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   He ne’er is crown’d
With immortality, who fears to follow
Where airy voices lead: so through the hollow,
The silent mysteries of earth, descend!
John Keats, Endymion







  
Preface


  Immortality is a theme that, in one way or another, runs through most, if not all, of the world’s cultures, ancient and modern. But there are different ways to achieve immortality. There is belief in ‘real’ immortality in an afterlife of some kind, and this might be achieved in various ways, through resurrection, an immortal soul, reincarnation or transformation. Many have pursued, and continue to pursue, real immortality by seeking to prolong their lives on this earth. There is also symbolic or proxy immortality, through children, fame or being part of something long-lasting that outlives the individual. One can imagine these different forms of immortality as a menu of options of how to live forever: you click the one that appeals to you most and best fits your beliefs, hopes, values and worldview.

  This book is a history of those options, and is divided into four parts:

  Part 1 concerns the history of resurrection from the ancient Near East and Egypt to Jesus, ideas about the immortal soul in different cultures and religions from ancient to modern times, and the origins and development of variant visions of heaven and hell.

  Part 2 tracks the history of belief in reincarnation from its beginnings in India and its development in all the major Eastern religions, as well as in the classical world, in Christianity, Judaism and Islam, and in the modern theosophical movement. A separate chapter covers reincarnation and other types of transformation in animist societies, in which ancestors have a role preserving the traditional social structures of communities.

  Part 3 follows the search for everlasting life on this earth, and the pursuit of an immortal legacy through fame and children, from ancient legends to the present day.

  Part 4 takes a step back to reflect on immortality: it considers the pros and cons of the scientific evidence, as well as speculation across the centuries in myth, fiction and philosophy about whether immortality is worth having and what its impact might be on the individual and society.

  It seems rather ironic to produce a ‘short’ history of immortality, which by its very definition is endless. Nevertheless, the word ‘short’ in this book’s subtitle – A Short History of Immortality – is crucial. Not only every chapter, but every subsection, and sometimes individual paragraphs, could be (and in some cases have been) expanded into a book-length study, and more often than not several books. The present book is, necessarily, selective, and should be treated as no more than an introduction. Its focus is on exploring the history and development of belief in immortality as a key part of many cultures. Inevitably, it is also a history of borrowings from other cultures, of adaptations, of interpretations, and of disputes between different and sometimes incompatible interpretations concerning the afterlife and immortality. At every step, I have tried to clarify what the evidence and sources are, and how they are interpreted in different ways, so that we can be clear about how we know something, and what the limitations of the evidence might be. I have also tried to explain the contemporary context of the various beliefs and practices, as this impacts how we understand and assess them today.

  Like many people, consciously or unconsciously, the idea of immortality has been with me my whole (short…) life. I was brought up as a Roman Catholic, with its promise of eternal life in heaven. As a young boy, my head span and I came close to panic when trying to imagine what living for ever and ever would really be like: millions and millions of years, and then millions more, never ending… It was scary. I suspect I feared not so much death, as the prospect of eternal life.

  Many years later, as a professional archaeologist, museum curator and director, and university professor, not only was I responsible for a large ancient Egyptian collection with its echoes of immortality, but I worked with different indigenous groups from Australia, New Zealand and North America on the repatriation of the human remains of their ancestors from British museums. This brought me into direct contact with different, living perspectives on death, immortality and time. In these cultures, the dead – even the long dead – continue to be regarded as persons, and their consciousness remains as an animating force in the dead body, in the landscape, and in the community. None of this is theoretical – the dead are experienced viscerally on a daily basis. This impressed upon me the limitations of a theoretical scientific perspective that dismisses such experiences as ‘constructs’ that cannot be supported by objective evidence. Consequently, this book is not only a history of immortality, but a key theme is that worldviews, cultural norms, goals and values directly impact on how the afterlife and immortality are understood. The threads of uncertain evidence, variant interpretations and choices weave their way through every chapter.

  This book developed from a Master’s module I taught while Professor of Archaeology and Museology at the University of Manchester, entitled ‘Immortality: from Gilgamesh to the Post-modern’. However, it is not intended as a referenced academic study, but as a general introduction to the history of immortality. Because of the large number of sources and reference works consulted, I have limited notes mostly to sources of direct quotations and specific points which I feel require reference or additional elucidation, and these are grouped by chapters at the end of the book. A simplified timeline shows the relationship of key people and events mentioned in the book across four geographical areas: the Near East and Egypt, the classical world, the Far East, and Europe. There are suggestions for further reading, also arranged by chapters at the end of the book, together with a full bibliography, including original sources, translations and key reference works.

  A note on dating: this book uses the notations BCE (Before the Common Era) and CE (Common Era), instead of BC (Before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini, ‘Year of the Lord’). Since 2002, these have been part of the official school curriculum in England and Wales, and are now standard in many academic disciplines. As my approach has been historical, each chapter or subsection, where possible and appropriate, tries to follow a chronological path.
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  Prologue

  An urge to immortality?

  Mortal nature does all it can to achieve immortality and live for ever.
– Plato, Symposium

  Is immortality important, and does the pursuit of it, and the attempt to defeat death, provide meaning to life?

  The French writer and philosopher Albert Camus thought that life was meaningless. The search for the meaning of human existence could never be satisfied, he concluded, as there could be no answer. For him, life was a continuous revolt against meaninglessness. Despite this, he felt it was an issue that constantly needed to be raised:


  The meaning of life is the most urgent of questions.1



  Human beings, in general, do more than just survive. As well as eating, drinking and putting a roof over our heads to keep us warm and dry – and working in order to provide those essentials – we read, write, compose, play and listen to music, take part in sports, go to the theatre, cinema and on holiday, dance, sculpt, draw and paint. It is what makes life worth living. A fulfilled human life, then, is not just about survival. Yet, Camus might respond, none of this is about the real meaning of life: these activities are about enjoying life and getting through it as best you can, but they are not what life is essentially about or for.

  So why do we do all those things? As human animals, why are we not satisfied with mere survival? A growing number of philosophers, psychologists and sociologists are proposing that the fundamental driver for all these human activities is an innate urge or impulse to immortality. The perpetuation of life – or perhaps the awareness of and attempt to overcome death and fear of it – is what gives life its meaning, and lies at the core of all human culture.

