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This article applies insights from the study of contemporary fan fiction to the early Christian Jesus 

tradition, in particular to so-called apocryphal literature. Both fan fiction and the apocrypha are 

representative of hypertextual literary practices (Genette) where authors rewrite already existing 

narrative universes. In modern-day fandom, fan fiction is used for purposes of myth maintenance, for 

social and cultural identification and criticism, and for sharing interpretations of the shared narrative 

universe within the fan community. The article introduces the reader to fan fiction and fan fiction 

studies and discusses how these modern phenomena may shed heuristic light on the literary 

strategies and functions of early Christian apocrypha. 
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1. Introduction 

This article applies insights from the study of contemporary fan fiction to the early Christian Jesus 

tradition, in particular to so-called apocryphal literature. Fan fiction is a type of writing produced by 

fans of an already existing story universe—be it a novel, a movie, or a television series—in which 

the fans rather than the original creators develop the original work by for instance expanding, 

reshaping, mending, relocating, or twisting the initial story. In recent years, fan fiction has become 

increasingly popular in fan communities particularly on the Internet, and according to one study it is 

“the fastest-growing form of writing in the world.”1 At www.fanfiction.net—the largest among 

many fan fiction websites—visitors will find more than 45.000 texts reworking the Hunger Games 

adventure novels, more than 56.000 stories relating to J. R. R. Tolkien’s epic tale of The Lord of the 
                                                 
1 Pugh, Democratic Genre, back cover. See also Jamison, Fic. 



 2 

Rings, and almost 800.000 pieces exploring the Harry Potter universe.2 At present, we are 

witnessing the temporary culmination of fan fiction. This is not only due to new, interactive 

possibilities provided by the Internet (Web 2.0, i.e., blogs, forums, wikis, chats, etc.) but probably 

also has to do with a general trend toward so-called participatory culture, with the tendency of 

mainstream culture to adopt subcultural practices, and with popular longing for grand narratives as 

local as they in fact may be.3 The fan fiction phenomenon itself, however, is not of recent date. It is 

often traced back to Star Trek fandom in the 1960s, where fans created so-called “fanzines,” i.e., 

non-professional magazines produced by and circulating among enthusiastic fans. 

In this article, I shall argue that fan fiction, taken as a hypertextual and exegetical social 

practice is not at all a modern phenomenon. The developing Jesus tradition known from the first-

century gospels of the New Testament and from early Christian apocryphal literature in the 

following centuries bears witness to similar practices of rewriting in ancient Christianity.4 Though 

early Christian rewriting presupposed neither a stable text nor a fixed canon—no such monolithic 

corpus of authoritative writings had been established yet in early Christianity—the Jesus tradition 

expanded in relation to a reservoir of more or less known, oral or written Jesus narratives (see 

further below). As such, the emerging Jesus tradition constitutes a Christian development of 

practices in early Judaism commonly designated rewritten Bible or, better, rewritten Scripture (e.g., 

the Book of Jubilees, the Genesis Apocryphon, Pseudo-Philo’s Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum, and 

Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities).5 Such expanding narratival traditions were, of course, also present in 

                                                 
2 The above-mentioned number of texts, constantly increasing day by day, was retrieved on 27 November, 
2018. The same access date applies to other online sources referred to in the article. Needless to say, not all 
texts are of the same literary quality. After all, fan fiction is a “democratic genre” (Pugh, Democratic Genre, 
3).  
3 On participatory culture, see Jenkins, Textual Poachers; Jenkins, Fans, Bloggers, and Gamers; and Hills, 
Fan Cultures. In the past decade or so, the fan fiction phenomenon has begun to attract attention in literary 
and cultural studies; see, for example, Pugh, Democratic Genre; Hellekson and Busse, Fan Fiction and Fan 
Communities and Fan Fiction Reader; Jamison, Fic; and Coppa, Fanfiction Reader. In Biblical studies, see 
Warren, “My OTP”; Larsen, “Bibelske fortællinger som fanfiktion”; and Larsen, “Juleevangeliet 
– en kristen fanfiction.”  
4 “The Apocrypha” is a highly problematic category. It is commonly used as a designation of writings from 
the second to the fifth century (or even later) inhabited by characters known from New Testament texts but 
eventually not included in the New Testament canon. On the history and definitions of the concept, see 
Markschies and Schröter, Antike christliche Apokryfen, 1–180. 
5 The identification of certain works from early Judaism as rewritten Bible, i.e., rewritings of narratives 
known to us from the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible originates with Geza Vermes (Vermes, Scripture and 
Tradition). For an introduction to the phenomenon, see Crawford, Rewriting Scripture. For discussions of 
terminology and definition (for example in relation to so-called parabiblical literature and aggadic midrashim 
in Rabbinical literature), see Crawford, Rewriting Scripture, 1–18; Petersen, “Riverrun of Rewriting 
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other ancient cultures as can be seen in, for example, the many popular legends about Ahikar, 

