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few of my conventions require explanation. Most readers are struck by

my aversion to the title the Secret Gospel of Mark. This title is a trans-
lation of the words meystikon enangelion, which Clement of Alexandria used in
his Letter to Theodore to describe a longer version of Mark’s gospel that was
used only in Alexandria (I1.6, 12). I deliberately avoid using that translation
as a title because I consider it not only incorrect but also misleading. A “mys-
tic gospel” is not a concealed gospel but a gospel that contains concealed
meanings. Unfortunately, the English word mystic does not have the same con-
notations as the Greek word upon which it is based, and I could not think of
a better term. So I settled on the bland expression “the longer Gospel of
Mark,” which is a description that was often used by Morton Smith, the man
who discovered the letter. Clement’s expression mystikon euangelion is actu-
ally not the title for this gospel but only one of two descriptive phrases he used
to distinguish this edition of Mark from the more familiar, canonical gospel.
I likewise use a variety of phrases to denote the longer gospel, such as longer
Mark, the longer text, the mystic gospel, and the amplified gospel. Perhaps
the best description is Clement’s own expression “a more spiritual gospel,”
by which he meant a gospel that concentrates on the interior, symbolic sig-
nificance (“spirit”) of the external narrative (“body”). When relating the posi-
tions of scholars who think of this text as a secret gospel, I sometimes put secret
in quotation marks in order to indicate my rejection of this characterization.
I also use the phrase “the Markan gospel” as a way of referring to the con-
tents that canonical Mark and longer Mark have in common, that is, to the
literary context in which the distinctive longer text materials existed.

Although I intend to demonstrate that Mark wrote both gospels, I use
the cumbersome phrase “the author of the longer gospel” in order not to

Notes to preface start on page 239

xi
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prejudice my argument. When I wrote my dissertation, I did not consider the
question of authorship to be important to my literary-critical analysis. When
I started rewriting my dissertation for publication as a book, I decided to inves-
tigate this question, motivated by the reality that the matter of authorship
would preoccupy my readers. I was surprised to discover that my literary-crit-
ical observations could answer this historical question.

Readers unfamiliar with Clement of Alexandria may be confused by my
references to his gnosis. When I use the terms gnosis and gnostic in connection
with Clement’s Alexandrian theology, I am referring to something other than
speculative theories about the origins of the universe and dualistic myths of
descent into matter. For Clement, gnosis determines one’s spiritual progres-
sion toward God, but not in the sense of the return of a divine being to the
realm from which it had fallen. Clement subscribed to the gnostic mythology
that Jesus (the Word) descended to impart to a select few a saving gnosis that
would permit their eventual deification and perfect, mystic contemplation of
God, through education and instruction in secret traditions. He also thought
that this progressive self-deification would be completed after death. But in
contrast to most gnostics, Clement did not perceive any innate differences
among Christians, only acquired difterences in their stages of perfection,
which he hoped would not be permanent.!

The Greek transcription of the Letter to Theodore used in this book is from
Morton Smith’s scholarly book on longer Mark but follows the corrections
made in the commentary section.? The Roman numerals refer to the page of
the manuscript. Numeral “T” refers to folio 1 recto, “II” to folio 1 verso, and
“III” to folio 2 recto. The numbers following these Roman numerals refer to
the line number. The line divisions given are not exactly those of the manu-
script, for it proved simpler not to split up individual words at the line divi-
sions, particularly in English translation. References to Clement’s other writings
use Roman numerals in the conventional way, to refer to book divisions within
a larger book. For example, Strom. 1.11.50.1 refers to Stromateis Book One,
chapter 11, paragraph 50 (counted from the beginning of a book, not from
the beginning of that chapter), section (“verse”) 1. Likewise, Prot. 12.120.1-2
refers to Protrepticus chapter 12 (it is in one book), paragraph 120 (from the
very beginning), sections 1 and 2. And Qs 5.1 refers to Quis dives salvetur? para-
graph 5, section 1. (In the standard text of Clement’s works by Otto Stihlin,
the paragraph and section numbers are given on the right side of the page. The
line numbers on the left side are for his index volume, where he referred to the
volume, page, and line of his books; Smith adopted that convention.)

The English translation of the letter is from the same book; I revised
Smith’s wording in a few places where I dispute the sense and consider the
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difference to be important.3 The gospel citations are my literal translations,
intended to preserve the idiosyncrasies of their Markan phraseology. When
referring to particular sentences within these two quotations from the longer
gospel, I use the versification contained in the Scholars Version,* along with
its division of these verses into SGM 1 and 2 (Secret Gospel of Mark 1 and 2),
which I have changed to LGM 1 and 2 (longer Gospel of Mark). LGM 1
denotes the story about the raising and instruction of the dead man in Bethany,
whereas LGM 2 denotes the two sentences describing Jesus’ refusal to receive
the man’s sister, his mother, and Salome in Jericho. I further subdivided
LGM 1 into la and 1b so that the raising of the young man can be referred
to as la and the scene of the young man’s instruction in the mystery of the
kingdom of God can be referred to as 1b. The partition at 1:10 is not intended
to be precise (LGM 1:9 is transitional, so really belongs to both parts) and
is used merely as a convenient shorthand. The author of longer Mark might
have considered the division in LGM 1 to come at 1:11 since, in Markan
usage, the historical present that occurs there usually signifies a shift to new
material.

Biblical quotations in this book are based on the RSV translation, which
I occasionally revised in order to give a more literal rendering. Unless other-
wise indicated, quotations from Clement’s undisputed writings are from Wil-
son’s translation in ANCL 4, 12, 22, and 24, except for quotations from
Books One to Three of the Stromateis, which are from the recent translation
by John Ferguson, and quotations from Quis dives salvetur? which are from
the translation by G.W. Butterworth.

Some of the changes I made in the process of converting my dissertation
into a book are worth noting. Following my editor’s advice, I eliminated
most peripheral footnote discussions and half-page notes documenting every
work that expressed the same idea over the last century. Where many others
have expressed the same idea before me, I now note only discussions that are
worth looking up. Also gone is the separate chapter on the history of schol-
arship, which was not essential to this undertaking. In its place is a general
overview of the standard ways in which scholars responded to the new evi-
dence. Various sections, particularly in the second chapter, have been rewrit-
ten in order to address research published between the fall of 1998 (when my
dissertation was completed) and the middle of 2003. The third chapter is
mostly new and is directed against the most popular conservative and liberal
conceptions of the longer gospel. The remaining chapters are still close to their
original formats, except the concluding chapter, which now provides a more
thorough summary of my conclusions, an argument for Mark’s authorship,
and a discussion of longer Mar’s relevance to the study of Christian origins.
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The bibliography has been restructured so that academic opinions on
the longer Gospel of Mark are easier to locate. Most of the secondary litera-
ture has been produced by people who have not conducted original research
on this subject, so I certainly do not commend all of these discussions. The
quality and accuracy of these discussions can vary considerably according to
the author’s research and expertise, so it is best to seck out the most knowl-
edgeable opinions on the relevant subjects: Alexandrian Christianity (Annewies
van den Hoek, Birger A. Pearson, A.E]. Klijn, C. Wilfred Griggs, Attila
Jakab); Clement (Claude Mondésert, R.2.C. Hanson, André Méhat, Salva-
tore Lilla, John Ferguson, Jean-Daniel Kaestli, Alain Le Boulluec, Guy G.
Stroumsa, Annewies van den Hoek, Arkadi Choufrine); patristic traditions
about the evangelist Mark (Terence Y. Mullins, John J. Gunther, C. Clifton
Black); traditions about Salome (Richard Bauckham); statistical analysis
(Andrew Criddle); Clement’s style (Morton Smith); Mark’s style (David
Peabody); syntax criticism (Raymond A. Martin); form and tradition criti-
cism (Morton Smith, Reginald Fuller, Helmut Koester); the manuscript tra-
dition in the second century (Helmut Koester, Frederik Wisse, Eldon Jay
Epp, Larry Hurtado, David C. Parker). Most articles, chapters, and books on
longer Mark are worth reading (critically). I recommend those by Richard
Bauckham, EE Bruce, Shawn Eyer, Robert H. Gundry (the excursus in his
commentary on Mark), Charles W. Hedrick, Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., Frank
Kermode, Marvin W. Meyer, Winsome Munro, Frans Neirynck, Eckhard
Rau, Hans-Martin Schenke, Philip Sellew, Morton Smith, Guy G. Stroumsa,
Walter Wink, and Wilhelm H. Wuellner (ed.). Bear in mind that when schol-
ars form opinions on non-canonical gospels they rarely stray from their reli-
gious commitments. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the assessments
of longer Mark that appear in book reviews, surveys of extracanonical gospel
evidence (esp. books on the historical Jesus), and commentaries on the Gospel
of Mark. The opinions that scholars express in these forums often reveal lit-
tle more than the religious and philosophical predilections of the authors
and tend to be as predictable and presumptuous as the opinions expressed by
political pundits. In my opinion, the most productive approach to the second-
ary literature is to read the most carefully researched scholarship written on
other subjects related to longer Mark. I myself learned the most about the Lez-
ter to Theodore and the longer Gospel of Mark indirectly from books and arti-
cles on Clement and canonical Mark.
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~A The Letter to Theodore B

From the letters of the most holy
Clement, the author of the Stro-
matess. To Theodore.

You did well in silencing the un-
speakable teachings of the Car-
pocratians.

For these are the “wandering stars”
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 knowl-
edge, as they say, “of the deep things
of Satan,” they do not know that
they are casting themselves away into
“the nether world of the darkness”
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
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15
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THE LETTER TO THEODORE

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. 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
mystic! ones, but selecting what
he thought most useful for
increasing the

faith of those who were being
instructed. But when Peter died 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 those studies which make for?
progress

toward knowledge. Thus he com-
posed a more spiritual

1.10

1.12

1.13

1.14

115

1.16

1.17

1.18

1.19

1.20

1.21

1 Smith: “secret.”
2 Smith’s translation has “to whatever makes for progress toward knowledge.” I replaced
that phrase with the rendition Smith gave in CA, 91.
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THE LETTER TO THEODORE

Gospel for the use of those who
were being perfected. Neverthe-
less, he yet did not divulge the
things not to be uttered,

nor did he write down the hiero-
phantic teaching of

the Lord, but to the stories already
written he added yet others and,
moreover,

1.25 brought in certain traditions3 of

1.26

1.27

1.28

II.1

1.2

1.3

11.4

1.5

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 prepared matters, neither
grudgingly nor incautiously; in my
opinion, and,

dying, he left his composition to
the church

in Alexandria, where it even yet is
very securely kept,* being read

only to those who are being initi-
ated 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 en-
slaved

a certain presbyter of the church in
Alexandria

1.22

1.23

1.24

1.25

1.26

1.27

1.28

II.1

11.2

1.3

11.4

1.5

3 Smith: “sayings.”
4 Or “most perfectly honoured,” or perhaps “unerringly appropriated.” Smith:
“most carefully guarded.”
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II.6

1.7

11.8

11.9
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that he got from him a copy of
the mystic® 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 Carpocra-
tians.

11.10 To them, therefore, as I said

II.11

1I.12

1I.13

1I.14

1I.15

1I.16

11.17

11.18

above, one must never give way;
nor, when they put forward their
falsifications, should one concede
that it is Mark’s

mystic Gospel,® but should even
deny it on oath. For, “Not all

true things are to be said to all
men.” For this reason the Wis-
dom 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 men-
tally blind. Again

it says, “From him who has not
shall be taken away,” and, “Let the
fool walk in darkness.” But we
are “children of light,” having
been illuminated by “the day-
spring” of the spirit

of the Lord “from on high,” and
“Where the Spirit of the Lord 1s,”
it says, “there is liberty,” for “All

11.6

1.7

11.8

11.9

11.10

II.11

1I.12

1I.13

1I1.14

11.15

1I.16

11.17

11.18

5 Smith: “secret.”
6 Smith: “that the secret Gospel is by Mark” Adapting C. Mondésert’s translation (CA,
52: “Cest la I’ ‘Evangile mystique’ de Marc™).
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1I.19

11.20

11.21

11.22

11.23

11.24

11.25

11.26

II1.1

II1.2

1I1.3

111.4

IIL.5
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things are pure to the pure.” To
you, therefore, I shall not hesi-
tate 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,” and what

follows, until “After three days he
shall arise,” the text” brings the
following material word for
word:

“And they come to Bethany. And
there was there a certain woman
whose brother of hers [sic]

had died. And coming, she pros-
trated before Jesus and says to
him, ‘Son

of David have mercy on me.” But
the disciples rebuked her. And
having become angry

Jesus went away with her into
the garden where the tomb was.
And

immediately was heard from the
tomb a great cry. And approach-
ing, Jesus

rolled the stone from the door of
the tomb, and going in immedi-
ately where

the young man was, he stretched
out the hand and raised him, hav-
ing grasped

the hand. But the young man,
having looked upon him, loved
him and

began to beg him that he might
be with him. And going out from

11.19

xxi
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7 Smith: “secret Gospel.”
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III.6 the tomb they went into the
house of the young man; for he
was rich. And after

III.7  six days Jesus gave charge to
him; and when it was evening
the

III.8 young man comes to him don-
ning a linen sheet upon his
naked body, and

1.9 he remained with him that
night; for Jesus was teaching
him

II1.10 the mystery of the kingdom of
God. Now rising,

II1.11 he returned from there to the
other side of the Jordan.” After
these words follows the text, “And

II1.12 James and John come to him,”
and all that

II1.13 section. But “naked man with
naked man,” and the other
things about which you wrote,
are not

111.14 found. And after the words,
“And he comes into Jericho,” the
text® adds only, “And

II1.15 there were there the sister of the
young man whom Jesus loved
him [sic] and

1I1.16 his mother and Salome, and
Jesus did not receive them.”

