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¢ EXPOSITORY

The Gospel of Thomas

(=)

By APRIL D. DECONICK
Isla Carroll and Percy E. Turner Professor of Biblical Studies, Rice University

This article views the Gospel of Thomas as the product of an early Eastern form of Christianity, most prob-
ably originating in a Syrian context. The text should not be seen as representing some Gnostic or marginal
sapiential form of Christianity, rather it reflects a trajectory in ‘orthodox’ Christianity that valued mystical
or esoteric teaching. Such traditions have been found in mainstream Christianity throughout its history.
The text of the Gospel of Thomas is understood to be a rolling corpus, or aggregate of sayings that represent

different moments in the life and history of the early Thomasine community.

KEYWORDS
Gospel of Thomas, Gnosticism, Community Memory, Rolling Corpus, early Syrian Christianity, Mysticism

f there is one early Christian gospel that has

a career both famous and infamous, it is the

Gospel of Thomas. It has been called a ‘direct
and almost unbroken continuation of Jesus’ own
teaching — unparalleled anywhere in the canonical
tradition’® - as well as a ‘perversion of Christianity
by those who wanted to create Jesus in their own
image’.? It has been understood as an early Jewish
Christian document, preserving independent Jesus
traditions older than the New Testament gospels, as
well as a late Gnostic gospel entirely dependent on
the canonical gospels. On the one hand it has been
lauded as the ‘fifth gospel’, while on the other it has
been dismissed as ‘heretical’. What are we to make
of this enigmatic gospel containing 114 known and
unknown sayings of Jesus?

1. Discovery of the Gospel of Thomas

The Gospel of Thomas was found in 1945 near
Nag Hammadi, Egypt. The story of its discovery
was eventually traced in 1975 by a young American
scholar of the New Testament and early Christianity,

' H. Koester, ‘GNOMAI DIAPHOROY’, in Trajectories
through Early Christianity (edited by James M. Robinson
and Helmut Koester; Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1971),
139.

* Robert Grant and David Noel Freedman, The Secret
Sayings of Jesus: The Gnostic movement which challenged
Christianity and its ‘Gospel of Thomas’ recently discovered
in Egypt (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1960), 20.

James Robinson, when he personally followed up
a lead recorded in Arabic in the acquisitions log of
the Coptic Museum in Cairo, a lead which stated
that seventy leaves of an ancient Christian Coptic
manuscript were purchased by the Museum for 250
pounds from Raghib Andarawus on 4th October
1946.%

The story that Robinson recovered is quite
fantastic, even legendary now. It all started with a
young peasant by the name of Muhammad Ali and
his two brothers who were searching near the village
Hamrah Dum for fertilizer to use on their crops
and fuel their family’s cooking fires. Muhammad’s
brother, Khalifah, dug up a large clay pot. At first
Muhammad Ali was afraid to open the pot, for fear
that a jinn, an evil spirit, might reside in the old pot.
But curiosity and lust for coins took the better of him
and he regained his courage and smashed open the
jar. When his mallet broke the pot, tiny bits of golden
particles littered the air, papyrus fragments floating
away on the wind like flakes of snow. Inside the jar
was a cache of old leather books. He gathered them
up and took them home. When he arrived in his yard,
he dumped the papyri books on the ground next to
his mother’s baking oven. His mother later confessed

3 John Dart, The Jesus of Heresy and History: The
Discovery and Meaning of the Nag Hammadi Gnostic
Library (San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 1988),
1-49.
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to Robinson that she used the torn books and covers
to start the fires to bake her bread!*

The books found their way into the hands of
various antiquities dealers and private individuals,
including Carl Gustav Jung, after whom the Jung
Codex is named. Eventually, all of the books
were tracked down and gathered by the Egyptian
authorities. By the late 1950s, all came to be housed
together in the Coptic Museum in Old Cairo.

UNESCO assembled an international team of
scholars to photograph the manuscripts and publish
a facsimile edition. The team was also responsible for
transcribing, translating and publishing the books
as quickly as possible. Robinson led the team. The
first English translation of the entire Nag Hammadi
collection was published in 1979, thirty-four years
after the original find. In 1988, a completely revised
edition of the translation was made available to the
public. In total, there are thirteen separate books
containing forty previously unknown texts from
the early Christian period, literature written almost
2,000 years ago and lost for the last 1,600 years.
The Gospel of Thomas is among them, written in
Coptic as are the rest of the texts in the collection.

