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For those who consider the Last Supper accounts of the New Testament to be the origin
of the liturgical Eucharist, the Gospel ofJudas is quite troubling.' Instead of Jesus demanding
"Do this," "Take this," "Eat," or "'Drink" as he does in the Bible, in the Gospel ofJudas, Jesus
only laughs condescendingly as the apostles celebrate the Eucharist. Bewildered, the apostles
ask Jesus why he is laughing, claiming that they "have done what is right."2 Jesus responds by
saying that he is not laughing at them, for they do not act by their own will. In this gospel, the
Eucharist is one of many aspects of catholic Christianity that Jesus reviles-and it is perhaps the
most overlooked by today's audience. With the controversies over authenticity, dating, and
translation taking precedence, this ancient critique of the Eucharist has been neglected by
scholars. For this reason, the following paper aims to contextualize the second century Sethian
Gnostic view of the catholic Eucharist. 3
In this paper, I will contend that the New Testament authors never intended to institute a
Eucharistic ritual for posterity, but rather to connect the events of Jesus' last days with a
soteriological interpretation of his death-an interpretation which would be discounted by the
early Church. The imperatives of the narratives were the primary concern of the Church which
1

Immediately after the Gospel ofJudas was made available to the public by the National Geographic
Society in April 2006, it was repudiated by Christian leaders around the world Perhaps the words of Metropolitan
Bishoy, a Bishop of the Coptic Orthodox Church, best epitomize the views of other organizations such as the
Vatican and Greek Orthodox Church regarding the Gospel ofJudas: "It was "written by a group of people who were
alien to the mainstream of early Christianity." Such "texts are neither reliable nor accurate" (Father Steven Tsichlis,
"Jesus Laughing: The "Gospel" of Judas?" April 2006. Greek. Orthodox Archdiocese of America: 4 October 2008
<http://www.goarch.org/en!ourfaith/articles/article9560.asp>). One of my objectives in this paper is to show that
the Sethian Gnostics did indeed have a distinct influence on catholic Christianity and therefore their texts are rather
informative for scholars trying to determine exactly what types of issues shaped the traditions of the Church.
2
Codex Tchacos Gospel ofJudas 34.5-6. The translation of the Gospel ofJudas that will be used in this
paper is from April DeConick's The Thirteenth Apostle: What the Gospel ofJudas Really Says (New York:
Continuum, 2007)).
3
A word about terminology in this paper. I will refer to the Christianity of the New Testament and the
Church Fathers as "catholic." The group I will refer to as "Sethian Gnostic Christians" is the sect which produced
the Gospel ofJudas as wen as several of the Nag Hammadi texts which have a distinct preoccupation with Seth. I
am adopting the common assumption that the gospel was first written sometime in the mid-second century before
Irenaeus wrote against it around 180 C.E., although the papyri that was recently exposed dates to the late third
century as noted by the National Geographic Society scholars (The Gospel ofJudas, edited by Rodolphe Kasser,
Marvin Meyer, and Gregory Wurst with commentary by Bart D. Ehnnan (Washington D.C.: National Geographic
Society, 2006)).
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created an identity for itself through the ritual practice of the Eucharist. But, as the author of the

Gospel ofJudas implies, this ritual was blind orthopraxy, devoid of any theological significance.
Writers in the first century of Christianity were employing Eucharistic imperatives to build an
ecclesiastical organization while neglecting to support their ritual with dogma. The earliest
Christian Eucharist was performed not as a participation in the passion of Christ but simply
because, in the books of the New Testament, this was what Jesus commanded. In fact, the ritual
did not receive a theological emphasis from the Church Fathers until they were forced to explain
the significance of their practice before emerging Docetic Christianities such as Sethian
Gnosticism. I will argue in this essay that the Sethian Gospel ofJudas exposed the superficial
obedience of the earliest imperative-based Eucharistic celebrations thereby provoking the early
catholics to redefine their ritual in distinctly anti-Docetic terms.

I. Imperatives ofSoteriology: The New Testament Addition to Eucharistic Orthopraxy
With hermeneutics having a foundational role in the identity formation of Christianity in
the first century, it is only appropriate to begin an examination of early Eucharistic interpretation
with what was considered by catholics as the model for their ritual: the Last Supper. While the
Synoptic Gospels and Paul's 1 Corinthians provide the earliest available accounts of the Last
Supper, it is important to acknowledge that it was not Jesus or these authors who invented this
thanksgiving ritual in the context of a meal. Gregory Dix put it best when he conceded that the
Last Supper "can hardly ... be described as 'instituting the Eucharist', since there was in His mind
no thought of a future rite" and "The Eucharist.. .is the creation not of Jesus at the last supper, but
of anonymous half-heathen converts to the primitive church in the twenty years or so between
the last supper and the writing of I Corinthians.'.4 Therefore, the authors of the New Testament,
writing between fifteen and sixty years after the crucifixion, were recording Jesus' Last Supper
4

Gregory Dix, The Shape ofthe Liturgy(Glasgow, Scottland: University Press, 1945), pp. 60-61.
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soteriologically. "They are etiological stories," suggests Paul Bradshaw, "intended to furnish an
explanation of the basis for particular beliefs rather than of the origin of certain liturgical
pattems."5 Ultimately, then, the ostensibly ritualistic imperatives of the Last Supper narratives
were more accurately fixed on applying a theological significance to the Christian celebration of
this Jewish meal. 6
When Paul, Mark, Matthew, and Luke wrote their Last Supper accounts, they each
presented differing degrees of ritual description and theology. 7

1 Corinthians 11.23-26:
For I received from the
Lord what I also handed on
to you, that the Lord Jesus
on the night when he was
betrayed took a loaf of
bread, and when he had
given "thanks, he broke it
and said, "This is my body
that is for you. Do this in
remembrance of me." In
the same way he took the
cup also, after supper,
saying, "This cup is the
new covenant in my blood.
Do this, as often as you
drink it, in remembrance of
me." For as often as you
eat this bread and drink the
cup, you proclaim the
Lord's death until he

Mark 14.22-25:
While they were eating,
he took a loaf of bread,
and after blessing it he
broke it, gave it to them,
and said, "Take; this is
my body." Then he took
a cup, and after giving
thanks he gave it to
them, and all of them
drank from it. He said to
them, "This is the blood
of the covenant, which is
poured out for many.
Truly I tell you, I will
never again drink of the
fruit of the vine until that
day when I drink it new
in the kingdom of God."

Matthew 26.26-29:
While they were eating,
he took a loaf of bread,
and after blessing it he
broke it, gave it to the
disciples, and said,
"Take, eat; this is my
body." Then he took a
cup, and after giving
thanks he gave it to
them, saying, "Drink
from it all of you; for this
is the blood of the
covenant, which is
poured out for many for
the forgiveness of sins. I
tell you, I will never
again drink of this fruit
of the vine until that day
when I drink it new with
you in my Father's

Luke 22.17-20:
Then he took a cup, and
after giving thanks he
said, "Take this and
divide it among
yourselves; for I tell you
that from now on I will
not drink of the fruit of
the vine until the
kingdom of God comes."
Then he took a loaf of
bread, and when he had
given thanks, he broke it
and gave it to them,
saying, "This is my
body, [which is given for
you. Do this in
remembrance of me."
And he did the same with
the cup after supper,
saying, "This cup that is

~Paul F. Bradshaw, Eucharistic Origins (New York: Oxford, 2004), 14.
6

"The eucharist had already been at the heart of the religion of Christians for twenty years before the first
of these New Testament documents was written." According to Dix, the meal was considered by first century
Christians to be rooted in their Scriptures--the Hebrew Scriptures (Gregory Dix, The Shape ofthe Liturgy, 3). This
was a markedly Jewish meal-abiding by all of the Levitical dietaiy laws-as celebrated by Christians in the first
century. Hence, the imperative for a Christian theological interpretation is essential for continuing the practice of
this meal in a Christian context.
1
The following passages are from an NRSV translation.
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poured out for you is the
new covenant in my
blood ... ]',g

These narratives are often considered the origin of the liturgical Eucharist, yet the ritual here is
only being recounted, not instituted. Concerning ritual, there is nothing innovative in these
accounts. The only new addition here is the theology. Accordingly, the grammatical
imperatives in the texts are indisputably used to enforce this new theology. The imperative
mood of verbs is used to demand something, and that is exactly what these authors are trying to
do--they are demanding first-century Christians to participate in the passion of Christ.
Like most words in the Bible, though, these imperatives are susceptible to varying
interpretations. The imperative mood of the verbs in these accounts can be read in two ways: as
an unwavering command for an orthopraxic re-enactment of the Last Supper or as a command
accentuating the importance of a theological understanding of Christ's passion-a lesson that can

be easily taught by correlating Jesus' body and blood with the elements of the Eucharist meal.
Surprisingly, the early Church seems to have rendered the imperatives ritualistically without
concern for the manifest theology as they concentrated on defining their tradition in the early
decades of Christianity. Tum of the first century texts such as the Didache, 1 Clement, and

Barnabas all emphasize the orthopraxic aspects of the Eucharist instead of the reasons that the
ritual is practiced. This caused the Eucharist to look more like a perfunctory pagan ritual than a
glorified Christian celebration of Christ's sacrifice for mankind. It was this trend which the
author of the Gospel ofJudas would respond to in the mid-second century.

8

The bracketed text, Lulce 19b-20, is not found in one of the earliest manuscripts ofthe gospel. Bart
Ehnnan has argued, rather convincingly, that a scribe added these verses to the gospel in order to oppose Docetic
groups (Bart D. Ehnnan, The Orthodox Corruption ofScripture: The Effect of Early Christological Controversies
on the Text ofthe New Testament (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 198-209).