  Put simply, we humans find it extremely difficult to imagine our own death and non-existence. According to Sigmund Freud,


  Our Unconscious does not believe in our own death; it conducts itself as if immortal.2



  As a result, much (or arguably all) of what we do and create is a way of overcoming death and becoming ‘immortal’ in some way. This remains true whether immortality is envisaged as an eternal afterlife offered by the monotheistic religions in return for living a virtuous life, or the search to extend individual human life by defeating ageing and death, or the leaving of a lasting legacy and perpetuating one’s name through children, great works or fame. If we were not mortal, and if death did not put a stop to our short lives, there would be no urgency to do anything at all. There would be no need to strive or create anything, beyond mere survival, and no culture or civilisation. The philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, who did not believe in God or in a personal survival of death, concluded that all religions and philosophies were created as an antidote to the certainty and fear of death, and in hope of a future existence after death.3

  This theory that the fear of death and the urge to immortality lie at the root of all human culture has been growing in popularity particularly since the late nineteenth century until the present. Its development and influence can be attributed to several interconnected strands: Darwin’s theory of evolution and the consequent realisation that humans might not be a special creation made in the image of God or have particular value compared with the rest of nature, making the ultimate purpose of their lives unclear; the demise of the certainties of traditional religions; and growing understanding about the relative recency of life – and even more recent human life – on the planet. The universe is so immense, and humans are so very tiny and short-lived: what possible importance or impact can individual lives have in so short a time? Hence the questions: what does it all mean and why am I here?

  The writing on this topic involves two subtly different, though linked, arguments. One stresses the presence of death, and consequent fear and anxiety about it, as a constraint on human endeavour, while the second stresses the urge to overcome death. In the first, the certainty of death makes human lives brief, precarious and precious, and so we need to get as much done as we can before our time runs out; in the second, it is our (often subconscious) wish either to achieve immortality ourselves or, failing that, to create and take part in things that will outlive us and give meaning to our short existence on this planet.

  However, the idea that the impulse to immortality is a fundamental motivator for humans and human culture did not originate in the nineteenth century, but has ancient antecedents in Greek philosophy. In his Symposium, Plato (427-347 BCE) imagined a high-society dinner party in Athens in 416 BCE (to discuss love), during which his mentor, Socrates, describes how the prophetess Diotima taught him that human creativity is powered by the urge for immortality:


  I’m not sure that the prospect of undying virtue and fame of this kind isn’t what motivates people to do anything, and that the better they are, the more this is their motivation. The point is, they’re in love with immortality.4



  Diotima’s argument is that creative people long for their work to have a lasting reputation. She compares the products of creativity to children:


  We’d all prefer to have children of this sort rather than the human kind, and we cast envious glances at good poets like Homer and Hesiod because the kind of children they leave behind are those which earn their parents renown and ‘fame immortal’, since the children themselves are immortal.5



  Born a few years after Plato’s death, Epicurus (341-270 BCE) had a different slant on overcoming death. For him, the goal of life was pleasure (and the absence of pain), and the biggest threat to this pleasure was fear, especially of death. The whole purpose of his philosophy was to understand the universe in such a way that these fears, including that of death, were dispelled. This philosophy was most extensively described about two centuries later by the Roman philosopher Lucretius (c. 95-c. 54 BCE) in his De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things). Here, Lucretius argued that death was insignificant, and was at pains to stress that one should not be concerned about death or pursue immortality:


  Death then to us is nothing and concerns us not a whit… Why do you groan and weep at death? … why not retire, O foolish one, from life’s feast like a well filled guest, and take resignedly the rest that cannot be disturbed? But, if your joys have all been lost and squandered, and if life is an offence to you, why seek to add a longer span, that it again may come to a bad ending and all thanklessly be lost? Why not prefer to make an end of life and labour?6



  Let us attempt to track the development into modern times of this ancient idea regarding the fear of death and the urge to immortality. Until the mid-nineteenth century, philosophy did not concern itself unduly with questions about the meaning of life – in more religious ages and societies, that had been rather taken for granted, with divine purpose guiding human lives, and the promise of eternal life as a reward for virtuous behaviour. The human condition now came to the fore, and many philosophers in the European or Continental tradition integrated the Epicurean fear of death into their thinking: for example, Schopenhauer, Søren Kierkegaard, William James (who was American, but educated in Europe), and later the existentialists Jean-Paul Sartre, Karl Jaspers, Simone de Beauvoir, and particularly Martin Heidegger, for whom death, and anxiety about it, was central to his thinking.7 Indeed, much of Heidegger’s philosophical project was not dissimilar to that of Epicurus: to face death and dispel anxiety about it. For Heidegger, the sense of ourselves as individuals is based on awareness and acceptance of our inevitable mortality and finitude, which frees us to make the most of the possibilities of life without being ground down by the anxiety and fear of death. He calls this ‘freedom towards death’, through which


  … one is liberated in such a way that for the first time one can authentically understand and choose among the factical possibilities lying ahead…8



  In short, and massively generalising the whole central part of Heidegger’s Being and Time, acknowledgment of death, which is typically denied and repressed, allows for fulfilment in life.9

  As for the contemporary psychoanalysts, Sigmund Freud did not write so much about the fear of death, although he recognised that humans try to escape the thought of their own death, but instead developed his controversial theory of a death drive, a built-in urge towards death that explained human aggression and violence. His psychoanalyst colleague, Otto Rank, however, did think that fear and consciousness of death were a prime motivator for human actions, and he was a primary influence on the writing of the cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker. While Heidegger’s philosophy of death was largely applied to individuals and how they respond and behave, Becker explored the wider cultural implications of the fear of death and the urge to immortality, albeit from a psychoanalytical perspective.

  The basic theme of Ernest Becker’s Pulitzer Prize-winning book, The Denial of Death, first published in 1973, is that refusal to acknowledge the terror of death is a fundamental and universal fact of existence and the mainspring of human activity, achievement and civilisation:


  … the idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human animal like nothing else; it is a mainspring of human activity – activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, to overcome it by denying in some way that it is the final destiny for man.10



  The Denial of Death is, essentially, a dense psychoanalytical critique of Freud, which reworks his death drive into an existential fear of death that results in an urge to immortality. That key starting point is borrowed from Plato and the Epicureans. According to Becker, humans try to transcend mortality through ‘heroic’ acts to achieve a form of immortality – what he calls ‘immortality projects’ – which allow them to believe they are participating in something of lasting worth that gives meaning to their lives (which is more or less what Diotima said in Plato’s Symposium). This can be creating an empire, writing a book, having a family, becoming an Olympic champion, or supporting a winning football team. But different immortality projects can conflict with each other to produce tension and conflicts between religions, nations, ideologies, families and football clubs.

