Pharisees, however, also knew their scriptures. If such a union was not to be broken, then why did the Torah (the Law of Moses) permit divorce? Jesus replied that this was not God’s intention but a concession to the hardness of their hearts.


The exchange by the sea reveals that Jesus, his disciples, and the Pharisees knew the Hebrew sacred texts by heart.1 But in offering their rival interpretations, to what, exactly, were the parties of this dialogue referring? To some extent there was a fixed body of sacred books for Jews and the first Christians, or at least there existed a flexible consensus about which texts counted as sacred. But they never had a Bible in the way we might think of it—no fully agreed-upon sanctioned text, or, to use a later Greek word, no official “canon.” To understand how the Bible became a book, we need to understand how Christians revolutionized the nature of a sacred text. In so doing, they separated themselves from Jewish traditions and the Roman world. Christianity became a religion of the book unlike any other.


How did the Bible acquire its contents? Was there always agreement on what was included?2 Did Christians in the eastern lands of Syria, along the Nile in Egypt and Ethiopia, and across western Europe gather together and worship with the same texts? To these questions, there are no straightforward answers. Walk along library shelves where the bewildering number of books on the formation of the biblical canon stand shoulder to shoulder, and your first impression may be that there are as many views as scholars.3 You would be correct. There are books written about books; as Ecclesiastes 12:12 has it, “Of making many books there is no end; and much study is a weariness of the flesh” (KJV). But there was also a time before books.4 The biblical writings were not written to be collected in a book but rather emerged out of particular circumstances for particular purposes. They became binding for Christians as they came to define their identity in their religious, social, and private lives.5


In the fourth chapter of Luke’s Gospel, Jesus enters the synagogue in his hometown of Nazareth. Upon being handed a scroll of Isaiah, he points to the words of the ancient prophet: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised” (4:18). Having spoken, Jesus rolls up the scroll and sits down. In the silence all eyes are fixed on him, and he speaks: “This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears” (Luke 4:21, KJV). The clerical elites are aghast. What did he just claim? This stunning moment of divine self-revelation occurred during the ancient practice of reading the sacred text from a scroll, following Jewish tradition and widespread custom in the Greco-Roman world. Jesus himself never held a book and he never wrote anything. His followers, however, would participate in a communications revolution. The Christian scriptures would eventually be written not on papyrus or parchment scrolls but on leaves gathered into a collected volume.6 Theirs was to be a faith of the book.


Today, if you scroll through Amazon.com seeking to buy that book, you will be presented with an overwhelming range of choices. There are different translations, layouts, print sizes, and cover colors. You will find illustrated versions, electronic versions for different handheld devices, and Bibles with a seemingly endless variety of accompanying commentaries. Such options might seem like a modern expression of consumerism that emphasizes choice and convenience, and that is true, but the diversity of biblical options is as old as the Bible itself. For two thousand years Christians have been making choices about the forms of their Bible, and there has never been a single one for the whole of the faith.


For the faithful believer, understanding God and thereby living a godly life are all-consuming interests. The fifth-century North African church father Augustine named such living the highest act of love. The first step in appreciating how diverse materials became the sacred Bible is to grasp the compelling force of those interests. Rightly understanding God was and remains of everlasting importance, which is why the Bible stands in sharp contrast to all secular works, including this one. Those interests also help us see a common thread from the outset of Christianity through the centuries of history since. Sometime in the second century after Christ, what began as a tradition of stories, prophecies, tales, and wisdom retold and reenacted generation after generation without fixed form eventually became a codex, a collection of texts bound together in a meaningful order. Then and thereafter, the desire for greater proximity to the lessons, commands, and intentions of God marked diverse and sometimes competing claims for the Bible’s sacred contents.


The word “bible,” derived from the Greek biblia, means “books,” plural. The individual books that make up the Old and New Testaments were already circulating among communities from Syria to North Africa in the second century and had been given the special status of scripture, a place of honor that set them apart from other ancient texts, however instructive. But the Bible has remained plural; it was and is a book of books. We can think of it as a library of the sacred. Even today, Catholic and Protestant Bibles contain different numbers of books, as do the Orthodox Bibles, with sixty-six to seventy-three books. At the far end of the spectrum is the Bible of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, with eighty-one to eighty-four books, a good number of which other churches have rejected or lost.7


Despite these differences, agreement did cohere around the inclusion of the Hebrew books of the Rabbinic Bible, the four Gospels, Acts, and the Epistles. In the case of the New Testament, by the end of the second century, witnesses such as the church father Irenaeus of Lyon attested that four “gospels”—accounts of the words and deeds of Jesus attributed to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—had emerged as preeminent.8 Irenaeus’s approach was based on what he called the “rule of faith,” which included belief in one God; Jesus Christ, who became incarnate for our salvation; and the Holy Spirit, who spoke through the prophets of the coming of the Son of God.9 The brilliant and prolific writer Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185–253), who died in Palestine after being imprisoned and tortured by the Romans, was clear that while heretics had many gospels, the true church had four. Such seemingly conclusive statements contain, however, some nuance. A range of other writings recounting the life of Jesus, including the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Judas, and the Didache, were read approvingly and circulated widely among early Christian communities.10


Likewise, by the end of the second century there was a consensus around the scriptural status of letters attributed to Paul the Apostle. There were fourteen or, more likely, thirteen—some believed the Epistle to the Hebrews was not written by Paul and should be dated later than his letters, a view that largely prevails today. Doubt also surrounded the book of Revelation, possibly written by John the Apostle, which appeared in some collections and not in others. Other writings, such as the Shepherd of Hermas and the First Epistle of Clement, stood on the threshold, occasionally permitted entry but ultimately left outside.


For the Hebrew Bible, Jesus is our witness when he clearly refers to the basic three-part division of Hebrew scriptures into the Torah (Law), Nevi’im (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings): “These are the words,” he tells his followers, “which I spake unto you, while I was yet with you, that all things must be fulfilled, which were written in the law of Moses, and in the prophets, and in the psalms, concerning me” (Luke 24:44, KJV). Jewish influence was decisive in the formation of the Christian Bible; its crucial distinctions were mostly adopted by early Christians. The first evidence of a clear list of the books of the Hebrew Bible comes from the controversial first-century Jewish Roman historian Josephus (ca. 37–100 CE), who recorded the existence of twenty-two books (five books of Moses, thirteen books of the prophets, and four hymns and precepts).11 He did not, however, list the books to which he was referring, so how he arrived at this number is not entirely clear. Today, thirty-nine books are commonly recognized as composing the Hebrew Bible. Josephus also provided no hints as to the order of these books—a more recent invention, for the Hebrew scriptures existed as scrolls that could be placed in any arrangement.


Early Christians, like their modern descendants, were often unsure what to make of certain narrative works that were not written in Hebrew.12 Compelling stories and works of wisdom—texts that include Tobit, Judith, 1 and 2 Maccabees, the Wisdom of Solomon, and Ecclesiasticus—the apocryphal and pseudepigraphal writings have always defied easy categorization. Neither Jesus nor any of the writers of the New Testament cite them, but they appear as part of the Septuagint, the third-century BCE Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, which was originally prepared in Egypt for Jews who no longer spoke Hebrew.13 The Septuagint was widely used by early Christians, who also did not know Hebrew, and remains the established form of the Old Testament in the Orthodox tradition. In the fourth and fifth centuries, Augustine, perhaps the most eminent Western theologian, considered the apocryphal books to be part of the Bible, while his contemporary Jerome, the great translator of the Bible into Latin, did not. Jerome acknowledged that these texts fostered piety and thus placed them between the Old and New Testaments, in a second tier, where they were recognized as helpful and instructive but not inspired by the divine.


