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  “Those who found solace in A Course in Miracles and recent books of Gary Renard will most certainly be intrigued by this work. In Closing the Circle, Rogier van Vlissingen takes us on a scholarly, yet uniquely personal journey through the Logia of awakening. This book clearly reveals a unique ability to tease apart the wonderful teachings of Jesus in such a way that lends to absorption in the word.”

  Mick Quinn, author of Power and Grace: The Wisdom

  of Awakening.


  Foreword

  by Gary R. Renard

  I first met Rogier van Vlissingen in New York City in November of 2003. At that time, I had barely begun speaking in public about the experiences that were chronicled in my first book, The Disappearance of the Universe (now sometimes referred to by its readers as “DU”). The book had been published just eight months earlier, and I had refused to speak in public the first six months that it was available to the public. The reason for that was simple. I did not want to because I was scared to death of the idea of speaking in front of people. It would take two more years for me to learn to forgive that.

  When I met Rogier, I found him to be unusually interesting in his brief but blunt observations about Jesus (not his real name) and the origins of the statements that, rightly or wrongly, were attributed to that master by the historical figures who shared the stage with him two thousand years ago.

  For that reason, I was not completely surprised when Rogier went on to share some of his brilliant observations at an on-line discussion group that was set up to publicly discuss the teachings of DU. Rogier had an obvious ability to state certain ideas, a couple of which I am citing here, because they led me to the realization that this was a man who had something important to say.

  Rogier was very articulate in expressing that The Disappearance of the Universe was the bridge between the Gospel of Thomas, that first and most fascinating of the Gospels, and A Course in Miracles, which is a modern but timeless spiritual masterpiece that clearly has the Voice of Jesus as its Teacher.

  I should point out that when I call the Gospel of Thomas a “Gospel,” even the “Jesus Seminar,” a group of distinguished biblical scholars, included Thomas as one of the five Gospels to be taken seriously. I personally would not limit the number to five, but I think it is interesting that the Jesus Seminar included Thomas in the book The Five Gospels.

  The more I read Rogier’s work, the more I realized that it was not idle theory but intricate details of scholarship that had led to his observations. For example, he points out that certain Christian terms in their original Greek form meant something different from what they mean in English today. For example, the word “repent” in Greek originally meant “change of mind”; today, the word “repent” is about changing your behavior and cleaning up your act on the level of form.

  It is not just that Christianity got Jesus wrong, it even got Christianity wrong. Then, going back to the beginning and as Rogier explains within these pages, it was the theology of the Apostle Paul— not the teachings of Jesus—that became the basis of Christianity. Although that may be a very provocative position to some, there is a growing propensity of evidence that seems destined to make this the majority viewpoint within decades, which, in the overall scheme of things, would be remarkably fast.

  If, like me, you are fascinated with the subject of how a pure message of love and forgiveness could be convoluted into one of suffering and sacrifice, yet would somehow resurface and eventually thrive, simply because it is impossible to bury the truth forever, then this is the book for you.

  I sincerely believe that anyone with an open mind will find Closing the Circle to be not just entertaining reading, but an exposé of how a great message got lost and how it is being regained.

  Gary R. Renard


  Preface



  In the months after the publication of Gary Renard’s The Disappearance of the Universe (DU), I found myself making contributions to the on-line group on Yahoo! which discusses the book, commenting on how a revisionist history of Early Christianity, based on the notion that Thomas predates Paul, ties in with The Disappearance of the Universe, and I was surprised and delighted when some time later Gary asked me for permission to include one of my postings on that forum in his upcoming book. Little did I know that he was going to use it as the very introduction to Pursah’s version of the Gospel of Thomas (P/GoTh) in his second book, Your Immortal Reality (YIR), which appeared in 2006. I can only say that it was a very profound experience for me when I finally did see it in print, and it confirmed for me a vague feeling of being somehow connected to the developments during the period of Gary’s writing of the book.