  After Becker’s death, Terror Management Theory (TMT) was introduced in 1984 by three psychologists who were hugely influenced by his work.11 It continues Becker’s core theme: that death is one of the primary driving forces of human action, and our attitude to it shapes our lives and everyday decisions. Its originators follow Schopenhauer in arguing that religion and myth were created by humans to cope with their own mortality. Today, the fear of death continues to affect us, manifested through what they call ‘symbolic’ immortality, such as religious, national, ethnic, tribal or group identity, which are forms of immortality by proxy that offer us a chance to be part of something enduring, something greater than the individual that outlives us and thus gives meaning to our lives. In their view, the fear of death creates a sort of self-preservation instinct that, perhaps paradoxically, also explains everyday actions like driving fast, eating unhealthily and spending too much. Mostly, TMT has been practised therapeutically to understand how the fear of death affects health, well-being and behaviour, especially in mental illness, and it has been used to analyse psychological and emotional reactions to the terror attacks of 11 September 2001 in the United States.12

  In some ways, Zygmunt Bauman’s Mortality, Immortality and Other Life Strategies, first published in 1992, makes the same point as Becker’s The Denial of Death and TMT, but using the language of sociology instead of psychology.13 Bauman argues that death and the pursuit of immortality are central to culture, and in particular that death is repressed in human institutions, rituals and beliefs that seem on the surface to have nothing to do with death. His claim is that death is most powerful where it does not appear under its own name, and that human cultures subconsciously design elaborate subterfuges to try to avoid it:


  There would probably be no culture were humans unaware of their mortality; culture is an elaborate counter-mnemotechnic device to forget what they are aware of… Thus the constant risk of death – the risk always knowable even if flushed down into the murky depths of the subconscious – is, arguably, the very foundation of culture.14



  So the whole purpose of culture, in a phrase borrowed from Freud, is prosthetic – culture artificially pushes away death. Bauman concludes that the fact of death empties life of meaning, leaving humans to create meaning to fill the void, knowing that they are not immortal and that every moment is precious and must be used purposefully. Social life and culture depend on death and its consequences, and all human achievements across different civilisations make sense only in the context of culture as prosthetics:


  Immortality is not a mere absence of death; it is defiance and denial of death. It is ‘meaningful’ only because there is death, that implacable reality which is to be defied. There would be no immortality without mortality. Without mortality, no history, no culture – no humanity.15



  Most recently, Stephen Cave has drawn on all these ideas for his book Immortality, first published in 2012, in which he calls the will to immortality the foundation of human achievement, responsible for all religion, philosophy, architecture and the arts.16 He defines four ‘paths’ to immortality: Staying Alive, Resurrection, Soul, and Legacy. However, his main purpose is to critique them from a materialist perspective – the theory that matter alone exists, denying the existence of souls and minds – to show that they are all mistaken and futile and that there can be nothing beyond bodily death. Although he may well be right, Chapter 8 will show that other possibilities and explanations cannot be excluded, and materialism itself is not without faults and gaps: the issue of immortality is more about competing worldviews and interpretations than about measurable fact and proof.

  As we have seen, the idea that fear of death and an urge to immortality lie at the heart of human culture, and are, in a sense, the real meaning of life, has had a long and distinguished history for nearly two and half thousand years. But is the theory right? The concern is that it sometimes comes across as a dogma that explains everything, reminiscent of Edward Casaubon’s misguided Key to All Mythologies in George Eliot’s Middlemarch, in which he claims to have found a comprehensive explanation for the whole of mythology; or, more comically, in Douglas Adams’ The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, in which the answer to the great question of life, the universe and everything is 42. As an archaeologist and historian, I tend to be suspicious of single, universal explanations for human culture and what underlies and motivates it. The history of human societies is always more complex than any single explanation can support, with interplay between many competing threads and tensions, which ebb and flow at different times and in different circumstances.

  For example, while one hesitates to disagree with the great Schopenhauer about the origins and meaning of religion, we now know considerably more about the earliest documented religion in ancient Mesopotamia, where written records of religious practice date to c. 3500 BCE. While humans sought immortality (and that search will be documented later in this book), the main lesson of the ancient Near Eastern myths is that it was unachievable. Humans were confined to earth, and, after death, to the underworld. Heaven was for the gods. Religion had a much wider remit than immortality. Mostly, it recognised that there were super-human controlling powers – the gods – who demanded obedience and worship. Religion and ritual attempted to influence them and their decisions, particularly concerning the natural forces that impacted life, fertility and growth: primarily the sun, rain and wind. So, yes, it was about survival, but not necessarily as a bid for immortality.

  Of course, this refers to documented religion. There is plenty of archaeological evidence of what appears to be religious behaviour that precedes writing by thousands of years, but the problem is how to interpret it. To take a particularly tricky example, the Neanderthals may have been the first to bury their dead intentionally, although this is disputed. Their burials included stone tools and animal bones. It is possible to interpret this as some sort of belief in an afterlife, as tools and sustenance required either in the journey to the afterlife, or in the afterlife itself, or both, and therefore perhaps as evidence for some sort of belief in immortality. But there are other more secular and mundane explanations: burial, with or without grave goods, does not necessarily imply belief in a soul or an afterlife.17 It is simply not possible to know for certain how to interpret such evidence. When it comes to certainty about belief in immortality, we are completely reliant on the written record. We cannot necessarily discount belief in immortality before humans wrote about it – it is highly likely that they had the same fear of death and therefore some hope or sense of an afterlife – but we do not know and will never know for certain. Moreover, there is evidence of special treatment of the recently dead in chimpanzee communities, suggesting that awareness of death is not limited to humans.18

  The philosopher Geoffrey Scarre thinks it is far from evident that humans have any innate desire for immortality, as opposed to an instinct for self-preservation, though of course TMT suggests that an urge to symbolic or proxy immortality is exactly that: a self-preservation instinct. Moreover, Scarre and others are puzzled by the mass of books that tell us we are denying and suppressing death, and that it is somehow a taboo subject that motivates us from our subconscious. The sheer number of books on the topic strongly suggests the opposite, and at no time in history has there been so much attention paid to death and its impact on human nature and culture.19 One might, conversely, argue that we have been talking about the fear of death quite openly ever since Epicurus, if not before. The increasing popularity of the idea that humans have an innate urge to immortality, which we see across different disciplines such as philosophy, sociology and psychology, might be explained as a product of our age, in which there is a deep social need for universal explanations of what it all means – as Douglas Adams satirically highlighted.

