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bringing with them a certain Archbishop of India, whom Odo does
not name. Already the story deviates from De adventu, in which Pa-
triarch John is said to have come to Rome with a group of returning
papal legates, not with a Byzantine embassy. Odo’s explanation for
the Indian prelate’s presence in Constantinople is also quite different.
He declares that the ruler of the archbishop’s country had died, leaving
no heir, and the archbishop had gone to Byzantium to obtain a new
prince for his land from among the Byzantine emperor’s entourage.
Twice the monarch had received the archbishop graciously and had
nominated one of his courtiers to the Indian throne, but each time
the designated candidate had perished en route to India. The emperor
had declined to select a third; but instead of setting out immediately
for his homeland, the archbishop had gained permission to visit Rome
in the company of the Byzantine ambassadors.

Odo says he was present in Rome when the Indian archbishop had
an audience with the Pope and told him about the shrine of St. Thomas.
Odo’s version of the miracles of the shrine is similar to that of De
adventu, but somewhat less flamboyant. Not a lake but a river blocks
access to the mountain on which the shrine is located, and an annual
drought permits pilgrims to cross its bed safely. The body of the
apostle is preserved within, but Thomas does not distribute communion
wafers to the faithful; rather, he receives gifts from them in his open
hand, and, the archbishop maintained, he closes the hand when a
heretic tries to place an offering in it. Odo relates that the Pope and
his cardinals refused to believe these tales until the archbishop swore
an oath that convinced them.

The differences between the story told in De adventu and that in
the letter of Odo of Rheims rule out the possibility that one was de-
rived from the other. The miraculous aspects of the tale probably stem
from some common source, now lost, which combined legends of St.
Thomas’ two shrines in India and Edessa into a single narrative. But
what are we to make of the report of Patriarch John’s visit to Rome?
There is no reason to doubt Odo’s statement that someone claiming
to be a high ecclesiastic from India did pay a call on the Pope. Docu-
mentation exists for the alleged exchange of ambassadors between By-
zantium and Rome; a letter written in May 1124 by the Byzantine
Emperor John Comnenus to Pope Calixtus II apologizes for the tardi-
ness of his reply to an earlier embassy the Pope had sent. But this does
not necessarily mean that the episcopal visitor, if he did travel with one
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of these embassies, was actually from India. De adventu’s notion that
the Patriarch of the Indians would have gone to the Westem world to
seek a pallium from the Patriarch of Constantinople is, of course, non-
sense. The motive Odo gives, that the Indian archbishop had come to
ask the Byzantine emperor to nominate a prince for his land, seems
nearly as implausible. Perhaps the stranger who visited Rome in 1122
was an impostor, as more than one medievalist has suggested; or per-
haps the deficiencies of his interpreter caused him to be misunder-
stood, and he came from some place other than India.

One modern student of these matters, Vsevolod Slessarev, pro-
posed in 1959 the view that the mysterious Eastern prelate came not
from India but from Edessa, or some district near Edessa in northem
Syria. Much that seems unlikely or incomprehensible is thereby ex-
plained. Edessa, in 1122, was ruled by a Crusader prince, Count
Joscelyn I, who at least in theory was a vassal of the Byzantine emperor.
“On September 13, 1122,” Slessarev points out, “Count Joscelyn and
several of his companions were captured by the Turks. Would it not be
possible that some Syrian or Armenian churchman from Edessa took
this occasion to petition the Byzantine emperor to restore Greek rule
over the city that only a generation before had been taken from the
Greeks by a breach of agreement? This conjecture would conflict
chronologically with May s, 1122, as the time when the Patriarch visited
Pope Calixtus II in Rome, but . . . this date is by no means reliable.”
If the Pope’s visitor did indeed come from Edessa, he would naturally
have discussed with the Pope some of the miracles credited to the shrine
of St. Thomas in that city, and out of that conversation the author of
De adventu could easily have produced the highly embroidered fantasy
that has come down to us.