II1.17 But the many other things about
which you wrote both seem to
be and are falsifications.

III.18 Now the true explanation and
that which accords with the true
philosophy...

II1.6 10D pvnueiov AABov eic v
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8 Smith: “secret Gospel.”
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Clement’s Citations from the Longer Gospel

[LGM la: after Mark 10:32-34] ! And
they come to Bethany. And there was
there a certain woman whose brother
of hers had died. 2 And coming, she
prostrated before Jesus and says to him,
“Son of David have mercy on me.”
3 But the disciples rebuked her. + And
having become angry Jesus went away
with her into the garden where the
tomb was. 5 And immediately was heard
from the tomb a great cry. ¢ And
approaching, Jesus rolled the stone from
the door of the tomb, 7 and going in
immediately where the young man was,
he stretched out the hand and raised
him, having grasped the hand. 8 But the
young man, having looked upon him,
loved him and began to beg him that he
might be with him. ® And going out
from the tomb they went into the house
of the young man; for he was rich.
[LGM 1b] 10 And after six days Jesus
gave charge to him; 1! and when it was
evening the young man comes to him
donning a linen sheet upon his naked
body, 12 and he remained with him that
night; for Jesus was teaching him the
mystery of the kingdom of God.

13 Now rising, he returned from
there to the other side of the Jordan.
(then Mark 10:35-45)

[LGM 2: expansion of Mark 10:46]
1 (And he comes to Jericho.) And there
were there the sister of the young man
whom Jesus loved him and his mother
and Salome,

2 and Jesus did not receive them. (And
as he was leaving Jericho, with his dis-
ciples and a great multitude, the son of
Timaeus, Bartimaeus...)

[LGM la: after Mark 10:32-34] 1 xad
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Mark 10:35-45)

[LGM 2: expansion of Mark 10:46]
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Rethinking the Dominant Paradigms






=] e

A Longer, Esoteric Version
of Mark’s Gospel

igh up in the tower of the ancient desert monastery of Mar Saba, about

twenty kilometres southeast of Jerusalem, is a small, dilapidated library
where books and manuscripts centuries-old lie in various configurations
under ever-deepening layers of dust. More like an attic than a library; it houses
reading materials that long ago ceased to be of interest to the monks. Yet as
we all know, one monk’s junk is an historian’s treasure, so it happened that
in the summer of 1958, the late Professor Morton Smith of Columbia Uni-
versity arrived at the monastery with permission to catalogue the manu-
scripts. What he found in that little room changed the course of his career and
opened one of the most opprobrious chapters in the history of New Testa-
ment scholarship.

Near the end of his three-week visit, Smith came across a copy of the 1646
edition of Isaac Voss’s Ignatius of Antioch: Genuine Letters of Smint Ignatius the
Martyr. On the blank end pages, scrawled in an eighteenth-century hand,
was a Greek manuscript sporting the title “From the letters of the most holy
Clement, the author of the Stromateis. To Theodore.”! This previously
unknown letter by a late-second-century church father relates a tradition
about the apostle Mark’s production of a second, expanded version of his
gospel for the church in Alexandria. According to Clement, Mark wrote his
first gospel in Rome for catechumens. But when he ventured to Alexandria
following Peter’s death, Mark brought with him “his own and Peter’s notes”
and from these transferred into his former writing “things suitable to those
studies which make for progress toward knowledge” (Letter to Theodore
1.15-21).2 The additional passages consisted of mystic materials (I.17, 25-26)
as well as other, ordinary stories like those in the first version (1.24). He thus
created “a more spiritual gospel for the use of those who were being perfected”

Notes to chapter 1 start on page 239
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(1.21-22). Upon his death, this gospel became the possession of the church
in Alexandria, where even in Clement’s day it was still “very securely kept”
and was “being read only to those persons who were being initiated into the
great mysteries” (II.1-2).

Clement of Alexandria’s descriptions of the nature of the longer Gospel
of Mark and of the manner of its composition are quite detailed. Since
Clement was replying to a letter that has not been preserved (I111.13, 17), his
reasons for disclosing this information must be educed from his Letter to
Theodore. The sequence of events leading up to Clement’s reply is not easy to
trace, but it appears that Theodore was involved in theological debates with
followers of Carpocrates, a heterodox teacher of the early second century,
and that these opponents supported their positions by quoting passages from
this longer gospel. The fact that Theodore had already censured their teach-
ings (1.2) suggests that he had some authority within his own church and that
his theological opponents had either joined this congregation or were evan-
gelizing there. Since Theodore was not acquainted with the longer text of Mark
yet knew where to ask about it, we can suppose that they directed him to
inquire in Alexandria for proof of this text’s legitimacy or at least mentioned
that it originated there. Thus Theodore wrote to Clement, reporting what he
had heard about this gospel’s contents and asking if there was any truth to what
the Carpocratians were saying about the Gospel of Mark.

Clement opened his response by assuring Theodore that he was right to
censure the Carpocratians, explaining that the things they had told him were
at best half truths (I.2-15). Mark really did produce a longer version of his
gospel, but it contained nothing that should not be set out in writing and cer-
tainly none of the unsavoury things that the Carpocratians had told him
about (I1.15-27). What happened was that Carpocrates used magic to coerce
an elder of the Alexandrian church into making him a copy of this text,
“which he both interpreted according to his blasphemous and carnal doctrine
and, moreover, polluted, mixing with the spotless and holy words utterly
shameless lies.” Carpocrates based his teachings on this adulterated version
of the expanded text (I1.2-9). Because the Carpocratian gospel is a distortion
of the truth, Theodore should respond to them in kind and assure them with
an oath (presumably an oath declaring that this is what he learned from the
church in Alexandria) that they do not possess “Mark’s mystic gospel”
(I1.10-16).

In order to prove that none of the troubling phrases about which
Theodore was concerned are found in the true mystic Gospel of Mark,
Clement quoted “word for word” two of the passages that Theodore had
asked him about, stating where they appear relative to the common text of
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Mark. Following these citations, Clement ventured to ofter “the true expla-
nation and that which accords with the true philosophy...” (I11.18). Here the
manuscript ends, and we do not learn Clement’s understanding of the theo-
logical truths conveyed by these passages.

The first passage Clement cited (I1.23-II1.11) is another version of the rais-
ing of Lazarus, which is inserted immediately before the request for positions
of honour by James and John (II1.21-22; III.11-13), which is to say, after
Mark 10:34. This thirteen-verse story, which I call LGM 1 (longer Gospel of
Mark 1), is written in Mark’s style and contains none of the theological dis-
course found in the Johannine story, in fact, no direct speech by Jesus at all.
The storyline is also different from the Johannine version in many obvious
respects: In John, Jesus interacts with Lazarus, Mary, and Martha—three sib-
lings whom Jesus knows and loves. In longer Mark, the dead man is not
named; he is simply described as a young man, which likely means a man in
his early twenties.3 Neither he nor his sister are known to Jesus, and only one
sister appears in the story—again, unnamed. Both accounts begin in a location
called Bethany (John 10:40; 1:28; LGM 1:1). But whereas in John’s gospel
Jesus hears about the illness from messengers, tarries for two days in Peraca
waiting for Lazarus to die, and then journeys for four more days to another place
called Bethany in order to perform the miracle, in longer Mark Jesus encoun-
ters the sister in Bethany and the miracle occurs immediately, without any
trip to another location. The miracle is very different, too. In John, Jesus
orders others to remove the stone and then shouts from a distance “Lazarus,
come out!”; in longer Mark, the loud cry comes from the dead man while Jesus
is still walking to the garden, and Jesus removes the stone himself, raising the
man by the hand. Where John has the dead man walk out wrapped in grave
clothes, longer Mark has the dead man look at Jesus, love him, and plead to
be “with him.” Finally, the story in longer Mark has an addendum not found
in John. We are told that Jesus and the young man left the tomb and went into
the man’s house; after six days Jesus taught him the mystery of the kingdom
of God. Surprisingly, this instruction occurs at night, and the young man
wears nothing but a linen sheet over his naked body. Stranger still, this is
apparently the same young man who appears in canonical Mark at the moment
of Jesus’ arrest, again wearing only the linen sheet (14:51-52).4

The second quotation (II1.14-16), which I call LGM 2, consists of two
sentences inserted between the two clauses of Mark 10:46. In context, the
passage reads, “And he comes into Jericho. And there were there the sister of
the young man whom Jesus loved him [sic] and his mother and Salome, and
Jesus did not receive them. And as he was leaving Jericho....” The reader is left
to wonder what did not transpire between Jesus and these women in Jericho.
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Scholarly Assessments of the
Longer Gospel

The manuscripts that Smith catalogued were the property of the Greek Patri-
archate, so Smith left the book in the tower library and took with him a set
of black and white photographs of the letter.> His first impulse was to show
these photographs to experts in Greek handwriting, who concurred that the
style was typical of the eighteenth century.® Once back in the United States,
Smith resolved to determine whether the attribution of the letter to Clement
was correct. He therefore spent the next two years comparing the Letter to
Theodore with the thought, style, and vocabulary of Clement of Alexandria’s
undisputed works. The conformity was impressive, so at the annual meeting
of the Society of Biblical Literature in 1960 he announced that he had dis-
covered a letter of Clement. At that meeting, Pierson Parker, an expert in the
Gospels of Matthew and Mark, offered a preliminary report on the relation-
ship between the gospel fragments and the canonical gospels.” Parker’s illog-
ical arguments to the effect that the quotations are “not noticeably ‘Markan™
were eventually discarded by Smith in the course of his subsequent research,
which took six years to complete.® During this time he consulted with numer-
ous experts in relevant fields. This work culminated in his monumental com-
mentary Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark, which was
essentially complete in 1966 but took another seven years in the production
stage to attain its published form.

In the early phase of his research on the two gospel quotations, Smith
determined that the vocabulary, phrasing, and grammatical constructions are
typical of the Gospel of Mark. That much has seemed obvious to nearly
everyone, although scholars have explained this congruence in varying ways.
Smith recognized that Markan vocabulary and sentence construction could
point either to Mark’s authorship or to imitation of Mark by another author.
Smith noted three features that suggest imitation: the text contains more
Markan phrases than is typical of stories in the canonical gospel; some of
these verbal parallels are rather lengthy and include “main narrative elements”
in addition to the stereotyped phrases that frequently appear at the beginnings
and endings of Mark’s stories; and LGM 1 and 2 have “less of the peculiar
details which individualize the canonical [text’s] stories.” More generally, he
noted that “The text was more like Mark than a section of Mark should be.”

Though Smith perceived these signs of imitation, the text did not seem
to him to be a cento or pastiche (a patchwork of phrases from other works)
or to show knowledge of any gospels other than Mark. As he put it, “the text
is too well constructed and economical to be a cento: there are no irrelevant
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details, every word comes naturally in its place, the narration moves without
delays or jumps.”'? And though the author’s knowledge of Mark is obvious
from the fact that this text is a longer version of that gospel, the almost com-
plete lack of Johannine characteristics in LGM 1 speaks strongly against
knowledge of John. Likewise, Smith deemed the contacts with Matthew and
Luke to be too tenuous to suggest that the author of LGM 1 and 2 used
those gospels.!! For these reasons, Smith viewed the gospel excerpts as free
imitations of Mark that were composed without knowledge of Matthew,
Luke, and John. Smith further demonstrated that LGM 1a does not contain
any of the secondary traits found in the parallel story in John 11. He concluded
that LGM 1 provides an older, independent, and more reliable witness to
the oral tradition upon which John based his more theologically developed
drama of the raising of Lazarus.!2

Parker’s report brought to Smith’s attention the fact that the placement
of LGM 1 within the section of Mark leading up to the passion narrative
corresponds to the placement of the raising of Lazarus within the Gospel of
John. Smith carried this observation further and noted extensive parallels
between the materials within Mark 10:1-34 plus LGM 1 and John 10:40-
11:54, indeed, between the whole of Mark 6:32-15:47 and John 6:1-19:42.13
The pervasive differences between the two gospels even where these parallels
exist, however, led Smith to conclude that neither John nor longer Mark was
directly dependent upon the other as a source but, rather, that both authors
had recourse to very different Greek editions of an earlier Aramaic gospel. The
authors of canonical Mark and longer Mark both knew and used the same
Greek version of this proto-gospel as a source, but the former author, writ-
ing around 75 CE, chose not to include the raising and initiation of the young
man (LGM 1) and the reprise of this story (LGM 2). The latter author, writ-
ing around 95 CE, placed these and other unused passages in their appropri-
ate places, and in the process reworked them into Markan style.14

Smith also conjectured that Clement’s copy of the longer text contained
a few errors and revisions. The scribal tendency to harmonize Mark’s phrases
with the more familiar wording found in Matthew and Luke led to the replace-
ment of the Markan phrase “for he was having many possessions” (10:22) in
LGM 1:9 with Luke’s more familiar “for he was (very) rich” (18:23), a rec-
ollection that was possibly triggered by the repetition of a phrase from Mark’s
version of that story in LGM 1:8 (“looking upon him loved him”).1> Since
LGM 2:2 uses a non-Markan verb when it states that Jesus did not “receive”
the three women, Smith conjectured that that whole sentence is a second-cen-
tury gloss made by a redactor who cut something out, most likely a dialogue
between Jesus and Salome.1¢ And Smith decided that the reference to Jesus
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teaching the young man the mystery of the kingdom of God must be a scribal
error, because the young man is dressed for an initiation, and initiations are
not taught but performed. Considering that the reference to the mystery of
the kingdom of God in Mark 4:11 uses the verb “to give” rather than the verb
“to teach,” LGM 1:12 probably read “for Jesus gave him the mystery of the
kingdom of God.”"”

