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Literature  Review: The Diatessaron and the canonical gospels

Edessa was one of Christianity’s early capitals, and in the mid-one hundreds AD a gospel was written there. This gospel came to be called the Diatessaron…  since the [Turin] Shroud would’ve been in Edessa at this very moment this gospel was written, I believe its writer may have mentioned the Shroud in his text.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  John Caldwell. The Fifth Gospel (London: Simon and Schuster UK Ltd, 2015), p.51.] 


The quotation above is from a fictional work by John Caldwell, one that falls within the literary genre of ‘Vatican thriller.’[footnoteRef:2] The novel is about the attempts of Pope John Paul II (1920-2005 CE) to bring about the reconciliation of the Catholic and Orthodox Churches, which separated in the Great Schism of 1054 CE.[footnoteRef:3] The plot turns on the original ownership of the Shroud of Turin. The answer appears to lie in an original text of Tatian’s Diatessaron – a gospel harmony or conflation of the four canonical gospels –which is in the possession of the Vatican. In reality, no complete original text of the Diatessaron has been recovered, and we are dependent on commentaries on the original text, and versions in various vernacular languages such as Latin, Arabic, Middle High German etc, which continued to be produced down to the 14th century CE.[footnoteRef:4] None of these versions mentions the Shroud. [2:  Currently the most high-profile writer in this genre is Dan Brown (e.g. Angels and Demons). ]  [3:  Diarmaid MacCulloch, A History of Christianity (London: Penguin Books, 2009), p.362.]  [4:  J.W. Rogerson, and Lieu, Judith, eds, The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies (Oxford: OUP, 2006), p.795.] 

By the late second-century CE or perhaps earlier, the four canonical gospels of the New Testament had been decided on, and were gathered together as a single collection; at about the same time a Syrian known as Tatian (100-180 CE) produced a gospel ‘harmony’, an arrangement of the canonical gospels as a composite text around 172 CE, in chronological order.[footnoteRef:5] According to Peters, the appearance of Tatian’s Diatessaron suggests two things: firstly, that the canonical gospels had now reached a pre-eminent position among Christians, and, secondly, they were not yet so fixed in their authority that they could not plausibly or acceptably be combined in a harmony.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Tatian’s ‘harmony’ is usually referred to as the Diatessaron, ‘out of four’ in Greek, that is, ‘made of four [elements].’]  [6:  F.E. Peters, The Voice, The Word, The Books: The Sacred Scripture of the Jews, Christians, and Muslims (London: The British Library, 2007), p.56. Also John Barton, A History of the Bible: The Book and Its Faiths (London: Penguin Books, 2019), p.259.] 

The purpose of this literature review is to identify and to examine critically some key writings on the Diatessaron and its connections with the four canonical gospels. The focus will therefore be on the second century CE, an important era in the history of early Christianity and the New Testament. 
The starting point for research on the Diatessaron is, in my opinion, Petersen’s comprehensive 550 page monograph.[footnoteRef:7] The title and sub-title indicate its scope: Tatian’s Diatessaron: Its Creation, Dissemination, Significance and, History in Scholarship. Although it is now 25 years old, it is still an indispensable starting point for Diatessaron studies. ‘Few epochs in the history of Christianity are more important or obscure than the second century’, opines Petersen.[footnoteRef:8] He then provides a thorough survey, though in somewhat laboured prose, of second-century writers and documents (pp.9-34). He declares that the text of the four canonical gospels was in a state of flux in the second century, and in fact the whole of the New Testament text was not firmly established, with the earliest codices of the canonical gospels, the Codex Vaticanus and the Codex Sinaiticus dating from as late as the fourth century CE (p.10). Petersen’s chapter on Tatian (pp.35-83) begins with Patristic references to the Diatessaron – the list is substantial – and its attribution to Tatian. There then follows such evidence as there is for his biography (pp.67-72), and finally, a section on Tatian’s theology as it relates to the Diatessaron (pp.72-83). This includes his motivation (a topic also taken up by Zola below). Petersen believes that unity was Tatian’s goal in producing a single gospel, as many pagan opponents of Christianity cited the contradictions in the four Gospels as evidence that Christianity was fraudulent. Tatian aimed to harmonise these contradictions away. [7:  William L. Petersen, Tatian’s Diatessaron: Its Creation, Dissemination, Significance, and History in Scholarship (Leiden: Brill, 1994).]  [8:  Petersen, p.9.] 

