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Introduction 

I. The Volume’s Project1 

1. Two Collected Essays in 2009 and 2011 on Jesus’ Infancy Stories 

In her book Marie,2 the French scholar France Quéré highlights the two 
close but different verbs used in the parallel expressions of Lk 2.19 and 
2.51b,3 ��������	 and 
	�����	. In the NRSV, the two verbs are translated 
similarly as “treasured”. But ��������	 in Lk 2.19 indicates for Quéré that 
Mary is able to gather together the diverse elements of the situation; she 
harmoniously meditates the Word, as the preposition ���� in ��������	 and 
the verb �����������underline.4 In Lk 2.51b, Mary seems too perplexed 
to gather together all the elements of the situation in her heart, as the ab-
sence of ���������� and the use of 
	�����	, with the preposition 
	�-, 
indicate. According to Quéré, this small difference between ���� and ���- 
signals that something is troubling Mary in Lk 2.51b.5 In homage to this 
fine exegete, gone too soon, we could say in introduction to these collected 
essays that the readers who will compare the present volume with the one 
published in 2009 by James Corley on the suggestion of the Catholic Bib-
lical Association of Great Britain – New Perspectives on the Nativity6 – 
will probably be experimenting a feeling closer to 
	�����	 than to 

                                                 
1 Many thanks are due to Etienne Guilloud for his English proof reading and the En-

glish translations of the French citations. 
2 See F. QUÉRÉ, Marie, Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1996. 
3 See Lk 2.19 and 51b according to the NA27: �� 
�� ���	��� ������ ��������	� ���

������������������������ ��� ��� ���
������ !�"� ��#� �����$��������
	�����	������� ���
����������������
������ !% 

4 See QUÉRÉ, Marie, p. 155. 
5 See ibid., p. 155: “Le syn – qui impliquait la cohérence des pensées – se change en 

un dia – qui offre le sense contraire et exprime la division jetée dans le souvenir où 
l’heureuse assurance se colore maintenant d’un pressentiment douloureux. Et Marie con-
serve néanmoins cette mémoire déchirée, aussi fidèlement qu’elle la gardait au temps de 
son intégrité.” 

6 See J. CORLEY (ed.), New Perspectives on the Nativity, London – New York: T&T 
Clark, 2009. 
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��������	, or will in any case note the different profiles of the two vol-
umes. 

Our editorial team has started to prepare the content of the present vol-
ume without any knowledge of the New Perspectives project. Conse-
quently, it will be an interesting task for the readership of these two vol-
umes to situate them in the present history of research, in order to under-
stand what is happening today around the texts usually called “infancy 
gospels” and “infancy apocrypha” in French-speaking research, but which 
are known as “infancy narratives” and “infancy gospels” in English-
speaking research. This introduction is a first attempt to situate the Infancy 
Gospels volume as a new step in research, at the crossroad of diverse 
points of view. It will also explain some differences with the New Perspec-
tives volume, which offers a state of research on Mt 1–2 and Lk 1–2 writ-
ten by Henry Wansbrough,7 as well as a “Bibliography of Studies on the 
Nativity, 1990–2009”,8 to which one can usefully refer. The two volumes 
are based on different textual corpora. Corley’s volume focuses on the ca-
nonical Jesus’ infancy stories with some articles about the history of recep-
tion, whereas the present volume studies canonical and non-canonical Je-
sus’ infancy stories, often together. This divergence in the studied texts 
consequently leads to two main differences between the books: the role of 
history and the relationship between the canonical infancy stories and oth-
er contemporaneous textual productions. These points shall be developed 
in part 1, before giving an overview of the volume in part 2. 

2. Categories and History at Stake 

In English-speaking research, the masterpiece by Raymond Brown, The 
Birth of the Messiah, uses the expression “infancy narratives” for Mt 1–2 
and Lc 1–2.9 The same kind of designation still stands thirty years later in 
New Perspectives, when Henry Wansbrough speaks about the “gospels in-
fancy narratives”,10 whereas “infancy gospels” designates usually the apo-

                                                 
7 See H. WANSBROUGH, “The Infancy Stories of the Gospels since Raymond E. 

Brown”, in J. CORLEY (ed.), New Perspectives on the Nativity, pp. 4–22. 
8 See H. WANSBROUGH – J. CORLEY, “Bibliography of Studies on the Nativity, 1990–

2009,” in J. CORLEY (ed.), New Perspectives on the Nativity, pp. 205–211. 
9 See the introduction “Scholarship and the Infancy Narratives,” in R. Brown, The 

Birth of the Messiah. A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew 
and Luke. New Updated Edition (ABRL), New York et al.: Doubleday, 19932 (1976), pp. 
25–41; see also, for example, this sentence in the foreword of the original edition: “It is 
the central contention of this volume that the infancy narratives are worthy vehicles of 
the Gospel message ; indeed, each is the essential Gospel story in miniature” (ibid., p. 7). 

10 See WANSBROUGH, “The Infancy Stories of the Gospels”, p. 5, for example. 
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cryphal stories on Jesus’ infancy in English.11 In an inverted way, as 
Michel Berder pointed out in 2009, “the expression ‘infancy gospels’ is 
usually used to designate Mt 1–2 and Lk 1–2”12 in French-speaking re-
search. This designation is notably present in Jean Daniélou and René Lau-
rentin monographs’ titles: Les Evangiles de l’enfance (1967) and Les 
Evangiles de l’enfance du Christ (1983).13 Because Brown’s Birth has nev-
er been translated into French and was the subject of polemical debates in-
ternal to the Catholic Church, as Wansbrough reminds us,14 scholarship 
never really did consider the fact that the French expression “Evangiles de 
l’enfance” and the English expression “infancy gospels” were designating 
diverse categories. 

