Review by Msgr. Michael J. Cantley:

The Gospel of Judasdited by Rodolphe Kasser, Marvin Meyer, and Gregor Wurst
with additional commentary by Bart D. Ehrman, pub. National Geographic,
Washington, D.C. 2006

The translation of the Coptic text of the Gospel of Judas was undertakdyy
Kasser, Meyer and Wurst in collaboration with Francois Gaudard. It appears after
an introduction by Marvin Meyer who sets the stage with brief remarks on
gnosticism, a descriptive contrast of the figure of Judas as found in thamonical
Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John and the figure featured in thisihd, and
an introduction to the impressive scholarly qualifications of those whoantributed
to this publication.

This manuscript was discovered accidentally in Egypt in 1970. After years of
unsuccessful attempts to sell it to antique dealers around 2001 it finallame into
the possession of the scholarly team that worked on the English translatiamd the
commentary now under revue. This publication by the National Geographic Saaty
is at least three times removed from the original: it is an English traslation of a
Coptic text that was itself, probably, a translation, around 300 AD, of a Greek
original written approximately in the middle of the second century of tle Christian
Era. This gospel attributed to Judas was know to St. Irenaeus of Lyon and
discussed by him in hiAdversus Haereseas 180 AD. The Gospel of Judas belongs
to a tradition of literature emanating from members of heretical sect&nown to
history as theGnosticmovement (from the Greek wordgnosis‘knowledge”). The
Gnostics were claimants to a secret knowledge known only to a divinely sekl few,
the saved, whose unmediated salvation is effected by the infusion of resjie
knowledge which, in Christian Gnosticism, was taught by Jesus but not rdiated
through his suffering, death and resurrection. In orthodox Christianity, Jess is
the one Mediator, in Gnosticism he merely a teacher.

The formal designation given to this document containing the gospel of Judas
is the Codex Tchacosiamed after a Zurich antiquities dealer Frieda Tchacos
Nussberger who acquired it in 2000. It was in a state of severe deterioratisn she
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turned it over to the Maecenas Foundation for Ancient Art for restoraton,
translation and eventually return to the permanent possession of theato Coptic
Museum.

The Gospel of Judas is presented in only 26 pages of a book of 186 pages. In
reality, the text could have been printed on about half current number opages
were it not for the 151 footnotes which cover the bottom half of each page of
translated text. These notes are critical to fill in the many lacunae frorthe
corrupted text and the translators’ choice of a particular meaning for speific
Coptic words where multiple variant meanings and translations are podsie.
Reading these footnotes, which are offered in small type, more than trgd the
reading time the text alone would take, but to ignore them would be disastrou®ne
has to admire the scholarship of the translators and their candor in explaing their
choices in translation. TheGospel of Judaseflects one particular school of
Gnosticism. | think it fair to say that there is no entity called Gnosticin. Rather
the term designates an umbrella of heretical positions (in Judaism as wak in
Christianity) under which different sects formulated and propagatedtheir doctrine.
The translators identify the sect that produced this “gospel” as th&ethians,named
for Seth, the third son of Adam and Eve (Genesis 4:25) to replace Abel whonai@
had murdered. They claim a pre-Christian existence and were heavily infenced
by Judaic thought though Platonism predominates in their Christian exigence. My
personal preference would be for the sect called tH@ainitesnamed for Cain the
fratricidal villain of Genesis 4: 8ff. Their writings are specifically aimed at the
rehabilitation of Biblical rogues like Cain, the men of Sodom and Gomorrah and
Judas. For them the God of the Jews is the Creator of this world and evil, henany
figure opposing his will is to be extolled. This may, however, be a quibble nebrth
insisting on beyond the mere mention here. The main thrust of th@ospel of Judas
as in other Gnostic literature is to reduce Jesus from Redeemer and Gagpointed
Mediator of salvation to teacher of an esoteric doctrine and to identifying t
fundamental human problem not as sin but as ignorance. This was the centrakue
that caused these documents to be condemned as heretical by the leadétbe early
Church. Here | have a criticism that | believe is more than a mere gbble. In his
introduction, 2 Marvin Meyer, while using an apt word to describe these ecclesial
critics of Gnostic teaching, Irenaeus for example, dseresiologistsseems to
prejudice the objectivity of their vigilance by offering the meaning of tlat word as
“heresy hunters.” There seems an implicit criticism of early Church Fathers who,
knowledgeable about the issues of their day, point out error and condemn it.
Should this not be legitimate function of any teacher to identify errorgspecially
such substantial error as is present in Gnostic writing, and warn agast it,
correcting it with the truth? Anything else would be dereliction ofduty.

