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D I V I N E  C A L L  A N D  
H U M A N  RESvPON S E 

The Apocryphal Sayings 
of Jesus and his Apostles 

R EACHING into the recesses of one 's  memory  sometimes affords sur- 
prising results. Last Christmas I was searching for a special greeting, 

when I half recalled a long forgotten sonnet, and eventually found it in its 
author ' s  own The Poets" Life of Christ: 1 

WITHOUT AND WITHIN 

' I f  I ascend to heaven thou art there; 
There too, thou, if I make my bed in hell; 
And if I take the wings of  morning,  there 
Within the sea's most utmost  parts to dwell, 
Thy  hand shall lead and hold me, even there ' .  
Of  old, thy singer thus; and in my heart 
I hid myself  from thee, long years apart. 

'Raise but the stone and thou shalt find me there; 
Or  cleave the wood and there am I. I say 
Wherever  there is one alone, yea there 
A m  I in h im' .  These thy new words, to-day 
I heard, still darkly hid, and looked, and there - -  
Where I so long had thought thou hadst no part, - -  
I found thee hiding with me in my heart. 

Norman  Auk  realized well enough that most of  his readers (in the early 
1920s) would recognize the first stanza from the Authorized Version of the 
Bible: 

I f  I ascend up into heaven, thou art there; 
if I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art there. 
If  I take the wings of  the morning, 
and dwell in the uttermost parts of  the sea; 
Even there shall thy hand lead me,  
and thy right hand shall hold me (Ps 139,8-10). 

They  would not, however, be likely to know the source of 'these thy new 
words' .  Auk,  therefore, appended the note: ' the second stanza contains one 

https://www.theway.org.uk/article.asp


226 DIVINE CALL AND HUMAN RESPONSE 

of the sayings of Chr is t  from t h e  Oxyrhynchus  papyrus  discovered in 
1897' - -  a r emark  that directed this non-specialist  reader  to The Apocryphal 
New Testament assembled and translated over sixty years  ago by Montague  
Rhodes James ,  a noted Oxford  classical scholar and palaeographer ,  z The  
papyrus  is a mere  fragment;  and  J a m e s  had  (to us) a ra ther  quain t  idea: ' I n  
t ranslat ing my texts I have employed a style meant  to r emind  the reader  of 
the Author ized  Vers ion of the Bible '  (loc. cit., p xxi). I t  is instructive to see 
how J a m e s  compares  with Auk :  

[Jesus saith]: wheresoever  there are [two, they are not  without] God;  
and where there is one alone, I say I am with him. Lift up the stone 
and there shalt thou find me; cleave the wood, and I am there (p 27. 
The words in brackets are suggested restorations of missing words). 

From such a chance - -  or I ought to say provident ia l  - -  beginning,  it 
occurred to me that the considerable body of christ ian l i terature,  which has 
come to be known as the 'Apoc rypha l '  Gospels or New Tes tament ,  would 
certainly have per t inent  and  enriching things to say in the  context  of this 
series. Though  J a m e s  appears  to have  been over-severe in his general  
j u d g m e n t  on them - -  'good nei ther  as books of history,  nor  of  religion nor  
even as l i t e ra ture ' ,  he asserts - -  he also allows for example,  that  ' a m o n g  
the prayers  and discourses of the Apostles in the spurious Acts, some 
utterances may  be found which are remarkable  and beaut i ful '  (p xii). One  
such, a f ragmentary  conversat ion between Jusas  (not the Iscariot) and 
Jesus,  from the same Oxyrhynchus  papyrus  a l ready cited, was restored by 
P~re Langrange ,  and  publ ished in the Revue Biblique (1922): 

• . . Judas  says: who then are they who draw us up to heaven above,  
if the K ingdom is in heaven? Jesus  replies: the birds of the sky, the 
beasts,  and if there is anything beneath  the earth,  and  the fish of the 
sea, these are they that draw you unto God;  and  the K ingdom of 
heaven is within you; and  whoever  knows God  shall f ind it; for if 
you know him, you shall know yourselves,  and  you shall know that  
you are children of the Father  who is perfect; and likewise you shall 
know yourselves to be citizens of heaven• A n d  you are the city of 
God  (cf pp 27-28). 

