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The Infancy Gospel of Thomas
Tony Chartrand-Burke

The Infancy Gospel of Thomas (IGT) is one of the most well-known texts of the Christian Apocrypha. Its stories of the young Jesus shaming teachers and maiming playmates are sufficiently titillating and theologically challenging that many scholars and writers enjoy discussing the text, but few seek to understand it in its original historical and literary contexts. Few also have been willing to grapple with its complex transmission history. And so, 400 years after its initial publication, IGT remains a neglected text—a surprising and regrettable situation given its importance, for this gospel likely is one of the earliest pieces of Christian writing outside of the New Testament and its stories had a tremendous impact on art, literature, and piety throughout the medieval period. 

1. The Recovery of the Original Text

A description of the contents of the gospel must wait for a detailed discussion of the manuscript tradition, for the shape of the text depends on how one interprets the evidence. And there have been many interpretations. Each new manuscript discovery or edition of a version has been accompanied with a claim that the newly-published evidence best preserves the original form of the text. Alas no single witness holds that distinction. But, together, the growing number and variety of the witnesses has brought that elusive original text into view. And it is much different from what many expected.


The initial interest in manuscripts of IGT began in the late seventeenth century. The first of these, Vienna Phil. gr. 162 (144) from the fifteenth century (=O), was described in a 1675 catalog by P. Lambeck.
 The manuscript was subsequently lost; all that remains now are Lambeck’s brief excerpts. The second manuscript, Paris A. F. gr. 239 (2908/2279) also of the 15th century (=P), was mentioned by Lambeck and a few other scholars. It was published in its entirety by J. B. Cotelier in his 1698 edition of the Apostolic Constitutions
 before reaching a larger audience in J. Fabricius’ 1703 apocrypha collection.
 The fragmentary manuscript features an introduction ascribing the text to ‘Thomas the Israelite Philosopher’ and promising to tell readers the miracles Jesus did as a child in Nazareth. Several stories follow of the five-year-old Jesus breaking Sabbath regulations to fashion birds out of clay and animate them, cursing the son of Annas the scribe for disturbing his work, slaying a boy for bumping into him in the marketplace, blinding his critics, and amazing a teacher with his knowledge. The text finishes prematurely in the middle of a story in which Jesus encounters a dyer.


Early commentary on the text identified IGT either as the ‘Gospel of Thomas’ (mentioned by Origen, Hippolytus, and others)
 or as the Childhood of Jesus (mentioned by John Chrysostom, Epiphanius of Salamina, and others),
 or both. A terminus ante quem for the text was established by Irenaeus’ discussion of the episode of Jesus and the Teacher, a tale he attributes to the Marcosians (Adv. Haer. 1.20.1). The patristic citations led scholars to associate IGT with Gnosticism, an association which has endured to today despite the fact that IGT is not the ‘Gospel of Thomas’ known to the early writers, nor was it valued only by Gnostics—the anti-Gnostic Epistle of the Apostles (ch. 4) cites the same story of the Teacher, and other ‘orthodox’ apocrypha such as the Gospel of Bartholomew (2:11) and the History of Joseph the Carpenter (ch. 17) refer to episodes from the text. The lack of Gnostic elements in IGT has been no barrier to this mischaracterization. To explain their absence, an ‘expurgation theory’ was devised stating that the offending Gnostic material had been removed from the text by orthodox revisers (a process similar to what occurred with the Apocryphal Acts).


Subsequent manuscript discoveries led to the publication of longer and longer forms of IGT, though none of these longer forms were any more Gnostic than the Paris manuscript. C. von Tischendorf constructed a critical edition of the text based primarily on two new manuscripts—Dresden A 187 (=D) and Bologna Univ. 2702 (=B),
 both from the fifteenth century—comprising the nineteen-chapter form of the text (=Greek A) well-known today.
 Tischendorf also published a shorter form of the text (=Greek B) based on a manuscript he found during his famous visit to St. Catharine’s monastery in the Sinai (Cod. Sinaiticus gr. 453, 14/15th cent.; =S).
 At the same time, Tischendorf brought attention to several Latin witnesses to the text: an expanded version of the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew that features the IGT material as its pars altera (=Lm), a related fifth-century palimpsest (Vindobonensis 563; =Lv), and a second Latin translation featuring several introductory chapters detailing episodes from the Holy Family’s sojourn in Egypt (Vat. lat. 4578, 14th cent.; =Lt).
 The Greek manuscript base of IGT was expanded further in 1927 with A. Delatte’s publication of a third form of the text from Cod. Atheniensia gr. 355 (=A; 15th cent.).
  This recension, labeled Greek D by subsequent scholars, is a second witness to the Egyptian Prologue found in Lt.
 Since Tischendorf’s day, the body of evidence for IGT has expanded considerably with the publication of versions in Syriac,
 Georgian,
 Ethiopic,
 Slavonic,
 and Irish.