One of the oddest features of thi§ospel of Judass the derisive and insulting
treatment Jesus visits upon his disciples. In the canonical Gospels {garn of their
obtuseness and their betrayal of Jesus at the time during the passion whge most
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urgently needed their presence and support. They exasperated him amnis, but
Jesus never treated them disrespectfully or discourteously. Nor did ¢éhdisciples
ever express anger toward the Master. In th&ospel of Judashowever, in four
places Jesus laughs at the Twelter is so interpreted by them, something that
angers them, eliciting the question “Why are you laughing at us (me)”? Jesus
responds that the laughter is not directed at them but toward the futity of what
they are doing whether celebrating the Eucharist in His name or praying. A
particularly poignant passage is found on pages 24 to 27 offering a polemic against
the early orthodox Christian Church as represented by the Twelve attribting all
kinds of evil to them. The leaders of the orthodox Christian Church emergas
personally immoral and endangering the eternal salvation of the children of &i.°
Clearly the Gospel of Judass an attack on the Christian Church against which it is
in schismatic sectarian rebellion, seeking not to reform what Jesus abtished but to
bring about a completely different religion based on the bifurcating of hmanity

into the saved in whom resides a divine flame destined for eternal lifand the
majority who are merely humans and like the animal world will cease to exist
death. The philosophy behind their position is a Gnostic corruption oPlatonism.

The media focused attention on the depicted relationship betweensies and
Judas as recounted in th&ospel of Judas Here, Judas is presented as the closest
friend of Jesus and the one who comes to know Jesus most accurately. Itisita,h
then, that Jesus unfolds the “mysteries of the Kingdom” while withhlding this
knowledge from the rest. The rehabilitation of Judas’ reputation hinge®n Jesus’
invitation to make Judas an accomplice in betraying him to the authorities thahe
might be killed. It carries the promise that Judas “will exceed all of then (the other
disciples). For you will sacrifice the man that clothes me®” The Gnostic element in
this is the notion that Judas is to help Jesus divest himself of thedldy element, the
body (“the man that cloths” him) that imprisons the true spiritual self which is
Jesus. In aiding the death of Jesus, Judas helps to release the entrappeadtspl
person which is the real Jesus. Such a doctrine denies the reality oétmcarnation,
the salvific nature of Calvary, and the reality of the resurrection. It also nuifies all
of the saving action of Jesus in our regard.
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The rest of the book under review offers articles in commentary: the
adventure of the codex from discovery to translation; the impact it is assumatiwill
have on Christianity; Irenaeus’ handling of this Judas text; and the Gnostic
connection reflected in this book. The last three are of particular intest in this
review.

The first article to be treated is written by Bart. D. Ehrman, chair of the
Religious Studies Department at the University of North Carolina at Chael Hill. It
is entitled: “Christianity Turned on its Head: The Alternative View of the Gospel of
Judas.” ltis clear that the author does not profess the Catholic faith whenenh
interprets Matthew 13:55 “Are not his brothers James and Joseph and Simon and
Judas?” as the latter being the “actual brother of Jesus.” None-the-less, he is
familiar with Christian doctrine and the early creeds and sees cledy the contrast
between orthodox Christianity and theGospel of Judas.The Gnostic account has a
completely different understanding of God, Christ and salvation, of the wld and
human existence.

