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A Serious Loss:
When Eusebius, early in the
fourth century, set his hand to the
work which was to earn him the
title “The Father of Church His
tory,” he was appalled at the dearth
of materials available to work with.
He found himself, so he says, walk
ing an untrodden path in an empty
desert; the voices of the ancient
Church came to him, as he puts it,
feebly and fitfully over a vast
empty gulf.1 A century earlier when
Origen, the greatest theologian of
the church, sought to present a
clear and unequivocal explanation
of the first principles of the gospel
to his perplexed and wrangling
generation, he had to confess that
he could discover no authoritative
statement of any of those principles
in the literature of the church.2
From such sad cases it would ap
pear that the early Church either
kept no records or else that they
were lost. Today we know what
happened: The early literature of
the Church was entirely lost and
in its place another literature was
substituted. As a result of recent
discoveries, the student is now con
fronted with two quite distinct
corpora of early Christian teach
ing. Just as pilgrims to the Holy
Land have for many generations
accepted Ommiad and Norman
buildings and sixteenth century
Turkish walls and gates as the
authentic settings of biblical his
tory, since the originals had long
since ceased to exist, so the Chris
tian world as a whole has long ac
cepted as the voice of the original
Church, documents which have
nothing to do with that Church, but
are later substitutes for a literature
that disappeared at an early date.
“The original literature,” writes
Schneemelcher, “was supplanted
[abgeldst] by another literature
very strongly influenced by the
non-Christian environment.”3
Why so? Because the original
literature was a strange and disArchaeological sites
like this are yielding
an insight into
the beliefs and practices
of the early Christian
Church.

turbing thing that the world could
not stomach: “Early Christian lit
erature had no predecessors and
no successors, but appears as a
completely alien intrusion into the
Classical tradition, an incongru
ous and unwelcome interruption,
an indigestible lump which, how
ever, disappears as suddenly as it
came, leaving the Schoolmen to re
sume operations as if nothing had
happened.”4 By the time “classical”
Christian literature of the School
men was just beginning, all the
forms of the original old Christian
literature, according to Overbeck,
had ceased to exist.5
The transition took place roughly
in three steps. Our synoptic Gos
pels are a product of the first of
these steps. The fact that there are
three Gospels instead of one and
that each of these is full of variant
readings in the earliest texts shows
that we have here not the original
New Testament but the results of
“altering, eliminating . . . expand
ing” of earlier texts.6 Until the
middle of the fourth century other
gospels, such as those of the He
brews and Egyptians, were ac
cepted by the churches oq an equal
footing with those writings which
later became canonical; that is to
say, our synoptic Gospels have be
hind them a still older Christian
background literature which be
came lost, but today is being redis
covered.7
The second step away from the
original Christian literature was
the systematic corruption of the
record by the so-called Gnostics.
These people made a practice of
claiming to be the unique and
secret possessors of the earliest
Christian writings. To make good
their claims, they did not hesitate
to practise forgery, and they bor
rowed freely from any available
source. Available sources included
some genuine old Christian writ
ings along with all the other stuff,
and so it happens that while the

Gnostic writings are patently fraud
ulent, they nonetheless preserve a
good deal of valuable material. The
sifting of the wheat from the chaff
in the Gnostic writings is a process
that may go on for years to come.8
In the third phase of displace
ment, caution was thrown to the
winds as Christian writers adopted
the principle that any story that
was edifying, whether true or not,
could be safely treated as if it were
true. Pseudoacts and pseudogospels
were mass-produced sby borrowing
freely from popular pagan myths
and legends, while the earlier
Apocrypha were supplanted by
new and sensational miracle-tales.9
At every step of the develop
ment, the process was the same,
namely the elimination of certain
elements followed by the introduc
tion of others to take their place.
The impoverishment of the early
heritage was quickly corrected by
the process of “enriching” the re
mainder through a transfusion of
new but very different material,
which from then on was repre
sented as the old original Christian
heritage but was in reality what
Schneemelcher calls “a literary
fiction in the service of propa
ganda.”10 One is reminded of the
enterprise which removes certain
vitamins from flour by one process
and replaces them by another; only
in this case instead of the original
value being restored, something
very different was substituted in
its place, so that Christian litera
ture from the third century on can
rightly be designated as an
“Ersatz.”10
In the second century, Clement
of Alexandria commented on the
ways in which teachings of the
early Church unavoidably and in
evitably became lost. First of all,
he says, things were lost through
failure to write them down. Clem
ent is aware, as Eusebius is, that
the ancient Apostles didn’t need to
write everything down because “the
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Today we know what