  It may well be that awareness of mortality creates no more than a desire to make the best of the time we have available, to make it as interesting as possible, and the idea of immortality creeps in because we want to try to enjoy it for longer. One of the oldest quotes on the subject, probably written soon after the death of Epicurus, like Camus later on characterises life as utter futility:


  For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing and they have no more reward, for the memory of them is forgotten.20



  But, as the following chapters demonstrate, we cannot dismiss the reality that the pursuit of immortality of one kind or another is an element – though not the only element – in many cultures and religions, is clearly of great significance to some individuals, and looms large in myth, legend and literature. Whether it is more than that, and is the wellspring of all human culture, remains a question of interpretation and is up to the reader to decide. Perhaps more importantly, our attitude to death and immortality says much about our values and how we treat others with different perspectives, and about the worldviews that fuel those attitudes, and that theme will be taken up again in the Epilogue.





  Part 1

  
Resurrection and the Immortal Soul






  Chapter 1

  Resurrection from the ancient Near East to Jesus

  Rise again, yes, you will rise again, my dust, after a short rest!
– Friedrich Klopstock, Die Auferstehung (Resurrection Hymn)

  The word ‘resurrection’ means the act of restoring a dead being to life. The use of the vague term ‘dead being’ is deliberate, because in different traditions, and at different times, exactly what was believed to resurrect or live on after death varied. It could be the body, the ‘soul’ (we’ll get to the soul in Chapter 2), both together, and sometimes it was a mythical god who resurrected annually according to a seasonal cycle.

  In religion, its most influential form is the resurrection of Jesus, the Christian New Testament reporting that he died, was buried, then rose from the dead, to live forever in heaven. But long before Jesus, ancient traditions, religions, myths and rituals involved some aspect of resurrection. Usually, these were based on observation of nature and the cycle of the seasons: death in winter and new life in spring, endlessly repeating.

  The earliest recorded accounts of resurrection are in myths from the ancient Near East. Should we pay any attention to myths? Nowadays, myth is equated with something untrue or fictitious (‘an urban myth’), but the dictionary definition also describes myth as a traditional narrative which embodies popular ideas about natural or social phenomena. We can learn a lot about the deepest beliefs, hopes and fears of societies from their myths, even if they are not necessarily related to reality. Myths are important statements about a society, how it understands itself, what is important and fundamental to it, or what it believes about its shared origins. Especially in ancient and traditional societies, myths were played out in rituals at regular intervals, creating significant moments in which members of those societies came together to reaffirm shared beliefs about their world.

  Dying and rising gods in the ancient Near East

  Sir James Frazer (1854-1941) popularised the idea of gods who died and rose again. In his book The Golden Bough, first published in 1890 and still in print and widely read today in an abridged version, he argued that at the core of all religions was a myth of a god incarnating the power of fertility, who was ritually killed every year, and then, like the grain, was resurrected. Frazer regarded this as true of all religions, and looked for traces of it all over the world, including Africa and the Americas. Controversially, he saw it as the basis of the story of Jesus’ death and resurrection, which he argued was ritual and symbolic, just like his other examples.

  Many historians and anthropologists have since dismissed the whole category of dying and rising gods as a simplistic generalisation. In particular, Frazer’s work was criticised because many of the myths he used as examples simply did not have clear themes of rebirth or resurrection – Frazer was seeing things he wanted to see, to fit his hypothesis. Also, the primary sources that Frazer used have been criticised as biased, and had sometimes been deliberately manipulated by Christian theologians in order to show that Jesus’ own death and resurrection were logical and inevitable. From that perspective, the widespread category of ‘dying and rising gods’ created by Frazer can only exist within a Christian frame of reference, culminating logically in the death and resurrection of Jesus.1

  Nevertheless, more recently it has been shown that, at least in the ancient Near East and Mediterranean, there are definite recorded examples of gods who died and returned to life, but they are very diverse and cannot be lumped together simplistically. A list typically includes (in alphabetical order) Adonis, Attis, Baal, Dionysos, Dumuzi/Tammuz, Jesus, Osiris and Persephone. Many of these had associations with the seasons, agriculture and fertility.

  These ancient societies depended completely on agriculture to survive. In an agricultural society, it is crucial to be able to mark the passage of the seasons, to know when the rain is likely to come, or a period of drought, or when the grain is ready to be harvested, or when the soil is ready for planting. These were polytheistic societies, with particular gods identified with rains or storms or the fertility of the soil and of women. Their actions were often erratic, so they needed to be appeased and asked for help, and showered with gifts and prayers through rituals.

  In practice, in the ancient Near East, a god’s ‘resurrection’ was enacted in ritual. The timing of the god’s reappearance was linked to the re-emergence of vegetation, crops and the changing seasons. At such times, a divine image of the god would ‘appear’ to the people in processions at a particular temple, and this might be linked to ritual celebrations, feasting and public holidays – much as today Christians still celebrate the birth of Jesus at Christmas, and his death and resurrection at Easter, with particular rituals, appearances of statues of the god, and feasts (such as nativity plays, cribs in churches, Christmas dinner, Easter vigils and Easter eggs). Of course, the timing of Christmas was originally chosen by the early Christians in the fourth century to coincide with the winter solstice, which was already widely celebrated by other religions; so Christmas as an annual midwinter celebration continues that ancient link between the changing seasons, the fallow earth ready for rebirth, and the (re)birth of a god.

  The Baal Cycle

  From the ancient Near East, the prime example of a dying and rising god is Baal. This is the one we know most about. The name Baal means ‘lord’, ‘master’ or ‘owner’. He was a storm and warrior god, the association with rain also making him a god of fertility. He is best known from the Baal Cycle, recorded on six clay tablets plus fragments excavated between 1930 and 1933 at the modern site of Ras Shamra in north-west Syria, the ancient city of Ugarit. They were written in the local Ugaritic alphabetic cuneiform script and composed in the first half of the fourteenth century BCE.

  Ugarit was a major city on the Syrian coast at that time, with a royal palace and temples (including one to Baal). Around the palace were houses of all sizes, palatial and poor, arranged along narrow, winding streets – similar to traditional towns and villages across the modern Middle East.

  The Cycle concerns the exploits of Baal as he establishes himself as king over the land, but the overt symbolism is all about linking fertility, agriculture and the changing seasons to his death and resurrection. Baal announces himself as king to Mot (Death). Mot then invites him to a feast, but it is Baal himself who is eaten by Mot. Baal’s death is announced, and the gods go into formal mourning and bury his corpse. But the goddess Anat urges Mot to return Baal, and eventually she kills him. The way Anat kills Mot emphasises the agricultural and fertility aspects. Essentially she treats him as if he were corn: she splits him with a sword, winnows him with a sieve, burns him with fire, grinds him with a millstone, and sows the fields with him. The death of Mot precipitates the return of Baal – the death of Death (Mot) and the reappearance of the god of rain and fertility are a prime metaphor for resurrection.