'Apoc rypha l '  mat ters  were of course much more  black and white for M.  
R. James ,  exegetically, doc t r ina l ly  and certainly devotional ly,  than they 
are in our  day.  H e  could say quite sweepingly that  ' the authors do not  
speak with the voices of  Paul  or  John ,  or  with the quiet  simplicity of the 
three first gospels '  ( p  xii). Nor  did  he suspect that The  Gospel according to the 
Hebrews might  perhaps be distinct from the Gospel  Of the Nazareans ,  3 so 
beloved of St J e rome .  H e  cites for example ,  among  the fragments  of  this 
'Heb rews ' ,  the following comment  of J e r o m e  on Isaiah XI ,  2 - -  'The  
Spir i t  of the Lord  shall rest upon  h im ' :  
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Not part ial ly,  as in the case of  o ther  holy men,  but,  as we read  in the 
Gospel  wri t ten in the hebrew tongue,  the book of the Nazarenes:  
'The re  shall be poured  out upon h im the whole fountain of the Holy  
S p i r i t ' . . . .  In  the Gospel  referred to above, I find these words: 
' W h e n  the Lord  came up out  of the waters [of the Jordan] ,  it 
happened  that  the whole fountain of the Holy  Spir i t  was poured  out 
upon h im and rested upon  him. A n d  the voice spoke to him, saying: 
' M y  Son, in all the prophets  I waited for you,  unti l  you should 
come, so that  I might  res t  in you.  For  you are my  rest, my  first- 
begotten Son: you reign for ever ' .  

I t  is not  to our  purpose  - -  whether  it be valid or not  - -  to dis t inguish as, 
say, Aloys Gr i l lmeier  does, between the 'devot ion '  and  the ' theology '  (or 
Christology) of J e rome ,  4 impor tan t  as the dist inction m a y  be for the history 
of theology. I t  is surely of greater  impor t  that  exegesis and  theology should, 
as with St J e rome ,  nur ture  our  devotion to Christ .  As Fe rd inand  Caval le ra  
(who belonged to the same generat ion as M.  R.  James)  wrote of  St Je rome:  

Once he had commit ted  himself  to the perfect life, J e r o m e ' s  
dedicat ion was centred exclusively on Christ ,  Jesus.  His  thoughts 
were on him when he Offered the world to God.  It  was to Chris t  he 
looked for suppor t  in his difficult hours.  I t  was his example ,  his 
commitment ,  to which h e  appealed in order  to st imulate others to 
give themselves more  generously.  Apar t  from Ignat ius  of  Antioch,  
there are no bet ter  exponents  dur ing  his t ime or  before him, of so 
in t imate  and so personal  a devotedness to the Saviour:  his is an 
affectivity more  redolent  of the Middle  Ages or more  modern  times. 
I t  points up the in t imacy involved in a life of personal  relat ionship 
with Jesus  - -  that  passionate and uncondi t ional  sur render  to him as 
leader  and  lover which enables one to  share wi th  him joy  and sorrow 
and everything.  Chr is t  is always in his consciousness, and every 
sacrifice becomes an exaltat ion . . . .  St J e r o m e  is lifted on high to a 
love that is entirely self-forgetful: a truly faithful echo of the one who 
procla imed that  nothing could separate  h im from the love of Christ .  5 

It  is not surprising,  then, that  J e rome ,  unlike so many  exegetes and critics 
after h i m -  ancient  and  modern  a l i k e -  should accord the greatest 
respect t ° and  cite freely from this 'Gospel  according to the Hebrews,  which 
is indeed in the Cha ldean  and Syrian speech, but  is wri t ten in Hebrew 
letters, which the Nazarenes  use to this day,  called according to the Apostles, or 
as most term it, according to Matthew, which is also to be seen in the L ibra ry  
of Caesa rea ' .  H e  is citing another  saying of the Lord:  6 

' I f  your  bro ther  has s inned against  you by  word,  and has made 
amends  as much as seven t imes in a day,  you must  still take him 
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back into your  f r iendship ' .  S imon his disciple replied: 'As  many  as 
seven times in a day? '  The  Lord  answered and said: ' A m e n ,  I say to 
you,  as many  as seventy t imes  seven. For  the sinful word  was also 

found in the prophets ,  even after they were anointed by the Holy  
Spir i t ' .  

