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The infancy gospel of Thomas is thought to have been written around the same time as the four canonical gospels, though commonly dated to 125BC.[footnoteRef:1] The author identifies himself as ‘Thomas the Israelite’, possibly hoping to be compared to Didymus Judas Thomas, the alleged writer of the Gospel of Thomas and, according to Christian legend, Jesus’ own twin brother. To be compared as such would certainly explain how he knew of the life of young Jesus, however, this essay will not look at the legitimacy (or lack thereof) of the Infancy Gospels of Thomas, but rather explore its representation of the family of Jesus within it’s Roman context and analyse how they subvert one of the main roman social values, that of honour and shame.       [1: . Kymlicka, W. and Donaldson, S., (2004) What would Jesus do? Queen's Quarterly, 111(3), pp. 380-393.] 

Honour and shame is an important thing to look at within the Infancy Gospel of Thomas because it was something taught to all Roman children from a young age, both by their parents and their community.[footnoteRef:2] DeSilva defines honour as ‘the affirmation of a person’s worth by peers and society, awarded on the basis of the individual’s ability to embody the virtues and attributes his or her society values’.[footnoteRef:3]   This definition is important to remember as it showcases the difference between shame and guilt. Guilt is internal, something you feel if you have done something that you would consider wrong. Shame on the other hand is external, something placed upon you by others and in that respect can be a very public thing, that everyone knows about and is influenced by. Although, there is a very strong link between guilt and shame in that one can often lead to the other, one could argue the purpose of shame, and indeed honour is to influence each individual’s private thoughts and therefore their own feelings of pride and indeed guilt.  [2:  DeSilva, D.A (2004) An Introduction to the New Testament: Contexts, Methods & Ministry Formation. IVP Academic. pp. 125]  [3:  DeSilva, D.A (2004) An Introduction to the New Testament: Contexts, Methods & Ministry Formation. IVP Academic. pp. 125] 

Mary and Joseph would have been raised in the Roman tradition of seeking honour and avoiding shame, and therefore like a domino effect, would want to raise their son with the same ideals. These lessons would have begun from a very young age, previous to the years that this apocryphal gospel covers, and indeed we see examples within it as well. The fact that Jesus either doesn’t understand them/ their importance or understands, but chooses to ignore, would have had a massive effect not just on Jesus himself but on his family as well. An example of this can be seen in the fourth verse, where we see Jesus kill a child who accidently bumped Jesus’ shoulder as he ran through the village, just by speaking it. In return, the boys parents approached Joseph and ‘blamed him’.[footnoteRef:4] Although not explicitly stated in this translation, it is highly probable that this would have been a public shaming rather than a private blaming. The event occurred in the centre of the town and had many witnesses therefore word would have got around fast and the whole village would know what happened, what Jesus did. Therefore, it would make more sense make this a public shaming, to save their own face, to protect another social value of ‘kin/outsider’. They would be letting the village know that they didn’t accept any slight against their own, and anyone who did would find themselves shamed and as a consequence, become an outsider, as we are told from the ultimatum Joseph is given; ‘Because you have such a boy, you cannot live with us in the village: your alternative is to teach him to bless and not to curse, for he is killing our children’. We can choose to take this literally, that Joseph and his family would be expelled from the village, however Jesus has already demonstrated that he is too powerful to be physically expelled therefore it is logical to assume this threat is not to Josephs physical presence in the village by in fact his social one. In saying this, he is informing Joseph that he will become an outcast in society if he does not better instruct his son to live his life by the social norms that dictate said society. The effect this would have had on Joseph personally is huge. Dio compares people avoiding shame to someone who has to stand on trial everyday with an unfair jury.[footnoteRef:5] The only way to avoid this would be to give up seeking honour, however, this would be going against both everything and everyone he knows. Therefore we can argue that through his son’s ignorance (accidental or purposeful) of the Roman social value of seeking honour and avoiding shame, Joseph is greatly effected by the shame placed upon him by his village, in a highly negative way and on a very personal leval, likely contributing a lot to his later rebuke of Jesus, which could be argued as him having a mental breakdown of all the stress he is placed under due to his conflicting roles both as a Roman citizen and ta father of ‘the divine’. [4:  Ehrman, B. D. (1999) After The New Testament: A Reader In Early Christianity. Oxford University Press. pp.256]  [5:  DeSilva, D.A (1994) Despising Shame: A Cultural-Anthropological Investigation of the Epistle to the Hebrews. Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol. 113, No. 3. Emory University, Atlanta. pp. 442] 