It is Smith’s theories about the subject matter and historical background
of LGM 1b that are most remarkable. Building upon a suggestion sent to him
by Cyril C. Richardson in a letter dated 13 January 1961, Smith interpreted
the linen sheet worn by the resuscitated young man as the garment worn for
the rite of baptism.!3 Drawing upon diverse sources, Smith read this private
instruction as evidence that Jesus offered his closest disciples a mystery rite
that involved union with his spirit and a mystical (hypnotically induced)
ascent to the heavens; through this “mystery” the initiate would enter God’s
heavenly kingdom and be freed from the Mosaic laws that apply in the lower
world; this is what is meant by the phrase “for Jesus [gave] him the mystery
[rite] of the kingdom of God.” Smith speculated that after Jesus’ death the
mystery was offered to all converts and became a rite of initiation into the
church, but as the number of followers increased, time constraints and the
complexity of the procedure led to the elimination of the libertine and mag-
ical aspects, and the ceremony became a simple baptism that bestowed the gift
of the spirit. The unorthodox elements continued only in libertine sects,
including the Carpocratians, and in the orthodox Alexandrian church of
Clement’s day (though in a truncated form). In Smith’s view, the great mys-
teries mentioned in Clement’s letter refer to a second baptism of advanced
Christians into an elite, esoteric clique in that church; on the night of the
Paschal vigil, a baptismal lection consisting of Mark 10:13—45 and LGM 1
and 2 was read to Christians entering this inner circle.1®

The publication in 1973 of the letter together with Smith’s commentary
and analysis generated a sensation among New Testament scholars, whose
more outlandish and visceral responses have been summarized by Shawn Eyer
in an eminently readable account.? The commentary that Smith produced
on the letter and gospel quotations was widely praised for its thoroughness
and erudition, but his reconstruction of Christian origins based on the
hypothesis that Jesus was a libertine who performed a hypnotic rite of ascent
struck most reviewers as utterly fantastic and wholly unsupported—even by
the quotations from the “secret” gospel.2! Scholars with a conservative dis-
position were thoroughly annoyed with Smith’s presumption that a non-
canonical gospel could transform our understanding of first-century
Christianity. To them, longer Mark was an imitation gospel containing “fake
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traditions,” one of those “late and spurious Gospel tracts” for which “Alexan-
dria was a breeding ground.”? Many of the reviewers of Smith’s books
instinctively relegated longer Mark to the abyss of second-century heresy
by arbitrarily declaring it gnostic, Carpocratian, or Encratite; it was what-
ever the scholars’ preconceptions about non-canonical gospels and Alexan-
drian Christianity told them it should be. Even before the letter was
published, EE Bruce had written, “In so far as it is possible to say anything
about this report [the story in LGM 1 and 2] while the document remains
unpublished, it may be said that this expanded Gospel of Mark bears all the
signs of Gnostic editing.”?3

It is not obvious that we need to invoke the standard second-century
heresies in order to account for a depiction of Jesus teaching a follower attired
in linen (cf. Mark 14:51-52) the mystery he reserved for his closest associ-
ates and taught in private (4:10-12). After all, LGM 1b is not unlike Jesus’
private, nocturnal, and gratuitously esoteric instruction of Nicodemus about
the kingdom of God in John 3:1-12. It was not the contents of LGM 1 and
2 themselves that led reviewers to a mid-second-century dating but rather a
timeworn chain of fallacious reasoning: non-canonical gospel=imitation
gospel=mid-second-century gospel=heretical gospel. For scholars who applied
this simple heuristic, a negative verdict on the value of Smith’s discovery
required neither research nor demonstration: “Smith has found a turnip in the
root cellar of ancient literature.”?* “The manuscript Smith discovered adds a
bit to our knowledge of second-century Christianity....”?> “And that’s where
it all belongs!”26

Although many of the reviewers attempted to discredit the “secret” gospel
with pejorative rhetoric and gratuitous talk of heresy, others knew that this
gospel would not just disappear with the tide of bad press. Aware that the rais-
ing miracle in LGM 1la looks more like unembellished oral tradition than
does the raising of Lazarus, a handful of scholars set out to confront the
obvious problem that LGM 1 poses to the view that the canonical gospels con-
tain the only authentic narratives about Jesus. Their solution was to argue that
longer Mark was a mid-second-century concoction by an author who derived
his materials from all four canonical gospels in the most direct and unimag-
inative way possible: free association. Thus, “SGAM borrows the youth of the
rich man from Matt 19:16-22; and his youth reminds SGM of the young man
in Mark 14:51-52, from where SGM now borrows the wearing of a linen cloth
on a naked body.”?” The speculations about literary borrowings sometimes go
on like this until nothing remains in LGM 1 and 2 that was not taken from
the canonical gospels. Then Morton Smith’s theories are denounced as need-
lessly complicated and “hypothetical.”
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Variants of this explanation were put forward by such notable scholars
as EE Bruce, Robert M. Grant, Raymond E. Brown, and Frans Neirynck.
Their reputations supplied the footnote documentation that other scholars
would use for the next thirty years to excuse themselves from the task of ana-
lyzing this evidence and familiarizing themselves with the secondary literature.
With the backing of these experts, some two dozen scholars confidently pro-
claimed that everything in LGM 1 and 2 was derived in some way or other
from the canonical gospels. Their musings about how this text was produced
envision such a clumsy, uninspired, and artificial process that it could not
possibly be of any importance to our understanding of early Christianity:

Robin Scroggs: “a crude collage of phrases found elsewhere in the Gospel of
Mark.” Daryl Schmidt: “artificial literary mosaic™; “a new tale...rather mechan-
ically constructed from individual constituents.” Edward C. Hobbs : “a patch-
work of phrases...quilted from pieces in our four Gospels”; “what one would
expect to be concocted by a person with all the stories in front of him”; “[the
author] is not one who freely composes. He has a pair of scissors to cut up
manuscripts and glue them down, although the antecedents of pronouns
may turn out to be different.” EE Bruce: “such an obvious pastiche, with its
internal contradiction and confusion, ...a thoroughly artificial composition,
quite out of keeping with Mark’s quality as a story-teller.” Patrick W. Skehan:
“a parody of the raising of Lazarus as told in the canonical John; “the dis-
torted Lazarus story” André Méhat: “a cento made up of pieces borrowed
from the canonical Gospels and welded together.” Ernest Best: “It looks as
if its author thumbed through Mark until he found the phrase he wanted.”
Frans Neirynck: “it could almost be said that the story has been composed
with the aid of a concordance of the gospels.” James D.G. Dunn: “a reworked
amalgam of elements from Mark 10...and the story of Lazarus in John 11.”
Per Beskow: “This strange splicing of bits and pieces from the Gospels of Mark
and John...” Robert H. Gundry: “largely a confused pastiche,” “expansions
of the sort we find everywhere in apocryphal literature.” Craig A. Evans:
“[probably] an artificial and secondary blend of Marcan and Johannine ele-
ments.” Frederick W. Baltz: “details and phrases from the Gospels have been
cut-and-pasted into a basic story line.”?8

I doubt that these scholars would use the same logic to dismiss the Sermon
on the Mount as “an artificial and secondary blend” of elements from Mark,
Q, and Matthew’s special materials or to argue that Matt 9:27-34 is an
obvious, second-century interpolation into Matthew because an even higher
percentage of its phrasing is exactly paralleled in the four canonical gospels.?
Smith commented upon the special logic engendered by the canonical bias
back in 1961. Writing to A.D. Nock he noted that some of his colleagues
who were studying the longer gospel quotations “take it for granted that any-



A LONGER, ESOTERIC VERSION OF MARK’S GOSPEL 11

thing similar to the canonical Gospels is derivative, and anything not simi-
lar, secondary. Thus they cover the field completely with only two false
assumptions.”30

Not everyone who looked at longer Mark saw a worthless patchwork fab-
rication. Roughly the same number of scholars (more than two dozen) were
more impressed by LGM 1’s undeveloped appearance (both literarily and
theologically), resemblance to miracle stories in the synoptic gospels, and
lack of Johannine features. Rather than seeing an “artificial literary mosaic”
consisting of individual words, commonplace phrases, and approximate con-
ceptual parallels, these scholars saw a typical healing story that develops in a
smooth, uncomplicated, and economical manner, without the “duplications,
inconsistencies, and rough connections” that characterize its Johannine coun-
terpart.3! This other group of scholars agreed with Smith that the raising
miracle in longer Mark is based on oral tradition, although few endorsed his
postulate of an Aramaic proto-gospel.

Commentators had obvious difficulty accounting for the creation of
LGM 1 and its appearance in a form of Mark’s gospel. Most of the scholars
who subscribed to the pastiche theory did not consider the matter worthy of
attention. They let the author’s supposed use of scissors and paste speak for
his mental condition at the time of the offence. Still, a few of these scholars
proposed that the author was seeking to establish the identities of anony-
mous gospel personalities, identifying Lazarus, for instance, as the rich man
in Mark 10:17-22, the streaker in 14:51-52, and “the disciple whom Jesus
loved” from John’s gospel. Among scholars who thought this story was inde-
pendent of the canonical gospels, the dominant perspective was that LGM 1
was devised for liturgical use in ordinary baptism. Whether or not they real-
ized it, most of these scholars had rejected Smith’s thesis that the longer text
was the liturgy for a second baptism, a rite confined to a secret sect of libertines
within the Alexandrian church, in favour of Cyril C. Richardson’s suggestion
about its use in neophyte baptism. Yet they continued to call the text Secret
Mark, apparently without wondering why a passage used in ordinary baptism
would need to be hidden away in a secret gospel, especially when the peri-
cope corresponding to the Eucharist appears in canonical Mark 14:22-25. The
scandalous aspects of Smith’s historical theories found their way into the
occasional exposé of Christianity’s suppressed origins, but scholars tended
cither to ignore these idiosyncrasies or to exaggerate them as a means of dis-
crediting the whole affair. Very few scholars believed that LGM 1 or 2 can tell
us anything about the historical Jesus or ventured to use this story to recon-
struct the tradition that lay behind John 11. The general reluctance to make
use of these gospel passages might seem surprising, even irresponsible. But
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the debate over whether longer Mark contains authentic oral tradition was
quickly undercut by a more sensational hypothesis, namely, that the whole Let-
ter to Theodore is just an impressive forgery.