  The Baal Cycle is full of links between death, resurrection, fertility and the agricultural cycle. Baal’s death coincides with the summer drought:2

  … the furrows of the fields are parched.

  But when he is resurrected,

  … the heavens rain oil, the wadis flow with honey.

  On his way to face Mot, Baal mates (‘77 times, 88 times…’) with a cow, producing a bull. He proclaims:

  I alone fatten gods and men, I alone satisfy earth’s masses.

  This same link between fertility and a dying and rising god is seen in the Mesopotamian myth of Dumuzi and the Greek myth of Persephone. Both Dumuzi and Persephone are forced to return to the underworld for part of every year, during which time the earth is barren. When they return to life, the grain grows. This, too, was re-enacted in ritual. Persephone’s ascent and reunion with her mother, Demeter, were the main theme of the famous, though still obscure, Eleusinian mysteries, annually celebrated in the city of Eleusis from the sixth century BCE. The initiates in this ritual were offered a form of immortality, a promise of a better fate in the underworld after death. As with Baal, the myth and ritual stress the links between fertility and rebirth.

  The cult of Baal was certainly known later on in the time of Jesus. Many passages in the Hebrew Bible – the Christian Old Testament – refer to Baal, recording a long-term, intense animosity towards him and those who worshipped him. This is not surprising, since the Israelites had settled among the Canaanites, who worshipped Baal, and so the Baal cult was regarded as a threat to the exclusive worship of the Israelite god, Yahweh, the sole god of the ancient Israelites. There were even times when the Israelites themselves are recorded as worshipping Baal, and some key aspects of Baal were borrowed for Yahweh, for example riding the clouds or creating storms.

  Osiris, mummification and the Egyptian afterlife

  In many ways, the Egyptian god Osiris is not so much a dying and rising god, as a dead god who was once resurrected. His dominion is the underworld, and dead Egyptians were identified with him in their own resurrection. In art, he is usually portrayed as a mummy, wearing a tall crown and holding the royal insignia of crook and flail.

  Yet, like Baal, there is a connection between the cult of Osiris, fertility and the growth of corn. Spells on coffins equated the resurrection of the dead person with the sprouting of barley from the body of Osiris; and in later periods miniature corn mummies in the shape of Osiris were buried in tombs and pits.

  It is not easy to pin down the role and significance of Osiris, as it changes and develops through three thousand years of ancient Egyptian history. There are scraps of myths and stories about him from different periods, from the earliest mentions in the Old Kingdom (the ‘Pyramid Age’) to the Graeco-Roman period. The Greek historian Plutarch (c. 45-125 CE) compiled the most coherent, though not necessarily the most accurate, account in his essay ‘On Isis and Osiris’, some of which matches ancient Egyptian sources.

  In Plutarch’s account, Osiris was an earthly ruler, sealed into a coffin and cast into the Nile by his jealous brother Seth, who eventually dismembered his body and scattered the parts throughout Egypt. The goddess Isis, the wife of Osiris, searched for the pieces and buried each one, with the exception of the phallus which had been eaten by the Nile carp, so that an artificial penis had to be made (and an erect phallus was often a distinctive feature on depictions of Osiris – underlining that continuing link between resurrection and fertility). In the ancient Egyptian accounts, at this stage the dismembered body was reassembled into the form of the first mummy, with which Isis conceived their son Horus. Horus then avenged his father’s death in a series of contests with Seth. Finally, Osiris was declared ruler of the underworld, Horus the ruler of the living, with Seth confined to the deserts as god of chaos and evil.

  The great annual festival at Abydos celebrated the resurrection of Osiris, with a procession of the god in his bark, enacting scenes of his triumph over his enemies. The timing of the festival, at the rising of the river Nile in late summer, linked the myth and ritual to the fertility of the land.

  The myth of Osiris and his resurrection is really the key to Egyptian ideas of mummification and the afterlife. The entire funerary process was designed to substitute the dead person for Osiris, so that the deceased could re-enact the myth of resurrection and achieve eternal life.

  Egyptologists disagree on whether resurrection was available for everyone right from the beginning. It has long been argued that, during the Old Kingdom, it was only the dead king who was identified with Osiris, while the living ruler was identified with his son Horus, so that, in this period, any sort of afterlife was the sole prerogative of the king. Court officials tried to build their tombs as close as possible to the royal tomb, so that they too could benefit from his funerary rituals and attain at least some sort of afterlife. With the collapse of the old, traditional structures of the Old Kingdom, many things loosened up, including access to resurrection and the afterlife. What some Egyptologists rather misleadingly call ‘the democratisation of the afterlife’ meant that it became possible for private individuals to be identified at death with Osiris and to be resurrected.

  However, others disagree with this interpretation, and cite evidence that at least some non-royal individuals were already identified with Osiris during the Old Kingdom, and could share in the benefits and privileges of the afterlife. If this is correct, there was no ‘democratisation’ of the afterlife of any kind, the only difference being that non-royals now had specific funerary texts – the so-called Coffin Texts – inscribed in their tombs, which were similar but not identical to the royal Pyramid Texts of the Old Kingdom.

  We must always bear in mind, however, that the evidence we have about ancient Egyptian beliefs concerning resurrection and the afterlife comes from the tombs of the elite: members of the royal family, officials, priests, senior army officers (and sometimes one person could be all four). As we will see below, they were the only ones who could afford the meticulous preparations necessary to ensure a successful transition to the afterlife – and it is their tombs, monuments and texts that have survived and that provide all our information. We know virtually nothing about the beliefs of the vast majority of ancient Egyptians, the ordinary peasants who worked in the fields. We do not know what they really believed about the afterlife, and whether they thought it was accessible to them.

  The sources paint the ancient Egyptian afterlife mostly as a continuation of earthly life, but there was no single understanding of what that afterlife was like (see Chapter 3). Many of the sources show that the Egyptians aimed to continue their bodily existence and believed that life after death was the same as life in Egypt, but funerary texts also demonstrate that this afterlife was essentially the same as the world of the gods. In this sense, as the Egyptologist Jan Assmann has pointed out, the ancient Egyptian belief in bodily resurrection was not dissimilar to the later Christian belief in resurrection,3 although some Egyptian funerary texts refer to the transformation of humans into stars after death. The earliest burials contain food, implying that from earliest times the Egyptians believed in some sort of bodily existence and need for sustenance after death.

