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Preface


Crises clear the ground, firstly of a host of institutions from which life has long since departed, and which, given their historical privilege, could not have been swept away in any other fashion. Further, of true pseudo-organisms which ought never to have existed, but which had nevertheless, in the course of time, gained a firm hold upon the fabric of life, and were, indeed, mainly to blame for the preference of mediocrity and the hatred of excellence. Crises also abolish the cumulative dread of “disturbance” and clear the way for strong personalities.1




My book The Resurrection of Jesus: History, Experience, Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1994)2 has received a great deal of attention not only from the public but also within the theological guild.3 Indeed, it has succeeded in initiating further discussions.4 Its aim was to prove the nonhistoricity of the resurrection of Jesus and simultaneously to encourage Christians to change their faith accordingly by basing it entirely on the historical Jesus. Yet in the meantime, objections from fellow theologians along with further work of my own on the subject5 have convinced me that disproving the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus ultimately annuls the Christian heritage as error. While the 1994 book may still be consulted for secondary literature—especially from the nineteenth century—the present work not only presents a completely revised and less technical analysis of the resurrection texts (including translations), but also spells out in detail why the result of the nonhistoricity of the resurrection of Jesus leaves little if any room for Christianity.


Unless otherwise indicated, translations are my own. I have employed underlines, italics, and bold-faced type to stress key words and ideas, and thus foster a close and discerning reading of the texts.


I take the opportunity to thank the following persons who have helped me with the present work: My friend Dr. John Bowden translated the 1994 book on the resurrection and many other studies of mine that underlie this book. Though everything has been completely rewritten, I will always remain in his debt. The staff of Vanderbilt Divinity School library made every possible effort to get me the books that I needed. Maria Mayo Robbins has helped me with a host of details; my Nashville neighbor, friend, and former colleague Gene TeSelle has offered valuable suggestions; Samuel Robbins has discussed the content of the book with me and helped me with more than technical matters. Yet I am most grateful to my friend Tom Hall, who has seen the project through from the beginning to the end. I owe a great deal to his generous sharing of ideas and to his revisions of difficult passages.


Gerd Lüdemann
Amherst, NY
July 12, 2004
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1

On the Need for a Fresh Investigation into the Historicity of the Resurrection of Jesus


We who have come out of liberal theology could not have remained theologians had we not been encountered by the seriousness of the radical integrity of liberal theology. We perceived the work of all shades of orthodox theology in the universities as an effort at compromise. G. Krüger is always to be thanked because he saw in that oft-named essay on “unchurchly theology,” the danger to the soul in the vocation of the theologian, the entrance into doubt, the shattering of naive credulity. Here—so we perceived—was the atmosphere of truthfulness, in which we were able to breathe.1



An examination of the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection is called for because according to early Christian testimony it is an event in time and space. Probably the earliest Easter confession runs thus: “God raised Jesus from the dead.”2 Quite apart from the person who utters the confession, this claim includes at the historical level an action of God with respect to the dead Jesus. Therefore “this event has come to us in the form of historicizing reports.”3 The evangelist Luke4 follows the earliest witnesses, including Paul,5 who assert that the risen one was not a spirit but Jesus Christ himself. Indeed, the defenders of the church tradition of the second century have emphasized that claim by introducing the doctrine of the fleshly nature of Jesus’ resurrected body.6 Following the late Marburg theologian Hans Grass, the historical question of “the basis and justification for this testimony … remains decisive. Without this basis any theology of resurrection, even the theology of the New Testament, is groundless speculation.”7 At another point Grass emphatically affirms the importance of the “historical investigation into the Easter accounts and the Easter events, something which nowadays is often too quickly pushed to one side or even dismissed altogether.”8

No other systematic theologian of the present day has assessed the scholarly discussion of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead as clearly as Wolfhart Pannenberg from the University of Munich in Germany. It is only consistent with his insights that he considers the resurrection a historical event:


There is no justification for affirming Jesus’ resurrection as an event that really happened if it is not to be affirmed as a historical event as such. Whether or not a particular event happened two thousand years ago is not made certain by faith but only by historical research, to the extent that certainty can be attained at all about questions of this kind.9



