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Why the Gospel of Thomas Matters


Gethin Abraham-Williams, an Oxford University graduate in Theology, is a Baptist minister, and a Cardiff University tutor in Christian Beliefs. In 2006 he was awarded the Cross of St Augustine by the Archbishop of Canterbury for ‘making an enormous contribution to ecumenical relations through broadcasting, publications and active participation.’


In this artfully written and engaging book, Gethin Abraham-Williams brings a wealth of experience and research to the task of weaving a contemporary spirituality marked by incertainty from the rich and paradoxical strands of the Gospel of Thomas. In doing so he takes us on a highly rewarding reflective journey through the world of the (five) Gospels, via Nag Hammadi, to contemporary South Wales and war-torn Syria with numerous other stops in between. The interplay of theology, history and contemporary experience generates much food for thought and spiritual life, with particularly rich insights for inter-faith dialogue and inter-spirituality. This is a truly ecumenical book that is as happy gleaning insight from other faith traditions as from different traditions of Christianity, including those long buried; a deeply pastoral book full of spiritual wisdom.


Revd Dr Stephen Roberts, Senior Lecturer in Modern Theology, University of Chichester.


Passionate, poetic and political, Gethin Abraham-Williams’ reflection on the Johannine Thomas, the Gospel attributed to him and the challenges we face to live faithfully within a changing world affirms the apostle’s ‘incertainties’, confronted by something as transformative, crazy even, as resurrection. Rightly rejecting the ‘doubting’ label, it models for us beautifully the importance for spiritual maturity of an enquiring mind.


Revd Dr Anne Phillips, Spiritual accompanist and former Co-Principal, Northern Baptist Learning Community.


In this book Gethin Abraham-Williams provides a fresh look at an old Gospel which still has something to say to a postmodern world. While he treats the extra canonical Gospel of Thomas with both respect and academic discipline, comparing and contrasting its claims with those of the canonical Gospels, his primary interest is in gleaning key insights that have relevance for our time. Central among these insights is Thomas’ ‘incertainty’, his unwillingness to accept secondhand faith claims or to profess any belief he does not genuinely hold. Abraham-Williams demonstrates in practical ways how ‘incertainty’ (a term borrowed from a Shakespeare sonnet) is neither an obstacle to faith nor even a prelude to faith but rather an essential companion of any genuine faith.


Revd Dr Christopher Chapman, First Baptist Church, Raleigh, North Carolina.


I really enjoyed this book. I loved the mix of personal stories and the arts (literature, poetry etc.) to illustrate some deep theology, which is itself expressed in a lucid manner. Gethin Abraham-Williams has written a book that is interesting, challenging, and insightful. He uses a fascinating text (the Gospel of Thomas) that most of us have heard about, but many of us know little about, to shed light on how our faith relates to today’s global, multicultural world.


Revd Dr Trystan Owain Hughes, Christian theologian, historian and author.


Gethin Abraham-Williams breathes life into the Gospel of Thomas in a way none before him have dared, and where a less masterful guide could only stumble. I can no longer read this mysterious gospel as an obtuse collection of random sayings; I’ve now been exposed to it as a heart-rending quest for truth and purpose. He quotes various sayings in the Gospel of Thomas (it is not a narrative gospel like the others, but a collection of Jesus’ sayings), as translated by John Henson in his Good as New publication. Henson’s translation makes for fun reading, and matches Gethin’s captivating writing style. The two of them form a partnership that brings this oft-maligned ‘doubting apostle’ alive before our eyes. Thomas, insists Gethin, “may be the least understood but arguably the most original of all the disciples. […] He can no longer be written off as little more than a foil to the Apostle Peter’s certainties. Now he exists in his own right as a key witness to the teaching of Jesus and as the apostolic spokesperson for a much more radical stream among the disciples.”


Lee Harmon, ‘John’s Gospel: The Way it Happened’.


I cannot remember precisely, what led me to include ‘Thomas’ in Good as New, but whatever it was I came to the decision to ‘fly a kite’. I am, therefore, exceedingly grateful to Gethin Abraham-Williams for revealing why the inclusion of Thomas among the Christian scriptures is a ‘must’.


John Henson, New Testament translator.