The story of Patriarch John bears on the legend of Prester John in
several ways. The name of the prelate, obviously, is one. In the 1120s,
evidently, word was circulating in Europe that a high-ranking priest
from India named John had paid a call on the Pope; it is not beyond
imagination to think that this story may have got back to Syria in gar-
bled form and provided the name of John for the supposed priest-king
of the extreme Orient, to whom the actual military exploits of Yeh-li
Ta-shih were being credited. This, naturally, is a slender hypothesis.
What is more noteworthy about the Patriarch John narrative is the
fanciful imagery it employs in describing St. Thomas’ shrine in India—
imagery which, as we shall soon see, recurs in the most famous of the
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medieval accounts of the realm of Prester John. The river of gems, the
annual resurrection of St. Thomas, the all-healing balsam and other
miracles, all find their place in the Prester John stories, and in one
version the “Patriarch of St. Thomas” rules as regent for Prester John
whenever the great monarch goes out of his country to wage war.

There are other links, besides De adventu, joining the legend-cycles
of St. Thomas and Prester John. On the authority of Bishop Hugh
of Jabala, Otto of Freising reported that Prester John “is said to be a
direct descendant of the Magi.” These were the wise men from the
East who, the Gospel of Matthew relates, came to Jerusalem at the time
of the Nativity, “saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? for
we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him,” and,
finding the infant Jesus, presented him with gold and frankincense and
myrrh. By the third century apocryphal traditions had arisen to the
effect that the Magi were kings, and were three in number; by the
sixth, their names appeared in apocryphal literature as Balthasar, Mel-
chior, and Gaspar. In at least two late apocryphal works, the Book of
Seth and the eighth-century Syrian Chronicle of Zuqnin, it is told that
after the resurrection of Christ St. Thomas traveled to the homeland of
the Three Magi, baptized them, and accepted their aid in the conversion
of their subjects. Some scholars have pointed out that in Armenian
texts of the legend the name of Gaspar appears as “Gathaspar,” which
they see as a variant of the Indian “Gudaphara”—who is the King
Gundafor of the Acts of Thomas. By this process Prester John emerges
as a descendant of one of the Indian kings whom St. Thomas con-
verted to Christianity; and an account of Prester John’s kingdom
written less than a generation after Bishop Hugh’s visit to Viterbo
explicitly states that the palace of Prester John is patterned after the
heavenly edifice that Thomas designed for Gundafor.

Vsevolod Slessarev has cautiously extended the theory that even
the name of Prester John may have been drawn from the cycle of St.
Thomas legends. He notes that in the Acts of Thomas the dying apostle
is shown naming two young men as his spiritual successors in India:
Sifur, his guide to King Mazdai’s land, whom he ordains as a priest, and
Vizan, King Mazdai’s son, whom he makes a deacon. In several later
versions of the story, however, it is Vizan who becomes the priest, Sifur
the deacon; since Vizan was of royal birth, it is more probable that
Thomas would have given him the higher ecclesiastical rank. Interest-
ingly, “Vizan” is the Persian equivalent of “John,” and in some versions
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of the story John and not Vizan is the name used for King Mazdai’s
son. Thus we see St. Thomas designating a certain John, who is both a
priest and a future king, as one of the heads of the Christian Church
in India. “An original Prester John belonging to the cycle of legends
created around St. Thomas,” Slessarev has written, “would solve many
difficulties that so far have complicated the previous identifications. If
it was he who inspired the image of the later Prester John, one could
dispense entirely with the tenuous derivations of his name from the
foreign titles; at the same time he would have had those vital ingredi-
ents which made the later Prester John a Christian king and priest.”

6

There is one final place where we may seek the antecedents of Bishop
Hugh’s “Presbyter Ioannes,” and that is in a work to which the good
bishop certainly had access: the New Testament. For there we find the
very name of John the Presbyter.