By giving to this volume the usual French terminology, the editorial 
team enlarges at the same time the French and the English categories. In-
deed, “infancy gospels” can designate here the canonical infancy gospels 
(see part 2), or all the available Jesus’ infancy gospels (see part 1), or the 
non-canonical infancy gospels (see part 3). This choice – with its floating 
aspect – does not represent a novelty, but rather makes visible and explicit 
a growing implicit evolution in the scholarly language. For example, if 
Berder defines the ‘infancy gospels’ in his article as Mt 1–2 and Lc 1–2, he 
also notes some pages later that the apocryphal Jesus’ infancy stories “have 
commonly received the designation of ‘Infancy Gospels’”.15 He thus attests 
that the expression is becoming convenient for the entire textual corpus in 
the French-speaking area.  

But categories are also evolving in English-speaking research, as Berder 
notices about the 2006 book by Keith Elliott – A Synopsis of the Apo-
cryphal Nativity and Infancy Narratives:16 “it is significant that Elliot went 
as far back as the birth of Mary, which is not reported in any text of the 
New Testament. Moreover, the title given to his work doesn’t quote Jesus’ 

                                                 
11 See E.A. LINVINGSTONE (ed.), The Concise Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 

Church, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006, p. 294: “Infancy Gospels. The apo-
cryphal stories about the birth and childhood of Christ which were early put into circula-
tion”. 

12 M. BERDER, “L’enfance de Jésus dans les évangiles canoniques et dans les apoc-
ryphes,” in F.-M. HUMANN – J.-N. NOËL (eds.), Les Apocryphes chrétiens des premiers 
siècles. Mémoire et traditions (TU 7), Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 2009, pp. 211–244 ; 
here p. 215. 

13 J. DANIÉLOU, Les Evangiles de l’enfance, Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 19932 (1967); 
R. LAURENTIN, Les Evangiles de l’enfance du Christ : vérité de Noël au-delà des mythes 
: exégèse et sémiotique, historicité et théologie, Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1983. 

14 See WANSBROUGH, “The Infancy Stories of the Gospels”, pp. 4–5. 
15 BERDER, “L’enfance de Jésus”, p. 221. 
16 J.K. ELLIOTT, A Synopsis of the Apocryphal Nativity and Infancy Narratives 

(NTTS 34), Leiden – Boston, MA: Brill, 2006. 
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name: ‘Nativity’ and ‘Infancy’ equally apply to Mary”.17 I am not sure if 
Elliott wished to put a Mariological implication in his title; indeed, he 
makes efforts in chapter one to keep Mary’s stories linked to the canonical 
texts, by incorporating “Luke 1” in a quite artificial way to the texts con-
sidered to be about “Mary’s birth and upbringing”, under the form of an 
“Appendix: The Birth of John the Baptist”.18 But he cannot avoid the fact 
that his book’s title can be read with an implied link to Mary, as Berder 
noticed. Focusing on Christmas stories leads to enlarging the studied tex-
tual corpus, as one can verify even in the rather conservative book by René 
Laurentin, Les Evangiles de Noël (1985). Laurentin considers that the 
Protevangelium of James belongs to “improbable and megalomaniac” apo-
cryphal texts.19 But in another passage of the same book, he chooses to 
keep the cave mentioned in PJ 18.1 as historically probable, against the 
Gospel according to Luke: “The cave, a respectable tradition, would tend 
towards the caravanserai hypothesis as the place from which the Holy 
Family was rejected.”20 This example illustrates how the cultural di-
mension influences the academic perception of the diverse elements of the 
“Christmas stories”, even by a scholar who considers that “the mega-
lomania, the ignorance of the context and the improbability of the Apo-
crypha manifest, in a striking manner, the truth of the Gospels”.21 

In fact, the cultural factor is the most important one in order to under-
stand what is at stake today in the evolution of the designations and cate-
gorisations of Jesus’ infancy stories. It should be clearly reminded that the 
depreciation of the apocryphal infancy stories was a generally accepted 
fact in current Western culture until not long ago, and not an attitude spe-
cific only to traditional New Testament scholars. Indeed, it is interesting to 
read an article written about the infancy apocrypha in 1996 by Jean Ru-
dhardt, professor in History of Religions at the University of Geneva in 
1965–1987, the first chair created in that field in 1865.22 For Rudhardt, 
“when comparing [canonical] retained texts to many of the rejected ones, 
that were more anecdotal, more picturesque or more speculative, one will 
see in them qualities suited to justify the preference the Church gave 
them.”23 He considers the canonical infancy gospels as being “less pictur-
esque and wild, more reserved” and estimates it to be “paradoxical” to find 

                                                 
17 BERDER, “L’enfance de Jésus”, p. 223. 
18 See Elliott, A Synopsis, pp. 1–2. 
19 R. LAURENTIN, Les Evangiles de Noël, Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1985, p. 27. 
20 Ibid., p. 19. 
21 Ibid., p. 24. 
22 See http://www.unige.ch/lettres/antic/HR/index.html; last check on 26/07/2011. 
23 J. RUDHARDT, “Le fictif et le faux, l’authentique et le vrai dans l’histoire des re-

ligions,” in RHR 213/1 (1996), pp. 5–23 ; here p. 16. 
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so much traces of the infancy apocrypha in the liturgy of the (catholic) 
Church.24 Such an opinion attests to the fact that in the second half of the 
20th century, a wide consensus still existed on a cultural point: canonical 
infancy narratives were considered to be as “serious” as the apocryphal 
infancy narratives, even if the historicity of the canonical stories was di-
versely appreciated. 