happened: the early literature
of the Church was entirely lost

and in its place another literature
was substituted
blessed men of old possessed a
marvelous power,” but, signifi
cantly enough, this power is no
longer had in the church, and so
what is not written is lost. Tradi
tion preserves such things for a
time, but not indefinitely:
.
things there are which though not
noted down still remained for a
while, but they are now being lost.
Some of these things are now com
pletely extinguished, having faded
away in the mind from sheer
neglect and lack of exercise.”
But even things which are writ
ten down and carefully transmitted
get lost, “for they undergo a pro
cess of constant change,” and have
to be continually interpreted. In
terpreted by whom? “Either by the
one who wrote the Scripture,” says
Clement, “or by another who has
followed in his footsteps.”11 But
where do we find such a one?
Clement notes that there are things
in his own writings which different
readers are bound to interpret in
different ways, making him say
things he never intended—and there
is nothing he can do about it!12
Accordingly, Clement himself in
tends to play safe in high and holy
matters by simply refusing to write
what he knows, “fearing to write
down the things I have kept myself
from speaking; not that I begrudge
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anything—for that would not be
right—but simply that I am afraid
they might fall into the wrong
hands and lead people into further
error: it would be as the proverb
has it, ‘like giving a sword to a
baby,’ that is, we might well be
guilty of inciting them.”13
The Policy of Reticence:
This last remark of Clement
brings us to what is perhaps the
most important factor in explaining
the gaps and silences in the early
Christian record, a thing that has
been constantly ignored or mini
mized by students, namely the de
liberate policy of reticence and
secrecy that meets us at every step
in the study of ancient Christian
documents. The word “secrecy”
has connotations which can be mis
leading here. There is nothing
whatever in the secret teachings of
the early Christians which seeks to
beguile or mystify, nor is there the
hush-hush and top-secret mentality
of the later Gnostics.
On the contrary, the rationing of
information by and among the early
Saints was in accordance with a
clearly stated policy by which no
one was to be denied any teaching
which he was ready to receive. And
when was one ready to receive in