Aesop, and Alexander the Great. In Greco-Roman progymnasmatic exercise and rhetoric, 

conventions of narrative modification were theorized and practiced (chreia elaboration, adiectio, 

detractio, transmutatio, immutatio, etc.). 

Yet, it is not the purpose of the present article to investigate the developing Jesus tradition 

and early Christian apocrypha in light of its antecedents in the history of ancient literature. I am far 

more interested in understanding it by means of analogy. By observing literary stock devices and 

social functions of fan fiction as it is practiced today, I wish to offer a heuristic framework for 

understanding the developing Jesus tradition in early Christianity as literary, social, and cultural 

phenomenon. The procedure, though of course more modest in scope, is not in principle different 

from what form critics like Karl L. Schmidt, Martin Dibelius, and Rudolf Bultmann attempted in 

the first half of the twentieth century when seeking to understand the synoptic tradition in analogy 

with folk literature. Fan fiction is becoming one of the folk literatures of our time. It is not 

anonymous folk literature but popular literature created by writing readers. Moreover, it is a 

hypertextual writing practice—just as can be said of the developing Jesus tradition and the 

apocrypha in early Christianity.  

 

2. Hypertextuality in Literature 

It is a common assumption in modern literary theory that any text, however original it may appear, 

is dependent on other texts, and that its reception similarly takes place within a network of texts.6 In 

other words, intertextuality does not only adhere to specific kinds of writing but is a fundamental 

element of literary discourse as such. Nevertheless, some kinds of literature seem to utilise and 

accentuate this fact to a more remarkable extent than others. Literature may be written upon an 

underlying subtext or hypotext, from which it originates and without which it would have been 

unable to exist. This is not least the case with scholarly writings produced in the humanities, for 

example in readings and studies of literary classics or in commentary writing. Yet, commentary and 

review—whether ancient or modern—cultivate their relation to the hypotext in a certain manner, 

namely, by speaking about it and by explicitly referring to it. The texts on which I focus in this 

article, however, are not examples of reasoning meta-literature. They are narrative texts and hence 

function differently. In terms of intertextuality, they compare to works like Virgil’s Aeneid and 
                                                                                                                                                                  
Scripture”; and “Textual Fluidity.” Regarding New Testament gospels as rewritten Scripture, see Müller, 
”Gospels as Biblical Rewritings.” 
6 Bloom, Anxiety of Influence; Kristeva, “Word, Dialogue, and Novel.” 
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James Joyce’s Ulysses, which are highly dependent on the Odyssey as their hypotext though they do 

not speak about the Odyssey in the form of commentary. Instead of commenting on the Odyssey, 

they imitate or transform it by means of rewriting. This particular intertextual phenomenon has 

been studied extensively by the French literary theorist Gérard Genette in his Palimpsestes: La 

littérature au second degré from 1982 (Eng. transl., 1997). Genette divides transtextuality—he 

prefers this term rather than intertextuality as the general category—into five different modes or 

aspects: (1) paratextuality, which appears when a given text is attended or surrounded by other texts 

(titles, headings, footnotes, back cover texts, etc.); (2) intertextuality, which appears when a text 

contains other texts (citations, allusions, etc.); (3) architextuality, which is when the formal 

architecture of a given text is dependent upon other texts (e.g., conventions of genre, narrative, and 

discourse); (4) metatextuality, which is when a text is about another text (e.g., commentary, sermon, 

and literary criticism); and finally (5) hypertextuality, the mode of special relevance in this context. 