  It took all of A Course in Miracles (abbr. ACIM, or “the Course”), The Disappearance of the Universe, and Your Immortal Reality, not to mention the Thomas Gospel itself, for me to arrive at this point. Yet, the opportunity more or less presented itself to me on a silver platter and seemed like the logical outflow of my participation in that on-line forum about The Disappearance of the Universe, which is affectionately known as “the DU-group“ on Yahoo.com. A bit later, I started a thread in that group for a discussion of the seventy Logia of Pursah’s kernel of the Gospel of Thomas as they now appear in their entirety in Chapter 7 of Your Immortal Reality (pp. 162 ff.), whereupon some participants recommended very early on that this material ought to become a book. After a moment of surprise, I realized that a book would be a natural development culminating from the discussions and would be a great project to work on. And so, here it is.

  A quick exchange of emails with Gary Renard, who is, after all, the proximate cause of all this trouble, since he authored both The Disappearance of the Universe and Your Immortal Reality, assured me of his support and guidance. In a September 7, 2006, email message to me, he wrote: “As for Thomas, if you feel guided to do it, I’d like YIR to be used and credited for the sayings and the 22 explanations that appear in DU to be considered for meaning.” Those directions made complete sense to me.

  At an earlier time, when Gary first disclosed in the DU-group that Arten and Pursah were back (see the section “Closing the Circle—Notes on Pursah’s Gospel of Thomas”) and there would be a second book, I had a very profound intuition that I somehow knew the gist of the second book, almost to the point where I felt I was part of the process, though I could not have put it into words. The essence of my feeling at that time was that the connection of A Course in Miracles to the Thomas sayings would be much expanded and elaborated upon in the new book. What had been clear to me was that The Disappearance of the Universe, besides never compromising the Course even one iota, even while explaining it in everyday language, or “vernacular,” as Gary likes to call it with a twenty-five cent word, extended A Course in Miracles with a positive identification of the Thomas sayings as originating from the same Jesus as the Jesus of the Course.

  *

  One obvious challenge concerning Thomas stems from the fact that, as we now know, some of the sayings were corrupted as they were passed along and others added on after the fact. Filtering out such corruptions should be easy, for some are intuitively obvious, but it never is, unless you have textual sources that show variations. Enter Pursah, whose steady-hand rendering of the text produced a new “kernel” of the Thomas gospel, the authenticity of which she vouches for. The decision to trust Pursah as a reliable source in this regard is evidently a personal one, but what can be said with certainty is that many of her edits make immediate and obvious intuitive sense. The logical basis of the current approach is explained in the Introduction, and some further details are explained in the “Closing the Circle—Authenticity and Corruption” section, while in Index 3 there is a comparison for all of the Logia with a more traditional text-critical approach.

  In A Course in Miracles, Jesus alludes to inaccuracies in the biblical tradition itself in some places, as well as misinterpretation of it in other places, and at various levels offers corrections or clarifications to the Christian understanding of his message. But with the positive identification of the inner consistency of the Thomas sayings with A Course in Miracles, a more explicit and positive connection is laid between a pre-Pauline Jesus, as we hear him in the Thomas tradition, and the Jesus of the Course. And this profound consistency and continuity of thought forges the link between the elaborate and highly sophisticated nondualism of A Course in Miracles and the G ospel of Thomas.

  For the rest, the wonderful environment of the DU-group on Yahoo! provided the soil for this project to take root and start to grow. This type of process seemed ideal to me for the development of a book such as this one, comparable to teaching a course at a university, which provides a perfect laboratory for the creation of a book; in such a situation, ideas can be refined over time and made ready for formal publication. Likewise, I have been discussing the sayings in my own Course workshops in New York City. So herewith, thanks goes to all members of the DU - group, as well as my own study group, for their participation and encouragement; to Gary Renard for his enthusiastic support; and to all my many teachers of A Course in Miracles, most specifically Kenneth Wapnick, Ph.D., and my dear friend Jeffrey M. Seibert, Ph.D.

  It may also be worthwhile recording here, as has been highlighted elsewhere by Gary Renard, that The Disappearance of the Universe appeared simultaneously with Elaine Pagels’ Beyond Belief and Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code. Somehow, those three books roused interest in the Thomas gospel and other extracanonical literature to new levels. Pagels’ book is a serious conversation with the reader, and she comes at the subject from a standpoint of her own attraction to, but ambivalent relationship with, the Christian tradition, as well as her interest in exploring beyond its boundaries. It clearly hit a nerve with the readership, and as a result it greatly stimulated curiosity about the Thomas material. The Da Vinci Code is an enjoyable and fanciful novel that conjures up wild possibilities and derives its excitement mostly from a juvenile anti-authoritarian sentiment that the Church has held back, suppressed, and destroyed information. While this is historically accurate on one level, it is possible to overdo such a viewpoint, for even if the Church may have suppressed and eradicated a lot that is true, conversely it is not an a priori given that all that was thus lost is by definition worth keeping, which seems to be the tendentious implication of books like The Da Vinci Code.