These,  of  course, are sayings easily recognizable from our  canonical  
gospels: a point  made  in the latin version of a C o m m e n t a r y  on Ma t thew ' s  
gospel, a t t r ibuted  to Or igen .  ' I t  is wr i t ten ' ,  says our  text, ' in  a certain 
Gospel  which bears the title according to the Hebrews: that  is, if  anyone is 
inclined to take it, not  as authori ta t ive,  but  at least as throwing fresh light 
on our  considerat ion here ~. (The question concerns the rich young  man  
who went  away sorrowful because he had many  possessions - -  M t  19,22): 

The  second of the rich men  said to him: 'Mas te r ,  what  good  must  I 
do and live?'  A n d  he said to him: ' M y  man,  observe the law and the 
prophets ' .  A n d  he answered: ' I  have done so' .  A n d  he said to himi 
'Go  and sell all that  you own, and dis tr ibute it to the poor,  and come 
and follow me ' .  But the rich man  began to fidget, because the words 
were not  to his liking. So the Lord  said to him: ' W h a t  is it that you 
say - -  I have kept  the law and the prophets? Is it not  wri t ten in the 
law: you shall love your  neighbour  as yourself?. A n d  see how many  
of y o u r  bre thren ,  children of Abraham,  have only filthy rags t o  
dress themselves in, and  are dying of hunger;  whilst your  house is 
full of good things, and none of them find their  way to these others ' .  
A n d  he tu rned  and said to Simon his disciple, who was sitting next 
to him: 'S imon ,  son of  John ,  it is easier for a camel  to enter  in 
through the eye of  a needle,  than for a rich man  to enter  into the 
K ingdom of heaven' .7  

It  is only na tura l  that after form-cri t icism and redact ion-cri t ic ism had led 
so many  modern  exegetes to be suspicious of  everything that  might  be 
labelled ' fundamenta l i s t '  with regard  to the canonical  gospels, there should 
be the sort of react ion typified,  for example ,  in R a y m o n d  Brown's  The Birth 
of the Messiah or David  Stanley's Jesus in Gethsemane. 8 Normal ,  too, that  some 
scholars should be using the same redact ional  methods to take apar t  the 
Apocrypha l  ' sayings '  and books. Fur the rmore ,  as He lmu t  Koester  has 
recently wri t ten,  9 the ' A p o c r y p h a '  by and large have had a bad  press. 
M a n y  were wri t ten in a par t isan or heretical  spir i t ,  many  of them pathetic 
at tempts - -  at least to modern  eyes - -  to improve  on what  was general ly 
acceptable before the end of the second century.  As Gri l lmeier  has pointed 
out, in an image worth  the pondering:  

In  the second century,  the Chr is t ian  t radi t ion  is like a young  
stream, coming down from the mounta ins ,  which can now for the 
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first t ime spread itself on a b road  landscape and extend into a lake. 
The  landscape becomes wider  and more  varied,  but  at the same 
t ime less noble.  The  lake threatens to lose itself at the edges and to 
form s tagnant  water.  But then at last the r iver  re-forms again,  to go 
on its way more  strongly and more  swiftly than before. This  is the 
picture which meets us if we investigate the christological beliefs of 
the many  anonymous  and pseudonymous  apocryphal  writ ings of the 
second century  . . . .  lo 

' I ,  J ames ,  wrote this history in J e rusa l em dur ing  the r iot ing which 
followed on the death of Herod ;  and  I withdrew into the desert  unti l  the 
troubles in Je rusa lem were over. I glorify the Lord  G o d  who has given me 
the gift and  the wisdom t o  write this story. A n d  grace be with those who 
fear our  Lord  Jesus  Christ :  to h im be glory for ever and  ever,  A m e n ' .  The  
Protevangelium of James, 11 as it is called, is the first of a mul t i tude  of  'p ious 
stories ' ,  wri t ten for the edification of the faithful, not  many  of  whom 'were  
wise according to worldly s tandards,  not  many  powerful,  not  many  of  noble 
b i r th ' ,  as Paul  said of the christ ian communi ty  at Cor in th  (1 Cor  1,26-27). 
I t  purpor t s  to give us the background  to the first mysteries of the life of 
Jesus;  in fact, its purpose  is to praise and to defend M a r y ' s  virgini ty.  12 The  
miraculous  bi r th  of  Jesus ,  as well as his conception,  is thus central  to the 
narrat ive:  and,  therefore, subsequently suspect of Docetism. Similarly,  the 
Childhood Gospd of Thomas 13 is clearly a gnostic compila t ion,  as the rifle of  
one of  the manuscr ip t  reveals: 'The  stories of  Thomas  the Israeli te,  the 
Philosopher,  concerning the works of the chi ldhood of  the Lo rd ' .  14 

