THOMAS, INFANCY GOSPEL OF

The canonical gospels say nothing about Jesus’ childhood except for one story of the twelve-year-old Jesus conversing with the teachers in the Temple in Luke 2:41-52. But other stories of the young Jesus do exist. The earliest source for such tales is Inf. Gos. Thom.
Inf. Gos. Thom. traces the life of Jesus from the age of five to twelve. The stories reflect many of the activities of the adult Jesus, including miracles, healings, resuscitations, and displays of wisdom and authority. What is most striking about the text is the young Jesus’ behavior. He is as likely to curse as to bless. In one story he strikes a boy dead for bumping into him in the marketplace (ch. 4), then he blinds those who criticize him for it (ch. 5), and later kills a teacher who strikes him (ch. 14). Roused by these shocking stories, scholars have spared few invectives in describing the gospel; indeed, it is the most vilified of all non-canonical Christian literature. But, when looked at through ancient, not modern, eyes, the text is not so shocking at all.


A. Origins: the problems attending the proper understanding of Inf. Gos. Thom. are intertwined with its material evidence. Scholars’ first look at Inf. Gos. Thom. came in the 17th cent. when the contents of two manuscripts became known. Their attribution to “Thomas the Israelite” led some to think the text was a GOSPEL OF THOMAS associated with Manicheism by several church fathers. More manuscripts were published, but none of them seemed to match the ancient descriptions of the GOSPEL OF THOMAS. As a solution, a theory was proposed that the text must have been edited of the majority of its Gnostic contents. This theory should have been laid to rest with the discovery of the true GOSPEL OF THOMAS in 1956, but it continues to affect commentary on the text. Nevertheless, it now appears that the attribution to Thomas is a late development traceable to the 8th or 9th cent. Likely Inf. Gos. Thom. was originally anonymous and went by the title “the Childhood of the Lord.” Irenaeus, writing ca. 180 CE, may have known this text, as he attributes one of its stories to the heretical Marcosians (Haer. 1.20.1). If so, Inf. Gos. Thom. must have been composed around the early to mid 2nd cent., making it one of the earliest of the non-canonical gospels. As for where it was written, some have suggested Palestine, and others Egypt, Syria, or Asia Minor.

B. Transmission: over the centuries, Inf. Gos. Thom. underwent numerous transformations. The original form of the text is best represented by the early versions: Syriac, Old Latin, Ethiopic, and Georgian. These contain chs. 2-9, 11-16, and 19 of the conventional numbering. Missing are the introduction with its attribution to Thomas, and three episodes reminiscent of Synoptic-style miracle accounts. Around the 8th or 9th cent. chs. 1 and 10 were added; this form of the text is found in an 11th-cent. manuscript assigned the designation Greek S. By the 10th cent. chs. 17 and 18 were added to form the well-known nineteen-chapter Greek A recension. At this time also the text was translated into Slavonic. By the twelfth century, a prologue was attached, featuring stories of the Holy Family in Egypt. This is reflected in the Greek D recension and a Late Latin version. Finally, some time prior to the 15th cent. Greek A was shortened to form the eleven-chapter Greek B recension. Inf. Gos. Thom. reached additional audiences via its incorporation into three larger works: the Latin GOSPEL OF PSEUDO-MATTHEW which, in some manuscripts, grafts the Old Latin Inf. Gos. Thom. onto PROTOEVANGELIUM OF JAMES and other childhood stories, and two different compilations of Marian texts in Syriac, one of which later was transformed into (Arab.) Gos. Inf.  

C. Theological Interests: Inf. Gos. Thom. is understood best in relation to ancient biographical literature. In antiquity, it was believed that one’s character and personality were fixed at birth. Thus, when composing biographies, authors would fill in details of their subject’s early lives with stories that foreshadowed their adult accomplishments. A great ruler, for example, would be chosen king in a game played with other children; a holy man would perform wonders in the cradle; a philosopher would amaze his schoolteacher with his superior knowledge. Criminals and tyrants likewise showed their colors at an early age. The praiseworthy figures do not display the typical qualities associated with children; instead they are portrayed as mature and wise beyond their years. Given the tendencies of ancient biography, Inf. Gos. Thom.’s Jesus also must be based on a conception of the adult Jesus, an adult Jesus who was as likely to curse as to bless. Such an image is prevalent in Acts where both God and the apostles perform punitive miracles (e.g., the curse on Ananias and Sapphira in 5:2-11, the blinding of Elymas in 13:4-12). Though Luke’s gospel does not feature cursing stories, the evangelist’s portrayal of Jesus is said to be influenced heavily by the stories of Elijah and Elisha, two prophets who also cursed their opponents. Such continuity with Luke-Acts is appropriate given that Inf. Gos. Thom. in its earliest form shows contact with very few other early Christian texts—indeed, its final story is taken virtually verbatim from Luke 2, suggesting that Inf. Gos. Thom. was composed as a supplement to this particular gospel.