  In this context, we should simply note that Gary Renard’s work, which relies on A Course In Miracles as the source for understanding the teachings of Jesus (or “J,” as he calls him), provides a refreshing and different angle to the problem. In effect, once you see the connection between the Jesus of the Thomas sayings and the Jesus of A Course In Miracles, a very coherent view of the Thomas gospel does emerge. On the other hand, if the Jesus of A Course In Miracles makes no sense to you, that connection will not mean much. This book aims to document some of the underlying logic of the connection, without necessarily requiring an in-depth knowledge of A Course In Miracles at first. However, for the reader who finds this book first, if what is presented here makes any sense at all, so will A Course In Miracles, as well as Gary Renard’s books.

  Lastly, a comment on the various editions of the Thomas gospel is in order. Through working with the text of Pursah’s version, I have found that there really is little merit in comparing her version with the Nag Hammadi text, for henceforth we are concerned merely with the content of the material, if we accept Pursah’s version. For a long time, I had planned to include in this book the text of one acceptable Thomas translation from the Coptic manuscript from the Nag Hammadi collection, but I had trouble coming to terms with it on account of the dual challenges of choosing the right version of the text and obtaining the necessary permissions to quote the material. Meanwhile I noticed in discussions in my workshops that the historical text quickly became irrelevant to most people. Besides, there are so many Thomas translations—and I realize that most readers probably have their own preference for one—that, in the end, I decided to keep the discussion of the differences between P/GoTh and the Nag Hammadi-based versions (historically the only complete source) strictly generic and not specific to any particular edition.

  After looking at the situation even cursorily, we can simply leave the vagaries and uncertainties of the historical text behind. The differences between P/GoTh and the translations of the historical text are discussed in a generic sense for each of the sayings. Having said that, the reader could use any available Thomas text he chooses for comparison. If you are looking for one, the first choice must be Marvin Meyer’s, since Pursah recommended it once to Gary Renard in a non-published commentary (this was at a time before her own version of the Thomas kernel was published in Your Immortal Reality), and he in turn has shared that recommendation on the DU-group. The second choice may be the Scholars Version, on account of the fact that, on a few occasions, Pursah uses some word choices that are fairly similar to those found in the corresponding sections of that translation. See the Bibliography for details. Note also that I am maintaining a blog on materials related to this book, including discussions of the Thomas editions I have consulted and other materials. It is at www.xanga.com/rogierfvv.

  Thanks goes out to all the people who contributed to this book with their feedback, including Lucia Espinosa and several others. Christine de Lignières was the incomparable editor, whose contribution was invaluable in helping me to bring out what I wanted to say from what I wrote whenever I became blind to my own verbiage. As to proofreading, I must thank the incomparable Lenore Dittmar. I could not have done it without her, and “picayune details” gained new meaning—for one thing, false modesty on her part—as the ability to notice these seems to be a rare skill. My thanks goes out to the Foundation for A Course in Miracles for the permission to quote from the Course and to Gary Renard for his permission to use the material from his books. Last but not least, I want to recognize Linda Jackson-Kemp, who, indirectly in many ways, is almost the godmother of this book by virtue of her undying support in assuring me of a quiet spot amidst the noises of city life to enable the writing of this book. I ask forgiveness from anyone I failed to mention, as there were many others supporting me in one way or another. Without a lot of support, the completion of any book like this one is impossible. Any mistakes that remain are strictly mine.


  Introduction

  GARY: Makes sense to me.

  PURSAH: He’s right on the money, bro.

  And that actually makes a good introduction to

  a little surprise I have for you.1

  At the outset of this book, we might perhaps paraphrase A Course in Miracles (ACIM, in the Epilogue of the Workbook) in saying that this book is a beginning, not an end. Pursah is very clear in Your Immortal Reality when she says:

  
    Nevertheless, no matter what scripture they’re reading, people should eventually become their own ministers and interpreters, using the Holy Spirit as their guide. That’s actually part of the process of returning to, or re-becoming Spirit, which is what they really are. (YIR, p. 160).

