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For those who didn’t know



I was a problem for which there was no solution.

—Oscar Wilde
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A Note on Psalm Numbering

The Psalter contains 150 psalms, but in ancient times there was more
than one way to number them. Most English Bibles follow the Hebrew num-
bering, which is therefore the one most familiar to English readers. Coptic and
Latin Bibles, as well as modern vernacular translations from the Latin, follow
the Greek numbering. The Syriac Bible had a third way of numbering the
Psalms. In this book, because it deals with ancient Christian texts, the psalms
are identified first by their Greek/Latin number and then by the Hebrew/
English number in square brackets.
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‘‘A Discovery of Extraordinary Importance’’

The whole story spans more than thirty years, from 1941 to the present. I am
shocked to find how much of it I have already forgotten. No doubt if the past,
like a motion picture, could be replayed, I should also be shocked to find how
much of the story I have already invented. Memory is perhaps more fallacious
than forgetfulness. —Morton Smith

An Ancient Monastery

East of Bethlehem in the Judean desert, on a cliffside overlooking the
Kidron Valley, halfway between Jerusalem and the Dead Sea, stands one of the
most ancient monasteries in the Christian world, the Great Laura of Mar
Saba. It is named in Aramaic for its founder, St. Sabbas,∞ a Greek from Cae-
sarea, in Asia Minor, who began building the first structure in the year 483.≤

Sabbas lived a long life (439–532), which was well documented by Cyril of
Scythopolis, who was able to interview many people who had known him
personally. Cyril’s life of Sabbas forms the largest section of Cyril’s Lives of the
Monks of Palestine, one of the core texts of monastic historiography.≥

The Great Laura has been a major center of Eastern Orthodox Christianity
ever since. Some of its monks were important authors and theologians,∂ and
many became bishops, martyrs, and saints. Most eminent of them all was St.
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John of Damascus (eighth century), the great systematic theologian of Eastern
Christianity, who formulated the Orthodox theology of the icons and perhaps
the first Christian theological response to Islam.∑ His prolific writings counter-
balance the reticence of another St. John, called ‘‘the Silent,’’ who had fled an
Armenian bishopric to become one of St. Sabbas’s original disciples, then
chose to live in deliberate isolation, not speaking for many years.∏

As the area was conquered by the Persians in 614 and the Muslims in 638,
Mar Saba began to experience violent attacks, which continued for centuries.
Many monks are remembered as martyrs, their bones still venerated at the
monastery. But as Greek culture began to recede from the area, Mar Saba
became a major center for the translation of Christian texts and ideas: many
writings were rendered from Greek into Georgian and Arabic, a smaller num-
ber from Syriac into Greek.π In the ninth century, Theōdūrus Abū Qurra was
the first author to write original Christian works in Arabic,∫ while St. The-
odore of Edessa reputedly converted a Caliph of Baghdad.Ω

Over the centuries, as Mar Saba evolved from a laura (a cluster of individual
hermitages around a common church) to a coenobium (an organized monastic
community with an abbot), its way of life was codified in the Sabaite monastic
typikon (customary), which exerted far-reaching influence in Palestine,∞≠

throughout Greek-speaking Christianity,∞∞ in the Slavic world,∞≤ and even in
Rome.∞≥ Still more influential was its liturgical typikon, one of the central
sources of the tradition we now call the Byzantine rite.∞∂ Mar Saba was also a
leading center for hymnody, beginning in the early eighth century with a re-
markable generation of hymnographers. The Oktoechos, or book of the eight
musical modes, may have originated there, and is traditionally ascribed to St.
John of Damascus.∞∑ Numerous hymns of the kanon genre, based on the nine
biblical odes, are ascribed to St. John, and to his reputed adoptive brother St.
Kosmas, who later became bishop of Maiuma in Gaza. The genre is said to
have been invented by St. Andrew, who later became bishop of Crete.∞∏ Later
in the eighth century, the kanonarchos or song-leader at Mar Saba was St.
Stephen the Sabaite, known as the Thaumaturge or miracle-worker.∞π Other
hymnographers followed in succeeding centuries down to the present.∞∫

A YOUNG VISITOR

‘‘Monasteries are never without guests,’’ as the great St. Benedict wrote
in the sixth century.∞Ω So it was in 1941 that Morton Smith first visited Mar
Saba. A twenty-six-year-old graduate student on a traveling fellowship from
Harvard Divinity School, he had been stranded in the Holy Land (of all
places!) when the Second World War made it impossible for American ships to
cross the Mediterranean Sea. Smith used his time well, though, pursuing a
second doctorate at Hebrew University. A chance acquaintance with a high
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official in the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate brought him the rare opportunity
to stay at Mar Saba as an honored guest. By his own account, published
decades later in 1973, Smith ‘‘spent almost two months there,’’ from ‘‘after the
Christmas season’’ to ‘‘early in Lent,’’ and during that time he was shown
many cells and caves, containing artworks and artifacts that outsiders rarely
see:≤≠ ‘‘Here were many of the most beautiful icons, and here, I was told, had
occurred the great fire, sometime in the eighteenth century, when many of the
finest icons, manuscripts, and vestments . . . were destroyed. Most of the
remaining manuscripts had been carried off to Jerusalem in the late nineteenth
century, at the order of the Patriarch, but there were still a few stored in the
great tower, and there was a good library of old editions of the Church fathers
in a room over the porch of the new church.’’≤∞

But in 1941 Smith had little interest in the libraries he saw—or so he
claimed in his 1973 memoir: ‘‘I was shown the two libraries, as I was the other
sights of the monastery, but at the time I paid them little attention. My main
interest was in the services, which gave me a new understanding of worship.’’≤≤

What this ‘‘new understanding’’ was, and what he did with it, will be a major
theme in this book. But for now we must stay with the libraries and the
manuscripts.

‘‘Supposed Scholarly Labors’’
SMITH’S WORK AT MAR SABA

After the war, Smith returned to Harvard to complete his doctorate in
theology. It was only then, he reported in 1973, that ‘‘I became interested in
Greek manuscripts and manuscript hunting.’’ After teaching posts at Brown
and Drew universities, Smith arrived in 1957 at the history department of
Columbia University in New York, where he would spend the rest of his
career. The itinerant life of a young professor can be draining, and Smith felt
that ‘‘by the spring of 1958 I was ready for a rest and remembered the tran-
quillity of Mar Saba.’’ A sabbatical, and the permission of the new Greek
Patriarch in Jerusalem, enabled him to spend three weeks there, searching out
and cataloguing whatever manuscript material the monastery still possessed.≤≥

As Smith recalled in 1973, he focused his work on the tower library but was
permitted to take books back to his room overnight. His published catalogue,
however, describes a few manuscripts that were not kept in the tower, but
elsewhere in the monastery.≤∂

Every morning except Sunday, after the services, a monk would climb with me
the long stairways that led to the old tower—they must have amounted to a
dozen or fifteen stories—and sit by patiently while I went through volume
after volume of the books and manuscripts piled every which way on the floor
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and in the bookcases that lined the side walls of the topmost room. I first
cleared one shelf of a bookcase and then began lining up there the printed
books I had inspected. When a volume turned out to contain manuscript
material, I set it aside. When I had found three or four manuscripts we called it
a day. The room was locked and I took the manuscripts down to my cell for
study. Next morning I returned them, worked through another pile or two of
volumes, found another few manuscripts, and so continued. Little by little the
chaos of old books was reduced to order, and, as the line of printed texts grew
along one side of the room, a much smaller line of catalogued manuscripts
began to grow along the other.≤∑

If we compare this with Smith’s description of the daily schedule at Mar
Saba, the implications are that he and the monk would climb the stairs shortly
after 6 a.m., when the six-hour night vigil service ended. Seemingly they
worked until noon, when Smith says the only full meal of the day was served.≤∏

However, Smith seems to have misremembered the timing of the daily meal,
for other sources say that in those days it was served about 10:00 or 10:30 in
the morning.≤π If the library was only open four hours a day (roughly 6 to 10
a.m.), that would not be atypical for an old-world monastery.

The timing of the religious services interests us because it structured Smith’s
workday. But it seems to have been a factor only because it determined the
availability of the monk librarian. By 1958, Smith claimed, he had lost interest
in the liturgical celebrations that so fascinated him in 1941, and so he had
stopped attending them.

Never revisit a place that fascinated you when you were young—you discover
not only its changes, but your own. . . . Electricity had been introduced, and
not even the Byzantine liturgy can survive direct illumination. Perhaps that
was just as well; it enabled me to blame the lighting for my own failure to
respond at forty-three as I had at twenty-six. Six hours of a service to which
one is not responding are a bit too much, but as a guest of the Patriarch I was
under no obligation to attend. I soon made my supposed scholarly labors an
excuse for spending most of my time in my cell, enjoying the solitude and the
silence for which the monastery had been founded.≤∫

It would appear, then, that Smith and the monk worked in the tower from
about 6 to 10 o’clock in the morning, six days a week. Smith would then retire
to his own room with the day’s manuscript finds, and presumably work there
until he retired in the evening. The monk, on the other hand, would have gone
to the afternoon service from 1:30 to 2:30 p.m.—actually a sequence of ser-
vices comprising Nones, Vespers, and the Office of the Dead or a Paraklesis
honoring the saint of the day. Compline (Apodeipnon) followed at about 4:00
p.m. The monk would have retired to bed not long after, for at midnight or
1:00 a.m. he would have to be up again for the marathon night vigil, encom-
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passing the rest of the daily round or cursus: Mesonyktikon, Orthros, Prime,
Terce, Sext, the Typika, and the eucharistic Divine Liturgy (or Mass) of the
day.≤Ω When all that was over, about 6:00 or 6:30 a.m., he and Smith would
climb the stairs to the tower again. Smith would presumably return the pre-
vious day’s manuscripts and begin searching for more. Three or four manu-
scripts per day for three six-day weeks would be fifty-four to seventy-two
volumes; indeed, Smith’s published catalogue describes seventy-one manu-
scripts in Greek.≥≠

Not everything was catalogued, however.≥∞ By his own account, Smith
omitted about twenty-five non-Greek manuscripts (in Turkish, Romanian,
and Slavic languages), twenty Greek liturgical manuscripts of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, a paper folder containing fragments of relatively re-
cent liturgical manuscripts, and a leather folder containing older fragments of
more varied content.≥≤ And Smith acknowledged in his catalogue that there
could well be other, undiscovered manuscripts hidden away in parts of the
monastery.≥≥ In an article Smith published in 1960, he wrote that out of some
‘‘four or five hundred volumes in the tower library alone . . . the examination
yielded some ninety items which could be catalogued as manuscripts, and two
folders full of loose manuscript material.’’≥∂ This enumeration evidently in-
cluded the seventy-one Greek manuscripts he catalogued and the twenty litur-
gical manuscripts he did not, but omitted the manuscripts in other languages.
To examine four or five hundred volumes in eighteen workdays, Smith would
have had to look at about twenty-five books each four-hour day—about ten
minutes per volume. But for the three or four manuscripts he took back to his
room each day, he could have had from about noon (or whenever the meal
ended) until he retired to bed, perhaps a total of about ten hours.

MISGIVINGS

So the numbers add up, pretty much, though they show Smith was
working on a tight schedule. Other aspects of Smith’s account do not add up,
however. Given the limited amount of time for onsite work, some of the
choices Smith made are hard to explain. His decision not to catalogue the
twenty recent liturgical manuscripts is consistent with the fact that he was no
longer the young seminarian whose ‘‘main interest was in the services.’’ Yet
most of the other material didn’t interest Smith either. His 1973 memoir
expresses surprising ambivalence about the entire cataloguing project, even
though it had been his own idea.

I had not expected much from the Mar Saba manuscripts, since I knew that
almost all of them had been carried off to Jerusalem in the past century and
were listed in the catalogue of the Patriarchal library. But there was always the
chance that something had been missed, or that other manuscripts had been
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brought in by monks coming from other monasteries. In any event it would be
helpful to know what was in the library. So I patiently listed manuscript
copies of prayer books and hymns and sermons and lives of saints and an-
thologies from the Church fathers and so on—the proper and predictable
reading of a monastic community.≥∑

If Smith ‘‘had not expected much,’’ why had he chosen to devote valuable
sabbatical time to this effort? Was it worth traveling all the way from North
America on the mere ‘‘chance that something had been missed’’? The claim
that ‘‘it would be helpful to know what was in the library’’ seems a weak
justification, considering that the ‘‘predictable reading’’—the liturgical, hagio-
graphical, and patristic literature—was of so little interest that it tried his
patience to catalogue it.

Indeed, Smith seems to have had a somewhat distant relationship with his
own catalogue, which he slightingly called ‘‘my notes on the collection.’’≥∏ He
never published the original English text; it appeared only in a modern Greek
translation made by a Mar Saba monk, in a journal of the Jerusalem Patriarch-
ate not widely available in Western libraries. This implies that only Greek
Orthodox monks and clergy were expected to have much interest in the mate-
rial. But why would Smith have wanted to write for that audience, given his
lack of enthusiasm for their worship and their ‘‘predictable reading’’?

Scholars who write catalogues are usually interested in the manuscripts they
spend so much time working on. More than that, they also tend to be inter-
ested in the history of the libraries that house these manuscripts.≥π The library
of a 1,450-year-old monastery like Mar Saba holds obvious appeal for a per-
son with such interests. But whatever motivated Smith, it was certainly not the
history of the Mar Saba library. He referred to it only in sketchy and in-
complete ways and did not ask the kinds of questions that a library historian
usually would have asked. For example, Smith rarely speculated on how long
any particular item had been at Mar Saba. He reveals no curiosity about how
or when there came to be two distinct collections: one in the tower, the other
‘‘over the porch of the new church.’’ He mentioned the eighteenth-century fire
in the caves, but not the 1834 earthquake that provoked widespread looting
and forced extensive rebuilding—the reason why there is a new church at Mar
Saba.≥∫ The last manuscript listed in Smith’s article is a 1910 catalogue of Mar
Saba’s books, but ‘‘this catalogue was discovered on the last day of my stay at
the monastery and I did not have time to examine it.’’≥Ω That could well be
true, but Smith did not even photograph it, and he never returned to Mar Saba
to read it. Nor, apparently, did he ever visit the library of the Greek Patriarch-
ate, though he surely realized that some of the handwritings and fragments he
found at the monastery were likely to have counterparts among the 706 Mar
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Saba manuscripts that were relocated to Jerusalem in 1887. Smith never even
speculated about the many former Mar Saba manuscripts that have migrated
to other libraries throughout the world; today at least 55 are known.∂≠

If Smith was like many Western scholars of that era, he would have been
interested primarily in finding early manuscripts, good textual witnesses to
important ancient texts. On that score, it is true, the collection offers relatively
little. Most of the seventy-one items he catalogued (at least fifty) were written
during the nineteenth or twentieth century, with sixteen more dating from the
eighteenth or nineteenth. But if Smith wanted early sources, why didn’t he
devote his time to the fragments in the leather folder, many of which he judged
to be older than the seventeenth century?∂∞ He knew that fragments removed
from old bindings (which is what such folders frequently consist of) will often
be of earlier date than any of the intact manuscripts in a library.∂≤

Smith also seems to have cared little for the three oldest items he did cata-
logue, which he dated to the tenth or eleventh century. Two were fragments of
liturgical texts,∂≥ and we know how he felt about those. The other was a
parchment fragment of an unidentified ‘‘sermon or ascetic work,’’ to which he
really should have given more attention. Originally addressed to monks, it
contains an admonition Smith would have done well to ponder: ‘‘Remember
the eternal fire each evening when you go to sleep and when you get up, and
indolence [rhathymia] will never overcome you at the time of psalmody.’’∂∂ As
we will see, this mysterious text points obscurely to the dark heart of the
problem, for the fear of Hell and the purpose of psalmody are the twin enig-
mas that veil, or rather shroud, the mystery of Morton Smith.

MANUSCRIPT HUNTING

If Smith had ‘‘not expected much,’’ if he did not try to reconstruct the
history of the library, if he wasn’t particularly interested in the three early
fragments or the contents of the leather folder—what drew him to Mar Saba?
When he went there in 1958, he already had a lot of experience searching
Greek ecclesiastical libraries for manuscripts and must have had some notion
of what he was likely to find. His publications about those other libraries help
to clarify his modus operandi; in fact, they show that the Mar Saba project was
in some ways atypical. To begin with, Mar Saba was the only place for which
Smith (or rather a monk-translator) published an entire catalogue. For all the
other collections he systematically explored, Smith kept most of his notes
unpublished and wrote articles describing only the manuscripts he thought
were worthwhile. It is best to think of Smith, then, not as a cataloguer (inter-
ested in entire collections and library history), but as someone engaged in what
he himself called ‘‘manuscript hunting.’’
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Three themes tend to recur in Smith’s articles on Greek libraries, permitting
us to construct a picture of him as a ‘‘manuscript hunter.’’ First, what he was
most excited about finding, or most disappointed at not finding, were un-
known manuscripts of the church fathers, the Apocrypha (ancient religious
writings that were not included in the Bible), and the Pseudepigrapha (writings
attributed pseudonymously to biblical personages).∂∑ Evidently his dream sce-
nario was to discover the lost Greek original of a major pseudepigraphical
work that had been thought to survive only in ancient translations: ‘‘Who
knows?’’ he once wrote. ‘‘Perhaps as this is being written (or read) the last
Greek manuscript of the Odes of Solomon is being eaten by a worm in a little
monastery somewhere in Greece.’’∂∏ Certainly the Greek original of this very
early Christian hymnal (it is certainly not by King Solomon!) would be a
discovery of major importance—scholars know it now mainly from the Syriac
translation.∂π But if that was the kind of treasure Smith hoped to find, why did
he go to Mar Saba, if it was a place where he ‘‘had not expected much’’?

According to one of his students, Smith was looking for manuscripts of
Isidore of Pelusium, on whom he had already published two articles.∂∫ Yet
Smith knew there was an unidentified text ascribed to Isidore in one of the
Mar Saba manuscripts that had gone to Jerusalem—why did he never visit the
Patriarchate to try to identify it?∂Ω He could hardly have gone to Mar Saba
without passing through Jerusalem.

The second recurring theme in Smith’s writings is represented by his long,
plaintive lists of all the kinds of manuscripts he did not care about.

. . . the sort of content expectable from the manuscripts in the collections here
discussed . . . does a good deal to explain why so little attention has been paid
to these texts. The history of the music and the liturgical and devotional
literature of the Greek Orthodox Church from 1453 to 1953 is probably
among the least fashionable of academic disciplines; modern Greek canon
law is another subject that excites little enthusiasm; another is the after-life of
medieval Aristotelianism in the Turkish empire; finally, a fair number of the
anonymous works on profane topics, the treatise[s] on theology, and the
catechisms are elementary texts, presumably of no significance.∑≠

To each his own, but one would never guess from this that Smith had once
preferred the Mar Saba music and liturgy over its libraries. The story of how
his views changed will turn out to be very revealing, as we will see—for in his
1973 memoir, Smith claimed to have developed a profound understanding of
Byzantine hymnody, despite his resolute refusal to learn anything specific
about it.

As for the third theme, Smith would emphasize the importance of searching
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printed books for handwritten material and argue that such late manuscripts
can have real value for the textual criticism even of much earlier writers. For
example, in 1960 he wrote:

At present, copying is generally done on ordinary paper. But formerly paper
was rare and expensive, so every spare page of available books was pressed
into use. Thus a seventeenth-century edition of the Ignatian epistles, in Mar
Saba, had copied onto its last pages, probably in the early eighteenth century,
a passage allegedly from the letters of Clement of Alexandria. Since the letters
of Clement are almost unknown, the manuscript has considerable importance
if the attribution is correct, and not least as an illustration of the fact that
persons hunting for manuscript material should not neglect printed books.
Not only end papers and blank pages, but even margins often contain consid-
erable manuscript additions.∑∞

By this standard, Smith should have considered his Mar Saba project a modest
success, rather than the disappointment he described it to be. Glued inside the
covers of a 1746 edition of prayers for Vespers and Matins, he found two
leaves of a fifteenth-century commentary on Sophocles.∑≤ A collection of
pieces removed from other book covers included ‘‘pages of a fifteenth-century
manuscript of ‘St. Macarius of Egypt’—a name used to disguise a collection of
tracts by ancient Syrian heretics.’’∑≥ As it happened, these pages ‘‘turned out to
contain fragments of texts unknown to the standard editions.’’∑∂ Smith’s 1960
article mentioned other items of potential interest: ‘‘the collection contains
one or two early patristic and ascetic excerpts which may be of importance.
For the rest, there is the usual predominance of liturgical material. Some of the
hagiographica [lives of the saints] may be of interest as evidence of the particu-
lar tradition of the monastery, which was influential in its day.’’∑∑

This, it seems to me, is a not unreasonable description of the material Smith
catalogued. But something happened between 1960 and 1973—so that, for
some reason, Smith’s later account is more bipolar.∑∏ Though the Smith of
1960 recognized several items that ‘‘may be of importance’’ or ‘‘may be of
interest,’’ the Smith of 1973 would say, ‘‘I was gradually reconciling myself to
my worst expectations and repeating every day that I should discover nothing
of importance.’’∑π Yet somehow, finding the unknown letter from Clement of
Alexandria shot him suddenly to the other extreme. It was so miraculous,
apparently, that it even revived his interest in attending monastic liturgies. As
he wrote in 1973:

Then, one afternoon near the end of my stay, I found myself in my cell, staring
incredulously at a text written in a tiny scrawl I had not even tried to read in
the tower when I picked out the book containing it. But now that I came to
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puzzle it out, it began, ‘‘From the letters of the most holy Clement, the author
of the Stromateis. To Theodore,’’ and it went on to praise the recipient for
having ‘‘shut up’’ the Carpocratians. The Stromateis, I knew, was a work of
Clement of Alexandria, one of the earliest and most mysterious of the great
fathers of the Church—early Christian writers of outstanding importance. I
was reasonably sure that no letters of his had been preserved. So if this writing
was what it claimed to be, I had a hitherto unknown text by a writer of major
significance for early Church history. Besides, it would add something to our
knowledge of the Carpocratians, one of the most scandalous of the ‘‘gnostic’’
sects, early and extreme variants of Christianity. Who Theodore was, I had no
idea. I still don’t. But Clement and the Carpocratians were more than enough
for one day. I hastened to photograph the text. . . . Then the bell rang for
vespers, and I went off, walking on air.∑∫

Researchers in all kinds of fields have written about the excitement they felt
at making important new discoveries. The ‘‘discovery story’’ is a fairly common
genre, despite its relative neglect by the anthologizers and literary critics. But
compared with more typical examples, Smith’s discovery story seems positively
fishy. For example, when Constantin von Tischendorf, another young man
working in another Greek monastery, discovered the Codex Sinaiticus—one of
the earliest manuscripts of the entire Greek Bible—he stayed up all night
studying it, for ‘‘it really seemed a sacrilege to sleep.’’∑Ω When Smith discovered
the letter of Clement, he experienced a sudden mood swing from ‘‘worst expec-
tations’’ to ‘‘walking on air.’’ Yet he got up and went to Vespers instead of
staying to investigate his discovery, even though his time at the monastery was
almost over—or so he says. Smith seems to have forgotten what he told us
earlier—that he had stopped attending the religious services because he no
longer ‘‘responded’’ to them; ‘‘I soon made my supposed scholarly labors an
excuse for spending most of my time in my cell.’’ There is also the question of
which service Smith meant by the word ‘‘vespers.’’ Was this the afternoon
service (1:30–2:30), which actually incorporated None, Vespers, and Para-
klesis? Or did Smith mean Compline at 4 p.m., using the word ‘‘vespers’’ in a
casual sense to mean ‘‘evening service’’? The terminological inexactitude, in the
context of an inherently implausible story, suggests to me that Smith’s account
is to some extent fictionalized, aimed more at selling a book in 1973 than at
reporting what he actually remembered from 1958.

For almost three weeks, that is, Smith had been excusing himself from
services to study manuscripts in his room—manuscripts that only discouraged
him, that fulfilled his ‘‘worst expectations,’’ in which he ‘‘discover[ed] nothing
of importance.’’ Yet when he finally found something genuinely interesting,
with his stay at the monastery almost over, he left the book on his desk and
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floated off to church, so excited by his discovery that he forgot he didn’t go to
church anymore. We will meet this strange combination of euphoria and am-
nesia again, at important junctures throughout Smith’s tale—a weird, giddy
forgetfulness that punctuates his narrative with eerie predictability, and points
—as memory lapses often do—to even larger denials. In the end we will be
forced to conclude that Smith’s memoir of 1973 is simply not a reliable ac-
count of what happened at Mar Saba in either 1941 or 1958.

‘‘A HITHERTO UNKNOWN TEXT’’

An unknown letter by St. Clement of Alexandria, who lived at the end of
the second century (ca. 150–ca. 215), would indeed be an exciting find—at
least as exciting as the recent discoveries of new letters and sermons by St.
Augustine.∏≠ New information about the Carpocratians would be welcome
within the relatively small field of those who study ancient Gnostic and more-
or-less Christian sects. But what really made Smith’s discovery so intriguing, to
him and to everyone else, was the fact that it also included quotations from an
unknown apocryphal gospel—or rather two of them: one is stated to have
been read (but secretly) in the church at Alexandria, where it was believed to
have been authored by the same evangelist who wrote the familiar Gospel
according to Mark; the other is described as a Carpocratian redaction of this
secret gospel, which the author of the letter (‘‘Clement’’) considered corrupt.
Though several apocryphal gospels survive from ancient times (wholly or in
part), and many more are mentioned by ancient writers, scholars had had no
idea that these two gospels—the Secret Gospel of Mark and its Carpocratian
expansion—ever existed.

Even before I finished transcribing the text, I began to think it was too good to
be true. Here was new information about Jesus, a new miracle story, a quota-
tion from a secret Gospel by St. Mark, and the information that Mark had
written a second, secret Gospel, and that Clement’s church, as well as the
Carpocratians, had used it! If the letter was really by Clement I had a discov-
ery of extraordinary importance. But if it was a fake of some sort and I rushed
into print with an announcement of a ‘‘great discovery,’’ I could make myself
an internationally conspicuous fool. So I kept my mouth shut.∏∞

Actually, Smith didn’t completely keep his mouth shut, but we’ll get to that
later.

Morton Smith was a prolific scholar who knew many languages. Ultimately
the author of seven books and 120 articles, he was effectively an expert in four
difficult fields: (1) the Old Testament and ancient Israel, (2) the New Testa-
ment and early Christianity, (3) the Mishnah and early post-biblical Judaism,
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and (4) ancient Greek magic.∏≤ Some of his research was groundbreaking, and
much of it offered original perspectives and exciting new approaches. Yet the
Mar Saba discovery of 1958 would become Smith’s best-known achievement,
the focal point of much of his scholarly oeuvre, the thing that made him truly
famous even outside the world of scholarship. In the ensuing decades, Mark’s
Secret Gospel has generated a huge bibliography, as scholars and others have
reacted to the text and argued about how to interpret it. A number of experts
on the New Testament have accepted both the letter and the gospel as genuine,
even important, documents of the early Christian period. Others have agreed
with Smith’s original impression that it is ‘‘too good to be true,’’∏≥ implying
that it is a modern forgery, perhaps even by Smith himself.∏∂ A significant
number have remained noncommittal, waiting for definitive proof to emerge.

Reputation-destroying accusations of forgery or fraud should not be made
lightly, of course, even after the accused individual has died (Smith died in
1991). But since the charge has already been made, and more than once, it is
worth pointing out that, if true, it would explain a lot. If the real purpose of
Smith’s journey was to plant a spurious manuscript in an ancient monastery
library, so that he could then ‘‘discover’’ it in a plausible environment—that
could explain why he made too short a visit to a library whose history he didn’t
care about, spent too much of his brief time looking at manuscripts that didn’t
interest him, didn’t finish cataloguing all the available manuscripts, never
attempted to compare his material with the main collection in Jerusalem, and
ultimately left his catalogue for someone else to publish. Prior knowledge of
what he would discover might explain why Smith had time to go to Vespers
once it turned up, if in fact he did go. And if Smith really was engaged in the
kind of massive deception that a forgery of this magnitude would entail, it
would be no wonder that he describes every memory lapse as an emotionally
liberating experience.

Again, if it was Smith who wrote the letter of ‘‘Clement,’’ this might explain
why, in his 1973 account of the discovery, he was so eager to emphasize its im-
portance by denigrating the rest of the collection in which he ‘‘found’’ it. It
might also explain why he became such an advocate of searching printed books
for recent manuscript material. If the Mar Saba fragment really was penned by
an eighteenth-century hand in a seventeenth-century book, it is even more re-
cent than the fifteenth-century Sophocles; yet if the text really was composed by
Clement of Alexandria, it would be even earlier than the fourth- or fifth-century
‘‘Macarius.’’ As a previously unknown patristic writing that cites two un-
known apocryphal gospels, this short text of Clement amounts to at least three
discoveries in one. Does all this add up to dramatic vindication of the practice of
looking for manuscripts hidden in printed books? Or did Smith champion such
late manuscripts as a way of legitimating the one he ‘‘discovered’’?
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In the context of so many questions, Smith’s playful bantering that ‘‘I soon
made my supposed scholarly labors an excuse for spending most of my time in
my cell’’ takes on an ominous demeanor: ‘‘supposed’’? Was Smith engaged in
something that wouldn’t usually be considered ‘‘scholarly labors’’? What was
he really doing all those hours by himself while the monks were at prayer?

Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark

Upon his return to the United States in 1958, Smith didn’t quite keep his
mouth shut but took the unusual step of immediately publishing the Greek
text and a translation in a private edition for limited circulation. Copies of this
first edition are very difficult to find; I have not seen any myself and do not
know for whom they were intended.∏∑ In his 1973 memoir, Smith claimed that
he spent two years studying every word in the text and writing out a detailed
commentary, which he then mailed to fourteen experts on ‘‘late classical and
patristic Greek.’’∏∏ After collecting their replies, in 1960 Smith read a paper on
his discovery, at a meeting of the Society for Biblical Literature, the leading
organization for biblical scholars.∏π But for the next fifteen years, Smith seems
to have been a model of scholarly caution, withholding full publication while
he researched his discovery. During that period he also produced many other
publications and obtained tenure at Columbia.

In 1973 the material was finally made available to the world—but in an
unusual way, for Smith published both a scholarly edition and a popular
account in the same year. The book for scholars, Clement of Alexandria and a
Secret Gospel of Mark, was published by Harvard University Press.∏∫ It in-
cludes meticulous analyses of the paleography, the Greek vocabulary and liter-
ary characteristics, the historical background, interrelationships with other
gospels and other works of Clement, and the known data on the Carpocra-
tians. The level of detail is intimidating, especially for a text as short as Clem-
ent’s letter is; there are even analyses of Clement’s rhythmic cadences and the
Secret Gospel’s apparent oral formulas—all of it quite fascinating if one is
willing to invest the time and effort to read the book carefully.∏Ω A curious
feature of Smith’s exhaustive commentary is that it quotes with unusual fre-
quency from the private conversations and personal correspondence he en-
gaged in with other scholars, as if he felt a powerful need to demonstrate that
his discovery had been taken seriously by all the right people. At least nineteen
of these individuals are even listed in the bibliography by their initials—a very
uncommon practice. As a result, one gets the impression that the new text was
examined and found legitimate by virtually the entire pantheon of classicists
and biblical scholars who were active at elite English-speaking universities
during the 1960s. If any of these worthies expressed any doubts about the date
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or authenticity of the purported letter of Clement, however, we will never
know, for we have only the excerpts Smith chose to publish. Their original
letters no longer survive, for Smith’s papers were destroyed after his death in
accordance with his instructions.π≠

For a more general audience, Smith published The Secret Gospel: The Dis-
covery and Interpretation of the Secret Gospel According to Mark with Har-
per & Row.π∞ The title emphasizes that it is the new gospel, not the letter of
Clement or the Carpocratians, that is the most interesting element in Smith’s
discovery. This book, since it is for popular consumption, begins with the
lively memoir of Smith’s visits to Mar Saba, from which I have been quoting
throughout this chapter. It then proceeds to a summary of the arguments and
interpretations Smith propounded in his more scholarly book. But instead of
parading famous academic names, as in the Harvard book, Smith suggested
similarities between his discovery and the Dead Sea Scrolls,π≤ even though (as
he well knew) Clement of Alexandria lived too late and too far away to have
had anything to do with the Jewish Qumran community that owned the
scrolls.

The simplicity and clarity of the Harper book offer a welcome contrast to
the dense complexity of the Harvard book, so that a scholar who really wants
to understand Smith should read both. But there is another reason to read
both of them: the scholarly Harvard book was essentially completed in 1966,
though not published until 1973. The popular Harper book was written sec-
ondπ≥ and clearly incorporates some advances in Smith’s interpretation of
what he discovered. Some of the differences between the two books, in fact,
will become significant clues in unraveling the mystery of the Secret Gospel.
An interesting question I will not be able to answer is this: Was the publication
of the two books deliberately synchronized so that they would be released in
the same year, as if to maximize the notoriety of the new gospel? Scholarly
books can take a long time to work their way through the publication process,
but (in my experience) deliberate delay in order to coincide with a book for the
general public would be unheard of.

THE TEXT

It is to the scholarly Harvard book, of course, that one looks for the
original Greek text of Clement’s letter.π∂ Smith’s translation into English was
published in both books, but with slight differences in wording and punctua-
tion.π∑ Here I reproduce the translation from the popular Harper book, on the
theory that it represents Smith’s later and more considered preferences. But I
note the variants of the Harvard book in footnotes (even though they are of
minimal significance). In the popular book, Smith put square brackets around
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some words that have no exact counterpart in the Greek original, but are only
implied.π∏ None of these bracketings occurs in the scholarly book, where of
course one can examine the Greek text for oneself. I myself have taken the
liberty of adding, in parentheses, the locations of direct quotations from the
Bible. (For the readers’ convenience, this translation of the letter also appears
in the appendix at the back of the book.)

From the letters of the most holy Clement, author of the Stromateis.ππ To
Theodore:

You did well in silencing the unspeakable teachings of the Carpocratians.
For these are the ‘‘wandering stars’’ (Jude 13) referred to in the prophecy, who
wander from the narrow road of the commandments into a boundless abyss
of the carnal and bodily sins. For, priding themselves in knowledge, as they
say, ‘‘of the deep [things] of Satan’’ (Revelation 2:24), they do not know that
they are casting themselves away into ‘‘the nether world of the darkness’’
(Jude 13) of falsity, and, boasting that they are free, they have become slaves
of servile desires. Such [men] are to be opposed in all ways and altogether. For,
even if they should say something true, one who loves the truth should not,
even so, agree with them. For not all true [things] are the truth, nor should
that truth which [merely] seems true according to human opinions be pre-
ferred to the true truth, that according to the faith.

Now of the [things] they keep saying about the divinely inspired Gospel
according to Mark, some are altogether falsifications, and others, even if they
do contain some true [elements], nevertheless are not reported truly. For the
true [things], being mixed with inventions, are falsified, so that, as the saying
[goes], even the salt loses its savor (Luke 14:34).

[As for] Mark, then, during Peter’s stay in Rome he wrote [an account of ]
the Lord’s doings, not, however, declaring all [of them], nor yet hinting at the
secret [ones], but selecting thoseπ∫ he thought most useful for increasing the
faith of those who were being instructed. But when Peter died asπΩ a martyr,
Mark came over to Alexandria, bringing both his own notes and those of
Peter, from which he transferred to his former book the things suitable to
whatever makes for progress toward knowledge [gnosis]. [Thus] he com-
posed a more spiritual Gospel for the use of those who were being perfected.
Nevertheless, he yet did not divulge the things not to be uttered, nor did he
write down the hierophantic teaching of the Lord, but to the stories already
written he added yet others and, moreover, brought in certain sayings of
which he knew the interpretation would, as a mystagogue, lead the hearers
into the innermost sanctuary of that truth hidden by seven [veils]. Thus, in
sum, he prearranged∫≠ matters, neither grudgingly nor incautiously, in my
opinion, and, dying, he left his composition to the church in Alexandria,
where it even yet is most carefully guarded, being read only to those who are
being initiated into the great mysteries.
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But since the foul demons are always devising destruction for the race of
men, Carpocrates, instructed by them and using deceitful arts, so enslaved a
certain presbyter of the church in Alexandria that he got from him a copy of
the secret Gospel, which he both interpreted according to his blasphemous
and carnal doctrine and, moreover, polluted, mixing with the spotless and
holy words utterly shameless lies. From this mixture is drawn off the teaching
of the Carpocratians.

To them, therefore, as I said above, one must never give way,∫∞ nor, when
they put forward their falsifications, should one concede that the secret Gos-
pel is by Mark, but should even deny it on oath. For, ‘‘Not all true [things] are
to be said to all men.’’∫≤ For this [reason] the Wisdom of God, through Sol-
omon, advises, ‘‘Answer the fool from his folly’’ (Proverbs 26:5), teaching
that the light of the truth should be hidden from those who are mentally blind.
Again it says, ‘‘From him who has not shall be taken away’’ (Matthew 25:29),
and, ‘‘Let the fool walk in darkness’’ (Ecclesiastes 2:14). But we are ‘‘children
of light’’ (1 Thessalonians 5:5), having been illuminated by ‘‘the dayspring’’ of
the Spirit∫≥ of the Lord ‘‘from on high’’ (Luke 1: 78), and ‘‘Where the Spirit of
the Lord is,’’ it says, ‘‘there is liberty’’ (2 Corinthians 3:17), for ‘‘All things are
pure to the pure’’ (Titus 1:15).

To you, therefore, I shall not hesitate to answer the [questions] you have
asked, refuting the falsifications by the very words of the Gospel. For exam-
ple, after ‘‘And they were in the road going up to Jerusalem’’ (Mark 10:32),
and what follows, until ‘‘After three days he shall arise’’ (Mark 10:34), [the
secret Gospel] brings the following [material] word for word:

‘‘And they come into Bethany, and a certain woman, whose brother had
died, was there.∫∂ And, coming, she prostrated herself before Jesus and says to
him, ‘Son of David, have mercy on me.’ But the disciples rebuked her. And
Jesus, being angered, went off with her into the garden where the tomb was,
and straightway a great cry was heard from the tomb. And going near Jesus
rolled away the stone from the door of the tomb. And straightway, going in
where the youth was, he stretched forth his hand and raised him, seizing his
hand. But the youth, looking upon him, loved him and began to beseech him
that he might be with him. And going out of the tomb they came into the
house of the youth, for he was rich. And after six days Jesus told him what to
do and in the evening the youth comes to him, wearing a linen cloth over [his]
naked [body]. And he remained with him that night, for Jesus taught him the
mystery of the kingdom of God. And thence, arising, he returned to the other
side of the Jordan.’’

After these [words] follows the text, ‘‘And James and John come to him’’
(Mark 10:35), and all that section. But ‘‘naked [man] with naked [man]’’ and
the other things about which you wrote are not found.

And after the [words], ‘‘And he comes into Jericho’’ (Mark 10:46), [the
secret Gospel] adds only, ‘‘And the sister of the youth whom Jesus loved and his
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mother and Salome were there, and Jesus did not receive them.’’ But the many
other [things about] which you wrote both seem to be and are falsifications.

Now the true explanation and that which accords with the true philos-
ophy . . .

There the text breaks off incomplete.
Obviously this short text is extremely complicated and raises all sorts of

questions. There are, to begin with, the issues of whether this is indeed a lost
letter of Clement, and who the addressee Theodore could have been. Many
questions could be asked about what is said concerning the Carpocratians, the
nature of the controversy in which Clement and Theodore were involved, and
the remarks about truth, falsification, and lying under oath. The traditions
about Mark and his second (secret) gospel have already spawned considerable
scholarly discussion—but no less problematic are ‘‘the great mysteries,’’ ap-
parently clandestine initiation rites that provided the only occasions on which
the Secret Gospel was read, or its existence even acknowledged. Something
needs to be understood here: the Greek word mysterion, from which we get
the English word ‘‘mystery,’’ can also mean ‘‘secret,’’ so that the Secret Gospel
in Greek is mystikon evangelion, which could also be translated ‘‘the mystic
gospel’’ or ‘‘the mystical gospel.’’ In Greek Orthodox Christianity the word
mysterion corresponds to the Western Christian term ‘‘sacrament,’’ so that
‘‘those who are being initiated into the great mysteries’’ are presumably expe-
riencing the three sacraments of Christian initiation: (1) baptism (water im-
mersion), (2) chrismation, sealing, or confirmation (anointing with oil), and
(3) Eucharist (receiving the consecrated bread and wine for the first time).∫∑

How these early Christian sacraments were actually administered, there-
fore, ought to be a central issue in the debate over what to make of the Mar
Saba fragment. But in fact, most of the scholarly discussion has focused on a
question that New Testament scholars are more interested in, namely the
interrelationships among the three recensions of Mark’s gospel—the familiar
one and its Alexandrian and Carpocratian expansions. Smith himself, how-
ever, made the initiatory sacraments a central issue in his own writings, since
his primary interpretive claim is that the Secret Gospel reveals how Jesus
initiated his disciples. According to an elaborate argument that Smith con-
structed from a wide range of evidence, Jesus carried out secret, nocturnal
initiation rites, with each disciple individually, utilizing magical practices that
may have included homosexual intercourse. Even without the homosexuality,
however, Smith’s reconstruction is well outside of mainstream thinking and
highly debatable on many points. But once Smith raised the possibility of a
sexual element, it became much more difficult to discuss the Mar Saba discov-
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ery calmly. Are those who remain unconvinced really assessing the evidence
objectively, or are they letting their disapproval of homosexuality color their
historical judgment? Are some people overly inclined to accept the discovery
as genuine out of a desire to find a Christian justification for homosexuality?
In the chapters to follow I will propose a whole new approach to the study of
the Mar Saba fragment. But first it will be helpful to summarize, as briefly as
possible, what the main issues have been and what is already known or has
been said about each of them in turn.

Summary

In this chapter I offer a careful reading of Morton Smith’s 1973 account
of his visits to Mar Saba in 1941 and 1958. During the latter visit he allegedly
discovered the letter of Clement of Alexandria that quotes from the Secret
Gospel of Mark. His memoir includes some odd features that raise questions
about its veracity: Smith tried too hard to emphasize the contrast between the
importance he ascribed to the letter of Clement and the other manuscripts in
the library, which he excessively denigrates as uninteresting. He showed sur-
prisingly little interest in the history of the Mar Saba library, given the time he
spent cataloguing it. His claim to have been fascinated by the liturgy at the
monastery contrasts with his neglect of the liturgical manuscripts in the li-
brary. After discovering the fragment, he showed too much interest in obtain-
ing endorsements from famous scholars. Smith also described extreme mood
swings and bouts of amnesia that raise doubts about his truthfulness.
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Questions

The schedule of my trip took me off to Istanbul. By the time I got there I was
badly upset. Moments of wild excitement alternated with spells of profound
pessimism and even resentment. The thing just couldn’t be true; it was too
important! Why had nobody else ever mentioned the secret Gospel of Mark,
if there was one? And why did it have to be my luck to walk into this trap? I
couldn’t suppress it; I’d already told Scholem.—But then, why shouldn’t it be
genuine? The handwriting of the manuscript must be, roughly, of the eigh-
teenth century. Who, at that time, in a Greek monastery devoted to the devo-
tional life, could have made up such a thing? What monk knew anything
about Carpocrates? What motive could there possibly be for the invention of
such a document?—But if it were genuine, then . . . ! And so off again into
excitement, and then back to depression. —Morton Smith

The Manuscript

The authentication of any document must begin with its physical char-
acteristics, and the manuscript Smith discovered is certainly unusual. Not all
the writings of Clement of Alexandria have survived, but those that have are
preserved in parchment codices of the tenth and eleventh centuries (and later).∞

The Mar Saba letter, on the other hand, was written on the rear flyleaves of a
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book printed in 1646, containing the letters of St. Ignatius of Antioch, a church
father who died in the early second century, about three generations before
Clement. Smith, with more or less agreement from the paleographers he con-
sulted, determined the handwriting to belong to the mid-eighteenth century.
Comparison with the writing of Callinicus III, who was Patriarch of Con-
stantinople around 1760, led Smith to conclude that ‘‘we may suppose with
some probability that the writer of the present letter had been trained in the
Patriarchal Academy in Constantinople’’—without verifying that Callinicus
himself was trained there!≤ But if the hand of the Clementine letter belonged to
a Mar Saba monk (a strong likelihood for a document found in the Mar Saba
library) it could well reappear—perhaps even with a name or a date—some-
where among the forty-six eighteenth-century manuscripts that were relocated
from Mar Saba to Jerusalem.≥ There is no indication that Smith ever checked.

Could a letter written in the late second century be preserved only in one
partial copy of the eighteenth century? The gap of sixteen centuries is not
impossible, but it is unusually long. The extant writings of St. Justin Martyr,
who lived in the second century between Ignatius and Clement, survive in only
one manuscript from the year 1364, plus a fifteenth-century copy of it.∂ The
works of the important Roman historian Tacitus, who died in the early second
century ce, are very poorly preserved despite a tradition that they were copied
four times a year by imperial mandate.∑ In particular the Germania—now his
best-known work—survives only in fifteenth-century copies of a lost medieval
manuscript.∏ The poems of Catullus, who lived in the first century bce, are
known to us from copies of the late fourteenth century, even though several
classical and medieval authors are known to have read earlier manuscripts
that no longer exist—including one in Petrarch’s hand.π

The Fight at Finnsburg, an Anglo-Saxon poem comparable to Beowulf
(thus presumably written down about 1000 ce), survived the Middle Ages in a
single fragment that has since been lost. Its contents, therefore, are known
only from a transcription published in 1705.∫ The world record may belong to
the collection of ancient Sanskrit hymns known as the Rig-Veda—thought to
have been composed before the year 1000 bce; its earliest manuscripts date
from the seventeenth century ce.Ω

Thus Smith’s proposed explanation for the gap has to be considered plausi-
ble, even if unprovable. Letters by Clement evidently did circulate at one time,
for the Sacra Parallela, a work ascribed to John of Damascus, quotes from
Clementine letters that don’t otherwise survive.∞≠ This implies that John (or
whoever wrote the Sacra Parallela) had access to a copy of Clement’s letters, a
manuscript that no longer exists (as far as we know). If indeed the author was
John, then this manuscript existed in the eighth century, and one may suppose
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that he saw it in the library at Mar Saba.∞∞ If all these assumptions are true,
then the gist of Smith’s argument is that John’s manuscript of Clement, or a
later copy of it, remained at Mar Saba until the eighteenth-century fire, when it
largely perished, leaving behind an ‘‘isolated leaf’’ that someone copied onto
the flyleaves of the book Smith found and catalogued.∞≤ Having survived a
major fire, the isolated leaf may have been in very fragile condition; at any rate
it disappeared, so that only the eighteenth-century copy remains today.

In support of this theory, Smith was eager to persuade us that ‘‘the life of the
monastery seems to have been continuous—or practically continuous’’ from
John’s time down to the early modern era: ‘‘The buildings were occasionally
pillaged or even ‘destroyed,’ but the monks seem never to have been driven
away for long.’’∞≥ Smith’s quotation marks around the word ‘‘destroyed’’ seem
meant to emphasize that much of the monastery consists of stone buildings
and caves, yet he was apparently unaware of the history of earthquakes at Mar
Saba and did not recall that manuscripts are more fragile than stone.

Moreover, the pillages weren’t exactly occasional. Endless attacks were car-
ried out by various marauding tribes and non-Christian groups, which repeat-
edly drove the monastic community almost to extinction and were still causing
problems as recently as the nineteenth century.∞∂ Herman Melville, who vis-
ited Mar Saba in January 1857, describes a situation in which violent gangs
seem to have permanently loitered near the gates of the monastery, threatening
or robbing everyone who passed through.∞∑ When Mark Twain visited a de-
cade later, it was customary for travelers to hire armed guards, who, however,
actually worked hand in glove with the marauders.∞∏ Later still, according to
an experienced American Protestant missionary: ‘‘Cases have occurred in the
experience of missionaries, in which the robbers have been known and identi-
fied; but on complaint being made to the authorities, the sufferers have been
advised to let the matter quietly drop. This of course refers to the towns and
villages; but the Arab robbers who scour the deserts defy all authority.’’∞π Yet
the travelers and missionaries had fewer problems than the monks, who reg-
ularly had to bribe both the authorities and the competing outlaw groups for
protection. One nineteenth-century monk historian gives the impression that
raising and borrowing money for such payoffs was practically the only thing
the Christian groups in the Holy Land ever did, except for occasional breaks
to dispute with each other and/or celebrate Easter. On the rare occasions when
no particular horde was ravaging the area, Mar Saba would be plundered by
its own Muslim slaves, who evidently thought nothing of knocking holes in
the walls for this purpose.∞∫ It is no wonder that the bulk of the library was
eventually moved to the Patriarchate inside the city.

Thus it is not so easy to dismiss the fact that, in 1547, a Russian monk
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named Sophronius reported to the bishop of Moscow that murderous raids
had left Mar Saba uninhabited for about a century, until it was reopened in
1540 by Greek monks and a Wallachian (i.e., Romanian) abbot from Mount
Athos.∞Ω Smith asks us to accept that Sophronius’s allegation has been ‘‘re-
futed’’ in the major Greek history of the monastery, without giving us the
book’s actual arguments.≤≠ But since reports of Romanian or Slavic occupancy
may have served the purposes of the Russian czars in their efforts to control
the Christian holy sites, it is possible that the monastery’s Greek historians
have leaned too sharply to the contrary view—with political disagreements,
the truth is often somewhere in between.

Hence an important question: Is the Mar Saba library, in fact, an ancient
collection with a continuous history going back to John of Damascus or be-
fore? Or was it mostly assembled at some later point (such as the 1540 reopen-
ing), with older manuscripts brought in from elsewhere? The obvious way to
explore this issue would be through a study of the library stamps, bookplates,
and other ownership marks in the main collection of Mar Saba manuscripts at
Jerusalem. But I have seen no evidence that Smith ever considered this ques-
tion, or ever even visited the Jerusalem collection.

However, even if we could accept that Clement’s letters survived from the
eighth century (when John of Damascus read them) into the eighteenth (when
a portion was copied into the book where Smith found it), we would still have
to explain the thousand-year gap, during which we have no record that a copy
of Clement’s letters existed anywhere, at Mar Saba or anyplace else. To meet
this objection, Smith offered a creative argument from silence, proposing that
‘‘the fact that nobody referred to it . . . suggests that it did not circulate, but lay
neglected in some corner of a single library.’’≤∞ This too is perfectly possible,
but is it more likely than the alternative, that no one referred to the manuscript
because it no longer existed? It was Smith who wrote (in a different context),
‘‘What usually requires explanation is not the disappearance of an ancient
work, but its preservation.’’≤≤

Smith’s closing peroration seems to amount to an inarticulate outburst that
any line of reasoning will do, as long as it persuades us that the Clement letter
is genuine: ‘‘All this history is merely plausible, and plausibility is not proof.
Things probably happened thus, though they may have happened otherwise.
History, however, is by definition the search for the most probable explana-
tions of preserved phenomena. When several explanations are possible, the
historian must always choose the most probable one. But the truth is that
improbable things sometimes happen. Therefore truth is necessarily stranger
than history.’’≤≥ Necessarily?
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Is the Letter by Clement?

Dozens of scholars have offered opinions on Smith’s discovery—at first
in book reviews, then in their own articles and books. Smith himself summed
up the early results in two articles published in 1982: one in Harvard Theolog-
ical Review,≤∂ the other in the postscript to a 1982 reprint of his popular
Harper book.≤∑ The better-known one, in the Harvard journal, is subtitled
‘‘the score at the end of the first decade,’’ and indeed it is all about keeping
score: ‘‘when I sent the text with a first draft of my commentary to fourteen
outstanding scholars, all but two . . . thought Clement had written the letter.
. . . Of the scholars listed in the bibliography here following, twenty-five have
agreed in attributing the letter to Clement, six have suspended judgement . . . ,
and only four have denied the attribution. . . . In sum, most scholars would
attribute the letter to Clement, though a substantial minority are still in
doubt.’’≤∏ The postscript to the 1982 reprint contains the identical bibliogra-
phy, but is less reserved in tone. There, scholars who doubted the authenticity
of the Mar Saba text are called ‘‘liars’’ and their writings ‘‘worthless,’’ ‘‘use-
less,’’ and deserving of contempt.≤π Comparison of the postscript with the
Review article makes for an interesting study of the differences between refer-
eed and unrefereed publications.

The strongest argument for authenticity is that the vocabulary and literary
style are very much like Clement’s, so that some scholars ‘‘see no reason to
doubt the authenticity of Clement’s letter.’’≤∫ Others, however, think it is too
good: ‘‘it is more like Clement than Clement ever was . . . as if someone knew
Clement’s rare words . . . and wanted to use a number of them to show the
Clementine distinctive vocabulary (but overdoing it), while fearing to use
words occurring nowhere else in Clement lest one suspect a non-Clementine
style.’’≤Ω

It has also been questioned whether the contents reflect Clement’s time and
place, or his religious or philosophical views. According to one summary of
objections, ‘‘The description of a church archive containing secret writings,
the recommendation of a falsehood to be fortified by a false oath on polemical
grounds, the idea of two stages of secret teaching of Jesus, and the report of
Mark’s migration to Alexandria contradict everything that we know from
Clement.’’≥≠ ‘‘Moreover,’’ comments another writer, ‘‘the letter presupposes a
conception of the Church which is more strongly institutionalized than it
appears elsewhere in Clement,’’≥∞ whose organizational environment might be
described better as ‘‘a school for training in virtue’’ or ‘‘a Christian study
circle.’’≥≤
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It would be most accurate to say that the case for Clement’s genuine author-
ship is inconclusive. The Greek text was added to the critical edition of Clem-
ent’s works, but ‘‘provisionally . . . to further discussion.’’≥≥ In the most author-
itative bibliography of patristic writings, the Mar Saba letter is listed among
the ‘‘doubtful and spurious’’ works of Clement.≥∂ The excerpts from the Secret
Gospel have frequently been included in anthologies of ancient apocryphal
writings,≥∑ but sometimes with an editorial preface explaining the uncertainty.

Who Were the Carpocratians?

As Smith understood it, the Carpocratians were ‘‘one of the most scan-
dalous of the ‘gnostic’ sects, early and extreme variants of Christianity. . . .
Carpocrates was said to have taught that sin was a means of salvation. Only
by committing all possible actions could the soul satisfy the demands of the
rulers of this world and so be permitted to go on to the heavens, its true
home.’’≥∏ This is derived from Against the Heresies, by St. Irenaeus of Lyons
(ca. 115–ca. 202 ce). The earliest of the so-called ‘‘heresy catalogues,’’ it
amounts to an encyclopedia of ancient sects and what (in Irenaeus’s view) was
wrong with their practices and beliefs. Irenaeus wrote quite a bit about the
Carpocratians; the passage Smith was referring to seems to say that their views
on good and evil were connected with their belief in reincarnation and the
transmigration of souls.

They have fallen into such unbridled madness that they boast of having in
their power and of practicing every kind of impious and godless deed. For
they claim that deeds are good or bad only because of human opinion. There-
fore, they say that the souls must have experience in every kind of life and in
every act by means of transmigration from one body to another, unless some
soul would preoccupy itself once and for all, and in an equivalent manner do
in one coming [into this world, i.e., one lifetime] all the deeds—deeds which it
is not only wrong for us to speak of and listen to, but which we may not even
think or believe that such things are done among people who live in our cities.
The purpose of this, according to their writings, is that the souls, having had
every experience in life, may at their departure not be wanting in anything;
moreover, they must take care lest they be again sent forth into a body because
something was wanting to their liberation. For this reason they assert that
Jesus [taught] . . . that no one will escape from the power of the Angels who
made the world, but will always transmigrate from one body to another until
he has had experience in absolutely every kind of action that exists in the
world. And when nothing is wanting to him, his soul, having been liberated,
escapes to the God who is above the Angels, the makers of the world. In this
manner all souls are saved—whether in one coming [into this world] they
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preoccupy themselves in being mixed up in every kind of action, whether they
transmigrate from one body to another, or, what is the same, whether they
have been sent into every kind of life. And having fulfilled the requirements
and paid the debts, they are liberated, so that they no longer have to operate in
a body.

Now, whether these impious, unlawful, and forbidden acts are really prac-
ticed by them, I would hardly believe. But in their writings it is so written, and
they also explain it so. Jesus, they assert, spoke privately in mystery to his
disciples and apostles and commissioned them to hand down privately these
things to those who are worthy and believe; for they are saved by faith and
love. But the other things are indifferent, some good, some bad, according to
the view of men, inasmuch as nothing is bad by nature.≥π

It is difficult to assess Irenaeus’s report. He seems to have derived his infor-
mation from reading Carpocratian books rather than talking to actual Car-
pocratians; he is unsure how they put their writings into practice. One won-
ders whether Irenaeus fully understood what he was reading, especially if the
Carpocratians also had secret teachings that were handed down ‘‘privately’’ to
members only. Since we do not know what books Irenaeus read, and do not
have any Carpocratian writings in complete form, we cannot read the Car-
pocratian side of the story for ourselves and thus form our own opinion of
their religion. But if early Christian leaders like Clement of Alexandria and
Theodore (whoever he was) actually believed that the Carpocratians taught
and practiced ‘‘impious, unlawful, and forbidden acts’’ (Irenaeus) it is not
surprising that they disparaged their ‘‘blasphemous and carnal doctrine’’ (Mar
Saba letter).

Opposition between Clement’s church and the Carpocratians, whatever it
was actually about, does seem to provide the historical context for the Mar
Saba letter. It appears that the Carpocratian version of Mark’s gospel con-
tained words and passages that were not in Theodore’s Bible, so that Theodore
wrote to Clement asking what to make of this extra material. Clement’s reply
is that most of the extra passages ‘‘seem to be and are falsifications’’ with
which the Carpocratians have ‘‘polluted’’ the gospel text. What no one in the
twentieth century would have expected is the information that Clement’s
church, too, had an alternate gospel, with additional material believed to be by
the same Mark who wrote the original gospel. For some unclear reason, this
expanded text was kept quiet and read only at secret ceremonies. It was so
secret that those who knew of its existence were expected to ‘‘deny it on oath.’’
Yet the Carpocratians had obtained a copy and used it as the basis for their
own version. Thus one purpose of Clement’s letter was to tell Theodore which
interpolations were found in the secret Alexandrian recension (assumed to be
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by Mark himself) and which were not (assumed to be false additions made by
Carpocrates).

Unfortunately, Clement did not quote any of the Carpocratian variants,
except one. He simply referred back to ‘‘the other things about which you
wrote’’ in Theodore’s original letter, which we don’t have. The one exception
is highly provocative, however: the two Greek adjectives gymnos gymnō,
which Smith translates as ‘‘naked [man] with naked [man].’’ The word ‘‘man’’
is not given in the Greek but implied by the masculine singular endings. Much
the same is true of the preposition ‘‘with’’; it is not explicitly stated, but only
implied by the dative ending of gymnō. A translator who supplied a different
preposition, such as ‘‘to,’’ ‘‘on,’’ or ‘‘in,’’ would not be wrong grammatically. It
all depends on what we imagine those two naked [men] were doing. Since the
Carpocratians, whose gospel contains this wording, are said to have had a
reputation for ‘‘carnal and bodily sins,’’ one infers that Jesus and the young
man were up to no good, hence Theodore’s consternation and Clement’s out-
rage. Or perhaps the whole thing is an adventure in reader-response criticism.
Are we reading more into the text than is really there? What would that say
about us?

Is the Secret Gospel by Mark?

On one level, the question of Mark’s authorship of the gospel is similar
to the one about Clement’s authorship of the letter. The style and vocabulary
are very much like the canonical gospel of Mark—to such a degree that some
would call it ‘‘too Marcan to be Mark.’’≥∫ On another level, however, the
question itself would be regarded as too simplistic. Since the nineteenth cen-
tury some scholars have believed that the second gospel (like some other texts
in our New Testament) was not completed in a single act of composition but
went through a series of revisions on its way to achieving the form in which we
know it.≥Ω Some of the reasons for thinking this have to do with its relation-
ships to the first and third gospels.

The vast majority of New Testament scholars believe that Matthew and
Luke used material from Mark when they were writing their own gospels. This
would explain why the first three gospels have so much wording in common
that they can be placed in parallel columns and read synoptically. But it also
leads to new questions, such as, what about the passages in Mark’s gospel that
Matthew and Luke did not use? One possible explanation for some of these
gaps is the hypothesis that Matthew and Luke used an earlier form of the
gospel of Mark, which did not yet contain the material Matthew and Luke
‘‘omitted.’’∂≠ Other discrepancies involve material that may have been difficult
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for Matthew and Luke to make sense of—notably the story of a young man,
clad only in a white linen cloth (the Greek word is sindōn), who ran away
naked when Jesus was arrested (Mark 14:51–52).∂∞ But the presence of this
story has also been taken as evidence that ‘‘the text of canonical Mark . . . is
not the original Mark used by Matthew and Luke, but an abbreviated version
of the Secret Gospel of Mark.’’∂≤ That would mean that Clement was wrong.
Mark did not write the canonical gospel first, and then add further material to
it at a second stage. The Secret Gospel with its extra material existed first, but
some subsequent editor shortened it to produce the canonical gospel we know.

The Clement letter seems to support the speculations of those who think
that the gospel of Mark anciently circulated in more than one form, since it
shows not only that the Carpocratian heretics had their own version, but that
the church of Alexandria even had two, the familiar gospel and the Secret
Gospel. However, those who would appeal to Clement’s letter disagree among
themselves as to the specifics. Some believe that canonical Mark was the ear-
lier text, and that Secret Mark was produced later, by adding material to create
‘‘an amplification of the canonical Gospel.’’∂≥ Others have thought that the
Secret Gospel, with the extra material quoted by Clement, was compiled first,
then shortened to produce canonical Mark by removing the material Clement
quoted. To emphasize the variability of the gospel texts without presupposing
their interrelationships, some have found it more convenient to call Clement’s
Secret Gospel ‘‘the longer text’’ and canonical Mark ‘‘the shorter text,’’ follow-
ing Smith’s own usage.∂∂ Others still would ‘‘affirm that the text itself does not
warrant the construction of such bold hypotheses.’’∂∑ The role of theological
disputes between the Carpocratians and other groups and the difficulty of
establishing the dates at which all these things happened leave the whole
subject open to a wide range of opinions.∂∏

Morton Smith’s own theory is one of the more complicated ones. Indeed he
admitted that ‘‘the mass of factual data that had to be dealt with in evaluating
the letter of Clement and Secret Mark was such that my full presentation,
Clement, is a dreadfully complex book.’’∂π One of his central proposals was
that an early gospel, written in the Aramaic language (the Semitic tongue
actually spoken by Jesus and the first disciples), lay behind the gospels of both
Mark and John. It contained a story of Jesus raising a young man from the
dead that ultimately took shape in both traditions, as the story of the young
man in Clement’s Secret Mark and the story of Lazarus in John 11:1–44. As
Smith summarized in 1982:

Essentially I conjectured that an original Aramaic gospel had been twice
translated into Greek; John had used one translation, Mark another. (This
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accounts for their agreement in outline, but difference in wording.) Each left
out some elements and added many. Mark was then variously expanded—by
Matthew, by Luke, and by the author of Secret Mark, who imitated Mark’s
style, but added episodes from the old Greek translation, inserting them
where they had stood in the original outline. (Hence the Lazarus story has the
same location, vis-à-vis the outline, in Secret Mark as in John.) According to
Clement, the Carpocratians, too, got hold of Secret Mark and expanded
(‘‘corrupted’’) it yet further.∂∫

According to this theory, therefore, Secret Mark is both earlier and later than
canonical Mark; though the story of the young man is an interpolation, it
incorporates old material that Mark himself knew but didn’t use in his first
recension.

Actually, Smith’s theory as a whole was even more complicated than this, as
he himself pointed out in a footnote: ‘‘Canonical Mark seemed to have been
cut down from a longer text; Clement’s secret gospel shows some signs of
censorship; in sum, there seem to have been many minor alterations and we
can grasp securely only the main outlines.’’∂Ω The upshot: ‘‘the explanation
finally proposed is complex—so complex that most critics did not try to pre-
sent it, and several of those who did, got it wrong.’’∑≠

Now it seems to me that the real reason Smith’s argument was so complex
was that he was committed less to a particular thesis than to a particular
conclusion—the conclusion that the Secret Gospel transmits very early tradi-
tions about Jesus, as early as one can get. When his statements to this effect are
removed from their context and arranged in a simple list, they appear to
contradict each other, except for the fact that they all converge on an early
date:

If the resurrection story was in Mark’s source it was probably in the earliest
form of Mark. If so, the canonical text of Mark would have been produced by
abbreviation; the secret text would have been earlier.∑∞

Even if the secret Gospel passages were expansions of Mark, they were expan-
sions made very early, in the style and by the school of the original author;
they must have had the same tradition behind them. Whether they were
written down fifteen years earlier or ten years later would not make great
difference to their historical value.∑≤

Once it is admitted that all Gospels alike are abstracts from the traditions of
the early churches, then the fact that one was written down ten or fifteen years
before or after another does not make much difference; the later document
can easily contain the more important tradition—as Clement said the later
text of Mark did.∑≥
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And whatever it was that happened, exactly, must have happened mostly
before the time of Carpocrates, who was active about the year 125, bringing
the dating of Secret Mark, as Smith notes, ‘‘close to the canonical gospels,
commonly dated about 70 to 100.’’∑∂ Elsewhere Smith put it even earlier—the
story of the young man was added to Mark’s gospel even before the composi-
tion of Matthew’s and Luke’s.∑∑ The postscript to the 1982 reprint goes earlier
still, referring to the ‘‘original Aramaic gospel (about A.D. 50?).’’∑∏ That could
make it earlier than any of the writings preserved in the New Testament.∑π

When all of Smith’s proposals are knit together to produce something that
looks like a comprehensive theory—with the help of scholarly jargon, the
usual professions of caution, and long lists of data—the result is ‘‘a dreadfully
complex book.’’ But time and again, the complexity boils down to the claim
that in the Secret Gospel we have access to very early, unusually reliable infor-
mation about Jesus.

A funny thing about all this is that, as Smith recounts the process of how he
arrived at his very complex theory, he blacks out again, exhibiting the same
kind of dizzy memory lapse we saw before at Mar Saba, when right after
discovering the Clement letter he ‘‘went off’’ to ‘‘vespers’’ (whatever that was),
‘‘walking on air’’:

Curiously, I have no memory of the days when all this became clear. The
experience I shall never forget—it was probably the high point of my life. But
the other things that must have been happening at the same time are simply
gone, hidden by the blaze of the facts, like stars in the day. I know it happened
in the spring of 1963. I think I remember the strange feeling of walking
around the unchanged world, doing the usual things, unnoticed and unnotice-
able, with all of this going on inside my head.∑∫

Dissociative episodes like this are a persistent and troubling feature of Smith’s
literary persona, whether or not they have anything to do with the man him-
self. They hardly inspire confidence in what his books aim to tell us—particu-
larly since, as we shall see, Smith made many bizarre and irresponsible state-
ments identifying Christianity with mental illness, even while he repeatedly
denigrated the value of psychiatry.

Does the Secret Gospel Have Historical Value?

‘‘Even if the secret Gospel passages were expansions of Mark, . . .
[w]hether they were written down fifteen years earlier or ten years later would
not make great difference to their historical value,’’ Smith wrote. That would
certainly be true if their historical value is zero. But is it? Smith professed
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agnosticism on such questions: ‘‘it would be naive to ask whether or not the
events reported in the longer text ‘really happened.’ ’’∑Ω Yet he also concluded
that the new text ‘‘would seem to be of the highest historical value.’’∏≠ In less
guarded moments, Smith always wrote as if the Secret Gospel does report
reliable historical facts. When he began to decipher the manuscript at Mar
Saba, and wonder whether it was too good to be true, he thought, ‘‘Here was
new information about Jesus.’’∏∞ In response to a negative book review by a
clergyman, Smith sneered, ‘‘Why those who worship Jesus should think fur-
ther information about him ‘alarming’ is an interesting question.’’∏≤

This degree of assurance is actually quite unusual in New Testament studies.
Although Christians without technical education tend to read the gospels as
stenographic records of what Jesus did and said, scholars have recognized for
a long time that each gospel is a theological document, synthesizing oral tradi-
tions that developed over at least a generation since Jesus’ lifetime. Thus Smith
quoted with approval a statement by C. H. Dodd: ‘‘The early Church was not
such a bookish community as it has been represented. It did its business pri-
marily through the medium of the living voice, in worship, teaching and mis-
sionary preaching, and out of these three forms of activity—liturgy, didache
[teaching], kerygma [preaching]—a tradition was built up, and this tradition
lies behind all literary production of the early period, including our written
gospels.’’∏≥ The transition from oral teaching, preaching, and worship to writ-
ten gospel has been outlined by Raymond E. Brown as ‘‘the three stages of
gospel formation’’:

(1) The public ministry or activity of Jesus of Nazareth (first third of the first
century)
(2) The (apostolic) preaching about Jesus by his followers (second third of the
first century)
(3) The written gospels (last third of the first century).∏∂

As a result, each gospel records traditions that have been shaped within a
particular early Christian community, informed by a generation of reflection
on the identity and message of Jesus and shaped by situations that emerged
after his lifetime—situations such as the translation of Jewish concepts and
Aramaic terminology into the wider Hellenistic language and culture, persecu-
tions, conflicts with other religious groups, and the destruction of the Jeru-
salem Temple in 70 ce. ‘‘Rather than depending on a personal memory of
events,’’ Brown continues, ‘‘each evangelist has arranged the material he re-
ceived in order to portray Jesus in a way that would meet the spiritual needs of
the community to which he was addressing the Gospel. . . . The evangelists
emerge as authors, shaping, developing, pruning the transmitted Jesus mate-
rial, and as theologians, orienting that material to a particular goal.’’∏∑
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For Christian believers nowadays, this does not imply that the gospels are
unreliable, for the entire process was guided by the Holy Spirit. The gospels
themselves show that the apostles did not fully understand Jesus until after his
resurrection (Mark 9:8–9, Luke 24:25–32), and they also show Jesus promis-
ing that, as Christians faced new situations, they would have divine assistance
in reaching new formulations of the gospel truth.∏∏ As orthodox Christians
understand it, this does not mean that there would be new revelations in the
future, but that the complete revelation of Jesus to the apostles would, with
the passage of time, be comprehended more fully, a process theologians call
‘‘the development of doctrine.’’∏π

But historians, unlike philosophers, are often more interested in where an
idea came from and how it spread than whether it is true. From this perspec-
tive, the ‘‘three stages of gospel formation’’ pose a massive research problem:
how to strip away all the theological developments to recover the original
historical individual that Jesus was. This huge area of research is often referred
to by the title of a classic book by Albert Schweitzer, ‘‘the quest of the histor-
ical Jesus.’’∏∫

But Morton Smith seems to have wanted to leapfrog the entire ‘‘quest.’’ His
high valuation of the tradition transmitted by the Secret Gospel seems to say
that, for once, we have something genuinely early and reliable. Thus Smith is
asking quite a lot from his readers. Faithful Christians fear they are being
asked to believe that this unheard-of fragment is effectively the same kind of
material as the canonical gospels, and therefore as trustworthy as they, if not
more so. Historians who are familiar with the complexities and uncertainties
of historical Jesus research—and who know that Smith was, too—find them-
selves being urged to conclude that, of all the vast library of Christian and
quasi-Christian writings that survive from ancient times—orthodox, proto-
orthodox, and otherwise—this eighteenth-century scrawl on a seventeenth-
century flyleaf brings us as close to the historical Jesus as it is possible to get.
This is no small demand, especially when we consider what—according to
Smith—this highly reliable gospel actually tells us about Jesus.

What Does the Secret Gospel Say?

Smith’s interpretation of the Secret Gospel excerpts leads to the most
incendiary issue of all: ‘‘I had shown that the gospel fragments represented
Jesus as practicing some sort of initiation, and I had argued that this initiation
was a baptism supposed to admit the recipient into the kingdom of God and
free him from the Mosaic law, this being effected by an illusory ascent to the
heavens, of the sort described in the magical papyri, and by union with Jesus,
also magical.’’∏Ω Later in this book we will take a close look at Smith’s ex-
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tended argument that the earliest form of Christian initiation, the kind prac-
ticed by Jesus himself, was a secretive, magical rite that each disciple went
through individually—and that it involved altered states of consciousness
(‘‘an illusory ascent to the heavens’’), liberation from the moral law, magical
practices, and a ‘‘union with Jesus,’’ which (Smith strongly implied) was actu-
ally an act of homosexual intercourse. According to Smith, this was ‘‘the
mystery of the kingdom of God’’ of Mark 4:11, the same mystery that Jesus
taught one night to the barely dressed young man whom he loved, and who
loved him. Smith seems never to have wondered whether Jesus had any female
disciples and how they might have been baptized, even though, as we will see,
his exegesis gives a central place to a female character who arguably was a
disciple.

How Smith arrived at these conclusions will be traced fully in the rest of this
book. But for now it should be noted that they never met with much accep-
tance. As Smith assessed it in 1982:

Of course nobody accepted the proposed explanation. I was amazed that so
many went so far as to concede that Jesus might have had some secret doctrines
and some initiatory ceremonies, or to recognize, even if unwillingly and with
reservations, that magic did have a role in the first-century Church. The most
violent abuse (from scholars) came from two circles, one, the dévots . . . ,π≠ the
other, the adherents of current exegetic cliques (form criticism, redaction
criticism, etc.) who were outraged that I had not given their literature of
mutually contradictory conjectures the attention they thought it deserved.π∞

Thus it could be said that Smith evaded the issue of why his theory wasn’t
accepted, by changing the subject to the abuse he felt he had unjustly suffered,
both from ‘‘the devout’’ (scholars with Christian religious beliefs) and from
the ‘‘adherents of current exegetic cliques’’ or methodologies. The implication
seems to be that the two groups are not very different, each unable to evaluate
evidence objectively because it is blinded by its own received orthodoxy. Thus
Smith went on to lament that his scholarly book had ‘‘overestimated the pro-
fessional readers for whom the book was written,’’ while his popular book
‘‘suffered even more from the same misjudgement,’’π≤ whatever that means.
Smith’s riposte was his next book, Jesus the Magician, wherein he offered
considerable further evidence that Jesus had indeed practiced magic.π≥ As for
‘‘mutually contradictory conjectures,’’ we will soon have occasion to observe
that Smith’s opponents held no monopoly on that.