As important as the Greek recensions are to the transmission history of IGT, it has been shown persuasively that the earliest versions are, collectively, a better witness to the original form of the text. In 1980 L. van Rompay demonstrated that the Syriac, Georgian, Ethiopic, and Old Latin (Lm, Lv, and the Irish manuscript) versions all derive from a form of IGT comprised of only chs. 2-9, 11-16, and 19.
 This shorter text also has a number of abbreviations within chapters and features a speech made by Jesus in ch. 6 that is absent in Greek A and B but has some parallel in the Greek D, Lt, and Slavonic texts. Further evidence for an originally shorter IGT was bolstered by S. Voicu’s discussion of yet another Greek recension—Greek S, based on Cod. Sabait. 259 (=H; 11th cent.)—which he describes as an ‘intermediate’ form of the text standing between the early versions (for it too lacks chs. 17 and 18 and contains the speech from ch. 6) and the other Greek recensions (as it includes chs. 1 and 10, the latter placed between chs. 16 and 19).
 Voicu’s knowledge of Greek S was based on a collation made available to him by J. Noret
; he declined to publish the text as he felt the Greek manuscript tradition on the whole was not useful for determining the original form of IGT—indeed, he believed the Ethiopic text to be superior to all other witnesses.


Greek S finally was published, along with additional Greek manuscripts, in my 2001 Doctoral dissertation.
 The dissertation features a critical synopsis of each of the four recensions. The Greek S column of the synopsis is simply an edition of the Jerusalem manuscript. Greek A is based on two new manuscripts—Vienna, Cod. hist. gr. 91 (=W; 14/15th cent.) and Cod. Vatopedi 37 (=V; 14th cent.)—and incorporates all previously published Greek A manuscripts as well as evidence from the related Slavonic tradition. Two other Greek manuscripts similar to B and D are employed also: Samos, B. Metropoleos MS gr. 54 (=M; 15/16th cent.) and Cod. Lavra  222 (=L; 15th cent.). Tischendorf’s Greek B manuscript is accompanied by a second manuscript from Sinai: Cod. Sinait.gr. 532 (=C; 15/16th cent.). And Greek D is reconstructed using A, Lt and two fragmentary manuscripts: Vienna, Cod. theol. gr. 123 (=T; 13th cent.) and Vat. Palat. gr. 364 (=R; 15th cent.). The dissertation aims to prove that Greek S may not be a perfect witness to IGT’s original form, but it is the earliest known Greek manuscript and, aside from its additional chapters, follows closely the readings of the early versions. If read alongside the early versions, Greek S can be used to establish the original text of IGT with some confidence.

2. The Origins of the Text

Though Tischendorf’s 19-chapter Greek A version of IGT remains popular in scholarship, it does not represent well the contents of the original text—indeed, the manuscripts he used for his edition do not even represent well the text of Greek A. Greek S and the early versions offer a much different text than all other Greek recensions of IGT; it is this much different text that must be used in future analyses of the gospel.

i. Original Content

The original title of IGT appears to have been simply ‘The Childhood of the Lord.’ It begins, not with the introduction ascribing the text to Thomas, but with the Animation of the Sparrows (Greek A chs. 2-3). This tale concludes with Jesus withering the son of Annas but does not include the demand by the child’s parents that Joseph ‘teach him to bless and not to curse.’ Then follows the Curse on the Careless Boy (ch. 4) and Joseph Rebukes Jesus (ch. 5). Jesus’ behaviour attracts the attention of the teacher Zacchaeus (ch. 6) who wishes to teach this ‘wicked boy’ manners and respect. Joseph questions his ability to do so, but Zacchaeus persists. So Jesus delivers a speech in which he declares his strangeness to this world and his superior knowledge and in which he predicts his demise on the cross. Then Jesus demonstrates his otherworldly wisdom with an esoteric description of the letter alpha. Zacchaeus is humbled by the boy and confesses his inability to fathom the nature of Jesus (‘For what great thing this boy is—either a god or an angel or whatever else I might say—I do not know,’ ch. 7). In response to Zacchaeus’ confession, Jesus restores those he had cursed (ch. 8). Several beneficent miracles follow: the Raising of the Child Zeno (ch. 9), Carrying Water in a Cloak (ch. 11), the Miraculously Great Harvest (ch. 12), and the Miraculous Repair of a Bed (ch. 13). In the later witnesses, these miracles elicit praise from his parents and the townspeople; but originally only the Zeno story included such a response. The text continues with Joseph taking Jesus to another teacher, who, angered by Jesus’ insolence, strikes the boy. He is then cursed (ch. 14). In the later witnesses, this teacher is subsequently restored to life, but not in the early versions. A third teacher escapes harm only because he recognizes Jesus’ superior knowledge (ch. 15). Jesus then saves his brother James from a snakebite (ch. 16). Finally, the text comes to a close with the story of Jesus in the Temple from Luke 2:41-52. But whereas Luke has Jesus sit among the teachers listening intently, IGT has Jesus teach them about the Law.