Early transcription work on the Gospel of
Thomas made clear that another papyrus hoard
from Oxyrhynchus, Egypt in the 1890s was related
to the Gospel of Thomas.’ In the late 1800s, Bernard
Grenfell and Arthur Hunt from Oxford University
had excavated one of the chief centres of early
Christianity in Egypt, the city of Oxyrhynchus. It
is located about 120 miles south of Cairo on the
edge of the desert. They unearthed the old town
dump where they found scores of papyri, mainly in
Greek, which had been discarded with the rubbish.
The papyri they found dated from the first to the
eighth century, and embraced every subject that one
might expect to find discussed by the inhabitants of
a flourishing Roman city.

There was quite an enthusiastic reaction in the
academic world to the original publication by

Grenfell and Hunt of the ‘lost sayings’ of Jesus
preserved by P.Oxy. 1, 654 and 655. It wasn’t until

+ James M. Robinson, Nag Hammadi Library in English
(San Francisco, CA: Harper, 1988), 22—-25.

s B.P. Grenfell and A. S. Hunt, Sayings of Our Lord from
an Early Greek Papyrus (London: The Egypt Exploration
Fund, 1897); B. P. Grenfell and A. S. Hunt, New Sayings of
Jesus and Fragment of a Lost Gospel from Oxyrbynchus
(London: The Egypt Exploration Fund, 1904).

1952 that the French scholar Henri- Charles Puech
made the connection between these fragments
and the Coptic Gospel of Thomas found at Nag
Hammadi.® While in Cairo with Gilles Quispel
examining some of the Nag Hammadi texts
gathered at the Coptic Museum, he realized that the
Oxyrhnychus fragments were pieces of the Gospel
of Thomas. This was quite significant because it
meant that the Coptic was a translation from an
earlier Greek version of the Gospel, and since one
of the Greek papyri had been dated to 200 cE, this
meant that there was manuscript evidence of this
Gospel 150 years older than the Coptic. However,
since Grenfell and Hunt had argued from internal
evidence that the original composition of this Greek
fragment could be dated to the late first or early
second century (no later than 140 cE), suddenly
the Gospel of Thomas became very interesting to
scholars of early Christianity. A gospel containing
lost sayings of Jesus could be contemporary with
some of the writings that ended up in the New
Testament.

2. Initial Scholarly Interpretations
of the Gospel of Thomas

2.1 Old Jewish Christian Gospel

Professors Quispel and Puech had been invited to the
Coptic Museum in the early 1950s by the successor
to Toga Mina as the Museum’s director, Pahor
Labib. Together, they examined the Nag Hammadi
manuscripts and began to form an initial opinion
about the Gospel of Thomas - its provenance and
theology. Quispel, in his first publications on the
Gospel in the late 1950s, was convinced that the
Gospel of Thomas was based on an old lost gospel
that had been used by Jewish Christians, either
the Gospel of the Hebrews or the Gospel of the
Nazoraeans.” He argued that the sayings in the

¢ H.-Ch. Puech, ‘Une Collection de Paroles de Jésus
Récemment Retrouvée: L'’Evangile selon Thomas’, Comptes
rendus des séances — Academie des inscriptions & belles-
lettres (1957), 146-66.

7 Gilles Quispel, ‘The Gospel of Thomas and the New
Testament’, VC 11 (1957), 189~207; ‘Some Remarks on the
Gospel of Thomas’, NTS s (1958/1959), 276-90; ‘L’Evangile
selon Thomas et les Clémentines’, VC 12 (1958), 181-196;
‘L’Evangile selon Thomas et le Diatesssaron’, VC 13 (1959),
87-117; ‘The “Gospel of Thomas” and the “Gospel of
the Hebrews”‘, NTS 12 (1966), 371~82; ‘The Gospel of
Thomas Revisited’, Colloque International sur les Textes
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Gospel of Thomas have no literary connection
with our Greek New Testament Gospels, but
represent an independent early tradition of sayings
associated with James the leader of the Jerusalem
Church and probably known in Aramaic. This
appeared reasonable given the linguistic work that
Antoine Guillaumont had been doing on the Gospel
of Thomas.® Guillaumont had joined Quispel in his
study of the text as they prepared with three other
colleagues the first English translation of the Gospel.
Guillaumont’s linguistic analysis of the Coptic in
commentary-like articles he published in the late
1950s had been building the case for an Aramaic
or Syriac substratum for the Thomasine sayings.
Although Quispel referred to some linguistic argu-
ments, the main case he made for his position came
from his training as a Source Critic - he tried to
determing the earliest literary sources upon which
the Gospel of Thomas was based. He attempted to
do so by identifying sayings in the Gospel of Thomas
that had reasonable — but not exact — parallels in
other extra-canonical gospel documents.