Five books of the New Testament are traditionally credited to John
the son of Zebedee, one of the original twelve apostles, the first disciples
of Jesus. These are the Gospel According to St. John; the Revelation
of St. John the Divine; and the three short Epistles of John. The
actual authorship of these five works has perplexed biblical scholars for
centuries—indeed, almost since they were composed. The evidence that
the Gospel of St. John was really written by the apostle is most un-
certain, and, in any event, it appears that the text as we have it was
substantially revised and extended by someone who was not its original
author. There is considerable doubt that the author of the Gospel,
whoever he may have been, was also responsible for writing the Book of
Revelation. The three Epistles of John are possibly the work of the
same man who produced the Gospel of St. John, but there is some cause
to think that they were done by a later writer, who perhaps was one
of St. John’s followers. Some authorities believe that the First Epistle is
by one hand and that the Second and Third are by another, although
it has also been proposed that the First and Second have common au-
thorship and the Third is separate, and that all three are the work of
one individual.

It is in the Second and Third Epistles of John that the apostle, or
the writer who speaks in his name, identifies himself as a “presbyter.”
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This was a title used from the earliest days of Christianity to designate
an elder of the Church, one who has' the responsibility for the manage-
ment of the affairs of a local congregation, and who perhaps also does
some teaching. Presbyters held a rank intermediate between bishops
and deacons; that is, they were priests, and the word “priest” is de-
rived from the Latin presbyter, itself derived from the Greek presby-
teros, “an older man.” The original form of the word survives today in
the name of the Presbyterian Church, founded in the sixteenth cen-
tury as a reformist movement whose aim was to restore Christianity to
the ideals of the apostolic era.

In most English translations of the Bible, presbyteros is rendered as
“elder.” Hence, in the King James version, the Second Epistle of John
begins, “The elder unto the elect lady and her children, whom I love in
the truth; and not I only, but also all they that have known the
truth . . .” and the Third Epistle opens, “The elder unto the well-
beloved Gaius, whom I love in the truth. . . .” But a twelfth-century
reader would not have had access to a translation of the Bible into
English or any other secular European tongue of the time. The only
text in use in Roman Catholic lands then was St. Jerome’s Latin
translation, the Vulgate, in which the author of the Second and Third
Epistles of John speaks of himself as a presbyter, and anyone who con-
sulted the original Greek text of the epistles would find the term
presbyteros employed.

The identity of this John the Presbyter was a topic of learned in-
quiry when the New Testament still was young. Eusebius, Bishop of
Caesarea in Palestine, devoted some lines to the matter in the classic
History of the Church that he wrote early in the fourth century. Eusebius
quotes a passage written about the year 130 by the theologian Papias
of Hierapolis in Asia Minor, whose works are otherwise lost. Describ-
ing the way he learned the tenets of the faith in his obscure village,
Papias said, “Whenever anyone came who had been a follower of the
presbyters, I inquired into the words of the presbyters, what Andrew or
Peter had said, or Philip or Thomas or James or John or Matthew, or
any other disciple of the Lord, and what Aristion and the presbyter
John, disciples of the Lord, were still saying. For I did not imagine that
things out of books would help me as much as the utterances of a living
and abiding voice.” On the evidence of this passage Eusebius concluded
that there had been two Johns, since two are mentioned by Papias: one
the apostle (who could also be called a presbyter), and another, a
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younger man, “the presbyter John.” The original apostles must all
have been dead in Papias’ time, but it would seem from Papias’ phrase
“were still saying” that Aristion and the presbyter John were alive in
the early second century. Eusebius’ interpretation has been challenged
by some later commentators, who maintain that despite the curious
double mention of John by Papias he nevertheless was referring to only
one man, the apostle and presbyter; others, however, accept the presby-
ter as the author of the Epistles of John, though not the Gospel.

These matters aside, it is important here to consider the existence
of a persistent apocryphal tradition that the Apostle John did not die
but was chosen by Jesus to wander in the world as an immortal until the
Second Coming of Christ. One source of this belief is the ninth chap-
ter of the Gospel of Mark, in which Jesus, speaking with John and sev-
eral of the other apostles, declares, “Verily I say unto you, That there be
some of them that stand here, which shall not taste of death, till they
have seen the kingdom of God come with power.” And in the final
chapter of the Gospel of John, Jesus seems to hint that he has con-
ferred immortality upon John, and the Gospel notes, “Then went this
saying abroad among the brethren, that that disciple should not die.”