Though modern readers find Inf. Gos. Thom. a difficult text, likely the author and original audience of Inf. Gos. Thom. would see nothing offensive in its depiction of Jesus. Much of the early commentary on the text, from the second to the ninth century, takes issue not with the behavior of Jesus but with the gospel’s challenge to John 2:11 which states that Jesus’ first miracle was performed in Cana as an adult. A cursing, arrogant young Jesus may seem extraordinary to us today, but it was not out of place in antiquity.
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Upon its rediscovery in the West in the 16th c., the Protevangelium of James (PJ) was heralded by some as the lost prologue to Mark, or the (originally Hebrew) source for Matthew’s and Luke’s infancy narratives—thus its modern title: the “Proto-gospel.” Cooler heads prevailed, however, and it is now secure in its place as a witness to christological and mariological debates in the late second century. Though “apocryphal,” PJ has exerted significant influence on Marian art, iconography, and doctrine.


A. Contents: the text begins with Joachim, a rich man, presumably of Jerusalem, and his wife Anna, who are in distress over their inability to produce a child. Joachim withdraws to the desert, expecting God’s intervention, and returns to find Anna pregnant. Anna gives birth to Mary and, keeping a promise she made to God, offers the child as a gift to the Lord, first by keeping her secluded in her bedroom where she is amused by the “undefiled daughters of the Hebrews,” and later by presenting her to the Temple where she is fed by a heavenly messenger. When Mary reaches the age of 12, the priests, concerned about her defiling the sanctuary, entrust her to Joseph, an aged house builder and already the father of several sons. The text then presents a harmony of Matthew’s and Luke’s infancy narratives, though with a few noteworthy differences: Mary gives birth to Jesus in a cave, Salome administers a gynecological examination to determine that Mary remains a virgin, and it is revealed that John the Baptist escaped Herod’s “slaughter of the innocents” by hiding inside a mountain and John’s father, Zechariah, was murdered by Herod in an attempt to find John. The text concludes with an ascription to James, presumably James the Just, the brother of Jesus.


B. Origins and Transmission: The majority of scholars today believe PJ to be a product of the late second century.  Origen (d. 254) refers to a Book of James and alludes to the brothers of Jesus as the sons of Joseph from another marriage (Comm. in Matt. 10:17), Clement of Alexandria (d. before 212) mentions the midwife who attended Mary and declared her to be a virgin (Strom. 7.16.93), and Tertullian (d. 225) knows the story of Zechariah’s death (Scorp. 8). It is difficult to narrow PJ’s date of origin further, though perhaps Justin Martyr drew upon the text in the Dialogue with Trypho (composed ca. 155)—he mentions Jesus’ birth in a cave (Dial. 78) and Mary’s Davidic ancestry (Dial. 100)—or perhaps the text was written at least partially in reponse to the attacks on Mary by Celsus, therefore placing its origins sometime after 178. Certainly, PJ was in existence by the late third century, the date assigned to the earliest manuscript: Papyrus Bodmer V.


The text’s provenance is a mystery, though its relationship with Judaism may help narrow down the possibilities. The majority of scholars argue for a non-Jewish milieu given the author’s apparent ignorance of Palestinian geography (e.g., Joseph prepares to depart from Bethlehem to Judea, 21:1) and aspects of Judaism (e.g., Mary’s residency in the Temple and Joachim’s marginalization for childlessness are both suspect, and Mary is said to be of the “tribe of David”). However, the author has sufficient knowledge of the Septuagint to borrow phrares and use its characters as models for Anna and Joachim and, unlike the majority of early Christian writers, he does not portray Jewish leaders negatively. In addition, some noteworthy correspondences with mishnaic traditions help us understand the text better (e.g., the determination that a girl’s hymen can regenerate if ruptured before the age of three [Niddah 5.4] may explain why Anna and Joachim dedicate Mary to the Temple at the age of three rather than two—for she enters the safety of the Temple at her most vulnerable age). Perhaps our expectations of the knowledge and practices of second-century Jews needs re-evaluation. Whether Jewish-Christian or Gentile-Christian, PJ likely was written outside of Palestine, perhaps in Egypt or Syrian Antioch.


