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Introduction

In December 1945, two Egyptian fellahin were riding their camels, searching for natural fertilizer along the base of the magnificent cliffs that grace the Nile River as it flows around the great river bend in Upper Egypt. As one of these farmers, Muhammad Ali al-Samman Muhammad Khalifah, tells the story, they hobbled their camels and began to dig near a large boulder that lies at the foot of an exceptionally impressive cliff called the Jabal al-Tarif. Suddenly they struck something hard. They dug farther and unearthed a sealed storage jar that had lain there in the sand of Egypt for hundreds of years. At first Muhammad Ali feared to open the jar, lest he release a jinn, or spirit, imprisoned inside. Then he wondered whether the jar might not contain gold, just as other containers discovered a few kilometers upstream at the Valley of the Kings had yielded gold and treasures. His love of gold overcame his fear of jinns, and he did break open the jar. According to Muhammad Ali, indeed there was gold inside: it flew out of the jar and ascended to the sky, leaving only a collection of old papyrus books for him to throw onto his camel and take home.

The gold that Muhammad Ali saw was probably tiny papyrus fragments. Bits of papyrus, golden in color and glistening in the sun, could easily be mistaken for flecks of gold by one who hoped to find treasure. As disappointed as he might have been that day, Muhammad Ali found a real treasure, more valuable, perhaps, than a jar full of gold: a collection of ancient manuscripts, now called the Nag Hammadi library. This manuscript discovery consists of thirteen codices, or books, containing some fifty-two texts, the majority of which were previously unknown. Most of the texts reflect a mystical, esoteric religious movement that we term Gnosticism, from the Greek word gnosis, “knowledge.” These texts are also, with a few exceptions, Christian documents, and thus they provide us with valuable new information about the character of the early church, and the Gnostic Christians within the church, during its first, formative centuries.

The Nag Hammadi manuscripts are giving us an increasingly clear perception of the Gnostic movement. Gnostics emphasized the quest for understanding, but not a common, mundane understanding; they searched for a higher knowledge, a more profound insight into the deep and secret things of God. Like other mystics, Gnostics admitted that this saving knowledge cannot be acquired through the memorization of phrases or the study of books; nevertheless, like other mystics, they composed numerous documents explaining the nature of spiritual gnosis. Such Gnostic texts proclaim a completely good and transcendent God, whose enlightened greatness is utterly unfathomable and essentially indescribable. Yet this divine Other can be experienced in a person’s inner life, for the spirit within is actually the divine self, the inner spark or ray of heavenly light. The tragedy of human existence, however, is that most people fail to realize the fulfillment of the divine life, because of the harsh world that functions as the stage for the human drama. The Gnostics understood this mortal world, with all its evils and distractions, to be a deadly trap for one who seeks knowledge. Moreover, the divine spirit is imprisoned by the passions of the sensual soul and the elements of the fleshly body. Gnostic texts employ various figures of speech to depict the sorry fate of the entrapped spirit: it is asleep, drunk, sick, ignorant, and in darkness. In order to be liberated, then, the spirit needs to be awakened and brought to sobriety, wholeness, knowledge, and enlightenment. This transformation in one’s life, Gnostics maintained, is accomplished through a call from God—the God without and within—to discover true knowledge and rest. For Gnostic Christians, the source of the divine call is Christ.

We can see why many Gnostics were considered dissidents in the ancient world. They called into question the values of “civilized” society and instead fostered spiritual values and lifestyles. Some radical Gnostics apparently retreated from the world to the solitary life of the monk or the ascetic, and refused to participate in the everyday business of human society. Other equally radical Gnostics seem to have flaunted their disdain for conventional human values by disregarding the amenities of polite society and practicing a libertine way of life. Most Gnostics, however, probably led normal lives in society, while engaging in an inner, spiritual quest for God. Within the church, too, Gnostic believers often advocated a faith and life quite different from what church leaders were promoting. Gnostic Christians challenged the authority of the priests and bishops and suggested that a spiritual, Gnostic life devoted to a spiritual, Gnostic Christ allowed them to approach and embrace God directly. For their stance Gnostic Christians were eventually condemned as heretics in the debates about orthodoxy and heresy that raged within the early church, and most of their books were suppressed or destroyed by their triumphant opponents.