It refers to literature where a given text (the hypertext) is grafted upon another text (the hypotext) 

from which it derives.7  

Texts that are dominated by the latter hypertextual mode of communication are called 

literature in the second degree by Genette, and he compares such texts to palimpsests, i.e., ancient 

manuscripts that have been written upon several times with traces of the original hand still being 

visible. Examples of second degree literature are: reproductions, parodies, film adaptations, and 

translations, but we may also add children’s bibles, Gospel harmonies, rewritten Scripture, 

apocryphal literature, and fan fiction.8 Before discussing early Christian apocrypha in this light, let 

me first introduce some important aspects of contemporary fan fiction as a comparable 

phenomenon. 

 

3. Fan Fiction as Myth Maintenance 

As already stated, fan fiction (or fanfic or even simply fic as its practitioners call it) is a form of 

palimpsest literature. The hypotext, for example the Lord of the Rings, constitutes a cluster of 

knowledge shared by the author and the intended audience, but their relationship to the hypotext is 

not merely a question of literary dependency or playful aesthetics. In fan fiction, the hypotext often 

                                                 
7 Genette, Palimpsests, 1-10. The five aspects are not mutually exclusive, but may appear together in a given 
text. The examples given in parenthesis are partly Genette’s, partly mine. 
8 For a valuable collection of conference proceedings applying Genette’s theory to ancient and medieval 
Mediterranean and Near Eastern texts and material culture, see Alexander, Lange, and Pillinger, In the 
Second Degree. The volume deals with hypertextuality, but a number of contributions use Genette’s original 
term (paratextuality) to describe the same phenomenon. 
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constitutes the common reference myth of the fan community.9 In dedicated fandoms, the 

participants constantly perform and reconfirm their identity in relation to the myth, e.g., by an 

exclusive sociolect related to the hypotext universe, by signs of belonging displayed in conduct and 

physical appearance, by visits to mythical places (for example Harry Potter “pilgrimage” to 

Platform 9 ¾ at King’s Cross Station in London), and by enacting the myth in role plays. Fan 

fiction provides fans with yet another way of relating to the myth. It is basically a kind of exegetical 

or interpretative practice though it, as we have seen, differs from commentary. In its capacity as 

exegesis-through-story-telling, fan fiction serves the function of interpreting the hypotext and thus 

minimizing the distance between the hypotextual universe and the fans’ mundane universe (non-

fans are in fact called “mundanes”). The hypotext loses its relevance if not read and interpreted on a 

regular basis, and the fan needs to rehearse her/his identity as fan in order to prevent this identity 

from disintegrating. Together with fandom’s other practices of myth maintenance, fan fiction 

reinforces the reality and relevance of the hypotext universe in the present as well as the identity of 

the fan. 

 

4. The Literary Strategies of Fan Fiction: Some Examples 

Fan fiction fulfils its myth maintaining function through a whole set of literary procedures. Modern 

fandom exemplifies an interesting awareness of this, and in fact a whole terminology has emerged 

among fan fiction writers with the purpose of describing and differentiating the literary techniques 

and sub-genres of their art.10 Let me present some of the most relevant examples. Many fanfic 

writers like to move the hypotext to a new geographical setting and/or into another period of time. 

All of a sudden, the Godfather is situated in Glasgow in Scotland,11 Don Quixote and Sancho Panza 

find themselves in the middle of a modern-day intersection, holding up traffic,12 while Sir Arthur 

Conan Doyle’s famous detective appears in a sixteen-year-old, highly athletic version solving 

mysteries in Seattle, USA.13 This device of transferring the story in time or space is called 

“uberfic.” The story is typically moved into the contemporary environment of the fan, whereby the 

relevance of the text and even its power to convey meaning upon the present becomes more 
                                                 
9 I use the term “myth” in a relatively broad sense as the shared identification narrative of a given social 
community. Interestingly, fan fiction communities often call the myth the “canon.” Fan fiction writings that 
receive a canon-like status in the community are labelled “fanon” (see Kaplan, “Fan Fiction Character”). 
10 See Pugh, Democratic Genre, 242–44. The Internet contains several comprehensive lists of fan fiction 
terms. See for example http://www.angelfire.com/falcon/moonbeam/terms.html. 
11 http://www.fanfiction.net/s/3438609/1/The_Godfather_in_Glasgow 
12 https://www.fanfiction.net/s/251968/1/The-Modern-Adventures-of-Don-Quixote 
13 http://www.fanfiction.net/s/4591975/1/The_New_Adventures_of_Sherlock_Holmes 
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conspicuous. Another type of fanfic is the so-called “Alt,” an alternative version of the hypotext. 

