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INTRODUCTION

The Vilification and Redemption of a Disciple of Jesus




THE RECENT PUBLICATION OF THE LONG LOST GOSPEL OF JUDAS, with its remarkable portrayal of Judas Iscariot as the disciple closest to Jesus, provides a fitting occasion to reconsider the figure of Judas as presented in ancient texts and traditions.1 Typically Judas has been demonized in Christian sources as the quintessential traitor, the disciple who betrayed his master for the infamous thirty pieces of silver. The roots of the demonization of Judas go back to the New Testament gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, in which the progressive defamation of Judas during the final decades of the first century CE may be traced, and these sorts of themes come to expression in our own day in such popular presentations as Jesus Christ Superstar, in which Judas pleads, in song:



I have no thought at all about my own reward.

I really didnt come here of my own accord.

Just dont say Im damned for all time.



It is instructive to lay out the four gospels of the New Testament in chronological order, from Mark through Matthew and Luke to John, in order to read the developing story of Judas as it was written and rewritten in the gospels during the first, formative years. Such a chronological reading makes it clear that, as the decades passed, more and more abuse was heaped upon Judas, and his character was subjected to more and more vilification. In Mark, the earliest New Testament gospel, composed around 70 CE, Judas Iscariot hands Jesus over to the authorities, but the motivation of Judas is unclear and the precise nature of his act is uncertain. In Matthew, composed a decade or so after Mark, Judas is portrayed as an evil man who betrays Jesus for money, and after his heinous act he confesses his guilt and commits suicide by hanging himselfthough at least he may be seen as remorseful. In Luke, it is said that the devil makes Judas do what he does, and his death in Acts, although claimed to take place in fulfillment of prophecy, is depicted as a horrific disembowelment. In John, Judas becomes the personification of evil, and Jesus says that Judas is a devil. In John 17, the so-called high-priestly prayer, Jesus does not name Judas but refers to him, we may be sure, as the son of perdition or the son bound for destruction. Not only is it announced, in John 13, that one of the disciples is unclean and inspired by Satan; Jesus also tells his disciples, in John 6, Didnt I choose you, the Twelve? Yet one of you is a devil.2


This process of the demonization of Judas Iscariot continues in Christian literature and art during the decades and centuries that follow. Still, in the writings of Paul, composed before the New Testament gospels, and in some of the early Christian gospels outside the New Testament, no mention whatsoever is made of Judas by name. In 1 Corinthians 11 Paul does recall, in general, that the night of the last supper was the night Jesus was handed over, but he does not say by whom. Elsewhere Paul proclaims, however, that God was the one who handed Jesus over to be crucified or that Jesus gave himself over to death, and he uses forms of the same Greek verb (paradidonai) to describe the act of God or of Jesus as the New Testament gospel authors use to describe the act of Judas. This Greek verb means give over, deliver over, or hand over, and it does not necessarily mean betray, with all the negative connotations inherent in that word. Paul writes, in Romans 8, that God handed over his Son for us all and, in Galatians 2, that Jesus as the Son of God loved Paul and handed himself over for Paul.

In other early Christian texts, however, there is an awareness of the New Testament gospel traditions about Judas handing over Jesus, and the legends about Judas grow in number and negativity. Papias, a second-century Christian author who wrote Expositions of the Sayings of the Lord, calls Judas an unbeliever and betrayer who would never see the kingdom of God, and Papias depicts the appearance of Judas in life and in death in disgusting detail. He writes that Judas becomes so bloated that he cannot get through passageways, he cannot see through his swollen eyelids, and when he relieves himself, he produces pus and worms. Tormented in life, Judas kills himself, and the land where he is buried develops a sickening stench from his putrid body. In one manuscript of the Gospel of Nicodemus (or the Acts of Pilate), a colorful detail is added to the traditional tale in the Gospel of Matthew about Judas committing suicide. Judas, it is said, is hunting for a rope with which he can hang himself, and he asks his wife, who is roasting a chicken, to help him. She responds by saying that Judas has nothing to fear from the crucified Jesus he has betrayed, since Jesus cannot rise from the dead any more than the roasting chicken can speak, whereupon the chicken on the spit spreads its wings and crowsand Judas goes out and hangs himself.