In traditional stories of the formation of the Christian canon, perhaps no figure plays a more important role than the controversial and combative bishop of Alexandria, Athanasius (ca. 296/298–373).14 Exiled no fewer than five times during his forty-five-year tenure, Athanasius managed to incur the wrath of four successive Roman emperors and has long been championed as the father of true or orthodox Christianity, the man who saved the church from error. He was an inveterate opponent of heresy, in particular Arianism, which held the Son to be distinct from, and therefore subordinate to, the Father.15 He also had his sights set on the Gnostics in Egypt, who circulated a large body of texts that challenged essential teachings defended by Athanasius as orthodox. His appointment as patriarch, the spiritual father and head of the Orthodox churches, was rejected by the Melitians, or “church of the martyrs,” a name that reflected their belief that the true church was founded on the blood of those who gave their lives for their faith, as well as their repudiation of Christians who they believed abjured their beliefs too readily. The Melitians accused Athanasius of beating their bishops and desecrating their sacred objects. For nearly his entire tenure, this militant bishop had more enemies than supporters.


Athanasius is remembered for a letter he sent out at Easter 367 CE that contained a bundle of instructions and pastoral advice. Crucially, in that year’s episcopal epistle he listed the twenty-seven books of the New Testament he regarded as “canon,” a word he introduced for the texts he held to be scriptural as well as the twenty-two books of the Hebrew Bible. (The difference in number from Josephus was because Athanasius often counted several books, such as the minor prophets, as one book.) Together, he wrote, they formed “the fountains of salvation, that he who thirsts may be satisfied with the living words they contain. In these alone the teaching of godliness is proclaimed. Let no one add to these; let nothing be taken away from them.”16 In providing a list of Old and New Testament books, Athanasius sought to confirm the legacy received by his people. These writings were canonical, he recorded, because they were “accredited as divine” and “handed down.”17 The bishop was particularly concerned that the faithful were reading the apocryphal books along with the true biblical books, which had originated in apostolic times and had been continuously used by Christians since then. The apocryphal books, he wrote, such as the Shepherd of Hermas, Tobit, the Didache, and the Wisdom of Solomon, were instructional and edifying but not canonical.


Athanasius’s was the first such definitive list and is often regarded as a turning point in the determination of the Christian Bible, establishing what was in and what was out. However, by no means did this list define the contents of the New Testament for all Christians, nor could it.18 A letter issued in Greek-speaking Egypt was not binding on the wider church, which stretched from Persia in the East and Ethiopia in the South across North Africa to the Mediterranean. Given the geographical breadth and cultural diversity of these regions, it is unsurprising both that there existed many lists of biblical books and that these lists varied in significant ways from Athanasius’s.


For early Christians, the canon was not simply a list of acceptable books. It was a way of reading, praying, and thinking about what a book was. Each biblical book was not just a collection of words but a living body of the written and spoken, a shared set of beliefs about Jesus Christ expressed in communal living and prayer. The books were alive. “Canon” is a dry word, but it could take many forms. The first martyrs were living expressions of the Gospels. They were themselves holy books.19 The canon embodied the written and oral. It was the whole of life.


Across communities the canon could look very different. In the eastern Syriac churches, for example, there was no tradition of reading the Gospels separately. Rather, the faithful used a harmony of the Gospels created by the second-century writer known as Tatian the Syrian (ca. 120–180). This book, named the Diatessaron, was an effort to combine the material of the four Gospels into one continuous narrative, which often required a little creative editing and writing.20 Although there is little sense that Tatian intended his book to supplant the four Gospels, it was widely used among the Syriac churches in worship.


Rather than decreeing how the Bible should be, Athanasius, like Josephus, is better understood as recounting the norm in his part of the world. In other words, he was being descriptive rather than prescriptive. But creating a list of biblical books was also an act of aggression. Which texts were chosen reflected the expansive reading practices and devotional convictions of the fragmented world of Christians in the fourth century.21 Rival hierarchies of power, as well as differing views of the Bible, posed a serious threat to Athanasius’s hopes for a centralized church under the bishop of Alexandria. His attempts to define the Bible formed part of a bitter struggle for authority and control against inveterate opponents. The letter of 367 was not just a list of books but part of an effort to define Egyptian Christianity against those whom Athanasius regarded as heretics and therefore its greatest threat.


For all the necessary talk of bishops and theologians, the early story of the Bible is not primarily about which books were deemed scripture and which were excluded by the sole discretion of religious authorities. The revolution of the Bible lay in Christians’ distinctive attitude toward their sacred writings. Words are powerful, particularly holy ones, and for Christians this meant both spoken and written. The Gospels and the writings of the New Testament authors circulated among communities orally and as leaves. In comparison to the Jewish tradition, early Christians did not have such a reverential attitude toward the written words of scripture. The writings of the New Testament were not the preserve of learned scholars but for the people. Written in common language, they were neither elegant nor refined, reflecting both their authors and their intended audience. The Christian revolution was that scripture was meant for all, whether literate or not. You did not have to be able to read or study them. They could be transmitted orally in daily conversation, prayer, and worship. They were not intended for the desk but for caring for thy neighbor.


The Bible grew organically into canon, fostered by the worship, reading, and devotional practices across Mesopotamia, the Mediterranean, and Africa.22 Canon formation was a social act by which communities granted certain texts a status of authority for a wide range of reasons, although most prominently out of the belief that those works came from the earliest writers of the faith and carried the true teachings of Christ.23 They were sanctioned to be read in worship. In other words, the Bible was not created by fiat. Instead, it took shape in diverse communities in which certain texts gradually emerged as its essence, even if there was not (and would never be) full agreement about that essence.


At the end of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus departs the world with a command and a promise: his followers were charged to teach what he had taught them with confidence, for, he pledged, “I am with you always, even unto the end of the world” (Matt. 28:20, KJV). Over the next centuries, Christians would turn to the Bible to understand what Jesus’s words meant for their lives. Tertullian wrote of the constant benefit of scripture: “With the sacred words we nourish our faith, we animate our hope, we make our confidence more steadfast; and no less by inculcations of God’s precepts we confirm good habits.”24 Christians heard the words of Jesus read, preached, and taught. They enacted Christ’s presence in worship through hearing the scriptures, praying, and eating his body and drinking his blood. The book of Acts provided a model for how communities were to live in the Spirit and also for how individuals should die. Beginning with the martyrdom of Stephen and continuing through the fates of Peter and Paul, the scriptures taught the faithful not just to remember their Lord but to live his life, even if that meant perishing at the hands of their persecutors.


The New Testament itself explained how Christian communities were to engage with scriptures. Thus, writing to Timothy, Paul urged his younger colleague, “Till I come, give attendance to reading, to exhortation, to doctrine” (1 Tim. 4:13, KJV). The letter to the Colossians came with reading instructions: “And when this epistle is read among you, cause that it be read also in the church of the Laodiceans; and that ye likewise read the epistle from Laodicea” (Col. 4:16, KJV). In the book of Revelation, John of Patmos opens, “Blessed is he that readeth, and they that hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written therein: for the time is at hand” (Rev. 1:3, KJV).


