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“My uncle had a bunch of books, if you like old books.” It took a few seconds for the words to 

wriggle their way through the chorus of inquirers after the Friday afternoon lecture on New 

Testament theology, undergrad students who asked many questions and usually went away with 

vague answers. As usual, Bert had already rushed the lectern within seconds of the dismissal. Big 

Bert, who looked like he needed to shave twice a day but only pulled it together a few times a 

week, making the excess saliva in his always working mouth more fitting somehow. “Doc, they 

already found out that Carbon 4, uh 14, is a bunch of garbage, pardon my expression. There’s this 

one case where they tested a tortoise – a live tortoise, okay? – and they ‘proved’ it had been dead 

for over 500 years! And now they want us to believe that they can nail down the date of a 

manuscript within a few years? Plus they’ve tried Carbon-14 on the Turin Shroud, and come up 

with a date from the Middle Ages, and there’s no way, no way that’s not authentic!” Bert stopped 

to wetly inhale through his mouth, during which Dr. Francis Drake Hedley, non-tenured instructor 

at Luther Theological Seminary, raised an index finger, around which axis he pivoted to find the 

source of the other voice. It was Mark Hanson – no, Henson – the obligatory quiet, smart one this 

term; he was a new transfer. “Old books? Is that what you said?” 

 

Henson cast his eyes about and squirmed underneath the sudden notice of the hangers-on. “Yeah, 

my Uncle George traveled all around Europe during the Cold War. Yugoslavia and Romania, 

mostly. He brought back some books that I got when he died, if you’d like to see them. You know, 

if you’d be interested.” 

 

The next class, Mark brought in a shopping bag full of allergens with half a dozen books tossed in 

to add bulk. They sat in the corner of his office for a week, until Hedley’s sinuses nudged him to 

get the job over with. They were junk, mostly, although there was a Horologion, a Book of Hours 

from the 1920s that might interest his students. Other than that there were pamphlets, a hymnal, a 

Cornilescu edition of the Romanian Bible, and not much else. He flipped through the Bible and 

toward the end when he opened the book of Apocalipsa a 5x8 envelope fell to the floor. There were 

photos inside, with Piteste, Romania 1971 and a number written on the back of each one, and with 

the developing marked as June ‘71. Here was Uncle George, presumably, posing with some monks 

at the entrance of the church of Curtea de Arges. Here he is in another, shaking hands with a 

patriarch – the Abbot? In the middle of the group of pictures there were two photos of books of 

Greek text. 

 

The photo marked #10 was an opened codex with a sewn binding. A stray thumb, undoubtedly 

monkish, was seen in the upper-left corner, propping it up. The lower half of the page was 

illuminated, that is, some medieval scribe had illustrated it by hand, adding a splash of color in a 

sepia age. What a shame to take a black-and-white snapshot of it; one might as well take a 

monochromatic picture of a sunset. The orthography was Greek miniscule, not surprisingly, 

perhaps from the 12th or as late as the 13th century. It would be worthwhile checking to see if it 

was catalogued. 

 

The picture was Christ, obviously, since the halo over his head showed through clearly. He was 

seated with a person standing in front of him; then in the right half, four people sitting on the 

ground, perhaps to suggest a multitude of listeners. 

 

Hedley fished the magnifying glass out of the desk and gave the text a look. It was relatively clear: 

γενοµενης προσελθοντες αυτω οι µαθηται αυτου λεγουσιν οτι ερηµος εστιν ο τοπος και ηδη ωρα 

πολλή, etc. It took only a minute to track this down: definitely Mark’s gospel, chapter six verse 35, 

with the telltale Byzantine text – the disciples “say” rather than “began to tell” Jesus that the 

multitude ought to go home for its dinner. That must make the picture Jesus feeding the 5000, the 

multitude already seated and the standing one a disciple about to receive his portion of the 



multiplied bread and fish, or perhaps the boy offering his packed lunch to the Rabbi. 