This general cultural Western appreciation is clearly evolving. On the 
one hand, the edition by the AELAC25 of the Ecrits apocryphes chrétiens26 
in the beautiful volumes of the series La Pléiade (Gallimard) signals a 
concrete turning point at the end of the 20th century in the perception of the 
Christian apocrypha in European culture, whose effects are visible in 
French speaking-research in Berder’s article27 or in the edition of the pre-
sent volume, for example. A similar phenomenon is happening in German 
speaking-research, if one looks at the important collected essays by Frey 
and Schröter Jesus in apokryphen Evangelienüberlieferungen,28 issuing 
from the preparation of the first volume of the new Hennecke-Schnee-
melcher series, the Antike christliche Apokryphen.29 On the other hand, the 
appreciation of the Christmas stories is evolving inside of the emic30 point 
of view of the Christian exegetes, as one can see by comparing Daniélou’s 
1967 statement and Wansbrough’s 2009 statement. Daniélou considered in 
1967 that “the question of the historical value of the Gospels is fundamen-
tal to faith: if Christ has not really been conceived by the Holy Spirit, if he 

                                                 
24 See ibid., pp. 17, 21. 
25 Association for the Study of the Christian Apocryphal Literature; the head is at the 

University of Lausanne, IRSB (French-speaking Swiss Sciences Biblical Institute; 
www.unil.ch/irsb; last check on 26/07/2011). 

26 See F. BOVON – P. GEOLTRAIN (eds.), Ecrits apocryphes chrétiens I (Bibliothèque 
de la Pléiade 442), Paris: Gallimard, 1997; P. GEOLTRAIN – J.-D. KAESTLI (eds), Ecrits 
apocryphes chrétiens II (Bibliothèque de la Pléiade 516), Paris: Gallimard, 2005. 

27 See BERDER, “L’enfance de Jésus,” p. 211, n. 2. 
28 J. FREY – J. SCHRÖTER (eds., in collaboration with J. SPAETH), Jesus in apokryphen 

Evangelienüberlieferungen: Beiträge zu außerkanonischen Jesusüberlieferungen aus ver-
schiedenen Sprach- und Kulturtraditionen (Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum 
Neuen Testament 254), Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010. 

29 See ibid., p. V; C. MARKSCHIES – J. SCHRÖTER (eds.), Antike christliche Apo-
kryphen in deutscher Übersetzung. I. Band: Evangelien und Verwandtes. 7., völlig neu 
bearbeitete Auflage der von Edgar Hennecke begründeten und von Wilhelm Schnee-
melcher weitergeführten Sammlung, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, forthcoming December 
2011. 

30 This terminology comes from anthropology and was coined in 1954 by Kenneth 
Pike to designate the description of behavior or a belief in terms meaningful to the actor 
Inside his/her cultural references (see for a description of the emergence of the 
emics/etics terminology: T. HEADLAND – K. PIKE – M. HARRIS (eds.), Emics and Etics: 
The Insider/Outsider Debate, Newbury Park – London: Sage Publications, 1990). 
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hasn’t really been resuscitated from the dead, our faith is vain,”31 whereas 
in 2009 Wansbrough wrote the following statement:  

It can never be doubted that Christianity is a historical religion, founded on what actually 
happened – the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. If these did not happen, 
‘then our faith is vain’ (1 Cor 15.17). In the case of the gospel infancy narratives, as in all 
accounts of the birth and infancy of men and women who have made an indelible mark 
on the world, exact historicity is not the main interest. The importance of the infancy 
narratives lies not in the precise historicity of the events but in what these narratives 
show about Jesus, or rather, about Christian belief in Jesus.32  

Both statements are based on 1 Cor 15.17, explicitly by Wansbrough and 
implicitly by Daniélou – since Jesus’ birth is not mentioned in this verse –, 
which makes the evolution clearly perceptible. But one probably arrives 
now at the end of the possibility of affirming a position such as Wans-
brough’s in New Perspectives. Firstly, the idea that Jesus’ resurrection 
maintains Christianity as a “historical religion” becomes everyday more of 
an emic Christian point of view.33 Secondly, such a point of view leads 
Corley to affirm that in New Perspectives, “the strongest theme is the inad-
equacy of critical historical study to do justice to the message of the nativi-
ty stories.”34 Such a statement remains based on a narrow definition of his-
torical criticism on the one hand – as Borg and Crossan also use it in The 
First Christmas.35 On the other hand, it is really difficult to understand 
what kind of criticism can be developed if an academic framework, if his-
tory is put in brackets. Moreover, it also seems difficult to see what kind of 
Christian theology could put history in brackets, and stay efficient in cul-
ture and faith. On the theological level, the dissociation between faith and 
historical perspective has its limits: Wansbrough, after having affirmed that 
“exact historicity is not the main interest” in the infancy narratives, never-
theless reproaches to François Bovon for only speaking of “legends” about 
Lk 1–2 and Mt 1–2 in his commentary on Luke.36 