The Arabic Infancy Gospel includes a story suggesting that Judas was possessed by Satan even as a child. According to this text, little Judas goes out to play with Jesus, and Satan makes him want to bite Jesus. When he is unable to do so, he hits Jesus instead on his right side, Jesus ends up crying, and Satan races off as a mad dog. The spot where Judas struck Jesus, the text declares, is the very spot where the Jews would pierce the side of Jesus during his crucifixion. The reference to the piercing of the side of Jesus is from the Gospel of John, but there it is a Roman soldier who pierces Jesuss side. By the time of the Arabic Infancy Gospel, perhaps in the fifth or sixth century, the Jews are being blamed for all that has to do with the crucifixion and death of Jesus, the Christian Savior and Son of God, and Judas is understood to be, in youth and adulthood, an evil Jew.

Other portrayals of Judas in Christian literature show a similar interest in depicting him as a Jew who is the embodiment of evil. In one text Judas is described as having infiltrated the Jesus movement in order to catch Jesus saying or doing something for which he could be condemned. Judass wife is sometimes said to be complicitous in the plot to hand Jesus over, and as a result a baby boy of Joseph of Arimathea, who is being cared for by Judass wife, refuses to nurse with her. Elsewhere it is suggested that Judas ends up worshiping the devil, and in the Golden Legend he is depicted as a Christian Oedipus who kills his father (Reuben [Ruben] or Simon3) and marries his mother (Ciborea). Judas finally is subjected to punishments and torments in hell, and Jesus says to him, in a text with anti-Semitic proclivities, Tell me, Judas, what did you [gain] by handing me, [your Master], over to the Jewish dogs?4

The interpretation of Judas Iscariot as the evil Jew who betrayed Jesus has contributed a great deal to the history and development of anti-Semitic thought. Judas becomes a building block in the construction of the hateful system of anti-Semitism, and Judas himself appears, in legend and artwork, as a caricature of a wicked and greedy Jew who turns against his friend for money. Until the discovery and publication of the Gospel of Judas, this Judas, the quintessential traitor, provided the dominant image of Judas Iscariot in Christian discussions.

Codex Tchacos

The Gospel of Judas was discovered in the 1970s, in Middle Egypt, in the region of al-Minya, although the precise circumstances of the discovery remain unknown. The Gospel of Judas is one text among others in an ancient codex, or book, now called Codex Tchacos. According to Herbert Krosney, who has pieced together much of the story of the ancient gospel and the bound book, Codex Tchacos was found by local fellahin, or farmers, in a cave that was located at the Jabal Qarara and had been used for a Coptic burial. The cave contained, among other things, Roman glassware in baskets or papyrus or straw wrappings. Krosney writes, in The Lost Gospel:


The burial cave was located across the river from Maghagha, not far from the village of Qarara in what is known as Middle Egypt. The fellahin stumbled upon the cave hidden down in the rocks. Climbing down to it, they found the skeleton of a wealthy man in a shroud. Other human remains, probably members of the dead mans family, were with him in the cave. His precious books were beside him, encased in a white limestone box.5



What happened to the Gospel of Judas and Codex Tchacos thereafter is not a pretty matter. The gospel and the codex apparently were displayed, stolen, and recovered; eventually the codex was taken to Europe, where it was shown to scholars for possible purchase. The purchase price proved to be beyond the financial reach of any of the parties viewing the texts, and the owner left without a sale. Later the Gospel of Judas and the other texts turned up in the United States, and for sixteen years the papyrus was locked away in a safe-deposit box in Hicksville, New York, on Long Island. A safe-deposit box is not the ideal place to store fragile papyrus. In the humidity of Long Island, with nothing resembling a climatized environment, the papyrus began to disintegrate. A potential American buyer obtained the texts for a time, and in a misguided effort to separate the papyrus pages he put the papyrus in a freezer, thereby causing additional damage. He also had problems with cash flow, so that he was forced to surrender some of his claims to ownership of the texts. In short, on account of human greed and ineptitude, the lost Gospel of Judas was in danger of being lost once again.6


By the time the Maecenas Foundation and the National Geographic Society were able to secure the codex for conservation and scholarly examination, the papyrus was in wretched shape. In 2001 the prominent Swiss papyrologist Rodolphe Kasser saw the codex, and he says he let out a cry of shock and surprise. What was once a papyrus book was now a mass of fragments thrown into a box. He began to work with another expert, Florence Darbre, at conserving the papyrus and placing fragments together. After years of painstaking work nothing short of a papyrological miracle occurred. The box of a thousand fragments became a book once again, with a legible Coptic copy of the Gospel of Judas.7