 

He slid that one aside and took up the photo marked #11. It wasn’t nearly as interesting, since it 

contained no illuminations worthy of monkish showing-off for the photographer. It too was 

written with miniscule letters, but with an older, less-polished style – perhaps from as early as the 

end of the first Christian millennium. Without the distraction of a picture, the photo was a 

close-up, the imagined Instamatic zoomed in on three margins and apparently cutting some lines 

off the bottom of the page. The script was a little harder to piece together, since it had faded or 

maybe written in a lighter ink. Hedley tried the trick he taught his students: step back a little, try to 

get hold of whole words, common vocabulary such as a kai or an autou, to get a sense of the 

handwriting and of the pattern. Watch for proper names. Then use these as anchors as you dip into 

the other individual words. The more text you do, the more easily you’ll follow this scribe’s 

handwriting. 

 

It took a few minutes with magnifying glass and pencil and paper before he got a snatch of text 

from the first two lines. There was definitely a compound, probably a verb, with παρα. Para- 

something. Later on after several common words was a smudged Βαρ__ that looked like it 

could be a proper name. Barnabas? Or, given the para__ verb, better Barabbas! Perhaps it 

was “Pilate wanted to turn over (paradidomi) a prisoner to the crowd, and they shouted out 

‘Give us Barabbas!’” Maybe that other word was lēstēs, the word the gospel of John used of him: 

lēstēs – thief; bandit. 

 

Hedley had only 15 minutes before the weekly faculty meeting; too little to start anything 

constructive. He pulled out his Greek New Testament and flipped to the trial scene in Matthew. 

Nothing quite matched his text. The other gospels, which also mention the Barabbas incident, also 

turned up nothing. So – if Bar___ is Barabbas, then this must be a commentary or sermon that 

contained a description of Jesus’ trial – maybe from the prolix commentaries on John or Matthew 

by Origen around AD 200, or else from the sermons of John Chrysostom some two centuries after 

that. 

 

It was the following Monday after the early Greek class when Hedley found himself at the console 

of the library computer. He wanted to do a little bibliographical research, to show to a student that 

his research on 1 Corinthians could have been stronger. He was able to gather up handful of 

articles in 5 minutes. Then, just for the fun of it, he closed the bibliographical database and 

switched to the institution’s copy of Thesaurus Linguae Graecae. How he had pled for them to buy 

an annual subscription to the TLG software! It had revolutionized the study of ancient Greek texts 

since its inception on the mainframes in the 1970s. Now the TLG was installed on the hard drive, a 

collection of all known ancient and Byzantine Greek literature with a search engine. There was no 

extant book that one couldn’t access and it was set up to do Boolean searches through its database 

to find out where a text was taken from. Today, Hedley needed nothing so fancy. He worked up a 

search program to identify the text from the #11 photo. He didn’t want to pop back to his office, 

since he’d forfeit the terminal to some student. So he took a stab at what he thought he had, a 

reference to Barabbas, typing at the search engine’s prompt. 

 

SEARCH FOR: παρα*  Βαραβ* 

 

SEARCH FIELD: within 10 words 

 

To cut down search time, he thought, there was no use looking all over history; he typed in: 

  

CENTURIES: 1 AD to 5 AD 

 

In plain English the question read: “Show me all extant Greek texts from the 1st to the 5th century 

AD that contain para__ followed, inside a range of 10 words, by Barab___. 



 

Now that the program was running, he could run down to the Men’s Room and back. The flashing 

CRT might keep off intruders; still, he wrote a note “Be right back!” for the keyboard. He washed 

his hands, inhaled his stomach and checked his profile in the mirror and returned. The results were 

already in: 

 

TLG found 0 HITS for your search 

 

Well then. He sighed: he shouldn’t be playing around with TLG when he had other things to do, 

but even this was infinitely more interesting than correcting student essays. So, he let his mind play 

with the problem: if I were a Greek text that contained para__ Bar__, where might I be hiding? He 

could just eliminate the time limits and just let it search over a few millennia of texts, but that 

would take a half hour, and probably yield a bunch of unwanted junk that looked nothing like his 

#11 text. In the end he tightened the search centuries to 2 AD to 4 AD (that would catch both 

Origen and Chrysostom, if they were the answer); he then broadened his search to what he was 

sure he had: 

 