  The dead also had the ability to intercede in the affairs of the living: letters to the dead show that people could communicate with deceased family members and ask for their help. They indicate that the dead were considered not really much different from the living, and that a continuation of life was expected as the norm.

  But all of this was only available if elaborate, and expensive, preparations and precautions were taken. The Egyptians believed that each human comprised not only a physical body, but three other crucial elements, which are not completely understood and are virtually impossible to translate: the ka (a sort of life force), the ba (something like the personality or manifestation of one’s identity), and the akh (the part of the individual that, at death, is freed and becomes immortal). These were further complemented by one’s name and shadow. Each of these was essential to human survival before and after death. Ensuring immortality and the afterlife was a matter of sustaining and protecting all these elements. This could be achieved by various means: the preservation of the body through mummification; funerary equipment, spells and rituals to sustain the deceased, keep their name alive and guide them to the afterlife; and a virtuous life.

  The first step was to ensure the deceased was buried in Egypt. Egyptian texts allow for the dreadful possibility of disappearing into nothingness after death, which might happen in the event of drowning, or not being buried in Egypt – essentially, if you were not buried in the actual land of Egypt. The popular story of Sinuhe voices this fear. Sinuhe was a courtier who fled Egypt during turmoil after the king’s death and lived in exile in Syria. As he grows old, he worries that he will die abroad, outside Egypt. The new pharaoh hears of his plight and invites him back to die and be buried in Egypt:

  You shall not die abroad… think of your corpse, come back!4

  Sinuhe replies that returning to Egypt saves him from death. The message is clear: survival after death was only possible in Egypt.

  The full paraphernalia of Egyptian funerary ritual are effectively a comprehensive belt-and-braces job to ensure survival into the afterlife. If one method failed, there were backup plans. Preservation of the body through mummification was only one element.

  The idea of mummification – and of the mythical appearance of Osiris as a mummy – may have developed after the earliest burials in the desert, in the Predynastic period, were naturally preserved by the hot, desiccating sand. The skin dried naturally, accidentally preserving the lifelike appearance of the corpse. Attempts to provide better security for the body by building proper tombs resulted in the decay of the tissues, because they were no longer in contact with the sand. Artificial methods of preserving the body therefore had to be developed.

  In the classic Egyptian funerary ritual, in order to gain eternal life, it was essential that the mummified body imitate the appearance of Osiris as closely as possible. But, at first, mummification comprised little more than wrapping the body and limbs tightly in lengths of linen bandaging, probably in the misguided belief that covering the skin would prevent decay. Eventually, the means to preserve the body tissues were perfected, as well as the skill of wrapping the finished mummy. In later periods, though, mummification reverted to the art of elaborate wrapping, culminating in individually wrapped fingers and toes and intricate patterns in the bandaging. Little attention was paid to preserving the tissues.

  Should the corpse decay, despite all these efforts, there were other safeguards, only one of which needed to work for resurrection to be achieved. A statue of the deceased’s ka acted as a substitute body and guaranteed survival. The function of the other offerings left inside the tomb, and the texts inscribed or painted on the tomb or coffin or on papyrus, was to become real and active through magic. The primary purpose of the texts – known variously as Pyramid Texts, Coffin Texts or the Book of the Dead – was to preserve the name of the deceased and provide them with the knowledge necessary for the afterlife, primarily what to do and what not to do to get there.

  In order to be assimilated with Osiris and achieve immortality, the deceased had to prove that they had lived a good and virtuous life. The Egyptians regarded the heart as the seat of their intelligence and personality, and so the judgment scene painted on the Book of the Dead papyri shows the heart being weighed against the feather of the goddess Maat, symbol of harmony and truth. The Book of the Dead helpfully includes a long, detailed list of the infractions one must avoid in order to pass this test – the so-called negative confession. But in the catastrophic event that the heart weighed heavier than Maat’s feather, standing by and waiting to devour it was a demon, part hippo, part lion, part crocodile. This awful fate was another route to unimaginable nothingness. It is the first manifestation of a theme that is treated in different ways by the world’s later great religions – immortality is conditional on living a good life, and the punishment for bad behaviour is either nothingness or something quite unpleasant.

  The afterlife in ancient Near Eastern, Mediterranean and early Jewish traditions

  Ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean cultures did not have such a developed sense of the afterlife and immortality as the Egyptians. Generally, they shared a belief that some aspect of the human person (the ‘soul’) persisted in some way after death, usually after a journey from the grave to the underworld. How that underworld was conceived was strikingly similar in Mesopotamia, Canaan, ancient Israel, Greece and Rome: in all those cultures, it was a bleak and dreary place.

  In Mesopotamian cultures, there was no resurrection of the body, and no concept of heaven or hell. Provided that burial and mourning rites were properly carried out, the spirits of everyone who died journeyed to the underworld, which was understood as being located underground at the bottom of a stairway. It was often represented as a dark, dusty and gloomy place,

  On the road where travelling is one-way only,
To the house where those who enter are deprived of light,
Where dust is their food, clay their bread,
They see no light, they dwell in darkness.5

  But in some accounts it is slightly less bleak, and more like a shadowy imitation of life on earth. The deceased ate bread, drank water, and had a similar state structure including a palace with seven or 14 gates, a full court system and a royal couple, the gods of the underworld Nergal and Ereshkigal.

  On the other hand, people who were not properly buried and denied mourning rites were regarded more or less as ghosts, living a bleak, peripheral existence, who could at times turn into vicious demons. The earliest Sumerian poems contrast the relative ease of an underworld existence for those with sons who made offerings on their behalf, with those who have no one to make funerary offerings. The worst fate of all was burning to death: those people disappeared in smoke and did not go down to the underworld. This belief that proper burial and ritual are essential to attain the afterlife was echoed by the Greeks and Romans later on, most notably in Sophocles’ Antigone, whose brother Polynices is denied burial by the tyrant Creon as a punishment; in both Homer’s Odyssey and Virgil’s Aeneid, too, when Odysseus and Aeneas journey to the underworld, they find unburied comrades who cannot enter the underworld without proper burial. In the Aeneid, the unburied dead wait on the other side of the river and cannot be ferried across to the underworld

  … until their bones are buried, and they rest in peace…
A hundred years they wander, hovering round these shores…6

  That this was more than just poetic licence, but popular belief, is suggested in a report by the Roman lawyer and administrator Pliny the Younger (c. 61/2-113 CE) in one of his numerous letters. He recounts that a manacled ghost haunting an Athenian house led the prospective buyer, the philosopher Athenodorus, to the courtyard, where it disappeared. In that exact spot a chained skeleton was excavated, and once given a proper funeral the hauntings stopped.7 Roman law forbade the disturbance of burials.