Some of the scholars Smith consulted in the 1960s thought the letter
was an ancient forgery, although they had difficulty explaining how an
ancient author would benefit by creating it. Smith dealt with their arguments
in his book. However, the spectre of forgery came back with a vengeance
in 1975, when two scholars offered influential arguments that the letter
was a modern hoax. Quentin Quesnell suggested that an erudite scholar who
had access to Otto Stihlin’s 1936 index of Clement’s vocabulary and other
modern studies of Clement’s style could have produced the document,
especially if he had the help of someone skilled in imitating handwriting.
Quesnell added that any scholarly apparatus Smith used to “authenticate”
the document could have assisted a forger in imitating Clement. And he
pointed out that Smith’s ability to gain access to the tower library at
Mar Saba shows that a forger could have planted it there. Quesnell was
not clear about a motive, but he suggested that a scholar might devise such
a text if he was interested in studying how his peers respond to new discov-
eries. As an example of that sort of interest, Quesnell noted that Smith
himself had requested in the preface of his scholarly book that his peers send
him their publications on this subject.3? Quesnell’s main point was that
we need to examine the manuscript for signs of forgery before we can
accept it as authentic. Not surprisingly, the way he made this point did not
go over well with Smith, who was annoyed with the fact that Quesnell’s
hypothetical forger was a person who had the same expertise, resources,
opportunities, and motives as Smith himself. New Testament scholars were
greatly distracted by the notion that one of their own had accused Smith
of forgery, and many agreed with Quesnell that the manuscript should be
subjected to forensic testing before it is deemed authentic. Their suspicions
only increased when Charles Murgia offered arguments for modern for-
gery based on the content of the letter. Murgia suggested that the letter con-
sisted mostly of information that was suspiciously self-authenticating, and
noted that the manuscript lacks the major errors that result from a long
period of scribal transmission. In his opinion, the letter looks more like an
original composition than a copy of a copy of a copy. So as years passed with-
out anyone else claiming to have seen the manuscript, a rumour was born
that Smith was withholding it so that no one could perform the tests that
Quesnell had outlined. Scholars who were ignorant of the published pho-
tos often imagined that there never was a manuscript. The folklore of for-
gery took on a life of its own.
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In general, scholars of Clement and scholars of the gospels responded to
the suggestions of forgery in different ways. Although some experts on
Clement who belonged to the generation of Smith’s teachers were inclined
to think the letter contradicted Clement’s universalism, most belonging to
Smith’s generation or later were inclined to believe that the letter was authen-
tic. Since these scholars were more interested in Clement than in the longer
gospel, they tended to mention the letter only as an illustration of Clement’s
esotericism and openness to writings that were later deemed non-canonical.
The situation was very different among New Testament scholars, most of
whom have too little knowledge of Clement’s writings or eighteenth-cen-
tury Greek handwriting to develop an informed opinion on the letter’s authen-
ticity. They generally responded by showing an astonishing credulity about
unsubstantiated rumours and a stoic scepticism about indications that the
letter might be authentic. That is not to say that most New Testament schol-
ars considered it to be a forgery: they just did not know what to make of the
evidence. Rather than study matters about which they had no expertise, these
scholars tended to trade stories about Smith’s character, which was something
they knew firsthand or had heard a great deal about. Some pointed to Smith’s
sense of humour and irreverence as potential signs of intellectual dishonesty,
and speculated about whether Smith had a plausible motive or enough pro-
ficiency in classical Greek. (Those most proficient in classical Greek tended
to think that the letter surpassed Smith’s ability.) The thirst for scandal is
typified by an incident recorded in the minutes of a colloquium on the longer
text; the agenda for discussion was established on the basis of a dream that
one of the participants had about Morton Smith:

In this dream, Professor Smith met the man responsible for the Piltdown
skull. Then Professor Smith broke down and admitted that he himself had writ-
ten the supposed letter from Clement.

As a result of that dream, I naturally seized upon the whole question of
the criteria for detecting a forgery, as Professor Murgia did. That is points 1
and 2 on the list.33

For some scholars, the notion that Smith’s discovery was just an astonishing
hoax was too good not to be true. Having outgrown Sasquatch and the Loch
Ness monster, they yearned to believe in at least one fantastic tale. This irre-
pressible form of credulity is well summed up by the caption of a famous poster
depicting a fuzzy photograph of a UFO: “I Want To Believe.”

The theory of forgery even proved attractive to scholars who were unin-
terested in the controversy. Scholars who felt obliged to comment on the rel-
evance of the longer text to another subject, such as Mark 14:51-52 or John
11, often just wrote a footnote expressing reservations about the letter’s
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authenticity and the longer gospel’s independence from the canonical gospels,
as if the possibility that a text might prove irrelevant were sufficient reason
not to study it and find that out. The scholars who debunk the apocryphal
gospels as second-century fabrications were likewise drawn to the theory of
forgery, although for apologetic reasons:

But, apart from the possibility that the so-called Marcan fragment is little
more than a semi-Gnostic fabrication, I do not think that Professor Smith has
sufficiently explored the contingency that the entire letter of Clement is a
forgery.”3*

On the whole, so-called Secret Mark appears to be a forgery, although whether
modern or ancient is difficult to say...a forgery by Smith might be expected
to produce a less fragmentary extract and one even more conducive to his views
of Jesus as a magician. It thus may be that Secret Mark is an ancient forgery,
typical of the additions and adulterations of the canonical Gospels that arose
especially during the heyday of Gnosticism in the second century.3

For these scholars, the question was never What does this text tell us about
Christian origins? but Wherein lies its irrelevance? Is longer Mark the prod-
uct of a modern forger too brilliant to be unmasked, or of a second-century
imbecile who composed with a pair of scissors? It is remarkable that so many
scholars have vacillated between these two options. Why would a competent
modern forger create a gospel extract that supposedly looks like a worthless
pastiche? To claim that either possibility might be true is to admit that nei-
ther is very compelling. But even though these scholars could not decide
what kind of counterfeit gospel they were discrediting, they recognized that
one of these wands must be waved in the correct fashion in order to send this
text back to the abyss.

By the end of the 1970s, New Testament scholars still mentioned “secret”
Mark in an incidental manner, but were generally reluctant to take the gospel
too seriously and risk looking foolish should it be proved a fake. The widely
dismissive reactions of conservative scholars and the spectre of forgery had put
an end to serious discussion, and Smith himself had turned his attention to
other evidence, having re-evaluated the importance of longer Mark to his
theories about Jesus. The longer Gospel of Mark might have slipped silently
into the netherworld of the apocrypha (or should I say, pseudo-apocrypha?)
were it not for a provocative thesis advanced by Helmut Koester in 1980.
Through a study of the minor agreements of Matthew and Luke against
Mark in the triple tradition (the stories and sayings shared by Matthew, Mark,
and Luke), Koester concluded that the canonical Gospel of Mark was not the
version of Mark that Matthew and Luke used as a source for their own
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gospels; canonical Mark was a mid-second-century abbreviation of the longer
gospel. Koester proposed that Matthew and Luke used a proto-gospel, an edi-
tion of Mark lacking elements in the canonical gospel that are characteristic
of LGM 1. The author of longer Mark must therefore have revised this proto-
gospel in the early second century by adding LGM 1 and 2 and some of the
features of Mark’s text that diverge from the parallel passages in Matthew
and Luke. Canonical Mark came about through the removal of LGM 1
and 2.36

Koester’s thesis generated enormous interest in North America due to its
theological implications, which were extremely attractive to liberal scholars.
As individuals who define themselves over against traditional forms of Chris-
tianity, liberals prefer to believe that Christianity was, at the time of its pris-
tine beginnings, a movement that contained and tolerated theological diversity.
According to the liberal myth of Christian origins, proto-orthodox Chris-
tians, such as Paul, were originally one voice (or one choir of harmonious
voices) among many, but over the course of a few centuries, this form of
Christianity rose to dominance through the suppression of legitimate but
less pretentious Jesus movements. This reconstruction of Christian origins is
how dispassionate historians imply that liberal Christianity is as legitimate as
traditional orthodoxy. So with the publication of Koester’s initial paper in
1983, longer Mark became highly theologically relevant as a potential exam-
ple of how the canonical gospels not only presented a selective picture of
Jesus but also experienced extensive revisions prior to the emergence of stan-
dard text types.

Koester himself emphasized the instability of the texts of the canonical
gospels in the second century. But another eminent scholar soon developed
a different theory of longer Markan priority that gave church censorship a vital
role in the production of the canonical gospel. John Dominic Crossan pos-
tulated that LGM 1 and 2 were part of the earliest edition of Mark’s gospel
and conjectured that the private initiation depicted in LGM 1b (in his view,
a baptism) quickly became a proof text for sexual libertinism among proto-
Carpocratians in Alexandria.3” This scandal led Mark himself to dismember
and scatter the pieces of LGM 1 and 2 throughout his gospel in order to
deceive the libertines into thinking that the story #e composed was really
their own impious fabrication made out of pieces of his gospel.3® Although
this was probably not Crossan’s original intention, his theory calls into ques-
tion both the integrity of canonical Mark and that of the evangelist who
composed it. With similarly unsettling implications, Hans-Martin Schenke
modified Koester’s thesis by drawing the inference that the Carpocratian
longer Gospel of Mark was the ancestor of both the purified longer gospel
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used in the Alexandrian catechetical school and the later canonical gospel.3
Schenke’s idea that the orthodox longer gospel was merely a purified form of
a Carpocratian text was not actually new. A few scholars had already offered
that suggestion, convinced that longer Mark was the product of a libertine,
gnostic mentality:#? Of course, those scholars thought that canonical Mark was
the original text. Schenke’s combination of this theory with Koester’s made
canonical Mark the by-product of two attempts to remove the “utterly shame-
less lies” (I1.7-9) that “early nonorthodox™ Alexandrians had added to the
proto-gospel.41

Although most scholars in Europe (especially Germany and England)
continued to disregard the entire subject, Koester’s less radical version of the
theory of longer Markan priority inspired a brief renaissance of original research
in North America during the 1980s and early 1990s. Whereas the research con-
ducted in the 1970s was more preoccupied with genre, source criticism, and
form criticism, that inspired by Koester focused on composition history and
redaction criticism. Of course, there were several critical reactions to Koester’s
theory, which targeted his premise that Matthew and Luke used a copy of
Mark that differed from the canonical gospel.#? The evaluations by David
Peabody and Philip Sellew, however, incidentally underscored the Markan
qualities of the passages cited in Clement’s letter, questioning whether passages
composed by this author are readily distinguishable from passages composed
by Mark. Yet despite their interest in redaction criticism, proponents of longer
Markan priority were no more interested in how LGM 1 and 2 function lit-
erarily within the larger context of the Gospel of Mark than were proponents
of pastiche composition or forgery. The theologically charged issue of relative
priority led liberal scholars to focus more on why these longer Markan tradi-
tions were removed than on what they were doing in a form of Mark in the
first place.*3 Most just assumed that LGM 1 was part of a baptismal lection and
as such did not have an integral connection to the rest of the gospel. Never-
theless, Hans-Martin Schenke and Marvin Meyer explored the effect LGM 1
and 2 have on the larger narrative, as had Frank Kermode, a well-respected lit-
erary critic who discussed longer Mark in his 1979 book The Genesis of Secrecy.
These three scholars viewed two or all three of the passages in longer Mark
involving a “young man” as developments in a subplot.4+

By the mid-1980s, “secret” Mark had found a place within a broader, lib-
cral thesis that many of the non-canonical gospels were as ancient and histor-
ically important as the canonical gospels. By the early 1990s, this thesis was
reaching a wider audience. When Crossan wrote his popular and prodigious
book The Historical Jesus (published in 1991), he assigned longer Mark and
numerous other non-canonical texts to the earliest strata of historical evi-
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dence.#> That same year, the controversial and media-friendly assemblage of
scholars called the Jesus Seminar started endorsing Helmut Koester’s theory
of longer Markan priority in its publications, which purported to give a rep-
resentative picture of modern Jesus scholarship.#® In response to this trend,
conservative scholars became more insistent that only the canonical gospels
contain reliable information about Jesus. Already in 1987, Raymond E.
Brown noted with alarm that many scholars were calling into question the “tra-
ditional priority and value of the canonical NT books,” and cited the various
arguments for longer Markan priority as one of these “challenges to the
canon.”’ The tone of conservative New Testament scholarship on longer
Mark in the 1990s was set in 1991 by John Meier, who published a survey
of “The Agrapha and the Apocryphal Gospels” in his book A Marginal Jew,
wherein he caricatured the “revisionists” and their contradictory arguments
about longer Mark and accused them of “selling” the apocryphal gospels
“under the guise of NT research and the quest for the historical Jesus.” Like
so many scholars before him, Meier played up the myth of longer Mark’s
“dubious origins,” depicted Clement as unreliable on matters of gospel author-
ship, and selectively referenced the scholars who argued for longer Mark’s
dependence upon the canonical gospels.® Yet his one-sided survey of “secret”
Mark scholarship struck many as a model of scholarly judiciousness, and
became a template for similar surveys in subsequent books on Jesus.

Thus began a second wave of attempts to convince the academy and the
lay audience of the Jesus Seminar that the longer text is historically worth-
less. But now Smith’s find was entangled in a debate over the value of non-
canonical gospels in the reconstruction of the historical Jesus. Throughout the
1990s, the use of non-canonical gospels by liberal Jesus scholars was widely
criticized for producing a picture of Jesus that lacked distinctively Christian
and Jewish elements. To a large extent this portrait relied on the combined
weight of Q and the Gospel of Thomas, since their double attestation of
Jesus” wisdom sayings supported a portrait of Jesus as a generic sage rather
than as an eschatological prophet (an element lacking in Thomas) or messianic
figure (an element lacking in Thomas and Q). Liberal Jesus scholars who
studied the longer gospel did not actually conclude that LGM 1 and 2 con-
tain useful evidence concerning the historical Jesus (as opposed to the com-
position history of Mark), but since they had examined this non-canonical
gospel, their critics felt justified in playing up its infamy as a means of discred-
iting their liberal opponents:

The history of the controversy surrounding the discovery and publication of
the purported letter of Clement...need not be rehearsed here. The lack of schol-
arly verification of the find is as well known as Clement’s credulity. Thus, in
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my view it is extremely precarious to build complicated theories of Gospel
development, as Crossan and Koester have done, on the basis of Secret Mark’s
alleged relationship to canonical Mark....In all probability Secret Mark, if
such really existed, is a second century revision of canonical Mark. As such
it has nothing to offer serious Jesus research.*’

But, as a test of the competence of allegedly leading-edge North American
scholars, what makes this [secret gospel] simultaneously frightening and
revealing is that even if one knew nothing of its dingnostically-frandulent prove-
nance, one still would immediately recognize it not only as inauthentic, but
as part of a very nasty, but very funny, knife-sharp joke....What we have here
[in LGM 1 and 2] is a nice ironic gay joke at the expense of all of 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.50

The problem is that there are serious and enduring doubts about the Clemen-
tine text involved, which has not been made available to scholars except in pho-
tographic form, and there are unresolved rumors of forgery....With so many
doubts surrounding the document, it is surprising to see the evidence of
Secret Mark included here [in a publication of the Jesus Seminar] as author-
itative, and as proof of the late date of a canonical text.5!

