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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
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	Book of Jeremiah
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	Gospel of John
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	Gospel of Mark
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	Gospel of Matthew
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FOREWORD

The discovery in 1945 of manuscripts that have come to be known as the Gnostic gospels was one of the most momentous archaeological finds of our time. Accidentally unearthed by an Egyptian peasant near the desert village of Nag Hammadi and dating from the very beginnings of the Christian era, these texts have exerted a profound influence on our thinking about the origins and nature of Christianity, an influence that continues to grow with every passing year.

Like many of these “Gnostic” documents, the text of the Gospel of Philip consists mainly of sayings and doctrines attributed to Jesus—here called Yeshua*2—which point to an astonishing body of knowledge about man and the cosmic world and about the practices leading to inner freedom and the power to love. As is common in all the great spiritual traditions of the world, this knowledge is expressed mainly in allegory, myth, and symbol, rather than in the intellectual language we have become accustomed to in science and philosophy.

How are we modern men and women to understand these ancient sayings and symbols? What are they telling us about the illusions that suffocate our minds and freeze our hearts—and about the way of life that can actually awaken us to what we are meant to be? Do these texts ask us to deny essential doctrines of Christianity that throughout the ages have brought hope to millions? Many observers view them in that way. For others, the effect of these documents has been to provoke a hardened skepticism that dismisses them with such labels as “superstition,” or “heresy.” Yet another widespread reaction has been to treat this material as justification for either uncritical speculation about the life and mind of Jesus or blanket condemnation of those who sought to stabilize the institution of the Church in the turbulent centuries immediately following the death of Jesus.

The work of Jean-Yves Leloup presents a wholly different approach to these writings, one that is formed by a rare combination of spiritual questioning and masterful erudition. As has already been shown in his translation and study The Gospel of Mary Magdalene, these “Gnostic” codices must be offered to us in a way that helps us to hear them—to hear what they actually may be saying in response to our era’s newly awakened need. It is as though after two thousand years of Abrahamic religion—Judaism, Christianity, Islam—the unending barbaric violence and moral desolation of humankind has finally brought the whole of our global world to a life-or-death hunger for a new kind of knowing and moral direction.

Can the ideas and practical indications contained in the Gospel of Philip and the other Nag Hammadi texts be approached as something more than fascinating curiosities far from the so-called mainstream of our culture’s canons of knowledge and faith? Is the world itself, or enough people in the world who can make a difference, ready to hear with new ears the forgotten wisdom of humankind offered in a language free of the opinions and emotional associations that have decayed into illusory certainties and eviscerated moral sensibilities?

Perhaps such texts as the Gospel of Philip contain, necessarily in the form of symbolic language, a treasury of answers that we as individuals might have all but given up hope of finding. In a time when the role of religion in human life has become one of our world’s most agonizing concerns, texts such as the Gnostic gospels invite us to risk stepping back in a new way from many of our most cherished opinions not only about the teaching and acts of Jesus, but about who and what we are as human beings. As this book indicates, it is in this specific new effort of separating from our own thoughts and feelings that an entirely unexpected source of hope may be glimpsed, both for ourselves and for our world.

To begin to understand this text, we need to have a question, and to question ourselves. That said, the issue then becomes not only what are our questions, but how do we ask them? What does it really mean to have a serious question of the heart and to ask it from the whole of ourselves, or at least from the part of ourselves that is able to hear an answer? For one of the most remarkable aspects of spiritual knowledge (in the ancient meaning of the term gnosis) is that its answers can be fully received only in response to a real question, a real need. And it is no doubt true—and also often forgotten—that the inner meaning of all scripture, whether canonical or not, can be received only in the state of spiritual need. If approached without this need or genuine state of questioning, texts such as the Gospel of Philip are likely to be either regarded at arm’s length as mere scholarly and archaeological riddles or curiosities, or greedily appropriated as fuel for fantasy. The first step then toward a new kind of questioning, a new kind of knowing, is a step back into ourselves, apart from all that we think we know about ourselves. If there is such a thing as transformational knowing (and this is the true meaning of the term gnosis), its first stage is the inner act of not knowing.

