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The movie Stigmata has now been seen by millions. Its title refers to the wounds of Christ displayed in someone else’s body (Greek stigma means “mark”). St. Paul may have had the stigmata: in 2 Cor 12:7 he says “a thorn was given me in the flesh.” Aside from Paul, the first to receive the stigmata was St. Francis, in the 1200s. According to one expert on the stigmata, about 350 people since then have received them. (Michael Freze, They Bore the Wounds of Christ, p. 11).

The movie centers around a twenty-something Pittsburgh hairdresser, a single woman into the bar scene who displays the stigmata. The Vatican dispatches a priest to investigate (Gabriel Byrne), and he discovers that the wounds are caused by a dead Brazilian priest who is possessing the hairdresser through the dead priest’s rosary, which she assumed to be a necklace.
The movie is theologically inaccurate on several grounds.

· Stigmata brings to mind The Exorcist: a possessed heroine is attended by a Jesuit priest who is undergoing a faith crisis. There are even the same phenomena of possession: altered voice and appearance, supernatural strength, cruciform levitation. The Church does teach that such activities can occur in possession. But possession, according to the Stigmata, is by a ghost (a dead human), whereas the Church teaches that possession is by demons (fallen angels).
· The stigmata are caused by a dead priest. But the Church teaches that in the 350 or so non-fictional instances of stigmata in history, the stigmata were caused by God.
· The priest’s crisis is not just faith versus doubt, but faith versus science: he and others in the movie agree that one must choose between faith and science. The Church teaches that faith and science cannot ultimately contradict.
· Stigmata dredges up the old “Church versus Spirit” theme so often seen in American literature and film. The charge (stemming from the Reformation) is that the institutional Church is not a means of grace but an obstruction to grace.

But the principal difficulty with the movie has to do with its use of the Gospel of Thomas.

In the movie, the dead Brazilian priest possesses the woman because he is angry that the Church has suppressed the discovery some years back of the “real” gospel, the one written by Jesus and the disciples themselves.

This motif of a newly-discovered, “authentic” gospel is not new in fiction; it has appeared in at least two novels, James Hall Roberts’s The Q Document (1964) and David Alexander’s The Fifth Gospel (1998). But neither novel claimed to be based on fact. At the end of Stigmata, just before the credits, a statement appears (I paraphrase): “In 1945 The Gospel of St. Thomas was discovered at Nag Hammadi. Scholars around the world agree that it contains the most authentic sayings of Jesus. The Vatican has dismissed this document and describes it as heresy.” In other words, Stigmata implies that an “authentic” gospel has, in fact, been discovered, that that gospel is the Gospel of Thomas, and that the Church is suppressing it.

But what are the facts about the actual Gospel of Thomas?

From 1897 to 1905, two British archaeologists found, near Oxyrhynchus in Egypt, hundreds of fragments of papyrus (an ancient writing material like paper). The fragments included four pages which contained about 20 sayings of Jesus in Greek. Some had never been heard before, such as the saying repeated several times in Stigmata: “Split a piece of bark, and you will find me; lift a stone, and I will be there.”

Then, in 1945, archaeologists found, near Nag Hammadi in Egypt, about 50 papyrus works in late Egyptian (Coptic). Among them were several gospels not in the Bible: the Gospel of Truth, the Gospel of Philip, and the Gospel of Thomas. (This find at Nag Hammadi should not be confused with the Dead Sea Scrolls: those were discovered in 1946; they were found in Palestine; they were in Hebrew; and they were entirely Jewish rather than Christian writings.)

“Gospel of Thomas” is an unfortunate title: the work contains no narratives at all, only 114 sayings, each beginning with “Jesus says.” It was soon noticed that the 20 or so sayings discovered at the turn of the century, mentioned above, were in fact from another copy of the Gospel of Thomas.