                                                 
31 DANIÉLOU, Les Evangiles de l’enfance, p. 7. 
32 WANSBROUGH, “The Infancy Stories,” p. 5. 
33 For an evaluation of this debate in European universities, see C. CLIVAZ, “Why 

Were the Resurrection Stories Read and Believed? And What Are We Making of Them 
Today?” in G. VAN OYEN – T. SHEPHERD (eds.), Resurrection of the Dead. Biblical 
Traditions in Dialogue (BETL), Leuven: Peeters, forthcoming; the pdf version is availa-
ble here, with the editor’s agreement: http://my.unil.ch/serval/document/BIB_6BE62A6 
637FC.pdf; last check on 26/07/2011. 

34 CORLEY, “Introduction”, in J. CORLEY (ed.), New Perspectives on the Nativity, Lon-
don – New York: T&T Clark, 2009, pp. 1–3; p. 2. 

35 M. BORG – J.D. CROSSAN. (eds.), The First Christmas. What the Gospels Really 
Teach about Jesus’ Birth, New York: HarperOne, 2007. 

36 See WANSBROUGH, “The Infancy Stories”, pp. 13–14. 
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For the editorial team of this volume, it nevertheless seems possible to 
say something after Brown37 on the infancy narratives, by enlarging the 
textual corpus to the apocryphal infancy gospels, and considering all the 
stories on Jesus’ infancy in the category of “infancy gospels”. Firstly, such 
a shift allows one to give history a new place in the debate, because several 
articles study the interactions between the infancy gospels and the history 
in terms of stories and identities. Such a key aspect of reading allows sur-
prising discoveries, such as links between the information concerning the 
Desposynoi’s genealogical tradition and the canonical Gospel genealogies 
(see Guignard), or between the testimonia and Jesus’ birth (see Norelli). To 
read Mt 1–2 from the point of view of cultural anthropology enlightens the 
Matthean community as a fugitive and antagonistic minority (see Destro 
and Pesce). It is sure that this approach is now developing in research, as 
Autero’s 2011 article shows.38 

Secondly, such a starting point radically prevents considering the cano-
nical gospels as some heterogeneous “zero starting point”. Raymond 
Brown does not avoid finally accentuating the “freedom of composition” 
of the evangelists in the infancy narratives, in conclusion to the debate 
about the historical sources: “Perhaps precisely because the material had 
been less fixed in the course of apostolic preaching, the evangelists exer-
cised greater freedom of composition in the infancy narratives.”39 But one 
can rightly contest, theologically as well as historically, the idea that the 
infancy canonical gospels should be like a UFO inside ancient Jewish lit-
erature, which is what Wansbrough does when he affirms about 4Q246 that 
“Luke’s usage [h]as still an advance on the Qumran text.”40 Therefore, 
several articles of the present volume draw interesting lines with ancient 
Jewish literature and Christian apocrypha. Midrashic literature can be used 
to link the messianic reading of Isa 7.14 with the Septuagint (Costa), or PJ 

                                                 
37 See ibid., p. 22: “no new paradigm has yet totally superseded the work of Raymond 

Brown”. 
38 See E. AUTERO, “Social Status in Luke’s Infancy Narrative: Zechariah the Priest,” 

Biblical Theology Bulletin: A Journal of Bible and Theology 41 (2011), pp. 36–45.  
39 BROWN, The Birth of the Messiah, p. 38: “Whether or not the infancy narratives 

were historical, whether or not they were based on eyewitness testimony, whether or not 
they had a pre-Gospel existence, Matthew and Luke thought they were appropriate intro-
ductions to the career and significance of Jesus. To give them less value than other parts 
of the Gospels is to misread the mind of the evangelists for whom the infancy narratives 
were fitting vehicles of a message they wanted to convey. Indeed, from this point of view 
the infancy narratives are not an embarrassment but a masterpiece. Perhaps precisely be-
cause the material had been less fixed in the course of apostolic preaching, the evan-
gelists exercised greater freedom of composition in the infancy narratives”. 

40 WANSBROUGH, “The Infancy Stories”, p. 17. 
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XI.2–3 with QuestBarth 2.15–20 and the P. Gen. IV.149 reinforces the 
roots of Lk 1.35 in “polyvalent Jewish traditions” such as 4Q246 (Clivaz). 

A last word in this part has got to be an invitation to compare this vol-
ume to New Prespectives regarding the theological implications of the col-
lected essays. This volume is not specifically addressed to “Christians”, 
and does not aim to “go deeper into the Christian message”, as it is as-
sumed in New Perspectives.41 Produced by scholars coming from diverse 
backgrounds, it nevertheless offers interesting theological reflections, de-
pending on the scholars’ implications in that field. For example, the Lukan 
author presents the beginnings of the Church in Acts as being modeled up-
on the Infancy narrative of the third Gospel (Devillers); the canticles in Lk 
1–2 transmit a vision of God and the world, as well as a new ethos still to 
be trained (Gerber); the God of biblical revelation is everywhere present in 
the infancy gospels according to Matthew and Luke, but often in a self-
effacing way (Viviano). Organised by a team of four scholars from diverse 
backgrounds, this research program has been offered by the theological 
research committee of French-speaking Switzerland (CUSO théologie). 
Consequently, this first part of the introduction will end with a theological 
opening on the ways that could be pursued in theological research after 
this volume, ideally in discussion with systematic and fundamental theo-
logy.  