formation? As soon as one sincerely
sought and asked for it. When the
Lord warned the Disciples against
giving their treasures to those who,
like domestic animals, would not
know how to appreciate them or
what to do with them, he immedi
ately added instructions as to who
should receive, namely, “every one
that asketh.” (Matt. 7:6-8.) A more
magnanimous policy could not be
imagined, giving freely to all who
ask and withholding only from
those who do not want holy things
and would accordingly be harmed
by them.
The policy is familiar from the
early Jewish writings as well. The
so-called Manual of Discipline
warns the faithful: “Do not give
these things to the Children of the
Pit, because they do not study
them, neither do they seek them.”14
There is no snobbishness here:
Israel has lost the secret things, the
Dead Sea Scrolls repeatedly ob
serve, because Israel has fallen
away and lost interest in them.
Likewise, these things are secrets
kept from the world simply because
the world will not receive them.
Neither the early sectarians nor the
Christians wanted or expected high
and holy things to become the
property of a humanity that re
mained recalcitrant and unregen
erate. “The belief in secret lore
entrusted only to the few initi
ated was persistently maintained
throughout the centuries,” accord
ing to Kohler.15 The Scrolls con
stantly speak of the knowledge
possessed by the Saints as “the
secret counsel” or “the secret plan
of God” kept secret because only
faithful Israel was worthy or able
to receive it, and in the Scrolls
faithful Israel is but a small rem
nant.16 It has long been known that
the terms Nazorene, Zaddikim
(also Zadokites, sons of Zadok),
and Hasidim all refer to “those who
keep the secret” or “those who abide
by the covenant,” the two concepts
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being virtually identical.17
A few well-known quotations
from the New Testament should be
enough to establish the reality of
reticence as an essential principle
of the gospel teaching. Consider
such phrases as the following:
“. . . it is given unto you to know
the mysteries of the kingdom of
heaven, but to them it is not given.”
“. . . they have ears to hear, and
hear not: . . .”
“. . . as they did not like to retain
God in their knowledge, God gave
them over to a reprobate mind, . . .”
(Italics added.)
“All men cannot receive this say
ing, save they to whom it is given.”
“. . . he taught them many things
by parables, ... as they were able
to hear it.”
“And they understood none of
these things: and this saying was
hid from them, . . .”
“If I tell you, ye will not believe:”
“If I have told you earthly things,
and ye believe not, how shall ye be
lieve, if I tell you of heavenly
things?”
“This is an hard saying; who can
hear it? . . . Doth this offend you?”
“Why do ye not understand my
speech? even because ye cannot
hear my word.”
“My sheep hear my voice, . . .”
“I have yet many things to say
unto you, but ye cannot bear them
now.”
“. . . we cannot tell what he
saith.”
“. . . the time cometh, when I
shall no more speak unto you in
proverbs, but I shall shew you
plainly of the Father.”
“. . . the light shineth in darkness;
and the darkness comprehended it
not.”
“. . . as yet they knew not the
scripture, . . .”
He appeared “not to all the peo
ple, but unto witnesses chosen . . .”
“. . . they . . . were forbidden of
the Holy Ghost to preach the word
in Asia,”
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“Hearing ye shall hear, and shall
not understand;”
“. . . I . . . could not speak unto
you as unto spiritual, ... I have fed
you with milk, and not with meat;

“. . . unspeakable words, which
it is not lawful for a man to utter.”
“. . . by revelation he made
known unto me the mystery; . . .
Which in other ages was not made
known. . . .”
“. . . the mystery which hath been
hid from ages and from genera
tions, but now is made manifest to
his saints:”
“. . . many things . . . hard to be
uttered, seeing ye are dull of hear
ing.”
“. . . many things ... I would not
write with paper and ink; but I
. . . come unto you and speak face
to face, . . .”
In each of these sayings (and
there are many others) it is ap
parent that something is being
withheld, and it is also apparent
that it is being held back not arbi
trarily but for a good reason,
namely, that people are not ready
to receive it. It is also apparent
that people are to be given knowl
edge as they are able to receive it,
so that the mysteries of the king
dom are imparted by degrees.
There are, as it were, automatic
safeguards built into the teaching
to protect sacred things from com
mon misunderstanding and to pro
tect the unworthy from damaging
themselves with them. God, accord
ing to Justin Martyr, has hidden
the truth from the smartest doctors
of the Jews whose own warped
minds render them incapable of
grasping it.18 When John the Bap
tist was hailed before the Jewish
doctors, according to Josephus, he
told them: “I will not reveal to you
the secret that is among you, be
cause you have not desired it.”19
(Italics added.) One receives as
one is able to receive.
(Continued on page 326)

Volume from the
Nag-Hamadi library. Book
is believed to be as old as
some of the scrolls recently
discovered.

311

Since Cumorah
(Continued from page 311)
An interesting variation of this
theme is the teaching that Jesus
appears in different ways to differ
ent people. Origen knows the doc
trine, but it is more fully developed
in ancient Logia and the newly dis
covered Gospel of Philip, which
tells us that to angels Jesus appears
as an angel but to men as a man,
since everyone “comprehends” only
what he is like.20 Hence, another
early writing reminds us, we can
understand God only to the degree
to which we are like God.21 This
is close to the teaching of the
Apostles, that the time shall come
when we shall see God as he is, for
we shall be like him,22 and to the
doctrine of eternal progression: As
God is, man may become.