2.2 Late Gnostic Gospel

By the early 1960s, however, scholars weren’t
absolutely convinced by Quispel’s theory, mainly
because his arguments relied on fragmentary
evidence from Jewish Christian Gospels composed
in Greek, not Aramaic. The versions of the sayings
and the thematic parallels he identified in the
Jewish Christian sources varied enough from
their parallels in the Gospel of Thomas to posit
some doubt in the minds of most scholars at the
time. So scholars turned to a more colourful, even
exotic explanation, developing the opinion that
the Gospel of Thomas was a Gnostic Gospel and
therefore late and literarily dependent on our New
Testament Gospels.

de Nag Hammadi. Québec, 22-25 aodit 1978, BCNH 1 (ed.
B. Barc; Québec, 1981), 218-66.

¢ A. Guillaumont, ‘Sémitismes dans les logia de Jésus
retrouvés a Nag-Hammadi’, JA 246 (1958), 113~23;
A. Guillamont, ‘Les ‘Logia’ d’Oxyrhynchus sont-ils traduits
du copte?’, Mus 73 (1960), 325-33; A. Guillaumont,
‘NHSTEUEIN TON KOSMON (P.Oxy. 1, verso, 1.5~6)’,
BIFAO 61 (1962), 15~23; A. Guillamont, ‘Les sémitismes
dans I’Evangile selon Thomas: Essai de classement’, in R. van
den Broek and M. J. Vermaseren (eds.), Studies in Gnosticism
and Hellenistic Religions presented to Gilles Quispel on the
Occasion of his 65th Birthday, EPRO 91 (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1981), 190~-204.

Scholars who first thought that the Gospel of
Thomas was a Gnostic Gospel set out to prove that
it belonged to a specific Gnostic group by comparing
sayings found in the Gospel with information that
we have about certain Gnostics preserved in the
writings of the Church Fathers and Bishops of the
early Church. The two most influential scholarly
opinions were that it was written by either a
Naassene Gnostic?® or a Valentinian Gnostic.* These
theories were worked out by several international
scholars in the early 1960s including Grant,
Freedman, Schoedel, Smyth, Cornélis, Cerfaux,
Garitte, and Girtner. Once it was recognized,
however, that the theology of the Gospel of Thomas
did not conform to either Naasene or Valentinian
forms of Gnosticism, scholars tried another angle.
Could the Gospel of Thomas represent a generic
form of Gnostic religiosity? This question was
asked by scholars such as Wilson, Bauer, Roques,
Montefiore, Vielhauer, Schrage, Sive-Séderbergh,
Ménard, and Haenchen. If so, perhaps the Gospel
represented the premier example of an ancient
religion which scholars called ‘Gnosticism’, a
relatively modern term coined to describe an ancient
possibility. Scholars went so far as suggesting that
the very existence of ‘Gnosticism’ was proven by
the existence of the Gospel of Thomas, a circular
argument if ever there was one! This interpretation
of the Gospel of Thomas became standard (and
dismissive of the Gospel) even though no scholar
could account for the fact that the text does not
even hint at the demise of Sophia or point to the

* The opinion that the Gospel of Thomas emerged out of
Naasene Gnosticism was developed by several international
scholars in a variety of early publications: Robert Grant,
‘Notes on the Gospel of Thomas’, Vigilae Christianae 13
(1959), 170-80; Robert Grant and David Noel Freedman,
The Secret Sayings of Jesus: The Gnostic Movement which
Challenged Christianity and its ‘Gospel of Thomas’ Recently
Discovered in Egypt (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1960);
William Schoedel, ‘Naasene Themes in the Coptic Gospel
of Thomas’, Vigilae Christianae 14 (1960), 225-34; Kevin
Smyth, ‘Gnosticism in ‘The Gospel according to Thomas’,
Heythrop Journal 1 (1960), 189-98; E. Cornélis, ‘Quelques
elements pour une comparison entre I’ Evangile de Thomas et
la notice d’Hippolyte sur les Naassénes’, Vigilae Christianae
15 (1961), 83~104.