3. Theological Impact: the Third Category of Texts “Useful for the Soul” 

The European academic context has the chance to be able to gather schol-
ars from diverse fields and confessional backgrounds, and to study in 
peaceful ways the canonical Gospels and the early Christian literature. It is 
much more difficult to study Christian apocryphal texts in the US context 
today, without being forced to take a position on the evangelical/liberal 
Christian chessboard. In this dispassionate European academic atmosphere, 
it is possible to observe that the present volume is inscribed in a cultural 
framework marked by Christianity. Indeed, all the scholars mentioned in 
this volume – whatever research fields they come from – have considered 
that it was possible to speak about “infancy narratives” or “infancy gos-
pels”, without specifying whose infancy was at stake. But this point could 
evolve over the next few years. When one puts “Christmas” on Wolfram-
alpha, a database using the Web 3.0 – the semantics Web or the future 
Web42 –, the first results do not specify that Christmas is Jesus’ birth. 
Wolframalpha indicates instead Christmas as the day of birth of Isaac 

                                                 
41 CORLEY, “Introduction”, p. 1. 
42 See T. BERNES-LEE, Weaving the Web: the Original Design and Ultimate Destiny of 

the World Wide Web by its Inventor, New York: HarperBusiness, 2000. 
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Newton and Rod Serling, as well as the day of the invention of the pendu-
lum and of the election of Vaclav Havel as president of Czechoslovakia43. 
So one can rightly ask what kind of cultural world will appear in the com-
ing digital age, and how will Christian theology evolve in this emerging 
culturally altered world. In any case, such an evolution makes it all the 
more important to open some ways to discuss further the diverse categories 
and functions of ancient Christian texts in Christian theology. 

To speak about “infancy gospels” for infancy narratives and infancy 
apocrypha and to study the entire available documentation on Jesus’ infan-
cy stories, documentary papyri included, leads indeed to adapting some 
points in a modern Christian theology based on the Sola Scriptura, such as 
the one born from the printed protestant culture in the 16th century. Since 
the emergence of the printed culture, a stronger distinction has appeared 
between texts “in the Book” and other “apocryphal” texts outside of “the 
Book”. Some facts reflect the importance of the connection between the 
emergence of the printed culture and the perception of the frontier between 
canonical and apocryphal books: the list of canonical books was fixed at 
the fourth session of the Council of Trent, the 8th of April 1546; Cotelier 
published in 1672 the first collection of patristic texts, SS. Patrum qui tem-
poribus apostolicis floruerunt (…) opera editis, and Fabricius published in 
1703 the first Codex apocryphorum Novi Testamenti Collectus.44  

But the situation was quite different before the printed culture, as any-
body can see today on the free online exemplar of the Codex Sinaiticus, 
where the Pastor and the Epistle of Barnabas are presented after the Reve-
lation.45 Ancient Christian writers had different appreciations of the non 
canonical texts. Origen uses an apocryphal word of Jesus, an agrapha, 
when he tries to defend the four traditional gospels in his Homily on Luke 
1.1.46 Nor does he hesitate to attribute 1 Co 2.9 to an apocryphal text47. 
Athanasius also considers “other texts”: he indicates that the Pastor can be 

                                                 
43 See http://www.wolframalpha.com/input/?i=christmas; last check on 26/07/2011. 
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une collection artificielle”, in Apocrypha 3 (1992), pp. 17–46; here pp. 20–21. 
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setzung des Hieronymus ; und die griechischen Reste der Homilien und des Lukas-Kom-
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47 See Origen, Comm. Matt. 5.29 on Matt. 23.37; quoted by E. JUNOD, “Quand 
l’évêque Athanase se prend pour l’Evangéliste Luc (Lettre Festale XXXIX sur le Canon 
des Ecritures),” in D. H. WARREN – A. G. BROCK – D. W. PAO (eds.), Early Christian 
Voices in Texts, Traditions and Symbols, Boston, MA – Leiden: Brill, 2003, pp. 197–208; 
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used in the teaching of the catechumens.48 For several years, François 
Bovon has observed the use of non-canonical ancient Christian texts by 
diverse authors throughout centuries, and has proposed to escape the bina-
ry repartition between canonical and apocryphal texts, by suggesting a 
third thoroughgoing category of texts in Christianity, the texts “useful for 
the soul”, according the recurrent use of the word &�'()�� !%49 

Bovon has developed the topic in a 2011 lecture: “Beyond the Cano-
nical and the Apocryphal Books, the Presence of a Third Category: The 
Books Useful for the Soul.”50 As he summarises it, “my claim is that the 
majority of early Christians in the catholica and in other communities di-
vided the available books not into two but into three categories: the most 
authoritative were considered canonical; those deprived of any authority 
were rejected and called apocryphal; and those that had some authority, 
that is, those that were considered profitable or useful, comprised a third 
category.”51 Bovon’s proposition opens doors for Christian theology – 
catholic and protestant as well – to reconsider the role and implications of 
the Scripture in theology. His proposition is beginning to be discussed,52 
and it offers opportunities to pursue the theological reflexion after a vol-
ume on the “infancy gospels”, canonical and non-canonical. Jesus’ infancy 

                                                 
48 See Athanasius, Epistula festalis XXXIX, PG 26.1435–1440. For a translation of the 

Greek and Coptic versions of this letter, see G. ARAGIONE, “La lettre festale 39 
d’Athanase. Présentation et traduction de la version copte et de l’extrait grec,” in G. 
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197–219. See D. BRAKKE, “Canon Formation and Social Setting in Fourth-Century 
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(2010), pp. 47–66. 