The general rejection of Smith’s magical and sexual interpretation contrasts
sharply with the widespread acceptance of the Secret Gospel as a genuine
ancient writing. Two scholars who offer very different readings of the material
are nevertheless close to agreement on where Smith went wrong. Marvin
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Meyer, who ‘‘assume[s] the authenticity of the Mar Saba letter as a copy of an
ancient text,’’ has argued that ‘‘instead of using the fragments to formulate
conjectures about the historical Jesus, after the manner of Smith, we may
rather interpret the fragments within the redactional history of the Markan
tradition.’’ This means that, when the Secret Gospel is read in conjunction
with the stories about young men in canonical Mark, ‘‘a subplot’’ is ‘‘ex-
pose[d]’’ that ‘‘communicates’’ a ‘‘vision of the life and challenge of disciple-
ship, as that is exemplified in the career’’ of the young man.π∂ Thus all the
youths in all the Marcan stories are taken as effectively one character, whose
developing understanding of Jesus somewhat parallels that of the Beloved
Disciple in the Gospel of John: ‘‘Just as the youth in Secret Mark embodies
Mark’s vision of the life of discipleship, so also Lazarus as Beloved Disciple
illustrates the ideal of the follower of Christ who has been raised to new life.
This symbolic disciple is depicted in a less developed manner in Mark and in a
more expanded and historicized fashion in John.’’π∑ There is nothing par-
ticularly sexual about either of these characters, as Meyer sees them, even
when he is drawing comparisons with naked youths in pagan rituals, such as
the clearly sexual Dionysiac mysteries.π∏

On the other hand Theodore W. Jennings, in The Man Jesus Loved, which
seems to derive its title from the second excerpt of the Secret Gospel, proposes
a multilevel ‘‘gay-affirmative rereading’’ of the entire New Testament, finding
support in many passages for his contention ‘‘that the Jesus tradition contains
a good deal that is relevant to the discussion of same-sex erotic relationships,
and that all of it is positive.’’ππ Yet he too thinks that ‘‘serious questions may
however be raised about Smith’s interpretation of Secret Mark when we con-
sider it within the context of canonical Mark where it allegedly belonged.’’π∫

Like Meyer, Jennings would read the Secret Gospel passages in light of the rest
of Mark’s gospel. Contextual reading, he finds, leads to increased credibility
for the Secret Gospel, but not for Smith’s exegesis of it:

Although these reflections suffice to show that Smith’s interpretation of Secret
Mark is inadequate, they do not discredit Secret Mark. To be sure, some
scholars at first supposed that Smith might have invented the letter of Clement
with the fragments of Secret Mark in order to bolster his own views of baptis-
mal initiation into magical identification with Jesus. But, as our reflections
show, if this had been Smith’s intention, then the material in Secret Mark is
singularly ill suited to further Smith’s own interpretive strategies. The critique
of his interpretation then only serves to strengthen the credibility of Secret
Mark itself.πΩ

The similarities and differences between Meyer’s and Jennings’s interpreta-
tions could be taken as showing that what is really hard to believe is not the
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Mar Saba text, but what Smith made of it. Without Smith’s presuppositions,
the Secret Gospel excerpts can be read as closely related to canonical Mark
and as having no more of a sexual character than the rest of the New Testa-
ment—even though people may disagree over what the New Testament actu-
ally says about sexuality. This demonstration makes it seem more plausible
that Smith discovered the text rather than composed it himself, but it tells us
nothing about who composed it and when. The most it can be said to prove is
that the Secret Gospel texts closely resemble the style of canonical Mark,
which we knew already.

Just as the manuscript of this book was nearing completion, a new book
appeared that expands upon and replies to the statements with which I ended
the last paragraph. According to Scott G. Brown, the Secret Gospel was not
written in a Marcan ‘‘school’’ or by an ancient imitator of Mark. It was written
by the very same man who wrote the canonical gospel of Mark. This he argues
because the ‘‘Markan vocabulary, style, and literary techniques,’’ as well as
‘‘Markan redactional interests and theology,’’ are so close to those of the
familiar Mark. Brown writes that ‘‘the notion that someone other than Mark
would try to think exactly like Mark is contradicted’’ by the fact that we do not
find such slavish imitation elsewhere in ancient and biblical literature, even in
many situations where it might be reasonable to expect it. He continues: ‘‘An-
other author would probably have had no interest in propagating Markan
theology and no reason to do so. A different author who wished to expand
Mark’s gospel would probably have imitated Mark’s style but pursued his
own theological agenda.’’ For anyone other than Mark to mimic Mark’s way
of writing so exactly, he would have to have ‘‘read the gospels like a late-
twentieth-century narrative critic.’’∫≠

This, of course, invites the obvious retort: ‘‘Maybe he was a late-twentieth-
century narrative critic.’’ I see Brown’s reply to this as falling into two parts.
First, Brown has systematically considered and rejected every point made by
the major reviewers who considered the Mar Saba text a ‘‘modern forgery.’’∫∞

Then, he offers two reasons why it would be unreasonable to accuse Smith.
First, Smith’s publications from before 1958 show that his views on the gospel
of Mark changed after he discovered the fragment. Surely Smith would not
have forged something that contradicted his own opinions. Second, the
‘‘longer text’’ or Secret Gospel, as Jennings observed, actually doesn’t support
Smith’s theories very well. ‘‘Clearly, if Smith wanted to create a text that gave
firm support for his revolutionary views about Jesus,’’ Brown points out, ‘‘he
did a really poor job.’’∫≤ Thus the true author would have to be Mark himself,
and the Secret Gospel would be a unique case of a newly discovered work by a
biblical author, which sharpens the urgency of the next question.
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Is the Secret Gospel Holy Scripture?

In portraying himself as the victim of ‘‘violent abuse,’’ Smith hinted at
two other issues. First, is there a role for ad hominem arguments in the acad-
emy, or should we assume that a scholar’s personal behavior or misbehavior
has no bearing on the authenticity of his discoveries or the quality of his
publications? Episodes of manic forgetfulness alternating with angry feelings
of abuse and persecution make for a worrisome combination, but armchair
psychoanalysis dressed up as objective scholarship is not much better. There-
fore I will leave this issue aside, with the mere observation that ‘‘Smith was
famous for giving as well as he received.’’∫≥

The other and more interesting issue arises from Smith’s assertion that most
of his opposition came from religious people and the (evidently no less pious)
‘‘adherents of current exegetic cliques.’’∫∂ Can religious or academic ortho-
doxies make a person more resistant to new evidence that points in an unex-
pected direction? Does a lack of allegiances make a person more open-minded?
There are some who would answer these questions affirmatively. According to
Shawn Eyer, ‘‘Secret Mark’s plight constitutes a warning to all scholars as to the
dangers of allowing sentiments of faith to cloud or prevent critical examination
of evidence. When seen in light of the massive literature which has been pro-
duced by the other major manuscript finds of our century, the Dead Sea Scrolls,
Nag Hammadi codices, the comparative dearth of good studies on this piece in
particular can only be explained as a stubborn refusal to deal with information
which might challenge deeply-held personal convictions.’’∫∑

I would argue, however, that people who are secure in their religious beliefs
are among the least likely to feel threatened by something like the Secret
Gospel. A conventional believer who holds the traditional Christian positions
that magic is a form of idolatry, that freely chosen homosexual acts are always
sinful, and that Jesus never sinned, will be convinced from the outset that
Smith’s interpretation is absurd and that the Secret Gospel—if it really says
what Smith asserts it does—must be some sort of fraud. Better to ignore it
than to lend it credibility by attacking it. However a Christian scholar—one
who is qualified to review Smith’s books in a professional publication—will
understand that the Mar Saba text is bound to reveal something about the
historical context in which it was written and thus shed some sort of light,
however unusual, on whatever period in the history of Christianity it belongs
to. If it is a genuine artifact from the first century, therefore, the devout Chris-
tian scholar will welcome whatever historical information it reveals about
first-century Christianity. If it was composed at some later time, such as the
twentieth century, then it is bound to reveal something about how Christianity
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was perceived at that historical point. A Christian scholar who is critical of
Smith’s publications, then, is not necessarily writing out of fear that the Secret
Gospel will somehow contradict or overthrow the canonical gospels. Modern
Christian historians do not, for example, get upset about or try to suppress
Jewish texts that say Jesus was conceived in adultery,∫∏ docetic texts that deny
he was human,∫π or Muslim texts that deny he was divine.∫∫

Moreover, even if the Secret Gospel really was written in Aramaic around 50
ce, by someone who had known Jesus well, that would be no reason to add it to
the Christian Bible. New additions to the scriptural text are precluded by two
doctrines that almost all Christian denominations uphold. The first is the
doctrine of divine inspiration, that ‘‘all Scripture is inspired by God’’ or ‘‘God-
breathed [theopneustos]’’ (2 Timothy 3:16). This means, as the Second Vatican
Council explains it, that the Holy Scriptures ‘‘have God as their originator’’ or
‘‘author [auctorem]’’:∫Ω ‘‘In the process of composition of the sacred books God
chose and employed human agents, using their own powers and faculties, in
such a way that they wrote as authors in the true sense, and yet God acted in and
through them, directing the content entirely and solely as he willed. It follows
that we should hold that whatever the inspired authors or ‘sacred writers’
affirm, is affirmed by the Holy Spirit.’’Ω≠ But this does not apply to everything
those ‘‘human agents’’ wrote during their lifetimes—only the texts that were
divinely inspired. If someone were to discover an unknown writing that was
indisputably composed by Mark, or Paul, or any other New Testament writer
—even an epistle from Jesus himself—this newfound text would be of extraor-
dinary historical interest, but it would not be Scripture. This is because of the
second doctrine, which answers questions like: How do we know which writ-
ings are divinely inspired? How can we say that the familiar Gospel According
to Mark was revealed by God acting ‘‘in and through’’ its human author, while
the Secret Gospel—ostensibly by the same historical personage—was not? The
response to such questions is ‘‘canonicity.’’ That is, only those writings are
reckoned as canonical scriptures that the Church has continually read as such
in its worship, teaching, and preaching since the earliest times.

Most Christian groups regard this Canon of Scripture as closed.Ω∞ No fur-
ther writings can be added to it, no matter how ancient or truth-filled they may
be, even if the human author insisted that he wrote it in miraculous circum-
stances or was guided by the Holy Spirit. This is consistent with the Christian
belief that, even though God ‘‘has spoken in many and various ways,’’ he has
been uniquely and fully revealed in the person of Jesus Christ, ‘‘the radiance of
God’s glory and the exact representation of God’s nature,’’ so that no further
revelation is necessary for human salvation (Hebrews 1:1–3).

The New Testament itself, after all, frankly admits that there were other
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writings about Jesus that circulated in ancient times.Ω≤ Why should anyone be
surprised if some of these noncanonical writings have survived, or been re-
discovered, even though they were not included in the Bible? It is not impossi-
ble that such a writing may record something that the historical Jesus actually
said or did, even something not recorded in any other text. But to insert it into
the Bible now would imply that the faith of the Church has somehow been
incomplete or deficient for all those centuries since Jesus’ time.

Thus there are two factors in assigning the status of canonical scripture to
any text: the belief that it was inspired by God, and the experience and ac-
knowledgement of the Christian community across the centuries that God’s
living word is indeed encountered in these particular writings. Of course, any
community or organization that does not feel committed to these Christian
doctrines is free to read the Secret Gospel, or any other text, as it sees fit. To my
knowledge, the only group that has accorded religious authority to the Secret
Gospel is one that stands well outside the historical Christian mainstream. It
was this group that issued the 1982 reprint of Smith’s popular book, The Secret
Gospel, through Dawn Horse Press, one of many organizations associated with
a religious leader who was known at the time as Da Free John.Ω≥ Smith clearly
approved the publication, since he added the postscript and cited it in the
Harvard Theological Review article.Ω∂ But if Smith thought he was bringing
scholarship to a wider public, the publisher clearly had a different aim: the
reprint includes a full-page advertisement for a book titled Call for the Radical
Reformation of Christianity by (who else?) Da Free John, giving the impression
that Smith’s book, or at least the Secret Gospel, can be read as supporting the
‘‘Daist’’ agenda. According to the ad, ‘‘Jesus . . . instructed people within his
native tradition, but he Taught [sic] them how to transcend themselves and their
religious conventionality via a direct and radical process of God-Communion. . . .
Christians must surrender themselves, one by one, to the Living Spiritual and
Transcendent God, and so enter the Great Way nakedly, free of all self-armor,
superiority, moral righteousness, and conflict with other lovers of the Truth.’’Ω∑

Evidently the radical reformation being called for would not be so different
from Smith’s take on the Secret Gospel, in its ambiguously stated demand for
Christians to surrender nakedly, one by one, to a direct and radical process of
communion, transcending any religious conventionality, ‘‘self-armor,’’ or
moral righteousness that might lead to ‘‘conflict with other lovers.’’ The whole
advertisement resembles what folklorists call an ‘‘extended double entendre,’’ a
popular type of humor in twentieth-century North America. That is to say, the
double meaning is not limited to a single word but extends through the entire
text.Ω∏ We will encounter this genre again —it has a peculiar tendency to keep
reappearing in the vicinity of the Mar Saba text.
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Da Free John may have endorsed the Secret Gospel, but he has made no
secret of his own teachings; in fact he has published numerous books (under
various names) explaining them—far more than I have had time to read. But
when I searched the Internet looking for a concise summary of his religious
views, it was easier to find allegations about sexual goings-on on his private
island in the Pacific. Why Smith chose to work with this particular publisher I
have no clue, but I suspect it was initially the publisher’s idea.

As for the ‘‘adherents’’ of the various scholarly orthodoxies, it seems to me
Smith had little to complain about. If a doctrinaire application of form crit-
icism, redaction criticism, or any other kind of criticism leads to a different
interpretation of the Secret Gospel, that is the way scholarship works. The
new interpretation may tell us something important about the material, or it
may tell us more about the scholar who propounded it. In either case, further
discussion will eventually sort out whatever has enduring value and is worth
building upon. As long as scholars care more about the truth than about their
personal reputations, I for one will always be confident that things will ul-
timately move in the right direction. In the free marketplace of ideas, the best
defense against a bad idea is a better idea.

If any group of people is likely to react uncritically to Smith’s discoveries, it
is the general public, or at least those large segments of it that lack training in
the academic study of history and have little or no Christian faith, so that they
are compelled to get their gospel from the news media. But these are the same
people that Smith, in the two editions of his popular book, has worked so hard
to persuade. Therefore I see little justification for the claim that Smith’s discov-
ery is being rejected out of hand, without serious consideration of the vast
quantity of evidence he has put forward in its defense.

From Firestorm to Stalemate

Nevertheless, suspicion continues in some quarters. In an article sub-
titled ‘‘Stalemate in the Academy,’’ Charles W. Hedrick has recently argued
that ‘‘Secret Mark has yet to be given a full and impartial hearing.’’ It ‘‘appears
to have been discredited and shunted aside, to a great degree for other than
scholarly reasons.’’Ωπ These reasons had to do with discomfort about Smith’s
theory that Jesus practiced magical rites, particularly the hint that these rites
may have included homosexual acts.

Smith’s critical study argued that the early Christian movement began in
Palestine as a mystery religion, specifically with a baptismal initiation admin-
istered by Jesus to each of his closest followers. This initiation, Smith notes
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(but only in passing, I might add), may have included a physical union be-
tween Jesus and the initiate. At least, a physical encounter could not be ex-
cluded, Smith avers. Smith never develops this concept any further in the
book, but it is the one line in the book that most disturbed reviewers. Smith
argues that the Christian church in the second and third centuries covered up
this baptismal founding rite of Christianity, a rite initiated by Jesus himself.

. . . In the firestorm of criticism that followed his publications, he was
vilified personally and even accused of forging the Clement letter himself . . .
Thirty years later, the reviews of Smith’s books are almost embarrassing to
read—not embarrassing to Smith, though I am sure they must have bothered
him immensely at the time, but embarrassing to the academy. From my later
perspective, the personal attacks on Smith were entirely unwarranted. . . . I
have been asked in public gatherings, after presenting papers on Secret Mark,
whether the negative reaction in the academy was due to homophobia. I
cannot answer that question—I seriously doubt that anyone can. But the
question is natural enough, in light of the strong response to Smith’s one line
about homosexuality in both his books.Ω∫

Hedrick went on to quote liberally from the reviews he considered most
embarrassing. After arguing that ‘‘Smith simply could not have pulled off a
forgery under the conditions at the monastery in 1958,’’ΩΩ he proceeded to
point out some areas where accepting the authenticity of the Secret Gospel
would enable fruitful debate. First of all, ‘‘homosexual acts by Jesus should be
a non-issue for a historian. . . . The historian’s questions are different: for
example, did Jesus baptize or not? . . . The whole issue needs to be revisited in
the light of the claims made that Secret Mark reflects a baptismal tradition.’’∞≠≠

The Secret Gospel should also be valued as a ‘‘witness to the instability of
gospel texts in the first and second centuries,’’ and because it ‘‘encourages us to
think of an undifferentiated tradition’’ underlying both the gospel of Mark
(hence also Matthew and Luke) and that of John.∞≠∞ Finally, Hedrick ‘‘com-
mended’’ scholars whose publications ‘‘bypass the stalemate and push the
academy to deal with specific issues of interpretation in Secret Mark.’’ Ignor-
ing new discoveries, or ‘‘deliberately eliminating them from the discussion, is
not a historian’s solution.’’∞≠≤

In a response, Guy G. Stroumsa largely concurred: ‘‘Since I have been inter-
ested in early Christian esoteric traditions for many years, the idea of a secret
gospel in the Alexandrian Church never really surprised me. Smith’s analysis of
the secret gospel seemed to me as far-fetched as it was brilliant, but the contin-
uous skepticism about the very existence of Clement’s letter, and accusations of
forgery, perhaps by Smith himself, have always seemed to me to stem from quite
unscholarly grounds, more often than not implicitly rather than explicitly
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stated.’’∞≠≥ Stroumsa thought his personal sense that ‘‘Smith’s account of his
important discovery’’ deserved ‘‘total trust’’∞≠∂ could be confirmed from the
extensive correspondence between Smith and Gershom Scholem (an expert on
Jewish mysticism), which is still preserved at the National and University
Library in Jerusalem. These documents illuminate Smith’s relationship with his
most important teacher at Hebrew University, and they

reveal . . . , perhaps for the first time, the real drive under Smith’s evolving percep-
tion of Jesus and the very beginnings of Christianity. . . . Ancient Jewish magic,
mystical ascents to heaven, and the antinomian figure of the seventeenth-century
false Messiah from Smyrna, Shabbatai Zvi, all profoundly marked Smith. With
the loss of his faith (he had begun his career as an Episcopalian minister) he
eventually came to see Jesus as an antinomian figure, once the discovery of Secret
Mark permitted him gradually to build a sustained thesis in this direction. . . . In
his sustained search for the Jewish background of earliest Christianity, he went
into a path too little trodden: that of early Jewish esotericism. . . . 

Like his mentor Scholem, Smith was fascinated throughout his life with old
manuscripts, bringing new evidence on ancient religious history, in particular
on magical, mystical, and heretical trends. His unexpected discovery of the
Mar Saba document put him on the track of an interpretation of Jesus similar,
mutatis mutandis, to Scholem’s interpretation of Shabbatai Zvi. Moreover,
like Scholem had done for Kabbalah in Judaism, Smith attempted to empha-
size the centrality of esoteric traditions and rituals in early Christianity, tradi-
tions and rituals later suppressed or transformed by emerging orthodoxy.
That in this attempt he was not as successful as he wished seems obvious.
Probably he overplayed his hand. But no one can seriously deny that his
discovery of the Clementine letter was genuine, and that he did with it exactly
what a scholar working in a library should do: photograph the text, publish a
list of the documents analyzed, and put the book back on the shelf afterwards.
I can only concur with Hedrick’s conclusion: once the absurd and slanderous
discussion of the genuine character of Smith’s find is behind us, we will be able
to discuss seriously the real implications of the text.∞≠∑

In a second response, however, Bart Ehrman argued that ‘‘the jury is still
out.’’∞≠∏ While emphasizing that he was not accusing Smith, Ehrman listed a
number of unresolved issues regarding the authenticity of the Mar Saba docu-
ment—issues that he classified into three categories as ‘‘hard to understand,’’
‘‘hard to explain,’’ and ‘‘hard not to find amusing.’’ Most of these had already
been raised by other scholars but, in Ehrman’s opinion, never satisfactorily
answered:

What is hard to understand involves the circumstance that Smith knew a lot
about Greek manuscripts and ancient forgeries, and must have known full well
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that in order to detect a forger at work, one needs to examine carefully the
physical evidence itself, the manuscript, in hand, under microscope if possible,
looking for characteristics of the pen, stray marks, ink bleeding into lines,
hard-to-detect smudging. . . . But given everything Smith knew or came to
know about manuscripts and their forgeries, why did he show no interest in go-
ing back to examine the manuscript? He himself admits that at the time of the
discovery he was rushed, and so he took his pictures and put the book back on
the shelf. But why would he spend fifteen years of his life reading and analyzing
the words in the photographs knowing full well that the clues to forgery could
not be found in the photographs but only in the physical specimen?∞≠π

Unfortunately, this type of forensic examination will have to be postponed indefi-
nitely, for in 1976 or 1977 the book was taken from Mar Saba to the Jerusalem
Patriarchate for safekeeping. There the two leaves were removed from the back
of the book, photographed in color, and then promptly lost.∞≠∫ Hedrick suspects
that ‘‘homophobia may well have contributed to the disappearance.’’∞≠Ω

Erhman’s category of ‘‘things that are hard to explain’’ includes three ques-
tions: First, ‘‘Why does this letter contradict in content what Clement says
elsewhere?’’ Though Clement wrote of ‘‘gnosis’’ or spiritual knowledge, this
was never ‘‘a matter of hidden texts with arcane instruction,’’ but of ‘‘deeper
understanding of readily available texts.’’ Nor would Clement have advocated
lying or swearing false oaths.∞∞≠ Second, ‘‘Why is the style of the letter so much
like Clement’s style . . . more like Clement than Clement ever was’’? The
author of the text seems to be trying to emulate ‘‘the Clementine distinctive
vocabulary (but overdoing it).’’∞∞∞ Third, this alleged eighteenth-century copy
of a medieval manuscript contains no copying mistakes or ‘‘transmissional
errors,’’ but ‘‘must be an autograph.’’∞∞≤

The last category consists of the ‘‘interesting, even amusing, aspects of the
whole business.’’ It includes the fact that the letter breaks off just as it is about
to reveal ‘‘the true explanation and that which accords with the true philoso-
phy . . . ,’’ and the ‘‘brilliant irony’’ that the letter was inserted into an early
modern edition of a highly interpolated ancient author, St. Ignatius of Anti-
och, facing a page on which the editor inveighed against ‘‘theologically moti-
vated scribes’’ who falsify ancient texts.∞∞≥ Most remarked-upon in this cate-
gory are the dedications in Smith’s two books. The scholarly one published by
Harvard University Press was dedicated to Smith’s Harvard mentor Arthur
Darby Nock, who is widely asserted to have been unconvinced that the Mar
Saba letter was genuine.∞∞∂ The popular Harper book, however, bears the
strange dedication, ‘‘For the One Who Knows,’’ inviting speculation that there
is a hidden secret behind all this, which Smith shared with an unidentified
confederate.∞∞∑ Is this whole thing actually a very complex and esoteric joke?
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One observer who is convinced he has gotten the joke is Donald Harman
Akenson, a professor of Irish Studies who sees much to criticize in contempo-
rary New Testament scholarship:

Anyone who could not spot it as a forgery from a height of 3,000 feet should
not be allowed to make authoritative pronouncements on the authenticity of
texts that relate to [ Jesus] of Nazareth. . . . Any country-road antiques dealer
would recognize the signs at once.

But, as a test of the competence of the allegedly leading-edge North Ameri-
can scholars, what makes this simultaneously frightening and revealing is that
even if one knew nothing of its diagnostically-fraudulent provenance, one still
would immediately recognize it not only as inauthentic, but as part of a very
nasty, but very funny, knife-sharp joke . . . a nice ironic gay joke at the expense
of all the self-important scholars who not only miss the irony, but believe that
this alleged piece of gospel comes to us in the first-known letter of the great
Clement of Alexandria. . . .

Whoever set this skilled and amusing bit of post-modern scholarly theatre
in train must have been immensely diverted by the way it played.∞∞∏

But not even Akenson is able to say who the joker was. Was Smith a perpetra-
tor or a victim? And if it is all a joke: Why?

A Different Approach

I think Hedrick’s word ‘‘stalemate’’ is not a bad description, though it
may somewhat oversimplify the situation. The text discovered at Mar Saba is
like some exotic toy—a puzzle within a puzzle within a puzzle—with at least
one of the puzzles being the man who discovered it. If the interlocking puzzles
have not been solved so far, I would say it is because the whole problem has
been investigated too narrowly. Almost all the discussion has been focused on
the Secret Gospel and its relationship to canonical Mark, perhaps the very
place where the forger (if there was a forger) wanted us to look, like a thim-
blerigger playing the shell game. I am convinced that a narrow discussion of
this particular issue will keep the mystery unsolved because biblical studies in
its current form does not have the capability to solve it. At least thirty years of
erudite discussion have not yet done so.

Forensic study of the ink, the handwriting, and other physical characteris-
tics might do the job, but only if the original manuscript resurfaces.∞∞π How-
ever, a forger with a high level of expertise in Greek manuscripts and New
Testament studies (the level of expertise that Smith had) might conceivably be
able to create a document that was almost impervious to detection. The fly-
leaves on which the document was written are probably genuine pieces of
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seventeenth-century paper, and it is possible to reproduce eighteenth-century
ink. An expert scholar would know exactly what his fellow experts would
look for and therefore know just how to fool them.

It is when forgers venture into areas where they lack expertise that they tend
to get caught. The British physician Harold Shipman (1946–2004) poisoned
more than two hundred patients over the course of his thirty-year career but
evaded detection by forging medical records to make the deaths look natural.
As a doctor he knew just how to do that, and he did it so well he was even
exonerated by a police investigation, which found all the records in order. He
was caught only when he forged a transparently amateurish will for his richest
and most famous victim that would have left all her money to him. The
lawyers (one of whom was the victim’s daughter) saw through it immediately,
and the jig was finally up.∞∞∫

Looking at the Mar Saba document, then, from unaccustomed perspectives,
from outside New Testament studies, might reveal a mistake in some area
where the author did not know enough, and did not know enough to hide
what he did not know. Or it might reveal knowledge that only a first- or
second-century author could possibly have known, confirming that the Mar
Saba artifact is what it appears to be. We will not find such an alternative
perspective by focusing on the well-worn question ‘‘Is the Clement letter a
forgery?’’ We need a new and different approach.

PROFILES IN FORGERY

Forgeries are not uncommon; historians deal with them all the time. A
remarkably large proportion of the documents historians work with are of
dubious or questionable origin, and it is part of the historian’s job to determine
whether this is due to deliberate deception, subsequent misunderstanding, or
simple confusion. The reason it matters, however, is not because of ethical
considerations, but because the historian needs to read the text against the
background of its proper historical context, the time and place in which it was
actually written. A forged banknote may be worthless as currency, but even
the cruelest and most outrageous forgery can be a goldmine of information
about the historical circumstances of the person who created it, because even
the most ingenious forger is inevitably a person of his or her time. As Anthony
Grafton notes: ‘‘The forger imposes personal values and period assumptions
and idioms on his evocation of the past; that is why his work must eventually
cease to seem credible as what it once purported to be, and becomes instead a
document of its own time.’’∞∞Ω But it is precisely these ‘‘personal values and
period assumptions and idioms’’ that the historian is interested in, because
they reveal both the forger’s relationship to his own present and ‘‘his evocation
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of the past,’’ not to mention his imagined future. Thus the historical work of
textual criticism somewhat resembles psychoanalysis, as researchers seek to
escape their own ‘‘personal values and period assumptions’’ in order to tempo-
rarily acquire (for the sake of understanding) the perspectives of the original
writer. ‘‘Like the psychoanalyst,’’ Grafton continues, ‘‘the critic sets out to
fight the monsters that crowd about us in the long sleep of reason that is
human history. Like the psychoanalyst, the critic wields fragile weapons and is
constantly betrayed by his own subjectivity.’’∞≤≠ But these fragile weapons
have been improved and sharpened by centuries of historical research, to the
advantage of forgers and critics alike. They include the study of physical
artifacts like watermarks and ink chemistry, of cultural conventions like form
and genre, and of individual quirks like vocabulary and ‘‘stylometry.’’∞≤∞

But they also include techniques for establishing an author’s identity through
certain psychological characteristics—something that should be compared less
with psychoanalysis than with profiling, a term borrowed from crime detec-
tion. A trained police profiler can walk through a crime scene, look around, and
then tell fellow officers, ‘‘OK, we’re looking for a short Caucasian male, proba-
bly unemployed, about thirty-five years old, who still lives with his mother.’’∞≤≤

The historical study or criticism of texts aims at a similar specificity, but it is
applicable to any mystery, whether or not a crime is suspected. Indeed it is often
most useful with ancient and medieval texts, where the chances of identifying a
specific individual as the author are limited, unless it is an author from whom
we also have extensive, undisputed writings. Harold Love writes in Attributing
Authorship:

In establishing an attribution, profiles will be necessary for both the author of
the anonymous or pseudonymous work and the principle suspect or suspects.
. . . Such a profile will extend beyond ethos to consider all aspects of the text
which have any bearing on personality, including singularities of style. The
method naturally works best with the more personal kinds of writing: one
would have to proceed with great caution in attempting to profile a dramatist
through his or her characters (which has not stopped many attempts). . . . 

In medieval studies such a method is often the only kind of attribution that
can be attempted. We can profile the Gawain-poet (or poets) but not identify
him (or them). William Langland’s name is given to us as the author of Piers
Plowman, but, apart from a few sketchy details, what we know of him is
derived from his poem. Much critical writing is in effect a form of profiling:
the critic attempts to define the particular sensibility or world-view of the
author and to distinguish it from that of other authors. . . . It goes without
saying that the reader needs to be convinced that the affinities proposed are
really individual. One would expect two Augustinian friars of the fifteenth
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century or two eighteenth-century French philosophers to show similarities of
self-presentation as well as knowledge. We must also be aware of the phenom-
enon of authors’ close modelling of themselves on a revered elder or predeces-
sor. Lastly, we must never forget that the ‘‘author in the work’’ is always a
textual performance.∞≤≥

Besides ‘‘profiling,’’ other metaphors that have been proposed include the more
forensic ‘‘fingerprinting’’ and the more bookish ‘‘finding a literary voice.’’∞≤∂ In
any case the important question for the historian is not ‘‘Is this genuine?’’ but
‘‘Who wrote this? What kind of person was he or she, and in what historical
period can we find people like that?’’

To take a very simple example, we can look at a text that is easily recognized
as a fake. This would be the brief writing known as Cidade Calenixness, or
The Dialogue of Jesus and John, in which Jesus teaches John the doctrines of
Mary Baker Eddy (1821–1910), the founder of Christian Science. Allegedly
translated from a Latin papyrus in the British Museum, the text has circulated
for about a century in Christian Science circles; rumor has it that both the
British Museum and the Mother Church in Boston continue to receive in-
quiries about it. But any well-informed person can see that it is not what it
appears to be. There is, first of all, the highly anachronistic content, which
requires a date after the founding of Christian Science in the late nineteenth
century. Second, the gobbledygook name looks more like Anglicized Por-
tuguese than like Latin or any biblical language, implying that the forger was
not even capable of the relatively simple task of creating a Latin title.∞≤∑ Most
early Christian papyri are in Greek or Coptic anyway, rather than Latin.
Finally, the British Museum insists that the alleged papyrus does not exist in its
collections.∞≤∏

Even from this brief look, however, we can tell a lot about the unidentified
author. He or she (let’s say ‘‘she’’) lived in the twentieth century and seems to
have wanted to show that the teachings of Christian Science are identical to the
teachings of Jesus. She was probably an English speaker, not only because the
document is in English, but because she regarded the British Museum as the
most impressive repository of ancient documents, the kind of place where
unknown sayings of Jesus would most likely be discovered. Yet she also seems
to have known Portuguese. She did not know Latin—in fact she seems to have
regarded Latin with some awe as the paradigmatic ancient language, the lan-
guage in which important new teachings of Jesus are most likely to be preserved
and discovered. Closer analysis of the text, fully informed by twentieth-century
controversies surrounding Christian Science, may well make it possible to
narrow down the possibilities of when and by whom this text could have been
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written. With time and effort, after rooting out considerably more information,
it might eventually be possible to fit this profile to a specific historical individual
and determine exactly who the true author was.

There is one kind of person, however, who might resist the suggestion that
Cidade Calenixness is a modern creation: the Christian Scientist who sincerely
believes that the teachings of Mary Baker Eddy are in close continuity with the
teachings of Jesus. The more closely the author’s worldview confirms our own,
that is, the easier it is for us to accept a text as what it claims to be. Hence the
extraordinary seriousness with which some people in our time—both appre-
ciative readers and worried ecclesiastics—take The Da Vinci Code: A Novel.
The book frankly admits, in its title, to being fiction, yet it also claims to be
based on a series of ‘‘accurate’’ historical ‘‘facts,’’ which many readers today
find easy to believe though they are instantly recognizable as fallacious by
professional historians.∞≤π The ‘‘facts’’ boil down to a claim that official Chris-
tianity suppressed the memory that Jesus married and fathered a child with
Mary Magdalene, but that this knowledge was preserved by secretive hetero-
dox groups and handed down by means of arcane texts and mystical sym-
bols. Since so many in our culture view Christianity as a repressive, male-
dominated, antiquated institution with bizarre and irrational neuroses about
sex, many find these claims very reasonable, easier to accept than conventional
Christianity as they know it. The credibility of these non-facts is enhanced all
the more because some of them were not invented by the author of The Da
Vinci Code but had already been circulated by the authors of other popular
books, some of whom have even sued for copyright infringement.

This does not mean, however, that cultural stories and attitudes, like those
expressed in The Da Vinci Code, should be simply dismissed as ‘‘wrong.’’ On
the contrary, they reveal a lot about the culture that produced them. A critical
scholar of the twenty-sixth century, for instance, working from the only sur-
viving copy of The Da Vinci Code, which has lost its copyright page, would be
able to tell that it must have been written at the beginning of the twenty-first
century: the kind of paper, the English vocabulary, the mystery-story genre all
fit that time frame, and so (more particularly) does its portrait of a misogynis-
tic Christianity, a cultlike Opus Dei, a sexually active Jesus, an ersatz-feminist
primordial mother-goddess fertility religion.∞≤∫ From the very different per-
spective of twenty-sixth century cultural concerns, it will be obvious that these
are early twenty-first century characteristics.

Similarly, the approach to take with the Mar Saba text is not to ask, ‘‘Was
this written by Clement of Alexandria or Morton Smith?’’ but a more open-
ended, ‘‘Where and when could this have been written?’’ And we must remain
open to the possibility (until it can be ruled out) that the Mar Saba text was
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written within the culture of twentieth-century ‘‘academia.’’ A professor of
ancient Greek or biblical studies would know just how to flatter the concerns
of his or her own colleagues, putting them in the same position as an Anglo-
Portuguese Christian Scientist to whom Cidade Calenixness looks like a fas-
cinating and important ancient document.

Life Situations

Students of ancient literature and religious texts do quite a lot of profil-
ing, though they have other terms for it. Biblical scholars, with their penchant
for German terminology, look for the Sitz im Leben or ‘‘life situation,’’ the
historical circumstances that shaped the author’s thinking.∞≤Ω For example, the
New Testament includes a gospel, three epistles, and an apocalypse (i.e., the
book of Revelation), all of which are ascribed to authors named John. Over
the centuries, Christians have often assumed that all these authors were the
same person, to be identified with the apostle John, the son of Zebedee and
brother of James. Moreover, since the gospel claims to derive its authority
from an unnamed figure called ‘‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’’ (John 13:23,
19:26, 21:20), this character too has been identified as John, and nicknamed
the Beloved Disciple.

There are, however, a number of reasons to doubt that all these books were
written by the same author. One reason is that they presuppose different life
situations. The gospel of John was written in a context of severe tension
between the followers of Jesus and another group called ‘‘the Jews.’’ It seems
to reflect a time when Judaism and emerging Christianity were separating
antagonistically, and the Christians were starting to lose sight of their Jewish
background. Believers in Christ were being expelled from synagogues (John
9:22) or hiding their faith so as not to be expelled (John 19:38), and the
Christian movement was starting to attract Samaritans and other marginal
and non-Jewish people (John 4:39–42, 12:20–23). The epistles, however, do
not seem concerned with this problem, as if they were written after that crisis
had passed. The burning issue in the epistles is the eruption of conflict and
division within the Christian community itself.∞≥≠ In the apocalypse, however,
the major problem seems to be persecution from without, more specifically
from the Roman empire.∞≥∞ This author’s group seems to have maintained a
Jewish self-identification, in opposition to ‘‘those . . . who say that they are
Jews and are not’’ (Revelation 3:9). Thus the various works ascribed to John
point to three distinct historical situations, not one.

Of course an early Christian leader might have lived through a variety of
situations, especially if he lived a long time, as St. John is reputed to have done.
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So the Sitz im Leben may not be enough by itself to establish an author’s
identity. As authors react to their life situations, however, they take some sort
of philosophical or theological position regarding the issues they are dealing
with. Even when a writing incorporates traditional ideas, narratives, or
themes, these will have been shaped to support the author’s theological vision.
Now the gospel, epistles, and apocalypse of John are shaped by theologies that
are similar in many respects, but there are important differences. For example,
each presents a different ecclesiology, or concept of how the church is struc-
tured. The author of 2 John (1) calls himself a presbyter or elder, an ecclesiasti-
cal title that does not occur in the gospel of John. He personifies the commu-
nity he is writing to as ‘‘the elect lady and her children,’’ an imagery that is also
lacking in the gospel.

The John of Revelation, on the other hand, thinks of himself as a prophet
(Revelation 1:3); he writes ‘‘in the spirit’’ (Revelation 1:10) to seven churches
but personifies each (or its leader) as an ‘‘angel’’ (which in Greek originally
meant ‘‘messenger’’). And since this John is a prophet, he passes on words
from Jesus himself: ‘‘And to the angel of the church in Thyatira write: ‘The
words of the Son of God’ ’’ (Revelation 2:18). John the elder, on the other
hand, writes in his own voice. Thus it is fair to say that these two Johns, the
elder and the prophet, seem to assume different models of the Christian com-
munity (a lady versus an angel) and of authority within that community (an
elder versus a prophet). They seem to reflect two different but later, more
developed states of affairs than the relatively unstructured community gath-
ered around the disciple Jesus loved in the gospel of John.

There are other ancient writings ascribed to John, which were not accepted
into the New Testament, and they illustrate further ways that scholars can
distinguish one author from another. The Acts of John differs from the New
Testament writings in its Christology, its theology of who Christ was. The
Christ depicted in the Acts of John does not really have a material body. When
he walks he leaves no footprints. On the cross he only seems to suffer.∞≥≤ This is
what specialists call a ‘‘docetic’’ Christology, from the Greek word for ‘‘seem’’
(dokeō). We know that docetic Christologies were already circulating while the
New Testament was being written because some New Testament authors ex-
pressly opposed them (2 John 7). The gospel of John, for example, emphasizes
that Jesus had a material human body. The Beloved Disciple saw blood and
water flow from his side at the crucifixion (John 19:34–35). Even after the
resurrection, Jesus ate food and invited Doubting Thomas to touch his wounds
(John 20:27–29, 21:12–15). Thus the Acts of John expresses a Christology
that is incompatible with the gospel and epistles of John.

Yet another ancient work, discovered in modern times and called the Secret
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Book (Apocryphon) of John, also claims to be by John the son of Zebedee.∞≥≥

But it cannot have been written by the same author as any of the other works
ascribed to John because it takes place in a Gnostic universe, full of unfamiliar
mystical beings and with a nonbiblical understanding of human nature. As
one scholar points out, ‘‘The book is a veritable epitome of Gnostic ideas
about the origins of the world, the false God worshipped by Jews and ordinary
[non-Gnostic] Christians, the coming of Christ and the destiny of those who
awaken to gnosis [knowledge] of their indestructible, eternal self.’’∞≥∂ In other
words, it is unlike the New Testament writings and the Acts of John in having
both a different cosmology (theory of the universe) and a different anthropol-
ogy (theory of the human person). It could not possibly have been written by
any of the New Testament authors, or by the author of the Acts of John.

To take a fresh look at the Mar Saba document, then, we should ask how its
author or authors conceptualized what they perceived to be the major issues at
the time. The letter ascribed to Clement, with its fulminations against the
Carpocratian heretics, certainly reflects an ecclesiology. Can we tease it out in
enough detail to ascertain who this author could have been, or if he really was
Clement of Alexandria? The fragments of the Secret Gospel certainly express
some sort of Christology: can we discern its outlines clearly enough to recover
the theological views of the person who wrote it, the religion of the Secret
Evangelist? Two themes stand out as being of particular interest, as Hedrick’s
‘‘Stalemate’’ article indicates: the question of homosexuality and the secret
initiatory rites. Therefore they are likely to offer the best starting points in our
quest for the historical author. And as it happens, both sexuality and liturgy
offer long and complex histories, with many places where one could locate a
wayward text.

HOMOPHOBIA?

It seemed to Hedrick that some of the negative reaction to Smith’s pub-
lications is motivated by ‘‘homophobia’’ (a pseudo-Greek term of recent coin-
age for prejudice against homosexuals). Such attitudes are out of place in
scholarly research, he thought: ‘‘Homosexual acts by Jesus should be a non-
issue for a historian.’’∞≥∑ He meant, of course, that ethical judgments about the
behavior attributed to Jesus are outside the historian’s domain, that we cannot
decide the date or authenticity of a document on the basis of whether we
approve of what it describes.

But if there are textual allusions or references to homosexual behavior, these
could, on the contrary, be of great interest to the historian: they could help
identify the period and milieu of the author, ancient or modern, just as any of
the other concerns or interests revealed in the text might point to its time and
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place of origin. And as Ehrman emphasized, ‘‘much of Smith’s entire work on
the Secret Gospel does indeed move towards the homoerotic aspects of the
historical ‘facts’ he has uncovered about Jesus. . . . It was precisely the libertine
character of the material that struck Smith at the outset. . . . The homoerotic
emphasis was not imported into Smith’s view from the outside, by homopho-
bic voyeurs in the guild. It is all right there, plain to see, at the climactic
moment of the narrative.’’∞≥∏

The significance of homosexuality for the historian is that, like heterosex-
uality, celibacy, and much of ‘‘human nature,’’ it is multivalent, encompassing
a wide spectrum of behaviors and attitudes that are variously constructed in
different historical periods and cultures.∞≥π Therefore, just as the Christology,
ecclesiology, or cosmology expressed in a text may point to the historical
period or community of its redactor—or eliminate alternative possibilities—
so too a clearly delineated ‘‘sexology’’ or construction of human sexuality (if
we can find one) can tell us much about the views of the original author and his
audience. This, in turn, can only help us locate the correct historical setting.
Eventually it will be clear that the Clement letter does reveal an identifiable
sexology, one which expresses a coherent message that is easy to understand
and which fits perfectly into a certain modern strain of thought and a popular
modern—even modernist—hagiography. Viewed from that angle, the charac-
ters are clearly seen to be acting out a coherent if tendentious portrayal of
human sexuality, narrating a tale of ‘‘sexual preference’’ that could only have
been told by a twentieth-century Western author, whether or not this author
was Morton Smith. The multivalence of human sexuality is the key to a secret
that, as we shall see, is itself multiveiled.

‘‘GREAT MYSTERIES’’

Although the hints of homosexuality in the Secret Gospel are ambig-
uous, there can be little doubt that the story of Jesus raising the youth from the
dead and teaching him the mystery of the kingdom somehow represents the
process of coming to faith as the Secret Evangelist conceived it. This is made
more explicit in the letter of Clement, which says that the Secret Gospel had
acquired a place in the liturgy of the Alexandrian church, where it was ‘‘read
only to those who are being initiated into the great mysteries.’’ Thus no analysis
of the Mar Saba text can be complete without some consideration of its rela-
tionship to early Christian initiation ceremonies. As Hedrick put it, ‘‘the whole
issue’’ of early Christian initiation practices ‘‘needs to be revisited in the light of
the claims made that Secret Mark reflects a baptismal tradition.’’∞≥∫ Just as
important as the document’s sexology, then, is its liturgiology, or conception of
the Christian liturgy. Since liturgical traditions vary greatly across the history
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and geography of the Christian world, the liturgical aspect of the Mar Saba
document is likely to offer the most important clues as to its provenance.

When the Mar Saba fragment is viewed through the binocular optic of its
sexology and its liturgiology, it is easier to see that it exhibits many strange
features that (considered individually) could have been written by an ancient
author but (taken together) produce a textual whole that is very difficult to
locate in any identifiable Sitz im Leben in the ancient world. To get to that
point, however, is a journey of many steps, for the letter of Clement to The-
odore, though short, is actually extremely complicated. Indeed it describes no
less than five traditions of oral or written doctrine or practice, each of which
may reflect a different authorial profile or life situation—each of which, there-
fore, demands historical investigation on its own terms.

Five Streams of Tradition

If we could put aside our heretofore exclusive concern with the nature of
the Secret Gospel, we would probably judge that the most striking feature of the
Mar Saba text is its many references to initiation ceremonies, the liturgical rites
by which new adult converts were admitted to the ecclesial communities men-
tioned in the document. Thus Clement states that Mark, while writing his
original gospel in Rome, ‘‘select[ed] those’’ stories about Jesus that ‘‘he thought
most useful for increasing the faith of those who were being instructed.’’∞≥Ω

Then Mark relocated to Alexandria ‘‘bringing both his own notes and those of
Peter, from which he transferred to his former book the things suitable to
whatever makes for progress toward knowledge [gnōsis]. [Thus] he composed
a more spiritual Gospel for the use of those who were being perfected.’’ So far,
there are two Marcan gospels, connected to two distinct stages of an initiation
process: ‘‘being instructed’’ and ‘‘being perfected.’’

Besides Mark’s two gospels, however, the Mar Saba letter also describes oral
instruction of some sort, using vocabulary that originated in the non-Christian
mystery religions: ‘‘Nevertheless, he yet did not divulge the things not to be
uttered,∞∂≠ nor did he write down the hierophantic teaching of the Lord, but to
the stories already written he added yet others and, moreover, brought in
certain sayings of which he knew the interpretation would, as a mystagogue,
lead the hearers into the innermost sanctuary of that truth hidden by seven
[veils].’’ Thus Clement knew about three stages or levels of teaching that he
traced back to Mark: (1) the original gospel, (2) a longer and more spiritual
gospel, and (3) an oral teaching that provided interpretations of these written
gospels. His description of the oral teaching evokes an atmosphere trembling
with the solemn language of the ancient mystery religions, of hierophancy and
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the unutterable, of a mystagogy that leads to an innermost sanctuary hidden
by seven veils. In his commentary on the word ‘‘hierophantic,’’ Smith sum-
marized a long letter he received from Werner Jaeger, stating, ‘‘Most striking is
the consistent use throughout the letter of terminology derived from the mys-
teries; this is found in Clement’s other works as well, but is more concentrated
in this letter than elsewhere.’’∞∂∞

Mark’s two gospels, along with his oral, mystagogical interpretation, were
handed down (we are told) to the time of Clement, when they were utilized in
an initiation liturgy that constitutes, as it were, a fourth layer of tradition. For
when Mark died, ‘‘he left his composition to the church in Alexandria, where
it even yet is most carefully guarded, being read only to those who are being
initiated into the great mysteries.’’ No doubt these initiation rites had evolved
since Mark’s time, and in this liturgical context the more spiritual gospel came
to be treasured as the mystical or Secret Gospel. A historically acute reading,
therefore, should be alert to possible differences—among the three traditions
that allegedly originated with Mark and the developed liturgical tradition that
Clement practiced.

But the Mar Saba document also reports a fifth kind of doctrine, ‘‘the un-
speakable teachings of the Carpocratians,’’ which involve both oral interpreta-
tions and a different recension of the Secret Gospel. Carpocrates, ‘‘instructed by
[demons] and using deceitful arts, so enslaved a certain presbyter of the church
in Alexandria that he got from him a copy of the secret Gospel, which he both
interpreted according to his blasphemous and carnal doctrine and, moreover,
polluted, mixing with the spotless and holy words utterly shameless lies. From
this mixture is drawn off the teaching of the Carpocratians.’’ It was Theodore’s
uncertainty about the Carpocratian gospel and teachings that had prompted
him to send questions to Clement of Alexandria, apparently; the letter dis-
covered at Mar Saba is a portion of Clement’s response.

To unravel what the Mar Saba writer is really saying, then, we must be able
to keep track of five distinct layers or streams of transmission, involving vary-
ing amounts of oral and written content: (1) the gospel for those being in-
structed, presumably canonical Mark, (2) the longer, ‘‘more spiritual’’ gospel
for those being perfected, which Mark wrote in Alexandria and which leads
mystagogically to Gnosis or spiritual knowledge, (3) the unwritten interpreta-
tions of these documents, the ‘‘hierophantic teaching of the Lord’’ and ‘‘things
not to be uttered’’ that were also traced back to Mark, (4) the Alexandrian
rites of initiation, in which the more spiritual gospel was read as the Secret
Gospel and the hierophantic teachings handed on, and (5) the Carpocratian
gospel, with its associated teachings and interpretations. Only through this
five-sided prism can we expect to read correctly the two stories that are all we
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actually have from the extra material written by Mark: one in which a young
man becomes a disciple of Jesus, the other in which Jesus refuses to meet with
some women.

Taken as a whole, however, this fivefold tradition is difficult to explain. The
two-stage initiation is enough by itself to raise questions about what kind of
Christianity the Mar Saba text represents. Clement, in fact, criticized the Val-
entinians for teaching that, after baptism, the believer needed to undergo a
second stage of being perfected.∞∂≤ Small wonder, then, that we have been
unable to solve the Mar Saba riddle by investigating only two of the five
strands of tradition: the relationship between canonical Mark and the ‘‘more
spiritual’’ gospel. If the Mar Saba material actually is what it appears to be,
then the secret teachings, the initiation rites, and the rival Carpocratian church
were all essential parts of the ecclesiastical environment that preserved these
multiple Marcan gospels, and none can be safely ignored if we wish to deter-
mine where and when that was.

Besides, each of the five streams of tradition should, in principle, have left
historical traces that can be corroborated by, or are at least consistent with,
other surviving evidence from ancient Alexandria. For example, the obvious
way to corroborate the historicity of the Secret Gospel would be to find an-
other manuscript of it. If none is known to survive (and as a secret text it
would probably have been restricted to a small number of copies), then we
should look for other evidence that the Alexandrian church possessed and
used a secret gospel. It would probably be difficult to trace the historical
trajectory of the third stream, Mark’s unwritten teaching, precisely because it
was unwritten. But we could still look for evidence that some tradition of
unwritten teaching was cultivated in Alexandria and attributed to Mark. In-
vestigating the fifth stream might be hampered by our limited knowledge of
Carpocratian beliefs and practices; indeed, if we had more data, we could
probably separate this into multiple streams, distinguishing the transmission
of the written gospel from the oral teachings and interpretations connected
with it.

But the fourth stream, the initiation liturgy of the Alexandrian church, is
less obscured by such difficulties. If something like the Secret Gospel were ever
read in the Alexandrian initiation rites, it should have left traces somewhere in
the Greek literature of Christian Egypt, or in the traditions of the Coptic and
Ethiopian Orthodox Churches, which preserve a huge amount of textual,
artistic, and archaeological material relevant to liturgical practices and initia-
tion ceremonies. It is with the fourth stream, then—the most neglected yet
potentially the most fruitful—that the effort to authenticate and understand
the Mar Saba text should begin.
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Summary

In this chapter I review the major issues that have been aired in the
scholarly discussion of the Mar Saba fragments. Is the manuscript authentic?
Is the letter really by Clement of Alexandria? Who were the Carpocratians? Is
the Secret Gospel by Mark? Does the gospel have historical value? (Smith
considered it very early and reliable.) What does the gospel really say, and
should it be regarded as Holy Scripture? What about Smith’s theory that the
Secret Gospel shows Jesus engaging in ritualized homosexual acts? Instead of
revisiting all that others have written about these questions, I propose a dif-
ferent approach to the Secret Gospel. Every document from the past can be
analyzed to determine its author’s ‘‘profile,’’ his or her historical situation and
beliefs about the world he or she lives in. Techniques for this have been devel-
oped by many different kinds of researchers. If we read the Mar Saba docu-
ment with the suspicions of a profiler, the first thing we notice is that it seems
to report five distinct streams of tradition, each of which would presumably
have its own profile: (1) the familiar gospel of Mark, (2) the Secret Gospel, (3)
the oral teaching ascribed to Mark that was not written down, (4) the secretive
initiation liturgies in the church of Alexandria, where the Secret Gospel was
read, and (5) the Carpocratian form of the gospel. If the Mar Saba text is what
it appears to be, it ought to be possible to find historical corroboration for
each of the five streams of tradition. The place to begin is with the fourth
stream, the Alexandrian liturgy, as the one where confirming evidence is most
likely to be found.
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The Secret Gospel and the
Origins of Christian Liturgy

I was amused to see how many times I had thought the same thing, and each
time with the enthusiasm that accompanies an original idea. Many compare
the human mind to a computer, but I fear it is more like a tape recorder. This
makes the question of what you put in so important; the first step toward
higher learning is to limit your intake. . . . Work at a problem too long and you
find yourself unable to see anything but the arguments you have already
seen. . . . Historians usually find what they are looking for—a fact that makes
me uneasy. But anyhow, I saw what I think I see, and it amounts to substantial
New Testament evidence for the existence and nature of Jesus’ baptismal rite.
—Morton Smith

Liturgy in Three Dimensions

Reconstructing religious ceremonies from long ago is no simple task;
scholarly literature is rife with self-satisfied but unrecognized failures. The
basic problem is that rituals subsist in three dimensions, while many aca-
demics—particularly if they have little personal experience with worship
themselves—work mainly in one. Those who are trained as historians (or text
critics), to work primarily with texts, tend to assume that a liturgy is essen-
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tially a specific kind of text, and this perception seems all the more obvious in
situations where texts are all that survive. But a rite is not a text. It is primarily
an action (to use a Christian theological term) or a performance (to use an
anthropological term)—even when the main activity is the reading, recitation,
singing, or writing of texts.∞ Action is primary over text, both logically and
chronologically, because human beings learn to use their bodies before they
learn to use language.

Every ritual is the action of a human individual or community; therefore, it
is essential to look ‘‘beyond the text,’’≤ or beyond the textual dimension, into
the dimension of liturgical acts. Historians can use many kinds of evidence for
this purpose. Archeological evidence can include ritual objects and spaces, and
artistic depictions of ritual acts, be they ‘‘realistic’’ or symbolic. Travelogues
and descriptions of rites by uncomprehending outsiders can be very helpful. It
is no accident that the most informative text we have on early Christian wor-
ship practices is the letter of Pliny the Younger to Trajan, asking how to
prosecute Christians who refuse to participate in the imperial cult.≥ If a ritual
tradition has persisted into recent times, one can learn something from the
living practice, provided that its historical development in the intervening
centuries is adequately documented and understood. There are often cases of
‘‘invented tradition’’ that look to an unsophisticated observer more ancient
than they actually are.∂

Thus text and act constitute two of the three dimensions a historian of
liturgies must investigate. And just as there are well-known processes of tex-
tual transmission, there are also less-understood processes by which actions
and movements are transmitted from one generation to another, across time
and space. The third dimension might be called ‘‘ritual criticism’’∑ or ritual
theory. In every ritual community, there is some sort of ongoing debate about
what the rites mean and how to perform them correctly. Elements of this
discussion become accessible to historians when they are enshrined in any
enduring medium, such as a text. Early Christian ritual criticism survives, first
of all, in the kinds of documents we call ‘‘church orders,’’ going back to the
second-century Didache or ‘‘Teaching of the Twelve Apostles.’’∏ Beginning in
the fourth century we also have the mystagogical sermons, in which the rites of
Christian initiation were first explained to the newly baptized, not before but
after they had actually gone through them.π There is a certain logic in this
apparently inverted ordering: ritual criticism can and does shape ritual texts
and actions, but it emerges as a reaction to texts and actions that are already in
use. Liturgical reformers begin by articulating principles they assert to be
foundational, and then demand that the rites be adjusted to express these
principles more clearly. But more usually it is the acts and texts that come first,
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leaving the commentators and theorists to figure out what they really mean
and provide historical explanations of how they emerged, explaining and
upholding practices and texts of which no one remembers the actual origin,
despite the reformer’s insistence that in fact he does.

Sermons, commentaries, laws, and theological tracts continue throughout
Christian history to preserve elements of ritual criticism. But ritual criticism
need not be textual. Private prayer, ‘‘paraliturgical’’ worship, and unofficial
practices of all kinds may encode perceptions of what is valuable or inade-
quate about the formal communal liturgy. The ultimate in ritual criticism
staged as ritual action is the widespread destruction of medieval shrines and
cult objects that took place in the early modern period, whether inspired by
the Protestant Reformation, the Enlightenment, or the French Revolution and
other political upheavals.

Modern academics find it relatively easy to construct their own ritual crit-
icism, using insights from psychology, anthropology, and the other human
sciences. The results will often seem intellectually exciting, identifying appar-
ent universal human traits and desires that enable fascinating comparisons
across religions, cultures, and historical periods. But much of it will actually be
fanciful and irrelevant when it substitutes for, rather than supplements, close
study of the theology and ritual criticism that is internal to the tradition in
question. Anyone with a Ph.D. can write a brilliant essay showing that the
Christian rite of Holy Communion is really a kind of sublimated cannibalism,
that pilgrimage is a return to a womb that isn’t there, that commitment cere-
monies enact unacknowledged societal tensions. But writings like that do little
to illuminate the really important subject, which is what the rite means and
how it functions for the people who practice it, or who practiced it long ago.
For that, a scholar has to do the really hard work of learning to listen to and
understand the conversations that are or were going on within the worshiping
community. Only with that knowledge can one introduce meaningful parallels
and contrasts from outside the community’s symbolic universe.

Thus responsible scholarly treatment of any liturgical or ritual tradition
should aim, even when the surviving evidence is limited, to give full attention
to all three dimensions of worship: the textual, the practical or actional, and
the theoretical or critical. We know we are approaching success when we can
explain the more-or-less perennial dialectic between the theoretical and practi-
cal dimensions, between which (at least in Christian traditions) the textual
dimension is often the hallowed and bloodied battleground. Thus we can learn
a lot about a church by studying its hymnal (the textual dimension). But we
can learn even more by attending its worship and observing that these people
rarely use their hymnal—they rely instead on photocopied pamphlets that are
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distributed each week and then discarded (the practical dimension). It is only
when we have identified and interviewed the decision-makers, and gotten
them to explain the critique of the hymnal that the disposable photocopies
embody (the critical dimension), that we will begin to understand who this
community is before its god. The ideal is the same when we are dealing with
rituals that have not been celebrated in many centuries, even though (because
of loss of evidence) the goal may not be fully attainable. Since we can no longer
question the ritual leaders (or followers), we must do what we can with imag-
inative and exhaustive analysis of whatever evidence does exist. That is why
‘‘the study of the history of the liturgy and its texts is probably the most
complex and least accessible of the humanistic disciplines.’’∫ And that is why,
in my opinion, it is not enough for a would-be liturgical historian to be thor-
oughly trained in textual criticism and historical methodologies. She or he
must also have ethnographic skills and the ability to observe and interpret
actual rituals as they are being carried out, to ‘‘read’’ performances as they are
happening, and to learn from living people as much as from books.Ω

Agnostic historians who think their only creed is objectivity are not the only
ones who have difficulty working in all three dimensions. During the twentieth
century, the major Christian denominations experienced the liturgical renewal
movement, a wave of ritual criticism that resulted in extensive reforms of the
liturgical rites. But since the most potent critics were historically trained theo-
logians, experts in the interpretation of texts but uninformed about ritual
action and the performing arts, they assumed that reforming a liturgy was
principally a matter of revising its texts, after which everything else would
naturally fall into place. They were completely unprepared for the fact that
many worshippers, including much of the clergy, were more attuned to the
actional, nontextual dimension of worship, where emotional and imagistic
logic trumps the verbal, rationalistic logic that prevails in the textual dimen-
sion. Although much good was intended, and some good achieved, the overall
result was a mess, and the official leaders and scholars of today—students of
the original reformers—are now wondering how to face a new wave of ritual
criticism that they shudder to view as a ‘‘conservative restoration.’’∞≠ Things
will only improve when both sides learn to take a critical stance toward their
own criticism. For conflict between competing ideals, criticism fighting prac-
tice over texts, is not an aberration but the normal state of affairs, what the
history of a liturgy is usually like, a major cause of the temporal, geographic,
religious, and cultural differences between worshipping groups within the
same religion. Historians and theologians who don’t know this get away with
it mainly because they write for other historians and theologians who don’t
know it either.
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Morton Smith himself did not know any of this. For someone who wrote as
much as he did about early Christian worship, it is remarkable how little he
read, even of what was considered required reading in his time. But besides
being uninformed, he approached this subject with a strong methodological
bias that made objective liturgical study impossible. It has been described thus:

Certain themes and concerns unite all of Smith’s work[, including] . . . scorn
for pseudo-scholarship, that is, pronouncements and opinions born of re-
ligious faith and confessional conviction but masquerading as ‘‘objective
scholarship.’’ Smith argued that ‘‘the Bible’’ is a theological category inherited
from Judaism and Christianity, and as such is an obstacle to a proper under-
standing of ancient Judaism and Christianity. Smith had only scorn for those
who believed that any truth might somehow be lurking in the New Testament
miracle stories (except insofar as the cures allegedly effected by Jesus might
have been psycho-somatically induced cures of psycho-somatically induced
illnesses). Smith had only scorn too for those who saw any truth in the pro-
phetic experiences of either the Old Testament or the New Testament, as if
God or any god would ever or did ever communicate in such a way with
humans. For Smith the ideal of scholarly objectivity could be met only
through atheism or Epicureanism, that is, the assumptions that if the gods
exist, they intervene not at all in human affairs. . . . (Whether Smith actually
was an atheist or an Epicurean, I do not know.)∞∞

But doctrinaire atheism is no more objective than doctrinaire Calvinism or
Hinduism. A student of ritual who insists that communication with gods is
impossible is like a physicist who insists that magnetism is impossible—he will
always be trying to explain the evidence away. The truly objective stance is
what might be called ‘‘procedural agnosticism.’’ The scientist in the laboratory
must assume that the phenomena she observes are to be explained solely by
knowable scientific laws, without supposing miraculous intervention by a
force outside the laws. She must work from that assumption because other-
wise she will never discover the scientific laws. But she works this way even
though, after leaving the laboratory, she may (or may not) belong to a group
that prays for the sick or that celebrates the Exodus from Egypt every year. For
the same reason, the researcher in the humanities has to assume that what he is
observing is to be explained by sociological, psychological, or other knowable
principles that operate on the level of observable human reality. He must make
that assumption if he is ever to find out what the principles are, and he makes it
even though, on his own time, he may (or may not) meditate every day or weep
at the chanting of the Quran.

To study people at worship, then, one does not have to believe what they
believe. One may well believe that the things they do are primarily caused by
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political or economic factors the worshippers themselves do not fully perceive.
But one must grant in principle the validity of their experiences; otherwise, one
has no hope of understanding what they are doing or of making legitimate
comparisons with other cultures or historical periods. If the only explanation I
will accept is that these people are deluded, I will never understand them but
will spend all my time trying to prove it is they who are deluded, not I. And
what is the right word for someone who aims to prove that everyone but
himself is deluded? Such an approach will inevitably take the researcher where
it took Morton Smith: into an attitude of persistent and inexorable scorn for
the people whose behavior he was claiming to elucidate.

To profile the liturgiology of the Mar Saba text, then, we do not begin with
questions like ‘‘Could Jesus really raise people from the dead?’’ or even ‘‘Did
Jesus claim to raise people from the dead?’’ Instead we begin with the axiom
that the Carpocratians, the Secret Evangelist, Clement (or whoever), and those
who participated in the ‘‘great mysteries’’ all had experiences and understand-
ings of what worship meant to them and how it was to be done. Our job is to
try to figure out what these experiences felt like and what these understandings
were—how the textual, the practical, and the critical interacted to form the
religious lives of these different people. This kind of three-dimensional exam-
ination will take a good four chapters. But in the long run, our effort to locate
this liturgiology in early Christian Alexandria will result in the very opposite
of corroboration. On one issue after another, the letter of Clement proves to
be so out of place that (we must conclude) it cannot be describing the liturgy
Clement knew, or any later form of it that might have been attributed to
Clement posthumously or pseudonymously. In fact, the more closely we ex-
amine the Mar Saba letter from a liturgical vantage point, the more difficult it
is to see how it could be an early Christian writing at all. By the end of this
book it will be clear that the Mar Saba document fits perfectly into its true
historical context—but that context is not the world of the New Testament.

An Easter Baptism?

The story of Jesus and the young man is, of course, the most extensive
and most-discussed of the two excerpts from the Secret Gospel. Its obvious
similarity to the story of the raising of Lazarus (John 11:1–45) was among the
reasons Smith concluded (among other things) that it was not an addition to
canonical Mark (as Clement says) but ‘‘was probably in the earliest form of
Mark,’’ witnessing to a common source shared with John, though it was
eventually excised in the process that produced the familiar canonical text
of Mark.∞≤
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And they come into Bethany, and a certain woman, whose brother had died,
was there. And, coming, she prostrated herself before Jesus and says to him,
‘‘Son of David, have mercy on me.’’ But the disciples rebuked her. And Jesus,
being angered, went off with her into the garden where the tomb was, and
straightway a great cry was heard from the tomb. And going near Jesus rolled
away the stone from the door of the tomb. And straightway, going in where
the youth was, he stretched forth his hand and raised him, seizing his hand.
But the youth, looking upon him, loved him and began to beseech him that he
might be with him. And going out of the tomb they came into the house of the
youth, for he was rich. And after six days Jesus told him what to do and in
the evening the youth comes to him, wearing a linen cloth over [his] naked
[body]. And he remained with him that night, for Jesus taught him the mys-
tery of the kingdom of God. And thence, arising, he returned to the other side
of the Jordan.

We have only one variant from the Carpocratian recension, the phrase gymnos
gymnō, and we do not know exactly where it fits into the text. Clement
informs Theodore only, ‘‘But ‘naked [man] with naked [man]’ and the other
things about which you wrote are not found.’’

Apart from statements in the Mar Saba letter, three features in the Secret
Gospel are suggestive of an initiation rite: both (1) the weeklong period of
teaching that ends with a nocturnal vigil and (2) the naked body covered by a
linen cloth would seem to be items from the performance dimension, while (3)
the raising from the dead of a young man who becomes a disciple seems to
offer an interpretation from the critical dimension. This particular threesome
suggests a marked emphasis on the themes of death and resurrection. If ‘‘after
six days’’ refers to the period of Monday through Saturday, both the raising of
the youth and his meeting with Jesus would have occurred on the first day of
the week, or Sunday; the nocturnal meeting could have begun Saturday eve-
ning and lasted until ‘‘very early’’ Sunday morning, the time of the resurrection
in Mark (16:2). The linen cloth or sindōn could suggest a towel used in con-
junction with a water immersion, or a shroud or burial cloth. As we will see,
Smith also sought to connect it with the white garments that, in some early
Christian traditions, the neophytes or newly baptized would put on after
emerging naked from the baptismal pool, though the word ‘‘sindōn’’ was not
typically used to designate such postbaptismal clothing. Themes of death and
resurrection are further underlined by the fact that the whole episode was
interpolated into Mark’s gospel right after Jesus predicts his own resurrection
(10:34).

And yet, if this story does reflect an early Christian initiation rite, it was a
very odd one, lacking many of the ritual elements that occur in other early



62 Origins of Christian Liturgy

liturgical sources:∞≥ Instead of a lengthy period of fasting, exorcisms, preach-
ing and instruction in the Bible, renunciations of sin, and professions of faith,
Jesus’ six days in the youth’s house sound almost like a holiday of sensual
pleasure, ‘‘for he was rich.’’ No immersions or anointings are mentioned that
would require the removal of clothing—yet when the youth comes to Jesus at
night, he is naked but for a linen sheet. There is none of the vocabulary of light
or illumination, or sealing or crowning, that typically occurs in early Christian
references to initiation rites. There are no references to milk and honey, no
imagery of entering the Promised Land (even though Jesus crosses the Jor-
dan!), no obvious banquet or Eucharistic motifs. By contrast, the initiation
stories in some of the apocryphal acts of the apostles are easy to connect to
early Christian liturgical practices, even as scholars continue to disagree over
what exactly they tell us about the developmental history of the initiation
rites.∞∂

The obvious explanation for this paucity of elements is, of course, the pre-
sumed early date of the text: if Clement (at the end of the second century)
thought the Secret Gospel had been written by Mark (in the first century), then
it could not have been written much later than 150 ce. Surely the initiation
rites of that time were in a primitive state of development and had not yet
acquired all the familiar features we find in post-Nicene sources!∞∑ But this
explanation does not satisfy, because the three ritual items it does mention are
precisely the wrong ones for the second century: resurrection themes, a prepa-
ration period leading to a vigil, and white garments are much easier to place in
the fourth or fifth century than in the second. Like the Piltdown hoax, which
joined an apelike jaw to a humanlike cranium when all other extant fossils
exhibit the opposite combination,∞∏ the Secret Gospel threatens to turn liturgi-
cal history on its head. If it were genuine it would be extraordinary.

In fact, if we scour the known history and bibliography of Christian initia-
tion practices, looking for any context in which these and only these three
elements could plausibly be found, a very curious thing happens: we find
ourselves drawn away from the early Christian period altogether, toward the
writings of Anglican liturgiologists who were active in the middle of the twen-
tieth century—right about the time the Mar Saba text was allegedly discovered,
and in the same Christian denomination to which the discoverer had once
belonged. In that part of the Christian world, and at that time, the Secret Gospel
would have seemed a very plausible witness to early Christian initiation prac-
tices, for it includes just what Anglicans of the mid-twentieth century were
taught to expect: resurrection symbolism, a period of instruction ending in a
night vigil, and a white garment. Today, after another fifty years of ecumenical
scholarship, it all seems far less credible. This is easiest to see if we begin about
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1950 and work forward to the scholarship of today, which in turn brings us
closer to the early Christian period than was possible half a century ago.

THE SHAPE OF THE LITURGY

Before the liturgical renewal that began in the 1960s, the Book of Com-
mon Prayer, used in various editions throughout the Anglican Communion,
contained three proper texts for Easter Even, as the day before Easter was
called. The epistle (1 Peter 3:17–22) presents baptism as a sharing in the
resurrection: ‘‘baptism doth also now save us, . . . by the resurrection of Jesus
Christ.’’ The gospel (Matthew 27:57–66) gives us the evening time frame and
the sindōn or cloth: ‘‘When the even was come,’’ Joseph of Arimathea took the
body of Jesus, ‘‘wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, and laid it in his own new
tomb.’’ The collect, or prayer of the day, alludes to Romans 6:3–11 in asso-
ciating baptism with death and burial as a preparation for resurrection. It asks
‘‘that as we are baptized into the death of thy blessed Son . . . , so by continual
mortifying our corrupt affections we may be buried with him; and that
through the grave, and gate of death, we may pass to our joyful resurrec-
tion.’’∞π It is a particularly interesting assemblage of texts. On the one hand, it
dates back only to the Reformation: the epistle and gospel were selected by
Thomas Cranmer for the first Prayer Book of 1549, while the collect was
composed in the seventeenth century.∞∫ On the other hand, the texts seem
intended to recall (some aspects of) the pre-Reformation liturgy, as it was
practiced in the late medieval English regional Uses of Sarum or Salisbury,
Hereford, Bangor, York, and Lincoln—all of which were local variants of the
Roman rite.∞Ω In these traditions, as at Rome itself, the day before Easter
(known as Holy Saturday) was the preeminent time for baptisms, recalling the
pre-medieval period when the catechumenate leading to adult baptism had
been the norm. The adult baptisms took place during the Paschal Vigil, a long
service that originally began after dark on Saturday evening and ended with
the first Mass of Easter itself, very early Sunday morning.≤≠ It included bless-
ings of a new fire and of a special candle, twelve readings from the Old Testa-
ment, then a blessing of the baptismal water, followed by the baptism itself. As
the neophytes, or newly baptized, emerged from the baptismal pool, they
donned white clothing, heard the epistle (Colossians 3:1–4), sang their first
alleluia as Christians, listened to the first resurrection gospel (Matthew 28:1–
7), and received first communion.≤∞ The white robes, however, were real gar-
ments, not flat linen cloths resembling burial shrouds. The neophytes wore
them for an entire week of liturgies full of Promised Land symbolism, then
returned to ordinary clothing on the eighth day, Quasimodo Sunday (so called
after the Latin of 1 Peter 2:2, which supplied the text of the introit antiphon).≤≤
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Over the centuries, however, two developments changed the significance of
the Paschal Vigil. Understandable anxiety about infant mortality led to a situa-
tion in which most people were baptized as infants, shortly after birth, so that
the Paschal Vigil was usually celebrated with no adult converts to baptize.
While this was happening, other developments were tending to make the
celebration of Mass a daily event, though it had originally been celebrated less
often. Thus the Paschal Vigil crept backward from Saturday evening to Satur-
day morning and effectively became the Mass of the day, though a Mass with
strong baptismal themes, celebrating the resurrectional theology of baptism in
commemoration of the adult baptisms that had once been an essential part of
this service. Action passed into text. In the different ways that liturgical re-
formers have dealt with these developments, we can witness some of the ways
by which ritual criticism interacts with the dimensions of action and text to
help shape paths of further growth.

Twentieth-century liturgical reformers, since they were trained as historical
theologians, were particularly interested in reconstructing the origins of litur-
gical traditions. They also recognized that, in our post-Christian culture, it is
again possible and desirable to seek adult converts who will need to be bap-
tized. Thus in the twentieth-century liturgical renewal, many denominations
restored the original practice of baptizing adults during a vigil on Easter night.
The reformers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, however, saw things
differently, and as a result took three different approaches. The authors of the
Prayer Book, since they continued the practice of infant baptism, did away
with the Paschal Vigil altogether. In its place, they substituted new texts that
preserved the traditional baptismal and resurrection themes of the day but
linked them more closely to what they thought was really important: the
gospel chronology that placed Jesus’ burial between his death and resurrec-
tion, and the moral admonition that each individual Christian, in the temporal
space between his own baptism and hoped-for resurrection, should apply the
Christian message to his own life, so that (in the words of the Easter Even
collect) ‘‘by continual mortifying our corrupt affections . . . , we may pass to
our joyful resurrection.’’ The result could be seen as continuing the medieval
shift from action to text. The medieval church lost the action of baptism but
retained the vigil with its texts as a daily Mass. The Anglicanism of the Prayer
Book dropped the vigil texts altogether and replaced them with different texts.
This placed the Prayer Book in a bidirectional dialogue (unless ‘‘conflict’’ is a
better word) with the two other approaches of that historical period.

The Roman Catholic approach, conceding as little as possible to the critique
of the Protestant Reformers, kept the Paschal Vigil essentially as it was, a
baptismal service usually without actual baptisms. On the other hand, the
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more radical Calvinist reformers, with their emphasis on ‘‘Scripture alone,’’
sought to make the textual dimension the controlling one. All traditions that
had been handed down in the actional dimension were to be abolished and
replaced only by practices that could be justified as explicitly mandated in the
Bible itself. Thus for the Puritan John Milton, the Book of Common Prayer
was hardly a reform at all but amounted to an unjustified preservation of
damnable popish superstitions: ‘‘that old Pharisaicall fear . . . , Samaritan
trumpery [cf. John 4:22], . . . a Liturgie which had no being that wee can know
of, but from the corruptest times: . . . the old riffe-raffe of Sarum, and other
monasticall reliques.’’≤≥

By the twentieth century, therefore, Anglican liturgical historiographers
generally saw their mission as an effort to trace a clear line of historical de-
velopment, from current practice back through history to the New Testament,
or as close to New Testament times as possible.≤∂ This was in response to the
ritual criticism of the more Calvinistic English Protestants who denied these
practices were biblical, but it was also a kind of rebuke to the Roman Catho-
lics, demonstrating a liturgy rooted in the Bible rather than merely human
tradition or ecclesiastical authority.