' The origins of the Gospel of Thornas in the Valentinian
Gnostic tradition was pioneered by three scholars: L. Cerfaux
and G. Garitte, ‘Les paraboles du Royaume dans I’Evangile
de Thomas’, Muséon 70 (1957), 307~27; Bertil Girtner,
The Theology of the Gospel of Thomas (translated from the
Swedish original by Eric J. Sharpe; London: Collins, 1961).

R
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role of the Demiurge. If the text were truly Gnostic,
why did it not refer in any way to unique features or
terminology characteristic of Gnostic mythology?

2.3 A Proto-Gnostic Gospel

To account for the Gnostic ‘silence’ in the Gospel
of Thomas, some scholars started to think of this
Gospel as a ‘precursor’ to what they began to call
‘full-blown’ Gnosticism. It was a text in transition,
on its way to becoming a Gnostic Gospel, but
not-quite-there-yet. The champions of this highly
influential position were Helmut Koester and James
Robinson (and later their students, including Steven
Patterson, Marvin Meyer, Ron Cameron and Phil
Sellew) whose works systematically explore the
connection between the proverbial tradition and
the Gospel of Thomas.

According to this school of thought, the Gospel
of Thomas was a Gnostic gospel, not in the sense of
a fully-mature Gnostic system, but in some proto-
Gnostic sense. However, it was not dependent on
the New Testament or composed late because the
genre of the Gospel of Thomas was earlier and
more primitive than the New Testament gospels.™
The Gospel of Thomas did not develop out of
an interest in evangelizing Jesus’ passion and
resurrection. So it does not represent the latest end
of the written gospel trajectory with its interest in
recording a narrative about Jesus’ death and its
salvific agenda. Rather, from the perspective of
genre, it is a collection of sayings very similar to
the earlier written sources that the authors of the
New Testament gospels relied on when they created
their narratives about Jesus’ ministry and death. It
has affinities with Q.

Koester recognized several different types or
“forms’ of sayings in Q and the Gospel of Thomas.
Present were sayings in the form of pronouncements
on legal issues, prophetic sayings, blessings and
curses, parables and apocalyptic sayings. But it was
the proverbs or ‘wisdom sayings’ — sayings that are
admonitions from a teacher and general expressions
of truth - he focused on, arguing that they determined
the nature of this collection of sayings.**

This study led Koester to argue that the Gospel
of Thomas presents Jesus not as a prophet, but as a

u Robinson and Koester, Trajectories, 158-204.

= Koester refers to examples in Gos. Thom. of general
truths (31, 32, 33. 34, 35, 45, 47, 67, 94) and admonitions
(26, 39, 92, 93).

sage who speaks with the authority of the heavenly
Sophia. Through his words, Jesus grants salvation
to those who hear his words and understand them.™
He admonishes people to recognize themselves,
particularly their inner divinity and destiny, in
order to overcome death. The Kingdom, far from
being a future end-of-the-world or ‘eschatological’
experience, is present in the person of Jesus and the
believer. Renunciation of the world is preached,
along with liberation of the soul from the body.

But what about the large number of sayings found
in the Gospel of Thomas that appear much more
esoteric than the proverbial system can account for?
In the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus does not simply
teach ‘everyday’ wisdom to the common folk. He is
characterized as a ‘living’ mystagogue, a hierophant,
teaching ‘hidden sayings’ and ‘mysteries’ to a chosen
few. Koester said that this ‘spiritualization’ of the
wisdom sayings — when the author goes beyond the
traditional usages of Jewish proverbs to Gnostic
conceptions — is a ‘natural progression’ towards
Gnosticism, an idea dependent on the research of
Robinson.™

If it were the case that the Gospel of Thomas
is a collection of proto-Gnostic sayings, then they
cannot represent early Christian traditions. Or
could they? Koester insisted that, even though
Thomas’ sayings are ‘Gnostic’ as they are preserved
in this Gospel, there is still an ‘almost unbroken
continuation of Jesus’ own teaching’ taking place, a
continuity ‘unparalleled anywhere in the canonical
tradition’.” He noted that, when compared with
variants of the sayings in the New Testament
Gospels, the versions of the sayings in the Gospel
of Thomas often lacked secondary interpretations
and developments. This led him to conclude that
the author of the Gospel of Thomas probably had
access to a very old collection of Jesus’ sayings,
a collection that also was incorporated into Q.
So Thomas contained sayings that predated our
earliest source for the New Testament Gospels,

It is this unresolved tension between ‘primitive
tradition’ and ‘Gnosticism’ that complicates his
theory. He seems to be aware of this, admitting

5 Helmut Koester, Introduction to the New Testament:
History and Literature of Early Christianity (vol. 2; Walter
de Gruyter: Berlin, 2nd edn, 2000), 154-58.