Scripture was the launching point for communal worship by Christians in Rome, as second-century Christian apologist Justin Martyr recorded:


And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good things. Then we all rise together and pray, and, as we before said, when our prayer is ended, bread and wine and water are brought, and the president in like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability, and the people assent, saying Amen.25


But the fathers of the early church also exhorted Christians to incorporate scripture into their home life. In the third century, in perhaps one of the least appealing pieces of marriage counseling, Clement of Alexandria advised a couple to avoid intercourse at any point of the day when they might otherwise be studying the Bible.26 His successor in Alexandria was more specific: Christians at home should devote no less than two hours a day to reading and meditating on the Word. John Chrysostom in Constantinople wrote of reading scripture in the household as a “spiritual meadow and a garden of delight.” This conversation with God created a paradise that surpassed the Garden of Eden. Indeed, he continued, “the reading of the Divine Scriptures rescues the soul from all evil thoughts, as out of the midst of a fire.”27


The rich evidence from the Egyptian community at Oxyrhychus, where papyri were found in a rubbish dump, suggests that biblical texts were frequently copied and widely owned.28 It is difficult to judge the quality of such early biblical manuscripts, some of which have survived precisely because they were discarded with the refuse. But it seems likely that literate Christians read extensively, combining scriptures with apocryphal texts and pagan literature.29 Christians did not live in isolation from the communities around them. Reading in the early Christian world would have been a social event, with biblical texts shared aloud and discussed in groups of men and women. Pieces of papyrus with Christian writings were owned by rich and poor, men and women, free and enslaved. Indeed, women seem to have been prominent as owners of written texts.


Those who possessed such texts incurred grave risks. During periods of persecution, churches were ransacked and texts confiscated or burned. Those who guarded them faced martyrdom, and fear drove some Christians to collaborate with their enemies. During the Diocletian persecution of the early fourth century, for instance, church leaders who willingly handed over copies of scriptures to the Romans were denounced by other Christians as traditors, from which we get our word “tradition” (literally, that which is handed down from generation to generation) as well as “traitor.” Although many of the cooperators were ultimately forgiven, the Donatists of North Africa—often maligned as the radical opponents of Augustine—regarded their mendacity in surrendering the holy texts as permanently invalidating their priestly functions.30


This profound reverence for religious texts was a trait that Christians inherited from the Hebrew tradition. Josephus wrote, regarding the books of the Jews, that “no one has ventured either to add or remove, or to alter a syllable; and it is an instinct with every Jew, from the day of his birth, to regard them as the decrees of God, to abide by them, and, if need be, cheerfully to die for them.”31 For most early Christians, the belief that the Bible was inspired came from the Bible itself. The text most often cited was Paul’s second letter to Timothy, in which the apostle confirmed that “all Scripture is given by inspiration of God” (2 Tim. 3:16, KJV). The early fathers of the church extolled the Bible as unchanging, fixed, and reliable.


This exaltation of the Bible’s constancy was at odds with practical realities as the scriptures spread geographically and were passed down through the generations. Even the best scribe transcribing the text onto papyrus or parchment could make errors, unwittingly creating yet another version. The result was predictable. Each copy of an Old or New Testament text was unique. And then there were the people, real or imagined, who willfully corrupted God’s Word for their own purposes. Christians shared with non-Christian writers of antiquity a fear that their books would circulate in pirated or adulterated forms. Indeed, the Bible itself bears witness to this anxiety. In the book of Revelation John of Patmos expresses a wish of many authors, ancient and modern: “If any man shall add unto these things, God shall add unto him the plagues that are written in this book: And if any man shall take away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God shall take away his part out of the book of life, and out of the holy city, and from the things which are written in this book” (Rev. 22:18–20, KJV). Similarly, the third-century Egyptian church father Origen wrote of Rufinus, who threatened his copyists with eternal perdition, making them swear by their “faith in the coming kingdom” and “the mystery of the resurrection from the dead,” with the prospect of “the everlasting fire,” to “add nothing to what is written and take nothing from it.”32 Such was the suspicion of false texts that early Christians were deeply wary of anonymous writings.


In a letter to James, head of the church in Jerusalem and brother of Jesus, Peter noted both the problem and its solution: “I beg and beseech you not to communicate to any one of the Gentiles the books of my preachings which I sent to you nor to any one of our own tribe before trial; but if anyone has been proved and found worthy, then to commit them to him, after the manner in which Moses delivered his books to the Seventy who succeeded to his chair. Wherefore also the fruit of that caution appears even till now.”33 The letter never made it into the canon, as it was likely not written by Peter the Apostle, but it was nevertheless regarded by many as worthy of great respect. The fear of error was legitimate because so much was at stake, but Moses himself provided the model of faithful transmission when he brought the tablets bearing God’s commandments to the people. He had conveyed God’s exact words. Christians could believe that through the work of the Spirit, the truth was preserved. Thus, Augustine in North Africa, like many others, accepted that scriptural texts had been clearly handed down through the generations in an unbroken chain and accurately preserved.34 Authorship, authority, and transmission worked together in relaying the authentic voice of the patriarchs, prophets, Christ, and his apostles.35


While private networks of early Christians likely transcribed and circulated texts, they later developed scriptoria, rooms in monasteries or households where scribes copied sacred works.36 The earliest Christian scriptoria were found in Pachomian monasteries in Egypt, where copying biblical and other religious writings was part of the economic life of the religious houses, which engaged in brisk trade up and down the Nile.37 In late antiquity scribes often were enslaved staff in elite households, a subordination also present in the first great Christian scriptoria, such as that of Eusebius of Caesarea.38 However, with the rise of the monastic orders, scribal work became integral to holy living, and only those of the greatest skill and piety were appointed to inscribe the Word with ink on parchment. Scribes were not simply copyists. They participated in every aspect of preparing the Bible and frequently made editorial choices. Their skills, together with those of illuminators, ultimately determined the quality of the Bibles they produced, and it was widely believed that scribes would be richly rewarded for their fidelity on Judgment Day.


Putting ink to vellum was an act of prayer that bound together scribe and Word. This intimate relationship was known among the church fathers as the “inner library,” with each faithful person becoming a repository of the divine Word.39 The Irish saint Cummian spoke of copying scripture as “entering the Sanctuary of God.”40 Scribes were akin to the valiant saints of the deserts of Syrian and Egyptian Christianity. They were victors in a battle who had persevered, in solitude, in heroic acts of patience and of physical and spiritual endurance. It has been estimated that the Lindisfarne Gospels, produced in medieval England, took one scribe about five years to complete alongside his monastic duties. As Michelle Brown has written, “The act of copying and transmitting the Gospel was to glimpse the divine and to place oneself in its apostolic service. . . . As such these books are portals of prayer, during the acts both of making and studying.”41


Scribes may have shared a sense of divine commission, but across early medieval Europe they adopted different approaches. In the Celtic realms, preparing manuscripts was closely associated with ascetic disciplines such as mortification of the body and isolation on remote islands; the Irish saints Canice and Columba were declared “hero scribes.” The Bible shaped their harsh disciplines. Monks would recite the Psalter while standing in the freezing Atlantic. In other regions scribes worked in communities under the watchful eyes of the leaders of the religious house.


Not all scribes were men.42 One of the first accounts of a female scribe comes from the sixth-century Life of Saint Caesarius, in which the bishop’s sister is praised: “The mother Caesaria, whose work with her community so flourished that amidst psalmody and fasting, vigils and readings, the virgins of Christ lettered the divine books, having the mother herself as teacher.”43 In the eighth century St. Boniface wrote to the abbess of Minster-in-Thanet in England to request that she send to him a copy of the Epistles of Peter in gold script to impress converts. To that end he sent her the gold for the nuns to use. The evidence is clear that some of the wondrous, precious Bibles in England were prepared by women. In Gaul, too, women were involved in the creation of liturgical books for monasteries.