By the middle of the twentieth century, however, the logic of their liturgical
criticism was leading Anglican liturgiologists into making even more ambitious
claims. They thought it possible to reconstruct an original, unitary pattern of
ceremonies, used throughout the early church, that effectively went back to
apostolic times and from which all the Eastern and Western rites of medieval
and later times were descended. In the classic description of Gregory Dix, there
was a ‘‘standard structure or Shape of the Liturgy [which] can be shewn to have
had its first formation in the semi-jewish [sic] church of the apostolic age. . . .
The intricate pattern of local variety overlaid on the unchanging apostolic core
of the rite is the product of [subsequent] history.’’≤∑ For the initiation cere-
monies, this ‘‘standard structure’’ was thought to be revealed most clearly in the
writing known as The Apostolic Tradition (AT),≤∏ then assumed to have been
authored by Hippolytus of Rome, an approximate contemporary of Clement
of Alexandria.≤π AT was very highly valued, therefore: not only was it ‘‘the most
important source of information we possess on the liturgy of the pre-Nicene
church,’’ but it described ‘‘the local tradition of Rome, though at an early stage,
before developments had become complicated.’’≤∫

In this spirit, Massey Shepherd went even beyond Dix, seeking to demon-
strate that the ‘‘broad outline’’ of initiation rites described in AT, read as an
early Roman document, could be found in the New Testament itself, specifi-
cally the book of Revelation. This project seemed reasonable because AT was
‘‘composed about a century later than Revelation’’ and includes ‘‘nothing . . .
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Table 3.1. The Roman Paschal Vigil and the Book of Revelation

Roman Paschal Vigil Book of Revelation

The Scrutinies The Seven Letters Revelation 1–3
The Vigil The Assembly Before the Throne of God 4–5

(a) The Lessons The Seals, I–VI 6
The Initiation The Pause: Sealing of the White-Robed Martyrs 7
The Synaxis The Seventh Seal 8

(a) The Prayers The Censing
(b) The Law (Exodus) The Trumpets, I–VI = The Woes, I–II 8–9
(c) The Prophets The Pause: The Little Scroll; the Two Witnesses 10–11
(d) The Gospel The Seventh Trumpet = The Third Woe:

The Struggle of Christ and Antichrist 12–15
The Vials, I–VII 16–18

(e) The Psalmody The Hallelujah 19
The Eucharist The Marriage Supper of the Lamb 19

The Consummation 20–22

Source: Massey H. Shepherd, The Paschal Liturgy and the Apocalypse, Ecumenical Studies in
Worship (London: Lutterworth Press, 1960), 83.

that could not have been in use in the first century . . . in churches so well
established and developed as those of Asia.’’≤Ω Shepherd scrupulously sought
to avoid anachronistically reading ‘‘a Paschal liturgy of a later age . . . into the
Apocalypse’’ or implying ‘‘that the Apocalypse is either a liturgy or a lection-
ary, or even a liturgical homily.’’ Nevertheless, he found ‘‘that the Paschal
liturgy has suggested to the Seer [i.e., the author, John] a structural pattern for
the presentation of his message,’’ a pattern that looks remarkably like the
medieval Roman Paschal Vigil (Table 3.1).≥≠

To arrive at such conclusions, however, required a very wishful reading of
AT, a reading that Dix made explicit in the subtitles of his translation.≥∞ For
example, AT says that baptismal candidates are to wash on the fifth day of the
week, fast on the day before the Sabbath, assemble to be exorcized on the
Sabbath, and then attend a vigil and be baptized at cockcrow on a day un-
named (20.5–21.1). Only Dix’s subtitles identify these days as ‘‘Maundy
Thursday,’’ ‘‘Friday and Saturday in Holy Week’’ and ‘‘The Paschal Vigil.’’≥≤

Although AT mentions a three-year preparatory period for catechumens
(17.1),≥≥ it does not clearly describe Lent, which, Dix was sure, developed as a
period of preparation for this nocturnal, paschal baptism.≥∂ Nor does AT
expressly support the Passover and resurrection typology that Dix and Shep-
herd took for granted, by which the new believer, emerging from the water
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into the Easter dawn, recalled Israel’s passing through the Red Sea, fulfilled by
sacramental participation in the death and resurrection of Jesus.≥∑

Worse, AT seems not to know of a special baptismal garment. It says only
that the newly baptized put their clothes back on after they emerge from the
water and are anointed (21.20),≥∏ as if these were the same ordinary clothes
they came in with. Only from the late fourth century do we have unmistakable
attestation that special white ritual garments were put on after baptism,≥π and
their use has survived, in some liturgical traditions, into modern times.≥∫ Shep-
herd’s scrupulous restraint and caution would, nonetheless, ‘‘legitimately see,’’
in the white garments of Revelation 7:14, a first-century detail of ‘‘the initia-
tion ceremony of washing and sealing in the Paschal liturgy,’’ which the author
of Revelation would have known from the AT-like celebrations of his own
community.≥Ω By comparison, the white baptismal garments that figure in
Dix’s imaginary evocation of worship in the earliest house churches seem
almost comically anachronistic.∂≠

How Anglican all this is will become clear if we consider some of the alter-
native models that were available in the middle of the twentieth century. A
twentieth-century Protestant who read Oscar Cullmann’s Baptism in the New
Testament, for example, would have found even stronger emphasis on ‘‘the
foundation of baptism in the death and resurrection of Christ’’ but no mention
at all of a nocturnal vigil, a special garment, or AT. Indeed Cullmann’s percep-
tion of ‘‘the oldest baptismal ritual’’ included an element not found in AT, the
Roman rite, or the Book of Common Prayer: ‘‘As early as the first century,
whenever someone who had come to faith was brought for Baptism, enquiry
was made whether any hindrance existed,’’ such as ‘‘What is to prevent me
from being baptized?’’ (Acts 8:36) or ‘‘Can anyone withhold the water for
baptizing these people?’’ (Acts 10:47, cf. 11:17).∂∞ If a Protestant who had
read Cullmann’s book had attempted to forge an early gospel, therefore, it
would likely have included such a ritual question, but probably not a night
vigil or a linen cloth.

Mid-century Roman Catholic writers on liturgy, like the Anglicans, valued
AT as an early Roman source. Moreover, they still celebrated the Paschal Vigil
in close to its late medieval form. But since their ‘‘two-source theory’’ of
revelation placed Tradition on a par with Scripture,∂≤ Catholics did not need
to trace liturgical practices back to the New Testament. Nor did they need to
believe in an ‘‘unchanging apostolic core,’’ since they were accustomed to a
diversity of ancient Eastern and Western rites, far wider than in any other
denomination. Instead, Catholic liturgical practice before the Second Vatican
Council aimed at ensuring the fulfillment of the canon law requirements for
sacramental validity. The peculiarly Catholic anxiety, therefore, needed reas-
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surance that all seven of the sacraments defined by the Council of Trent∂≥ had
actually been practiced as such in the early church. Therefore, though Louis
Duchesne, like Cullmann, found his model of Christian initiation in the book
of Acts, he located normativity in different episodes from those that Cullmann
selected. For Duchesne, the most telling passages were the ones that supported
a clear distinction between baptism and confirmation (Acts 8:12–17, 19:5–6):
‘‘The New Testament sets before us, in the earliest times[,] an initiation com-
posed of two acts, by virtue of one of which, viz. baptism with water, the
converted person is washed from his sins, while by the other the gift of the
Holy Spirit is imparted to the soul of the neophyte.’’∂∂ So too, no doubt, would
a ‘‘secret gospel’’—if such a thing had been forged by a twentieth-century
Catholic.

STUDIES IN DIVERSITY

But if the Secret Gospel looks very Anglican compared with Cullmann
and Duchesne, it looks all the more so when compared with the practices of
the early church as we understand them now. Liturgical historians have cov-
ered a lot of ground in half a century. What was once a diversity of scholarly
positions, which projected our denominational apprehensions onto the re-
mote Christian past, has given way to an ecumenical consensus that the early
church was even more variegated than post-Reformation Christianity. This is
particularly true of the rites of Christian initiation, which for that early period
can only be described as ‘‘a study in diversity.’’∂∑

Central to our present understanding of early Christian initiation, more-
over, is ‘‘the curious fact that the Pauline typology in Romans 6:1ff, depicting
the baptized believer’s participation in the death and resurrection of Christ, is
absent in Christian literature of these earliest centuries.’’∂∏ At least two other
models seem to have been more popular in the early church. One of them,
known in parts of the Latin West, associated baptism with the day of Pentecost
(cf. Acts 2:41), emphasizing apostolic preaching and the gift of the Spirit.∂π

The other, the original model in Syria, Egypt, and parts of the West, looked to
Jesus’ own baptism by John, an event commemorated on Epiphany (usually
January 6).∂∫ Instead of death and resurrection motifs, the Epiphany model
emphasized themes of blessing the waters and of creation, of rebirth and
divine sonship, the seal of priestly and messianic anointing, the heavens open-
ing with light, the descent of the Holy Spirit and of fire.∂Ω This, indeed, is the
kind of imagery we find in Clement’s own discussions of baptism∑≠ and in
Egyptian and Ethiopian baptismal liturgies.∑∞ Over the centuries, however, the
Pauline Passover/Easter model gradually spread throughout Christendom to
became the dominant one, and the night leading up to Easter became the
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major occasion for baptisms. In the liturgical traditions that had formerly
baptized on Epiphany, therefore, the older practice was commemorated by
retaining a portion of the baptismal rite, the blessing of water, on January 6. In
these rites for the Great Blessing of the Waters, older themes of Epiphany
baptism still survive and Exodus themes remain moderated, though an in-
creased emphasis on exorcism and healing can also be observed.∑≤

It is, then, the Epiphany model of water and the Spirit, not the Easter model
of death and resurrection, that we should expect to find in any apocryphal
gospel that was read at initiation ceremonies in Clement’s church. The strong-
est indication of this is Clement himself. His most developed statement on
initiation, Eclogae Propheticae, utilizes a wide range of Epiphany-related im-
agery: from the primeval light of creation and ‘‘waters above the sky’’ (Genesis
1:3–8) to John the Baptist’s promise that the one who comes after him ‘‘will
baptize you in the Holy Spirit and fire’’ (Matthew 3:11–12, Luke 3:16–17).∑≥

It is a fine example of a well-developed but non-paschal theology of Christian
initiation—yet it could hardly be more unlike the Secret Gospel, underlining
the fact that ‘‘one place where a preference for paschal baptism certainly
appears to have been unknown before the middle of the fourth century is in the
patriarchate of Alexandria.’’∑∂ If the Secret Gospel, with its resurrection sym-
bolism, actually was read in second-century Alexandria, it would therefore be
a remarkable exception to the general trend of sacramental theology there.

Night Vigils

A case could be made that the youth’s coming to Jesus in the evening,
after six days, was not meant to be a Paschal Vigil but some other sort of
nocturnal meeting. Clement is one of many early Christian witnesses to tell us
that a lot of worship took place at night.∑∑ In fact, Clement described a ritual
that sounds like the Paschal Vigil but was connected to Epiphany rather than
Easter. The Basilidans, he wrote, read a sequence of Bible passages during the
night leading up to January 10 or 6 (Tybi 15 or 11 in the Egyptian year), in
preparation for baptisms on those days.∑∏ By the early fifth century the Jerusa-
lem church held such vigils on both Epiphany (January 6) and Easter; later it
added Christmas (December 25) as well.∑π From Jerusalem, this type of vigil
spread to many other parts of Christendom.∑∫ But Clement seems not to have
celebrated such vigils himself; he described it as a peculiarly Basilidan practice.

As early as the second century there was already more than one way to
structure an all-night or predawn service,∑Ω and in a forthcoming book∏≠ I
expect to show that Clement followed a different, Alexandrian way of struc-
turing the night vigil, which we also find among Philo’s Therapeutae: an eve-
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ning banquet followed by hymn-singing till dawn.∏∞ The Secret Gospel, once
again, suggests nothing of the kind, as if it were written by someone who did
not know the worship practices Clement of Alexandria actually used.

Conclusion

In short, it is impossible to argue that the Secret Gospel accurately de-
picts early Christian worship. Its combination of resurrection symbolism, a
period of teaching followed by a night vigil, and the wearing of a white cloth
are more suggestive of twentieth-century Anglican theories about early church
practices. Clement and the Alexandrian church, in particular, held to a dif-
ferent theology of baptism that was based not on the Easter event of Jesus’
resurrection, but on the Epiphany event of Jesus’ baptism by John. So far,
then, the Secret Gospel looks more like a document of the mid-twentieth
century than of the first or second.

The initiation liturgy described in the Mar Saba letter is only one of the five
streams of tradition we can identify in that document. But following the
stream to its source leads us away from second-century Alexandria into the
Anglican ritual criticism of the 1950s. However, another argument has been
made, which would take a different approach to placing the Secret Gospel
within the early Alexandrian liturgy. It is time to look at it.

Summary

The Secret Gospel presents three elements that appear to be liturgical:
(1) resurrection themes, (2) a linen cloth, and (3) a nocturnal initiation follow-
ing a period of preparation. However, these elements have little to do with
second-century Christian worship, particularly at Alexandria, where baptisms
were associated with the baptism of Jesus by John, celebrated on Epiphany
(January 6). Thus a second-century gospel read at initiations in Clement’s
church should show Epiphany themes, such as the blessing of waters, Mes-
sianic anointing, and the descent of the Holy Spirit. The resurrection and
Easter themes implied in the Secret Gospel look more like early Christian
worship as it was imagined by Anglican liturgiologists of the 1950s than like
second-century worship at Alexandria.
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4

The Secret Gospel and the
Alexandrian Lectionaries

The longer of the passages quoted from the secret Gospel is the one on which
the stylistic conclusions are mostly built. But this passage seems to have been
the central text for one of the most important rituals of Mark’s church. If so, it
would have exercised a much greater influence than would ordinary sections
of the Gospel, and the number of parallels to it would of course be greater.
—Morton Smith

The Bible in Lent

The Secret Gospel cannot be made to fit into the history of nocturnal
worship or Christian initiation at Alexandria. But a case has been made that it
is an important witness to the history of the Alexandrian liturgical lectionary,
the annual cycle of readings from the Bible. Since the Mar Saba letter states
that Mark was read to those who were being instructed, and Secret Mark to
those who were being perfected, it appears to be the earliest Christian writing
to mention the organized reading of a specific New Testament book in coordi-
nation with any kind of liturgical calendar. That in itself would make the Mar
Saba text a source of great value for the history of liturgical scripture-reading
—particularly since, once again, it appears to go against the general trend of
other evidence. The instruction of catechumens seems, usually, to have fo-
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cused on Old Testament stories presented as models of virtuous behavior, with
the gospels reserved for those who were close to baptism.∞ Such an arrange-
ment is formalized in the fourth- and fifth-century sources of the rite of Jeru-
salem≤ and in the Roman ceremony of Apertio aurium, the ‘‘opening of the
ears,’’≥ posing the question more sharply: Is there any support in the early
Christian period for a gospel being read at the early stages of instruction, with
a secret expanded recension reserved for the more advanced?

In a very original and important book on the development of the Christian
liturgical year, Thomas Talley proposed just such a Sitz in Gottesdienst (as he
called it, meaning ‘‘original liturgical context’’) for the Secret Gospel.∂ His
hypothesis amounts to the best-known and most developed argument that the
Secret Gospel was known in ancient times. If he is right, though, the Secret
Gospel could not have been very secret: it would have been heard by every
adult baptized in Alexandria and would have had a far-reaching impact on the
development of Christian liturgy outside Egypt. It would, in fact, explain some
curious aspects of the structure of Lent—the most complicated period in the
liturgical year, since it emerged, as Talley showed, from the coalescence of a
wide range of practices that were synthesized differently in the diverse regions
of the ancient Christian world. Attempting to confirm all this will force us to
wend our way through a labyrinth of liturgical evidence, but will end in the
same sort of result as our exploration of initiation ceremonies and night vigils:
foxes have dens and birds their nests (cf. Luke 9:58), but there is no place for
the Secret Gospel in the early history of the Christian liturgical lectionaries.

LENT IN CONSTANTINOPLE

What Talley initially sought to explain was the fact that, in some liturgi-
cal traditions, baptisms took place not only at Easter, but also a week or more
before, while it was still Lent. In the earliest typikon of Constantinople, pre-
served in manuscripts of the ninth through eleventh centuries, baptisms were
celebrated at the all-night vigil from Holy Saturday to Easter Sunday, just as
they were at Rome and in Jerusalem. But there was another day for baptism a
week before that, on Saturday of the sixth week of Lent (i.e., the day before
Palm Sunday). The gospel that day was the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from
the dead (John 11:1–45).∑ This might indicate that the Lazarus story was
being read as an allegory of Christian initiation, but we do not know how the
two came together: the presence of the gospel on that day might have sug-
gested it was an appropriate day for baptisms, or a tradition of baptizing that
day might have suggested the gospel. Or gospel and baptisms may have origi-
nated independently, their convergence on this particular day being a coinci-
dence. One cannot decide such questions without considering the structure of
Constantinopolitan Lent as a whole.
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Table 4.1. Hypothetical Course Reading for Alexandrian Lent Compared with
Constantinople (After Talley)

Alexandria (Hypothetical) Constantinople

[Epiphany: Mark 1:1–11]
First week of Lent Mark 1:12ff Sabbath: Mark 2:23–3:5

Sunday: John 1:44–52
Second week of Lent Continuation of Mark Sabbath: Mark 1:35–44

Sunday: Mark 2:1–12
Third week of Lent Continuation of Mark Sabbath: Mark 7:31–37

Sunday: Mark 8:34–9:1
Fourth week of Lent Continuation of Mark Sabbath: Mark 8:27–31

Sunday: Mark 9:17–31
Fifth week of Lent Continuation of Mark Sabbath: Mark 2:14–17

Sunday: Mark 10:32–45
Sixth week of Lent Friday: Mark 10:32–34, the

Secret Gospel, Mark 10:35–45
Sabbath: Mark 10:46–52

Sabbath: John 11:1–45

Sunday: Mark 11:1–11 Sunday: John 12:1–18

Source: Thomas J. Talley, The Origins of the Liturgical Year, 2nd emended ed. (Collegeville,
Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1991), 211, following (for Constantinople) Juan Mateos, Le Typicon
de la Grande Église: Ms. Saint-Croix no40, Xe siècle 2: Le Cycle des fêtes mobiles, Orientalia
Christiana Analecta 166 (Rome: Pontificium Institutum Orientalium Studiorum, 1963), 18–
23, 28–31, 38–39, 46–47, 54–57, 64–67.

After two preparatory weeks of increasingly rigorous fast, Lent itself lasted
six weeks in Constantinople. Each of these six weeks began on a Monday:
there were five weekdays of fasting, from Monday to Friday, followed by a
Saturday (Sabbath) and a Sunday on which fasting was moderated and the
Eucharist was celebrated.∏ On the first five of these weekends there was a
course reading of the gospel of Mark—that is, a different excerpt or pericope
of Mark’s gospel was read each Saturday and Sunday, forming a series that
was arranged more or less in canonical order, as if the goal were to read
through all the most significant portions of the gospel over the course of the
liturgical season (Table 4.1, right column). This kind of arrangement was
typical at Constantinople, where the other three gospels were similarly dis-
tributed over the Saturdays and Sundays of other seasons in the year: John
from Easter until Pentecost, Matthew and then Luke from Pentecost to the
following Lent, when Mark was begun again.π This tendency to stay with one
biblical book for the duration of a season, a practice modern scholars call
lectio continua, remains a distinctive feature of the Byzantine rite today, which



74 The Alexandrian Lectionaries

is in part descended from the old rite of Constantinople.∫ In other influential
centers, such as JerusalemΩ and Rome,∞≠ pericopes were less likely to be read in
biblical order because they were selected to illustrate a particular theme de-
rived from the day, the season, and/or the place of celebration.∞∞

At Constantinople, the last reading of the Marcan cursus took place on the
Sunday following the fifth week of fasting, with Mark 10:32–45, close to the
place where the story of Jesus raising the young man was inserted into the
Secret Gospel (after 10:34). After five more weekdays of fasting, baptisms
were celebrated on the sixth Saturday, and the story of the raising of Lazarus
was read (John 11:1–45). The following day, Palm Sunday, featured the next
two episodes in John’s gospel, the anointing at Bethany and the triumphal
entry into Jerusalem (John 12:1–18). Thus Lazarus Saturday and Palm Sun-
day, with their readings from John, marked a sharp break between the Mark-
dominated fast of the forty days and the more austere six-day fast of Great
Week, which began on Monday, the day after Palm Sunday, and extended to
the day before Easter, the only Saturday that was a fast day at Constantinople.
One of the issues we will have to face is this: to what extent was this clear
distinction between the forty-day fast and the six-day fast a product of local
developments in Constantinople, or a more universal characteristic of Lent
that we should expect to find in other places also, such as Alexandria?

LAZARUS IN CONSTANTINOPLE: JERUSALEM VERSUS ALEXANDRIA

Lazarus Saturday at Constantinople has interesting but inexact parallels
with the corresponding day at Jerusalem, the Saturday before Palm Sunday.∞≤

Some would suppose that the church of Constantinople was imitating Jeru-
salem in this respect, but that would contradict Talley’s theory that the Jeru-
salem liturgical year was originally based on the chronology of Matthew’s
gospel, which he believed was written at nearby Antioch. To Talley, the Johan-
nine elements in the Jerusalem liturgical year, including Lazarus Saturday and
Palm Sunday, appeared to be later intrusions that came to Jerusalem from
Constantinople.∞≥ Thus he thought it more likely that the Lazarus reading at
Constantinople imitated not Jerusalem but an Alexandrian practice of reading
Secret Mark, including the story of the young man Jesus raised from the dead.

In constructing this theory, Talley relied heavily on an article by René-
Georges Coquin on the origins of Epiphany.∞∂ Coquin began with medieval
Coptic writers of the tenth through fourteenth centuries who said that Egyp-
tian Christians originally commemorated Jesus’ baptism on January 6, and
then followed this with a forty-day period of fasting, which recalled the time
Jesus spent in the wilderness after being baptized by John (Mark 1:12–13 and
parallels). This forty-day fast would have run, therefore, from January 6, or
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the day after, to February 15 or 16. It would have had no particular connec-
tion to Easter: once the forty days were over, Egyptian Christians would sim-
ply have waited until the Jewish Passover was finished, and then celebrated the
six-day fast of Passion Week on a Monday through Saturday, followed by
Easter Sunday.∞∑

Coquin’s medieval Coptic sources stated that the forty-day fast was ob-
served after Epiphany up to the reign of patriarch Demetrius of Alexandria
(188–230), which happens to have coincided with the time that Clement was
in Alexandria.∞∏ Demetrius was said to have inaugurated the well-known
practice by which Alexandrian astronomers—the best in the ancient world—
would compute the date of Easter, and the patriarch would announce their
findings in an encyclical to the other bishops of Christendom. According to the
Melkite (i.e., Greek Orthodox∞π) patriarch Eutychius of Alexandria (died
940), this development led to the forty-day fast being moved, from after
Epiphany to before Easter.∞∫ Coquin thought this dating was mistaken, how-
ever. Instead he perceived a more gradual shift in the Festal Letters of Athana-
sius (patriarch of Alexandria from 328 to 373). The first letter, from 329 ce,
mentions only the six-day fast. From 330, though, the letters give the first day
of the forty-day fast, which seems to have become increasingly formalized and
obligatory through the year 333.∞Ω

Another tenth-century bishop, the non-Chalcedonian (i.e., Coptic Ortho-
dox) Macarius of Memphis, wrote that baptisms were held on the sixth day of
the week (Friday), because Jesus baptized his disciples on that day.≤≠ Coquin
connected this with a medieval Coptic practice of baptizing on Friday in the
sixth week of Lent, or at a night vigil from this Friday to the following Satur-
day morning. He saw this non-Easter baptism as a survival of a time when the
forty-day fast had no connection to the six-day fast of Passion Week—thus
confirming reports that the forty days once immediately followed Epiphany.
But Coquin could not identify the origin of the tradition that Jesus baptized his
disciples on that day.≤∞ It was Talley who proposed that the Secret Gospel, with
its story of Jesus raising the young disciple, provided the missing link. This
would constitute remarkable proof of the gospel’s genuineness, since the Mar
Saba fragment was discovered at a time when Coquin’s question ‘‘hadn’t even
been asked’’ yet. As a result, Coquin’s entire hypothesis was ‘‘dramatically
vindicated’’≤≤—and so was the authenticity of Clement’s letter.

Noting that canonical Mark begins with Jesus’ baptism, and supposing that
Mark’s gospel would have been especially valued in Egypt because of tradi-
tions connecting Mark to Alexandria, Talley suggested that the first chapter of
Mark was read on January 6, with the remainder read, in order, over the
subsequent forty days—except, of course, it would not have been canonical
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Mark but Secret Mark that was read. Later, when the forty days were relo-
cated to just before the six-day fast, the Marcan cursus would have moved
with it, producing a sequence of Marcan pericopes such as we actually find at
Constantinople (Table 4.1). Since the Constantinopolitan sequence ended in
Chapter 10 of canonical Mark, followed by the raising of Lazarus from John,
could it not have been derived from an Alexandrian cursus of Secret Mark that
ended with the story of Jesus and the young man? ‘‘It was that one item that
suggested the later reconstitution in the Byzantine Liturgy of the Alexandrian
Markan cursus for the fast,’’ Talley writes. ‘‘There, however, the ‘secret gospel’
has vanished, and its account of the raising from the dead and subsequent
initiation of a youth at Bethany, a gospel kept secret at Alexandria, and read
only at the conferral of baptism, has been replaced by its only canonical
parallel, the raising of Lazarus in the Fourth Gospel on the final Saturday.’’≤≥

Thus it was the Secret Gospel story of the young man, originally read at
baptisms on the fortieth day after Epiphany, that explained two different
phenomena of liturgical history: why Friday in the sixth week of Lent was
recalled in Egypt as the day Jesus baptized his disciples, and why the Lazarus
story was read on Saturday in the sixth week at Constantinople.≤∂ What’s
more, the Egyptian baptism on the sixth day, particularly if this occurred
during a night vigil, would seem to echo the Secret Gospel report that Jesus
and the young man came together during the night ‘‘after six days.’’≤∑

Liturgiologists prize Talley’s book for its fresh new interpretations and its
willingness to reexamine the evidence and reasoning behind long-standing
conventional assumptions about the origins of the Christian feasts and liturgi-
cal year. His bold and original proposal that the Secret Gospel of Mark ex-
plains the shape of Lent in Constantinople has attracted much favorable atten-
tion, therefore, and it looks like a resounding confirmation that the Secret
Gospel is a genuine early Christian work, widely known in ancient times. On
further examination, however, the theory does not hold up. Neither Coquin
nor Talley cited all the evidence that was available when they were writing,
and more has become available since. To begin with, Alberto Camplani has
come up with a new chronology for the Festal Letters of Athanasius, which
‘‘do not permit one to affirm that Lent . . . was introduced gradually. The
letters from 329–333 CE do not contain the announcement of the date of the
beginning of Lent, even if possibly there is some veiled allusion to it, while
from 334 onward the announcement is present in a continuous manner.’’≤∏

Camplani has also taken issue with other aspects of the Coquin-Talley the-
ory, which he sees as improperly built around the testimony of the medieval
texts, using the earlier witnesses only for confirmation—even though these
earlier witnesses ‘‘do not exhibit the ensemble of characteristics of a post-
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Epiphany Lent, but only single elements that can be contextualized in another
manner.’’≤π I would point out that, whether or not Alexandrian Lent originally
began at Epiphany, there were many traditions in which the beginning of Lent
was calculated from Epiphany, even though it actually began later in the year.
St. Sabbas, for instance, is said to have learned a tradition in which Lent began
on January 14, the day after the octave (or ‘‘one week later’’ commemoration)
of Epiphany on January 13. But later on he moved the beginning of Lent back
a week to January 21, the day after the feast of his mentor St. Euthymius.≤∫

The Latin evidence is more complicated.≤Ω

On the other hand, much of Talley’s hypothesis could be salvaged by redat-
ing the Mar Saba letter. He accepted what he perceived to be the majority view,
held virtually in spite of Morton Smith’s provocative interpretations, that the
Mar Saba letter is a genuine work of Clement of Alexandria. But Talley’s
argument about the liturgical impact of the Secret Gospel would actually be
stronger if the Mar Saba text were written two or three centuries after the time
of Clement. In that case, it would still be an ancient writing, but not as early as
the second century. What would be more difficult to determine would be the
date of the Secret Gospel it quotes from.

A Post-Nicene Pseudo-Clement?

Evidence for stable, annually recurring patterns of liturgical reading
generally begins to appear in sermons of the late fourth and early fifth cen-
turies; the earliest extant lectionaries date from the fifth and sixth centuries.≥≠

Thus ‘‘Clement’s’’ linkage of a particular gospel to a specific liturgical occasion
seems out of place in the second century. Dating the Mar Saba letter to the
fourth, fifth, or even sixth century, on the other hand, would put it at a time
when, in many places, traditions of public reading were solidifying into liturgi-
cal lectionaries—a time, moreover, when we are more likely to find baptism
ceremonies connected with themes of resurrection, celebrated at a vigil after a
preparatory period, and involving a white garment. A more plausible form of
Talley’s theory, then, would explain the Mar Saba letter as pseudonymous—
an attempt by some unknown writer to trace the emerging Alexandrian lec-
tionary back to St. Mark on the testimony of St. Clement. A fourth- to sixth-
century date would also make it easier to explain other aspects of the letter: the
assertion that Mark brought Peter’s memoirs to Alexandria from Rome, for
instance, could then be derived from Eusebius, the fourth-century ‘‘Father of
Church History.’’≥∞

Even in this stronger form, however, the proposal cannot ultimately be
sustained. The theories of Coquin and Talley involve a series of logical gaps
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that were bridged by hypotheses but can now be partially filled in with evi-
dence, yielding a very different picture in which the Secret Gospel does not fit
after all. On closer inspection, that is, the histories of Epiphany and Lent,
traditions about the baptism of the apostles, and the early lectionaries from
Egypt do not reveal dependence on, or even awareness of, the Secret Gospel.

EPIPHANY SEASON AT ALEXANDRIA

One obvious issue is the fact that the Secret Gospel makes no mention of
water, though water symbolism is abundant in Egyptian theologies of bap-
tism. Coquin’s original article, for example, sought to link the origins of
Epiphany≥≤ to pre-Christian imagery connected to the rising and sinking of the
Nile, the life-giving annual cycle that provided the only arable soil in the
Egyptian desert. On this topic more material is now available than Coquin
cited.≥≥

Another issue is that, in most Egyptian (and Ethiopian) sources, Epiphany is
a celebration of two or three days. The first day (January 6) recalls Jesus’
baptism. The second or third day commemorates the wedding at Cana, when
Jesus worked his first miracle by turning water into wine (John 2:1–11).≥∂ The
baptismal interpretation of the Cana story has long-standing importance in
Christian Egypt;≥∑ pre-Christian myths about Nile water turning to wine may
help explain why Egyptian Christians were particularly interested in the Cana
miracle.≥∏

One could, of course, speculate that something like the Cana episode was
once recounted in the lost portion of the Secret Gospel. A fifth-century Egyp-
tian lectionary fragment in Greek might be used to argue this, for it does seem
to point to something like the Coquin-Talley hypothesis (Table 4.2). It now
consists of two leaves that are not contiguous: an undetermined amount of
missing material once stood between them. The lectionary was originally a list
of gospel readings, six of which now partially survive (numbered 1 through 6
in Table 4.2). Each gospel is cited by incipit only, followed by the incipit of
a chant text, evidently a remote ancestor of the Coptic and Arabic hymns
known as atūru ahāt.≥π In Table 4.2, each chant incipit is shown indented, after
its respective gospel. Two of these musical texts are scriptural, from Ezekiel
47:12 and Psalm 106 [107]:26–30. The other three that survive seem to para-
phrase the scriptures rather than quote them directly; they are difficult to
decipher because the fragment is a palimpsest (i.e., it was erased so that an-
other text could be written over it), and they cannot be checked against the
Bible. It is interesting that one of these texts, which appears to begin ‘‘But the
Lord says,’’ seems to interrupt the reading of the story of the wedding at Cana
(John 2:1–11), coming in the middle rather than at the end.
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Table 4.2. Gospels in a Fifth-Century Egyptian Parchment Palimpsest

1r
1. Matthew 4:2 (the temptation)

‘‘And Moses fasted 40 days and 40 nights . . .’’
2. Mark 1:9–10 (baptism of Jesus)

Ezekiel 47:12
1v
3. John 2:1–7 (the wedding at Cana)

‘‘But the Lord says . . .’’ [?]
 John 2:8–9 (Cana continued)

[material missing here]
2r
4. Luke 9:39–42 (boy with unclean spirit)

‘‘The Lord rebuked the Devil . . .’’ [?]
5. Matthew 8:23 (calming the storm, beginning)
2v

 Matthew 8:24–26 (calming the storm, continued)
Psalm 106 [107]:26–30 (‘‘They cried to the Lord’’)

6. Matthew 8:28 (the Gerasene demoniac)

Note: The gospel numbers 1–6 are not in the original manuscript.

Source: British Library Oriental MS 4717 (5) A, as edited in Mario Geymonat, ‘‘Un antico
lezionario della chiesa di Alessandria,’’ Laurea Corona: Studies in Honour of Edward Coleiro,
ed. Anthony Bonanno and H. C. R. Vella (Amsterdam: B. R. Grüner, 1987), 186–96, see pp.
188–93.

The sequence of gospels on the first of the two leaves is quite interesting. It be-
gins with the temptation in the desert in Matthew 4, a reading that was often
used at the beginning of Lent (see Tables 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, and 4.7 later in this chap-
ter). Its presence here implies we are at the beginning of some forty-day period,
particularly as the theme of fasting for forty days is also picked up in the chant
text. Then we have the baptism of Jesus as told in the gospel of Mark (1:9–10),
followed by the wedding at Cana from John (2:1–9 is extant). Although we are
not told what liturgical occasions these readings were meant for, the juxtaposi-
tion could represent a day of preparation for a forty-day fast, followed by an
Epiphany commemorating the baptism of Jesus, followed (as Egyptian Epiph-
any usually was) by a commemoration of the wedding at Cana.≥∫

We do not know exactly what came immediately after the Cana reading.
The second leaf, which did not originally come directly after the first, contains
three readings that show Jesus casting out devils and silencing the storm at
sea.≥Ω These readings would be appropriate on days when the catechumens
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were exorcised in preparation for baptism, and one could imagine the calming
of the storm being read on a day when water was blessed. One cannot say for
sure, but it is possible that these two leaves preserve part of a sequence of
readings for a liturgical season that began with a preparation day for forty
days of fasting, an Epiphany that celebrated the baptism of Jesus, another day
honoring the first miracle at Cana, and then a series of days devoted to exor-
cisms and blessings of water. All that would seem to confirm Coquin’s theory
that Egypt once did have a forty-day fast that began at Epiphany.

As they stand in this manuscript, of course, the readings are from all four
gospels. Is it possible that the original practice was to read the Secret Gospel,
but that its pericopes were later replaced by ‘‘canonical parallels,’’ as Talley
thought the young man story was replaced by the Lazarus story? In such a
case, the Secret Gospel could have begun with a story of forty days of fasting,
followed by the baptism of Jesus, the Cana story, and a series of exorcisms and
miracles, leading eventually to the stories of the young man and the three
women, as shown in Table 4.3. Is this plausible? The hypothesis might seem to
be strengthened by the fact that one of the exorcisms, the boy with the unclean
spirit (Mark 9:14–29), also has a parallel in the Marcan lectionary for Lent at
Constantinople, on Sunday after the fourth week of Lent (Table 4.1).

There are reasons to hesitate, however. For one thing, all three synoptic
gospels, including Mark, say that Jesus fasted in the desert for forty days after
he was baptized by John (Mark 1:9–13). In the lectionary this order is re-
versed, evidently to fit the liturgical situation. The boy with the unclean spirit
(Mark 9:14–29) is also out of order relative to the calming of the storm (Mark
4:35–41) and the Gerasene demoniac (Mark 5: 1–20). Thus it is safer to
conclude that the arrangement we find in the lectionary fragments, incomplete
and enigmatic though it is, was shaped by liturgical requirements, not in order
to parallel the arrangement of a lost apocryphal gospel. As a general rule it is
easier to find examples of biblical pericopes being rearranged to fit a liturgical
calendar than cases where a liturgical season was shaped by the contents of a
biblical book read by lectio continua—though either is possible. With this
particular lectionary, had Talley not proposed his theory, we would never
suspect that the readings were selected and arranged to follow the order of an
older, noncanonical gospel.

Finally, if the fragments do show us the beginning of a Lent that started on
Epiphany, they cast doubt on another part of Talley’s theory. If the structure of
Lent at Constantinople was developed in imitation of Lent at Alexandria, why
was the Cana story (not to mention the temptation, the storm and the Gera-
sene demoniac) omitted when ‘‘the Alexandrian Markan cursus’’ was alleg-
edly ‘‘reconstituted’’ at Constantinople?
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Table 4.3. A Partial Hypothetical Plan for the Secret Gospel, Based on Marcan
Parallels to British Library Oriental MS 4717 (5) A (see Table 4.2)

1. The temptation (Mark 1:12–13?)
2. The baptism (Mark 1:9–11)
3. The wedding at Cana (a lost episode paralleling John 2:1–12)
[gap]
4. The boy with the unclean spirit (Mark 9:14–29)
5. The calming of the storm (Mark 4:35–41)
6. The Gerasene demoniac (Mark 5:1–20)
[gap]
7. The raising of the young man (Secret Gospel story 1)
8. The rejection of three women (Secret Gospel story 2)

THE BAPTISM OF THE APOSTLES

There could be a very simple explanation for the medieval Egyptian
belief that Jesus baptized his disciples on the sixth day of the sixth week: it
could be after-the-fact speculation, which emerged in the Middle Ages to
explain the custom of baptizing on that particular day, long after the true
origin of the practice had been forgotten. One finds such things all the time in
liturgical history—witness the myriad explanations of why we celebrate the
birth of Jesus on December 25 while shepherds watched their flocks by night
in the snow.∂≠ Retrospective explanations are among the most frequent prod-
ucts of the ritual criticism process. There is no reason to assume, as Coquin
and Talley apparently did, that there must first have been a tradition about
when Jesus baptized, which subsequently dictated the liturgical date. Indeed
the opposite is easier to believe: that the tradition was created to explain the
practice.

But if a more complex explanation were required, it should be sought in the
many patristic discussions of when and how the apostles were baptized, or
why they didn’t need to be. There was, in fact, a wide range of opinions on this
question in early Christian times, but the one ascribed to Clement of Alex-
andria is particularly unhelpful here: in his lost Hypotyposeis, Clement appar-
ently stated that Jesus baptized only Peter. Peter baptized Andrew, Andrew
baptized James and John, James and John baptized the others, with slight
variations in certain sources.∂∞ It is not so easy to square this with an annual
day commemorating the baptism of all the disciples, and Clement’s opinion
certainly fails to suggest that he associated the baptism of the apostles with a
Lazarus-like story (secret or not) of Jesus raising an unnamed disciple from
the dead.
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LENT AT ALEXANDRIA

Coquin did not adduce any explicit testimony about the timing of bap-
tisms during the earliest period, when the forty-day fast allegedly still began
after Epiphany. Were people baptized on Epiphany itself, the day Jesus’ baptism
was commemorated (January 6, Coptic Tybi 11)? Or at the Cana commemora-
tion the next day? All through the forty-day period? Or on the fortieth day,
February 15 or 16? The only reason Coquin offered for thinking that early
Egyptians baptized on the fortieth day after Epiphany was the medieval Coptic
practice of baptizing on Friday in the sixth week of Lent.∂≤ If, therefore, the
Secret Gospel reference to ‘‘after six days’’ has anything to do with baptizing on
a Friday, then this gospel could not have been written in the second century,
when presumably the fortieth day was still fixed on February 15 or 16.

A more fundamental problem is that Egyptian sources document several
different ways of structuring Lent, which do not necessarily conform to the
Byzantine pattern of a forty-day fast clearly distinguished from a six-day fast.
In the Festal Letters of Athanasius, in fact, Lent has only six weeks altogether,
with Passion Week (equivalent to Western Holy Week) as the sixth week.∂≥ We
find the same arrangement in the Paschal Homilies of Cyril of Alexandria,∂∂ to
which neither Coquin nor Talley referred. In such a Lent, if baptisms were
celebrated at the end of the sixth week (which we don’t know), that would
have been on Friday or Saturday in Passion Week, one or two days before
Easter. Camplani, however, believes that throughout the fourth century there
were baptisms on the Saturday night leading to Easter Sunday morning.∂∑

After the sixth century, apparently,∂∏ the six-week Egyptian Lent began to
be overtaken by a Lent of eight weeks, with baptisms held at the end of the
sixth week, and Palm Sunday on the seventh Sunday. It is possible, then, that
the sixth-week baptisms date only from this period, that they are not a vestige
of a pre-Athanasian post-Epiphany fast, but of a post-Nicene six-week Lent.
On the other hand, a Coptic hagiographical writing says that, during the
episcopacy of St. Peter the Martyr (died 310), baptisms took place on Friday in
the fourth week of Lent,∂π a timing not accounted for by any of the theories we
have seen.

ALEXANDRIAN LECTIONARY TRADITIONS

If the Secret Gospel was ever read in the church of Alexandria, and if it
was established enough to help shape the lectionary of Constantinople, then it
should have left traces in the most obvious place: the earliest surviving lection-
aries from Egypt itself. Neither Coquin nor Talley made use of lectionary
evidence, however,∂∫ and their reluctance is understandable. The early lection-
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aries of Upper and Lower Egypt, and the presumably related lectionaries of
the Coptic and Ethiopic Orthodox Churches, constitute one of the most un-
charted wildernesses in all of liturgical studies—a desert that will require a lot
more than forty days or even forty years to map out. Many sources that have
been published have not been subjected to any comprehensive or comparative
study, and so much remains unpublished that it will be a long time before it
will be possible to write a comprehensive history of the Egyptian liturgical
year and its readings—the annual lectionary (Katameros) and the special Pas-
sion Week lectionary∂Ω—utilizing all the extant sources in Greek, Coptic,∑≠

Ethiopic, Nubian, and Arabic.∑∞

In spite of that, I can say that what has been published offers nothing to
encourage the hope that traces of the Secret Gospel will eventually be found.
The evidence consistently points the other way. First, it does not seem to be true,
as Talley supposed, that Egyptian Christians felt a special preference or rever-
ence for the gospel of Mark. Clement himself quoted it less often than any of the
other gospels and in general preferred Matthew.∑≤ John is preserved in more pa-
pyri and more dialects of Coptic than any other gospel.∑≥ Second, Egyptian
sources are much less likely to call for course reading of Mark or any other gos-
pel than the lectionary of Constantinople, which specialized in the lectio con-
tinua approach. Lectionaries from Egypt are more likely to pick and choose,
even supplying multiple readings from different gospels on the same day.∑∂

Marcan readings are particularly scarce in the baptismal season around the
sixth week of Lent. Instead, we tend to find longer or shorter sequences of
pericopes from the gospel of John, which often seem to be selected for their
baptismal significance. Thus in one sixth-century Greek papyrus, which evi-
dently presumes the eight-week Lent, the Saturday and Sunday gospels are
drawn from Matthew (not Mark) up through the fifth Sunday (Table 4.4). On
the sixth Saturday we find Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus (John 3, with
John 6:47ff given as an alternate), followed the next day (the sixth Sunday) by
the story of the paralytic who was healed by washing in the pool at Bethesda
(John 5). There the text breaks off, however.∑∑

In what may be the oldest intact Coptic lectionary, a parchment codex in the
Morgan Library dated between 822 and 914 ce, Epiphany is marked with
Matthew’s—not Mark’s—account of Jesus’ baptism, while Lent draws upon
all three synoptic gospels until the sixth Sunday—expressly marked as a bap-
tismal day—where once again we find John 3:1–15 (Table 4.5, left column).
The raising of Lazarus does not occur at all in this manuscript.∑∏ It is still the
practice to read the Nicodemus pericope on the sixth Sunday of Lent (known
as Nicodemus Day) in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which often seems to
be more conservative in preserving archaic Alexandrian traditions.∑π Egyptian
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Table 4.4. Egyptian Lenten Gospels in a Sixth-Century Greek Papyrus

Saturday [before Lent] 
Matthew 6:19 (‘‘Do not store up treasures . . .’’)

Second Sunday [of the pre-Lent season] when about to begin Lent 
Matthew 4:1 (the temptation)

Saturday in the first week of Lent 
Matthew 7:7 (‘‘Ask and it will be given . . .’’)

First Sunday in Lent 
Matthew 13:1 (parable of the sower)

Saturday in the second week of Lent
Matthew 18:18 (‘‘What you bind on earth . . .’’)

Second Sunday in Lent 
Matthew 24:3 (the end times)

[gap]
[Saturday in the fifth week of Lent]

Matthew 24:45 (the faithful steward)
Fifth Sunday in Lent

Matthew 11:25 (the Father and the Son)
Saturday [in the sixth week of Lent]

John 3:1 (Nicodemus) or John 6:47 (bread of life)
[Sixth] Sunday [in Lent]

John 5:1 (the paralytic at Bethesda)

Note: Only the incipit of each pericope is given in the papyrus.

Source: British Museum papyrus 455 + 1849, as published in H. J. M. Milne, ‘‘Early Psalms
and Lections for Lent,’’ The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 10 (1924): 278–82, see pp.
280–82.

lectionaries for the non-Eucharistic weekday offices tend to feature John 3 on
Friday morning of the sixth week in Lent, as if in preparation for baptisms that
day.∑∫ Egyptian and Ethiopic lectionary evidence, then, seems to be consistent
with other testimony which shows that, in traditions stemming from Alex-
andria, ‘‘The dialogue of Jesus Christ with Nicodemus is the foundation stone
of baptismal theology,’’∑Ω not the raising of Lazarus or an unnamed disciple.
The only source I know in which Lazarus is assigned to Friday in the sixth
week of Lent is the lectionary of the East Syrian rite, which is centered in
Iraq.∏≠ This could be attributable to coincidence, since the East Syrian lection-
ary otherwise exhibits few relationships with the Byzantine, Latin, or Coptic
traditions.

On the other hand, an incomplete paper roll of the tenth century or later,∏∞

which preserves a tradition similar to the Morgan lectionary, does include the
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Table 4.5. Lenten Sunday Gospels in Two Coptic Lectionaries

New York, Morgan Library MS M573 Cairo, Coptic Museum J42572

Sunday of the ‘‘Binding In’’ [of the Lenten Fast]
Matthew 4:1–11 (temptation in the desert)
First Sunday
Matthew 5:48–6:6 (almsgiving and prayer)
Second Sunday
Luke 4:1–13 (temptation in the desert)
Third Sunday
Matthew 19:1–12 (divorce)
Fourth Sunday [The fragment begins on a Sunday]
John 7:14–24 (Jesus teaches in the

Temple)
John 7:14–

Fifth Sunday
Luke 16:19–31 (the rich man and

Lazarus)
Sunday of Baptizing [The next Sunday]
John 3:1–15 (Nicodemus) John 3:1–
Sunday of Zion [= Palm Sunday] [Sunday of Zion]
John 12:12–19 (entry into Jerusalem) John 11:1– (Lazarus)

Matthew 26:30– (Peter’s denial)
Saturday before the ‘‘Release’’ Night of the Sabbath (= early morning)
Matthew 27:57–66 (burial and guard) Matthew 27:62– (guard at tomb)
Sunday of the ‘‘Release’’ [from the fast] Resurrection
John 20:1–18 (Mary comes to tomb) John 20:1–

Sources: New York: Morgan Library MS M573: Leo Depuydt, Catalogue of Coptic Manu-
scripts in the Pierpont Morgan Library, Corpus of Illuminated Manuscripts 4, Oriental Series
1 (Leuven: Peeters, 1993), 74–78. Cairo: Coptic Museum J42572: J. Drescher, ‘‘A Coptic
Lectionary Fragment,’’ Annales du Service des Antiquités de l’Égypte 51 (1951): 247–56, and
plates I–IV, see pp. 252–55. Only the incipits are given in this source.

Lazarus story on ‘‘Zion’’ Sunday, along with Matthew’s story of how Peter
denied knowing Jesus. This is the Sunday before Easter, and though the name
‘‘Zion’’ implies the Palm Sunday story (cf. Matthew 21:5), there is no explicit
provision for reading the Palm Sunday event in the paper scroll, as there is in
the Morgan lectionary (Table 4.5, right column). Since the paper scroll gives
only the incipit, it is possible that one read from the beginning of the Lazarus
story (John 11:1) all the way through to the end of the Palm Sunday story
(12:19), thus incorporating all of the Zion Sunday reading found in the Mor-
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Table 4.6. Lenten Gospels for the Eucharistic Liturgy of the Coptic Orthodox Church, from the
Lectionary (Katameros)

Preparatory Saturday
Luke 13:1–5 

(repentance) Preparatory Sunday
Matthew 6:1–18 

(Lord’s prayer, fasting)

First Saturday
Matthew 5:38–48

(love your neighbor) First Sunday
Matthew 6:19–33

(trust in providence)

Second Saturday
Matthew 7:13–21

(narrow gate) Second Sunday
Matthew 4:1–11

(temptation in the desert)

Third Saturday
Matthew 18:23–35

(unforgiving servant) Third Sunday
Luke 15:11–32

(prodigal son)

Fourth Saturday
Matthew 21:33–46

(wicked tenants) Fourth Sunday
John 4:1–42 

(Samaritan woman)

Fifth Saturday
Matthew 23:13–39

(woe to Pharisees) Fifth Sunday
John 5:1–18 

(paralytic at Bethesda)

Sixth Saturday
Mark 10:46–52

(blind man of Jericho) Sixth Sunday
John 9:1–41 

(man born blind)

Seventh Saturday
John 11:1–45

(Lazarus) Seventh [Palm] Sunday
John 12:12–19;
Matthew 21:1–17;
Mark 11:1–11;
Luke 19:29–48

(triumphal entry)

Sources: Paul de Lagarde, ‘‘Die koptischen handschriften der goettinger bibliothek’’ [capitalization sic],
Abhandlungen der historisch-philosophischen Classe der königlichen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu
Göttingen 24 (Göttingen: Dieter, 1879), 39–43, 13–16, 6–7. See also ‘‘The Coptic Lectionary’’ at http://
www.bombaxo.com/coptic.html.

gan lectionary (John 12:12–19). But there is no way to confirm this. It would
be hard to argue a baptismal interpretation, in any case, for the Nicodemus
story (John 3) is assigned to the preceding Sunday, presumably the sixth Sun-
day in Lent, marked ‘‘Sunday of Baptizing’’ in the Morgan lectionary.

THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

At some point in the Middle Ages, the second half of Lent in Egypt came
to feature a series of readings from the gospel of John that is still in use today
(Table 4.6). Not a strict lectio continua, it featured episodes that seem particu-
larly pregnant with baptismal significance: the Samaritan woman and the living
water (John 4) on the fourth Sunday, the paralytic at the pool of Bethesda (John
5) on the fifth Sunday, the blind man who regained his sight by washing in a
pool (John 9) on the sixth. The raising of Lazarus (John 11) occurs on the
seventh Saturday (in manuscripts that include Saturday readings), followed by
the seventh Sunday, Palm Sunday, with either the Johannine account (John 12)
or all four gospels of the triumphal entry.∏≤ Similar series, with some variations,
were used on Lenten Sundays in the early Latin churches, where the gospel
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Table 4.7. Lenten Sunday Gospels and Communion Antiphons in the
Major Non-Roman Latin Traditions

Benevento Milan Toledo

Sunday before Lent
Gospel Matthew 4:1–11 Matthew 4:1–11 Matthew 4:1–11
Communion Psalm 90:4–5 [91:4]

cf. Matthew 4:6
First Sunday

Gospel John 4:5–42 John 4:5–42 John 4:5–42
Communion John 4:14 John 4:14–15

Second Sunday
Gospel John 8:12–59 John 8:31–59 John 9:1–38
Communion John 8:31–32

Third Sunday
Gospel John 9:1–38 John 9:1–38 John 7:14–30
Communion John 9:6, 11, 15, 38 John 9:6, 11, 15, 38

Fourth Sunday
Gospel John 11:1–54 John 11:1–45 John 11:1–52
Communion John 11:33, 35, 43, 44, 39 John 11:23–24

Palm Sunday
Gospel (Passion according to

Matthew)
John 11:55–12:11 John 11:55–

12:13
Communion

Note: At Milan and Toledo, Lent began on a Monday, as it does throughout the Christian East. The preceding
day was what is here called ‘‘Sunday before Lent,’’ though it was actually called Dominica in Capite
Quadragesimae at Milan and In Carnes Tollendas at Toledo. The Beneventan tradition survives within the
context of an adaptation to the Roman rite, in which Lent begins the preceding Wednesday. Thus what is the
Sunday just before Lent at Milan and Toledo is the first Sunday in Lent at Rome and in the Romanized sources
we have for the Beneventan tradition. In the sixteenth century, Milan adopted a more Roman-like numbering:
even though Lenten fasting continued to begin on Monday, the Sunday just before Lent came to be numbered
as the first Sunday in Lent. This is the numbering that will be found in sources dating from after the change.

Sources: Benevento: [René Hesbert], ‘‘La tradition bénéventaine dans la tradition manuscrite,’’ Paléographie
musicale: Les principaux manuscrits de chant grégorien, ambrosien, mozarabe, gallican, publiés en fac-
similés phototypiques, ed. Joseph Gajard 14 (Tournai: Desclée & Cie, 1931), 60–465, see pp. 220–21, 225–
34. Paléographie musicale 20: Le missel de Bénévent VI-33, ed. Jacques Hourlier and Jacques Froger (Berne
and Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1983) 30r–53v.

Milan: Missale Ambrosianum Duplex (Proprium de Tempore) Editt. Puteobonellianae et Typicae (1751–
1902) cum critico commentario continuo ex manuscriptis schedis Ant. M. Ceriani, ed. A. Ratti and M.
Magistretti (Milan: R. Ghirlanda, 1913), 124–205. Marco Magistretti, ed., Manuale Ambrosianum ex
Codice saec. XI olim in usum Canonicae Vallis Travaliae 2, Monumenta Veteris Liturgiae Ambrosianae 3
(Milan: Hoepli, 1904; repr. Nendeln, Lichtenstein: Kraus Reprint, 1971), 125–61. Paléographie musicale 6:
Antiphonarium Ambrosianum du Musée britannique (XIIe siècle) Codex Additional 34209 transcription,
[ed. Charles Mégret,] (Solesmes: Imprimerie Saint-Pierre, 1900), 197–249.

Toledo: Justo Pérez de Urbel and Atilano González y Ruiz-Zorrilla, eds., Liber Commicus: Edición critica, 2
vols., Monumenta Hispaniae Sacra, Serie Liturgica 2–3 (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cien-
tificas, 1950, 1955), 1: 79–319. José Janini, ed., Liber Misticus de Cuaresma y Pascua (Cod. Toledo, Bibl.
Capit. 35.5), Serie Liturgica: Fuentes 2 (Toledo: Instituto de Estudios Visigótico-Mozárabes, 1980), 135–38.
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Table 4.8. Lenten Gospel-Communion Pairs in the Roman Missal

Day in Lent Stational Church Gospel
Communion

Antiphon

Sunday 1 John Lateran Matthew 4:1–11

(temptation in the desert)

Psalm 90:4–5 [91:4]

cf. Matthew 4:6

Saturday after Sunday 2 Marcellinus and Peter Luke 15:12–32

(prodigal son) 

Luke 15:32

Friday after Sunday 3 Lawrence in Lucina John 4:5–42

(Samaritan woman)

John 4:14

Saturday after Sunday 3 Susanna John 8:1–11

(adulterous woman)

John 8:11

Wednesday after Sunday 4 Paul outside Walls John 9:1–38

(man born blind)

John 9:6, 11, 15, 38

Friday after Sunday 4 Eusebius John 11:1–45 (Lazarus) John 11:33, 35,

43–44, 39

Source: Any manuscript or edition of the Missale Romanum through 1962. See also Michel Huglo, Les
tonaires: Inventaire, analyse, comparaison, Publications de la Société Française de Musicologie, 3rd ser., vol.
2 (Paris: Société Française de Musicologie; Heugel et Cie, 1971), 152–54, 171.

pericopes were sometimes paired with communion antiphons (Table 4.7). The
Roman form of this series was pushed to weekdays in an early medieval
reorganization of the Roman stational calendar (Table 4.8),∏≥ but some of
them (the Samaritan woman, the blind man, and Lazarus) were restored to
Sundays in year A of the three-year Roman Catholic lectionary published after
Vatican II.∏∂

Comparing the early Latin Johannine series with the medieval Egyptian one
yields an interesting fact: whereas all the Latin series ended with Lazarus on
the Sunday before Palm Sunday, the standard Egyptian series does not include
Lazarus on Sunday at all, but only on the Saturday preceding Palm Sunday,
where it remains distinct from the baptismal sixth week.∏∑ This positioning
could be attributed to the influence of Jerusalem or Constantinople on Egypt,
rather than the other way round. A few Slavonic lectionaries, in fact, include
the Samaritan woman and the blind man during Lent,∏∏ suggesting that there
may once have been a Lenten Johannine series at Constantinople too.

LAZARUS AND BAPTISM

Attempting to account for the various positions of John 11 should force
us to ask some questions: Was the Lazarus story interpreted as having baptis-
mal significance? When and where did this begin? Not in the gospel itself,
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according to Raymond Brown: ‘‘We can see how Lazarus’ return to life might
be connected in Christian thought with rebirth by baptism, especially in the
light of Paul’s theology (Col. 2:12), but the Evangelist, who knew both ideas,
makes no attempt to connect them.’’∏π Oscar Cullmann’s book Early Christian
Worship was structured around a list of Johannine pericopes similar to the
Latin and Egyptian series, illustrating Cullmann’s opinion that ‘‘the Gospel of
John regards it as one of its chief concerns to set forth the connexion between
the contemporary Christian worship and the historical life of Jesus.’’∏∫ Yet
Cullmann excluded the Lazarus story from his sequence. A mid-twentieth-
century forger who followed Cullmann, therefore, would, willy nilly, have
produced a result that looks more like the traditional Egyptian Sunday lection-
ary than the Secret Gospel does!

Thus it can hardly be taken for granted that, if a Lazarus-like story circu-
lated in a second-century recension of Mark’s gospel, it would have been
intended or understood to symbolize baptism. Baptismal symbolism is absent
even from Chrysostom’s fourth-century sermon on Lazarus, even though we
would not be surprised to learn that his lectionary placed the reading in its
familiar Constantinopolitan position.∏Ω The apparent connection between the
young man of the Secret Gospel and the initiation rites in the letter of ‘‘Clem-
ent’’ seems more out of place in the second century the harder we look at it.

ALEXANDRIAN INFLUENCE ON CONSTANTINOPLE?

Finally, there is really no reason (apart from the Secret Gospel) to think
that Constantinople derived its Marcan course reading from Alexandria. The
history of Lent at Constantinople is in fact very complicated, for it involved
the conflation of multiple traditions, not the wholesale importation or imita-
tion of a lectionary from elsewhere. New Testament text critics observed long
ago, for instance, that the Saturday readings frequently have different textual
affinities from the Sunday readings,π≠ suggesting two originally independent
series rather than a simple lectio continua.

The Byzantine-rite liturgical book for Lent, known as the Triōdion from the
kind of three-ode kanon hymns it features, includes an old stratum of hym-
nody that depended on a course reading of Luke, which seems to have origi-
nated in Palestine or Jerusalem.π∞ Hymns related to the Marcan series that is
standard for Constantinople (Table 4.1, right column) are superimposed on
top of the older Lukan layer. A recent study of the Triōdion considers Talley’s
theory but concludes that ‘‘without any reasonable indication that these
Markan pericopes were ever used in Alexandria itself, it seems futile to con-
sider them an importation from Alexandria to Constantinople.’’π≤
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Résumé of the Liturgical Evidence

In short, there is no period in the history of the early Christian liturgy
where the Secret Gospel could plausibly fit. Its account of a young man coming
to faith in Jesus lacks all the themes that are prominent in the earliest Christian
baptismal exegesis, particularly in Egypt. The claims in the Mar Saba letter
that it was read at initiation services cannot be reconciled with the fact that
early Egyptian lectionaries favored John, not Mark, in baptismal contexts,
and particularly emphasized the dialogue of Jesus with Nicodemus rather than
the raising of Lazarus. Without the Mar Saba letter, one would never suspect
that an apocryphal story of Jesus raising a youth from the dead ever had any
role in forming early Egyptian baptismal theology or practice, or the structure
of Lent at Alexandria. Nor can the Lenten prominence of the Lazarus story in
Constantinople, the East Syrian rite, and the Latin West be explained as due to
the influence of the Egyptian liturgy. Only in twentieth-century reconstruc-
tions of the early liturgy does the Secret Gospel appear to make sense.

What all this means is that, from a liturgical perspective, the Secret Gospel,
with its alleged initiation ceremonies, looks like a fish out of water. It doesn’t
fit in second-century Alexandria. It doesn’t fit at any known point in the
history of the Egyptian lectionary. It doesn’t explain the lectionary system of
Constantinople. It doesn’t fit anywhere in the early church. The one place
where it appears to make sense is as a kind of spin-off from the Book of
Common Prayer, in ‘‘the early church’’ as it was imagined by Anglican divines
in the middle of the twentieth century. Even if the liturgiology of the Mar Saba
document applies only to the fourth of its five streams of tradition, then, it is to
relatively modern times that that stream leads us. The time has come to look at
some of the other streams.

Summary

In this chapter I take up the claim that the Secret Gospel was once read in
secret initiation rites in the church of Alexandria. It has been proposed that
Lent in Egypt once began at Epiphany and that the Secret Gospel would have
been read throughout the forty days of such a Lent. But it turns out that the
Secret Gospel does not fit either the Alexandrian pattern for Epiphany celebra-
tions, nor Egyptian or Ethiopian evidence for the calendar of readings during
Lent. The evidence shows, instead, that John’s gospel was considered more
important in Egypt than Mark’s. The conversation between Jesus and Nicode-
mus in John 3 was the most basic text for Lenten baptismal theology, not the
raising of Lazarus or any similar story. Even if we assume that the letter
ascribed to Clement was actually written a few centuries after his time, it
cannot be made to fit at any point in the history of the Alexandrian liturgy.



91

5

A Gospel in Fragments

We often understand texts without knowing their backgrounds. In fact, texts
of which we know the backgrounds are exceptions. How many readers of our
newspapers and journals know the backgrounds of the articles? . . . We can
never fully know the mind of any writer, ancient or modern. Moreover, we
necessarily understand everything we read by relating it to our own experi-
ences and ideas, not to the writer’s. —Morton Smith

Scattered Indications

The more enmeshed we get in the complexities of early liturgical history,
the harder it is to believe that we will eventually find traces of the Secret
Gospel. Fortunately, we do not need to—close examination of the Mar Saba
text reveals a simpler explanation of its strange features: it is in fact a cento of
words and phrases from the canonical gospels and other ancient writings,
carefully structured to create the impression that Jesus practiced homosex-
uality. For the moment we will postpone the question of when this was done
and concentrate instead on exploring how it was done.

Almost as soon as the Secret Gospel was published, some New Testament
scholars began pointing out that it looks as if it had been constructed by
‘‘secondary borrowing’’ from the canonical gospels. It ‘‘seems to represent an
amalgam of Synoptic details,’’ which ‘‘has also brought together scattered
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memories gleaned from the Fourth Gospel, memories which the author retold
in largely Marcan language.’’ ‘‘In any hypothesis a remarkable knowledge of
individual Gospel style(s) has to be attributed to the author’’ of the Secret
Gospel.∞

But these ‘‘Synoptic details’’ were not merely patched together at random.
The clever amalgamator, whoever he was and whenever he lived, had a specific
motive, for he repeatedly made choices that are suggestive of homosexuality.
The visit to the youth’s house, ‘‘for he was rich,’’ recalls another rich young
man whom Jesus loved (Mark 10:21; Luke 18:23). The ‘‘linen cloth over [his]
naked [body]’’ recalls the young man of Mark 14:51–52 whose covering was
torn off him by the crowd that was arresting Jesus, so that he ran away naked.
In fact, by slightly shifting the translation of a single word, we can read the
entire story as an account of Jesus rejecting a woman in order to help an
anguished young man ‘‘come out of the closet’’ for his first (homo)sexual
experience.

And they come into Bethany, and a certain woman, whose brother had died,
was there. And, coming, she bent down to kiss [prosekynēse; italics added]
Jesus and says to him, ‘‘Son of David, have mercy on me.’’ But the disciples
rebuked her. And Jesus, being angered, went off with her into the garden
where the tomb was, and straightway a great cry was heard from the tomb.
And going near Jesus rolled away the stone from the door of the tomb. And
straightway, going in where the youth was, he stretched forth his hand and
raised him, seizing his hand. But the youth, looking upon him, loved him and
began to beseech him that he might be with him. And going out of the tomb
they came into the house of the youth, for he was rich.

The word prosekynēse (prosekúnhse) in Smith’s published translation was
rendered as ‘‘she prostrated herself before’’ Jesus, as if in an attitude of wor-
ship. But in the mid-twentieth century it was thought that the word was
related etymologically to the notion of kissing, as one might kiss an idol.≤

Retranslating this one word as ‘‘bent down to kiss’’ has the advantage of
making a coherent narrative out of what had been a sequence of perplexing
events: why did the disciples rebuke the woman, why and at whom was Jesus
angry, and why was there a cry from the tomb before the youth had been
restored to life? All these details make sense if they show Jesus rejecting a
woman’s sexual advance in favor of freeing a young man—in a gospel which
(according to Smith) preserves evidence that Jesus practiced a sexual or quasi-
sexual initiation rite. The sharpened plotline, in turn, raises the question of
whether the unknown author might, in fact, have been someone who learned
Greek in the twentieth century, when the word for ritual prostration was
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thought to be etymologically related to the word for ‘‘kiss.’’ In effect, my
retranslation proposes that this word be read as a humorous double entendre.

Ehrman has already noted the presence of what he called ‘‘interesting, even
amusing, aspects’’ of the Mar Saba text. Once we allow the possibility that
there are amusing elements that make sense from the perspective of a twentieth-
century reader, we begin to notice more of them. For example, the anger of
Jesus and the rebukes of the disciples would be particularly understandable if
the Secret Evangelist was an English-speaker who wanted to imply that, while
‘‘coming, she bent down to kiss Jesus,’’ the woman was ‘‘coming’’ in the slang
English sense—that is, ‘‘experiencing sexual orgasm.’’≥ The quote ‘‘And after
six days,’’ from canonical Mark 9:2, could suggest a transfiguration of sorts:
arriving in the dark of night, minimally clothed, the young man finds out who
Jesus really is.

The entire story, in fact, begins to look like another extended double en-
tendre—a popular kind of joke among literate North American males of the
twentieth century.∂ But it is in the nature of such jokes that the teller can deny
that the sexual elements were really intended: ‘‘blaming’’ the audience for
detecting them is part of the humor. The ambiguity is present in this case too.
Was the Secret Evangelist a twentieth-century American bent on teasing us?
Or am I, a product of mid-twentieth-century American schoolyard culture,
misreading an ancient text through prurient eyes? Unfortunately (or not), this
question—like Smith’s calamitous mood swings—will haunt us for the rest of
this book.

HANDS

One indication that the author intended to be suggestive is the sus-
picious statement that Jesus ‘‘stretched forth his hand and raised him, seizing
his hand.’’ The pointless duplication of hands is a sure sign that something’s
afoot. Galatians 2:9 could be cited to propose that clasping hands was a
liturgical gesture in early Christian initiation, but there is little if any cor-
roboration for this. AT (21.9) says that ‘‘the presbyter grasps each one of those
who will receive baptism’’∑ but does not specify the hand.

There are inconclusive hints that Gnostic baptismal rites may have involved
a liturgical handshake. In the Mandaean sect in Iraq, the only modern group
that practices a religion resembling ancient Gnosticism,∏ the priest clasps the
hand of the neophyte in a gesture known as ku f̌sta or ‘‘ ‘truth’ . . . a demonstra-
tion of upright disposition, viz. a symbol of the [neophyte’s] union with the
world of light.’’π This encouraged Eric Segelberg∫ to see a Gnostic ritual ges-
ture in the Gospel of Truth (30:17–23), where it says: ‘‘And the swift Spirit
(pneuma) followed him up after He (had) caused him to wake up. Having
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given hand to him who was stretched out on the ground, he set him on his feet,
though he had not yet risen up.’’Ω But the Gospel of Truth could be speaking
metaphorically; one commentator would trace the imagery to the creation of
Adam rather than to a baptismal rite.∞≠ To argue that it was describing a ritual
gesture, we need further evidence of ritual handclasps in the type of Valentin-
ian Gnosticism that the Gospel of Truth represents. Yet there is no mention of
hands in the baptismal texts preserved in the so-called Valentinian Exposi-
tion,∞∞ nor in the possibly Valentinian baptismal rite that seems to be implied
in Clement’s Excerpta ex Theodoto.∞≤ In the Mandaean ku≠̌sta rite, the bap-
tizees also kiss their own hands,∞≥ a detail for which Valentinian parallels are
even harder to find. Finally, it is by no means clear what, if any, relationships
the Mandaeans may have to ancient Valentinianism, or any other branch of
ancient Gnosticism—an essential question if one would appeal to the Man-
daean ritual handclasp as evidence for an ancient ritual gesture.∞∂

The Manichaean Psalm Book poses a similar problem, for it contains lines
like ‘‘Jesus my helper, give me thy right hand.’’∞∑ This may refer to a liturgical
gesture, but to conclude that it must would be like insisting that twentieth-
century North American Protestantism had a hand-grasping ritual on the
basis of Thomas A. Dorsey’s 1938 gospel hymn ‘‘Precious Lord, Take My
Hand’’ and Gene MacLellan’s 1971 pop hit ‘‘Put Your Hand in the Hand’’ (of
the man who stilled the waters).∞∏ The situation is, therefore, much the same as
with the resurrection symbolism and the linen cloth: if the Secret Gospel of-
fered clear evidence of a liturgical handclasp in second-century Christian or
Gnostic initiation rites, it would be unique.

Smith, in any case, explained the redundancy differently. Noting that the
Marcan Jesus frequently grasped the hands of those he healed and raised from
the dead,∞π Smith used this fact to support his view that the story of the young
man dates from an early period in the formation of Mark’s gospel. Anticipat-
ing the objection that the Secret Gospel is a tissue of excerpts from the canoni-
cal gospels, as I and others believe it is, Smith retorted that ‘‘deliberate com-
pilation from the multiplicity of written texts is implausible. . . . It is hard to
believe that any compiler would have produced the awkward repetition’’∞∫ of
the word ‘‘hand.’’

But compilers produce awkward results all the time. The explanation that
makes the most sense is, once again, that this is yet another element from
canonical Mark, repositioned to suggest homosexuality, perhaps humorously.
It could do that in at least three ways. First, in ancient times (as today), holding
hands could be a sign of love and even of marriage, though it also could signify
other kinds of friendship.∞Ω Second, the word ‘‘hand’’ can also be taken as a
euphemism for another, more intimate body part.≤≠ But there may be a more
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interesting explanation, for seizing an opponent’s hands or wrists was one of
the opening positions in ancient Greek wrestling matches, which (as every
undergraduate used to know) were done gymnos gymnō, ‘‘naked [man] with
naked [man].’’≤∞ In that case the relationship between Jesus and a young disci-
ple, so hard to place within the history of early Christian liturgy, would seem
to evoke the atmosphere of the ancient Greek palaestra or wrestling school,
where (as any ancient or modern reader of Plato would know) naked youths
were trained by adult men through a unique combination of religious ritual
(Lysis 204a–207d), unabashed voyeurism (Theaetetus 162b), and (of course)
profound philosophical conversation (Theaetetus 169b–c), leading to the type
of erotic mentor/protégé relationship that was known as paiderastia or ‘‘boy-
love.’’ As the aging Socrates once asked his beloved youth Alcibiades, ‘‘Now if
the Athenians were deliberating with whom they should wrestle closely, and
with whom by grasping hands, and how, would you or the boy-trainer (paido-
tribēs) be a better advisor?’’ (Alcibiades I, 107e).≤≤ The answer, of course, is
that one needs an expert teacher, as Alcibiades needs Socrates’ training in
philosophy.

It is not inconceivable that an ancient writer might have imagined Jesus as a
kind of Socrates, who taught his disciples the true philosophy in the context of
intimately loving relationships. It is certainly plausible that a modern forger,
seeking for whatever reason to present a homosexual Jesus, would draw on
the most obvious and best-known ancient model of homosexuality. In either
case, the explanation that best accounts for the singular features of this part of
the Secret Gospel is that the unknown author made skillful use of words and
phrases from the familiar gospels to paint a very authentic-looking picture of
Jesus as a homosexual. When we turn to the other preserved segment of the
Secret Gospel we will find much the same thing—only this time the author
appears to have drawn on extracanonical material as well.

THE WOMEN IN THE SECRET GOSPEL

Most research on the Secret Gospel has, understandably, focused on the
story of Jesus and the young man. Less attention has been paid to the second
and shorter excerpt, allegedly interpolated by Mark into his own gospel, after
10:46a: ‘‘And after the [words], ‘And he comes into Jericho,’ [the Secret Gos-
pel] adds only, ‘‘And the sister of the youth whom Jesus loved and his mother
and Salome were there, and Jesus did not receive them.’’ Of the Carpocratian
variants, Clement tells Theodore only that ‘‘the many other [things about]
which you wrote both seem to be and are falsifications.’’

