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        “I don’t want to die!”

        —The Mesopotamian hero Gilgamesh before he sets out on his quest for immortality in the Old Babylonian version of the Epic of Gilgamesh from about 1800 BC.

      

      

      We are all going to die. Or is it completely like that?

      Among the few things all humans have in common is the certainty that we will die. The alternative appears as simple as it is entirely unattainable: Why can’t we just live forever with both body and soul?

      The dream of physical immortality may be as old as humanity itself, but we do not become immortal no matter how much we want to. No one lives forever.

      If you look a little closer, however, you will find some divergent reports, memories and, not least, numerous stories. It has not always been so straightforward that we must all die. It is about rumors, hopes, and even, at times, testimonies. Once, somewhere, it happened. Someone became physically immortal. They were given eternal life, a grasp of infinity. That which was perishable with their bodies became imperishable. Either by the intervention of the gods, or by consuming some wonderworking substance, or through some other mysterious and miraculous process. And if it truly happened once, why can’t it happen again? Why can’t we all get to keep our bodies forever?

      These are not peripheral beliefs. No matter how remote the idea of physical immortality may seem to many today, these notions have always been present in Western culture—in fact very central. That the physical body may last eternally is something millions upon millions of people have been convinced of—and still are. It is a belief that has shaped world history and continues to influence our societies today.

      How Jesus died on the cross, was buried and resurrected immortal, with “flesh and bones”, as he himself insisted,1 lies at the very heart of Christianity. This is both about the faith in the resurrected Jesus himself and about how his resurrection is inseparable from the promise that the same may happen to all those who believe this really happened to him.

      But the conviction that eternal life with both body and soul is possible did not begin with Jesus. The gods themselves were originally understood to be as physical as we are, only that they were perfect, incorruptible, and immortal. As far back as it is possible to find any accounts at all, one is also told about how certain people have managed to escape the grasp of death. Some were immortalized while still alive as they were translated to the most inaccessible places, such as the Mesopotamian flood hero Utnapishtim and the mighty Heracles of the Greeks. Others did as Jesus later did, rise from the dead with eternal life, such as the legendary warrior Achilles, the splendid physician Asclepius, and the sage Aristeas of Proconnesus. In these religions, attaining physical immortality was the ultimate fate. At the same time, this was a universe where jealous gods did not want to make most people immortal, something that may have contributed to the final downfall of these deities.
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      Consequently, when Christianity brought its promise of immortality to all its followers, it represented a fulfillment of an unsatisfied desire in millions of people whose old gods had denied them what they longed for the most. Neither the breakthrough of Christianity, nor how it developed into the most powerful religion on earth, may be seen independently of the promise that all its true followers may live forever.

      The story of immortality did not end either with Jesus’ resurrection or the conviction that everyone may achieve eternal life when he returns. God allowed a number of holy men and women to become almost immortal: the saints who were almost impossible to kill or whose dead bodies never decayed. But humans did not stop becoming truly immortal either. Here and there one may find certain people who seem to wander endlessly through history. Various testimonies also referred to vampires and other undead, figures that tend to reflect some of the more problematic aspects of immortality. Although today these primarily play a fascinating part in the entertainment industry, there are still some who believe that such creatures really exist.

      The immortals, whether Jesus, Greek superheroes, or the unsettling undead, often find themselves in a mythical fog. It is about rumors, religious narratives, unexplained disappearances and often something that happened quite a while ago, often long before the ancient accounts were first written down. Many of these are nevertheless clearly historical figures, regardless of whether one believes that they have achieved eternal life. Several of those who have overcome death have also been observed in their immortal state by numerous people—some have even manifested themselves in ways that enable others to experience their eternal physical nature up close. It is not without reason that many have been or still are convinced that immortality is possible.

      However improbable these notions may seem, they were considered fact by countless people—and still are. Millions of Christians continue to live their lives believing in the resurrected Jesus and that God will one day make them physically immortal. The belief that eternal life is possible has shaped the history of the world and continues to influence our societies today.

      The conviction that death may somehow be overcome also relates to a multitude of other notions: About collecting the bones of animals one has eaten, traveling to the ends of the earth, children being put into the fire, sexual encounters with the gods, and people punished by being cut up. And about how our wondrous dream about eternal life is nightmarishly reflected in vampires, zombies, and other undead forever condemned in their imperfect immortality. This is by no means an uncomplicated story.

      However, this is not just about religion, miracles, and divine intervention. More and more people are convinced that it is possible to solve the riddle of immortality by ourselves, through medical means, technical innovations, or genetic manipulation. We have already extended and improved our lives in countless ways. It is not at all impossible that one day we will manage to succeed. Perhaps we will soon hold the key to our own infinity in our hands. Maybe before long we may really live forever?

      But nothing is certain. Immortality is still about faith. And as we dream about it, hope for it, pray for it, the most essential question still remains: Is eternal life really what we want?
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        “The oxhides crawled and the flesh, both the roasted and raw, bellowed upon the spits, and there was lowing of cattle.”

        —The immortal cattle of the Sun god are incapable of dying even after having been slaughtered. The Odyssey, about 700 BC.

      

      

      In the beginning, life was not something that was cut short by death. Most religions regard immortality as the original condition, regardless of whether this was a universe teeming with a host of gods or just a single deity. Where there was life, there was no death. Death appeared only afterwards.