If this arrangement is indeed closer to the original form of the text, then IGT lacks many of the elements that have impaired previous commentary on the gospel. Distracted by the additions present in the later witnesses, scholars have remarked that the gospel shows few signs of a coherent arrangement or plot. The synoptic-like healing miracles of chs. 10, 17 and 18 always seemed out-of-place in the text and disrupted what scholars saw as a hint of progression in the boy Jesus’ behaviour from cursing to blessing. But the shorter text form contains fewer references to the need to rehabilitate Jesus and more of a focus on the theme of teaching. The original author appears intent on demonstrating that Jesus is a being of power, wisdom, and authority, and that these attributes must be recognized and respected—by both those around Jesus in the stories and, presumably, the gospel’s readers. It is not Jesus who needs to change, but those around him. The teaching stories highlight this theme. The Teacher story stands at the center of the text and continues for three chapters; two sequels follow and the text culminates in the story of Jesus in the Temple. There the boy demonstrates his acumen and receives proper acknowledgement from the scribes and Pharisees who declare to Mary, ‘Blessed are you, because the Lord God has blessed the fruit of your womb. For such present wisdom and glory of virtue we have never seen nor heard.’


The focus on the original text of IGT should not result in the neglect of other childhood stories that weave in and out of the tradition over the centuries. Such tales as Jesus Rides the Sunbeam, Jesus and the Dyer, Jesus in the Temple of Idols, and the episodes in Greek D’s Egyptian Prologue testify to the continuing efforts to invent and compile stories of Jesus as a child. These additions and other variations in the manuscript traditions show also how views of Jesus’ childhood and childhood in general change over time.

ii. Time and Place of Origin
As with many of the non-canonical gospels, the origins of IGT are difficult to determine. It evokes both Jewish and non-Jewish literature, making its cultural affinities uncertain. And it bears no stamp of sectarian identification—neither in a reliably-early apostolic attribution nor by titles assigned to Jesus. Early scholars of the text placed its origins in Syria, based on the Thomas attribution and similarities with childhood tales of Krishna and Buddha from India.
 Some even suggested that IGT was composed in Syriac.
 But we now know that the introduction was added to the text late in its transmission and in a non-Syrian milieu. Knowledge of Buddhist stories and Hindu ascetics by Clement of Alexandria (Strom. 1.15) and Philo (Abr. 182; Dreams 2.56) indicate that geographical proximity is not required for literary borrowing. And Syriac composition is unlikely—first, because it is extremely rare for early Christian apocryphal literature to be written in a language other than Greek,
 and second, IGT (at least in the form that we have it in Greek S) bears none of the characteristics we find in Greek translations of Semitic texts.
 Egypt has been offered as another place of origin.
 So too has Palestine
—due to the existence of several Jewish parallels to the tales
 and of pilgrimage sites related to two of the IGT miracles (Antonini Placentini, Itinerarium 5 and 13), and the possibility that the teacher Zacchaeus is intended as a parody of the rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai.
 S. Voicu goes so far as to suggest that the text reflects Ebionite christology.
 But, as near as can be determined from the patristic evidence, the Ebionites are a poor fit as they believed Jesus had a normal human birth and childhood (see Epiphanius, Pan. 30.13.7-8).