5
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demonstrate that the employment of the imperative mood in the New Testament accounts was
not for the purpose of orthopraxy.

Rather~

the grammatical imperatives serve the sole purpose of

instilling orthodoxy. In 1 Corinthians, written around 53 or 54 C.E., Paul supplies the earliest
report we have of the Last Supper two decades after the death of Christ. 9 His purpose was
clearly to regulate Eucharistic practice in Corinth by explaining to the people exactly what the
Eucharist represents and why it should be practiced. There were people in the community Paul
established there that were "guilty of profaning the body and blood of the Lord" because they ate
and drank the Eucharist in an unworthy manner. 10 Paul reacted to this irreverence by retorting,
"For any one who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment upon
himself. That is why many of you are weak and ill, and some have died."ll For the Corinthians,
it seems, the Eucharist was merely a practice, a ritual not unlike the cultic practices of the
Romans and the Jews. 12 Paul realized this and told the people why they should be celebrating
the Eucharist and warned them that without discernment, this practice is not only otiose, but it
could be the reason for illnesses and deaths in the community. With this background, it is logical
that Paul's Last Supper account would stress theological discernment.

9

Anthony C. Thiselton, First Corinthians: A Shorter Exegetical and Pastoral Commentary (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006), 26.
10
1 Corinthians 1121.
II Ibid., 11.29-30.
12
While I do not think that the Eucharist was meant to replace the Jewish Temple cult as Gerd Theissen
and Annette Merz argue in The Historical Jesus: A Comprehensive Guide (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1998) 40539, I do agree that Jesus was offering an alternative for the cult as Bruce Chilton articulates in The Temple ofJesus:
His Sacrificial Program Within a Cultural History ofSacrifice {University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University
Press, 1992), 113-154. By stressing discernment during the ritua~ Paul was demanding refonn in the ways that the
early Christians practiced ritual. He expected more from them, in the same way Jesus expected more from the Jews.
The Christian ritual was intended to be less about practice and more about the application of beliefs.
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Paradoxically, the most important word regarding theology in Paul's Last Supper
narrative is "1to1£iTs," "Do." 13 At first glance, this looks like a word which would demand
practice, but when read in context, it demands much more. The object of this imperative is
"Toiho," a demonstrative pronoun meaning ''this." Enrico Mazza suggests that this imperative is
orthopraxic, with Jesus urging people to repeat the actions of his Last Supper in a liturgical
format. His argument is predicated on "Toiho'~ referring to "everything he did at the ritual
meal." 14 But if"Toiho" points to the entire ritual, then why is it used twice, once after each the
bread and the cup? Such redundancy is not sensible if "TOUTO" is assigned to all actions at the
supper. Instead, "TOUTo" is markedly ambiguous because it refers not only to the actions, but to
the actions with their purpose. Logically, a command such as "Do this" would be preceded by
the required action. In this passage, "Do this" is used twice and both times, the line before it
does not list an action, but is a verse of atonement theology. 15 Therefore, "TOUTO" must refer to
this discernment Paul is promoting in the Corinthian community. 16
The function of"TOUTo" is to explain what has to be done in Jesus' memory ("ei~ Triv
Ef.lriv OvOf.lVTJ<nV"), and its placement following both "This is my body which is for you" and
"This cup is the new covenant in my blood" suggests that in memory of Jesus, the Corinthians
must celebrate the Eucharist as if participating in his passion. 17 Jesus presented the bread and
cup and distinguished them as his body and blood in this account, so what must be performed by

13

Ibid., 1124. All Greek words are taken ftom the Nestle-A/and Greek-English New Testament, edited by
Barbara and Kurt Aland (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibeigesellschaft, 1981 ).
14
Mazza claims that, in accordance with the line "Do this in remembrance of me," celebrating the Eucharist
means ''to obey Christ's command and do what he himself did" (19). On the contrary, none of the Last Supper
accounts appear as orthopraxic as Mazza describes. Enrico Mazza, The Celebration ofthe Eucharist: The Origin of
the Rite and the Development ofIts Interpretation (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1999), 19-21.
15
1 Corinthians 11.24, 25.
16
Ibid., 11.29.
17
Ibid., 11.24-25.
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the Corinthians is not just the reenactment of Jesus' actions, but the recognition of the ritual
elements as theological symbols. The juxtaposition of"1t01£ttS toilto" in the middle of a
distinctly theological account does not suddenly change the emphasis to orthopraxy. After all, in

1 Corinthians, Paul is admonishing those who practice the Eucharist blindly, without
discernment. Ergo, this imperative must require people to connect their practice with the ad hoc
theology that Jesus offers throughout the account.
Of all the New Testament Last Supper accounts, Paul's is the most blatantly theological
since his whole purpose in writing it is to give the derisive Corinthians a reason for practicing the
Eucharist-a reason that would preclude any future defilement of the ritual. It is supplied in
Jesus' words: "For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's
death until he comes" and additionally, Jesus says that his body is "for you" and that the "cup is
the new covenant in my blood." 18 The theology that Paul wants the Corinthians to understand is
intertwined with the actions of the Eucharist. By participating in Jesus' passion by eating bread
representing his broken body and drinking blood from the cup of the new covenant, the people
are practicing theological discernment. They are embracing Christ's passion in the short time
''until he comes." 19 It is important for them to be part of the passion because Jesus sacrificed his
body "for you."20 The Greek "inrtp up.c'i)v" is interesting because, with the apostles never being
mentioned in this narrative, these words seem to be directed at the Corinthians, the intended
readers. Paul is trying to teach them that Jesus died for them and therefore they should
understand the Eucharist as a participation in his death. And in Pauline theology, the death of
Jesus, represented in the Eucharist, brings victory over death for all. 21 Paul's Last Supper

18

Ibid., 11.26, 11.24, 11.25, respectively.
Ibid., 11.26.
20
Ibid., 11.25.
21
Cf.lbid., 15.50-58.
19
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account, then, institutes a soteriological complement to the ritual being performed at Corinth, and
the imperative mood that enforces this theology is used to urge the people to participate in
Christ's passion-and therefore, their own salvation-in their remaining time.
Mark's Gospel has a similar theological emphasis, and it too uses a seemingly
orthopraxic imperative.22 Jesus says to the apostles, "Take; this is my body.'.23 The imperative
"AO~&'ta" invokes participation, much like "1towi-ra" does in 1 Corinthians, and this command

could be interpreted in two ways. Either people must participate in the Eucharist ritual or they
must participate in Jesus' passion. In the account, the people were already eating and they also
drank so it is certain that they participated in the ritual. 24 But Mark is not content with this being
a meaningless ritual. He recorded Jesus as saying "Take" followed immediately by "this is my
body" because the action of taking is futile without the theological rationale for doing so. There
is another level of participation which Mark emphasizes for his readers. Aside from declaring
the bread and cup as his body and blood in Mark, Jesus also explains that his is "blood of the
covenant, which is poured out for many."25 His passion, then, was suffered for many. Using the
words "un€p 1to/J...ij)V" is quite theological, while not entirely soteriological, because there are
no details as to why Jesus' sacrifice is for many. Nonetheless, "Un€p 1to/J...ij)V" is Marks's
reason for why people should celebrate the Eucharist, because Jesus' sacrifice is for many and
the Eucharist is his way of letting people participate in his death.
22

The Eucharistic imperatives in the Synoptic accounts, "AiljJets," "(Jl(iyers," and "1tiers," are all aorists.
According to Friedrich Blass and Albert Debnmner in A Greek Grammar ofthe New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature, edited and translated by Robert Funk (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press,
1961 ), 172-174, aorist imperatives are rare in the New Testament and are employed in "commands related to
conduct in specific cases." They are used "almost exclusively in early liturgies." The aorist aspect relates that the
action must happen at a single point in time. Therefore, it is certain that the verbs are contained in the narratives and
that their commands are not meant to extend to readers. On the other hand, their specific aspect combined with an
imperative mood makes them useful for ritual instruction. For this reason, the early Church usurped these
imperatives of institution without their accompanying theology and implemented them in liturgical practice.
23
Mark 14.22.
24
Ibid., 14.22, 14.23.
25
Ibid., 14.24.
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Where Mark lacks a precise soteriological explanation of the Eucharist, Matthew fills in
the gap, literally. Based on the Four-Source Hypothesis and the priority of Mark as the gospel
which Matthew and Luke used as their primary source, it is simple to determine Matthew's
theological interpretation of the Eucharist. 26 Matthew took the Last Supper account from Mark
and inserted those things that he thought Mark's version lacked. He added "Eat," "Drink," and
"for the forgiveness of sins," as well as "with you. " 27 To begin with the imperatives, "<p(ryE'tE"
and "7tiE'tE," these verbs demand that the disciples actually participate in the ritual in a more
ritualistic way than in the other accounts. But these imperatives do not stand alone. Like Paul
and Mark, Matthew supplies a theological reason for ritual action. His "M source" additions to
Mark tell the story in themselves: "Eat," "Drink" "for the forgiveness of sins." In other words,

Matthew believes that Jesus' sacrifice is more than something for many to take; it is to be fully
participated in for the forgiveness of sins which Jesus' death and resurrection assured?8
Matthew is adding a soteriological function to the Eucharist by asserting that Jesus' pouring out
of blood-his death-was to save mankind from their sins. Therefore, they should partake in
Jesus' death and their own forgiveness of sins by participating in the Eucharist while
contemplating the passion of Christ.
The communion of the people with Christ in this theological union through ritual is
exemplified by Matthew's other alteration to Mark. Jesus says "I shall not drink again from this
fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it with you in my Father's kingdom."29 The only
change Matthew made to the line as found in Mark is the insertion of"J.I£9' uJ.l(i>v," "with you,"
which indicates that those who participate in the passion through the Eucharist will enter into
26