Fans may change the ending or the whole plot structure of the story. In the case of the Harry Potter 

series, impatient fans, who could not wait for the next volume to appear, published an alternative 

version of it on the Internet even before J. K. Rowling’s own version came out in the bookstores. 

Subsequent to its publication, fans began to discuss whether Rowling’s version or the “Alt” was 

most true to the already established narrative universe and plot.  

If an “Alt” creates major changes to the original story, for example, if Superman is killed as 

a child, if he is really the villain, or if he loses the final battle, it becomes a piece of “AU-fiction.” 

AU stands for Alternative Universe. If this deviation from the hypotext primarily relates to the way 

a certain person is characterised, the person becomes “OOC” (Out of Character). I suppose this may 

be said about the evangelical Christian text that appeared during the Harry Potter Wars (i.e., the 

religious debates over the reading of the book series in public schools), in which Potter meets Jesus, 

who convinces him that his magical activities are evil, this leading to his conversion and baptism.14 

Some fan fiction readers disapprove when the character becomes “OOC.” In their view, the 

character becomes a cliché, very often a projection of the fan fiction author’s own ideals. The not 

very flattering term for such an idealised character is a “Mary Sue.” Other fans, however, do not 

seek to keep the character’s patterns of action close to the original character but enjoy the challenge 

of altering the story figures, for example by imagining what their love life would be like. This is 

called “shipping” (derived from the term relationship). The author creates romantic or sexual 

relations between story characters, maybe inspired by some hints in the original story. Homoerotic 

stories, so-called “slash fictions” that set up a sexual relationship between same-sex characters, for 

example between Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson, are quite common.15 

Another way of developing the hypotext is to insert new characters in the story. This 

practice of “SI,” or self-insertion is not uncommon, but new characters may also originate in other 

fictional universes: Robin Hood almost gets caught by the Sheriff of Nottingham, but then Indiana 

Jones shows up ex nihilo and saves him. Or how about the Matrix universe featuring Austin Powers 

or Garfield the cat?16 Such interwoven fanfic stories, where characters, settings, plots, or formal 

features from different textual universes appear together in one new narrative, are called 

“crossovers.” Finally, two more devices deserve mention: “The missing scene” and “PoV,” point of 
                                                 
14 The story appears in the form of parody in Scott La Counte, “Harry Potter Meets Jesus,” 
http://www.somareview.com/harrypottermeetsjesus.cfm 
15 Pugh, Democratic Genre, 103; see also Kustritz, “Slashing.” 
16 http://www.fanfiction.net/s/1555763/1/Austin_Powers_in_The_Matrix, 
http://www.fanfiction.net/s/2737207/1/The_Chronicles_of_Wien 
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view. “Missing scene” fiction describes stories that focus on something which is not mentioned in 

the hypotext but ought to have, might have, or must have happened according to the fan fiction 

writers. For example, a writer at www.fanfiction.net invented a new end scene for C. S. Lewis’ The 

Chronicles of Narnia. In the scene, Aslan the lion explains to the children Peter and Susan why they 

cannot return to the land of Narnia.17 The writer apparently sees a gap in C. S. Lewis’ hypotext and 

fills it by trying to answer questions that the original text simply left open.18 The last device I shall 

mention is the change in “PoV” (Point of View). The writer retells the story from an alternative 

point of view, for example as seen from the perspective of a minor character. One example is an 

account written by a female author who views the tale of Oedipus the King through the eyes of 

Jocasta, Oedipus’ wife and mother.19 Now and again, the change in point of view may even 

displace the main character, so that she or he becomes less important.   

All these different techniques of writing serve to facilitate the fan’s access to the hypotext 

universe by establishing temporal, spatial, social and ideological proximity. I shall return to this in 

the conclusion, but let us now move toward the early Christian Jesus tradition. 

 

5. Reading Early Christian Apocrypha as Fan Fiction 

To what extent are early Christian Jesus narratives and apocrypha comparable to fan fiction? 

Although I am of course not striving to establish historical connections between the two 

phenomena, great caution is still needed in the endeavour of comparison. First and foremost the 

Jesus tradition is a religious tradition that endows divine authority to Jesus in a manner that is 

seldom seen among the heroes celebrated in modern fandoms. The social practices regarding 

authority in early Christianity were of course very different from the practices of modern fandom. 