Techniques of Concealment:

The earliest Christian Apocrypha,
especially those dealing with the
Lord’s teachings after the resur
rection, are represented as ex
tremely secret, but always with the
understanding that they are to be
given without hesitation to those
who really want them. Thus in an
early text Peter explains his policy
in dealing with Simon Magus, who
wants to discuss the mysteries with
him:
“It is important to have some
knowledge of the man ... if he
remains wrapped up and polluted
in obvious sins, it is not proper for
me to speak to him at all of the
more secret and sacred things of
divine knowledge, but rather to
protest and confront him, that he
cease from sin, and cleanse his
actions from vice. But if he insinu
ates himself, and leads us on to
speak what he, as long as he acts
improperly, ought not to hear, it
will be our part to parry him
cautiously.”23
Simon is to be told nothing until
he has learned repentance. This,
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it will be recalled, was the policy
of John the Baptist in dealing with
the men who came out from the
schools to heckle him and of Jesus
when the Schoolmen laid clever
traps for him.24 Accordingly, when
Simon Magus insists on discussing
the mysteries of godhead, Peter re
marks, “You seem to me not to
know what a father and a God is:
but I could tell you both whence
souls are, and when and how
they were made; only it is not per
mitted to me now to disclose these
things to you.”25 Peter explains that

THANK GOD FOR APRIL
BY

SOLVEIG

PAULSON

RUSSELL

Thank God for April
When the heart leaps high
To see the flush of springtime
In an April sky,
To see green worlds reflected
In the dancing drops of rain
That pause before they scamper
From the window pane.
Thank God for April
When petticoats of gold
Flutter fragile loveliness
Where daffodils unfold,
And all the pulsing things of earth
Are eagerly unfurled
To add enchanting beauty
To Gods good world.

because of the wickedness of men,
“God has concealed his mind from
men,” and that the Christians are
under obligation “to honor with
silence the very highest teach
ings.”20
When the sincere investigator
Clement asks Peter about the fate
of his parents who never heard the
gospel, Peter remarks, “Now, Clem
ent, you are forcing me to discuss
things we are not allowed to talk
about,” but offers to explain things
“so far as it is' allowed,”27 with the
understanding that “with the pass
ing of time the more secret things

will be disclosed to you.”28 When
Clement later ventures a bit of
learned speculation about the
anointing of Adam to be a high
priest, Peter becomes angry and
rebukes him “for thinking we can
know everything before the proper
time.”29
A well attested Logion preserved
in the Clementine writings quotes
Peter as saying, “Let us remember
that the Lord commanded us say
ing, ‘Guard those secret things
[mysteria] which belong to me and
the sons of my house.’ ”30 A variation
of this, “keep my secret, ye who are
kept by it!” was often quoted by
the church Fathers and is found in
the very early Odes of Solomon.31
Commenting on it, Lactantius
wrote, “We do not make a practice
of defending and discussing this
thing publicly, because, with the
help of God, we quietly keep his
secret to ourselves in silence . . .
for it is proper to withhold and con
ceal the mystery with all possible
care—especially so for us who bear
the name of believers.”32
We have cited the Clementine
Peter here as representative of all
the early apocryphal teachings re
garding the secrecy and reticence
of the preaching. “Nothing is hard
er,” he says to Clement, “than to
reason about the truth in the pres
ence of a mixed multitude of people.
... I try for the most part, by using
a certain circumlocution, to avoid
publishing the chief knowledge
concerning the Supreme Divinity to
unworthy ears.”33 This recalls the
Lord’s admonitory introduction to
teachings of particularly momen
tous import: “Whohath ears to hear,
let him hear.”34 “The Mysteries of
the Faith,” says Clement of Alex
andria, “are not to be disclosed in
discriminately to everyone, since
not all are ready to receive the
truth.”35
There is a sound pedalogical
principle involved here: “The
teaching of all doctrine,” says Peter
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in the Recognitions, “has a certain
order: there are some things which
must be delivered first, others in
the second place, and others in the
third, and so on, everything in its
order. If these things be delivered
in their order they become plain; but
if they be brought forward out of
order, they will seem to be spoken
against reason.”36 That is why he
rebuked the youthful Clement for
wanting “to know everything ahead
of time.” Elsewhere he explains that
the Lord “has commanded us to
go forth to preach, and to invite
you to the supper of the heavenly
king . . . and to give you your wed
ding garments, that is to say, the
privilege of being baptized. . . .
you are to regard this as the first
step of three, which step brings
forth thirty commandments, as the
second step does sixty and the third
one hundred, as we shall explain to
you more fully at another time.”37
This reminds one of Paul’s ration
ing of the teaching to the saints,38
but the three steps are significant.
Papias says that the Apostles taught
that the 30, 60, and 100 “are the
gradation and arrangement of
those that are saved, and that they
advance through steps of this na
ture,” referring definitely to three
degrees of glory.39 The very early
Testament of Our Lord Jesus Christ
opens with the admonition that the
document is to come into the hands
“only of proven saints who dwell
in the third order (or level) next
to the mansion of my Father who
sent me.”40
Here we see the teachings ra
tioned with respect not merely to
outsiders but within the Church
itself. At the beginning of the
second century, Ignatius wrote to
the Saints at Tralles who had asked
him for a letter about the mysteries:
“I would like to write to you of
heavenly things (or of things more
full of mystery), but I fear to do so,
lest I should inflict injury on you
who are but babes . . . you would
be strangled by such things.”41 In