In his beautiful and courageous introduction to the Gospel of Philip, Jean-Yves Leloup concludes by saying, “I have articulated some of the questions raised by this gospel. I have never pretended to have the answers to these questions . . .” Yet he goes on to add that “this must not lead me to deny the nearness of a source that is capable of satisfying the thirst for these answers.”

He does not dare to name that “source.” But as we turn the pages of the text itself, we may begin to sense numerous indications of its nature in the bittersweet state of self-questioning that this gospel can evoke. Under Jean-Yves Leloup’s hand, we are guided to both the known and the unknown in ourselves and in our understanding of the Christian teaching.

Concerning our relationship to the teachings of Christianity, Leloup invites us to regard this hitherto “hidden” and “secret” text as pointing to the hidden or subconscious teachings of Christianity, in the sense that what is ontologically subconscious in human life is what secretly influences and directs that which we call our consciousness. This is to be contrasted with the well-known or, in this limited sense of the word, conscious canonical Gospels under the light of which, in Leloup’s words, the Church originally “staked a claim, so to speak, on the entire territory of Christianity, fencing in a land that was originally open and free.”

We might also think of the subconscious and the conscious as essence and manifestation—what we are in the depths of our hidden being and how we act and manifest in the conditioned and relative realm of time and the world we live in. It might also be suggested that in our own individual lives, as well as in the life of a great tradition that compassionately struggles to penetrate the worldly life of humankind, essence and manifestation often drift apart from each other, to the point that outer expression or manifestation loses or “forgets” its source and essence—and thereby, knowingly or unknowingly, even contradicts or denies the authority of its source. In that case, to confront essence and manifestation together, especially in their accrued mutual contradiction, is nothing less than a great shock of awakening—and it is there where we may experience the state of self-questioning that is both joyous and bittersweet.

In this sense, speaking in terms of gnosis or sacred knowing, a genuine question that corresponds to a state of spiritual need involves the experience in ourselves of our own essential being together with our actual manifestation. It means being present to both the divine essence within and how we manifest or act in ways that generally serve only the illusions and attachments of the ego. There can be great suffering in this awareness of how we forget or betray the truth of what we are. But this awareness itself, when it is deep enough, opens the way to a reconciliation of these two opposing currents in ourselves, and this awareness can lead us toward “the peace that passes understanding.” Here knowledge and love fuse.

Jean-Yves Leloup’s inspired approach to the Gospel of Philip is articulated in the opening pages of his introduction: “It is not my intention,” he writes, “to set the canonical and the apocryphal gospels against each other, nor privilege one over the others. My aim is to read them together: to hold the manifest together with the hidden, the allowed with the forbidden, the conscious with the unconscious.” The reconciling force of such an honest approach to this text, which open-heartedly examines subversive ideas with patience, humility, and respect, allows us to hear the way Yeshua speaks of the meaning of sacramental bread and wine; of the true and “illusory” human body; of the meaning of death and resurrection as stages on the path of inner work; of the purity of the Virgin as the immaculate and fertile silence (parthenos) or void within the human soul; or—in what is bound to attract much attention—in the way Jesus is allowed to speak about marriage and sexuality. There is a teaching here that is very deep and very high, and woe to us if we too hastily attach ourselves to one or another surface meaning of what is expressed in these pages. The text speaks of the sexual act in marriage as “the holy of holies,” and Jean-Yves Leloup offers wise and heartfelt reflections about the possible sexuality of Jesus himself in his fully realized humanness. At the same time we find such passages as the following:

Even the worldly embrace is a mystery;

Far more so, the embrace that incarnates the hidden union.

It is not only a reality of the flesh,

For there is silence in this embrace.