By setting selected sayings from the Gospel of Thomas alongside the disciple’s own words from the Fourth Gospel, this book challenges the myth of ‘doubting Thomas’, arguing that ‘incertainty’ is an essential element of any authentic faith experience.


In an age of increasing anti-Semitism and religious intolerance, it also affirms the importance of the Gospel of Thomas in recovering the essential Jewishness of Jesus.


Far from undermining the Christian tradition of the Church and its canonical scriptures, this book shows how the Gospel of Thomas complements both, inviting the reader to reconsider the healthy significance of the Apostle of the Enquiring Mind.


The last in the author’s Spirituality Trilogy, after:




Spirituality or Religion? Do we have to choose?


&


Seeing the Good in Unfamiliar Spiritualities









Incertainties now crowne them-felves affur’ed


Shakespeare, Sonnet 107, 1609 Quarto version








Preface


WHEN THE GOSPEL of Thomas was discovered at Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt in the middle of the last century, it led to a flurry of academic interest and Biblical research.


Since then, the Gospel of Thomas has been quietly gaining an appreciable degree of scholastic acceptance as a Fifth Gospel, worthy of being received and studied alongside the other four gospels as part of the on-going life, witness and devotion of the Christian church.


The Gospel that Thomas is credited with writing, reveals a much more Jewish Jesus than is obvious from the four canonical versions. It is full of sayings to startle us into a fresh awareness of how controversial Jesus was and of what was required of those who would follow him.


I am aware of only one version of the New Testament currently available that includes a translation of the Gospel of Thomas alongside that of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, and that is: Good as New: A Radical Retelling of the Scriptures by John Henson, published in hard and paperback by O-books (2004), which is the text I have used throughout. There are other versions of the Gospel of Thomas on the market, but as free-standing translations, some of which I have cross-referenced.1


In the canonical Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, Thomas is no more than a name. It’s the Fourth Gospel that gives him any kind of a voice, and then only towards the end and in a handful of tantalisingly unamplified interventions. Even so those interruptions are consistent with and substantiated by the approach taken by the Gospel of Thomas which increases the probability of the Gospel of Thomas being the genuine article.


My contention is that for too long Thomas has been thought-lessly regarded as no more than a byword for doubt in a wholly negative aspect, whereas as I read him, and as I detect from the ‘Sayings’ of Jesus he recorded, doubt for him was a much more positive attribute. I have tried to capture this ambivalence by using the old English word ‘incertainty’, rather than the more usual ‘uncertainty’. Shakespeare uses it in one of his sonnets, and it seems to me to be a much more positive word than the ‘uncertainty’ into which it evolved in later usage. It’s also much better fitted for describing the kind of concerns and issues which occupied the faithful disciple Thomas, and which I believe resonate more closely with current attitudes towards religion in general and Christianity in particular.


Far from undermining the Christian tradition of the Church and its canonical scriptures, the Gospel of Thomas complements both, and invites us to reconsider the healthy significance of the Apostle of the Enquiring Mind!





1 Who was Thomas?




He appointed twelve to be his companions and to be sent out to proclaim the gospel, with authority to drive out demons.2





‘WHO ON EARTH was Thomas?’ seems to be a wholly unnecessary question. Thomas was Thomas, one of the Twelve: an astute northern lad, from a northern town; his northern accent belying an acute intelligence.


The southern sophisticates in and around Jerusalem, couldn’t entertain the notion of anything worthwhile coming from a region that felt more Roman than Jewish. Along the elegant colonnades of Galilee’s provincial capital, Sepphoris, barely four miles from Nazareth, the philosophy of the Cynics now challenged the certainties of the Torah.


Even the surrounding landscape, rocky and rugged, where Barak had overcome Sisera in the days before they had kings, tended to breed a type inured by climate and continuous conditioning from taking anything at face value. This was an ambiguous borderland between the deeply entrenched Judaism of the south and a necessary and longstanding accommodation with generations of Phoenician and other settlers: a Galilee of the nations.3 The region had spawned too many mystical philosophers and miracle workers for most of its inhabitants to be anything other than sceptical in the face of facile solutions and unsubstantiated panaceas.