49 See F. BOVON, “Beyond the Book of Acts: Stephen, the First Christian Martyr, in 
Traditions Outside the New Testament Canon of Scripture,” in Perspectives in Religious 
Studies 32 (2005), pp. 93–108 ; part. 107–108. 

50 It was the Presidential Address of the 2011 New England and Eastern Canada Re-
gional Annual Meeting of the SBL; I thank very much François Bovon for having pro-
vided to me the text of this lecture that will be published. 

51 See note 50 above. 
52 See for example X. GRAVEND-TIROLE, “From Sola Scriptura to Pluralibus Scriptu-

ris,” in C. CLIVAZ – J. ZUMSTEIN (eds., in collaboration with J. READ-HEIMERDINGER and 
J. PAIK), Reading New Testament Papyri in Context – Lire les papyrus du Nouveau Tes-
tament dans leur contexte. Actes du colloque des 22–24 octobre 2009 à l’université de 
Lausanne (BETL 242), Leuven: Peeters, 2011, pp. 355–381; here p. 375. For a reflexion 
on Christianity and the idea of “Religion of the Book”, see C. CLIVAZ, “The New Testa-
ment at the Time of the Egyptian Papyri. Reflections Based on P12, P75 and P126 (P. Amh. 
3b, P. Bod. XIV–XV and PSI 1497),” in C. CLIVAZ – J. ZUMSTEIN, Reading New Testa-
ment Papyri in context, pp. 15–55; here pp. 52–55. 
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stories are one of the clearest examples that illustrate the “usefulness for 
the soul” of ancient Christian texts such as the Protevangelium of James or 
the Pseudo-Matthew. The presence in liturgy and the repercussions in arts 
and popular culture of several Christmas non-canonical stories illustrate 
that Christian people through centuries have found some “usefulness for 
the soul” in such stories. 

II. The Volume’s Content53 

The first part of the volume, “Infancy Gospels and Stories”, presents nine 
articles rather focused on the context of the writing and reading of the in-
fancy gospels. In “Divine Fathers, Virgin Mothers and Founding Chil-
dren”, Francesca Prescendi starts with the presentation of three Italic birth 
myths (Servus Tullius, Romulus and Remus, and Caeculus) and their study 
by James Frazer in The Golden Bough. She concludes, that “the function of 
conception and birth narratives concerning humans is to bestow authority 
on them, and to show their half-human, half-divine nature, which ensures 
their illustrious future.”54 Christian Grappe, in “Les Evangiles canoniques 
de l’enfance et les récits d’enfance intertestamentaires”, argues that the in-
tertestamental literature shows that haggadic or midrashic re-readings of 
the lives of biblical characters were already developed at an early stage 
and may have influenced the New Testament writers. Matthew and Luke’s 
infancy narratives illustrate a kind of cumulative Christology, since Jesus 
is paralleled to famous characters of the past (Moses, as well as priestly 
figures, among them Melchizedek), whose life he recapitulates while out-
ranging them. Then Simon Mimouni argues in “La virginité de Marie: en-
tre textes et contextes (Ier–IIe siècles)”, that “les prémices du passage en-
tre la christologie résurrectionnelle et la christologie incarnationnelle peu-
vent être situées approximativement entre les années 50 et les années 80, 
entre Paul et les auteurs de l’Evangile selon Matthieu et de l’Evangile 
selon Luc.”55 Enrico Norelli shows in “Les plus anciennes traditions sur la 
naissance de Jésus” that early testimonia – such as in AsIsa 11.2–18 or Ac-
Pe 24 – have been gathered together to valorize the conception of Jesus by 
a virgin, already before the end of the first century. 