See Bart Ehnnan, The New Testament: A Historical Introduction to the Early Christian Writings, 3nt ed.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 83-90.
27
Matthew 26.26-29.
28
29

Cf. Ibid., 1.21.
Ibid.
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Heaven with Jesus. For, in Matthew's account. Jesus and mankind share the Eucharist as they
share in the passion and as they share in salvation. Jesus died to forgive the sins that people
could not erase on their own and the Eucharist is a way for them to contemplate the sacrifice he
made.
Luke's Last Supper account also focuses on Jesus' death, but unlike Matthew who
elaborated on the hint of atonement theology in Mark, Luke totally eliminated it. 30 According to
the Western "shorter text'' which Bart Ehrman has cogently demonstrated to be original, Luke
advanced a reordered version of Mark's account which noticeably lacked "lnttp 1toiJ.ii'>v."31
Since Luke envisioned the Eucharist as a ritual devoid of a soteriological essence, his retelling of
the Marean account excludes the only phrase in Mark which distinguishes Jesus' death as an
atoning sacrifice. 32 If he had considered the rite to have a soteriological symbolism, he would
have elaborated on "uxtp 1toiJ.ii'>v" like Matthew did by adding "si~ 6<psmv OJU1pnij}v."33 This
manuscript, then, lucidly projects Luke's understanding of the Eucharist as being more
orthopraxic than theological. While Jesus does label the bread as his body, he gives no reason
for doing so. Without "uxtp 1to/J.J1w," Luke's Eucharist is no more than an ostensibly
cannibalistic cultic meal imbued with symbolism, yet bereft of a theological justification.34

30

Verses 19b-20 are not present in one manuscript of Luke's account. Reuben J. Swanson, editor, New
Testament Greek Manuscripts: Variant Readings Arranged in Horizontal Lines against Codex Vaticanus: Luke
(Sheffeld, England: Sheffeld Academic Press; Pasadena, CA: William Carey International University Press, 1995),
366-367.
31
1n The Orthodox Corruption ofScripture, 198-209), Ehrman primarily bases his argument on internal
evidence. He notes that in all of Luke-Acts, Luke never interprets Jesus' death as an atoning sacrifice. Never did
Luke use the phrase "for you" soteriologically except in the accepted longer text, which was actually the work of a
scribe. For Luke, Ebnnan suggests, atonement has nothing to do with Jesus' death. Luke's view is that "he died as
an innocent victim who was then vindicated" (p. 200).
32
See Norman Beck "The Last Supper as an Efficacious Symbolic Act" in Journal ofBiblical Literature 89
( 1970), 197 where he favors the shorter text and describes the Eucharist as a symbolic act which "was only a
prefiguration of his approaching death." In accordance with Jesus' employment of symbolism and his
eschatolo§ical urgency, Beck argues that it is unlikely that Jesus would intend for his action to be repeated.
3
Matthew 26.28.
34
It is a cultic meal, but the implementation of theological symbolism identifies the Eucharist as an
alternative version of the cultic meals connected with the Temple. See Chilton, The Temple ofJesus, 153-154.
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Luke's lack of rationale provoked a scribe to embellish his account with the addition of
blatant atonement theology, possibly a redaction of the words found in 1 Corinthians. 35 The
inserted text contains significant atonement theology implicit in "ux£p ufl(1>v'' as well as in the
new covenant in Jesus' blood (which the scribe added an extra cup to represent) and the line

"1totsi'tE toiho de; triv EJlrtv MJlVT}OW."36 These additions are the central parts of Paul's
Eucharistic theology which, as I previously noted, stress discernment during this ritual.
Whatever scribe edited Luke's account obviously believed that Luke's narrative was too
orthopraxic. Like Paul, Mark, and Matthew, this scribe knew that the Eucharist was not meant to
be functionless as the pagan rituals appeared. On the contrary, the New Testament authors
(including edited Luke, not the original shorter Luke) stressed atonement theology in their
accounts because they intended this ritual to be a way for people to participate in Christ's
passion. The Eucharist was supposed to be more than blind orthopraxy.

II. Constructing Religiosity: Orthopraxy and Orthodoxy in Early Christianity
The New Testament authors added atonement theology into their accounts of the Last
Supper in order to prevent the greatest Christian celebration from degenerating into a perfunctory
ritual defined only by its actions. But while these authors wished to intertwine ritual and
theology, the earliest Church had different plans. The authors discussed thus far wrote at a time
when, as Walter Bauer articulated, "It is impossible neatly to divide Christian writings known to
us ... between orthodoxy and heresy."37 Each author would have represented a sui generis
community which faced its own problems and dealt with its own dissidents. Yet, when it came

35

See Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words ofJesus, 153 where the author explains that the Long text "seems
to be a "compilation of Paul and Marlf' which supports the originality of the short text because nowhere else does
Luke borrow from Paul. The long text would be an uncharacteristic anomaly in Lulce if it were original.
36
Lulce 22.19.
37
Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1971), 193.
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to the Eucharist, all of them found it necessary to in till the ucharistic tradition with a deeper.
more spiritual meaning. In this section l will demonstrate how catholic Christianity originated
as a particularly orthopraxic religion, centered on the Eucharist while ethian Gnostic Christians
defined themselves differently as a primarily orthodox and spiritual religion. This is significant
for our discussion of the Eucharist because the catholic orthopraxic identity suddenly combined
orthodoxy with their practice in the mid-second century when the Gospel ofJudas was written.
Then, and only then, did soteriologicaJ intents of the New Testament authors come to fruition.
By examining how oppositional catholic and Sethian religious identities were becoming,
we can see how the influence of the Sethians on the catholics, brought about through criticism,
could drastically alter the catholic understanding of the Eucharist But before we look at these
groups as separate, we must acknowledge that they were originally difficult to tell apart. "The
Church," wrote Dieter Georgi, "existed as little in New Testament times as did Gnosticism or the
Gnostic heresy.' 38 Undoubtedly, there were divergent views within Christianity while the New
Testament was written. Paul wrote that "there must be factions among you in order that those
who are genuine among you may be recognized.' 39 Therefore, the catholic Christianity that
aligned itself with the apostles and the New Testament may have received a great deal of
influence both positive and negative, from the factions that developed into Gnostic
Christianities. Then, as the Church gained power and members it started to define its own
identity in contrast to the identity of the Gnostics.
The catholic Church became fixated on its organization at a very early stage. In doing so
the Church exerted a regulatory power over all catholic Christian practices. Orthopraxy, the
correct practice of rituals took precedence in Christian worship during the second century. In

31
9

I

Dieter Georgi The Opponen1s of Paul in Second Corinlhians (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986) 33.
I orinthiam 11.19.
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churches scattered throughout the world into a single networ~ the bishops eliminated qualitative
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criteria for church membership. Evaluating each candidate on the basis of spiritual maturity,
insigh~

or personal holiness, as the gnostics di~ would require a far more complex

administration. ,,.w The catholic Christians relied only on objective criteria such as participation
in rituals. 41 Surely, the Church must have realized that the New Testament Last Supper accounts
focused on soteriology, but for the sake of order and expansion, it only required that its members
participate in their churches, regardless of their mindset while going through the motions.
During the Sub-apostolic period during the late-first and early-second centuries, there
was one predominant way to interpret the Eucharist-as a cohesive ritual necessary to bind
together the members of catholic churches. Unity was of the utmost importance with the
Eucharist as the uniquely catholic ritual which the Church could use to identify itself. Pliny the
Younger made this unequivocally clear when he wrote to Emperor Trajan (c.l12-113 C.E.) that
"it had been their custom ... to take food of an ordinary, harmless kind.'.42 Pliny was astonished
that the Christian Eucharist did not involve the horrendous cannibalism that rumors intimated.
On the contrary, it was a meal of community-exclusively Christian community which appeared

as a "wretched cult" to outsiders. 43 Cultic exclusivity was not just an appearance though; it was
advanced by the catholics themselves--an affront to the New Testament accounts which

40

Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (New York: Random House, Inc., 1979), I04.
Ibid. Pagels considers objective criteria to include such things as confessing the creed, accepting
baptism, participating in worship, and obeying the clergy. Furthermore, she suggests that the pillars of Church
organization were doctrine, ritual, and political structure (p. I05). With the Eucharist being central to worship, the
Church would have required it to be practiced by all members, regardless of their spiritual character.
42
Pliny, Letters 10.96-97 translated by Betty Radice in The Letters ofthe Younger Pliny (Baltimore:
Penguin Books, 1967), 294. For date, see W. H. C. Frend, The Rise ofChristianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1984), 917.
43
Ibid., 295.
41
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axiomatically glorified the soteriological function of the Eucharist.44 The author of the Didache
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{c.l 00 C.E. or earlier) prohibits anyone who is not a baptized Christian from celebrating the
Eucharist declaring, "Do not give to dogs what is holy.'"'5 Here, the prohibitive subjunctive

"oone" together with "J.lri" constitutes an uncompromising demand for orthopraxic propriety.46
The Eucharist, in the Didache, was a way to assure that all Christians, and only Christians, were
active in their community and therefore in their religious practice. The account said nothing of
the Last Supper or its soteriology.47
The spirit of Christian solidarity inherent in the Didache must have been pervasive during
the Sub-apostolic period, for it also plays a central role in the letters of Barnabas and Clement.

