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A Tensile
Faith



Didymos Judas Thomas

Thomas is said to derive from Toma (Ywm), Syrio-Aramaic for
twin, for which the ancient Greek is Didymos. Thomas twin is
not named in the Bible but, in the Nag Hammadi text, the Book
of Thomas the Contender, he is identified as Jesus. Another Nag
Hammadsi text links him to the non-Iscariot Judas, also sometimes
cited as Thomas’ second name. Saint Thomas the Apostle is the
patron saint of India and of architects and politicians.

I was born into sound: the pant, heave and coo,

of course, of the birthing room, the scream for air;
the slap of sandals on tamped earth and stone
from the room next door. But these were somehow
remote as sky, whereas the whirr and hiss of dunes
fomenting shapes that might endure, then
abandoning them, of scorpions clambering

over them; grimoire, not testament, these

my infant ears saw loudest.

Thomas was a sometime subject of medieval art.

Painters have daubed me a souk merchant’s olive,
a Rajput umber, the beaten-bronze colour of hard-won belief —
blush tones belong to the storyless.

Most representations deal with the famed ‘Incredulity. According
to the Gospel of John, Thomas is absent when Jesus first appears to
the apostles after his resurrection and says, when told of it, “Except

1 shall see in His hands the print of the nails, and put my fingers

into the print of the nails, and thrust my hand into the side,
I will not believe.”

Thomas reflects from afar.

At first I thought it was the grind of the auger

as | was milling dowel-beds in Bethlehem oak,

or that the summer lust of locusts had crept

inside the workshop, perhaps the tinnitus of something
I'd misplaced or forgotten. The next time I looked,
there He stood, hand outstretched, a smile weightless

as birdsong. For Luke, a similar tale: decocting herbs

in his dispensary; and for Andrew and Peter, curing nets
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on Galilee’s shore. He assembled us there as though
we were sparrows a child had moulded in the clay'

at pond’s edge, and brought us to the wing in the kiln
of His breath.

Three years it led to, three years
of ewers of water made wine, of lepers, harlots
and tax collectors who had traded Y-W-H for Rome,
of coaxing stones from judgment’s hands
and laying them in store for a mansion beyond
even a comet’s gaze, except in the blaze of his speech,
rooms plentiful as threat, of dust for blankets
and the night sky emptied of the old constellations.

I offered to march into the jaws of Judaea with Him
when Lazarus lay ill and the Pharisees’ blood was up.

I would have taken the nails for Him, would it have helped,
taunted Longinus to excavate deeper into my side.
Instead, the simple, obvious questions of a man trained

in the square, the saw blade and awl, as He was,

in measurement and the materials of construction,

then His rebuke, my mind a monastery of regret: all
conjured into an eternity of epithet, of example

and lesson-making.

The stigmatics, Assisi, Siena,
Pio, their sinewed certainty a knowing from inside
the wound, that should have been my “dispensation”.

There is, in fact, little reference to Thomas in the Bible at all.
But there is a considerable literature in bis name that is usually
labelled pseudepigraphical, though not all readers would accept

the dimunition that flavours such a classification. One such text,
the Acts of Thomas, recounts that the apostles were each allocated

regions throughout which to spread the faith.

[ strove to remain unseen: moulded into a doorway,

a silhouette shadowed onto a wall, a shifting presence
at a stranger’s shoulder. Still I saw the soldiers roll the dice
in their wine-cups, and shred His cloak into strips

LA miracle from the Infancy Gospel of Thomas.
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of tasselled gore that would lie fly-blown and fallen
in the pit of morning. Above, Christ proved

He was fully a man and the sky died with Him.
Weeks later, in a dimly-lit chamber, Peter decided

to cast lots, heedless of the canker of protest on my face.
Parthia. India! I'd been shown a loin-cloth’s disrespect

and dumped in a dye-pot of irrelevance. I wept ash and fled,
then endured days of smoke until sleep

finally beached itself, shrouded in dream,
in the donkey stable where my cousin had let me
hide: a curd of salt on my lips, a drum beat in my ears,
oars against the wind, sun rising west and setting true east,

me made dumb by His voice. I wanted to shout, “I was not created
to be a priest to the uncircumcised. Let me, instead, turn

the soils of my ancestors in your name.” The stable door
convulsed with a fierce knocking, an official clad

in merchant silks stood with parchment unfurled,
a huddle of guards-at-arms behind. “Who is your lord?”
he demanded. “Jesus of Nazareth is my Lord and my God.”
The guards seized me and hobbled me in irons, slung me

into a cart for a crooked sprint to a foreign-flagged trader
at anchor in a port I didn’t know, and a slot in the hold
amongst the lowly, the tools of my trade in a hessian sack
beside me, my pillow a calfskin bearing the sketch of a palace.

He had sold me into a king’s service, a spider’s kiss.

“Thy will be done.”

A writing found amaog the papers of St John Chrysostom
is said to recount Thomas ordaining the Magi.

Theirs was a star’s promise, a “cold coming” by dromedary
over snow-drifted passes and plains bare as rockface,

into a valley quilted by mannagrass beneath the frost.