Communication of the faith was not only a divine command but also a performance of holiness. To copy a sacred text was an act of piety and self-sacrifice; it was grueling work that came at considerable personal cost. As one scribe recorded in a Visigoth manuscript from the eighth century, “O, you lucky reader, before you touch a book, wash your hands, turn the pages carefully and keep your fingers well away from the letters! For someone unable to write cannot imagine what an immense labor it is.” He proceeded to detail the pain of the work: “Oh how hard is writing: it blurs the eyes, squeezes the kidneys, and tortures every limb. Only three fingers write, but the whole body suffers.”44 For the scribe Pionius, to whom tradition has often attributed the account of Polycarp’s martyrdom, the painful act of writing connected him with the suffering of Christ. Self-sacrifice became a hallmark of Christian scribes, who saw their work as an arduous spiritual exercise that opened the gates to eternal life: “I gathered [the text] together when it was nearly worn out by age, that the Lord Jesus Christ might also gather me together with his elect into his heavenly kingdom,” recorded Pionius.45 This identification had a long history that reached from the Middle Ages to the age of printing. Scribes did not merely copy books; they created them.


From the second century, the Bible as a book, or rather codex, was a product of evolving technologies and new knowledge.46 The codex was not invented by Christians but emerged from their interaction with Roman society, where bound volumes or notebooks were widely known.47 What was innovative, however, was the zeal of Christians to make the book form their preferred way of gathering their sacred texts. It enabled a new way of reading, distinctive from scrolls, that allowed persons to move easily from one part of the Bible to another and back again. The codex became a means by which Christianity distinguished itself from Judaism and Roman culture.


By the fourth century the codex had replaced scrolls as the standard form of Christian scriptures. Today, we are so familiar with books that the revolutionary nature of the change is not immediately obvious. The codex, like language, embodied the distinctive attitude of Christians toward their sacred writings. Instead of consisting of separate scrolls, the codex brought together the books of scripture into one collection, emphasizing that the center of the story is Jesus Christ. That story was highly transportable. Christ had commanded his followers to go into the world, and they could now do so with a book that could be carried in a pocket or a bag. Early Christians placed their faith in a new technology that enabled them to perform the fundamental obligation. With roughly bound texts, they missionized the world.


A codex might be composed of papyrus, made from plants, or parchment, made from the flayed skins of animals. Vellum, a form of parchment, generally came from calves and lambs and was regarded as higher quality. Although papyrus continued to be used in North Africa, by the third century the breakdown of trade networks had limited the amounts available in the West, and papyrus was also not favored for prestige codices. Parchment and vellum were also much easier to form into pages than papyrus.48 The enormous Codex Sinaiticus of the fourth century originally comprised 730 sheets of parchment, requiring animals in numbers available only to a few scriptoria.49 The skins were scraped until sufficiently thin and all marks and evidence of veins were removed. Given the skill, material, and financial resources required, it is hardly surprising that such complete Bibles were a rarity in the early Christian world.


Codices were made from sheets of parchment folded to create leaves, with each side of a leaf forming a page; if it contained more than one fold, the folded sheet would be cut to create individual leaves. Stacking together folded sheets created a quire.50 A codex might consist of one quire of folded sheets or of a number of quires, sewn together into a whole. If a new quire followed one for which not all the leaves were required, the blanks might be cut and removed, too precious to remain unused.51 Expertise in making codices evolved over a long period, and it is unclear whether parchment quires were inscribed before or after they were bound together. Once completed, the codex was bound, its size and shape determined by the folding of the original sheets of parchment. For the early codices that have survived, the original bindings, which were probably also made from animal skins, have largely been lost.


A series of complex decisions left little room for error in constructing a codex. Most pressing was the question of which Old and New Testament texts to copy, with the plethora of existing manuscripts offering a variety of options. Even within each section, the scribe faced a dizzying array of choices. A scribe might prefer different readings from different texts, creating something of a biblical smorgasbord. The selection of texts for copying was accompanied by exacting preparation of the parchment. Just like a modern typesetter, the scribes had to determine the precise number of words and lines in a text in order to fit the text on the parchment perfectly. These calculations had to be done before the ink was applied to the parchment, as errors were not only aesthetic blemishes but also costly. Other practical concerns also required decisions. The whole codex existed as a mental plan before its execution.


Many hands ensured that a codex might be produced more ­quickly.52 But unevenness was both a visual and a spiritual concern: variation in the appearance of letters could seriously diminish the aesthetic value of the Bible while also compromising the holy labor of copying the scriptures. To fix the inevitable slips and inconsistencies, the creators of the codex had to improvise, often seeking to avoid unsightly gaps. Each book of the Bible began on a new quire, and therefore the books existed separately until the quires were sewn together. Running heads were added later to provide greater coherence. This practice meant that the scriptural books did not have to be produced in canonical order.


From the second to fifth centuries, Christian collections of their scriptures transformed from rudimentary and practical stitched-together collections into precious volumes that sought to convey the piety and influence of both their creators and their creators’ patrons. In these bespoke, luxury Bibles, which came likely from the eastern Mediterranean, the Old and New Testaments were for the first time placed together in a manner familiar to us. These creations, astounding both then and now, did not reflect how most Christians knew the Bible—in parts that circulated separately. They were akin to the nineteenth-century Russian imperial Fabergé eggs; they do not tell us how most Christians of the period made an omelet.53


But beautiful codices were designed not simply to look at but through. Both in the Orthodox tradition of the East and among Latin Christians in the West, the Bible became an icon, a window into heaven. The book was held aloft in worship, carried in the processional, and kissed. It was regarded as sacramental, like the baptismal water and the Eucharistic bread and wine. At the church councils of the fifth century, the physical presence of a Bible among the gathered fathers was an awe-inspiring symbol of the presence of Christ and the Holy Spirit. It had come a long way from a rubbish dump in Egypt.


The two great surviving codices of this period—the Codex Sinaiticus and the Codex Vaticanus—are integral witnesses to the varied traditions of Christian versions of scriptures. It is with these works, from the fourth and fifth centuries, that our story of the Bible as book really begins. And they remain part of our story right up to the twenty-first century. Surviving through centuries of appropriation and revision, they constantly carried the convictions and judgments of the cultures into whose hands they fell.


The unknown scribes who prepared these particular works made crucial decisions about which of the numerous versions of the Greek Old and New Testaments to use.54 By their choices they preserved versions of the biblical texts whose originals are now long lost.55 They thus created not simply versions of the Bible but also museums or libraries of knowledge. Consequently, they have been invaluable for biblical scholars seeking the best version of the text. They are not, however, easily explored: reading the Codex Vaticanus is complicated by the absence of any standard orthography, with words spelled in different ways and their roots hard to trace, making it difficult for scholars to distinguish legitimate variants from scriveners’ errors.56


The enormous Codex Sinaiticus, which was originally an almost complete version of the Old and New Testaments, reckoned at about 750 folios. As it has aged, it has grown thinner. Only 346 vellum folios—that is, 694 pages—survive, bearing about half the Old Testament, a complete New Testament, and a complete collection of those books known as deuterocanonical, such as 1 and 2 Esdras, Tobit, and Judith, which are not part of the Hebrew canon. The codex also contains two popular works that are not part of the Christian canon: the Epistle of Barnabas and the Shepherd of Hermas. Their inclusion does not mean they held equal status to the texts they sat alongside, for the codex was viewed not as a fixed Bible but rather as a library of books.57 In addition to the missing parts, Sinaiticus is not entirely complete, and at some point it was abandoned unfinished, for reasons that continue to puzzle scholars. Although the Codex Vaticanus also bears scars—by the fifteenth century twenty pages of Genesis were missing, and its New Testament lacks several Epistles and the book of Revelation—it preserves a much more complete version of the Greek Old and New Testaments.58 There is significant difference in size: Sinaiticus measures fifteen by thirteen inches, while the smaller Vaticanus is ten by ten.