Yet, as a number of scholars have shown, there are obvious parallels between religion and fandom, 

not least in the case of Star Wars-based Jediism.20 Hypertextual, exegetical writing practices 

constitute yet another parallel. 

There is another good reason for caution in the comparative enterprise. Apocryphal writings 

(as well as rewritten Scripture) certainly employ some of the same hypertextual strategies as we 

find in modern fan fiction. Yet, the relationship between the hypotext (i.e., the earliest Jesus 

narratives) and its reworkings (later gospels and the apocrypha) is not as clear as in fan fiction. 

                                                 
17 http://www.fanfiction.net/s/2831948/1/The_Real_Reason 
18 Collins, “Filling the Gaps.” 
19 https://www.fanfiction.net/s/4622967/1/Jocasta-s-Child 
20 Jindra, “Star Trek Fandom”; Davidsen, ”Fiction-based Religion.” 
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Whereas in fan fiction of the post-Gutenberg era the presupposed hypotext is generally well 

established and known, this is rarely the case in the Jesus tradition. We can observe how Matthew 

and Luke rewrote and expanded Mark’s Gospel and possibly also the Q Source. The birth narratives 

in Matthew and Luke and the secondary endings in Mark (Mark 16,9–20 and other endings) and 

John (John 21) are “missing scene” pieces which extend the hypotext in order to bring the story 

closer to the world of the readers. And the Fourth Gospel seems to have been rewritten one or more 

times before it appeared in its final form.21 Yet, often we cannot discern whether texts like the 

Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of Thomas, regardless of their dating, are best understood as 

independent, author-invented hypotexts (“RPF,” i.e., real person fic), or whether they are rather 

hypertexts that reuse previous hypotexts such as written sources and oral traditions.22 The early 

apocrypha appeared when there was no closed canon yet, let alone a fixed version of the earliest 

gospels. The Jesus tradition in the New Testament and the apocrypha, in other words, seldom 

relates to identifiable, fixed hypotexts, but to the Jesus character as a source of religious authority. 

The Jesus tradition thus constitutes an ever-expanding mythosphere or a growing archive of 

narratives relating to Jesus’ origin, life, teachings, and destiny. In early Christianity, Jesus was a 

narratival vine upon which new branches were grafted again and again. 

As long as we do not understand the hypotext as a fixed text but rather as the narratival 

Jesus character, it is fair to claim that the Jesus tradition and the apocrypha developed and 

functioned much in the same way as hypertextual fan fiction. The apocrypha reuse an established 

cluster of significant proper names (anthroponyms, toponyms, chrononyms) as deictic markers that 

engender recognition in the minds of the readers. These proper names are interwoven with old 

material, new narratives and dialogues; and through this procedure, apocryphal authors continue the 

practice of rewriting that began within the earliest texts of the Christ movement. An apocryphon 

like the Gospel of Judas, for example, seems to presuppose some degree of familiarity with the 

traditional passion narrative on the part of the intended reader. As the beginning of the text says: 

“The secret word of declaration by which Jesus spoke in conversation with Judas Iscariot, during 

eight days, three days before he celebrated Passover.”23 

                                                 
21 On the Johannine process of relecture, see, for example, Dettwiler, Gegenwart des Erhöhten and 
Zumstein, Prozess der Relecture. Recently, Matthew D.C. Larsen has argued that the synoptic tradition 
should be seen, not as the production and reception of a finished Markan gospel, but as a window into early 
Christian processes of rewriting a fluid text, parallel to, for example, the multiform Community Rule among 
the Dead Sea Scrolls (1QS; 4QSa–j; 5Q11; 5Q13; see Larsen, “Accidental Publication”). 
22 See for example Koester, “Introduction,” 39, 42–43. 
23 Kasser & Wurst, Gospel of Judas. 
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5.1. “Missing Scenes”: Filling the Gaps 