Regardless of how we may judge Pannenberg’s results, it is in any case welcome that on a decisive point of Christian faith he has justified historical enquiry and thus again made it possible for Christianity to come to an understanding with the sciences. Pannenberg is right in noting that “behind the foggy talk of ‘Easter faith’ many an author shamefully evades the interest of his readers in what he thinks about the reliability of the Easter tradition, which has become the basis for Christian faith.”10



THEOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS AGAINST RESEARCH INTO THE HISTORICITY OF THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS AND A PRELIMINARY RESPONSE


For theological reasons the relevance of historical research for the resurrection of Jesus is often played down. For example, Hans Conzelmann, one of my New Testament teachers at the University of Göttingen, decrees:


The question of whether the resurrection of Christ is a “historical event” is theologically inapposite. Of course it is a historical event for Paul, in so far as he cannot know the modern theoretical distinction between historical and supra-historical (in effect: unhistorical). We for our part cannot retreat behind this reflection. But for faith, the particular stage of consciousness reached by thought is quite unimportant. Faith at any stage is—faith. Its object cannot be experienced. Only the cross can be perceived…. The question of the historicity of the resurrection must be excluded from theology as being a misleading one.11



Presupposing the illegitimacy of any research about the historicity of the resurrection, the most influential New Testament scholar of the last century, Rudolf Bultmann, adds that it is also irrelevant to know how the Easter faith came into existence:


How the Easter faith arose in individual disciples has been obscured in the tradition by legend and is not of basic importance.12



Reference should also be made to the verdict of his pupil Willi Marxsen:


For my faith in Jesus, it is completely unimportant how Peter arrived at his faith in Jesus after Good Friday. It is equally unimportant how the person found faith who then communicated his faith to me, so that I, in my turn, could believe.13



Here two objections must be taken into account. First, the faith of the early Christians is related to God’s raising Jesus from the dead as well as to the latter’s making himself known as the “Risen One.” Second, the opposition between proclamation and history does not do justice to what the early Christians actually believed. History is necessarily part of the proclamation although the notion of “fact” was coined only in modern times.14 Yet even if “the concept of factuality was unknown to the writers of sacred history … [and in] their narrations of events they thus allow heterogeneous elements to flow together which the historian today must fundamentally separate,”15 from the Early Christian perspective, a lack of factual basis would deprive the proclamation about Jesus of all meaning. In other words, the early Christian preaching had a reference point in history, namely that God did raise Jesus from the dead. The confessional statement includes the idea that the whole Jesus, including his body, came back to life.16

Even more directly than members of the Bultmann school, certain systematic theologians reject the merely historical question as irrelevant for the topic of Jesus’ resurrection. For example, Jürgen Moltmann writes:


If we look at Christ’s resurrection from the standpoint of this modern paradigm “history,” using the categories of the modern historical mind, then—in spite of all the disputes—it makes no great difference whether we see the resurrection as a product of the disciples’ imagination, or view it as a historical fact; for as a past event that is becoming ever more past and ever more remote, Christ’s resurrection can neither determine the present nor have any relevance for the future. The modern category “history” has already turned the happening into something past and gone; for anything historical is something that comes to pass, and then passes away.17



Similarly, the American theologian Richard R. Niebuhr stresses:


The resurrection of Jesus is neither simply the appearance of Jesus, nor is it the resurrection of an anonymous man, nor is it the rise of faith in his disciples. It is a single and indivisible event, which does not thrust forward one facet or aspect for our consideration to the neglect of the others. It offers no possibility of generalizing and projecting universal laws; it offers only itself as an analogy of what is to come, and we have no rules by which to determine what is to be negated and what affirmed in this analogy.18



To me that is cloudy talk, the more so since—as C. F. Evans rightly responded—“the difficulty is … that we have no criteria for judging an event which is strictly without parallel.”19

Last but not least, the most influential systematic theologian of the last century, Karl Barth, states:


It is sheer superstition to suppose that only things which are open to “historical” verification can have happened in time. There may have been events that happened far more really in time than the kind of things the “historian” can prove. There are good grounds for supposing that the history of the resurrection of Jesus is a preeminent instance of such an event.20



To this statement Rudolf Bultmann replies:


Barth … concedes to me … that the resurrection of Jesus is not an historical fact which can be established by the means at the disposal of historical science. But from this he thinks that it does not follow that it did not happen… My question is, what does Barth understand by “have taken place in history” and “history”? What kind of events are those about which it can be said that “they have really taken place as history in time far more certainly than everything which the ‘historian’ can establish as such”?21



Bultmann’s objection to Barth deserves an exclamation mark, the more so since Barth has “exempted himself from any possibilities of assessing the historical truth of his claims.”22 At the same time, though, Bultmann’s own approach to the issue of Jesus’ resurrection calls for critical comments. Without any scientifically sound reason23 Bultmann deliberately omits a historical look behind the preaching of the Easter message. Moreover, on the issue of Jesus’ resurrection he declares that “Jesus has risen into the proclamation” while simultaneously presupposing the nonhistoricity of Jesus’ resurrection.24 Yet for the reasons given above, the early Christian confession, “God raised Jesus from the dead,” cannot possibly be interpreted in Bultmann’s way, for once again it witnesses to an act of God concerning a specific historical person.

Paul Hoffmann, a Catholic New Testament scholar from the University of Bamberg, has formulated another fundamental objection to the necessity and even the possibility of raising the historical question concerning the resurrection of Jesus. He argues that “the Easter question points comprehensively to the question of God and can only be solved from that perspective in a systematic theological way.”25 Though the first point is well taken since “God” per se cannot be the object of historical research, the Easter event ought to remain an object of historical study. After all, the early Christians understood it as a statement of historical fact in their dispute both with Jewish contemporaries26 and later with Gentile critics such as Celsus27 and Porphyry.28 Moreover, they insisted on it from the very beginning in discussions with dissenters from their own communities.29 But Hoffmann goes even further by claiming that the “old questions of the historicity of the empty tomb or the quality of the Easter appearances have been dealt with in numerous publications with long-known arguments without leading to any progress in knowledge…. That also applies to the primarily apologetic-systematic question of the factual character of the resurrection.”30 He continues: “Only the earliest Christian faith in the resurrection can be the object of historical investigation, not the resurrection itself.”31

Why does Hoffmann insist on this last point—as if it were all but self-evident? For apologetic reasons? Is he afraid to be naked in the case of a negative answer? And what do we grasp historically of Easter faith if we do not investigate its historical starting point? Moreover, the first Christians reported not only an empty tomb but also the imperishability of Jesus’ body,32 thus understanding both in a factual sense.





FURTHER THEOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS AGAINST RESEARCH INTO THE HISTORICITY OF THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS AND A FINAL REBUTTAL


Evasive arguments in this connection are legion. Let me give just one example. In an introductory essay to the April issue (1997) of the scholarly journal Evangelische Theologie that was dedicated to the “resurrection of Jesus,” the Bern New Testament scholar Ulrich Luz wrote:


The discussion of the resurrection of Jesus is still defined by Gerd Lüdemann’s book from 1994. This is really regrettable. Lüde-mann’s book reduced the quest for the reality of the resurrection to the question of what really happened then. He makes the equation “historical = real.” To be sure, such a narrow approach does allow a discussion of the resurrection, but only insufficiently. In order to avoid narrowness in this issue, we have not left the topic of the resurrection solely to New Testament scholars, but have summoned representatives of all other theological disciplines to participate. They are being asked to write about the resurrection of Jesus from the standpoint of their own discipline or of their own theological opinion. With this we have the hope that through various theological disciplines something of the manifold dimensions of the reality of the resurrection may become visible.33



I do not think that these statements take us any further. If you want to do justice to the early Christian Easter texts, it is meaningless to write anything about the “reality of the resurrection” if its nonhistoricity is certain. For in that case everything that is said about the reality of the resurrection would be mere fiction without any basis in real reality. Therefore the historical reconstruction, far from having a narrowing effect, is decisive—just as a decisive proof for the nonexistence of Jesus would certainly have a negative consequence for the theological quest for Jesus. Thus it is no wonder that critics of my work have accused me of historical positivism34 or of focusing too narrowly on the empty tomb,35 or have accused me of a lack of metacritical reflection.36

Let me answer these objections with a quotation from the work of the late Heidelberg church historian Hans von Campenhausen. He writes:


The Easter Narratives have in the past generation, as indeed always, been studied scientifically, and the general progress in the study of primitive Christianity has naturally furthered this work. Yet it seems to me that, with all the various researches into literary history, history of tradition, motif-history and form-history, there has been undue neglect of the inquiry into history pure and simple, that is, the inquiry into the historical core of that to which tradition gives its historical testimony. Interest in these types of approach to the Easter event threatens to smother the event itself. But the philological work that necessarily has the first word in assessing the sources must not lead us to hold as secondary the strictly historical inquiry into what took place, the actual sequence of events and their interconnection, nor to relegate these matters to the fringe as crude and commonplace. Our legitimately critical attitude, justified as it is, towards a naive psychologism and historicism has held us back from a direct exploitation and interpretation of ancient texts. It does not, however, absolve us, on the grounds of a better and more promising method, from the task of posing anew and answering the question the historian is bound to face; that is, of deciding how far and with what degree of probability the actual events and their sequence can still be ascertained.37



At the same time, von Campenhausen raises the suspicion that most New Testament scholars regard the Easter history as being without any historical value:


For them there remains only the somewhat awkward expedient of following the old Christians in their confession of the risen Lord, instead of the Jews in what occasioned this confession.38



In this polemic against modern mainstream New Testament research, von Campenhausen obviously equates the Jewish report of the theft of Jesus’ body with the tacit acknowledgment of the non-bodily resurrection of Jesus by many a New Testament scholar. For despite their denials, according to von Campenhausen, the latter, along with nonbelieving Jews of Matthew’s community, do contradict the core of early Christian belief in the bodily resurrection of Jesus. At the same time, far from seeing any difficulty in accepting the bodily resurrection of Jesus, von Campenhausen considers it theologically natural:


Here we are dealing with an event unique in every sense, with which the new “aeon” begins and in which therefore, the old world with its laws definitely ends. Consequently, from the nature of the case, such an event is not to be assented to as merely “probable”; it must be seen as necessary and theologically “natural,” as it were.39






THE NECESSITY OF THE TASK AND ITS FEASIBILITY

While agreeing with von Campenhausen’s criticism of modern liberal theology, I would add that if Jesus’ resurrection did not take place and consequently Jesus was not revived and changed into a divine being, then neither revival myths nor metaphorical interpretation nor the introduction of a new notion of history nor sermons guised in hermeneutical reflections40 can help. In that case Christian faith is as dead as Jesus and can be kept alive only by self-deception. Therefore an investigation into the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection has as much relevance for the life or death of the church as it has for scholarship.

Every day pastors comfort mourners with the message of the resurrection of the dead. The church derives its right to exist from the authority bestowed on it by the risen Christ, for he—not the historical Jesus—has given her the authority to forgive sins and has sent her into the world. Further, Jesus’ resurrection secures the Christian hope of being raised into eternal life. A basic rule applies here: As with Jesus, so with Christians. Yet many modern Christians and even liberal theologians no longer believe in the literal resurrection of Jesus, nor in their own. This disjunction persists despite the fact that the literal understanding of the resurrection and of the whole Christian fabric of salvation has long been the reason why Christian churches play an important role in Western societies, not to mention Christianity’s impact on the countries of the third world.

Since I am well aware of the objections to a purely historical discourse on the resurrection of Jesus, I shall here list the most important of them and offer rebuttals.

1. We have no eyewitness accounts of the resurrection of Jesus.

Rebuttal: But we do have the testimony of Paul himself who claims to have seen the “Risen One.” Though this is not a description of the occurrence of the resurrection itself, it does shed light on what happened to the other resurrection witnesses—the more so since Paul puts his own encounter with the “Risen One” in parallel to that of other witnesses (1 Cor. 15:8). Moreover, even if the above objection is correct, the question of the manner of the resurrection must be legitimate as long as theology makes a claim to be scientific and to be related to the enlightenment.

2. The resurrection traditions cannot be disentangled, and the historical sources are inadequate.

Rebuttal: This way out seems a bit too easy. Relying exclusively on the biblical witness as the only remaining source serves an apologetic agenda. Again Hans von Campenhausen remarks acutely:


The covenant thus concluded between an allegedly radical faith and historical skepticism in reality serves only to withdraw it altogether from the particular assault of history and historical reason.41



In other words, to say that what really happened at Easter is inexplicable seems formally to become an indispensable requisite for doing theology.