Yet not  every gnosis is false. Are  we to convict Or igen ,  for instance, of  
Gnost ic ism when he says that  Chris t  was seen in different ways by different 
people not  merely subjectively, but  that  there were var ia t ions in the 
objective bodily appearance  of  Jesus;  on the grounds  that such a picture of 
Chr is t  is far different from that  given by  the Synoptists? 15 It  seems to me, 
however - -  speaking as one less wise - -  that  all the examples  given - -  the 
manifestat ion of  the Spir i t  at Bapt ism,  the Transf igura t ion ,  the ' fall ing 
back '  of  the guard  at the end of the Agony  (cf J n  18,6), a r e  quasi- 
r esur rec t iona l .  T h e r e  is one  passage  f rom the Acts of John 1 ~ -  a 
conversat ion between the Sons of Zebedee,  concerning their  vocation,  
which carries the same sort of  ring: 

W h e n  he had chosen the two brothers,  Peter  and Andrew,  the Lord  
came to me and my brother  James ,  and said: ' I  need you,  come to 
me ' .  W h e n  m y  bro ther  heard him speak he said to me: ' John,  that  
little child on the lake-shore who is calling us, what  does he want? '  
And  I said, ' W h a t  child?'  A n d  he said again,  'The  one who is 
beckoning to us ' .  A n d  I answered him: 'You  must  be seeing things 
after our  long n ight ' s  watch on the lake! D o n ' t  you see that  it is a 
man  s tanding there, handsome and fair, with a cheerful look about  
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h im? '  Then  he said to me, ' I  don ' t  see any such man .  However ,  let 
us go ashore and see what  he wants ' .  W e  brought  the boat  in, and 
he helped to draw it up  on to the shore. A n d  when we turned  to g o  
away (it was our  in tent ion to follow him) I saw him as ra ther  bald, 
with a thick and flowing beard;  but  J a m e s  saw a young  man ,  with 
his beard  jus t  beginning  to grow. 17 

F r o m  the same Acts of John comes this ~mage of the Crucif ied One:  

He  showed me a cross of light, and about  the cross a great  
mul t i tude  . . . .  A n d  the Lord  himself  I beheld above the cross, not 
having any shape, but  only a voice: no voice that we knew, but  one 
sweet and kind,  and  truly of God,  saying to me: 'Th is  cross of light 
is sometimes called by me, for your  sakes, word, then, Jesus,  then 
Christ ,  then mind,  then a way, then bread,  then seed, then 
resurrect ion,  then Son, then Father ,  then Spirit ,  then light, then 
truth,  then faith, then grace'.~7 

The  scholars, of course, have a word for this k ind of early christ ian 
l i terature - -  ' s t au ro logy ' .  I t  reveals pat terns  of reflection on the mystery  of 
the Lord  Jesus  which finds its logical outcome in the doctr inal  formulat ion 
of the two natures  of Christ .  18 

W h e n  M.  R.  James ,  following Tischendorf ,  19 came to treat  of the 
'Passion Gospels ' ,  not  unnatura l ly  he gave his main  at tent ion to The  Gospel 
of Nicodemus, with its al ternative title Acts of Pilate. The  whole corpus, he 
says, falls into two parts:  the narrat ive of the Passion a n d  of Chr i s t ' s  
descent into Hell.  Though  in every form in which it is preserved,  the 
descensio ad inferos is a late addi t ion to the  first - -  ' no t ' ,  conjectures James ,  
'before the fifth cen tury ' ,  more  recent discoveries give us no occasion to 
cast doubt  on his f irm conclusion: 

The  central  idea, the del ivery of the r ighteous Fathers  from Hades ,  
is exceedingly armient. Second-century writers are full of it. The  
embell ishments ,  the dialogues of Satan with Hades,  which are so 
dramat ic ,  came in later,  perhaps with the deve lopment  of pulpit  
o r a to ry  a m o n g  Chr i s t i ans .  W e  f ind them in fou r th - cen tu ry  
homilies.  This  second par t  [sc. the descent into Hell] used to be 
called Gnostic,  but  there is no th ing .unor thodox about  it. 2° 

This  theme became known in Chr is tendom,  as it emerged in Europe 
from what  used to be called the Dark  Ages,  to its demise in the religious 
wars and persecutions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,  as the 
' H a r r o w i n g  of  Hel l ' .  Medieva l  iconography and archi tectural  sculpture,  
and  western l i terature from the Old  English Beowulf to Mi l ton ' s  Paradise 
Regained, would be one-legged without  it. W h a t  the secularizat ion of 
western art  and  l i terature has done in this area  of christ ian thought  and 
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imagina t ion  is largely to retain its grotesque and satanic elements,  first in 
the gothic novel of  the nineteenth century,  and  current ly  re-created in 

novels/films such as The Exorcist and Rosemary's Baby, which are exploi t ing 
to an a la rming  extent  the febrile creduli ty of post-christ ian society. In  direct 
contrast,  passages like the following breathe the j o y  and serenity of  the 

christian Easter  and  its final promise:  