SEARCH FOR: παρα*  Βαρ* 

 

After all, perhaps it was Barnabas or Barbarella or who knew which name. He lowered the “range” 

to “within 6 words.” As an afterthought, he limited the search to THEOLOGIANS and 

ECCLESIASTIC WRITERS. He hummed the old Spiderman theme, “Parabar, Parabar, does 

whatever a parabar does.” He clipped his fingernails while the program worked. Another ten 

minutes and he was beeped: 

 

TLG found 153 HITS for your search 

 

There we are. He flipped through the texts: in each, the para and Bar were in bold print. Most of 

the hits were irrelevant: for example, Eusebius had written “for the barbarians” (para barbarōn) a 

surprising number of times. Fortunately the TLG editors tended to capitalize proper names, a vast 

improvement over the old block style where every letter was in caps and every word ran together 

into the next. He browsed the list and found the answer at the 73rd hit: 

 

νεκροῦ γὰρ ἀνάστασιν κατ’ αὐτὸν γεγονυῖαν ἱστορεῖ καὶ αὖ πάλιν  

ἕτερον παράδοξον περὶ Ἰοῦστον τὸν ἐπικληθέντα Βαρσαβᾶν 

γεγονός, ὡς δηλητήριον φάρµακον ἐµπιόντος καὶ µηδὲν ἀηδὲς  

διὰ τὴν τοῦ κυρίου χάριν ὑποµείναντος 

 

para__ was paradoxan and then, five words later, the proper name – not Barnabas, not Barabbas, 

but Barsabbas. The only Barsabbas he knew of that would have interested a Christian writer would 

be Judas Barsabbas (also called by the Latin name Justus), the disciple who was runner-up to 

Matthias for filling the apostolic work that Judas Iscariot had abandoned. The “lot fell to 

Matthias”; then, Justus Barsabbas, and for that matter, Matthias, disappeared from the New 

Testament record. TLG often used codes, and the code number for this author was #1558. 

 

The other good hit contained the same text in a book by #2018. Okay, so #1558 wrote it, then 

#2018 later on quoted #1558. He pulled out the “secret decoder ring” of TLG. Berkowitz’s Canon 

of Greek Authors and their Works was a volume packed with code numbers and cryptic data; With 

Berkowitz on the desk the mystery was solved within a minute. #1558 was listed as Papias of 

Hieropolis, whose monumental work Logiōn Kuriakōn Exēgēseōs (Exposition of the Oracles of 

the Lord) was written around AD 130. The work, he knew, had perished some time during the 

Middle Ages, so no-one was sure what it had contained. But there existed a handful of fragments 

of Papias, surviving in quotations in other authors whose works still existed. In this case, #2018 

had quoted a few paragraphs of this book that was now missing; and this code led to Eusebius of 



Caesarea. Eusebius: survivor of Diocletian’s persecution, friend of the Christian emperor 

Constantine, consummate scholar, consummate politician, and the father of church historians: his 

famous Historia Ecclesiastica, the first real history of the Christian Church, was published in AD 

325. In fact, there was a note in the Canon saying that this fragment existed only as a citation in 

Eusebius Hist. Eccl. 3.39.9. Now it made sense: the Papias text had been recovered from Eusebius. 

 

So, the Curtea de Arges monastery at Piteste, naturally enough, owned a medieval manuscript of 

Eusebius that happened to have been opened up to the passage in Book 3, showing the part where 

Eusebius quotes Papias as a written testimony of the early church. Eusebius would later skewer 

him as a man “of very limited understanding” – his disdain primarily due to Papias having been a 

“chiliast,” a believer in a literal earthly kingdom of Christ for 1000 years. Eusebius was a fervent 

anti-chiliast. 

 

Hedley pulled the Lake translation of Eusebius from the Loeb series and quickly scanned the 

passage: 

 

And he tells another wonderful story about Justus, surnamed Barsabbas: that he drank a 

deadly poison, and yet, but the grace of the Lord, suffered no harm. 

 

Sure enough, it lined right up with the text from TLG. He photocopied four pages of the Loeb, with 

its Greek on the left and English translation on the right. He also ran off the two hits from TLG on 

the antique 9-pin with its fanfold paper. 