      But what kind of immortality was this divine condition in the beginning? If we go back as far as possible, to the ancient civilizations of the Near East and the eastern Mediterranean, we find that this quite simply equaled retaining one’s physical body for all eternity. The divine condition does not appear to be either particularly mysterious or enigmatic. Immortality appears originally to equal physical immortality in all cases. The concept of being immortal without a body is originally unknown. The traditional definition of death is, quite simply, to be without one’s body.

      In this way, the divine condition is first and foremost a perfect form of the human state. The bodies of the gods are perfect and incorruptible versions of our own oh-so-perishable existence. Whereas humans die as the soul leaves the body, the gods are immortal precisely due to the fact that their bodies and souls remain forever united. Belief in the physical gods might have been the very starting point of religion itself. It is their physical immortality that makes them gods, and in this way, they retain a hold on eternity.

      THE DIVINE BODIES

      It is Egypt about 1385 BC. Mutemwiya is not a powerful queen, but one of the less important wives of Pharaoh Thutmose IV. She is not even used to the king visiting her so often. This very night, however, he is here. Or so it may seem at first. For the man who in all manners looks just like Thutmose is actually someone else. This is the god Amon, who has taken the guise of the pharaoh—and for one reason only: He wants to impregnate the queen to ensure that the next pharaoh, the later Amenhotep III, will truly be of divine origin.

      In Amenhotep’s burial temple west of the Nile in Luxor, one may still witness how this took place. Amon and Mutemwiya sit facing each other. The sexual act itself is clearly physical, but certainly of the more limited kind. The nature of the Egyptian gods is so perfect, so overwhelming, that it takes extremely little effort to make someone with child. The god in the form of her husband holds a sacred ankh—the symbol of immortality—up to the queen’s nose. She is impregnated as she inhales the god’s essence.1
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        The god Amon appearing in the guise of Pharaoh Thutmose IV to impregnate Queen Mutemwiya. She becomes pregnant with her child, the future Amenhotep III, as she inhales the god’s essence. From the funeral temple of Amenhotep III in Luxor (Photo: Dag Øistein Endsjø).

      

      This episode from Egypt’s Eighteenth Dynasty says something about how physical the bodies of the gods were understood to be and how humans could experience the physical nature of gods as intimately as it was possible to get.

      That the gods had sex with ordinary mortals was a widespread belief. Most of the time things did not go quite as delicately as with Amon and Mutemwiya. When the Mesopotamian hero Gilgamesh rejects the erotic advances of the goddess Inanna-Ishtar, he refers to her habit of seducing mortal men—only to harm them severely afterwards, turning them into animals or having them killed.2 The same goddess could at the same time be vulnerable physically, as shown in a Sumerian account where she is assaulted and raped by an ordinary mortal gardener while she sleeps.3

      All major Greek male gods—and several of the female—had various human paramours. Zeus was widely known for his many love affairs with ordinary men and women. While his jealous wife Hera was apparently not much upset by his male lovers, she did what she could to make life miserable for her female rivals. She persecuted and tormented them as best she could. Being desired by the gods was not always an entirely positive affair. Even when the outset was nothing but love, things could go awry. A fierce three-way romantic drama involving the gods Apollo and Zephyrus, who were both equally in love with the young boy Hyacinthus, and with whom at least Zephyrus had sex, ended tragically when the handsome lad was killed in a discus accident.4 Not only humans experienced absolute intimacy with the gods. Canaanite Baal had sex with an ordinary cow.5 Greek Pan made out with a goat.6

      As for intimate contact between mortals and immortals, Greeks and Romans had more than mere stories about sexual encounters—like Egyptians, they had proof. A number of men and women in both mythical and historical times, such as mighty Heracles, beautiful Helen, King Romulus, Alexander the Great, Augustus, and Julius Caesar, were all said to be descended from such physical contact—the latter, however, with numerous generations between himself and his divine origin. Because of the perfect divine physique, every single time these old deities had sex with a human of the opposite sex, conception was the result.7 Unfortunately for these children of various gods and their human paramours, both parents had to be divine in order to be born immortal according to the laws of nature as understood by the Greeks. If only one parent were a god, one inherited the perishable nature of the other, human parent.

      Close encounters with the physical nature of the gods were not always about sex. Sometimes the bodies of the gods provided nourishment for us mortals, as when certain royal children in Egypt or Canaan were breastfed by caring goddesses.8 Various gods appreciated killing both animals and humans. When the Canaanite goddess Anath took part in the wars of men, it was in all her physical might. She slayed countless warriors with bow and club, as blood reached up to her knees. She diligently attached severed heads and hands to her own body. Thus, with her “heart full of joy” and her “entrails full of a sense of victory,” she eventually returned home and “washed the warrior’s blood from her hands.”9

      When the Greek goddess of love Aphrodite intervened in the battles around the walls of Troy, things did not go exactly the same way, but her description in the Iliad perhaps offers an even more precise picture of how absolutely physical the nature of the gods was understood to be. Unaccustomed to war, Aphrodite soon found herself pursued by the fearless warrior Diomedes, and worse than that:

      
        
        When he caught up with her...Diomedes...thrust with his sharp spear and cut the surface of her delicate hand, and immediately through the ambrosial raiment...The spear pierced the flesh of the wrist...and out flowed the immortal blood of the goddess, the ichor, such as flows in the blessed gods.10

      

      

      Later that day, Diomedes wounded the god of war Ares in a similar manner.11 It was possible for the bodies of the gods to have every kind of experience.