14 Robinson and Koester, Trajectories, 71-113.

5 Robinson and Koester, Trajectories, 139.

%
S
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that the ‘natural’ progression makes it difficult
to sort out what sayings belong to the ‘original
composition’ and what are ‘later additions’. But
even so, he goes on to argue that it is quite likely
that an early version of the Gospel of Thomas was
composed around the year 5o CE, in the area of
Palestine or Syria, since a few of the sayings from
this Gospel and its ‘wisdom theology’ are known to
the Corinthian community.*

If the sayings in the Gospel of Thomas represent
very early versions of the words of Jesus when
compared with their parallels in the New Testament
Gospels, how did they compare with Q? Koester
noticed one striking difference. All the sayings in
Q which speak about the so-called ‘Son of Man’
were absent from the Gospel of Thomas. Koester
concluded from this that the Gospel was based on a
collection of sayings older than Q, before Jesus was
identified with the Son of Man.

This meant to him that the non-apocalyptic
sayings in the Gospel of Thomas represented an
early version of Christianity in which Jesus appears
as a wise sage whose words bring salvation to the
believer. This version of Christianity did not know
about the Cross, nor an interpretation of Jesus’
death steeped in atonement ideology, nor did it
anticipate the imminent End of the world. It was a
form of Christianity unaware of traditional theology
and based authentically on Jesus’ own message.
He thought that Thomas’ gospel developed these
original sayings of Jesus along a Gnostic trajectory,
while Q developed along an apocalyptic one.

Koester’s assessment of Q and the Gospel of
Thomas has worried more than a few scholars.
One of the most vocal, perhaps, has been James
Dunn. He said in response to Koester’s theory, ‘I
do not think that the apocalyptic elements of Jesus’
teachings can be sloughed off quite so readily’,
because ‘Q is almost certainly earlier and nearer to
Jesus’ emphasis than any non-apocalyptic version of
the Jesus-tradition’. More to the point, he noted that
a large number of sayings in the Gospel of Thomas
look much more like ‘de-eschatologized tradition
rather than pre-apocalyptic tradition’.””

% 1 Corinthians 1—4.

7 Dunn refers to sayings 1, 3, 8, 11, 19, 21, 35, 37, §I, §9,
76, 103, 109, 111, 113. James Dunn, Unity and Diversity
in the New Testament: An Inquiry Into the Character of
Earliest Christianity (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press,
1977), 286.

Another factor in some scholars’ resistance to
Koester’s position, has been his uncritical reliance
on Robinson’s identification of the ‘sayings of the
wise’ genre. Although Robinson’s ‘trajectory’
might represent a possible development of sayings
traditions in the case of the Gnostic Gospel of
Philip or Pistis Sophia, it certainly does not
represent the ‘only’ or the ‘natural’ one. In the
case of the Dialogue of the Saviour and the Book
of Thomas the Athlete, the sayings traditions
are reused in an encratic context, a context
honouring the celibate lifestyle at the expense of
the married. The Teachings of Silvanus and the
Sentences of Sextus show a continued interest in
the sayings genre among the ‘orthodox’ Christians
in Alexandria, who recycle the sayings for their
own purposes. -

So some scholars began emerging in the late
seventies and eighties who have been reluctant to
describe the Gospel of Thomas in terms of proto-
Gnosticism. Stevan Davies explored the theology of
the Gospel as an expression of the Jewish wisdom
tradition with no reference to Gnostic thought.*
The French Sister and pupil of Jacques Ménard,
Margaretha Lelyveld, alternatively found that the
Gospel of Thomas is not a proverbial or Gnostic
collection at all.* Rather it is an oracular collection
of prophetic sayings that opens in terms similar to
Deuteronomy, ‘These are the words that Moses spoke
to all Israel’.>> Because oracular collections include
prophetic sayings, apocalyptic pronouncements,
legal rulings, and so forth, this appeared to her
to allow for a better genre comparison with the
Gospel of Thomas than a proverbial collection
alone allows.