A Jesus who refuses to meet with women does not fit well with the Jesus of
the canonical gospels, who clearly had female disciples and who was said to
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have been surprisingly willing to talk to women who were not among the
disciples (John 4:27).≤≥ Nor does a Jesus who avoids women resemble Clem-
ent’s own policy on initiation: ‘‘The Logos is equally the paedagogue of men
and of women’’ because ‘‘the woman does not possess one nature and the man
exhibit another, but the same.’’≤∂

The significance of the second story, then, seems to lie in its relationship to
the first: after Jesus’ homoerotic nocturnal encounter with a naked, young,
rich man, he refuses to meet some women who want to see him. And who are
these women? ‘‘His mother,’’ presumably the young man’s mother (cf. Luke
7:11–15), and the sister who asked Jesus to raise him, recalling the sisters of
Lazarus, whom Jesus loved (John 11:5). The third woman is Salome, who is
named, in Mark’s gospel only, as a witness to both the crucifixion and the
empty tomb (Mark 15:40, 16:1). The name occurs in other ancient writings,
though, in which Salome is Jesus’ sister, or a midwife who was punished for
doubting the virgin birth, or (most interestingly) a disciple: in the Gospel of
Thomas, in Clement’s citations of the Gospel of the Egyptians, and in Gnostic
literature, Salome the disciple has conversations with Jesus on the popular
Gnostic theme of transcending or eliminating gender differences.≤∑ Why, then,
would the Jesus of the Secret Gospel refuse to receive her (and two other
women)? In the Secret Gospel as we have it, there is no dominical saying to tell
us what Jesus’ rejection means—as if only Mark’s unwritten hierophantic
teaching could explain it.≤∏

Smith hypothesized that Salome’s name had become associated with Gnos-
tic teachings, leading to her eventual exclusion from orthodox writings. He
had already pointed out a reference in the polemicist Celsus to ‘‘the Harpocra-
tians who follow Salome.’’≤π ‘‘Therefore the story, as it stands, can have been
invented and preserved only as polemic against these women or their followers
or persons who appealed to their authority.’’≤∫ But since the evidence in sup-
port of this was limited, ‘‘there must have been other early traditions about
Salome to explain the later developments.’’≤Ω

More recent scholars, however, have refused to support the theory that
Jesus is shown rejecting Gnosticism in the person of Salome. Silke Petersen
found the whole idea ‘‘incomprehensible and problematic,’’ even ‘‘implaus-
ible.’’≥≠ After reviewing the entire dossier of early Christian references to
women named Salome, Richard Bauckham concluded:

Smith assembles most, though not quite all, of the significant references to
Salome, but closer study of these references shows his interpretation of the
evidence to be seriously deficient. . . . [T]here is no evidence that Salome the
disciple of Jesus was ‘‘a controversial figure,’’ that orthodox writers denigrated
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her or diminished her importance in a deliberate polemic against her role in
Gnosticism, or that ‘‘there must have been other early traditions about Sa-
lome.’’ . . . [T]here are no parallels elsewhere to this kind of denigration of the
women disciples of Jesus for reasons of anti-Gnostic polemic. . . . Even the
works of church order which refer to the women disciples of Jesus in the
context of specifically prohibiting women from teaching (or baptizing) do not
deny that Jesus and his male disciples were accompanied by women disciples.≥∞

Bauckham’s suggestion was to look more carefully into the possibility that
the two passages from the Secret Gospel are somehow connected. If the pur-
pose of the first interpolation is to give us additional information about the
young man of Mark 14:51–52, the second one ‘‘ties the first interpolation
more fully into the Gospel by suggesting further identifications between char-
acters,’’ connecting the young man to the three women of 15:40 and 16:1, who
include Salome, and to the unnamed women of 14:3–9 and 3:31–35. For this
explanation to work, the two passages of the Secret Gospel would have to be
regarded as later interpolations to Mark (as Clement’s letter says)—not sur-
vivals of an earlier, longer text (as Smith advocated≥≤). Also, it would have to
be the case that ‘‘Salome, the only one of the three women who is named, is the
key to the redactor’s intention.’’≥≥ But some questions would still remain unan-
swered: if the redactor’s intention was simply to provide more information
about characters in the gospel, why did these interpolations become focal
points of controversy with the Carpocratians, and why was Clement so eager
to keep the Alexandrian additions secret?

However, Smith hinted at another interpretation of Salome’s role. In his
Harvard book, he juxtaposed two apocryphal texts that mention her, in a way
that suggests a sexual encounter between Salome and Jesus.≥∂ One of these is a
certain Book of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ by Bartholomew the Apostle,
in which nine women come to the tomb, including ‘‘Salome who tempted
him.’’≥∑ As Bauckham pointed out, this probably does not refer to sexual
temptation but can be explained as a later identification of Salome the witness
to the empty tomb with Salome the midwife who tempted God by doubting
Mary’s postpartum virginity.≥∏ The other passage, in the Gospel of Thomas
(61a), recounts an even more explicit temptation—if, that is, we follow
Smith’s translation from the Coptic: ‘‘Who [are you,] man, as from the one?
[sic] You get into my bed.’’ In a parenthetical wink, Smith added ‘‘The text has,
understandably, been corrupted.’’

But the Thomas passage, too, is susceptible to other interpretations. It now
seems clear, for instance, that the furniture in question is not a bed for the night,
but a dining couch. Of course, sexual entertainments did take place at ancient
banquets, as Xenophon’s Symposium tells;≥π literary and pictorial evidence
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show people having many kinds of sex on dining couches.≥∫ Thus Clement,
citing Sirach 9:9, would limit the presence of married women at banquets and
forbid unmarried women altogether, particularly when the men are drinking.≥Ω

In a recent article, therefore, Kathleen Corley suggests once again that sex-
ual concerns may have contributed to textual corruption in this part of the
Gospel of Thomas. But her interpretation of the original would not necessarily
imply any particular sexual tension between Salome and Jesus. She sees the
text as reflecting concerns about the participation of women in a community
that valued hospitality to itinerant preachers, and would translate along the
lines of ‘‘Who are you, mister? You have climbed onto my [dining] couch and
have eaten from my table like a stranger’’ or ‘‘a guest.’’∂≠ It is possible to
imagine this being spoken by a woman who is pulling away, trying to maintain
boundaries of propriety—or by one who is simply surprised at an unexpected
intrusion with no particularly sexual implications. On this one ambiguous
passage, then, rests the entire case for an ancient tradition that Salome sought
sexual intimacy with Jesus.

If we entertain Smith’s suggestions, however, the two preserved excerpts of
the Secret Gospel complement each other in a way that makes sense: in one,
Jesus meets at night with a young man who loves him; in the other he refuses to
meet with Salome, a woman who wants him. Indeed, he refuses to meet with
three women of different generations, as if rejecting womankind in general.
The reason for the rejection may be clear enough from the fact that one of the
women is ‘‘the sister of the youth whom Jesus loved’’—this Jesus was the sort
who loved (male) youths, not women. In his popular book, Smith strength-
ened this interpretation by proposing that ‘‘the story was going to tell of a
conversation between Jesus and Salome,’’ but Clement himself personally ex-
cised it to suppress the traditions ‘‘that she tempted Jesus (how, is not told)’’
and ‘‘that she inquired about his getting onto her bed.’’∂∞

There is one further item of interest: the woman that Jesus rejected in the
first excerpt, the sister of the young man, whose ‘‘coming’’ to Jesus made him
angry, is also Salome, according to Smith. The Secret Gospel’s narrative of the
young man’s sister shares wording with Matthew’s stories of the Syrophoeni-
cian woman (15:22–25) and the mother of the sons of Zebedee (20:20), who
came to Jesus with requests of their own. Apparently it was from these stories
that the Secret Evangelist copied the details of a woman bending down before
Jesus and saying ‘‘Son of David, have mercy on me!’’

Smith, however, characteristically argued that the dependence went the
other way: a whole chain of resemblances ‘‘fit together and suggest that Mat-
thew knew the longer text of M[ar]k,’’∂≤ that is, the Secret Gospel. In either
case it is interesting, then, that the mother of the sons of Zebedee returns at the
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end of Matthew’s gospel, where she ‘‘replaces Salome in M[a]tthew’s parallel
to M[ar]k’s list of the women who witnessed the crucifixion’’ (Matthew 27:56,
Mark 15:40). It is beginning to look as if Bauckham was righter than he
realized, and Salome is indeed ‘‘the key to the redactor’s intention.’’

RARE WORDS

If the first excerpt from the Secret Gospel demonstrates the Secret Re-
dactor’s technique of reassembling tiny excerpts from the other gospels to
create a picture of a homosexual Jesus, and if the second excerpt is a mosaic
from the gospels and other early Christian traditions portraying a Jesus who
rejected women, it is interesting to note that the Mar Saba letter that preserves
these gospel fragments seems to have been constructed using a very similar
technique of centonization. As A. H. Criddle notes, ‘‘the author of the letter, in
imitating the style of Clement, sought to use words found in Clement but not
in other Patristic writers and to avoid words not found in Clement but present
in other Patristic writers. In doing so the writer brought together more rare
words and phrases scattered throughout the authentic works of Clement than
are compatible with genuine Clementine authorship.’’∂≥ The high concentra-
tion of rare Clementine words and phrases seems designed to bring out two
contrasting themes: the mysterious initiation rites of Clement’s church, and
the immorality of the Carpocratians. It is almost as if both the Secret Gospel
and its cover letter were written by the same highly ingenious person, working
in three concentric circles: the story of the young man reuses wording from the
canonical gospels, the story of the women combines gospel elements with bits
of noncanonical texts, and the letter selects vocabulary peculiar to Clement.
But the process doesn’t stop there. Smith’s controversial interpretation of the
Secret Gospel, when analyzed in detail, looks like a fourth circle, a pastiche of
elements picked from a wide range of ancient sources that, once again, seems
designed to show that Jesus was a homosexual.

More Scattered Indications

In my extensive efforts to locate the Secret Gospel anywhere in the
history of early Christian liturgy, I have had little to say about Smith’s own
hypothesis. That is because his theory about the origins of the Christian initia-
tion ritual is so far-fetched that it hardly intersects at all with the relevant
primary sources. Indeed, Smith seems to have read very little of the liturgical
scholarship available in his time. Apart from Dix’s translation of AT, I have
found no citations in Smith’s writings of liturgiologists like Dix or Shepherd,
though he could hardly have escaped their secondhand influence while he was
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training and working as an Episcopal priest. Lack of familiarity with liturgical
scholarship probably rendered Smith more, not less, susceptible to the conven-
tional attitudes and preconceptions that circulated in his milieu, such as the
‘‘common knowledge’’ that baptism was originally administered during a
night vigil, with white garments and Pauline resurrection typology. In the
decades since Smith published his fanciful reconstruction of early Christian
initiation, liturgical researchers have returned the compliment by ignoring
what he had to say. Now is the time to take a serious look at it:

Through the preceding studies of the relations of Jesus’ work to that of [ John]
the Baptist and of Paul, we have arrived at a definition of ‘‘the mystery of the
kingdom of God’’: It was a baptism administered by Jesus to chosen disciples,
singly, and by night. In this baptism the disciple was united with Jesus. The
union may have been physical (. . . there is no telling how far symbolism went
in Jesus’ rite), but the essential thing was that the disciple was possessed by
Jesus’ spirit. One with Jesus, he participated in Jesus’ ascent into the heavens;
he entered the kingdom of God and was thereby set free from the laws or-
dained for and in the lower world.∂∂

Even without the speculation that the union may have been ‘‘physical,’’ this
proposal has almost nothing in common with known early Christian initia-
tory practices or theologies.∂∑ Possession by Jesus’ spirit, for example, is not
typical liturgical language. Paul does use expressions like ‘‘the Spirit of Christ’’
(Romans 8:1, 9), ‘‘the Spirit of Jesus Christ’’ (Philippians 1:19), and ‘‘the Spirit
of his Son’’ (Galatians 3:14, 4:6), but not with direct reference to baptism.
Explicit New Testament references to initiation rites speak of the Holy Spirit,
in a Trinitarian context (Matthew 28:19, Ephesians 1:12–14), and this is the
kind of language taken up in early liturgical texts.∂∏

Again, early Christian writers do not speak of baptism as an ascent to
heaven—surprisingly, perhaps, since heavenly ascents were so common in the
religions of antiquity as to be practically routine.∂π The notion that baptism
sets one free from law sounds Pauline, but once again it is not a theme that
occurs in early Christian descriptions of initiation rites. Certainly Paul did not
distinguish between lower and higher standards of morality (Romans 6:15).
Christian initiation practices in general were not said to derive their authority
from initiations that Jesus himself conducted—in some quarters it was even
denied that Jesus initiated anyone (cf. John 3:22, 26, 4:1–2).

And, of course, there is nothing at all to suggest one-on-one ‘‘physical’’
unions at any stage in the historical development of Christian initiation rites.
The whole hypothesis looks more like Smith testing ‘‘how far symbolism’’
could go, alluding to a common American euphemism for a teenager’s first
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sexual experience.∂∫ But the importance of this idea for Smith is shown by the
fact that he himself took the symbolism significantly farther, in his other book
on the Secret Gospel, the one intended for a popular audience. The parallel
passage in that book is notably more explicit:

Thus from the differences between Paul’s baptism and that of the Baptist, and
from the scattered indications in the canonical Gospels and the secret Gospel
of Mark, we can put together a picture of Jesus’ baptism, ‘‘the mystery of the
kingdom of God.’’ It was a water baptism administered by Jesus to chosen
disciples, singly and by night. The costume, for the disciple, was a linen cloth
worn over the naked body. This cloth was probably removed for the baptism
proper, the immersion in water, which was now reduced to a preparatory
purification. After that, by unknown ceremonies, the disciple was possessed
by Jesus’ spirit and so united with Jesus. One with him, he participated by
hallucination in Jesus’ ascent into the heavens, he entered the kingdom of
God, and was thereby set free from the laws ordained for and in the lower
world. Freedom from the law may have resulted in completion of the spiritual
union by physical union. This certainly occurred in many forms of gnostic
Christianity; how early it began there is no telling.∂Ω

Surely it is going too far to speak as if one knows what ‘‘certainly occurred’’
in Gnostic rituals, particularly when ‘‘unknown ceremonies’’ are being as-
cribed to Jesus. All the more so when the ‘‘unknown ceremonies’’ are said to
have loomed so large that they reduced the water immersion to a mere ‘‘pre-
paratory purification’’! And what was it that certainly occurred? ‘‘Physical
union,’’ showing that Smith’s notion of ‘‘freedom from the law’’ was really
about the suspension of prohibitions against homosexual sex. Smith, more-
over, did not really believe that the content of Jesus’ initiation ceremonies was
unknown, as he said in a footnote: ‘‘To judge from the hekalot and Qumran
texts, the magical papyri and the Byzantine liturgy, these [unknown cere-
monies] will have been mainly the recitation of repetitive, hypnotic prayers
and hymns. The magical tradition also prescribes, in some instances, inter-
ference with breathing. Manipulation, too, was probably involved; the stories
of Jesus’ miracles give a very large place to the use of his hands.’’∑≠

This footnote is actually a microcosm of Smith’s overall approach, which is
well described by the phrase ‘‘scattered indications.’’ Smith could have written
an extended comparison between the Secret Gospel and Gnostic ritual, dem-
onstrating how we know what ‘‘certainly occurred’’ and why the Secret Gos-
pel excerpts resemble the Gnostic tradition. Or he could have done the same
with the magical papyri, showing why it is reasonable to think that the Secret
Evangelist had knowledge of that kind of material. He could have given us a
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study of Jewish hymnody as revealed in the Hekhalot and Qumran scrolls and
argued the relevance of these literatures to the Secret Gospel. Or he could have
placed the Secret Gospel in the orthodox Christian mainstream and illustrated
its continuity with the initiation rites of the Byzantine liturgy. Instead, he
lumped them all together as if they were all the same sort of thing—‘‘mainly
the recitation of repetitive, hypnotic prayers and hymns’’—supplemented by
heavy breathing, manipulation, and . . . we all know where that leads.

In short, Smith could have written an inductive study of the Secret Gospel
and its many interesting resemblances to other categories of ancient literature.
Instead, he started out with a preconceived theory about how Jesus initiated
and made it seem plausible by picking and choosing elements (if indeed they
are elements) from wherever he could find them in the religions of the ancient
world. Like the Secret Evangelist, that is, Smith started from the premise that
Jesus practiced ritualized homosexuality, then picked and chose from the
available ancient material to assemble an original and impressive-looking con-
struct that appears to support his claims. The more we look closely at the
traditions he appealed to, the clearer it is that this was what he did. Let us take
them one by one.

THE MAGICAL PAPYRI

In his books on the Secret Gospel, his later book on Jesus the magician,
and some of his articles, Smith made much of the Greek magical papyri, which
offer spells for ascending to heaven with a wealth of seemingly relevant details:
burial shrouds and white robes,∑∞ parallels to many of Jesus’ miracles, even
ways of raising the dead through contact with living naked bodies.∑≤ But his
approach was very selective, for this material also includes many extraneous
elements—lying on a roof, self-hypnosis, gazing at the sun, to name a few—
that do not fit the early Christian picture and really add nothing to Smith’s
central thesis.∑≥

It is clearer now than it was when Smith was writing, but these magical rites
represent a kind of ‘‘miniaturization,’’ or domestication for personal use, of
what were originally ‘‘central elements of the Egyptian temple.’’∑∂ Thus we
may rightly question whether they were known to or used by Jesus. The idea
that Jesus studied magic in Egypt seems to me to be common among modern
Orthodox Jews; I understand it comes from Talmudic literature, which seems
to confuse Jesus of Nazareth with a certain Jesus ben AStada, who was con-
demned for practicing Egyptian magic.∑∑ Yet Smith, who wrote a dissertation
on the Mishnah at Hebrew University, promoted his own image of Jesus as
magician without really exploring its Talmudic roots.∑∏
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Nevertheless, Smith could have made a stronger case than he actually did by
studying whole ceremonies in their cultural and historical contexts, instead of
excerpting whatever fit his schema and ignoring the rest. For instance, he was
particularly interested in the so-called ‘‘Mithras Liturgy,’’ which (at least from
his perspective) has obvious sexual potential as a levitation rite that begins
with heavy breathing—and obvious homosexual potential in its ‘‘instructions
for ‘using a fellow initiate so that he alone may hear with you the things
spoken . . . and if you wish to show him (the things seen).’ ’’∑π

Smith neglected to mention that the magician and the initiate were supposed
to maintain a state of purity, probably including sexual abstinence, in order to
engage in this ritual.∑∫ But had he been willing to stay within the Egyptian
context, Smith might have connected this obscure liturgy with traditions of
ancient Hermeticism,∑Ω linking it to other texts wherein ‘‘an embrace between
master and pupil, . . . one suspects . . . is no mere outward symbol of inner
illumination, but a generative action.’’∏≠ Hermetic initiation could even have
grounded Smith’s antinomianism: ‘‘Those who possess reason, whom . . .
mind commands, . . . have been freed from vice. . . . [S]ince mind rules all and is
the soul of God, mind can do as it wishes.’’∏∞ The process of arriving at this
exalted state is also described as a changing of garments, leading to graphic
descriptions of divine judgment for those who fail to ‘‘acquire a good mind.’’∏≤

It is odd that Smith did not make the connection with Hermeticism, for he
himself maintained that its ideas were everywhere in the ancient world; its
‘‘affiliates spread like crab-grass through Christianity, Egyptian religion, Juda-
ism, gnosticism, and magic.’’∏≥ In fact he frequently wrote as if all the religions
of antiquity were more or less interchangeable, so that scattered indications
from any one of them could be used to bolster statements about any of the
others, or about his picture of Jesus. Thus Smith could have written an interest-
ing study of how certain elements of ancient Egyptian religion found their way
into an early Egyptian gospel. But it seems that that would not have satisfied
him. He wanted to believe that the Secret Gospel preserves very early traditions
close to the historical Jesus, and thus he had to bring the scattered indications
from magic and the Mithras Liturgy into the Judeo-Christian orbit.

THE QUMRAN AND HEKHALOT HYMNS

One way Smith made the connection was by arguing that the Mithras
Liturgy shared a ‘‘common ancestor’’ with the Jewish mystical tract Hekha-
loth Rabbati.∏∂ This text presents a kind of individualized spiritualization of
the Temple cult that ceased when the Jerusalem Temple was destroyed in 70
ce. Thus it is about the hymns one must sing to have the experience of coming
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before the thronelike chariot of God, where the seraphim utter his praises
forever.∏∑ What the Mithras and the Hekhalot have in common is that both
give instructions for ascending to heaven. As Smith wrote:

It is impossible to deny the relationship of this [‘‘Mithras’’] material to the
hekhalot tradition. The contrast between mortal and immortal beings, the
ascent from the realm of mortality to that of the immortals, the jealous guards
to be mastered by the use of magic names, the entrance of the heavenly realm,
when the hostile guards stare at the intruder, the thunder from the heaven
above these inferior deities and the opening of the fiery doors and the vision of
the world of the gods within and, finally, the fiery god from whose body the
stars stream forth—all these characteristics are common to the Jewish and the
magical material.∏∏

But most of these are commonplaces that occur widely in folklore and imag-
inative literature. A distinction between mortal and immortal beings who live
in different realms? Magic names? Threatening figures that must be placated
to secure entrance? Thunder, fire, visions, stars? One can find them all in
Grimm’s Fairy Tales. The ‘‘common ancestor’’ is Homo sapiens.

The similarity of Mithras and Hekhalot looks much less close if one makes
detailed comparisons of the cosmology—the way these imagined universes are
actually laid out:

The Mithras Liturgy, although it acknowledges the seven gods of the world in
one invocation, operates within a primarily tripartite cosmos. The magician
leaves the realm of the earth and enters into the realm of wandering stars [i.e.,
the planets] and other astral powers. The boundary of this realm is the doors
of the sun, beyond which are the hypercosmic depths that are the realm of the
highest god. The magician does not actually enter this realm, but waits at the
doors of the sun. . . . [But he must] avoid the face of the moon because the
moon is imagined as a malevolent and dangerous mistress.∏π

The imagined heaven of the Hekhalot, however, is not only different in struc-
ture (sevenfold rather than tripartite) and described with different terminol-
ogy—it is ultimately based on a different model: the Temple rather than the
Ptolemaic solar system.

The technical term used for the seven heavens (hekhal, plural hekhalot; lit[er-
ally] ‘‘palaces’’ or ‘‘halls’’) is unique to the Hekhalot literature and refers to
the context of the Temple liturgy: It is taken from the architecture of the
Temple, in which it is used for the entrance hall to the Holiest of Holies. . . .
Hence, the ascent of the Merkavah mystic through the six heavens to the
seventh heaven is primarily a liturgical act and has little to do with the explo-
ration of heavenly cosmology. . . . 
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Finally, the most striking observation regarding the physical structure of
the heavenly world in the Hekhalot literature is that the seventh hekhal, . . .
the desired goal of the Merkavah mystic, is not just a single open heaven, but
is composed of . . . ‘‘rooms,’’ ‘‘apartments,’’ or ‘‘chambers.’’∏∫

Moreover, the Hekhalot tend to speak of ‘‘descending’’ rather than ‘‘ascend-
ing,’’ and the mystic eventually arrives at the throne or chariot of the divine
glory, rather than waiting at the doors of the sun.∏Ω

Since Smith mentioned ‘‘Qumran texts,’’ that is the Dead Sea scrolls, he
could have written an interesting comparison of the Hekhalot with the Songs
of the Sabbath Sacrifice.π≠ These, being Jewish, potentially have more in com-
mon with each other than either would have with the Egyptian-derived magi-
cal papyri. But where the Hekhalot look back to a spiritualized version of the
destroyed Temple, the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice would have been written
while the Temple was still standing. That fact is probably related to an essen-
tial difference between the two repertories: the Qumran Sabbath songs are
‘‘prayers [which] took place in earth; the worshipper does not ascend to
heaven to participate in the angels’ sacrifice,’’ as in the Hekhalot.π∞ There are,
nevertheless, those who find the Qumran hymns repetitive and hypnotic.π≤ In
any case, some three decades later it is still possible to say that there has not yet
been ‘‘a full-scale study of the relationship of the Sabbath Songs to various
Merkabah and Hekalot texts.’’π≥

And yet, just as Smith could have made a stronger case for a magician Jesus
by considering the magical and Hermetic traditions more holistically, so he
could have argued more convincingly for some kind of Qumran or Temple-
mysticism background to the worship of Jesus and his first followers. But to do
that he would have had to explore these traditions more fully, with greater
respect for their history and integrity and with less certainty about the role of
Egyptian magic. One obvious point of comparison with the Secret Gospel
would be the frequent ritual immersions practiced at Qumran, which may
have provided background to the activities of John the Baptist.π∂ Mightn’t a
very early gospel that shows Jesus bringing a young man to faith have some-
thing to do with that? And wouldn’t it be interesting if we could show that it
did not? But we hear nothing about this from Smith, despite his claim that
Jesus ‘‘used the Baptist’s rite as the first part of his own.’’π∑ He chose to write
about hymns and heavenly journeys, even though the Secret Gospel explicitly
mentions neither. This is because Smith began with his preconceived notion of
what Jesus’ initiations were like and sought to persuade us by weaving to-
gether whatever scattered indications could be made to support it, ignoring
the bulk of his material even when it was arguably more relevant. Smith took
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what he needed and moved on, as if all the religions of antiquity were funda-
mentally pretty much the same.

The ‘‘scattered indications’’ approach is methodologically insupportable.
Even in situations where there is considerable sharing across religious lines, as
there certainly was in late antiquity, it is essential to respect the synchronic
wholeness and distinctiveness of each ritual tradition, as well as its diachronic
integrity across time. In the twentieth-century United States, for example, the
worship of Reformed Jews had some features in common with the worship of
Protestant Christians: a central role for the sermon, a sanctuary with pews
facing the front (Orthodox synagogues tend to have different seating arrange-
ments), a choir accompanied by pipe organ (which Orthodox Jews reject),
even some of the same hymns.π∏ These similarities originated historically in
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Jewish anxieties about participation in the
wider modern and Western culture. It would, then, be a mistake to infer that
the two religions are simply parallel expressions of ‘‘late modernity’’ and
therefore probably shared many other things as well: circumcision and skull-
caps for the Protestants, baptism and the New Testament for the Jews, Trans-
actional Analysis for everybody (in the twentieth century it spread like crab-
grass!). But that is the sort of mistake Smith made, over and over again.

GNOSTICISM

Smith’s selective use of scattered indications to uphold his theory, in
place of systematic open-ended investigation, is most clearly displayed in his
treatment of Gnosticism, and this would be so even if we ignore, as a kind of
celestial hallucination, his statement that ‘‘physical union . . . certainly occurred
in many forms of gnostic Christianity.’’ In recent years there has been much
discussion about what the relatively modern term ‘‘Gnosticism’’ππ ought to
mean—a discussion that Smith himself helped inaugurate.π∫ The problem is
that it is broadly applied to a very wide range of ancient writings and shadowy
groups, which would not all have recognized each other as sharing the same
beliefs. Thus Michael Allen Williams has proposed an alternative category of
‘‘biblical demiurgical’’ religions: ‘‘It would include all sources that made a
distinction between the creator(s) and controllers of the material world and the
most transcendent divine being, and that in so doing made use of Jewish or
Christian scriptural traditions.’’πΩ That is, characters from the Bible are put at
the service of beliefs that the material world was created by an evil or inferior
spirit (the demiurge), and the task for human beings is to escape from this
world, out of our material bodies, back to the upper realm from which our spir-
its originally came, the location of the high god who is above the creator. The
many Gnostic writings that are known today present a wide range of variations
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on this basic myth, which seems to owe something to the Platonic cosmology
wherein the material world is only a shadow of the real world of ideas.

From my own perspective, more focused on cultural history than philoso-
phy or theology, I see it this way: in Gnostic texts, biblical (Jewish and/or
Christian) characters inhabit a more or less Platonic universe, with matter at
the low end and one all-embracing Mind at the high end. In Christian Plato-
nism, more or less Platonic philosophical notions are used to explain a biblical
universe, created by a personal being who makes ethical demands of his crea-
tures. In some ways, then, the two could not be more different. The Carpocra-
tians, at least as Irenaeus described them, would be Gnostic by this categoriza-
tion because they described Jesus as teaching that the material world was
made by angels and that human beings need to escape the cycle of repeated
incarnations so that, finally free of their bodies, they can ascend to the God
who is above the angels.

Smith was unaware of it, but an interesting case might be made that (some)
early Christians differed with (some) ancient Gnostics over whether baptism
actually did involve ascents to heaven. April DeConick has argued that the
community that read the Gospel of Thomas (which she does not consider
Gnostic) practiced a kind of ‘‘ascent and vision mysticism’’ that involved expe-
riences of traveling to heaven to see Jesus.∫≠ The Gospel according to John
seems to criticize their position, with a Jesus who says ‘‘where I am you cannot
come’’ (7:34) and a Jesus who tells Doubting Thomas ‘‘Blessed are those who
have not seen and yet believe’’ (20:29). For John, Jesus is to be encountered
through faith-filled participation in the sacraments of the loving community,
which make heavenly visions unnecessary.∫∞ DeConick says little about how
the Thomas people might have practiced or understood baptism, but the ap-
parently Valentinian baptismal rite referred to in Clement’s Excerpta ex The-
odoto includes a series of questions not unlike Gospel of Thomas 50, one of
DeConick’s core texts.∫≤ From such resemblances a theory might be con-
structed of Gnostic baptism as an occasion for experiencing heavenly ascent.

Anyway, the notable thing about the Secret Gospel is that it would work
fairly well as a Gnostic scripture. If anyone other than Morton Smith had
discovered the Mar Saba letter, he or she might very plausibly have concluded
that the Secret Gospel had something to do with emerging Gnosticism.∫≥ The
women Jesus rejects could represent those material, earth-bound aspects of
human nature that must be made male, or spiritual (cf. Gospel of Thomas
114).∫∂ The cry from the tomb could be the young man’s soul, yearning to
escape from its entombment in a material body. The young man’s expression
of love could represent some sort of confession of faith used in a Gnostic
church—I mean a biblical demiurgical one. The man’s love obtains for him the
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presence of Jesus, at least for a six-day period of uncertain numerological
significance, after which the final initiation into the higher mysteries takes
place.

Why would a Gnostic gospel show Jesus restoring a young man to earthly
life in the material world, before the final heavenly initiation? This could be
explained along the lines of Kurt Rudolph’s conclusion that ‘‘in Christian
Gnosis . . . Cross and Resurrection belong closely together, but in such a way
that the latter already takes place before or at the same time as the crucifixion;
it is the liberation of the spirit and the destruction of the flesh in one.’’∫∑ In fact
the Gospel of Philip (19, 79) says that believers should follow Christ’s example
by rising before they die: ‘‘If they do not receive resurrection while they are
alive, once they have died they will receive nothing.’’∫∏ Thus the young man
would have been resurrected first, then met with Jesus a week later to experi-
ence, naked man with naked man, the Gnostic sacrament of the Bridal Cham-
ber,∫π in anticipation of which (Smith could have assured us) the flesh was at
least as willing as the spirit (cf. Mark 14:38).∫∫ In between, no doubt, they
would have enjoyed six days of the kind of long-winded celestial speechifying
that often typifies Gnostic scriptures, but which in this case (mercifully, per-
haps) has not survived.

Smith could have interpreted the Secret Gospel along these lines, but he did
not. If he had, the magical, Qumran, and Hekhalot elements would have
receded into the background, and he would have ended up with a Gnostic
gospel, something I think he didn’t want (I will say why before this chapter is
over). How strange Smith’s approach really is will become clear if we consider
the fact that, with all the evidence he tried to connect to the Secret Gospel, he
completely ignored the one ancient text that unmistakably describes a heav-
enly ascent within the context of a baptismal rite, and incorporates sexual
elements to boot. If his aim was to show Jesus initiating disciples by means of a
sexual ascent to heaven, Smith could have made the bulk of his case on the
basis of this text alone. But he didn’t.

I am referring to the work known as Zostrianos, part of the Gnostic library
discovered at Nag Hammadi.∫Ω Its protagonist, depressed by the inability of his
ancestral gods to answer his questions about the meaning of it all, takes to the
desert in suicidal hope of being eaten by animals. (In the twentieth century, it
was common for young homosexuals to consider or attempt suicide.Ω≠) Instead
he is upbraided by a messenger of light, at whose invitation he casts off his body
(i.e., he disrobes) and ascends through a heaven of numerous levels, each of
which he enters through one or more immersions.Ω∞ After being introduced to
innumerable deities teaching all sorts of spiritual profundities, and being bap-
tized repeatedly every step of the way, he meets a virgin hermaphrodite (i.e., a
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being who incorporates all aspects of human sexuality in one body!) who seems
to crown him with the seal of the Invisible Spirit—or at least talks about doing
so.Ω≤ (In various branches of Eastern Christianity, crowns are used at both
baptisms and weddings.)Ω≥ When Zostrianos reaches the point where the gods
are asking him the questions, he has learned enough to return to earth, bringing
a message that Smith might have put into the mouth of the antinomian, homo-
sexual Jesus who rejected the young man’s sister: ‘‘seek the immutable ingener-
ateness. . . . Flee from the madness and the bondage of femaleness, and choose
for yourselves the salvation of maleness. You have come not to suffer; rather,
you have come to escape your bondage.’’Ω∂

So why didn’t Smith support his interpretation of the Secret Gospel by
comparing it with Zostrianos? He could have written an intriguing book, and
the Secret Gospel would have entered the scholarly archive as a fascinating
fragment of an early Gnostic gospel. Plenty of scholars would have been con-
tent to make such a contribution. But for Smith, I believe, it would not have
been enough to show that some early gospel fragment imagined a Zostrianic
Jesus. He wanted his alleged initiation rite to be the real one, the actual prac-
tice of the historical Jesus himself. That could not be demonstrated merely by
showing that the gospel he found was influenced by Hermetic magic, Jewish
hymnody, or Gnosticism. Thus he proceeded by collecting scattered indica-
tions from all of them, from wherever they might be found, rather than by
making sustained comparisons between ancient traditions considered in their
entirety. In principle Smith had no more interest in understanding Gnostic
liturgy on its own terms than he had in the Hermetic or the Hekhalot or the
Byzantine. He sought only to line up, like beads on a string, whatever isolated
facts could make his allegations about Jesus’ initiation rite seem plausible.

And the paradox of Zostrianos is that, though it is particularly close to
Smith’s construction of Jesus’ initiation rite, it is also a text that would be
particularly difficult to connect to Jesus or early Christianity. According to a
recent translator, ‘‘we are unable to identify this group on the basis of the
reports of Christian heresiologists’’; ‘‘the author . . . seems to have no specific
interest in things Christian.’’ It is easier to identify relationships to ‘‘the Neo-
platonic school of Plotinus,’’ and indeed ‘‘this tractate is . . . mentioned by
Porphyry.’’ In short, ‘‘Zostrianos offers an interesting example of how some
Gnostics combined a mythological world view and a philosophical interpreta-
tion of it, based on Platonic thought.’’Ω∑ So the major ancient example of a
heavenly journey inside a baptismal rite points to traditions derived from
Plato. I find this very interesting, for, as we will see in a later chapter, the real
origin of Smith’s notion of heavenly ascent will be found in a specific textual
community of Plato readers.
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LIBERTINISM

Another reason to be surprised that Smith did not show more interest in
Gnostic ritual is that he assigned the Gnostics such an important role in his
overall theory. He knew perfectly well that the initiation rite he ascribed to
Jesus had no support in mainstream witnesses to Christian liturgical history
and was irreconcilable with ‘‘orthodox references to baptism throughout this
period.’’Ω∏ His reply was that the original practice of Jesus represented a kind of
‘‘libertinism’’ that was deliberately and massively suppressed by the ecclesiasti-
cal establishment at a very early date. According to Smith, the apostle Paul

had substantially preserved the teaching of Jesus; and as the potentialities of
this teaching became apparent, it also became apparent that Paul had not
been safe enough. . . . The Jewish revolts had ruined forever the legalistic
interpretation of Christianity, but the libertine interpretation was flourishing
and it found in Paul’s doctrine everything it needed to justify its inclinations:
identification with Jesus, possession by his spirit, ascent to the heavens in his
ascension, and consequent liberation from the law. Accordingly, the gnostic
teachers, who now emerged from the libertine tradition, made great use of
Paul. . . . [Consequently,] Paul’s doctrine of freedom was remodeled by the
orthodox in the interests of social acceptability. The process can be seen in its
simplest form in Acts, where Paul’s career is reported, his theology omitted.Ωπ

Hence the transfiguration story, Smith wrote, was originally ‘‘propaganda
for a Jewish-Christian libertine group—a group that thought the Law and the
Prophets had vanished from ‘the freedom in which Christ has set us free,’ as
Paul put it (Gal[atians] 5:1).’’Ω∫ Indeed the real reason for Jewish persecution of
Jesus and Paul was ‘‘Jesus’ teaching of freedom from the Law and the libertine
consequences which he and his followers drew from it. . . . Evidently there were
elements of libertinism in even the most conservative of early Christian parties,
a fact which strengthens our supposition that this side of early Christian
thought went back to Jesus himself.’’ΩΩ According to Smith, Paul and other
early Christian figures had actually gone through his proposed Hekhaloth-
magical initiation rite, combining water immersion, a linen cloth, naked physi-
cal intimacy, paranormal experiences of ascending to heaven with Jesus, pos-
session by his spirit, and freedom from sexual taboos.∞≠≠ And as ‘‘Paul’s doc-
trine of freedom was remodeled by the orthodox in the interests of social
acceptability,’’ it was the Gnostics, and especially ‘‘the Carpocratians [who]
derived from and continued the primitive libertine Christian tradition’’ that
Jesus himself practiced, so that their sect amounted to ‘‘a slightly philosophiz-
ing continuation of a sort of Christianity which often developed into or took up
gnosticism.’’∞≠∞
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What we need at this point, obviously, is some cogent demonstration of
Smith’s own statement that ‘‘physical union . . . certainly occurred in many
forms of gnostic Christianity.’’ Such a proposition would, in fact, be extremely
difficult to prove, and Smith never even attempted to prove it. Instead, as if to
keep us from noticing, he assembled a collage of scattered indications, taken
from anywhere, that could be made to look like evidence that Jesus practiced
ritualized ‘‘libertinism,’’ that is, homosexuality. To demonstrate that there is
no more to Smith’s project than this, it is enough to limit ourselves to one
crucial element: the claim that the white cloth worn by the young man served
as both a baptismal garment and a burial shroud.

The Sindōn

In early Christian writings, imagery of changing clothing frequently ap-
pears as a metaphor for the conversion process. By the late fourth century, it
was common for newly baptized Christians to put on symbolic white clothing,
though we do not know when this practice began. But accepting the authen-
ticity of the Mar Saba letter, especially on Smith’s terms, requires us to ac-
knowledge that, as early as the second or third century, new converts wrapped
themselves, not in special clothing, but in flat white sheets or linen sindōns,
representing both burial with Jesus and new life received in baptism. There are
two distinct claims here, both of which need to be proved. One is the liturgical
action of clothing oneself in a sheet, the other is the interpretation, in the
critical dimension, that the sheet represented a burial shroud as well as a
baptismal garment. What is the evidence for either claim? Smith’s demonstra-
tion is almost a masterpiece—not of perspicacity, but of camouflage.∞≠≤

A key aspect of Smith’s approach was his practice of giving long lists of
citations to a wide range of obscure texts, without quoting or otherwise indi-
cating what most of the texts actually say. This tactic is easy to justify as
keeping the book to a manageable length, but it also ensures that only the most
determined reader will look everything up. Everyone else, rather than pick
their way through almost three hundred dense pages, will simply give Smith
the benefit of the doubt, as in fact many readers have done. If we take the
trouble to check everything, on the other hand, we will find that our trust has
been completely misplaced: the emperor wears no clothes, so to speak.

Thus, in his commentary on the phrase ‘‘wearing a linen cloth over [his]
naked [body],’’ Smith began with a statement that ‘‘nudity in baptism is pre-
scribed’’ by AT ‘‘and was required by the Pharisees in proselyte baptism as well
as in immersions for purification.’’ As we saw, however, AT prescribes only the
nudity; it does not mention a special baptismal garment of any kind. For the
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statement about the Pharisees, Smith appealed to two Talmudic passages; a
reader has to go back to the sources to discover that neither one really sup-
ports his claim. One of them (Bavli Yebamot 47b) mentions immersion after
the circumcision of a convert but says nothing about nakedness specifically.
The other (Mishnah Mikwa’ot 8 end–9) states that, for a ritual immersion to
be valid, water must touch every part of the body. But this need not require
nudity: Smith did not tell us that, according to the very next chapter of this
tractate (10:3–4), the wearing of loose-fitting clothes or even a linen sheet is
not precluded. Such failures to read a text all the way through are typical in
Smith’s documentation—we have already seen many examples. But in this
case it is especially curious because, as we will see, Smith needed all the linen
sheets he could get.

Nor did Smith raise any questions here about whether Mishnaic or Tal-
mudic evidence is necessarily attributable to the Pharisees or can be assumed
to describe pre-Christian practice.∞≠≥ As a result, he created the impression
that there is an historical continuity from Jewish ritual nudity to Christian
ritual nudity, which Jesus could hardly have avoided or been unaware of.

Next, we are given three citations from New Testament apocrypha, but
Smith quoted only the one he considered ‘‘particularly close’’ to the Secret
Gospel: Acts of Thomas 121, wherein the apostle, preparing to baptize a
woman, told her nurse to anoint her and put a sindōn around her. Smith
neglected to mention that after the immersion she put her ordinary clothes back
on, suggesting the sindōn may have been more functional than symbolic. The
apostle’s desire to keep the woman covered may simply reflect the quasi-
Encratite disapproval of anything suggesting ‘‘filthy intercourse’’ that pervades
this particular work.∞≠∂ If this is based on any group’s actual practice, it is
possible that only the women wore sindōns, not the men; there was such a
practice at one time in the East Syrian rite,∞≠∑ which could conceivably have a
historical relationship to the Syriac Acts of Thomas. One has to be especially
careful about the ritual details in these Acts, however, for every recension as-
sumes a different model of the initiation liturgy, reflecting differences of theol-
ogy and practice between different early Christian and language groups.∞≠∏

The other two apocrypha, which Smith cited but did not quote, could well
reflect the baptismal practices of their times but are not early enough to be
reliable witnesses to pre-Nicene practice; in any case neither mentions a sin-
dōn. In the Acts of Barnabas 12–13, the apostle exhorts two Greeks to put on
‘‘that garment [endyma] which is incorruptible forever.’’ But after baptizing
them, he and his companion place their own robes (stolē) on the two Greeks.
In the Martyrdom of Matthew 27, the apostle tells a king he has just baptized
to clothe himself in bright or white garments (himatia lampra, uestes albas).∞≠π
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Of the six texts adduced so far, therefore, only one, the Acts of Thomas,
testifies to the use of a sindōn or flat white sheet in a pre-Nicene initiation rite,
though under uncertain conditions. Yet Smith’s strategy of piling up unquoted
testimonies has produced a kind of ‘‘bandwagon effect’’ with the implication
that early Christians, like the Jews before them, were immersed naked but
covered themselves with flat linen sindōns. Having created this impression,
Smith proceeded to another favorite tactic, building on what has been ‘‘estab-
lished’’ to present startling new interpretations of New Testament stories,
which in this case are actually of doubtful relevance. ‘‘In the Johannine foot-
washing,’’ which was often given baptismal significance in patristic exegesis,
‘‘Jesus is naked except for a towel (lention, 13.4), which the Syriac versions
describe’’ with the word sedōnā, which can mean a shroud; its Hebrew cog-
nate is translated sindōn in the Septuagint, the ancient Greek translation of the
Old Testament. Thus Smith managed to turn Jesus’ towel into a shroud. But
even if this is an accurate description of how Jesus was dressed, it ignores the
fact that Jesus was not the one being baptized. Earlier on, however, Smith had
wrongly asserted that AT directs the clergy to remove their own clothes before
entering the baptismal pool with the candidate,∞≠∫ so apparently he believed
that everyone got naked at Jesus’ unknown ceremonies.

The second New Testament story has the advantage of coming from the
gospel of Mark, shortly after the place where the second excerpt from the
Secret Gospel would have been located. ‘‘Is it by chance that the beggar in
M[ar]k 10.50 . . . throws away his himation [outer garment] when he comes to
Jesus to be cured?’’ Smith asked. Evidently not. But what about the simpler
possibility that removing clothes merely enabled one to run faster or move
about unencumbered (cf. Acts 19:16, John 21:7)? Perhaps nothing more than
that lies behind the naked flight of the young man of Mark 14:51–52.

Next, Smith presented a florilegium of Christian writings intended to em-
phasize the earliness of the alleged practice of wearing a sindōn. He began with
a proposition: ‘‘That naked baptism was already customary in Paul’s time is
shown by his allegorizing the undressing for it and dressing after it,’’ sup-
ported by two quotations and two citations from the epistles.∞≠Ω But of course
this begs the whole question. Symbolic, metaphorical language may be in-
spired by preexisting aspects of the ritual, or the ritual may be a response to a
text. Ritual language is the cosmic egg, ritual action the mundane chicken, and
the riddle for researchers is which came first. Without some confirmation from
the performative dimension or the critical dimension, therefore, we cannot
infer from the epistles alone what the baptizees in Pauline churches wore or
didn’t wear.

Next, Smith proposed an argument from independent attestation: ‘‘Similar
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allegorization (not apparently dependent on Paul) appears,’’ he said, in three
more texts which, once again, are cited but not quoted. They turn out to be two
similar sayings of Jesus, or two recensions of one saying, recorded in the Gospel
of Thomas 37 (with Oxyrhynchos papyrus 655) and the Gospel of the Egyp-
tians (as cited by Clement). Asked when the answers to their questions will be
revealed, the Jesus of Thomas and papyrus 655 tells the disciples, ‘‘When you
unclothe yourselves and are not ashamed.’’ The Jesus of Egyptians tells Salome
(her again!), ‘‘When you have trampled on the garment of shame.’’∞∞≠ Do these
two passages refer to an initiation rite? Here Smith ignored an important
article, published just as he was writing his Harvard book, which argued that
the context is indeed baptismal but that the allegorical theme is one of naked-
ness as a symbolic return to the childlike innocence of Eden before the fall, not
‘‘stripping as death.’’∞∞∞ That would be quite different from the Pauline allego-
ries, which do refer to death (2 Corinthians 5:2), putting on Christ (Galatians
3:27), and even circumcision (Colossians 2:11). What we have, then, are multi-
ple interpretations of the act of disrobing (and in some cases reclothing), some
or all of which may relate to an actual, ritual disrobing, but none of which
strongly points to what really needs to be proved: the wearing of a flat linen
sheet or sindōn. One wonders whether, for Smith, the ‘‘garment of shame’’ is
another reminder that all this is really about homosexuality.

And the beat goes on: ten other writings are cited (not quoted) in which ‘‘the
same general theme recurs.’’ Some of these are clearly allegorical: the Clemen-
tine homilies, Justin Martyr on Zechariah 3:4–7, the Sethians according to
Hippolytus. Others describe actual initiation rites, but it is up to us to figure
out what they have to do with the alleged initiatory wearing of a sindōn by
early Christians: Irenaeus on the initiation practices of the Marcosians (Valen-
tinians), Apostolic Constitutions on the Hemerobaptists. The three references
to Clement’s writings∞∞≤ are particularly deserving of discussion in a book
about Clement of Alexandria, but here they are left unquoted, and even un-
listed in the index. Actually checked, they hardly support an affirmative an-
swer to the question: was a sindōn worn in the baptismal rite known to
Clement? Yet Smith simply ended this florilegium with the conclusion: ‘‘This
early dissemination of the theme argues an early origin,’’ as if in ringing en-
dorsement of the ‘‘scattered indications’’ approach.

In spite of all this, so far the only cited text that actually mentions a sindōn is
the problematic Acts of Thomas. Yet Smith proceeded anyway to the next
stage of the argument, as if the ritual use of the sindōn had been established.
‘‘The indicated baptismal practice (nudity and sindōn) lent itself particularly
to Pauline exegesis because . . . the initiatory sindōn . . . was also the regular
burial garment,’’ he claimed. Three passages from the Palestinian Talmud that
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mention burial shrouds are cited in support of this, but (of course) a flat sheet
or sindōn can be used as a shroud; it is the initiatory or baptismal use that
needs to be documented. ‘‘Accordingly,’’ Smith continued, ‘‘Jesus had been
buried in a sindōn (M[ar]k 15.46 and parallels). Paul’s interpretation of bap-
tism as death and burial with Jesus suggests that the sindōn over the naked
body was the customary costume as early as Paul’s time.’’ In fact it has not
been shown that there was a ‘‘customary costume’’ for baptisms in Paul’s time.

Moving on, Smith sought to show that the sindōn ‘‘was not a ‘proper’
garment,’’ summarizing a story of two Cynic philosophers who shocked peo-
ple by wearing sindōns in public. That, of course, is the sort of thing Cynic
philosophers were always doing. If the story has anything at all to do with
Christian baptism, it implies that the wearing of sindōns would have been
something unexpected, calling for more comment in early Christian texts than
Smith was able to adduce. Yet the Cynic story becomes the basis for the next
claim: ‘‘Since the costume specified in the longer text [i.e., the Secret Gospel] is
unusual and is associated with baptism, it can be used as an indication of
baptism’’ wherever else it occurs: henceforth every white cloth or garment is a
symbol both of baptism and of burial.

Now the stage has been set for yet another proof that the Secret Gospel is
genuine. The curious fact that the phrase ‘‘wearing a linen cloth over [his]
naked [body]’’ occurs both at Mark 14:51 and in the Secret Gospel could, of
course, be due to the Secret Evangelist quoting canonical Mark. But according
to Smith it ‘‘is to be explained as . . . a fixed formula, probably a baptismal
rubric’’ that was in oral circulation through its use in initiation rituals. Since
other scholars, such as Cullmann, had identified other patterns of related
wording that seemed to be echoes of ritual phraseology, surely this could be a
ritual phrase as well, Smith contended.

For apparent confirmation, with another startling reinterpretation of the
New Testament, Smith turned to texts that describe the white garments worn
by the angelic young men at the tomb of Jesus and by ‘‘the saints in the
Apocalypse’’—even though none of these texts uses the word ‘‘sindōn.’’ The
bright clothing, of course, symbolizes resurrection and a heavenly state of
being, as further Jewish and Christian writings attest. In the process, Smith
concluded that he had found the solution, ‘‘from an early Markan stratum,’’ to
the long-standing puzzle of why a young man wearing a sindōn barely escaped
being arrested with Jesus and had to run away naked: ‘‘The reader who had
read the longer text [i.e., the Secret Gospel] would realize that this youth, too,
had come to be baptized.’’ Was there water in Gethsemane? It would matter
little if, as Smith thought, the immersion was merely ‘‘reduced to a preparatory
purification’’ for the real ritual. In other words, those who came to arrest Jesus
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interrupted a sexual tryst.∞∞≥ All that’s missing is some exegesis of Judas’
treacherous kiss.

Thus Smith never came close to proving one of the central claims of his
thesis: that the earliest Christians were baptized wearing linen sheets, sym-
bolizing both burial with Christ and resurrection. That many of his other
claims remain equally vacuous can be confirmed by anyone who bothers to
scrupulously check every citation in his more ‘‘scholarly’’ book, slogging
through some three hundred pages of scattered indication upon scattered in-
dication, irrelevant citation after misrepresented source. The index of ‘‘ancient
works and passages discussed’’ takes up almost sixteen two-column pages by
itself, and I’ve found a number of omissions besides.

WEARING WHITE

When Christians actually began putting on white clothing after baptism
is a good question. Whether they were ever buried under white sheets is an-
other. Both kinds of questions, since they relate to the practical dimension of
liturgy, tend to receive less scholarly attention than questions about the inter-
pretation of texts. A preliminary exploration, however, offers no particular
encouragement to the hope that either the Secret Gospel or Smith’s interpreta-
tion of it will eventually be validated.

Even if we allow that Smith was doing the best he could for his time, by now
we have better collections of early Christian texts on baptism—studies that
are simultaneously more thorough and less tendentious. Going by what the
texts actually say, it is possible to conclude, with Victor Saxer, that before the
fourth century all references to changing clothes are likely to be allegorical or
metaphorical, imagistic rather than literal references to ritual practice.∞∞∂ On
the other hand, since there is no reason to assume that adult converts were
baptized fully clothed, most likely they did disrobe before baptism and got
dressed again afterwards. The real question, then, is how and when these
actions went from being purely utilitarian to partly symbolic, calling for a
special kind of clothing. Thus Ante Crnčević takes the more nuanced view
that ‘‘the ante-Nicene liturgical tradition . . . did not know the rite of confer-
ring the baptismal garment, but the clothing itself cannot be denied and, what
is more, the existence of a special dress—white, made of linen—reserved for
the baptismal celebration.’’∞∞∑ But it may all be beside the point because what
needs to be demonstrated for our purposes is not the nudity or the wearing of
special clothes, but specifically the wearing of a sindōn or sheet, with the
double significance of birth and death. For that the evidence is very close
to zero.

The white garments worn by the newly baptized in the fourth and fifth
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centuries probably represent a coalescence of several diverse themes, which
may originally have been independent. First, imagery of changing clothes is
often used to symbolize conversion, as in the Pauline admonition to put on
Christ (Romans 13:14, Galatians 3:27), or immortality or ‘‘the new man’’ (1
Corinthians 15:53–54, Ephesians 4:24, Colossians 3:10–12), or allegorical
armor (Romans 13:12, Ephesians 6:11, 1 Thessalonians 5:8). This theme ap-
pears to have continued in such texts as the Odes of Solomon (21:2–3), the
Hymn of the Pearl, and the Acts of Peter and the Twelve Apostles, in which the
process of coming to faith is described in metaphors of stripping and changing
into new clothes.∞∞∏ There is no indication that the clothes were imagined as
linen or white, however. Since putting on new or fine clothing was characteris-
tic of weddings, there are also texts in which baptismal clothing is associated
with wedding imagery.∞∞π

In a different metaphor, white could represent purity (Revelation 7:14), and
thus more than one ancient religion made use of white clothing.∞∞∫ In the Acts
of John (38), worshippers of Artemis assemble in white clothes to celebrate the
anniversary of her temple in Ephesus, but the apostle shows up wearing black,
just asking for trouble, which leads, soon enough, to a miraculous destruction
of the temple.∞∞Ω Stories like this suggest that some converts to early Chris-
tianity may already have been familiar with the wearing of white ritual garb in
the religions they came from. The Mithras Liturgy, too, though an esoteric
rather than a popular rite, includes heavenly figures dressed in linen.∞≤≠

The dominant symbolism in both Jewish and Christian contexts, however,
must surely derive from the linen vestments of the Temple priests (Exodus
28:40–42, 39:27–29), including the High Priest himself on the Day of Atone-
ment, when he put aside his usual golden vestments and dressed more like an
ordinary priest (Leviticus 16:4). These were not flat sheets like shrouds, but
full suits of linen clothing, including a tunic, breeches, a sash, and a turban.∞≤∞

It is only logical, therefore, that in apocalyptic literature such priestly garb is
worn by the heavenly host, the priesthood of the heavenly temple. There it is
readily connected with themes of shining splendor, passing through water (cf.
Genesis 1:7), and priestly anointing.∞≤≤ Certainly this, more than any early
Christian ceremony, provides the primary background of the white garments
in the book of Revelation. The great crowd robed in white, which cannot be
numbered (Revelation 7:9–17), is celebrating the feast of Tabernacles before
the throne of God. They carry palms and shout ‘‘Salvation!’’ paraphrasing the
Hebrew ‘‘Hosanna!’’ (Psalm 117 [118]:25–27). The One who sits on the
throne will spread his tent or shelter over them (Revelation 7:15), and the
Lamb will lead them to living water (7:17), recalling the special water libations
that took place in Jerusalem during this holiday.∞≤≥ If there is anything baptis-
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mal about this, it is not Pauline burial symbolism, but priestly symbolism: ‘‘He
loves us and has washed away our sins with his blood, and made us a kingdom
of priests to serve his God’’ (Revelation 1:6, cf. 7:14).∞≤∂ Thus it could well be
that the first Christians to wear white garments at baptism, whoever and
whenever they were, thought they were dressing like heavenly priests, not
shrouded like the dead.

It is instructive to note how these themes come together in modern Ortho-
dox Judaism, in practices that Smith could not have failed to observe while he
was studying at Hebrew University. Since at least the Middle Ages, religious
Jewish men have worn a white garment, called kitel in Yiddish, especially on
the High Holy Days, where it symbolizes ‘‘purity (and hence forgiveness of
sins), integrity and piety.’’∞≤∑ As the Yiddish name implies, this is done pri-
marily by Ashkenazic (Eastern European) Jews. However, the Jerusalem Tal-
mud (written about 400 ce) arguably refers to a similar custom when it says
that the Israelites (unlike other nations) ‘‘wear white, and wrap themselves in
white’’ when facing the divine judgment∞≤∏ (though perhaps this refers to the
prayer shawl or tallit). Nowadays the kitel can also be worn on special re-
ligious occasions, for example by the groom at a wedding, by the father at a
circumcision, and by the leader of the Passover seder (a fatherlike role). It is
not surprising, then, that some Jewish men are buried wearing the kitel. But
the kitel is not a flat sheet: the Yiddish word means ‘‘smock’’ or ‘‘gown,’’ and
the garment typically has a collar, sleeves, and a belt; it is worn over other
ordinary clothing, or over the burial shroud, not over the naked body.∞≤π

Which leads to another question: were people in ancient times buried in, on,
or under flat linen sheets? The easiest evidence to find is inconsistent but
suggests that grave clothes were often more complicated. Lazarus was bound
hand and foot, with a soudarion over his face (John 11:44). In the Acts of John
(63–86) Drusiana was evidently buried wearing at least two layers of cloth-
ing.∞≤∫ According to the synoptic gospels Jesus was wrapped in a sindōn (Mat-
thew 27:59, Mark 15:46, Luke 23:53), but according to John he had a soudar-
ion over his head and was wrapped in linen othonia (plural), in accordance
with what is explicitly described as Jewish custom (John 19:40, 20:5–7). The
bodies in the Qumran cemetery ‘‘were apparently wrapped in linen shrouds
and some were perhaps placed in wooden coffins.’’∞≤Ω However, the complex
includes several different types of burials, and the burial clothes are poorly
preserved.∞≥≠ The textiles in other Jewish graves of the period are similarly
deteriorated, though there are also instances of leather shrouds, which would
not naturally have been white.∞≥∞ The Shroud of Turin is a flat sheet that was
evidently placed under and then folded over the body (if it ever was in a grave
with a body). That would seem more like the synoptic account of Jesus’ burial,
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though there are those who say it confirms every detail mentioned in all four
gospels.∞≥≤

Conclusion

The two excerpts from the Secret Gospel, the letter of Clement, and
Morton Smith’s two books about them were all constructed by very similar
cut-and-paste techniques, as if they were all composed by the same person.
Each writing is an assemblage of items excerpted from a variety of sources,
carefully arranged to imply that Jesus initiated his disciples through a homo-
sexual act. In the story of the young man, the Secret Evangelist appears to have
begun with the ‘‘good news’’ that Jesus practiced homosexuality with his
disciples and then narrativized this with an expertly crafted mosaic of quotes
and near-quotes from the canonical gospels. In the other excerpt, the corre-
sponding idea that Jesus avoided women is spelled out in the same way, with
the apparent addition of some early extracanonical traditions. In the letter of
Clement, the initiation rites surrounding the Secret Gospel are contrasted with
the unspeakable Carpocratian teachings in too-Clementine vocabulary. An
overconcentration of mystery-rite terminology and reuse of patristic tradi-
tions about Mark in Alexandria seem to speak of ancient, secretive initiation
rites going back to the earliest gospel.

In telling us what all this really means, Smith seems to have begun with the
conviction that Jesus initiated his disciples through homosexual ceremonies—
and then spelled this conviction out at imposing scholarly length, once again
by reassembling numerous tidbits taken from other contexts. From the Greek
magical papyri, derived from ancient Egyptian religion, Smith excerpted expe-
riences of ascending to heaven in the company of a disciple. The Qumran
hymns and the Hekhalot were said to be describing similar experiences, indi-
cating that such practices were known in Jewish environments. From his per-
ception of Gnosticism Smith developed the idea that a libertine, ethically un-
constrained form of Christianity existed early enough to go back to Jesus, but
was later suppressed by the official church, surviving only in ostracized groups
like the Carpocratians. And from the epistles of Paul, Smith derived the notion
that baptism was originally believed to free the Christian from the constraints
of moral law.

Smith’s approach is amply illustrated by his attempt to show that early
Christians were baptized wearing a flat linen sheet or sindōn, which also
symbolized a burial shroud. He presented a vast assemblage of bits and pieces
from countless Jewish, Christian, and Greek sources, most of them unquoted,
none of which actually support the argument when fully examined on its own.
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Yet this procedure is pervasive throughout his scholarly book—a relentless
succession of stray facts, held together by quasi-facts, propped up by non-
facts, painstakingly built up, like papier-mâché, into something that looks like
a deliberate parody of scholarship itself, drumming the glassy-eyed reader into
submission like some hypnotic ritual hymn. It is as if we have ascended to a
lawless paradise in which all principles of interpretation and reasoning have
been suspended, where almost anything can prove almost anything.

Ironically, Smith could have made a much stronger case for his theory by
collecting evidence more selectively, then investigating it more deeply, respect-
ing the wholeness and independence of each tradition as well as its chronologi-
cal development. In that way he could have demonstrated that the Secret
Gospel presents us with a magical or Hermetic Jesus, a (pre-)Hekhalot or
Qumran Jesus, a Gnostic or Zostrianos-like Jesus. But to do that, Smith would
have had to choose which Jesus it would be, and the whole subject would have
remained a curiosity for experts, with little likely impact on the popular au-
dience for whom one of his books was expressly written. For Smith, I submit,
it wouldn’t have been enough to show us that one ancient group or another
imagined a homosexual Jesus: it had to be the real Jesus, a homophile messiah
who is in all, from all, and for all, despite the best efforts of conventional
Christianity to keep him hidden from view. That is why the Secret Gospel had
to preserve a very early tradition, as close as one can get to the historical Jesus.
It could not just be the gospel of some ancient Hermetic or Jewish or Gnostic
sect—it had to be the original and true gospel, confirmed by scattered indica-
tions from all over the ancient world, validated by the biggest names in aca-
demia at the time.

Smith’s peculiar ritual shape—nude baptism, linen covering, physical union,
ascent to a heaven above the law—was not deduced from the material, then.
On the contrary it was presupposed, and then legitimized by patching together
an intimidating phalanx of details, scrounged from wherever in ancient litera-
ture they could be found: a cloud of witnesses great enough to fog any lens (cf.
Hebrews 12:1). As a result, Jewish, Christian, Gnostic, and magical rites all
seem interchangeable, as if each group’s esoteric practices were fully shared by
all the others, or as if each expressed the same essential spirit in a kind of
unitarian liberality.

Smith’s propensity for recombining shards into illusory shapes has been
observed before. In denying Smith’s arguments that the Mar Saba letter was
written by Clement of Alexandria, Eric Osborn succinctly described much the
same state of affairs: ‘‘The question is, . . . ‘What degree of probability can be
given to a case for Clementine authorship?’ Minimal probability is not in-
creased by accumulation of ambiguous evidence. Despite the mass of interest-
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ing detail, some of which is germane, the attribution of the document to
Clement is a case of nescience fiction.’’∞≥≥

Why did Smith operate this way? I believe we have to conclude that he had a
larger goal than simply authenticating and interpreting an interesting text he
had found. In time I think it will be clear that the historic Christian opposition
to homosexuality was a subject of great personal importance to Smith, well
beyond the investment that any scholar would have in seeing his research
findings widely accepted. The shape of Smith’s obsession will gradually
emerge as we consider what else he had to say on the subject of sex.

Summary

I explore three issues in this chapter. First, I show that the first excerpt
from the Secret Gospel, the one with the alleged homosexual encounter, is a
kind of mosaic constructed of selections from the canonical Gospels that are
arranged to imply that Jesus practiced homosexuality. The passage seems to
include a series of humorous double entendres that imply the author under-
stood modern English. The second excerpt, which shows Jesus rejecting a
group of women, was constructed similarly but also made use of traditions
from early apocryphal scriptures. As Smith interpreted these traditions, they
showed that Salome had tempted Jesus sexually, though in fact this interpreta-
tion is doubtful. The letter of Clement was constructed by a similar process,
using the vocabulary of Clement’s genuine writings.

Second, Smith’s interpretation of the Secret Gospel was constructed by the
same mosaic technique. Elements selected from the Greek magical papyri, the
Jewish Hekhalot hymns and the hymns of Qumran, Gnostic writings, and the
Byzantine Christian liturgy are reassembled to imply that Jesus initiated his
disciples one by one through nocturnal acts of homosexual intercourse, which
the disciple experienced as an ascent to heaven to be united with Jesus. Iron-
ically, a more holistic use of any one of these traditions would have produced a
more plausible interpretation of the text. But it seems Smith would not have
been satisfied to produce a magician Jesus, a Gnostic Jesus, or a Jewish Jesus.
He wanted to present a universal Jesus who was a homosexual.

Third, I systematically went through Smith’s evidence that early Christians
wore a sindōn—a white, flat, linen cloth—which was interpreted as both a
burial shroud and a heavenly garment. It turned out that, here too, Smith
created a mosaic of ‘‘evidence’’ gathered selectively from widely scattered
sources, most of which does not demonstrate the thesis, while at the same time
he ignored other evidence that was more relevant or might even have sup-
ported his case.
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What we have, then, are like layers or concentric circles—the two excerpts
of the Secret Gospel, the letter of Clement, and Smith’s interpretation—
each built up from ‘‘scattered indications’’ to imply that Jesus practiced homo-
sexuality. The similarity in technique suggests that all the layers had the
same author.
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Hypnotic Hymns

Once the group phenomena got under way, they radically changed the char-
acter of the sect. Psychological contagion reportedly made converts of thou-
sands at once. . . . No doubt some of Jesus’ initiates had learned the technique
of ascent and hypnotic suggestion from him and were able to carry on his
practice. But his practice took time. A whole night was needed for each
initiate. So the secret baptisms of a few individuals, one by one, were soon
overshadowed by the mass conversions in the meetings of the churches. The
converts . . . had been possessed by Jesus; . . . they were ‘‘in’’ him, so they must
be in the kingdom and free from the law. . . . Since Jesus had not foreseen
group possession by his spirit, . . . a reference to Jesus was added to the
baptismal formula and with this change it was given at once to all the new
converts, while the long, secret rite was reserved (as it had been from the
beginning) for a chosen few. —Morton Smith

In the last chapter I showed that Smith’s construction of Jesus’ baptismal
rite—‘‘the mystery of the kingdom of God’’ involving nocturnal union, pos-
session by Jesus’ spirit, ascent to heaven, and freedom from law—was presup-
posed, not deduced from the evidence. Indeed the ‘‘evidence’’ Smith presented
consisted of numerous ‘‘scattered indications’’ wrenched from their original
contexts (and therefore from their true meaning) and reassembled into a
daunting but actually specious pretense at substantiation. Smith could have



124 Hypnotic Hymns

made a stronger case had he set himself the more limited goal of trying to fit
the Secret Gospel into only one of the ancient literary traditions he consulted.
That is, he could have argued more plausibly that the Secret Gospel was
influenced by the Greek magical papyri, or the Qumran hymns, or the Hekha-
lot, or the Gnostic writings. By insisting that the Secret Gospel is indebted to
all of them, more or less equally, he presented a spurious picture of the ancient
world in which all religions were pretty much the same. He also gave his
portrait of Jesus a kind of universal quality, as if to say: the Secret Gospel Jesus
was not the deity of some obscure ancient sect, but the actual historical figure,
witnessed here in the earliest gospel fragment, with exhaustive support from
ancient pagan, Jewish, and Gnostic sources.

Christian texts, too, were tossed into the mix, yet there is a conspicuous lack
of attention to the kinds of evidence others might deem most relevant: ancient
witnesses to and modern scholarship on the early Christian liturgy. That is so,
at least, in the book Smith finished first, his ‘‘scholarly’’ Harvard tome. He
attempted to correct this imbalance, however, in his second book, the breezier
Harper volume, in which he wrote that ‘‘the hekalot and Qumran texts, the
magical papyri and the Byzantine liturgy’’ all informed his hypothesis that the
‘‘unknown ceremonies’’ of Jesus ‘‘will have been mainly the recitation of re-
petitive, hypnotic prayers and hymns.’’ By ‘‘the Byzantine liturgy,’’ which is
never mentioned in the Harvard book, Smith meant the worship of the Greek
Orthodox Church, which is also used (in Old Slavonic and other languages) by
the other branches of the Eastern Orthodox Church that are in communion
with the Patriarch of Constantinople.

There are two reasons why we should be particularly interested in any
relationships there may be between the Secret Gospel and the Byzantine lit-
urgy. First, the Hekhalot, the Qumran scrolls, the magical papyri, and the
Gnostic texts record long-extinct ritual traditions that must be reconstructed
from incomplete data. But the liturgy of the Greek Orthodox Church is a
living tradition, with all three dimensions (text, practice, and interpretation)
intact and relatively well documented. While there is much uncertainty about
ancient Gnostic or Qumran ritual, almost any question that can be asked
about the Byzantine liturgy can be answered to some degree. The second
reason to focus on the Byzantine liturgy is that it is arguably the central
tradition of Christian worship, continuous in some respects with the oldest
known practices of Jerusalem, Antioch, and Constantinople, maintained in
the original language of the New Testament and Septuagint, preserving many
features that are traceable all the way back to early Christian times. How
surprising, then, that Smith originally had nothing to say about it while writ-
ing the first of his two books on the Secret Gospel. Only after the Harvard
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book was completed, and Smith began composing his popular memoir about
discovering the manuscript at Mar Saba, did he see a way to turn his recollec-
tions of the Greek monastic worship he encountered there into further support
for his thesis about Jesus’ rite of initiation. And what he had to say about his
liturgical experiences reveals far more than he intended. Indeed it reveals that
Smith’s account of his exploits at Mar Saba is not only untrustworthy, but
deliberately deceptive.

Indolence at the Time of Psalmody

Smith’s first encounter with the Byzantine liturgy was in Jerusalem,
where he rented an apartment that happened to be controlled by Archiman-
drite Kyriakos, who held the high office of Custodian of the Holy Sepulchre. It
was Kyriakos who would arrange the first (1941) visit to Mar Saba.

Thanks to him I saw much of the Holy Sepulchre and fell in love with it and
with the Greek Orthodox services. The great cathedral was then undergoing
extensive repairs for earthquake damages. . . . Through this fantastic structure
passed the long lines of priests and monks in their black robes and glittering
vestments, while from above came the clang and thunder of the huge Russian
bells. At the beginning of the mass, with the majestic opening of the great
doors of the golden altar screen, the unspeakable solemnity of the procedure,
I understood what the northern barbarians must have felt when they were
permitted to enter Byzantium.

What most of all delighted me was the music. From the Protestant tradi-
tion, where church music has a uniform tone of respectable reverence and the
organ is regularly used to cover the inadequacy of the performers, I had no
idea of what could be done with unaccompanied choirs, nor of the variety and
vivacity of the music for the Greek monastic services, which can go from
gaiety to grandeur, from passion to awe, with unmatched lightness and
power. Father Kyriakos gave me permission to stand in the choir so that I
could see the texts as they were sung. (There was little written music; most of
the tunes were traditional.) Soon I was memorizing words and tunes, proba-
bly to the horror of my neighbors. It may not have been unadulterated altru-
ism that prompted the invitation to go to Mar Saba.∞

At Mar Saba too, however, Smith was impressed both by the church build-
ing and by the hymns:

I was shown the two libraries, as I was the other sights of the monastery, but at
the time I paid them little attention. My main interest was in the services,
which gave me a new understanding of worship as a means of disorientation.
The six hours in darkness with which the day began≤ were not long—they
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were eternal. The service was not moving toward its end, it was simply going
on, as it had from eternity and would forever. As one ceased to be in time, one
ceased also to be in a definite space. In the enormous church, lit only by the
flames of scattered sanctuary lights and candles, there were no visible walls,
floor or ceiling. The few small flames far above, like stars, burned again on the
polished marble of the nave, as if other stars were an equal distance below. Or
were those tiny fires, far down beneath, the earth? [sic] The painted walls
reflected the dim light as if it came from a remote distance, and in the vast,
vaguely luminous space thus created the huge black frescoes of the saints and
monks of old stood like solid presences all around, the great figures of the
eternal and universal Church, present in this realm among the stars, above
space and time, the unchanging kingdom of the heavens, where the eternal
service was offered to an eternal God.

The words of this worship, too—the enormous hymns of the Greek monas-
tic offices—were unmistakably hypnotic, interminably ringing the changes of
a relatively small number of brilliant, exaggerated metaphors, dazzling the
mind and destroying its sense of reality. I knew what was happening, but I
relaxed and enjoyed it. Yet at the same time I somehow came to realize that I
did not want to stay. For the monks, it was truth, for me it was poetry; their
practice was based on faith, mine on a willing suspension of disbelief. When
Father Kyriakos came down again, early in Lent, I was ready to return to
Jerusalem.≥

Carefully read, these two descriptions seem contradictory. At the Holy
Sepulchre Smith was ‘‘delighted’’ by ‘‘the variety and vivacity of the music for
the Greek monastic services, which can go from gaiety to grandeur, from
passion to awe, with unmatched lightness and power.’’ At Mar Saba, on the
other hand, the hymns seem to have been much more repetitive: ‘‘The words of
this worship, too—the enormous hymns of the Greek monastic offices—were
unmistakably hypnotic, interminably ringing the changes of a relatively small
number of brilliant, exaggerated metaphors.’’ Is this a discrepancy? If so, it
implies the style of performance in the two churches was rather more different
than I suspect it was, though no doubt the services in the monastic church
would have been wordier and of longer duration than those in the Holy Sepul-
chre. A literal reading, in fact, indicates that it was the music Smith found
varied and vivacious, the words that were hypnotic, interminable, exagger-
ated. Is that indeed what he meant? Is it possible to be delighted and bored at
the same time? Smith’s description is hard to believe, and I suspect his recollec-
tions have been deliberately but incompletely reshaped to support part of his
hypothesis. How he felt about the Greek hymns wouldn’t matter much if this
were mere travelogue, but it happens to be the whole point: from the ‘‘repeti-
tive, hypnotic prayers and hymns,’’ Smith says he gained ‘‘a new understand-
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ing of worship’’ that, as we saw in the last chapter, informed his theory about
the ‘‘unknown ceremonies’’ Jesus practiced: ‘‘To judge from the hekalot and
Qumran texts, the magical papyri and the Byzantine liturgy, these will have
been mainly the recitation of repetitive, hypnotic prayers and hymns.’’∂ How
he came to believe that is hard to understand at first, for Smith never stated
that he attended any Greek baptisms or that Jesus chanted any hymns. To tell
the truth, many aspects of Smith’s account strain credulity.

To start with, there is at least one obvious falsehood: Smith’s explanation of
why he didn’t stay longer during his first visit to Mar Saba. The Morton Smith
of 1973 wrote, ‘‘For the monks, it was truth, for me it was poetry; their
practice was based on faith, mine on a willing suspension of disbelief.’’ It is
improbable that Smith actually felt that way in 1941, when he was officially a
student from Harvard Divinity School, preparing for ordination. In fact he
was ordained an Episcopalian deacon only four years later (July 1945) and a
priest not long after that (March 1946).∑ To believe Smith’s 1973 memoir,
then, we would have to suppose that he had faith while studying at Harvard,
somehow lost it in Jerusalem despite the glorious Byzantine services, then
regained it again after he returned to Harvard and was ordained, but had lost
it permanently by the time of his second trip to Mar Saba. That is more or less
the opposite of what many people would do, which is find faith in Jerusalem
and lose it at Harvard.∏ The evidence reviewed in the next chapter suggests
Smith lost his faith during the early 1950s.