3. The resurrection of Jesus is a miracle that completely evades our grasp—what can historical research achieve here?

Rebuttal: Indeed, the miraculous or revelatory aspect of Jesus cannot be the object of any scientific approach. However, as long as theology is “paired” with historical thought (as it is on the one hand by the character of its central sources and on the other by modern criteria of truth),42 then it must be interested in a natural explanation of the miracle—or it must admit that even on historical grounds a supernatural explanation is more plausible.

4. It is impossible to talk meaningfully about the resurrection of Jesus outside the experience of faith.

Rebuttal: This amounts to “I believe in order to understand” and a resultant separation of faith from reason based on an immunization strategy. As long as absurdity is not to be made the criterion of the truth of theological statements, academic theologians must be concerned that their remarks are comprehensible. It is their task to interpret past and present testimonies of faith, but also to criticize them if they stand in direct opposition to present knowledge.

5. Event and interpretation are always interlocked so that it is impossible to have access to the event of the resurrection without the interpretation. Thus many Easter texts are unfit for historical investigation.43

Rebuttal: The interlocking of event and interpretation applies to all texts with which the historian deals, and thus is in no way a peculiarity of religious or Christian source-texts.44 Since this fundamental fact compels one to see and respect any given source as an expression of human life, one must not and cannot shrug off the responsibility of investigating the New Testament texts to discover to what extent, given their nature, they can be used as historical material. Perhaps one can compare the work to be done by historical research with psychoanalysis, where similarly in the framework of a “hermeneutic of suspicion” the utterances of the patient have to be read against the grain, i.e., against his or her explicit interpretations. No analyst will dispense with such a method simply because it is in tension with what the patient claims.

It is almost superfluous to say that the following analyses move within the realm of the probable and that the argument is hypothetical; this from the very beginning sets limits to the present investigation. To conceive of the predicates “purely hypothetical” or a “series of hypotheses” as indicating the possibility of refutation rests on a misunderstanding of historical work. Like any form of interpretation, historical reconstruction cannot proceed without hypotheses and assessments of probabilities. Indeed, it is the central task of historical investigation both to work out the most appropriate hypotheses and clearly to weigh probabilities in the process. The value of a reconstruction is decided by whether it is based on the best hypotheses—that is, those that resolve the most (and most important) open questions or existing problems, and provoke the fewest (and weakest) counterarguments.45 I shall adopt an approach similar to that of Kirsopp Lake’s study of nearly a century ago, The Historical Evidence for the Resurrection of Jesus Christ:


The first task of the historical inquirer is to collect the pieces of evidence; the second is to discuss the trustworthiness and meaning of each separate piece; and the third is to reconstruct the events to which the evidence relates.46



Lake then turns to law courts, adopting a legal metaphor in order to illustrate the spirit of sober historical study:


[The critic] has to play in turn the parts of solicitor, barrister, and judge, for he has to draw up the case, to argue its meaning, and to decide on its merits. Such an inquirer is necessarily bound by the limitation of the evidence. The evidence of even the best witnesses can in the end represent nothing more than their belief; and if the witnesses differ, either the point at issue must be left open, or an explanation must be given of their difference. It is, of course, impossible to apply the laws of evidence to historical problems with the same rigour as obtains in a law court, but in principle the judge and the historian are both guided by them, and the qualities which are demanded for the one are equally necessary in the other.47







THE PROCEDURE


The plan of the book is as follows:

Chapter 2 surveys the early Christian sources for the resurrection of Jesus. Here I not only compare the content of the individual texts, but also classify them by characteristics of form in order to arrive at a starting point for the history of the resurrection traditions. This task is especially important for the present work, not only since it is about the resurrection of Jesus, but also because it deals with the origins of the resurrection traditions. In other words, should certain of the earliest texts about the resurrection prove to be lacking in historical value, there would be no need to subject them to a detailed historical investigation.