I myself deeply question scholars’ continued
reliance on proto-Gnostic or Gnostic traditions to
explain the esotericism in the Gospel of Thomas,
precisely because there is no distinctive feature of
Gnostic mentality to be found among these sayings.
I also am deeply concerned that scholars so easily
jump to locate esotericism outside of mainstream
Christianity, labelling it dismissively ‘heretical’ or
‘gnostic’, as if esotericism cannot be found within

8 Stevan L. Davies, The Gospel of Thomas and Christian
Wisdom (New York: The Seabury Press, 1983).

v Margaretha Lelyveld, Les Logia de la Vie dans
L’Evangile selon Thomas (Nag Hammadi Studies 34; Leiden:
Brill, 1987), 5, 134-35.

*° Deuteronomy I:I.
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‘orthodoxy’ as well. The impulse toward mysticism
is very strong in early Judaism and Christianity - [
would even argue ‘foundational’.? It is this form of
religiosity that I myself turn to in order to explain
the esotericism preserved within the Gospel of
Thomas.**1 think that such an interpretative move is
necessary to carry us beyond the Gnostic stalemate
to a more historically astute perspective.

3. Compositional History of the
Gospel of Thomas

If we have any chance of rediscovering the meaning
of the Gospel of Thomas, we must first solve the
great mystery of its history. Where did it come
from? How did it come into its present form? Why
did it develop the way it did? These questions
may seem to have easy and obvious answers. Did
someone not sit down with a pen in hand and write
it, perhaps relying on written sources like the New
Testament Gospels? This type of answer reveals
the enormous distance between ourselves and
ancient people, between our world of information
technology and their world of memory and story.
Their culture was one dominated by memory and
orality, punctuated only by occasions of reading
and writing.

3.1 Oral Consciousness and Rhetorical Culture

For the most part people in the ancient world did
not know how to read or write, nor did they have
ready access to people who could read and write.
What they knew, they knew because they had
heard it from someone, and what they could teach,
they taught by retelling it from their memories.
This means that when we are trying to understand
the transmission of traditions among the first
Christians, we are dealing for the most part with
oral mentalities, not a process imagined by us in
familiar literary terms. Even the process of writing
was approached by those who were literate from
the perspective of an oral consciousness rather than
the literate consciousness that dominates our culture

t April D. DeConick, ‘What is Early Jewish and Christian
Mysticism?’, in Paradise Now: Essays on Early Jewish
and Christian Mysticism (edited by April D. DeConick;
Symposium 11; Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature,
2006), 1-24.

22 April D. DeConick, Seek To See Him: Ascent and
Vision Mysticism in the Gospel of Thomas (VC Supplement
33; Leiden: Brill, 1996).

today. Like literacy which has its own mentality,
orality has its own consciousness. It is an organic
consciousness with distinct tendencies.

What are these tendencies? We are fortunate
enough to have the results of studies conducted by
folklorists and anthropologists in the early 1900s,
at a time when there existed pocket cultures whose
consciousness was dominated by orality. From
these studies as well as more recent ones, we can
begin to see how the oral world was characterized
by markedly different presuppositions and thought
patterns from our own.? Oral thought is commonly
aggregative, adding details and new material to
the base information. Oral thought provokes
redundancy in a way that writing does not, since
the orator frequently repeats parts of his story and
cannot go back and erase. Oral thought demands
a reliance on memory with little to no dependence
on external sources of information. Oral thought is
controlled by its situation, who the audience is, what
they wish to hear, how long they might remain, who
might interrupt, what questions might be posed, and
so on. Oral thought is dynamic, fluid and plastic in
ways that written texts are not.