Let me now present some of the rewriting procedures in the early Jesus tradition and the apocrypha 

as they appear in light of fan fiction. Space only allows me to focus on the most widespread 

procedures, not to go into depth with individual writings. The “missing scene” device occurs 

frequently in the Jesus tradition. As already touched upon, even Matthew and Luke used it, when 

extending the Markan Jesus story. In the Gospel of John, the insertion of a farewell scene with a 

testamentary discourse plays a comparable role (John 13–17). By filling an empty space in the 

narrative, the author seeks to satisfy new readers by answering questions concerning the material 

absence and spiritual presence of Jesus. Yet, the apocryphal writings develop the “missing scene” 

device even further. I shall present some examples in order of their appearance in the trajectory of 

the traditional Jesus narrative. In the Ascension of Isaiah we find what the fan fiction milieu calls a 

“precanon” or a “prequel”: a story that investigates the events that preceded the hypotext. As the 

text now appears, it tells the story of the prophet Isaiah, who during the reign of Hezekiah the king 

of Juda ascends to the heavens and sees the pre-existent Christ as well as the details of Christ’s 

future mission (9.27–11.36).24 Since the story, just as the Johannine prologue, moves Jesus back in 

time, it is a kind of “uberfic.” It develops the messianic prophecies of the Book of Isaiah and it fills 

the empty space in Christ’s career between the time of creation (John 1:1-5) and the birth of the 

Messiah (Matt 1–2; Luke 1–2). If we proceed to the various infancy gospels (e.g., the Infancy 

Gospel of Thomas, the Proto-Gospel of James, and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew), they fill 

another gap, namely between Jesus’ birth and his visit to the temple as a twelve-year-old boy (Luke 

2,41–52). The infancy narratives represent a rather playful and novelistic type of rewriting in early 

Christianity. They are pervaded by the puer senex motif concerning the boy who is astonishingly 

mature for his age. Though Jesus is only a boy, he speaks like a wise man and performs miracles 

like the adult Jesus known from tradition. The authors seem to be careful not to make Jesus “OOC” 

(out of character). Moreover, they seek to integrate the itinerant and charismatic Jesus of earlier 

tradition into an everyday family setting that is probably closer to the social world of the audience 

of the infancy gospels. 
                                                 
24 Unless otherwise stated, the mentioned apocryphal writings can be found in translation in Elliott, 
Apocryphal New Testament; Robinson, Nag Hammadi Library; Schneemelcher, Neutestamentliche 
Apokryfen; and Markschies & Schröter, Antike christliche Apokryfen. 



 10 

During the final days of Jesus’ ministry, apocryphal “missing scenes” become even more 

abundant. The Gospel of Judas offers an alternative farewell dialogue, in which, among other 

things, Judas’ motivations for handing over Jesus are examined. The Gospel of Nicodemus 

elaborates on Pilate’s deliberations during the trial against Jesus and also tells the story of Jesus’ 

descent to Hades, which is only briefly mentioned in the New Testament (1 Pet 3:19–20; 4:6). The 

Gospel of Peter 10 offers a description of the actual resurrection and not only a record concerning 

the empty tomb and the angels known from earlier gospels. Finally, a whole range of resurrection 

dialogues appear in the second to fourth centuries, e.g. the Apocryphon of John, the Apocalypse of 

Peter, the Apocryphon of James and the Gospel of Mary. The genre contains Jesus’ final teachings 

as delivered between his resurrection and the ascension, often given to a select group of disciples. In 

accordance with the ancient understanding of ultima verba, the final words of a teacher were also 

his most important and ultimate statements that could even overrule his previous teachings.25 The 

resurrection dialogue as genre gained particular popularity outside proto-orthodox circles, and it 

seems to reflect how different groups were competing for the right to define the content and 

recipients of Jesus’ last words.26 The resurrection dialogues, in other words, are not only “missing 

scenes” added to earlier Jesus tradition but also “Alts,” i.e., alternative versions competing for 

fanonical status. The Pistis Sophia claims that Jesus spent eleven years educating his disciples after 

the resurrection (Pist. Soph. 1), whereas the Letter of the Apostles (Epistula apostolorum), which 

seems to be a proto-orthodox response to heterodox resurrection dialogues, may be trying to settle 

the question of authority by letting Jesus’ resurrection, his final discourse, and the ascension take 

place on the very same day, thus displacing all other attempts at completing the gap of the narrative 

(Ep. Apos. 51). 