  

  And so the focus of this book is an exploration of—and perhaps the start of a dialogue amongst students on—these early teachings of Jesus. As such, one might hope it would serve as a path of discovery in our own individual relationship with our Internal Teacher. In that spirit, the book grew out of a series of postings in the Yahoo! group which deals with The Disappearance of the Universe, also known as the DU-group.

  I should add that only during my work on this project have I come to realize how few people are at all familiar with the Thomas gospel, while in my own experience it has been around almost all of my life, beginning in ca. 1960 (I was about nine years old), when my parents attended a lecture by Prof. Gilles Quispel, who was one of the first translators of the complete Thomas gospel from the Coptic. There was an excitement in the air, then, about finally getting actual words of Jesus as opposed to the colorized version of Paul and friends, which was called Christianity. Most unfortunately, the impact the Thomas gospel might have had ended up being blunted by a tendency to suspect that the Thomas material was not much older than the oldest document, which originates from the second century of the Common Era (Oxyrhynchus) and, on those grounds, was held by some to be of some kind of gnostic2 origin. This view was gratefully seized upon by Christian scholars in particular, for it conveniently averted the threat which the thought system of Jesus poses to the Christian version of him—by dating the Thomas material as it does, much later than the canonical tradition. It was to be only much later that critical scholars of the textual tradition increasingly began to pay attention to the fact that, clearly, many sayings of Jesus seem to appear in their more original form in the Thomas gospel relative to the canonical literature of the New Testament (NT) and thus must have preceded it. The implications of that realization are only just now beginning to take effect.

  While we did not have a complete text older than the Coptic manuscript with the 114 sayings from ca. 350 CE, there were fragments that were older, and the internal evidence suggests to a growing number of scholars that the Thomas gospel was collected in book form by ca. 50 CE, and therefore well before the other NT materials.3 Clearly, it was subsequently suppressed by the nascent Church because it did not harmonize well with the then-emergent revisionist version of Jesus which was being developed by Paul, c.s., and which was becoming increasingly dominant (and domineering) during that time. The emergence of this “orthodoxy” ultimately led to the suppression and destruction of many materials that did not harmonize with this vision.

  To clarify the nature and the time line of gnosticism a bit further, I would like to suggest that the word “gnosis” is just a word, one that should be read and understood independent from the religious forms that used the concept so prevalently in the second and third centuries CE. Today, the term “gnosis” is a descriptor of an inner knowing at a level below conscious thought, where all doubt simply is absent in the face of the certainty of inner experience, and where truth is true and everything else is a lie (e.g., ACIM:T-14.II.3:3-4), in particular, those “thoughts you think you think,” as the Course humorously calls them (ACIM:W15.1:1). It is the same notion as that which Socrates addressed in his teaching method, with his implicit reliance on the notion that the truth is within us and only needs to be uncovered.

  “Gnosis” is also the rock of spiritual clarity and certainty upon which Jesus’s true church is built, as he instructed the apostles with a playful pun on Simon’s name, which means “listening,” so that the implication is that listening to the Voice of the Holy Spirit is the only sure foundation, indeed “rock” solid (Greek petra = rock, hence the name Peter as a nickname for Simon). It should also be noted that this listening, as the Course constantly reminds us, means that we are accepting the gifts of the Spirit for ourselves first, as a precondition to passing them on in whatever situation we are in. It does not mean hearing voices and telling the neighbors what to do; it means listening and having the courage for ourselves to change teachers from the ego’s urgent pressures to the Holy Spirit’s loving guidance.

  Several generations after Jesus’s ministry, a confluence happened among Jewish mystical and wisdom traditions, as well as Greek and Middle Eastern mystery religions and philosophical imagination, in which the word “gnosis” now was given a new special meaning. This group of traditions has been collectively referred to as “gnosticism,” because they all not only shared the prevalent use of this term, but also elaborated on it in sometimes fanciful ways that went far beyond the original meanings of the word. At times, the term became highly specific and technical in certain traditions and now might need to be distinguished as such with capitalization.