      Although imperishable and immortal, divine bodies simultaneously closely reflected ordinary mortal bodies, regardless of whether they were in human or animal form.12 the Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Canaanite, and Greek gods, all had the same basic body parts and organs as we do. In both how they are depicted, as well as in the stories about them, we find the gods had heads, legs, and torsos. They have eyes and ears, noses and mouths, fingers and toes, entrails and genitals. The nature of the Egyptian and Canaanite gods was so parallel to the human that they even had a digestive system emitting divine urine and feces.13 But again, everything was a little better than what mortals had. The blood, sweat and tears of the Egyptian gods were readily transformed into insects, plants, or plant extracts the moment they hit the ground.14
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        Diomedes about to drive his spear through the physical flesh of the goddess Aphrodite (The painting Icarius (Diomedes wounding Aphrodite when she tries to recover the body of Aeneas) by Arthur Heinrich Wilhelm Fitger, 1890, from the Painting Art Library).

      

      By far, it is not what they do with their bodies that separates the gods from us—they eat, they make love, they fight—it is that their physique is so much more perfect than ours. That is why they can do what they do for all eternity, and for the same reason they generally do everything so much better than us (although not always, as Aphrodite and Ares found out in their encounter with fierce Diomedes). When they have sex with ordinary mortals of the opposite sex, it always results in children. When they move from place to place, it is with lightning speed, over sea and land, through water and air. At times they operate completely independently of most natural physical limitations. While we build houses and cultivate the earth, they shape the world—quite literally. They fight huge monsters, control the weather, set in motion natural disasters. In a way, it is as if everything we cannot do, is possible for the gods—precisely because of their superior physics. If one finds that these old gods resemble modern superheroes like Superman and Wonder Woman, this is by no means a bad comparison. The gods were the superheroes of ancient times.

      The phenomenal bodies of the gods thus do not have the limitations that are typical of the ordinary human body. Their abilities do not stop at what an ordinary physical body may do. They bestow fertility on people, inflict sickness and healing, change destinies, arouse love and madness, bring wealth and poverty, wisdom and folly, happiness and misfortune—all at their own discretion. They decide whether the crops grow or not, whether the rain will fall, where the winds blow, and whether the sun shines.

      The testimonies about the old deities are not only about encounters with the gods in their own form. On the contrary, the gods seemed more often to show themselves in completely different ways. This in turn relates to another aspect of the gods’ unique physical nature. They were often at liberty to change their shape, such as Amon when he appeared in the guise of various pharaohs to impregnate their spouses. Indeed, kheperu, the various ways in which a deity may appear, were typical of the Egyptian gods.15 There were apparently no limits to how the gods could present themselves. The deities adapted their appearance according to need and could also take the body size that suited any occasion. The same gods could appear in pure human form, as various animals, and in a combination of these forms. Thoth could be both a baboon and an ibis-headed man, while Isis, who usually looked like a stunning young woman, took the form of a hawk when she wanted to conceive the maimed Osiris. Every day the Egyptians could witness how the divine sun changed as it moved across the firmament directly above their heads.

      Canaanite gods sometimes transformed themselves into mighty cattle, as when Baal and Anath had intercourse.16 Other times Anath appeared with wings.17 To get his way with various women and men he was infatuated with, Zeus transformed himself into, among other things, an eagle, a swan, a bull, an ant, a satyr—even a shower of gold—depending on what was most convenient at the moment.18 The mothers of Alexander the Great and Augustus thus only repeated traditional beliefs when they claimed that Zeus-Jupiter had impregnated them in the shape of a snake.19
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        Leda gets to feel the physical nature of a Greek god as she has sex with Zeus in the shape of a swan (Leda and the swan. Engraving by Louis Garreau after Jan Verkolye from the late seventeenth century, from the Wellcome Collection).

      

      FLESH OF THE GODS

      Somewhere far out at sea lies the beautiful island of Thrinacia, where flocks of the most beautiful sheep and cattle roam. But these are no ordinary animals. These belong to the sun god Helios and are his dearest possessions. These are immortal beasts, deities in themselves, to whom humans must show the utmost respect. Their number is constant. They do not increase by birth, nor do they decrease by death.20

      It was here that Odysseus and his crew disembarked, exhausted after having already lost many men in various disasters on their way home from Troy. It did not go so well here either. For over a month the winds blew so that they could not sail on, and soon they had finished off all their provisions. In their state of hunger, the crew turned their attention to the magnificent cattle, which were never far away. They took the finest of the animals and cut their throats in sacrifice to the gods. Although the poor cattle were both slaughtered and cut up by the hungry crew, it was nevertheless impossible to kill them: “The oxhides crawled and the flesh, both the roasted and raw, bellowed upon the spits, and there was lowing of cattle.” That they had been cut into small pieces and roasted on the fire made no difference. The hapless animals were eaten alive.21