  The Hebrew Bible portrays the underworld of the ancient Israelites, called Sheol, as a similarly subterranean and gloomy afterlife, where the dead are forgotten and cut off from God. That the ancient Hebrews believed in some sort of dismal existence of the dead is suggested by the passage in 1 Samuel 28, in which the ‘witch’ of Endor – a medium or shaman similar to those referred to in Chapter 5 – summons the dead prophet Samuel’s spirit, to which he responds:

  Why have you disturbed me by bringing me up?

  There are great similarities between the Mesopotamian underworld, Sheol, and the Greek Hades. In fact, in the Septuagint (the ancient translation of the Hebrew Bible into Greek) and in the New Testament, the Greek word hades is often used to describe the abode of the dead. In Greek culture, after death one’s ‘soul’, or shadow, or image journeyed to Hades, the bleak underworld realm, although some who died heroically went to the Isles of the Blessed, an earthly paradise located by the Classical writers in the Atlantic. This basic idea was also adopted by the Romans, whose religion and mythology were heavily influenced by the Greeks. The Roman poet Horace likened death to an ‘everlasting exile’.

  So the ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean conceptions of the afterlife did not appear to involve bodily resurrection. As far as we can understand the ancient texts, they believed that some sort of ‘soul’ journeyed to the dismal underworld.

  Around the third and second centuries BCE, strikingly different ideas started to appear in Jewish writings, in response to religious persecution by the Seleucid kings, the successors of Alexander the Great. They were inspired by a belief in the imminent arrival of a new age of righteousness, the expectation of the end of the world, a final judgment and the punishment of the wicked, and they spawned new speculation about the resurrection of the dead. This is what historians call apocalypticism – and the individual writings are called apocalypses – from the Greek word meaning ‘revelation’.

  It was not a single movement, more like a scattered ferment of speculative ideas thrown out by a motley variety of apocalyptic Jewish sects and thinkers. Jon Davies rather poetically calls this flood of radical ideas


  the return of the repressed, as the martyr-heroes of a defeated and ground-down world sought, in and through their victorious martyrdom, to proclaim the terrible risen glory of the world that was to come.8



  Among the ideas in the apocalypses were the notions of a blessed afterlife for the righteous in heaven; punishment for the wicked in hell; resurrection of the dead (including a brief mention in a fragment of one of the Dead Sea Scrolls); and the immortality of the soul.

  Some of the Jewish apocalypses envisaged resurrection as a reward reserved specifically for the righteous, or even exclusively for their own sect, but others believed that all humans would be raised bodily to be judged. For example, in the Hebrew Bible’s Book of Daniel, part of which is regarded as apocalyptic literature and was composed later, during the persecutions of the second century BCE, there is a clear reference to resurrection for the righteous and damnation for the wicked:


  And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.



This was not necessarily a universal resurrection, available to all; principally it was focused on persecuted, pious Jews.

  Some of the apocalypses refer specifically to a resurrection of the body – for example, that the souls of the dead in Sheol will be raised in their original bodies so that they will be recognised by the living – while others are concerned only with the immortality of the soul (perhaps influenced by Plato, see Chapter 2). It has been suggested that the apocalyptic Jewish community of the Essenes – the probable writers of the Dead Sea Scrolls – expected to be transformed into angels after death, and perhaps even before.

  Resurrection as an idea – and indeed any proper description of an afterlife – had not been part of the early Israelite traditions and texts, recorded in the early books of the Hebrew Bible. Some Jewish priestly communities, such as the conservative Sadducees, continued to deny it. There is a passage in the biblical Book of Ezekiel, chapter 37, which at first glance appears to be about bodily resurrection:


  I will lay sinews upon you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and you shall live.



  But this is actually a metaphor for the national rebirth of ancient Israel, returning from exile in Babylon at about the same time as this passage was written in the mid-late sixth century BCE.

  It is possible, but not certain, that the new ideas about resurrection were influenced by contact with the Zoroastrian religion of Persia, during the period when the Jews were assimilated into the Persian empire (539-331 BCE). The early Zoroastrian texts are difficult to date, and they were mainly transmitted orally until the fourth or fifth centuries CE. But they were based on much older traditions, pre-dating the Persian empire, of which Zoroastrianism became the official religion. The Zoroastrian texts refer to a bodily resurrection which includes everyone, including the wicked who have been punished and their sins expiated. Some scholars argue that this idea of bodily resurrection was borrowed and adapted particularly by Jewish apocalyptic sects so that it could justify the persecutions and martyrdoms that they were suffering under Seleucid and then Roman rule.

  However, we cannot be certain that Zoroastrian ideas of resurrection were already sufficiently developed by that time in order to have such a direct influence. We can have more certainty about the continuing influence of Jewish apocalyptic ideas of resurrection, as many of them were woven into the new religion of Christianity, which grew out of Judaism in the same geographical region.

  The resurrection of Jesus

  The resurrection of Jesus became the foundation of Christianity: it is through his resurrection that Christianity claims eternal salvation will come. More than two thousand years later, there are an estimated 2.3 billion Christians, making up 32 per cent of the world’s population. Jesus’ death and resurrection continue to be celebrated every Easter as the Christian church’s most important festival.

  Jesus was born into the Jewish society of Palestine at the beginning of the first century CE, a society under Roman rule, rocked by apocalyptic movements with revolutionary ideas about resurrection. He can be variously described as a teacher, a healer, a prophet and a social reformer, who proclaimed the coming of God’s kingdom, effectively led a new apocalyptic movement within Judaism focused on repentance and salvation that spawned a new religion, and was crucified by the Roman authorities who regarded him as a subversive. The title ‘Christ’ was appended to his name in the early years of Christianity, from the Greek Christos, which means ‘anointed’, the same meaning as the word ‘messiah’, derived from Hebrew. During his lifetime, he was more commonly referred to as Jesus of Nazareth. The best estimate for the date of his death is around 30 CE.

  All of the sources on the life, death and resurrection of Jesus are problematic and continue to be reinterpreted and disputed. The only scholarly consensus on the historical person of Jesus is an acknowledgment that there is no consensus. It really comes down to faith: if you are a Christian and believe in the actions, sayings, teachings and resurrection of Jesus, then you may be more inclined to ignore the problems and contradictions and accept the sources as a record of what actually happened. If you are not, then it may be easier to dismiss many of the sources as unreliable, and biased, historical records.