On God The creeds stem from the controversies of the early Church. In thewe
confess “one God, the Father almighty, Creator of heaven and earth and all things
visible and invisible.” The doctrine expressed in th&ospel of Judagsdmits of many
gods, and the creator-god is not the true God but a lesser deity who is naththe
Father nor almighty. This lesser god is what the disciples worship, notéhFather of
Jesus. Judas is the only one to recognize this and, therefore, who knows whaides
is and where Jesus originated. This knowledge indicates that Judas als@ss in
the spark of the divine as Jesus does and the rest of the disciples do noenkg, the
companionate relationship that makes Judas the closer disciple to JesusotiB
belong to the realm of the spirit.

On Christ Throughout the Gospel of JudasJesus dichotomizes his God which
Judas shares, and the god of the disciples ‘their god’. Jesus’ function esreveal the
inferior nature of ‘their god’ before returning to the perfect world of t he spirit.
Jesus is not presented as a normal human being. This is suggested in the eggion
“Jesus appeared on earth®® Another indication is found in the expression: “Often
he did not appear to his disciples as himself, but he was found among themaas
child.”® Other Gnostic literature suggests that this statement must be ietpreted as
a doceticreference: Jesus is not really human; he only appears human and could
assume any form he chose. Why that of a child? Possibly it was to symbolize that
he is unspoiled by the material things of this world. Jesus, then, pessed the

purity and transcendent knowledge that exists beyond this world. Jesu®gsessed a
gnosis(knowledge) only Judas could discern.

On Salvation Salvation, then, is found in transcending the limits of this material
world. This happens only when the soul learns the true wisdom about itsigin and
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destiny, a wisdom that shows the way to escape this world. Resurrection oéth
body is rejected since it amounts to a return to the material. Teaching, ndié act
of dying or any other act, is the key. This is evident in Jesus saying: “The souls of
every human generation will die. When these people (the ones possegdire divine
spark), however, have completed the time of the kingdom and the spirit leaviégem,
their bodies die but their souls will be alive, and they will be taken”*® The
others simply die and are no more. Jesus’ own death has no significanceept to
release his spirit to the higher realm whence it originated.

The content of the canonical Gospels and the teaching of the rest of theaNe
Testament are diametrically opposed to this Gnostic doctrine. This chégr had the
value of focusing the Gnostic teaching which is spread through the pagestio¢ text
itself.

The second articleto be commented on is by Gregor Wurst, professor of
Ecclesiastical History and Patristics at the University of Augsburg, Genany. Itis
entitled “Irenaeus of Lyon and the Gospel of Judas”. The article is exceedjty
interesting, but | will comment on only two issues important to this disussion.

First, it affirms, tentatively, that the original Greek text referred to by St.
Irenaeus was the foundation for the document we are commenting on and caa b
dated, safely, from the early part of the second century AD. The Coptic transliain
used for our current English version was made early in the fourth centy, 300 AD
seems a reasonable date. Further, there is no evidence of editing; allogvims to
conclude that this Coptic text is original. We have, of course, no way to discover
who the author was, and no certainty about the particular sect of Gnostics from
whom it derives. The author, however, favors the Sethites.

Secondly, in a fascinating review of Gnostic thought about Judas and his
betrayal of Jesus, Wurst offers two additional motivations found in other Gnot
texts: that Jesus was “subverting the truth” and Judas betrayed him to preent this
from happening; and that Christ had to be delivered to death for the sake of hman
salvation, but that the “powers of this world” (i.e., lesser gods or demiurge fig@s)
would impede it. Judas, then, served humanity and is its hero by betraying Jesto
the authorities thus serving to assure his saving death. Along with the me#tion of
complying with Jesus’ request, already treated, these seem to exhaust th
imagination of the Gnostic movement, and none are convincing.

The final article for consideration in this review is that of Marvin Meyer,
“Judas and the Gnostic Connection”. His first concern is to examine th€ainite
underpinnings of the Gospel of Judasnd to discover what evidence there may be
that this sect influenced the text beyond the rehabilitation of the d@rheroes of
Biblical history: Cain, Esau, Korah, the people of Sodom and Judas. The only
witness to them was from Irenaeus until the findings of the Nag Hammadi
documents in 1945 where Cain is mentioned, giving support to the accuracy of
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Irenaeus’ statement. Could it be that theCainiteswere a splinter group ofSethite
Gnostics? Possibly! The author seems to suggest as much before reasserting his
own preference for this gospel “representing an early form Christian Stian
thought.”**