One can imagine what this meant practically for
the early Christians. An orator might have stood in
front of a crowd and began to speak from his own
memory of Jesus, or from his memory of what he
had heard about Jesus. The moment of his oration
was the moment of composition, when he provided
the listeners with his own understanding of the
traditional material he had learned from Jesus or
some other teacher. This oration would never have
reproduced the ‘original’ story or speech because
he would not have memorized it ‘word for word’

3 M. Parry, The Making of Homeric Verse: The Collected
Papers of Milman Perry, ed. by A. Parry (Oxford, 1971);
A. Lord, Singer of Tales, HSCL 24 (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2nd edn, 2000); E. A. Havelock, Preface
to Plato (Cambridge, 1963); W. J. Ong, Orality and Literacy
(New York: Routledge, 1982, 2000); W. J. Ong, The Presence
of the Word (New Haven, 1967); W. J. Ong, Rbetoric,
Romance, and Technology; E. A. Havelock, Origins of
Western Literacy, The Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education, Monograph Series 14 (Toronto, 1976); K. O’Brien
O’Keeffe, Visible Song: Transitional Literacy in Old English
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in the sense that we literates understand the ‘word’.
Ong, an expert on orality, has explained that the
way verbal memory works is very different from
what literate people imagine. In a literate culture,
we memorize words verbatim by referring to a text
as often as possible to perfect and test our mastery.*
This was not the case among peoples controlled by
oral mentalities.

Does this mean that the orator or performer
was completely free with the traditions and could
remake them in any way he chose? Absolutely not.
Kenneth Bailey has studied orality in modern Middle
Eastern villages for over twenty years.*s He found
that certain types of traditions have more flexibility
in their retelling than others. Poems and proverbs
had very little room for adjustment and were
retained conservatively in the tradition. Parables
and narratives had more room for play, while jokes
and casual news the most. He unequivocally found
that the audience acts as a ‘control’ for the performer
so that the traditions do not become unpredictable
or disconnected from the community’s memory and
experience.

3.2 Communal Memory

The community’s control on its repository of
traditions highlights for us the communal nature
of traditions, that the ideas, stories, sayings, texts,
rituals, myths, creeds, liturgies, and so on, are
attached to specific groups of people, in specific
locations and regions. This observation helps to check
any faulty impression that ancient texts represent the
imagination and opinions of an isolated author, when
they more likely represent the communal memory of
living religious groups of people.*¢

Understanding the tendencies of communal
memory is essential to understanding how and
why the ancient Christians passed on and recorded
information in the ways they did. Social memory,
or communal memory as I prefer to call it, is the
dimension of remembering that we share in common
with each other. It is a group’s ‘remembered history’,

* Ong, Orality and Literacy, 57-58.

*s K. Bailey, ‘Informal Controlled Oral Tradition and the
Synoptic Gospels’, Asia] T 5 (1991), 34—54; K. Bailey, ‘Middle
Eastern Oral Tradition and the Synoptic Gospels’, ExpTim
106 (1995), 363~67.

* For a good introduction to social memory theory, see
B. Zelizer, ‘Reading the Past Against the Grain’, Critical
Studies in Mass Communication 12 (1995), 214-39.

transcending the individual person. *7 It is dependent
on shared frames of reference within a culture, and
makes little sense outside these frames.

One of the most important tendencies we must
understand regarding the nature of communal
memory is that the memory of the group is not
a factual recounting of previous events or ideas.
The formation of communal memory is not a
simple matter of the retrieval of past traditions
and history. Sociologists and anthropologists have
demonstrated again and again that the memory
of the group is dominated, even controlled, by the
present experience of the group. This means that the
past is remade into memories with contemporaneous
meaning. It is the group that attributes significance
to certain details from its past. It is the group that
is responsible for continually renewing and reviving
the memories of the community’s origins and other
landmark events in its history. Each community
actually weaves together what Yael Zerubavel
calls its ‘master commemorative narrative’ which
each new generation realigns with its own present
experiences.*

Here we circle back to Bailey’s observation that
the community really controls the adaptation of
the tradition, not the individual performer. It is
the community that keeps the memories of its
past from being invented out of nothing or grossly
distorted by a contemporary whim or ideology.
True, its memories are emerging out of the past
in the contemporary moment, but this does not
mean that the orator or performer can do anything
he wishes with his material. At the same time,
issues like historical accuracy or authenticity are
accommodated to other issues of community
concern, be it social identity, political authorlty,
religious orthodoxy and so forth.

3.3 A Rolling Corpus

So what comes to the forefront for us is not the
question of how accurately a collection like the
Gospel of Thomas depicts what Jesus actually said,
but why a particular group of Christians constructed
its memories in this particular way at some particular
time. That the sayings were preserved at all in written

7 B. Lewis, History: Remembered, Recovered, Invented
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975), 11-12.

*# Y. Zerubavel, Recovered Roots: Collective Memory
and the Making of Israeli National Tradition (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago, 1997), 4, 7.










