
Special Insider Focus: 

Indiana Jones, Dan Brown and the Real Thing 

 

Ninety percent of real archaeology is conducted in the library…research.  

– Harrison Ford as Henry Jones Jr., Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) 

 

I remember being seventeen when Raiders of the Lost Ark came out and seeing it with my Dad. 

He asked me what I thought of the movie, and I remember telling him the scenes at the end with 

the Nazis getting electrocuted were great, but I knew their scenario about the Ark, that Shishak 

took it, was totally bogus.  

 

He asked me why, so I showed him the Scripture that proved the pharaoh was encamped above 

and surrounding Jerusalem, but he never entered the city. “Also,” I asked him, “why would 

Rehoboam make such an effort to give him golden shields and other things if Shishak invaded 

and took all he wanted anyway? So he may have carried away treasure from Jerusalem, but it 

was given to him so he would not invade and take the rest.” Last Saturday (November 7
th
) was 

the 17
th
 anniversary of losing my father so I guess that’s why this is on my mind. 

 

Moving on though to the next point, the bestselling and controversial book the Davinci Code,  

alleged the Vatican was hiding secret ancient documents proving Yeshua had a daughter with 

Mary Magdalene.  When Tom Hanks opined towards the end admiring that his female co-star 

was, as he said, “The last living descendant of Jesus Christ” I thought I heard my late Pop-pop 

Irving in my head complaining, “Who does he think we are? Chopped liver?” Still, it was all 

very exciting stuff, but ultimately I know where Dan Brown, shall we say, creatively extended 

himself from the real history.  

 

For example, in the movie version Sir Ian McKellen played a Bible scholar who quoted from the 

apocryphal Gospel of Phillip to prove that Yeshua and Mary were a couple by saying, “and he 

used to often kiss her on the –” and then something exciting happened to prevent him from 

finishing. The thing was, I knew there was nothing there for him to finish from the Gospel of 

Phillip—there was in reality a big hole in the only manuscript of it after the phrase “he would 

kiss her on the…”! That’s why I think Sir Ian was better served exploring mysteries in Middle 

Earth, where at least we know the history there is fake. 

 

But it turns out I would also have my own low-key version of one of these adventures, and it 

featured aspects from both of these Hollywood creations. What’s more I also made a film about 

it, and quietly put it on the website. Move over Spielberg and Lucas. 

 

By now I think most of you have guessed what I am talking about here: The report from two 

Vatican Chief Librarians and other scholars regarding Aramaic Gospels dated to 78 CE. I have 

anthologized all of the relevant quotes together into a single unified account as follows: 

 

The Combined Testimony of the Vatican Librarians and Scholars 
 



Machicha Bishop of Gesluna [ruled as COE patriarch from 1096-1111 

CE1] comments at the end of certain series of books of the Gospels 
through [the help] of his secretary this transcription. Noting at the end of 

manuscripts of the Gospels as described by Achaeus, the secretary 

described it in these words: 
 

There was a very old Gospel which once existed2 in the sacred household 

of the Roman Church in the city of Baghdad. It was from the Church at 

Edessa (that is Aramaic Edessa as noted down before), ancient but still 
legible, not a single iota was erased, and it could be more easily read 

than many modern books, but by reason of its great age ten leaves were 

lost. At the end was the following subscription: 
 

This sacred book was finished on Wednesday the eighteenth day of the 

first month of Conun (that is, December), in the year 389 of the Greeks, 
in the year of Christ 78, by the hand of the Apostle Achæus, a fellow-

laborer of Mar Maris and a disciple of the Apostle Mar Adaeus, whom we 

entreat to pray for us. Amen3.' 
 

Machicha also made some remarks on one of the Syriac manuscripts 

which were placed in the Vatican library during the time of Pope 
Innocent XIII [as mentioned] in Bibliotheca Orientalis, Volume 2 page 

4864. 

#48: Notation at the end of a certain series of Gospel books in excellent 
condition that is from the city of Baghdad or from Babylon, where it was 

said to be kept, folio 140. 

This excellent sacred book of the Gospels is the same one, the identical 

version, made at the times of Adai the Apostle, his students being 

Achaeus and Mar Maris5. 

Mar Machicha the Bishop of Gesluna wrote, saying that: I saw the end of 

the ancient Gospel in the Holy Church of Mar Sabar-Yeshua of Shuq-

tlata of the city of Baghdad. 

                                                
1 Joseph Simon Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, Volume 3, pp. 549-555. 
2 The term “which once existed” may simply be referring to the fact it is no longer in Baghdad, not that it does not 

exist at all in another place.  In this case, it is no longer in Baghdad because it went to Rome.  
3 Joseph Simon Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, Volume 2, p. 486 (1719). Syriac version as translated by Keefa 

Maroun on www.peshitta.org and confirmed by me personally is as follows: This Holy Book was finished on the 5th 

day in the week, the 18th in [the month of] First Conun [December 15th] of the year 389 of the Greeks (i.e. 78 AD) 3. 