"Do not, by retiring apart, live a solitary life, as if you were already [fully] justified,"
commanded Barnabas, "but coming together in one place, make common inquiry concerning
what tends to your general welfare."'*8 Barnabas {c. 130 C.E.) portrays a Church where people
come together in communion, but he is not explicit about their method of cohesion.49
Fortunately, the earlier work of Clement (c. 96 C.E. or earlier) fills in this blank, "it behooves us
to do all things in [their proper] order, which the Lord has commanded us to perform at stated

44

Joachim Jeremias, in The Eucharistic Words ofJesus (London: SCM, 1966), 136, notes that the New
Testament accounts were a "salutary warning'' against mistaking the Eucharist for a "strictly applied arcane
discipline like that of the mystery religions or of the Essenes." He groups the New Testament accounts with Justin
Martyr in this regard and suggests that books such as Hebrews, Acts ofthe Apostles, Didache, and the shorter text of
Lulce all lack a description of ritual procedure so as to avoid a cultic appearance. In the case of Didache, I agree
with Jeremias but would further note that Christianity still seemed like a mystery religion because the text
emphasized exclusivity (see below). The Didache failed in separating itself from cultic identification, and this is
well evidenced by Pliny's letter to Trajan.
45
Didache 9.5 from Aelred Cody's translation, "The Didache: An English Translation" in The Didache in
Context: Essays on its Text, History, and Transmission, edited by Clayton Jefford (New York: Leiden; K6ln: Brill,
1995), lO. For date, see Frend, The Rise ofChristianity, 917. Cf. Matthew 1.6.
46
According to Kurt Nierderwimmer's Greek translation in "Der Didachist Und Seine Quellen" in The
Didache in Context.
47
J.D. Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life ofa Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco, CA:
Harper Collins, 1991), 361-362 and also Theissen and Merz, The Historical Jesus, 405-407.
48
Barnabas IV in The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Volume 1: The Apostolic Fathers, edited by Alexander Roberts
and James Donaldson (New York: The Christian Literature Company, 1896), 139.
49
For date, see Frend, The Rise ofChristianity, 918.
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times. He has enjoined offerings (to be presented] and service to be performed [to Him], and not
thoughtlessly or irregularly, but at the appointed times. and hours."50 The catholic community,
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as Clement elucidates, is reliant on order as a requisite for communion, and not just any order,
but order that requires people to "do" and "perform" in a proper manner. Surely, they were
familiar with the mots justes of Jesus at the Last Supper, the imperatives that is. It is interesting
that the catholics at this time, whether they were familiar with Paul and the Synoptic Gospels or
not, are not focused on orthodoxy. Their interpretation of the Last Supper was based on the
commands, not the theological principles behind them. Clement is propagating catholic
orthopraxy in his letter, and in accordance with Barnabas, the Didache, and Pliny's observations,
it is certain that this was the primary motive of Church leaders of this period.
While these men were concerned with the efficiency of worship and the participatory role
of members in the services of the Churc~ there was another Christian faith emerging, which
based membership not on objective criteria such as ritual adherence and community support, but
on qualitative criteria. 51 The Sethian Gnostics were an elite group of Christianized Jewish
Gnostics who professed themselves as the "pneumatic seed of Seth."52 They believed that the
world was created by the evil Demiurge, Ialdabao~ who is an imperfect reflection of the one
true and entirely transcendent God. 53 Corruptive in nature, laldabaoth and his assistants
persistently try to keep humans ignorant of the one true God, which is why they needed to be

50

1 Clement XL., Ibid. I Clement is traditionally dated to c. 96 C.E. but may have been written as early as
the 70s according to Andrew Gregory in 1 Clement: An Introduction in The Writings ofthe Apostolic Fathers, edited
by Paul Foster (New York: T&T Clark, 2007), 28-29.
51
Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels, 104.
52
For an excellent list of Sethian beliefs, see John D. Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic
Tradition (Quebec: Les Presses De L'Universite Laval; Louvain-Paris: Editions Peeters, 2001), 63-64. In the
Gospel ofJudas, the Sethians claim to be from the "Incorruptible Generation of Seth" (49.6).
53
April D. DeConick, The Thirteenth Apostle, 37.
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saved. 54 Redemption came, according to Sethian Christians, through Jesus, the Revealer, who
teaches the Sethians about the true God and offers them the "Five Seals," a series of initiation
rituals of deep discernment and contemplation which free the spirit to ascend through the Aeons
to connect with the supreme God. 55 Their religion, while relying on rituals, is not concerned
with proper actions; rather, the Sethian Christians used rituals to facilitate their enlightenment
process-their quest for '~"-which required individual contemplation. Unlike their
catholic neighbors, the early-second century Sethian Christians were adamant about the proper
thought of each Gnostic, or as Pagels put it, the qualitative criteria
In the earliest Sethian Christian communities, rising between 80 and 130 C.E., there was

an absolute abhorrence of flesh. 56 Believing that humans were created by the evil Demiurge, the
Sethians certainly could not honor human flesh as good. Docetism became a central aspect of
their identity and infuriated their catholic neighbors whose reactions would leave a mark on the
way the catholic Church characterized their Eucharist. In the Sophia ofJesus Christ (late
ftrst/early second century), regarding the flesh and the material, Jesus said, "Everything from the
perishable will perish, since it is from the perishable. But everything from the imperishable does
not perish but becomes imperishable, since it is from the imperishable. Many people have gone
astray because they did not know about this distinction, and they have died." 57 Similarly, in the

Gospel ofJudas, Jesus said that when the human "spirit leaves them, then their bodies will die.

54

Evidence for the trappings of ignorance in mankind, in flesh, is found in Marvin Meyer's translation of
the early-second century The Secret Book ofJohn, Chapter 21. Because Adam had an ability to think which rivaled
that of the archons, "The rulers brought Adam into the shadow of death so that they might produce a figure again,
from earth, water, fire, and the spirit that comes from matter-that is, from the ignorance of darkness, and desire,
and their own phony spirit." The Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The International Edition, edited by Marvin Meyer
(New York: Harper Collins, 2007), 125.
55
Deconick. The Thirteenth Apostle, 41.
56
Ibid., xiv.
51
The Wisdom ofJesus Christ (translated by Marvin Meyer), Chapter 98 in The Nag Hammadi Scriptures:
The International Edition, edited by Marvin Meyer, 290. For date, see DeConick. The Thirteenth Apostle, 167.
Nota bene how there is an agreement with Paul's ontological discourse in I Corinthians 15.53.
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Their souls will be enlivened and they will be taken up.nss Such theology is essential in Sethian
religion. Here Jesus is condemning the material world and therefore the fles~ because the
Sethians considered part of Jesus' mission to be the revelation that flesh is devoid of the divine.
According to the author of the Trimorphic Protennoia (early second century),Jesus ~'revealed
himself to those in darkness, and he showed himself to those in the abyss."59 Here darkness
implies ignorance, evil, and flesh. Physicality was repugnant to the Sethians, and this tenet had
an influence on the earliest Church Fathers.
Every New Testament account of the Last Supper adopted Jesus' phrase, "This is my
body," using the word "OWJ.W," but this soon changed. John the evangelist, Ignatius of Antioc~
and Justin Martyr all used the word "oa~" "flesh,, instead of"oWJ..Ul" to refer to Jesus'
physical presence in the Eucharist. But why, all of a sudden would they do such a thing?
Catholics had been thinking of the bread as the body of Christ, according to New Testament
sources, for decades by the time John wrote. Could it be that the term "flesh," with all of its
salvific connotations, was espoused to combat Gnostics such as the Sethians-ro In the Gospel of

John (c. 90-95 C.E.), the author's high Christology was tainted by his emphasis on Jesus' flesh. 61
He wrote that Jesus said "Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I
will raise them up at the last day; for my flesh is true f~ and my blood is true drink. Those
who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them.'.62 The terminology of the
Gospel is Gnostic and the author may have been as well, although it is only clear that Gnostic

58

Gospel ofJudas43.l9-23.
From John Turner's translation of Three Forms ofFirst Thought, Chapter 37 in The Nag Hammadi
Scriptures, 722. For date, see DeConick, The Thirteenth Apostle, 167.
60
These questions will be answered in more detail in the next section.
61
For date, see Ehrman, The New Testament, 114.
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John 6.54-56.
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influence was widespread in the Johannine community. 63 John took Gnostic words, such as

"Gap;," and used them to create his own gradually accepted catholic theology. It was his book
that offered the most anti-Docetic interpretation of the Eucharist, and it would be incorporated
into the apologies of Ignatius and Justin, always to have a sine qua non role in Eucharistic
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theology.
Docetic opposition served as the foundation for Ignatius's entire theology. 64 He
described Christ as "both fleshly and spiritual, born and unborn, God come in the flesh, true life
in death, from both Mary and God, first subject to suffering and then beyond suffering."65 Taken
independently, any phrase in this sentence would make a Sethian cringe. Ignatius, writing
around 107 C.E., was intent on constructing a Christian theology which would oppose Docetism,
yet, at the same time it was the negative influence of Docetic Christianity that shaped his dogma,
and therefore that of catholics. 66 If he had not opposed the Docetists so persistently, he may not
have conflated Jesus' flesh with faith and his blood with love, an idea which would have
percolated in the minds of all later theologians. 67 Nor may he have written "Be eager, then, to
celebrate one eucharist; for one is the flesh of our Lord Jesus Christ, and one the cup for union
through his blood; and one the altar, just as one the bishop along with the presbytery and
deacons.'.68 For in Ignatius's mind, unity and the Eucharist went together largely because these
were two elements which needed to be emphasized in contrast to Docetic beliefs. The Church
had to differentiate itself from the Docetists and assure that its members did not unknowingly