Behind this tendency to disparage the “secret” gospel and the scholars who
study it is a theological preoccupation. Debates about the historical Jesus are
frequently debates over the #7#e myth of Christian origins: In the Beginning,
did God create orthodoxy (a unified church that correctly interpreted God’s
act of salvation through Jesus as canonized in the New Testament writings and
faithfully preserved by us conservatives) or heterodoxy (a variety of Jesus
movements with enough diversity in their interpretations of Jesus’ significance
to be inclusive of people with unorthodox conceptions of “the gospel,” like
us liberals)? To search for Jesus within the gospels that were ot included in
the New Testament is to question the validity of the image of Jesus presented
by “the Church.” That, at least, seems to be the wisdom motivating much of
the scholarship on longer Mark, which tends to be radically liberal or staunchly
apologetic. Both camps see longer Mark as a heterodox gospel, and embrace
it or revile it because it was not canonized. Few scholars have seriously enter-
tained the possibility that Clement was right, that a canonical author actually
did write a second, orthodox version of his gospel. This fact is rather odd, since
LGM 1 and 2 have the form and style of a Markan composition, and the
notion that Mark wrote another, lost version of his gospel is no stranger than
the reality that Paul wrote letters that were not included in the New Testament
(note 1 Cor 5:9; Col 4:16). It would be rather surprising if Luke was the only
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one of the four evangelists to write a second work. It would also be strange
if these authors completely refrained from making revisions and additions to
their gospels after the initial publication.

Today, forty-five years after the discovery of the manuscript, there is no
general paradigm that most scholars agree on, and most frankly have no idea
what to make of this text. Confused about the facts and unaware of the exten-
sive secondary literature on this subject, the majority of commentators sim-
ply pledge allegiance to one or more of five mutually exclusive paradigms:
forgery; pointless, apocryphal pastiche; pre-canonical version of Mark; secret
and elitist gnostic gospel; catechetical supplements for neophyte baptism.
The present predicament owes much to the fact that scholars have tended to
engage Smith’s characterizations of the issues rather than independently
examine the evidence. In the thirty years since the publication of Smith’s
work, no comprehensive study of the letter and its gospel quotations has
been published. The options that are presently being considered were all
identified and addressed by Smith in the early 1960s, and their continued via-
bility is largely the consequence of certain questionable assumptions in his
research that most investigators have accepted without comment. For exam-
ple, the scholars of Clement who suspected forgery were to some extent
reacting against Smith’s suppositions that Clement approved of a secret writ-
ing and that this writing legitimized an unseemly rite. That these notions
are substantiated by the letter is not questioned. Likewise, many of the schol-
ars who accept the letter as authentic also accept Smith’s view that the gospel
additions were used as catechetical or lectionary readings for a rite. And most
have accepted Smith’s assumption that the quoted pericopae are Markan only
in terms of form and style; with Smith, they view this Markan appearance as
a superficial imitation intended to make these materials appear to have been
written by Mark. The author of the longer gospel is typically imagined to be
either “Markanizing” traditional cultic materials for storage in an established
gospel or just foolishly rewriting Johannine stories using Markan language.

A Literary Thesis

The nature and purpose of the longer gospel appears quite different, however,
when the issue of the Markan characteristics of these excerpts is considered
at a level exceeding sentence construction. The author of LGM 1 and 2 not
only wrote with Markan syntax and vocabulary but also used distinctively
Markan literary techniques. Most notably, this author used Mark’s favourite
techniques for juxtaposing episodes and framing sections of narrative. For
instance, he placed the two parts of the story involving the young man and
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his sister around the incident in which James and John ask for positions of
honour. Mark liked to put one story inside (or around) another story as a
means of suggesting that the two stories interpret each other, as when he
placed the two parts of the cursing of the fig tree around the story of Jesus
clearing the temple (Mark 11:12-25). Knowing that the same literary tech-
nique is being used in longer Mark effectively solves the problem of why the
young man twice returned to Jesus with a linen sheet wrapped around his
naked body (LGM 1:11; Mark 14:51-52). He answered “yes” to the ques-
tion Jesus posed to James and John (Mark 10:38). Longer Mark likewise
uses Mark’s technique of echoing phrases from earlier incidents as a means
of associating widely dispersed but thematically related incidents. The more
pronounced verbal echoes within LGM 1 are to incidents that are relevant to
the interpretation of LGM 1 and 2. Finally, LGM 1 and 2 create an interpre-
tative bracket around the passion narrative by framing this section of the
story with two very similar raising miracles involving Jesus, an anonymous
young man, a tomb sealed with a stone, and a group of three women, one of
whom is Salome. The central journey section of Mark’s gospel is similarly
bracketed with two stories about the healing of blind men (8:22-10:52).
Other, smaller-scale Markan literary techniques also exist in LGM 1 and 2. The
use of these devices implies that the extant passages are best conceptualized
as aspects of a literary production, that is, as episodes in a text that was meant
to be appreciated as 2 story and therefore read or heard in its entirety.>

The validity of this literary paradigm for the study of the longer gospel
is the main thing I will endeavour to establish through this study. Specifically,
I develop the thesis that the longer Gospel of Mark was designed to lead
readers of the shorter version to a more profound appreciation of the essen-
tial message of the Markan narrative by elaborating and elucidating impor-
tant themes and symbolism pertaining to discipleship and christology,
including elements which are deliberately ambiguous or obscure in the shorter
version, especially the mystery of the kingdom of God (Mark 4:11) and the
appearance and naked flight of the young man in Gethsemane (14:51-52).
In other words, this text was aptly suited to an environment like Alexandria
where many literate Christians viewed their faith as a philosophy and there-
fore sought its deeper truths (the esoteric teachings of its system) anagogi-
cally within sacred writings (see, for instance, Strom. V.4.21.4). It was through
the exposition of esoteric knowledge hidden in the scriptures that Christians
in Alexandria were “initiated in the great mysteries” of Alexandrian Christ-
ian philosophy (11.2).

The thoroughly Markan quality of the longer text raises a secondary
issue that will be addressed at the conclusion of this study: Did Mark actu-
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ally write the longer gospel? Scholars have rightly noted that Markan vocab-
ulary and syntax are not too difficult to imitate. But Mark’s distinctive liter-
ary techniques are aspects of his composition that people rarely notice unless
they know what to look for. Many of the elements of Markan literary tech-
nique that are used to good effect in LGM 1 and 2 had not been identified
by scholars of Mark until long after the letter was discovered. These techniques
were probably no more obvious to the carliest readers of canonical Mark,
who spoke of its author as someone with little literary sophistication; the
evangelist Mark was imagined as a follower of Peter who accurately reproduced
Peter’s anecdotes about Jesus but arranged them in a less than artful manner.
Moreover, it is hard to envision anyone other than Mark wanting to amplify
this gospel in a manner that wholly accords with Mark’s theology. Someone
other than Mark would be apt to have a different theological agenda. So the
consistency of literary technique and theology between these two versions of
the Gospel of Mark strongly suggests common authorship.

The following analysis is divided into two parts. Part 1 addresses the
main paradigms for understanding the longer gospel that appear in the sec-
ondary literature. These chapters will deconstruct the prevailing conceptions
of forgery (chap. 2), “artificial literary mosaic,”>? pre-canonical version of
Mark (chap. 3), secret gospel (chap. 4), and baptismal lection (chap. 5). For
different reasons, each of these misconceptions has obscured the literary char-
acter of the longer gospel. So it is necessary to begin by cleaning up the mess
that I described in the preceding pages. Even scholars who are wedded to the
notion that the longer gospel, if not the whole letter, is “late and spurious”
recognize that someone needs to work through all of the primary and second-
ary literature in order to weed out the false premises and misinformation
that support so many contradictory paradigms.

Part 2 of this book consists of a demonstration that the passages quoted
in the letter develop and elucidate aspects of Markan theology, including fea-
tures of the story that readers of the shorter version have often found perplex-
ing. Chapters 6 through 8 each demonstrate the effective use of a distinctively
Markan literary technique by the author of LGM 1 and 2. Chapter 6 will
demonstrate that the placement of LGM 1 and 2 around Mark 10:35-45
constitutes a Markan-style intercalation, both in form and function. Chapter
7 will argue that the raising of the young man at his tomb in LGM 1la and
the resurrection announced by this same young man at Jesus’ tomb in Mark
16:1-8 function as a matched pair or frame around the passion narrative, and
that this structure is built upon an existing snclusio involving the imagery of
Jesus leading his disciples in the way to life through death (10:32 and 16:7-8).
This device creates a theological framework for the reader’s comprehension
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of what transpires in the passion narrative. Chapter 8 will interpret the more
pronounced verbal repetitions or echoes in LGM 1 and 2 as “cross-refer-
ences” intended to draw the reader’s attention to similarities between LGM
1 and 2 and other stories in the gospel. The final chapter will synthesize the
implications of this study with special attention to the question of longer
Mark’s authorship, as well as outline the areas in which this text is relevant
to the study of early Christianity.

Comments on Method

The Markan literary techniques examined in this study were recognized by
redaction critics and elaborated theoretically by narrative critics. Because my
interest is in elucidating the nature of this gospel by demonstrating the use
of these techniques and describing their effects, the method of my analysis is
not “purely” literary-critical but rather a hybrid of composition criticism and
narrative criticism, or a theoretically informed use of composition criticism—
one that pays more attention to the reading process. Readers interested in
learning more about the theory behind narrative criticism can consult a vari-
ety of good introductory works that apply this methodology to Mark’s
gospel.5+

Certain caveats need to be stated concerning the viability of applying
literary criticism to a work whose text type and precise contents are not
known.>> Obviously, this analysis cannot concentrate on the whole story
because Clement quoted only two of the many additions that distinguished
longer Mark from the canonical gospel. What is possible is a study of how the
known LGM passages interact with the known materials of their context,
that is, with the canonical gospel. A concentration on literary devices rather
than on the entire reading experience should permit conclusions that would
not be falsified by knowledge of the other passages unique to the longer
gospel, though such knowledge would necessitate some refinement of these
conclusions.
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The Question of the Authenticity
of the Letter to Theodore

or decades, discussion of the “secret” gospel has been dominated by two
F notions: It is a highly dubious document. It is the predecessor of the
canonical gospel. Not surprisingly; to the degree that liberal scholars endorse
the latter idea, conservative scholars invoke the former. But suspicions about
forgery are hardly limited to conservatives, who are more apt to declare longer
Mark a worthless second-century pastiche. Scholars of all theological per-
suasions are drawn to the forgery debate, albeit mostly as a diversion.

So who does reject the authenticity of this letter? If you were to consult
the two scholars who have spoken most confidently on this subject—a Pro-
tessor of Judaica named Jacob Neusner and a Professor of Irish History
named Donald Harman Akenson—you would learn either that practically
no one was duped into taking Smith’s discovery seriously (Neusner) or that
“a veritable Who’s Who of top biblical scholars have been hoodwinked by a
fraudulent secret gospel that implies Jesus was a homosexual” (Akenson).! You
would learn, in other words, that it is better to concentrate on the published
arguments of people who might actually know the difference between an
authentic and an inauthentic work of Clement. Should you do that, you
would find at least eleven well-informed scholars who have given reasons to
deny Clement’s authorship of the Letter to Theodore: J. Munck, W. Volker,
A.D. Nock, H. Musurillo, Q. Quesnell, W. Kiimmel, C.E. Murgia, P. Beskow,
E. Osborn, A.H. Criddle, and A. Jakab. This list might be overstated, since
Musurillo admitted that the letter “sounds marvelously like Clement,” gave
no reasons why Clement could not have written it, and concentrated instead
on conceivable motives and persons capable of producing a perfect forgery
of Clement (which begs the question);? likewise, Quesnell did not claim that
the text is a forgery or that Clement could not have written it—only that we

Notes to chapter 2 start on page 243
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cannot draw a positive conclusion without first examining the physical man-
uscript;3 and Nock could not formulate his objection to authenticity more con-
cretely than “intuition”; apparently, he thought the discovery was too good
to be true.*

Three of these scholars offered their opinions in the 1960s while Smith
was preparing his commentary (Munck, Vélker, Nock), another four, in the
three years following the publication of that book in 1973 (Musurillo,
Quesnell, Kiimmel, Murgia). Since then, to the best of my knowledge,
only four reasonably well-informed scholars elaborated arguments against
Clement’s authorship in the secondary literature: Per Beskow, Eric Osborn,
and Attila Jakab, who are patristic scholars, and Andrew Criddle, an inde-
pendent researcher who carefully studied the letter. So the number of
experts who have contested the authenticity of this letter in print is rela-
tively small and has been growing disproportionately slowly compared to
the number of experts who have come to accept the document as authen-
tic or possibly authentic. However, in the long drought of serious study
of this question, the popular conception that longer Mark might be a for-
gery has become quite strong, to the point of obscuring the reality that most
scholars who have actually studied the letter and written on the subject are
inclined to believe that it was written by Clement. What really matters,
though, is not the number of scholars in either camp or even their profi-
ciency in the relevant subjects, but the arguments themselves, most of
which have not been critically examined.