Among the gospel’s sayings are many already known from the Bible: the parables of the sower, the mustard seed, and so on. Others sound familiar but odd: “There are many around the drinking trough, but there is nothing in the cistern.” Still others are simply weird: “They [Jesus’ disciples] are like children who have settled in a field which is not theirs. When the owners of the field come, they will say, ‘Let us have back our field.’ They will undress in their presence in order to let them have back their field.”

These previously unknown sayings sound strange, in fact, because the Gospel of Thomas, like the other “gospels” from Nag Hammadi, were not written by orthodox Christians. Instead, they were written by Gnostic Christians.

Gnosticism (from Greek gnosis, “knowledge”: Greek gno- became English kno-) was popular in the first three centuries of the Church. Whereas orthodox Christians believed that “a person is justified by faith” (Rom 3:28), Gnosticism’s basic teaching was that a person is saved by knowledge, not by faith. (So “Gnosticism” means “knowledge-ism.”)  Moreover, the knowledge that saves you is secret doctrines which Jesus taught only to his disciples, not to the crowds. These arcane doctrines included: the names of the 33 emanations of God; passwords to let you escape planetary demons after death; and so on.

To read Gnostic works is to descend into a world of mumbo-jumbo. But mumbo-jumbo has always been attractive to some people. Why? Because, while faith requires commitment, knowledge is in itself amoral: if all you need to be saved is knowledge, then you are free to act as you wish. Also, secret doctrines stroke the ego: “I’m in the know, you’re not.” Hence the perennial popularity of non-Christian forms of gnosticism—Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophy, or the arcane teachings of guests on late-night radio talk shows.

The Gospel of Thomas is a Gnostic work. It begins: “These are the secret words which the living Jesus spoke . . . He who shall find the interpretation of these words shall not taste of death.” This echoes John 8:52, “Whoever keeps my word will never taste death.” But, as Joachim Jeremias notes (Unknown Sayings of Jesus p. 31), “The Johannine saying makes faith and obedience the prerequisites for preservation from eternal death. The gnostic saying, on the other hand, sees the prerequisite in the knowledge of the hidden meaning of Jesus’ words.”

The Oxford English Dictionary defines “heresy” as beliefs that diverge from the Catholic Church’s beliefs. Given that definition, the Church is not wrong to call Thomas heresy. But the Church is not trying to suppress the book: all of the Gnostic gospels are available for anyone to read. (E.g., Nag Hammadi Library, ed. James Robinson, 1985.)

As for the movie’s statement that scholars consider Thomas’s sayings authentic: scholars acknowledge that a small number of the sayings may actually go back to Jesus. Not all that Jesus said is preserved in the gospels (see John 20:30, 21:35). Paul in Acts 20:35 quotes what he calls “the words of the Lord Jesus”: “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” But that saying is not found in the gospels. Conceivably Thomas could contain an authentic saying or two that escaped the biblical gospels.

But contrary to Stigmata’s claim, the consensus among scholars (chief among them, Fr. Dominic Crossan of DePaul University) is that much of the Gospel of Thomas cannot have been said by the same Jesus described in the biblical gospels—not, at least, without a serious case of schizophrenia.

The particular saying repeated throughout Stigmata—“Split a piece of wood, and you will find me; lift a stone, and I will be there”—can be given an orthodox interpretation: Jesus could be saying, “I am present everywhere” (which of course in his divine nature he is). But given the Gnostic gospel from which the saying comes, it is probably pantheistic: “I, God, am the trees and the stones.” One characteristic of pantheism, by the way, is a tendency toward anti-institutionalism; hence the depiction of the Church not as a means of grace but an obstruction to grace.

Despite all I’ve said, there were aspects of Stigmata I enjoyed. Several special effects were visually impressive, such as the burning room that was not consumed. And the scenes when the stigmata were received reminded me of the shower scene in Psycho: editing so quick and disjointed as to cause the viewer to feel an echo of the character’s pain and disorientation.

Still, spectacle is not enough to make a movie worthwhile. Playing fast and loose with the truth as it does, Stigmata warrants a warning: this is a Gnostic movie.