      The unfortunate immortal cattle of the sun god Helios provide perhaps one of the best illustrations of how literal the understanding of divine flesh could be. The most important difference between the gods’ flesh and ours was precisely how it was indestructible and immune to the ravages of time. Divine flesh could not rot and was almost impossible to destroy. This was by no means always an unmixed blessing, as Helios’ poor flock experienced. Moreover, their cruel fate was not unique. The Canaanite god of death Motu experienced being dismembered with a knife, spread with a sieve, burned by fire, ground up, and eaten by birds—and survived it all. Somehow, he reassembled his own flesh, then complained about what he had gone through to the other gods.22 The Greek titan Prometheus also experienced the downside of being physically immortal when the other gods wanted to punish him. He was tied to a cliff far, far away, and every day an eagle came and ate his liver. Since he was physically indestructible, his flesh could not be truly destroyed, so the liver grew back every time after the eagle had consumed it.23
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        Physically immortal, the god Prometheus has his liver devoured again and again (Prometheus bound to a rock. Engraving by Cornelis Cort from 1566, from the Wellcome Collection).

      

      The bodies of the Canaanite gods, such as Baal, Athartu and Anath, all consisted of flesh and bones.24 The Mesopotamians similarly stressed the flesh of the gods. Although in its incorruptibility divine flesh was not quite like ours, there was at the same time a direct connection. When the Mesopotamian gods created the first humans, they took the flesh of a god and mixed it with clay.25 But it was only in its pure form that divine flesh was immortal. Mixed with clay, the originally incorruptible substance became the perishable human flesh we all have today. It did not help if one was partly descended from the imperishable gods. Even Gilgamesh, with a body that was two-thirds divine, was not immortal.26

      The Egyptian gods, who manifested themselves in such a wide variety of ways, also had bodies that consisted of flesh.27 When Isis searched everywhere for the scattered body parts of Osiris, her dismembered brother and spouse, it was thus all about pieces of flesh and bone. Although these gods had a physical nature similar to ours, their incorruptible bodies were at the same time essentially different. Their flesh and skin were made of gold, their bones of silver, their hair of the brilliant blue lapis lazuli.28

      The gods generally smelled wonderful. This was another aspect of their physically incorruptible nature. It is a fundamental fact of elementary natural science that most things that rot and disintegrate stink. But the olfactory imaginations of ancient people took off from here. Since that which perishes smells bad, anything that is physically imperishable must smell all the better, they concluded. The more incorruptible and perfect one’s body was, the more delightful its fragrance. The physically immortal gods and everything belonging to them consequently smelled more wonderful than anything else.29 It is therefore not surprising that the entire home of the gods, Olympus, could be described as “fragrant”.30 Ancient sources averred that Cyprus, which was particularly associated with Aphrodite, could similarly be filled with the goddess’s sweet fragrance.31

      Sometimes it was precisely by means of their wonderful scent that the gods made themselves known to men. It is the divine smell that makes the queens Ahmose and Tuya realize that it is not their husbands, but the god Amon in the guise of their men who has impregnated them.32 The Greeks, for their part, claimed that one might smell the gods before seeing or hearing them.33 When they took human form, their fragrance could reveal their divine nature. This was, among other things, the case when Demeter took a position as nursemaid at the court in Eleusis: a “wonderful smell” flowed from Demeter when she showed her true face.34 When Dionysus, in the guise of an ordinary young man, was kidnapped by pirates, he revealed himself with a “heavenly odor, so that all the sailors were seized with astonishment.”35 The use of incense, perfumes, and other fragrant substances in the worship of the gods could thus be an attempt to reproduce the gods’ imperishable smell in the attempt to communicate with them.36

      Since immortality was primarily a physical property, even physical objects could be immortal by virtue of their incorruptibility. The inexhaustible implements and garments of the Greek gods were, for example, described as being as “immortal” as their owners.37 Through such imperishable objects, ancient people could gain first-hand experience of what physical immortality meant. Not least, they could witness this in precious metals, particularly in gold. The golden metal showed how the impermanence that characterized human nature was not at all typical of everything in the world. Gold, silver, and precious stones were thus an indication that the gods’ incorruptibility was in harmony with nature. Consequently, the Greeks used the same adjective, aphthitos—imperishable—to describe the nature of the incorruptible bodies of both the gods and precious metals such as gold.38 In Egyptian tradition, gold was simply “the flesh of the gods”—not only when it was found in the bodies of the gods, but wherever it was found.39 Gold was thus a reminder of the gods’ eternal physical existence.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Tutankhamun’s death mask made of the imperishable flesh of the gods—or gold, which is what the gods’ bodies consisted of (Photograph from the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.).

      

      Although the gods were initially immortal, they did not survive absolutely everything. As the gods’ immortality was synonymous with their immortal physiques, the gods in these traditions could at times die if their bodies were only sufficiently destroyed. That the gods, despite their incorruptible nature, could still be killed was a reflection of their physical nature: Their divine existence was an eternal combination of body and soul. Without their bodies, the gods were no longer alive, just as with us humans. Several creation accounts detail, for instance, how the physical universe came into being from the body parts of a slain god, e.g., Marduk cutting up the defeated mother goddess Tiamat and creating the world as we know it from her.40 In this way, we humans may witness the body parts of dead gods around us. Ancient Egyptians held that certain mountains near Heliopolis were the remains of the huge skeleton of the divine serpent Apep.41 One tradition regarding the giant Greek god Atlas maintains he was petrified into a mountain range, while his hair and beard were turned into vast forests.42 We find similar notions in other religions where the gods were seen as absolutely physical figures. In Norse religion, the dismembered god Ymir was transformed into the world we know: his flesh became the earth, his blood the sea, his bones mountains, his hair trees, his brain clouds, and his skull the firmament of the sky.43

      GOD ALSO IN OUR IMAGE

      When we first encounter God in the Bible, he often enjoyed strolling “around the garden”—in Eden—“in the cool evening breeze”.44 He appears as a figure very much like us. He has even created us “in his image”: “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.”45 As he has made us in so many ways like himself, God’s nature also mirrors ours. His evening walks in paradise demonstrate again how physical divine nature could be.