For whom and by whom were these codices created? One long-favored theory links Sinaiticus and Vaticanus to Constantine the Great, the preeminent emperor of Christianity.59 In his Life of Constantine the Great, Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea preserves the only textual evidence for the emperor’s wish from the year 331 to have fifty Bibles for his churches in Constantinople: “You [Eusebius] should command to be written fifty volumes on prepared vellum, easy to read and conveniently portable by professional scribes with an exact understanding of their craft—volumes, that is to say, of the Holy Scriptures, the provision and use of which is, as you are aware, most necessary for the instruction of the Church.”60 The bishop was to carry out the task “as quickly as possible.” The imperial demand was staggering, and the numerous delays tried the emperor’s patience. Finally, the codices were dispatched to Constantinople in wooden boxes and by means of the cursus publicus, an ancient UPS.


Were Sinaiticus and Vaticanus among the Bibles sent to Constantine? The possibility has drawn supporters and skeptics. The balance of the evidence seems to be against it, however, and there are sufficient grounds for suspicion that we are dealing with an apocryphal story. As large single volumes, or pandects, the Codex Sinaiticus and Codex Vaticanus would have been extremely heavy, not really fulfilling Constantine’s desire for versions that were “conveniently portable.” The emperor may well have had just Gospels, rather than complete Bibles, in mind for his churches. Perhaps Eusebius in Caesarea had originally wanted to fulfill the emperor’s request by providing beautiful Greek Bibles on the scale of the Codex Sinaiticus. The logistics of doing so, however, would have been eye-watering. As the skins of approximately 350 calves or sheep were required for just a single such text, Eusebius would not have had the resources in Palestine for fifty Bibles of this magnitude. Perhaps here lies the explanation for why the Codex Sinaiticus is unfinished: Was it abandoned and a more modest codex prepared, perhaps even the smaller Codex Vaticanus? An intriguing theory, but there are further problems: if the codices were part of this production, they would have been created and sent from Palestine to Constantinople in the 330s; that possibility does not sit easily with the more recent dating of the codices to the later fourth or early fifth century.61


While the chapter on the codices’ infancy is missing, their biographies are gripping. Their journeys from somewhere in the eastern Mediterranean to their current homes in the West—London for Codex Sinaiticus and, as its name reveals, Rome for Codex Vaticanus—show how Bibles live in exile, distant from the place they were created. Originally envisaged for one purpose, the codices have been subjected to centuries of appropriation and revision. As clay in the hands of generations of scribes, collectors, and scholars, they have been molded according to the convictions, expectations, and assumptions of different cultures. Let’s begin with the tale of the Codex Sinaiticus.


In 1844 a German professor, adventurer, and possible thief entered the great hall of St. Catherine’s Monastery in the Sinai Desert, an ancient religious house located near where God had appeared to Moses.62 Founded by Emperor Justinian, the sixth-century St. Catherine’s sits at the foot of Mount Horeb and is one of the longest continually inhabited monasteries in the world; its first building was a chapel erected under the patronage of Helena, mother of Constantine, in the early fourth century. Over the centuries it has been patronized by Byzantine emperors, the prophet Muhammad, Catherine the Great, and Napoleon Bonaparte, all before our German adventurer crossed the threshold. For over a millennium and a half, its library has housed some of the greatest treasures of Christianity.


Accompanied by a Bedouin guide, Constantin von Tischendorf (1815–1874) had traversed the desert from Cairo to reach the monastery. His arrival was not entirely unexpected. Europeans searching for manuscripts were well familiar to monks in the East. Indeed, there was brisk trade in biblical texts between religious houses and Europe. But Tischendorf was a man with a purpose—he was in pursuit of the oldest versions of the Bible.


By his account, the German professor observed two baskets filled with parchment in the library at St. Catherine’s.63 He was horrified to learn from his host, he reported, that many other leaves had already been tossed into the fire for heat on cold desert nights. Picking up the parchment, Tischendorf immediately recognized that he was holding pages of the ancient Greek translation of the Old Testament sacred to the Eastern Orthodox Church. Sensing a rare treasure, he persuaded the monks—so he claimed—to allow him to take away some of this bundle, and he left the monastery with just over forty unbound leaves, a fraction of what he had seen. Tischendorf believed he had found, in the words of a Shakespearean sonnet, “bare ruined quires where late the sweet birds sang.”


The monks’ guarded response alerts us to an alternative telling of Tischendorf’s story. The manuscripts were hardly awaiting rescue from the hands of benighted and clueless clerics. And the baskets in St. Catherine’s Monastery were not necessarily for tinder, for they were the customary place for storing manuscripts. Furthermore, burnt parchment emanates a foul, acrid smell, making it an unlikely indoor fuel. There was also the issue of language. The German’s heavily accented, stumbling Greek was no doubt difficult to follow, and it is not clear that he fully understood what he was being told. The monks may have been playing with this eager but impatient European.64 In any case, there is no doubt that they were fully aware of the texts for which they cared, as well as their importance.


Tischendorf’s “discovery” story fits a wider pattern of nineteenth- century colonialist tales that still heavily influence accounts of the Bible’s past.65 Numerous stories tell of lost treasures in the hands of backward “others” or “natives,” be they Arabs or monks, who had no idea of what they were the accidental custodians. Although monasteries such as St. Catherine’s had housed ancient manuscripts for a thousand years, we are told the monks treated them with contempt, a frequent Protestant trope. The burning of manuscripts or the smashing of objects to find gold are commonplace in European “discovery” narratives. The locals’ interest in these treasures was purely venal, so the Westerners reported. Mercifully, despite their ignorance, the light of the past had been uncovered. The university-trained Europeans and Americans alone understood the value of what they found, sufficient reason to relieve the monks of their treasures.


Returning to Europe with his new trove, Tischendorf was intentionally cagey about his exploits in the Sinai.66 He was obsessed with what remained to be “found” in St. Catherine’s. A third visit, in 1859, following his second in 1853, was sponsored by the Russian czar Alexander II, a patron of the monastery. Tischendorf hunted in vain until a brother opened an unexpected door to show him a manuscript far more extensive than anything he had yet seen. “Full of joy, this time I had the self-command to conceal it from the steward and the rest of the community. I asked, as if in a careless way, for permission to take the manuscript into my sleeping chamber to look over it more at leisure,” recalled Tischendorf. “There by myself I could give way to the transport of joy which I felt. I knew I held in my hand the most precious biblical treasure in existence. . . . I cannot now, I confess, recall all the emotions which I felt in that exciting moment with such a diamond in my possession.”67 The abbot of the monastery was less enthusiastic and denied Tischendorf permission to copy the text, leading the German to appeal to higher authorities in Cairo. Tischendorf called the St. Catherine’s work Codex Sinaiticus to honor the site of its discovery, the Sinai Desert.68 Eager to study this new codex in the proper scholarly European world, Tischendorf took the codex to St. Petersburg, where he had patrons in the czar and czarina and where the accusations of theft began.


The nineteenth-century European scholarly world viewed the Bible as a historical document to be mined for traces of the earliest scriptural texts, a disposition that they had inherited from Renaissance humanists and Enlightenment scholars. The optimistic view that there was much to be discovered was not unfounded. The holy grail was the oldest and therefore most authoritative manuscripts of the Old and New Testaments. In this respect, Tischendorf had stumbled on a treasure. Tischendorf understood that what he had encountered at St. Catherine’s was similar to the Codex Vaticanus, which had been brought to the papal library in Rome by Greeks in the fifteenth century. Both codices were invaluable witnesses to ancient versions of the Old and New Testaments. They were libraries of lost biblical texts. They took scholars further back toward the vanished originals.