  The fact that certain terms like “gnosis” later gain prevalence in the context of gnosticism is not grounds to label the Thomas gospel anachronistically as a gnostic—or even “gnosticising”—document, as some have done. This has been attempted by numerous scholars in a sort of logic of “guilt by association,” which, however, does not hold water. Presently, a growing body of thought, including such scholars as the Jesus Seminar, are validating a more common-sense perception that the Thomas material does predate the other gospels which ended up in the NT Canon.

  Today, the picture that has emerged is one in which Thomas and another “sayings” tradition, Q (the reader is referred to the Bibliography for source material on Q), as well as the Gospel of Mark, are considered to be the sources for the other two synoptic gospels in the NT Canon: Matthew and Luke.4 And while I have followed enough of the literature over the years to be aware of this shift in thinking about the nature of the Thomas sayings, it was not until the treatment of them in Gary Renard’s work that I came to appreciate the full implications of the Thomas sayings. From then on, spending time with these sayings has for me become an open invitation to spend time with Jesus and listen to his timeless message, which simply comes to different people in different forms at different times but, in essence, always remains the same.

  The point of this observation is simply that this bit of early history of Christianity has become a lot clearer lately, and for students of the Course it reflects a psychological process with which we tend to become familiar during our own work with Jesus’s teachings in the Course. This may take various forms, one of them being the ego’s tendency to co-opt Jesus and so to end up studying the Course with the ego, becoming a “good Course student,” which is exactly not the point. As Ken Wapnick (see Bibliography) relentlessly reminds us in his books, media material, and workshops, the point is to be a lousy Course student and forgive yourself for it, for it is that process which has us look with Jesus at our resistance to his presence in us. In other words, in modern terms the likes of Paul were the good students of their day, knowing Jesus’s teachings and their meaning better than he did himself, subverting them with their “important” contributions. (As Jesus reminds us in the Course: “You are still convinced that your understanding is a powerful contribution to the truth, and makes it what it is.” ACIM:T-18.IV.7:5) In this way, such propagandists, both then and now, adapt the teachings in the service of their own glory, thereby rendering them serviceable to the world and the ego. Through this fog of obfuscation, the world then loses touch with the direct message of such teachings. Along with this process comes the tendency of wanting to have Jesus do things for us in the world; i.e., miracles in the physical sense now take center stage as some sort of spectacle that would induce faith, when in fact the “change of mind” (the original and literal meaning of the original NT Greek word metanoia) which Jesus talked about, was and is the real miracle—then, now, and always. The ego’s choice is always form over content, and so the literalistic, fundamentalist tradition which starts with Paul is an ego endeavor from day one, which paved the way for morphing Jesus’s teachings into a world religion, suitable for service to Caesar (the ego).

  Seen in that light, the implicit, yet central teaching point in the phenomenon of Gary Renard’s two books is the connection of A Course in Miracles with the Gospel according to Thomas. This brings out the idea of the reality of Jesus as a timeless spiritual presence, by his very nature outside of time and space. After all, if the Jesus who taught two thousand years ago is the same Jesus who dictated the Course to Helen Schucman (see the section titled “On The Course” for details), he is hardly limited to the constraints of the experience of time and space which we hold to be our reality, the underlying point being that neither are we. Thus, Jesus can be present to every one of us whenever we call on him, and we join with his love outside of time and space whenever we choose the miracle. Another way of saying this is that Jesus is content, not form, and the reason we have so much trouble with this is because we are stuck in the assumption that form makes reality. If something does not have form, we think it is “only” an idea. But if the mind is reality and this world an illusion, we need to look at this again, which is what the Course is all about.