The allegations of forgery have taken two main forms. Some scholars
have proposed that Smith’s document is indeed an eighteenth-century copy
of an earlier manuscript, but that the original letter was an ancient forgery
produced within a few centuries of Clement. The alternative is that the
pages Smith photographed are themselves a forgery that was produced
sometime within the last two hundred years. These scenarios have different
implications for the authenticity of the gospel quotations. The most plau-
sible motive for an ancient forgery would be to use Clement’s authority to
validate a different version of Mark’s gospel.> Thus an ancient forgery would
most likely contain authentic excerpts from a lost version of Mark. A mod-
ern forgery, on the other hand, would contain nothing but prevarication, so
that possibility has much graver implications for the authenticity of the
gospel excerpts. Nevertheless, since both scenarios bear on the question of
the longer gospel’s origins and authorship, both scenarios must be thor-
oughly explored. We begin, however, with the question of what happened
to the manuscript.
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The Manuscript

One of the most enduring aspects of the folklore that surrounds this docu-
ment is the notion that Morton Smith prevented other scholars from exam-
ining it. The complaint that no one but Smith has ever seen the manuscript
is voiced so often and with such moral affectation that many scholars mistake
it for a fact. The truth is that at least three other scholars and two members
of the Greek Patriarchate handled the manuscript. The information obtained
by various inquirers, moreover, corroborates Smith’s account that he left the
book containing the manuscript among the seventy items that he catalogued
in the library at Mar Saba.¢ In 1980, Thomas Talley learned that the Archi-
mandrite Meliton retrieved this book from Mar Saba and brought it to the
Patriarchate library in Jerusalem sometime after Smith’s two books on the Lez-
ter to Theodore were published. The librarian, Father Kallistos Dourvas, told
Talley that the two pages containing the manuscript had subsequently been
removed from the book and were being repaired.” In 1996, Willy Rordorf
spoke to another librarian, Father Aristarchos, who was able to produce the
book but did not know what happened to the manuscript.® James H.
Charlesworth also made an unsuccessful attempt to locate the manuscript at
this library, as have James Edwards (January 1999), Shaye Cohen (June
1999), and John Dart (March 2000).°

More detailed information about the manuscript was obtained by Charles
W. Hedrick and Nikolaos Olympiou, who have made a number of attempts
to locate the manuscript since 1990. They learned from Kallistos that the
book was moved to the Patriarchate library in 1977 and that Kallistos him-
self detached the manuscript in the same year in order to photograph it. After
that, the manuscript was kept with the book as separate items, at least as
long as Kallistos was librarian (until 1990). He no longer knows where to find
it, but he is optimistic that it could still be in the library, and passed along his
colour photographs of the manuscript, which Hedrick and Olympiou pub-
lished in The Fourth R. Olympiou speculated that persons in the Patriarchate
library may be withholding the manuscript because of the irreverent use
made of it in Morton Smith’s interpretation.1°

The latest information about the manuscript is also the most surprising.
Guy Stroumsa reported that he, the late Professors David Flusser and Shlomo
Pines of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and Archimandrite Meliton
travelled to Mar Saba in the spring of 1976 in search of the manuscript.!!
There, with the help of a monk, they located the volume by Voss, complete
with the manuscript, in the tower library, exactly where Smith left it. It
occurred to them that the book would be safer in Jerusalem, so they brought
it back with them, and Meliton took it to the library. Stroumsa and the two
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professors inquired about having the ink tested, but when they discovered that
the Israeli police had the only people equipped to do such testing, Meliton
objected to leaving the book in the care of the police, so no testing was per-
tormed. Twenty-five years later, Stroumsa learned from his American col-
leagues that he was the only living Western scholar to have seen the manuscript,
and was persuaded to publish his account.

It would appear, then, that the manuscript was found at Mar Saba in 1976
rather than 1977, or eighteen years after Smith photographed it, and it dis-
appeared many years after the Archimandrite took it to Jerusalem and a librar-
ian removed it from the book. These facts show how preposterous it is to
suggest that Smith prevented other scholars from examining the manuscript.
The fact that professors other than Smith could have analyzed the ink had their
options not been so limited likewise makes it hard to sustain the fantasy that
there was a conspiracy between Smith and members of the Patriarchate library
to keep scholars from studying it. Yet many purveyors of the folklore still
claim that “no one but Smith ever saw the document” and blame Smith for
its disappearance.!? Some prefer not to know any better.!3

A striking feature revealed by the colour photographs is the extent to
which the paper of the manuscript is browning around the edges, which had
been cropped out in Smith’s commentary volume. This is normally an indi-
cation that the book had been shelved for long periods in places where sun-
light could irradiate into the edges of the paper, which is not likely to have
occurred in the dark tower library at Mar Saba. The darker appearance of the
edges of the paper is much more pronounced in the photos by Kallistos than
in a newer set of colour photos provided by Hedrick of pages from the same
book in 2000. Since we are dealing with two different sets of photographs
taken twenty-three years apart under different lighting conditions and using
different quality film, it is probably not possible to determine whether this fact
has any significance. The new photos also reveal that the third page was
severely torn where it was attached to the spine, sometime after Smith took
his photos.

Of more importance is the fact that the colour photos allow us to per-
ceive how the chemical composition of the ink has changed from black to
lighter shades of rusty brown in the places where Smith’s photos convey
shades of grey. The ink is nearly black where it occurs in higher concentrations,
presumably points where the scribe pressed harder or had just reinked his quill;
where the least ink was used, the letters are a very light shade of rusty brown.
So the ink has visibly faded, but the fading is evident in both sets of photos,
despite the fact that they were taken under different lighting conditions. This
new information weighs strongly against the possibility that the text could be
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a twentieth-century forgery of an eighteenth-century hand. The ways in which
the ink and paper of manuscripts deteriorate has been studied extensively at
the WJ. Barrow Research Laboratory in Richmond, Virginia. Barrow him-
self devoted thirty years to the study of the durability of different types of paper
and ink, and his research on the deterioration and restoration of documents
composed between 1400 and 1850 is pertinent to our assessment of the pho-
tographic evidence. Most writing during this period was done using iron
gall inks. Barrow noted that these inks produce writings that remain quite leg-
ible for many centuries, but when these inks are improperly compounded
with an insufficient proportion of gallic and tannic acids, they tend to fade
over time from black to rusty brown, especially when stored in adverse con-
ditions—sunlight, mould, and bacteria being the main causes of this deteri-
oration. The relevance of this information becomes clear when we realize
just how long this process takes: “The usual time varies from about twenty-
five to one hundred years. The factors effecting this change are the propor-
tions of the ink ingredients, the amount deposited on the paper, and the
composition of the paper; each of these may be accelerated by poor storage
conditions.” Once the incorrectly compounded iron gall ink has finished
turning brown, its colour remains stable and the writing does not fade fur-
ther if properly stored.!* Since both sets of photos depict the same pattern of
fading in the ink, and the colour photos show that the ink is rusty brown, the
manuscript gives the impression of being no younger than a quarter century
at the time Smith photographed it.

Although the ink depicted in the colour photos is the expected colour of
oxidized iron or “rust,” the paper on which the Letter to Theodore was writ-
ten also appears quite brown in Kallistos’s photos. The browning of paper
inscribed in iron gall ink is a well known phenomenon; it is the result of a slow
process of oxidation of paper caused by the acidity of iron gall inks. This
slow “burning” of the paper is a principle factor in the deterioration of man-
uscripts, and their preservation normally involves neutralizing the acidity.
Though Barrow did not state how long it takes for the paper itself to become
brown as a consequence of oxidation, it would make sense that this is a very
lengthy process since the paper of manuscripts becomes darker and more
brittle over time.!5 It may not be possible, however, to determine whether the
ink is responsible for the brown colour of the paper on which the manu-
script is written, since we have no means of determining the relative differ-
ence in colour between the manuscript pages and other pages in the book or
verifying that the photos accurately depict the colour of the manuscript.
Unfortunately, the photos provided by Kallistos do not include a picture of
the last page of the book (318) open beside the first page of the manuscript
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(the black and white reproduction of page 318 that also appears in The
Fourth R is from a colour photo secured by Hedrick in 2000).

In view of what is known about the fading and browning of inks and the
browning of paper in contact with ink, we can conclude that the photos
depict a manuscript that looks like it is a few hundred years old. It remains
to be seen whether the generally brown appearance of the manuscript in the
photos is in some way a reflection of poor quality film or the age of the pho-
tographs. A die-hard sceptic will, of course, entertain the possibility that
these indications of ageing could have been faked by Smith. Barrow’s research
indicates that some formulas of iron gall inks result in writings that would turn
brown quite rapidly through exposure to sunlight. Unfortunately, we cannot
know what formula was used in the production of this manuscript without
physically examining it. But even if the ink was of a composition that could
turn brown very rapidly, that would not explain the browning of the paper.
Both ink that remains black over the centuries and ink that turns brown affect
paper in the same way, though the blacker, or more concentrated, inks are more
acidic and therefore more damaging.!6 There was a way of ageing paper arti-
ficially that was used in the 1950s by experienced researchers such as Barrow.
But this process involved subjecting loose papers to an extremely high tem-
perature (100°C) for periods of up to a few days. It is also possible to age paper
and ink using chemicals that oxidize the ink and paper. In the early 1980s,
Mark William Hofmann, the forger of the Oath of a Freeman and the Saln-
mander Letter, used hydrogen peroxide to age documents.!” It would take a
sophisticated method like that to produce a document like the Letter to
Theodore where the ink is blacker in the higher concentrations (most forgers
simply stain their documents with tea or dirt, under the false premise that very
old documents look very dirty). It is hard to envision anyone managing to age
the manuscript pages artificially in such ways without the pages coming loose
from the binding or other damage occurring to the book. So the combina-
tion of faded rust-brown ink and browning paper that is characteristic of
centuries-old manuscripts is not readily dismissed.

The Possibility of Modern Forgery

The Arguments of Charles Murgin

When considering the possibility of modern forgery, it is best to begin with
a paper written in 1975 by Charles E. Murgia, then Chairman (now Profes-
sor Emeritus) of the Department of Classics at Berkeley, for a Colloquium
arranged by Edward C. Hobbs on the question of whether LGM 1 represents
primitive gospel tradition. Murgia noted parallels between the letter and



THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE LETTER TO THEODORE 29

“Classical fakes,” which raised the possibility that this manuscript was writ-
ten much later than it appears to be. Most importantly, he noted that classi-
cal forgeries often contain information that rationalizes their own existence
and late emergence, and that this information does not always harmonize
with elements in the undisputed corpus. He also noted that when such for-
geries take the form of interpolations within existing texts, they may attempt
to authenticate themselves by filling obvious gaps or omissions (lacunas).!8

Murgia’s observations about how forgeries provide self-authenticating
information gave scholars a reason to wonder whether the Letter to Theodore
might actually be a forgery:

To me it seems that every sentence of the letter, other than the actual quota-
tion of secret Mark, is admirably designed to provide A SEAL OF AUTHENTIC-
ITY for the passage of secret Mark. Great care is taken to convince the modern
reader of why he has never heard of this gospel before. (1) It is only known
at Alexandria, (2) it is carefully guarded, (3) it is read only to the initiates,
(4) its very existence should be denied in public, and (5) even perjury should
be committed to maintain the secret of its existence.!?

At first sight, this argument is quite compelling. Smith himself commented
in 1976 that Murgia’s “theory of a ‘seal of authenticity’ is the strongest case
I have yet seen for the supposition that the letter is a forgery. I think it would
persuade me if I could think of a plausible forger (someone capable of doing
the job), a plausible reason for the forgery, and a plausible explanation of
why, if launched by somebody for some reason, the document has never hith-
erto been heard of.”?0 Six years later, however, Smith treated the question of
a seal of authenticity more lightly, and noted that Murgia “fell into a few fac-
tual errors.”?! These errors become apparent when one examines Murgia’s
characterizations of the letter.