The work of reconstruction is based on the features of ancient papyrus sheets, which were formed by placing strips of the papyrus reed at right angleshorizontal and vertical strips. The individual fibers of papyrus often have anomalies, for example, darker strands or unusual characteristics, that can be traced from one fragment to another and allow separate fragments to be connected. These factors, along with observations on the profile of the edges of fragments and the sequence of letters and words on the fragments, contribute to the work of assembling fragments. The entire operation may be compared to working on a jigsaw puzzle, except that in this case 2025 percent of the pieces are missing and the edges of the pieces are rough and uneven. Nonetheless, fragment may be connected to fragment until whole pages and texts are restored.

When the large and small papyrus fragments of the Gospel of Judas and the other texts in the collection were assembled, the result was a codex. Codex Tchacos is one of the earliest examples of a bound book, and this codex should add a great deal to our knowledge of the history of bookbinding. Many of the procedures employed in the construction of an ancient book like Codex Tchacos continue to be used, more or less, to the present day. In the ancient world, several papyrus sheets were cut to size and folded in half to form quires, and the quires were bound into leather covers made from the skin of sheep or goats. In order to transform the resultant softback into a hardback book, cartonnage, or scrap papyrus from the wastebasket (letters, receipts, and the like), was pasted into the cover of the codex. The cartonnage from the cover of Codex Tchacos may well provide dates and indications of places that could contribute to accurate information about the production of Codex Tchacos.

Yet we do have a general idea of when Codex Tchacos was assembled, and we are confident that the codex is an authentic ancient manuscript. I know of no papyrus that has been as thoroughly tested as the papyrus of Codex Tchacos. It has been subjected to carbon-14 dating tests, and although Florence Darbre admits that it nearly broke her heart to destroy even tiny portions of the codex in order to test its antiquity, the carbon-14 tests have yielded results that date the codex to 280 CE, plus or minus sixty years. Further, an ink testcalled a TEM, or transmission electron microscopy testconfirms the same range of dates for the ink. And the paleography, or handwriting style, and the religious and philosophical contents of the codex place it comfortably in the period at the end of the third or beginning of the fourth century.8

Codex Tchacos, copied near the beginning of the fourth century, contains several texts, including the Gospel of Judas, preserved in Coptic or late Egyptian translation. As currently known, there are some sixty-six pages in the codex. The Gospel of Judas, like the other texts in the collection, was almost certainly composed in Greek sometime before the late third or early fourth centuryprobably quite a bit beforeand subsequently translated into Coptic and copied onto the pages of the codex. The other texts in Codex Tchacos are (1) a copy of the Letter of Peter to Philip, also known from the Nag Hammadi library, which was discovered in the 1940s in Egypt; (2) a text entitled James, a copy of a document referred to as the First Revelation of James and also known from the Nag Hammadi library; and (3) after the Gospel of Judas, a fragmentary text, previously unknown, provisionally entitled the Book of Allogenes, or Book of the Stranger, in which Jesus is depicted as a stranger in this world. There may have been additional texts in the codex, and Gregor Wurst, who collaborated on the publication of the Gospel of Judas and Codex Tchacos, has discovered a fragment with what appears to be a page number108that could extend the length of the codex far beyond sixty-six pages. Further, fragments with references to Hermes Trismegistus, the hero of Hermetic spirituality, have been identified by Jean-Pierre Mah, so that Codex Tchacos may well have included a Hermetic textperhaps a Coptic translation of Corpus Hermeticum XIII. But then where is the rest of Codex Tchacos? Has it disintegrated into dust? Or is it in the hands of collectors and others somewhere in the world?9

The Gospel of Judas

Doubtless the most significant text in Codex Tchacos is the Gospel of Judas.10 The Gospel of Judas, so named in the manuscript itself, gives a presentation of the good news of Jesus with a mystical, Gnostic emphasis. The term Gnostic comes from the Greek word gnsis, which means knowledgespecifically mystical knowledge and spiritual insight. According to the Gospel of Judas and other Gnostic gospels, the true mystery of human life is that we have a spark of the divine within us, a bit of the spirit of God in our hearts, but so often we do not know it because of ignorance and distractions in our lives. Salvation for Gnostics, then, means knowing ourselves, coming to a knowledge of our inner selves as the divine within, so that we may experience bliss. Obviously this sort of spirituality has much in common with forms of Hinduism, Buddhism, and other religions that have spread throughout the world.11