IGT’s time of origin is generally considered to be the late second century. This date is based primarily on Irenaeus’ knowledge of the Teacher story (Haer. 1.20.1), though the same tale is reproduced in the Epistula Apostolorum which is convincingly dated also to the late second century. It is not certain whether the two authors knew the complete IGT or simply an isolated story. It is secure, however, that a collection of childhood tales was known to several authors of the fourth century. Chrysostom refers to miracles of Jesus’ childhood (paidika/) (Hom. Jo. 17), and Epiphanius, too, mentions miracles Jesus ‘is said to have performed in play as a child’ (Pan. 51.20.2-3). And the fourth-century Gos. Bart. and Hist. Jos. Carp. contain allusions to several chapters of IGT. Further evidence for the date of origin for IGT can be gleaned from the text itself. First, borrowings from the NT are rare. The expanded Greek manuscripts of IGT draw material from the Synoptics and John. However, all of the NT parallels in Greek S could be derived solely from Luke-Acts.
 The text also features some elements of Lucan redaction. These details indicate not only a close tie between IGT and Luke, but also perhaps a time of composition before the wide dispersion of other NT texts. And second, the absence of any claims of authorship in the text suggests an early dating. Anonymity in Christian compositions is far more common to those written in the first and second centuries.


The cumulative weight of the evidence indeed suggests that IGT was composed in the second century. Its use of Luke provides the text with a terminus a quo of around 90 CE and the few internal indications of its antiquity point to a time of composition that allows for its possible use by Irenaeus and Ep. Apos. IGT’s connection with Luke suggests it was written in a place where Luke was held in high esteem; unfortunately, it is not known exactly where Luke originated, though Palestine seems unlikely. Syrian Antioch or Asia Minor may be the best candidates for IGT’s place of origin: both regions have been suggested for the composition of Luke, they allow for its speedy dissemination into both the West and the East, and it is in Antioch where Chrysostom, the earliest secure witness to the paidika/, came into contact with the text in the late fourth century.

3. Genre and Meaning

For many years IGT’s identification as a once-lengthier, Gnostic text has hampered serious investigation into its contents. There is now no reason to think it has been edited over time—indeed it has been expanded—nor to associate it with Gnosticism.
 Nevertheless, these theories continue to influence much of modern commentary. But in recent years a few scholars have set aside the earlier negative assessments of the text and now seek to properly understand the text by observing affinities between IGT and Greco-Roman biographies.


Childhood tales of the great men, and sometimes women, of history are plentiful. Such tales are found not only among ancient Mediterranean cultures but throughout the world. Biographies of gods (Hermes, Krishna), heroes (Hercules), leaders (Cyrus the Great, Alexander), philosophers (Plato), and holy men (Apollonius, the Buddha) all contain childhood tales. Such tales were prominent also in Hellenistic Jewish literature (e.g., in tales of Moses, Samson, Abraham, Malachi, Elijah, Solomon, and Isaac) and continue into later Christian literature (e.g., in tales of Mary, Origen, Ambrose, Athanasius and a host of other saints). The primary purpose behind the tales is to foreshadow the adult career of their protagonist. This motif is permissible given how the ancient world viewed character and personality. Discussing Plutarch’s work, C. Pelling reveals that the ancients tended to reconcile a person’s various personality traits into one character ‘type’ and that they believed personality is inherited and remains consistent throughout one’s life.
 An esteemed figure, therefore, would have ascribed to him or her stories of beneficence, or signs of intelligence, military skill, or whatever quality for which they were known in adulthood, while notorious figures were portrayed as cruel, calculating, or coddled, even as children. Childhood thus becomes a choice time in a person’s life for exploitation in propaganda.


The childhood tale was such a popular motif in antiquity that rhetoricians provided advice to writers on the process of composing the stories. In his treatise on constructing a panegyric, Quintilian instructs his readers to praise a subject with descriptions of his background, his beauty, and with accounts of his education: ‘it has sometimes proved the more effective course to trace a man’s life and deeds in due chronological order, praising his natural gifts as a child, then his progress at school’ (Inst. 3.7.15). Quintilian’s instructions are echoed by the early fourth-century rhetorician Menander, who advises speakers to include in their praises such miracles as the recognition of an emperor’s future role by children at play
: ‘If there is anything like this in connection with the emperor, work it up; if it is possible to invent, and to do this convincingly, do not hesitate’ (Treatise II.371.10-15). He recommends also to praise the subject’s beauty and to emphasize his excellence at school: ‘Then you must speak of his love of learning, his quickness, his enthusiasm for study, his easy grasp of what is taught him. If he excels in literature, philosophy, and knowledge of letters, you must praise this’ (Treatise II 371.26-372.1). For nefarious figures, however, the schoolroom motif was used to illustrate the subject’s intellectual shortcomings.