Handwriting by the hand of the apostle Achaeus, the friend of Mar Maris, the student of Mar Adai the Apostle; his 

prayer be with us Amen!   
4
 Father Pietro Pianton, Encyclopedia Ecclesiastica, approved and blessed by Pope Pius IX, p. 153 (1858). Also see 

Charles Louis Richard, Sacred Library, p. 80 (1760). 
5
 Stephen Evodius Assemani, Bibliotheca Apostolicae Vaticanae, Part 1, Volume 2, p. 492. 

http://www.peshitta.org/


#49: Concerning this old Gospel upon the altar of the Holy Church that 

is in Dorto-drumoye from the city of Baghdad: There was an Old Edessan 
Gospel that was clear with no missing letters and was said to be better 

than any new books. Only the first section was lost from it from that time 

period6. 

One of the most important pieces to this puzzle however came from a man named Qasha Charles 

Klutz, a Sephardic Jew who converted to the Aramaic Church of the East and served there more 

than fifty years, eventually becoming the chief assistant to the Patriarch Mar Dinkha IV. He also 

immersed me, in Aramaic, into the Church of the East in January of 2003. Both myself and Paul 

Younan of www.peshitta.org studied under this great man, who to this day has spoken the purest 

sounding Aramaic I have ever heard. In any case Paul recorded what he learned from Qasha, 

which also matched exactly what I recalled him telling me: 

Or the story could continue, as I've heard it, that the Rassam Family in Baghdad 

(Chaldeans) had possession of it until its eventual transfer to the Vatican. You can see 

here the mention…of the Church of Mar Sabar-Yeshua in the Shuq-al-Talat quarter of 

Baghdad. This was a Patriarchal residence. This is the church my priest told me this 

manuscript was housed in by the Rassam family. – Paul Younan, March 21
st
, 2009, 

from www.peshitta.org. 

Further, the occasion of the Rassam family taking the manuscript to Rome in about the year 1600 

was their conversion from the Church of the East to the Chaldean Catholic Church (established 

in 1552), the latter being in full communion with Rome. So long story short we now have a 

complete itinerary for this manuscript from the 1
st
 century to right now, but I am deliberately 

giving a super short version of this documentation. 

But the bottom line for me was, when I approached Roman Catholic and Vatican Library 

authorities with this research from their own sources, I got a chilly reception, starting with the 

former Archbishop of Atlanta who, as of last month, was just appointed to Cardinal: 

Dear Mr. Roth: 

Thank you for your email of May 13
th
.  The study of Sacred Scripture and philology are 

scholarly fields, primarily the concern of Scripture scholars, theologians and historians, 

and generally the work of academicians.   

The average lay person or priest is usually interested, not so much in the deliberation of 

scholars, but in the final product of their research, hopefully rendered down into a form 

more easily accessible than the work which preceded it.   

The subject of your letter falls into the area of deliberation, and I am not qualified to 

comment on your work or theories.  As far as a “chain of command,” one does not exist 

for this kind of endeavor or material.  I have no means to bring about the upward 

transmission that you have proposed. 

I would suggest that you continue to participate as a scholar in those publications and 

forums which welcome debate and discussion on theories such as you propound.  As far 

as I know that is the only way to make your beliefs known to minds capable of assessing 

                                                
6 What follows after this is a verbatim repetition of an extended quote we just read, so I abbreviated the last sentence 

for the sake of avoiding redundancy. 

http://www.peshitta.org/
http://www.peshitta.org/


them, or to those in the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church who have decision-

making authority over these matters.  

Sincerely yours in Christ,  

╬Wilton D. Gregory, 

Archbishop of Atlanta 

Then, two years ago, I and my colleague Ewan Macleod began to make progress in our 

networking for contacts. He got a similar response to mine from the Vatican Library: 

Dear Mr. MacLeod, first of all, I am compelled to point out that Your statement 

addressing the existence of "a 78 A.D. Aramaic Manuscript of the Gospels, known 

and documented to be in the Vatican Library" is wrong.  

As already clearly stated by Assemani, as early as 1719, the Vatican Library holds a 

manuscript in which there is a note reporting the notice of an ancient manuscript, 

apparently dated at December of the year 389 of the Greeks, once upon a time 

having been existed in Baghdad. 

The present day shelfmark of the manuscript holding the note is Vat. sir. 91, and is 

readable online (f. 140r, former 135): 

https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.sir.91 

Yours sincerely, 

Delio Vania Proverbio 

When I saw this response, I was very surprised, to say the least, with two things he said. First, he 

dismisses the entirety of the history we have been discussing only because he took the phrase 

“which once existed in Baghdad’ to mean it was lost now or destroyed. This fact totally ignores 

the evidence we have seen that the reason it’s no longer in Baghdad is because it was later 

spotted in Rome!  

The second key fact was the helpful detail that the entry in question, the copy of the note 

recorded by the librarians, was: “The present day shelfmark of the manuscript holding the note is 

Vat. sir. 91, and is readable online (f. 140r, former 135).” 

