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AGRAPHA PSCATTEREDR WORDS OF JESUS)

(at Dehnirion of the concept

The Greek rorm agraphba means licerally funwritten” words: in the
present casc, ‘unwritten” logia of Jesus. However, such 2 designation s
not particularly meaningful, smce the utterances of Jusus which we shall
study in this chaprer have not been handed down 1o us in an oral
version, but sre usually found cmbedded in Yarger rexual contests.
Roughly speaking, agrapha arc logia of Jesus which we find eutside the
canonical gospels (hence the rerm exrracanenical sayings™, lopia which
iwith a few exceptions) owr sources ascribe o the earthfy fesies. We
conld rranslate agrapha as ‘words not recorded o the book’, since they
are not in the canonial “book’ of four gospels; the literal meamng,
‘unweritten”, would then mean thar they are not contained i that part ot
SSeripture’ (the “Writings' where we otherwise find che radinon ahnout
Jesus. 1t has alse become customary to speak of “unknown' or
weartered” words of the Lord. Even a bricf examination of the coliecred
aprapha shows, however, that this does not resolve all the prablems of
definition and demarcation,

Although chere were earlier attempts at a definition, this concept was
ficse intreduced o scholarship by Altred Kesch in the Lie nineceenth
century, Tn his collection, which remains a fundamental work, he listed
194 agrapha, drawn mostly from the rextual tradition of the New
Testament and the works af the church fathers, Tle distinguishes these
fram the “apocrypha’, a term he applies principally o frapgments of
apocrvphal gospels, as well as to extracanonical sayings of apostles and
even to Old Testament quotations whose exact source cannot be verified.
Unfortunately, this distincrion hecween agrapha and apocyypha was later
abandoued: the term “agrapha’ often covers mateniz] from che remains of
the Jewish-Chuistian gospels, the fragments of apocryphal gospels o
paprrus, and especially the newly discovered Gospel of Themas. This,
however, is unhelphul, since the logia of Jesus transmitted in such rexts
normally possess their own independent firerary context, whach supplies
the Framework in which they ought to e discussed. They choold noc be
isolated from thas comnext and listed among che agrapha,

After Resch's work, Michael Asin v Palacios collecred nowealth or
material from Muslim aoathors. I vwo Rascicles of the Patrodopna
¢rientaliz, he olfers aororal of 233 Avabic tests with o Lann vanslinon
and explanarion, Exegetes Tave il Astonishmgly livde attention ro this
wollevtion.

Enstend, Crerman-wpeaking seholarhip took anether path, Inhis well-
known and inlluential ook Dwhebannte jesusiierio, o work of great
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merir, Joachim Jeremias hmited himself ro the srudy of cighteen agrapha
(or twenty, F we mclode the two lagin discossed i the appendix),
characeeristically including also wxes fronn the Cospel of the Hebrews,
the Crospel of the Nazarseans, the Gospel of Thomas and the gospel
fragment POxy 8440, Octried Hobios, whe las raken it upon himself o
loonk afrer Joachim Jeremias’s inhericance, again deastically reduces the
number of agrapha, so thar ubrimately only seven are included in
the sixth edition of NTApo L

This reduction is poverned by the principle that the extracananical
logia which merit discussion should be comparable to Jesus® laga in the
synoptic gospels in terms of form, contents and tradition-histore, For
Jeremias in particular, anocher importane facrer is whether Tiscorical
authenticiry can at least be taken seriously as a possibiliny, and we
should note that this question is hnked with a Jear evaluanan of the
texts ar issue: “Onlv here and there ameong the rubble and rrash do we
glimpse the sparkle of a precious stone” (Unhekannte fesusworte, 1120
It 15 mdisprable thar such guestions must he diseussed, buoeae s highly
doubrtul whether they shouold govern the imitial selection of texes,
espocially in view of the virtual impassibility of achicving coreaan resules:
this means rthat subjective assessment will alwayvs play some role.
Ultimatelv, this critical process of reduction has ted agrapha-research
inta a cul-de-sac,

In view of this, more recent collecnions propose new paths, In his
nseful collection, William L. Stroker cites. 266 texes [though chese
inclade wvircually the entire Gospel of Thomas), Klaus Berger and
Christiane Nord offer a tetal of 270 agrapha. Thev make use of the hrst
fascicle of Asin v Palacios’s publications of logia of Jesus in Muslim
writers, but they 1gnare his second fascicle,

[t is clear that a morg precise analvsis reveals the cancept of “agrapha’
tv be a very nebulows caregory, Whae s left - cspeaally if wo make o
deaded plea for separace teeatment of the Jewish-Chrstian goapels and
the Gaspel of Thomas?

Chne can combinue ro employ agrapha’ as o heoristic imstrument which
allows vs to derect logia of fesus which are transocred oueside the
posprels and de oot fall under cur onher catepories (eaz,, “frapments of
apocryphal gospels™. Allred Resch shenwed thar most of chese are lope
queted by the churehy fathers, together with other material of various
priveiinee. 1 e s necessacy to pose the question of anthenticity, this
should not be done too prematurele.

The following presentation and discussion of a few selected agrapha
i rrended primarily as an exemplary illustranon of what we have jost
alhrmed. We present mose of these logia which are found i all of the
atandard collectems; we have also endeavoured to inclade examples
drawn [roan the variery of sources in which agrapha can be found,
Bume __i..._:ﬂ_.“.x help o show nune .,.._u..m.:.:.. the pridhlems of demar-
fion and detimoon, They also idiate why agrapha came nte
Xintcnue,
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