So Smith’s account deceives us about the chronology of his personal re-
ligious history. But that is just the beginning. To read Smith’s text with the
careful thought it demands, considering and remembering all the details, is to
proceed from the deceptive to the offensive. During his first visit to Mar Saba,
Smith declared, ‘‘I was shown the two libraries, as I was the other sights of the
monastery, but at the time I paid them little attention. My main interest was in
the services, which gave me a new understanding of worship as a means of
disorientation’’ (emphasis added). The thesis of Smith’s two books, of course,
is that the Secret Gospel reveals a new understanding of worship as it was
practiced by Jesus. To read his account of Jesus’ worship in parallel with his
story of the worship at Mar Saba, hypertextually connecting the many inde-
corous dots, will eliminate any uncertainty about what Smith was really say-
ing: ‘‘Thus from the differences between Paul’s baptism and that of [ John] the
Baptist, and from the scattered indications in the canonical Gospels and the
secret Gospel of Mark, we can put together a picture of Jesus’ baptism, ‘the
mystery of the kingdom of God.’ ’’ At the outset, its most important feature
was not immersion in water, but disrobing. ‘‘It was a water baptism admin-
istered by Jesus to chosen disciples, singly and by night. The costume, for the
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disciple, was a linen cloth worn over the naked body. This cloth was probably
removed for the baptism proper, the immersion in water, which was now
reduced to a preparatory purification. After that’’ came the important part, the
‘‘unknown ceremonies,’’ which ‘‘to judge from the hekalot and Qumran texts,
the magical papyri and the Byzantine liturgy, . . . will have been mainly the
recitation of repetitive, hypnotic prayers and hymns. The magical tradition
also prescribes . . . interference with breathing. Manipulation, too, was proba-
bly involved. . . .’’ Hypnosis, abnormal breathing, and manipulation are ‘‘wor-
ship as a means of disorientation’’ all right. At Mar Saba Smith found that ‘‘the
enormous hymns of the Greek monastic offices—were unmistakably hyp-
notic, interminably ringing the changes of a relatively small number of bril-
liant, exaggerated metaphors, dazzling the mind and destroying its sense of
reality.’’ Once the disciple was in such a disoriented, dazzled state, what hap-
pened then? ‘‘One with [Jesus], he participated by hallucination in Jesus’
ascent into the heavens, he entered the kingdom of God, and was thereby set
free from the laws ordained for and in the lower world.’’ The Byzantine
hymns, too, made Smith feel that ‘‘the huge black frescoes of the saints and
monks of old stood like solid presences all around, the great figures of the
eternal and universal Church, present in this realm among the stars, above
space and time, the unchanging kingdom of the heavens, where the eternal
service was offered to an eternal God.’’ That might be the most one should
expect from a six-hour night vigil service, but for Smith there was a further
step: ‘‘Freedom from the law may have resulted in completion of the spiritual
union by physical union’’ between Jesus and the disciple. ‘‘This certainly oc-
curred in many forms of gnostic Christianity; how early it began there is no
telling.’’ However there is telling—if one believes with Smith that ‘‘the gnostic
teachers . . . emerged from the libertine tradition,’’ which ‘‘found in Paul’s
doctrine everything it needed to justify its inclinations,’’ and that ‘‘there were
elements of libertinism in even the most conservative of early Christian par-
ties, a fact which strengthens our supposition that this side of early Christian
thought went back to Jesus himself.’’ Thus, as Smith felt increasingly disori-
ented by the hypnotic Byzantine hymns at Mar Saba, he could quip, ‘‘I knew
what was happening, but I relaxed and enjoyed it.’’π

Now the phrase ‘‘relax and enjoy it’’ is the punch line of an obscene joke,
well-known in English-speaking countries, which also circulates as ‘‘lie back
and enjoy it.’’ In the joke, Confucius (or some other Oriental wise man) offers
this advice: ‘‘If rape is inevitable, relax and enjoy it.’’ Lots of people daydream
in church while listening to the music (or even the sermon!), and a superficial
reading of Smith’s account might suggest nothing more than that. But he
himself indicates there was more, by saying ‘‘I knew what was happening.’’
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What was happening, by Smith’s telling, was that he was gaining ‘‘a new
understanding of worship as a means of disorientation,’’ a new understanding
that he went on to propound in his two books on the Secret Gospel. From the
repetitive, hypnotic prayers and hymns of the Greek monastic offices, Smith
was discovering what the first disciples experienced in their ritual unions with
Jesus: hallucination, possession, ascent, freedom from moral law—which
‘‘may have resulted in,’’ well, ‘‘completion of the spiritual union. . . .’’ 

We are back to the double entendre problem: could we be reading more into
this than Smith intended? Can we be certain that Smith even knew the ‘‘relax
and enjoy it’’ joke? In principle, it is usually difficult to determine when a
sexual joke originated and by what route it circulated. Because of cultural
attitudes in the United States, unlike some other places, obscene jokes ‘‘have a
tendency to remain in the purely oral tradition, with the consequence that
almost all of the urban American folk tales that can be compared with the folk
tales of non-literate peoples contain obscenities.’’∫ Their oral-traditional char-
acter makes such jokes particularly fascinating to folklorists, but also exceed-
ingly difficult to research; specialists in the emerging field of ‘‘jokelore’’ reg-
ularly complain about ‘‘the enormous methodological problems involved’’ in
‘‘the systematic collection of orally communicated jokes.’’Ω Often it is impossi-
ble to trace the provenance, chronology, and tradition history of any single
joke, unless it refers to a famous person or event. However, this particular joke
has offended so many people over the years that it has generated an unusually
long written record, finding its way into print on the average of once per
decade: it appears in Georgia court records from 1954, after a deputy sheriff
told the joke to an actual rape victim; in 1970, a British-American rock band
borrowed the punch line for the title of a record album; in 1976 a New York
City newscaster ruined his career by telling it on the air. Since then it has gone
on to upset people across the globe.∞≠ Thus the joke was certainly in wide
circulation in the early 1970s while Smith was writing his popular book.
Although that fact does not establish by itself that Smith had actually heard
the joke, it does rule out more innocuous interpretations of ‘‘I knew what was
happening, but I relaxed and enjoyed it,’’ given the thesis of the book in which
this statement appears—the thesis that Byzantine hymns and other evidence
show that Jesus initiated his disciples through disorienting rituals that culmi-
nated in ‘‘libertine’’ physical sex.

The appearance of this joke in this context reveals a lot. First of all, it shows
that every one of Smith’s descriptions of Jesus’ alleged initiation rite can and
should be read as an extended double entendre. Second, if Smith can tell such a
joke in church—in one of the most renowned Christian monasteries!—he can
do it anywhere. The hints of sexual humor in the Secret Gospel, therefore, will
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also have to be taken seriously. Third, it confirms that Smith’s memoir was not
meant to be truthful. Everyone ‘‘edits’’ his or her recollections to some degree,
but Smith’s account of his time at Mar Saba was deliberately shaped to per-
suade us that what he discovered there reveals a remarkable truth about how
Jesus initiated his disciples. He had not thought of connecting his argument to
the Byzantine liturgy while writing his first book, the one published by Har-
vard. Only when he began writing the second book, while looking for ways to
construct his narrative of visiting Mar Saba, did Smith decide to shape his
story so that it served the larger agenda. Smith admitted as much:

When I began this chapter my conscious intention was merely to explain how
I happened to go back to Mar Saba, years later, and find the manuscript. Also
I wanted the pleasure of recalling this strange and beautiful experience, and
the advantage of beginning my book with this picturesque material. But just
now, while writing, I see this story has introduced one of the important
themes of the book. For what I really discovered in this first visit to Mar Saba
was the inner purpose of the Orthodox liturgy: to make worshipers on earth
participants in the perpetual worship of heaven. And this discovery, I now
realize, provided one of the key ideas by which I was later enabled to explain
the Gospel material in the manuscript. Is this a coincidence? Or has the
mystical tradition of Greek monasticism, which shaped the hymns and sug-
gested my experience, preserved and developed the primitive Christian tradi-
tion that lay behind the Gospel? Or have I imposed on the Gospel my under-
standing of the Orthodox rites?∞∞

I would say he imposed his understanding of the Secret Gospel on the
Orthodox rites. Thus I suspect that ‘‘the vivacity of the music’’ Smith said he
heard at the Holy Sepulchre is a more or less straightforward recollection of
his experience in 1941, while the ‘‘unmistakably hypnotic’’ words he ascribed
to Mar Saba represent a later, more mendacious, Smith, shaping his narrative
to support the ‘‘important themes’’ and ‘‘key ideas’’ of his 1973 popular book.
One cannot know, of course, what Smith was really thinking about while at
the monastery in 1941; it is not uncommon for people to fantasize about being
forced into sex.∞≤ But I think it highly doubtful that the historical Morton
Smith of 1941, a seminarian preparing for ordination, actually experienced
what the authorial Smith of 1973 described.

Introducing a joke about rape is revealing in a fourth way, by introducing an
element of aggression and violence into the story. It makes Jesus’ alleged ritual
look like the initiation rites used by some college fraternities and sports teams:
forms of hazing in which simulated or actual sex acts are used as ‘‘celebratory
dramas,’’ as ‘‘demonstrations of masculine dominance’’ in which older mem-
bers ritually ‘‘emasculate and degrade,’’ even ‘‘infantilize’’ and ‘‘feminize’’ the
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younger male recruits∞≥ This would be a lot of freight to load on a single joke,
were it not for the repeated hints of anger and hostility that, as we will see,
keep cropping up in Smith’s publications on Jesus and early Christian initia-
tion. The more time and labor I invested in reading what he had to say,
following his coercive logic and pondering his forcedly suggestive suggestions,
the more his entire endeavor came to seem like an attempt at just such an
initiation, a felonious textual assault.

Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence

Eastern Orthodox Christians would feel outraged at Smith’s ‘‘under-
standing’’ of their worship as ‘‘disorientation.’’ Even the historian who does
not feel personally affronted should recognize that it typifies Smith’s tendency
to interpret his ‘‘scattered indications’’ without reference to their contexts, to
the meaning they have or had within the communities from which he has
filched them. With long-lost Gnostic or magic rituals he might be given the
benefit of some doubts. But with the living tradition of Byzantine liturgical
hymnody, there is abundant reason to reject Smith’s abuse of the ‘‘evidence.’’
That double entendres or sexual interpretations have no validity whatever is
easy to show. For example, in the most important modern collection of Ortho-
dox spiritual writings, the Philokalia, we can read about the desert father
Abba Philimon, who would have been one of the early pioneers of monasti-
cism. Philimon did find hymn-singing a heavenly experience. He ‘‘spent the
whole day . . . chanting and praying unceasingly, and being nourished by the
contemplation of heavenly things. His intellect was often lifted up to con-
templation, and he did not know if he was still on earth.’’ But Philimon’s
heaven was hardly a paradise of freedom from law, for he taught that the ideal
monk ‘‘has illumined himself with the light of divine laws,’’ so that ‘‘the saints
. . . by keeping the vision of heaven unsullied in themselves . . . made its light
shine by observing the divine laws.’’ These laws certainly excluded any pos-
sibility of ‘‘physical union’’ with disciples, for Philimon admonished his own
followers, ‘‘you must above all renounce your own will; you must acquire a
heart that is sorrowful[,] . . . weeping over [your sins] day and night; and you
must not be emotionally attached to anyone.’’∞∂

The fact that Smith did not know such texts simply nullifies his belief that he
‘‘discovered . . . the inner purpose of Orthodox liturgy.’’ For while it is true
enough that this purpose is ‘‘to make the worshipers on earth participants in
the perpetual worship of heaven,’’ Smith has presented a doubly false inter-
pretation of what that statement means. First, the process of becoming a
‘‘participant’’ in heavenly worship is a lifelong pilgrimage of prayer and repen-
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tance. While we are still living out our earthly life it would be more accurate to
say, with the Byzantine liturgy, that ‘‘now the powers of heaven worship with
us unseen.’’ In other words, it is the angelic hosts who descend (as it were) to
where we are, not we who ascend to where they are (John 3:13). And they
come to our level in an invisible way: only after death will we see face to face,
knowing as we are known (1 Corinthians 13:12). Second, and more impor-
tantly, the Orthodox Christian heaven is nothing like the one Smith envi-
sioned, in which moral laws are suspended to permit homosexual acts on
earth. It is, on the contrary, a place where no lawlessness is possible, a state
that can therefore be entered only through the merciful redemption of Christ.
Thus the Orthodox Christian sings, ‘‘I will not give you a kiss like Judas, but
like the thief I confess you: remember me, Lord, in your kingdom’’ (cf. Luke
23:42).∞∑ Smith’s failure to understand this casts doubt even on his statement
that, when he first visited Mar Saba, ‘‘my main interest was in the services.’’
For the persistent ignorance about Christian worship that permeates all of
Smith’s publications makes it very difficult to believe that he ever had any real
interest in the services.

On the other hand, one aspect of his account is easy to believe, whether or
not it actually occurred. Over the course of an all-Greek service lasting from
midnight to 6 a.m., it would not be surprising if Smith allowed himself to fall
into an absent-minded state of reverie, so that his thoughts began to wander
aimlessly. Some people do that even when listening to the more familiar music
of their own culture. Once Smith’s attention had been set adrift, of course,
there is no telling how far it could go. But the Christian tradition is fully aware
of this normal human weakness; the literature on prayer and worship is full of
admonitions to keep paying attention, and advice on how to do so. ‘‘Disorien-
tation’’ is not the goal to be sought, particularly if it leads to flights of fancy
about one’s carnal appetites. Distraction from prayer is to be avoided, for it
opens the mind to temptations of all kinds. It was precisely against such
dangers that the unidentified tenth-century tract Smith found in the Mar Saba
library warned: ‘‘Remember the eternal fire each evening when you go to sleep
and when you get up, and indolence will never overcome you at the time of
psalmody.’’ Like most of the texts one will find in monastic libraries, this one
reflects a long tradition: it probably refers to the monastic practice of examin-
ing one’s conscience twice a day. In any case it shows unequivocally that
Byzantine liturgy (like all Christian worship) is not about disorientation, but
about concentration.

One of the texts most widely read by Greek Orthodox monks today is The
Ladder of Divine Ascent by St. John Climacus, who was abbot of the commu-
nity on Mount Sinai in the seventh century. According to St. John, ‘‘The begin-
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ning of prayer is the expulsion of distractions from the very start . . . ; the
middle stage is the concentration on what is being said or thought [in the
words of the prayer]; its conclusion is rapture in the Lord.’’∞∏ Listening to this
degree of attentiveness is not a passivity but an activity. And since monks
worship by alternately prostrating and standing up straight, one cannot ‘‘relax
and enjoy it,’’ even in the ordinary sense. St. Symeon the New Theologian
emphasized this in the tenth or eleventh century when he wrote:

With concentration and diligence [a monk should] go through the whole office,
paying particular attention to the beginning of the hymnody, . . . with diligence,
without relaxation of the body or putting one foot in front of the other, or
leaning on walls and pillars. . . . The mind must not wander off. . . . The eye and
the soul must be kept free from distraction and pay attention to nothing else
but the psalmody and the reading, and to the meaning of the words of the
divine Scripture that are being sung and read, so that no one of these words
may pass in vain, but rather that his soul may derive nourishment from all of
them and attain to compunction and humility and divine illumination.∞π

Thus, if Smith had really wanted to learn anything about the meaning of
monastic hymnody, he should have conferred with one of the monks about
what he was experiencing. Had he done so, he would not have been told that
worship is a ‘‘means of disorientation.’’ He would have been told the opposite:
that it is essential to pay attention and to resist temptations to let the mind
ramble. This is the kind of advice that another youthful seeker once received
from a wise old staretz, or ‘‘spiritual elder,’’ on Mount Athos: ‘‘When you
pray, keep your mind quite free from any imagining, any irrelevant thought,
. . . Enclose your mind in the words of your prayer.’’∞∫

In fact, Smith realized that his view of the liturgy differed from what the
monks thought. But he believed that he understood it better than they did.

Another element in my experience at Mar Saba now also seems significant. I
became aware of a fundamental difference between my attitude toward the
service and that of the monks. For me, at that time, the liturgy was primarily a
means for the experience of beauty, and thus a means of revelation, since
beauty was of God. For the monks, the liturgy was just what its Greek name
said—leitourgia means ‘‘service’’—and this service was primarily a duty. Cer-
tain words had to be said, certain actions, to be performed. Whether or not
the result was beautiful was, at best, a secondary concern. The mere perfor-
mance was both essential and effective. This attitude is basically magical. For
example, it explains the magical gems of the ancient world, on which spells
and figures are often scribbled with no regard at all for their appearance, but
with an iron determination to get the necessary words and patterns, somehow
or other, onto the stone. During my visit I simply thought the monks’ attitude
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curious, but I now suppose it helped to shape my understanding of the re-
ligious mind and subsequently, without my recalling it, to explain the new
Gospel text.∞Ω

Smith’s memory blanks out again: only now, while he is composing his
popular book, does it ‘‘seem significant’’ that his attendance at the liturgies
‘‘shape[d] my understanding of the religious mind.’’ This understanding en-
abled him ‘‘to explain the new Gospel text’’ even ‘‘without my recalling it’’—
that is, even without remembering how he learned that ‘‘the religious mind’’
has a ‘‘basically magical attitude’’ that favors ‘‘mere performance. . . an iron
determination to get [through] the necessary words and patterns, somehow or
other.’’ Only after finishing his Harvard book, as he began describing the
monastic liturgies in his popular book, did Smith suddenly ‘‘remember’’: it was
at Mar Saba itself that he began to realize that early Christian liturgy was
‘‘basically magical.’’ In reaching this conclusion, Smith sidestepped a huge
scholarly literature on the relationships and differences between religion and
magic (and superstition and science).≤≠ He saw himself as presenting a bold
and original insight, but he unwittingly revealed that he had not done even
basic reading on what he was writing about. His idea that ‘‘the liturgy was
primarily a means for the experience of beauty’’ also has an interesting bibli-
ography, to which we shall return. What is important at the moment is to
clarify that, in ascribing his version of a ‘‘magical attitude’’ to the monks, he
was utterly mistaken.

No Christian monk, Eastern or Western, would say that the primary aim of
worship is the exact and meticulous fulfillment of routines. It would be more
accurate to think of the formal liturgy, with its prescribed texts and actions, as
a kind of school for personal prayer, a time to practice being attentive to the
divine self-revelation to which the texts point, an opportunity for the heart
and mind of the individual to learn and practice becoming one’s true self, a
creature in the right relationship to God. Thus a twentieth-century monk of
Mount Athos wrote this about his own spiritual elder:

The Staretz loved the long church Offices, so rich in spiritual content. Yet with
all his affection for the majesty, beauty and music of divine service he would
declare that the offices, though instituted by the grace of the Holy Spirit, are
but an imperfect form of prayer, given to the faithful as being adapted to the
strength of, and beneficial for, all men.

‘‘The Lord gave us church offices with singing because we are helpless
children: we do not yet know how to pray aright, whereas singing is good for
all men when they sing in humility. But it is a better thing for our hearts to
become the church of the Lord and our minds His altar.’’

And again:
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‘‘The Lord is glorified in holy temples, while monks and anchorites [i.e.,
hermits] praise God in their hearts. The heart of the anchorite is a temple and
his mind an altar, for the Lord loves to dwell in the heart and mind of man.’’

And he would say, too, that when unceasing prayer becomes established in
the depths of the heart all the world is transformed into a temple of God.≤∞

Like any other kind of learning, striving for this goal is hard work. Indeed it
is harder than most, for one begins by working to overcome the passions, the
bad habits that are not our true nature, but actually sick, sinful distortions of
our natural, God-given impulses and yearnings. As the Mount Athos monk
wrote of his teacher:

The whole of Blessed Staretz Silouan’s life was prayer. He prayed unceasingly.
. . . He had, too, the greater gift of mental prayer, to which he devoted the
night hours in the complete silence and darkness propitious to this form
of prayer, which consists in guarding the heart from every alien thought,
through the exercise of inner recollectedness, so that no foreign influence
should disturb communion with God. This discipline may be termed vari-
ously sacred silence (hesychia), inner quiet or mental stillness. We have inher-
ited it through the living and written tradition of the holy Fathers: it has come
down to us from the first centuries of Christian history. . . .

The ascent to pure prayer begins with the struggle with the passions. As the
mind becomes cleansed of passion it grows stronger in the fight against intru-
sive thoughts, and more steadfast in prayer and meditation; while the heart, in
liberating itself from the darkening effects of passion, begins to see spiritual
things more clearly and more purely, and finally acquires an intuitive certitude
about them. . . . 

Unless the heart be cleansed it is impossible to attain real contemplation.
Only a heart purified of passion is capable of that peculiar awe and wonder
before God which stills the mind into joyful silence.≤≤

Thus the ‘‘inner purpose of the Orthodox liturgy,’’ as Smith put it, is not
‘‘the mere performance’’ of magical incantations. Nor is it to ‘‘dazzle the mind
and destroy its sense of reality,’’ setting it loose to meander through random
thoughts leading to our passions and temptations. It is more like a kind of
athletic training (Philippians 1:27), straining toward the goal of unceasing
prayer in the ‘‘joyful silence’’ of the mind in the heart. The primary metaphor
for this desired state is not sexual experience, nor even ‘‘the experience of
beauty’’—though Orthodox Christians are hardly unaware of the beauty of
their services!—but silence or stillness, as explained by St. Isaac the Syrian:
‘‘The movements of the tongue and heart during prayer are keys. What comes
afterwards is the entering into the treasury. At this point let every mouth
and every tongue become silent. Let the heart which is the treasury of our
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thoughts, and the intellect which is the ruler of our senses, and the mind, that
swift-winged and daring bird, with all their resources and powers and persua-
sive intercessions—let all these now be still: for the Master of the house has
come.’’≤≥ The paradox, then: careful, practiced listening to music and text
eventually teaches a monk to hear what no music or text can express, a reality
for which the only possible language is utter soundlessness. This is expressed
in many Byzantine hymns, including one that has become very well known to
Western Christians, by way of an English paraphrase that Smith, as an Angli-
can seminarian, could not possibly have been unaware of:

Let all mortal flesh keep silence, and with fear and trembling stand;
Ponder nothing earthly-minded, for with blessing in his hand
Christ our God to earth descendeth, our full homage to demand. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
At his feet the six-winged seraph; cherubim with sleepless eye,
Veil their faces to the Presence, as with ceaseless voice they cry,
‘‘Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia, Lord most high!’’≤∂

What Smith says about the meaning and ‘‘inner purpose’’ of Byzantine hym-
nody, then, is a misrepresentation, and at least partly a deliberate misrepresen-
tation. But Smith’s deceptions hardly end here. As the next section shows, he
asserts much else that could not have happened.

Heavenly Ascents and Bodily Assents

While Smith’s claim about ‘‘physical union’’ is largely veiled by jokes and
double entendres, it is still only an element within a larger proposal that can and
should be taken more seriously—namely, that for at least some early Chris-
tians, worship included ‘‘disorientation,’’ the experience of altered states of
consciousness. Reports of early Christian worship, both in and outside the New
Testament, are full of miraculous healings and escapes, dreams and voices and
visions, being ‘‘filled with the Spirit,’’ speaking in tongues, appearances of the
risen Jesus, and other extraordinary phenomena. Why shouldn’t these experi-
ences be compared with the paranormal occurrences that have been widely
observed in many religions in the modern world, including the charismatic and
Pentecostal forms of Christianity? This is a good question, though it is only
beginning to receive scholarly attention≤∑ and had scarcely been broached at all
in Smith’s time. Smith might be credited for being among the first to call
attention to it, with his theory that ‘‘the disciple was possessed by Jesus’ spirit
and so united with Jesus. One with him, he participated by hallucination in
Jesus’ ascent into the heavens.’’≤∏ However, Smith’s understanding of these
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psychological phenomena is so uninformed, even for his time, that his pro-
posals have no real value. Serious investigations into this question will not be
constructible on any foundation laid by Smith.

In the 1960s and early 1970s, when many rock stars were experimenting
with mind-altering drugs and practices like Transcendental Meditation, it was
widely believed that rhythmic, repetitive music could have psychedelic effects,
inducing trances or altered states of consciousness,≤π as was dramatized in
Hair, ‘‘The American Tribal Love Rock Musical’’ produced on Broadway in
1967.≤∫ Scientists in those days also entertained theories about the psychologi-
cal effects of drumbeats and other kinds of musical and ritual repetitiveness.≤Ω

Thus Smith saw no real difference between the incantation of angelic names in
the magical papyri and the behaviors ascribed to rock music audiences of his
own time: ‘‘Such jabberwocky is called ‘magical words.’ These cries (often, as
here, including the names of outlandish deities) were used by magicians to
work themselves into a state in which they believed they possessed the powers
they claimed and enjoyed the experiences they desired. When their experiences
resulted in disintegration of the personality they continued to utter similar
sounds, involuntarily. Inarticulate utterances play similar roles in many primi-
tive and enthusiastic groups, for instance, the Yippies.’’≥≠ Here Smith was
using the word ‘‘enthusiastic’’ to refer to religious frenzy, following the ancient
Greek meaning of prophetic or creative possession by a deity. The original
Yippies were a group of protesters at the 1968 Democratic Party convention in
Chicago, whose leaders were later convicted in the infamous ‘‘Chicago Seven’’
trial. Their name, which rhymed with ‘‘hippies’’ and recalled the exultant,
carefree yodel of the Old West cowboy, was said to be derived from the acro-
nym for ‘‘Youth International Party.’’ However, their protest event had an
arguably spiritual dimension: it was originally advertised as an ‘‘international
festival of youth, music, and theater,’’ and it actually began with ‘‘a sunrise
service of chants, prayers, and meditation’’ led by Beat poet Allen Ginsberg.≥∞

News stories implying that hypnotic rock music could cause bizarre, even
criminal, behavior were not uncommon during that period, and more than
one spectacular murder was blamed on cults of chanting, drug-crazed hip-
pies.≥≤ But can such culturally conditioned beliefs be taken seriously as a
model for investigating Christian worship two thousand years ago?

The pioneering study of the relationship between music and trance experi-
ences was published in 1980 by Gilbert Rouget,≥≥ who established some basic
facts that are relevant here. First, music by itself cannot cause trancelike expe-
riences. People learn to have them, as part of their inculturation into societies
or organizations that value this activity. Thus any kind of music can be associ-
ated with trance behaviors, which are themselves instances of a much larger
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class of dissociative experiences.≥∂ It is cultural encoding, not acoustical phys-
ics, that determines which musical characteristics are considered ‘‘hypnotic’’
and what people do in response to them.≥∑ No musical characteristics, even
pounding rhythm, monotonous melodies, or repeated phrases, can compel an
unwilling or untrained person to enter a trance or experience a sense of being
possessed: ‘‘Music has often been thought of as endowed with the mysterious
power of triggering possession. . . . There is no truth whatever in this assump-
tion. . . . a certain conjunction of emotion and imagination . . . is the source
from which trance springs. Music does nothing more than socialize it.’’≥∏ That
is why, when whirling dervishes or other exotic groups perform for Western
audiences, the audience members do not experience comparable trance states
of their own. They have not been enculturated to hear the music in that way;
they have not learned to ‘‘whirl.’’ Although they may report that they found
the music ‘‘exciting,’’ ‘‘spiritual,’’ or whatever, these assessments are made
from within their own cultural worldview, which may even be ‘‘informed’’ by
false stereotypes about dervishes. Unlike drugs, sound waves alone cannot
induce altered states of consciousness in the absence of cultural interpretation
and social learning. This essentially invalidates much of what Smith was trying
to say. Most likely his ‘‘disorientation’’ experiences at Mar Saba were fab-
ricated while he was writing The Secret Gospel book for publication in 1973.
But if anything of the sort actually happened back in 1941, it was Smith who
chose to have these experiences and he who determined their characteristics.

Erotic feelings and behaviors definitely occur during some music-related
trance experiences (in cultures that allow this), and it is possible that our very
capacity for ritual behavior is related, at the evolutionary level, to the animal
mating behaviors we also call ‘‘rituals.’’≥π But it is cultural forces, such as
religion, that determine what phenomena are permissible and how they are
interpreted—and they are not typically interpreted in terms analogous to sex-
ual submission. The erotic imagery of Sufi songs may rival the poems of St.
John of the Cross, but neither speaks of a god who forces his will on people.≥∫

Even members of a listening audience, whose role could be described as
‘‘passive,’’ do not experience themselves as being overpowered. In one study,
wherein people listening to a storyteller were asked to describe their feelings of
being ‘‘enraptured,’’ they tended to describe themselves as choosing a kind of
deliberate passivity, which ‘‘liberates the listener from the restrictions of so-
cially imposed ways of thinking . . . and allows the free reign of the imagina-
tion.’’≥Ω This sense of liberation and ‘‘free reign of the imagination’’ helps to
explain why, in many cultures, ecstatic religious practices are particularly
popular among women and low-status men. As the frequency of Pentecostal
storefront churches in poor American neighborhoods implies, the ‘‘downscale
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market’’ for religious ecstasy testifies to the fact that these experiences feel
healing and empowering. They offer a much-valued release from the burden-
some domestic and employment obligations of daily life, which are more
readily compared to being overwhelmed by external forces.∂≠

In parts of the Sudan, for instance,

during possession rites women become men; villagers become Ethiopian, Brit-
ish, Chinese; the powerless and impoverished become powerful and affluent.
Essentially irreversible processes—genderization, aging—become reversible;
established categories are undermined. Hierarchical orderings are telescoped
and undone when Islamic holy men and pagan prostitutes possess the same
. . . woman. . . . 

The appropriation of meaning is a matter of individual disposition, as
villagers’ possession histories attest. . . . 

And this . . . is the therapeutic import of possession: all the implicit func-
tions and significances . . . seem to work, gradually and cumulatively, toward
developing in the possessed a mature, considered perspective of herself and
her life situation. A woman’s first possession acknowledgement in a sense
consummates her transition to adulthood, thence, perhaps, to individuality.
. . . 

Possession . . . , to use the [possessing spirit’s] own parlance, ‘‘opens the
door’’ to true adulthood for those who, because they are secluded and treated
as jural minors, might otherwise find their desires stymied, their creativity
blocked. So if a ‘‘rite of protest,’’ possession is more than a contained rebellion
against an established social order . . . ; it is also rebellion of the human mind
against the fetters of cultural constructs. [Possession rituals,] in obliquely
suggesting fresh interpretations for quotidian truths—in their essentially aes-
thetic task—help to develop adepts’ consciousness of themselves, so provid-
ing them the possibility of more felicitous outcomes in their encounters with
others, whoever those others might be.∂∞

But a counterexample shows how profoundly these rituals are shaped by
cultural assumptions. Among the Hindu Tamils of south India, when an un-
happy wife feels estranged from her husband, this is attributed to her being
possessed by an evil spirit. Most often it is the spirit of a man who committed
suicide because his family would not let him marry the bride of his choice. The
woman is brought to a temple and pressured by the (male) musicians to per-
form a dance of trance possession, in which the evil spirit is alternately cajoled
and threatened into revealing his identity, along with why and when he
‘‘caught’’ the woman he is possessing. It generally transpires that the woman
was (as we might say) ‘‘asking for trouble’’ by going to the cinema with other
women, or otherwise absenting herself from the domestic sphere. Often she
was too attractively dressed at the time. As the male demon speaks through
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her, she is able to express lascivious feelings that are not normally permissible
for women. By a series of symbolic actions the evil spirit is finally driven out
and replaced by a goddess, who enables the woman to return and love her
husband again—or (the only other acceptable outcome) to become a celibate
devotee for the rest of her life in the goddess’s temple. From an outsider
Western perspective like our own, the whole thing looks like a kind of ritu-
alized aggression, to intimidate the woman into conformity without so much
as acknowledging her husband’s abusive or problematic behaviors.∂≤ But
if this example shows how trance possession experiences have no inherent
meaning as such—they acquire their specific shape and interpretation from
the culture in which they are practiced—it also shows how far we have to go to
find a ritual that even vaguely resembles Smith’s fantasies. For in the Hindu
temples of Tamil south India we are a cultural universe away from the monas-
teries of Greek Orthodox Christianity.

This difference, by the way, points to another Western cultural presupposi-
tion in Smith’s construction of worship. The idea that his interpretation of
what happened at Mar Saba could somehow also explain Jesus’ alleged bap-
tism ceremony, constructed as it was from Hermetic, Jewish, and Gnostic
potsherds, assumes that all religions are ultimately much the same, at least at
the experiential level. This is a common assumption in the modern West (and
not only there); it flatters our cherished principles of equality and tolerance.
But it is not true—it seems plausible only to those who know very little about
the extraordinary diversity of religions in the world.∂≥

Thus it is not possible to understand any music or musical behavior without
understanding the community of people who do it. To learn any way of re-
sponding to music is also to get to know the people who respond to this music
in this way. Ethnomusicologists who seek to gain ‘‘experientially based musi-
cal knowledge’’ know full well that their researches should ‘‘lead to a more
general understanding, not only of music, but of people,’’ even when the
researcher personally rejects the religious beliefs of the people whose music he
is studying.∂∂ What is most wrong with Smith’s story, therefore, is that he
claims to have gained an understanding of the monks’ worship and music,
while he manifestly failed to gain any understanding of the monks.

This will be easier to see if we compare Smith’s report with that of another
cross-cultural encounter that happened about the same time, and to a man of
about the same age: Colin Turnbull’s experience among the Mbuti people of
the Congo. In 1951, after studying music at Oxford and in India, Turnbull
visited the Mbuti to learn about their music also. He had not yet received any
anthropological training, and thus he was no more a professional observer
than Smith was when he first visited Mar Saba. Initially ‘‘there was no expecta-
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tion on either side that I ever was or ever would be one of them, or even
particularly like them,’’∂∑ Turnbull wrote. Yet as Turnbull learned to sing and
dance along with the Mbuti, somewhat as Smith sang along with the Byzan-
tine hymns, Turnbull did begin to have transcendent experiences, briefly in-
cluding a sense of oneness with his hosts. Even then, however, he knew he was
not really having the same experience the Mbuti were having:

On the third occasion, no longer afraid that I was going to miss anything, and
no longer looking for any explanation, just intent on enjoying myself, I closed
my eyes . . . ; I felt free to let my own body move as though, not being able to
see myself[,] nobody else would be able to see me. And by the same illogic I
felt free to join in the singing. And in an instant it all came together: there was
no longer any lack of congruence, and it seemed as though the song was being
sung by a single singer, the dance danced by a single dancer. Then I made the
mistake of opening my eyes and saw that while all the others had their eyes
open too, their gaze was vacant . . . there were so many bodies sitting around,
singing away, but I was the only person there, the only individual conscious-
ness; all the other bodies were empty. Something had been added to the
importance of sound, another mode of perception that, while it in no way
negated the aural or visual modes of observation, none the less went far
beyond them.∂∏

Turnbull went back to his music studies at Oxford, but three years later he
paid another visit to the Mbuti, this time with camera and recording equip-
ment. On this visit he discovered that his status within the group was similar to
that of an uninitiated youth, who knew something of the culture but wasn’t
fully a member.∂π By the end of his stay, however, his presence was being taken
more seriously:

When the time came for me to leave, all the filming and recording being
finished in both village and forest, the Mbuti did not want me to leave. They
said I could not leave, I had heard too much. This was not said as a threat,
merely as a statement of fact. They were puzzled that I should even think of
leaving. Was it to do with the fact that I was not married? They cut the marks
of eligibility into my forehead. It was done very seriously, and I felt nothing
but mild discomfort. But when I returned to the camp and the women saw the
marks and burst into laughter, ridiculing me, I felt something very strongly . . .
not so much embarrassment as the touch of power . . . an awareness that
something had happened to me, and that departure was now that much more
difficult. Yet I could not or would not give up my plans to return to the world I
thought I still belonged to.∂∫

At that point the Mbuti invented some humorous, spontaneous rituals that
made it possible for him to leave. When Turnbull returned the third time in
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1957, he was a graduate student in anthropology intending to write a disserta-
tion. That was when things really got complicated, as his Oxford-trained ethic
for objectivity clashed with his growing sense of belonging within the Mbuti
community. But that is a story I don’t need to tell here.∂Ω

Now if Smith had told us that, as he listened to the Byzantine hymns, he had
felt drawn toward becoming an Eastern Orthodox Christian, or a monk, we
could readily believe that he was acquiring some understanding of how the
Mar Saba monks experience their hymnody, much as Turnbull came to feel a
sense of belonging with the Mbuti. Even if Smith knew he could never share
the monk’s faith, he should at least have acquired some real understanding of
what it means to live as an Orthodox monk and developed some personal
sympathy for the individuals who, after all, had welcomed him into their
monastic home. Ethnomusicologist Jeff Todd Titon has attempted to describe
this process:

Burt Feintuch . . . writes beautifully of his experiences in growing into the
community of Northumbrian pipers. The old-fashioned folklorist in him who
trafficks in and arbitrates authenticity worries a little about this: how can he
enter this community without a birthright? How can he act and ‘‘sound like
a Northumbrian without being one?’’ Adoption is the answer: they have
adopted him. The adopted child seeks reassurance: . . . ‘‘I have no way of
demonstrating that my experience resembles that of the local musicians,’’ he
writes. . . . This is not a problem unique to adopted outsiders in musical
communities. Whenever we have a transcendent experience—falling in love,
for example—we feel compelled to express this experience, however difficult
it is, and we do: we embody it and we enact community. Two lovers bridge
that language gap, through empathy, and come to understand, and trust, that
one’s experience resembles the other’s—that the inner experience corre-
sponds to and complements the outer.

That this is also the case among certain religious groups, such as the Old
Regular Baptists, is plain to me. Here the urge is to demonstrate experiences
with God, and the church provides forms for this: conversion narratives, for
example. . . . But of course, full participation is not possible in every commu-
nity. I did not become an Old Regular Baptist. Were my musical experiences,
then, the same as theirs? Not exactly. The wife of a professor at Berea College
once asked me, ‘‘How can you sing with them when you don’t believe as they
do?’’ ‘‘But I think I believe in music as they do,’’ I said. What I meant was that I
felt I had shared, with them, in a musical experience that was, indeed, spir-
itual but that transcended the particularities of any denomination or doctrine.
And I think they agreed.∑≠

Adoption, empathy, trust, sharing, community—none of these terms come
to mind when reading Smith’s account of the singing at Mar Saba. Smith was
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writing only about himself and described what he heard solely in terms of his
own cultural and religious conceptual world, full of 1970s American mythol-
ogy about what repetitive, hypnotic hymns can do to people. His observations
and experiences, then, even if honestly reported, would have no value for
understanding early Christian or modern Orthodox worship, or anything else
except twentieth-century American notions about the psychological effects
of music.

But Smith’s experiences are not reported honestly. What can be inferred
about his likely religious opinions in 1941 differs greatly from his self-report of
1973. As a seminary student approaching ordination, he most likely regarded
himself as a Christian and would therefore have been interested in how the
Greek monastic liturgy compared with the liturgy he would soon be authorized
to celebrate. If so, it is a bit curious to see him describe himself as ‘‘from the
Protestant tradition, where church music has a uniform tone of respectable
reverence and the organ is regularly used to cover the inadequacy of the per-
formers.’’ His experience was actually quite atypical for a Protestant: dozens of
Middle East travelogues were published in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies by English-speaking Protestants, and virtually every one of them states
how shocked and appalled its author felt when encountering Greek Orthodox
worship for the first time in the places where Jesus walked. Harry Emerson
Fosdick (1878–1969), who was thrown out of the Presbyterian church for
advocating religious tolerance and inclusion,∑∞ found nothing tolerable in East-
ern Orthodoxy. To him it was ‘‘a decrepit Christianity. . . . It was not Christ that
Islam crushed but a Christianity which had become an organized denial of
Christ. . . . Never was a religion’s founder more tragically misrepresented than
Jesus has been in his home country.’’ His loathing extended to Mar Saba
hymnody—even in the very Westernized form in which he knew it: ‘‘One hymn
which is still in our hymn books came from this monastery:

Art thou weary, art thou languid?
Art thou sore distressed?

Having been there, I have no desire to sing it again.’’∑≤ And he felt this way
about a hymn that a near-contemporary described as ‘‘one of the great hymns
of all time,’’ a hymn that moreover exhibited ‘‘little of the original Greek
in it.’’∑≥

Why was Smith’s reaction more positive than Fosdick’s? One reason, I
think, was that Smith had a good knowledge of Greek and could understand
what was being sung—at least while he was permitted to stand in the choir
and read the texts. But another reason, I believe, is that Smith’s outlook was
actually not very Protestant. As the next chapter will show, he seems to have
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identified with the ‘‘high church’’ or ‘‘Anglo-Catholic’’ wing of Episcopalian-
ism, and he subscribed to (an extreme form of) the ‘‘branch theory’’ of the
Christian church. This ecclesiology identifies the Anglican Communion, the
Roman Communion, and Eastern Orthodoxy as the three branches of the
ancient, undivided Catholic Church, but regards Protestant groups as eccle-
siologically deficient.∑∂ Thus I would wager that in 1941 Smith regarded the
monks as no more nor less Catholic than himself (a view they would not have
reciprocated). That might help explain why he felt qualified to draw his own
conclusions about the meaning of the monks’ worship—and why, even years
later after losing his faith, it never occurred to him that he would be unable to
understand the Greek liturgy without reference to the monks’ own beliefs and
experiences.∑∑ We will never know for sure, however, because Smith’s account
is a palimpsest: the true story of the 1941 Morton Smith has been overwritten
by the Morton Smith of 1973.

Shamanism and Schizophrenia

It is unfair, of course, to blame Smith for being uninformed about the
study of musical trance experiences. Rouget’s 1980 book hadn’t been pub-
lished when Smith was writing in the 1960s and 1970s. But it is painfully clear
that Smith had not even read publications that were well-known and highly
regarded in his time. In particular, Smith’s attempts to depict Jesus as a magi-
cian sometimes invoke the concept of shamanism—an academic construct
introduced in Mircea Eliade’s influential 1951 book Shamanism, translated
into English in 1964.∑∏ Eliade’s model proved highly congenial and has been
widely (I would say too widely) invoked by scholars seeking to explain all
kinds of religious experiences and unusual phenomena.∑π According to Smith:

What really proves Jesus practiced magic is the essential content of most of
the major stories in the Gospels. In Mark Jesus appears as one possessed by a
spirit and thereby made the son of a god; so do magicians in the magical
papyri. Other stories say he was fathered by a god; the same was said of other
magicians. Like them, he was driven by the spirit into the wilderness and there
met repulsed evil spirits; this is a typical pattern of shamanic initiation. And
like the shamans he is sometimes represented as possessing a spirit, sometimes
as himself possessed.

The claim to have ascended into the heavens was often made by magicians,
especially shamans, and therefore fits Jesus’ character and career. We should,
in fact, be surprised had he not made it.∑∫

Smith does not cite Eliade’s book, and shows no evidence of having read it.∑Ω

He seems, instead, to have picked up the term ‘‘shamanism’’ from somewhere
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in the academic environment (such as informal conversations with colleagues)
but without really knowing what it meant—for Eliade’s opening chapter
makes clear that ‘‘shaman’’ is not a mere synonym for ‘‘magician,’’ as Smith
seems to believe:

Magic and magicians are to be found more or less all over the world, whereas
shamanism exhibits a particular magical specialty, . . . not every magician can
properly be termed a shaman . . . every medicine man is a healer, but the
shaman employs a method that is his and his alone. As for the shamanic
techniques of ecstasy, they do not exhaust all the varieties of ecstatic experi-
ence. . . . Hence any ecstatic cannot be considered a shaman; the shaman
specializes in a trance during which his soul is believed to leave his body and
ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld.∏≠

Eliade, in other words, is careful to make distinctions; Smith seems willing
to toss in anything that might connect Jesus to magic. Eliade has carefully
drawn up an explicit definition of what he is talking about; Smith presents a
hodgepodge that repeatedly contradicts Eliade’s definition. Eliade’s shamans
are not fathered by gods, they are human beings. They are not typically under-
stood to be possessed by spirits, but rather are able to control them. Shamans
do ascend to heaven, but this is something that distinguishes them from magi-
cians in general:

A similar distinction is also necessary to define the shaman’s relation to ‘‘spir-
its.’’ All through the primitive and modern worlds we find individuals who
profess to maintain relations with ‘‘spirits,’’ whether they are ‘‘possessed’’ by
them or control them. . . . But the study of shamanism does not require going
into all this; we need only define the shaman’s relation to his helping spirits. It
will easily be seen wherein a shaman differs from a ‘‘possessed’’ person, for
example; the shaman controls his ‘‘spirits,’’ in the sense that he, a human
being, is able to communicate with the dead, ‘‘demons,’’ and ‘‘nature spirits’’
without thereby becoming their instrument. To be sure, shamans are some-
times found to be ‘‘possessed,’’ but these are exceptional cases for which there
is a particular explanation.∏∞

Finally, Eliade has an entire chapter on shamanic initiation, which little resem-
bles Jesus’ experience in the wilderness.∏≤ For example, the shaman’s teacher
plays a very important role in the initiation process, whereas Jesus went into
the desert alone; not even John the Baptist is presented in the gospels as Jesus’
teacher. In other words, Smith was not applying a current scholarly paradigm
to new material. ‘‘Shamanism’’ for him was just another scattered indication.

As Smith moved from Jesus to the early church, he switched from the vocab-
ulary of magic and shamanism to a metaphor of psychiatric disease:
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With Acts 2 we reach the story of the coming of the spirit as a group phenome-
non. This looks like a late reflection of reports about the ‘‘speaking with
tongues’’ in Paul’s churches—reports the author [of Acts] did not correctly
understand, since he turned the incomprehensible sounds uttered by the pos-
sessed into a super-language thought by all its hearers to be their native
tongue. So what really has to be explained is not the imagined miracle of Acts
2, but the appearance of hysterical symptoms as group phenomena in the
early churches. Critical scholarship generally has been quite unable to explain
this ‘‘coming of the spirit.’’ . . . 

The reasons now can be guessed, especially if Acts is right in reporting that
the phenomena began with the first group in Jerusalem.∏≥ That was a con-
gregation of which many members had been prepared for group possession by
their experience of individual possession in Jesus’ baptism. Jesus seems to
have had a peculiar attraction for and power over schizophrenics. Hence his
‘‘exorcisms.’’ . . . Hence, too, his following of ‘‘women who had been cured of
evil spirits’’ (L[u]k[e] 8.2).

The stories of his disciples’ sudden, total abandonment of their ordinary
lives to follow him (M[ar]k 1.16ff; 2.14; J[oh]n 1.43) probably reflect the
same power and indicate an instability in the disciples’ characters that ex-
plains why they yielded to possession by Jesus in baptisms. Their baptismal
experiences will in turn explain the possession of whole groups of them by his
spirit after his death. Such group hysteria usually begins with individuals in
the group; their visions and other symptoms are contagious—cf. the history
of the witchcraft trials. Mass conversions followed. Both converts and the
original followers, when they went abroad, communicated the psychological
infection to the circles they formed in other provinces. Paul presumably
caught it in Jerusalem: his first serious attack occurred while on the way to
Damascus; he later spread the symptoms through Asia Minor and Greece.∏∂

At the time of his death, Smith was expanding this picture in a book called
Paul the Possessed, ‘‘whose thesis was to have been that Paul is a primary
example of ‘spiritual possession.’ ’’∏∑ In the passage just quoted from The
Secret Gospel, Smith was writing in his usual knowledgeable-sounding tone,
but he presented no factual information. He simply strung together the names
of several scary-sounding mental conditions—hysterical symptoms, posses-
sion, schizophrenia, instability of character—without even asking if they all
refer to the same thing. Then he described this amalgam as a ‘‘contagious . . .
psychological infection.’’ But even back in 1973, people knew that schizo-
phrenia isn’t an infection you can ‘‘catch,’’ like the influenza virus.∏∏ And as
Eliade emphasized, shamans are not insane: ‘‘the mentally ill patient proves to
be an unsuccessful mystic or, better, the caricature of a mystic.’’∏π If Smith had
actually done any research on ‘‘group possession,’’ he should have found the
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much better-informed history of this phenomenon by Ronald Knox, a Cath-
olic priest who disapproved of this kind of religion but tried hard to be open-
minded about the meaning of such experiences, and respectful of the people
who have them: ‘‘What right have we to assume that the man who lays credit
to heavenly illumination must be either a saint or a fraud? . . . (if we are wise)
we shall not therefore put down the whole of his message to diabolic posses-
sion, or to hysteria. George Fox [the founder of the Quakers] may yet have
something to tell us about religious toleration.’’∏∫ Compared with that, Smith
seems positively abusive, like an angry person willing to utter any insult that
might stick, no matter how far-fetched. In the coming chapters we will, for
better or worse, have occasion to learn more about Smith’s anger at Christ,
and about Jesus’ anger at women in the Secret Gospel.

Summary

Smith claimed in 1973 that he acquired a new understanding of worship
from listening to the Byzantine hymns in the monastery at Mar Saba. He
found the hymns were repetitive and hypnotic, tending to produce a psycho-
logical state of ‘‘disorientation.’’ Smith believed that the initiation rites Jesus
used, as shown in the Secret Gospel, were designed to produce a similar effect,
in which the disciple felt himself rising to heaven in union with Jesus. How-
ever, Smith’s interpretation of the Orthodox liturgy cannot be reconciled with
the traditional understanding that is handed down in the Orthodox Church,
which he seems to have been completely unaware of. While scholarly ob-
servers need not subscribe to the religion of the people whose rites they are
studying, they cannot responsibly promulgate interpretations that are unin-
formed by the experience of the community that actually creates and uses
these rituals.

Moreover, Smith’s account of his experiences at Mar Saba can be shown to
be disingenuous. First, he never mentioned the Byzantine hymns in his earlier
scholarly book, but only in his popular book, which was written second. It is
as if he had not thought of this angle until he began recounting his experiences
at Mar Saba in a popular vein. Smith’s experience of Byzantine worship played
no part in the original formulation of his theory; he only claimed that it did
after the fact, and shaped his account of his Mar Saba visit accordingly. Sec-
ond, Smith wrote that he had had no religious faith during his first visit in
1941, when in fact he was preparing at the time for ordination that took place
in 1945. Third, Smith inserted an obscene joke into his description of his own
‘‘disorientation,’’ consistent with his earlier insinuations that Jesus’ secret ini-
tiations were sexual encounters.
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While it is possible that some early Christians made use of practices related
to trance possession and the cultivation of altered states of consciousness,
Smith’s understanding of these phenomena is uninformed even for his time,
and without scholarly merit today. The study of trance experiences in connec-
tion with music, as it has developed since Smith’s era, shows his representa-
tions to be absurd. Contrast with other research shows that the experience of
learning to understand the music of a foreign culture necessarily entails an
improved understanding of and empathy for the people of the culture, but this
did not happen in Smith’s case. Finally, Smith’s comparisons of early Christian
worship to ‘‘shamanism,’’ ‘‘enthusiasm,’’ and mental illness show that he had
not even read the bibliography on these topics that was available and re-
spected at the time.
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The Happiness of the Dead:
Morton Smith on Christian Morality

I would be very interested to learn how this parish priest of the 1940s came so
to oppose the religion in which he was ordained, because the words that ran
through my mind constantly while reading Jesus the Magician were those of
Schweitzer about Reimarus: ‘‘Seldom has there been a hate so eloquent, so
lofty a scorn.’’ —O. C. Edwards, Jr.

To quote a distinguished Roman administrator, ‘‘What I have written, I have
written.’’ —Morton Smith

Who Was Morton Smith?

Morton Smith briefly served as a priest of the Protestant Episcopal
Church (the U.S. branch of the Anglican Communion), but never resigned.
Thus for some forty years, even after his death on July 11, 1991, he was listed
in the two serial directories of Episcopalian clergy,∞ as if he were a priest in
good standing—even though (as his writings show) he no longer subscribed to
Christian faith. This was no mere oversight, for he took the trouble to keep his
listing current, updating it as he changed jobs, issued new publications, and
received new fellowships. As a result, it is relatively easy to establish the
chronology of his career, adding further information from his obituary and
other honorary and memorial publications.≤
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Robert Morton Smith was born in Philadelphia on May 28, 1915. He at-
tended the Academy of the New Church, a local preparatory school with a
good reputation for getting its alumni into elite colleges. The school was
affiliated with the General Church of the New Jerusalem, a Swedenborgian
denomination, so it must have been there that he first heard about journeys to
heaven, though I have not detected any Swedenborgian influences in his writ-
ings. As a Harvard undergraduate, Smith majored in English, graduating with
an A.B. magna cum laude in 1936. In 1940 he received a Bachelor of Sacred
Theology degree cum laude from Harvard Divinity School and evidently
meant to continue on for a Th.D. (Doctor of Theology) degree. In 1940–42 he
held a Sheldon Fellowship for study in Jerusalem but became stranded there
when the United States entered the Second World War. It was then that he first
visited Mar Saba. He subsequently was Thayer Fellow at the American School
of Oriental Research in Jerusalem (1942–43), but he also enrolled at Hebrew
University (1940–44), from which he received a Ph.D. in classical philology
(1948) with a dissertation on the Mishnah (the core text of the Talmudic
literary corpus). His Harvard Th.D. was finally awarded in 1957, with a
dissertation on ‘‘Judaism in Palestine’’ up to the time of the Maccabees (second
century bce).≥

Smith was ordained a deacon for the Episcopal Diocese of Maryland in July
1945 and a priest in March 1946. He held several short-lived parish jobs in
Philadelphia (1945–46), Baltimore (1946–48), and Boston (1949–50), the
last while continuing his studies at Harvard. From 1950 on he held only
university teaching jobs: in the Department of Biblical Literature at Brown
University (1950–55), in a visiting position at Drew University (1956–57),
and finally in the History Department at Columbia University, from 1957 until
his retirement in 1985. Although Smith had not worked in a church since
1950, it is only from 1956 that he is listed as ‘‘non-parochial,’’ meaning that he
had his bishop’s approval to hold nonecclesiastical employment.∂ In order to
maintain this nonparochial status, Smith had to file a written report every year
with the bishop of Maryland. Had he stopped doing so, canon law dictated
that one of three things should happen: (1) he could have declared his inten-
tion to leave the priesthood and gone through the church’s ‘‘Renunciation of
Ministry’’ process; (2) he could have formally left the Episcopal Church by
way of the ‘‘Abandonment of the Communion’’ process; or (3) had he simply
stopped communicating with the bishop, after two years there would have
been an ecclesiastical trial for ‘‘Abandoning the Work of the Ministry.’’∑ Evi-
dently none of these occurred, and he kept his listings up-to-date. This implies
he was ambivalent—no longer having the faith to continue as a priest, but
unwilling to make a definitive break with the ministry or the church. To my
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knowledge there is no published information about why, when, or how Smith
lost his faith, though this seems to have coincided with his switch to an aca-
demic career in the early 1950s. However, a 1949 article by the Rev. Morton
Smith of Harvard Divinity School, one of his earliest publications, does give us
a glimpse into what his clerical career was like, hints at significant personal
struggles that may well explain his departure, and sheds not a little light on the
Mar Saba portrayal of Clement as a churchman who advocated swearing false
oaths for the sake of ‘‘the true truth.’’

Pastoral Cares

The Journal of Pastoral Care was founded shortly after the Second
World War, evidently to foster a newly emerging interest in enriching tradi-
tional Christian spiritual direction with insights from the developing science of
psychiatry. Published at Harvard Divinity School, its early issues are full of
optimistic articles about exciting new possibilities for caring and empathic
pastoral counseling. But where they spoke peace, Smith was ready for war (cf.
Psalm 119[120]:7). His article ‘‘Psychiatric Practice and Christian Dogma’’ is
chaotic and disorganized, querulous and vociferous, more like an emotional
outburst than a considered reflection on its topic.∏ It presents, and seems to
endorse, a terrifying picture of Christianity as representing a kind of tyranny
of the mob, a living death made inescapable by the ruthless enforcement of
majority opinions that Smith does not question, yet seems to hold at a mental
arm’s length—as if he himself did not really believe them, and doubted that
Jesus did either. As the following excerpts show, a naive reader with no prior
knowledge of Christianity would never suspect that things like compassion,
forgiveness, or even conscience play any role whatever in Christian morality,
or that repentance is supposed to occur within an ongoing spiritual journey of
faith and hope, prayer, and grace.π

The end or function of psychiatry is . . . to make people happy [by] persuading
the patient that what he supposed a sufficient cause for unhappiness is not,
after all, so important as he thought it [p. 12]. . . . [I]t is obvious that the end of
Christianity is quite different. . . . That of psychiatry, we saw, was to make
people happy, that of Christianity to make them Christians, to unite them
with Christ in his body, the Church. It is doubtless a teaching of Christianity
that only by such union can man attain true and eternal happiness. . . . But
such ‘‘true and eternal’’ happiness is sharply distinguished from what this
world calls happiness, which is declared false and transitory; and while the
greater saints may occasionally enjoy glimpses of the bliss to come—and
while most Christians manage to live reasonably contented lives—it is the
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consistent teaching of Christianity . . . that we have not yet attained . . . , that
while alive we are given over to death∫ . . . , that now we see through a glass
darkly. . . . Meanwhile, the wicked flourish like the green bay tree (Ps[alm]
37.35) . . . this, too, has been the consistent teaching of Christianity. Indeed it
has been possible for Christians to remain orthodox while teaching that this
world is wholly given over to the power of evil and that the only satisfactory
form of adjustment to it is hostility [p. 14].

[Christianity] has consistently maintained that the good life is not any life
which leads to happiness in this world, but only that life in which union with
Christ is achieved and progressively realized. It has taught that the realization
of this union requires the observation of a moral code. And it has universally
taught that those who refuse to observe this code, though they may here live
and die happy, will, after death, be dreadfully undeceived, will eventually be
reunited with their bodies and will bodily go into Hell, which has generally
been described as eternal torment [p. 15].

The psychiatrist will be content if he can turn out the patient reasonably
happy and adjusted to society in some way which society finds acceptable; the
pastor, on the other hand, must frequently use every effort to prevent the
parishioner from resorting to some agreeable and socially acceptable adjust-
ment which is, unfortunately, sinful, and must sometimes do all he can to
secure a course of action which will probably lead to a long period—if not an
entire life—of unhappiness [p. 16].

The fact that Hell is unpopular does not justify us in allowing others to be
ignorant of the universal Christian doctrine stating its existence and wide
range of usefulness. . . . [A]ll men are dying, only some do it faster than
others. . . . Such a reply may not contribute much to the happiness of the
dying, but the happiness of the dying is the concern of the psychiatrist, where-
as the concern of the pastor is the happiness of the dead.

In a word, Christianity always has been, is by nature, and therefore . . .
always will be an authoritarian religion. . . . [T]he constant growth, through
the past nineteen centuries, of the authority and power of the Church, and
especially of the Roman Catholic Church, is an indication that men have
accepted its authority willingly, from a realization of their own instability, and
that its authoritarian attitude is no less wise psychologically than it is dog-
matically helpful to many believers [p. 18].

Anyone, therefore, who departs from the interpretation set by that general
consensus, and relies on his own interpretation of individual texts, is depart-
ing from normative Christianity to devise a more-or-less novel religion of his
own. Whether the religion he devises be better or worse than Christianity is
not here in question, the point here is that, anyhow, it must be different
[p. 14].
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Yet Smith did not locate this unchallengeable authority in any of the usual
places, such as the Bible, the teaching of Jesus, or even Tradition as generally
understood. By his account, the truth of this nearly Manichean dualism is
guaranteed solely by centuries of majority despotism—a ‘‘general consensus’’
so almighty that it can even ventriloquize Jesus, putting words into his mouth
that some might regard as comforting, but that Smith knows are really calls to
arms:

At the heart of Christianity there is, indeed, peace, but a supernatural peace
which is at war with the fallen nature of humanity, and with the corrupt
society which is the expression of that fallen nature. So St. John makes Jesus
say ‘. . . In the world you have tribulation, but take courage, I have overcome
the world’ (J[oh]n 16.33). The same doctrine is elaborated at length by St.
Paul in Romans 7 and 8, and has been taught by all branches of the Church
ever since. A contemporary illustration is provided by an anecdote . . . [in
which a] liberal said magnanimously [to a monk], ‘Well, I trust you have at
least found peace in your religion.’ ‘No.’ said the Christian, ‘War’ [p. 20].

At the least, Smith’s statements are carelessly worded. At the theological
level, they veer toward the doctrinally dubious, and at the pastoral level, they
would have been positively harmful. While there is certainly a concept of
spiritual warfare in the Christian tradition, particularly in monastic spiritual-
ity, the war is against evil spirits, not ‘‘the fallen nature of humanity’’: ‘‘For our
struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but . . . against the cosmic
powers of this present darkness’’ (Ephesians 6:12).Ω And if Smith was telling
people that the war against sinful humanity was to be fought in the name of a
‘‘universally taught moral code,’’ rooted in nothing more than what the disci-
ples ‘‘made Jesus say,’’ he was close to preaching a kind of idolatry that places
the church higher than God.

That this distorted his pastoral counseling is clear from one of his own
examples, for his article presents three case studies of the kinds of people who
must be given this depressing advice, evidently based on actual penitents who
came to him for confession.∞≠ All three, as it happens, are people involved in
forbidden sexual practices they are unable to give up. One of them is a divorced
woman in a sexual relationship with another man she wants to marry. Since
Jesus taught that marriage cannot be dissolved except by death (Mark 10:11–
12, Romans 7:2–3, 1 Corinthians 7:39), in both Anglican and Catholic tradi-
tions her marriage was regarded as still in effect, despite the civil divorce. She
could not remarry in the church while her husband was living, nor should she be
in any other kind of sexual relationship. But according to Smith, ‘‘She must
therefore be told that remarriage would add to the sin of adultery the even
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greater sin of open defiance of the laws of the Church.’’ This amounts to
misinformation because traditional Christian morality does not recognize a
category of ‘‘sins against the Church.’’∞∞ Moreover, it is hardly self-evident that
‘‘defiance of the laws of the Church’’ should be counted as worse than adultery.
Nor did Smith mention that, under the laws of the Episcopal Church at the
time, the final decision as to whether she could remarry belonged to the bishop,
not the local priest.∞≤ If this case is representative of Smith’s counseling ap-
proach, the members of his flock could be forgiven for thinking they had a hell
of a pastor. His work with parishioners should have been better supervised.

A HOMOSEXUAL YOUNG MAN

More relevant for our purposes is the second case in Smith’s article:

A young man has been attracted to the parish, evidently by the music and
ritual of the services. Gradually he becomes a regular attendant, makes him-
self helpful in parish activities, shows, even, some interest in doctrine and
devotional literature. Then, one day, he brings the conversation around to
homosexuality. He doesn’t see that if two adult males enjoy each other sex-
ually, any harm is done to anybody. As for adult-adolescent relationships, one
of his closest friends (i.e., he himself) is homosexual and he says the friend-
ships he formed during adolescence are among those he has found most
helpful. He doesn’t seem to be unstable, keeps his job, gets on well in society,
has lots of normal friends, and seems generally happy. And, after all, homo-
sexuality has been characteristic of some of the greatest men—Plato and
Shakespeare, etc. He must be told that homosexuality is a sin far more serious
than fornication, and that unwillingness or inability to repent of it automat-
ically debars the sinner from the sacraments. Whether or not psychological or
social arguments against homosexuality are used, it must be made clear that
the sinfulness of a sin is not a matter for dispute nor for private judgment, but
is established by the Christian tradition which individuals can only accept or
reject. Finally, for the good of the congregation no less than for his own good,
he must sooner or later be made to choose between his new attachment to the
Church and his previous sexual adjustment, even though there be great prob-
ability that he will find no other adjustment so satisfactory [pp. 16–17].

There was ultimately no middle ground, therefore: a homosexual must
‘‘sooner or later be made to choose’’ between the church and ‘‘his previous
sexual adjustment,’’ no matter how personally costly this choice may be, even
though it may mean ‘‘an entire life of unhappiness.’’ From our historical posi-
tion, having witnessed the sexual revolution and the gay liberation movement,
it is easy to suppose that Smith was (as he himself insisted) simply reaffirming
the age-old Christian viewpoint on homosexuality.∞≥ But comparison with
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other writings in circulation at the time shows that he was not even stating the
contemporary consensus of his own denomination. After consulting many of
the books that were used to educate Anglican priests of Smith’s generation, I
have yet to find a single one that echoes his aggressively negative tone, affirms
that psychology and Christianity are irreconcilable, or maintains that all
homosexuals must be ‘‘automatically debarred’’ from the sacraments. Al-
though none of these books questions the traditional belief that homosexual
acts are always serious sins, the pastoral approach they recommend differs
from Smith’s on three important issues: the seriousness of the sin, access to the
sacraments, and the role of psychology.

‘‘A SIN FAR MORE SERIOUS THAN FORNICATION’’

The sources I am about to discuss take for granted that morality is about
choice, and therefore only exists where choice is possible. Thus in the Chris-
tian ethical tradition, homosexual acts or thoughts count as sins if they are
deliberately chosen. Impulses and feelings, if they are not accepted or acted
upon, are temptations rather than sins. In a traditional Christian context,
therefore, any discussion of sexual morality is about deliberate thoughts and
acts, not about unchosen mental states or psychological phenomena like ‘‘sex-
ual orientation.’’∞∂ A natural proclivity toward homosexual behavior, whether
inborn or caused by environmental factors, would not in itself be a sin if the
person has not chosen it. Such a tendency may weaken a person’s capacity to
choose freely, but it does not change the ethical requirement that in all circum-
stances he or she should always choose to refrain from deliberate homosexual
thoughts or acts.∞∑ Thus I emphasize that the writings I discuss are about
homosexual behavior, not about the condition of being homosexual. I also
emphasize that I am trying to recapture the perspectives of 1949, ignoring (for
historical reasons) any new insights, changes of emphasis, or doctrinal de-
velopments that may have taken place since then in some denominations. The
orthodox position at the time Smith was writing is summed up in a 1952 book
called Psychiatry and Catholicism:

With regard to a homosexual’s moral responsibility, the basic rule is that
voluntary actions and desires of a homosexual nature are objectively a griev-
ous sin against the natural law. Granted, for the sake of argument, that some
forms of homosexuality have a biological organic cause, one cannot claim that
the homosexual therefore has a right to give in to his urges. A heterosexual may
be said to be biologically urged to normal sexual activities, but that does not
give him the right to sexual satisfaction outside marriage. Neither can one
claim that, again granted a biological disposition to homosexuality, the indi-



156 The Happiness of the Dead

vidual’s will is necessarily determined in such a manner that he cannot act
differently. However, there are cases in which homosexuality is like a compul-
sion that blindly drives the individual to give in to his passion, and even to seek
the occasion to do so. In such cases, the action may be said to be willed, but it is
no longer freely willed; hence, complete guilt may be questioned. But, as in all
other similar conditions, reduced responsibility does not give the penitent a
carte blanche to continue his practices; in other words, the most important
question in deciding the subjective guilt of the homosexual is whether he
sincerely strives to control himself. Now, it has been seen that the honesty of
the willingness to do so may, sometimes, be seriously called into question. This
is a point that the confessor [i.e., the priest] should keep in mind. The homosex-
ual may sincerely repent his past sins in the confessional, but the purpose of
amendment is sometimes rather weak. The reason is, as we pointed out, his
conviction that he cannot get rid of his habit anyway—a conviction that
frequently is strengthened by the reading of propagandistic literature. In such a
case, words of encouragement are needed to lift up the penitent’s morale and to
prepare the proper disposition for receiving absolution.∞∏

Smith’s idea that homosexual acts are ‘‘more serious than fornication’’ goes
back to medieval theology as codified by St. Thomas Aquinas (1224–74). In
his usual Aristotelian way, Aquinas attempted to classify the sins of lust (lux-
uria) according to six categories, which he ranked according to ‘‘grievousness’’
(gravitas). The first four were less serious because at least they ‘‘presupposed
natural principles,’’ whereas the last two were judged ‘‘most grave and shame-
ful’’ because they ‘‘act against things as determined by nature.’’ Thus the ‘‘least
grave’’ sin was (1) ‘‘simple fornication’’ (heterosexual sex between people not
married to each other) because ‘‘it is committed without injustice’’ to a third
party, except for any resulting children. Next came (2) the seduction of a
virgin, because it also involves injustice toward her father or guardian. How-
ever, (3) adultery was worse, because it includes injustice toward the husband,
who (unlike a father or guardian) has ‘‘authority as regards the act of genera-
tion.’’ Any of these three sins would become still worse if it were also (4) a
rape, because then it would be ‘‘aggravated by the use of violence.’’ Seduction
or rape of a nun or consecrated virgin was worse yet because it also involved
sacrilege; however sacrilege is not a subcategory of lust. The two unnatural
sins of lust were (5) incest, ‘‘which . . . is contrary to the natural respect which
we owe persons related to us,’’ and (6) the ‘‘vice against nature’’ (vitium contra
naturam) ‘‘since . . . man transgresses that which has been determined by
nature with regard to the use of venereal actions.’’∞π The vice against nature,
however, could itself be divided into four different categories, which Aquinas
did not attempt to rank in order of severity. In the order he mentioned them,
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they were (1) masturbation (‘‘procuring pollution, without any copulation, for
the sake of venereal pleasure’’), which was also known as impurity (immun-
ditia) or effeminacy (mollitia); (2) bestiality (‘‘copulation with a thing of undue
species’’); (3) homosexuality between men or women, which Aquinas called
the ‘‘vice of sodomy’’; and (4) ‘‘not observing the natural manner of copula-
tion, either as to undue means, or as to other monstrous and bestial manners
of copulation,’’ evidently a roundabout way of describing such things as oral
or anal sex, fetishism, and whatever else could be deemed unnatural.∞∫

St. Thomas was accorded paramount authority in the Roman Catholic
Church between 1879 and the Second Vatican Council (1963–66).∞Ω But he
could not have had that degree of importance in the Anglican Communion to
which Smith belonged because Anglicans differed with Aquinas on transub-
stantiation and other issues. In principle, therefore, an Anglican priest like
Smith had access to alternative viewpoints on the classification of sexual sins.
For instance, the Anglican bishop Jeremy Taylor (1613–67) published two
books on Christian morality, Holy Living and Holy Dying, which have been in
print continually down to modern times. Yet Taylor mentioned homosex-
uality, or rather sodomy, only once, and without implying that it is worse than
any other violation of the commandment ‘‘Thou shalt not commit Adultery’’:
‘‘They sin against this commandment 1. Who are adulterous, incestuous, sod-
omitical, or commit fornication. 2. They that commit folly alone [i.e., mastur-
bate], dishonouring their own bodies with softness and wantonness. 3. They
that immoderately let loose the reins of their bolder appetite, though within
the protection of marriage.’’≤≠

Thus Smith was misrepresenting the Anglican tradition if he insisted, as he
apparently did, that the Thomist classification (with homosexuality worse
than fornication) was the only possible one. And he was doing his parishioners
a disservice if he gave them the impression that this lower ranking of homosex-
uality was ‘‘not a matter for dispute nor for private judgment, but is estab-
lished by the Christian tradition which individuals can only accept or reject.’’
But Smith’s attitude here seems to reflect a pattern we will see more of: a
preference for Roman Catholic writers and theological positions. As we read
earlier, he believed that ‘‘the constant growth, through the past nineteen cen-
turies, of the authority and power of the Church, and especially of the Roman
Catholic Church, is an indication that men have accepted its authority will-
ingly.’’ It is almost as if Smith actually thought he was a Catholic. That proba-
bly means he subscribed to the ‘‘branch theory’’ ecclesiology, which was fa-
vored by the ‘‘high church’’ or ‘‘Anglo-Catholic’’ minority within the Anglican
spectrum. As one writer defines it: ‘‘The branch theory of the Church, as it has
been called, is essential to the Anglo-Catholic position. It rests on a view of
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Christianity which is wider than that held by Papal or Eastern Catholicism,
since it holds that every part of Christendom which has maintained continuity
with the past by a true succession of Apostolic Orders and teaching is part of
the visible organization of the Body of Christ on earth.’’≤∞ Thus the Anglican
Communion, the Roman Catholic Church (‘‘Papal Catholicism’’), and the
Eastern Orthodox Church (‘‘Eastern Catholicism’’) are the three branches of
the ancient Catholic Church, even though neither ‘‘Papal’’ nor ‘‘Eastern Ca-
tholicism’’ endorses this ‘‘branch theory.’’ Each branch has maintained con-
tinuity with the original church through apostolic succession, meaning that its
bishops were ordained by bishops who stand in a direct lineage of ordination
going back to the apostles.

Smith, however, seems to have held an idiosyncratic form of the branch
theory. In the view of most Anglo-Catholics, the Protestant denominations
lack the continuity of apostolic succession due to a defective theology of Holy
Orders and other problems. Therefore, Protestant churches are not ‘‘part of
the visible organization of the Body of Christ on earth,’’ even though individ-
ual Protestants, if they are saved by the grace of God, hold invisible member-
ship in the one Catholic Church. Yet Smith’s article of 1949 seems to endorse
an extreme or extended form of the theory that would also include Protestant
groups. He speaks of what ‘‘has been taught by all branches of the Church,’’
and even states more explicitly: ‘‘Historically speaking the term ‘Christianity’
refers a posteriori to the Orthodox Church and the various national Churches
which have broken away from it in the East, to the Roman Catholic Church
and to the major denominations which broke away from it or from each
other.’’≤≤ Thus he seems to have held the illogical opinion that Roman Catholic
positions (such as Aquinas’ classification of sins) are the correct ones because
they are Catholic, and they are therefore recognized as correct by all Christian
denominations because all are branches of the Catholic Church. This is ob-
viously untrue, for the denominations disagree on a great number of issues, as
almost any Catholic or Protestant could have told him. I suspect one of Smith’s
reasons for leaving the active ministry, therefore, was that he could not real-
istically maintain this unsupportable ecclesiology.

SINNERS AND SACRAMENTS

‘‘He must be told that homosexuality is a sin far more serious than
fornication,’’ wrote Smith, ‘‘and that unwillingness or inability to repent of
it automatically debars the sinner from the sacraments.’’ Assuming that by
‘‘homosexuality’’ Smith meant homosexual acts, not homosexual orientation,
he was attempting to describe a practice that both the Roman and Anglican
communions had inherited from the medieval church. He has, however, some-
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what oversimplified it. The issue was primarily admission to Holy Commu-
nion, not to all the sacraments. A sinner would not be denied Confession or
Extreme Unction in principle, though (if unrepentant) he could be denied
absolution. In the Roman church, mere repentance was not enough; sacra-
mental confession was also mandatory before the sinner could receive com-
munion: ‘‘The Council of Trent has defined that no one conscious of mortal sin
and having an opportunity of going to confession, however contrite he may
deem himself, is to approach the Holy Eucharist until he has been purified by
sacramental confession.’’≤≥

However, the medieval church recognized a second principle with regard to
this issue: the need to avoid scandal. Onlooking parishioners should not be
given occasion to wonder why an individual is being denied communion, nor
should they see communion being administered to someone widely known to
be a serious sinner. Thus if the priest was aware of ‘‘occult’’ or private sins, he
was supposed to tell the sinner privately, not publicly, to refrain from coming
up for communion. But if the sinner came anyway, the priest should give him
or her the host to avoid scandal.≤∂ In the twentieth century, both the Roman
and Anglican churches continued to recognize this principle in different ways:
the Episcopal Church in Smith’s time even had a law permitting the person
‘‘who has been repelled from the Holy Communion’’ to appeal to the bishop.≤∑

Thus the Book of Common Prayer that Smith used (the 1928 American edi-
tion) mentioned only the publicly known sinner: ‘‘If among those who come to
be partakers of the Holy Communion, the Minister shall know any to be an
open and notorious evil liver, or to have done any wrong to his neighbors by
word or deed, so that the Congregation be thereby offended; he shall advertise
him, that he presume not to come to the Lord’s Table, until he have openly
declared himself to have truly repented, and amended his former evil life, that
the Congregation may thereby be satisfied.’’≤∏ Therefore, if Smith’s parish-
ioner had actually committed homosexual acts and had not repented, Smith
would have acted correctly in telling him not to receive communion. But if the
homosexual came up for communion anyway, Smith should have done what-
ever avoided scandal: denied communion if the person was known in the
parish to be ‘‘an open and notorious evil liver’’—or given it, if withholding
communion would call attention to sins the community was unaware of.