Because everyone on my team can read Syriac, we checked that item out, but it did not have any 

of the information they said it did! 

https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.sir.91


 

What I believe happened was that whoever did the checking up for this so-called separate note—

remember the sources we saw clearly indicated it was the complete manuscript that was placed 

into the Vatican Library and this was confirmed as late as 1858—found a reference to the 

manuscript author Achaeus and his mentor Mar Adai (Thaddeus) and by extension thought they 

found the entire entry in the process. The reality was they only had this tiny piece of information: 

And Achaeus and Thaddeus prostrated to the Living and Set-Apart Name. 

And so it was that when one of my Vatican contacts insisted this same manuscript had “the 

note,” I showed him it did not, prompting this interesting admission: 

Dear Sir, in addition to not being a Syriacist or an expert in oriental languages and 

literatures, I cannot be of any further help for your research since it goes far beyond the 

mere level of bibliographic reference and goes into questions of language, history of 

libraries and manuscript tradition.  

With warm cordiality, 

Don Giacomo Cardinali 

So my obvious question is this: How can someone who does not know Syriac tell us how a 

given Syriac manuscript actually read? 

Now this gentleman is also a chief writer from the Roman Observer, which is the official Vatican 

newspaper. He told me in no uncertain terms in a recent email: The Gospel in question never 

came to the Vatican, but this was also remarkably contradicted by his own research! Talk about 

fake news! 

You see this man, in his quest to prove me wrong, forwarded me the November 7
th
, 2019 edition 

of the Roman Observer which was an article he himself wrote. He just didn’t seem to realize that 

he had provided his own answer to his skepticism when he wrote about a fire that consumed the 

original Vatican librarian’s house in 1768: 

Assemani's library had not been destroyed, but only damaged…the books are re-

emerging from the deposits of the Apostolic Library and the antiquities are found in 



the displays of the Vatican Museums...In fact, Joseph Simon Assemani's personal 

collection had been transported to the attic: over 1,000 printed volumes, more than 

600 manuscripts: Jewish, Syrian, Arab, Turkish, Persian, Armenian, Chinese, 

Greek and Latin. - The Roman Observer, November 7
th
, 2019, page 5. 

There were three important connections he seemed to fail to make. First, part of the confusion 

about if the actual manuscript or only a note about it existed in the Vatican was because when 

one librarian was looking for the manuscript, as this excerpt shows, it was not in there but 

instead in the house of the original librarian!  

The next librarian, a guy named Stephen Evodius Assemani, was looking for the manuscript in 

1758—but it was in his uncle’s house until 1768, when it was saved from a fire and brought to 

the Vatican after his time. 

The second connection I believe my friend here missed was that since Joseph Simon Assemani 

kept the 600 most precious manuscripts in his house, the one of a kind 1
st
  century Aramaic 

Gospels surely would have made the proverbial cut of things he wanted to keep track of 

personally! 

And finally, the third connection is that he may not have seen is that official Vatican documents 

contradict his assertion that the manuscript was never there. We just saw that Encyclopedia 

Ecclesiastica, which was endorsed by Pope Pius IX, demonstrated that the manuscript was in the 

library in 1858, ninety years after the fire took place. That, and the Vatican’s own website also 

contradicts the idea that 1
st
 century Gospels never came to the Vatican, as we see here: 

The extraordinary richness of the Vatican manuscript collections – Latin, Greek and 

Oriental [Hebrew and Aramaic are oriental languages] – make it one of the world’s 

outstanding libraries in terms of the quantity and the quality of the manuscripts preserved 

there, which range from papyrus codices of the Gospels and of other New Testament 

writings, transcribed only a few decades after they were composed, to late antique 

manuscripts of Vergil and Terence.    

-Official Statement -The Vatican Library 

https://www.vaticanlibrary.va/en/the-collections/manuscript-department.html. 

And so, as I mentioned on the video, I made a formal request to the Vatican to consult with an 

actual Syriac expert fluent in English—since my contact said he could not help me directly—so 

that we can actually find the manuscript. I believe thoroughly that with the right access I can 

actually recover it! However, if that is to happen it seems once more we have to wait, as this 

official Vatican statement tells us: 

LIBRARY CLOSED 

In accordance with the Decree (DCPM) published by the Italian authorities on 4 Nov. 

2020, which BAV has chosen to follow, the Library will be closed to readers from 

Monday Nov. 9 until further notice. 

So time will tell if I will end up being more like Dan Brown’s character Robert Langdon who, at 

the end of one particular adventure, is given access to a precious manuscript that he has been 

repeatedly denied.  

Or, alternatively, if I will be more like Harrison Ford’s Henry Jones Junior, who had to content 

himself that “top men are working on it” while the priceless biblical artifact is stored far away in 

https://www.vaticanlibrary.va/en/the-collections/manuscript-department.html


some government warehouse. While I don’t know which it will be, I curiously find myself 

agreeing with the head villain in Raiders who pointed out wryly: Indiana, we are just passing 

through history. This…this is history. 

 