‘Who was Thomas?’ only becomes an intriguing question, because we have this so called Fifth Gospel: the Gospel of Thomas (GofTh). The question would never arise otherwise. In the Fourth Gospel (the Gospel of ‘John’), the few times Thomas is listed as contributing to the story, he’s always referred to as Thomas, and nothing but Thomas. And in the list of disciples in the other three Gospels, he’s just Thomas. But in the very first ‘Saying’ in his own Gospel he is at pains to tell us that Thomas is not his name, Thomas is his nickname, and his real name is Jude or Judas!




Here is a collection of some of (Jesus’) most intriguing and challenging sayings, passed on by one of his closest friends, whose real name was Jude, but better known by his nickname, Twin. (GofTh 1)





The nickname is all the more puzzling because he not only affirms it but underlines it, stresses it, by saying it twice: once in Greek, once in his native tongue. ‘I, Didymus – Judas – Thomas’ have collected and arranged these Sayings and am passing them on: ‘I’m Thomas, the Double, the Twin’. Even that might not matter so much if it weren’t that the meaning of the nickname is in itself ambiguous! There are, of course, other examples in the Gospels of prominent figures being re-named by Jesus when they became his followers. The fisherman Simon is re-named Peter, the rock; the prosecuting Pharisee, Saul is re-named Paul after his Damascus Road conversion. Thomas though is different.


Thomas in one form, Didymus in the other: the one Greek, the other Aramaic, both meaning ‘twin’, each a direct translation of the other. In any language ‘Twin’ is an odd nickname to give anyone, because the implication is always that to refer to anyone as a twin is to do so in relation to the other similar or identical twin. And if so, who?


Some have cast Thomas in the role of twin to Jesus. A Jude (or its variant, Judas), to whom the New Testament letter of Jude is attributed, is certainly named among the brothers of Jesus listed in the Gospels.4


Or is the nickname just the recognition of a longstanding friendship? Of Thomas and Jesus as inseparable boyhood mates, whose relationship had kept pace with the passing of the years? Was that what lay behind his claim to be one of Jesus’ ‘closest friends’? – because they’d gone to the same synagogue, become ‘sons of the Commandment’, been bar-mitzvahed, on the same day? Or – if the legend of Thomas in later life working as an architect in the Indus valley5 is to be believed – because he’d served his apprenticeship, side by side with Jesus in Joseph bar-Jacob’s carpentry shop in Nazareth; a rough, tough craft where physical strength and endurance mattered, and the tang of sawdust anointed the plane and the lathe.


If that is the case, what could be more natural than that Thomas had learned the rudiments of architecture, and which timber was best for a beam and which for a frame – the oak or the cypress, the cedar or the ash; or sandalwood and teak from the far east – in the shop at Nazareth? Running his coarsening fingers along the smooth surface of the planed planks, had Thomas, perhaps, also traced in the pattern of the grain, in the knots and the seams, the lineage of a tribe, the span of a life, and the cost of cutting against the grain? In the shop at Nazareth, had Thomas learnt the art of dissembling when soldiers came calling with orders for crosses, in return for a fistful of denarii?


Or might there be another explanation? According to one scholar6, the laboured repetition of the name, first in Aramaic and then in Greek, is nothing less than a device for drawing attention to the fact that Jesus was a teacher in the Wisdom tradition of Proverbs and of the book of Ecclesiasticus, where the meaning of a saying is found with reference to its double.


In that case, if for no other, the Gospel of Thomas is a useful addition to the narrative versions of the four evangelists, in that it captures, in both content and form, the way Jesus probably spoke and taught, making ‘Thomas’ less of a name and more of ‘a kind of code word expressing a truth in the wisdom tradition’.


The teaching of Jesus, as recorded in the Gospel of Thomas, certainly gives us an insight into a style that is startlingly different when compared with similar sayings in the other four gospels. For that alone the Gospel of Thomas matters, because it introduces us to a Jesus we thought we’d understood, but might not have.




Jesus said, ‘You’ve enjoyed listening to the many things I’ve had to say to you. I’ve told you what no one else can tell you. Make the most of the opportunities you have to get my advice. There will be times when you won’t be able to get hold of me.’ (GofTh 38)





The Jesus we encounter in these Sayings is, undoubtedly, the product of a uniquely Jewish world which became submerged quite early on as the good news of Jesus was re-interpreted for a Hellenistic culture and a Latin empire. Was it to stem that tide that Thomas recalled a particular Saying of Jesus that emphasised the importance of Jesus’ brother James as the keeper of the tradition when he was no longer with them? This was James the Just, who became a leader in the Jerusalem church and was respected as the custodian of an authentically Hebraic interpretation of his brother’s teaching.