Let us consider Murgia’s points in order. (1) According to the letter, the
gospel is not known only in Alexandria but is also becoming known wher-
ever Theodore lived because Carpocratians discussed it openly. This was not
a “secret Gospel,” as Smith translated meystikon euangelion (11.6, 12), but a mys-
tic gospel whose essential truths were hidden beneath the literal level of the nar-
rative. (2) This mistranslation unfortunately led Smith to read the notions of
physical guarding and secrecy into the statement that the gospel was “very
securely kept” within the church (&cdar®g ed pdio tpeitar; 11.1).22 1
doubt we are supposed to imagine guards perpetually posted outside a locked
room, preventing the curious from discovering a secret text! The point, rather,
is that this text was not made available to persons of unproven character.
The reference to Mark bequeathing his text to the church and the fanciful
account of how Carpocrates obtained his own copy similarly imply that the



30 RETHINKING THE DOMINANT PARADIGMS

original longer text was never copied for larger distribution (i.e., published).
(3) The restriction to “those being initiated into the great mysteries” specif-
ically excludes anyone who had not studied the minor mysteries of cosmol-
ogy from attending readings of this text. But there is no indication in the letter
of any attempt to keep catechumens and ordinary Christians unaware of the
existence of this gospel. (4) In no sense—not even by implication—is
Theodore enjoined “to maintain the secret of its existence.”?? He is told to deny
to the Carpocratians that their falsifications are Mark’s mystikon euangelion.?*
The existence of a mystikon enangelion is taken for granted in these debates with
Carpocratians, for the Carpocratians have it. They are the ones who told
Theodore about it in the first place! Moreover, the rationale that the implied
author gave for quoting the contents of the longer gospel to Theodore sug-
gests that any proper Christian may know its contents:

But we are “children of light,” having been illuminated by the “dayspring” of
the spirit of the Lord “from on high,” and “Where the Spirit of the Lord is,”
it says, “there is liberty,” for “All things are pure to the pure.” To you, there-
fore, I shall not hesitate to answer the questions you have asked, refuting the
falsifications by the very words of the Gospel. (I1.16-20)

In his Paedagogus Clement used the phrases “children of light” and “having
been illuminated” in reference to ordinary Christians, not gnostics (11.9.80.1;
9.79.3; cf. 9.80.4). Illumination is mentioned as a consequence of baptism
in Paed. 1.6.26.1; it is baptized believers who possess “the spirit of the Lord.”?>
Thus the persons to whom the mystic text rightly belongs (“we,” “the pure”)
are the 7eal Christians who received illumination and liberty from the holy
spirit through baptism. Since Theodore is a proper Christian, the implied
author has no qualms about divulging the contents of the mystic gospel to
him: “To you, therefore, I shall not hesitate...” As far as the incomplete frag-
ment goes (Murgia assumed the fragment is the whole text), there is no
direction to Theodore not to share his knowledge of the longer text with
other legitimate Christians.

(5) Murgia’s last point concerning the implied author’s recommendation
of a false oath (I1.11-12) deserves special attention. According to Murgia, the
forger’s need to explain why this gospel is otherwise unheard-of has resulted
in a highly implausible scenario that conflicts with Clement’s position that a
true Christian would not use oaths: “The rhetoric of urging someone to
commit perjury to preserve the secrecy of something which you are in the
process of disclosing is ludicrous.” Murgia made an error in supposing that
Theodore is being asked to keep this gospel a secret from the people who
informed him about it. But Theodore i being enjoined to use an oath to
bolster the half-truth that Mark did not write the adulterated Carpocratian text,
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and Murgia is not alone in supposing that this contradicts what Clement
said about oaths in Strom. VII.8.2¢ It would be helpful, then, to review this
passage. In VIL.8, Clement reasoned that oaths are sworn by people whose
way of life does not instill sufficient confidence in others. An honest life is itself
“a sure and decisive oath.” A Christian “ought, I think, to maintain a life cal-
culated to inspire confidence towards those without, so that an oath may
not even be asked; and towards himself and with those with whom he asso-
ciates, good feeling, which is voluntary righteousness.” Clement went on to
say that “The Gnostic swears truly, but is not apt to swear, having rarely
recourse to an oath, just as we have said.” As this comment demonstrates,
Clement acknowledged that there are times when a Christian would swear an
oath. Presumably; he had in mind situations in which the other party has had
insufficient opportunity to appreciate the Christian’s truthfulness through
witness of prior conduct. Theodore’s dealings with Carpocratians would
probably be so limited as to qualify as such a circumstance. These opponents,
moreover, are not potential converts who might be impressed with a Chris-
tian’s day-to-day truthfulness but a despised sect whose practices threatened
to discredit Christianity. The implied author’s strategy for dealing with Car-
pocratians was to inform them with a solemn oath that their principles are
not founded on an authentic apostolic writing. The letter writer attempts to
characterize this assertion as essentially the truth, reasoning that the longer
gospel that the Carpocratians possess has been adulterated to the point that
it is not really the gospel Mark wrote (I.11-15; I1.6-12). The telling of a half
truth is not at all devious for Clement. In the chapter of the Stromateis that
follows the discussion of oaths, Clement went on to note that sometimes
the gnostic will, “medicinally, as a physician for the safety of the sick,...deceive
or tell an untruth” (VI1.9.53.2). If lying to Christians for their own good was
acceptable to Clement, it is hard to doubt that telling half-truths to heretics
for the good of the church would not be. We can agree with Judith L. Kovacs
that the letter sounds very much like Clement in this respect.?”

Murgia’s proposed seal of authenticity does not hold up under exam-
ination. We may agree that the gospel was known mainly in Alexandria, and,
among the orthodox, was 7ead only to the true gnostics. We can infer that
the officials in the church were more circumspect than the Carpocratians
about divulging its contents to outsiders and did not distribute it outside
Alexandria. But we need not suppose that most Alexandrian Christians of
Clement’s day knew nothing about it. The stated and implied restrictions
on its use do not amount to a sufficient explanation for why modern (or
ancient) readers had never heard of the text, though they do help explain
why no copies now exist. This silence is not too surprising in view of the
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fact that six other previously unknown gospels were rediscovered in the
twentieth century.?8

Murgia’s observation about how interpolators will fill existing lacunas is
still worth considering in view of the fact that the addition of LGM 2 to
Mark 10:46 makes the canonical account of Jesus entering and leaving Jeri-
cho seem deficient, and the addition of LGM 1 provides an identity for the
young man who appears out of nowhere in canonical Mark 14:51-52. But
without considerable additional evidence for why the letter should be viewed
as a forgery, these facts can only appear ambiguous. The author of LGM 1
and 2 may have been attempting to elucidate elements in the narrative that
seemed puzzling. The evidence in fact supports that position. The letter itself
does not present LGM 1 and 2 as elements that had been lost from the orig-
inal gospel; it presents them as subsequent additions made by the original
author for the purpose of producing a second, distinct edition of his gospel.

In addition to noting similarities between the letter and classical forger-
ies, Murgia raised the issue that the manuscript of the letter contains no seri-
ous errors indicative of a normal history of scribal transmission. Because
scribes are prone to make errors, and errors tend to be compounded as imper-
fect copies are made from imperfect copies, manuscripts tend to have the
occasional serious error in addition to numerous trivial ones. This is especially
true of non-standard works, such as the lesser-known works of Clement,
which were copied so infrequently that the scribes could not find other copies
to use for comparison and correction. But whereas Smith’s manuscript has its
share of inconsequential errors, it appears to have no blunders. Moreover, in
Murgia’s opinion, this manuscript’s inconsequential errors are not the type an
ancient scribe would make but rather the type a modern author would make;
for instance, “The author, like most modern Greeks, cannot tell his smooth
from his rough breathings.”?”

The lack of conspicuous errors was already noted by Smith in his com-
mentary. In Smith’s opinion there are numerous indications that the scribe who
produced the Mar Saba fragment was a well-trained scholar who made few
expected errors and might therefore have been meticulous enough to have
studied and corrected the manuscript that he copied.3? Smith had also noticed
the presence of modern errors in breathings; this is his interpretation of both
facts: “These [modern] errors [in breathings] do not prove that the manu-
script he [the scribe] copied was incorrect in these points; nor does the usual
correctness of his spelling prove that it was generally correct. He probably
copied by reading the phrases and then repeating them as he wrote them
down. Therefore it is not surprising that what he wrote should sometimes
reflect either his knowledge or his pronunciation, rather than the reading of
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the text he was copying.”3! Scribes normally copied manuscripts by this pro-
cedure.3? They would read a phrase and then repeat it to themselves until they
finished writing it down, much the way we repeat a phone number to our-
selves between looking it up and dialling it. Smith also suggested that the man-
uscript upon which the copy is based may have lain in the monastery for a
millennium without being copied and therefore did not have a lengthy trans-
mission history.3® Smith’s interpretation of the evidence is plausible, and
there is no doubt that the person who made this manuscript was a scholar,
but the lack of serious errors indicative of transmission weighs in Murgia’s
favour.

Murgia’s perspective on the document, however, lacks a convincing
rationale for why such a letter would be forged in the first place. His expla-
nation appears to be that the document was created in the eighteenth century
for the purpose of satire or self-amusement, for the letter seemed to him to
read as a humorous parody of both Clement and Mark.34 Interestingly, some
of the things that Murgia found funny about the letter—such as the reference
to Mark using “notes,” the ambiguity concerning whether the young man was
dead, and the comment in LGM 1:9 that Jesus and the young man returned
to the man’s house “for he was rich”—are actually consistent with what we
know about Clement’s views and the peculiarities of Mark’s style. According
to Eusebius, Clement’s Hypotyposeis contained a story in which Peter’s Roman
audience implored Mark to produce for them a memorandum of Peter’s
preaching (bropviua), which became the occasion for his gospel (Church
History 11.15.1-2). The same term is used in the Letter to Theodore. So if this
is a forgery, the author was knowledgeable enough to draw upon a fragment
of Clement’s writings preserved by Eusebius. As for the ambiguity concern-
ing whether the young man was dead, which is created by the loud voice
from the tomb, the same uncertainty occurs in connection with two other indi-
viduals whom Jesus raises by the hand: Jairus’s daughter and the epileptic boy
(Mark 5:39, 41; 9:26-27). Finally, Mark’s tendency to offer peculiar and
sometimes embarrassing explanations beginning with the word for (yap) was
pointed out by C.H. Bird in 1953.35 The odd explanation in LGM 1:9 is very
similar to the ones in Mark 5:42; 11:13; and 16:4. I share Murgia’s amuse-
ment with the comment “But ‘naked man with naked man,” and the other
things about which you wrote, are not found” (III.13-14). Yet Clement
often comes across like the straight man in a lurid skit, and mach funnier
lines showcasing his homophobia appear in Paed. I11.11. So we need to ask
whether an interest in making Mark and Clement look a little funnier can
account for all the effort involved in preparing a forgery that so successfully
imitates Clement’s vocabulary, verbal associations, comparisons and metaphors,
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forms of reference, formulas for beginning sentences, use and frequency of
prepositions, syntax, and basic thought,3¢ along with Mark’s style, redac-
tional tendencies, theological emphases, and literary techniques.3” We should
also ask how this forger benefited from his labour. If this is an eighteenth-cen-
tury forgery, then “some anonymous scribe has waited patiently for his joke
to see the light of day.”38

The Arguments of Quentin Quesnell

The widespread suspicion directed against the letter is founded not so much
in legitimate concerns about its contents as in gossip about a tantalizing arti-
cle that appeared in the Catholic Biblical Quarterly a tew months prior to the
Colloquy attended by Murgia.3 Its author is a man of diverse interests, rang-
ing from philosophy and Catholic theology to the history and archaeology of
southwest Florida and even the disappearance of Smith College founder,
Sophia Smith, but in the field of New Testament scholarship Quentin Ques-
nell (pronounced keh-NELL) is best known for his 1967 doctoral thesis The
Mind of Mark and his memorable exchange with Morton Smith.

The famed article had its genesis in 1973, when Quesnell prepared a
review of The Secret Gospel for the National Catholic Reporter. He had recently
read some studies of forgeries, and when he encountered Smith’s work on the
Letter to Theodore “everything seemed so familiar. All the characteristics of a
hoax were present; all the classic mistakes that popular summaries like Good-
speed’s warn against were being made. I listed them and drew the scientific
conclusion that had to be drawn—until further and better evidence appears,
this has to be judged a forgery.”#

Quesnell’s book review made no (obvious) suggestion that the letter
might be a forgery, but he was intrigued enough by the possibility to write
Smith a letter on 15 November 1973 in order to see if Smith would confirm
his suspicion. Supposing that Smith might have produced the letter himself
with the help of someone who could imitate eighteenth-century Greek hand-
writing (“the one who knows,” to whom SG was dedicated), Quesnell con-
jectured that Smith was conducting a controlled experiment in how scholars
respond to new evidence. Quesnell thought that if his suspicion was correct,
Smith might ask him to keep this information to himself until the experiment
was finished. Smith did not, however, respond with a confession, so Ques-
nell decided to raise a challenge to the document’s authenticity in print. On
27 December 1973, he sent a précis of his article to the journal New Testament
Studies, suggesting that “Perhaps if a serious scholar became convinced that
a controlled study of diverging apologetic interpretations was needed for the
improvement of scientific method, he might consider that adequate justifica-
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tion for creating one strictly controllable piece of evidence with which to get
the study under way” (that scenario was eventually outlined on pp. 57-58 of
his article).