 

Before he gave the books and photos back to Hanson/Henson, he took a high-res scan of photos 11 

and 12. They were starting to look like excellent homework assignments for his advanced Greek 

seminar: “Using your two eyes, what you know about orthography, copying techniques, TLG and 

our library, identify the following digitized manuscripts.” They would get a kick out of the 

detective feel of the thing. He blew up the Barsabbas text, and improved the contrast. Now he 

could read it better, even though the enlarging had fuzzed the resolution even further. The 

smudged word definitely looked like Barsabbas now, and the rest was easier to get now that he has 

the printed Loeb version of the text to give him a lead. He would decipher the whole thing as 

preparation for the planned assignment for next term. 

 

On Tuesday, he pulled out the enlarged photo, now printed off on two sheets of photo-quality film 

that he scotch-taped together and tacked next to his computer. He hit the first two lines again, using 

the TLG text as a guide. From the very first he ran into a snag; discrepancies that could not be 

explained as smudges or by his misreading the photograph. He began to suspect that the Eusebius 

text from Piteste must be corrupt, containing mistakes due to the difficulties of hand-copying a 

whole book. Either that or the edition of TLG was corrupt, which happened to be the 1952 Bardy 

volume from the Sources Crétiennes series. But no; TLG and Loeb were virtually identical, but 

both disagreed with the Piteste text. He skimmed the introduction to the Loeb volume to see 

whether the editor knew of other manuscripts with such changes, but there was no mention. The 

photo clearly contained the same account of Barsabbas, but with a bunch of small differences in 

the syntax, and with a few additional phrases that neither Loeb nor TLG mentioned. He typed out 

the two versions in parallel lines. It was definitely the verbs that didn’t quite line up, and Hedley 

wondered if he were seeing Eusebius per se in #11 or if it was some third party quoting Eusebius 

quoting Papias. Limping further along through the Piteste text he got as far as deciphering and 

translating the whole Barsabbas section. But then an even odder sight greeted him: the two texts 

now diverged completely! Eusebius went on to say in paragraph 11: 

 

The same writer gives also other accounts which he says came to him through unwritten 

tradition, certain strange parables and teachings of the Saviour, and some other more 

mythical things. 

 



Meanwhile, the blurred, faded, headache-inspiring Piteste copy gave something else entirely. 

Putting them side by side: 

 

Eusebius: And he tells another wonderful story 

of Justus, surnamed Barsabbas, that he drank a 

deadly poison, and yet, by the grace of the Lord, 

suffered no harm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

#11: ...a wonderful story of Justus, surnamed 

Barsabbas. For he drank deadly poison, given 

him by the enemy of the truth. To the amazement 

of all, by the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, he 

suffered no harm. And this same Justus, though 

not selected by lot to fill the [???] of Judas, son 

of wickedness, was yet approved by the [Ho]ly 

Spirit, he giving testimony to the everlasting 

gospel to the inhabitants of Jerusalem and of the 

cities of Syria [Assyria?]. And this same 

Matthias did not [???] his apostleship, nor did he 

follow the ways of wickedness. But he, approved 

by God and by man, piously preached against the 

indulgence of the flesh, [being] in every way... 

Hedley by this time was on the scent. The next day, Wednesday, he slid into the library as it was 

opening. He clutched a slip of paper on which he’d penned six phrases in Greek, which he had 

corrected several times before he’d reached these versions. Back to TLG, he fed in each phrase. 

The first two were from the beginning of the Piteste text. Both came back with the Eusebius 

fragment of Papias. Very good. The other two were texts suggested by #11 from after the point of 

divergence in the Piteste version. Each of these yielded a few dozen hits from the 1st through the 

11th centuries AD; none of which looked anything like Piteste. The key words turned up in bold, 

but in completely different texts. 

 

Finally, he entered the last pair of terms, which each contained language from both halves of 

Piteste. The results that turned up again showed where the key words were in a bunch of divergent 

texts, none of which was Piteste. 