      This is the oldest image of God we find in the monotheistic tradition. The biblical God seems to have a perfect and indestructible version of our human body, with head, arms, and legs—just like the gods of so many polytheistic religions.46 Later descriptions of God continued to attribute to him a human-like nature. When God visits Abraham with two companions, the patriarch only sees “three men standing in front of him.” There is no question of God having disguised himself or taken another form, because Abraham immediately recognizes God as God. Nor is there anything to suggest that his body was only a mirage: On the contrary, God ate the bread, meat and curd that Abraham offered him.47 A couple of generations later, Jacob wrestled all night with “a man” who turned out to be God himself. God is described here simply as a very strong man. Pointedly, it was Jacob who won this duel with God. When Jacob finally said, “I will not let you go unless you bless me,” God replied: “You shall no longer be called Jacob. Israel shall be your name, for you have wrestled with God and with men and won.”48

      Later Israelite tradition does not have the same clear understanding of the nature of God, although he may very well still be a physical and man-like figure for quite some time. Moses talked to God, “face to face, as one talks to a friend,” even though he did not get to see God’s face, “for no one can see me and live” (although Jacob a few centuries before that has “seen God face to face” and yet his life “was spared.”). In any case, Moses got to see God’s “back” when he “passes by.”49 Later prophets got to observe a similar deity. Isaiah witnessed “the Lord sitting on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple,”50 while Amos “saw the Lord standing on the altar.”51

      The notion of the physical nature of the gods of Egypt and Mesopotamia seems to have persisted as long as the belief in these gods persisted. Most Greeks continued to hold that their gods were physical figures with flesh and bones all the way until Christianity took over, despite centuries of anti-material protests from a philosophically inclined and highly literate minority.
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        Abraham serves God, who is visiting him together with two companions at Mamre (Capital in the cloister of the Cathedral of Tarragona, Spain, from around 1200. Photo: Dag Øistein Endsjø).

      

      In retrospect, the sheer amount of precisely preserved philosophical writings from antiquity has led many to believe that most Greeks believed that the divine was spiritual and the physical somewhat negative, but this was never the case. This is confirmed not least by several philosophers themselves, by how they so often expressed their annoyance over the beliefs of the masses. In classical Athens, Plato was irritated by how most people believed in gods with “soul and body united for all time.”52 In the first century AD Plutarch still had reason to be upset with the “masses” because of their belief in divine and incorruptible flesh.53 Early Christian advocates also complained about the Greek “masses who could not distinguish between a soul and a body united for all time and God” and who still held that the gods were “of flesh”.54

      Within Judaism, however, God did not remain a physical figure. Instead, a more spiritual understanding of the divine nature gradually took over. This was a process that evolved simultaneously as the distance between God and man increased. The time when God could simply turn up as an ordinary visitor—as with Abraham—was definitely over. The fact that significant parts of Judaism eventually regarded the human body in general as something negative probably also helped weaken the earlier understanding that God has a physical body. In today’s Judaism, God is generally understood as eternal and immortal, but nonphysical and noncorporeal. The many references to God’s body and body parts in Jewish texts are therefore no longer taken literally, but seen as metaphors, as attempts to describe the indescribable.

      Christianity maintained what had become a more non-physical Jewish understanding of God. God is not of “flesh and blood,” declares Paul,55 while “God is spirit,” according to the Gospel of John.56 This is the image of God that has since dominated Christian beliefs. But although Christianity generally advocated its own more spiritual God, the religion constantly encountered other gods, who still consisted of both flesh and bones. This continued to take place long after the beginnings of Christianity. The Greek, Egyptian and other gods who initially confronted the Christian God were later replaced by other equally material gods as Christianity expanded geographically. The Celtic and Germanic gods, for instance, were just as physically indestructible by nature and had many other similarities with the gods from the Mediterranean region. Odin and the other Æsir, for instance, maintained their physical immortality by eating the apples of the goddess Iðunn. Without these apples, the gods “suddenly became gray-haired and old.”57
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        Iðunn and the apples which keep the Norse gods young (Illustration by James Doyle Penrose in Teutonic myths and legends by Donald A. Mackenzie, London: Gresham Publishing 1912, Wikimedia Commons).

      

      The Jewish and Christian essentially nonmaterial understanding of the divine was eventually joined by a similar Islamic view of the nature of God. But even if this more spiritual understanding of God has become increasingly dominant, it has never completely taken over. Nor is it the case that all Christians agree that God the Father is of a noncorporeal nature. Mormonism, for example, is quite clear that “the Father has a body of flesh and bones as tangible as man’s.”58 At the same time, the relationship between God and physicality has always been more complicated in Christianity in general, as the resurrected and immortal Jesus—who we will look more closely at later—is also God and is usually considered to have a fully physical body.