Some, however, believed the Codex Sinaiticus to be a fake. In the 1840s and 1850s, Constantine Simonides (1820–1867), a brilliant Greek paleographer and forger, was involved in selling faked ancient documents, including two he asserted were the original Gospels of Mark and Matthew, written shortly after Christ’s ascension.69 In the fevered nineteenth-century market for ancient Christian and classical texts, Simonides was able to profit significantly. Among his duped customers was the king of Greece. In time Simonides was unmasked, and he fled Greece for England. In 1862 he claimed in the Guardian that he was the author of the Codex Sinaiticus, which he had completed at the age of nineteen in a monastery on Mount Athos, before Tischendorf’s arrival in the Sinai. Tischendorf robustly attacked Simonides in print, dividing scholars into the credulous and the skeptical. The uproar was calmed only by crucial support offered to Tischendorf by the distinguished Cambridge scholar Henry Bradshaw, who in a letter to the Guardian the following year conclusively exposed Simonides’s hoax.


The Codex Sinaiticus had not yet reached its final home. With the 1917 revolution in Russia, there was considerable anxiety in the West about the fate of the Codex Sinaiticus in the hands of the godless Communists. In 1925 the archbishop of the Sinai traveled to Moscow to ask for its return but was met with hostile silence. The Communists set store by the treasure, if not for religious or cultural reasons: it was an invaluable asset to be used to raise much-needed capital for the first Five-Year Plan. They put the Codex Sinaiticus up for sale. After complex negotiations, the British Library, backed by Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald, offered £100,000, twenty times the prime minister’s own salary. MacDonald hoped that such a triumph would lift the despondent mood of the post–World War I British population.


The transfer of the Codex Sinaiticus to London required a confluence of political, economic, and personal interests, but it arrived in the end, in December 1933. Long queues to see it formed outside the British Library. The Times reported that “the crowd appeared to be drawn from all sorts and conditions of men and women, and of many nations and languages. As they approached within sight of the many parchment sheets, on which under the electric light, the dark color of the script—four columns to the page—showed up distinctly, not a few were moved out of reverence to take off their hats.”70 The desire of the monks of St. Catherine’s to have Sinaiticus returned continued to be dismissed.


The journey of Codex Vaticanus was no less adventurous, though little is known about the path it traveled from its origins in Roman Palestine to a papal library newly founded in the fifteenth century. Even if it was not one of the fifty Bibles sent to Constantinople after 331, it likely remained in the imperial city for centuries. It was restored sometime in the ninth or tenth century, when a Byzantine scribe traced over the original letters, obscuring some of the original text. While it may have been taken to a religious house in Sicily before making its way to Rome, the evidence is scant. Greek churchmen and diplomats went to Italy in the mid-fifteenth century to attend the Council of Ferrara-Florence, which was convened in 1438 in a desperate attempt to heal the schism between the Western and Eastern churches as the Ottomans pressed ever closer to Constantinople. It is plausible that they carried the Codex Vaticanus with them. The council involved an elaborate ceremony in the presence of the Byzantine emperor and the pope, although there is no record of the codex being presented on this occasion.71 We know for certain only that it found its way to Rome.


By the time the Codex Vaticanus entered the Vatican library, it was certainly not in good condition and was rapidly deteriorating. Scribes restored the missing pages of Genesis, although they would not have had access to the manuscripts from which the codex had been made. Restoration included the introduction of significant changes, such as divisions through markings in the margins. Further, the collapsed binding led to the loss of part of the book of Psalms. Yet despite its condition, the Codex Vaticanus was evidently prized in Rome. Contemporaries realized they were in possession of a dilapidated witness to ancient versions of scripture.


In 1809, following his conquest of Italy, Napoleon Bonaparte ordered the Codex Vaticanus removed from the papal library and brought to Paris, where it was among the plunder he gathered to create a Paris worthy of his glory. Once their codex was returned after Napoleon’s defeat and exile in 1815, the papal librarians continued to shield it from scholarly eyes—particularly those of Protestants, with their scrutiny of biblical texts. The English biblical scholar Samuel Prideaux Tregelles railed, “They would not let me open it without searching my pockets, and depriving me of pen, ink, and paper; and at the same time two prelati kept me in constant conversation in Latin, and if I looked at a passage too long, they would snatch the book out of my hand.”72 The frustration of another scholar was laced with anti-Catholic venom: “The history of the Codex Vaticanus B, No. 1209, is the history in miniature of Romish jealousy and exclusiveness.”73 Another said he saw nothing of it except the red morocco binding, while the British scholar Henry Alford was allowed to look at the codex but not use it.


The wall erected around the Codex Vaticanus left the ancient codex in limbo, with scholars unable to draw on its value as a guide to early versions of the Old and New Testaments. Some were skeptical that it was of any great importance. That error was dispelled in the late 1880s, when a photographic facsimile of the Codex Vaticanus, prepared in Milan, appeared in three volumes; another facsimile followed sometime between 1904 and 1907. In the wake of these publications, the Codex Vaticanus stood as one of the most important witnesses to the Greek text of the New Testament. Ninety years later, Italian scholars produced a beautiful color facsimile that enabled study of all the qualities of the codex, including its format and construction. And in 2015 the Vatican Library made the Codex Vaticanus available online in digital form with open access.74


Christians did not invent the book, but they very much made it their own. In the words of the fourth-century Cypriot bishop Epiphanius of Salamis, “The acquisition of Christian books is necessary for those who can use them. For the mere sight of these books renders us less inclined to sin, and incites us to believe more firmly in righteousness.”75 Far from a world of scrolls without any official canon, the early Christians had turned to the codex. For three centuries, these codices were often rough collections of biblical texts and interpretation that were rather scrappy in nature and intended for regular use. These were the daily fare of the vast majority of the faithful. With the creation of Sinaiticus, Vaticanus, and other great codices such as Alexandrinus, a sea change occurred. The bespoke Bible took center stage as an object of great beauty, reverence, and holiness. It demonstrated the artistic gifts of scribe and illuminator and the piety and power of their patrons.


With time, the codex had become a sacred object. Nothing conveys this change more dramatically than the crucial church councils of the fifth century, at Ephesus in 431 and at Chalcedon in 451. The physical presence of a Gospel codex at the assemblies legitimated these gatherings of church leaders. The codex was itself a holy artifact, divine and proximate to God. These works were not the complete Bibles of Sinaiticus or Vaticanus, which were rare, one-off productions. But no one regarded the Gospels as merely a part of the Bible—they represented Christ and therefore the fullness of the Bible. The litigants at the councils swore on the Gospel book, whose presence was required to confirm the assemblies. By the fifth century, the Bible as book had become an incarnation of the divine, its physical presence in the world.






CHAPTER 2


TONGUES OF FIRE


Huddled in a house in Jerusalem, Jesus’s disciples had yet another surprise in store for them. As if the Resurrection and Jesus’s risen appearance were not astonishing enough, they were about to receive an unexpected visitor. According to the book of Acts, “Suddenly there came a sound from heaven as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting. And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 2:1–4, KJV). Each began to speak a different language, so that all present heard them talking fluently in the various languages of the known world. The terrified followers of Jesus would thus be able to speak to people in every nation under heaven: “Parthians, and Medes, and Elamites, and the dwellers in Mesopotamia, and in Judaea, and Cappadocia, in Pontus, and Asia, Phrygia, and Pamphylia, in Egypt, and in the parts of Libya about Cyrene, and strangers of Rome, Jews and proselytes” (Acts 2:9–10, KJV). The skeptics present thought the disciples were drunk, clearly aware that it is always easier to speak a foreign language after a couple of glasses of wine.