 

5.2. “PoV” and Beloved Disciples 

Apocryphal literature often modifies the characters of earlier Jesus narratives. As mentioned 

previously, this is called “PoV” (point of view) in fan fiction. For example, a relatively minor 

character is pushed to the foreground: Salome, the female disciple standing at the cross in Mark 

15:40 is apparently Jesus’ main dialogue partner in the Greek Gospel of the Egyptians. Matthias is 

the primary teacher in the Traditions of Matthias (see Clement, Strom. 7.13.82). Mary, the mother 

                                                 
25 Gnilka, “Ultima verba.” This is, for example, the case in the Gospel of Matthew when Jesus in Matt 28:19 
calls for mission not only to Israel but also to the gentiles in contrast to his earlier statements in the text (Matt 
10:6; 15:24).  
26 Klauck, Apocryphal Gospels, 145–47. 
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of Jesus, is a dominating character in, for example, the Proto-Gospel of James and The Gospel of 

Pseudo-Matthew and Joseph, his father, stands in the foreground in The History of Joseph the 

Carpenter. Occasionally, the PoV device confers the status of being Jesus’ favourite disciple upon 

individual figures from the traditional Jesus narrative. This game was already played by the fourth 

evangelist, who invented a new, anonymous character, i.e., the beloved disciple. In the course of the 

gospel the beloved disciple outshines Peter at various points. For example, the beloved disciple 

(probably the same as “the other disciple”) follows Jesus into the courtyard of the high priest, while 

Peter stays outside and betrays Jesus—even without weeping in remorse, according to the 

Johannine version (John 18:15–27). The beloved disciple wins the race to the tomb, while Peter 

comes in second (John 20:4); and he recognises Jesus at the Lake of Tiberias before Peter does so 

(John 21:7).27 In the apocrypha, various figures stand forward as Jesus’ closest disciple. Mary 

Magdalene plays an important part in the Gospel of Mary and in the Gospel of Philip where she 

appears as Jesus’ “companion” (59, 63–64). In the Book of Thomas and, less overtly, in the Gospel 

of Thomas, Thomas is Jesus’ close friend. In the First Revelation of James 56–57, James the Just, 

the brother of Jesus, is Jesus’ beloved one, who receives special revelation. Finally, Judas in the 

Gospel of Judas may be understood as Jesus’ closest disciple, though he is probably not the ideal 

Gnostic or the author’s “Mary Sue.” Different texts and groups identify the beloved disciple 

differently, probably in mutual competion. By means of the “PoV” device, the status of certain 

disciples is enhanced, and the traditions attributed to these disciples are held in authority.28 

 

5.3. “PoV” and Recontextualisation 

The change in “PoV” may go hand in hand with the invention of new characters unknown to the 

hypotext as for example Joachim and Anna, the father and mother of Mary, in the Proto-Gospel of 

James and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew and as Thecla in the Acts of Paul and Thecla. As in fan 

fiction, such new characters serve, not least, to recontextualise and revitalise already known 

characters.29 In other cases, new characters are not the author’s invention, but they visit the story 

from an external context, transforming the apocryphon into a “crossover.” In Eusebius’ 

Ecclesiastical History there is a letter correspondence between Jesus and Abgar, the king of Edessa 

(Hist. eccl. 1.13.5–20). Another fourth-century tradition contains letters between Paul and Seneca. 

In fan fiction, a “crossover” offers a means for fans to connect with other universes, for example for 
                                                 
27 On scholarly attempts at identifying the anonymous beloved disciple, see Charlesworth, Beloved Disciple. 
28 For more examples of beloved disciples, see Meyer, “Whom Did Jesus Love Most?”. 
29 Kaplan, “Fan Fiction Character,” 147–50. 
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reasons of cross-fertilisation or legitimisation. The Jesus/Abgar correspondence creates a direct link 

between Jesus’ own ministry and the realm of Syrian Christianity, thus authenticating the traditions 

of the latter. The Paul and Seneca letters seem to draw the Paul myth, as it were, closer to the 

intellectual world in which the apocryphon appeared. In the letters, Paul calls Seneca his teacher 

(10) and expresses great satisfaction with the recognition he receives from a man of such 

significance (2). But he also admonishes the philosopher (8) and sees him as a future witness of 

Christ Jesus to the emperor (14). Both Paul and Seneca are obviously “OOC,” but the message is 

clear: Christianity is not inferior to philosophy. In the Acts of Paul and Thecla another 

recontextualisation of Paul takes place by means of a kind of “shipping.” Paul and Thecla, however, 

are not involved in a carnal but in a spiritual love relationship. Such apocryphal acts of the apostles 

appear as ancient romances due to the motifs of travel and eros. But in both the majority of the 

surviving Greek romances and in the Christian acts, chastity is the primary ideal. Paul has adapted 

to new settings. His philosophical and ascetic facet has become his primary asset. 