Consequently, before the discovery of the Nag Hammadi manuscripts, we possessed relatively few reliable sources of information on the Gnostics. Much of our information came from the hostile writings of the philosophers and theologians who tried to silence the Gnostics. Now the Nag Hammadi texts finally allow the Gnostics to speak for themselves and present their faith and theology in a fair and attractive manner.

Four of the most spectacular documents from the Nag Hammadi library are published in the present volume: the Secret Book of James, the Gospel of Thomas, the Book of Thomas, and the Secret Book of John. Of the four, two (the Gospel of Thomas and the Secret Book of John) are classics of Gnostic spirituality, known also from other manuscripts or fragments of manuscripts. All four of the works are described, in the title or the opening of the text, as secret teachings of the Savior, and reliable followers of Jesus (his brother James; Judas Thomas, regarded by some sources as Jesus’ twin brother; or the spiritual disciple, John) serve as guarantors of the secret traditions. Although the precise dating of ancient documents is notoriously difficult, all four of these texts seem to have been written around the second century C.E., the Secret Book of James and the Gospel of Thomas probably being earlier than the Book of Thomas and the Secret Book of John. All four preserve older materials, and some of the recorded sayings of the Savior may go back to the historical Jesus.

The Secret Book of James, the Gospel of Thomas, and the Book of Thomas consist of material that was collected and edited as a part of the early church’s process of working and reworking sayings of Jesus. We can see this process already in the New Testament gospels. Matthew and Luke most likely composed their gospels about fifteen to twenty years after Mark and used as their sources not only the Gospel of Mark but also a collection of Jesus’ sayings. Usually referred to simply as Q (from Quelle, German for “source”), this collection of sayings does not exist independently as a text, but it may be reconstructed by means of a careful study of Matthew and Luke. When this is done, it becomes clear that Q was not a narrative gospel like Mark but rather a series of sayings of Jesus strung together with little or no narrative.

If Q presented Jesus as a proclaimer of wise sayings, then the Gospel of Thomas is a document similar to Q in form and style. Like Q, the Gospel of Thomas is a substantial collection of Jesus’ sayings, with one saying immediately following another. In the majority of cases the only introduction to a saying is the stylized quotation formula “Jesus said.” Yet, while it closely resembles Q, the Gospel of Thomas has been edited and revised by Christians with gnosticizing interests. It is explicitly a collection of secret sayings communicating secret wisdom, and the proper interpretation of these sayings is said to unlock the mystery of life and death (see saying 1). The Gospel of Thomas thus includes not only many sayings that call to mind New Testament teachings attributed to Jesus, but also others that illustrate more specifically Gnostic themes (see sayings 22, 50, 75, 113).

Already in the Gospel of Thomas (for example, sayings 12, 13, 22, 61, 72, 73, 77) some limited narrative framework is added to a few of the sayings, and little dialogues between Jesus and his followers are constructed. This tendency becomes more explicit in the Secret Book of James and the Book of Thomas. In these texts, sayings of Jesus are presented within more expansive discourses of Jesus (reminiscent of those in the Gospel of John), and the discourses themselves are interrupted by statements and queries of James, Peter, or Judas Thomas. The Secret Book of James emphasizes the place of James the Just, the brother of Jesus and hero of early Jewish Christians, and has James usurp the dominant role reserved for Peter in New Testament traditions (see such passages as 1:2; 3:1–2, 12; 5:1). The Gospel of Thomas claims to transcend both Jewish-Christian piety (sayings 6, 14, 27, 53, 102) and the Jewish-Christian hero James (saying 12): Judas Thomas, intoxicated with spiritual knowledge, is exalted above Peter and, by implication, James (saying 13). And it is the same Judas Thomas who also figures prominently in the Book of Thomas, an austere, world-renouncing text that makes use of sayings of Jesus along with motifs derived from the Greek Platonic heritage.

In these three texts Jesus’ sayings are presented, interpreted, and revised within new contexts and new historical situations. Of course the interpretations and revisions show the perspectives of the second-century authors of these Christian texts, as the authors proclaim and update the Jesus tradition for a new day. At the same time, some of these sayings of Jesus must be much older than the second-century texts, and quite a few may reflect actual sayings of Jesus of Nazareth. There is no good reason to suppose that authentic sayings of Jesus are to be found only in the New Testament. They might also be found in texts like the Secret Book of James, the Gospel of Thomas, and the Book of Thomas.