 

Finally, as a safety measure, he set TLG to search out para* + Barsab* + two other key words: 

hosiōs (“piously”) and pantē (“in every way”); range: 50 words. He let it roam freely over its 

whole set of texts, two thousand years worth. He wrote “TLG search in progress, please do not 

interrupt. Dr. Hedley” on a Post-It note and put it on the keyboard. When he returned to the CRT a 

half-hour later he sat down, and made himself look at the screen: 

 

TLG found 0 HITS for your search 

 

With rising emotion he went back to his office and shut the door against visitors. There he pulled 

out the file of the transcribed Piteste text that he’d made the day before. In a new Word file he 

began to sketch out some descriptions of what he thought he had. 

 

March 24, 1999 

Description of Codex Piteste (CP) 

 

• CP seen by “George” and photographed in or before June 1971. 

• CP picture contained in photo labeled #11 in a roll of BW photos developed June 1971. 

Other photos - #8 certainly, #9, #12 and #13 probably, were taken within the Romanian 

Orthodox monastery at Curtea de Arges in Piteste, Romania. In all six, photos are labeled 

on the back in ink, Piteste – Romania, 1971. Since they are “bracketed” by Curtea photos, 

it is likely that #10 (recording an opened codex, an illuminated copy of Gospel of Mark) 

and #11 were taken at the same locale. 

• CP contains a page of Greek minuscule text, orthography typical of c. 10-12 centuries AD. 



• CP is not illuminated. 

• Photo #11 reveals 8 lines, although the bottom is cut off in the photo (the top of the 9th line 

is barely visible and its text is illegible). 

• Text of page of CP consists of: 

o 1½ sentences (CP-A) that resemble but are not identical to a tradition concerning 

Judas/Justus Barsabbas (cf. Acts 1:23-26), quoted by Eusebius Hist. Eccl. 3.39.9 

and by Eusebius attributed to Papias’ Expositions of the Oracles of the Lord. The 

vocabulary is the same where the text agrees with the critical text of Eusebius; the 

syntax differs, particularly in verb tenses; there are several extra phrases. “Lord” is 

expanded to “Lord Jesus Christ.” 

o Remaining 2½ sentences of the text (CP-B) continue in a style similar to the 

preceding Barsabbas material (use of kai in parataxis; simple vocabulary), giving a 

brief description of Matthias (see Acts 1:23-26). 

• CP-B text remains unidentified after repeated searches in TLG database. 

 

He tipped back in his office chair and smiled a little at the papers before him. He hadn’t noticed 

that he’s been sweating, but now his shirt stuck to his chest and back and his could feel his heart 

pounding. “So, Uncle George,” he now asked aloud, “what in the world did you snap here?” 

 

He needed a coffee. He pulled down the papers that he’d taped up, and stuck all the sheets into a 

file folder, considered, and then locked them in his desk. After a quick coffee from the machine by 

the faculty lounge, he returned to the library, trying to look as if he were sauntering, to refresh his 

memory on Papias. The century-old Dictionary of Christian Biography gave a good long 

description, out of date, but one which he filled in with more recent works. The article began: 

 

Papias was bishop of Hieropolis in the Lycus Valley of Asia Minor in the early 2nd 

Christian century. He was by rumor a companion and contemporary of Polycarp in the city 

of Smyrna to the west. The two supposedly had been in their youth disciples together of the 

Apostle John, who would have been finishing up his 50-year sojourn in Ephesus on the 

Aegean coast. Papias’ Oracles, now lost; according to the ancients who’d read them, the 

five books were a detailed summary of the apostolic tradition from the latter half of the first 

century AD. Papias claimed to have known and interviewed those who had been disciples 

of Jesus in Galilee: a John the Elder (identified by some as John son of Zebedee, the 

beloved disciple) and Aristion. He knew personally the four daughters of Philip, who 

resided in Hierapolis. He wrote it all down in readable but unlearned Greek. His five 

volumes were advertised as a commentary on Jesus’ oral teachings and were reputed to 

contain all sorts of sayings that did not appear in any gospel. His work, a huge loss to the 

scholarly world, had been the main written description of the Christian movement in its 

formative period of AD 75-125. This period is otherwise virtually unknown, save possibly 

for some books of the New Testament, the First Epistle of Clement of Rome (c. AD 96), 

and the notoriously hard to date ecclesiastical manual The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles 

or Didache. The last known copy of Papias was from the cathedral of Nismes, France, 

where in AD 1218 it was listed in a library catalogue as Item inventi in claustro – librum 

Papie librum de verbis Domini. 