      WERE WE ALSO ONCE IMMORTAL?

      What about us humans? Have we always been bound by our mortal nature; have we always been born to die? Many traditions indicate that this is the case. As humans, our mortality is what separates us from the gods. If we, too, were immortal, we would be gods. The Mesopotamian deities, for example, created us as their mortal opposite, so that we could sacrifice to them and thus spare them the labor of obtaining food. Immortality they kept for themselves. In the beginning, however, humans lived so long that in retrospect they appear to have been almost immortal. According to the Sumerian King Lists, the first eight kings ruled for between 18,600 and 43,200 years each. Even after the great flood, the kings continued to rule for hundreds of years.

      When ancient Egyptians looked as far back as they could in history, they found a time when gods and men lived together, and heaven and earth had not been separated. Whether men were mortal or immortal in this wondrous primordial age is, however, more unclear. When the entire original order collapsed, many people were killed by the lion goddess Sekhmet. Although it is not indicated that any people died before this, the account also does not say that no one did.59 Perhaps before this we were, indeed, physically immortal by nature, although we could be killed if only our bodies were destroyed—which is what Sekhmet did to so many of us.

      In Greek religion, there was also not a clear distinction between gods and humans in primeval times. According to one account of the beginning of time, the first generation of men, in the golden age, “lived like gods...free from toil and grief and without miserable old age.” Despite the fact that they lived “like gods”, they were still not exempt from death. When they finally died, however, it was without pain or worries; they just fell asleep peacefully.60

      The account of the first animal sacrifice is also the story about when “gods and humans separated.” Whether this meant that humans originally were immortal is unclear. The consequence of the introduction of the sacrificial ritual, one of the most pivotal acts in Greek religion, was that man, at least from now on, was forever condemned to impermanence and death. It happened like this: When the very first animal sacrifice took place, the divine primordial hero Prometheus offered to let Zeus choose which share of the sacrifice he preferred, and what the humans would get. While the delicious meat was covered by the stomach of the ox, the inedible bones had been put under an attractive layer of glistening fat.61 It may seem at first that Zeus was deceived when he chose the pile of bones, but actually it was the humans who were left with the worst part of the sacrificial offer. No matter how tasty and nutritious beef may be, it is in its essence essentially corruptible. Flesh generally does not last forever. When the people ate the meat of the bull, their own nature remained as perishable as the meat they ate. The gods, who were content with the smoke of the ox’s legs, on the other hand, maintained their imperishable nature.

      The concepts to which this account of the first sacrifice referred were extremely central to Greek religion, as they related to something that was repeated again and again at each and every sacrifice. The sacrifice, which maintained man’s contact with the gods, was at the same time what kept man firmly in his corruptible nature. Man was not bound to die by nature, but sacrifice, and what else that made man human in the Greek worldview, meant that it was not up to man himself to find his way back to his potential immortality. The path was closed.
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        A Greek warrior sacrificing a ram in the early fifth century BC. By eating the corruptible flesh of sacrificed animals, humans maintain their own perishability (Fragmentary Attic red-figure cylix. Courtesy of the Cleveland Art Museum).

      

      The ancient Greek conception of geography also suggests that man originally may have been immortal, or at least close to it. It was a basic Greek understanding of history that man only became truly human when he established the community of the polis. As Aristotle emphasized: “Man by nature is a being of the polis.” Without the city, one is not properly human, but “either a beast or a god.”62 If one ventured out into the geographical periphery, one consequently found that those who lived there had not yet become truly human, as they still lived outside the Greek cities, which in the eyes of the Greeks were the only truly human dwelling. Some of these peoples were also almost immortal and treated the gods as their equals. In the extreme south lived the superhuman Ethiopians, while in the ultimate north there were the equally extraordinary Hyperboreans.63 The Ethiopians lived infinitely longer than ordinary people, and once they died, their corpses did not decay. Their bodies were as indestructible as those of the gods.64 The Hyperboreans, who dwelled so far north that their homeland could be reached “neither by ship nor by land,” lived, according to the most ancient sources, untouched by “disease and harmful old age.” Later, the blessed Hyperboreans were described as “a very long-lived people”, with a lifespan of about a thousand years.65 When such almost immortal peoples were still to be found out in the uncivilized geography where all men had once belonged, it was not illogical to conclude that the same almost immortal existence was something that originally encompassed all men.

      DEATH AND IMMORTALITY IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN

      The biblical account of the Garden of Eden is not clear as to whether we were created mortal or not. First, God threatens Adam in paradise and tells him that if he eats from the tree of knowledge, “you shall die.” When Adam nevertheless eats the forbidden fruit, God tells him that “you are of dust, and to dust you shall return.”66 It is as if we became mortal only after Adam ate from the tree of knowledge. But this is not an unequivocal understanding, because when God expels man from paradise, it is not only to punish him, but to prevent him from “picking from the tree of life, so that he may eat and live forever!”67 So maybe we were not created immortal after all.