This comes in the following verse (five) after Jesus had cursed anyone who shamed him with blindness. This is where it becomes clear that it is not just Jesus’ youth that causes his ignorance of abiding by social norms, but his outwrite hatred of the honour seeking, shame avoiding Roman social value as he punishes those who partook in shaming his family. Joseph doesn’t see this the same way as he has been almost brainwashed his whole life into this system and once again panics when confronted by his son’s subversion of this social norm. Jesus doesn’t appreciate this and see it as the protective act it could have been intended as, Joseph trying to remind his son to stop and think before he outwardly shames them. Instead Jesus turns around and states ‘it is fitting for you to seek and not find’.[footnoteRef:6] Possibly referring to Joseph’s desperate attempts to once more bring honour to their family. This is a turning point for the family of Jesus as they start to embrace Jesus reluctance to follow the social norms and the whole family begins to subvert the Roman social values of seeking honour and avoiding shame.  [6:  Ehrman, B. D. (1999) After The New Testament: A Reader In Early Christianity. Oxford University Press. pp.256] 

And thus begins Jesus’ habit of shaming those older than him, who should be the ones dishing honour and shame onto him. Nothing shows this more than his interactions with his teachers. The author describes Jesus relationship with three different teachers throughout the text. The first identifies Jesus as smart when witnessing his confrontation with Joseph and offers to tutor the child. He later regrets this when the opposite happens and begs Joseph to take him away claiming ‘I consider my shame, friends; I am an old man who has been conquered by a child’[footnoteRef:7] he goes on to ask what will people think of him, how can he tell anyone about this. It is clear that being shamed in this instance, by an inferior in the social hierarchy (as a teacher he would have been pretty important) not to mention a child as well, was very disturbing for him and he couldn’t handle it. Especially as we can infer, from the fact he was in the process of teaching Jesus, he would have been publicly shamed in the presence of his peers and like Joseph, would have been raised from birth that being shamed was the worst thing that could happen, this would have had a massive impact on his life. The impact on the family of Jesus could have been two different effects. Either, they could have been honoured that their child proved himself smarter than a teacher, or they could have been once more outcast socially as this was simply not done.  [7:  Ehrman, B. D. (1999) After The New Testament: A Reader In Early Christianity. Oxford University Press. pp.257 ] 

The second teacher, when Jesus once more proved himself smarter, reacted differently. Whereas the first teacher was devastated and accepted his shame sadly, the second reacted with anger, and as a result instead of simply bestowing shame on the teacher, Jesus’ bestowed a curse on him.[footnoteRef:8] This is a really interesting turn of events as for the first time, we see Jesus himself getting annoyed that the social rules of seeking honour and avoiding shame have been violated. In hitting Jesus he is not accepting the shame being put upon him by this child, which is understandable, due to the fact that it simply wasn’t done for a child to put shame upon a teacher, however, it also wasn’t acceptable to not accept the shame and to lash out instead. In his response, Jesus is showing us a new side of himself, and maybe his new understanding of the Roman social value of seeking honour and avoiding shame. In cursing his teacher, could he in fact be angry not at the physical violence displayed towards him, but instead his anger is at his teacher’s refusal to accept the shame he placed on him? If this is true then does Jesus in fact believe in supporting the Roman social values of seeking honour and avoiding shame, but consider it a virtue of God rather than a Roman social value? Or does he in fact believe, even from a young age, that he is the complete authority on what is right or wrong and is upset that the teacher does not respect his authority? The effect this had on his family will only add to their shamed status as social outcasts, however, we see Joseph becoming more scared of his son’s actions, than the social ramifications of them, possibly implying that Joseph is starting to learn the lessons Jesus is teaching him in subverting the Roman social values.   [8:  Ehrman, B. D. (1999) After The New Testament: A Reader In Early Christianity. Oxford University Press. pp.258] 

The final teacher takes Jesus in, not expecting to teach him, but to help the people understand him better. He allows Jesus to speak ‘the holy spirit’ and even comforts Joseph when he get frightened by his ‘sons’ power and in return Jesus heals the previous teacher.[footnoteRef:9] In this we see Jesus honouring a teacher instead of shaming him, which is a huge step forward. The way Jesus rewards this final teacher is almost reminiscent of Pavlov’s training- the village does something Jesus approves of, then he rewards them physically, they do the opposite then he ‘curses’ or physically punishes them. Although the consequences are physical (mostly falling down dead or loosing hearing) Jesus does nothing physical to them, he just commands it and this is so. This means that the people are for the first time feeling physical consequences for their actions, more than just social shame, so could this have a long term effect on the people? Could this lead to more subversion to the Roman social value of seeking honour and avoiding shame or indeed more obedience towards it due to (what some would consider) harsher consequences?  [9:  Ehrman, B. D. (1999) After The New Testament: A Reader In Early Christianity. Oxford University Press. pp.258 ] 

In conclusion, this essay has analysed the family of Jesus to see how they subvert the Roman social values of seeking honour and avoiding shame. It mainly focused on the lifes of Jesus and Joseph as while Mary and James are mentioned, the gospel itself doesn’t dive much into their lives. Jesus’ tendencies to subvert the social norm had a massive effect on his family and the village around them. The instinct to avoid shame had been bred into them all from a young age so to have someone clearly subverting it wasn’t good for their mental health. 
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