 

So, thought Hedley; as far as we can ascertain, no-one has seen a copy of Papias since 1218. 

Clearly, its recovery would rock the theological world. A bigger deal even than the Gnostic texts of 

Nag Hammadi and perhaps than the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, whose transcription and 

interpretation was still an entire industry some 50 years after their 1947 discovery. A recovered 

copy of Papias’ Oracles would rewrite New Testament studies, let alone the history of the early 

church. The man who discovered and published it would be shot into the upper realms of academic 

fame, especially if said person could transcribe and translate the text before the rest of the pack got 

hold of it. By exercising a little discretion, Hedley could present a fait accompli, a thick volume 

with the words “The Rediscovered Oracles of Papias: Text and Commentary” only slightly more 



prominent than “by Francis Drake Hedley, Ph. D.” On the flyleaf his smiling photo, on the back, 

him pictured with the Abbot of Curtea de Arges monastery. He, Hedley, appearing on Larry King 

Live, ready to pronounce to all the world his revised version of early Christianity: What happened 

to the twelve apostles? How did Paul die? Why did John write the fourth gospel? Papias reputedly 

had all kinds of treasures to reveal. 

 

And, he permitted himself to admit, the simple Greek of the Oracles would not lie beyond his 

abilities to translate. 

 

That night Hedley learned that Curtea de Arges was pronounced KUR-tay-uh deh AR-jaysh, and it 

had a presence on the internet, but it was advertised as a tourist location as well as a popular 

spiritual Mecca for the Orthodox faithful. The chapel and an unused dormitory were open to the 

public. Of course, the library, the scriptorium, and the used monk’s quarters were off limits to all 

but invited guests. 

 

Another quick search turned up flights both by Delta and by the Romanian national airline, Tarom 

Airways, direct daily from JFK International to Bucharest. 

 

Obviously the good monks didn’t know what it was they had in their library. If they suspected it, 

they might do as others did throughout history and refuse to let the thing out of their hands. Still, 

there was slim chance of removing it for photocopying, even if he had had the stomach for book 

theft. How well could a digital camera capture the handwritten text, if he could lay his hands on a 

camera? And how much text would there be? On scrap paper he jotted down some figures: if he 

bought extra cartridges and took in plenty of batteries – all of which he could stick in coat and 

pants pockets – and set the codex under a good light source, how long would it take to photograph 

the whole thing? He giggled a bit at the role of spy, stealing secret plans from the Ruskies. Well 

then: if each of Papias’ five books were originally written on scrolls, not codices, and the scrolls 

were of standard maximum length for his day – 11.5 meters – and his handwriting were normal, 

etc., then at a rough guess the Oracles could be half the length of the New Testament. Best to allow 

for a couple of hours and about 200 camera shots in order to photograph the whole thing. That’s 

assuming, he reminded himself, that the book was what he thought it was, that it still existed three 

decades later, that it was still located at Curtea de Arges, that he could get into the library, that he 

could find a quiet corner to do the photos, and that he could do all this without attracting attention. 

 

But the expense! He would need, let’s say, a week or so in some Bucharest hotel room to load them 

into his laptop, check to make sure all the pages came out, print them off, collate them, make 

back-up copies, and head back home. He could go in June and spend the bulk of the summer on the 

job. Once his book was edited, he could notify which ever publisher signed him of the 

manuscripts’ location – and they or he could double-check with the now-notified monastery that 

his text was accurate. Some quick corrections, and by the time the news leaked out, as it certainly 

would at that point, and other scholars from all over the globe were pressing the Father Abbot for a 

peek, Hedley would be going over galley proofs of his imminent blockbuster. Not to mention, he 

allowed himself to imagine, perhaps a nice Readers’ Digest story of his detective adventure, 

replete with Uncle George and his photos, a breathless account of Hedley’s under-cover trip to 

Eastern Europe, his clandestine chats with the Abbot through an interpreter, his secret hotel-room 

setup. He had to remember to take pictures of the whole trip, and maybe use a video camera to 

capture some of the key moments. 