 

6. Conclusion: The Functions of Early Christian Apocrypha in Light of Fan Fiction 

Having pointed to the hypertextual nature of both fan fiction and apocryphal literature and 

demonstrated how they use similar literary strategies, it remains to summarise in what sense fan 

fiction sheds new light on the apocrypha. Once again, it is important to emphasise that the present 

approach does not produce answers to historical questions concerning the ideological and literary 

context of the apocryphal writings. Neither does not it offer new exegetical readings of particular 

early Christian texts. Rather, the approach presents a new perspective and a new language to 

describe already known phenomena in early Christianity. The purpose is to offer scholars and 

students of the Jesus tradition heuristic inspiration from fan fiction studies, an emerging discipline 

that deals with comparable hypertextual practices in contemporary popular culture. Likewise, fan 

fiction scholars may gain greater historical consciousness from studies of ancient hypertextual 

practices. I shall conclude by briefly pointing at three aspects concerning the function of fan fiction 

that are particularly relevant for the study of the early Christian Jesus tradition and apocryphal 

gospels. 

The first aspect concerns the fact that literature of the second degree often has been “… used 

by minority groups and women as a technique for making social and cultural identifications and 

criticisms.”30 Palimpsest literature, in other words, is a kind of mimicry where authors can put forth 

                                                 
30 Derecho, “Archontic Literature,” 61. 
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ideological and social propositions by borrowing or even appropriating the authority of already 

established narratives. Dominant cultures may use second degree literature in order to legitimise 

themselves, but it is also a means by which the subaltern seeks to speak. In 2001, Alice Randall 

published the novel The Wind Done Gone (2001) based on Margaret Mitchell’s famous Gone With 

the Wind but narrated from the point of view of Scarlett O’Hara’s slave. In 2005, Nancy Rawles’s 

My Jim came out. The story retells Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn as seen through the eyes of Jim 

the slave. In these examples, the fanfic writers are “textual poachers,” to use Henry Jenkins’ term.31 

They go hunting in the textual domains of established authors in order to bring home prey to their 

own context. This was also what early Christian groups, outside and inside the dominating proto-

orthodox circles, attempted to do when writing new gospels and resurrection dialogues in mutual 

competition. 

Second, fan fiction is a kind of “shared reading.”32 It assists fans in creating consensus on 

the interpretation and use of the reference myth. This takes place, for example, when the act of 

retelling the hypotext serves the purpose of creating a higher degree of precision than was offered 

by the initial text. In some of the apocrypha, the precision that is sought is of a doctrinal nature, as 

when Christ in the Acts of John interprets his own death in a docetic manner, i.e., as only a false 

appearance (97–102), or in the anti-docetic story of the bodily appearance of the risen Christ to his 

disciples in the Epistula apostolorum 10–12. Both fan fiction and the apocrypha may be understood 

as popular forms of literature. They communicate shared readings in the form of narrative rather 

than through professional commentary. 

Finally, both fan fiction and early Christian apocryphal literature function as myth 

maintenance. When teenage girls turn the Jedi knights of Star Wars into females (even before it 

actually happened in the canon),33 or when the Jesus and Paul characters are bent so that they 

become ecclesial teachers focusing on ascetic self-control and temperance, the myth is adapted for 

survival in a changing milieu. Again, the underlying problem seems to be the danger of distance. 

Fan fictional practices—whether in the apocrypha or not—are methods by which shared myths are 

prevented from dissolving and losing their relevance. Texts of the second degree play into and grow 

out of the source universe, they exhibit a strategy for relating and responding to the source, and they 

endow readers with a voice in the text with which they may identify. Fan fictional practices—

                                                 
31 Jenkins, Textual Poachers. 
32 Kaplan, “Fan Fiction Character,” 136; Willis, “Keeping Promises,” 153. 
33 Thomas, “Fan Fiction Online,” 234. 
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whether in the apocrypha or not—are practices that keep the passage open between the mythic 

universe and the world of the reader. 
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