Then  the Lord  Jesus  the Saviour  of  all humank ind ,  compassionate  
and full of grace,  embraced  A d a m  with loving-kindness,  and  said to 
him: 'Peace  be to you,  A d a m ,  and to your  children for ever and 
ever,  A m e n ' .  Then  Fa ther  A d a m  pros t ra ted  himself  at the Lo rd ' s  
feet, rose up and kissed his hands,  and  in a voice full of  tears,  said 
and testified before them all: 'Behold the hands  which formed me ' .  
Then  he said to the Lord:  You are come, K i n g  of glory, to set free 
all humank ind ,  and  lead them into your  everlast ing K ingdom.  
Then  our  Mothe r  Eve in like manne r  . . . .  Then  all the saints adored  
him and cried: 'Blessed is he that Comes in the name of the Lord.  
G o d  the Lord  has showed us his light. A m e n  for all ages. Praise,  

h o n o u r ,  power  and  glory because you have come, the day-s tar  from 
on high, to visit us. A n d  they gathered under  the outstretched arms 
of the Lor  d , s inging 'Al le luia '  over and  again,  and  rejoicing 
together  in his glory. 2' 

Perhaps  J a m e s ' s  old-fashioned distinction is still per t inent  and helpful to 
many  Chris t ians  who have inheri ted certain beliefs whose origins are to be 
found in the Apocrypha .  ' I f  they are not  good sources of  history in one 
sense, they are in another .  They  record the imaginat ions ,  hopes and fears 
of  the men who wrote them; they show what  was acceptable to the 
unlearned  Chris t ians  of the first ages . . . what  ideals of conduct  they 
cherished for this life, what  they thought they would find in the next '  (p 
xii). 22 One  such t radi t ional  belief  is that  St Peter  was crucified head 
downwards.  ' I  beseech you,  the executioners,  crucify me with the head 
downwards and not otherwise ' .  A n d  the text which follows in the Acts of 
Peter is an •ancient paral lel  to the modern  theology of the Cross: 

I t  is r ight  to mount  the cross of Christ ,  who is the W o r d  extended,  
the One  and only,  of whom the Spiri t  says: 'wha t  else is Chr is t  but  
the W o r d ,  the ut terance of God? '  The  W o r d  is the upr ight  beam 
whereon I am crucified. A n d  the ut terance is the cross-beam - -  the 
nature  of man.  A n d  the nail in the middle  which fastens the cross- 
beam to the upr ight  is the conversion and repentance  of  man  . . . .  
' T o  you,  Chr is t  Jesus ,  I give thanks, with the silence of  a voice 
wherewith the Spiri t  that is in me loves you,  speaks to you,  sees you 
and prays  to you. Only  by the spiri t  are you perceived: You are my 
father, m y  brother ,  my friend, my  bondsman ,  m y  steward.  You are 
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the  All  a n d  the  All  is in  you .  Y o u  are ,  a n d  t h e r e  is n o t h i n g  else t h a t  
is save  y o u  a lone .  

' F l ee  to  h i m ,  t h e n ,  m y  b r e t h r e n ,  a n d  i f  y o u  l e a r n  t h a t  you  exis t  in  

h i m  a lone ,  y o u  shal l  r ece ive  those  t h i n g s  w h i c h  h e  p r o m i s e s  to 

you  - -  w h i c h  eye  h a s  no t  seen ,  n o r  ea r  h e a r d ,  n e i t h e r  h a v e  they  
e n t e r e d  i n to  the  h e a r t  of  m a n .  

O J e s u s  u n d e f i l e d ,  we ask  for  t h a t  w h i c h  you  h a v e  p r o m i s e d  to give 

us.  W e  p ra i se  you ,  we give you  t h a n k s  we confess  to  you  a n d  glor ify 

you  - -  we w h o  a re  power less .  Y o u  are  G o d  a lone  a n d  n o n e  o the r .  
T o  y o u  b e  the  g lory  n o w  a n d  u n t o  all ages.  A m e n .  23 

J a m e s  W a l s h  S . J .  
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