The emphasis biographers placed on presenting their subjects as children should not be credited to an interest in childhood as a stage of development—indeed, the majority of references in ancient writings to children and their qualities are disparaging. Greek and Roman writers characterize children as ignorant, capricious, foolish, and quarrelsome. They spoke nonsense, lacked judgement, were physically frail, and easily frightened.
 Adolescence, too, was often denounced. Biblical texts, for their part, describe children as ignorant, capricious, and in need of strict discipline (see 2 Kgs 2:23-24; Isa 3:4; Wis 12:24-25; 15:14; Prov 22:15; Sir 30:1-13). The later rabbis associate the young with deaf-mutes and the weak-minded, thereby indicating that children, too, lack their full faculties (‘Erub. 3:2; Šeqal. 1.3; Sukkah 2.8; 3.10, etc.).
 This negativity toward childhood contributes to the motifs we find in the childhood stories. None of the protagonists of these tales act like children. They all demonstrate a wisdom and maturity that belies their age. They excel at school, sometimes surpassing even the abilities of their teachers. They are praised for their seriousness. When they play, it is only in games that prophesy their future roles. The biographers appear uneasy with attributing typical childhood qualities to their subjects.


This uneasiness is not restricted to the educated elite who were responsible for biographies and other literature. Even ordinary children, some from very humble origins, were remembered for being wise beyond their years. Sarcophagi and funerary altars, primarily used by the lower classes, often contain images and inscriptions that portray the prematurely deceased as young adults. J. Huskinson labels this form of depiction ‘proleptic’—i.e., the images either present the children as they would have appeared had they not met an untimely death, or feature symbolic representations of the qualities which they (allegedly) possessed.
 For example, young boys are found depicted as adult military men or budding orators (what Huskinson calls ‘the proleptic figure par excellence’
) or as adherents to religious cults they would not be able to join until adulthood. Girls are portrayed as adult mythical figures, such as Diana or Venus. Inscriptions, too, testify to this need to exaggerate the commemorated child’s maturity. For example, one inscription from Rome mentions Kritiès who died at the age of two and a half; for his intelligence, it is said, he should be compared to someone of gray wisdom.
 The idealized intelligent, mature child—commonly referred to as the puer senex motif—appears also in Pliny’s panegyric for Minicia Marcella (Ep. 5,16) and in Quintilian’s portrayals of his own deceased children (Inst. 6.7, 10 and the proemium). These same literary and iconographic motifs can be found also in Christian funerary sources.


All of these sources—the literature, inscriptions, and reliefs—from high and low social strata betray an uneasiness with childhood. Deceased children are portrayed as they would have been had they lived to adulthood, and important historic figures are depicted as adultlike in childhood. It seems that any children of note, be they emperors, heroes, saints or simply one’s prematurely deceased child, did not act like children do. And IGT’s Jesus is no exception. The wisdom and precocity he exhibits in the childhood tales are evidence not for Gnostic Christology as many scholars on the text maintain, but for the prevalence of the puer senex motif in ancient Mediterranean societies. This is particularly evident in IGT’s interest in the theme of teaching; the Teacher and Temple stories allow Jesus to demonstrate his otherworldly nature while at the same time illustrating his shortage of childlike qualities and foreshadowing his future accomplishments. Furthermore, given the affinities between IGT and other biographical literature, readers should not expect to see the young Jesus grow and mature as the text progresses—indeed, Jesus is here presented as a cursing wonderworker because the author considers the adult Jesus to have been a cursing wonderworker. As it happens, the early Christian text that features such characters most prominently is Luke-Acts,
 a text already shown to have been a great inspiration to the author of IGT.

4. Conclusions

Scholarship on IGT has progressed significantly in the last decade. The Slavonic and Greek traditions have been treated to in-depth analyses. Similar work is underway on the Old Latin and Syriac traditions, the results of which may clear up problems in establishing the original text.
 E. Norelli has contributed a study of the much-overlooked Egyptian Prologue. He finds in the material a core narrative traceable to post-70 Palestine and reflecting conflicts between Christian groups or Jewish and Christian groups.
 L. Paulissen has published two articles examining IGT’s use of the theme of teaching.
 And in 2008 Reidar Aasgaard will see the release of his study of the text—the first monograph devoted to IGT to be published in forty years. Unfortunately, little of this scholarship ever makes its way to those authors who write entries in collections of non-canonical texts, or university textbooks, or popular-market overviews of early Christian literature. So, the majority of readers of the text still encounter it in new editions or translations of Tischendorf’s Greek A and learn from introductions that IGT was once a longer, Gnostic text. Hopefully, that trend will soon come to an end and more and more readers will turn from denigrating the text to recognizing its place in the development of Christian thought and literature. 
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