63

See Ehrman, The New Testament, 176-193.
William R. Schoedel suggests that a Gnostic background may be assumed. William R. Schoedel,
Ignatius ofAntioch: A Commentary on the Letters ofIgnatius ofAntioch, edited by Helmut Koester (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1985), 21.
65
Ignatius, Epistle to the Ephesians, 1.2 in "The Epistles oflgnatius of Antioch" by Paul Foster in The
Writings (.the Apostolic Fathers, edited by Paul Foster, 89.
For date, see Frend, The Rise of Christianity, 917.
67
Ignatius, Epistle to the Trallians, 8.1 in Schoedel's Ignatius ofAntioch, 149.
68
Ignatius, Epistle to the Philadelphians, 1.4, Ibid., 197.
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accept the beliefs of their opponents, especially since these adversaries "remain aloof from
eucharist and prayers because they do not confess that the eucharist is the flesh of our savior
Jesus Christ which suffered for our sins.'.69 What had been created as a theological response to
Docetism eventually entered the consciousness of early Christians and became imbricated in the
catholic perception of the Eucharist. 70
Equally influential was the anti-Docetic construction of the Eucharist found in The First
Apology ofJustin (c. 155 C.E.). 71 In a patently apologetic yet provocative way, Justin threw the
newly popular word "flesh" at the Docetists excessively while defending the catholic Eucharist:
For not as common bread and common drink do we receive these; but in like
manner as Jesus Christ our Saviour, having been made flesh by the Word of God,
had both flesh and blood for our salvation, so likewise have we been taught that
the food which is blessed by the prayer of His word, and from which our blood
and flesh by transmutation are nourished, is the flesh and blood of that Jesus who
was madeflesh. 12
Such an extraordinary emphasis on the flesh was something added to the Eucharist by Justin,
embellishing and elaborating on John and the letters of Ignatius. With this, there were particular
implications for Eucharistic theology. As Paul Bradshaw suggests, Justin's terminology conjures
up thoughts of the incarnate body of Jesus, not his dead sacrificial corpse. 73 This strays quite
drastically from the sacrificial imagery implicit in the New Testament accounts. Whereas Jesus
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Ignatius, Epistle to the Smyrnaeans, 7.1, Ibid., 238.
Even modernly, Ignatius's interpretation ofthe Eucharist has become such an acceptable component of
Eucharistic theology that regarding the Epistle to the Smyrnaeans 7.2, Paul Foster forewarned, "even here the
formulation is so tied up with combating the opponents' denial of the reality of the sutrerings of Christ that it is
perhaps best to exercise caution rather than to overload this single reference with too much theological freight"
("The Epistles oflgnatius of Antioch" in The Writings ofthe Apostolic Fathers), 98.
71
For date, see Frend, The Rise ofChristianity, 920.
72
The First Apology ofJustin, LXVI (emphases are mine) in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 185.
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was portrayed by first century writers as a great sacrifice for many, he has taken on a new reality
in the second century. In the anti-Docetic views of John, Ignatius, and Justin, Jesus is the life
which enters each person generating a new life for them-a life predicated on salvation. 74
After examining the catholic trends during the late-first and early-second centuries, it is
apparent that Docetic movements, such as Sethian Gnosticism, had an influence on how the
Eucharist was interpreted. From New Testament foundations, as I previously detailed, the
Eucharist could be considered a participation in the passion of Christ or an orthopraxic skeleton
of commands for ritual. Although the earliest accounts of the Eucharist in the New Testament
have the ritual conflated with theology, with theology receiving the emphasis, both orthopraxic
and theological interpretations were given credence in early Christianity. Writing in the
formative years of Church expansion, Clement, Barnabas, and the author of the Didache
regarded the Eucharist as an instrument of cohesion in the community, like such rituals were in
the Judaism and Roman civic religion. Perhaps this would still be the dominant interpretation
today if Docetic Christianities did not provoke writers like John, Ignatius, and Justin to reorient
the catholic understanding of the Eucharist to oppose them by defending the catholic belief in the
humanity of Christ.
Still the question remains, What stimulated this alteration in Eucharistic theology? Now
that it has been established that there was indeed a change in Eucharistic theology that coincided
with the rise of Sethian Gnosticism, we must examine what Docetic action brought about this
theological reorientation. Was it simply the presence and expansion ofDocetic competitors? Or
were the catholics provoked by the Docetists?

74

Cf. Ignatius, Epistle to the Ephesians 20.2 where the Eucharistic bread is called the "medicine of
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III. The Gospel ofJudas and the Turning Point in Catholic Eucharistic Theology
In an outright attack on the Eucharis4 the Sethian Christian author of the Gospel of

Judas presented several reasons why the catholic ritual was ineffective as a means of worship.
One of the less blatant aspects of the author's critique is what Frank Williams labeled "a
specimen of gnostic biblical exegesis." 75 The critique of the Eucharist in the Gospel ofJudas
was a response to the Last Supper accounts in the catholic gospels which, although not yet
canonical, were certainly in circulation?6 It appears that the Sethians interpreted the catholic
accounts in the same way that the Apostolic Fathers did, as orthopraxic demands for ritual
adherence.

In the gospel, when Jesus laughed at the Apostles' Eucharist, they responded to him by
saying, '"Teacher why are you laughing at [our] eucharist? We have done what is right.' He
answered, saying to them, 'I am not laughing at you. You do not do this by your own will. .. "' 77
DeConick translates the Coptic text oflines 5-6 on page 34 of Codex Tchacos as "We have done
what is right," a defensive statement based on a moral imperative. The Eucharist is what the
disciples believe to be right. But why do they think this? Williams suggests that the original
Greek of the gospel would have been "tofrro Eutiv 0 ()ei," which he incorporated into his
translation of the Coptic as "[This] is what is right [to do]." 78 The word "()e'i"' implies obligation
and speculates that the apostles believe the Eucharist is a necessary or required ritual. Williams
highlights the official catholic imperative basis for the author's exegesis by leaving the apostles
out of his translation. For him, the statement is less about the moral conviction of the apostles
evident in DeConick's translation than it is about the Scriptural demand for orthopraxy, which he
15

Frank Williams, "The Gospel of Judas: Its Polemic, its Exegesis, and its Place in Church History'' in
Vigi/iae Christianae 62 (2008), 373.
76
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conveys. These are petty ambiguities though; what is important is that both translations preserve
the imperative influence on the catholic mindset. For our purposes, it does not matter which
translation is more accurate.
The characters in this gospel are not constructed in historical terms. The Gospel of

Judas, DeConick posits, ~'is a fictionalization of a conversation that the Sethian Gnostics were
having with the Apostolic Christians in the mid-second century. Jesus represents the voice of the
Gnostics, while the twelve disciples are the voice of the Apostolic Christians."79 The text was
written as an allegory and is quite valuable for scholars because it reveals aspects of popular
thought among both communities. Sethian Gnostics obviously believed that the catholics had no
spiritual reason for celebrating the Eucharist and they only did so because they had been told to.
The Sethians knew this because they were familiar with the gospels and they considered
Scripture "an ongoing quest," something that is not static, but rather fluid. 80 Since, for the
Gnostics, the gospels were not fixed, the Sethians were able to produce new Scriptures which
expand upon or reject the validity of earlier books. In the Gospel ofJudas, the Sethians question
the Scriptural foundation for the Eucharist, and determining that it was orthopraxic and not
spiritual, they denounced the practice.
But, if they had read the New Testament accounts they must have noticed the theological
significance of the Eucharist. Theoretically, this is true, but the Sethians had access to something
that modem readers do not: the catholics' contemporary interpretation of their own ritual. For
the Sethians to neglect the Biblical theology in their exegesis, it must not have been emphasized

by catholics in the mid-second century. The Gospel ofJudas exposes, from a Sethian point of
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Deconick. The Thirteenth Apostle, 21.
Patricia Cox Miller, '"Words With an Alien Voice': Gnostics, Scripture, and Canon" in Journal of the
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view, what the catholics thought about the Eucharist. They thought it was required as part of
their religion.
An underlying theme in the gospel, and in most Gnostic literature for that matter, is that
the catholics sacrifice true spiritual knowledge for the sake of a cohesive and expansive
ecclesiastical organization. Not only are they performing the Eucharist because they are
commanded to without any justification, but the bishops endorsing these commands are leading a
crowd of people astray. 81 And with the Gospel ofJudas, the Sethians, emerging as viable
competition for the catholics, finally decided to speak out against their thoughtless ritual.
Before the Nag Hammadi Library and the Gospel ofJudas were discovered, Walter
Bauer wrote that "Gnosticism, the traditions would have us believe, swallowed the rebukes and
"refutations" of the church in silence and essentially confined itself to developing its owri
views,"82 and this is certainly an effect of the catholic production of a canon-the losing Gnostic
voices were silenced. Nonetheless, for the Gospel ofJudas to be the only text of the Sethian
corpus discovered to date which aggressively strikes back against the catholics, there must be
some truth to the notion that they were more concerned with their OWfl orthodoxy. Why would
this author be any different? DeConick views the book as a Sethian act of conscience. "They
could no longer stand by and watch Christians institutionalizing God's sacrifice ofhis Son in
Eucharistic ceremonies."83 Of course they also wanted to profess their belief that the god the
catholics worship with the Eucharist is not the true god, but rather the demiurgic creator and his