                                                 
53 This part is based on the abstracts furnished by the authors themselves: a big thanks 
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54 F. PRESCENDI, “Divine Fathers, Virgin Mothers and Founding Children”, see in the 
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Christophe Guignard, in “Jesus’ Family and their Genealogy according 
to the Testimony of Julius Africanus”, shows that Julius Africanus refers to 
first century Palestinian tradition about Jesus’ family. He investigates whe-
ther this information concerning the Desposynoi’s genealogical tradition 
has some links with each of the Gospel genealogies. Adriana Destro and 
Mauro Pesce, in “The Cultural Structure of the Infancy Narrative in the 
Gospel of Matthew”, suggest that Matthew’s religious system consists of 
the use of models of legitimacy that are acceptable from the Jewish view-
point and from the non-Jewish one. Matthew is the expression of a perse-
cuted minority group with a clandestine strategy of flight, but one that 
never ceases to proclaim the future defeat of those in power: it is a fugitive 
and antagonistic minority. José Costa, in “The Matthean Reading of Isaiah 
7.14 and the Midrash, of Ancient Rabbis”, claims to demonstrate that a 
messianic reading of Isa 7.14 is perfectly possible when midrashic proce-
dures are applied to the Hebrew or the Greek text of the verse. Therefore 
Matthew’s Judeo-Christian understanding of Isa 7.14 can be explained 
with intellectual processes, which are close or even identical to those of 
the Midrash and the messianic reading of Isa 7.14 may be an ancient Jew-
ish tradition, already attested in the Septuagint. Joseph Verheyden, in 
“Creating Difference Through Parallelism”, shows how Luke, all through 
his account, is looking for ways to draw out a comparison between John 
the Baptist and Jesus that prove the latter to be the more important of the 
two, with the former (and his family) explicitly testifying to this. A com-
parison is made with Plutarch’s use of the device of synkrisis in his Paral-
lel Lives. Claire Clivaz, in “Beyond the Category of ‘Proto-Orthodox 
Christianity’”, demonstrates that multivalent early Christian readings of 
the story of the Annunciation have existed, as PJ XI,2–3, QuestBarth 
2,15–20, as well as the P. Gen. IV.149 and the Coptic homily by Pseudo-
Cyril of Jerusalem demonstrate. Consequently, she argues that several ele-
ments prevent limiting Lk 1.35 to a pre-orthodox reading. Moreover, this 
verse cannot be considered as a “zero point” (see notably 4Q246), but is 
rooted in early Jewish readings, for example of Ex 40.34–38 LXX. 

In the second part of the volume, “Stories and Identities in the Infancy 
Gospels”, ten articles are focused rather on the stories and identities as told 
in the canonical infancy gospels. Jörg Frey, in “How Could Mark and John 
Do without Infancy Stories?” analyzes why and how Mark and John can 
present Jesus’ story without infancy stories. He argues that Mark provides 
a Scriptural framework in which the construction of a miraculous birth ap-
pears unnecessary for the presentation of Jesus as ‘Son of God’. The Jo-
hannine prologue explains the beginning of Jesus’ earthly existence by use 
of the motif of God’s indwelling among his people. In response to Frey, 
David Pastorelli goes in a complementary direction in “The Genealogies of 
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Jesus in Tatian’s Diatessaron”: Tatian did not eliminate the Matthean and 
Lukan genealogies, but harmonised them into a single list and the central 
issue is not so much the presence or absence of the genealogies as their 
harmonisation or non-harmonisation. Andrea Taschl-Erber presents in 
“Subversive Erinnerung. Feministisch-kritische Lektüre von Mt 1–2 und 
Lk 1–2” an overview of feministic readings. She underlines that Mary’s 
conception without male begetting challenges the patriarchal order. If the 
third gospel shows tendencies of silencing women, the powerful female 
role models point nevertheless to a subversive memory. 

Then three articles focus on Matthew’s infancy narratives. In “Matthew 
1–2 and the Problem of Intertextuality”, Moises Mayordomo starts from 
Kristeva’s approach and presents recent debates on intertextuality. He con-
cludes that the search for the precise form of a certain pre-text is secondary 
to the hermeneutical possibilities that the interplay between two texts gen-
erates. In “Enjeux ecclésiologiques de Matthieu 1–2. Approche historique 
et narrative”, Elian Cuvillier reads Matthew 1–2 from an ecclesiological 
perspective. He argues that these chapters take the form of an ecclesiologi-
cal discourse aimed at building a community based on an all new Christo-
logical foundation; namely, a community steadfastly open to the univer-
sal, sociologically nonsectarian, and whose mission is to be witness to their 
unique Messiah. In “Giving Birth to Jesus in the Late First Century”, An-
ders Runesson shows that Matthew’s presentation of the birth of Jesus is 
focused on ethno-political aspects associated with a Jewish Davidic Messi-
ah expected to rule both Israel and the nations. He belongs to the scholars 
who wish to challenge the Markan priority.  

Luke 1–2 is at stake in the three next articles. In “Lk 1–2: Auftakt einer 
tragischen Geschichte?”, Simon Butticaz evaluates the hermeneutic impact 
of the Israelfrage on the Lucan Infancy Gospel (Lk 1–2). He provides an 
exegetical overview from the ideological purge of Marcion to the symp-
tomatic oversight of Hans Conzelmann. Then, with the help of the tools of 
narrative criticism, he attempts to re-examine these various interpretative 
models in order to determine the Christian identity that the Lucan Infancy 
Gospel installs at the beginning of the double work ad Theophilum. Luc 
Devillers, in “The Infancy of Jesus and the Infancy of the Church”, ex-
plores the relationship between the three canticles (i.e. the Magnificat, the 
Benedictus, and the Nunc dimittis) and the three great summaries (Acts 
2.42–47; 4.32–35; 5.12–16). Diverse links can be found between the Lucan 
canticles and summaries, including the role of the Spirit regarding individ-
uals and community: they tend to present the beginnings of the Church as 
being modeled upon the Infancy narrative of the third Gospel. In “D’une 
identité à l’autre: Le Magnificat, le Benedictus, le Gloria et le Nunc dimit-
tis dans le rôle de passeurs”, Daniel Gerber argues on the narrative level 
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that these hymns help the reader to grasp the absolute sense of the story’s 
initial facts. They transmit a point of view on God and on the world, with a 
new ethos to test. Benedict Viviano concludes this second part by a theo-
logical reflexion: “God as Father in the Infancy Gospels (Matt 1 and 2, 
Luke 1 and 2)”. He argues that the God of biblical revelation is every-
where present in the infancy gospels according to Matthew and Luke, but 
often in a self-effacing way. 