There was room for more than one opinion, however, on how to balance the
two issues of the sinner’s moral state and the potential for scandal. Smith’s
pastoral approach seems harsh, even inadequate, when compared with that of
Kenneth E. Kirk (1886–1954), a professor of moral and pastoral theology
who became bishop of Oxford and was one of the most learned and respected
Anglican ethicists of his era. Kirk’s position on avoiding scandal, informed by
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more than a dozen pre- and post-Reformation sources going all the way back
to St. Augustine, was that the priest’s authority to withhold communion was
limited, to such an extent ‘‘that communion may not be refused by a priest
even to a penitent to whom he has personally refused absolution.’’≤π Since a
priest would refuse absolution if he thought the person in the confessional had
not truly repented, this seems to mean that an unrepentant homosexual could
not be denied communion as long as he kept his sins out of public view.

As Kirk saw it, though, there was a more important issue, which seems to
have eluded Smith altogether. The pastor’s chief concern was not to protect the
Holy Eucharist from being profaned by sinners, but to guide the parishioner
toward a fuller spiritual and sacramental life that draws the maximum spir-
itual benefit from the Eucharist. Kirk seems to have thought, in fact, that it
would rarely be necessary to deny communion because a person struggling
with serious sin would be likely to avoid it of his own accord:

A conscientious man harassed by mortal sin has usually a not unnatural
reluctance towards receiving the Holy Communion, even though at the same
time he is struggling hard against his sin. This is especially the case with young
men in the grip of youthful passions. A growing irregularity of attendance at
the Eucharist may therefore be not merely a symptom of serious sin, but also a
sign of an awakened conscience. Yet such reluctance to receive the sacrament,
though natural and laudable, is wholly misdirected. So long as the struggle
against temptation continues, so long the Eucharist will be the greatest force
the Christian can have upon his side. If it be neglected, the danger of ultimate
submission to sin is increased tenfold. ‘‘I who always sin, should always seek
this medicine.’’ [citing St. Ambrose, De Sacramentis, iv.6]

The maintenance at all cost of the full spiritual life, restored to grace by
confession and absolution, and sustained by the Eucharist as by all other
means of religious progress, must be the first step in countering deadly sin.≤∫

The contrast is stark. Compared with Smith’s approach, Kirk’s seems more
humane, more charitable, indeed more Christian. Where Smith perceived in the
homosexual only an absurd refusal to conform to nineteen centuries of Chris-
tian ethical unanimity, Kirk was able to see both sides of the struggling person:
both the ‘‘serious sin’’ and the ‘‘awakened conscience.’’ Smith would have
‘‘sooner or later’’ given the homosexual parishioner an ultimatum: a lifetime of
unhappiness as the price of Holy Communion and eventual salvation, or the
certainty of ‘‘eternal torment’’ as the price of ‘‘socially acceptable adjustment’’
in this life. Kirk’s goal was less dramatic, but more realistic and beneficial: the
‘‘maintenance of the full spiritual life’’ of the individual Christian. Indeed, Kirk
would probably have considered Smith’s approach (‘‘he must be made to
choose’’) to be dangerous. Although uncompromising as to the sin, Kirk was
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deeply concerned about the spiritual health of the sinner, which included his
emotional health. Thus it was very important to avoid ‘‘heroic resolutions’’ that
would only lead to failure, discouragement, and worse:

In cases of mortal sin the habit must be broken once for all. It is scarcely
necessary to emphasize the extraordinary difficulty often met with in such an
attempt. Only a supreme effort of will on the part of the sinner is competent to
effect it. Hence in advising the step—and it often has to be advised—the priest
must take certain precautions. An attempt to break a sinful habit which ends
in failure is a disaster to be avoided at all costs. It may lead to despair,
abandonment of the struggle, and callousness. It may be the mother of hypoc-
risy, leading the sinner either to dissimulate his real condition from the priest
whose help he has sought, or to run from one adviser or confessor to another
so that none may guess the urgency of his case.

To minimise this danger, therefore, anything in the form of heroic resolu-
tions must be discouraged.≤Ω

Far from advising lifelong misery as the ticket to postmortem joy, Kirk was
determined not to harm a penitent’s capacity for growth in virtue and empa-
thy: ‘‘it must be noticed that it is just in the giving up of occasions of sin that
there occurs most frequently the mutilation of personality of which we have
previously spoken. . . . For occasions of sin are occasions also of virtue; and to
cut them off is to remove the soul from opportunities of realising its full
possibilities and developing its strength. They are also occasions of experience;
and experience, particularly experience of temptation, is the most powerful
factor in making for sympathy.’’≥≠ That ‘‘heroic resolutions’’ which deny the
reality of a person’s feelings are counterproductive to the growth of virtue and
humanity was evident, to Kirk, from the Christian tradition itself:

It is clear that any such violent inhibition of feeling is unnatural, and must
involve danger to the soul. The emotion which has been expelled from con-
sciousness will gain added strength and vehemence in the subconscious re-
gion, and may either break out in overwhelming force, or be the parent of
some other excess of character, or even finally overthrow reason itself. The
undue mortifications to which ascetics have sometimes been addicted have
almost always issued in one of these three results. Either they have led to
disastrous and irretrievable relapses, or to some abnormal morbidity of char-
acter very far from the true Christian ideal, or to a condition bordering on
lunacy itself. Anything more than a limited and temporary inhibition of feel-
ing has always been condemned by responsible theologians. Thus St. Thomas
urges that self-mortification should only be employed ‘‘within the measure of
reason.’’ ‘‘Tame the emotions but do not extinguish nature: remember the
words of the Apostle, ‘Present your bodies as a living sacrifice’; to which he
adds immediately ‘which is your reasonable service.’ ’’≥∞
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It seems to me, therefore, that Smith was seriously shortchanged in his
training for the priesthood. In the writings of Kenneth Kirk he would have
found a different and more attractive (not to say accurate) picture of the
Christian ethical and pastoral tradition at its best, as something that advocates
realistic steps toward growth in virtue, spirituality, and compassion, rather
than a heartless and ruthless demand for unquestioning conformity at any
price. Smith also would have seen that Christian ethics is not diametrically
opposed to psychology. As the last quotation shows, Kirk understood the
relatively new concept of ‘‘the subconscious region’’ and the danger, even
moral danger, of repressed emotions. Smith’s attitude toward psychiatry, like
many other aspects of his writings, raises serious questions about how well he
recognized and understood his own repressed emotions and motivations, and
how much he might have benefited from the help of a pastoral counselor
trained by Kirk.

One wonders what training Smith did receive in matters of ethics, church
law, and pastoral practice (wasn’t he attending Harvard at the time?). He
certainly seems to have missed out on the entire twentieth-century dialogue
between psychology and Christian spirituality that the Journal of Pastoral
Care was founded to foster. As a result he did not understand, as plenty of his
Christian contemporaries did, that psychotherapy need not aim to ‘‘make
people happy . . . and adjusted to society.’’ By creating ‘‘a situation in which a
person can be completely honest with himself and with a fellow human being’’
it can enable the person to become a responsible moral agent.≥≤

Books that were written for Anglican priests of those days seem to show
that, whether the issue was the role of psychology, the authority of Christian
tradition, or the moral status of homosexuality, the mainstream was much
closer to Kirk than to Smith. I have not found a single author from that time
who was open to the possibility that homosexual acts might not be sinful. But
neither have I found any author who would agree with Smith that Christianity
boils down to a choice between happiness now or happiness after death.

PSYCHOLOGY AND HOMOSEXUALITY

As far as I can tell, Kirk wrote nothing about homosexuality specifically.
The advice of his that I quoted above applied to any serious sin, though his
reference to ‘‘young men in the grip of youthful passions’’ may be a veiled
allusion to homosexual behavior. From our perspective it may seem unfortu-
nate that he never addressed the issue directly, for few moral theologians in the
twentieth century were as well qualified as he to state, especially from an
Anglican perspective, what the entire Christian ethical tradition had had to
say. However, Kirk’s silence implies that he saw no reason to question the
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traditional view that homosexuality is a serious sin, whereas he did feel com-
pelled to weigh in on the morality of contraception and divorce, which were
becoming controversial in his day, as twentieth-century developments were
raising new questions about long-standing prohibitions.≥≥

It is actually rather difficult to find much thoughtful comment on homosex-
uality by Anglican or other Christian writers before the twentieth century. To
some extent this is due to terminological differences, for the term ‘‘homosex-
uality’’ originated within psychology late in the nineteenth century. Christian
writers traditionally called it ‘‘sodomy,’’ with the understanding that this was
the sin for which Sodom was destroyed,≥∂ or else they used some kind of
circumlocution, like Kirk’s ‘‘grip of youthful passions.’’ In any case it seems
that homosexuality (by any name) was rarely singled out for specific discus-
sion. As in Jeremy Taylor’s writings, it was simply one of many varieties of
extramarital, non-procreative, and therefore sinful, sex, regarded in much the
same way as masturbation or adultery.

But in the twentieth century, as psychological terms and concepts worked
their way into popular thinking, the Christian clergy came under increasing
pressure to deal with homosexuality as a discrete issue, not simply another
item in the list of sexual sins. The idea was spreading that, rather than a wrong
ethical choice or a bad habit, homosexuality might be a medical or psychiatric
condition, such that one could reasonably wonder about its causes, and about
the individual’s culpability and capacity for change. It would seem that these
new questions caught many priests as unprepared as was T. W. Pym, who was
chaplain of Balliol College in 1935:

A young man, aged twenty-five or a bit more, wrote and asked whether he
could come and see me. We had never met, but in approaching me he had
followed the advice of some friend of his known to me. I was given to under-
stand that the subject upon which he needed help was that of homosexuality.
Now the first thing to note is that most clergy would feel rather awkward and
not know what to say. Some would even require a translation of the word
before they could understand it. Understanding it, many would regard it as a
very peculiar and rather disgraceful thing; so peculiar indeed as not to fall
within the clerical scope at all. This is just not true. Homosexual tendencies in
bisexual people, both men and women, are common enough to fall within the
scope of the shepherd of souls. Habitual adult inverts or perverts [i.e., exclu-
sively homosexual people] are common enough to require that a shepherd of
souls should know enough of the subject to be able at least to start dealing
with them. Yet it is unlikely that many, if any, theological colleges so much as
mention the subject. It is hard to imagine a course of lectures for clergy on
moral theology that would contain any reference to the subject at all.
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But for the purposes of our illustration we will suppose that the clergyman
approached by the young man is one of the minority which has some knowl-
edge of the subject and thus some equipment for trying to help the victim. But
his professional propensity for talk may still lead him into serious error. After
a few minutes he gives his visitor an excellent talk upon homosexuality, but it
is not wanted, certainly at that stage. I am not reluctant to explain what I did;
for in trying to show that in acting differently I acted right, I do not pose as
one with a very good talk on homosexuality to produce. The whole point is
that I did not talk at all. I got him talking and I kept him talking for about
forty minutes all about his life and his difficulties in life. At the end of that time
it was abundantly clear that his fundamental trouble was not homosexuality
at all! It was quite obvious that that particular trouble was actually caused by
something else. It was about the something else, which was not even sexual,
that he needed help, which I then tried to give. The main point I would make
from this story is that he who would help another soul must first be a good
listener. A secondary point is that sex is not necessarily an explanation of
every moral difficulty, even of those which at first sight seem to be wholly
sexual.≥∑

Even more surprising than Pym’s naiveté is the fact that he had the nerve to
market his bewilderment in the form of a how-to book for his fellow clergy-
men. (Of course the importance of being a good listener is always worth
reiterating.) But the important observation for our purposes is this: not only
had the Rev. Pym never been told about the nineteen centuries of consensus
dictating that homosexuals must be denied communion and urged to accept
lives of misery—he didn’t know any other priest who had heard this either.
The clerical culture he inhabited, not much more than a decade before Smith’s
1949 article, was not one in which homosexuality was mercilessly condemned
or ruthlessly suppressed, but one in which its very existence barely registered.

Try to imagine what a parson-to-parson conversation between Smith and
Pym would have been like! At the least, Pym would have disagreed with
Smith’s assessment of psychiatry as incompatible with Christianity. As early as
1921, when Smith was only five years old, Pym was marveling at their un-
canny similarity:

The advice of the religious teacher and of the physician strangely agree; the
former besides urging the need for true repentance and forgiveness . . . says:
‘‘To cure impurity of heart cultivate thoughts that are positively good; occupy
the mind positively; pray for the positive virtues and believe in God’s power to
make you clean. To cure fornication find other and creative channels for
surplus physical energy. Consider your duty to the community; you must not
degrade yourself and others. Other people are involved in your sin.’’ The
psycho-therapist . . . says: ‘‘Interest yourself in people unselfishly; get out of
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yourself; find new occupations for spare time and energy. Apply your creative
instinct in some other direction positively. Take plenty of exercise, have a cold
bath, etc.’’ It is surely unnecessary to fit these two counsels together; if only all
religious teachers would learn from the new psychology how sexual vice
works in the human personality, and if all psycho-therapists believed in the
power of God and not merely in the power of instincts, both penitent and
patient alike would receive even better advice.≥∏

COUNSELS OF HOPE

Among Pym’s contemporaries, some did ‘‘learn from the new psychol-
ogy’’ and felt competent to deal with homosexuals, or ‘‘inverts’’ as they were
often called. Among the best-informed Anglicans of the time may have been
Lindsay Dewar and Cyril E. Hudson, who were, respectively, a canon of York
and an honorary chaplain to the bishop of St. Albans.≥π Some people today
might regard their advice as ludicrously quaint or positively harmful, but it has
three aspects that were meant to be relatively constructive, and are utterly
absent from Smith’s tirade. Without endorsing the commission of homosexual
acts, Dewar and Hudson strove hard to (1) foster a positive self-image on the
part of the homosexual, protecting him from social ostracism and prejudice.
They also tried to (2) identify special traits or talents in the homosexual condi-
tion, which could enable a person to make unique contributions to society.
And they (3) advocated listening to the experiences of other homosexuals who
were striving to live a Christian life. Thus much of what they say is adapted,
paraphrased, or quoted from a book published by a homosexual Roman
Catholic layman under the touching pseudonym ‘‘Anomaly.’’≥∫

Like Pym and many other authors of the period, Dewar and Hudson began
by asserting that most people are not irreversibly homosexual but rather bi-
sexual; they thus can be helped to make a heterosexual adjustment. The fol-
lowing advice, then, was intended only for cases of ‘‘true inversion’’ where
such change is not possible:

Here it is useless to recommend a person to seek association with the opposite
sex; still more so, to urge him to get married. The first requirement in the priest
is that he should show the invert that he understands his case. At all costs he
should not manifest any kind of horror or repulsion towards an invert. Such an
attitude is both un-Christian and un-scientific. The invert is no more responsi-
ble for his condition than if he had been born with a club foot. The horror
which is popularly felt and even expressed against inverts is largely responsible
for making them (what, as such, they are not) pathological, and sometimes
leads them to run amok, on the principle that one might as well be hanged for a
sheep as a lamb. The priest, therefore, will do his utmost to prevent the invert
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from thinking himself a moral degenerate or a ‘‘lonely victim of some obscure
disorder.’’

What he needs most is sympathy. It should be carefully pointed out to him
that there is nothing in his condition of which he need be ashamed, and, in fact,
that, until and unless God wills him to be changed, it is his vocation to be an
invert. He should be shown how his peculiar temperament affords him various
opportunities of service which are denied to his more normal brethren. Inverts,
it has been well said, occupy a position ‘‘in the middle of the road.’’ This gives
them a special advantage as advisers, and it is perhaps the secret of their
undoubted gift of friendship which leads others naturally to turn to them for
help. If the invert be a man, he should be shown that his position is not
essentially different from that of many normally constituted women. For his
real privation and trial is that he must cut the possibility of marriage out of his
life; and this is the case with many normal, heterosexual women.≥Ω

Although Anomaly offered quite a lot of advice on many topics, Dewar and
Hudson reprinted two lists of admonitions that Anomaly specifically recom-
mended to the ‘‘clergyman, physician, or layman who is faced with the imme-
diate task of helping and directing the invert.’’ These admonitions were ‘‘not
offered because there is anything inherently objectionable in many of the
points noted, but is dictated by the need of discretion,’’ that is, to avoid detec-
tion and ridicule.∂≠

In setting down the kind of advice which should be given by the priest to the
invert, we cannot do better than quote again the experience of one who is
himself an invert, and who has, by the grace of God, evidently found his
vocation therein. Let us begin with his negative advice:

‘‘Don’t commit to writing any admissions as to your inclinations; don’t
masquerade, on any occasion whatsoever, in women’s clothes, take female
parts in theatrical performances, or use make-up; don’t be too meticulous
in the matter of your own clothes, or effect extremes in colour or cut; don’t
wear conspicuous rings, watches, cuff-links or other jewellery; don’t allow
your voice or intonation to display feminine inflection—cultivate a mas-
culine tone and method of expression; don’t stand with your hand on your
hip, or walk mincingly; don’t become identified with the groups of inverts
which form in every city; don’t let it be noticed that you are bored by female
society; don’t persuade yourself into believing that love is the same thing as
friendship; don’t become involved in marked intimacies with men who are
not of your own age or set; don’t let your enthusiasm for particular male
friends make you conspicuous in their eyes, or in the eyes of society; don’t
occupy yourself with work or pastimes which are distinctly feminine; don’t,
under any circumstances, compromise yourself by word or action with
strangers.’’
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His positive advice is as follows:

‘‘Hold frank conversations with suitable persons, thereby avoiding mental
repression; encourage every symptom of sexual normalization; cultivate
self-esteem; become deeply engrossed in a congenial occupation or hobby;
observe discretion and practise self-restraint.’’∂∞

Whatever one may think of this advice today, Anomaly was nevertheless a
remarkable individual, who evidently came to terms with his homosexual
identity as a Catholic layman committed to a life of celibacy.∂≤ His book went
through two editions and was highly regarded by priests who were involved in
counseling homosexuals.∂≥ Yet it completely escaped Morton Smith, evidently,
despite his preference for Roman Catholic authors. Had Smith ever read it, he
would have found his main contentions contradicted. To start with, Anomaly
found the Christian religion more considerate of the homosexual’s plight than
society at large, the opposite of Smith’s view:

At the present time the position [in society generally] is that inverts are penal-
ized on all the major counts of life. They are outlaws of Nature. . . . They are
pariahs of society, and are branded as degenerates, perverts and moral dere-
licts. They are dangerous people in the eyes of the law, and when they break it
are almost the only class of ‘‘criminals’’ for whom the ancient rigour of penal-
ties has not been abated.

Only religion, though severe in condemnation, is merciful in treatment.∂∂

Indeed it was Anomaly’s experience that understanding priests could be found
if one made the effort to look for them.

It would seem that the sacrament of Holy Orders conveys no concomitant
quickening of intelligence nor illumination of the mind. This being the case,
one must expect to find priests who do not understand problems which in
practice they may not often meet. The invert who seeks charity and wisdom as
well as the sacramental benefit of absolution, or who, quite naturally, shrinks
from the ordeal of much explanation in a confession which must always be
difficult, will therefore be well advised to exercise his lawful discretion in the
choice of a confessor or director. The difficulties which confront the Catholic
invert will not be lessened if his spiritual advisor has a horror of inversion
because he believes it to be a cultivated perversity. It is therefore helpful to the
peace of mind and conscience that the penitent should find a confessor who
understands his difficulties and realizes that there is a state of inversion which
is at least ‘‘quasi-innate,’’ as well as a state of perversion induced by deliberate
libidinous actions, or resulting from pathological disorder.

While instructed Catholics will understand me, it is possible that non-
Catholics may misinterpret this advice. I wish, therefore, to make it perfectly
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clear that I do not suggest that Catholics should or could find confessors who
would abate one jot or tittle of the prescriptions of moral theology. I know,
however, that a priest who is instructed in the matter of inversion will not mis-
understand his penitent, treat him with excessive severity, or recommend reme-
dies, such, for instance, as marriage, which may be futile or even disastrous.∂∑

Or, to put it in the language we use today, one should find a priest who
recognizes the difference between an unchosen homosexual orientation and
(always immoral) homosexual acts. The distinction was not between differing
theological positions on sexual ethics, but between realistic familiarity with
the experiences of homosexual people and the lack of such familiarity. Knowl-
edgeable priests might be in the minority, but their more compassionate atti-
tude could make all the difference: ‘‘A priest who in confessing an invert lad
pictures in detail the sins and punishments of the Cities of the Plain may drive
his penitent out of the Church, or even out of his mind; while a fair and honest
facing of the peculiar difficulties of mind, body and conscience which envelop
him may turn a potential sinner and criminal into a happy and useful member
of society.’’∂∏ The Rev. Smith clearly was apparently of the former variety, who
conjured up images of sin and punishment, who would ‘‘drive his penitent out
of the Church, or even out of his mind,’’ rather than help him with ‘‘a fair and
honest facing of [his] peculiar difficulties.’’ But even priests of this sort would
not usually have espoused a Smithian ecclesiology of a church that puts words
in Jesus’ mouth and judges sins against itself more harshly than sex outside of
marriage.

In another contradiction of Smith, Anomaly did not see the homosexual as
forced to choose between suffering in this life or suffering in eternity. He
presents a much more understanding and affecting picture of the problem
(which even many psychiatrists did not understand)—but also a more op-
timistic solution.

Thus inversion is involuntary, not voluntary; it is constant, not inconstant;
and it is instead of, not in addition to, the normal [i.e. heterosexual] impulse.

Another point of great importance, and one that is ignored, not only by the
public, but by many psychiatrists, is that an invert is an invert not only phys-
ically, but psychically. I have said that he may or may not be lustful, but he
cannot help being human, and to be human implies at least some small mea-
sure of need of human relationships, and responsiveness to the personalities
of others. ‘‘It’s love that makes the world go round,’’ and for the invert, love of
whatever kind, passionate, romantic, or platonic, can hardly mean anything
but love for one of his own sex. . . . Physically, emotionally, romantically and
spiritually he is vulnerable to men and invulnerable to women. . . . 

Thus his problem is not the mere suppression of lust, but the far more
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difficult problem of suppression, diversion, or control of his whole emotional
nature.∂π

Since the natural tendency of ‘‘his whole emotional nature’’ could never be
permitted to take its course, the ‘‘invert’’ was condemned to a life of tragic
secrecy.

Here and elsewhere, then, when I speak of the tragedies of inversion, I do not
only mean those with which the world is only too familiar—tragedies of a
criminal nature—but those which are pent up in a man’s bosom and un-
known often to his family and nearest friends. If anyone is inclined to feel that
because he personally has never to his knowledge encountered these so-called
‘‘tragedies,’’ let him consider that, of its very nature, inversion involves se-
crecy, caution and concealment, and then, knowing how many of life’s normal
conflicts must, perforce, be borne concealed beneath an unrevealing exterior,
let him be reminded that probably in the hearts of some of those with whom
he fancies himself to be on terms of greatest intimacy there are desperate
secrets. It is to the courageous bearers of these concealed burdens that I
should particularly like to bring some comfort.∂∫

Trapped in such desperate isolation, the invert struggled alone, to avoid the
twin pitfalls of utterly demoralizing guilt and the complete dereliction of
moral responsibility.

One of the frequently noticed reactions of youthful inverts to the discovery of
their peculiar sex symptoms is a veritable nightmare of desolation. Each one
believes himself to be a lone example of a terrifying mental and physical
confusion, for which it is useless to seek relief, and against which he must
struggle in grim and isolated silence. He has perhaps heard of secret sins and
solitary vices; there have been half-veiled references to one of the sins which
‘‘cry to heaven for vengeance’’; the very namelessness of the ‘‘nameless
crimes’’ which the press wrap in incomplete mystery has not been lost on him.
If he is not quite alone in this miasma of morbid emotions, he fears that his
sole companions of the mist are fantastic sinners, shut out of heaven and
denied the ordinary compensations of the World, the Flesh and the Devil. Is it
any wonder that many a youthful invert arrives at a state of nervous collapse
and spiritual dereliction, on the road to self-knowledge?

Succeeding the period of lonely desolation, and immediately following the
acquisition of a superficial knowledge of inversion, the youth may take a firm
hold of the pendulum and swing to the other extreme. During his reaction
from loneliness and exaggerated alarms, he will probably persuade himself, or
be persuaded by some ignorant confidant, that inversion is the most ordinary
thing in the world, that more than half of mankind is—consciously or uncon-
sciously—inverted, and that the other half would be if it could. He may also
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feel that the subject is insufficiently aired, and appoint himself explainer-in-
chief to the uninitiated.

If left without direction, such a young man may become a subject for police
surveillance, or a member of one of those furtive groups which haunt cheap
eating-places, the lobbies of expensive hotels, or the incense-reeking boudoirs
of the decadent—the choice of setting depending on his purse, intellect and
education.∂Ω

With proper direction, on the other hand, a fulfilling and happy life of
celibacy could be obtained.

One might as well ask a man to tear out his heart as suggest that he completely
stifle his romantic emotions. What then is the invert to do? I recommend, in all
seriousness, that he first cultivate a sense of humour, then practise temper-
ance, continence and social discretion; and finally attempt the sublimation of
his affections. If he allows humour—however grim—to come to his aid, he
will appreciate how ridiculous he is to the normal mind. This realization will
save him many bitter experiences.

Now, my lad, buck up. You have heard the worst, you have seen the ugly,
you have felt the thorns. Having deplored the dark clouds, let us look for the
silver lining, that when it is uncovered we may part with a smile.

It is a thousand pities that I cannot write as specifically as I should talk did I
know you personally, and were we sitting over our coffee and cigarettes, or—and
better still—paddling our canoe into the sunset of some piney northern lake. But,
although I cannot be specific, not knowing the special features of your individual
case, I can write frankly on the general aspects of your condition.∑≠

It was important that advice should be tailored empathically to each individ-
ual case, but in general the ‘‘silver lining’’ had half a dozen components. First,
‘‘there are many who have risen above, or upon, the obstacle of their inversion,’’
because ‘‘when a man with a good mind and a healthy body is denied the usual
distractions and responsibilities of life, he devotes his energies and talents to the
attainment of distinction in his work.’’ Thus it is no wonder that history
presents such a long roster of high-achieving homosexuals, particularly since
‘‘there is little doubt that frequently . . . he has a very special talent for the arts, or
for some branch of social service which involves dealing with the young, the
sick, the criminal, or the infirm—in fact with the ‘under-dogs.’ ’’∑∞

Second, ‘‘you probably possess certain definite and valuable assets which go
far to counterbalance your social handicaps. You find it easy and pleasant to
establish friendly contact with an unusually wide range of men and women.
. . . At all events, count as one of your compensations an unusual gift for
friendship.’’ Inverts tend to have ‘‘qualities of sympathy and understanding,
but also a neutral-mindedness which is of great practical value,’’ so that they
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are often sought out as ‘‘confidants’’ and ‘‘skilful and kindly advisers,’’ not
only to ‘‘under-dogs,’’ but even to ‘‘over-dogs’’—to such a degree that ‘‘normal
men’’ will sometimes be found ‘‘indignantly and sincerely defending invert
friends against innuendoes which are perhaps deserved.’’∑≤

Third, inverts are especially sensitive: ‘‘There may be colours in a sunset and
contours in a hill which you see better than most men, fragrance in forest or
garden which reaches you only, and motifs in the symphony of spring the sense
of whose harmony is denied to all but you. And when your heart leaps at some
appeal to which others are unresponsive, you may often bless rather than curse
the fates which made you not quite as other men. . . . this fact no doubt
accounts, in some measure, for the facility in the arts possessed by many
inverts.’’∑≥

Fourth, ‘‘It is perhaps because we inverts are an incongruity of nature that
we are, often, happily endowed with more than the average sense of humour.’’
Fifth, inverts miraculously tend to be ‘‘unusually youthful in appearance’’ and
to ‘‘possess a definite élan of youthfulness’’ which they retain to a marked
degree far beyond middle life, an advantage that the rest of ‘‘mankind—or, to
be more accurate, womankind’’ must find ‘‘in face creams and mechanical
appliances.’’∑∂ Finally, Anomaly was optimistic about the future:

So surprisingly charitable has been the attitude of every person whose help I
have sought—and I include those whom I approached with the greatest dif-
fidence—that I am almost tempted to revise or soften some of my comments on
public opinion and the need for discretion. But, all told, I think at the present
moment they must stand. Better be safe than sorry. On the other hand, I predict
that the next decade will witness a better understanding of the facts of inver-
sion by all educated people, and better understanding will relieve inverts from
much of the present necessity for dissimulation.

In the meantime I pray that inverts may have Faith, that advisers may give
counsel of Hope, and that society may learn to treat the problem with Charity.∑∑

My point, of course, is not that Anomaly was right and Smith wrong, but
that Smith’s approach was out of step even for its time. Even if only a minority
of priests in those days were ‘‘instructed in the matter of inversion,’’ as Anom-
aly put it, a priest of Smith’s intelligence and resourcefulness could have ob-
tained such instruction. If, after fulfilling whatever educational requirements
were expected of him, Smith was having trouble counseling people with sexual
difficulties, he should have sought out experienced pastoral counselors at Har-
vard for help with the problems his parishioners were bringing him. Had he
done so, no doubt he would have been directed to appropriate training oppor-
tunities, and would eventually have learned about Anomaly’s book. Reading
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what Anomaly had to say, Smith would have found his own views challenged
on at least three points. Where Smith thought that a pastor ‘‘must frequently
use every effort to prevent the parishioner from resorting to some agreeable
and socially acceptable adjustment which is, unfortunately, sinful,’’ Anomaly
had found that homosexuals ‘‘are pariahs of society . . . penalized on all the
major counts of life. . . . Only religion, though severe in condemnation, is
merciful in treatment.’’ While Smith insisted that ‘‘the fact that Hell is unpopu-
lar does not justify us in allowing others to be ignorant of the universal Chris-
tian doctrine,’’ since ‘‘the concern of the pastor is the happiness of the dead,’’
Anomaly knew that such an authoritarian stance would more likely ‘‘drive his
penitent out of the Church, or even out of his mind; while a fair and honest
facing of the peculiar difficulties of mind, body and conscience . . . may turn a
potential sinner and criminal into a happy and useful member of society.’’
Finally, while Smith would ‘‘do all he can to secure a course of action which
will probably lead to a long period—if not an entire life—of unhappiness,’’
Anomaly could adduce five or six reasons why a homosexual could find happi-
ness in a life of celibacy.

The tragedy of Smith’s brief clerical career, insofar as it can be judged from
this one article, is that he preferred to blast the experts for failing to recognize
that the church (as he bewilderingly conceived of it) had nothing to learn from
listening to people’s pain. He never made the effort to learn, and his school did
not succeed in teaching him, that empathic and positive approaches that did
not compromise the traditional Christian proscriptions against homosexual
acts were available to Anglican and Catholic priests in those days. Indeed the
full Christian tradition, even from centuries before the twentieth-century en-
counter with psychology, may have had quite a bit more to offer than Smith or
most of his contemporaries suspected. For example, the twelfth-century Cis-
tercian abbot St. Aelred of Rievaulx (ca. 1110–67), worked out a theology of
chaste, Christ-centered ‘‘spiritual friendship’’ that has attracted much interest
in recent decades, since Aelred himself appears to have been wrestling with a
homosexual orientation.∑∏

‘‘INSTABILITY AT THE ROOTS’’

For all his expertise in biblical studies, then, Smith was seriously under-
informed about the Christian ethical tradition he claimed to be championing,
and about the pastoral care of homosexuals (and other people) as it was
carried out in his time. His one article of 1949 reveals an ignorance so ramified
that it can be characterized in at least four ways. First, he had nothing like
Kirk’s knowledge of the Christian ethical tradition, and probably didn’t even
know about Kirk. What he did know was interpreted through the lens of a
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preposterous ecclesiology that made his positions almost unrecognizable as
Christian. Second, he did not know how his more competent fellow priests
were actually counseling homosexuals, or the book by Anomaly that was their
main source of information on the Christian homosexual experience. Third,
he knew nothing about psychology or psychiatry and did not even realize how
little he knew. On the one hand he blamed psychiatrists for trying to make
people ‘‘reasonably happy and adjusted to society.’’ On the other hand he also
blamed them for enforcing arbitrary social conventions of what is acceptable:
‘‘[I]t is primarily the demand of society which has made the [psychiatric]
profession so critical of the socially unacceptable forms of self-satisfaction
(mania and some forms of schizophrenia) and has led it to expose the in-
stability which lies at their roots. The instability which lies at the roots of
highly successful careers is noted only when such careers end up in the psycho-
pathic ward. Otherwise the ‘individual,’ if happy in his success, has ‘made an
unusually adequate adjustment.’ ’’∑π This from a man who was only a year
away from abandoning his own clerical career! Smith’s characterization of
mania and schizophrenia as ‘‘socially unacceptable forms of self-satisfaction’’
is every bit as perverse and irresponsible as the comments in his 1973 popular
book on the Secret Gospel (quoted in the last chapter) about early Christianity
being a manifestation of schizophrenia, ‘‘instability,’’ and ‘‘psychological in-
fection.’’∑∫ And he seems not to have noticed the contradiction: if schizo-
phrenia is simply a ‘‘socially unacceptable form of self-satisfaction,’’ and if
Christianity began as a highly contagious form of schizophrenia, then why
should we side with ‘‘society’’ to ridicule Christianity?

Fourth, Smith was at least equally deficient in the area for which his parish-
ioners had a right to expect that he had been professionally trained. He seems
to have had no concept that people who came to him for confession or coun-
seling were looking for help to feel closer to God, and no idea how to help
them. In contrast, Reginald Ward, one of the most respected Anglican spiritual
directors of the generation before Smith, would have emphasized the impor-
tance of developing loving human relationships with other people as a way to
develop a more grateful appreciation of the love of God. Ward’s advice to a
priest who hears the confession of a ‘‘homosexual’’ (the penitent in this exam-
ple is what we would call a ‘‘pedophile’’ or child molester) includes the follow-
ing (among other things):

The sex instinct is one of the most powerful and useful of all instincts, it is a
driving force for creative work and the most powerful instrument for bringing
us into contact with our fellow beings. Those who are attracted to their own
sex provide some of the best trainers and teachers, because this attraction
gives them a special understanding and sympathy. In both classes [i.e., bisex-
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uals and exclusive homosexuals] the possibility of a sinful use of this sex
endowment is due to a selfish misuse of one kind of self-expression, a use
which puts the procuring of sex-sensation before the good of others and
which twists bodily functions into a channel for which they were not in-
tended. Dwell on the value of this sex endowment and the way in which it
could have been used in this man to help many others. . . . He is spoiling and
wasting his gift and injuring others. Try to stir him to the ambition to use the
gift. But this is not the most important part of his misuse of God’s gift of sex.
By misusing it he has eclipsed with a thick cloud of selfishness his sight of
God’s love and beauty which was once so dear to him, and which he has so
often proved could help him. It is an awful thing to throw away the greatest
beauty and love that a man can find. Tell him to turn away for a moment from
thinking about himself and try to think of the tenderness of God’s love trying
to reach him and being rebuffed. Such ingratitude is really foreign to what in
his inmost being he knows and believes.∑Ω

People today may disagree on what should be said, but this example shows
some of the things Smith could have said. Smith’s article betrays no sense
whatever of sexuality as a divine gift, or of the spiritual rewards of helping and
loving other people as a way of opening to the experience of God’s love. It is as
if Smith himself really had no experience with such things. One wonders how
his article even got published in a journal devoted to counseling and spir-
ituality. Did the editors see it as an alternative point of view, an example of
what pastors integrating psychology with spirituality were ‘‘up against’’? Did
they see it as illustrating how badly pastoral counseling was needed in the life
of the church? Were the editors short on material? Or was it simply that they
just couldn’t turn a fellow Harvard man down? They could not have known,
as we do know, that only a year later Smith would leave the active ministry.
Read with the hindsight that he would eventually reject Christianity alto-
gether, Smith’s screed reveals itself as the heart-rending cry of a man in great
pain. But it also throws some very unexpected light on one of the strangest
features of Clement’s letter to Theodore in the Mar Saba document.

‘‘O Truth, How Many Lies Are Told in Thy Name!’’

For all its fire-and-brimstone dogmatism and its appeals to age-old
Christian tradition, Smith’s 1949 outburst is essentially undocumented; the
footnotes are all devoted to impugning the orthodoxy of other articles in the
same periodical. Only twice does Smith refer to books he read: in each case the
book is cited incorrectly, its content is misrepresented, and there is no foot-
note. But (as always) the errors are revealing. Smith’s memory slips are the
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kind that anyone might make, but the author of a professional-level publica-
tion is supposed to correct such mistakes by checking his recollections against
the actual book and citing the source correctly so others can find it. As it is, the
informational gaps are like portals into the highly emotional private world of
Morton Smith—though this time we are seeing, not the light-hearted obliv-
iousness of the man who can’t remember how he discovered a homosexual
Jesus, but the angry sense of unjust rejection, of not being listened to or taken
seriously enough.

At one point, the Smith of 1949 praises an unnamed article in ‘‘the recent
Roman Catholic symposium, Making Converts,’’∏≠ revealing again his prefer-
ence for Catholic writers. But the book I think he means is actually called
Winning Converts, and I cannot tell which article he is referring to; none of
them is about counseling troubled people, all are about how to get potential
converts into religious education classes and keep them there as long as it
takes.∏∞ Smith’s praise of the book seems to confirm other indications that he
did not understand the counseling process, but saw his job as one of browbeat-
ing people into miserable submission to nineteen centuries of ‘‘authoritarian
religion.’’ Converts were to be made rather than won.

The other book Smith mentions is the classic autobiography of John Henry
Newman (1801–90), an Anglican priest who became a Roman Catholic cardi-
nal, the most famous English-speaking convert of the nineteenth century:

Christianity is a group of organizations, claiming supernatural origin and
authority, and undertaking to save men from a future existence of eternal
torment by uniting them with the incarnation of God. Such union these organi-
zations with remarkable unanimity declare and have always declared to re-
quire willing submission to a rather ascetic moral code, and they are all agreed
that the observance of this code is more important for the individual than his
happiness or his health or his very life. As Newman said at the end of his
Apologia (he was defending Roman Catholicism against charges of laxity
brought by an Anglican), the Catholic Church believes it preferable that every-
one in the world should perish in torment rather than that one soul should
commit one venial sin. Hence it follows that . . . particular conflicts should arise
whenever the psychiatrist’s concern for the patient’s immediate happiness runs
counter to the pastor’s concern for the parishioner’s eternal salvation.∏≤

Once again, Smith endorses the Catholic position—or at least what he thinks
is the Catholic position—against the Anglican one. And once again, he as-
cribes this position to the whole of Christendom (‘‘a group of organizations . . .
[which] with remarkable unanimity declare and have always declared’’)—
even though Newman was in fact ‘‘defending Roman Catholicism against
charges . . . brought by an Anglican’’! But once again Smith’s memory has
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misled him. The statement in question, which he quoted inaccurately, does not
really come at the end of Newman’s book, during the discussion about ‘‘lax-
ity’’ and the morality of lying. It is found rather earlier, in a section on the
infallibility of the Catholic Church. This is of no small interest to us, for both
the ethics of lying and the truth of church teaching are major themes in the
Mar Saba letter, as so many scholars have noticed. But to understand what
Newman was saying will require a fair amount of explanation, and to under-
stand how Smith misunderstood it will require even more.

After a dozen years as a leader of the Oxford Movement, Newman was
received into the Roman Catholic Church in 1845. He continued to write
profusely on behalf of his new faith. In 1864, a controversy broke out that
resulted in Newman’s writing his most famous book, Apologia pro Vita Sua,∏≥

the story of his own spiritual journey. The controversy began when Charles
Kingsley, a layman of the Church of England who has been regarded as a
‘‘liberal Protestant’’ but considered himself conservative,∏∂ wrote a book re-
view in which he charged:

The Roman [Catholic] religion had, for some time past, been making men not
better men, but worse. We must face, we must conceive honestly for ourselves,
the deep demoralization which had been brought on in Europe by the dogma
that the Pope of Rome had the power of creating right and wrong; that not
only truth and falsehood, but morality and immorality, depended on his set-
ting his seal to a bit of parchment. . . . 

So, again, of the virtue of truth. Truth, for its own sake, had never been a
virtue with the Roman clergy. Father Newman informs us that it need not,
and on the whole ought not to be; that cunning is the weapon which Heaven
has given to the saints wherewith to withstand the brute male force of the
wicked world which marries and is given in marriage. Whether his notion be
doctrinally correct or not, it is at least historically so.∏∑

Newman felt slandered, denied he had ever written such a thing, and wrote a
letter of protest to the editor of Macmillan’s Magazine, which had published
Kingsley’s review. Kingsley replied in a letter identifying the source, a sermon
Newman had published in 1844, when he was still an Anglican.∏∏ In fact,
however, Newman had preached the opposite of what Kingsley accused him
of saying. Newman had said that the Church’s weapons of prayer, holiness,
and innocence were so incomprehensible to a sinful world that what the
Church called ‘‘wisdom’’ and ‘‘harmlessness’’ must have seemed to unbelievers
to be ‘‘craft’’ and ‘‘hypocrisy.’’∏π

A flurry of letters followed, involving the two men, their many allies, and
Macmillan’s Magazine. In one of them Newman even grew unusually lyrical:
‘‘O Truth, how many lies are told in thy name!’’∏∫ Meanwhile, Kingsley made a



The Happiness of the Dead 177

thorough search of Newman’s writings and published every incriminating
quote he’d been able to find in a pamphlet titled ‘‘What, Then, Does Dr.
Newman Mean?’’ One of them was the statement to which Smith referred in
his 1949 article, which Kingsley quoted as follows: ‘‘The Catholic Church
‘holds it better for sun and moon to drop from heaven, for the earth to fail, and
for all the many millions on it to die of starvation in extremest agony, as far as
temporal affliction goes, than that one soul, I will not say should be lost, but
should commit one single venial sin, should tell one wilful untruth, or should
steal one poor farthing without excuse.’ ’’∏Ω For Kingsley, this statement was
an instance of Newman’s hypocrisy: how could Newman have written this,
when, a few pages later, he describes ‘‘consent . . . to a single unchaste wish as
indefinitely more heinous than any lie that can possibly be fancied?’’ Kingsley
had no doubt that lying was worse than unchaste wishing, and the net effect of
all the Newman quotations he collected was to demonstrate that ‘‘this man has
no real care for truth. Truth for its own sake is no virtue in his eyes, and he
teaches that it need not be. . . . Dr. Newman, for the sake of exalting the
magical powers of his Church, has committed himself unconsciously to a
statement which strikes at the root of all morality. If he answer, that such is the
doctrine of his Church . . . I can only answer, So much the worse for his
Church. The sooner it is civilized off the face of the earth, if this be its teaching,
the better for mankind.’’π≠ Kingsley’s accusation then, was not merely that
Newman was lenient about lying, but that Newman, like all Catholics, effec-
tively justified lying when it was done to advance the purposes of the Catholic
Church.

In support of this, Kingsley also cited an 1843 sermon of Newman’s on ‘‘the
development of doctrine.’’ This idea, which Newman elaborated further in
subsequent publications, has proved to be his most important intellectual
contribution, making it possible for twentieth-century theologians, both
Catholic and Protestant, to acknowledge that Christian doctrines have un-
folded over time, ‘‘in such a way that the sameness of faith in the course of
history was not to be conceived as a static immutability but as a dynamic
continuity.’’π∞ Before Newman, the role of historical developmental processes
was not widely recognized. It was not uncommon for Christians to write as if
the faith had been delivered fully formed and fully understood to the twelve
apostles and that subsequent controversies were caused by a weak or sinful
inability to accept what the apostles had plainly taught. Words like ‘‘innova-
tion’’ and ‘‘novelty’’ were used as synonyms for ‘‘heresy.’’π≤

In trying to explain the unfamiliar idea that doctrines have developed over
the course of history, Newman attempted an analogy to the familiar pastoral
practice of shaping the message to the audience: ‘‘And so, again, as regards
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savages, or the ignorant, or weak, or narrow-minded, our representations
must take a certain form, if we are to gain admission into their minds at all,
and to reach them.’’π≥ For example, statements in the Bible that the sun moves
around the earth were shaped to the understanding people had at the time
these texts were written; they did not preclude or contradict subsequent dis-
coveries that the earth moves around the sun.

In this context Newman had added, in a footnote, ‘‘Hence, it is not more
than an hyperbole to say that, in certain cases, a lie is the nearest approach to
truth. This seems the meaning, for instance, of St. Clement, when he says, ‘He
(the Christian) both thinks and speaks the truth, unless when, at any time, in
the way of treatment, as a physician toward his patients, so for the welfare of
the sick he will be false, or will tell a falsehood, as the sophists speak.’ ’’π∂ ‘‘If St.
Clement said that,’’ Kingsley sniffed, ‘‘so much the worse for him. He was a
great and good man. But he might have learned from his Bible that no lie was
the truth, and that it is ill stealing the devil’s tools to do God’s work withal.’’π∑

Newman’s original footnote on Clement, however, was not a random patristic
citation. Clement’s statement was a crux interpretum in the nineteenth-
century argument between those who considered the Roman Church the one
infallible teacher of the truth and those who thought it a sinister cabal that
absolved its henchmen in the confessional for lying in its name.π∏ Thus the
author of the Mar Saba letter could have been a nineteenth-century partisan in
this controversy. Or he could have been, like Morton Smith and many other
Anglo-Catholics of his generation, a twentieth-century reader of Kingsley’s
pamphlet against Newman, in which Clement is depicted as an advocate not
only of lying, but of lying on behalf of the Church.

Newman replied with two more pamphlets and then wrote the autobio-
graphical Apologia, in which each chapter chronicled the ‘‘History of my
Religious Opinions’’ for a certain period of his life.ππ The Apologia concludes
with the topic that had initially exercised Kingsley, a discussion of whether
‘‘under certain extraordinary conditions it is allowable to tell a lie.’’π∫ But there
is no more there about Clement; Newman’s remarks in that section are based
on Catholic and Protestant authors who lived after the Reformation.

TEMPORAL AFFLICTION

What, then, did Dr. Newman mean when he wrote that the Church
‘‘holds it better for . . . millions . . . to die’’? When he originally made the
statement in 1850, he was responding to a charge that the Catholic countries
of Europe were less technologically and socially advanced than the Protestant
countries, suggesting that the Catholic Church itself was a backward-looking,
retrogressive institution that did not care about the physical and material
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welfare of its people. Newman’s reply was that the Church had higher pri-
orities: the spiritual welfare of the faithful was infinitely more important. His
remarks are easier to understand in context:

This, then, is the point I insist upon, in answer to the objection which you
have today urged against me. The Church aims, not at making a show, but at
doing a work. She regards this world, and all that is in it, as a mere shadow, as
dust and ashes, compared with the value of one single soul. She holds that,
unless she can, in her own way, do good to souls, it is no use her doing
anything; she holds that it were better for sun and moon to drop from heaven,
for the earth to fail, and for all the many millions who are upon it to die of
starvation in extremest agony, so far as temporal affliction goes, than that one
soul, I will not say, should be lost, but should commit one single venial sin,
should tell one wilful untruth, though it harmed no one, or steal one poor
farthing without excuse. She considers the action of this world and the action
of the soul simply incommensurate, viewed in their respective spheres; she
would rather save the soul of one single wild bandit of Calabria, or whining
beggar of Palermo, than draw a hundred lines of railroad through the length
and breadth of Italy, or carry out a sanitary reform, in its fullest details, in
every city of Sicily, except so far as these great national works tended to some
spiritual good beyond them.πΩ

Even in its original context, the passage may seem rhetorically excessive, but
the point is clear—that no amount of ‘‘temporal affliction’’ can outweigh the
spiritual imperative for salvation.

Nowadays, of course, many Christians recognize that widespread hunger,
starvation, and other ‘‘temporal afflictions’’ are indeed moral and spiritual
issues, even if the proximate cause is a natural disaster such as the sun and
moon ‘‘dropping’’ or the earth ‘‘failing.’’ Neither the incompetence or venality
of local governments that neglect the needs of their people nor the compla-
cency or selfishness of people in wealthy, historically Christian countries can
be excused on the ground that spiritual values are more important. The mod-
ern recognition that sin is not a purely individual matter, but can also be found
in social structures and public policies, owes much to the social encyclicals of
the popes, beginning with Rerum novarum in 1891.∫≠ But Newman, who
worked out the modern theological understanding of the development of doc-
trine, was writing in 1850.

Since the quote had resurfaced when Kingsley cited it in his controversy
with Newman, however, it was convenient for Newman to reutilize it in his
Apologia, where he made it the basis of a different argument. Newman con-
ceded nothing to those who had meanwhile found his remarks objectionable,
and admitted no rhetorical excess: ‘‘I have nothing to withdraw.’’ Instead, he
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made it the preamble of his argument on the infallibility of the Church.∫∞ Since
there is so much evil in the world, with the human race so estranged from the
Creator by the rebellion of sin, is it not reasonable that a loving God would
have placed an infallible religion among us, which people could absolutely rely
upon to teach the truth? As Newman wrote, ‘‘It is because of the intensity of
the evil which has possession of mankind, that a suitable antagonist has been
provided against it.’’∫≤

In the turbulent memory of the 1949 Morton Smith, however, both New-
man’s wording and his meaning began to shift. The passage itself moved, in
Smith’s recollection, from the argument about infallibility in the middle of
Newman’s book to the argument about lying at the end. Newman’s words ‘‘die
of starvation in extremest agony’’ transmogrified into Smith’s ‘‘perish in tor-
ment’’ (suggesting the eternal fire of Hell), and the entire statement became a
defense against ‘‘charges of laxity brought by an Anglican.’’ ‘‘Laxity,’’ in the
Catholic theology of those days, was a technical theological term for what we
now call ‘‘permissiveness’’ or ‘‘moral relativism,’’ defined as the belief that one
can safely choose a course of action that has a low probability of being the
most ethical one.∫≥ But to Smith’s state of mind back in 1949, it had all come to
mean that some Anglican had attacked the Catholic Church for being too
lenient on issues such as lying, and that Newman had replied, with the moral
absolutism that was the only position possible, that the Church would rather
consign everyone to eternal fire than overlook even one venial sin. Now that’s
rigorism to be reckoned with, and among its harsh demands is the question:
Which church did Smith think he belonged to, anyway? Smith had written,
‘‘As Newman said at the end of his Apologia (he was defending Roman Ca-
tholicism against charges of laxity brought by an Anglican), the Catholic
Church believes it preferable that everyone in the world should perish in
torment rather than that one soul should commit one venial sin.’’∫∂ If the Rev.
Smith believed that, it is not surprising that he soon found its implications
unbearable and took for himself the step he had recommended to everyone
else who disagreed with his version of Christianity: ‘‘ecclesiastics who do not
believe the teachings of their Church should have the decency to leave it.’’∫∑

‘‘A MORE-OR-LESS NOVEL RELIGION’’

In the shadows behind the Secret Gospel story, then, we begin to see the
outlines of a poignant tale. An idealistic young priest, struggling with the
burden of counseling people caught in patterns of sexual sin, lashes out at the
competition, the newly popular psychiatry, which seems to offer an easy way
out—to falsely promise earthly happiness at the expense of eternal happiness.
The priest insists that Christianity amounts to centuries of obdurate con-
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sensus, issuing ethical mandates against which there is no appeal, and cites a
half-remembered book he had taken to say that the church prefers any amount
of suffering over even the smallest infringement. Behind that book lies a more
fundamental debate over whether this same church is the ensign of truth or a
fomenter of lies, a debate in which all sides repeatedly quote St. Clement of
Alexandria.

A year later, the priest has given up and begins to establish a career as a
professor. He returns to a monastery he had loved as a young student, and
there, in a neglected tower library, discovers a fragmentary text: a long-lost
letter from the same Clement of Alexandria, attacking heretics for teaching
sexual sins but also advocating that loyal Christians must lie to protect the
Church’s truth.

Remarkably, the letter also quotes from certain unknown gospels that say
(or do they?) that Jesus himself initiated his disciples through acts of homosex-
ual sex. From this the ex-priest concludes that Jesus taught a ‘‘libertine’’ reli-
gion that was soon deliberately concealed by discomfited church leaders, who
created an irrefutable majority consensus that became the mainstream, ortho-
dox church, willing to condone any lie to suppress the memory that Jesus
himself had promised freedom from moral laws.

To support this interpretation, the former priest constructs an elaborate
collage of ancient evidence and pseudo-evidence that betrays a notable resem-
blance to the way the new gospel, and the letter containing it, were also built
up from ancient excerpts. In the process he himself becomes the kind of person
he had once inveighed against, the sort who prefers ‘‘his own interpretation of
individual texts . . . departing from normative Christianity to devise a more-or-
less novel religion of his own.’’ But it no longer matters, for (he is now con-
vinced) Christianity itself is nothing more than a hysterical stampede of mad-
men and schizophrenics, of people who had caught some bug and, as a result,
were desperately in need of psychiatry.

This outline may seem far-fetched, but there is more. Smith’s conception of
Christian morality as a tyrannical conspiracy reappears in an article of 1972.
Published in close chronological proximity to the two books on the Secret
Gospel, it seems intended to prepare the ground for the shock to come. The
canonical gospel of Mark, Smith argued, ‘‘reflects the practice of a church
which made a sharp distinction between the more and the less advanced,’’
resembling, it would seem, Clement’s distinction between the ‘‘perfected’’ and
the merely ‘‘instructed.’’ Anticipating the still-unpublished Mar Saba text,
with its secret oral teaching and Carpocratian distortions, Smith asserted that
even in the familiar Marcan gospel ‘‘the contrast between the more and the less
advanced serves also an apologetic purpose against other Christian groups.
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Here, it says, is the true teaching which was privately revealed to the closest
followers; accept no substitutes.’’∫∏

Yet in Smith’s view this ‘‘true,’’ private teaching actually involved the sup-
pression, not the preservation, of Jesus’ original message:

[T]he Jesus who taught his moral regulations and explanations of difficult texts
(in secret, to the closed circle of the church) could well have been the projection
backward of the Christian teacher of a later generation, in this instance not the
wandering preacher but the incipient bishop. . . . Of all the things [ Jesus] said,
the church represented by Mark wants only those which provide assurance for
its hopes, authorization for its doctrines or practices, and answers to the
questions which are in dispute among its members. . . . Therefore the bulk—if
any—of Jesus’ teaching would seem to have been either unknown to Mark,
alien to the concerns of the church for which he wrote, or deliberately withheld
by him from presentation in his Gospel. Why?∫π

Why indeed? Given Smith’s picture in his books on the Mar Saba fragment of
an ‘‘orthodox’’ majority suppressing Jesus’ original ‘‘libertine’’ teaching in the
name of ‘‘social acceptability,’’ there is little doubt that he thought Jesus’
teaching was not ‘‘unknown to Mark,’’ but rather ‘‘deliberately withheld’’ as
‘‘alien to the concerns of the church for which he wrote.’’

The complaint that institutionalized Christianity has betrayed the original
message of its founder has been heard throughout history, of course. But in
Smith’s earlier and later writings we can witness a startling reversal of ecclesi-
ologies—or rather the same ecclesiology viewed from two different sides. In
1949, Smith forcefully argued that all the Christian denominations, ‘‘with
remarkable unanimity,’’ ‘‘require the observation of a moral code’’ that de-
manded rigorous, unquestioning obedience from every believer, even to the
point of suffering ‘‘an entire life of unhappiness’’ for the sake of ‘‘union with
Christ’’—a Christ whose words had actually been put in his mouth by the
disciples. Even though this moral code was not from Jesus, it was ‘‘preferable
that everyone in the world should perish in torment rather than that one soul
should commit’’ even a minor infraction against it. By 1972, Smith was argu-
ing that the gospel of Mark deliberately omits most of Jesus’ actual teaching,
in order to serve the institutional interests of the church to which Mark be-
longed. Paramount among these interests was the refutation and suppression
of other groups claiming to be Christian and the maintenance of a two-tier
membership structure in which the most important teachings were known
only to the more privileged inner circle. A year later, Smith would announce
that parts of the secret, inner-circle version of Mark’s gospel had been re-
discovered, preserved in a letter in which, indeed, the leaders of the institu-
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tional church could be seen conspiring against a group with a different tradi-
tion of ethical teaching.

The Mar Saba document fits awfully well between the two mirror images of
1949 and 1972. Some may consider this proof enough that Smith himself
created the document. But I say we should not jump to that conclusion, or not
yet. Although Smith’s montage of excerpts from ancient sources markedly
resembles the centonate construction of the Secret Gospel and the Mar Saba
letter, and strikingly inverts his own youthful ecclesiology, these resemblances
only amount to circumstantial evidence. We cannot, at this point, exclude the
possibility that Smith really did discover a text he did not compose. Many
unanswered questions remain.

In particular, we must ask about the sexologies of the Mar Saba document.
At first glance they seem rather different from Smith’s. In the Secret Gospel,
homosexuality seems to be an initiatory rite sought by a disciple from a master
who angrily rejects all relationships with women. If Smith is correct, it aimed
at a joint experience of heavenly ascent, though this is not explicitly stated in
the gospel itself. On the other hand the author of the letter, identified as
Clement of Alexandria, seems to deny or not recognize that the Secret Gospel
depicts a homosexual liaison, even while he condemns in the harshest terms
the immorality of the Carpocratians, whose gospel does seem to make the
homosexuality explicit.

Smith’s 1949 article gives us a glimpse of his own sexology, which is difficult
to square with the Mar Saba fragment. His parishioner is a young man who
views relationships with adult men as ‘‘most helpful’’ but who is also support-
ive of relationships between adults. He seems to be an aesthetically sensitive
soul: initially drawn to the church by its music and ritual, he admires famous
men like Plato and Shakespeare who were reputedly homosexual themselves.
Such elements are not clearly present in the Mar Saba text, unless the intent is
to add Jesus to the roster of history’s famous homosexuals. Could the two
young men (in the Secret Gospel and in Smith’s article) be products of the same
mind or the same era? Or do their differences point to different historical
periods? The time has come to face squarely the issue that has repeatedly
inserted itself into our investigations, only to be deferred: to what historical
date and milieu does the homosexuality described in the Mar Saba fragment
really belong?

Summary

In this chapter I examine Smith’s brief career as an Anglican priest. An
early article of his shows that he held extremely rigid ethical views and an
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illogical theology of the Church. His counseling of homosexuals and people
facing other sexual difficulties was uninformed and incompatible with the best
practices in use at the time. His notions of mental illness and the role of
psychotherapy indicate a complete lack of training and experience. One can
infer that Smith was going through some kind of psychological crisis of his
own relating to his abandonment of the priesthood the following year.

Unexpectedly, the early article reveals two other things that seem to shed
light on the Mar Saba text. Smith depicted the history of Christian morality as
a universal, ironclad consensus, suppressing all dissenters down through the
ages, closely resembling Clement’s persecution of the Carpocratians. A 1972
article on the canonical gospel of Mark interestingly inverts Smith’s 1949
ecclesiology, arguing that leaders of the early church conspired to suppress the
original teaching of Jesus. Smith’s early article also referenced a nineteenth-
century debate between Catholics and Protestants over whether Clement be-
lieved that lying was justified if it was done on behalf of the church. The
Clement of the Mar Saba letter insists that it is.
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Hellenistic Homosexualities

When he sent a couple of disciples to make preparations for the Passover
meal, he did not tell them the address, but told them to look for a man
carrying a pitcher of water. (Carrying water was women’s work, so this was
like saying, ‘‘Look for a man wearing lipstick.’’) —Morton Smith

Ancient Greece

The study of ancient Greek (male) homosexuality, like the study of early
Christian liturgy, has developed considerably since the Mar Saba text came to
light. The landmark book of K. J. Dover, with its thorough synthesis of textual
and pictorial evidence, did much to clarify ancient Greek behaviors and atti-
tudes associated with sex between males, and it has provoked much further
research.∞ I believe it can be shown that, just as the Mar Saba document reflects
a mid-twentieth-century Anglican conception of early Christian liturgy, so it
also assumes a conception of ancient homosexuality that was common in
academic circles before Dover’s publication, but is no longer tenable now.

Two controversies that emerged in the wake of Dover’s book are relevant
here. Some have objected that Dover did not pay enough attention to evidence
that paederasty originated in ancient religious rituals of initiation, going back
perhaps to the Indo-Europeans.≤ Others have felt that the phenomena Dover
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described should not even be called ‘‘homosexuality’’—‘‘if by that is meant a
strong individual drive directed toward the attainment of sexual satisfaction,
because boy-love was a social institution for which everyone in general poten-
tially assumed responsibility, because it was restricted to boyhood and youth,
and aimed at the development of these young people toward the group’s adult
ideal.’’≥ At the intersection of these complex problems lie the two issues—
individual identity and community expectation—that define many of the cul-
tural and historical differences between one construction of homosexuality
and another.

SELF, SEX, AND SOCIETY

In the modern industrialized world, people place a very high value on
personal autonomy and self-expression. The basic unit of society, in many
respects, is the individual, and ethical issues tend to be formulated in terms of
personal rights. Unconventional sexual drives may be deemed too important
to ignore or suppress if the anticipated self-fulfillment seems more important
than the negative effects of social disapproval. In very traditional societies, on
the other hand, the needs of the group tend to be given much greater weight.
The basic social unit may be something larger than the individual, such as the
family (however configured), and ethical issues tend to be formulated in terms
of the individual’s responsibility to the whole. The community’s interest in
reproduction, kinship, lineage, and inheritance may make the need to regulate
sexual behavior so compelling that it cannot be flouted merely for the sake of
an individual’s personal inclinations.∂ A reputation for sexual misbehavior
besmirches the entire group (cf. Sirach 42:9–14). When even the decision of
whom and when to marry is made by the family leadership, not the individual,
the condition of ‘‘being in love’’ may be insufficient justification for either
heterosexual or homosexual activity. As one historian of marriage customs
put it:

The idea that marriage is based on the personal feelings or inclination of those
marrying may strike us as self-evident. Yet the majority of societies would
take the view that marriage is far too important a matter to be left to the
individuals concerned and that ‘‘feeling,’’ ‘‘emotion,’’ ‘‘love,’’ between the
prospective partners are largely irrelevant. This is not to say that ‘‘love’’ or
deep affection between members of the opposite sex are unknown. There is
plenty of evidence for these emotions in simple societies, and to a certain
extent in tribal societies ‘‘love matches’’ are recognized as a basis for marriage.
It is therefore wise . . . to eschew an absolute dichotomy between societies
which base their marriages on personal attraction and those which arrange
them. Nevertheless, particularly in peasant societies, marriage is largely based
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on arrangement by kin or other wider interests, and the personal feelings of an
often very young couple are not of concern. In order to show how unusual the
individualistic ‘‘love-based’’ marriage system [is] . . . , we may cite a number of
comparative sociologists and anthropologists.∑

To date and place any document that focuses on love or sex, therefore, we have
to find the right balance of psychological factors (like ‘‘romance’’ or ‘‘sexual
orientation’’) and social factors (like status and function).

In the West, of course, there has been a general trend toward greater individ-
ual freedom in recent centuries. Thus an influential historian of European
marriage customs has observed a steady increase in ‘‘affective individualism’’ in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as personal preference took on a
greater role in marital choice.∏ It would not be surprising if economic change
played a role in this, and indeed a very recent study concludes: ‘‘In agricultural
societies, fertility is all-important because of high infant and child mortality.
Anything that interferes with childbearing—such as divorce, homosexuality,
abortion, and jobs for women outside the home—is therefore strongly dis-
couraged. With industrialization, infant and child mortality decline markedly.
. . . In postindustrial societies women have a substantial share of management
and professional jobs. Fertility falls, late marriage becomes more acceptable,
and the traditional two-parent nuclear family erodes.’’π

The ancient Greek-speaking world, of course, was not a single monolithic
culture,∫ but its most literate communities, the ones we know best, certainly
struck a different balance than we do between individual and social con-
straints. Thus Werner Jaeger saw in the emergence of the Greek polis a ‘‘new
cult of individuality,’’ reflected in poets such as Archilochus, for whom

individuality is not expressed in the modern manner, as the experience of an
individual wrapped up in himself . . . , as the utterance of purely private
feelings. The conscious solipsism of modern poetry may be no more than a
reversion to the primitive. . . . Although the Greek poet, in exploring the new
world of individuality, expresses ideas and emotions which are truly personal,
he is still somehow bound by universal standards, and recognizes the law
which rules his fellow-men. . . . The Greeks always thought of personality as
actively related to the world (in fact, to two worlds, the world of nature and
the world of human society) and not as isolated from it.Ω

In poetry and the other arts of our time, of course, ‘‘conscious solipsism’’ is
so prevalent that there would seem to be little agreement on what might
constitute binding ‘‘universal standards’’—or even whether such things exist.
Yet even within modern Western culture, there are broad agreements that tend
to be taken for granted as more or less universal in principle. For example, it is
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very hard for us to understand how people can spend their lives in arranged
marriages, putting societal concerns above their own power to choose. But it is
even harder for us to accept that, in some societies, even homosexual sex can
be shaped by social conventions that overrule personal inclination.

For example, adults in our culture who seek sex with young people often
believe that their attentions have ‘‘educational value’’ for the victim—an idea
that Smith’s young parishioner also seems to endorse. Most other adults today
(and I would agree) disapprove of this belief as a mere rationalization or self-
serving excuse.∞≠ We think sex should be reserved for grown-ups because we
consider it psychologically harmful for children, who are also individuals with
rights. Other ancient and modern cultures, however, condone or even ritualize
the idea that ‘‘transgenerational’’ or ‘‘age-structured’’ forms of homosex-
uality∞∞ are not harmful but educational, part of the inculturation process by
which children mature into social and sexual adulthood.∞≤

In the Spartan agōgē (‘‘training’’), for example, young males training as
warriors were divided into three age groups, marked by religious ceremonies,
graded sports, and increasing levels of participation in the men’s dining clubs.
The young men in the oldest group, between the ages of twenty and thirty,
inaugurated sexual partnerships with the males between fourteen and twenty,
while the younger boys were off-limits. The older men (over thirty) oversaw
the entire process.∞≥ In Crete there was a differently structured agōgē with a
different sequence of age groups and some of the familiar characteristics of a
rite of passage.∞∂ Following highly regulated procedures, the boy was ritually
abducted by an older man, held in isolation for up to two months, and then
reintegrated into society through a ceremony in which he received gifts of
military equipment, a drinking cup since he would now dine in the men’s club,
and an ox with which to offer his first adult sacrifice.∞∑ If we were to discover
an ancient Greek epistle that made sense in the context of Spartan or Cretan
customs, therefore, we would naturally want to place it in a Spartan or Cretan
milieu of appropriate date. We ask no more of the Mar Saba letter and the
Secret Gospel than that they, too, be assigned to the historical time and place
that their assumptions about sexuality imply.

THE LAW OF PAEDERASTY AND THE LAW OF PHILOSOPHY

The best-known ancient paradigm, of course, is the Athenian model of
‘‘boy-love.’’ Strictly speaking it belonged to the fifth and fourth centuries bce,
but to readers of Plato and other writers it remained a familiar benchmark all
through late antiquity and down to modern times. Like the other ‘‘age-struc-
tured’’ Greek patterns, Athenian paederasty assumed a sharp division of roles
between the adult lover (erastēs) and the young beloved (erōmenos).∞∏ ‘‘The
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fundamental opposition between different types of sexual behavior was not the
heterosexual/homosexual contrast, but the active/passive contrast, the former
category—activity—being characteristic of the adult male, while the latter —
passivity—was reserved for women and boys’’ and other low-status people
such as slaves, foreigners, and prostitutes (male and female).∞π The behavioral
expectations for each party, ‘‘active’’ and ‘‘passive,’’ were quite different, but
two important issues stand out: one is that most of the rules had to do with
defining or preserving distinctions of status; indeed the terminology for boys of
different ages and for the types of men who were permitted access to them could
get very complicated.∞∫ The other was a kind of cultural fiction that boy-love
was not really about sex, but about imparting higher social and spiritual ideals.

Thus Athenian boy-love began with a lengthy process of courtship (today
we might call it ‘‘stalking’’), as a mature man pursued a youth who, at the
oldest, was showing only the first signs of puberty. Pausanias’s speech in
Plato’s Symposium describes the erastēs begging on his knees, swearing oaths
he cannot keep, spending all night on the boy’s doorstep, ‘‘willing to do slavish
acts of a sort not even a slave would do.’’∞Ω The boy, however, was not sup-
posed to give in, even when threatened with violence or offered gifts or money
or political influence. It was appropriate for him to acquiesce only when he
perceived that the relationship had initiatory value—that is, that the man had
the ability and motivation to train him in the mores of the culture. Thus the
pursuit was a test of character for both man and boy, as Pausanias put it: ‘‘The
aim of our practice is to test [adult] lovers thoroughly and in the right way, to
ensure that boys gratify one type but keep away from the other. That is why, at
the same time, we encourage lovers to chase boys and encourage boys to run
away from lovers. It’s a kind of competition to test which type the lover
belongs to and which type the boy belongs to. This explains why it’s consid-
ered wrong to be caught quickly.’’≤≠ If the pursuit developed into a relation-
ship, each partner followed a different set of rules. The adult lover was subject
to what Pausanias calls ‘‘the law of paederasty’’ or the love of boys, the young
beloved to ‘‘the law of philosophy,’’ or ‘‘the love of wisdom and other virtue’’
(Symposium 184d).

These conditions are realized when lover and boyfriend come together, each
observing the appropriate rule: that the lover is justified in any service he
performs for the boyfriend who gratifies him, and that the boyfriend is justi-
fied in any favour he does for someone who is making him wise and good.
Also the lover must be able to develop the boyfriend’s understanding and
virtue in general, and the boyfriend must want to acquire education and
wisdom in general. When all these conditions are met, then and then alone it is
right for a boyfriend to gratify his lover, but not otherwise.≤∞
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In such a culture, it makes sense for Socrates and Phaedrus to discuss the
rhetorical technique of a written speech whose author, Lysias, was trying to
seduce a boy by arguing: ‘‘I don’t think I should lose the chance to get what I
am asking for, merely because I don’t happen to be in love with you. . . . A
lover will admit that he’s more sick than sound in the head. He’s well aware
that he’s not thinking straight; but he’ll say he can’t get himself under control
. . . [Y]ou can expect to become a better person if you are won over by me,
rather than by a lover.’’≤≤ What does not make sense in this culture is the Secret
Gospel. Jesus does not pursue an unwilling young man (who in fact is dead!).
Instead, he seems to be answering a call from the youth, who is the first to
express love. Is this imaginable in ancient times?

COULD A YOUTH EXPRESS LOVE FIRST?

We can readily believe that many boys in ancient times did not want to
be involved in sex with men; a few texts describe impassivity, pain and tears,≤≥

even suicide≤∂—no wonder fathers attempted to protect their sons (Sym-
posium 183c–d)! If we try to look for counterexamples, for boys who sought
out or desired such relationships, we come up against a troubling fact: no
ancient texts or artifacts directly communicate a boy’s perspective—a clear
indication of how inferior the boys’ status was. It is probably because there are
no texts authored by boys that the modern discussion has tended to focus on
the artistic representations, which are commonly found on ancient Greek
vases and drinking vessels. According to Dover, these hardly ever show the
boy in a state of sexual arousal. When a boy is shown responding positively, he
touches the man’s face or head with his hands, making tender gestures of philia
more than erōs.≤∑ The relatively rare pictures of sexually aggressive boys were
perhaps intended to be humorous.≤∏ At times, men and boys are shown grasp-
ing each other’s hands or wrists as if wrestling; some would interpret this as the
boy attempting resistance, but others as his ‘‘responsive eros.’’≤π

A reminder is called for here that artistic representations, like texts, music,
architecture and everything else, cannot be interpreted in disregard of their
intended function, and it is difficult to think of a function for these images that
would permit them to represent anything but the man’s viewpoint. For exam-
ple, if the Greek vases and cups held wine or oil that was given to boys as
courting gifts, the imagery would likely have represented a kind of message
from the adult to the boy, picturing the result the adult hoped for. If, on the
other hand, the vessels were intended for use at dinners or symposia, where the
boys acted as waiters to the adults, the men may have felt entitled to interpret
such artwork as a message from the boy. In that case too, it would have been
the man’s fantasy that was being depicted. The men’s dining room had an
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important social function: like the wrestling school, it combined worship and
philosophy with the training of boys into manhood.≤∫ Thus it would be naive
to treat these pictures as if they are candid ‘‘snapshots’’ of ‘‘what really hap-
pened.’’ If we imagine a future historian trying to reconstruct twenty-first-
century sexual practices from the pictures some men look at today, we can see
how skeptical one has to be.≤Ω

‘‘THE POLITICS OF REPUTATION’’

It is hard to see, then, what basis there could have been for respecting the
feelings or choice of any boy who did make the initial approach to a man. The
compelling issue in classical Athens was not personal fulfillment, but an ex-
tremely potent ‘‘politics of reputation, whose normative poles are honor and
shame.’’≥≠ Athenian law criminalized prostitution and sexual assault (hubris),
and to those ends it also regulated the operation of schools.≥∞ But beyond that
there was an extensive sphere of legally unregulated private life in which ‘‘the
fundamental antinomy that underlies all of the most important accounts of
homoerotic courtship is that of honorable vs. shameful eros.’’≥≤ Thus a heavy
responsibility was placed on the boy to keep suitors at bay, and to decide
wisely when to submit, based on nonsexual criteria. If he failed, he could incur
severe social stigma: ‘‘Whatever a boy might do in bed, it was crucial that he
not seem to be motivated by passionate sexual desire for his lover,’’ or ‘‘he
risked identifying himself as a kinaidos, a pathic, a catamite: no modern En-
glish word can convey the full force of the ancient stigma attached to this now-
defunct entity’’≥≥ (cf. Plato, Gorgias 494e). Similarly, if a free Athenian adult
male were to take the demeaning ‘‘passive’’ or receptive sexual role with an-
other man or youth, he would be subjected to severe opprobrium.≥∂ Issues of
status and reputation were so important that both erastēs and erōmenos
risked curtailment of their citizenship rights in the polis if they failed to comply
with accepted norms.