  Within the context of the holographic model of the universe, which is emerging from quantum mechanics and which the Course espouses, we can understand better that Jesus is available to us as a presence in the mind5 anytime we wish to open the door to him in our lives. In fact, that world of time and space is our own barrier against Jesus. As the Course says: “The world was made as an attack on God.” (ACIM:W-pII.3.2:1). We speak here of the resurrected Jesus, very symbolically first recognized by his beloved Mary Magdalene, and not the crucified Jesus (the body, the character in the time/space world), who was made into an idol by a Christianity, which in turn had Mary Magdalene exit stage left. He is the Internal Teacher who, through the Course, would lead us home if we practice what he says. He is the Jesus who beckons the apostles to leave behind their accustomed roles and to follow him to a Kingdom not of this world. To me, Gary Renard’s writing, and indeed his life, are a teaching example of this reality, and his books give concrete shape to it by demonstrating the inner consistency between now (A Course in Miracles) and then (Gospel of Thomas), as much as the fact that Gary himself is experiencing in the now the presence of parts of himself which are from the seeming past and the seeming future. Evidently, he demonstrates the undoing of the ego’s substitute reality in those experiences. And he also makes no bones about sharing his fads and foibles with the readers, and never falls for the temptations of guru-hood, and posing as some enlightened teacher; rather, he presents himself as just another Course student, who is willing to share his experiences with his audience.

  To do the topic justice, I want to explain here the principles on which this book is founded and the process of the book in order to provide total accountability for my method. While some may think that that is merely a standard scholarly formality, I consider it my responsibility as part of the job. After all, this is not a work of fiction, and I owe the reader an accounting of how I arrived at my conclusions, particularly since certain implied assumptions could be mistaken for carelessness in the absence of such clarification. The fact is that, in the accepted academic sense, it would not make any sense to use Pursah’s version of the Gospel of Thomas as the authoritative text, but that is exactly what I am going to do here. Therefore, at the outset I have to acknowledge that my approach only makes sense to students of A Course in Miracles who, from their own experience, have no doubt that Jesus is speaking to us through its pages, and who can likewise accept the process by which Gary Renard subsequently wrote his books and recorded Pursah’s authentic kernel of Gospel of Thomas in Your Immortal Reality. This current book is based on the assumption that Pursah’s rendering of the Gospel of Thomas, for which she vouches that it is as close to the original as possible, is the best, most authoritative version.

  To be precise, textual criticism is obviously of great value; however, it simply also has its limitations. First, in focusing always on form over content, it ultimately lacks any sure foundation in the spiritual sense; yet, historical context (form) is the only foundation textual scholars can more or less agree on. Quite obviously, it is the content of a book that counts when working with scriptural text. Unfortunately, it nearly universally is not (except in a superficial sense), the focus most often being limited to the explicit content at the expense of any deeper meaning (content), which would, of course, necessitate understanding what Jesus teaches. This entails following him in practice, for his teaching is to be known only through experience, not merely intellectually. In some respects, these are the mistakes of the Scribes and the Pharisees.6 In the course of the present exploration, we will find interesting examples of the consequences of these shortcomings of the historical method.

  Another related limitation becomes exposed by the very phenomena of A Course in Miracles and Gary Renard’s books. To wit, what if a source arises out of the temporal sequence which, for valid reasons (or at least reasons acceptable to us), we find to be more authoritative as to content than certain temporally older texts? This is a violation of the established order of the Newtonian worldview, and thus it has no place in textual scholarship and history, but it is a violation which we will very consciously and deliberately permit ourselves here—not to mention feel good about, too! In short, I accept as a premise of this book the legitimacy of Pursah speaking from her past-life experience as the apostle Thomas, regarding the authentic and accurate form of the kernel of his gospel which she hands us in Your Immortal Reality.

  The distinguishing feature in this process is the recognition that the dialectic mind by definition shuts itself out of Reality, which, as the Course teaches, is a non-dualistic Oneness that cannot be fathomed with words or philosophical or theological speculation, but can only be experienced.7 For these very reasons, no compromise is possible here, for dialectic reasoning will tend to invalidate the inner experience, which is the essence of the teachings of Jesus and the premise of a non-dualistic Reality. In other words, non-dualistic Reality defies intellectual understanding; it is known only through experience. And while it can be hinted at with words (as “pointers” to Reality, or reflections of Reality), it can never be conclusively described in words, since, as the Course puts it, “...words are but symbols of symbols. They are thus twice removed from reality.” (ACIM:M-21.1:9-10)

  Having accepted the above premises, the hierarchy of texts used in this book is very straightforward:

  
    	
Your Immortal Reality (abbr. YIR), as the source for the authoritative text of Thomas, generally referred to as Pursah’s Gospel of Thomas (abbr. P/GoTh), presented in Chapter 7 of the book;
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