In the finished article, Quesnell argued that the evidence, as Smith pre-
sented it, leaves forgery a very real possibility. He did not, however, accuse
Smith of forging the letter, because he recognized that such a conclusion
would go beyond the evidence: “Did I personally think Smith (in collabora-
tion with ‘the one who knows’) had forged the document? Of course I did.
But that was not the point of the article. Why did I not make it the point of
the article? Because it was a conclusion based on negative evidence. All that
followed from the evidence made available was that the document could have
been produced anywhere between 1936 [when the first index of Clement’s
vocabulary had been published| and 1958 [when the letter was discovered].”
The notion that Quesnell set out to prove that Smith forged the Letter to
Theodore is a long-standing misconception of Quesnell’s article, one that
derives in large measure from Smith’s intemperate response. Smith’s knowl-
edge of Quesnell’s private suspicions led him to read more into Quesnell’s pub-
lic arguments than Quesnell intended. So in 1976, Smith offered a brief
rejoinder in CBQ in which he asserted that “Quesnell insinuates that I forged
the [manuscript].”#! In the same issue Quesnell was allotted 1500 words to
set the record straight, but few observers of the dispute were disposed to
believe him, for they relished the thought that someone had publicly accused
Smith of forgery:

Dr. Smith feels the point of my article was to prove that he forged the Clement
text. If that had been my point, I would have stated it clearly. He would not
have had to compose his reply in terms like “insinuates...suggests...insinua-
tion...suspicion...etc.”

1 did state the real point clearly. It was a general point of scientific method,
which is why it interested me.... The point was—and remains—that a person
who introduces an exciting new manuscript find to the world has the basic
responsibility to make the manuscript available for scientific examination.*

Quesnell did not “skitter...away from alleging fraud,” as the scandalmon-
gers insist.#3 He never intended to make his personal and unsubstantiated sus-
picions an issue in his article. What did concern him was Smith’s decision to
present his colleagues with mere photographs of the text. According to Ques-
nell, Smith’s approach of not producing the original for scientific study and
restricting his analysis to the content is congruent with the pattern of known
forgers; that fact raises the possibility of recent forgery.** Hence physical
analysis is necessary to rule out a modern origin (e.g., analysis of the ink, the
smoothness of the pen strokes, etc.). This concern for how an important
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manuscript discovery should be presented to the scientific community is what
led Quesnell to argue that if Smith had the necessary resources to find and
authenticate the document in the late 1950s, then so did a potential forger
have them to create and plant the document.#5

For the most part Quesnell maintained a distinction between this hypo-
thetical forger and the person who authenticated the document, but here
and there he buttressed his case by casting suspicion on Smith. Quesnell
noted, for instance, that Smith’s interest in how scholars respond to new evi-
dence is something that might have motivated a forger. Here Smith is said “to
tell a story on himself” when he narrated the reactions of two of his teach-
ers to his discovery:#¢ More pointedly, Quesnell wondered aloud whether the
dedications of Smith’s two books are meant to be understood together, point-
ing out that the scholarly book was dedicated to someone who Smith knew
did not accept Clement’s authorship of the letter (A.D. Nock) and that the
popular version was written “For The One Who Knows.” Quesnell implied
that Smith supplied a hint about what this anonymous person knows.*” More
generally, Quesnell characterized Smith’s presentation of the evidence as “puz-
zling” for a serious study,*® implying that it might not be so serious.

Quesnell had no problem with the contents of the manuscript, which
struck him as “quite harmless and in no way implausible for the period in ques-
tion.”® His reasons for casting doubt on its authenticity were hypothetical.
Instead of convincing someone connected to the Patriarchate to arrange to
test the manuscript, or uncovering evidence that Smith had been studying
Clement before 1958 (e.g., library records, publications), Quesnell put the
onus entirely on Smith, claiming that he “had a responsibility to make the man-
uscript available for scientific examination.” That expectation makes little
sense.’0 Regardless of how item 65 found its way into the tower library,
Smith could not take it home with him in order to present it to his peers. His
ties with the Patriarchate were with people he knew in his mid-twenties.
When he desired to return to Mar Saba in 1958, the new Patriarch, His Beat-
itude Benedict, granted his request to catalogue the manuscripts not in the
interests of Western science but in recognition of volunteer work Smith had
done for Orthodox refugees ten years earlier.>! Once that debt to Smith was
repaid, Smith had no more influence within the Patriarchate than anyone
else who has tried—in vain—to see the manuscript. So what more could
Smith do besides publish photographs, report the precise location of the
manuscript, and inform the Patriarchate of its importance? Unfortunately,
Quesnell’s unrealistic demand that Smith produce the manuscript metamor-
phosed into the myth that Smith refused to let anyone examine it and even
into scepticism that it ever existed.
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Quesnell’s reason for rejecting arguments of authorship based on content
also makes little sense. Even if we grant the notion that “a contemporary
might always possess as much information about plausible form and con-
tent as the would-be detector, possess the same tools, know as much about
the uncovering of earlier hoaxes,”>? the premise that a forger could fool all of
his or her contemporaries has past its expiry date. Present-day Clement schol-
ars, with forty-five more years of research at their disposal, should have the
necessary resources to detect problems with the content of the letter. Yet they
are generally more inclined to accept the letter’s authenticity, precisely because
they now better appreciate the letter’s conformity to Clement’s thought.
Quesnell cited Goodspeed in support of the importance of examining the
physical manuscript, but Goodspeed himself conceded that the content and
visual appearance of a manuscript usually supply a professional document
examiner with enough information for detecting forgery: “What the scholar
really desires is to see the very document itself, but failing that a photograph
of it will usually answer the purposes of his investigation.”>3 Goodspeed had
little difficulty exposing fraudulent discoveries strictly on the basis of anachro-
nisms and other irregularities in their contents, and his demonstrations of
decisive errors often filled several pages. Manuscript or not, there is usually
something in the content of a fraudulent ancient text that will stand out as
an obvious give-away even to contemporary authorities on the purported
author, and such works rarely fool more than a few inattentive experts. Pro-
fessional document examiners, moreover, can and do find anomalies in the
appearance of a manuscript on the basis of photographs. Although people like
to romanticize about the perfect forgery, the reality is that “perfect forgeries
are so rare that it is doubtful if many document examiners have ever seen
one.”5*

Quesnell’s contention that Smith’s actions conformed to the standard
pattern of forgers is likewise problematic. In marked contrast to Smith, the
discoverers of the alleged ancient Christian texts discussed by Goodspeed
supplied no transcriptions of the texts in the original languages, no photo-
graphs of the alleged manuscripts, and no clear information about where to
find them. In other words, they merely pretended that they had seen manu-
scripts. The more knowledgeable charlatans who can forge believable man-
uscripts, on the other hand, rarely stop at one. It takes an enormous amount
of practice to cut a serviceable quill pen, to write naturally and elegantly with
teather and ink, and to devise a formula for ink that can be faded artificially,
in this case on two types of paper (the last blank page of the book and a
page of binder’s paper) that are bound into a book. The people who bother
to master such things normally forge documents on a regular basis if not for
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a living; the need for fame or fortune that motivates great forgers is rarely sat-
isfied with a single “discovery” Some, like Mark Hofmann, produced more
forgeries than they could remember (and his errors were detected from pho-
tographs).55 When they come under suspicion, such forgers normally resort
to greater deceit, such as forging corroborating evidence. When we consider
the fact that Smith discovered only one highly significant document, published
photographs, carefully preserved those photographs in his safe deposit box,
informed the Patriarchate of the manuscript’s importance, gave the world
accurate information about its whereabouts, and never appealed to “new” cor-
roborating evidence, it is hard to justify the suggestion that we are dealing with
a pattern typical of forgers.

The Controversy Sparked by Quesnell’s Article

Quesnell did not intend to accuse Smith of forgery or to offer a veiled hypoth-
esis about how Smith could have manufactured the text. He made a case
that the manuscript cannot be accepted as authentic in the absence of foren-
sic examination. Nevertheless, during the 1980s some scholars who were
venturing to conduct independent research on the document began to play
up this dispute, partly to show that they were aware of the possibility of for-
gery, but also as a means of reviving interest in the subject. The intrigue of
Smith’s discovery grew with every retelling. In 1979, a Swedish patristic
scholar, Per Beskow, capitalized on the mystique of forgery by discussing the
longer gospel in a book that addressed the problems involved in detecting
modern forgeries.> Quesnell’s reasons for querying the authenticity of the doc-
ument figure prominently in this discussion. In 1984, Hans-Martin Schenke
began his overview of the scholarly reception of the letter by quoting a page
and a half of visceral comments about Smith’s theories by three German
scholars, then turned to Quesnell and proclaimed “Quesnell makes no secret
of his suspicion that Smith might have forged the Clementine letter him-
self.”57 The year after that, in another review of Quesnell’s concerns about
authenticity, John Crossan reiterated Smith’s slant on the point of one of
Quesnell’s arguments: “If the text is a forgery, then, one might presume that
the scholarship used by Smith to authenticate the document in 1973 [sic] was
actually prepared to forge it in 1958.758 That is quite a presumption consid-
ering that Smith published nothing on Clement prior to the 1970s and
showed little interest in patristics in the period leading up to his discovery. Next
Marvin Meyer added to this popular impression of controversy with his com-
ment, “From the well-known statements of Quentin Quesnell to the more
recent dispute over insinuations in Per Beskow’s Strange Tales about Jesus,
the scholarly discussions concerning the Mar Saba manuscript have been
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conducted within the context of expressed doubts and uncertainties about the
authenticity of the text.” This vague comment, wherein Beskow’s “insinu-
ations” establish the meaning of Quesnell’s “well-known statements,” conjures
the thought of veiled accusations, but Beskow insinuated nothing and
explained the reasons why he did not suspect Smith.%0

The constant references to suspicion and controversy were self-fulfilling.
Although intended in part to revive interest in the subject, the sensationalism
ultimately had the opposite effect, and fewer scholars ventured to make use
of a document that might one day be proved a forgery. Despite the dearth of
new arguments against the letter’s authenticity, the talk of controversy had itself
become sufticient evidence that something is amiss, at least for scholars who
did not have the appropriate expertise to develop an informed opinion. This
growing deference to scholarly folklore, together with Smith’s death in 1991,
cleared the way for one of Smith’s former students to declare him “a charla-
tan and a fraud, and his discovery a hoax.”¢!

Jacob Neusner has made this allegation in a variety of contexts, most
notably as part of a review of books by John Meier and John Crossan on the
historical Jesus. Under the pretence of defending the enterprise of historical
Jesus research against the “disgrace” brought to it by Smith’s fraud,®> Neusner
telt free not only to refer to the Letter to Theodore as “what must now be
declared the forgery of the century,” but even to claim that this “brilliant for-
gery,” this “out-and-out fakery,” was “exposed” by Quesnell.®3 Neusner did
not hesitate to assure us that Quesnell’s “Further Questions for Smith” were
a discreet way of accusing Smith of forgery, a ploy adopted in order to avoid
getting “sued for libel.”* Yet apart from rephrasing Quesnell’s points to make
them sound incriminating, Neusner offered no evidence of his own aside
from baseless characterizations of Smith’s intentions, and numerous, egregious
misrepresentations of fact. Where most scholars would do research, Neusner
consulted the one famous opinion, then confabulated a new version of the
reception of Smith’s scholarship that suited his agenda:

The very quest [for the historical Jesus] met its defining disgrace by Smith,
whose “historical” results—Jesus was “really” a homosexual magician—
depended upon a selective believing in whatever Smith thought was histor-
ical. Even at the time, some of us told Smith to his face that he was an
upside-down fundamentalist, believing anything bad anybody said about
Jesus, but nothing good. And no one who so rebuked him objected to the
campaigns of character assassination that Smith spent his remaining years
conducting; there is a moment at which, after all, truth does matter....
...As a matter of fact, Smith’s presentation of the evidence for his homo-
sexual magician, a Clement fragment he supposedly turned up in a library in
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Sinai [sic] in 1958, ranks as one of the most slovenly presentations of an
allegedly important document in recent memory; and, to understate mat-
ters, it left open the very plausible possibility of forgery. Smith himself was
an expert on such matters, having devoted scholarly essays to great forgeries
in antiquity.®

This first assault was published as many times as Neusner could find
new ways to introduce it. In subsequent attacks upon Smith’s memory,
Neusner took it for granted that his allegations had had their intended effect.
Hence he set aside the pretence of having evidence, and referred to the sup-
posed fraud and imaginary scandal as facts: “As to the scholarly fraud, who
speaks of it any more, or imagines that the work pertains to the study of the
New Testament at all? I need not remind readers...of the scandal of Smith’s
‘sensational discovery’ of the Clement fragment, the original of which no
one but Smith was permitted to examine. Purporting, in Smith’s report, to
demonstrate that the historical Jesus was ‘real