It does not arise from impulse or desire [epithumia];

It is an act of will.

It is not of darkness, it is of light. (Page 84, Plate 130)

At this point we may recall the oft-repeated warning of Jesus in both the canonical and apocryphal gospels: “Let those who have ears to hear, hear.” For at the very least, what seems to be spoken of here is the meaning of sexuality in its highly evolved, fully human form. Who among us is yet able to claim enduring access to such a quality of the fully human?

Even on the purely theoretical or theological plane, Leloup’s approach to this apocryphal material can produce entirely new currents of energy and understanding in our approach to the teachings and person of Jesus. The relevance of these texts is meant to go beyond their impact on our understanding of Christianity as a religion existing outside of ourselves. But what exactly is their relevance to our own personal lives now and here—to ourselves as we are and try to be?

Christian or not, we are all children of our era and we have heard that Truth is for all who seek it—whether in Christian terms, in the language of any of the other great spiritual traditions, or in the language of a new, authentic revelation of spiritual knowledge; whether through the sacredness of nature as science reveals it to us, or simply through people, individual men and women whose presence radiates the light of hope in the darkening night of our world.

Nearly every page of this translation can evoke intense self-questioning, offering directions of personal search for Truth that are as profound as they are startlingly new and challenging. The words of Jesus stand to meet us there: “Seek and ye shall find.” Perhaps, then, the one real question we all can share and ponder is not whether to seek, but how to seek, how to discover and accept our own real need. I can think of no better platform from which to approach this powerful text and its fertile commentary.

JACOB NEEDLEMAN, 
DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY, 
SAN FRANCISCO STATE UNIVERSITY, AND AUTHOR OF 
LOST CHRISTIANITY AND THE AMERICAN SOUL
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INTRODUCTION


THE INVENTION OF THE GOSPELS

When the cross upon which Christ was supposedly crucified was discovered by Empress Helena in Jerusalem, the phrase invention of the cross was used. In Latin in venire means “to be brought to light,” “to emerge.” The original meaning of invention is a coming to light of what is already there—it is both a discovery and a return.

In this sense, we might speak today of an invention of the Gospels, meaning those that were already there but lay in oblivion for many centuries, buried in the sands near Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt. Might this rediscovery of forgotten Gospels, beginning in 1945, also be an “invention of Christianity”? Might it be an occasion for a return to the sources of a tradition that is thought to have been aware of its own roots, but which in reality has been largely ignorant of them?

Some would detect here a “return of the repressed”: These sacred texts and inspired writings express and reveal the collective unconscious of a people or group. Thus these rejected Gospels reappearing in our time would be manifestations of a return of Christianity’s repressed material.

They are often called apocryphal, meaning “hidden” or “secret.” The original Greek word, as evidenced in the prefix apo-, means “under”—“underneath” the scriptures.

Similarly, that which we call unconscious or subconscious refers to what is underneath consciousness—and may secretly influence or direct this so-called consciousness. In this sense we might also speak of these as “unconscious Gospels”—for their language is in fact closer to that of dreams than of history and reason, which we have come to associate with the so-called canonical Gospels. The latter were put to effective use in building Church institutions that staked a claim, so to speak, on the entire territory of Christianity, fencing in a land that was originally open and free.

It is not my intention to set the canonical and the apocryphal Gospels against each other, nor to privilege one over the others. My aim is to read them together: to hold the manifest together with the hidden, the allowed with the forbidden, the conscious with the unconscious.

It is interesting that the Church of Rome’s current official list of approved biblical scriptures was established only in the sixteenth century at the Council of Trent. It was not until the eighteenth century that Ludovico Muratori discovered a Latin document in Milan containing a list of books that had been considered acceptable to the Church of Rome much earlier, around 180 C.E. Now known as the Muratori Canon, it represents a consensus of that period as to which books were considered canonical (from the Greek kanon, a word originally meaning “reed” and then “ruler,” or “rule”).
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