Hence, the Gospel of Judas proclaims a way of salvation through wisdom, knowledge, and enlightenment. The gospel highlights the figure of Judas Iscariot, who is acclaimed in the Gospel of Judas as the disciple closest to Jesus who understands Jesus completely and does all that Jesus asks of him. The gospel includes features that reflect Jewish and Greco-Romanand particularly Platonicthemes, and in the end Jesus approaches his death, with his friend Judas, in a way that is somewhat reminiscent of Socrates in the Phaedo. For Jesus, as for Socrates, death is not to be faced with fear, but is to be anticipated with joy, as the soul or inner person is to be freed from the body of flesh.

The Gospel of Judas opens with an announcement of the revelatory encounters Jesus is said to have had with the disciples and especially Judas near the end of his life: The secret revelatory discourse that Jesus spoke with Judas Iscariot in the course of a week, three days before his passion.12 After this opening of the gospel, Jesus approaches his disciples as they are gathered for a holy meal, and he laughs. Jesus laughs a great deal in the Gospel of Judas, particularly, it seems, because of the foibles and absurdities of human life. Here the disciples protest against his laughter, but Jesus says that he is not laughing at them at all, but at the way they take their religious rituals (in this instance, the holy meal) so seriously, as if their God demands such observance. Jesus invites the disciples to stand before him and face him, but none of them can do it, except Judas, who stands before Jesus but averts his eyes in modesty. Then Judas offers his confession of who Jesus isthe true confession, according to the Gospel of Judas. He says to Jesus, I know who you are and from what place you have come. You have come from the immortal realm of Barbelo, and I am not worthy to pronounce the name of the one who has sent you.13 To state that Jesus is from the immortal realm of Barbelo is to profess that Jesus comes from the divine and is a child of God, and the name Barbelo, most likely derived from Hebrew, means something very much like God in Fourthat is, God as known through the tetragrammaton, the holy name of God in Jewish tradition, YHWH (Yahweh).

In the central portion of the Gospel of Judas, Jesus takes Judas aside and explains to him the fundamental issue in human life as Gnostic mystics conceive of it: how does the light and spirit of God come from the transcendent realm of the divine into our hearts and lives? Jesus reveals this mystery to Judas by describing the descent or devolution of the divine light into this world below from the infinite realm of God above. Jesus begins by saying to Judas, [Come], that I may teach you about the things[that] no person will see. For there is a great and infinite realm, whose dimensions no angelic generation could see, [in] which is the great invisible [Spirit], which no eye of angel has seen, no thought of the mind has grasped, nor was it called by a name.14 In a manner reminiscent of Jewish mysticismsuch as we see in Jewish Kabbalah, with its tree of life and its Sefirot, or channels of divine energy emanating from Ein Sof, the infinite GodJesus tells Judas, and the readers of the Gospel of Judas, that from the transcendent world of the divine there flow forth first one who is self-conceived, and then angels, messengers, attendants, aeons, luminaries, heavens, firmaments, and even an ideal image of Adamas, or Adam the first man, down to this world. This world of ours, however, with its limitations, hardships, mortality, and darkness, comes from the creative work of lower angelic beings with names appropriate for their ignorant involvement in the material world: Nebro, meaning rebel; Yaldabaoth, meaning child of chaos; and Sakla, meaning foolnames from the Aramaic language. In related Gnostic texts the demiurge is also named Samael, Aramaic for blind god. In the stark contrast between the light and knowledge of God and this world of darkness and ignorance lies the human dilemma for Jesus, Judas, and all of us: the light and spirit of God have come down into our hearts, but we are still trapped within an imperfect world and bodies of flesh that prevent us from realizing our true divine destiny. We need liberation.

Near the conclusion of the Gospel of Judas, after Jesus has explained everything, he turns to Judas and says, You will exceed all of them (probably the other disciples). For you will sacrifice the man who bears me.15 In saying this, Jesus is announcing that Judas will turn him (or his body) over to the authorities to be crucified, and so, it is implied, Jesus will be freed of the body of flesh that hinders the true spiritual person within. Judas himself is transfigured and realizes his enlightened stateunless it is Jesus who is transfigured and leaves his body behind16and Judas proceeds to do what Jesus has indicated: he turns him in to the authorities. Thus, I suggest, Judas shows that he is the best friend and most faithful disciple of Jesus in the Gospel of Judas. Judas Iscariot, a disciple of Jesus who was vilified and marginalized in much of Christian tradition, is rehabilitated and redeemed in the Gospel of Judas.