The millennium following the onrush of the Spirit in Jerusalem saw the languages in which the Bible was written proliferate across Asia, Africa, and Europe. Eventually, of course, this would result in several famous (infamous, to some) translations: Jerome’s translation of the Bible into Latin, the language of the West; Luther’s translation of the Bible into German; the King James Bible in English; and Samuel Ajayi Crowther’s translation into Yoruba, a widespread language of West Africa. But diversity of translation was a hallmark of Christianity from the start. From their origins in Hebrew and Greek, with breathless speed the scriptures embraced Syriac and Persian in the East, Coptic and Ge‘ez in Africa, Armenian and Georgian in the Caucasus, and Latin and Gothic in the West. The Bible was the book of the people and was constantly translated. For Christians, there was no holy language; there were many languages.


As explored in the previous chapter, the faithful’s desire to understand the lessons, commands, and intentions of God drove a process by which the Bible came together as a set of fragments to form the unity of a book, with a designated canon and meaningful order of texts. As the Bible began entering new languages in the following centuries, however, the act of translation inevitably resulted in renewed interest in greater understanding, as well as increased fragmentation. Each new rendition, created within a new cultural context, acquired a life of its own. And each new translation loudly sold its wares: greater fidelity to the original, more accessible language, more appropriate for particular readerships.


Indeed, most Bibles today continue the ancient practice of providing the translator’s explanation of their approaches to the languages and the strategies they used. Recognizing the difficulties of reading the Bible, translators have sometimes also offered paraphrases or even rewritings, such as the bestselling paraphrase The Living Bible (1971) with its “in other words” approach to scripture. To make the famous opening of John’s Gospel more accessible, Kenneth Taylor came up with “Before anything else existed, there was Christ, with God. He has always been alive and is himself God” (John 1:12, TLB). People loved it, and The Living Bible has sold forty million copies.


Perhaps it says something about the human desire for certainty that the pull of an “official” form of the Bible has long had a deep hold, that certain translations are enshrined as “authoritative.” But our willingness to accept claims to expertise and objectivity can obscure the truth that translators are never impartial and are always present in their work. They make crucial decisions, their choices shaped by cultural contexts and religious inclinations. They domesticate the biblical text by accommodating it to their specific audience, aware of the words and phrases spoken in the home and in the marketplace. As the wave of translations proliferated during the Bible’s first millennium of existence, these choices revealed different communities, each struggling to hear God in its own language.


Each community needed God’s word in its tongue, removing the Bible far from its origins in Hebrew and Greek. This guaranteed a life of exile for the book and new lives far from its homeland in Palestine. Like any migrant, the Bible continued to speak with its original accent, but it was quick to gain fluency in the languages of the known world.


One of the less familiar stories of the spread of the Bible beyond Hebrew and Greek concerns the influence of Semitic languages, spoken across North and East Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. Indeed, Semitic heritage is deeply embedded in the New Testament. The authors of the Gospels wrote in a style heavily influenced by Hebrew, typical of the Greek they spoke. Jesus spoke Aramaic, a Semitic language, and his words were orally transmitted and written in that language and later translated into Greek. The Gospels contain many sayings of Jesus that reveal his Aramaic background, but there are some intriguing moments that confirm that he was a polyglot. In the temple he reads from Isaiah in Hebrew and likely spoke that language with Jewish leaders in Jerusalem. We are not told how he conversed with Pilate, the Roman governor, but as there is no mention in the Gospels of any problem with communication, they probably spoke Greek, the language of Roman imperial rule and the elites in Judea. The writers of the New Testament appear to take for granted that Jesus was comfortable in the vernaculars of his region.


With the spread of early Christians eastward into Asia, the scriptures entered another Semitic language, Syriac, which is closely related to Hebrew and Aramaic.1 From the second to eighth centuries, there were at least eight significant attempts to translate the Bible into Syriac, of which three tackled the Hebrew Bible and five the New Testament. As a result, some of the earliest surviving manuscripts of the New Testament are in Syriac. The second-century Syriac translation of the Old Testament suggests that it was the work of Jewish scholars.2 A complete Syriac New Testament manuscript appeared in the early fifth century and contains the twenty-two books recognized by the Syriac churches but lacks 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude, and Revelation, which they did not accept. These two translations, known as the Peshitta, remain the Bible of Syriac Christianity today.


Further translations into Syriac followed over the sixth century. They included the “Philoxenian version,” sponsored by Bishop Philoxenus of Mabbug, which restored the biblical books omitted by the Peshitta. Another version was the work of Thomas of Harqel, who after being deposed as a bishop in Syria went to a monastery in Egypt to find refuge, seek the life of the Spirit, and translate the Bible. Thomas was more a scholar than a pastor, and his work was much admired for its linguistic accuracy and for his notes. Of his Bible, he wrote: “This book is of the four holy evangelists, which was translated from the Greek language into the Syriac with much accuracy and great labor. . . . It was revised afterwards with much care by me, the poor Thomas, on [the basis of] three Greek manuscripts, which [were] very approved and accurate . . . for the profit of my sinful soul and of the many who love and desire to know and to keep the profitable accuracy of divine books.”3


Syriac monasteries, with their remarkable libraries of books, ensured the richness of the Eastern tradition in other lands. The Syriac language provided the basis for translations of the Bible into Aramaic, Armenian, and Ge‘ez, as well as Persian and, later, Arabic. These translations of the Bible were carried by monks and merchants east to India and west to Africa.


Eastern churches had especially extensive contact with churches in Egypt and the ancient kingdom of Aksum, which covered much of what is today northern Ethiopia, southern Sudan, and Eritrea. The first translations of the Bible into Ge‘ez (classical Ethiopic), the ancient Semitic language that remains the liturgical language of the Ethiopian church, appeared, it seems, in the fourth century.4 But Christianity in Ethiopia grew from strong Jewish and Semitic roots. The fourteenth-century Ethiopian history Kebra Nagast (Glory of the Kings) tells how the queen of Sheba had an intimate affair with King Solomon and converted to the religion of the Israelites. She bore him a son, Menelik, believed to be the founder of the royal house of Ethiopia.


According to the Kebra Nagast, as a young man Menelik visited Solomon in Jerusalem to be educated in the Jewish faith and to be instructed in how to be a king. As the descendants of Menelik, all the monarchs of Ethiopia down to Haile Selassie I, who died in 1975, have taken the title “Lion of Judah.” This tradition is embodied in the Revised Constitution of 1955, in which article 2 reads: “The Imperial dignity shall remain perpetually attached to the line . . . which descends without interruption from the dynasty of Menelik I, son of the Queen of Ethiopia, the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon of Jerusalem.”5


The book of Samuel recounts that Solomon sent Menelik back to Ethiopia accompanied by a son of the high priest Zadok (2 Sam. 15:24–29). Legend relates that the son agreed to accompany Menelik only if the Ark of the Covenant was taken from the temple in Jerusalem and brought to Ethiopia. The sacred ark was replaced with a replica and carried to the city of Aksum, where it is said to remain in the main church as a symbol of the legal inheritance of Israel. To this day, below the altar of every Ethiopian Christian church there is an ark, known as the tabot, that holds wooden or marble tablets with the Law. On feast days of the Ethiopian church, the tabot is processed with joyous singing and dancing, as King David had danced before the Ark of the Covenant.