The friends of Jesus said to him, “We know you’re going to leave us. What shall we do for a leader?” Jesus said, “If you have any problems, you can always go to my brother James for advice. He’s honest and fair. I think the world of him!” (GofTh 12)





So the nickname ‘Thomas’ may be any of a number of things, including a reference to a boyhood friendship, or a literary device for flagging up the need to recognise the distinctive Jewish style of the teaching of Jesus.


It might, however, be a hint of something else, of a shared secret, between him and Jesus; something it would be too risky, too controversial to divulge too soon; an intimation that Thomas might have discerned something that went beyond messianic expectations and had ventured onto dangerous theological territory. That Jesus might not just have been a teacher ‘in the wisdom tradition’, but somehow have also been its personification. That his humanity needed interpreting in the light of divinity, and that in Jesus divinity had been encountered in flesh and blood.




Then Jesus took Twin to one side and had a serious chat with him. When they joined the other friends again they said, ‘What did he say to you?’ Twin said, ‘If I tried to tell you, you’d kill me …!’ (GofTh 13b)





In the Biblical book, the Wisdom of Solomon, wisdom is described in terms which implies a pre-existent ‘spirit’ that comes from God, who is also one with God, and through whom all things came to be: ‘the flawless mirror of the active power of God, the image of his goodness.’7


The very name ‘Thomas’, may, therefore, be intended as a clue, not only how to read the Sayings of Jesus, but more important, how to read Jesus himself, with apparently contradictory Sayings ‘twinned’ to bring out a deeper, a more profound theological meaning. If that is the case, Thomas may be the least understood, but arguably the most original, of all the disciples.


To immerse oneself in the Gospel of Thomas, therefore, is a little like attending a modern Passion Play. It requires a suspension of existing assumptions in order to allow a different reality to take centre stage in one’s spiritual exploration. It’s a delving into a sequence of apparent contradictions in order to discover if and how they can be complementary. It’s about the incertainties of faith as a necessary process towards authentic discipleship. Might a Passion Play I witnessed one Easter weekend, provide a key to unlock the complexity of this intriguing Gospel and the disciple who assembled it?


‘Who are you exactly?’


It was as close to the familiar narrative as you’d expect, with all the usual characters, but with a clever, dramatic twist. It was a study in ambiguity that challenged conventional interpretations. Like the Gospel of Thomas, by stripping away the narrative, it confronted us with a Jesus who is both challengingly direct but also infuriatingly oblique!




Jesus said, … ‘It’s true that in the past I sometimes dodged your questions. Now that I’m offering you the answers, you’ve lost your curiosity.’ (GofTh 92b)





The Christ in the play I saw was a teacher, not a rabbi, and a teacher who didn’t teach or preach. He listened. He listened to everyone. All the time. Especially to those whom no one had been listening to for too long to remember.


At the moment of the dying of this Christ on the cross, his last words were not: ‘It is finished’, or any of the other six recorded sayings, but: ‘I remember’. Just that. ‘I remember,’ remembering for all the people who’d forgotten, forgotten their past; whose stories had been lost and with it their own identities. And in resurrecting their stories, the teacher’s own lost story of who he was and where he’d come from had come flooding back. A collective redemption triggered by his own surrender to the brutal noise that had crowded out the healing memories. It perplexed me at the time, because it was – it seemed – uncannily close to the original, and yet it wasn’t. Or was it?


When the scholars began deciphering the codex that we know as the Gospel of Thomas they were equally puzzled. Was the figure that emerged from this one hundred and fourteen apparently haphazard collections of Sayings, the same as the teacher, preacher, miracle-worker familiar from the four gospel accounts in the New Testament collection?


Does the Gospel of Thomas matter, not because of its similarities to sayings in the familiar gospels, but because of its differences? Because it startles us into awareness that we might not, after all, have got Jesus taped: doctrinally signed, sealed and delivered.