      In Jewish tradition, the myth of the Garden of Eden is not about lost immortality. God created man mortal and never wanted us to escape the power of death; in fact, he removed us from paradise to prevent us from becoming immortal. But similar to Mesopotamian conceptions concerning the most distant past, the first biblical generations were so extremely long-lived that they appear as near-immortal: Adam died at the ripe age of 930, Noah 950, while Methuselah lived a full 969 years. Although God declared shortly before the flood that man’s “lifespan shall be 120 years,”68 certain prominent men continued to live well beyond the allotted time, such as Abraham, who lived to 175, Isaac, to 180, and Jacob, to 147.

      The biblical narratives depict a distant past when human existence was in no way as limited as it is today, although there was no actual immortality. Nevertheless, the ancient patriarchs leave no hope that later generations will be able to achieve something similar. On the contrary, the tremendous distance between the era of the patriarchs and our own time makes it clear that such long lifespans will never be attainable by us.

      The Christian understanding of the myth of the Garden of Eden is fundamentally the opposite of that in Judaism. That humans were created immortal was a fundamental thought in Christianity from the very beginning. But then something happened. We humans lost what we had, and we became who we are now. Death broke through and put an end to our eternal existence. That which was incorruptible became corruptible only because Adam and Eve transgressed God’s commandments: “Death gained dominion through the transgression of one man,” declared Paul.69 If sin had not entered the world, man would never have had to die: “Sin entered the world because of one man, and death through sin...The wages of sin is death.”70 In other words, if it had not been for the unfortunate eating of fruit in paradise so long time ago, we would still have eternal life.
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        How we were created immortal and lost immortality because of our disobedience to God, according to Christian belief. Adam and Eve being expulsed from Paradise (Saint Mark’s Basilica, Venice. Photo: Dag Øistein Endsjø).

      

      The Christian conviction that we were originally immortal in paradise connects to two central beliefs. On the one hand, it explains why we die today. As descendants of Adam and Eve, we may look back to the Fall and understand exactly why we do not escape death. On the other hand, the myth of the Fall shows that man by nature still has an unfulfilled potential for immortality. In this sense, the Christian understanding of primeval times is not something that offers peace of mind. On the contrary, the Christian conviction forwards despair and annoyance because our oldest ancestors and progenitors lost their immortal nature just because of a piece of fruit.

      The question then is whether there is any way back. Is there not anything we may do ourselves to change it? Find our way back to what we once were, regain what was once ours? Is it possible to reopen the gate to the Garden of Eden?

      BELIEF IN THE FLESH

      Behind the conviction of the immortal gods with their incorruptible bodies, and the notion that we humans once had the same nature, we find a fundamental belief in the flesh. The belief that our presence in the flesh represents the ultimate existence, the belief that flesh may also be immortal, the belief that being of flesh does not necessarily mean a limited existence. On the contrary. Although the physical immortality of the gods was something that put them apart from humans in all the ancient religions we have looked at, their condition represented a constant reminder of what was the absolute ultimate state: the eternal continuity of our present existence with both body and soul.

      Without the flesh we are no longer ourselves. The disembodied souls in the Mesopotamian underworld and in the Greek Hades were literally just shadows of what we once were. When Odysseus, while still alive, visited Hades and paid tribute to the soul of mighty Achilles, he is severely reprimanded by the dead warrior: “Do not speak soothingly to me of death, glorious Odysseus. I should, so I might live on the earth, rather serve as the hireling of another, of some poor man...than to be lord over all the dead that have perished.”71 The people of ancient time venerated life, physical existence itself, and held on to it as hard as they could.

      Although the souls usually existed eternally in the underworld, according to traditional Mesopotamian and Greek beliefs, they could in no way be considered immortal. Without the body, the soul was by definition simply dead. This continued to be the case in Greek religion, even as beliefs in the afterlife evolved and the existence in Hades did not necessarily have to be quite so depressing.72 Even the souls of the heroes who were objects of cult were considered dead, though they were defined as the “blessed” or “fortunate dead”.73 Talking about an “immortal soul”, as some philosophers did, was perceived as absurd by most Greeks. Time and again the anti-materialist philosophers consequently complained that almost no one cared about their message of an immortal soul.74

      According to the Greeks, our very existence was inextricably linked to being both body and soul. One was as much one’s body as one’s soul. As countless tomb inscriptions around the Mediterranean show, the bones beneath the ground were no less one’s person than the dead soul in the underworld.75 The totality of a person would always be identical to the body and soul we were born with. There was no alternative, whether one ended up eternally immortal with both body and soul forever united, or eternally dead with one’s soul and physical remains forever severed.

      True immortality always meant physical immortality. Without one’s flesh one would have no real existence. From Gilgamesh to the breakthrough of Christianity, death for most Mesopotamians and Greeks always equaled the separation of body and soul. For the Egyptians it was even worse: even the soul ceased to exist if the body was destroyed.

      This is why the physically indestructible existence of the gods appeared so absolutely ideal. They were themselves eternally. Their souls were never severed from their bodies. They never had to experience their bodies—which were as much themselves as their souls—disintegrating and ending up as wretched pieces of bone. The only existence we as humans empirically know was and would always be the best. When we are healthy, here and now, that state is as optimal as it is possible to be. In this way, the present human existence mirrors the divine existence.

      When the gods are understood as material figures, it is easier to see our own physical nature in relation to divine nature. One finds that there is no longer any absolute distinction between gods and men. Only the limitations of time separate us from the blissful existence of the gods—and from the immortal existence that we ourselves once had. As time is endless, the existence of the gods, where the flesh lasts forever, becomes our ideal existence.