The most fascinating section of this article is the description of th@nostic
pantheon which is something of a parody of the Trinity: The Great One, Barblo
and Autogenes the Self-Generated. Here we are introduced to Gnostasmology.
In the Gospel of Judasj]esus says: For there exists a great and boundless realm...[in
which] there is [a] great invisible [Spirit].” *? (The brackets represent missing words
and/or phrases in this exceedingly corrupt text). Th&ospel of Judass reluctant to
use the word “God” for the “Great One” or in this instance “Spirit” and reserves it
for the lesser deities as, for example, the very flawed “creator of this wall. The
transcendence of the “Great One” is emphasized: “illimitable, immeagable,
invisible, unnamable...” (adjectives taken from theSecret Book of John)

Since the “Great One” transcends all material things, creation and salvain
depend on some divine spark emanating and settling on another. This is the
Autogenes the Self-Generated, an offspring of Barbelo the Mother. But) the
Gospel of Judasthe Autogenes simply emerges from a luminous heavenly cloud in
response to a divine voice calling it fortH® Barbelo’s involvement with the
Autogenes is ambiguous since they are all self-starters. Only in tBecret Book of
John is there a suggestion of “an act of spiritual intercourse between the
transcendent Father and Barbelo the Mother.*

The picture seems glorious, but obviously something went wrong. What? In
the Sethian Gnostic texts Wisdom o6ophiaerred with cosmic consequences. She
wanted to clone herself, but did not ask permission of the Great One.in8e she had
a portion of the divine spark, her desire was invincible and she bore a misgben
progeny. TheGospel of Judasloes not describe this but merely speaks of
“corruptible Sophia”. > But part of Sophia’s divine spirit is present in her offspring
who become the creator of this world and breathes that divine spirinto the
humans created. Sophia’s loss is humanities gain. Those humans who ledreit
origin will be freed of the body and their souls will live forever.

The Gnostic creator of this world is not a benign figure. He functionsotkeep
the divine light of Sophia imprisoned in human bodies. In the Gospel of Jad, he is
named Saklas(meaning “fool”), and the description combines Biblical and Platonic
themes. Dr. Meyer concludes: “the major instruction given by Jesus about
cosmology and the secret of the universe (see the text of thespel of Judaspgs 33-
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40) contains little that could be considered specifically Christian™® In short, in this
literature, Jesus is mere teacher and revealer, comes from the diviaad returns
there, he gives instruction to Judas that is meant for him and the seledtat belong
to the “generation of Seth”, the elect. There is no Son of God incarnate, Goddn
Man, Who suffers, dies and rises for our justification, establishes HiShurch and
gives the Sacraments to effect salvation. To no believing Christian couldyaaf this
be a threat.

National Geographic and its selected scholars have done a service with the
judicious translation and commentary on this recent find of theGospel of Judas.
Media hype in its turn has done little service by suggesting this gospetontents
were unknown (which is untrue) and that it will revolutionize andbr disturb
religious belief in the Christian community. | will be surprisedif this book has a
wide readership, at least in this scholarly form. Spin-offs of a sensatiahnature
may be different in appeal to those with “itching ears” (2 Timothy 4: 3) and a
penchant for the bizarre. This sober work has only one quasi-sensationaeeient —
the rehabilitation of Judas’ reputation, and the media have already played that for
all it is worth. The service the book offers is to fill in further detils of the picture of
the struggles of the early Church in the formulation of its doctrine whit gradually
took creedal form during the first centuries of the Church’s history. Heresiarchs
have done a service in forcing the theological community and the leaders of
Christianity to address issues raised as questions or objections, and éase out of
Revelation the wealth of meaning already there but unnoticed until histacal
circumstances or errors in teaching demanded response. This is not aasg book to
read, and the only harm to come from it will be the misuse of it by peopleith their
own agenda. What it reveals was already known as the scholarly footnotes make
clear. The Church suppressed nothing herein presented, but answed it and
defined its own Spirit guided faith against which Gnostic doctme was measured
and found wanting.
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