  The critical reaction to the most comprehensive scholarly exploration of the resurrection in recent times, Tom Wright’s monumental The Resurrection of the Son of God, running to over 800 pages, underlines this point. Wright forensically dissects every single aspect in detail, to conclude that there really was a bodily resurrection. But, as an Anglican bishop as well as a scholar, he has been charged by his critics with too easily dismissing or sidelining evidence that undermines the historicity and originality of Jesus’ resurrection, and that it was bodily rather than spiritual. Yet, as a bishop, we cannot really expect him to come to any other conclusion (although one of his predecessors as Bishop of Durham, David Jenkins, famously rejected a literally physical interpretation of the resurrection). A belief in a bodily resurrection is fundamental to his beliefs, and those of his whole established church, so he always tends to that interpretation and provides a traditional Christian view – he interprets the evidence through orthodox-tinted glasses, if you like. But other interpretations are possible, depending on your worldview. There is no right answer: the sources do not allow for any certainty.

  The problem is that none of the sources on the life and death of Jesus are eyewitness accounts. In fact, as has been pointed out countless times, all the primary sources were written many years later by people who believed that Jesus had resurrected and was the messiah, so these are not disinterested accounts. Moreover, the actual resurrection of Jesus is not described anywhere: there appear to have been no witnesses to the moment of his resurrection.

  The earliest mention of the resurrection, in any text, is in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 15:


  … that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time…



  The dating of this text is difficult, but it was probably written in the mid-50s CE, 25 years or so after Jesus’ death. It was written in Greek, and the earliest surviving example of the whole letter is on papyri dating to c. 200 CE.

  This letter is the bedrock of Christianity’s understanding of the resurrection. Paul – originally called Saul – was a Jew from Tarsus in Cilicia, who had persecuted the followers of Jesus. After a vision of Jesus on the road to Damascus, he changed his perspective (and his name), becoming the most influential missionary in spreading the message about Jesus. He undertook several long missionary journeys across the Mediterranean and Asia Minor, and wrote letters to various Christian communities, including this one to the community at Corinth in Greece. Eventually, Paul was taken to Rome where he was executed.

  1 Corinthians 15 as a whole is not just the earliest mention of Jesus’ resurrection, but is Paul’s statement on the nature of resurrection and the transformation of the resurrected dead. Because of its date, it is the earliest Christian discussion about resurrection, and remains fundamental to Christian beliefs. Paul writes that, just as Jesus has resurrected, so all those who have died can be resurrected:

  All shall be made alive.

  This is Christianity’s first offer of eternal life for everyone.

  Needless to say, each word and nuance has been analysed and interpreted countless times over the last two thousand years. Paul is categorical that the dead will be wholly transformed by resurrection:

  … we shall all be changed.

  He is clear that life in the hereafter would differ radically from present life. He is asked two hypothetical questions:


  How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they come?



  He rejects them as foolish, responding:


  … it is raised a spiritual body… flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God… this mortal nature must put on immortality.



  Scholars have discussed endlessly whether this rather mystical statement really means just a spiritual resurrection or if a bodily one can be inferred: no consensus is possible. Paul often refers to his own visions, revelations and ecstatic experiences – not dissimilar to those seen in Jewish apocalyptic writings – so what he writes needs to be interpreted through that veil of mysticism. All we can really conclude is that Paul refers to resurrection as transformational – as something different from what we are now.

  The Christian gospels, all dating later than Paul’s letter, do not describe the moment of Jesus’ resurrection, but they do provide more detail about the resurrected Jesus’ appearances to his followers. The word ‘gospel’ is used for the title of many early Christian books. Four gospels were accepted by the early Christian church as ‘canonical’, that is, recognised and authorised as reliable teachings, while others were rejected and are referred to as apocryphal. The canonical gospels – Mark, Matthew, Luke and John – are essentially biographies of Jesus, from his birth or baptism to his death and resurrection. They are not eyewitness accounts, and they were not concerned with historical accuracy – they frequently contradict each other.

  Their primary purpose was to inform the emerging Christian communities about Jesus’ life, teachings and resurrection, and shape their understandings and practices. They are more objective and narrative accounts compared with Paul’s personal, spiritual visions. They were written in Greek, and much of their intended readership were Greek-speaking communities outside Palestine. They were all written 40 to 60 years after Jesus’ death, based on other written sources which have not survived, and oral traditions.

  The dating of the different gospels is notoriously difficult, but Mark was the earliest around 70 CE (already 40 or so years after the death of Jesus; although the ending, which includes the resurrected Jesus’ appearance to his followers, may be later and may not have been written by Mark); then Matthew after 70 CE; Luke between 80 and 85 CE or slightly later; John is most often dated 90-95 CE but may have been a decade earlier. The earliest fragments of the gospels are preserved on papyri dating to the early second century CE.

  The different gospels give varying detail about the discovery of Jesus’ empty tomb and his post-resurrection appearances, and end with Jesus commissioning his disciples to spread his word to all nations: an action that was, essentially, the beginning of the Christian church. Luke and John are particularly insistent on providing details as proof that this was a bodily resurrection. Jesus asks them to feel the marks of the nails and the cut in his side that were a result of his crucifixion, and insists he is here in body:


  … for a spirit has not flesh and bones as you see that I have.9



  But many scholars find the stories of Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances problematic. They are certainly highly stylised and stereotyped, following the same pattern: Jesus appears just to a closed circle of followers, not to everyone; his followers express fear and doubt; they see the tangibility of his body; they worship him; Jesus commissions his disciples to spread the word. Despite the insistence on Jesus’ bodily presence, there are elements that undermine this simple explanation: Jesus materialises but then suddenly disappears; he is mistaken for a stranger; he is thought to be a spirit or a ghost; the disciples do not believe it is really him.

  Some scholars suggest that these stories deliberately overemphasise the bodily aspects of Jesus’ resurrection, because the gospel writers were aware of other stories circulating which emphasised the precise opposite – a more spiritual resurrection which denied that Jesus had resurrected bodily. Such stories are known from second-century CE gnostic sources, that is, strands of early Christianity which did not accept the beliefs and practices of what was becoming the established church, but pursued their own interpretations. For example, a more spiritual and rather unearthly resurrection is presented in the non-canonical gospel of Thomas, a collection of sometimes puzzling sayings ascribed to Jesus, which was written between the end of the first and mid-second century CE.
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