Judas Reconsidered

We can be assured that historians, theologians, and other scholars will be studying the Gospel of Judas for decades to come in order to analyze its place in the history of early Christianity. The present Coptic translation of the Gospel of Judas was prepared, as we have noted, around 300 CE, but the original Gospel of Judas must have been composed in Greek in the middle part of the second century, only a few decades after the New Testament gospels were written.17 With its mystical message and its sympathetic portrayal of Judas Iscariot, the Gospel of Judas will help scholars rewrite much of the history of the church during the early period.

For scholars and others, the Gospel of Judas raises important issues for reflection and evaluation. To begin with, the Gospel of Judas underscores the fact that the early church was a very diverse phenomenon, with different gospels, different understandings of the good news, and different ways of believing in Jesus and following him. Frequently it has been suggested, initially in the New Testament Acts of the Apostles and more definitively by the church historian Eusebius of Caesarea, that the Christian church developed as a unified movement with a singular view of truth and orthodoxy and a common commitment to the eradication of falsehood and heresy.18 The Gospel of Judas, with its startling presentation of Jesus and Judas, reminds us that the story of the church, from its earliest days, discloses a variety of manifestations of Christian thought. From the beginning, the church has been characterized by diversity, and that rich heritage of diversity continues to the present day.

The Gospel of Judas raises the issue of the nature of orthodoxy and heresy in an especially vivid way. The Gospel of Judas was referred to by its title around 180 CE in the writings of the heresy hunter Irenaeus of Lyon, who maintained that this gospel was a pernicious piece of heresy. The Gospel of Judas, in turn, throws accusations back in the face of the leaders and members of the emerging orthodox church.19 This argument about who is right and who is wrongthat is, who is orthodox and who is hereticalis not only about theology and doctrine. It is a dispute with rhetorical and political overtones, and the winner in the debate is determined by who has the most convincing arguments, the most powerful voices, and the most votes as decisions are made in the life of the church. So, from a historical perspective, we may conclude that when Irenaeus and friends, who represent the thought of the emerging orthodox church and consider themselves to be thoroughly orthodox, speak of what is orthodox and what is heretical among the options in the early church, they are not just identifying orthodoxy and heresy. They are creating the categories orthodoxy and heresy.20

With its provocative picture of a rehabilitated Judas Iscariot, no longer the traitor but now the friend of Jesus, the Gospel of Judas raises questions about the image of Judas Iscariot in the New Testament gospels.21 The positive place of Judas in the Gospel of Judas may remind us of the hints about the positive character of Judas in the New Testament gospels, in spite of their eventual demonization of him. In the New Testament gospels, Judas is chosen by Jesus to be a part of the inner circle of disciplesthe Twelve, in anticipation of a new Israel, with its twelve tribesand according to the Gospel of John, Judas was entrusted with the care of the groups finances. If Judas is said to be the one dipping his bread into the sauce with Jesus at the last supper, does that mean he was understood to be sitting next to Jesus, perhaps as one of his closest friends? If Judas kissed Jesus in the garden, in a greeting between friends still practiced throughout the Middle East today, does that intimate that there were close ties between Judas and Jesus? What did Jesus have in mind when he told Judas to do what he had to do, and do it quickly?

William Klassen, author of Judas: Betrayer or Friend of Jesus? and a proponent of a more positive way of looking at Judas, wonders whether there might have been some agreement between Jesus and Judasrecall that the verb ordinarily employed to describe the act of Judas, paradidonai, does not necessarily mean betray. Maybe Judas agreed to introduce Jesus to the proper authorities in Jerusalem so that Jesus could present his vision of the kingdom and help to prevent an outbreak of violence. And perhaps something went terribly wrong. No wonder Judas may have felt so bad about the way things turned out.22

In his bookwritten before the Gospel of Judas was availableKlassen outlines five conclusions about the act of Judas that emerge from his reading of the New Testament texts. (1) Judas seems to have gotten together with the high priest and those with him in order to arrange a meeting with Jesus. (2) All the parties in the discussion, Klassen theorizes, wished to avoid hostility and violence. (3) Judas may have appealed to the policy of Jesus himself in such issues of discussion and potential disagreement, that the best recourse is direct encounter with the issues and the people representing the issues. Klassen adds:
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