 

He emailed the monastery, expressing his desire to visit the library. To his surprise he received a 

prompt reply from the guest host, saying that in fact they had a program for visiting scholars, 

although it was little used, most students preferring the better collection in Bucharest. 

Nevertheless, he wound up, the Abbot would be pleased to invite Hedley to visit that summer and 

to use the library for two weeks. In answer to Hedley’s acceptance they emailed details about 

lodging and other arrangements. 



 

The trick, it began to dawn on Hedley, would not be photographing the codex – easy enough, given 

the digital equipment – but in physically locating the thing. It would almost certainly not be on 

open display, or someone would have mentioned it by now. Nor perhaps was it even sitting out in 

the stacks. What if it were stuck in a closet somewhere? It would be a volume of impressive size, at 

least an urban phone book. Would it be in a strongbox with other ancient valuables? If he went in 

asking the librarian for their copy of Papias, the jig would be well and truly up. Better to allow 

plenty of extra time for snooping. Thankfully, they said the collection was not large. 

 

Now when he walked through the seminary library, he stopped and asked the other teachers what 

projects they were working on. He said not a word of his own scheme, but locked away all his 

notes and files, spending his time reading up on Eusebius, Papias and the almost unknown Justus 

and Matthias. He returned to the library and was taken aback to find a scrap of paper at the Papias 

article in Dictionary of Christian Biography. He was quite certain he hadn’t marked the passage – 

why would he? The library had three copies, and now he wasn’t sure which one he had used. He 

had had his students use that resource in the fall term, but it was unlikely that anyone needed it this 

semester. Had someone else found out about the mysterious photo #11? Not likely! He crumpled 

the bookmark and tossed it in the can and then opened the passage. He also pulled the big 

never-used Schwartz edition of Eusebius in the archaic German script, which was sitting 

upside-down on a lower shelf in a far corner. He blew the dust off the pages and went to make 

copies of the relevant section. 

 

The first week of April, he chaired the regular meeting of the Academic Variance Committee. He 

and two colleagues ran through the short stack of petitions – mostly legitimate, a few pathetic – of 

students asking for extensions on papers, exams, whatever they hadn’t managed to turn in on time. 

Business would pick up over the next month as the academic year drew to a close. Today it was a 

few routine items, until he found one from Mark Henson. “Henson wants a variance,” he said. 

“And it’s very late too.” The petition was for his course “NT 503 New Testament Exegetical 

Methods” from the fall term, months ago. He picked up the phone and caught Bill Simmons in his 

office. “I’d appreciate it if you could bend precedence on this one, Frankie, he started. “I’ll have to 

tell you about it some time, but it’s justified, in my opinion, there are circumstances, you see.” 

 

It was the next week that Bill caught him in the lounge, and gave a quick look around to make sure 

there were no students about. “I gotta tell you about Henson, you’ll love this! He turns in a final 

project for me. It has this long title, something like “On the Unscholarly Credulity of Divinity 

Students in an Age of Digital Imaging.” I look in there, and he has this 15 page paper on how he 

faked this digital photo, proving that Noah’s ark had come to rest on the bottom of Loch Ness. It’s 

a hoot, and there’s even a photo of this guy in a boat with high-tech sonar that supposedly found it. 

He wrote “Loch Ness 1994” on the back. So, his, Henson’s, experiment is to show this picture to 

about 20 students at Luther Seminary, to gauge their reactions. He swears that about half a dozen 

thought there was something to it! I told him, look, this is hilarious, but it’s hardly scientific. 

Besides, it’s too exaggerated, like something you’d see in the National Enquirer. And honestly, 

some of the students around here are hardly what you’d call scholars. You need to cook up 

something more subtle, and then try to mail it around to some seminary professors. So anyway, he 

got a C in the course, because the project weighed down his grade. Come the end of February, he 

asks me for a chance to resubmit the paper, using something more credible. He’s all upset about 

what a C did to his cumulative. I told him, hey, see if the Variance Committee will okay it, it’s fine 

with me! That’s the last I’ve heard of it; so I guess now he has, what, four weeks left to turn 

something in and up his grade.” 