      At the same time, our ultimate state is something we are completely cut off from. Or are we really? Is it perhaps possible, after all, to become like the gods or to regain our original immortality? May we live forever?
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        “I will release you from the ills of mortals

        and make you a god, immortal and incorruptible.

        Then you will live with me forever.”

        —The goddess Thetis to her human husband Peleus

        in Euripides’ Andromache

      

      

      In those days, in those distant days, in those nights, in those distant nights, in those years, in those distant years, after the assembly of gods had let the flood sweep over to destroy the seed of mankind...He survived, Ziusudra alone, one human being, remained alive.1

      This is the beginning of one of the oldest tales we have preserved. The account of the Mesopotamian flood hero Ziusudra, recorded in Sumerian some four thousand years ago, is, however, not just about survival—it is about immortality. The gods did so much more than simply rescue Ziusudra: They gave him “life like a god.” “They brought him eternal life.” After which he was translated to a land beyond the sea, to “Dilmun, where the sun rises.”2

      THE IMMORTAL FLOOD HERO

      The story of the man who was immortalized after the great flood was told again and again. In later versions, his nameless wife also attains eternal life. The flood hero’s own name refers to his immortality: Ziusudra, “he who has found long life” or “life with long days”, as the Sumerians called him. The Babylonians gave him the name Utnapishtim, “he who found life.”
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        Fragment of a seventh- or sixth-century BC Babylonian cuneiform tablet telling the end the story of the great flood—and about how Utnapishtim, who survived the flood, became immortal. (Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York).

      

      Immortality is not entirely unattainable. There is a way. The tale of Ziusudra-Utnapishtim is fundamentally different from all accounts of gods who are born physically immortal. This is also an account that differs from the tale of how man lost the immortality he originally may have been created with—here we have two ordinary mortals who have become immortal. What happened to Ziusudra-Utnapishtim and his wife shows that from the very dawn of history there exists a conviction that not all humans are bound by the limitations of being born mortal and perishable. There is a theoretical possibility, however minimal, of becoming physically immortal. The boundary between the human and divine is not absolute; it may be crossed, as getting “eternal life” equals “becoming like us gods.” Becoming immortal is the same as becoming divine.

      That the gods saw fit to make Ziusudra-Utnapishtim and his wife immortal did not, however, leave much hope for anyone else. It is not just that this happened so infinitely long ago, ancient even when the story was written down, and—according to Mesopotamian sources—did not happen again: It will never happen again, we are told. The other deities were not all pleased with the god Enki, who had given the married couple eternal life; so they forced him to take the following oath. As Enki relates himself: “Then you made me swear by heaven and by earth...that no human will be allowed to live forever anymore.”3 Never again.

      THE INCORRUPTIBLE LIVING DEAD OF EGYPT

      “You shall live millions of millions of years.” This is what the dead man is told by the god Atum in the Egyptian Book of the Dead. “Your life will last long,” until the end of time, when the entire world is reversed to the original primordial chaos.4

      But what is this about? How will the dead Egyptians live almost forever—as dead?

      For the ancient Egyptians, immortality equaled the eternal union of body and soul, as we already saw with the indestructible nature of their gods. However, there are no Egyptian accounts of people who achieved this kind of physical immortality. What we have instead is a vast number of well-preserved corpses. Thousands upon thousands of dead bodies carefully mummified for eternity. But how does all this relate to the promise of living for millions of years?

      While most other peoples of the ancient Middle East held that the soul had a continued existence even as your body was annihilated through proper funerary rites—albeit usually a rather depressing existence—the Egyptians did not believe that any existence at all was possible if the physical body was destroyed. Only by preserving his or her flesh for all posterity could the individual Egyptian secure an almost eternal existence after death.

      This is something quite different from the notion of immortality one most often encounters. The Egyptians themselves also pointed out that this eternal existence in the grave was not tantamount to physical immortality. But when the body and various parts of the soul were preserved, the basic components of a human were eternally connected—not unlike if one really achieved physical immortality. As long as the body was maintained, the dead could remain conscious. This is how the individual could “live on”—even as dead.

      While the body remained in the burial chamber, parts of the soul could move outside the physical confines of the tomb. The body was nevertheless more than just the neatly mummified, dead accessory of consciousness. As part of the funeral ceremonies, special rituals were performed on the corpse to reawaken its senses. Not least, the mouth-opening ritual was important.5 The mummies, which most people today probably only see as desiccated corpses, were thus not understood as completely dead by the ancient Egyptians. As a properly prepared corpse, one still had one’s basic senses intact. Although body and consciousness were not united in the body as they had been when alive, the corpse was still connected with the different parts of the soul. Through the elaborate burial process, with all its rituals and its meticulous preservation of the body, the Egyptians achieved an eternal physical and conscious existence. It was, however, a very precarious state of eternity, as it could end in a moment if someone broke into the tomb and destroyed the body.
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        The mouth-opening ritual to restore the senses of the mummified corpse. As long as the body was preserved, the Egyptians could hope for an eternal state of consciousness in death (Classic Egyptian representation from the Book of the Dead, reproduced at the University Museum in Bergen, Norway. Photo: Dag Øistein Endsjø).
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