Thus Aiskhines, in 346 bce, defended himself against treasonous capital
charges by arguing, not his own innocence, but his accuser’s ineligibility to
bring the charges. The accuser, Timarkhos, could not exercise the rights of an
Athenian citizen, Aiskhines claimed, because years earlier, as an adolescent,
Timarkhos had been the erōmenos of several men, living in their houses and
conspicuously possessing too much money, indicating he had accepted gifts
from them. The money and the multiple relationships meant that Timarkhos
had violated laws against prostitution, which in Athens was forbidden to free
Athenians, though permitted to everyone else. To make his argument, Ais-
khines had to distort the actual text of the law and rely heavily on rumor for
the ‘‘facts’’ of what Timarkhos had done. Aiskhines also had to point out that



192 Hellenistic Homosexualities

his own more recent escapades were not really relevant because as an adult he
had taken only the erastēs role and faithfully stayed within its expectations.
The jury of citizens was persuaded; Aiskhines prevailed and Timarkhos was
disenfranchised.≥∑

The ancient Athenian ideal, then, could be summed up this way:

In classical Athens, . . . sex did not express inward dispositions or inclinations
so much as it served to position social actors in the places assigned to them, by
virtue of their political standing, in the hierarchical structure of the Athenian
polity. . . . a relatively small group made up of the adult male citizens held a
virtual monopoly of social power and constituted a clearly defined élite within
the political and social life of the city-state. The predominant feature of the
social landscape . . . was the great divide in status between this superordinate
group, composed of citizens, and a subordinate group, composed of women,
children, foreigners, and slaves—all of whom lacked full civil rights (though
they were not all equally subordinate). Sexual relations not only respected
that divide but were strictly polarized in conformity with it.≥∏

Moreover, ‘‘society tolerated deviance from the ideal norms so long as the
forbidden acts remained secret and the rules were obeyed.’’≥π

From this perspective, clearly, the young man’s behavior in the Secret Gos-
pel cannot be justified. He seems too interested in the relationship, which in
ancient times would be taken to imply that he was a person of poor character,
probably more motivated by sexual interest than by a genuine desire to be
trained in virtue. It is as if the Secret Gospel were written by a modern person
who assumed that ancient homosexuality would have followed Plato’s model
of an older teacher with a young disciple, but who did not really understand
the distinction of roles between erastēs and erōmenos with their particular
expectations. One could object, of course, that a Christian, quasi-Christian, or
Carpocratian gospel, written in the first or second century of our era should
not be expected to conform fully to social standards that prevailed in classical
Athens four or more centuries earlier. But if the standards or customs were
different, we have virtually no information about what they were, and as we
shall see, every ancient Hellenistic model of homosexuality existed in some
sort of dialogue with Plato’s writings. The inevitable result is that, the more
fully we engage Plato’s writings, the more difficult it is to maintain that the
Secret Gospel was written in any ancient Greek-speaking environment.

The Spiritual Meaning of Homosexuality

If the issue for the erōmenos was to identify the best mentor, while
avoiding at least the appearance of sexual interest, the erastēs, too, had to
make a choice between better and worse kinds of love. And for the man, as for
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the boy, the better kind sought to transcend the physical and aspire to some-
thing higher than sexual pleasure. In the Symposium, Pausanias gropes toward
this recognition when he distinguishes two gods of love. In the merely ‘‘com-
mon’’ love of Pandemic Aphrodite, ‘‘inferior people . . . are attracted to
women as much as boys, and to bodies rather than minds . . . partners with the
least possible intelligence, because their sole aim is to get what they want.’’ But
the love of the ‘‘heavenly’’ or Uranian Aphrodite, ‘‘who has nothing of the
female in her but only maleness,’’ attracts a man only to boys, ‘‘who are
naturally more vigorous and intelligent.’’ Indeed it is only to boys of the right
age, ‘‘when they start to have developed intelligence, and this happens around
the time that they begin to grow a beard.’’≥∫

But when Socrates speaks, he describes the matter more profoundly, report-
ing what he had been taught by the wise Mantinean priestess Diotima: ideally,
the erastēs should rise above his erotic attraction toward a beautiful boy and
ascend to a direct experience of Beauty itself. Although this famous passage is
often dubbed ‘‘the ladder of love,’’≥Ω the ladder or stairway metaphor is actu-
ally the second of two. The first and more pervasive metaphor is that of an
initiation rite, as the priestess describes the lover’s progress from the Lesser
Mysteries, or erōtika, to the ultimate vision, the Greater Mysteries, the Eleusi-
nian epoptika.∂≠ Diotima, like the Clement of the Mar Saba letter, speaks in
the vocabulary of mystery religion, though it seems to me that modern transla-
tions and commentaries have not fully engaged the cultic or ritual features of
this text.

Diotima’s scheme of initiation goes through seven stages, as the lover’s
attention moves from physical attraction to the body of one boy, to the beauti-
ful conversations he has with that boy, to a more generalized appreciation of
the beauty of all bodies, to recognizing that the beauty of minds is more
valuable than the beauty of bodies, to seeing the common beauty that under-
lies the laws and cultural practices that the lover teaches to the virtuous youth,
to contemplating the ‘‘great sea of beauty’’ that permeates all knowledge and
sciences, to the ultimate vision of that beauty—Beauty itself (Symposium
210a–210e). It is her second description that speaks of a ladder, with five steps
or rungs: from one body to two, from two to all beautiful bodies, and on to
beautiful practices, then to beautiful learning, finally to the knowledge of that
Beauty (211c).

The journey is not easy, for as the man progresses he ‘‘will relax his intense
passion for just one body, despising this passion and regarding it as petty.’’∂∞

Diotima is doubtful, therefore, whether Socrates can leave passion behind to
make the full ascent (209e–210a). But the Socrates of the Phaedrus is able to
explain the difference. Standing on the banks of the Illisos River, near the
sanctuary where the Lesser Mysteries were celebrated, he says that the phi-
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losophers are capable of a higher form of madness than other lovers, certainly
higher than the kind that Lysias disparages (244a–245c). Before they were
born into earthly bodies, the philosophers followed Zeus, experiencing the
highest level of initiation and the most perfect vision of Beauty itself. It is
because they remember this vision that they became philosophers in this
earthly life, unlike those who followed other gods, whose experiences before
birth were less profound and memorable, amounting to lower levels of initia-
tion (249c–252b). Since ‘‘everyone spends his life honoring the god in whose
chorus he danced’’ before birth,∂≤ the philosopher, who danced for Zeus, will
be able to practice restraint and inspire the same in his boy (252c–257a):
‘‘Now if the victory goes to the better elements in both their minds, which lead
them to follow the assigned regimen of philosophy, their life here below is one
of bliss and shared understanding. They are modest and fully in control of
themselves now that they have enslaved the part that brought trouble into the
soul and set free the part that gave it virtue.’’∂≥ In this way the boy, too, can be
led to a kind of reciprocal eros, the medium for which is not physical sex but
beautiful philosophical conversation.∂∂

Thus there is a certain resemblance between the loftiest ideal of Athenian
homosexuality and Smith’s eccentric theory of early Christian initiation. Both
Smith and Diotima begin with erotic attraction between males. Diotima in-
vites Socrates to ascend by steps that include recognizing the beauty and order
of the virtuous practices the man taught to the boy, then transcending all this
to arrive at the vision of Beauty itself. Smith imagines the younger party
ascending to heaven with Jesus.

But there is also an important difference: for Socrates and Diotima, the
ascent involves transcending physical sex: ‘‘It is characteristic of a ladder that
one leaves the lower rungs behind as one climbs.’’∂∑ It may be no coincidence
that the Hierophant, the high priest of the Eleusinian Mysteries, was required
to abstain from sex during the days of the festival.∂∏ For Smith, on the other
hand, it seems that the physical union with Jesus is the initiation. Diotima’s
erastēs would rise above ‘‘the right kind of love for a boy’’∂π in order to
proceed, through a series of relinquishings, to the vision of Beauty itself. The
disciples of Smith’s Jesus leave nothing behind: their first homosexual experi-
ence begins an ascent to a paradise where they are ‘‘set free from the laws
ordained for and in the lower world’’—free, that is, to engage in homosex-
uality for all eternity.

Where the Secret Gospel seems to ignore ancient Greek distinctions of sta-
tus, Smith’s concept of heavenly ascent seems to ignore ancient Greek con-
cerns about transcending merely physical sex. Both the supposed ancient gos-
pel, that is, and its discoverer’s interpretation, lack precisely those aspects of
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ancient sexuality that are most foreign to our thinking today, the very things
that a modern forger would be most likely to overlook and a modern reader
least likely to notice the absence of. What could be more out of step with our
culture than the idea that sexual restraint can be spiritually positive or benefi-
cial? Nowadays, even popular books aimed at conservative Christian buyers
are rife with upbeat reassurances that ‘‘the more godly a person is, the better
performer he or she will be in the bedroom.’’∂∫

AN EXCEPTION THAT PROVES THE RULE

Obviously, to speak of sociocultural expectations is to speak in gener-
alities. Real-life people in ancient times did not always do what they knew was
expected of them, just as some people defy cultural norms today. Anything
could have happened back then, and probably did. But our issue is not whether
the events recounted in the Secret Gospel actually happened, or could have hap-
pened, but how there came to be a gospel fragment that says they happened. It is
in order to figure out who the Secret Evangelist was, or at least when and where
he lived, that we ask what his stories reveal about his concept of sexuality.

Thus we cannot ignore the fact that in ancient Athens there was one histor-
ical individual, Alcibiades, who (according to Plato) violated all cultural sanc-
tions by demanding to become Socrates’ erōmenos. Could not some ancient
evangelist have imagined a young man like Alcibiades making a similar de-
mand of Jesus? Here it is essential to understand that Plato’s Alcibiades repre-
sents a humorous reversal of contemporary cultural conventions, a joke with a
serious purpose that reemphasizes Athenian norms—and especially Plato’s
philosophical interpretation of them—by his failure to conform to expecta-
tions. It is probably the most hilarious story in all the extant literature of
ancient philosophy.

At the beginning of Plato’s Symposium, Socrates enters the banquet room in
Agathon’s house. Agathon, who has just won the prize for his first tragedy, is
alone on the host’s couch and invites Socrates to recline with him so that he
may share some of Socrates’ wisdom, as if by physical contact. Socrates agrees
that it would be wonderful if wisdom flowed like water from a fuller vessel to
an emptier one, but in that case it is he who hopes to acquire wisdom from
Agathon. ‘‘You outrageous mocker [hubristēs], Socrates!’’ Agathon replied.
‘‘You and I can argue these claims about wisdom a little later, when we’ll use
Dionysus as the judge.’’∂Ω Dionysus, of course, was the patron both of sym-
posia and of the contest Agathon has just won.

Smith appealed to this passage (the only direct citation of the Symposium in
his scholarly book) to support his theory of baptism: an ancient practice
(Smith alleged) of bringing a corpse to life by lying down on it gymnos gymnō
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provided ‘‘the underlying idea’’ behind Plato’s image of wisdom transferred,
like flowing water, between Socrates and Agathon lying down together on a
dining couch.∑≠ That there actually was such a practice Smith ascertained from
the Old Testament miracles of Elijah and Elisha (1 Kings 17:21 and 2 Kings
4:34)—but he uncharacteristically failed to cite Acts 20:10, where the young
man who fell out a window at Troas was revived when Paul ‘‘threw himself on
him and hugged him’’ (Revised English Bible). Thus Smith, in neglecting to
add this scattered indication to the dossier supporting his theory, unaccounta-
bly missed a twenty-four-karat opportunity to catch the author of Romans
1:18–32 in flagrante delicto.

When it is Agathon’s turn to speak, he delivers a textbook encomium to
Love, utilizing all the rhetorical skills that helped him win the prize, and
describing Eros as a beautiful young poet much like himself (Symposium 194e–
197e). Socrates, in his usual questioning way, gets him to admit that love has to
be love of something, implying that Agathon has little love for anyone but
himself. In fact love is the desire for the Beautiful, which is also the Good.
Agathon admits to having lost the argument (201b–c), and Socrates recounts
his conversation with Diotima, ending with the Ladder of Love. But the judg-
ment of Dionysus shows up at the end, in the person of Alcibiades: very drunk,
held up by the aulos-girl, garlanded and crowned with flowers in the Dionysiac
manner, and awarding his own crown to Agathon in honor of his victory two
days earlier. Self-indulgence belatedly declares self-love the winner.

Climbing onto the couch with Agathon and Socrates, Alcibiades delivers a
eulogy not to love, like the others, but to Socrates. Yet it is simultaneously a
complaint about his long-standing inability to become Socrates’ erōmenos,∑∞

filled with Dionysiac inversions. He had invited Socrates to dinner, ‘‘just as
though I were the lover and he the boy I had designs on.’’∑≤ He had kept
Socrates talking far into the night so that it would be too late for him to walk
home. He had given Socrates a bed and made his intentions very explicit, in the
accepted vocabulary of social initiation: ‘‘Nothing is more important to me
than becoming as good a person as possible, and I don’t think anyone can help
me more effectively than you can.’’∑≥ He had lain in the same bed with his arms
around Socrates the whole night, but with no success; by morning he was
thinking ruefully that even offering money wouldn’t work (219e). Unable to
recognize that Socrates actually was trying to help him become a good person,
modeling a philosopher’s continence and restraint by withdrawing from phys-
ical pleasure for the sake of that higher love of Beauty, Alcibiades makes his
own disappointment out to be Socrates’ fault: ‘‘I’m not the only one he’s done
this to; there’s also Charmides . . . and many others. He deceives them into
thinking he’s their lover and then turns out to be the loved one instead.’’∑∂
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But in fact Alcibiades was nothing like Charmides, who possessed, not only
physical beauty, but the sōphrosynē or self-control to appreciate the advice of
the Delphic oracle: ‘‘Know thyself’’ (Charmides 164e). While Charmides was
the perfect candidate for training in virtue, Alcibiades’ capacity for self-
knowledge was so limited that he could not even see how unsuited he was for
the pursuit of philosophy. This is what all ancient writers say about him. To
Plato’s contemporary Xenophon, for instance:

Alcibiades . . . [was] the most dissolute and arrogant of all the democrats. . . .
[one of ] the most ambitious persons in all Athens, determined to have personal
control over all State affairs and to be famous above all others. . . . [He] courted
Socrates’ society [not] because [he] desired his way of life and the self-discipline
which he had, or because [he] thought that by associating with him [he] would
acquire the highest efficiency in speech and action. . . . As soon as [he] felt
superior to the rest of the company, [he] broke away from Socrates and took up
politics, the object for which [he] had courted [Socrates’] society.∑∑

The more we compare the Symposium with the biography of the historical
Alcibiades, in fact, the more ingeniously clever Plato’s depiction turns out to
be. One of the early predicaments in Alcibiades’ incredibly swashbuckling life
was the time he was sentenced to death in absentia for staging a mocking
parody of the Eleusinian Mysteries, which ended up with a band of drunken
hooligans breaking the phalluses off all the Hermes statues guarding the
homes of Athens. He got out of that one by defecting to Sparta, betraying his
new allies to the Athenian fleet and then returning home to Athens in triumph.
There he used his troops to protect the worshippers at Eleusis and restore the
mystery rites to their original glory, ‘‘bearing in mind how it would enhance
not only his piety in the eyes of the gods, but also his reputation among men,’’
as Plutarch put it. The lower classes began to demand that he take over the city
as a tyrant, which naturally put him at odds with the patricians who ran the
Athenian democracy. ‘‘He could change more abruptly than a chameleon,’’
wrote Plutarch. ‘‘Alcibiades seems to be a clear case of someone destroyed by
his own reputation.’’ Ancient accounts differ as to which of his many enemies
was responsible for setting his house on fire and shooting him down as he
fled.∑∏ But the long story need not detain us here—it is enough to observe that
Plato’s Alcibiades makes a mockery of the truth Diotima had taught Socrates,
just as the real-life Alcibiades ridiculed the Eleusinian mystery rites that struc-
tured Diotima’s teaching, and demonstrated an utter lack of idealism and
fidelity to principle throughout his life.

Thus the deutero-Platonic dialogue known as Alcibiades I reports a conver-
sation, some years after the Symposium,∑π in which Socrates tries to persuade



198 Hellenistic Homosexualities

Alcibiades to learn philosophy in order to rule well. Explaining that he loves
Alcibiades’ soul rather than his body (Alcibiades I 104e–105a, 131c), Socrates
is still trying to teach him to ‘‘Know thyself’’ (124b). But the Alcibiades of the
Symposium, like the historical one, is impervious to instruction. He had
missed all the other speeches, including Socrates’ account of Diotima’s teach-
ing. He compares Socrates to a satyr, but his speech is itself compared by
Socrates to the satyrs’ play that, according to Athenian custom, was staged
after every three tragedies to provide comic relief (222d).∑∫ With no idea what
Socrates had been talking about, unable to understand Socrates’ encourage-
ment to transcend merely physical love, Alcibiades provides the comic dessert
to this banquet of serious speeches: drunk, clumsy, self-serving where Agathon
is lyrical and self-aggrandizing; physical and debauched where Socrates is
spiritual and self-disciplined. Alcibiades, then, reaffirms Athenian and Pla-
tonic assumptions about sexual roles and ideals by his inability to conform to
them, hilariously inverting with his salacious demands an ancient Greek ideal
that a man should lead a boy to transcend mere sexuality for the sake of more
spiritual goals.

Is the Mar Saba document also a satyrs’ play? It too has aspects that are
‘‘hard not to find amusing,’’∑Ω despite being full of vocabulary derived from the
Eleusinian Mysteries. Eventually it will become clear that the Mar Saba text,
too, is wickedly funny when viewed from the perspective of its true author—
and certain other perspectives besides. But it is not ancient Athenian homosex-
uality that is being satirized. Jesus is no Socrates, and the young man no
Alcibiades. The butt of the joke lies elsewhere, as it were. On the way to
finding it, we must first look at Jesus’ angry rejection of women—a theme so
important that it occurs in both of the extant excerpts from the Secret Gospel.

Ancient Male Homosexuals on Women

If the sister of the young man greeted Jesus by kissing him and ‘‘coming,’’
she would appear, if anything, even more brash than her brother. It is hard to
believe that a respectable woman of those times would be so bold in express-
ing sexual interest in a man to whom she was not married, and ‘‘tempting’’ him
in the presence of other men (in the sister’s case) or other women (as Salome
seems to be doing in the second excerpt). By contrast, Hipparchia of Mar-
oneia, who insisted on marrying Crates the Theban Cynic over her parents’
and even Crates’ objections, was clearly motivated by her desire to learn
philosophy, not by mere heterosexual attraction.∏≠

But even if social conditions (or Salome’s reputation) were such that it
would not have been considered ‘‘something new on earth’’ when ‘‘a woman
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courts a man’’ (Jeremiah 31:22, Jewish Publication Society, 2nd ed.), by most
ancient standards there was no social or ethical reason for the man to turn her
down. Jesus’ angry rejection cannot be attributed to conventional ancient
restrictions about a prior homosexual commitment, for there were none.
Being the elder partner in a paederastic pairing was no obstacle, for an erastēs
would often have a wife and mistresses also. A free adult man could have sex
with whomever he wanted, as long as he didn’t violate the rights or reputation
of another free adult man.∏∞ Indeed many ancient Greek men in the erastēs role
may not have had the freedom to refrain from marrying a woman, for adult
males were socially expected to marry and father children.∏≤ ‘‘To be ‘homosex-
ual’ (in the modern sense of the term, which rules out relations with women)
cannot have been easy in Greece.’’∏≥ Unapologetic bisexuality seems to have
been the norm rather than exclusive homosexuality. Sophocles, whose frolics
with boys were almost as famous as those of Socrates, had both a legitimate
son with his wife and an illegitimate one with a foreign woman.∏∂

Nor does it make sense to argue that Jesus was constrained by Jewish or
early Christian prohibitions against sex outside of marriage, if he also engaged
in sex with male disciples.∏∑ The Jesus of the Secret Gospel could only be acting
from sheer personal inclination: he doesn’t want Salome. He is not interested
in women at all. It is the young man he loves. This sounds rather like the
modern concept of ‘‘sexual orientation’’: could an ancient author have imag-
ined such an exclusive attraction to males?

Nowadays one often encounters (in one form or another) the notion that
the ancient world had no concept of sexual orientation, that it recognized only
categories of behavior, not of personal psychology. This opinion is often as-
cribed to Michel Foucault, whose views were actually more complicated.∏∏ In
any case, it is increasingly being criticized.∏π Ancient astrological texts, for
example, clearly state that celestial configurations at the time of birth will
determine a person’s sexual personality, including the gender he or she will be
attracted to.∏∫

If any ancient writers lacked a concept of sexual orientation, in my opinion
it would be the Jews, like Paul,∏Ω Philo, and Josephus,π≠ who wrote as if
everyone is potentially capable of choosing to commit a homosexual act, but
no one may ever do so lawfully. No doubt they were relying on statements in
the Holiness Code of the Torah, that ‘‘lying with males’’ is one of those abom-
inable, idolatrous acts that had caused the Canaanites to be expelled from the
Promised Land (Leviticus 18). As with child sacrifice, insulting one’s parents,
incest, adultery, or bestiality, it was therefore punished by death—for both
parties, with no distinction made between insertive and receptive roles (Levi-
ticus 20).π∞ Since the historical Jesus presumably had even less exposure to
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Hellenic culture than Philo, Josephus, and Paul, it is hard to think of a histor-
ical reason why he would have been more accepting of homosexuality than
they. The absence of preserved sayings from Jesus on this issue may be a sign
that, in his environment, the whole subject was uncontroversial—unlike, say,
the grounds for divorce or the payment of Roman taxes.π≤ This, in turn, makes
it very difficult to argue that the Secret Gospel depicts a non-Greek or Semitic
model of homosexuality that was present in some putative Aramaic Vorlage.

In ancient Greek literature, on the other hand, there are male characters
who seem to advocate and practice homosexuality exclusively and by prefer-
ence, as if motivated by an individual psychological makeup or orientation.
Some may be in liaisons that were originally paederastic but did not end when
the younger party matured; others belong to warrior couples, aspiring to
heroic comradeship in battle,π≥ which of course is not what we find in the
Secret Gospel. It is possible, however, that many of these men actually did
have wives who, given the low valuation of women in those times, were
deemed too unimportant to mention. We know Socrates had a wife (and
children!), for example, only because his male companions were embarrassed
by her ‘‘just like a woman’’ expressions of grief at his impending execution.π∂

Otherwise, we could plausibly but wrongly conclude that Socrates was exclu-
sively paederastic. Are there ancient instances, then, of men facing a situation
like the one Jesus is presented with in the Secret Gospel, and making a deliber-
ate decision to forgo women completely and love only men?

One well-known example from Greek mythology is the case of Orpheus,
who (according to Ovid and others), after emerging from the underworld
without Euridice, swore never to love another woman but thenceforth only
males; his unfortunate death, torn to pieces by either Thracian women or
Maenads, was interpreted in this tradition as the revenge of the fair sex.π∑ This
is certainly not a case of innate predisposition or sexual orientation, but of a
reaction or overreaction to the loss of the great heterosexual love of his life. An
apologetic theme in some early Christian art and literature, notably Clem-
ent’s,π∏ would make Jesus a more profound or pacific singer than Orpheus, but
does not take up Orpheus’ second career as a homosexual or the circum-
stances of his death.ππ In any case, there is no trace of Orpheus symbolism in
the Secret Gospel.

There are four ancient debates, all fictional, on whether man-boy love is
superior to man-woman love. All date from late antiquity, closer to Clement’s
time than Plato’s. As it happens, two of them depict the dilemma of an erōm-
enos faced with the possibility of marrying a woman. The other two deal with
the erastēs’s problem of whether to practice sexual restraint in order to rise to a
higher knowledge. None of them reproduces the exact dilemma of the Secret
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Gospel Jesus—that of an erastēs approached by a woman—suggesting that
such an occurrence was either inconceivable or not a problem. No debate
frames the issue in terms of personal identity (such as, ‘‘Am I constitutionally
homosexual?’’), nor even in terms such as Aristotle’s distinction between those
who desire sex with males ‘‘by nature’’ and those who do so ‘‘by habit.’’π∫

Instead, all four debates are conducted in terms that demonstrate the continu-
ing validity of Plato’s Athenian construction of homosexuality.

THE ERŌMENOS’S DILEMMA

In a subplot in the novel Leucippe and Clitophon by Achilles Tatius
(second century ce), Clinias, who has been ‘‘initiated into the cult of Eros,’’πΩ

competes with other men for the affection of the boy Charicles; he wins by
buying Charicles the gift of a horse. Crisis erupts when Charicles’ father ar-
ranges for him to marry an unattractive but wealthy woman. It is clear that
Charicles feels no heterosexual attraction to this particular woman; his di-
lemma is strictly about social and family responsibility. In the ensuing discus-
sion, Clinias tries to persuade Charicles not to marry, using two arguments.
One is the treacherousness and faithlessness of women, illustrated with a long
list of female characters from literature and mythology who killed or other-
wise inconvenienced their men. The other argument is that the youthful male
body is more beautiful than the female body, and it would be a shame for
Charicles to waste his as long as he is young enough to have one. What he
might do once he has aged a bit remains unspecified. Charicles never states his
own feelings or opinions; he can only say that he remains unsure what to do.
That issue becomes moot, however, when, taking the horse out for its first
ride, he falls off and is killed, leaving Clinias feeling shocked and guilty.∫≠

A much longer and more subtle exploration of the same problem is Plu-
tarch’s dialogue Eroticus, written at the end of the first century ce. It narrates a
debate that takes place in the temple of the Muses during the Thespian quad-
rennial festival of Eros, prompted by the dilemma of Bacchon, a beautiful
youth with many male lovers who is now being pursued by the very desirable
widow Ismenodora. Young, beautiful, wealthy, of high aristocratic rank and
ethical reputation, she is everything a man could want, and has no shortage of
suitors. But she wants to marry Bacchon so badly that she has arranged to
have him abducted and forcibly clothed in the bridegroom’s traditional garb.
Bacchon himself is never brought onstage to express his own opinion about
all this.∫∞

What gets the debate underway is the debaters’ own anxiety about the social
status issues his predicament raises. For example, although Ismenodora is
young, she is older than Bacchon: ‘‘We would be marrying an immature lad to
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a woman older than he is by as much as the bridegroom should be older than
the bride,’’ objects one disputant.∫≤ Even Bacchon’s mother is said to be con-
cerned about Ismenodora’s higher aristocratic status.∫≥ Pisias, ‘‘the most
serious-minded of [Bacchon’s male] lovers,’’ opposes the marriage on the
ground that, since Ismenodora is wealthy and accustomed to having her way,
she would be the dominant figure in the relationship, when everyone knows
that the man should be dominant.∫∂ His ally Protogenes opines that heterosex-
ual desires are merely natural impulses, like the appetite for food, but cannot
be considered love. ‘‘True love has nothing whatever to do with the women’s
quarters,’’ full of perfume and jewels and ‘‘softened by pleasures that have no
manliness in them.’’∫∑ It cannot rise to the heights of friendship, philosophy,
and love of virtue that men find in the gymnasia and the wrestling schools.
Relationships with women cannot be about anything but sex: one might as
well ‘‘love’’ a slave.∫∏

But Pisias is accused of hypocrisy by Bacchon’s older cousin Anthemion,
who favors the marriage. ‘‘For all his moral principles . . . [Pisias] was doing as
bad lovers do, seeking to deprive his friend of family, marriage, and great
prosperity, in order to keep him fresh and unsullied, to strip for him in the
wrestling-school as long as possible.’’∫π No one points out that Anthemion
could also be accused of a self-serving agenda: as a member of Bacchon’s
family, he has a stake in its ‘‘great prosperity.’’

Some of the interlocutors speculate that Bacchon permitted himself to be
kidnapped because he actually wants the marriage. But even if he did, that in
itself would hardly settle the matter, for issues of social status were more
important. In the course of twenty pages no one ever says, as a modern advice
columnist would, that Bacchon should decide for himself who he is and what
he wants. It is not so much that the disputants have no concept of sexual
orientation—it is as if they think it wouldn’t make any difference. Thus Pro-
togenes reminds the group of ‘‘Aristippus’ remark, when he answered the man
who complained that [the boy] Lais did not like him by saying that he didn’t
think his wine or his fish liked him, though he enjoyed both.’’∫∫ So much for
the youth in the Secret Gospel!

The bulk of the dialogue consists of a long speech by Plutarch himself,
demonstrating that Eros, the most powerful of the gods, ennobles women as
well as men, bringing out their best qualities. Mere appetite for boys or
women, paedomania or gynaecomania, should not be confused with love; the
lifelong union of marital fidelity that Eros makes possible is superior to the
short-lived relationships of boy-love and the various forms of unmarried het-
erosexuality. It is not heterosexuality as such that is superior, it seems, but
marriage, which (everyone seems to agree) can only occur between a man and
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a woman.∫Ω In the end, Pisias accepts an invitation to attend the wedding of
Bacchon and Ismenadora; he even leads the procession through the agora to
the temple.Ω≠

These two debates do not seem directly relevant to the Secret Gospel. Al-
though Ismenodora’s behavior makes Salome’s forwardness seem positively
demure, it is Jesus that Salome and the other women approach, not the youth
who is in the position of Charicles and Bacchon. The misogynistic arguments
voiced by Clinias and Protogenes can be paralleled in many other ancient and
not-so-ancient texts, but not in the Secret Gospel, which does not mention
anything wrong with women as such. There is no roll call of infamous biblical
women, like Jezebel, who could be invoked as exemplifying the dangers of
heterosexual involvement. We can almost imagine Jesus putting the women
off with the modern relationship-killing cliché, ‘‘It’s not about you, it’s about
me.’’ Indeed it is Jesus who is angered by the whole thing, not Clinias or
Protogenes.

THE ERASTĒS’S DILEMMA

Another debate in the novel Leucippe and Clitophon takes place from
the perspective of the erastēs. Clitophon, the male heterosexual protagonist,
while traveling with Clinias, the bereaved erastēs of Charicles, falls in with the
Egyptian Menelaus, an erastēs who still mourns for the erōmenos he had
accidentally killed while they were hunting together. The boy’s parents had
sued him in court, and the grief-stricken Menelaus had asked for the death
penalty. But the jury, moved by pity, had given him only a three-year exile. As
Menelaus and Clinias commiserate on the loss of their beloved boys, Clito-
phon tries to stop the weeping by distracting them with a debate on the merits
of boy-love versus woman-love. The fact that boys are attractive for only a
short time seems a disadvantage, Clitophon proposes. But Menelaus replies
that the delight in something that must be snatched quickly only increases
longing, and he puts his argument in quasi-Platonic terms. The heavenly Aph-
rodite ‘‘is distressed at being chained to mortal beauty,’’ as one would be in a
heterosexual marriage, ‘‘and seeks to fly swiftly heavenwards,’’Ω∞ just as (ac-
cording to Homer) Zeus brought Ganymede to heaven to make him wine
steward at the table of the gods. Clitophon replies that Zeus has also brought
female lovers up to heaven with him, then switches to a different argument:
sex with women is more pleasurable. Menelaus predictably disagrees. Wom-
en’s beauty is artificial, due to cosmetics, perfume, and hair dye, and women’s
bodies are too soft. It cannot be compared to the freshness of an inexperi-
enced, hard-bodied boy. This discussion, like the earlier one about Charicles,
ends with no clear winner.
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Menelaus, though, seems like a straightforward example of a man of an-
cient times with a true homosexual orientation: he simply likes boys but not
women. He evidently has no wife or household since he is traveling on his own
in exile. His understanding of the heavenly Aphrodite does not include a
concept of renouncing physical pleasure, for Zeus brought Ganymede up to
heaven with him. Menelaus is no Socrates—he must have danced for a lesser
god before birth. He does not even rise to the level of Plato’s Pausanias by
recognizing the man’s responsibility for the boy’s training in virtue. Yet he also
does not harbor the anger at women that Jesus displays in the Secret Gospel;
Menelaus simply doesn’t care for them.

A more thoughtful and complex discussion of the same issues occurs in the
dialogue Amores, dubiously ascribed to Lucian of Samosata (third century,
but more likely dating from the fourth).Ω≤ In the temple of Heracles, Theom-
nestus, who loves both women and boys, asks his friend Lycinus which love is
better. In response, Lycinus recounts an earlier dialogue he had heard, which
began in the temple of Aphrodite at Cnidus, between Charicles of Corinth
(who loved women) and Callicratidas of Athens (who loved boys). This Chari-
cles had argued that homosexuality was unnatural, unknown to the animal
world, and had emerged relatively recently in human history. It was hypocriti-
cal to identify homosexuality with philosophy, for there is no correlation
between physical beauty and the possession of wisdom. Women are more
beautiful than boys, and for a much longer portion of their lives. Heterosexual
intercourse is enjoyable for both partners—indeed women offer two receptive
orifices while boys have only one. Finally, if sex between men could be justi-
fied, then lesbian sex would be justifiable as well—an evident impossibility to
Charicles.

Callicratidas retorted that the eros of males ‘‘is the only activity combining
both pleasure and virtue.’’Ω≥ True, sex with women was essential in the early
days to ensure the expansion of the human race, but with the growth of
civilization—including agriculture, architecture, clothes-making—we should
‘‘assess as superior the later additions invented by human life when it had
leisure for thought.’’Ω∂ Callicratidas does show some real anger at women: he
wishes their gold serpentine bracelets would turn into live, biting snakes.Ω∑ But
women remain necessary for procreation, unfortunately—would that we
could just go to a temple and buy an heir for gold or silver! Since we cannot,
relationships with women will have to continue. But their beauty is artificial;
without paint and hairstyling, clothing and jewelry, they would look like mon-
keys. A boy, on the other hand, gets up in the morning, washes his face with
pure water, goes to school to train his intellect with philosophy and music, and
then goes to the gym to ‘‘perfect his body with noble exercises.’’Ω∏ The relation-



Hellenistic Homosexualities 205

ships of Orestes and Pylades, Socrates and Alcibiades, show that ‘‘those who
love thus, having nothing disgraceful on their conscience, find their lifetime
sweetest and after their death their glorious report goes out to all men.’’Ωπ

Lycinus now offered to Theomnestus the same verdict he had rendered to
Charicles and Callicratidas: ‘‘Marriage is a boon and a blessing to men when it
meets with good fortune, while the love of boys, that pays court to the hal-
lowed dues of friendship, I consider to be the privilege only of philosophy.
Therefore all men should marry, but let only the wise be permitted to love
boys, for perfect virtue grows least of all among women.’’Ω∫ Theomnestus
concurs, but with one proviso: he will not accept the philosophers’ view that
the erastēs should forgo physical pleasure for the sake of something higher. In
an obviously humorous parody of Diotima’s teaching, he says that the love of
boys should proceed by steps, like a ladder, from looking to touching to
kissing to pleasure. He cannot imagine that even the greatest philosophers
acted any differently. Does anyone really believe that nothing happened when
Alcibiades lay in bed with Socrates all night, or between Achilles and Pa-
troclus? ‘‘No, pleasure was the mediator even of their friendship.’’ΩΩ By recon-
figuring Diotima’s ladder, Theomnestus confirms that, in the ancient under-
standing, pleasurable sex with boys was not the means of ascent to a higher
level, but something that had to be left behind, a trade-off Theomnestus, for
his part, was unwilling to make. He is the sort of person that the Socrates of
the Phaedrus would describe as unsuited for the Greater Mysteries, the sort
who followed lesser gods before birth, and never had the perfect vision of that
Beauty which motivates philosophers to control their bodily impulses for the
sake of something better.

The characters in this dialogue, then, concur that ‘‘all men should marry.’’
Probably few men in ancient times were so committed to boy-love that they
would forgo marriage and the chance to beget legitimate heirs. The Jesus of the
Secret Gospel, on the other hand, has no use for women at all; he is angrier and
more rejecting than Callicratidas. In a strange way he seems more like the
mellower Menelaus: completely unaware of the philosophical advantages that
can be achieved through the practice of sexual restraint. This would make Jesus
even more benighted than Theomnestus, who at least has heard such claims,
even if he doesn’t believe them. Why would anyone write a gospel about
someone like this—a man so annoyed by women that he will beget no heirs, so
unaware of philosophy that he aspires to nothing higher than physical pleasure,
seemingly teaching his disciples that sex with males is heaven enough?

There are two reasons that I can think of why someone might write such a
gospel. One is that a modern author, who really did not understand ancient
homosexuality, might unintentionally ascribe to Jesus a more modern kind of
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eroticism, just as he might misrepresent early Christian liturgy as having the
characteristics of more recent worship. The other possible reason is that the
Secret Gospel was meant to be satirical, to ridicule Jesus as a mere pedophile
and Christianity as his misbegotten offspring. I think there is truth in both of
these possibilities, but the second one forces us to look one more time at the
conflict between Clement and the Carpocratians. Do their dueling gospels
express an ancient conflict or a modern one?

A Carpocratian Gospel?

It is possible that the Carpocratian notion of freedom from law was not
a freedom from sexual constraints, but actually a freedom from the command-
ment to increase and multiply (Genesis 1:28), which would only imprison
more souls in material bodies through ‘‘the inherently defiling act of inter-
course.’’∞≠≠ But the Carpocratians are presented as libertines in ancient re-
ports, which derive their information from the same few sources—the heresy
catalogues written from the perspective of orthodox Christianity. However,
Carpocratian teachings evidently did exhibit a certain ‘‘color Platonicus,’’ and
they are said to have displayed icons of Jesus along with Plato and other Greek
philosophers.∞≠∞ Could they have practiced a form of homosexuality that they
identified with Plato’s writings, but which differed in some respects from the
conventions Plato knew? Although this seems perfectly possible, it is not easily
argued from the sources we have. The one sexual vice that was specifically
attributed to the Carpocratians was the communal sharing of wives, which
Clement believed they had derived from Plato’s Republic (457d, 543a).∞≠≤

In a recent book, Kathy L. Gaca retraces an actual debate about sexual
morality between Clement of Alexandria and Epiphanes, who was the son of
Carpocrates.∞≠≥ We do not have what Epiphanes wrote, except to the extent
that it was quoted by Clement. But as Gaca interprets from what we do have,
Epiphanes (whose position she much prefers over Clement’s) was a Christian
Platonist who, in agreement with Plato and the Stoic philosophers, saw private
property as a major obstacle to a just society. Monogamous marriage was a
big part of the problem because it fostered the idea that the man ‘‘owned’’ his
wife and because the resulting family would strive to control as much wealth
as it could, at the expense of other families. Thus Epiphanes was ‘‘an ardent
communalist in his sexual and social principles.’’ Since ‘‘human beings must
liberate themselves from the private ownership of persons and goods in order
to curtail the incorrigible appetites and the myriad vicious desires that spawn
from the appetites . . . , [s]exual communalism is thus paramount to attain an
equitable Christian society. . . . His egalitarian sexual principles thus have a



Hellenistic Homosexualities 207

genuinely Christian motivation, even though they have been wildly misrepre-
sented since antiquity as the prurient fantasies of a libidinous heretic.’’∞≠∂

In Gaca’s opinion, ‘‘Clement’s procreationist position derives ultimately
from Pythagoreanism,’’ even though the Carpocratian belief in reincarnation
offers a more obvious connection to the traditions descended from Pytha-
goras.∞≠∑ Gaca identifies the Pythagorean ideal as dictating ‘‘that men and
women who engage in sexual intercourse should do so only in marriage and
for the express purpose of reproduction, and that excitement during inter-
course should be kept as sedate as possible.’’ Clement read this ideal into
Philo’s and Paul’s interpretations of the Greek Bible, so that his own ethic
surpassed the usual Christian position that marriage and celibacy are the only
two ethical options. Sexual desire was inherently idolatrous: the Greek word
for it was the name of the goddess Aphrodite, recalling the Old Testament
prophets who often used adultery as a metaphor for idolatry. Thus the enjoy-
ment of sex was forbidden even to married Christians, who could justify
sexual intercourse at all only when it was engaged in for the purpose of repro-
duction. Fortunately, a special grace ‘‘allows the married couples strictly to
reproduce in Christ the Lord without any desire whatsoever.’’∞≠∏

Epiphanes, on the other hand,

is also a strong enough Platonist to see why it is impossible and undesirable to
eliminate sexual desire from human experience, which Christian Platonists
such as Clement believe is mandatory for salvation. He [Epiphanes] tries to
counter this belief by declaring it manifestly absurd to deny the sexual impulse
with which all human beings are born. Epiphanes thus is ‘‘libidinous’’ only in
the sense that he respects Plato’s position that human beings have a libido and
should act on it moderately and in the interest of social justice.

Clement’s polemic against Epiphanes’ fornicating justice is grounded in the
conviction that ‘‘the Law, the Prophets, and the Gospel’’ alone authorize
permissible sexual conduct. Since, on Clement’s view, holy scripture demands
either perpetual virginity or monogamous Christian procreationism conjoined
with no sexual desire, Christians would flagrantly fornicate against their hus-
band the Lord if they followed Epiphanes’ proposals and even wanted to enjoy
moderate sexual pleasure, let alone if they actually did so, especially on the
magnitude of a communally sexual social order. Clement accordingly escorts
Epiphanes from his church of bridal chastity as ‘‘not one of us.’’∞≠π

I have outlined Gaca’s interpretation at length, not to endorse it, but to
show how differently from Smith one can construe the conflict between Clem-
ent and the Carpocratians. It is possible to see Epiphanes’ view as a reasoned
philosophical position based on important ancient thinkers; it does not have
to be categorized as ‘‘unbridled madness,’’ as Irenaeus put it. In any case what
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Epiphanes advocated was not homosexuality, but an alternative model of
heterosexuality. If Irenaeus is correct that the Carpocratians believed each soul
had to have ‘‘every experience in life,’’ there is no explicit testimony in the texts
we have that this included homosexual experiences. Nor is it quite the same as
believing, in Smith’s words, that ‘‘sin was a means of salvation.’’

The Mar Saba letter ascribed to Clement reveals no awareness that commu-
nal sharing of wives was a Carpocratian practice that Clement contested. In
fact it takes the incompatible position that one should have no relations with
women at all. Thus the ‘‘profile’’ of the fifth stream of tradition—the Car-
pocratian gospel and teaching—seems incompatible with the known histor-
ical facts. It seems doubtful that the Mar Saba text provides accurate informa-
tion about the ancient Carpocratians, or about ancient Christian perceptions
or misperceptions of them.

But let us try to read the letter as an ancient person of Hellenistic education
might have—someone like Clement’s unknown addressee Theodore, who pre-
sumably was familiar with late antique constructions of homosexuality. Jesus,
angered by a woman’s request, follows her anyway to a tomb. A voice cries
out, and Jesus opens the tomb and raises the young man by the hand. The
youth looks at him, loves him, and begs to be with him. So Jesus moves into
the young man’s house for six days where they evidently enjoy his great
wealth. After that, following instructions, the young man comes to Jesus at
night (but where?), wearing only a linen sheet. Jesus teaches him, naked man
to naked man, then moves on, leaving the young man behind. Subsequently, he
refuses to meet with the sister and some other women. Thus the Carpocratian
form of the gospel.

Problems emerge, however, when we try to move from the gospel to the
letter that contains it. Clement’s execration of the Carpocratian text would be
easy to understand if he took the suggestions of homosexual activity literally
and responded with the usual Judeo-Christian disdain for same-sex relations,
regardless of pretext. But then it becomes difficult to explain why Clement’s
form of the gospel—treated with special honor and secretly reserved for the
most important ritual occasions—is so similar. It too contains the rejection of
the women, the grasping of hands, the youth’s expression of love, the cloth
over the naked body—every element we know of except the phrase ‘‘naked
man with naked man.’’ Since these elements cannot be explained in terms of
the Alexandrian liturgy, what are we to make of them? Smith believed that the
similarity of gospels was actually an embarrassment from which Clement
sought to divert attention, with his hypocritical moralizing fulminations and
his demand for absolute secrecy.∞≠∫ What did he have to hide, unless it was the
embarrassing ‘‘truth’’ that the Carpocratians had preserved the real religion
of Jesus?
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Or, taking another approach, let us suppose (however implausibly) that
Clement was the truer Platonist, who understood the ‘‘law of paederasty’’ and
blamed the Carpocratians, in effect, for being satisfied to remain at the carnal
level, refusing to climb Diotima’s ladder. Their Jesus lies gymnos gymnō with
the youth, unconcerned about anything more than physical pleasure. The
youth, too, is so brazenly unprincipled that he demands to become Jesus’
erōmenos, and Jesus is so depraved as to comply: the kinaidos and the un-
philosophical Jesus deserve each other. In this reading, Clement is the philoso-
pher who knows enough to practice restraint in order to mount up to that
vision of the highest Good. His position is that the love between master and
disciple should be ‘‘merely Platonic.’’ Unfortunately for this interpretation, the
youth behaves just as badly in Clement’s gospel as he does in the Carpocratian
one. And of course it would not be the disciple but Jesus, the erastēs, who
ascends to the vision of Beauty if anyone does. That would be no problem for
the Carpocratians, perhaps, because they evidently believed that Jesus was
‘‘begotten by Joseph and . . . made like men’’ but had received a ‘‘power’’ from
God that enabled him to ascend to God the Father.∞≠Ω But it would make no
sense to Clement if he believed that Jesus had always been divine. Moreover, a
true Platonist would not write in the condemnatory tones of the Mar Saba
Clement. For Plato, eros motivated by pleasure was not so much immoral as
‘‘petty.’’ This reading, then, is even less plausible than the previous one: even if
we can accept that the Carpocratians were as unprincipled as the Mar Saba
Clement says they were, we cannot make this Clement intelligible as a Platonic
paederast.

No matter how we look at it, then, we end up with nonsensical results—but
only for Clement’s side of the story. It is the Carpocratian gospel and inter-
pretation that can be made consistent and understandable, even if historically
unverifiable: they practiced a form of homosexuality that they imbued with a
religious meaning. It is the Alexandrian tradition that seems incomprehensi-
ble, for (despite our best efforts to explain it) Clement’s Christianity seems to
amount to nothing more than a Carpocratianism without the homosexuality
—or a Christianity in denial of its own homosexual tendencies.

And that, I think, is the point. Up to now we have been reading the Mar Saba
document backwards, assuming that Clement represents more-or-less familiar
Christianity, and the Carpocratians the barely known marginal group. That is
why we have had so much trouble figuring out what the text means. It all begins
to make sense if we assume that the letter was actually written by a Carpocra-
tian, or by an author who intended the Carpocratians to represent his true sym-
pathies. Perhaps an author who, like Morton Smith, believed that it was the
Carpocratians who preserved the original libertine character of Christianity,
while the orthodox church, led by people like Clement of Alexandria, knowingly
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suppressed it. Reading the Mar Saba letter correctly, then, involves a reversal even
more unexpected than finding a twentieth-century Anglican liturgy in second-
century Egypt. It is Clement who is being portrayed as the false teacher, whose
position makes no sense—who in fact is shown dishonestly trying to suppress the
evidence that the oldest and most honored traditions of his own church have,
disconcertingly, too much in common with the Carpocratians.

Reading the document through such ‘‘Carpocratian’’ eyes, we quickly learn
two other things. First, the five streams of tradition that the Mar Saba letter
describes are not really different from each other. At least three of them—the
Secret Gospel, the Carpocratian gospel, and the Alexandrian initiation rite—
all converge on the same message as Clement’s letter as a whole, that Jesus
practiced ritual homosexuality, as if they had all been written by the same
person. The canonical gospel of Mark is presented as not containing this
message, intended for the lower-level initiates who aren’t yet ready for it. Only
the hierophantic teaching that Mark did not write down is still unaccounted
for, though in time we will get to that too.

The second thing we learn is that the Mar Saba letter, a unitary document
expressing only one perspective, is actually a kind of riddle: that its author was
really a ‘‘Carpocratian’’ is only the first clue. We will encounter many other
inversions as we unravel this topsy-turvy text, wherein nothing is what it
seems to be. The entire picture is only visible when seen from the correct
angle—but from that vantage point everything falls into place, like the punch
line of a complicated joke. If we begin by seeing the Carpocratians as the
‘‘good guys,’’ we will end by seeing that, as usual, Socrates was right after all:
the same man has written both comedy and tragedy (Symposium 223d).

But it is tragicomedy of a modern and personal kind, a sort of ‘‘disaffective
individualism.’’ For the Secret Evangelist was one angry man, and although he
wrote in the ancient genre of satire, there is too much in it of himself. Who
better than ‘‘Sigmund of Vienna’’ (as Smith mockingly called him)∞∞≠ could
explain this mystery?

Our hostile impulses towards our fellows—ever since our childhood as indi-
viduals as well as the childhood of human culture—have been subject to the
same restrictions, the same progressive repressions, as our sexual urges. . . .
Violent hostility, forbidden by law, has given way to verbal invective. . . . Ever
since we have had to give up expressing hostility by our actions . . . we have
developed a new technique of insult, just as we did in the case of sexual
aggression, which aims to draw [a] third person into becoming an ally against
our enemy. By making our enemy small, mean, contemptible, comical, we
take a roundabout route to getting for ourselves the enjoyment of vanquish-
ing him, which the third person—who has gone to no effort—endorses with
his laughter.
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We are now prepared for the part played in hostile aggression by the joke.
The joke will allow us to turn to good account those ridiculous features in our
enemy that the presence of opposing obstacles would not let us utter aloud or
consciously; again, that is, it will get around restrictions and open up sources
of pleasure that have become inaccessible. It will, further, bribe the listener
with his own gain in pleasure into taking our side without probing very far.∞∞∞

This last sentence may not apply here, though. Instead, I suspect the Delphic
Oracle may be taken as a broad hint that, before we are through, more loud
cries will be heard from other tombs.

There are, in sum, three reasons why the Mar Saba text cannot be an ancient
document: it presents the wrong kind of liturgy, the wrong kind of homosex-
uality, and even the wrong kind of humor. To place it in its proper historical
setting, then, we need to identify an environment with all of the following
characteristics: it would have to be a situation in which it was possible to
obtain an expert knowledge of ancient Greek, to produce a man with the
Secret Evangelist’s masterful ability to imitate the style and vocabulary of
Mark and Clement. It should also be a context in which homosexuality was
imagined to be much the same as the homosexuality described by Plato, but
was actually rather different—less concerned about ancient Athenian issues of
social role and status, and angrily excluding all relationships with women. We
should look for a community that placed high value on the Platonic idea that
same-sex attraction could be the basis for an ascent to heaven or to the highest
beauty, so that a homosexual act could serve as a kind of ersatz religious ritual,
expressed in the language of the Mysteries. And we need a milieu in which the
early history of the Christian liturgy was perceived from an Anglican perspec-
tive, but where there was also a tendency to identify with ancient heretical
sects, like the Carpocratians, as preferable to orthodox Christianity. There
actually was such a time and place, and not too long ago nor far away.

Summary

Ancient Greek homosexuality, which involved the pursuit of boys by
older men, was different in many respects from what we think of as homosex-
uality today. Because of cultural issues regarding status and reputation, it is
inconceivable that a young man at the time of Jesus would initiate a relation-
ship, as the young man in the Secret Gospel seems to. Plato’s Symposium, one
of the most influential writings on this subject, clearly teaches that the man
was ideally supposed to rise above physical desire and give up sex, in order to
take the relationship to a higher spiritual plane, and experience a vision of the
ultimate heavenly Beauty. Men in ancient times who were involved with boys
were usually married to women also, if only to beget heirs. The result is that
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ancient Greek homosexuality was less misogynistic than the Jesus of the Secret
Gospel, who rejects women altogether.

These differences between ancient and modern homosexuality cannot be
explained by supposing that the Mar Saba document represents a Carpocra-
tion sexology that differed in some respects from Plato. But if the letter of
Clement is read as if its modern-seeming homosexuality was ‘‘Carpocratian,’’
then Clement’s position as the defender of traditional Christian morality be-
comes nonsensical. Thus the point seems to be that homosexuality is the true
Christianity. It is clear that the apparent five streams of tradition are not really
different; they converge in an angry joke that ridicules Christianity’s opposi-
tion to homosexuality as a denial of the truth.
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Uranian Venus: A Homoerotic Subculture
in English Universities

A good way to attack any historical problem is to locate it in time and space.
The main outlines of occidental history are pretty well known; so are the main
characteristics of the occidental countries and cultures. Therefore, if you can
place your problem in a given country at a given time, the history and charac-
teristics of that country and time will both suggest the likely answers and give
you a set of limits within which any possible answer must fall.
—Morton Smith

It is not uncommon for culturally censured behavior to be defined as
foreign or alien, typical of people less civilized than ourselves. Thus the Latin
vocabulary for homosexuality presents it as a Greek phenomenon, while Philo
of Alexandria, a Greek, considered it Italian.∞ The Holiness Code regards
homosexuality as something only non-Israelites do. In the 1980s, as the AIDS
virus began to spread, some national governments blithely assumed that ‘‘the
Gay Plague’’ could never become a problem in their country.≤ In the English-
speaking world, from at least the eighteenth century, there has been a long
history of identifying homosexuality as ancient Greek or Persian behavior, not
native to the English. Recent research has shown that the composer George
Frideric Handel (1685–1759), whose personal life had always seemed unduly
sparse in female love interests,≥ worked in a London subculture in which
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Orpheus, Nero, Xerxes, and other figures from classical literature served as
secret ciphers for homosexuality.∂

With the revival of Plato studies in the nineteenth century, a subculture
developed in English-speaking universities that encoded contemporary homo-
sexuality in the vocabulary of Platonic boy-love. The Platonic model brought
much-needed definition in a Victorian context where both the desire for and
the reality of sex between men was so submerged in shame that, as we will see,
there were not even legal or medical terms for it. In fact it was within this
culture that some of the first attempts were made to develop a scientific termi-
nology. Oxford classicist John Addington Symonds, who wrote the first schol-
arly study in English of ancient Greek homosexuality,∑ also contributed much
information to one of the very first medical books on the subject, Sexual
Inversion by Havelock Ellis.∏ Ellis pioneered the terms ‘‘invert’’ (for the per-
son) and ‘‘inversion’’ (for the condition), as if the poor fellow had merely
gotten it all backwards. But this was less emotionally loaded than the more
traditional word ‘‘Sodomite’’ and a step toward the scientific terminologies
used today. Academics in the humanities, however, tended to prefer a phrase
adapted from Pausanias’s speech in the Symposium: Uranian Venus.π

As a somewhat hidden element within the Anglophone academic world, the
subculture of Uranian Venus has only recently begun to attract ethnogra-
phers.∫ But there are numerous studies of the many learned and creative indi-
viduals who inhabited it. Not a few of these highly literate ‘‘Uranians’’Ω left
behind written records that, knowingly read, enable us to recover a sense of
what it was like to live in that alien culture. One of the most straightforward
examples is E. M. Forster’s novel, Maurice, which he wrote in 1913–14 but
never published; it first appeared after his death in 1970. At one point in the
story

the reader learns that the finest classical scholar among the students in the
Dean’s translation class has been drawn to the study of the classics because he
considers that the ancient Greeks gave temperate and exquisite expression to
homoerotic feelings identical to his own. Study of the Greeks, especially Plato,
has enabled this young man gradually to accept himself and his desires as he
had never been able to do in the course of his religious upbringing; the Greeks
provided an ideological weapon against the condemnatory reflexes of his own
Christian conscience, offering him, in its place, ‘‘a new guide for life.’’ . . . as
Forster wrote, somewhat guardedly, in a 1934 biography of his mentor at
Cambridge, Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, ‘‘The Greeks—and Plato partic-
ularly—understand our political and social confusion, but they are not part
of it, and so they can help us.’’∞≠

Thus ancient Greek literature provided a kind of imaginary refuge for
thoughts and feelings that had no socially acceptable outlet for expression—if,
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of course, one assumed that the Greek writers were expressing ‘‘feelings identi-
cal to his own.’’ Given the social mores of the time, however, where no type of
homosexuality was ever condoned, there was no socially meaningful distinc-
tion to be made between the same-sex acts of consenting adults and those
between males of unequal age. The status and social concerns of ancient
Athens had no relevance to the ‘‘political and social confusion’’ of the day.

‘‘A Strange Idolatry’’

Symonds had been very careful to emphasize the importance of sexual
restraint for Plato, comparing it to the love of Dante for Beatrice, and the
poetry of medieval chivalry in which the knight’s adoration of his idealized
lady was rarely consummated.∞∞ He tried to depict Greek homosexuality as
profoundly moral—even though uninformed by the Bible—by connecting it
to the idealized naked bodies of ancient Greek art: ‘‘The Greeks were essen-
tially a nation of artists. . . . Guided by no supernatural revelation, with no
Mosaic law for conduct, they trusted their aīsyh́siw [aisthēsis, i.e., their aes-
thetic sense], delicately trained and preserved in a condition of utmost purity.
. . . If their morality was aesthetic and not theocratic, it was nonetheless on
that account humane and real.’’∞≤ Symonds’s reticence may have reassured
non-homosexual readers, but within a subculture filled with talented and cre-
ative people, there was much less interest in Plato’s advocacy of self-restraint
than in his depiction of homosexual love as a ladder leading to the experience
of ultimate Beauty. The feeling began to grow that homosexuality virtually
endowed a man with a superior artistic sensibility, and the creative person’s
perennial demand for artistic freedom came to represent the homosexual’s
desire for affectional freedom, like those ancient Greeks whose morality was
aesthetic, not theocratic, unhampered by divine revelation or Mosaic law.

Symonds contributed to this perception in other research. For example his
biography of Michelangelo, the first to utilize the newly available archives of
the Buonarotti family, recovered the originally homoerotic texts of the sculp-
tor’s poems, which had circulated for centuries in bowdlerized form. There we
can observe one of history’s greatest artists struggling with unlawful desires
and imagining an ascent to a purified love in heaven:

Sense is not love, but lawlessness accurst:
This kills the soul; while our love lifts on high
Our friends on earth—higher in heaven through death.∞≥

We can observe the continuation of this trend in the work of Oxford’s
pioneering art critic Walter Pater, who has been described as ‘‘a philosopher
who had gone to Italy by mistake instead of to Germany.’’∞∂ His view of Plato,
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as summed up in the careful wording of a younger contemporary, offered a
model of the aesthete whose refined artistic sensitivity, and capacity for intense
relationships with male friends, obviates the need for explicit moral strictures:

[Pater] can hardly be said to have had any philosophical system, just as he
himself believed Plato to have had none. Plato’s writings represented to Pater
an atmosphere, not a defined creed. . . . He shows that Plato was in no sense a
doctrinaire, but held that ideas and notions are not the consequence of reason
but the cause of it. . . . He shows that Plato was by constitution an emphat-
ically sensuous nature, deeply sensible to impressions of beauty, and to emo-
tional relations with others; but that he regarded the appeal to the senses as a
species of moral education; that the philosophical learner passed from the
particular to the general, from the love of precise and personal beauty to the
love of the central and inner beauty.

And thus Plato is not so much a teacher as a noble and inspiring comrade;
those who love Plato do not sit at his feet and absorb his wisdom, but take
service with him in his adventurous band, journeying from the familiar scene
and the beloved home to the remote and distant mountains that close the
horizon, but from which there may be a prospect of hidden lands.∞∑

Thus the humanism of the Renaissance, with its revival of Greek learning
and a return to the naked bodies of classical art, represented a welcome oppor-
tunity for Pater to express himself more directly, as he did in his book The
Renaissance:

One of the strongest characteristics of that outbreak of the reason and the
imagination, of that assertion of the liberty of the heart . . . which I have
termed a medieval Renaissance, was its antinomianism, its spirit of rebellion
and revolt against the moral and religious ideas of its time. In their search
after the pleasures of the senses and the imagination, in their care for beauty,
in their worship of the body, people were impelled beyond the bounds of the
Christian ideal; and their love became sometimes a strange idolatry, a strange
rival religion. It was the return of that ancient Venus, not dead, but only
hidden for a time in the caves of the Venusberg, of those old pagan gods still
going to and fro on the earth, under all sorts of disguises.∞∏

Even Botticelli’s madonnas, apparently, yearned to join the revolt:

[S]he too, though she holds in her hands the ‘‘Desire of all nations,’’ is one of
those who are neither for Jehovah nor for His enemies; and her choice is on
her face. . . . Her trouble is in the very caress of the mysterious child, whose
gaze is always far from her, and who has already that sweet look of devotion
which men have never been able altogether to love. . . . Once, indeed, he
guides her hand to transcribe in a book the words of her exaltation, the Ave,
and the Magnificat, and the Gaude Maria, and the young angels, glad to rouse
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her for the moment from her dejection, are eager to hold the inkhorn and to
support the book. But the pen almost drops from her hand, and the high cold
words have no meaning for her. . . . He paints Madonnas, but they shrink
from the pressure of the divine child, and plead in unmistakable undertones
for a warmer, lower humanity.∞π

Certainly there were people who objected to these characterizations. Yet the
passage that caused the most uproar, as likely to lead young men astray, seems
innocuous today: an aesthete’s call to treasure the moment, which climaxed
with the line ‘‘To burn always with this hard, gem-like flame, to maintain this
ecstasy, is success in life.’’∞∫ Contemporary readers evidently perceived that
aesthetic experience was standing in for homosexuality, and this section was
removed from the second edition of Pater’s book, though it was restored in the
third.∞Ω

Pater’s angry mistreatment of women, meanwhile, makes the Jesus of the
Secret Gospel look almost chivalrous. Once, while Pater was attending ‘‘a
brilliant affair’’ at ‘‘a Ladies’ College,’’ ‘‘almost every Oxfordian of note being
present,’’ ‘‘the lady head of the house’’ playfully dropped a white kid glove in
his path. But Pater, ‘‘instead of gallantly picking it up, walked on and trod on
it.’’ To the whispered shock of a nearby male friend, Pater pointed out that
Queen Elizabeth had ultimately had Sir Walter Raleigh beheaded: ‘‘Believe me,
my dear sir, it was an insinuation of the devil that caused this woman to drop
her glove.’’≤≠ It is no surprise that such attitudes appear in Pater’s art criticism
as well. Pater was sure that Michelangelo, for example, shared his aversion for
women: ‘‘What passionate weeping in that mysterious figure which, in the
[Sistine Chapel] Creation of Adam, crouches below the image of the Almighty,
as he comes with the forms of things to be, woman and her progeny, in the fold
of his garment! What a sense of wrong in those two captive youths [Cain and
Abel], who feel the chains like scalding water on their proud and delicate
flesh!’’≤∞

Michelangelo’s poems, according to Pater, reveal a Platonist struggling to
conform to heterosexual Christian ideals, but ultimately accepting his in-
ability to do so:

Beneath the Platonic calm of the sonnets there is latent a deep delight in carnal
form and colour. There, and still more in the madrigals, he often falls into the
language of less tranquil affections; while some of them have the colour of
penitence, as from a wanderer returning home. He who spoke so decisively of
the supremacy in the imaginative world of the unveiled human form had not
been always, we may think, a mere Platonic lover. Vague and wayward his
loves may have been; but they partook of the strength of his nature. . . . 

But his genius is in harmony with itself. . . . The interest of Michelangelo’s
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poems is that they make us spectators of this struggle; . . . the struggle of a deso-
lating passion, which yearns to be resigned and sweet and pensive, as Dante’s
was. . . . Dante’s belief in the resurrection of the body, through which, even in
heaven, Beatrice loses for him no tinge of flesh-colour, or fold of raiment even;
and the Platonic dream of the passage of the soul through one form of life after
another, with its passionate haste to escape from the burden of bodily form
altogether; are, for all effects of art or poetry, principles diametrically opposite.
Now it is the Platonic tradition rather than Dante’s that has moulded Michel-
angelo’s verse. In many ways no sentiment could have been less like Dante’s
love for Beatrice than Michelangelo’s for Vittoria Colonna.≤≤

Pater’s description of the Mona Lisa, meanwhile, is positively bloodcurd-
ling:

Leonardo’s masterpiece . . . is expressive of what in the ways of a thousand
years men had come to desire. . . . It is a beauty wrought out from within upon
the flesh, the deposit, little cell by cell, of strange thoughts and fantastic
reveries and exquisite passions. Set it for a moment beside one of those white
Greek goddesses or beautiful women of antiquity, and how would they be
troubled by this beauty, into which the soul with all its maladies has passed!
All the thoughts and experience of the world have etched and moulded there,
. . . the animalism of Greece, the lust of Rome, the mysticism of the middle age
with its spiritual ambition and imaginative loves, the return of the Pagan
world, the sins of the Borgias. She is older than the rocks among which she
sits; like the vampire, she has been dead many times, and learned the secrets of
the grave.≤≥

In Pater’s writings, then, we have most of the elements we are looking for,
though some of it is obliquely expressed: a homosexuality that angrily ex-
cludes even polite conversations with women, an artistic sensibility that looks
back to presumed ancient Greek sexuality, a rejection of Christian orthodoxy,
in Pater’s case by a rebellious cult of aestheticism.

By the twentieth century, however, ‘‘those old pagan gods’’ were out in full
force; there was no longer any need to beat around the bush. Thus the most
succinct description ever written of ancient Greek homosexuals as artistic
revolutionaries was penned by . . . Morton Smith:

It was individualism and pride in their bodies that led the Dorians first to
exercise naked. It was love of beauty that persuaded the rest of the Greeks to
follow their example, gave the gymnasium its name (from gymnos, ‘‘naked’’),
made it the afternoon club of the well-to-do, the center of leisurely discussion,
and consequently an instrument for intellectual as well as physical education
of the boys and young men who were brought into conversation with their
elders. Among these elders were the artists; the gymnasium contributed
greatly to the Greek’s development of a new art, above all a new plastic art



Uranian Venus 219

formed by a new hope—to communicate the four-dimensional reality of the
body, to present it not as a flat picture, but as a solid and moving object. This
hope, although occasionally obscured, remained the most pervasive element
in western plastic art until World War II. Even now, it lives on; the human
body has some strange appeal for human beings.

The Greeks who frequented the gymnasia were not insensitive to this ap-
peal; the conversations begun there rapidly developed into homosexual love
affairs of which Greek cities were remarkably tolerant. . . . The cities’ toler-
ance made possible a new freedom in expression of the diverse forms of
human sexual life, and many Greeks came to believe that both men and
women have two sides to their characters, passive and dominant, and that
both of these may properly prevail in turn—a boy if loved by a man may
properly return his love, as would a girl; a woman may properly make love to,
and be loved by a girl, as might a man. This notion reflected the hopes of
millions of persons throughout antiquity, as it does today, but the Greek
expressions of it were socially unique and became classical. In consequence of
them, intimate friendship with a man became a recognized part of a Greek
boy’s education, and with the new acceptance of this extension of sexual
activity the hopes of individuals changed accordingly, each interpreting the
newly possible relationship according to his own temperament, some as an
opportunity for sensual pleasure, others, for ambition or affection or instruc-
tion or influence, Plato, as an image of man’s desire for disembodied beauty.≤∂

What is particularly interesting about this description is its unawareness of
Athenian anxieties about differential status roles. Surely nothing could be
more foreign to ancient Hellenistic sexology than the notion that every indi-
vidual, male and female, has a two-sided personality, both passive and domi-
nant.≤∑ The natural habitat for that idea would be, rather, a modern ‘‘artsy’’
environment where unconventional sexual behavior counts as creative self-
expression; as Smith elsewhere quipped, ‘‘the main interest of the avant-garde
is the derrière.’’≤∏ How he ever divined that this rarefied, elitist ideal ‘‘reflected
the hopes of millions’’ is beyond me. But in an imagined context where ‘‘inti-
mate friendship with a man became a recognized part of a boy’s education,’’ it
is possible to conceive of a young man like Smith’s homosexual parishioner,
who believes that the ‘‘adult-adolescent relationships . . . he formed during
adolescence are among those he has found most helpful.’’ Or even, perhaps,
one like the youth in the Secret Gospel, asking for Jesus’ love.

‘‘A Rival Religion’’

Pater was not exaggerating when he called his aesthetic antinomianism
‘‘a strange rival religion.’’ As highly educated homosexuals discovered their
own feelings in ancient philosophical texts, they naturally started to look with
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new eyes upon that other ancient Greek corpus, the one written by Christians.
And as Pater reinterpreted Botticelli’s madonnas, others began applying their
own creativity to constructing alternative Christianities, often in humorous or
ironic form. Forster, for instance, belonged to a Cambridge group called the
Apostles, ‘‘an elite . . . debating society’’ with ‘‘its own distinctive and un-
ashamed homoerotic ethos,’’≤π which has achieved a regular place in the histo-
riography of homosexuality.≤∫ It included a great many learned and creative
people (not all of them homosexual) who would become prominent in English
society.≤Ω In one of Forster’s short stories, ‘‘The Life to Come,’’ a Christian
missionary named Paul struggles to suppress the memory of a homosexual
relationship he has had with an African who has taken the Christian name of
Barnabas (cf. Acts 13–14). However, Barnabas will not forget, for he cannot
separate his notion of homosexual love from his notion of heaven. The pub-
lished recension ends with Barnabas killing Paul and himself, but in an early
draft there was a subsequent scene in which God tells the dead Paul, ‘‘if he had
died first you would have taken him to your heaven, but he has taken you to
his instead. I am very sorry, oh good and faithful servant, but I cannot do
anything.’’≥≠

Walter Pater’s contribution along the same lines was his wordy and mean-
dering novel Marius the Epicurean, set in the time of the emperor Marcus
Aurelius (161–180 ce). Marius, a sensitive and inquisitive orphan, is educated
by the poet Flavian, three years older than he, to whom he is deeply attached.
As Flavian lies dying of plague, desperately trying to finish ‘‘a kind of nuptial
hymn, which . . . celebrated the preliminary pairing, and mating together, of all
fresh things, in the hot and genial spring-time,’’ Marius climbs into Flavian’s
bed to keep him warm.≥∞ After the poet’s death, Marius, now eighteen, wan-
ders around the Roman Empire, listening to philosophers of all persuasions
and observing the rituals of every religious cult. Arriving in Rome, Marius
befriends a legionary named Cornelius, who somehow does not share his
curiosity about temples and arcane rites. One day Cornelius reveals that he
belongs to the secretive sect of Christians and takes Marius to Vespers in a
house church on the Appian Way, adjoining a catacomb full of early Christian
art and inscriptions. A few days later, looking for Cornelius, Marius stumbles
into a Eucharist—or rather, the Pontifical High Mass of Christmas morning,
celebrated in Latin by the bishop of Rome himself—which Marius finds an
otherworldly aesthetic experience. Although he never assents to Christian
faith, Marius dies during a persecution anyway, after bribing a guard to take
Cornelius’s place in prison so that his friend can marry a Christian woman. In
the final dramatic moments of a short and inquisitive life, the dying Marius is
surrounded by the brethren, crosses are drawn in oil on his hands and feet, the
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viaticum is lovingly placed in his mouth, and he is buried in a martyr’s tomb, to
be venerated ever after as a saint. Greater love hath no man, as it were . . .
(John 15:13).

Today, the Mass that Marius witnessed seems laughably out of place in the
second century≥≤—an earnest concatenation of the fourth-century travelogue
of Egeria with the eighth-century Ordo Romanus I,≥≥ Pliny’s second-century
letter on the Christians with the sixth-century Gallican rite,≥∂ the Vulgate
psalms and antiphons,≥∑ and portions of the medieval Roman Mass.≥∏ Besides,
there is almost no evidence for Latin being used by Christians in Rome before
the fourth century; surviving texts are in Greek. The liturgy in Marius the
Epicurean was actually based on the antics at St. Austin’s Priory, Walworth,
a suburban London hotbed of solemn high Ritualism where Pater was im-
mensely impressed by the pastor’s efforts to revive early Christian worship in
all its presumed artistic glory.≥π Thus Pater combined his antinomian quest for
beauty with an anachronistic conception of liturgical history. Like Marius the
Epicurean, and like the homosexual parishioner in Smith’s 1949 article, he felt
profoundly attracted to the aesthetics of Christian liturgy, while remaining
unenthusiastic about Christian beliefs. Like Morton Smith, he evidently felt
that ‘‘liturgy was primarily a means for the experience of beauty.’’ And like the
Secret Evangelist, Pater envisioned the worship of the early church through the
lens of more recent Anglican practices.

In fact the Uranian subculture of the English universities was densely popu-
lated with such massively learned, relentlessly witty men, who endlessly
amused each other by satirizing Christian scriptures and traditions. Oscar
Wilde, who won the gold medal in Greek at Oxford (a pawn ticket for it was
found among his meager possessions after his death), enlivened many a pub
table by tossing off scintillating impromptu apocrypha. A chreia recorded by
André Gide, for example, seems to show Lazarus suffering from Gnostic ten-
dencies: once, when Jesus found him crying and asked why, Lazarus replied,
‘‘Lord, I was dead and you raised me up. What else should I do but weep?’’ On
another occasion Wilde told William Butler Yeats: ‘‘I have been inventing a
new Christian heresy. It seemed that Christ recovered after the Crucifixion,
and escaping from the tomb lived on for many years, the one man on earth
who knew the falsehood of Christianity. Once St. Paul visited his town and he
alone in the carpenters’ quarter did not go to hear him preach. Henceforth the
other carpenters noticed that, for some unknown reason, he kept his hands
covered.’’≥∫ If someone had ‘‘discovered’’ this heresy written up in ancient
Greek (a translation Wilde would have been capable of), it could have sparked
decades of debate on whether first-century towns actually had a ‘‘carpenters’
quarter’’ and whether any of the ancient heresy catalogues ever mentioned the
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Gospel of the Carpenters (under another name, perhaps?) or the people whose
scripture it was.

Wilfred Owen, the homosexual soldier-poet who was killed a week before
the armistice that ended the First World War, attended less famous schools and
did not know Greek well, but his letters are full of amusing passages written in
King James English. One extended parable that he wrote from the war zone to
his younger brother is a lot like the Secret Gospel, in that it is essentially a
cento of biblical excerpts; here are parts of it:

And it came to pass that a woman besought him saying ‘‘Give me, I pray thee,
a little water to drink.’’ Instead of water he gave her the milk. And the same
woman was bent double for eighteen years. And went out sorrowful, and
wept by the river of Babylon. And all fish that were in the river died.

And he knowing that the time of harvest was near at hand, and of the
creeping things that creep upon the earth, went down into that water and
washed seven times.

And he was covered with boils from head to foot.
And they put him on his own ass and took him to an inn.
And in the process of time, he saithe unto him that kept the inn ‘‘I will drink

a little wine for my stomach’s sake. Fill me seven barrels full.’’
And they filled them unto the brim.
And there was silence for the space of half an hour. . . . 
But he, stooping down, began to tie the latchet of his shoe. Now because of

the new wine and the old leather, it came to pass that the same was rent in
twain. And he stood up and cursed them.

And hell followed after.
Then cometh he that kept the inn, grievously tormented seeking goodly

pearls.
But he turned and saithe unto him: Go to! and when I come again I will pay

thee.
And he answered and saithe: ‘‘Peradventure thou wilt not return. I will

follow thee withersoever thou goest.’’
And he led him up to a pinnacle of the temple; and let him down vehe-

mently through the roof: so that even the stones cried out.≥Ω

This particular patchwork seems not to have had a serious point, but Owen
wrote to his mother with pride that he had composed it all from his own
memory ‘‘without any reference to the Book, of course; and without any more
detraction from reverence, than, say, is the case when a bishop uses modern
slang to relate a biblical story. I simply employed seventeenth century English,
and was carried away with it.’’ He also confessed to her that he was feeling
increasingly estranged from the Church of England over its support of the war:
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Incidentally, I think the big number of texts which jogged up in my mind in
half-an-hour bears witness to a goodly store of them in my being. It is indeed
so; and I am more and more a Christian as I walk the unchristian ways of
Christendom. Already I have comprehended a light which never will filter into
the dogma of any national church: namely that one of Christ’s essential com-
mands was: Passivity at any price! Suffer dishonor and disgrace; but never
resort to arms. Be bullied, be outraged, be killed; but do not kill. It may be a
chimerical and an ignominious principle, but there it is. It can only be ignored:
and I think pulpit professionals are ignoring it very skilfully and successfully
indeed.∂≠

Thus Owen’s humorous biblical centos tended to confirm his feeling of being
a better Christian than the hypocritical institutional church. It is not hard to
imagine him identifying with one of the heretical groups of ancient times, had
he known of one with pacifist leanings. Nor was he the only English homosex-
ual of those times who saw himself as ‘‘more a Christian’’ than Christendom.