81

Gospel ofJudas 39.27. In this part. Jesus is interpreting a dream of the disciples. He tells them that they
are leading a crowd of people astray, but in the context of the conversation taking place in the text between catholic
and Sethian Christianity, it makes sense that the disciples represent the bishops and the Church which the Gnostics
believed to have led members astray.
82
Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity, 169.
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assistants. 84 But implicit in their overall indictment of the catholic Eucharist is the proposition
that catholic worship had it all wrong. Sethians thought that catholics should perform rituals
primarily to gain spiritual knowledge which would be necessary to ascend up through the Aeons,
not for sociological purposes. By criticizing the catholic liturgical savoir-faire, the Sethians
demonstrate how different the two Christian communities were at this time. Despite the
boundaries between the groups, in their Last Supper exegesis, the Sethians indicate that catholic
texts were read by their community. Likewise, we know from the Church Fathers that the
Gnostic texts were read by the catholics. It is certain then that the Gospel ofJudas was supposed
to be read by catholics, and inclusion in Irenaeus's polemic against the heretics confirms that it
was. 85 But did the gospel have any effect on the catholics other than intensifying their polemical
attacks against these far-from-normative Christians?
There is a definitive transformation of catholic Eucharistic interpretation in the midsecond century. Suddenly, theology, which was central in the New Testament accounts, was
finally being emphasized instead of orthopraxy. The Synoptics and Paul were not the direct
source for this new theology though; it was John. The Gospel ofJohn presented a different
interpretation of the Eucharist, one based on "aa~" instead of"aWJ..la" and gradually, the
Church Fathers began to use John as the foundation for Eucharistic theology.
Why would the Synoptic Gospel writers and Paul prefer the term "O'WJ..la" and John,
Ignatius, Justin, Irenaeus, et al. opt instead to use "acipl;," the antithesis to Divinity and
knowledge for Docetists? In the Pauline corpus, "O'WJ..la" has heavenly overtones. Bodies are
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Bart Ehnnan, "Christianity Turned on its Head: The Alternative Vision of the Gospel of Judas" in The
Gospel ofJudas, 100. Ehnnan notes that in the gospel, the evil creators of the world are the Old Testament God (EI)
and his helpers Nebro (''rebel") and Saklas ("fool"). In the Gospel ofJudas, when the catholics celebrate the
Eucharist, they worship the Old Testament god, not the true God (114).
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members of Chris4 but the flesh is sinful, "for those who live according to the flesh set their
minds on things of the fleshn and "To set the mind on the flesh is death.'.86 Paul indicates, quite
Platonically, that "what is sown," the flesh, "is perishable" and "what is raised is
imperishable."87 But what is perishable is not the "oWJ.W" but the "oOOJ.W '1'\>XlKOv," the
physical body. 88 For Paul, this is only one dimension of the body, the other is spiritual. The
body takes on a spiritual nature when it is raised. It is physical, mortal, and susceptible to the
weaknesses of the flesh on earth, but eschatologically, it is "raised in power."89 Flesh, for Paul

will be dead, perishable meat at the end of days, but the body will not. Based on this distinction,
Paul can promulgate the bodily resurrection of the dead. 90
The body will rise. It is good. It is an earthen vessel which contains the spiri4 the glory
of God, and interestingly, the death of Jesus. 91 The body "always carries the death of Jesus so
that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies."92 Ipso facto, we can come to
understand the soteriology of Paul's Eucharistic account. Christians should eat the bread and

drink the cup to "proclaim the Lord's death until he comes" because partaking in the Eucharist is
tantamount to accepting the death of Jesus into the body, physically and metaphysically. 93
Accepting the death of Christ is the same as accepting the soteriological sacrifice he made which
assured the destruction of death and allowed for the imperishability of the body. 94 For this
reason, Paul can adduce that in carrying the death of Christ in their bodies, Christians bring the
86

See 1 Corinthians 6.15, "Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ?'' and Romans 8.5-6.
1 Corinthians 15.42. Nota bene similarities with the Sethian Wisdom ofJesus Christ, Chapter 98 in the
Meyer translation. For an excellent pithy discussion of the Platonic belief that "death is nothing more than the
release of the soul from the prison of the body" see Karen King, The Gospel ofMary of Magdala: Jesus and the
First Woman Apostle (Santa Rosa, California: Polebridge Press, 2003), 37-47.
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life of Jesus to their mortal flesh. The flesh is only vindicated here because it is part of the

"<1&JUX," which for Paul has a physical and a metaphysical reality. By physically partaking in
the Eucharist with astute discernment, the flesh experiences life, but it is the body that wins
salvation. Paul's ambivalent and multidimensional conception of the flesh morphs from letter to
letter, but the flesh is always subordinated to the body. For the Church during the rise of
Docetism, this view of the flesh was far too similar to that of their opponents. This is why the
Church Fathers looked to John as the foundation for their Eucharistic theology.
Whereas Paul glorified the "CJ&Jl(l" as a whole, an integration of spirit and flesh which
received immortality, John instead chose to aggrandize the "CJQ~" as the recipient of eternal
life. 95 John illuminates the flesh as the supplier ofsalvation. 96 But this is by no means the flesh
of humans; it is the flesh of Christ. For humans, their own "flesh is of no avail," because it is
only the "spirit that gives life."97 Regarding humanity, John's view of flesh is somewhat
different than Paul's. The latter believes that flesh is perishable, and does not receive
immortality, although he does admit that as part of the "C1&J.ta," the flesh does indeed evince the
"life of Jesus," yet this has no clear implications for eternallife. 98 John, on the other hand,
asserts that the flesh is futile. Only the spirit gives life. Paradoxically, it is also the flesh that
gives life-not the flesh of humans, but the flesh of Jesus.
Using the word "CJOpl;," the author of the Fourth Gospel invokes images of violent,
shameful human death, of sacrifice and impurity. 99 In this loaded term, he antagonizes the
Docetists, disgusts the Jews, and makes it evident that the flesh that vivifies is the flesh of Christ,
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Thiselton, I Corinthians, 96.
John 6.52-59.
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Ibid., 6.63.
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2 Corinthians 4.11.
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Tricia Gates Brown, Spirit in the Writings ofJohn: Johannine Pneumatology in Social-scientific
Perspective (London and New York: T & T Clark International, 2003), 144-145.
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imbued with the Logos, and sacrificed for the glory of humanity. In accordance with John's high
Christology, the flesh of Jesus is not like ordinary flesh. It alone received the Divine Word. 100
Christ's flesh, then, obliterates the ontological dualism of material flesh and divine spirit which
was central in Gnostic cosmology. 101 Additionally, John's employment of"a6~" as the object
of eating and drinking-ostensible cannibalism-would have appalled Docetists. It is this
consumption of the sacrificial meat of Christ, according to John, which gains eternal life for
humans and brings Christ into each person. Note, though, that Jesus says in the gospel that "He
who eats my flesh; .. abides in me and I in him'' but does not specify that Christ abides in the
flesh of an individual or that an individual'sjlesh abides in Christ. 102 Jesus only says "in me"

and "in him." Is it possible that Christ abides metaphysically in the person, as he does in the
human "GWfla" in Paul? The answer to this question is in the following verses in John. "The
flesh is of no avail!" Therefore, for Christ to be in a person and not have a soteriological
function in their flesh, he must abide in their "eschatological life," the equivalent to Paul's
metaphysical body. 103 Then why not use the word "<JWf.!U" in this Eucharistic theological
discourse? 104
The adoption of the term "oop~" was positively intentional. It offended the Docetists
because it was apotheosized in Jesus and it was consumed in the Eucharist as the central element
of a cannibalistic Christian mystery-a ritual celebration which the author of the Gospel ofJudas

100

John 1.14: "And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us ... " Notice the similarity with Pauline
kenotic theology in Phillipians 2.7-8.
101
Dorothy Lee, Flesh and Glory: Symbolism, Gender and Theology in the Gospel ofJohn (New York:
Herder and Herder, 2002), 41.
102
John 6.56.
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Ibid., 40.
104
Although nowhere in John does the author refer explicitly to the Eucharistic elements, he must have
recognized the Eucharistic overtones of the Bread of Life language and the eating ofbody and blood imagery.
Perhaps, he had observed the blind orthopraxy of the early communities and/or the other gospels and found it
necessary to emphasize the mystical and soteriological function of the ritual.
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could not refrain from indicting. Although the message of John was not terribly dissimilar from

that of Paul (they are both eventually included in the same canon)~ it did come with a tenn which
better suited the motives of several of the Church Fathers who combated Docetism. When the
Sethians spoke out about their Eucharistic orthopraxy, what better way to strike back than to
emphasize catholic anti-Docetic orthodoxy which is prevalent in John?
Hints of Johannine language are evident in the writings of Ignatius of Antioch, but his
concern was still somewhat organizational. 105 It was Justin Martyr who exemplified the turning
point from an orthopraxic interpretation of the Eucharist to a. theological one. When defending
the Eucharist, he made no mention of ritual or order, but was intent on illuminating the presence
of Christ in the flesh and in the Eucharist. 106 His constant use of the word "GO~'' and the date
of his writing identify his words as a product of Gnostic influence. It is no coincidence that
Justin wrote at the same time that the Gospel ofJudas was likely written. 107 The critique of the
catholic Eucharist present in Judas would have been pervasive in the Sethian community in the
days of Justin, and Justin was not the type of person who would ignore the vituperations of
others.

108

His apologies, although concerned mostly with defending catholic doctrines against the

Jews and pagans, are the clearest evidence of Gnostic presence and criticism altering the way
that catholics interpret the Eucharist. The level of his influence is, of course, uncertain, but his
distinctly anti-Docetic view of the Eucharist did not come about without some sort of
provocation, however tacit.