Though never considered canonical, PJ was highly valued in Eastern Christianity. It became part of liturgical readings as early as the fifth century (for the Feast of Sts. Joachim and Anna, the Feast of the Nativity of the Mother of God, and the Feast of the Presentation of Mary in the Temple) and was widely copied— it is extant in over 140 Greek manuscripts and was translated into Syriac, Arabic, Armenian, Georgian, Ethiopian, Coptic, and Slavonic. In the West, however, PJ was criticized by Jerome and variously condemned over the centuries. Nevertheless, it remained in Western consciousness thanks to its incorporation into the Latin Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew around the seventh century and Jacobus de Voragine’s compendium of hagiographica The Golden Legend in the thirteenth century.


The full Greek text of PJ was reintroduced to the West by the French humanist Guillaume Postel following a visit to the east in 1549-1551. It was first published, albeit in Latin translation, by  Theodore Bibliander in 1552. Our earliest manuscript, Papyrus Bodmer V, was published by Michel Testuz in 1958, and a critical edition incorporating this and other discoveries was published by Émile de Strycker in 1961. Several additional fragmentary papyri have been discovered, but only one has been published (P. Oxy. 3524). A much-needed new critical edition is in preparation by l’Association pour l’étude de la littérature apocryphe chrétienne.

C. Theological Interests: Three theories have been offered for the composition of PJ: to fill in gaps in the lives of biblical figures, to praise Mary, and to counter slanders against Mary. All three theories fit the text. Certainly PJ offers details absent in the canonical gospels, including the identities of Mary’s parents, the details of her conception and birth, the origin of Jesus’ brothers and sisters, the fate of Zechariah, etc. As for praising Mary, PJ bears some structural similarities to the Greco-Roman rhetorical model of the encomium. An encomium was a speech composed to praise a subject, whether a person, place, animal, or thing. For a person, a certain structure was recommended: an introduction, a discussion of family background, and descriptions of the subject’s birth (particularly if it was attended by marvels), upbringing, and adult accomplishments. The final two remaining elements—a comparison with someone of equal or greater virtue, and a prayer-like conclusion—are not so easy to find in PJ. Without these crucial ingredients, PJ looks more like a bios, or biography, than an encomium. 


Likely the details in PJ’s story of Mary were determined by the need to refute slanders made against her by outsiders. Such slanders existed as early as the time of the Gospel of Matthew. This gospel’s genealogy situates Mary in a tradition of women of questionable moral virtue (Tamar, Rahab, Bathsheba, and Ruth) who nevertheless contributed significantly to the history of Israel. Slanders against Mary may have been ammunition used by Jews in conflicts with Christians, for Celsus attributes some to a Jewish character in his refutation of Christianity: The True Doctrine (composed ca. 178). Among the charges are that Jesus’ mother was a poor country woman who earned her living spinning and who was driven out by her husband once he discovered she had committed adultery with a Roman soldier named Panthera, Jesus’ true father (Origen, Cels. 28 and 32). Similar charges appear in the Talmud (b. Sanhedrin 67a) and the Jewish “anti-gospel” Toledoth Yeshu.


PJ answers these charges well. Mary came from a wealthy, pious, Jerusalemite family; her conception was assisted by God; she was secluded and her purity ensured until her presentation to the Temple where her purity again was safeguarded; upon her adolescence she was entrusted to an old man chosen by God; she was a “spinner” but her skills were employed in making the Temple veil; she became pregnant while Joseph was away (thus he could not be the father) but an angelic visitor confirmed that the child was conceived by the Holy Spirit; both Joseph and Mary pass the “Lord’s drink test,” proving that neither had lied about the child’s conception; and after the birth of Jesus, Mary remained a virgin (i.e., her hymen was still intact). The desire of the author of PJ to respond to slanders against Mary suggests again that the text was composed in close proximity with Judaism, for it appears that charges against Mary’s virtue arose in a Jewish milieu. 


Regardless of why PJ was composed, the theological implications of the text are the same: Mary is a woman of unquestionable virtue and superhuman purity. This portrayal was influenced by, or perhaps even gave rise to, the notion of Mary’s perpetual virginity and the doctrine of the immaculate conception (that Mary was born without the stain of original sin). The identities of Mary’s parents, Joachim and Anna, also may have originated with this text. It is surprising, then, that PJ was rejected by the church in the West. The reason may be due to PJ’s description of Jesus’ birth—he seems to exit Mary as a being of light before taking human form, a manner of birth which the church fathers may have considered docetic (i.e., Jesus only “appeared” human)—as well as PJ’s declaration that the brothers of Jesus were children of Joseph’s previous marriage, not Jesus’ cousins as Jerome advocated.


PJ holds a special place among non-canonical Christian literature. It contains little that is offensive to mainstream Christian thought—indeed, it affirms several points of Catholic doctrine—and adds details to the story of Jesus’ origins that satisfy pious curiosity. These details likely are not historical, but there is no denying that PJ has had a great impact on Christian history.
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