‘‘Unchristian Ways’’

Probably many such efforts at ‘‘Christianity retold’’ circulated as oral
folklore, or in ephemeral media like personal letters, and were soon forgotten.
Doubtless many of them were far less worthy of preservation than Oscar
Wilde’s. One misbegotten attempt to rewrite dogma in doggerel, now of purely
historical interest, was written by the understandably forgotten nineteenth-
century priest, E. E. Bradford:

Our yearning tenderness for boys like these
Has more in it of Christ than Socrates . . .∂∞

One wonders what the Morton Smith of 1949 would have said to that.
More relevant to our quest is an exegesis that seems to have been widely

disseminated, according to which the young man of Mark 14:51, the one
whose garment was torn off him as he ran away, was actually a kinaidos or
male prostitute—why else would he have been so scantily clad? As early as
1817, Jeremy Bentham proposed that this young man was a ‘‘rival’’ who
sought to displace the Beloved Disciple as Jesus’ partner.∂≤ Since Bentham was
attempting to promote greater tolerance for homosexuals, arguing that Jesus
did not share Paul’s opposition to homosexuality, there is no telling how far
the symbolism could go. The notion that the Beloved Disciple had a sexual
relationship with Jesus was centuries old even then. It can be traced all the way
back to the sixteenth century, when Christopher Marlowe was accused of



224 Uranian Venus

advocating it, along with other sentiments that would later be considered
‘‘high church’’: an unseemly preference for popish liturgical ceremonies, an
opinion that Christ should have ‘‘instituted the sacrament with more ceremo-
niall reverence,’’ and the concomitant opinion ‘‘that all protestantes are Hypo-
criticall asses.’’∂≥ Since Marlowe was a playwright, we should not be surprised
if he was particularly attuned to the practical dimension of action and cere-
monial, as much as or more than the verbal dimension.

Thus I would wager that the Secret Gospel has at least this much in common
with its ancient counterparts: it is based on oral traditions that circulated in
the evangelist’s community, to which we no longer have direct access apart
from written texts. But since conventional Christian culture did not recognize
distinctions between different roles or kinds of homosexuality, there was no
reason to be scrupulous about ‘‘the many respects in which Greek sexual
practices differ from ‘our own.’ ’’∂∂ The young man who ran away simply
became a cipher for homosexuality in general, without a trace of cultural
proscriptions against youths seeking out older men. The Secret Evangelist,
expert Hellenist though he was, simply took the story as he found it, already
tailored to the cultural situation he was actually in—thereby leaving us a
substantial but unintentional clue that he himself was no ancient Greek.

We can easily imagine, then, some inhabitant of that lost world, torn be-
tween his feelings and a strong Christian upbringing, privately longing for a
different kind of Christianity where Jesus practiced ‘‘Greek love,’’ where sex
with other males was not a sin but a sacrament—even the basis for a Platonic
mystical ascent to the highest heavenly beauty, finally freed of moral con-
straints. And we can imagine, if less easily, that someone who spent too much
time thinking such thoughts, investing them with a lot of pent-up emotion that
had no other outlet, might conceive a desire to persuade people that such a
Christianity had once actually existed, that traces of it could still be found in
those tedious patristic catalogues of ancient heresies. The ‘‘discovery’’ of an
unknown gospel would be just the thing to accomplish this, and it could be
skillfully manufactured by someone who knew the Greek Christian literature
as well as Wilfred Owen knew the King James Version. Nothing stood in the
way, once the would-be evangelist persuaded himself that something of the
sort must actually have existed at one time, that he wasn’t really creating
anything new but only undoing the age-old repression of the ecclesiastical
authorities who had ‘‘lost’’ the original. Like the pseudonymous authors of so
much of the New Testament, he might tell himself, he would only be bringing
new clarity to the true teaching that had always been there . . . 

This, then, is the world of the Secret Gospel: a hidden world of homosexuals
who, finding solace in the belief that ‘‘the Greeks understand our confusion
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and can help us,’’ felt that their homosexuality made them uniquely qualified
to appreciate the highest beauty. A community that revered a pantheon of
famous men whose homosexuality enabled them to reach high levels of artistic
achievement. An incipient renaissance of artistic freedom from moral stric-
tures that would universally impose a philistine heterosexuality. A yearning
for a heaven of homosexual love that could be reached more easily by ancient
Greeks or African natives who had had the good fortune to be raised outside
of Judeo-Christian traditions. An alternative church of scriptures reassem-
bled, heretics reaffirmed, and Christianity remade, practicing a morality
deemed higher than that of more conventional Christians. Fantasy liturgies
that identified aesthetic with spiritual experience, projecting modern liturgical
practices back into early Christian times.∂∑

With the Mar Saba fragment, however, we can go beyond circumstantial
evidence and imaginative reconstruction. We can demonstrate dependence on
a specific literary work: one of the most famous retellings of a biblical story in
the English language, and one of the most popular texts that circulated within
that academic Uranian (‘‘heavenly’’) culture.

Summary

In this chapter I explore a culture into which the Mar Saba text fits much
better than in second-century Alexandria: the ‘‘Uranian’’ homosexual subcul-
ture of nineteenth-century English universities. These men practiced a kind of
homosexuality that they identified with the ancient Greek kind, even though it
was more misogynistic and less concerned with the status issues of boyhood
and manhood. The ancient Greeks were seen as artistic rebels who practiced a
higher kind of morality than the kind taught by the church. Groups that were
defined as heretical by the institutional church were seen relatively positively.
Some people in this subculture were particularly drawn to ‘‘high-church’’ An-
glican liturgy that purportedly revived practices from the early church. Many
of them were given to constructing satirical gospels or heresies that somewhat
resemble the Secret Gospel and the Mar Saba Carpocratians.



226

10

The Wisdom of Salome

Salome, in early Christian literature, was a very shady lady. This one should
not be confused with the Herodian princess celebrated by Oscar Wilde. The
name was common. —Morton Smith

Morton Smith warned us that ‘‘there must have been other early tradi-
tions about Salome,’’ and indeed there were, in a way. The Secret Evangelist
has intentionally conflated the Salome of canonical Mark with another New
Testament character, whom later tradition has identified as an archetypal
temptress and named Salome. If we recognize this character in the Salome of
the Secret Gospel, we can locate a stream of twentieth-century thought in
which the text fits perfectly. All its perplexing details that have given us so
much trouble cohere into an intelligible message, all its characters have mean-
ingful roles to play, every mystery is ultimately revealed.

Salome Who?

According to the first-century Jewish historian Josephus,∞ Salome was
the name of a daughter of Herodias; since the Middle Ages she has been
identified with the unnamed daughter whose dance so beguiled Herod that he
consented to give her the head of John the Baptist on a platter (Mark 6:22–
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29). John was brought to this fate, according to Mark, for criticizing Herod’s
marriage to Herodias, which by biblical reckoning was both adulterous and
incestuous.≤ In the nineteenth century, many people found Herodias’s daugh-
ter a more interesting character than the little-known Salomes who were Jesus’
sister, midwife, and disciple. Thus the tale of Salome and Herodias, dripping
with the perennially fascinating mixture of illicit sex and violent death, was a
popular theme in the art and literature of the time. In literary retellings, such as
Heinrich Heine’s Atta Troll, Gustave Flaubert’s Hérodias (set as an opera by
Jules Massenet), and Stephane Mallarmé’s unfinished Hérodiade, a motif de-
veloped of sexual attraction between John the Baptist and Salome or Hero-
dias, and mother and daughter began to exchange traits or even merge into a
single character.≥ As a result ‘‘the Salome/Herodias figure was almost as popu-
lar among nineteenth-century artists as the Virgin Mary was among medieval
artists.’’∂ She was represented in literary, visual, and musical creations by ‘‘a
wide array of nineteenth- and twentieth-century artists ranging from Heinrich
Heine to Evan John, from Henri Regnault to Pablo Picasso, and from Jules
Massenet to Paul Hindemith’’∑—the most influential being a series of paint-
ings by Gustave Moreau (1826–98).∏

The themes of seduction, adultery, and murder came together most effec-
tively in Oscar Wilde’s eponymous play Salomé. The title character, a virginal
teenager, lusts for Jokanaan (John the Baptist), also a virgin and the only man
who doesn’t feel compelled to gaze at her great beauty. She woos him in
language recalling the Song of Songsπ but is rebuffed three times. After making
sure that Herod has committed himself to granting whatever she requests,
Salomé dances her captivating ‘‘dance of the seven veils,’’ then vengefully
demands John’s head on a silver charger. Herodias supports this of course, but
it is Salomé’s idea. Herod regrets his vow and tries to appease her instead with
a sequence of increasingly valuable gifts: half the kingdom, the world’s largest
emerald, his entire flock of prize peacocks, magic jewels that no woman has
seen, the High Priest’s mantle, and finally the veil of the Holy of Holies. But she
will have none of it. In a ghastly scene of ‘‘extraordinary, sick tenderness,’’∫

Salomé kisses the severed head and professes her love for it—until Herod,
remorseful and disgusted, orders that she be killed too.

Many of these elements were not original to Wilde: in fact his indebtedness
to his predecessors was so obvious that he was accused, at times, of unoriginal-
ity, prompting his response: ‘‘Of course I plagiarize. It is the privilege of the
appreciative man.’’Ω Yet it was Wilde’s that became the most influential telling
of the Salome story, inspiring drawings by Aubrey Beardsley, Richard Strauss’s
opera Salome,∞≠ plays by W. B. Yeats,∞∞ and a number of films.∞≤

The dance of the seven veils, however, was one element that Wilde himself
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invented. In his play it is simply a stage direction, with no description of what
the actress should actually do: ‘‘Salomé dances the dance of the seven veils.’’ In
the century since, not surprisingly, many people have gazed into this void
and seen an intriguing panoply of meaningful color, gesture, and movement.
Some, following Moreau, have perceived the Mysterious East, an icon of the
exotic that mirrors back to us our intersecting Orientalist and anti-Semitic
prejudices.∞≥ Among these was the composer Richard Strauss, whose opera
Salome is based directly on Wilde’s text. The music for the dance was the last
part of the opera to be composed, and he was still thinking about the choreog-
raphy twenty years later. The effect he strove for was that of ‘‘a pure oriental
dance, . . . as if on a prayer mat,’’ by ‘‘a chaste virgin and an oriental princess,’’
so that her death at the end of the opera will ‘‘excite . . . sympathy’’ instead of
‘‘disgust and terror.’’∞∂ As each veil comes off, therefore, musical elements that
Europeans would mark as ‘‘oriental’’ or ‘‘exotic’’ become more prominent.

Others see in Salome the popular nineteenth-century figure of the femme
fatale—an alluring yet frightening vision of the struggle between men and
women to control the sexual sphere. Thus Salome is a ‘‘personification of Eros
and Thanatos, lust and lethal cruelty.’’∞∑ Seasoned cultural critics, of course, are
quick to unveil deeper meanings. ‘‘Salome is everyone’s favourite fin-de-siècle
dragon lady,’’ writes Lawrence Kramer, who would prefer to ‘‘treat Salome not
as a monstrous sexual icon but as a focal point for the representation of a
bundle of instabilities produced by the fin-de-siècle gender system.’’∞∏ Unravel-
ing the bundle, Carolyn Abbate even finds ‘‘masculinity in the subjunctive.’’∞π

Wilde himself avidly studied the many visual and literary depictions of
Salome that circulated in his time and was clearly fascinated by the character.
While writing the play he tried and discarded so many ideas that (it might be
said) his conception of Salome was as changeable and indeterminate as a multi-
ply veiled dancer∞∫—an anarchy of conflicting moral oppositions, which some-
how combined ‘‘the goddess of immortal Hysteria’’ with ‘‘the desire of vice for
virtue, pagan for Christian,’’ and even ‘‘the extremity of renunciation.’’∞Ω

The Mystery of the Seven Veils

For the Mar Saba writer, as for Wilde, Salome is an ethical mayhem,
who confounds the principles of everyone around her. Thus Clement, the
spokesman for orthodox Christian ethics, thunders self-righteously about ‘‘si-
lencing the unspeakable teachings of the Carpocratians . . . who wander from
the narrow road of the commandments into a boundless abyss of the carnal
and bodily sins,’’ brandishing a gospel that says ‘‘naked [man] with naked
[man],’’ and other things left unquoted. Against them Clement upholds his
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own ‘‘more spiritual gospel,’’ written by Mark himself, to ‘‘lead the hearers
into the innermost sanctuary of that truth hidden by seven [veils].’’≤≠ The
authentic works of Clement do not refer to seven veils in this way,≤∞ but in the
Mar Saba letter the veils hide a truth that is diametrically opposed to what the
carnal Carpocratians are about: what healthy heterosexual wouldn’t want to
see what is behind those seven veils? Gazing on that hidden mystery, Clement
falls all over himself in an ecstasy of moral hypocrisy: ‘‘Even if they should say
something true, one who loves the truth should not, even so, agree with them.
For not all true [things] are the truth, nor should that truth which [merely]
seems true according to human opinions be preferred to the true truth. . . . To
them, as I said above, one must never give way; nor, when they put forward
their falsifications, should one concede that the secret Gospel is by Mark, but
should even deny it on oath.’’ It gets weirder, as Clement cites an even higher
moral authority—or is it? ‘‘For this [reason] the Wisdom of God, through
Solomon, advises, ‘answer the fool from his folly,’ teaching that the light of the
truth should be hidden from those who are mentally blind.’’

The figure of Sophia or Wisdom turns out to be Salome once again, if we
accept Smith’s claim that ‘‘in the Manichaean Psalm Book . . . , Salome appears
as the equivalent of the O[ld] T[estament] ‘Wisdom’ who builds her house, the
Church [cf. Proverbs 9:1].’’≤≤ Like the image of Salome tempting Jesus, how-
ever, this identification is something of an overinterpretation: the Manichaean
psalm in question does show Salome building a tower, the parts of which have
allegorical significations. But the psalm does not use the word Sophia or wis-
dom, nor the word church, nor does it make any direct allusion to Proverbs
9:1 (‘‘Wisdom has built her house . . .’’). Moreover, Smith’s commentary
shows that the authentic works of Clement use the expression ‘‘the divine
Wisdom’’ but not ‘‘the Wisdom of God.’’ As with the seven veils of the inner-
most sanctuary, the phrase is actually a para-Clementism; its true source is
Luke 11:49, where Jesus seems to be quoting from an unknown book.≤≥

Going deeper, the Wisdom that Clement invokes is the wisdom that came
‘‘through Solomon.’’ But the name Solomon, of course, is the masculine equiv-
alent of Salome. The pun is even more delightful in Hebrew, naturally, since
Shlomo and Shulamit≤∂ are the paradigmatically heterosexual couple in the
Song of Songs—the same Song of Songs that Wilde’s Salomé redirected to-
ward John the Baptist. And while we’re erecting allegorical towers, for those
willing to be seduced into a state of moral confusion, here is Wisdom: ‘‘I am a
wall, and my breasts are like towers; so in his eyes I am as one who brings
Shalom[e]’’ (Song 8:10).

Having achieved this mystical climax, Clement descends quickly, in a flurry
of biblical quotes ending, ‘‘All things are pure to the pure’’ (Titus 1:15)—a line
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his Carpocratian opponents might well have applied to themselves to justify
their licentious ways. The satire is razor sharp, as Clement comes off looking
like Salome’s ‘‘straight man’’ in a perverse comedy duo. In the process, we are
also given an explanation of why we had never heard of the Secret Gospel
before: the guardians of revealed truth deliberately lied about its existence.
And they had good reason to do so, from their perspective, because it was
embarrassingly close to the gospel the Carpocratians had.

Thus the Mar Saba document presents us with a remarkable cast of charac-
ters: a Jesus who rejects the company and attentions of women, but who spends
the night teaching ‘‘the mystery of the Kingdom of God’’ to a rich young man
who loves him. A church father, Clement, who speaks in Gnostic fashion of
truths so secret he cannot admit they exist, of a gospel ‘‘read only to those who
are being initiated into the great mysteries,’’ which evidently are not so great as
the mystery into which Jesus initiates. A mystagogical evangelist, Mark, who
wrote ‘‘a more spiritual Gospel for the use of those who were being perfected,’’
intended to ‘‘lead the hearers into the innermost sanctuary of that truth hidden
by the seven veils.’’ And what is inside this innermost sanctuary, hidden by the
seven veils? A selfish, vengeful teenager who could have possessed the veil of the
Holy of Holies, but chose necrophilia. A bloodthirsty temptress, even more
terrifying than Walter Pater’s vampire Mona Lisa. A homicidal virgin, child of
an incestuous adulteress, wantonly cooing to the Baptist’s head, ‘‘I know that
thou wouldst have loved me, and the mystery of love is greater than the mystery
of death’’ (cf. Song of Songs 8:6). Only Jesus is pure, for he has not defiled
himself with women (cf. Revelation 14:4). Refusing to have anything to do with
Salome and all her sex, he loves a man in the dark of night—something that
only the initiated will understand. To find our way into the innermost sanctu-
ary, past the seven veils, is to find conventional heterosexual morality turned
inside out: a sanctimonious Christian condemns the carnality of the Carpocra-
tians, invoking an ideal of male-female attraction that, once unveiled, turns out
to be nothing but violence and revolting depravity.

And that’s not all. To those who know the secret of the seven veils, there is yet
a further level of meaning, for Wilde’s play is itself a drama within a drama. He
wrote it in French in Paris in 1891, while associating with poets of the French
Symbolist movement. It was translated into English by Lord Alfred Bruce
Douglas, who was simultaneously the dedicatee, Wilde’s sexual partner, and
the son of a powerful English aristocrat. The translation’s 1893 publication
caused a predictable stir in Victorian England, but it could not be performed
there because of an Elizabethan-era law forbidding theatrical representations
of biblical characters, which had been a popular practice before the Reforma-
tion.≤∑ In fact Wilde was never to see his work staged: he missed the 1896
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premiere in Paris because he was doing hard labor in Reading Gaol, convicted
of ‘‘gross indecency’’ for hiring ‘‘rent boys’’ for sex, a proclivity that came to
light only after he filed a libel suit against Douglas’s disapproving father, who
had called Wilde a ‘‘posing Somdomite [sic].’’≤∏ To penetrate the sanctuary
hidden by seven veils, then, is to gain a kind of mystical binocular vision: behind
the Mar Saba text lies yet another narrative, with another martyr, another
example of heterosexual morality revealed as profoundly immoral—even an-
other writer accused of having his way with other people’s texts.

Another Martyr?

‘‘Gay people honor him as a martyr’’ states the Encyclopedia of Homo-
sexuality matter-of-factly of Oscar Wilde.≤π With the passing of time, though,
Wilde’s story became a nexus for a variety of resentments, as if he had been
sentenced ‘‘for daring to pursue an intimate relationship with the son of a peer
of the realm, when he was a mere Irishman and a commoner.’’≤∫ Gradually
Wilde’s reputation expanded (as the odor of sanctity will do) to fill the avail-
able space, and he became a ‘‘martyr to the cause of freedom of choice’’≤Ω —
even ‘‘a hero of modernism,’’ ironically invested with the trappings of Chris-
tian sainthood.≥≠ If this seems extreme, three facts may help make it under-
standable.

First, Wilde’s celebrity was perceived as cultlike even in his own lifetime,
when he was one of the models for the poet Bunthorne in Gilbert and Sul-
livan’s 1881 operetta Patience, or Bunthorne’s Bride. Bunthorne is constantly
surrounded by adoring aesthetes who happen to be female, officially known as
the Rapturous Maidens. But he confesses early on to ‘‘a sentimental passion of
a vegetable fashion . . . An attachment à la Plato for a blushing young po-
tato.’’≥∞ It is also interesting to note that Gilbert had trouble making up his
mind whether he was satirizing the aesthetic movement in contemporary liter-
ature or high-church Anglicanism.≥≤

Second, the representation of Wilde as a salvific figure is arguably rooted in
his own prison writings. Denied most reading materials other than the Bible,
he produced extended meditations on the meaning of Jesus’ life and suffering
that perhaps foreshadowed his deathbed conversion to Roman Catholicism.≥≥

Less than a decade afterward, England’s best-known Christian apologist,
G. K. Chesterton, astonishingly could write:

His was a complete life, in that awful sense in which your life and mine are not
complete; since we have not yet paid for our sins. In that sense one might call
it a perfect life, as one speaks of a perfect equation; it cancels out. On the one
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hand we have the healthy horror of the evil; on the other the healthy horror of
the punishment. We have it all the more because both sin and punishment
were highly civilized; that is, nameless and secret. Some have said that Wilde
was sacrificed; let it be enough for us to insist on the literal meaning of the
word. Any ox that is really sacrificed is made sacred.≥∂

Third, as so often happens, the emerging cult got at least as much help from
its enemies as it did from its friends. Editorialists of the day who approved of
Wilde’s conviction exhibited a peculiar tendency to lapse into metaphors of
occult ritual:

He was one of the high priests of a school which attacks all the wholesome,
manly, simple ideals of English life, and sets up false gods of decadent culture
and intellectual debauchery. The man himself was a perfect type of his class, a
gross sensualist veneered with the affection of artistic feeling too delicate for
the appreciation of common clay. To him and such as him we owe the spread
of moral degeneration amongst young men with abilities sufficient to make
them a credit to their country. At the feet of Wilde they have learned to gain
notoriety by blatant conceit, by despising the emotions of healthy humanity
and the achievements of wholesome talent.

Such people find their fitting environment in the artificial light and the
incense-laden air of secret chambers curtained from the light of day. . . .
Wilde’s fate will teach them that brilliant talent does not justify disdain of all
moral restraints.≥∑

But that was nothing compared with what would be said after Wilde’s death.

PURITY IN PUBLIC LIFE

When Salomé finally had its first commercial performance in England,≥∏

twenty-five years after it was written, it immediately became embroiled in the
wartime paranoia of 1918. Noel Pemberton Billing, a member of Parliament,
cousin by marriage to Albert Schweitzer and self-proclaimed mouthpiece of the
‘‘Purity in Public Life’’ movement, seized on the play as proof of allegations he
had been printing in his nationalist newspaper, which had recently changed its
name from Imperialist to Vigilante. If Scotland Yard would only bother to in-
vestigate those who had bought tickets, he asserted, it would discover he had
been correct all along in claiming that forty-seven thousand morally compro-
mised Britons, constituting a veritable ‘‘Cult of the Clitoris,’’ were being in-
duced to betray the Empire by blackmail threats from German agents. The fact
that the assistant editor who provided much of this ‘‘information,’’ an Ameri-
can named Harold Spencer, had been discharged from the British army (in war-
time!) for psychiatric problems seems to have provoked no skepticism among
Vigilante readers.≥π Maud Allan, the Canadian-born, American-raised bisex-



The Wisdom of Salome 233

ual who played Salomé, filed her own libel suit, which was heard in the same
court building as Wilde’s had been. Other British political figures secretly as-
sisted her case, in hope of sending to prison an obstreperous and tiresome critic
of England’s insufficiently bellicose government and its German-surnamed
king.

But Billing managed to obfuscate the whole question of who or what exactly
was on trial. Taking refuge in the position that an obscure medical term most
people would not understand could not possibly meet the legal definition of
obscenity (though the charge was actually libel), he spent much of the trial
conjuring up a presumption of guilty cult membership for anyone who admit-
ted knowing the meaning of that unsayable word (though the defendant was
actually himself). The other side, needless to say, had its own creative approach
to litigation. When the office of Prime Minister Lloyd George secretly hired a
woman to lure the defendant into ‘‘a male brothel’’ where a photographer lay in
wait, Billing (a handsome devil) simply recruited her into his stable of mis-
tresses, and the band played on. Soon she too was in court, testifying that the
judge hearing the case was one of the forty-seven thousand reprobates named in
that infamous German list.≥∫ When anonymous death threats failed to change
her story, His Majesty’s Government petulantly filed bigamy charges based on
long-forgotten flings. She tried appeasement, swearing out a statement that
Harold Spencer, like the Mar Saba Clement, had lied under oath; but this
strategy did not save her from prison.≥Ω Spencer himself seems never to have
been prosecuted for perjury, though he was later imprisoned for anti-Semitic
libels against an artist who wasn’t Jewish. After being released he was convicted
again and fined, this time for unspecified ‘‘disgusting behaviour.’’∂≠

In spite of everything, it was Billing who won over the jury, with an impas-
sioned speech that sounds more like the Mar Saba ‘‘Clement’’ than anything
else we’ve seen:

Are you going to send me to gaol for this? . . . this social leper, Oscar Wilde,
had founded a cult of sodomy in this country, and travelled from end to end of
it perverting youth wherever he could. He was not satisfied even that his evil
influence should die with him; he left behind his works, so that his crimes may
be perpetuated even after he was dead. And I tried to stop that . . . Have I
convinced you that this is a beastly play? . . . the evidence showed it was a
common thing for perverts (reliable medical evidence was called to support it)
to commit these crimes in actuality, and for others to do them in pantomime.∂∞

There is not only a Clement-like rhetoric of abuse—there is even a claim about
a spiritual leader bequeathing writings to his followers to ensure that his
teachings were passed on. As for Billing’s beloved Empire—it was rather like
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the church of Alexandria, unjustly deflowered of its profound spiritual knowl-
edge by a horrifying ritual use of the carnal variety: ‘‘In lesbian ecstasy the
most sacred secrets of the state were betrayed.’’∂≤

It cannot be shown that the author of the Mar Saba document had Noel Pem-
berton Billing specifically in mind. Although the British news media of the time
dubbed the proceedings ‘‘the trial of the century,’’ a very long book could be
written about all the tribunals that earned that sobriquet between 1900 and
2000 ce. The fact is that Billing’s sentiments were widely shared—Allan lost
her suit, after all, as Wilde had lost his. No doubt the ‘‘Clement’’ figure in the
Mar Saba letter represents a type rather than an individual—a type of ‘‘holier-
than-thou’’ moralist that the Secret Evangelist and his audience found all too fa-
miliar, particularly wherever slogans like ‘‘Purity in Public Life’’ were unfurled.

Indeed the Billing trial, not surprisingly, exacerbated animosities and pro-
voked new conflicts in every direction. Shortly afterward, with the Great War
still raging, the British government banned a novel about a homosexual artist-
pacifist. Its self-fulfilling Christological title, Despised and Rejected (Isaiah
53:3, King James Version), would have reminded any English churchgoer of a
famous aria from Handel’s Messiah.∂≥ Traditional British propriety reasserted
itself, however, when a still-blustering Billing, his wife’s Prussian parentage
now exposed by the Secret Service, was physically carried from the House of
Commons by a sword-wearing serjeant-at-arms and four officers smartly at-
tired in gold chains and immaculate evening dress. Backbenchers cheered as he
was dumped at the kerb, and disjointed narrative elements from the Trial of
the Century were soon taking on a life of their own in the ‘‘playground folk-
lore’’ of British schoolchildren∂∂—whence there is no telling how far they may
have traveled.

Tales from the Twentieth Century

It was in this sort of environment that the Mar Saba text was written: a
period when an established Christian polemic against homosexuality was con-
fronted by a culture of opposition that revered Oscar Wilde in almost-serious
religious terms. The author (whoever he was) sought to depict this anti-
homosexual Christianity as morally bankrupt, and the heterosexuality it ad-
vocates as inferior to the love that occurs between men who reject the love of
women. He did this by slyly building on a (misinterpreted) ancient hint that
Salome tempted Jesus, in order to transform her into Wilde’s Salomé, rejected
by Jesus—a conscientious objector in the battle of the sexes that destroyed his
cousin John. This Salome’s confrontation with a paederastic Jesus was pack-
aged as a long-suppressed excerpt from the earliest gospel, together with a
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story of a young man seeking Jesus’ love and finding ‘‘the Kingdom of God.’’
The package, in turn, was a ‘‘lost’’ ancient letter by a stereotypically bigoted
heterosexual churchman, a hypocrite who advocates lying in the name of the
church, who is shown trying unsuccessfully to hide and distort the embarrass-
ing ‘‘truth’’ that homosexuality was the religion of Jesus himself.

Thus the Mar Saba ‘‘discovery’’ tells a very twentieth-century tale, and that
in more ways than one. Three decades after it was published, we can now see
more easily that it does not fit well into the history of early Christian liturgy,
nor does it present Hellenistic constructions of homosexuality accurately. Like
strokes of paint that seemed to match perfectly when they were applied but
have since aged to a different color from the surrounding original paint, the
Mar Saba letter and the Secret Gospel are now easily recognized as the work of
a later retoucher, bent on altering our view of the early Christian landscape.
But his vision of an originally homosexual church is out of focus: in fact
it exhibits the four characteristics that have been identified as typifying the
‘‘gay’’ sexuality that is common in the industrialized world today:∂∑ (1) The
relationship between Jesus and the disciple is ‘‘egalitarian’’: the partners do
not have distinct roles of pursuer and pursued, with the older one wooing the
younger one until he finally submits; in fact the younger one is the first to
express love. (2) All possibility of heterosexual sex is excluded, as shown in
Jesus’ refusal to receive the three women. (3) There is ‘‘a consciousness of
group distinctiveness,’’ an us/them divide between the ‘‘gays’’ (Jesus and the
young man, but also the Carpocratians) and the ‘‘straights’’ (Salome, Clement,
and Clement’s correspondent Theodore). This naturally leads to the establish-
ment of (4) ‘‘separate institutions and culture (de-assimilation)’’ such as we
find expressed in the sharp dividing line between the Carpocratian church and
the church of Alexandria, each with its own distinct scriptures and initiation
practices, which, however, mirror each other closely. The third and fourth
categories are as significant as the first two, for in some ways Clement is an
even more modern character than Salome or the gay Jesus. With his elevated
language of mystagogy, the innermost sanctuary, the truth hidden by seven
veils, Clement sounds like some members of the clergy today, who speak in
lofty terms of ‘‘the mystery of human sexuality’’ but know nothing of the
excruciating entanglements some people can’t find their way out of, nor the
crushing loneliness of those for whom love remains a mystery unattained.
Clement’s excoriation of Carpocratian practices, too, echoes the preaching of
not a few modern pastors, whose idealistic vocabulary and feigned compas-
sion belie their angry intolerance, even hate. In the Clement character, such
people are savagely ridiculed: his high heterosexual ethic turns out to be an
orgy of incomprehensibly murderous violence, his hold on moral superiority
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so feeble that he even advocates lying under oath for the sake of ‘‘the true
truth.’’

We historians do not judge texts by whether we personally approve of their
ethical character; we have to assign them to the historical context they fit best.
This text exhibits many startling and confusing features, but the interpretation
that accounts for all of them compels us to conclude that the Mar Saba oddity
is not a writing of the early Christian period. Nor did its two unknown expan-
sions of the gospel of Mark ever exist except in the mind of the modern author.
Historians of the future, then, will see this latter-day pseudo-Clement as a
fascinating artifact of a unique period of historical change: a last gasp of the
academic subculture of Uranian Venus, yet somehow also a harbinger of the
new, more aggressively self-affirming sexualities that would soon bring hu-
manities departments everywhere back from the dead. Written ‘‘at the dawn of
the Sexual Revolution,’’∂∏ it anticipates numerous other writings of the later
twentieth century that depict heterosexual Christian moralists as liars and
violent hypocrites but homosexuals as innocent, unjustly punished for the sole
offense of loving honestly, as archetypally represented by the ‘‘martyrdom’’ of
Oscar Wilde. But I will leave it to future historians to explain all this in their
own inimitable way.

Why the Dog Didn’t Bark

However we choose to view it, then—political manifesto, uproarious
send-up, bizarre perversion, ‘‘nice ironic gay joke,’’∂π ‘‘gimcrack false-
antiquity’’∂∫—the letter about the Secret Gospel of Mark differs from other
‘‘modern apocrypha’’∂Ω only in that it is so expertly crafted: the most out-
rageously successful ‘‘inside job’’ ever perpetrated in the modern field of early
Christian studies—at least that we know of. Whom do we have to thank or
blame for this unparalleled feat? I will let others argue, if they wish, that there
are more likely candidates than Morton Smith. For their sake I refrain from
suggesting that, in the story of the Alexandrian presbyter enslaved by the
deceitful arts of Carpocrates into revealing the Secret Gospel, we may see a
tauntingly sarcastic, even a prescient self-portrait of the former priest who went
on to write Jesus the Magician. I never met Smith myself, after all, and have
access only to his textual avatars. He must have enjoyed Wilde and other
‘‘Uranian’’ writers as an English major at Harvard, but so have millions of other
people around the world. He was, in any case, hardly the only person in the
twentieth century who boldly imagined Jesus and the disciples as homosex-
uals—nor was he the first.∑≠

Yet the list of plausible suspects could not be very long, even if we discount
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the fact that the document seems to build on Smith’s questionable identifica-
tions of Salome as temptress and Sophia, or his view that it was the Carpocra-
tians who preserved the real religion of Jesus. To ‘‘out’’ this pseudo-Clement,
whoever he was, we need to identify someone who had the skill and ingenuity
to hide his creation behind seven veils, as it were. First, he had the linguistic
know-how to create a document that ‘‘is more like Clement than Clement ever
was,’’ enfolding within it another work that ‘‘is too Marcan to be Mark.’’∑∞

Second, he was resourceful enough to plant the letter in a library that seems
actually to have possessed letters of Clement in the eighth century, when they
were quoted in a work ascribed to John of Damascus.∑≤ Third, he had the wit
to inscribe the work—in believable eighteenth-century script—into an early
modern edition of patristic texts, facing a last page that reads, ‘‘This impudent
rascal can fill many pages with these trifles. . . . Farewell, future reader, who-
ever you may be, and if any things have escaped the hurried [editor], forgive
[them].’’∑≥ A forged ancient papyrus, he well knew, would be too easily dis-
credited. Fourth, he knew how to create just the sort of text that would fasci-
nate his fellow scholars: what could be more seductive than a fragment of a
lost work by a major church father, which speaks of unique textual variants
and lost early gospels, with bits of theological controversy, hints of liturgical
practice, and an obscure ancient sect thrown in for good measure? Entire if
modest careers have been built on far less. Fifth, he surely knew enough to
appreciate that publishing this ‘‘discovery’’ with Harvard University Press,
under a mountain of minute and erudite commentary that quotes personal
missives from all the most eminent scholars of the day, would engender a
weighty atmosphere of seriousness tantamount to credibility—while launch-
ing into the popular media a claim that new evidence shows Jesus was homo-
sexual would guarantee enough controversy to keep a secret gospel in orbit
indefinitely. Smith’s simultaneous publication of a scholarly and a popular
treatment certainly had both effects. Sixth, the author had the literary imagi-
nation to build on some adventurous interpretations, turning one Salome into
another, knowing that her performance at the climax of the original play
would, like a seventh veil, hide within it another climactic performance:

‘‘The True Explanation and That Which Accords
with the True Philosophy . . .’’

Chesterton’s statement that Wilde’s sin had been ‘‘nameless and secret’’
would have been understood instantly by his readers; it refers to English com-
mon law, wherein the crime of sodomy was delicately called in Latin peccatum
illud horribile, inter Christianos non nominandum—that horrible sin that
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among Christians is not to be named.∑∂ This comes directly from the New
Testament: ‘‘But fornication and impurity of any kind, or greed, must not even
be named among you, as is proper among saints. Entirely out of place is
obscene, silly, and vulgar talk; but instead, let there be thanksgiving. Be sure of
this, that no fornicator or impure person, or one who is greedy (that is, an
idolater), has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. Let no one
deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God
comes on those who are disobedient. Therefore do not be associated with
them’’ (Ephesians 5:3–7, New Revised Standard Version modified).

The interpretation that homosexuality is the ‘‘impurity’’ that ‘‘must not
even be named’’ goes back to a medieval exegesis that identified ‘‘the wrath of
God’’ with the destruction of Sodom, inspiring generations of Christians to go
forth and do likewise.∑∑ If I am right that this is primarily a Latin interpreta-
tion that began with Pelagius,∑∏ then it is one more element that does not fit in
Clement’s Alexandria.∑π Yet the Clement of the Mar Saba letter speaks from
within this tradition; his ultimate hypocrisy is that, though he castigates ‘‘the
unspeakable teachings of the Carpocratians,’’ the most treasured teaching of
his own church consists of ‘‘things not to be uttered’’ that were received from
the same source, the evangelist Mark. Thus he exemplifies the belief of many
modern homosexuals that the most ferocious ‘‘homophobes’’ are driven by a
terrified denial of their own homoerotic impulses.

Now that we have all been initiated into the church of the Mar Saba text,
our eyes can be opened to recognize the biggest secret of all: the third of the
five streams of tradition, ‘‘the things not to be uttered . . . , the hierophantic
teaching of the Lord’’ which Mark did not write down but which provide the
interpretation for everything else in the Secret Gospel and the strange letter
that contains it. The Greek word that Smith rendered as ‘‘things not to be
uttered’’ (āpór̄r̆hta; aporrhēta), a term from ancient mystery religion that the
historical Clement did use, can also refer to words that should not be spoken
because they constitute ‘‘obscene, silly, and vulgar talk.’’∑∫ Smith could have
translated that Mark ‘‘did not divulge the ineffable secrets’’ or ‘‘forbidden
things.’’ By Englishing it as ‘‘things not to be uttered,’’ Smith was accessing a
long-standing trope in English literature, marking the unspeakable as interpre-
tive key to the unheard of.∑Ω Indeed he was referencing a particular constella-
tion of texts that spell out the core story in the hagiography of Oscar Wilde.

Lord Douglas revealed it most memorably in his best-known poem, Two
Loves (1894): the two loves are represented by two young men who argue
about what to call each other, until one resigns himself to being ‘‘the love that
dare not speak its name.’’∏≠ When Wilde was on trial, according to the pub-
lished transcripts,∏∞ the prosecutor read from this poem in open court and
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demanded of Wilde, ‘‘What is ‘the love that dare not speak its name’?’’ Know-
ing that he risked being convicted, Wilde replied with an impromptu speech,
trying to inspire sympathy by connecting such love to both a distinguished
history and an aesthetic spirituality, and invoking the names of Plato and other
great men. The cheers and hisses it elicited from the courtroom have been
reiterated many times since.

‘‘The love that dare not speak its name’’ in this century is such a great affection
of an elder for a younger man as there was between David and Jonathan, such
as Plato made the very basis of his philosophy, and such as you find in the
sonnets of Michelangelo and Shakespeare. It is that deep, spiritual affection
that is as pure as it is perfect. It dictates and pervades great works of art. . . . It
is beautiful, it is fine, it is the noblest form of affection. There is nothing
unnatural about it.∏≤

David and Jonathan, Plato, Michelangelo, Shakespeare, but not Jesus. Spir-
itual, artistic, and beautiful, but not in the Holy Ghost. The Mar Saba docu-
ment with its Secret Gospel was written after Wilde’s speech, and with the
same ultimate purpose: to provide for homosexuality a respectable history,
and a literary and spiritual tradition. It was no mere professorial prank, nor
was it—like so many forgeries—a cynical attempt to gain money or notoriety.
The ‘‘letter of Clement’’ discovered at Mar Saba is rightly seen as a highly
original work of twentieth-century literature, an astoundingly daring act of
creative rebellion that aimed, against all odds, to prepare a place for the
second love in the mystery of the kingdom of God, and give it at last a Chris-
tian name.

Summary

Here I show that the Secret Gospel is actually based on one of the most
famous literary works to emerge from the Uranian culture: Oscar Wilde’s
Salomé. The letter of Clement also reflects other cultural themes that have
circulated among modern homosexuals who regard Wilde as a martyr and cult
figure, notably the perception of Christian moralists as hypocrites. Seen in this
light, the Mar Saba text ridicules the Christian ideal of monogamous hetero-
sexuality and attempts to show that Jesus practiced a purer, homosexual love
that ‘‘dare not speak its name.’’
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The One Who Knows

Perhaps, a gifted paleographer could write an eighteenth century Greek hand
that would fool the experts in Athens and Western Europe. Perhaps, with
Stahlin’s [sic] index to Clement and recent stylistic studies, he could also
compose three pages in Clement’s style. Perhaps, if he had worked on Clement
for years (I have never published an article on Clement), he might even catch
Clement’s habits of thought and forms of exposition. But can we believe he
could do so without any verbal imitation or quotation (except for clichés that
Clement himself repeatedly repeats)? And can we also believe that this imagi-
nary genius, when he had to forge a gospel text, would produce an amateurish
imitation of M[ar]k full of phrases found in the gospels? The faith that could
believe in such a man could move mountains. It would have mountains to
move. —Morton Smith

Imagine that the Dead Sea Scrolls had been discovered, not by a Bedouin lad,
but by an American scholar making a private retreat in the desert. He photo-
graphs some of them and then walks out of the desert, leaving the scrolls where
they were. He spends ten years analyzing his photographs and after fifteen
years publishes a long analysis of the grammar, vocabulary, and handwriting
of the scrolls. He concludes a book with a statement that he is not sure how the
scrolls came to be where he found them, for strange accidents are always
occurring in the desert, but at least ‘‘as far as I know, they are still where I left
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them.’’ If that were the story of the Dead Sea scrolls, would the Morton Smith
whose high critical standards gave us the classic ‘‘Comments on Taylor’s
Commentary on Mark’’ . . . not himself be raising questions about their
authenticity? —Quentin Quesnell

I had great difficulty organizing this book; in some ways it was the most
difficult thing I have ever tried to write. Almost every section of the book as it
now stands was somewhere else in an earlier draft. Eventually I came to the
conclusion that, since my subject was an act of deception, it was bound to keep
collapsing in on itself. A ‘‘real’’ subject, I think, would have a certain inherent
structure, so that one could write a coherent narrative simply by describing
that structure.

Looking back now, however, I can see other ways that one might organize a
book about the Mar Saba document. For example, if I am right that the text ‘‘is
rightly seen as a highly original work of twentieth-century literature,’’ then a
book could be built around its characters—most of whom, as I showed, have a
long prehistory in folklore that was certainly familiar to Morton Smith. Most
obvious are the two characters from the nineteenth century: Clement the liar
emerged in a Catholic-Protestant polemic of great relevance to Smith’s high-
church ecclesiology, a polemic Smith knew from his reading of Cardinal New-
man (Chapter 7). Salomé the temptress, one of Oscar Wilde’s best-known
characters, may have captivated Smith when he was a callow undergraduate
English major.∞ He certainly knew of her by 1973, when he felt the need for a
Clement-like denial that she had anything to do with the Salome of the Secret
Gospel (see the epigraph to Chapter 10). A longer history, going back at least
to 1817, attaches to the anonymous, nearly naked young man who sought
Jesus’ love. However, his alleged rival for Jesus’ affections, the Beloved Disci-
ple, has been spotted as far back as the sixteenth century—no doubt his story
could fill an entire book by itself. Their supposed inamorato, the homosexual
Jesus, would presumably also have a history at least as long. Hence from a
literary perspective the Mar Saba document, an ingenious reshuffling of tradi-
tional characters from unrelated stories, could perhaps be assigned to the
genre known as ‘‘fakelore’’: the faux folktales, peopled by the likes of Paul
Bunyan and John Henry, that are passed around in literate cultures as if they
were actual remnants of old-time oral heritage.≤

Meanwhile, the unnamed Alexandrian presbyter who defected to the dark
side, bewitched by mysterious arts into revealing secret traditions, looks like
nothing so much as a cameo role for the mastermind himself, like one of the
minor characters Alfred Hitchcock would play in the opening scenes of his
own movies. We need not look much farther to find Theodore, the recipient of
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Clement’s letter. He shares half a name with Luke’s correspondent Theophilus
(Luke 1:3, Acts 1:1)—but in fact he is ourselves, the true addressees of the
letter’s true author.

Harder to identify is the dedicatee of Smith’s popular book, The Secret
Gospel; it was inscribed ‘‘For the One Who Knows.’’ Quentin Quesnell, who
was one of the first to question the authenticity of the Mar Saba fragment in a
comprehensive manner, did his best to leave open the possibility that the
forger was someone other than Smith. Yet Quesnell had to ask, ‘‘Who is ‘the
one who knows’? What does he know?’’≥ Quesnell wondered whether the
knower might be Arthur Darby Nock, Smith’s Harvard teacher and the dedi-
catee of Smith’s ‘‘scholarly’’ book. According to Smith, Nock never accepted
the Mar Saba text as genuine. Was that because he knew?

There are other ways to read the dedication, however: maybe it is directed to
an imagined ‘‘Carpocratian’’ reader—‘‘one who knows’’ would, after all, be a
Gnostic. Perhaps Smith anticipated that some readers, clandestine Wilde cult-
ists who knew all about Salomé and had heard the secret stories about Jesus and
a young man, would appreciate fully what Smith himself was really up to.
Which leads to an obvious question: What exactly was Smith really up to?

One of the slippery things about the whole Mar Saba venture—both the
‘‘original’’ document and Smith’s various publications on it—is that there
seem to be three messages, which shift in and out of focus depending on how
one looks at it, and which tend to undermine each other. First of all, Smith
clearly wanted us to believe he had discovered major new evidence that Jesus
approved of homosexuality—even engaged in it, even imbued it with religious
significance. Accordingly, the Secret Gospel would be the earliest and most
trustworthy of all ancient gospels. But how could we take Smith’s proposal
seriously when, on closer scrutiny, it keeps dissolving into dirty jokes? Or
perhaps into only one long-winded, tortuous joke, wending through the frag-
ment, the two books, and several articles—the most elaborately extended
double entendre ever heard of. But then, just as we are about to dismiss the
whole thing as a prank—lewd, crude, and facetious—the humor fades into
hostility. All the experts and eminences whose endorsements Smith claimed to
have obtained, and all the other scholars who became convinced that he had
discovered a genuine ancient writing, will have good reason to feel abused,
more than amused, by the whole sordid mess—arguably the most grandiose
and reticulated ‘‘Fuck You’’ ever perpetrated in the long and vituperative
history of scholarship. Were all three messages equally intended? Did Smith
fully realize what he was doing? To paraphrase Quesnell: who was Morton
Smith and what did he know?

While writing this book I stoutly resisted every temptation to delve into
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Smith’s biography and psychological history, or even to read all of his writings.
Investigating Smith’s inner life has been rendered more difficult by the destruc-
tion of his papers, but many of his former colleagues and students are still
around and would have a big head start over anything I could do. My original
footnote on the Secret Gospel has gotten way out of hand, and I am overdue
back at my day job as a musicologist.

But there is no denying that, of all the singular characters in this outlandish
fiction, Morton Smith is the murkiest, the hardest to pin down or explain. I
suspect his spiritual journey was rather more complicated than the kind of
straightforward ‘‘homosexual priest versus homophobic church’’ morality
play that some might want to make of it, or the ‘‘one sin leads to another’’ lesson
that others will propose (cf. Matthew 12:44–45). I have already pointed out
that, even when Smith was working as a priest, his ecclesiology and pastoral
approach were so unconventional as to raise questions about his training. My
impression is that Morton Smith was a man in great personal pain, even if
(which I don’t know) he was usually able to hide this fact from the people who
knew him. But since he regularly disparaged psychiatry and denied the reality
of mental illness (except when it came in handy to explain the spread of
Christianity), I suspect that he actually had very little insight into his own
motivations and feelings; unpublished anecdotes I have heard about him tend
to support this impression. The irony is that an author with so little self-
understanding would have chosen a Gnostic sect to represent his own point of
view, teasing his readers in a warped game of ‘‘I know something you don’t
know.’’ As I struggled to forge this dross into a book, I sometimes wondered
whether Smith’s unnamed dedicatee was actually himself, congratulating his
own creative brilliance in a narcissistic mental mirror, trumpeting through the
fog: Behold the One Who Knows!

Except that he didn’t know, or at least he forgot: the knowledge the Gnos-
tics taught was anything but carnal—it was about how to escape the carnal.
Thus in a sense—in several senses—one could say that Smith did not know
what he was doing. I conjecture that the letter of ‘‘Clement’’ may have begun
as a purposeful, even a wistful, attempt to set the historical record ‘‘straight’’
(or rather ‘‘gay’’)—but that it quickly fell afoul of Smith’s nasty sense of
humor, which in turn became the transparent mask of his considerable rage—
I suspect without his fully realizing or understanding what was happening.
The anger is no less real for being unacknowledged, just as the forged docu-
ment is no more real for having been published by Smith in such agonizing
detail. But I don’t think Smith could perceive clearly what he was actually
communicating.

Neither, of course, could most of his readers, given the head-scratching fact
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that his fabrications were taken so seriously by so many for so long. Only two
years after Smith’s books were published, Quesnell was already asking some of
the obvious questions: ‘‘Why is there such a high percentage of inaccuracies in
such a serious study?’’ ‘‘Can any scholarly reason be assigned for most of the
documentation the book includes?’’∂ Yet few of these red flags were ever fol-
lowed up by anyone. One of the reasons was foreseen by Quesnell himself:

When useless or irrelevant information is richly and painstakingly documented,
the cause of scholarship can be actually impeded rather than advanced.

It is not only that the non-specialist may be too easily dazzled by the mere
sight of heavily annotated pages and foreign scripts. But also, unless the
author has taken great care to distinguish the important from the trivial, the
central from the incidental, even the specialist can be oppressed by the exces-
sive labor it would take to come to grips with the author’s thought; not being
able to check everything, he may see little point in checking anything; having
work of his own to do before he dies, he may feel constrained to settle for a
temporary appraisal of ‘‘very scholarly,’’ laying the work aside for a leisurely
thorough analysis in some vague future.∑

However, it was not just that scholars couldn’t afford the ‘‘excessive labor.’’
As it turned out, the average reader of Smith’s books was actually more inter-
ested in how the Secret Gospel might illuminate ‘‘work of his own’’ than in
Smith’s crackpot theories about what his ‘‘discovery’’ proved. What could we
learn from this of the early traditions about Jesus, or the origins of the written
gospels?—that was what most people wanted to know. This may help explain
why no one challenged Smith on his misuse of terms like ‘‘shamanism’’ and
‘‘schizophrenia,’’ or his disgraceful characterization of Greek Orthodox hym-
nody, or his habit of treating all ancient religions (indeed all religions!) as if
they were pretty much the same. He would never have gotten away with such
things for so long had he had a wider range of readers, interested in more
aspects of his material. The nearly exclusive focus on Smith’s ‘‘evidence’’ for
the textual history of the New Testament may also explain why so few seem to
have noticed the jokes, or the oddball reference to seven veils in a text about
Salome. All this raises deeper questions about ourselves as Smith’s audience:
Who are we? What do we know?

It seems to me that the saga of the Secret Gospel raises two methodological
issues. One has to do with the study of ancient rituals. Historical research on
Christian ritual, in particular, has been dominated by practitioners of ‘‘litur-
giology,’’ which is a branch of Christian historical theology. It began during
the Reformation and Counter-Reformation; its earliest practitioners were
seeking evidence that could be used to justify, reform, or abolish the practices
of their own time. Liturgiology received a further boost during the liturgical
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movement of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, led by theologians and
‘‘liturgists’’ who were . . . , well, seeking evidence that could be used to justify,
reform, or abolish the practices of their own time. Thus most of the research
interest focused on the historical origins of modern practices. Only very re-
cently has much attention been paid to practices and rituals that did not
survive, such as the early Alexandrian construction of baptism, rooted in
interpretations of Jesus’ own baptism by John at Epiphany, rather than in his
burial and resurrection at Easter. And because liturgiology is essentially po-
lemical, it has tended to focus too narrowly on the interpretation of texts,
marginalizing and largely ignoring the nonverbal data that are less amenable
to theological interpretation, the kinds of things that could be uncovered by
archaeology, anthropology, or the history of the arts and other cultural phe-
nomena. Thus even fairly simple questions like ‘‘When, where, and why did
Christians begin to wear white garments at baptism?’’ or ‘‘How were Chris-
tian bodies prepared for burial?’’ remain unanswered and underexplored.

It happened to be the Anglican brand of liturgiology—the attempt to read
the Prayer Book back into the New Testament—that Smith was exposed to
and then abused for his own purposes. But the familiarity of the liturgiological
approach in all denominations meant that no one questioned the white sheet,
the resurrection symbolism, the Lazarus echoes in the Secret Gospel’s apparent
outline of a very early Christian initiation ceremony. What Smith really dem-
onstrated, then, is how far-fetched and unreal the historical investigation of
ancient rituals can get when it is based solely on textual interpretations, un-
controlled by social science research on how individuals and communities
actually worship, or nontextual evidence on how early Christian groups actu-
ally did worship. Anyone seeking to investigate ancient Christian, Gnostic, or
other religious rites must understand, as Jewish liturgiologists are beginning
to, that the central focus of attention cannot be on texts, but on (what were
once) living communities, with their own self-images and worldviews, ideals
and stories, organizational structures and factions, unexamined assumptions
and unexplained customs. One does not have to be a member of a community
to understand it, but one does have to understand the insiders’ point of view if
one’s own theories and speculations are to be anchored in reality. As Rabbi
Lawrence Hoffman has put it, in cases where the known historical evidence
consists mostly of texts, the aim must be

to take the liturgical text as a necessary starting point, but then to go beyond
it, using a holistic view of the process by which that text is actually prayed to
reconstruct the identity of the people who pray it. . . . At issue is not any
particular claim, so much as the entire enterprise, a commitment to discover
the identity of a praying community—its world view (the way things are), its
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ethos (‘‘the tone, character and quality of its life, its moral and aesthetic style
and mood’’), and the place it occupies in both—and to do so through an
analysis of its praying, rather than going the other way around, that is, assum-
ing that we know enough (relatively speaking) about the community’s self-
perception and need most now, on the basis of that knowledge, to reproduce
the recension history of its prayers.∏ 

This is more or less what I have done in this book: begin with the document,
and go in search of the praying community behind it. Initially it looked as if
five streams of tradition would have to be connected to five historical commu-
nities, or five historical stages of one community. What I found instead was not
exactly a community, and was hardly praying: it was more like one unhappy
man who had constructed a religion of his own, borrowing from the under-
ground quasi-cult of Oscar Wilde and dressing it all up with snippets of writ-
ing from all over late antiquity. In fifteen and more years of work, he never
even suspected that worship cannot be studied in isolation from the people
who do it. No ritual—baptism, magic, shamanism, hymnody, or anything
else—can be understood apart from the human community that creates it and
gives it meaning. But Smith always imagined he knew better than the worship-
pers themselves.

There was, however, one community he did understand. Because he made
the most of his expert insider knowledge of the rituals of scholarship, he was
able to use them against the scholarly community itself, so deftly that hardly
anyone realized his published ‘‘offerings’’ were full of carelessly gathered but
craftily muddled data. By speaking the tongues of textual criticism he pro-
claimed spellbinding creation myths about the earliest gospels, so theatrically
that no one noticed the puppeteer for more than thirty years. Because he
cloaked anger as atheism and atheism in the vestments of objectivity, the
sermon he preached was not recognized for what it actually was, the hurtful
commination of a hurting man. He got away with it all, because he pretended
to be playing the same misguided game as everyone else—assuming that early
Christianity was relatively known, Carpocratianism relatively unknown, and
thus trying to fit the new ‘‘evidence’’ into generally accepted thinking about the
formation of the gospels, the ritual imagery of baptism, Alexandrian tradi-
tions about Mark, and the writings of Clement. Because so much seemed so
familiar, even those who noticed that the Mar Saba text didn’t fit in well still
couldn’t see how bad the fit really was. No one ever guessed what would
happen if we read the text Rabbi Hoffman’s way: putting all presuppositions
aside, assuming nothing about the original authors, we would eventually read
our way into a ‘‘Carpocratian’’ community, viewing Clement’s letter through
the looking-glass of The One Who Knows.
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The other methodological issue raised by the Mar Saba misadventure could
be applied to any suspected forgery. Forgers always have a vested interest in
distracting our attention from what they are really doing, like the prestidigita-
tor who waves a handkerchief with one hand while rearranging the cards with
the other. Those who saw Smith’s work as a contribution to the early history
of the gospels basically fell for the trick. Morton Smith might have been
caught out sooner if his readers had been less focused on their own issues and
more willing to ask the cui bono question about Smith’s issues: who benefits?
What difference would it make if Smith were right, if there really were very
early testimony that Jesus had ritualized sex with his disciples? Taking his
proposals seriously, scholars might have noticed that Smith was asking them
to suspend the usual criteria of historical judgment. To begin with, we were
supposed to accept that these two fragments of the Secret Gospel, preserved
only in an (allegedly) eighteenth-century copy, represented a text as early as, or
even earlier than, any canonical New Testament writing. Next we were to
assume that, given its early date, the Secret Gospel should be regarded as an
unusually trustworthy and factual account of Jesus, whereas every text critic
knows that the earliest witness need not be the most accurate. Entertaining
these two claims might have led to the question, ‘‘Why are we to assume that
the Secret Gospel is so early and so factual?’’ The true answer would be: ‘‘For
the sake of the theory that was spun out of it, that Jesus employed an initiation
ritual suggestive of homosexual acts with his disciples.’’ The search for alter-
native explanations to avoid this conclusion might have focused more atten-
tion on the fact that the Carpocratian Gnostics were being presented as the
heroes of the story, the ones who preserved Jesus’ original practice. This in
turn might have underlined how little we really know about the Carpocra-
tians. The utter lack of evidence that they practiced homosexuality might have
forced us to ask questions about what we should mean by ‘‘homosexuality’’ in
ancient times, and thus come to see that Smith had imported a modern con-
struction of homosexuality into the first century, replete with a Pater-like
liturgy and characters derived from Wilde and Newman.

The reality might then have become inescapable: that Smith was asking us
to engage in acts of anticriticism or fundamentalism, asserting that historical
change is impossible when a timeless truth is at stake. The ‘‘truth’’ in this case
would have been a kind of fundamentalist sexology: Homosexuality, or all
human sexuality, has always and everywhere been the same. Immune to the
forces of historical change, it is therefore in some sense timeless, and thus can
be treated as a kind of moral universal or absolute. Indeed, for Smith, its
demands are so absolute as to justify a rewriting of history. With that act, of
course, Smith became what he opposed: a hypocritical Clement who con-
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doned lying for the sake of the (presumed) truth. The denial of historical
difference where we should expect it produced anachronisms in the text that
ultimately proved the document unhistorical.

For a while, ironically, the forces of historical change worked in Smith’s
favor. Even as his books were being published in 1973, the impact of the 1969
Stonewall riots was already transforming the cultures of American homosex-
uality, so that with time, fewer and fewer people were ‘‘in the know’’ enough to
recognize the commonplaces of his post-Uranian construction of sexuality.
Since then, of course, history has moved on, in directions the Secret Evangelist
could hardly have foreseen. The United States and some other countries wres-
tle with the legality of ‘‘gay marriage’’ and other forms of ‘‘same-sex unions,’’
while Smith’s own Anglican Communion is struggling to keep from breaking
up over the question of ordaining active homosexuals. The emergence of AIDS
has raised the stakes on many fronts. ‘‘Homoeroticism in the Early Church’’
has, I discovered while writing this, become an academic subfield, unimagin-
able a mere half-century ago.

The underlying philosophical question is also being asked more pointedly:
Is it human nature that is fundamentally immutable, while moral principles
change with the times? Or are there enduring values that remain constant in all
historical circumstances, while human nature changes? In academia nowa-
days, probably no truism is heard more often than the one that gender and sex
roles are culturally and historically constructed (and therefore open to being
reconstructed, preferably as soon as possible). Yet scientists are increasingly
finding evidence of biological bases for a wide range of human behaviors, and
the hunt is on for a ‘‘gay gene,’’ which, if discovered, might have a greater
impact on the abortion rate than on cultural attitudes toward homosexuality.
The morality of Morton Smith’s major ‘‘contribution,’’ too, will be evaluated
differently by different people, both today and in the future.

The alleged mutability or immutability of human nature, and of ethical
standards, is probably something that requires more serious thought today,
given the claims invoked both by those who seek change and those who resist
it. Thus opponents of ‘‘gay marriage’’ have been known to assert that the ‘‘one
man, one woman’’ model of marriage has always been a universal cultural and
historical norm, though anyone who reads the Old Testament will find its
heroes engaging in polygamy, concubinage, and even surrogate parenthood
(e.g., Genesis 16:2, 30:1–13). On the other hand, the mere fact of cultural
or historical relativity, in itself, offers little if any basis for ethical decision-
making. One could hardly justify things like human sacrifice, slavery, genital
mutilation, widow immolation, ear-splitting music, or pedophilia merely by
pointing out that there are or have been cultures that accepted and even re-
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warded such behavior. Appeals to cultural difference may be compassionate
attempts to promote tolerance, liberty, and human dignity—or cynical at-
tempts to repress them.π Obviously, knowledge and sensitivity to cultural and
historical difference need to be balanced by ethical principles that are based on
something less transitory than culture or history. Hence the Second Vatican
Council called for modern Christians to ‘‘constantly further the values of
marriage and family . . . distinguishing between eternal verities and their
changeable expressions.’’∫

There have been times, of course, when history was studied as a repository
of ethical examples, of great men and women who faced the trials of their
times armed with the unchanging virtues of courage or integrity. But I would
say that, in many societies, the most important medium for confronting the
permanent and the impermanent is neither history nor ethics, but ritual. This
is certainly true in the Christian tradition, where it is preeminently in liturgy
and prayer that what is time-bound and corruptible encounters what is infinite
and immortal. The finite human person, who is always a mystery to himself or
herself, stands facing the ultimate Mystery in Whose image we were created,
from Whom we have received all that we are, and with Whom we communi-
cate both through words and beyond words. Morton Smith had the right to
disbelieve this, of course: the trouble is that he seems to have been completely
unaware of it, whatever his experiences in the caves at Mar Saba, as an or-
dained priest, or while praying in his own secret closet (Matthew 6:6). Smith’s
concept of worship contrasts starkly with that of another author who strug-
gled with great personal contradictions, apparently including a suppressed
homosexual identity.

Nikolai Gogol (1809–52) was regarded in his lifetime as a novelist deeply
imbued with the spirit of Ukrainian folklore, though he actually wrote in
Russian. It is now clear that his sensibility was largely Western, owing more to
German opera than the folktales of his native Ukraine.Ω Gogol also read
widely and wrote on religious topics but often wavered closer to Protestant or
Catholic forms of Christianity, away from his native Eastern Orthodoxy.
Twentieth-century critics, less shy about such things than people used to be,
have noticed that Gogol’s life seems to have been full of longing for intimate
relationships with men, even while his fiction was full of anxiety and guilt
about intimate relationships with women.∞≠ There is still much uncertainty
about the circumstances of his untimely death; the details may have been
deliberately obscured by his friends. It appears, though, that Gogol fasted to
death under the tutelage of an ascetical extremist, ignoring the admonitions of
the more mainstream Russian Orthodox clergy.

Yet there is wide agreement that at least Gogol got the liturgy right. His
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commentary on the Byzantine-rite Eucharist, uncharacteristically based on
authoritative Orthodox sources, has been read appreciatively for more than a
century by both Eastern and Western Christians. It closes with a summary that
renders Smith’s assertions about worship completely unrecognizable:

The significance of the Divine Liturgy is great; it is celebrated visibly and
openly in the sight of all, and yet it is full of mystery.

If the worshipper but follow each act reverently and attentively, his soul
will be uplifted; it becomes possible for him to fulfil the Commandments of
Christ, the yoke of Christ will be easy and His burden light. On leaving the
church where he has been present at the divine Feast of love he sees in all men
his brethren. . . .

And all who have attentively followed the Divine Liturgy go forth gentler,
kindlier in dealing with others, friendlier, quieter in their behaviour. . . . It in-
sensibly builds up and forms a man, and if society still hold together, if people
do not breathe inveterate hatred against one another, the secret cause is the
Divine Liturgy reminding man of holy, heavenly love towards his brother.∞∞

Thus the liturgy is not magic, or the routine repetition of incantations. The
worshipper’s role is not to slip into ‘‘disorientation,’’ as Smith would have it,
but to ‘‘follow each act reverently and attentively.’’ The fully involved wor-
shipper will not find the liturgy ‘‘dazzling the mind and destroying its sense of
reality’’—on the contrary his ‘‘soul will be uplifted’’ to a high state of attune-
ment or attentiveness. In that state the liturgical words and actions have a
silent, insensible effect, enabling the Christian to fulfill, without quite knowing
how, the supreme commandments to love God and neighbor (Mark 12:28–
34). Because this creative action of divine grace cannot be directly perceived,
except through its effects, it is called a ‘‘mystery’’—utterly unlike the sexual
‘‘mystery of the kingdom of God’’ taught by the Secret Gospel.

Smith would have had the same right as everyone else to argue that Gogol’s
faith was false, that his understanding of the liturgy was inaccurate or untrue,
or that it doesn’t seem to have ‘‘worked’’ even in Gogol’s case. The problem is
not that Smith disagreed with the Christian understanding of liturgy, but that
for all his learning he seems never even to have heard of it. As a priest in 1949,
struggling with the counseling of parishioners’ sexual problems, he shows no
knowledge of the claim that attentive participation in worship can help make
burdens light. If he had learned from the Mar Saba monks that reverent atten-
tion to the liturgy can make keeping the commandments possible, he might
never have gone back there to plant an obscene gospel in their library. If ‘‘the
divine Feast of love’’ had helped him see all people as his brothers and sisters,
and become ‘‘gentler, kindlier in dealing with others, friendlier, quieter,’’ he
might not have carried out a plan to embarrass so many of his professional
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colleagues, or treated those who questioned his discovery so uncharitably.
And if he had understood the Christian liturgy better, he might have been
more reluctant to publish such absurd claims about its origins.

Even after becoming an atheist professor, if Smith had known what Chris-
tian worship means to those who make use of it, he could (if he had wanted to)
have written a thoughtful and learned critique, even a devastating refutation
of all of Christian belief and practice. But in fact he did not understand that
rituals are enacted by communities, and he did not know, despite his own
former membership, what the community he was attacking actually believed
about its rituals. Had he known, he could still have chosen to spin unheard-of
theories about Jesus, but he could not have written hundreds of slovenly pages
filled with ignorance, foolishness, and angry jokes about the meaning of early
Christian baptism. The tragic paradox of the man who thought he exchanged
Christianity for a latter-day Carpocratian Gnosticism is not that he wasn’t a
good Christian, but that he wasn’t even a very good Gnostic. Despite all his
priestly experience, his visits to monasteries, his two doctorates, his enviable
skill with ancient languages, his prestigious research grants and access to
world-famous libraries, he wrote what he did not know.
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Appendix: Morton Smith’s Translation of the
Mar Saba Letter of Clement

From Morton Smith, The Secret Gospel: The Discovery and Interpretation of
the Secret Gospel According to Mark (New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 14–17.
Biblical and other citations are added in parentheses.

From the letters of the most holy Clement, author of the Stromateis. To Theodore:
You did well in silencing the unspeakable teachings of the Carpocratians. For

these are the ‘‘wandering stars’’ (Jude 13) referred to in the prophecy, who wander
from the narrow road of the commandments into a boundless abyss of the carnal
and bodily sins. For, priding themselves in knowledge, as they say, ‘‘of the deep
[things] of Satan’’ (Revelation 2:24), they do not know that they are casting them-
selves away into ‘‘the nether world of the darkness’’ (Jude 13) of falsity, and, boast-
ing that they are free, they have become slaves of servile desires. Such [men] are to be
opposed in all ways and altogether. For, even if they should say something true, one
who loves the truth should not, even so, agree with them. For not all true [things] are
the truth, nor should that truth which [merely] seems true according to human
opinions be preferred to the true truth, that according to the faith.

Now of the [things] they keep saying about the divinely inspired Gospel according
to Mark, some are altogether falsifications, and others, even if they do contain some
true [elements], nevertheless are not reported truly. For the true [things], being
mixed with inventions, are falsified, so that, as the saying [goes], even the salt loses
its savor (Luke 14:34).
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[As for] Mark, then, during Peter’s stay in Rome he wrote [an account of ] the
Lord’s doings, not, however, declaring all [of them], nor yet hinting at the secret
[ones], but selecting those he thought most useful for increasing the faith of those
who were being instructed. But when Peter died as a martyr, Mark came over to
Alexandria, bringing both his own notes and those of Peter, from which he trans-
ferred to his former book the things suitable to whatever makes for progress toward
knowledge [gnosis]. [Thus] he composed a more spiritual Gospel for the use of those
who were being perfected. Nevertheless, he yet did not divulge the things not to be
uttered, nor did he write down the hierophantic teaching of the Lord, but to the
stories already written he added yet others and, moreover, brought in certain sayings
of which he knew the interpretation would, as a mystagogue, lead the hearers into
the innermost sanctuary of that truth hidden by seven [veils]. Thus, in sum, he
prearranged matters, neither grudgingly nor incautiously, in my opinion, and, dy-
ing, he left his composition to the church in Alexandria, where it even yet is most
carefully guarded, being read only to those who are being initiated into the great
mysteries.

But since the foul demons are always devising destruction for the race of men,
Carpocrates, instructed by them and using deceitful arts, so enslaved a certain pres-
byter of the church in Alexandria that he got from him a copy of the secret Gospel,
which he both interpreted according to his blasphemous and carnal doctrine and,
moreover, polluted, mixing with the spotless and holy words utterly shameless lies.
From this mixture is drawn off the teaching of the Carpocratians.

To them, therefore, as I said above, one must never give way, nor, when they put
forward their falsifications, should one concede that the secret Gospel is by Mark,
but should even deny it on oath. For, ‘‘Not all true [things] are to be said to all men’’
(Philo). For this [reason] the Wisdom of God, through Solomon, advises, ‘‘Answer
the fool from his folly’’ (Proverbs 26:5), teaching that the light of the truth should be
hidden from those who are mentally blind. Again it says, ‘‘From him who has not
shall be taken away’’ (Matthew 25:29), and, ‘‘Let the fool walk in darkness’’ (Eccle-
siastes 2:14). But we are ‘‘children of light’’ (1 Thessalonians 5:5), having been
illuminated by ‘‘the dayspring’’ of the Spirit of the Lord ‘‘from on high’’ (Luke 1: 78),
and ‘‘Where the Spirit of the Lord is,’’ it says, ‘‘there is liberty’’ (2 Corinthians 3:17),
for ‘‘All things are pure to the pure’’ (Titus 1:15).

To you, therefore, I shall not hesitate to answer the [questions] you have asked,
refuting the falsifications by the very words of the Gospel. For example, after ‘‘And
they were in the road going up to Jerusalem’’ (Mark 10:32), and what follows, until
‘‘After three days he shall arise’’ (Mark 10:34), [the secret Gospel] brings the follow-
ing [material] word for word:

‘‘And they come into Bethany, and a certain woman, whose brother had died, was
there. And, coming, she prostrated herself before Jesus and says to him, ‘Son of
David, have mercy on me.’ But the disciples rebuked her. And Jesus, being angered,
went off with her into the garden where the tomb was, and straightway a great cry
was heard from the tomb. And going near Jesus rolled away the stone from the door
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of the tomb. And straightway, going in where the youth was, he stretched forth his
hand and raised him, seizing his hand. But the youth, looking upon him, loved him
and began to beseech him that he might be with him. And going out of the tomb they
came into the house of the youth, for he was rich. And after six days Jesus told him
what to do and in the evening the youth comes to him, wearing a linen cloth over
[his] naked [body]. And he remained with him that night, for Jesus taught him the
mystery of the kingdom of God. And thence, arising, he returned to the other side of
the Jordan.’’

After these [words] follows the text, ‘‘And James and John come to him’’ (Mark
10:35), and all that section. But ‘‘naked [man] with naked [man]’’ and the other
things about which you wrote are not found.

And after the [words], ‘‘And he comes into Jericho’’ (Mark 10:46), [the secret
Gospel] adds only, ‘‘And the sister of the youth whom Jesus loved and his mother and
Salome were there, and Jesus did not receive them.’’ But the many other [things
about] which you wrote both seem to be and are falsifications.

Now the true explanation and that which accords with the true philosophy . . .
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dēs, Nea Siōn 55 [year 52] (1960): 110–25, 245–56. MS 15 is in ‘‘the little library
adjoining the Church’’ (p. 115), while MSS 16, 17, 19, and 40 were ‘‘shown to me by
Father Sabbas [the librarian?] and will not be found in the Tower’’ (pp. 115–16, 125).

25. Smith, Secret Gospel, 10–11.
26. See the horarium described in ibid., 4.
27. Euthyme Mercenier, a monk who gives a well-informed account of the daily sched-

ule and round of services about 1946, says the meal was ‘‘vers dix heures’’; see ‘‘Le
monastère de Mar Saba,’’ Irénikon 20 (1947): 283–97, especially p. 293. Seton Dearden’s



260 Notes to Pages 4–6

Introduction to Robert Curzon, Visits to Monasteries in the Levant (London: Arthur
Barker, 1955), p. 14, states that in 1952 there were services from 1 to 5 a.m., and the only
meal of the day was at 10:30 a.m.

28. Smith, Secret Gospel, 10.
29. Mercenier, ‘‘Monastère,’’ 287–91. For explanations of the different services of the

Byzantine daily cursus, see Robert Taft, The Liturgy of the Hours in East and West: The
Origins of the Divine Office and Its Meaning for Today, 2nd rev. ed. (Collegeville, Minn.:
Liturgical Press), 273–91. Mother Mary [Sonia Hambourg Bessarab] and Kallistos Ware,
trans. and eds., The Festal Menaion Translated from the Original Greek (London: Faber
and Faber, 1977), 38–41, 67–97.

30. The numbers run from 1 to 76, but numbers 3–5 and 7–8 are left undescribed
because they are in Russian and Romanian.

31. According to Jean-Marie Olivier, Répertoire des bibliothèques et des catalogues de
manuscrits grecs de Marcel Richard, 3rd ed., Corpus Christianorum (Turnhout: Brepols,
1995), p. 398, no. 1296, a manuscript described in a turn-of-the-century catalogue (pp.
393–94, no. 1286) ‘‘does not seem to figure’’ in Smith’s catalogue.

32. Smith, ‘‘Hellēnika,’’ 111, 256.
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lóghma, 199–234, see pp. 225–26. One early source is a papyrus fragment from the
White Monastery published in Ugo Zanetti, ‘‘Un index liturgique du Monastère Blanc,’’
Christianisme d’Égypte: Hommages à René-Georges Coquin, Cahiers de la Bibliothèque
Copte 9 (Paris-Leuven: Éditions Peeters, 1995), 55–75.

35. See, for example, Matta el-Meskeen, ‘‘The Wedding in Cana of Galilee,’’ Coptic
Church Review 16 (1995): 99–107; Maged S. A. Mikhail, ‘‘On Cana of Galilee: A
Sermon by Coptic Patriarch Benjamin I,’’ Coptic Church Review 23 (2002): 66–93.
Benjamin I reigned 622–661 ce. For a twelfth-century miniature see Massimo Capuani et
al., Egitto Copto (Milan: Jaca Book, 1999), 253.

36. Robert A. Wild, Water in the Cultic Worship of Isis and Sarapis, Études pré-
liminaires aux religions orientales dans l’empire romain 87 (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 90–92,
cf. pp. 50–51.

37. The singular of this word is tarh. See O. H. E. Burmester, ‘‘The ATūruhāt of the
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