The ten articles of the third part, “Infancy Gospels Stories and Iden-
tities”, are mainly focused on the apocryphal infancy gospels; several of 
them challenge the boundaries between Jewish and Christian identities, 
and can be situated in the general debate about the “parting of the ways.”56 
In “Ways to Survival for the Infancy Apocrypha”, Sever Voicu presents an 
inventory of the known infancy apocrypha. He argues that the oldest ones 
– Paidika and Proteuangelium Iacobi – were written in the second half of 
the second century, and then used as sources for all the later apocrypha, 
which were written and/or transmitted in many ancient and mediaeval lan-
guages. Lily Vuong focuses then on Prot.Jas in “‘Let Us Bring Her Up to 
the Temple of the Lord’”. She argues that Jewish practices and traditions 
on purity take “harmoniously place in a text that sets its priority on esta-
blishing the special role Mary and her son have in salvation history.”57 She 
suggests that this device provides “grounds for re-evaluating the Prot. 
Jas.’s relationship with Judaism”,58 a narrative usually labelled as “Chris-
tian”.  

Three articles are then focused on the Paidika Iesou and present diverse 
opinions on the question of their date, provenance and relationship to Juda-
ism. Frederic Amsler, in “Les Paidika Iesou, un nouveau témoin de la ren-
contre entre judaïsme et christianisme à Antioche au IVe siècle ?”, argues, 
against the thesis of an Ebionite origin, that this collection of little stories 
on Jesus between five and twelve years old has to be understood in the 
context of the net of tensions between Jews and Christians in Syria in 
fourth century. In “Die sogenannte ‘Kindheitserzählung des Thomas’”, Ur-
sula Ulrike Kaiser argues that this apocryphal text combines Hellenistic 
biographical patterns and real children’s lives, which help modern readers 

                                                 
56 See notably J.D.G. DUNN (ed.), Jews and Christians. The Parting of the Ways A.D. 
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57 Lily Vuong, “‘Let Us Bring Her Up to the Temple of the Lord’”, see in the present 
volume, pp. 418–432 

58 Ibid., p. 432 
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to understand its sometimes rather aggressive portrayal of the little Jesus. 
It reminds one of the adult Jesus of the four gospels who also doesn’t al-
ways act peacefully. She concludes that this apocryphal book can help to 
keep in mind that one is always dealing with (re)constructions of who Je-
sus was and what he did. In “Rereading the Rewriting of the Biblical Tra-
ditions in The Infancy Gospel of Thomas (Paidika)”, Geert van Oyen fo-
cuses on the interpretation of the phenomenon of intertextuality between 
Paidika and the canonical texts. He argues that the clearest example of in-
tertextuality is between Paidika 17 and Luke 2.41–52. But there is no rea-
son to deny general knowledge of other NT texts (e.g. the Gospel of John).  

In “Mapping an Unexplored Second Century Apocryphal Gospel: the 
Liber de Nativitate Salvatoris (CANT 53)”, Jean-Daniel Kaestli offers the 
synopsis of this Latin unexplored apocryphal text. He gives an overview of 
the numerous striking similarities between this text and the Revelation of 
the Magi, another little-known apocryphal work, and suggests that both 
texts originated in Syria, in the same cultural milieu. The study focuses on 
a strange episode, the story of the midwife witnessing the birth of Christ. It 
argues that this apocryphal text is independent from the Protevangelium of 
James and must be dated in the second century. In “Les récits apocryphes 
de l’enfance dans la tradition arménienne”, Valentina Calzolari, after a sta-
tus quaestionis, approaches the theme of the virginity of Mary, considered 
the anti-type of Eve, in ancient Armenian literature. Special focus has been 
given to the reception of these apocryphal texts by medieval Armenian 
writers and in the Armenian Mediaeval illuminations. 

Last but not least, the last three articles offer a journey through ancient 
and modern Jewish and Christian identities, from the Toledot Yeshu to Vol-
taire. In “Jesus and his Mother in the Jewish Anti-Gospel (the Toledot 
Yeshu)”, Philip Alexander analyses the Anti-Infancy Gospel material in the 
Toledot in terms of counter-narrative and parody, traces its history, sug-
gesting, against some recent scholarship, that significant elements of it go 
back to Antiquity, and argues that it throws such light on the development 
of the Christian tradition, that the Toledot Yeshu should now be recognized 
as integral to the study of the apocryphal gospels. In response to Alexan-
der, Daniel Barbu examines Toledot Yeshu’s influence on 18th century bib-
lical criticism, specifically with respect to the works of Voltaire, in “Vol-
taire and the Toledoth Yeshu”. If their use by Voltaire is primarily polemi-
cal, it nonetheless nourishes the development of the philosopher’s highly 
innovative reconstruction of the historical Jesus and of the birth of Christi-
anity. The Enlightenment’s spirit and involvement in apocryphal infancy 
gospels is masterfully analyzed by François Rosset in “‘False’ and ‘True’ 
Infancy and Apocryphal Gospels in the Century of Voltaire”. After an 
overview, Rosset focuses on the Baron d’Holbach, a well-known figure of 