 

That night, Hedley emailed Curtea de Arges, and thanked the Abbot but said that his circumstances 

had changed and that he wouldn’t be able to visit the library that year. He erased all the files; the 

copies and sheaves of fan-fold paper he took home and burned in the fireplace. He sighed 

dramatically: “Sorry about that, Papias.” 



 

 

As scholars in the field are aware, the text of Papias lay hidden in a Romanian monastery until the 

year 2025. That was when Dr. Henson uncovered it in one of those mystery stories that delight 

both experts and the general public. It turns out that he had found old photos, taken by his Uncle 

George, in the 1970s. Two of them contained pictures of open codices. He held one up to his 

desktop EYE and spoke the command, “Logos Bible, Identify.” The digital voice, which he had 

whimsically set on a German accent, immediately replied: “It is a photograph of a manuscript, an 

illuminated Gospel of Mark from the 12th century, hitherto uncatalogued. Possibility, 60%: from 

his handwriting, the copiast is the same as the one who produced the minuscule 2446, located in 

Münster.” Mark then held up #11: “Next: Identify.” The computer needed relatively longer – 15 

seconds – but finally said, “It is a photo of a manuscript from the 11th century. Possibility, 50%: It 

is an adaptation or expansion of Eusebius, Historia Ecclesiastica 3.39, perhaps an exemplar 

penned by a novice. Possibility, 70%: it is book that quotes from the lost Oracles by Papias. 

Possibility, 70%: The codex itself is a copy of the lost Oracles by Papias. The latest reference to 

any copy is from Oxford in the 15th century.” 

 

Thus it was, according to the story that quickly became legend, that Mark Henson traced the 

manuscript. With a brazen disregard for professional ethics, he mailed the Curtea de Arges 

librarian an actual physical letter, sent in an envelope by post, asking him a few trivial questions 

about the architecture. Tucked deep in the envelope was an electronic bug, thinner than a human 

hair, that when exposed to light bored its way out, found its way to the library through satellite 

beacon and spent the next weeks humping around the stacks, rolling between ancient pages in its 

quest for a Greek text written in the handwriting of the Oracles scribe. One morning, Mark’s was 

teaching a course to a dozen students from Africa who watched him at his desk as he discussed 

New Testament textual criticism. He heard a “ding” from his desk panel and saw the icon of 

Sherlock Holmes gesturing at him with his pipe and giving him the wink. He concluded the class 

early. By the time he turned his attention to the screen, the bug was already transmitting the Greek 

text rolling in one column and producing an English translation in the other: a conversation 

between Jesus and John the Baptist was in progress, with John stating, “Did not one God create us? 

Is there not one Father of us all? Why then does the nation profane the covenant of our fathers?” 

and the screen flashing Oracles, page 2 line 5, John is alluding to Malachi 2:10. 

 

On this day Crypto-Lit was born, spearheaded by the Lorenzo Valla Project that was formed the 

following year. This led to the release of thousands of the nano-optic “BookWorms” around the 

monasteries, churches, palaces and trash dumps of the Old World. Within weeks began the 

windfall: the recovery of Aristotle’s Politicus; dozens of the missing books of Livy’s History of 

Rome from its Foundation; likewise, lost sections of Tacitus’ Roman History; Books 2-3 of the 

long-lost History of the Maccabees by Jason of Cyrene; new Dead Sea Scrolls; Muslim 

philosophical works from Spain, causing a re-evaluation of Western Islam in the 13th century; a 

couple of Marlowe tragedies – not to mention the caches of papyri in Egypt and lately in Ethiopia 

and Tunisia. In America they recovered missing letters between James Madison and Alexander 

Hamilton dealing with the right to bare firearms. Readers’ Digest even got into the act, featuring 

Dr. Mark Anthony Henson in its July edition. They included a 3-D guided tour of the Curtea de 

Arges monastery. 



 