328

the same spirit Clement of Alex
andria, as we have seen, refused
to commit certain things to writing
because giving them to the churches
of his day would be like giving a
sword to a baby.
Nearly all the earliest Christian
writings are addressed “to secret
societies of initiates,” usually with
strict instructions that their circula
tion be carefully limited.42 Typical is
the newly found Apocryphon of
James, which begins: “Since you
have asked me to send you a secret
book of revelation, which was given
to me and to Peter by the Lord, I
cannot refuse or be silent. . . . But
I . . . send it to you and to you
alone. . . . Take care not to let this
book of the Lord be communicated
to many. The Savior did not want
it transmitted to all the Twelve.”43
ONLY A SECOND
BY JAN

GUDMUNDSON

Seconds
Can change life to death.
Seconds
Can change laughter to tears.
M inutes
Can mean defeat.
Minutes
Can change the course of life.

Hours
Can bring the fulfilment of a
dream.
Hours
Can change day to night.

Days and months
Can find a cure for disease.
Days and months
Can change a soul to look to God.
Life is made up
Of seconds, minutes, hours,
Days, months, and years
Which change and shape
Existence.

These can change
For better or worse
In tragedy or new life.

These are so short in comparison
To Eternity,
And yet,
These make Eternity!

In one Clementine writing, Clement
is ordered by Peter “to hide this
revelation in a box, so that foolish
men may not see it.”44
And in a Clementine epistle,
Peter writes to James: “Please do
not give over any of the writings I
send to you to the Gentiles; trans
mit them only to those who have
been tried and proven:” specifically
they are to be given to “the seventytwo” just as Moses shared his reve
lations with a like number of
elders. This is interesting because
Eusebius quotes an authentic state
ment of Clement, that the Lord
after the resurrection gave the
Gnosis only to Peter, James, and
John, who in turn passed it down to
the Twelve and the Seventy-two.45
The circulation of early teachings
was further limited by the diffi
culty of the idiom in which they
were originally written, as Chrysos
tom noted long ago.46 But to make
things still more difficult, they
were often written in a special jar
gon, a “special language,” in fact,
which is now coming in for a good
deal of attention.47 Persecuted
minorities have a way of shutting
themselves in and developing a
secret idiom of their own to circum
vent the watchful malice of their
oppressors.48 Some of the writings
in the Dead Sea Scrolls, for ex
ample, “may be said, with some
slight exaggeration, to have been
written in code,” just as were such
important Jewish Apocrypha as
Daniel, Enoch, the Testament of
the Twelve Patriarchs, and the
Sibylline Oracles.49 The important
Odes of Solomon have been desfcribed by one of their editors as “a
cipher within a cipher”!50 Indeed,
the original meaning of “Apoc
rypha” is secret writing—writing
too holy to be divulged to a cynical
and unbelieving world: “An apoc
ryphal book,” writes M. R. James,
“was—originally—one too sacred
and secret to be in every one’s
hands: it must be reserved for the
initiate, the inner circle of believ
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ers.”51 The theory was that “all
these things were hidden from ordi
nary mortals; they were known to
the great national heroes of the
past, Enoch, Noah, Abraham,
Moses, and others, having been re
vealed to them by angels. . . .”52
A. D. Nock finds in the New
Testament itself “writings by men
of esoteric piety addressed only to
their spiritual brethren,”53 and
Riesenfeld now maintains that the
Gospel of John consists largely of
Jesus’s “meditations” uttered con
fidentially in the circle of his
Apostles.54 “When we open the
Septuagint and the New Testa
ment,” writes Nock, “we find at
once a strange vocabulary . . . the
product of an enclosed world liv
ing its own life, a ghetto culturally
and linguistically; they belong to
a literature written entirely for the
initiated.”55 It is this which has
rendered “the strange world of the
New Testament” so “baffling” and
“exotic,” according to Professor