Tatian’s motivation is further explored by Zola who raises  the question whether it was his aim to act as a harmonist who combined the four Gospels into a gospel harmony but left them largely intact, or whether he imagined himself as an evangelist who recast his sources into a separate gospel that would stand independently.[footnoteRef:9] Zola reviews at length arguments for regarding the Diatessaron as a gospel, and finds them wanting.[footnoteRef:10] The matter turns on what Tatian thought at the time; we are, however, hampered by the fact that there is no preface extant and no contemporary has even mentioned the Diatessaron.[footnoteRef:11] This matters for the following reason: if Tatian wrote a harmony by reordering the texts of second-century gospels and leaving them intact, then we have indirect access to gospel manuscripts that predate the earliest extant manuscripts. If, on the other hand, he considered himself to be an evangelist, free to manipulate and edit his text, then we no longer have direct access to early lost readings. Zola goes on to deal in greater detail with this harmony/evangelist dichotomy, and concludes that the matter is presently undecidable as we lack trustworthy editions of primary witness texts.[footnoteRef:12] Baarda continues this theme in considering what kind of Greek gospel text Tatian was familiar with in composing the Diatessaron.[footnoteRef:13] The original language of the Diatessaron is also considered. It seems highly likely that it was originally written in Greek, though some scholars claim Syriac as the original language.[footnoteRef:14]  Only fragments of the Greek and Syriac texts have survived.  [9:  Nicholas J. Zola, ‘Evangelizing Tatian: The Diatessaron’s Place in the Emergence of the Fourfold Gospel Canon’. Perspectives in Religious Studies, 43 (2016), 399-414 (p.399).]  [10:  The Diatessaron was, however, used as a gospel up to the fifth century CE in the Syriac-speaking Church (Zola, p.412).]  [11:  Zola, p.400.]  [12:  Zola, pp.401-13.]  [13:  Tjitze Baarda, ‘Tatian’s Diatessaron and the Greek Text of the Gospels’, in Hill, Charles E., and Michael J. Kruger, eds, The Early Text of the New Testament (Oxford: OUP, 2012), pp.336-349.]  [14:  Baarda, p.337.] 

The contexts in which Tatian operated is important, and Hunt presents a wide-ranging presentation of church history in the second century, emphasising its fluidity with, for example, Christians still trying to identify themselves in terms of separation from their Jewish roots, and also facing the encompassing hostile Graeco-Roman world where they were a persecuted minority movement.[footnoteRef:15] She also presents several chapters on Tatian, on his contacts and philosophy, for example: ‘Tatian and Justin Martyr’, ‘Tatian and Valentinianism’, ‘Tatian and Hellenistic Philosophy’, and ‘Tatian and the development of a Christian philosophy.’ Hunt provides a valuable guide to the 2nd century Christian world and its contexts, and more succinctly than Petersen.  [15:  Emily J. Hunt, Christianity in the Second Century: The Case of Tatian (London: Routledge, 2003), p.1.] 

Any religious document created in a particular place and time will, arguably, reflect the theology and practice of its environment. Did Christological factors play any part in the Diatessaron? Head attempts to answer this question by discussing the Incarnation, the omission of the genealogies of Christ, and uncertainties in Christological readings in some versions of the Diatessaron; specific passages are presented and commented on. His conclusion is that Tatian’s Christology is orthodox.[footnoteRef:16] Not everyone agreed with this conclusion. Theodoret, Bishop of Cyrrhus (d.457/8 CE), in banning the Diatessaron from public use in Syrian churches and replacing it with the four canonical gospels, declared that Tatian was ‘mischievous’ and a heretic who had interfered with the canonical gospels, which, unlike the second century CE, were firmly established by the fifth century CE.[footnoteRef:17] McFall concludes that the Bishop was hasty in his assessment of Tatian who was, at worst, merely misleading.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Peter M. Head, ‘Tatian’s Christology and its Influence on the Composition of the Diatessaron’, Tyndale Bulletin, 43.1 (1992), 121-137.
]  [17:  Leslie McFall, ‘Tatian’s Diatessaron: Mischievous or Misleading?’, Westminster Theological Journal 56 (1994), 87–114 (p.87). The Bishop particularly objected to the omission of Christ’s genealogies from the Diatessaron. 
]  [18:  McFall, p.113.] 

This review has discussed selective key texts which discuss the Diatessaron and the canonical gospels in the contexts of the second century CE. This was a time when the canonical gospels were not yet unassailably fixed, and the way was open for Tatian’s gospel harmony to emerge and gain widespread popularity, particularly in the Eastern Christian world. Our knowledge is restricted by lack of complete original versions of the Diatessaron. A possible way forward is the production of edited editions of the numerous secondary versions in vernacular languages, and thus give us a fighting chance of getting closer to Tatian’s text in its original milieu.
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