In the present documents several sorts of sayings are especially likely to qualify as sayings of the historical Jesus. These include kingdom sayings, proverbial utterances, and parables, all of which are characteristic of the teachings of Jesus as we know them from the New Testament. For example, several parables that appear for the first time on the pages of these Nag Hammadi documents may very well come from Jesus himself: the Parable of the Palm Shoot (Secret Book of James 4:10–12), the Parable of the Head of Grain (Secret Book of James 8:2), the Parable of the Wise Fisher (Gospel of Thomas 8), the Parable of the Jar of Flour (Gospel of Thomas 95), the Parable of the Assassin (Gospel of Thomas 96), and at least certain features of the Parable of the Grapevine and the Weeds (Book of Thomas 8:2–6). Other sayings of Jesus preserved in the Nag Hammadi texts may provide us with earlier versions than the ones in the New Testament. Thus, the Parable of the Sower as presented in the Gospel of Thomas (saying 9) includes a storyteller’s detail not found in the New Testament versions (the sower “took a handful of seeds”), but omits the later allegorical interpretation used by the church and found in each of the New Testament versions. We may infer, thanks to the discovery of the Gospel of Thomas, that the Parable of the Sower exists in an earlier form than that of the New Testament gospels.

The fourth and final text translated in this volume, the Secret Book of John, also consists of disclosures and discourses of Jesus set within the framework of a dialogue between Jesus and a disciple. The content of this text differs substantially from that of the other three documents, however, and the Secret Book of John contains very little, if anything, that can be considered as coming from the historical Jesus. Rather, this text is an overtly mythological account of the creation, fall, and salvation of the world and the people within the world. In its present form the account seems to be a Christianized version of an earlier Jewish text that addressed the problem of evil and vindicated the goodness of God by exegeting Genesis and other portions of the Hebrew Bible in an innovative and often shocking fashion. The obvious contrast between an absolutely excellent and all-transcendent One and an absurd and fallen world is explained through an intricate mythological account of a God who emanates, creates, falls, and finally is saved. As the plot unfolds, insights from Genesis are combined with Greek philosophical and mythological concepts to produce a richly syncretistic story. One way to read the story is as an account of the evolution of the divine Spirit, or Mind. The Spirit of all extends itself through a Thought (here in Coptic, from the Greek, Ennoia), a Forethought (Pronoia), until it achieves an enlightened spiritual Fullness (Pleroma). Unfortunately, a loss of Wisdom (Sophia) brings about a kind of Mindlessness (Aponoia), so that the restoration of Wisdom to wholeness of Mind can be accomplished only by means of divine Afterthought (Epinoia). Thus, God saves and is saved, and along with God, all of those who participate in light and spirit.

*  *  *  *

The principal goal of this book is to provide a new English translation of these four Coptic (or late Egyptian) texts from the Nag Hammadi library. I have attempted to produce a lively translation that makes these texts accessible to the general reader. While the use of Nag Hammadi codex and page numbers should make it simpler to consult the original manuscripts, I have also divided the texts into chapters and verses. In the case of the Gospel of Thomas I have divided the text into sayings, but I depart from the standard numeration upon two occasions: once I combine sayings usually divided (73), and once I divide sayings usually combined (109–110). For ease of reading I have avoided using brackets to indicate textual reconstructions and restorations, but instead have sought to draw reasonable conclusions about the certainty of a translation or a restoration. In my notes I mention restorations that are particularly conjectural. The serious scholar is referred to the critical editions of the Nag Hammadi codices for a fuller discussion of the textual difficulties.

My translation is put into language that is meant to be inclusive. I have tried to be fair to the spirit of the texts while using, where possible, non-sexist terms and phrases. Thus, I use the phrase “Child of Humanity” rather than the familiar phrase “Son of Man,” and “child” or “children” rather than “son” or “sons”; “person,” “human (being),” or “humanity” rather than “man,” unless the Coptic indicates a specifically male person; and “self” for the indefinite reflexive “himself” (so: “one who knows self” rather than “one who knows himself”). On the other hand, I have ordinarily retained the terms “father” and
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