Cf. Ignatius, Epistle to the Philadelphians, 1.4.
Cf. The First Apology ofJustin LXVI.
107
Ehrman notes that most scholars place its composition between 140 C.E. and 160 C.E., "when gnostic
religions were starting to thrive in the Christian Church" after being around for years before Irenaeus ("Christianity
Turned on its Head", 91).
108
Frend wrote that Justin persistently sought out ways to relate catholic Christianity to the pagans,
philosophers, Jews, Gnostics, and Marcionites (The Rise ofChristianity, 238). He was eager to compare his
Christianity with other religious systems which he was quite familiar with. His response to the Sethians came in the
form of an especially anti-Docetic defense of the Eucharist.
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The Sethians did not speak out against the catholic Eucharist, according to the meager
evidence available, until the Gospel ofJudas was written; Justin was likely exposed to the ideas
present in the text, and possibly the text itself, but he never pointedly cited it as lrenaeus did.
Irenaeus~ the Church~ s

most vehement heresiologist, wrote that a group of heretics believed that

Judas, "knowing the truth as no others did, accomplished the mystery of the betrayal" and they
professed this in a "fictitious history of this kin~ which they style the Gospel of Judas.'~

109

By

referring directly to this book, which he seems to have read, Irenaeus revealed the background
for his theology. no His five volume study, Against Heresies (c. 180 C.E. ), not only attacks
Christian sectarian groups, but also constructs catholic theology in reaction to them. 111 Irenaeus,
then, would have been acquainted with the Gospel ofJudas when he wrote·concerning the
Eucharist,
For if any one shalt endeavor to offer a sacrifice merely to outward appearance,
unexceptionably, in due order, and according to appointment, while in his soul he does not
assign to his neighbour that fellowship with him which is right and proper, nor is under
the fear of God;-he who thus cherished secret sin does not deceive God by that sacrifice
which is offered correctly as to outward appearance ... 112

Irenaeus is advising his catholic audience not to celebrate the Eucharist orthopraxically, for the
sake of appearance, order, and appointment, but to worship in fellowship with the community
and in fear of God. He is reminding catholics that the Eucharist is meant for worship, not just
acceptance or membership in th(}Church. Irenaeus has digested the criticism of the Gospel of

Judas, which he has likely read, and reconsidered catholic motives for the Eucharist accordingly.
109
110

Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.3 J.I, p. 358.
DeConick thinks that Irenaeus offers a "highly accurate" description of the manuscript recently

discovered (p. 174).
111
For date, see Gregor Wurst, "lrenaeus of Lyon and the Gospel of Judas" in The Gospel ofJudas, 135.
112
Irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.2.2, p. 528. Note the emphatic contrast that lrenaeus draws against the
words in I Clement XL: "service to be performed... at the appointed times and hours."
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His words suggest that an orthopraxic interpretation of the New Testament Last Supper accounts
is misleading. The imperatives are not intended to regulate practice., but to direct theology.
Even the Sethians noticed that the catholic ritual was based on imperatives and doing what is
necessary ("£c:n:iv

oosr').

lrenaeus, realizing that the worship component of the Eucharist was

being trumped by ritual propriety, set out to reorient the celebration away from orthopraxy in a
more direct way than Justin had.

As a complement to his reassessment of the rationale for practice, lrenaeus also
reinterpreted catholic Eucharistic theology to facilitate the transformation from orthopraxy to
orthodoxy. He begins a section on the Eucharist by asserting that,
vain in every respect are they who despise the entire dispensation of God, and disallow the
salvation of the flesh, and treat with contempt its regeneration, maintaining that it is not
capable of incorruption. 113

He then clarifies for his Docetic opponents that blood and flesh are anatomical aspects of
humanity. 114 And identifying the intention of his new analysis of the Eucharist as creating a
distinct contrast between catholic and Docetic beliefs, he continues to unveil his new
soteriological and orthodox interpretation:
When, therefore, the mingled cup and the manufactured bread receives the Word of God,
and the Eucharist of the blood and the body of Christ is made, from which things the
substance of our flesh is increased and supported. how can they affirm that the flesh is
incapable of receiving the gift of God, which is life eternal, which [flesh] is nourished
from the body and blood of the Lord, and is a member ofHim? 115

113

Ibid.
Ibid.
ns Ibid., Section 3.

114
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He writes nothing about order, actions, or imperatives, but opts instead to explain the spiritual
purpose for those who celebrate-their flesh is supported by Christ and is given eternal life
through Him. Finally, a Church father bas fully emphasized the soteriological reason for the
Eucharist, as the New Testament writers intended. This marks a turning point not only in the
celebration of the Eucharist but in the development of the Church. Straying away from
orthopraxy and constructing orthodoxy, Irenaeus is proof that the Church is no longer a cult
trying to expand and survive in the vast Roman Empire. The catholic community bas become an
institution-a religion still relatively small and constantly faced with struggles, but well enough
established that bishops could take pause from orthopraxic regulation in order to theologize
about the significance of the Eucharist. Because of Docetic presence and provocation, Justin and
especially Irenaeus were forced to reinterpret the Eucharist in extremely anti-Docetic terms,
using the "a6p~" terminology of John instead of the "GWJ.l<l" verses of the Synoptics and Paul.
After over a century of blind orthopraxy, the Eucharist was given the meaning that would have
originally been understood in the New Testament Last Supper accounts had the imperatives not
been misinterpreted by the earliest Church. This theology would have a great formative
influence on the catholic liturgy for centuries to come.
Gregory Dix observed a definitive connection not only between Irenaeus and the
standardization of liturgical practice, but also between his anti-Docetism and the Eucharistic
theology which became a hallmark of tradition:
"It is conceivable that the particular errors of the Gnostic sects he is directly combating
(which all taught that the material creation is radically evil) have something to do with the
emphasis which lrenaeus lays on the Eucharistic offering ... " 116

116

Dix, The Shape ofthe Liturgy, 114.
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Dix then goes on to suggest that the soteriological and flesh-glorifying words of Irenaeus' s
Eucharistic theology were the source for the Eucharistic prayer of The Divine Liturgy ofSaint

Basil the Great, which was taken nearly verbatim. 117
Additionally, embedded in Basil's liturgy is a possible reference to the Gospel ofJudas,
the catalyst for Eucharistic transformation. Radiocarbon dating has proven that the gospel was
in circulation at the end of the third century, so catholic leaders such as Basil certainly would
have been familiar with the book that had been antagonizing Church leaders since before
lrenaeus and into their own time. 118 Basil undoubtedly knew about the Sethians and the Gospel

ofJudas, whether from his own experiences or from the writings oflrenaeus. Two of his
contemporaries, Epiphanius of Salamis and Theodoret of Cyr, recorded the existence of some
version of the Gospel ofJudas in the late fourth and mid-fifth centuries, respectively. 119
Therefore it is certain that the gospel was still controversial during the time of Basil and John
Chrysostom.
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Basil the Great, writing circa 370 C.E., not only adopted Irenaeus's anti-Docetic
Eucharistic theology in his liturgy, but also introduced evidence of his own contact with the
Sethian Gnostics.

120

He invoked the mystical function of the Eucharist and the kiss of Judas.

During Communion, the people are to pray:
Receive me today, Son of God, as a partakerofYour myStical Supper. I will not reveal
Your mystery to Your adversaries. Nor will I give You a kiss as did Judas. But as the
thief I confess to You: Lord, remember me in Your kingdom. 121

117

Ibid., 115.
Wurst essay in The Gospel ofJudas, 134.
119
Simon Gathercole, The Gospel ofJudas: Rewriting Early Christianity (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2007), 126-130.
120
For date, see Frend, The Rise ofChristianity, 951.
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The Divine Liturgy ofSaint Basil the Great. Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America: 16 November
2008 <http://www .goarch.org/chapellliturgical_texts/basil>.
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Basil's non sequitur mention of Judas seems nonsensical in a liturgical prayer, but there is a
reason for its placement here. 122 The Gospel ofJudas was known, even by Irenaeus, to have
lauded Judas for accomplishing the "mystery of the betrayal," so Basil, who studied Irenaeus' s
writings, may have included a catholic refutation of this act in his liturgy so that all catholics
would acknowledge, in association with the Eucharist, that Judas' action was incorrigible. 123 Not
only is Judas cited, but so are "adversaries" of the Church. Basil is assuring that Church
members are clear about two things: the Eucharist is an exclusive mystery of the catholic Church
and Judas's betrayal of Jesus, no matter the result, was deplorable.
This raises two questions: What is this mystery that surrounds the Eucharist? And why is
it important to accentuate the malevolence of Judas's kiss? The mystery of the Church is the
Eucharist. It is still a cultic practice because only adherents to the catholic Church, those who
have been baptized, can experience these "pure Mysteries for the forgiveness of sins and for life
eternal," and also "for the cleansing and sanctification of soul and body and the pledge of the
future life and kingdom." In Basil's time, Christianity still maintained the ritual theology
indicative of a mystery religion despite its post-Constantinian ecumenism. The Eucharist was an
opportunity for catholics to assume immortality through mystical discernment and symbolic
theophagy. Basil, in considering the Eucharist as a mystery, supplied the catholics with their own
orthodox ritual-not primarily orthopraxic like Jewish and civic religious rituals, but orthodox in
the spirit of the mystery religions and the Gnostics. Since the Sethians claim that they possess
the divine mysteries, the catholics must reciprocate with their own normative version of a
mystery. It was the Sethians' practices more than anything else which designated them as
heretics, so when Basil designed a liturgy, he paid special attention to promoting the catholic
122

Basil's liturgy seems to be the oldest we have in which Judas is cited. Most notably, it is not found in
the Liturgy ofSt. James.
123
Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 1.31.1, p. 358.
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Eucharist as the only true Christian mystery. 124 He affirmed that it was catholics alone who were
graced with the divine myster,ies-the Resurrection and its celebration in the Eucharist.