Cross.5*3 The peculiarity consists
not in the invention of new words
but in the use of familiar words in
a new and unfamiliar context, “to
express a new category” of
things.57 An exact parallel to this
is the Latter-day Saint adoption of
such legal and specialized words as
testimony, endowment, sacrament,
conference, sealing, etc., in contexts
which the outside world does not
understand.58
The special interpretation which
the sectaries and the early Chris
tians put on familiar words must
not be coni used with the later prac
tice of allegorical interpretation,
Cullmann reminds us. John’s writ
ings especially, he points out, are
full of double meanings, but in
John this is no mere literary conceit
but the conveying of information
to those who have ears to hear.59
A recent find illustrates this prin
ciple by the best-known of all para
bles, that of the Good Samaritan.
To an outsider this is a story of the

loftiest humanitarian and moral
purpose, completely satisfying in
itself. Yet it would now appear that
no early Christian could possibly
have missed the real significance
of the wine and oil that heal the
wounded man as standing for the
sacrament and the anointing that
restore the ailing human soul to a
healthy state, thanks to the inter
vention of the Lord, who is the
Good Samaritan.*30
The newly discovered apocryphal
writings, both Jewish and Chris
tian, refer with surprising fre
quency to the plan of salvation as
a hidden or buried treasure. They
accept the doctrine, as expressed by
Lactantius, that “God has hidden
the treasure of wisdom and of
truth,” so that the wise men of the
earth have never been able to find
it by their own efforts.*31 Down
through the ages God has opened
his treasury to the faithful few who
have proven true, to the covenant
and permitted them to share the
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secret knowledge of his plans: “The
treasury of the holy King is flung
open, and they who worthily par
take of the good things therein do
rest, and resting they shall reign.”62
In the Recognitions, Peter explains
that God has always concealed the
kingdom, like a rich treasure, “yet
he has caused the report of it,
under various names and opinions,
to be spread abroad through the
successive generations, to the hear
ing of all.” All men, that is, have at
some time or other received some
inducement to take at least a pre
liminary step in the direction of
searching for the gospel; all men
are accordingly under obligation to
look further—none is without some
report of the treasure, no matter
how distant, “. . . so that whoever
should be lovers of what is good,
hearing the report, might be led to
inquire.”63 The parallel to Alma
32 is striking. It is Christ who
moves men to seek, according to
Peter, and it is to him directly that
they should turn for guidance in
their search, being moved
. not
from themselves, but from Him
who has hidden it, so they should
pray that the success and the way
of knowledge might be given to
them: which way is open only to
those who love truth above all the
good things of this world; and on
no other condition can anyone even
begin to understand it. . . ,”61 Again
the free and liberal access to all
men, and again the foolproof builtin controls against those who do not
seek with pure intent. A famous
Logion of Jesus, now attested in the
Gospel of Thomas, enjoins all to be
diligent seekers: “Let not him who
seeks the Father cease until he
finds him; and having found him,
let him be amazed; and being
amazed he shall reign, and reigning,
he shall rest.”G(To be continued.)
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