The task of chapter 3 is to offer fresh translations of the most important early Christian texts concerning Jesus’ resurrection and to assess their historical value. Because of the large number of sources to be examined it requires much more space than the other chapters. I analyze the texts in three steps—purpose, reworked tradition, and historical elements. Sometimes two steps are carried out in one. Critics have charged this approach with being too mechanical. Yet in working with these and similar texts, this approach has proved fruitful, for it takes into account that since the authors of these and similar texts were not eyewitnesses, the various accounts necessarily reflect the use of imagination and/or earlier tradition.

Among the chief tools for identifying the purpose of the author and the reworked tradition are linguistic and stylistic considerations, and observation of contradictions or tensions in the text. In translating the texts, I have, unless otherwise indicated, set in italics those portions that are likely redactional, and have employed underlines, italics, and bold-faced type to stress key words and ideas in order to foster a close and discerning reading of the text. Only after establishing the purpose of the author and the reworked tradition may one meaningfully evaluate the historical worth of the text and so gain a credible understanding of the events it relates.

Today it is almost universally recognized that the gospel accounts of the resurrection appearances are secondary narrative expressions of resurrection faith.48 Therefore my analysis begins with the old kerygmatic formulations and only after that turns to the texts of the Gospels and of other noncanonical early Christian texts. Starting from 1 Cor. 15:3–8, the aim of chapter 3 is to offer a reconstruction of the course of events as well as the circumstances surrounding Jesus’ death on the cross, the burial of his body, and his reported resurrection on the third day and subsequent appearances to various disciples. All this prepares the path for chapter 4, where I shall argue that both primary witnesses to Jesus’ resurrection, Peter and Paul, became victims of self-deception. For that very reason I shall narrate the early Christian belief in Jesus’ resurrection as a history of self-deception. In the fifth and final chapter, I shall ask whether in light of the nonhistoricity of Jesus’ resurrection one can legitimately and with good conscience still call oneself a Christian. A brief epilogue addresses the question of whether the negative historical conclusions must result in spiritual despair or moral misconduct. Three appendices present material which, though it would have interrupted the flow of thought in the text, is necessary as a basis for the argument in various chapters of the book.
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The Various Early Christian Texts on the Resurrection of Jesus

Survey and Classification


The god hypothesis is no longer of any pragmatic value for the interpretation or comprehension of nature, and indeed often stands in the way of better and truer interpretation. Operationally, God is beginning to resemble not a ruler but the last fading smile of a cosmic Cheshire cat.

It will soon be as impossible for an intelligent, educated man or woman to believe in a god as it is now to believe that the earth is flat, that flies can be spontaneously generated, that disease is a divine punishment, or that death is always due to witchcraft. Gods will doubtless survive, sometimes under the protection of vested interests, or in the shelter of lazy minds, or as puppets used by politicians, or as refuges for unhappy and ignorant souls.1



Depending on their form, the statements about the resurrection may be divided into six groups.2 They occur as follows:


	a) As descriptive phrases or clauses: e.g., “God who has raised Jesus from the dead;”

	b) As catechetical statements about the resurrection of Jesus and his postresurrection appearances: “he (Jesus) appeared to XYZ”—statements that are already being developed into sequences;

	
c) In extended appearance stories;

	d) In stories about the empty tomb;

	e) In resurrection stories that are dated back into the life of Jesus;

	f) In various other stories.



Let me now present the various groups of statements about Jesus’ resurrection in a sequence:

On a) “God has raised Jesus from the dead”:

The oldest example of this type appears in 1 Thess. 1:10:


[You] wait for [God’s] son from heaven whom he has raised from the dead, Jesus who saves us from the coming wrath.



Compare further 2 Cor. 4:14:


We know that he who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus.



Many other passages in Paul’s letters contain similar formula-like statements.3 All of them are older than the letters in which they appear and surely originated with or before the time of the earliest extant letter, 1 Thess. Depending on the dating of this letter—41 or 50 CE—they stem from the thirties or the forties of the first century.4

At this point, anticipating the detailed exegesis, reference should be made to the close parallel between these and other pre-Pauline formulaic passages: 2 Cor. 1:9, “God who raises the dead,” and Rom. 4:17: “God who gives life to the dead and calls into existence things that do not exist.” These two passages have a parallel in the second of the Jewish Eighteen Benedictions, which differs only slightly in its various versions and goes back to the first century BCE:
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