125

One ~~mystic" element of the catholic mystery which was popular during the third and
fourth centuries was the Kiss ofPeace. 126 It was a liturgical kiss of agape which was deemed
holy when appropriately engaged.127 Aside from the conjured image of Judas's kiss of betrayal
and the priest~s kissing of the gifts, this was the only other kiss in Basil's liturgy. The contrast is
telling; People should vow not to kiss Jesus as Judas did because a kiss from Judas was a kiss
from an outsider-someone not welcomed into the mysteries of Christ.

~they

should kiss

their fellow Christians in love, for these are the Christian initiates for whom Jesus died to give
eternal life.
When John Chrysostom revised Basil's liturgy at the end of the fourth century, he too
preserved the tradition of Irenaeus who was profoundly influenced by the Docetists, and
specifically the Sethians. 128 In his liturgy, the theology shaped by Docetic competition came to
fruition. John did not care about objective criteria or simple presence of church members at the
ceremony; he was adamant that those who participate must not be sinful but must be sincere and
pure. 129 During this period, the Eucharist transformed from a participatory ritual to a ceremony
of symbolisms which was watched from afar instead of from the supper table. 130 Such was the
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Elaine Pagels proposed a less traditional way of understanding what constitutes "heresy." In "lrenaeus,
the 'Canon of Truth.' and the 'Gospel of John': 'Making a Difference' through Henneneutics and Ritual" in Vigiliae
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hermeneutical and ritual."
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effect of Gnostic criticism. The Gospel ofJudas mocked the ritual structure of the Eucharist
because it had no spiritual significance or discernment (as even Paul stressed) and in response,
John kept the exact same ''mystery" language introduced into the liturgy by Basil:
0 Son of God, receive me this day as a partaker of your Mystical Supper, for I will not
reveal this mystecy to your enemies, nor will I give you a kiss as did Judas ... 131

Each ecclesiarch's presentation of Judas in this context connects the liturgy, which has been
paramount to Christian worship then and now, with the Gospel ofJudas and the formative
influence of Gnosticism on catholic theology.
The reference to Judas is not the only evidence of this influence; the entire Eucharistic
theology of both Basil and John harkens back to the heresiological theology which began in the
second century. For instance, John's consecration of the cup, "This is my blood of the New
Testament, which is shed for you and for many for the remission of sins" combines "for you"
from Paul with "for many" from Mark and Matthew with "for the forgiveness of sins" from
Matthew to include all of the soteriological elements of the New Testament Last Supper accounts
in the catholic liturgy. 132 John Chrysostom's stress on soteriology, derived from Basil's, is
supported by an amalgamation of Scriptural quotations and elucidates the purpose of the catholic
ceremony-to receive Christ's flesh and blood which, in death, guaranteed the forgiveness of
sins. 133

IV. Conclusion

The authoritative liturgy of the church did not base its Eucharist ritual on orthopraxy but
on soteriology because it was a spiritual celebration invoking God, thanking Him for the
131

Divine liturgy ofSaint John Chrysostom in Casimir Kucharek's The Byzantine-Slav Liturgy ofSaint
John C~ostom: Its Origin and Evolution (Ontario: Alleluia Press, 1971), 689.
32
Divine Liturgy ofSaint John Chrysostom in The Byzantine-Slav Liturgy ofSaint John Chrysostom, 588.
133
Ibid., 703. John Chrysostom presents the Eucharist, the receiving of Christ's flesh, in terms of spiritual
and personal gain, not just for ritual worship: "Lord may the partaking of your holy sacrament be ... for the healing of
my soul and body" (Byzantine Communion Prayer).
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salvation of mankind, and gaining eternal life for its celebrants. But before the Gospel ofJudas,
the Eucharist was more aptly defined as a ritual of unity and exclusivity. The Sethian Gospel of
Judas had a direct influence on the catholic Eucharist and this is evident when analyzing catholic

texts in the order of their composition. The earlier ones, Didache, 1 Clement, and Barnabas, all
describe an orthopraxic Eucharist where the ritual framework and the presence and actions of
participants are of the utmost importance. They base their ritual on an orthopraxic reading of the
Synoptics and Paul. Texts written in the middle of the second century by Ignatius of Antioch
and Justin Martyr tend to intertwine the orthopraxic function of the ritual with an anti-Docetic
emphasis on catholic theology which is rooted in a soteriological interpretation of John. Then,
after the Gospel ofJudas came into the scope oflrenaeus, the orthopraxy was pushed aside,
ultimately resulting in a liturgical celebration where the ritual is disconnected from the people
because their actions are no longer considered important Thanks to the Gospel ofJudas, for
members of the orthodox Church, discernment and understanding of the passion are expected. In
addition, for many Christians, the anti-Docetic theology has remained. Participation in the
Eucharist involves a metaphysical acceptance of the eternal life won by Christ. This function of
the Eucharist has played a central role in Christianity into modem times.
At a time when catholics had absorbed Eucharistic imperatives such as "Eat," "Drink/'
and "Do this" into their psyches, the Gospel ofJudas offered a constructive criticism of the
attitudes of those participating in the Eucharist. 134 The catholics then redefmed their ritual with
an insistence on the salvific function of flesh because the Sethians found flesh repugnant and
atonement theology unconscionable. 135 Everything that the catholics practiced and preached in
the first four centuries was a product of the fonnative influences of Gnosticism, as also of
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Williams, 377.
Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 5.
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Judaism and paganism. The Gospel ofJudas undoubtedly figured into the development of
catholic orthodoxy, and Eucharistic theology is one place where the Sethians helped change a
cultic ritual meal into a meaningful sacrament.
For this reason, the Gnostics should not be indicted by modem Christians because they
are heretical." We already know they were different, Irenaeus made it quite clear. By rejecting
the validity of texts such as the Gospel ofJudas, the leaders of major Christian Churches are
doing an injustice to the study of Christian origins. Because Sethians believe the world was
created by a different god and that Christ did not have a human nature does not mean that they
had no influence on Christianity. These sectarian Christians were neighbors of catholic
Christians and shared a common belief in Christ as a type of Savior. Their proximity and
overlapping beliefs meant that there would have been an exchange of information between the
two groups which is evidenced by the familiarity of the catholics with Gnostic books and vice
versa. It was inevitable that each group's beliefs and critiques would have influenced the
other's. The Gospel ofJohn is a result of this syncretism. And so is the tradition of Eucharistic
theology.
Present in the New Testament are accounts of the Last Supper which offer Christians,
ancient and modem, enough theology to understand that the Eucharist developed in order for

I

people to contemplate and participate in the passion of Christ, but sometimes the imperatives can
be distracting if not understood as facilitators of the theological message. The earliest Church
Fathers chiefly employed an orthopraxic interpretation of the Last Supper narratives because this

I

was useful for their purpose of Church organization. The critique in the Gospel ofJudas was not
intended to reorient catholic theology, but it did provide the catholics with a useful assessment of
their own ritual. While declaring that the god catholics were worshipping was not the true God,
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the author slipped in a biting piece of information-that the catholics performed their ritual
blindly. Their criticism was taken well by the Church Fathers, with lrenaeus, acting ex cathedra
as a descendent of the apostles, transforming theology accordingly, and thereby leaving a
permanent mark on orthodox tradition.
Reading the Gospel ofJudas and other Gnostic texts should not be thought of as a
sacrilege, but rather as a search for knowledge-the knowledge of Christian origins. In the
words of Karen King, "One's own faith is not diminished by hearing other voices; it may even be
strengthened by it." 136 Many Christians today would assert and defend the presence of Christ's
flesh in the Eucharist. Are they simply doing so because they have been told to? Refusing to
acknowledge where the language used comes from and why it developed, many people forget
that religion is a product of both Scripture and tradition-subject to Zeitgeist. The Eucharist, the
greatest sacrament for many Christianities, has always been and indeed remains a ritual. Since
its origin in Judaism, tradition has incorporated a plethora of cultural and historical influences
into this normative Christian ritual. The result is a liturgical celebration quite unlike its Biblical
precedent in appearance. As Vasiliki Limberis explains, ritual is like a kaleidoscope. 137 It
originates as one particularly beautiful shape and then transforms, combining the same pieces
into a completely different, yet still beautiful, combination. In the case of the Eucharist, many
of the pieces of the ritual were reconfigured according to a series of formative forces in the
pluralistic and syncretic atmosphere of Christian origins. The New Testament was perhaps the
greatest of these influences, but interaction with the Sethian community played a part in
rearranging the pieces of the Eucharist as well.
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The Gospel ofJudas was able to transform the catholic Eucharist because its criticism
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was indisputably accurate. The earliest form of the ritual was not being performed for spiritual
betterment, thanks, and discernment; it was just a perfunctory community meal complemented
by Christian words. Perceptive catholics like Irenaeus realized this was true and cautioned
catholics not to worship blindly, but to remember that Christ's flesh assured salvation for many.
For its criticism ofblindorthopraxy, the Gospel ofJudas had a positive formative value for
catholics who, as a result, came to realize the insincerity of their practice. Even today, Judas
should be read as a reminder for Christians-a reminder that the Eucharist should not be
performed simply because it is required. It should be performed, in accordance with both
Scripture and tradition, so that people can physically and spiritually partake in the passion of
Christ in which his flesh won salvation for many. 138
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