The people listening said, ‘Who are you exactly? How can we trust you when we don’t know anything about you?’ (GofTh 91a)





Is not the danger with all religious systems that they want to systematise spirituality too neatly, to do it so successfully that it loses its freshness, its capacity to disturb and surprise, to release the spirit?


Though there is no narrative of the Passion as such in the Gospel of Thomas, it is there in the Sayings, and because of that it comes upon you almost unawares. It’s there in Sayings like the following:




Jesus drew the attention of his friends to someone from another country who was on the road to Jerusalem and carrying a lamb. Jesus asked them, “Why has he got the lamb tied up?” They said, “Probably because he means to kill it and have it to eat.” Jesus said “He won’t get any food from the lamb until he’s killed it.” (GofTh 60a)





The Gospel of Thomas is Christianity’s Second Opinion. It confirms the original by restating the original, only differently. And that’s what the Passion Play I saw had aimed to do.


The play, in being different, in updating the story to give it, as it were, a local make-over, a contemporary relevance – was it, though, still the same story? Perhaps that’s the wrong question. That’s the question that springs from the need for reassurance, for corroboration of one’s certainties, for release from further engagement. The better question is the one Thomas never asks directly in his Gospel, but whose answers he gathers up in his verbal baskets, one hundred and fourteen of them, like grains of wheat.


Was it still the same story – of heaven brought down to earth, of a death that liberated, of a tapping into a contemporary spirituality that cannot grasp the concept of salvation, of being saved from, only of being saved for; not of being found, but of being able to find for oneself, where even the original Girl Guide pledge to God and the Queen is now deemed passé, and substitutes a promise to ‘be true to myself and develop my beliefs’.




Jesus said, “If anyone asks you, ‘Where do you come from? Where do you get your ideas? You should reply, ‘We come from the light which appeared at the beginning of all things. That same light made us what we are.’ If they ask you, ‘Are you the light itself?’ you must say, ‘No, we’re only children of the light, people who know the living God as our parent.’ And if they ask you, ‘What evidence can you give us of your family likeness to God?’ say, Like God we’re always on the move and always at rest.’” (GofTh 50)





The first-century Passion is imprinted on our imaginations. Its horror both attracts and repels us. Even the most irreligious will stand in silent awe at a re-enactment of the crucifixion. The Christian claim that in this one victim God was somehow victimised, baffles, but also intrigues us.


The Passion Play I witnessed wasn’t Oberammergau. It was in an industrial town on the South Wales coast. It took place in the open air over three days between one Good Friday and an Easter Sunday. At its peak the audience topped twelve thousand, who watching, became incorporated willingly or otherwise into the story. We were all collaborators in the end. Mute witnesses to injustice, to a lost present.


The London critics watched it too and wrote it up. They came because the lead was being played by Hollywood actor, Michael Sheen. They came because of him, but they stayed on because of the story.


What had brought Sheen to this town in industrial decline? The steel industry that had once transformed this sleepy, beautiful sandy bay into a ‘treasure island’ of prosperity, of re-housing and re-settlement, of new clubs and pubs, of new schools and a big hospital, was now in recession. The steel giant, Corus (since acquired by the Indian conglomerate, Tata), was pulling back. Its stubby towers were still belching out their thick promising smoke, but less iron was being smelted to be poured, and cooled, mangled and rolled, to satisfy the world’s demands for steel. Other places could make it cheaper. And the coal to fuel the furnaces was no longer coming from the rich seams of the South Wales valleys – it was being shipped in ignominiously from outside in an act of industrial effrontery, because the valley mines had been run down in a fight to the death between Westminster and the Unions. And the Unions had lost.


The Hollywood star came to this place because this was the place that had named and nurtured him. And because he’d remembered, as a boy, watching the town perform an annual open air Passion Play. Sheen had been shaped by the place. ‘I grew up on the hillside overlooking the town proper,’ he remembers. ‘On a good day you could look out across the sea and glimpse the English coast, on a better one you only saw Port Talbot. The chemical plant cooling towers stood imperiously before me, turning the sky orange and spitting acid at the washing and the cars. The steelworks on fire and smoking “Woodbines”. And always the sea, washing up its whales and submarines, failed kites and once reaching out with its roiling hand across the beach road and stealing away a child, never to be seen again in spite of all the car headlights.’8
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