The inns in the hamlet thronged with a census homecoming,
the Romans counting birthplace among the holies.

To the Magi’s last enquiry the innkeeper gestured

toward a once makeshift shelter grown into

an ancient copse on the lee side of the hill
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behind the village. Inside, in a light soft as the skin

of their first-born, marrrow-weary parents watched
over His sleep. He was bedded on straw and swaddled
in passed-down homepsun. But it was the animals,
they told me, the litany of their lowing, the incense
of their dung, their purposeful cud, that assured them
the star’s compass was true.

Like the kings they were,
they had borne tribute for the child, though
their enduring gift was to stitch themselves
into the birthing sheet offered as a token
by the mother, to worship a flame beyond the flame
on returning to their native fire temple,
and to wait like the Earth for the sky’s refrain.

“Caspar, Melchior and Balthasar, gold, frankincense
and myrrh, I baptise and ordain you in the names
of the three persons of the one God.”

A Thomasine heritage remains extant in India,

not the least among the Thomas/Nasrani Christians.

Madras cathedral, the tunnel below Xavier’s pulpit
either dusts with hints of me, my relics spirited
away the fading of a star ago, or repines

in simple decay — broom or fret, I remain a claimant
on this over-godded country.

My footprints
in the Malabar sands, a sweep through Kerala,
where seven churches still cleave to my wake
and the peons read with a zeal only the godless
have divined in the ageless muster from snow-melt
to the atman of ocean, as they would have it.
On the way the pyrrhic funeral ghats, the Ganges
somersaults, turns back momentarily to face
the mountains and scurfs into a turbid ghee,
a candle-bath nursing the glow of the holy city
of the north. The pentecostal spark gutters
in lit sandalwood, a resurrection smiles from every face.



On the cross my heirs have fashioned in my name,
there is no body, there are steps all deaths must ascend
for redemption, unnamed flowers blossom in the hands
of the crossbeams, while a lotus observes from below
and, above, a laurel-beaked dove is caught mid-flight.

Another apocryphal text, The Passing of Mary,
assigns an important role to Thomas.
Painters have also been drawn to its ascension scene.

I was the Torah vowel, missing until body sang breath
into the canticle, while Magdalene was banished
from skin.?

The Lord returned again, this time
to the olive-mount where the feastday beacons
once burned, to prise His mother gently from this life
as He had promised, and bind me to a second absence,
as if I had slipped India’s knot into a void momentarily
beyond His reach.

Those of the twelve who remained
saw Him rise into the air as sure as morning.
He spread his arms to the widths of the universe:
all matter merged in His being and all time
compressed into a single moment; their flesh
turned a burnished copper, their eyes milk-blind.
When He withdrew his wingspan to the present
and their senses righted, they noticed Mary
at His side, the near-death gauntness of her face
ceded to a dandelion-halo, her body a cicada shell
on the ground where she had stood among them.
They feared desecration, so hid her corpse
in an unmarked tomb.

I had been preaching
to the vaunted and downtrodden alike. Two
comely young royals sought me out, from a thirst
for the exotic or rebellion, or because love at first

2 Mary Magdalene attempts to embrace Jesus in his resurection crypt but is admonished
not to touch Him until He visits his Father in heaven.
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is a stranger. I espoused true marriage as one to faith,

the body a vessel for acts of worship, not desire.

I closed my eyes to draw new thought. When

I reopened them an empty stone slab lay before me

in a cavern rough-hollowed but flooded with a light

that had penetrated its roof. Mary hovered

in the light, as a gull is both sea and air, in a flowing robe,
her outstretched hand bearing the cincture I would need
to recount the mystery to the others.

~

What succour then
for my own mother, her son lost to the rapture
of a new covenant, who pitied the belief she had birthed
in him as unrequited and trailed a black sail
into a wilderness he never left?

The Acts of Thomas records Thomas’ death in India
by the spears of the soldiers of King Misdaeus.

The kingdom I foretold, greater than his, his edicts
chatter, riches valued as lint, that even to lie
on the marital bed was to court idolatry
of the senses, the succession at risk: thus the guards
marched me into the hills.
An allotted task: no cruciform
pattern, no declension of wounds according to offence,
a simple frenzy of blows to shorten the time required
to execute the order, then a trench-grave below where
I gurgled past life, but deep enough to deny even the jackals
a ragged eucharist.

Years later, Misdaeus’ youngest son
fell ill, his skin had begun to colour and rive like feldspar,
his breath hinted of char and saltpetre. The king’s physicians
could offer only shadowless comfort. His mind cast back
to my time among his people, how the sick had prayed
to me, despite my chiding. He directed his soldiers to exhume
my body, to touch my skeletal hand upon his son’s head,
unaware the dirt retained only memory of me.
When he found me absent, he swathed his son’s neck
in a necklace of the empty dust.



My first grave, Madras, then Edessa, Ortona:
disinterments and transits, at the last an index finger
displayed as if a Communion host in a monstrance —
quarrel still marks my name!
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