In fact, the Gospels of Mark and John both explicitly deny that
John is to be granted life eternal. In the tenth chapter of Mark, Jesus
tells John and his brother James, “Ye shall indeed drink of the cup that
I drink of,” meaning that they too shall be martyrs. Again, in the final
chapter of the Gospel of John, Jesus is shown taking pains to quash the
rumor that John, described as “the disciple whom Jesus loved,” would
be spared from death. The scene is a conversation between Jesus and
some of his disciples at the shore of the Sea of Galilee, after the Resur-
rection, in which Jesus asks Peter to follow him into death, and the full
passage, in the modern translation of Father Raymond E. Brown, is
this:

“Then Peter turned around and noticed that the disciple whom
Jesus loved was following (the one who had leaned back against Jesus’
chest during the supper and said, ‘Lord, who is the one who will betray
you?’). Seeing him, Peter was prompted to ask Jesus, ‘But Lord, what
about him?’ ‘Suppose I would like him to remain until I come,’ Jesus
replied, ‘how does that concern you? Your concem is to follow me.
This is how the word got around among all the brothers that this disci-
ple was not going to die. As a matter of fact, Jesus never told him that
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he was not going to die; all he said was: ‘Suppose I would like him to
remain until I come [how does that concern you]?”

The implication is clear: Jesus has chosen Peter to be the next
martyr but has not called upon John to die, and the subject of John’s
death is not Peter’s business. But the entire passage has the earmarks of
an editorial emendation, designed to explain to Christians of the late
first or early second century how it has come to pass that the Apostle
John has died, despite the widespread belief that he was not supposed
to die. That is, it may have been the impression among the earliest
members of the Church that Jesus had given John immortality with
some such phrase as, “Remain until I come.” But when the apostle
did in fact die and the Second Coming was obviously not yet at hand,
the closing section of the Gospel of John was amended to show that
Jesus” phrase must not be interpreted literally. Despite this, the tradi-
tion of an undying John could not be eradicated.

At the city of Ephesus in Asia Minor the alleged tomb of the
Apostle John was a sacred shrine as early as the second century; indeed,
by the third there were two rival tombs of John at Ephesus, an em-
barrassment which Eusebius accounted for by suggesting that one was
the apostle’s tomb and one the tomb of that later John, John the
Presbyter. No matter how many tombs of St. John were adduced, how-
ever, people went on believing that the apostle had been exempted
from mortality and roamed the earth unrecognized, awaiting the return
of the Saviour.

Now we have all the known material out of which the tale told by
Bishop Hugh of Jabala could have been woven. There was St. John,
who refers to himself twice in the Bible as John the Presbyter, who
perhaps was still alive more than ten centuries after the Crucifixion.
There were the Nestorian Christians of St. Thomas in India, who had
been brought to their faith long ago by another of the twelve apostles.
There was King Gundafor, said to have been one of the Three Magi,
whom St. Thomas had baptized and for whom St. Thomas had built
a wondrous celestial palace. There was Vizan/John, prince and priest,
son of the ruler of a neighboring Indian kingdom. There was Patriarch
John of India, who had come to Rome to speak of the miraculous
shrine at Hulna where St. Thomas’ incorruptible body was preserved.
There was the ruler of the isle of Sarandib, whom Sindbad the Sailor
saw to possess an emerald-tipped scepter. Lastly, there was the doughty
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Yehli Ta-shih, Gur-Khan of Kara-Khitai, who in 1141 had dealt the
Moslem Seljuks of Persia so terrible a blow that it was worthy of a
mighty champion of Christendom. Out of some or all of this the legend
of Prester John was fashioned, possibly over a period of many centuries,
gaining new levels of meaning with each retelling, until, by the time
Bishop Hugh of Jabala paid his call on Pope Eugenius III in 1145, it
had taken the form of a story of a distant Christian ruler, combining in
himself the functions of priest and king, whose exploits on the field of
battle were unparalleled, and who would, if only he had been able to
find some way of crossing the Tigris, surely have come to the assistance
of the troubled Crusaders in the Holy Land.