The origins of the Ethiopian Bible are closely tied to the tradition of the Nine Saints, who led the conversion of the land. Although the stories of these saints likely date from a thousand years later, they continue to occupy a central place in the historical imagination of the Ethiopian church. In the miraculous tales, one of the saints, Abba Garima, flew to Aksum in 480 CE aided by the archangel Gabriel.6 Whatever their origins, these early translations had an effect on the Ge‘ez language, shifting the direction of writing to left-to-right, replacing the right-to-left of most Semitic languages, and introducing vowels into the language, making it easier to read.7


The Bible of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christian church today consists of from eighty-one to eighty-four books. Its scale reflects the early translations of the Ethiopian Bible from Greek into Ge‘ez, which included not only all the books of the Hebrew Bible but also the books known collectively as the Apocrypha, as well as some others, including Enoch, Jubilees, the Ascension of Isaiah, Baruch, the Epistle of Jeremiah, Shepherd of Hermas, the Epistles of Clement, Didascalia Apostolorum, and the Apostolic Constitutions. The early tradition of the Ethiopian church made no distinction between these books and the Hebrew books of the Old Testament. They were all held to be inspired and canonical. Although Enoch and the book of Jubilees were known to early Christians, they survive only in their Ge‘ez translations, a precious inheritance from the Jews who came into the land.


Across North Africa the Bible spread in Arabic, another Semitic language.8 One Muslim writer of the ninth century recounted that one of the best-known Christian scholars from Baghdad, Hunayn ibn Ishaq (808–873), translated part of the Old Testament into Arabic. Another remarked, “This text has been translated a number of times into Arabic by earlier and more recent scholars, among them Hunayn ibn Ishaq.”9 The reference to the Bible being translated many times suggests a lively culture of Jewish and Christian scriptures that have not survived, though there are traces of these translations in references to the New Testament in Muslim literature. Influence also flowed the other way. Many of the early Arabic translations of the Bible reveal distinctively Muslim qualities of style and word choice. It is possible that as Arabic Christians became more enculturated in Islamic culture and linguistically and stylistically fluent, they lost contact with their traditional languages, such as Syriac and Greek.


The Sinai monastery of St. Catherine’s, home of the Codex Sinai­ticus encountered by Constantin von Tischendorf in the nineteenth century, possesses the earliest-dated Arabic biblical manuscript, a copy of the Gospels. The Epistles and Acts that followed contain a colophon—a description of a text’s production usually placed at the end of the text—that provides an invaluable account of their origin and purpose:


The poor sinner Bishr ibn al-Sirri translated these fourteen epistles from Syriac into Arabic, and provided an explanation of their interpretation, as much as his inadequate abridgement would allow, for his spiritual brother Sulayman. He finished it in the city of Damascus in the month of Ramadan in the year two hundred and fifty three. Praise be to God the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, forever and ever, Amen. May God have mercy on anyone who prays for mercy and forgiveness for the author, translator, and possessor [of this book].10


Notably, the writer dates the work according to the Islamic calendar, and the translation was from Syriac, not Greek, reflecting the strong Eastern influence on Arabic Christianity. Notes made in the margins over the following centuries reveal that the Epistles and Acts were used for worship and to instruct the faithful. Although we cannot know the full extent of production of Arabic translations of the Bible during the early period of Islamic rule, all evidence suggests a flourishing culture—one estimate is that there were 150 Christian translations of the Torah alone.11


In addition to the various Semitic translations that appeared during these early centuries, the Bible appeared in Coptic, the language of the Egyptian church. Coptic, which evolved from the ancient language of pharaonic Egypt and was spoken in Egypt from the second century CE, was written in Greek letters (with some additions) and adopted many of its Christian terms from Greek.12


Coptic emerged as a biblical language in the third century. There was, however, no one form of the language into which the Bible was translated but instead a range of dialects. One surviving witness from the fourth century is a translation of the Gospel of Matthew, one of the earliest to be found in any language. The spread of Coptic Bibles is known from the early fifth-century Akhmim Codex of the four Gospels, written in the Sahidic dialect of Coptic. Found at the end of the nineteenth century in the Egyptian town of Akhmim, on the Nile, it was subsequently transported to Berlin.


In 1945, some sixty miles further up the Nile, an Egyptian farmer at Nag Hammadi discovered a set of jars that proved to contain fifty-two treatises in thirteen leather-bound codices.13 Written in Coptic, these writings reveal a world in which sacred works excluded from the Bible gave voice to a broad diversity of beliefs. These Gnostic texts had been explicitly condemned in 367 CE by Athanasius, whom we met in the last chapter, who made it his mission to suppress such heresy. The Theodosian decrees of the 390s further tightened the screw of doctrinal orthodoxy, excluding the Gnostics from churches.


Although many of the Gnostic texts are esoterica and difficult to fathom even for the trained eye, others are relatively easy to follow.14 They contain the voices of Christians who struggled with the orthodox churches. These Christians held to beliefs—about the Creation, the powerful separation of matter and spirit, a feminine God, and Jesus Christ—that set them at odds with church leaders. Salvation was achieved, they believed, in gnosis, a divine self-knowledge.


Much as the Semitic translations of the Bible spread throughout North Africa and the Middle East, the Bible in Greek served as the foundation for translations north in Armenia, Georgia, and Slavic lands. Yet there is one important difference: the Greek Bibles of the Byzantine Empire formed the basis for new churches that did not possess a written vernacular culture, and thus they became symbols of a shared religion. They embodied the Byzantine Orthodox faith and the authority of the patriarch in Constantinople, demonstrating the perennial link between language and power.


Consider, for instance, the ancient kingdom of Armenia, which stood between, on one hand, the classical worlds of the Greek and Roman Empires and, on the other, the East, notably Syria, Persia, and, later, Islamic nations. Here the Bible actually created a language. The Christianity of the Caucasus was a product of religious syncretism but also bore a distinctive character shaped by holy men, doctrinal divisions, and war. The creation of the Armenian Bible (known as the “Breath of God” in Armenian) was complicated by the absence of a written form of the language.15 Scripture was therefore initially only available in monasteries and in Syriac and Greek. Divided between the Persians and Byzantines in the late fourth century, Armenia faced the loss of its heritage: the Persians required Christians to worship in Syriac and forbade Greek, while the Byzantines did precisely the opposite. For the majority of people, neither language was comprehensible.


The great Armenian historian Movses Khorenatsi (ca. 410–490) records how Mesrop Mashtots (362–440), a soldier turned monk and missionary, responded to the plight of the Christians.16 Encouraged by the saintly Isaac of Armenia (also known as Sahak the Parthian, 354–439), who had become patriarch of the Armenian Apostolic Church, Mesrop created a thirty-six-letter Armenian alphabet, mostly drawn from Greek with some Syriac. Together with Isaac, he translated the Bible into Armenian from the Syriac Peshitta, although they also had access to both the Greek Septuagint and the Hebrew. Later, several Armenian monks who had been sent to Constantinople and Edessa to cultivate their skills in preparing Bibles returned bearing invaluable Greek manuscripts. These prized possessions enabled the creation of a much-improved version of the Armenian Bible.


The Armenian Bible was part of Isaac’s wider religious labors on behalf of his land. As patriarch, he sent monks far afield to study in Mesopotamia, Eastern Anatolia, and Constantinople, learning from both the Greek and Eastern churches. The Greek and Syrian liturgies were translated into Armenian, as were the works of the eminent church fathers Athanasius, Cyril of Jerusalem, Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, and John Chrysostom. Isaac’s vision was an Armenian Christianity that assimilated the best of Persian and Byzantine cultures while remaining distinctively native.17
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